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Mirror Image


Like everyone else, Alex Stordahl, supervisor of the harsh planet Marilyn, thought he understood the largely reptilian native animal life. Then Stordahl discovered the amorphs – shapeless in their natural state, but possessing a unique defence mechanism: when closely approached by a possible aggressor, they could adopt the form least likely to be attacked by the creature. When it transpires that the creatures are harmless they are quickly absorbed into the colony to provide extra labour. Then the ruthless owner of the development corporation arrives from Earth. He wants to test the amorphs, and brings with him a group of four brilliant, but totally egotistical men. And trouble soon starts …


Charisma


A secret research station near the Cornish fishing village of Falcombe has discovered the existence of an apparently infinite series of parallel worlds, each a slightly distorted reflection of our own. It has also developed a technique for investigating these worlds; but the only person who can possibly visit and explore a parallel world is the rare individual whose counterpart has lately died there and whose place he can therefore take – which in turn presages his own death on his version of Earth.


Brontomek!


The planet Arcadia was on the verge of economic collapse. Its human colony had been decimated by the strange Relay Effect; in the aftermath, still more colonists were leaving for other worlds. The Hetherington Organisation promised to change that. If the remaining colonists put themselves entirely in their hands for a five-year period, they would transform Arcadia into the most prosperous planet settled by mankind, while preserving its great natural beauty. It was an offer the Arcadians could hardly refuse. Only when the first cargo ships arrived, unloading a huge stream of brontomeks – huge robot agricultural machines, heavily armoured – and an army of amorphs, aliens who were capable of moulding themselves into human form, did the colony begin to realise what it had committed itself to.
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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
from The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction


Michael Greatrex Coney (1932–2005) was a UK-born accountant, hotel manager (of the Jabberwock Hotel, Antigua, West Indies 1969–1972), and author; in Canada from 1973, serving with the British Columbia Forest Service from 1973 until his retirement in 1989, an experience he described in Forest Ranger, Ahoy! (1989). He was in Antigua when he published his first professional story, ‘Sixth Sense’, for Visions of Tomorrow in 1969; several more followed rapidly, including his first novel, Mirror Image (1972) (see below), whose loose sequel Brontomek! (1976) (see below) won the BSFA Award; Brontomek! is also loosely connected to Charisma (1975) (see below). During his first, adventurous period, Coney was a genre explorer: even titles understood in hindsight to be connected – the ecological puzzle story Syzygy (1973) is for instance set on the same world as the trilogy just mentioned – tended to be generically distinct. One marker of similarity across genres, however, may be the very similar seaside towns, often transplanted to other planets, that feature throughout his work; and mark from the first an interest in local habitations, and their carefully delineated residents, that increased steadily throughout his career.


More novels followed quickly. The Hero of Downways (1973) is a moderately stereotyped action-adventure story, but Friends Come in Boxes (1973) is a fascinatingly grim account of an unorthodox solution to the problem of Overpopulation. Perhaps the best of his non-series early books are Winter’s Children (1974), a Post-Holocaust novel, and Hello Summer, Goodbye (1975), a wistful story of the adolescent love between two members of a human-like species on a distant planet; the sequel in this short Pallahaxi sequence is I Remember Pallahaxi (2007), a darker tale, set hundreds of years later, which concentrates on the savage consequences of the arrival of human colonists. A series of stories somewhat reminiscent in their setting of J. G. Ballard’s Vermilion Sands includes several which were amalgamated into The Jaws that Bite, the Claws that Catch (fixup 1975). After the publication of Brontomek! there was a considerable gap in Coney’s writing career; the two books published during this hiatus, the Dystopian The Ultimate Jungle (1979) and the Under-the-Sea adventure Neptune’s Cauldron (1981), were books written earlier that had not sold on first submission.


Coney’s second period was dominated by the Far-Future background developed in the two-decker novel The Song of Earth: The Celestial Steam Locomotive (1983) and Gods of the Greataway (1984). Here humans co-exist with other humanoid species, living out a kind of languid Virtual Reality dream inside domes or Keeps, thanks to the benevolent manipulations of a vast distributed Computer network known as Rainbow of the Ifalong (Ifalong being a Multiverse of Parallel Worlds) despite the apparent interference of the godlike alien Starquin. In reality – a difficult term to pin down in the series – Starquin is working to awaken humanity out of a terminal dream that Rainbow cannot much longer sustain. Publication of The Song of Earth was preceded by a lighter tale, Cat Karina (1982), set earlier in the something like the same setting. Coney then employed the same highly flexible metaphysical context to frame two eccentric Arthurian fantasies, Fang the Gnome (1988) and its sequel King of the Scepter’d Isle (1989). The easy exuberance of this late work is remembered fondly; but the earlier, more sharply told series of connected tales that climax his early work are slowly being perceived as significant contributions to the humanist tendency in late twentieth century sf.


Those central stories are here published for the first time in one volume. Mirror Image (1972), features Alien ‘amorphs’ on a planet colonized by humans, who can so perfectly mimic humans that, when they have done so, they believe themselves to be in fact human; at first the tale seems to be following the same path as Gene Wolfe’s famous The Fifth Head of Cerberus (1972), but Coney is in a more sympathetic writer than Wolfe, and his aliens are freed of their chains. Charisma (1975), which shares some concepts and characters with the other books, translates the metamorphosis storyline of Mirror Image into a tale in which travel to parallel worlds demands a similar transfiguration from one body to another. Brontomek! (1976) climaxes the sequence: here transported to another colony planet, the amorphs transcend their function as mercenaries of a ruthless interstellar corporation, and help establish a triumphant kinship of sentient creatures. After much travail, communities flourish. Michael Coney is a necessary writer for our times.


For a more detailed version of the above, see Michael G. Coney’s author entry in The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction: http://sf-encyclopedia.com/entry/coney_michael_g


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




MIRROR IMAGE




CHAPTER ONE


Three rough timber huts rose on stilts from the warm brown tidal waters of the delta. For the past week twelve men and six women had lived in these huts. Eighteen humans until this morning when, suddenly, there were seventeen. The waters swirled past the piling as Stordahl clung to the crude ladder, still uneasy with shock, while the body of Cable drifted with the tide facedown. If Cable could be said to have a face any more …


The huts stood in a triangle with the entrances facing inward; these openings were now crowded with colonists watching the flurry of bloody activity as the body drifted on, presently hesitating against the twisting roots of one of the mangrove-like trees which, apart from the tall reeds, were the delta’s only visible form of plant life. The water was now seething around Cable and his clothes were gone; there were brief glimpses of white flesh before this turned crimson as the shoal of small silver fish ripped and fed with needle teeth.


‘Stay where you are, all of you!’ shouted Stordahl – unnecessarily, because nobody was about to step into that water. Several people, including the Supervisor himself, had seen what happened to Cable, yet no one ventured to assist. That would have been pointless from the first instant when a fish, rising glittering from the dull water, had torn out Cable’s throat.


‘It jumped,’ someone was muttering. ‘It jumped clear out of the water and went for his neck as though it knew how to finish him quick. I …’ The man swallowed nervously, staring at the suddenly menacing waters. ‘I could have sworn it had … wings …’ Behind him, a woman wept softly.


Later Stordahl called a meeting. ‘This is our first setback,’ he said, watching their faces carefully. He stood at the entrance to Hut One with ten men behind him; fifteen yards of murky water separated him from Huts Two and Three. Men and women thronged the entrances but nobody cared to cross the intervening distance. The tide was falling; about six inches of water remained and the body of Cable was now grounded thirty yards away, the fleshless rib cage exposed. A vague shape moved in the branches above the body, oozing formlessly through the dark foliage like a giant amoeba.


‘And naturally,’ continued Stordahl, ‘we are deeply shocked. Suddenly, the planet seems hostile. After a few months of having it easy, we’ve had a reminder that our environment is alien. Back in the colony, under the domes, we developed a sense of security – but we knew that sooner or later we would have to venture out and explore our surroundings.’


So the expedition to the delta had been mounted; difficulties in growing Earth-type crops at the colony on the plain had been partly responsible for the decision. Armed with sacks of super-rice seedlings they had travelled the short distance to the coast – the plant had been developed for use in saline, tidal waters, and promised to supplement the largely imported food supplies. Small experimental paddy-fields had been constructed and planting, until now, had proceeded daily. The seedlings appeared to be taking well.


A woman spoke sharply across from Hut Three. ‘If you think I’m going to work knee-deep in water with those fish around you’re damned well mistaken, Mr Stordahl.’ There was a murmur of agreement from the other colonists.


‘We’ll work when the tide is below the level of the paddy-field banks,’ Stordahl informed her coldly.


‘How will we be sure that the fish aren’t already in the enclosures?’ someone asked nervously.


A large lizard watched them unblinking from among the upturned bowl-shaped leaves of a nearby mangrove. ‘Like this,’ said Stordahl, climbing to the ground. The tide was down to the last two inches; nevertheless slime and ochre water rose to the knees of his thigh-boots. Anxious faces regarded him, scanning the surrounding film of water closely.


Stordahl moved away from the triangle of huts, drew his gun and sent a pulse crackling among the branches of the mangrove. The lizard fell, smoking, and hit the water with an audible hiss. Stordahl took it by the tail – it was about two and a half feet long – and dragged it across to one of the small enclosures which held some two feet of water left by the receding tide. He threw the lizard in. It floated to the surface, rolling slowly. Nothing happened.


‘Satisfied?’ Stordahl climbed to the bank of clay and upright piles and jumped into the water. He waded about casually, examining the super-rice seedlings which already projected above the surface. Despite his apparent confidence he found that he was fingering his throat nervously, visualizing the terrifyingly abrupt death of Cable. The diabolical killer fish had been about the size and shape of a Terrestrial piranha, although in the brief glimpse he had caught he had seen a peculiar, almost transparent membrane running the length of the flank … It was the first time they had seen such a fish, and they had been here for a week. Stordahl hoped the fish were not capable of learning by experience where the food supply was …


It was much later in the day that the team suffered the second and final disaster. Work had proceeded from mid-morning onward without incident and as the early rain gave way to bright watery sunshine the morale of the team rose. The women were planting the seedlings, bent double with arms plunged below the surface, while the men were engaged in construction of a further enclosure, driving short piles hewn from the mangroves to reinforce the banks of muddy clay. Stordahl himself had climbed back to Hut One to radio his daily report back to the colony and to ascertain the latest news. Following the death of Cable, he had decided that the present team should be relieved the next day – a week in these surroundings was enough for anyone, but progress to date had satisfied him that the project was worthwhile. Now he could go back to his normal duties as Colony Supervisor, sending back somebody else in charge of the new team.


He had just made contact with Bill Myers when he heard the screams from outside. He dropped the mike and ran to the hut entrance.


The tide was slipping in slowly across the gleaming mud, a creeping iridescence flecked with scum. In the paddy-fields the colonists thrashed and flailed, shouting. A number were struggling towards the huts; others twisted on the ground or lay still, while among them glittered silver shapes.


Stordahl half climbed, half fell down the ladder, drawing his pistol as he sank into the mud. ‘Hurry!’ he shouted.


The glistening forms flitted in from the sea, a huge shoal of the killer fish, undeterred by the shallow water. They were skimming the surface with the thin membrane of their wings outspread and fluttering, diving into the deeper pools, re-emerging and gaining height, gliding across the intervening stretch of uncovered mud, diving into the water of the enclosures. The colonists were struggling from the paddy-fields, beating them off; Stordahl saw another man go down with a metallic gleam at his throat and the crimson blood pumping. The narrow beam of his laser probed the air, bringing down two fish in quick succession as he hurried to assist the wounded back to the huts. People passed him going the other way, paddling through the clinging mud with faces blank with fear, making for the safety of the huts’ height. They fought at the foot of the ladders, screaming, while the killer fish veered around them like hungry gulls. Stordahl switched his pistol to broad beam for short-range work, frying a small flight of fish as they headed towards him.


There were no wounded whom Stordahl could assist. He realized this as he stood half-way between the huts and the enclosures, his feet sinking deeper into mud. People were either hurrying for the huts, or dead. Those behind him were alive, but there was no movement from those lying around the enclosures, merely the impression of shifting silver mounds as the fish wrenched and tore and fed in their dozens. Stordahl turned back and made for the nearest hut, climbing the ladder one-handed and burning any fish which swooped too close.


Seven more lives had been lost. That night, the colonists were besieged by fluttering fish which found the height of the huts no obstacle; indeed they seemed to be attracted by the light and, despite guards at the windows and entrances, were constantly finding their way in, where they dashed themselves against the lamps and fell to the floor, trashing and snapping at anything within reach … They were accustomed to spending minutes at a time out of the water, and took a long time to die.


The following morning, as soon as the tide was low enough, the remainder of the colonists left the huts and made for the vehicles on the high ground about a mile away. The journey back to the colony was a silent one; the setback had become a rout. At a later meeting it was agreed to postpone all attempts to cultivate super-rice in the delta until some defence against the piranavas, as they came to be known, was devised. The eroding tide began to smooth away the traces of the colony’s first unsuccessful experiment.


Colonists en masse tend to be phlegmatic and by the end of the week the disaster at the delta had become history. There were so many other matters to think of. The dead were mourned as is fitting but the grief was short-lived, and life on the new planet resumed its normal busy course.


Until one day Stordahl, with an unaccustomed hour or two to spare, set off in the direction of a small hillock …


The low knoll was capped with a grove of cuptrees and he paused some two hundred yards from the nearest; turned, and surveyed the embryo colony, white blisters on the wet plain, with some pride. He would have to think of a name for the site before someone else did. As Supervisor, it was his prerogative, failing instructions from the top. It was an oversight by Hetherington, the colony’s financial backer, not to have named the first town; the armless tycoon back on Earth had already named the planet Marilyn, after his blonde and reputedly oversexed wife. Alex Stordahl, Supervisor, standing on the slopes of a low hill on the planet Marilyn, smiled to himself. He had met the original Marilyn, once.


Fifteen large silver domes were clustered on the broad plain; they glittered in the unusual Marilyn morning sunlight, as did the ground foliage and the groves of cuptrees. Last night, like every night and most days, it had rained heavily. Around the domes moved the half-tracks and people miniature with distance. There seemed to be a lot of colonists about this morning, due as much to the unusual weather as to the overcrowded living quarters. Almost five hundred people lived in those domes. To the right, or east, of the camp was a black area of vitrified soil, legacy of the shuttle service performed by Hetherington Ferry IV some months ago while the FTL starship Hetherington Endeavor orbited, disgorging.


This landing pad bore testimony to the colony’s virility; building work was in progress using local materials. Five families were constructing timber cabins from felled cuptrees, taking advantage of the only firm dry ground for miles around. Stordahl had warned them that such a site might in time be liable to subsidence and eventually become a lake, but they had proceeded nevertheless. Anything, they said, was better than living in those damned domes, with no privacy. At least, the women had said that. Their husbands, being male and therefore susceptible to reason, had said nothing, but built the cabins on platforms in the manner of houseboats.


Alex Stordahl looked north; forty miles beyond the camp the plain rose to a long crescent-shaped mountain range. Stark and jagged in the clear morning sun, these mountains curved from a point due north of the camp to somewhere south of west. Aerial surveys had revealed a vast desert beyond the mountains, and spectroscopic analysis had shown this to consist of huge surface deposits of ferrous oxide. There was also considerable radioactivity. This readily obtainable source of wealth had been of great interest to the financier and was the principal reason for the founding of the colony on the planet Marilyn.


Hetherington’s last message had inquired when the hell Stordahl proposed to send an exploratory team into the desert. Stordahl had replied to the effect that he would do so when he was good and ready. This would, in fact, be within the next week, but Stordahl was an independent personality who disliked giving his boss the impression that he jumped to obey commands …


Apart from the disaster at the delta, in the six months of the colony’s existence they had lost two other members, their zoologist and his wife. These two had taken a half-track and ploughed off into the distance one day two months ago; they had not returned.


Stordahl had blamed himself for that; he should have realized that Arnott Walsh was getting impatient. The fauna of Marilyn had, apart from the occasional elephant worm, shunned the camp area and Walsh had been champing at the bit, having to be satisfied with telescopic views of lizard-things slinking around the distant cuptree groves, in addition to the few specimens Stordahl had brought back from the ill-fated delta expedition.


Walsh’s wife had been no happier; they were both highly regarded in their profession and had been accustomed to World Government sponsored expeditions complete with fully-equipped enclosed vehicles and teams of technical assistants. Hetherington’s shoestring operation complete with cramped accommodation, no laboratory, and open half-tracks had not, apparently, appealed to them. If they had known it was going to be like this, they had said, they would never have come.


In fact Hetherington would never have included them in the colony if he had not found out that the World Government was prepared to make a grant towards the colony if research work such as zoology were carried out in addition to the usual exploitation of resources. So the Walshes were signed up, Hetherington calculating that the grant would be well in excess of the cost of their passage and upkeep.


But Alex Stordahl, who had supervised colonies before, had insisted on a six months’ settling down period before any work of a research nature commenced apart from essential investigations into food sources such as the delta project. Even six months, he felt, was barely enough to get the housing and supplies sorted out, test the local water (heavy in minerals but drinkable) and sink the wells, set up the essential laboratories, plant crops, explore briefly the vicinity and make provision for unexpected attack. Five hundred assorted people, including a few children, take a great deal of organizing.


So far it had gone well, apart from the disappearance of the Walshes and the failure of the super-rice, and Stordahl felt, on this optimistic morning, that they were ready to go at last. Teams in half-tracks supported by the colony’s one helicopter would now start commercial exploration. Within a few days they would be analysing samples from the desert and a few months later, all being well, the smelting plant would arrive from Earth with its attendant team who would themselves become additional members of the community.


For this was a community. Stordahl had insisted from the start; it was not just a factory with accommodation. The intention was to colonize Marilyn, to provide a new world for people to live in; not merely to set up a trading post, a small industrial offshoot of the Hetherington empire. People were going to live here. If Stordahl liked it enough, he might stay here himself when his contract was up.


His gaze dropped from the mountain to the camp, and he wondered how many times he had thought the same thing. This was his eighth planet, and he had always moved on. I’m forty years old, he thought; and with the thought came its inevitable companion: I wonder if I ought to get married again.


The girl was twenty yards away; her hair was long and black and it hid her face as she bent low, examining the ground, parting the saucerplants to get at the soil. He called to her.


‘Joan!’


She looked up, smiling towards him. Her face was flushed. She was very pretty. Damn Hetherington, he thought.


‘What?’


‘Nothing,’ he said, smiling back.


Damn Hetherington and his animal assumptions. ‘I’ve interviewed the applicants personally,’ the man had said. ‘There are an equal number of men and women, plus a few children just to make people think they’re building for the future, you know. Equal males and females – that way everyone can get his oats. I think you’ll like your girl.’


Stordahl had stared at the armless obscenity behind the mahogany desk, holding on to his fury and his job. My God, he thought, does he expect us all to walk up the gangplank two by two? And for the next week before blast-off he had been wondering what his assigned bed-mate would be like, suspecting that she would be the twin sister of the blonde and breasty Marilyn, who had wandered into the room during his talk with Hetherington, given him a suggestive look, then sat on the table and fondled the tycoon’s thinning hair.


Hetherington couldn’t have known, could he, that Stordahl’s wife and child had died a year ago when the westbound monocar from Capital City had been blown from the rail by the latest cult of have-nots?


And Joan, who he had avoided meeting until the last possible moment aboard Hetherington Endeavor, had turned out to be so very nice. So anxious to please, so desperately afraid that he wouldn’t like her (because, after all, there were some two hundred and fifty other women aboard), so young and sweet and pretty and unHetherington-like that he wondered what the hell was the matter with him, because he couldn’t fancy her.


Even now, they had never been to bed together; because Stordahl knew that, at the moment of impact, the ghost of Hetherington would appear leering in his mind’s eye, saying: ‘I knew you’d like her …’


‘Come on up here,’ he called.


The wind was as reliable as the rain on Marilyn. During most of the day it blew from the south-east – from the sea to the desert as the reflective land heated and the air rose. In the late afternoon it reversed direction, bringing with it fine particles of dust which caused spectacular auroral displays in the rays of the sinking sun. At present the wind blew towards the hills; as Joan arrived at his side her face was framed in flying hair like a dark-petalled flower, a black tulip.


‘Well … what do you think of Marilyn?’


‘Attractive, possibly unpredictable. Definitely a man’s girl,’ she replied, smiling.


‘I mean the planet.’


‘So do I,’ she said innocently. ‘All virgin planets are men’s girls. A man can see the possibilities, whereas a woman tends to view with suspicion.’


Stordahl laughed. ‘Not to change the subject, what did you think of Hetherington’s wife? Obviously you met her.’


‘I only hope she never takes it into her head to visit the place,’ said Joan seriously. ‘Our boss could have trouble with her in an easy-going environment like this.’


‘Easy-going?’ repeated Stordahl in mock horror. ‘Are you suggesting I run a slack ship?’


‘There has been certain intermingling of the sexes in segregated dormitory domes,’ she explained carefully. ‘You know, like two in a sleeping bag.’


‘I didn’t realize accommodation was quite so cramped.’


‘Why do you think the families are moving out and building? They don’t mind for themselves, but they think it’s bad for the kids to see a bag bursting at the seams, groaning and heaving in the middle of the night like two snakes trying to shed the same skin.’


‘It’s all part of growing up, for the colony as well as the kids. I don’t believe in strict rules about this sort of thing. Neither, apparently, does Hetherington. Equal numbers of men and women; it’s too much of a coincidence to mean anything other than sex.’


‘You’re laughing at me again, Alex. All the same, I suppose you’re right. You can’t force people to pair off, but you can give them the chance.’ She looked, suddenly, a little sad. ‘And when they do, permanently, I mean, they’ll have the incentive to move out, like the families. That way they do all necessary building work willingly, in their spare time. You’re a devious sort of man.’


‘It’s better this way than compelling people to give up their evenings to construct cabins; with teams and rosters and waiting lists and all the grumbling and friction that would entail.’


‘Are … are you thinking of moving out?’ asked Joan hesitantly. ‘Community living is all very well, but the Supervisor ought to have his own house.’


‘If I do, Joan, I’ll give you the first option on sharing it with me,’ he said, and wished he hadn’t.


‘Thank you … You were very fond of your wife, Alex? I’d heard she was … dead.’


‘We got along …’ At least I chose her myself, he thought savagely, wondering how to change the subject without appearing too rude. Obscurely, he didn’t want to be rude to Joan.


‘There was a daughter?’


‘She was five,’ he said shortly, this time leaving no doubt that he did not want the subject pursued.


‘I’m sorry, Alex. Sometimes it’s better to talk about these things … Shall we walk on a bit? Let’s have a look around the cuptrees and see if there are any of those big lizards around. We’ve both brought guns.’


He hesitated. He had left the camp on the spur of the moment, delighted by the morning sunshine, with no intention of turning his stroll into a full-scale exploration. Joan had tagged along and he had let her come, partly for company and partly because of his own rule that no unaccompanied person should travel more than a quarter mile from the camp perimeter.


Curiosity got the better of him and he started on up the hill, Joan at his side with drawn hand gun. After all, he told himself, he was about to perform the duties of the missing Arnott Walsh and investigate the local fauna …


They halted twenty yards from the nearest tree and stared into the forest of thick trunks beyond. Nothing moved apart from a tiny gliding lizard which leaped from a twig and plunged deep among the cuptrees, paper-thin membranes stretched taut between short limbs. In flight, the creature resembled the killer fish of the delta … Even the wind had dropped and the multi-branched trees stood still as though watchful with bated breath while the grove got a close sight of Man.


‘We’re not going in there,’ stated Alex Stordahl definitely. ‘Later perhaps, with ten men properly armed. This time we’ll just walk around the edge, keeping in sight of the colony.’ Back among the domes, men with binoculars would be watching them, and telescopic cameras would be whirring. They walked again, eastward.


The ground was pitted with the holes of elephant worms, open sores over two feet in diameter interrupting the green carpet of the saucerplants. Here and there little clusters of taller plants grew with tulip-shaped heads on slender stalks. Bending down, Stordahl snapped off a plant and stuffed it in the pocket of his windbreaker.


‘I may as well take something back for Briggs,’ he remarked. Briggs was the colony botanist and agriculturalist, now also doubling as zoologist in the absence of Walsh. ‘You notice this plant is the same species as the saucer-plants and cuptrees?’ He wondered if all plant life on Marilyn would exhibit this strange reversal of the Terrestrial system whereby nourishment is obtained by capillary action from the roots up. In which case Briggs would have the pleasure of sorting out his own genera before arriving at the subdivision of species.


Joan wasn’t listening. She caught his arm suddenly. ‘Quiet,’ she whispered. ‘I thought I saw something. Coming out of that hole.’ She indicated a burrow some twenty yards away, near the trees.


‘Probably an elephant worm,’ he whispered back.


‘No. It was a different shape. If it had any shape at all … It just poked its head out, a sort of amorphous lump, then it went back again.’


Now the forest, accustomed to their presence, was beginning to stir again with small rustlings and shrill, tiny sounds. Against the sky, the curious leaves of the cup-trees waved in the resumed breeze, and a dark bank of cloud was sweeping in from the south-west. The two humans stood silent, watching.


This time Stordahl saw the creature emerge. It oozed out from the burrow shapeless, a grey tube of protoplasm like a flaccid maggot until it lay clear of the hole, when it seemed to expand, questing this way and that with stumpy pseudopods. It grew tall, rising from the ground, still featureless apart from the lumpy protuberances which changed position constantly. Soon it was all of six feet high tapering to a rounded apex, reminding Stordahl of nothing so much as his crude childhood attempts at building snowmen. Shockingly, the similarity intensified.


‘My God,’ he whispered. ‘It’s growing eyes.’


Two eyes stared at them with blind fixation, the head became more clearly defined, and the gash of a mouth appeared.


Stordahl gripped his gun.


There was a heavy crashing within the forest and they swung around. A giant lizard-like creature stood among the thinning perimeter trees. Its mouth hung open, drooling as the eyes stared unblinking. It was over twenty feet long from its carnivorous fanged jaws to its pointed tail and it stood over six feet tall at the shoulder. A feature rather less reptilian was its obvious masculinity. Almost with relief Stordahl levelled his gun at it. This was the sort of creature he understood.


But the giant lizard’s attention was fixed on the strange object in the open. With patent hunger it regarded the mound of protoplasm and its tongue flickered as it moved forward with surprising quietness.


The dead eyes swivelled and the mound had seen the lizard. Again the shape began to change as the flesh expanded, swelling rapidly like the defence mechanism of the puffer fish, but extending horizontally, extruding limbs, projecting a tail.


Joan whispered something, incredulously.


The shape had achieved at least four times its original volume and its outline was sharpening, becoming more definite. The long tail shifted, the cruel jaw drooped …


And there were two great lizards at the edge of the forest.


The original reptile threw back its head, uttered a coughing roar, and moved forward purposefully; while the pseudo-lizard lowered its head, shuffled and presented its flank.


The creatures met and wheeled in a giant gavotte.


Then, ponderously, they copulated.




CHAPTER TWO


The violent Marilyn rain roared deafeningly on the roof of the dome as they entered the tiny laboratory of Briggs, biologist. He stood with his back to them, apparently deep in thought. Alex Stordahl gave him the benefit of the doubt. He probably was deep in thought, although it would have been characteristic of the moody biologist to have ignored their presence deliberately.


‘Ah, Briggs,’ said Stordahl allowing the man no further time for dumb insubordination. The role of Colony Supervisor could be difficult in that most members of the community knew more, in their own fields, than did the Supervisor; and some were quick to take advantage of this.


‘Stordahl. Miss Er –’ Briggs had a bad memory for names, or maybe a shrewd system for making people feel insignificant. ‘I was observing your little escapade. I find it interesting. Very interesting … Um.’


‘Any ideas?’ asked Stordahl casually, sitting down and motioning Joan to do likewise, thereby leaving the biologist still standing, as there were only two chairs available. Briggs, a small man, sat awkwardly on the laboratory desk, his legs swinging.


‘Possibly, possibly … Ah, what were your impressions, as the man on the spot?’


‘I can only summarize the obvious, Briggs. The thing emerged from a hole which might have been an elephant worm burrow – which makes it likely, though not conclusive, that its natural habitat is underground. When it became aware of Joan and me, it changed shape. Its colour, which had been uniform grey, changed also and became lighter. Its upper extremity took on the approximation of a head, and something which looked very much like eyes and a mouth appeared.’


‘You were wearing a white jacket. The rather shapeless windbreaker affair you have on now.’


‘That’s right. You think there was some degree of imitation.’


Briggs chuckled with little mirth. ‘Of course. But the imitation was more successful in the case of the giant reptile.’


‘It was amazing,’ broke in Joan. ‘In a matter of seconds the thing was a lizard. It was utterly convincing. It even fooled the real lizard …’ She broke off abruptly, blushing.


Stordahl said hurriedly: ‘I’ve got a theory. I thought of it on the way back. Shoot me down if you like.’


‘Go ahead.’


Stordahl, realizing he was laying himself open to sarcasm, one of Briggs’s less popular weapons, went on more slowly: ‘We’ve seen various types of life forms since we’ve been on Marilyn. Mostly of the lizard type, different shapes and sizes but still identifiable as belonging to the same species. Then this shape came up out of a burrow. It’s different. The first observed land creature to be significantly at variance from the rest.’


‘Well?’ Briggs was looking indulgent.


‘Well,’ Stordahl plunged on, ‘suppose it’s not different. Suppose it’s the same species again. Suppose there is only one basic land-based life form, which changes shape at will.’


‘Very neat,’ said Briggs approvingly.


‘Possible?’


‘Possible,’ conceded the biologist, ‘but not really likely. You see, the change in shape was triggered off. It was a reflex, brought on by a stimulus. It saw you, it changed shape. Then it saw the lizard, and it changed shape again. If your theory were correct I could swallow the second change, but not the first.’


‘Why not?’ asked Stordahl irritably. He glanced at his watch. ‘Look, I’ve got to address the colony soon. Let’s discuss it later, when we’ve seen the film. Coming right before the meeting, this thing is a damned nuisance. The whole camp will be talking about it. The wider issues could get neglected.’


‘Bear with me for a moment. Ask yourself, why would the creature change its form into that of a man? Remember, sex resulted from the second transformation.’


‘All right. What do you think?’ asked Stordahl resignedly.


‘I think the change of shape is a defence mechanism. As a general rule animals are not cannibalistic, so what better defence is there than to assume the shape of the species you are threatened by? Imagine this amorphous creature to be naturally non-aggressive, then you have a marvellous system for survival in a hostile environment!’ Behind the pebble lenses, Briggs’s eyes were gleaming with enthusiasm. ‘Now that’s why it began to turn into a man.’


‘But the sexual act? Isn’t that taking it a bit far? It would have been meaningless, surely, to the creature?’


‘Strangely enough there are parallels on Earth. Take the case of an ape colony. Among the great apes you’ll naturally get large, dominant males in a tribe. At the same time there will be younger males not yet strong or big enough to constitute a real threat to their elders, but who will nevertheless cause those elders some uneasy moments. The dominant males see a future threat, and will often attack the younger males. To combat this, the young males frequently employ a defence tactic which I reckon is similar to that used by these shapeless things. The young ape, on being threatened, will turn his back on the larger male and present his, ah, hindquarters in a female attitude of submissive invitation. You often get the larger male then mounting the smaller and simulating the sex act. Pointless, of course, but instinctive and, from the point of view of the young male, a necessary defence. Like the pointless but necessary act you witnessed this morning.’


‘Could be,’ admitted Stordahl reluctantly. ‘After all, you’re the expert. In the absence of Walsh,’ he couldn’t help adding.


‘I’ve no doubt Professor Walsh would agree with my opinions,’ replied Briggs stiffly.


‘I’m sure. Well, we’d better get going, Joan. I don’t suppose we’ll really know much more until we capture one of those things.’ He got to his feet. ‘Oh, by the way, I’ve got something for you, Briggs.’ He brought the plant from his pocket and handed it over.


The biologist glanced at it briefly. ‘Same thing again,’ he observed. ‘See?’ he pointed to the tulip-shaped cup. ‘Just like the cuptrees and saucerplants. This plant catches the rain in its cup, the moisture then seeps down through the fibres of the stem and drains out through the roots. An unusual system, but perfectly logical.’ He glanced out of the window. ‘In view of the everlasting rain … When Entwhistle’s fit again he’ll be able to go into the matter more thoroughly.’


Stordahl and Joan left the biologist to his deliberations. The girl was silent as they walked down the narrow, limp-walled corridor between the various laboratories of the totally inadequate research dome. They turned into the short tunnel leading to the next dome, the men’s dormitory where the meeting was to be held.


‘Anything the matter?’ asked Stordahl.


Joan hesitated then, as they were about to leave the tunnel, she burst out: ‘Why do you have to be so childish, Alex?’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Trying to needle Briggs like that. Everything you said, you were trying to annoy him. Why? What’s the point?’


‘He always tries to needle me,’ replied Stordahl, surprised. ‘It’s a sort of game.’


‘I don’t like it. It seems to me that we’ve got enough to contend with on Marilyn as it is, without making things more difficult. We ought to pull together, not squabble like kids. You hardly listened to what he was saying just now, because all the time you were trying to think of ways you could outwit him. I thought his ideas made sense, myself.’


Stordahl was suddenly contrite. ‘You’re right,’ he said. ‘And Briggs did talk sense. There’s just something about the man which annoys me. He’s so damned smug and egotistical. I suppose it’s just his way; he’s a good man at his job, I’ll grant him that.’


‘That’s better, love.’ Joan took his hand.


He regarded her in surprise, was about to say something but changed his mind. Her hand felt comfortable in his, but he was glad Hetherington wasn’t around …


‘One thing Briggs hasn’t thought of yet,’ he said. ‘That thing took the shape of a human being, or began to. Now just suppose the lizard hadn’t arrived at that moment. What shape would the thing have taken, eventually?


‘What – or who – would it have looked like?’


As they stepped into the men’s dormitory dome where the meeting was to be held, the sudden noise was almost overwhelming. Most of the colony members were already congregated and the hubbub of five hundred voices competed deafeningly with the drumming of the rain on the walls and roof. Stordahl released Joan’s hand, embarrassed as the faces of those nearest turned towards them. He looked around anxiously; the dormitory was far too small for this sort of crowd.


He had the irrational – or perhaps sensible – thought that one well-placed mortar shell from a hostile alien could wipe out the colony.


Fortunately there was no evidence that Marilyn possessed life forms of sufficient intelligence to have discovered fire, let alone constructed a mortar; although the amorphous creature of the morning could possibly present a new factor.


As he walked to the temporary platform against the wall of the dome he overheard snatches of conversation; everybody seemed to be discussing the new creature and some interesting theories were being aired. He got the impression that the entire colony had spent the morning with field glasses pressed to their eyes, observing. There was a disturbing undercurrent of mild alarm.


He allowed another five minutes for the late-comers to straggle in and pack themselves in place, then thumped the table for order.


‘Friends,’ he shouted as the talking died. ‘The purpose of this meeting is to summarize our achievements to date and, I will tell you in advance, to inform you that the period of settling-in is now officially over. But first I wish to put your minds at rest concerning the strange creature which was sighted this morning.


‘Briefly, I have had preliminary discussions with Professor Briggs’ – he nodded at the small figure sidling in at the entrance – ‘and it appears to us that the creature will present no danger. Of course, it’s too early to say with complete certainty, but Professor Briggs considers that the creature’s ability to change shape at will is in the nature of a defence mechanism, thereby suggesting that the thing is not particularly aggressive. After all, there was no sign of aggression in the manner in which it dealt with the giant lizard.’ He paused for a laugh, and got it.


‘Naturally we shall secure one of these creatures at the earliest opportunity for the purpose of observation; meanwhile the customary precautions will be taken. I hardly need to remind you that you will carry arms at all times, and must not leave the camp area alone, or at night. Other restrictions are now being relaxed, however, and you may now do whatever private sightseeing or exploring you wish, in your own time, within five miles of the camp. A roster will be drawn up for pleasure use of the vehicles. If you intend to go far I advise you to use these vehicles. Not only for convenience, but because we have observed that the noise of the half-tracks will scare off even the largest of the Marilyn reptiles. You will of course report any observations of interest. Remember, we’re all learning about this planet; any information, no matter how insignificant, helps build up the picture.’


Stordahl paused, knowing the next moments would inevitably cause difficulty.


‘The first stage of our operation is now over,’ he said slowly, ‘and we must look to the future. As from now, this is no longer a camp; it is a township which I would like to take this opportunity of naming Alice, after the Australian city of that name. Alice is now established and we are all set to go.’


There was a murmur of approval and Stordahl drew a deep breath. ‘Tomorrow, a team of fifty-four men and women will leave Alice with equipment and supplies for a journey of some sixty miles north-west to the desert area beyond the mountains. They will set up a base which will, in effect, become our second city. It will be manned continuously: the roster will be posted on the notice board later today. Everybody, without exception, will serve approximately one week in ten at this desert camp. A few must become permanent residents there.’


The stunned silence quickly changed to an aghast buzz of conversation. A man shouted: ‘Are there no exceptions? What about me? I’m needed here!’ Stordahl recognized him as Lever, the surveyor, who was engaged in a scheme for land drainage to provide a firm footing for the permanent cabins.


‘There are no exceptions!’ he called out above the din. ‘I want you all to understand one thing.’ The noise subsided and he continued more quietly. ‘You are not free agents on this planet. You are employees of the Hetherington Organization. The organization has paid your passage here, your accommodation, your food. In return the organization expects a profit. You have ample leisure time for your private projects such as house building and community work, but your working day belongs to the organization. You are all on a five-year contract. At the end of that time you may leave Marilyn and the organization, or you may stay on and sign on for another term.


‘Or, if you are willing to take the chance, you can stay on Marilyn but outside the organization and take up farming, or set up shop in competition to the company store, or whatever. The steelworks will be in operation by then, the population will have risen and there should be plenty of scope. But not for another four and a half Standard years.’ He eyed them grimly, awaiting further reactions.


‘Mr Stordahl!’ A man called from the back of the hall. It was James Walters, who was erecting a cabin on the fused soil to the east of the colony. ‘I’ve got a wife and kids. I’m building a house. Do you expect me to ship them all out to the desert every ten weeks?’


‘I’m afraid that’s just what you’ll have to do, James,’ replied Stordahl. ‘You knew the set-up before you signed on. We can arrange for the kids to be looked after here at Alice, but you and your wife will have to do your spell in the desert with the rest of us.’


Briggs spoke up next. ‘What the hell can I do in the desert?’ he asked belligerently. ‘This is democracy gone mad. I’m far more use here than I ever could be in the desert. What can a biologist do in a place where nothing grows?’


‘We’ll try to find you a scorpion or two,’ replied Stordahl unkindly, and it got a laugh, as Briggs was unpopular. Stordahl glanced guiltily at Joan, but she was studiously regarding her feet.


‘You’re quite right, Stordahl,’ came an unexpected cry. Charlton the mineralogist pushed forward and turned to face the crowd. ‘He’s right, all of you. We knew this had to come. We knew, when it came, that we wouldn’t like it, and we’d complain. So that’s what we’re doing. But we’ve got to face facts, and the facts are that the purpose of this so-called colony is to produce the goods for shipment. The first six months are over, and we’ve worked hard, and everything’s gone well. We’re established. We feel settled in. We feel we can live here on Marilyn. The air’s breathable, we haven’t gone down with the plague, we haven’t been eaten by tentacled aliens. But now, as Stordahl says, we’re ready to go. We’ve got to produce the goods. And we’ve got to do it together; this is no place for individualists and farmers and dreamers; not yet. Give it a few years, get the plant in operation and the place on a commercial basis, and then we’ll see. But not yet. In ten years we’ll all have our farms and shops and businesses, and it’ll be the new arrivals who are working for the organization. The place will grow that fast. I know. I’ve seen it before!’ He turned and grinned at Stordahl as the crowd’s mood changed subtly to cautious optimism.


You’ve seen it before, thought Stordahl grimly. You’ve been on as many worlds as I have, but you’ve worked for the organization all your life and, Charlton, you’ve never owned a farm or shop yet; and you’re not likely to, because you’re a Hetherington man through and through. I expect you’ve made that speech a few times too, supporting other Supervisors like me, who are ashamed that they are glad you said what you did. And when it comes to prospecting in the desert, who is more important than a mineralogist? You’ve got to do your turn at the desert camp, and you know it, Charlton. And you’re going to make damned sure you drag everyone else there, too …


Stordahl himself had signed on with Hetherington when the World Emigration Commission finally ran out of government support and money, and private enterprise took over the job of shipping out fugitives from the overcrowded Earth. The challenge of the new worlds was in his blood and when the Commission finally, regretfully released him he had jumped at the chance Hetherington had offered; he knew it would be the only chance he’d get. The Commission would never function again; the public outcry against the expense of maintaining struggling colonies which took years to become self-supporting was too great.


Today, more than ever, he was realizing the difference between the self-governing Earth colony, and the commercial colony. On a strange, alien planet it was a simple basic difference.


On an Earth-sponsored colony, a man used to say to himself: ‘I am building for the future of myself and my family.’


On a commercial colony, he said: ‘In a few years’ time I will be building for the future of myself and my family.’


Just a few years’ difference, that’s all.


The meeting was breaking up now, in a better mood than had seemed possible, thanks to Charlton. People were drifting out and, no doubt, beginning to congregate around the notice board to await the posting of the roster. Stordahl felt a little weak from reaction and decided, cowardly, to get someone else to put the roster up. Joan, for instance. She could deny responsibility and tell the inevitable bleaters who wanted their dates changed for inevitably convincing reasons to refer the matter to the Supervisor in writing.


‘Went quite well.’ Charlton was regarding him. ‘You’ll become an organization man in time, Stordahl. Treat them firm and promise them everything; that’s the system. I’ve seen all this before.’


Stordahl muttered something and moved away with Joan.


‘I don’t like that man,’ she said hotly. ‘I don’t like any man who refers to me as “them”. I’m me and you’re you and Lever, say, is Lever. We’re individuals and we’re not fools and we don’t like to be patronized.’


‘Take it easy, Joan.’ Stordahl was surprised by her vehemence. ‘In a way he was right, although he may have expressed himself badly just now. I don’t like the man either. But there will be plenty of time to be individual, when our contracts are over.’


‘In four and a half Standard years’ time.’


‘That’s right.’


‘I don’t think you get my point, Alex. You and the other top men like Charlton are well paid, but ninety per cent of the members of this colony get next to nothing. Just their food and a dome over their heads. All for the chance of making a new life on a new world.’


‘Be reasonable, Joan. It takes five years of work to pay off the cost of transporting a man here. That’s what determines the length of the contract. After that, you can renew at full pay.’


‘And what happens if the Hetherington Organization finds the operation is uneconomic in five years’ time, and closes it down?’ asked Joan quietly.




CHAPTER THREE


Early the following morning Alex Stordahl set out on a tour of inspection of the base, well waterproofed against the streaming Marilyn rain. As he paddled across the muddy ground between domes he was mildly surprised to find himself in good spirits despite the weather, and attributed this to the air of anticipation which hung over the place. There had been much discussion during the previous afternoon and evening; wherever he went, little knots of people were talking over the situation and speculating as to the problems of the future.


By late afternoon, when the wind had changed and the rain ceased, the whole thing seemed to have been talked out and an atmosphere of cautious optimism was prevalent. Even those detailed for the expedition to the desert appeared to be looking forward to a change of scenery. At night people sat in the mild air outside the domes and held impromptu parties, silvered by the bright light of Marilyn’s huge moon.


Stordahl pushed his way through the entrance to the dome which housed the vehicles and equipment for the expedition. This was the largest building of the Alice complex; when the vehicles were gone it was intended to convert it into a community dome, with a bar, restaurant, and theatre. In anticipation of this a dramatic society had already been formed whose members spent much of their leisure time rehearsing for the opening night of a musical comedy scheduled for the following week.


At present, however, the dome was the scene of a more utilitarian activity. Men and women swarmed everywhere, taking the covers from the huge, balloon-tyred vehicles, checking their reactors and generally making ready for the voyage. The equipment and supplies were already aboard the trailers; these long vehicles had been shipped from Earth fully laden with carefully checked inventories. It was thought that this would save time, prevent mistakes being made, and lessen the opportunities for sabotage. It would not be necessary to open up the trailers until the desert site was reached.


Stordahl saw Bill Myers, his assistant, supervising a group of men running through the starting procedure on a nearby vehicle. He walked over, ploughing through discarded polythene wrappings.


‘How’s it going, Bill?’


The sandy-haired man looked down from his seat in the high cab of the tractor. ‘Oh, morning, Alex … Fine, fine. There’s not a lot to do now. We’ve got most of the covers off; I’m just checking over the motors.’ He glanced around the dome; there were six of the balloon-tyred tractors and twelve trailers, similarly shod to deal with the extremes of Marilyn ground conditions. ‘We should be ready to roll in a couple of hours.’


Stordahl grinned up. ‘I should think these are more comfortable than the half-tracks.’ The tractors had fully-enclosed cabs, air-conditioned with well-upholstered seating.


‘You’re right. I’m looking forward to driving a proper vehicle again.’


Myers was in charge of the desert expedition. He, like Stordahl, had worked for the Emigration Commission before its demise. They knew each other’s methods, having been involved together in the initial stages of colonization of two planets in the Vega sector. Stordahl had been pleased when Hetherington had informed him Myers was to be his second-in-command. He had every confidence in leaving Myers to lead the desert expedition. He, Stordahl, intended to relieve Myers the next week, unless anything unexpected cropped up at Alice.


‘I’m going to come with you part of the way,’ Stordahl said. ‘Briggs and I will take a few men and try to catch one of the amorphs for examination. We’ll take a half-track and leave your column after about twenty miles, then make a wide arc back here.’


‘The amorphs …’ Myers looked thoughtful. ‘Have you seen the film yet?’


‘No. Briggs and I are going to take a look at it this morning. I expect he’s already run it through. It’s early to tell, but I’ve a feeling this could be important. No life form like this has ever been encountered before.’


‘This imitation thing. How accurate could it be? I mean, could this creature duplicate a man exactly?’ Myers chuckled, but the sound held undercurrents of alarm. ‘If they got into the base, we wouldn’t know whether we were in bed with a girl or an alien.’


‘I don’t suppose the resemblance would go so far as to include speech.’


Myers laughed outright. ‘In that case the women had better watch out. They may find themselves replaced.’


Stordahl left Myers to his work and, outside, climbed on to a half-track and started it up. He headed in the direction of the building site.


At this hour the partially completed cabins were deserted, the owners at various jobs around the colony. As the skidding motion of the half-track steadied with the fused soil to a firmer though noisier ride, Stordahl caught sight of Lever, the surveyor, measuring up a site. He drove over and stopped.


Lever indicated the area he had marked off. ‘This is the sixth site,’ he said, ‘and there’s no room for any more on the fused ground. Do we have to wait for ships to take off before we can get building sites? It’s not as if you can call these sites perfect. People coming out from Earth want a garden around their house – a bit of greenery to look at. Nothing will grow on this. And I can’t see anything other than rice growing on the virgin soil. It’s too wet.’


Stordahl glanced at the paddy-fields to the north of the building site. The super-rice was coming along reasonably well, although the site was not so suitable as the delta. Here, the saucerplants kept crowding out the seedlings. Experiments with other crops had so far failed although research was going on. The colony was still dependent for food on the shipments of concentrates from the organization.


Lever went on: ‘What happened to your requisition for PVC drainage pipes? Is the stuff coming on the next ship? There’s a good sloping stretch of land between here and the base. It only needs drainage putting in to make it perfect for crops, housing, or whatever you like.’


‘The ship’s not due for three Standard months,’ replied Stordahl. ‘And it’s going to be loaded with equipment for the steelworks. There may not be room for a load of pipes.’ He hadn’t the heart to tell Lever that his requisition had already been refused by the organization, on the grounds of cost. Find a local solution, they had said. Use your ingenuity with the materials at hand.


‘Three months?’ echoed Lever, reddening. ‘That’s nine months between ships! Do they intend us to live in domes and eat pills and rice for five years? What sort of thing have we got ourselves into?’


‘Hold it, Lever. It’s not as bad as that. Once the plant is in operation there’ll be regular ships coming to take away the production. They’ll be able to bring whatever we need.’


‘You didn’t tell us there wouldn’t be another ship for three months,’ muttered the surveyor. ‘When you told us we were starting for the desert today, we all assumed there’d be a ship along right away.’


Worried, Stordahl mounted the half-track and left. One of the more difficult facets of his job was to prevent the colony, light-years from Earth, from getting the impression it had been abandoned. A rumour is all that is needed to break the morale of a colony – a rumour that they had been written off the books and forgotten.


It had happened to him once before, and had cost twenty-three lives in quelling a completely pointless mutiny …


The film was inconclusive. As the screen brightened and the tape pattered around the spool, Stordahl stood up.


‘It’s OK,’ he said. ‘It shows us what happened, but it doesn’t tell us anything new.’


‘True,’ admitted Briggs. ‘But it confirms one very important point which you might have missed in your, ah, astonishment at the time.’


‘Oh?’


‘Yes. The question of sex. I may have misled you with my comparison with the apes and their homosexual defence mechanism … This film shows, quite clearly, that the true, aggressive lizard was male. Sex is a little more obvious here than among Terrestrial reptiles. And the amorph, as people seem to be calling it, became female.’


‘I’d gathered that much already.’


‘But don’t you see the significance?’ persisted Briggs. ‘This knocks out the imitation theory. The amorph did not simply assume the shape of the creature which threatened it. There were essential differences. It became a female of the species. It was able to achieve a subtle distinction from the form of the male.’


Stordahl stared at the biologist. ‘You’re right,’ he said slowly. ‘It’s not a blind, instinctive imitation. But it does rather lend weight to my original idea that there’s only one species of animal on Marilyn, and that animal has no permanent shape but can change at will into another form. And even breed as such, if the mood takes it.’


‘I wish you’d forget that nonsense, Stordahl,’ said Briggs irritably. ‘There’s no reason, evolutionwise or otherwise, for such a creature.’


‘Does there have to be a reason for anything? What is the reason for Man?’


‘Oh, for God’s sake,’ snapped Briggs. ‘Don’t go all philosophical on me. There’s always some sort of reason, granted the initial existence of life.’


‘Sorry.’ Stordahl was contrite; he had gone too far again. ‘It’s time we were getting ready for our trip,’ he said, changing the subject.


They left the room and walked in silence down the corridor.


The undulating plain was uniformly green although the flat saucerplants had given way to taller vegetation similar to the tulip plant they had discovered near the cuptree grove. Twenty miles away the tall mountains rose jagged against the sky; emerald forests could be discerned among the foothills. The huge wheels of the tractors swished through the vegetation; the larger, nuclear-powered vehicles were almost soundless compared with the little half-tracks snarling alongside. In the main, the animals kept their distance. A herd of large upright reptiles stood watching about a mile away, their craggy heads swivelling slowly as the caravan moved across the plain. Earlier, they had startled one of these beasts; it must have been sleeping, comatose though upright on thick-thighed hind legs. It had awoken suddenly, given them a startled glance from cold eyes, then moved off rapidly in a two-legged run, surprisingly graceful despite its size. Otherwise they had seen very little in the way of life for the past few miles apart from the tiny lizards which scuttled terrified from beneath the lumbering vehicles.


Stordahl and Briggs were mounted on the bumpy seats of a half-track, followed by two similar vehicles carrying the rest of the hunting party; they moved up and down the flanks of the convoy like outriders.


‘Time we were leaving them,’ remarked Stordahl. He accelerated alongside the leading tractor and waved to the driver, who gestured back, peering down at them from the height of his cab. Stordahl veered southward, followed by the rest of his party.


‘Bearing in mind that the amorphs seem to live in burrows,’ said Briggs, ‘I suggest that we take a wide curve towards the base, taking in that hill’ – he pointed ahead – ‘and that one, and the one to the east of it. The burrows are far more frequent around the lower slopes of the knolls, and it seems that the amorphs use the same burrows as the elephant worms.’


‘Could be,’ agreed Stordahl. ‘I was going to take that route, anyway. We’ll pass the first knoll again, that way.’


Shortly after leaving base they had skirted a low hill hooded with cuptrees and, through field glasses, had got a good sight of a number of amorphs moving about the fringe of the grove. The creatures changed shape constantly, but so far as they could make out this was for purposes of locomotion rather than defence. Snake-like amorphs climbed trees, and they even saw one form itself into a sphere and descend the slope rolling rapidly. Then an arm of the grove had hidden the group from view as the convoy moved on. Convinced that there was no shortage of amorphs Stordahl had stuck to his original plan of remaining with the convoy until they were half-way to the mountains.


Within half an hour they were at the foot of the first knoll. Like all the others they had seen, the hillock rose gently from the plain and appeared to be almost circular, with the inevitable clump of cuptrees at the summit. Beyond it, about six miles, rose a curious plume of what looked like smoke. They stopped the vehicles and dismounted.


‘Right.’ Stordahl regarded his team. ‘I take it you’re all armed. It’s likely there are a few of those giant lizards among the trees; so if you see one, shout and run like hell for the half-tracks. Don’t use your guns except as a last resort. It looks as though the reptiles are lacking in brain capacity, so you could have a hell of a job stopping one with a shell. By the look of the one I saw yesterday, it would have attacked even with its head blown off.’


As an added precaution, Stordahl unshipped from the half-track a high-powered laser rifle; a bulky weapon, but effective at any range.


‘We’ll be OK,’ Briggs said confidently. ‘You just keep us covered with that thing while we do the hunting. I don’t think this will take long.’ He took a bundled net from the vehicle and shook it free.


The hunting party moved quickly up the hill towards the first of the trees. Stordahl followed more slowly, rifle at the ready. He estimated that the grove measured appromixately half a mile in diameter – plenty of cover for the larger reptiles.


They crept among the trees in single file, Briggs leading and Stordahl bringing up the rear. The grove was silent as though examining them watchfully, and the rain had ceased. It was mid-afternoon; before long the breeze would be blowing from the desert. An occasional small lizard darted among their feet, and in the upturned branches of the cuptrees they saw further creatures of the gliding variety, peering down at them with bright eyes. The whole place smelled dank, and from time to time they were obliged to climb over rotting trunks festooned with creeping plants. Briggs halted the party to examine a plant and, with difficulty, hacked through the tough creeper and secured a specimen to take back for Ward Entwhistle, the colony botanist whose initial work Briggs had been undertaking while the other man recovered from bronchitis in the sick bay.


Suddenly the column halted again. Briggs turned around, finger to his lips, then pointed upward.


Slung among the branches of a cuptree was a snake-like creature, slender, at first glance almost indistinguishable from the creeping plants. Then it moved, and the uppermost extremity turned; it was watching them. Stordahl joined Briggs.


‘What do you think?’ he whispered.


‘It could be,’ Briggs replied. ‘It’s thinner than the other we saw climbing trees. More ropy. It could be an amorph taking on the appearance of a creeper. Let’s watch for a while and see what happens.’


So the group stood silent. Gradually the forest, encouraged by their immobility, came to life about them. Tiny forms started to glide from tree to tree, others bounded along the branches monkey-like with prehensile tails. Shrill squeals and tiny squeaks reached their ears.


And the creature in the tree began to change shape. Slowly at first the sinuous body slithered through the branches, contracting, drawing in on itself, the green hue shifting subtly through yellow to orange, then a neutral brown. The tail, now short and stumpy, divided; further limbs sprouted from the new, thickened body. The head became distinct, flowing like a drifting mist through a variety of forms until, undeniably, they were being watched by a human face …


A human face with human features, but with a curious inhuman anonymity of expression …


The legs had formed, the creature clung to the tree with hands; on each hand were four fingers and an opposed thumb. It blinked at them, a human blink in no way reptilian; and a strange indistinct corona surrounded its head. It was wearing clothes; a brown smock.


‘It’s climbing down,’ whispered Briggs. ‘God, the thing’s coming down to us!’


But suddenly the creature froze in its descent, its grip on the trunk tightened and Stordahl could have sworn that the pink flesh of the hands turned white at the pressure. The head turned away from them, the mouth opened, showing fangs; a forked tongue flickered. The jaw lengthened and the countenance was changing again, becoming reptilian …


‘Look out!’


Stordahl brought his rifle to the shoulder and thumbed the trigger in the same movement, sweeping the forest in the direction the creature was looking, raising a crackling cloud of steam from the damp vegetation through which loomed the vast bulk of a giant lizard. The group of men scattered, diving for concealment and loosing off a fusillade of shots at the new arrival.


Roaring with pain the monster paused, its tiny eyes fixed on Stordahl until, desperately, the man swept the narrow beam of the laser across the terrible head and the eyes exploded in steam and blood. The creature thundered agony and, veering, crashed away through the trees to suffer noisily in the distance.


The men were picking themselves up and regrouping around the cuptree.


‘Close,’ observed one. ‘Too damned close for me.’ He glanced nervously back the way they had come.


The amorph regarded them from the tree. It hadn’t moved. Its appearance was once more human.


‘The thing warned us,’ Stordahl said shakily. ‘It saw that brute of a lizard coming and it changed shape to let us know.’


‘Nonsense,’ retorted Briggs, himself again. ‘It assumed the form of the most imminent danger as a defence mechanism.’


The amorph was once more descending the tree. It stepped to the ground and stood before them, an anonymous human, apparently unafraid.


‘Who are you?’ someone asked idiotically.


They covered it with their guns. Its mouth opened; it now had human teeth, a human tongue. Its lips twisted experimentally.


‘Who?’ it said. ‘Who are you?’




CHAPTER FOUR


There was an immediate babble of conversation. Guns were lowered and men crowded around the amorph, questioning it, forgetting in their surprise that a few minutes ago the thing had resembled nothing on Earth.


‘Back off, men!’ Stordahl shouted. ‘Keep it covered!’


‘It’s only an imitation. A facsimile,’ added Briggs. ‘It repeated what it heard.’


The group calmed down. They stood in a semi-circle, again regarding the amorph with due wariness.


‘Let me try,’ said Briggs. He addressed the creature. ‘You are a native of this planet?’ he asked slowly.


The amorph paused, then answered distinctly: ‘No.’


Briggs started. They stared at the amorph.


‘It replied,’ said Stordahl incredulously. ‘It answered you in English. So much for the imitation theory.’ Through his amazement, he was aware of a feeling of satisfaction.


‘What world do you come from?’ asked Briggs recovering.


‘From Earth,’ replied the amorph definitely. The odd corona about its head had coalesced into thick, long brown hair; but its face still held the indefinable air of anonymity. Its expression was constantly altering, smiling, grimacing.


‘I don’t get it,’ said Briggs. ‘We call this planet Marilyn,’ he stated carefully. ‘The world we come from, we call Earth. Now, where do you come from?’


‘Earth,’ repeated the amorph. It frowned suddenly. ‘Earth is the third from the sun, and there are eight other planets of which Jupiter is the largest. Earth has one satellite which we call the Moon.’


‘I guess we’re talking about the same place,’ said somebody, and laughed, high-pitched, hysterical.


‘What is your name?’ asked Briggs.


The amorph stared around, gazing at each of the men in turn with an expression of bewilderment. ‘Name?’ it repeated faintly. ‘Name? I don’t know … I have so many names, so many shapes … Sometimes I am a worm, sometimes a lizard, or a snake … But a name, now? I don’t know …’


Briggs glared at the amorph aggressively. ‘How the hell did you get here?’


The creature’s expression cleared. ‘On a ship,’ it stated.


‘And the name of the ship?’


‘The Hetherington Endeavor.’


‘Oh? I didn’t see you on board,’ observed Briggs sarcastically.


‘Then how did I get here?’


‘You tell me,’ snapped Briggs, annoyed at a chuckle from one of the men. ‘Come on, Stordahl. Let’s get this thing back to the base. I can’t get any sense out of it. This is a job for Santana. I can’t deal with this sort of double-talk.’


‘Good idea.’ Stordahl took the creature by the arm, one of the men took the other arm, and it came along, unresisting. It smiled at Stordahl suddenly and the smile touched a chord in his memory, and for a moment he chased an elusive resemblance …


They reached the half-track and Stordahl abruptly felt reluctant about locking the creature in the large cage which was bolted to the rear of his vehicle. The others must have had the same thought and they paused uncertainly, regarding the amorph.


‘My God,’ muttered one of them. ‘It’s a woman.’


She stood before them smiling and she was nobody anyone knew, yet she was familiar to all of them. There was a belt around her waist which they hadn’t noticed before; what they had thought to be a sexless smock was a short dress.


‘You know …’ the man hesitated, then continued sheepishly, ‘she reminds me, just a bit, of my wife.’


And yet there was something faintly masculine about the good looks of the creature; her face was a shade too strong for perfect femininity. ‘I suppose she is a woman …’ someone murmured. ‘I mean, she looks like a woman.’


Curious, Stordahl thought. This is an alien animal. Whatever it says, it must be an alien animal, and now there’s a question as to its sex. And nobody is suggesting the obvious way to find out. And if they did suggest that way, I wouldn’t allow it. This thing has a dignity … And then he thought: I’m kidding myself. I don’t want to strip the clothes off this thing because … I don’t want to. It’s not right to do that to … to whom? Again the half-memory …


‘Are you a man or a woman?’ he asked the amorph.


The bewildered look again, and no reply.


This was ridiculous. What did it matter, right at this moment? ‘Put it in the cage,’ snapped Stordahl.


Stordahl drove, carefully avoiding the bumps while Briggs sat with his seat reversed, murmuring to the amorph through the bars of the cage. It seemed that Briggs had regained interest now that there were no witnesses to his unsuccessful attempts at communication.


Stordahl twisted around in his seat. ‘How are you making out?’ he asked.


‘Interesting. This is most interesting. The creature shows no fear whatsoever of the method of transport, or of myself.’ He leaned away again, his face close to the bars. Stordahl looked around again after a quick glance ahead to make sure there were no potholes forthcoming, and saw that the amorph was sitting at the forward end of the cage, near Briggs. It seemed to be changing shape again, facially at least.


‘What’s happening there?’ Stordahl asked, after carefully navigating through a group of elephant worm burrows. ‘The thing looks different.’


‘I think it’s becoming male,’ replied Briggs abstractedly, in between firing complex questions at the amorph. Suddenly he swivelled around to face forward again. ‘Look here, Stordahl. This is a very strange thing. I’ve been trying it out, testing its knowledge on my own subject. It seems to have a complete, instinctive grasp of Terrestrial biology. If that were not impossible, I would say it knew the subject backward, already.’


‘It did say it came from Earth.’


‘My God, Stordahl. Do you believe that? How could a thing like this have come on the same ship as ourselves? To say nothing of all the other amorphs we’ve seen around the place.’


‘Unlikely.’ The creature so disturbed and baffled Stordahl that he admitted privately he would rather leave it to the experts. He had never encountered such a life form on any of the other planets he had visited; neither, so far as he knew, had anyone else. The thing was uncanny, sitting there in the cage, changing shape apparently at will and discussing biology with Briggs. The thought of it behind him gave him a prickling sensation at the back of his neck. He consoled himself with the thought that the creature did not seem to be dangerous. So far as they knew. And they knew nothing.


‘I wonder if we ought to leave it. Let it go, I mean.’


‘What!’ Briggs stared at him in outrage. ‘Turn him loose? You must be joking. What sort of a Supervisor do you call yourself? It’s our duty to investigate this thing, for the sake of the colony, as well as for science. You must be mad, Stordahl!’


‘You referred to it as him. A while ago it was she. The thing’s weird, we don’t know a thing about it, and now we’re taking it back to the colony. We’ve no idea what to expect. We don’t know what it can do, and I’m not sure I want to find out. The amorphs have never bothered us in the past. They’ve never come near the base and I’m not sure that it’s a good idea they should. We ought to study them in the field, in their natural environment.’


‘If you think I can’t keep any experiment under control –’ began Briggs stiffly.


‘I’m sure you can, under normal circumstances. But this isn’t normal. It concerns the emotions as well as the intellect. Haven’t you noticed?’


‘Noticed what?’


Stordahl took a deep breath, aware that he was going to be laughed at again; but the thing had to be said. ‘That creature has an empathetic link with us.’


‘What on Earth do you mean?’


‘When it was a woman I … liked it. I thought it was pleasant. It emitted an aura of companionship and … well, friendliness. Now, suddenly, I can’t stand the sight of it. I looked around just now, and the thing seemed evil. It’s not imagination. The brute definitely plays on my emotions. I begin to wonder just what sort of an effect it could have on me, if it chose.’


Briggs chuckled, an unpleasantly triumphant sound. ‘Funny you should say that. When it was a woman, I wasn’t too happy. The thing seemed vapid and unformed. But now … he and I have had the most interesting talk and we seem to see eye to eye on everything. I like him. He’s great!’


Something in the biologist’s voice triggered off an alarm signal in Stordahl’s mind. He swung around and got a quick sight of the object in the cage. He braked sharply; the half-track skidded to a halt on the wet ground. The other vehicles stopped alongside, wondering what was happening.


Stordahl jumped to the ground, backed away from the vehicle, staring, the hair prickling at the back of his neck.


Briggs stood beside the cage, smiling, his hand resting on the bars with a proprietary air.


Inside the cage, also smiling, correspondingly dressed to the last shirt button, was a perfect facsimile of Briggs.


At last the vehicles got under way again, a compromise having been reached between Stordahl and Briggs. The amorph was to be allowed within the outer perimeter of the base but was to be housed in a metal shed of a type normally intended for use as an emergency shelter in the event of attack. There were a number of these sheds at the base which were at present being used as storehouses. Stordahl reasoned that although the creature might change its shape in order to escape from a cage, it would have difficulty in getting out of a sealed, locked unit built to withstand nuclear attack.


‘Who said the defence mechanism didn’t invoke an exact replica?’ asked Briggs triumphantly.


‘I did,’ replied Stordahl shortly. ‘And I was right, in the case of our first sighting. And in the case of this … thing. Remember, it was a woman, earlier.’


‘That’s where you’re wrong again, Stordahl. We only thought it was a woman. In fact it was a composite of all of us. It happened to look female, but that was pure chance. Confronted by a group of human beings, the amorph, in order to defend itself in the only way it knows, assumed a shape which it borrowed from observation of each of us. That’s why its expression kept changing, and the lines of its face shifting. It was uncertain. It did its best to please.’


‘It was a woman,’ persisted Stordahl. ‘And the one we have on film was a female reptile.’


‘The woman was your imagination. The female reptile I can explain. Look at it this way. The only way you knew the true lizard was male was because you could see the external genitalia they have on this planet. Your supposed female imitation would, given a few more seconds, have become male. The reproduction wasn’t complete, that’s all. Take the external genitals from a male Marilyn lizard and what have you got, in appearance? A female Marilyn lizard.’ Briggs leaned back in his seat smugly, then took a quick look behind as though to reassure himself that his facsimile was still faithful.


‘Look, Briggs.’ Stordahl adopted a reasonable tone. ‘I’m willing to accept that you may be right, in view of the evidence in that cage. But don’t let’s get carried away by this thing. There are a lot of implications which you may have missed in your delight at being duplicated.’


‘For instance?’


‘The conversations. The language. The knowledge of Earth, of biology. You said the thing knew as much as yourself.’


‘That follows. It’s become a replica. God, think of the possibilities; the two of us working together.’


‘Yes. But how does it know the language? This isn’t just an external resemblance, like a chameleon changing colour.’


‘I realize that,’ said Briggs shortly. ‘Of course the amorph is telepathic. It’s obvious. The resemblance is complete. It knows everything I know. And quite a few things I’ve forgotten, no doubt. I wonder …’ He turned around, scrutinizing the amorph thoughtfully. ‘I wonder if it possesses free will, in its present form?’


‘I hope not,’ said Stordahl. ‘Because if it does, and it’s able to know everything we know, then it places us at a hell of a disadvantage. Because we have no access to the amorph’s knowledge. We can’t read its mind.’ He turned, stared at the creature. ‘What is your name?’ he asked.


‘Alfred Briggs.’


‘What are you thinking about?’


The duplicate Briggs smiled back; a bland, enigmatic smile.


‘I’m thinking I don’t like you very much,’ it said. ‘I don’t know why, but I’m thinking you’re a difficult man to get on with.’


‘Take the wheel for a while, Briggs,’ commanded Stordahl grimly. ‘I’m going to have a talk with this thing.’ The colony domes were in sight now; the afternoon was nudging evening and the western sky was a rainbow kaleidoscope of shifting colours as the sun’s slanting rays were refracted by the desert dust. They stopped the vehicle briefly while they exchanged seats; Stordahl swivelled his to face rearward. The amorph watched him with interest. It was wearing, unbelievably, pebble lenses – or a very good organic replica.


Stordahl was silent for a while; thinking out the situation and giving the amorph a chance to assimilate his thoughts. Telepathy, although much speculated about, had never yet been encountered in a form which allowed even one-way communication between different species – which made the present problem difficult to assess. In any case, could he and the amorph, at this moment, be regarded as belonging to different species? What is the distinction between species? In the present situation no distinction was applicable. The amorph was every species. It was basic life. In its ability to adapt almost instantly in mind and form, it was the quintessence of evolution.


My God, he thought in sudden alarm, it’s the perfect creature. If it has free will …


‘Are you reading my mind?’ he asked.


Something was bothering the amorph. It had commenced to grimace again; a tic plucked at its mouth, a repeated fleeting grin, mirthless. ‘I don’t understand,’ it replied.


‘You have a knowledge of biology. Briggs says so. In fact you just told me you are Briggs. Now …’ Stordahl concentrated hard. ‘I’m visualizing a Terrestrial plant. I want you to tell me the name of it, and what it looks like.’ A tulip, a black tulip on a slender stem, waving in a warm spring breeze; bending low before it was Margaret, a small trowel in her hand … ‘Alex,’ she said, ‘your mind is too orderly. You’ve planted these things straight, so they’ve come up like a row of soldiers. Next spring, just dot them at random like the clicks of a Geiger counter. It looks much better that way …’ He jerked his mind back to the present, concentrated on the flower, warm purple-black …


‘I’ve no idea what plant you’re thinking about.’


The planes of the face were irregular; the resemblance to Briggs was fading by the minute …


It’s turning into me, thought Stordahl. God, this is weird … ‘Who are you? What is your name?’ he asked again.


‘My name?’ Through the flowing features of the face an unmistakable concern showed. ‘My name … my name must be … was … Alfred Briggs.’


‘You’re not sure?’


‘How can I be sure? I have … no control over my name. My name is what I am … What am I?’


What are you? wondered Stordahl. Because the amorph was becoming smaller, contracting within itself as the spectacles melted into the eyes and the clothes became absorbed by the body …


I’m five-foot-eleven and Briggs is five-six …


And still the amorph shrank.


It held to the bars of the cage with one small hand as the half-track swayed and bumped across the slippery, uneven ground and the base Alice loomed nearer.


It was going to wear … it was almost wearing blue, squared white, gingham, short, childish, and the hair verged on the golden side of light brown.


But it was still too tall, too tall, and the inhuman composite between Briggs and the person it was tending towards was … terrifying; because when you see a person you dislike transformed, slowly, into one whom you loved but didn’t expect to see again, and the transformation begins to stop while incomplete, then the agony in the mind and the emotions is too great and you can only run, get away, try to forget by thinking and talking frantically about something else …


Stordahl swung his seat around, forward; his face felt clammy in the breeze. ‘We’re almost there,’ he said, high-pitched so that Briggs glanced at him sharply. ‘We’re almost there. I wonder how the convoy’s doing. I hope they reach the desert by nightfall. I must call them up when we get back …’


Briggs twisted and looked at the cage. ‘What have you done to the amorph?’


‘It … began to change again and I couldn’t get any sense out of it.’


It began to change, oh God. Oh, God …




CHAPTER FIVE


He ordered Briggs to stop the half-track some two hundred yards from the nearest dome and climbed down, informing the biologist that he would send an emergency shelter along immediately. As he continued on the second vehicle, he saw Briggs seat himself before the amorph again, and begin talking to it. Already the creature was growing taller.


Joan greeted him at the radio dome; her expression was anxious. A knot of people were gathered at the entrance to the dome, talking together quietly, their expressions grave in the evening twilight.


‘They’re having trouble in the desert,’ she told him.


‘Oh, hell. But they got there all right?’ He accompanied her into the radio room, a tiny bubble of plastic allowing them barely space to squeeze in behind the operator. Headphones clamped to his ears, the man did not look around.


‘They arrived half an hour ago,’ Joan told Stordahl.


The operator was speaking. ‘Yes … yes … I see … I’ll tell him.’


Stordahl tapped him on the shoulder. The man started and looked around, then said: ‘He’s here now. I’ll hand you over.’ Addressing Stordahl he said: ‘It’s Mr Myers.’


‘Hello? That you, Bill?’ Stordahl bent over the operator’s shoulder, shouting at the mike. ‘What’s the trouble?’ He slipped the headphones on. ‘Let me sit here, will you?’ The operator scrambled out of the seat and Stordahl replaced him.


‘Alex? Any luck with the hunting?’ Myers sounded cheerful enough.


‘We’ll talk about that later. What about you? I hear you’re having difficulty.’


Reception was good; the voice came back clearly. ‘Just a small point we wouldn’t have guessed from the original survey. The desert surface is in constant motion, shifting with the wind all the time. It’s fine dust, mostly ferrous oxide, incredibly rich. Hetherington will flip. All you have to do is scoop the stuff up. But there’s a snag.’ Myers paused expectantly; the faint sound of shouted orders came through.


‘What’s the snag, Bill?’


‘For one thing we can’t get the vehicles any distance into the desert. Even the balloon tyres bog down. We’ve abandoned one tractor and trailer already. Have to pick it up in the morning. Probably have to winch it out; the stuff’s like quicksand. So that means at present we’ve got no way of testing below the surface; we can’t tell how deep it is, or what’s underneath. We may have to use the copter and sonar. Believe me, Alex, it’s more like an ocean than a desert. A boat would stand a better chance than a vehicle.’


Ferrous oxide, in vast surface deposits. They had expected this, but it was another thing to have expectations confirmed by a physical test on the spot.


For centuries the industry of Earth had been based on iron as a staple commodity. Easy to obtain, easy to work, with countless uses either pure or as a multitude of alloys, the metal had always been taken for granted. Until the conquest of space. Then, for the first time, it became apparent that the prosaic metal was not so common as had been thought. Alien races had been encountered, intelligent races whose development had been retarded merely due to scarcity of an easily worked hard metal. Aluminium, for instance, was frequently present on a planet in huge quantities; but how would a race unused to metalworking recognize it for what it could be? How could they conceive from a deposit of bauxite that from it could be obtained a light durable metal, when their natural growth of knowledge of metalworking stopped dead at bronze? Aluminium was the commonest metal in the known galaxy, yet the method of obtaining it from raw oxide had not been perfected on Earth until the twentieth century.


There was still no lack of iron on Earth, but the cost of shipping it to the farther outposts, even by FTL transports was prohibitive. In the sector which included the planet Marilyn there was little iron. Hetherington had known what he was doing, when he sent the Endeavor on its journey. Soon he would be able to handle the entire steel industry throughout a group of colonized worlds – extraction, refining, transport, and distribution …


But now there was a human problem; Myers had encountered difficulties. ‘It’s grim here, Alex. The men are tired and we’re trying to inflate the domes and the oxide is getting into everything. It’s like dust, pulverized dust. God knows what sort of mess the equipment will be in, after a few days of this.’


‘You’d better sleep in the trucks,’ Stordahl suggested.


‘I was thinking of that myself. In the morning the wind should be blowing inland, through the mountain pass and across the desert. That won’t be so bad. But you ought to see it here, Alex. It’s a fantastic sight. The wind has drifted the dust right up the foothills, so that the whole terrain slopes away from us here, like a huge scarlet bowl. And all the time the wind keeps slopping the dust up to the rim of the bowl, where we are. It comes in waves; the desert’s cooling fast and you can almost see the cold air pressing down on it …’


Myers was abruptly silent; sounds of distant shouting came through the headphones.


‘Are you OK?’ shouted Stordahl anxiously.


‘… amazing.’ Myers’ voice came back. ‘There must have been a pocket of warm air out there, trapped under the dust. It exploded in a fountain, about half a mile away, a tremendous spout of bright red as though a huge artery had been severed. It’s blown back at us; everything’s covered … It’s clearing a bit. I can see again. Oh, my God. We’re going to have to dig that tractor out in the morning. No winch will shift that. It’s buried half-way up the sides …’


‘Has everyone got their masks on?’ asked Stordahl sharply.


‘You kidding? You couldn’t live two minutes here without breathing gear. Look, I’d better sign off now. There’s a hell of a lot to do. I don’t fancy working under lights in this. I’ll call you back at … say o-seven hundred. OK?’


‘Right. I’ll be waiting.’ Stordahl removed the headphones and stood, frowning worriedly. If Bill Myers said it was bad out there, then it must be very bad indeed …


Joan was waiting for him as he left the radio dome. ‘What did he say?’ she asked.


‘Conditions are bad but it should be better in the morning. It seems that work will have to cease there in midafternoon before things get uncomfortable. That rather cuts down the day … And once the wind shifts, I think they’ll have to stay in the domes. Anyway, we’ll leave Bill to sort that one out. How are things going back here?’


Joan hesitated; the burly figure of Lever stood nearby, obviously waiting. ‘Mr Lever wants a word with you,’ she said. ‘He seems to be the spokesman for a few of the colonists. He says it’s urgent.’


Lever was striding towards them. ‘You’re damned right it’s urgent, Stordahl,’ he said forcefully. ‘And it’s not a few colonists I represent; it’s practically every man and woman in this place. We want you to answer a few questions.’ He stood with hands on hips, staring aggressively.


Stordahl was normally a patient man, such a characteristic is a prerequisite for a Colony Supervisor; but the events of the day had combined to wear his nerves thin and Lever’s attitude provoked a flash of white fury.


‘Just who the hell do you think you are?’ he yelled, stepping close to the other man. ‘You can get right back to your friends and tell them to get stuffed! Now get out of my sight, Lever, before I throw you in the cells!’ He swung around and stormed off, leaving Lever staring after him open-mouthed.


Joan was beside him, practically running to keep up. Stordahl glared down at her. ‘First that fool Briggs,’ he snarled, ‘and that weirdie we picked up. Then Myers can’t cope. Now Lever sets himself up as a union man. God, what a day …’


A man approached them, seemed about to speak, then, seeing Stordahl’s face, veered away. ‘Hey, you!’ shouted the Supervisor. ‘Williams, or whatever your damned name is. Get some men and take an emergency shelter over beyond the domes, where Briggs is. Make sure he locks up that damned amorph. I’ll hold you personally responsible if it gets out!’


‘Yes, sir,’ said the man timidly, and ran. Stordahl gazed after him with satisfaction. He’d scared the bastard. The lights came on abruptly, flooding the colony area and silvering the domes; Stordahl squinted up at them furiously, feeling exposed. ‘Let’s get inside,’ he muttered. He shoved his way through the nearest entrance and found himself in the equipment tent, now empty of vehicles but littered with a rippling sea of discarded wrappings. ‘Oh, God,’ he muttered. ‘Do I have to tell them to do everything? They’ve had all day to clear the place up.’ The reaction was setting in now, and he felt weak, and in need of a drink, and a friend, and sympathy. ‘What’s the matter with everyone, Joan?’ he asked plaintively.


‘I think maybe you’ve had enough for one day,’ she said carefully. ‘Let’s go along to your office and have a drink.’


Later, four Scotches later, he was regarding Joan mournfully over the rim of his glass. ‘I should have gone with the desert party,’ he said. ‘I ought to have been there. It’s unknown territory, and I sent Bill Myers instead of going myself. I had an idea it was going to be rough, and I didn’t want to go.’


‘Of course you didn’t want to go,’ Joan agreed softly. ‘And neither did anyone else. As you said, we’ve got used to it here, and there’s a lot to do. But your place right now is here with the rest of us. Bill’s had difficulties in the desert, sure, but he can manage. That’s what he’s for. It was always intended that he should take charge of the party. He’s the man with experience at that sort of thing. Your job is supervision generally, organizing and dealing with people. That’s what you’re good at.’


‘You mean like just now?’ Stordahl asked bitterly.


‘Everybody blows their top from time to time. It’s natural. This may sound hackneyed, but you’ll feel better in the morning. Lever’s problem can wait till then. Have another drink and forget about it.’


‘Thanks, Joan … Look, it’s not just Lever, or Bill Myers … The fact is, I’m bothered about the amorph. The thing’s uncanny. It scares me. Do you know what it did …?’


She rose to her feet with a mock oh-my-God expression and sat on the arm of his chair, placing her fingers over his lips. ‘Not now,’ she said gently. ‘In the morning. Let’s talk about something else.’


Obediently he tried to relax. ‘What shall we talk about?’ he asked.


The glow of Scotch had spread through Joan and she had a topic all ready, but regretfully decided that this was not the time.


Morning came and with it the drifting rain and, surprisingly, things did begin to go a little better. Stordahl’s first call was the radio dome; Bill Myers came through right on time. The party had spent an uncomfortable night in the transport but no damage had been done. They were up at dawn and the domes had been successfully inflated. The wind had abated and was at present no more than a light breeze, funnelling down the pass and away across the desert. In the new mood of optimism prevailing the buried tractor did not appear so insuperable a problem; a pontoon of duckboards had been extended to provide easy access and a team of men were in the process of digging the wheels clear. Myers felt that they would recover the vehicle by noon; meanwhile, the rest of the party was transferring the equipment and provisions into the domes, the trailers having proved to be by no means dust-proof. Stordahl left the radio dome with the feeling that things at the site were well under control.


Outside the dome Joan was waiting for him and, inevitably, Lever. The meeting could not be postponed any longer, it seemed. The colonists were getting restless. With surprising tact, Lever made no reference to Stordahl’s outburst of the previous night. Joan must have spoken to the man, thought Stordahl.


The equipment dome, now renamed the Community Hall, had been cleared of the debris left by the exploration party and was packed with colonists seated on the ground. Lever led the way to the far end where a table and chairs had been set up; in traditional style, the table bore nothing but a carafe of water circled by upturned tumblers. Stordahl grinned to himself at this; obviously Lever intended to organize his meeting properly. The man had had second thoughts after his precipitous approach of the previous night.


Stordahl sat down; Lever stood and tapped for order with a spoon. Apparently there was no gavel in the inventory.


‘Friends,’ shouted Lever. ‘The purpose of this meeting is, as you know, to discuss the unexpected – not to say ominous – piece of news which leaked out yesterday. That is to say, the news that we cannot expect a ship for another three months.’ He turned to Stordahl. ‘This is unfortunate. From the point of view of everyone here, Mr Stordahl, it is essential that morale be maintained in an environment which is, to say the least, isolated. There are other points which I should like to raise in the course of the meeting, but I think we ought to start with this main issue. Bearing in mind that you previously led us to believe that the organization would be paying us a call, bringing mail, and so on, every six months, what have you to say about this surprising – may I say sinister? – revelation?’ He sat down abruptly, somehow triumphantly, with the air of one who had placed his opponent’s bishop in serious jeopardy.


Stordahl stood. They were all watching him, and he could understand their feelings. In essence, the situation had not changed significantly since the previous meeting when Charlton had come to his aid. But now Charlton, together with several other die-hard organization men, were at the desert site … He would have to go it alone.


‘It’s disappointing,’ he told them. ‘But it’s not in any way significant. We’ve only just started here, after all. A week ago I received a personal radio message from Mr J. Wallace Hetherington requesting a progress report. This I furnished as, in fact, I have been doing each week. He expressed complete confidence in the way things were going and, due to my information that we had no immediate requirements, decided to cancel the scheduled ship and divert it to Sunda where an unfortunate explosion had destroyed a large quantity of supplies. That’s all there is to it.’ He sat down, not really believing Lever would let things go at that.


The surveyor rose to his feet slowly, a pained expression on his face. ‘Oh, dear,’ he said smoothly. ‘What an unfortunate coincidence. So they had a big bang on Sunda and needed our food. Their need is greater than ours, so the ship was diverted. And they’ve got our mail, too. And the supplies of mutated seed that Mr Entwhistle radioed for, as our vegetables all seem to have rotted. What with eating our food, and growing our crops, and reading our mail, they’re going to be a busy lot of little bastards on Sunda.’


‘Don’t be a damned fool, Lever,’ Stordahl said quietly. ‘This isn’t helping us, you know.’


‘Don’t be a damned fool, he tells me!’ Lever roared. ‘This isn’t helping us, he says. Just tell me this, Stordahl. How long do you expect us to live on chemicals? This is a community of human beings, not a laboratory experiment. When are they going to ship in the livestock? The cattle, the sheep, the pigs?’ He abruptly dropped his voice to a silky murmur, keeping his eyes on the crowd. ‘There’s a rumour going around, Mr Supervisor, and it’s worrying us a lot, so some of us can’t sleep nights and we’re wondering if it’s all worthwhile, considering what we’re paid. The rumour is that the only people who stand to gain from this operation is the Hetherington Organization. The rumour is that there was never any intention of encouraging colonization. The rumour is that we’re stuck on this planet as factory workers at minimum pay, and that’s the way it always will be. In short, the rumour is that we’re slaves. Slaves, Mr Supervisor. A dirty word. Is it true?’


‘Of course not,’ said Stordahl wearily. ‘We’ve been through all this before. You have my personal word that food, livestock, and seed – and the mail – will be here on the next ship in three months’ time.’


‘And what is your word worth, Mr Stordahl?’


‘Goddamn it!’ shouted Stordahl. ‘I’ll resign if it doesn’t come! Does that satisfy you?’


‘And go back to Earth?’


‘Yes! Do you think I’d work for a bunch of exploiters?’


Lever chuckled softly; the trap was sprung. ‘And just how do you think you’d get back to Earth, Mr Stordahl?’


Stordahl gazed at the audience helplessly. This was playing with words. True, the people here had to take a lot on trust, but although Hetherington might in some ways be ruthless, he would never ruin the reputation of his organization by giving colonists less than a fair deal. How could he make these people understand that? They were carried away, whisked like leaves on the stream of Lever’s oratory, flowing headlong to the whirlpool of mutiny. And what possible good would mutiny serve? With each person voluntarily breaking his contract, Hetherington would have every reason for abandoning the colony to its fate. But Hetherington didn’t want that, otherwise he would never have set up the operation in the first place. What was it all about? What the hell was Lever after?


‘What do you want, Lever?’ he asked quietly. ‘Do you imagine this place could be self-supporting, immediately? Is that what you’re saying? That we’d be better off without the organization?’


For the first time Lever looked uncertain. Stordahl could almost see his mind working. This, it seemed, was the crunch. The audience was hushed, watching the surveyor as he stood before them, irresolute. Stordahl had the incredible notion that the colony would do whatever Lever decided. How could he, the Supervisor, have got so out of touch with the feelings of the place as a whole? Why was a mass of people so much more stupid than its component members?


Irrelevantly, what would a composite amorph do?


Joan, too, sensed the danger; she stood at the end of the table and tapped loudly for attention. All eyes swung to her, even Lever’s – and there was something akin to gratitude in the surveyor’s glance.


‘If I might help you all make up your minds,’ she began, ‘as this seems to be a time for decision, though God alone knows why. There are a lot of advantages to be gained from independence, as we all know. For instance, we would all be able to start building our individual houses right away, without having to put in the first eight hours in each day working for the organization. We might find ourselves short of a few items like plumbing supplies, and nails, and electrical fittings, and other things I can’t think of now so perhaps don’t matter. But at least we would be able to build, quickly, a hut or something for each of us. Or, failing that, find a cave.


‘We have diverse individual skills. Mr Lever, for instance, is a surveyor. In the simplicity of our independent life such skills would not be needed and I’m sure Mr Lever, for one, would enjoy becoming a farmer. I would like to be a farmer’s wife myself, though perhaps not Mr Lever’s wife. We would find that we had quite a lot of farmers. Granted, there would be no crops to plant because we have no seed, neither would we have animals because the livestock isn’t due for three months; but there are the local reptiles. We have insufficient fencing materials for all our prospective farmers, so we would have to hunt the reptiles with guns. And later on, when the ammunition ran out, we could use spears or clubs; there’s always a way.


‘And in case you think this is beginning to sound a little primitive – I mean, prehistoric man used to live in caves and club his quarry to death, didn’t he? – don’t forget we have an advantage over him. We have discovered fire. We can cook our reptiles. We’re round about Cro-Magnon. Who knows, in a few million years we might conquer space. Now, there’s something to look forward to, you stupid bastards!’


Joan’s eyes were glistening with tears; she swung around and pushed her way out of the dome. For a while no one spoke, then Lever leaned across and addressed Stordahl quietly.


‘Game to you, Mr Supervisor. Between you and me, why the hell don’t you marry that girl?’


Avio Santana was a man of a little below medium height with dark hair, a swarthy complexion and an expression of permanent sadness. Avio Santana was the colony psychiatrist and this doleful countenance – which was genuine – had played a large part in the success which had attended his career to date. His patients did not wish to be jollied along; the hearty couchside manner was for his less successful colleagues. Santana had made it on his face. Not that he did not possess considerable skill; but it is a fact that your average mental patient would rather be confronted by a psychiatrist as miserable as himself. Santana would sit beside the couch and fix his deep-set eyes on theirs and listen in obvious sympathy and sorrow to their outpourings. It had been said that his career was successful and, measured in terms of hard cash, it was. It is another fact that a psychiatrist’s patients never really get better, and thereby supply a constant source of income. The treatment is the approach …


There was consternation in the teeming brains of the wealthier female residents of New London N.W. when Santana announced his intention of quitting his practice and leaving for an unknown planet named Marilyn, in the employment of a vulgar commercial enterprise named the Hetherington Organization, or something. They couldn’t understand it. They twittered about it over innumerable cups of tea in innumerable Regency-furnished apartments and they all agreed that, if the man actually left, that is to say abandoned them, they would go mad. Stark, raving mad. Their cups rattled in their trembling saucers as they said it.


They told Santana this, individually as they lay on the couch, gazing into his unfathomable eyes. They begged him to stay; it was his duty; my God, he couldn’t leave them like this. But he was adamant, and sadly recommended Dr Blenkinsop down the road. And before long, as is the way of such people, they became vindictive. A rumour was carried sibilant from one ear to the next, until New London N.W. hissed with the news from an informed source that Avio Santana was leaving Earth in a hurry, before he was caught up with. He had, it seemed, made advances to a female patient who was under the influence of hypnosis.


The rumour gathered circumstance with strength, and the luckless patient was identified; one Gloria Hewitt, a wealthy, attractive young wife of an industrialist. Some said she got what she asked for, because she was not a popular figure in the area; she had a streak of vulgarity as wide as a motorway. Nevertheless it was a dreadful thing to happen to a girl and the ladies of New London shuddered delightedly at the closeness of their respective escapes. Of course, they assured one another, they had always been on their guard from the first moment they had clapped eyes on that little Latin quack. There was something about his manner, apart from that uncanny facial resemblance to Svengali …


Stordahl entered Santana’s little consulting dome without knocking, to find the psychiatrist was busy. ‘I’m sorry, Avio,’ he apologized, and turned to leave.


‘Don’t go,’ called the other, and something in his voice made Stordahl turn back immediately. He looked at the psychiatrist for the first time and was surprised at the appearance of the man; there was an unhealthy pallor to his skin and he seemed to be trembling.


‘What’s the trouble?’ Stordahl glanced in the direction of the couch, then hastily averted his eyes; a girl was lying there. Her problem was no business of his. ‘You don’t look so good, Avio. The old stomach problem?’ Santana smoked incessantly and suffered from heartburn.


Santana was silent for a moment, thoughtful. Then he looked at Stordahl. ‘Alex,’ he began, ‘I like to think we’re good friends …’


‘You Latin types are too emotional,’ remarked Stordahl.


Santana’s expression did not change. ‘Nevertheless I intend to presume on your friendship and be frank with you … Now, you must have guessed that I left Earth for a reason.’


‘Everybody does.’


‘I had a thriving practice. I had everything going for me and I like to think I was doing my patients some good. Certainly the business was constantly expanding through recommendation, so I must have helped them in some way.’


‘Why should there be any doubt?’ asked Stordahl curiously.


‘My patients were wealthy, Alex. Mostly women, middle-aged. To some, it might have looked as though I were specializing in the patient, rather than the illness. And I will admit that many of my patients were, to put it bluntly, hypochondriacs. But most of them weren’t; they were genuine cases, and surely a rich woman has as much right to be treated for a mental disturbance as anyone else.’


‘There’s no need to defend yourself, Avio. The point is, it appeared you were doing a good job.’


Santana shrugged. ‘Perhaps. Anyway, to cut a long story short, I did a very stupid thing. I fell in love …’


‘Oh, God …’ Stordahl guessed what was coming.


‘A young patient, attractive, wealthy and … married. At the time I would have said that I couldn’t help it; I was obsessed with her. Her husband got to know, and there was unpleasantness and threats and, looking back, I feel maybe that I could have avoided it. I could have recommended her to someone else as soon as I saw her, because that was the moment when I fell in love. But I didn’t. I was weak. And so eventually … I came here.’


‘I’ve heard of worse reasons,’ observed Stordahl. ‘These things happen.’


‘Her name was Gloria Hewitt. You may have heard of her; she was an actress. Her name was Gloria Bliss before she married Hewitt.’


‘I’ve heard of her.’ And with the name came the face … the face, and surely, Stordahl thought, staring, his first real look at the girl on the couch …


‘Yes.’ Santana turned his gaze to the girl and took her hand. ‘This is Gloria Bliss.’


‘What the hell’s she doing here, Avio?’ Stordahl asked roughly.


The expression on the psychiatrist’s face was tortured. ‘This is her, Alex. This is Gloria, as I knew her.


‘But an hour ago, she was an amorph.’


‘What!’


‘Briggs asked me to do an examination. We brought the amorph here. At the time it resembled Briggs and I was going to test his protective imitation theory. Briggs left me with the thing, and it began to change. And I thought it would assume my shape. I was almost looking forward to it; it would have been interesting … The last thing I expected was what eventually happened. And Alex, this girl is Gloria, exactly as I remember her. And she remembers the things we did together. Don’t you, my dear?’


The girl smiled. She was beautiful. ‘Of course I remember, Avio,’ she replied. ‘How could I forget?’




CHAPTER SIX


The vehicle meandered westward.


Stordahl was following a hunch which had been growing in his mind since the day before yesterday when, shortly before capturing the amorph, they had sighted a thin column of smoke in the distance. At the time it had been disregarded in the main interest of the expedition; tacitly it had been assumed that lightning had struck a tree and set dead wood on fire – and Stordahl had not pursued the matter. He had his own ideas as to the source of the smoke and wished to follow them up in private.


Joan, however, had insisted on coming along.


Mid-morning; the rain drizzled and the sun hid behind the customary banks of grey cloud. They were making good progress and, by setting a course close by the hills, Stordahl was able to avoid the worst of the boggy low-lying ground. As they passed the first knoll they got a good view of a group of amorphs moving about in front of the trees. The creatures changed shape constantly; flattening themselves out like large pancakes, then rising from the centre, conical, until they became slender branching stems in apparent imitation of the cuptrees. They tended to follow one another in their transformations; one would grow tall, then the others would follow until there were more than a dozen slim shapes on the hillside. Then the branches merged, and broadened, and became large bowls held up to the falling rain.


Joan broke her long silence. ‘They’re drinking,’ she observed quietly, as though not wishing to disturb the distant forms. ‘They’re drinking the rain as it falls.’


‘It could be,’ replied Stordahl. ‘Although I should have thought they got enough moisture through absorption in their more shapeless form. Maybe …’ A fanciful thought struck him. ‘Maybe they’re young ones, practising shapes.’


‘Now you’re assuming they’ve got some sort of intelligence,’ remarked Joan.


‘They may have. How can we tell? As soon as they come under our influence it becomes impossible to study them, because our very presence makes them something different. We’ve got to find some method of observing them without their knowing. Then we might find out what makes them tick.’


They skirted the hill and left the amorphs behind. Setting a course south of east, Stordahl headed for the next knoll. The saucerplants over which they travelled were changing, becoming even more fleshy. Little spurts of juice spat from under the fat front wheels of the half-track.


‘They’re like succulents,’ Joan observed. ‘We ought to take a few of them back for analysis.’


Stordahl braked and they got down, stepping on to the plants which snapped under their weight and exuded a milky liquid. They gathered a number of the plants and put them in the container on the rear platform of the vehicle.


‘Don’t do that!’ snapped Stordahl suddenly.


He was too late; Joan had touched her tongue to a spot of liquid on her finger. She smiled at his concern. ‘It’s obviously the same species as the plants near the base,’ she reassured him. ‘They’re not poisonous.’ She smacked her lips. ‘In fact, it tastes quite pleasant.’


He shrugged. ‘Oh, well. No doubt we’ll be eating the stuff sometime. We haven’t had much luck in getting the Terrestrial crops to grow.’


‘That’s because we haven’t been trying hard enough,’ Joan said pointedly.


‘Whose side are you on, Joan?’


‘I think I’ve made myself clear. I’m for the organization so long as it acts in good faith. If I see signs that the organization isn’t looking after us the way it ought – like by delaying tactics – then I begin to lose confidence. In which case I’m for the colony as an entity. But that doesn’t mean I’d back talk of mutiny. I reckon my views are about average. My own feeling is that we should step up colony activities such as building and investigate the possibility of making use of local food. Entwhistle spends his time cataloguing plants and compiling lists and reports for his foundation back on Earth, when he ought to be finding out whether we can eat the damned things and grow them as a crop.’


‘You may have something there,’ admitted Stordahl. ‘It would be good for morale if people spent a little more time working for the day when we become independent.’


‘It would be a safeguard,’ Joan said. ‘You asked me; now tell me. Which side are you on?’


‘I suppose I’m pretty well neutral,’ he answered evasively. ‘I want to see a colony here, not merely a metal-works. But at the same time I’ve got to remember I’m paid by the organization to do a job. I can’t jeopardize the project for the sake of a future colony.’


‘Will you move on, after your contract’s over?’


‘That depends on what I’m offered. And the offer will depend on how I make out here.’


‘And how do you think you’re making out?’


‘Early to tell. And a big factor of uncertainty has entered into the whole thing.’


‘You mean the amorphs?’


‘Yes … We didn’t expect them. We don’t know what their capabilities are … Never mind.’ He broke off, gazing ahead. The fine rain was restricting visibility, but in the distance he thought he could see a shape, rectangular and incongruous against the flat plain, just at the point where it curved gently upward to a low hill.


In the lee of the hill, sheltered from the rain-bearing south-westerlies …


The obvious place to build a house.


They were nearer now and the structure was plainly in view. A low, sloping roof with a jutting chimney; a door and a square aperture for a window in the wall facing them. Closer still, they saw that the place was constructed on typical log cabin lines with horizontal timbers caulked with mud, ascending alternately at the corners.


As they pulled up, a tall weather-beaten man with an impressive growth of beard stepped out of the doorway and stood watching them. There was wariness in his stance, preparedness.


‘Hello there, Arnott,’ Stordahl called casually as he dismounted.


Smiling uncertainly, Arnott Walsh moved forward to greet them.


They shook hands and Stordahl felt his assumed air of nonchalance becoming unreal as Walsh led them into his cabin. The interior was furnished much as he had expected: rough wooden chairs and a crude table. One wall was entirely taken up by the stone fireplace and a door in another wall, Stordahl supposed, led to the kitchen. He wondered what Walsh used for tools and utensils. The question was soon solved when the door opened and Katie Walsh entered carrying a saucepan of unmistakable organization issue.


Joan ran forward at the sight of Walsh’s wife and the two embraced with feminine effusiveness. Then Joan held the elder woman at arm’s length and gazed into her face, ‘Katie!’ she exclaimed. ‘You’re looking great. This life must suit you.’


Mrs Walsh smiled. ‘I’ve never felt better. Briggs and Entwhistle would never believe this, but I think it’s something to do with the diet.’


It was no secret in the colony that Katie Walsh had been seriously ill. This fact had emerged on her first visit to the doctor one week after touchdown on Marilyn, and immediately the question arose as to whether Walsh had known of her illness before they left Earth. Katie Walsh had cancer of the stomach and Jerry Singer, the colony doctor, entertained doubts as to her chances of survival for longer than a year. She should never have come; moreover, if her illness had been known at the time of departure, she would not have been allowed to come. But now she was here, and there was nothing that could be done … Or so Stordahl had understood at the time. And over the weeks Katie had become thinner and more haggard, and there were many who thought privately that Singer’s estimate of a year was optimistic.


Then the Walshes had disappeared …


‘What do you eat here, Arnott?’ asked Stordahl, glad of a chance to postpone the awkward moment of asking Walsh what the hell he was doing here, anyway.


‘This and that,’ answered the zoologist airily. ‘It’s surprising what you can find, when you’ve got to. Plants, roots, and the local fauna.’ He gestured to a huge ham of smoked meat hanging from a peg at the fireplace. ‘It can taste very good. Will you stay to lunch?’


‘Thanks … We’d like that.’ This is unreal, thought Stordahl. Unreal … What are we doing, sitting here like this, as though this were the most normal visit in the world …?


Katie Walsh disappeared into the kitchen, returned with more organization pans, and knelt before the fire, prodding at the smoking logs. When the flames were to her satisfaction, she hung the pots from hooks set into the stones. Stordahl watched her thoughtfully.


‘There’s a lot of work gone into this place,’ he observed. ‘Back at the colony, we haven’t yet completed one cabin. How did you do it, Arnott?’ And an unformed question in his mind resolved itself. Six chairs? Why were there six chairs in this room?


‘Our time is our own,’ replied the zoologist. ‘Mind you, it was hard work. There’s still a hell of a lot to do. We’ve still got to build a proper john. And there’s the stone retaining wall for the well not finished yet, and the drainage system to put in …’


‘Don’t try to kid me, Arnott. Who helped you? Do others from the colony know about this place? Voluntary work parties?’


Walsh chuckled uneasily. ‘Nothing like that. When you’re thrown on your own resources, you make use of what’s available. I have a local labour force, you might call it. Eh, Katie?’
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