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Enter the SF Gateway …


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




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





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


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


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


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







Introduction


by Professor Wingate Peaslee of Miskatonic University, Director of the Wilmarth Foundation


In 1966 the Wilmarth Foundation recruited a telepath of exceptional talent, a man who could tune his mind to the aberrant sendings of the CCD, the Cthulhu Cycle Deities, and make a sort of sense out of what he ‘heard’. Hank Silberhutte was the man: a tall, tow-headed Texan of daring and adventurous, albeit hasty and often hotheaded, inclinations.


Several years prior to his joining the Foundation, Silberhutte had lost a cousin in the cold wastes of Canada. The circumstances had been mysterious; following an unexpected cold snap of especial ferocity the party of six, engaged on government survey work, was suddenly missing, ‘lost from all contact with the civilized world.’ He joined in the Foundation. Having learned something of the CCD, it dawned on Silberhutte that his cousin’s disappearance had coincided with strange undercurrents of unrest in the Canadian trail towns and logging camps, and with the peculiarly feverish culmination of a five-year cycle of esoteric religious festivities as practised by certain local Indians and, farther north, Eskimos.


In short, he became interested in Ithaqua, that fearful air-elemental of the CCD. It was this fascination of Silberhutte’s – one might almost say obsession – which, following the very successful part he had played in a major Foundation project, prompted me to offer him the job of researching, compiling and correlating a working file or dossier on this mythical being of the Arctic snows; further, of carrying out his own survey work in Canada on the periphery of the Wind-Walker’s domain, and over the line of the Arctic Circle into the interior of that frozen territory itself.


Silberhutte immediately jumped at the chance I offered and in very short order produced an almost Fortean file of related incidents and occurrences, all of them showing definite connections with that monstrous manifestation known as Ithaqua, ‘the Thing that walks on the wind.’ I was amazed that any single man could have accumulated so vast an amount of lore in such a short time – much of which had previously been overlooked, had gone unnoticed, or was quite frankly unknown to the Foundation archives – until I recalled that the Wind-Walker had a very special attraction for him.


Genial and affable though Hank Silberhutte invariably was, at the merest mention of elementals of the air, Eskimo legend, or cycles of morbid CCD influence, his face would harden and his eyes narrow. He was a Texan and was as proud of that fact as any man of his race, and his cousin had died in the white wastes of Ithaqua’s Arctic domain. Enough said.


Perhaps in retrospect, knowing what I knew of him, I should have thought twice about giving Silberhutte the job of tracking down the Snow Thing. One needs a cool head when dealing with such horrors, and the Texan could fly off the handle in as little time as it takes to tell. But the man’s physical strength and keen intelligence, his dedication and great telepathic talent, more than balanced the odds and qualified him for the tasks he might need to perform. Or so I thought.


It came about that at a time when I myself was in Denizli, directing the commencement of certain operations in Turkey, Silberhutte was making preparations for an aerial reconnaissance of the Arctic Circle, or rather of its rim, from the Bering Strait to Baffin Island. His reason for this survey, in his own words, was to allow him ‘to get the feel of it; to look down on the ice-wastes from on high and see them as a great bird might see them – or as a Thing that Walks on the Wind!’


But of course there was more to his planned survey than that. There would be a strenuous series of treks to follow it, commencing before the thaws set in, for which he intended to prepare detailed routes from the air. Of these treks, one would be across the Brooks Range northwest of Fort Yukon on the Arctic Circle; another would cover a large area north of the Great Bear Lake; yet another should prove to be particularly gruelling and would take the Texan’s team along the Mackenzie Mountains Trail to Aklavik.


Tough groundwork of this nature was to be a period of acclimatization for the team rather than an actual frontal attack on the Snow Thing. Those regions where Ithaqua had made his awesome presence known in the past – and where doubtless he would make it known again in the future – were to receive the team’s attention at a later date, when its members had been made more able to survive by these ‘toughening-up’ exercises of Silberhutte’s.


Finally, the third and possibly most important of all reasons for this aerial survey: he intended to put his telepathic talents to the test in a series of attempts to search out from the air the massed mental sendings of local religious cults and sects. Strangers of many lands with no easily discernible purposes were massing northward; rumours of a ‘Great Coming’ were legion among the barely civilized inhabitants of the whole vast region, and whispers were already filtering back to Miskatonic through strategically placed Foundation agents.


This, in the main, formed the core of my knowledge of Hank Silberhutte’s initial plan of campaign against Ithaqua. Busy as I was in Denizli, he was now completely in charge of Project Wind-Walker, free to get on with it in his own way. All that I asked of him was that I be kept notified of the operation’s progress.


And here I find I must insert something about Juanita Alvarez. Silberhutte was on vacation in Mexico prior to being offered Project Wind-Walker. He found Juanita in Monterrey working as an interpreter with an international firm. She was young and single, very well educated, extremely independent, she spoke four languages without a trace of accent in any of them – and she was telepathic! And here is an exceedingly strange thing; Juanita’s talent was in a way as unique as Silberhutte’s, for she was only telepathic with him. In exhaustive tests later carried out at Miskatonic, this proved to be an enigma that baffled all the experts. Only Hank Silberhutte could receive her mind-sendings; she in turn could only receive his. It was as if, at their first accidental meeting in Monterrey, Hank had sparked off something in her mind, something that had found and formed a unique empathy with his own extraordinary talent. They had seen one another – and they had known. It was as simple as that.


And of course Hank had known that this would be a major breakthrough for the Foundation, because very few members of its telepathic fraternity were actually capable of communicating with one another; those who could were usually only able to receive very vague and ill-defined mental pictures. It was not their purpose to talk telepathically with people, but to use their talents to detect the machinations of the lurking, alien CCD and their minions; in Hank Silberhutte and Juanita Alvarez, however, the perfect link of mental communication had been forged.


So it was to the utter despair of the theorists and telepathic technicians at Miskatonic when Hank accepted his new job, and even more so when after some months he left Arkham to travel up to Edmonton with his team, there to form a Foundation detachment for the duration of the project. In his absence they would have to temporarily suspend their attempts to discover what made Hank and Juanita tick. As Hank himself pointed out, he would not be completely out of touch; they could contact him any time they so desired – through Juanita. Still, the professors would have preferred the telepathic ‘twins’ together in the laboratory, in a controlled environment.


However they might have wanted it, the girl stayed on while her alter ego (that was how they had come to think of one another, even though there was absolutely nothing else between them; there was no romantic connection) was off to Canada at the start of the greatest adventure of his life. In the days that followed, try as they might, the Foundation’s experts in mental telepathy could get nothing out of the girl. To all intents and purposes, except for her ability instantly to contact the Texan whenever she felt inclined or obliged to do so, she was telepathically deaf, dumb and blind.


That was how things stood when, on January 22, I received word from Miskatonic that Hank’s plane was missing somewhere over the Mackenzie Mountains. Had there been an accident? A long letter from Juanita Alvarez, doubling as a report and confirming the disaster, followed. The following excerpt is part of what Hank Silberhutte’s devastated alter ego had to say of the matter:


His call was like an alarm clock, waking me from nightmares that I could not quite remember – but the reality, was worse than any dream. It was about 9:15 A.M. and I had slept late. Immediately I was wide awake, knowing that he had called out to me, feeling for him with my mind.


‘Hank,’ I answered him, speaking it out loud as well as with my mind, ‘what is it?’


‘Juanita!’ he answered. ‘Get all of this – don’t miss a thing!’ And then he simply opened up all his senses to me and let me see it all, everything that was happening …


… The plane was low, skimming the undersides of boiling black clouds as the pilot tried to keep his craft below the weather but above the white peaks of mountains that rushed madly by on both sides. Weaving and bucking, riding the wind wildly and whirling in mad currents of air, the plane fought its pilot like a wild animal, and through all this Hank started to tell me the story:


‘We spotted him, Juanita – Ithaqua, the Wind-Walker – and our very first time out at that. It was no coincidence; we were looking for him, certainly, but he was just as surely looking for us. Or at least he was looking for me, and he certainly picked me up easily enough. We were at about N. 63°, W. 127° when we first felt it – that fantastic pull!


‘… What a bloody fool I am, to go chasing the Snow Thing in the sky, his own element! We can forget whatever remains of that old fallacy about Ithaqua being restricted to the Arctic Circle. To the Far North, yes, but we have ample evidence that he’s ventured as far south as North Manitoba, and so he could certainly –’


Abruptly he stopped consciously sending to let me see more clearly through his eyes. Only a few miles ahead of the rushing plane the white peaks reached up to the turbulent clouds. The pilot was wrestling with the controls, trying to pull the plane’s nose up into the swirling cauldron above, but the wind seemed actually to be blowing now from on high, blowing down on the wings of the straining plane and driving it toward the harsh ice-peaks of the mountains.


Hank could see what was going to happen – what must happen – and now his mental transmissions became a frenzied gabble as he tried to tell me all before – before –


‘We must have been somewhere between Dawson and Norman Wells when we saw him a great blot in the sky like smoke solidifying taking on a vaguely manlike but gigantic shape a beast exactly as described in the Lawton Manuscript but a description is one thing while actually to see him is –


‘Then the skies darkened over in what seemed like only a few seconds and the black clouds boiled up out of nowhere and he walked up the wind on his great splayed feet and disappeared into the clouds. But before he went completely his awful face came out of the clouds to look at us through flickering carmine stars that were like the very pits of hell!


‘Juanita – look!’


And again Hank’s mind opened up to show me the scene he himself saw at that exact moment of time, allowing me to participate visually in his experience. It was a favour I might well have done without; the Thing that Walks on the Wind had returned.


I had read something about Ithaqua, and Hank had told me a lot more. There is one part of the legend that warns of an unholy curse; to see the Snow Thing is to be doomed, for having seen him is to know that you must become his victim – sooner or later. With me it is sooner. I can no longer close my eyes without that hideous vision of Ithaqua being there, lurking in my mind, behind my eyelids, etched on my memory’s retina. Professor Peaslee, Ithaqua is a monster, indeed a ‘Prime Evil’, a being that never was spawned on this world and could never be accepted in any sane universe.


He – it – was there, perched atop that mountain peak directly ahead of the crazily lurching plane, a black bulk against the white snow and blue ice, filling the space between frozen peak and tortured sky and radiating his alienness more tangibly than the sun radiates light. To look at the sun for too long would burn one’s eyes out, but to gaze into those carmine pits that Ithaqua wears for eyes – that is to scar one’s very mind!


Oh, I can well believe that Ithaqua’s curse might work. Out there in the snowy wastes, it must be a very strange and lonely world. A weak person, perhaps even a strong one, having seen the Wind-Walker, might easily be drawn to go in search of him, simply to prove that the nightmare he had suffered was only a nightmare. Then again, perhaps it is the being’s mind that draws its victims back again, as in posthypnotic commands.


It could be so, Professor, I know it. Why, I can almost hear his command in my own mind at this very moment! But I am strong and I understand what this hellish attraction is. I can fight it.


There he was, that monster, stretching out his great arms to snatch with massive hands at the plane before it could crash into the peak, drawing it to him until the metallic grey of its wings and fuselage glowed a flickering pink and red in the reflection from the twin stars that burned in his face.


I had seen all this with Hank’s own eyes, until the last moment when he deliberately shut the vision out. But even so I could still read what was in his mind. I saw the cold despair and bleak but useless anger and hatred there. So powerfully was he transmitting that I could actually feel the machine gun in my own hands as Hank put a flaming stream of tracers across the snarling dark visage of the Wind-Walker, tracers that seemed to pass right through the horror’s face and into the furious clouds above.


Then Hank sought out an eye, and his shells found its centre to pour into it like a swarm of angry bees – only to burst from the back of the darkly massive head as a shower of drifting sparks! And that monstrous being threw back his head and laughed, shaking with hellish glee; but his shaking turned instantly into the hideously aberrant, spastic twitchings of indescribable madness, and this in turn gave way just as abruptly to anger and then to megalomaniac rage as finally … I heard him!


For until that last moment of time the Wind-Walker had been a creature of silence; indeed, I believe he is vocally dumb, inarticulate – but mentally …?


I have been told, Professor, that telepathy is telepathy and thought is thought, and there are theories and theories of which the majority agree that one telepathic being sends thoughts which must be at least partially understandable to any other. It is not so. The minority which has it that truly alien thoughts would be incomprehensible are right. Nothing is more alien than the Wind-Walker, despite his anthropomorphism – nothing that I can imagine anyway – and his thoughts are … they are terrible things.


I think that it was an alien mixture of glee and murderous rage I heard, an obscene flux reflecting telepathically from Hank’s mind like images from a cracked mirror, but the thoughts of Hank himself came to me clear as crystal in the final moment. He knew what must happen, you see, and I anticipated his shutting me out.


And I fought him because I wanted to be there, to help if I could. Oh, Hank won, but even as he drove me from his thoughts and back to my bedroom at Miskatonic, still I received impressions of the terrific acceleration he felt as Ithaqua lifted the plane high, high in his hands, even reaching up through the clouds – as a child lifts up a stone to skim across the water, or a ball to bounce.


And at the very end Hank said, ‘Juanita, tell them –’


And that was all, he was gone. There was nothing in my mind at all; it was a vacuum into which the Miskatonic morning flooded as if all the doors and windows had been opened together. And though I screamed for Hank to come back, to talk to me, all the while searching desperately for even the faintest echo of his telepathic voice, I knew that it was over.


There is one other thing, Professor. I believe that Hank’s sister, Tracy Silberhutte, was on board the plane. I do not know why; she was not part of his team (in fact I do not think that she knew anything of his work with the Wilmarth Foundation), but she was certainly on board. His mind was full of her, worrying about her …


And Juanita was right; Tracy Silberhutte was on board Hank’s plane. Later we were to discover how she came to be there, but not for a period of some four months. In the meantime Juanita, no longer of any telepathic value and having no desire to become an agent of the Wilmarth Foundation, went back to Monterrey. Search parties, both aerial and on foot, scoured the area north of Hank’s last known position but found nothing; it was as if the plane had been lifted from the face of the Earth.


Then, late in May, when I was busy organizing my expedition to the Great Sandy Desert of Western Australia, Juanita returned to Miskatonic. Her arrival was as unexpected as her personal appearance was changed. She looked as though she had not had a wink of sleep in a week. She was distraught, haggard; when she saw me she threw herself into my arms and began babbling hysterically and incoherently. Plainly she had received a terrific shock.


I immediately ordered that a sedative be administered and that she be put to bed. Even under sedation, however, she rambled on about Hank, about his being alive somewhere, and about the terrible winds that blow between the worlds and the thing that walks those winds, often carrying its victims with it out of this place and time into alien voids.


When the effects of the sedative wore off, experts at the University verified that she was indeed in contact with someone; but while they were able to detect the phenomenon of telepathic communication, they were completely at a loss as to whom exactly she was talking to. There was only one thing to do and that was to accept what she said as truth.


It was at this point, too, that one of my ‘hunchmen’ – a member of a team of psychically aware specialists, the scientifically enlightened counterparts of medieval mediums and spiritualists – asked me a rather strange question. Quite casually, he stopped me to ask if Hank Silberhutte had ever been an astronaut.


I might normally have laughed but was in no mood. Instead I told him curtly that no, Silberhutte had never been an astronaut – what was this, some sort of macabre riddle? He answered in these words, which I will always remember:


‘No riddle, Professor, and no offence intended – but after all I am a hunchman. And I’ll tell you something: I’d bet a month’s salary that it is Hank Silberhutte who’s trying to contact Miss Alvarez. And one other thing – wherever he’s transmitting from, it’s no part of this Earth!’


On the morning of June 3 Juanita began picking up a very clear telepathic transmission. The following narrative, relayed through her mind from incredible and unknown voids of space and time, was recorded exactly as she received it.




Part One




1


Winds of the Void


(Recorded through the Medium of Juanita Alvarez)


I’m sorry about that, Juanita. I realize now that it must have given you a terrific jolt to receive what must have seemed like messages from a dead man. But I’ve been trying to reach you ever since we got here three months ago, and –


You say it’s been four months? Well, that tells me something; it took us a month to get here. And during that month we were all dead to the world except for Tracy, who had the stone, and of course poor Dick Selway, the pilot. He was just … dead. I’m not being callous, Juanita, but it’s been three pretty hellish months for us, one way or another, and we’ve seen enough of death in that time to –


We? Yes, Tracy, Jimmy Franklin, Paul White and myself. All right, I’ll go right back to square one for you, Juanita – back to where I cut you off when I thought that Ithaqua was going to flatten the plane against that mountain …


Oh, I knew we were done for, no doubt about it. And that damned … Thing! He was massive enough when we first spotted him – shapeless, writhing like disturbed smoke, big as a building – but when he has a mind to he can simply, well, expand. He was just starting to puff himself up when he caught hold of the plane with a hand black as night, five-fingered but like a bird’s claw, with talons instead of fingers, and his strength was unbelievable.


I thought he intended to crush us; I actually saw the inner wall of the fuselage starting to buckle as he tightened his grip. But then he lifted us up into the sky, way up above those clouds, and for an instant he paused in that position. Juanita, I admit that when he did that I just closed my eyes, gritted my teeth and prayed. And I’m not a man that prays too often.


That was when Tracy grabbed me. Scared to death, all tears and snuffles, just like when she was a little kid sister. She threw her arms around my neck, and I felt the star-stone pressed between us.


I hadn’t realized it but the thing outside the plane must have been listening and watching inside my head. He pounced on the picture of that star-stone right there in my mind, stared for a split second – then threw it straight back, withdrawing his mind from mine completely. Only after he had gone was I sure he’d ever been there.


Now, I suppose you caught his thoughts when he was – laughing? – just before he grabbed the plane? Well, I’ve since learned that his mind-talk can only be picked up when he’s really angry or, yes, frightened. Even then, though, his thoughts can’t positively be interpreted. But still I somehow knew that when the great beast saw the star-stone in my mind it had shocked him rigid, frightened him. And it had made him angry!


He was snarling and mewling in a frenzy of frustration and rage. I guessed right away then that he couldn’t hurt us, not directly at any rate, and for the first time since I joined the Foundation I really appreciated the power of the five-pointed stars. Think of it – a thing that can walk on the wind, an alien monster from God only knows what infinities of space and time – and a little star-shaped stone from Miskatonic’s kilns rendered him powerless to harm us. Almost.


No, he couldn’t directly hurt us any worse than he had already, but he certainly didn’t intend to let us off lightly.


By then I think Dick Selway was already dead. He’d cracked his head against the control panel and there was blood everywhere; he just hung limp, trapped in the pilot’s seat. Still, even with Dick gone, if Ithaqua had let go of the plane right then – which I thought he was going to for a second – I think that perhaps I could have landed her. And I believe the horror outside picked that little fact right out of my head, too. Only he had worked it out differently.


After being hoisted up to the sky, I had fallen back away from the gun in the nose; now Paul White, hunchman and photographer, made it up there hand over hand and checked Dick Selway’s pulse. Whitey cursed softly and pushed Dick’s body over to one side, then wedged himself against the gun. He had taken all the pictures he wanted; now he wanted something else.


Jimmy Franklin was still on the radio but getting nowhere; the aerial must have been ripped away. And so Whitey started hammering away with the tracers, hitting the Wind-Walker almost point-blank right in those eyes of his. And all he got for his pains was a shower of harmless sparks from somewhere at the back of Ithaqua’s head.


Then the creature was off with us, loping across the Arctic skies in lengthening strides that took us even farther north and farther – up! The ice-wastes fell away beneath the plane as we rose into the sky ever faster; the acceleration was tremendous and I was slammed against the buckled wall of the fuselage with Tracy still in my arms.


Whitey, shaken loose from the gun, whirled by us and fell down into the tail section as the whole plane suddenly tilted. Before I blacked out I managed to clear the frost from one of the windows. Looking out I saw a black sky, and away and below I could plainly make out the curve of the Earth.


Yes, frost on the windows, Juanita. That started the moment Ithaqua grabbed us; ice formed on the inside as well as the outside of the plane, but without making us feel any normal sort of chill. Oh, yes, it was a strange cold. Not merely the subzero temperatures of Arctic climes but an iciness unique in Ithaqua and the weird ways he treads. It was the bitter chill of the winds that blow between the worlds.


From then on until we touched down on the littered plains of Borea – beneath vast, pitted triplet moons that hung low over the plateau on the horizon, eternally frozen in a starless sky – Whitey, Jimmy and I were unconscious. Yes, for a whole month, it seems. Some sort of deep-frozen suspended animation, I suppose. But not Tracy.


Oh, she passed out initially, but later she regained consciousness while we were still en route. She didn’t know that right off, though, for there was no sensation of movement or acceleration. She believed that we were down somewhere in the mountains; coming from outside was an eerie whine or hum, like the thin winds of high peaks. The inside of the plane was all white with frost; the windows were completely iced over and opaque; she could detect no sign of life in any of us and our bodies were heavily rimed with frost. Poor kid, she could hardly be blamed for thinking that we were all dead.


Yet in a way she was lucky, too, because the door of the plane was frozen shut, and though she put everything she could into getting it open it simply wouldn’t budge. God knows what might have happened if she had opened that door!


It was when she realized that she couldn’t get out of the plane that Tracy panicked and tried to smash one of the windows in the nose. Well, she could make no impression on the window either, but she did manage to clear the frost and ice away from an area of the glass. And so she looked out.


Picture it for yourself, Juanita: to be in a plane full of icy corpses, like the interior of some weirdo outsize freezer, listening to a strange rushing hum, like a distant wind blowing through a thousand telegraph wires. To know the nightmare of being lost and alone, trapped in an ice-tomb high-in mountain fastnesses. And then to peep out and discover that as bad as your plight might have seemed a moment ago, its terrors could never have equalled the horror facing you now. For staring right back at her, with the plane held at arm’s length in front of him as he flew through the star-voids, was Ithaqua, the Thing that Walks on the Wind!


Strange starlanes – a hyperspace dimension where inconceivable currents rush and roar in interstellar spaces – and a being of utterly alien energies who knows the ways between the spheres as an eel knows the derelict and weed-strewn deeps of the dark Sargasso. But it wasn’t only this sudden inundating flood of revelation that caused Tracy to faint away on the frosted floor of the plane. Neither that nor the sight of strange stars shooting dizzyingly by – like summer showers of meteorites magnified a thousand times – as Ithaqua hurtled through the void. No, it was the look on the Wind-Walker’s face. It was those eyes, seeming to peel away the metal hull of the plane like tinsel to stare into Tracy’s very soul. For she knew that those eyes saw her even as they narrowed in that inhuman face – and she knew, too, that they had filled suddenly with all the lusts of hell.


Thinking back to what Tracy told me when I came out of the freeze on Borea, I’m inclined to believe that time must be different for Ithaqua when he glides along the star winds, and for anything he carries with him. Not slowed down, as might be expected, but accelerated somehow. According to our calculations we’ve been on Borea for three months, and we left Earth four months ago, but Tracy reckons she slept only three or four times during the whole trip. As for myself, I wouldn’t know one way or the other. I do remember dreams – of Tracy’s head on my cold chest and her hands on my face, and her voice, crying out to me about the horror outside the plane.


But that’s jumping things a bit. I’ll tell it as Tracy told it to me.


When she came to after her faint it was dark; she’d accidentally knocked off the cabin lights when she slipped down the wall. The control-panel lights were still on though, and she could see well enough in their glow. Deciding to leave the main lights off to conserve the batteries, she set about making herself a sandwich and some coffee.


That was when she first noticed that despite the ice and frost everywhere she herself was not unbearably cold. And the star-stone about her neck was warm.


She felt a lot better after a bite to eat and a cup of hot coffee; but she kept well away from the windows and refused even to think about what was outside. And through all this there was no sensation of free-falling, none of the physiological phenomena of spaceflight at all; which leads me to believe that in fact Ithaqua was moving between dimensions.


Then Tracy noticed another queer thing. She had moved over to sit beside me on the cabin floor, and as she sipped the last of her coffee she saw that my right arm had moved; it had left a clear space in the frost on the rubberized surface of the deck. She caught her breath. I couldn’t be alive, could I? No, not possibly. There I was, white as a snowflake and looking stiff as mutton in a freezer. But putting her ear to my chest Tracy listened breathlessly until she heard a heartbeat. Just one, and then several seconds later, another.


From then on, except during those periods when she was sleeping, Tracy spent her time frantically trying to rouse me from my strange, frozen sleep; not only me but Whitey and Jimmy, too. Jimmy Franklin lost the skin off his lower lip through Tracy’s ministrations with hot coffee! But for all this she was out of luck and had to be satisfied with the knowledge that at least we were alive when by rights we ought to have been dead.


The answer, of course, lay in the star-stones of ancient Mnar, but she didn’t know that. Besides the stone she wore about her neck there was one other aboard the plane – in the first-aid cabinet, of all places. That was Paul White’s stone. If it weren’t for those stones we really would have been dead by then, all of us. Only their presence in the plane had forced the Wind-Walker to exercise restraint. The ancient magic of the Elder Gods was still at work.


Like myself, this was for Whitey his first really active stint with the Wilmarth Foundation, and he had made the same mistake as I had. I had always sort of scorned the star-stones, in the way a greenhorn soldier might scorn a bulletproof vest before he’s seen the terrible mess a bullet can make of a man’s chest – or in my case, before I really knew the kind of horror a Thing that Walks on the Wind might wreak. Whitey, a do-it-by-the-book man, had brought his stone along all right but felt stupid wearing it, so he’d placed it in the plane’s first-aid cabinet out of the way. Dick Selway and Jimmy Franklin, greener in the ways of the CCD even than Whitey and I, hadn’t bothered with their stones at all! And all Tracy knew of these things, of the star-stones, was that the one she wore about her neck, which by then she’d forgotten was there at all, had been my good luck charm, my rabbit’s foot.


In fact that star-stone was Tracy’s reason for being on the plane in the first place. It was pure coincidence that she had been staying with friends in Edmonton for a few days while I was starting out on Project Wind-Walker. The night before we started the flying programme I attended a party at the home of her friends. I had a few drinks and must have mentioned something of my preparatory work at the airfield. The next morning when Paul White picked me up, I forgot my star-stone and left it in the room where I had bunked down. Tracy found it. Since she intended to start the long trip back down to our home in Texas that same morning, she decided to go via the airfield and return the stone to me. Driving out to the field, she worked out a little prank to play on me.


For some time Tracy and my father had been speculating on my work with ‘The Government’, and now finally her curiosity had gotten the better of her. She saw this situation as a chance to find out what it was all about.


The Foundation had secured for my team an outlying area of the airport; a fenced-off, run-down, dusty area with its own rather worse-for-wear landing strip. But it was good enough for us and anyway, our plane was no luxury airliner. We had also been supplied with a full-time guard for the gated entrance, though I have to admit that I didn’t brief him well. I was hardly expecting trouble, certainly not Tracy’s sort. She arrived at the gates, told the guard who she was and showed him my star-stone. She said I had forgotten it and she knew I wouldn’t want to go off without it.
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