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Enter the SF Gateway …


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




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





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


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


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


Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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    CHAPTER ONE




    Nathan was drumming his fingers on the tabletop, just to keep himself active. He was irritating the rest of us, but if he’d stopped someone else would have started. It was one of those times when a state of mild irritation is preferable to deadly silence. I had a sheaf of papers in front of me, and was pretending to study them earnestly, but I wasn’t fooling anyone. At least I was putting up a better show than Linda Beck, who was staring studiously at a purely hypothetical object somewhere above Conrad’s head. Conrad had his eyes half-closed, in a fashion that suggested both tiredness and diffidence.




    Mariel, meanwhile, was watching us all, absorbing our anxiety, our impatience and the tautness of our thoughts, but without relieving us of any of the burden. For once, her talent didn’t give her any meaningful advantage. We could all read one another’s minds, and know what was going on therein. We were, for once, in harmony.




    Karen appeared in the doorway.




    “We’re over dayside again,” she said. “The IR scan picked up nothing significant on the nightside. Just a few hot rocks.”




    “How low are we?” asked Nathan.




    “Low enough and still decaying,” she replied. “Anything where more than a hundred people might live ought to show up on the photoscan this time around. We can’t take in the whole surface but we’ll loop all the northern temperate sites that are daylit on this sweep. We did all the southern ones last loop, and if there’d been anything there we’d have spotted it. If they’ve built anything at all we’ll find it now.”




    She disappeared back into the bowels of the ship. Nathan’s fingers, which had paused while she spoke, resumed tapping.




    “You could cross them,” I suggested. “It might not help but it wouldn’t make so much noise.” As a conversation-opening gambit it left a lot to be desired.




    He stopped drumming. His face didn’t change expression and he didn’t answer.




    Deadly silence.




    I was tempted to start my own fingers dancing, but felt that it might be undiplomatic.




    Nobody said “What if...?”




    This was the fourth time around, and we hadn’t yet found a colony that was extinct. But Kilner, who’d taken the Daedalus out on her first tour, had. Conrad had been with him. We all knew what if...and the prospect gave us cramps in our stomachs. No reply to our signal. No hotspots on the nightside. If nothing turned up dayside...then the colony was dead. Our mission would change. We wouldn’t be ratcatchers any longer. We’d be ambulance-chasers. Picking up the pieces, trying to gain something meaningful. from an analysis of what went wrong. It wasn’t a job that anyone could look forward to.




    If....




    We’d have to land at site prime and start searching. We’d search for a year if need be. If they’d missed the site by a long way, we’d find nothing. They could have come down in the tropics or in the ice fields...somewhere that simply didn’t leave them a chance of survival. Unless the scan picked up wreckage, we’d never know. If they were nearer site prime—practically anywhere in the temperate zones—then we’d pick up something. We’d be able to spot changes in the vegetation left by any kind of human interference.




    Even a crashed ship.




    Somewhere inside me a callous voice was adding up the score. A dead world here is only a second failure, it was saying. Along with Dendra. The score’s still level. The voice was an idiot. We weren’t playing games. And the score would have to be decided on factors a lot more complex than plus or minus. We were dealing with critical thresholds—the most critical one of all being the one that would decide whether the UN thought the gamble of re-mounting the colonization program worthwhile. Within the little voice was another little voice which said: It’d be best to find nothing at all. If the ships never got here it was their fault. A mechanical failure. Not an argument against the program. The next best thing to a successful colony is nothing at all.




    That second voice wasn’t such an idiot. But it was a thorough-going bastard. I didn’t want to listen to it.




    Karen’s voice came over the intercom. “They’re going through the computer now. There’s a microfilm reel recording automatically. If the computer spots anything we can look at it right away. If it doesn’t—well, we can check by eye, just in case.”




    Just in case. I let the words echo in my mind.




    “Six minutes to site prime,” said Karen. “Forty minutes before we’re back into the black.”




    “Forty minutes,” murmured Nathan.




    It sounded a long time. It was a long time. But we were low, now, and moving slowly enough for the heatshield to cope. Once we were back into the shadow we’d have a long wait knowing that nothing would show up on the IR. Then another long pass over daylight, taking in the southern sites. No more chances after that.




    I looked hard at Conrad. Underneath his mask there was genuine fatigue—the fatigue of long and constant strain. He was getting old...but he was aging faster than he had any right to. The strain was taxing him. Our job wasn’t the kind of thing that you get used to. It starts again every year. A different world, a new situation, a new set of problems. The modus operandi might be the same, and a lot of the drudge work was as mechanical as digging holes in the road—biochemical analysis, nucleic acid synthesis, operon modification...miracles all, but routine miracles, with all the fast work done by computer and only the slow, slow thinking left to human minds. But still, after all that, every job was different. Every world had something unique, something different to throw at us. And no world went out of its way to make it easy for us to cope. It was never easy.




    Conrad saw me watching him. He raised a hand slightly in acknowledgment. I looked away.




    The minutes dragged. Time in slow motion. The moving finger writes, and having writ...slows down. Pauses. Moves on...but slowly, painfully.




    Karen’s voice, distorted by a slight buzz on the intercom, said: “We have a hold. The computer’s holding. I’m snatching the reel to isolate the frame. I’ll get it on the screen in half a minute.”




    Nathan’s fingers beat a brief, exultant tattoo. One, two, three, four, five...once I caught a world alive.




    I had to swing in my chair to fix my eyes on the screen. Nathan leaned forward, and I could feel his breath on my neck.




    The photograph came up.




    “Left of center,” said Karen.




    There was a thin ribbon of grey. A peculiar broken effect that meant hills to the top right and bottom left. Patches of white along a seacoast—white sand and chalk cliffs—which took a bite out of the lower right corner of the frame. A river estuary curved in to the center of the field, and just left of center began a contoured polygon of cultivated land. Not a vast acreage, but quite clear.




    And in the center of the polygon was a tiny circle.




    “Blow-up coming,” said Karen.




    The picture clicked, and the central area expanded. There was considerable loss of definition—the land around the circle became blurred—but the circle itself remained quite clear, and showed up as a series of circles, each within the other. Concentric circles, like an archery target. I tried to count them, but only the outer three or four were clear. The inner ones were blurred, and the picture was complicated by the fact that there were patches of white in between the circles, irregularly distributed. There were more than five rings, but less than ten.




    Like a cross-section through a branch, I thought. Growth rings. A city with growth rings.




    “A circular city,” said Nathan, softly. “Like the City of the Sun.”




    “What?” asked Linda.




    “One of the classical Utopias,” contributed Conrad.




    “A city with seven concentric walls,” said Nathan. “An impregnable city, with all the knowledge of the world inscribed on its walls. Perfect knowledge and total commitment. Seventeenth century, I think. Written by Tommaso Campanella while imprisoned by the Spanish Inquisition.”




    “Are there seven?” asked Linda, with what seemed to be unwarranted pedantry.




    “It makes a sort of sense,” said Nathan, ignoring the mundane question. “After all, they came here in search of Utopia. They came determined to build one. Why shouldn’t they adopt the physical plan of one of the classics? A gesture, I suppose. They can’t, of course, have adopted the social system...somewhat out of date, I feel.”




    Karen appeared again in the doorway to take a look at the blow-up. Her question, too, was definitely down-to-earth.




    “Alive or dead?” she said.




    “Alive,” said Nathan, a little more positive than he had any right to be. “That city wasn’t built in a day. The colony’s only been here a hundred years, and that looks like a hundred years’ worth of work to me.”




    “What’s its diameter?” I asked.




    Karen stepped over to the image on the screen and measured the circle against her thumbnail. Then she paused for rapid calculation.




    “Eight miles,” she said. “Give or take a couple, allowing for the blur. Couldn’t get a better image, you see—too much water vapor in the low atmosphere. If the cloud cover was much worse we’d have had to rely on indirect information only the computer could handle. You’re lucky to get this.”




    “Thanks,” said Nathan, dryly. “I’m sure we all appreciate your technical expertise.”




    “I’m not,” she muttered.




    “If there are seven walls,” I said, “there’s about half a mile in between them. And they’re thick walls, to show up so well under such difficult conditions.” I paused to glance at Karen, who merely raised her eyes to the ceiling. “Anyhow,” I went on, “it’s no metropolis.”




    “Eight miles across is a pretty healthy size,” objected Nathan. “And the walls needn’t be solid. You could pack a lot of people into that little area. Without the use of skyscrapers.”




    The tension had all evaporated now. We were babbling for the sake of it. All the speculation was futile, considering that we’d be landing to make contact before the day was done. We had a place to land, now. We’d found our needle in the haystack. And even if they didn’t answer our signal, they were probably alive and well.




    There were plenty of tragedies that we might find yet, but the worst one of all was averted, and we all felt good.




    One of the old Utopias, I thought. A gesture.




    I liked that. It was evidence of a certain panache on the part of the colonists. After all, Utopia was what the game was all about. A new life in the stars. A better world, to build up from scratch, avoiding all the mistakes that history had made on Earth.




    All the avoidable ones, anyhow.




    If there were any avoidable ones.




    They had named this world Arcadia. They had a little list of nice names for nice worlds, and when the survey teams came back they even had a committee to sit down and choose one that might—just might—be a little more appropriate than the next. It was basically a publicity stratagem. Emigrate to Arcadia sounds a hell of a lot better than Emigrate to Fingleton’s World. Fingleton had been captain of the scout-ship which did the preliminary atmosphere observations. His name was no worse than anyone else’s name (well, not much) but it didn’t quite have the charm of Arcadia. Anyhow, it seemed that the human race was condemned to spend eternity expanding into a universe full of habitable worlds with stupid, banal names. Unless, of course, some brave soul took it upon himself to change his planet’s name to something like Wildeblood.




    On reflection, perhaps there was something to be said for Arcadia.




    I got up from the table, feeling that I could now relax on my bunk for a while before the landing.




    Arcadia and the City of the Sun, I said, silently. Here we come.


  




  

    CHAPTER TWO




    We came down on the flat top of a small hill that was crowned by a tangle of pale vegetation. The external cameras showed us nothing but a great carpet of green dappled with yellow flowers. The vegetation looked to the casual glance like a mixture of gorse and bracken, but somehow softer. The plant life in this region of Arcadia—and practically all over the temperate zones—was fleshy and rubbery. Little grew here that was coarse or thorned or thistled, and little enough—according to the survey team—that was poisoned or unpalatable. The image propagated by the survey team was of a gentle world. Also a rather boring one, painted in pastel shades.




    The planet had moved on about its axis, as planets tend to do, and we came down in darkness, with the greater part of the night ahead of us. By ship’s time it was early morning—three or four A.M. and we’d all been up for a long time. We elected to sleep out the darkness and make a start in the local dawn. It might have been pleasant to go out, even in the darkness, to get a breath of the air and see what there was to be seen with the aid of a lantern, but that would have been stupid.




    Pete Rolving had to stay on duty anyhow, so he continued to try to contact the city by radio, but if they still had a receiver functioning they were apparently prepared to ignore the signal.




    I doubt that anyone slept a great deal—anticipation and sleep don’t mix too well. The imagination can always be relied upon to call up ideas by the score, based on the most inadequate evidence, and few of us have the strength of mind required to tell our imaginative faculties to calm down because the reality will make the speculations redundant in a short enough time. All kinds of notions ran through my mind, conjured up by the city with circular walls...encouraged by the darkness and the stillness and the fact that I was in the borderlands of sleep. My memory kept producing reminiscences of Floria and Dendra and Wildeblood, on all of which worlds we’d had a hard time, at least to start with. But Arcadia, surely, was boring enough to be safe. It had just one marked eccentricity in its life-system—the persistence and evolutionary success of colonial pseudo-organisms alongside metazoan organisms. That, I told myself, was hardly significant. But when the conscious mind descends to the brink of sleep the imagination can follow its own leads. In the sleep of reason, nightmares come....




    And I couldn’t avoid a sense of unease that dogged me through the long night.




    We rose at dawn, ate quickly, and made ready for the contact. This was Nathan’s area and he took charge, but I volunteered to go with him. It seemed safer for just the two of us to emerge initially from the protection of the ship, and so the rest were left behind to wait for our first impressions.




    We stepped out of the lock into a cool, damp morning. There was a slight mist but I judged that it would clear quickly. The sun seemed very large and pale as it clung to the eastern horizon.




    The city was hidden from our view by a hill of considerable area but no great height. There would be a long walk down into the shallow valley and up a gentle but extensive slope before we got to the crown of the hill and could look out over the valley in which the city and its cultivated land were situated, along with the river.




    The vegetation was knee-deep for thirty meters or so around the ship, but then the yellow flowering plants were less densely packed, and we could pick a way around the worst patches. All the stems were damp, but they didn’t cling to our legs as we walked through and over them. Our boots crushed the sap from the shoots and leaves, and wherever we trod we left footmarks that would remain conspicuous for some considerable time.




    The only trees we could see were small, thin and short in the trunk but with many thin branches whose leaves were not yet fully developed. The season was early spring. Many of the species were still in their growing phase, not yet flowering—the domination over the aspect of the landscape which the pale yellow enjoyed would not last for long.




    There seemed to be very few insects about, but this, too, I ascribed to the time of year. We heard no rustling in the clumps of weed that might have betrayed the presence of small mammals, but the suppleness of the stems probably allowed such creatures to move in virtual silence. A few small birds like skylarks fluttered high in the sky above the hills, sounding high-pitched voices every now and again, but we saw none at close range.




    There was a slight moist breeze which gave the morning a slightly raw feeling.




    “Very pleasant,” I commented.




    “They all look nice,” replied Nathan, with something less than enthusiasm, “but they all seem to have something lurking behind their smiles.”




    It seemed that he, too, had been slightly troubled by images on the edge of sleep.




    “You could say the same about Earth,” I pointed out.




    “It goes double for Earth,” he said. “Or even more so. If these worlds were no better than Earth....”




    Once the trace of bitterness had escaped, I felt sure that he’d be back to his old smooth self. “They only called it Arcadia because of this region,” I mused. “This world has some pretty fierce deserts around the equator, and whole continents of tundra. I wouldn’t call it an evolutionary success story, even by Earth’s standards. Not exactly half-hearted, but on the other hand, not wholly hearted, either. Only the sea is really rich with life—oceans like Floria’s, shallow and full of weed, swarming with fish. Big herbivores, too—mammals gone back to the sea for preference. Estuarine cattle. If I were them, I’d have stayed on land. Some of the nastiest predators are in the sea.”




    “I don’t intend to do much swimming,” he assured me.




    “Of course,” I added, “there are packs of wolves in the hills. Nobody’s entitled to a free and easy life, even here.”




    We toiled up the vast slope of the hill that stood between the ship and the city. It was very shallow, but we’d been on the ship for three weeks this time—quite long enough to have the edge taken off our fitness. You don’t put on fat on ship’s food, but it’s still easy for your muscles to get lazy. I felt the walk, in my legs and in my breathing. So did Nathan. The top of the hill seemed to retire discreetly into the distance as we approached it.




    “Where are the famed colonial algae?” asked Nathan, indicating with an airy sweep of his hand that he couldn’t see any close by.




    “In the sea, mostly,” I told him. “The ones that have come out onto the land are far enough away from the more primitive form not to be describable as algae any more. Even the ones in the sea are called algae only because the colonial mode of organization is limited to the algae back on Earth.”




    The colonial algae, on Earth, are a kind of evolutionary backwater. A dead end. Why have an assortment of independently viable cells living in association with little more than the beginnings of a division of functional labor, when you can have a multi-celled organism in which genuine specialization of function can be achieved? The colonial forms, which had persisted here on Arcadia, retained a considerable degree of versatility—especially important among parasitic forms—but didn’t have a lot to recommend them in terms of complexity or efficiency. They were just a freak of nature that natural selection hadn’t gotten around to weeding out. It wasn’t that Arcadia was a young world, compared to Earth—in fact, it was somewhat older—but as on virtually all the colony worlds, the tempo of evolution had been different because of the absence of significant tides. Really, it’s Earth that’s the freak, for being part of a binary system.




    “Actually,” I told Nathan, “we can see a few of the colonial protozoans. They’re just not very obvious. There are tufts that look like little pincushions in the grass here and there.”




    I directed his attention to the growths in question—no bigger than a fingertip, although each one consisted of millions of individuals.




    “I see,” he said. Without enthusiasm.




    “And the things that look like brown spider webs around the flowering heads here?” I said, this time pointing to the nearest clump of the yellow flowers.




    “I thought they were spider webs,” he said, this time looking a little more closely. “And this one has a spider sitting in the corner.”




    “Ah,” I said. “That one is a spider web. But not this one, see? A nice copy, but a different texture and a lighter color. A fly that gets trapped here is eaten by the web, not by the spider.”




    “How very economical,” said Nathan. “I always thought that spiders could be made redundant, if only nature tried a little harder.”




    With Nathan, that sort of thing passed for a joke.




    “If everything on Arcadia vanished except for the colonial protozoans,” I pontificated, “you’d still be able to see everything in ghostly outline. On Earth, the same is supposed to be true of the nematode worms, though no one’s actually tried the experiment. Here, parasitic protozoans have a much greater role to play, thanks to the advantages of colonialism. Do you think there’s a moral there somewhere?”




    “Could be,” he said. “If we ever have to fight nematode worms for possession of the galaxy.”




    “The colonial protozoans are very adaptable,” I said. “They don’t go in for specialization much. They just crash right on and infect practically anything. They don’t worry too much about survey reports and international finance and political priorities.”




    “I believe you,” he said.




    Meanwhile, we came at last to the top of the hill, and looked out upon the human world of Arcadia.




    The fields were laid out neatly, following the contours of the hillsides. There were few fences but a number of hedgerows had been left as windbreaks. The greater number of the planted areas were green with new crops that were yet a long way from fruition. On an exposed southern face of one of the hills there was a series of groves of fruit trees. There were very few animals visible—no grazing herds, just the occasional pair of creatures that looked, at a distance, something like a cross between a yak and a reindeer. It would be difficult to label them by kind, but as they were undoubtedly used for both riding and plowing it seemed logical to dub them oxen. They suited that name far better than they suited the name ‘horse,’ anyhow.




    There were people in the fields, too—several areas were still being planted and others were being combed for weeds. The people were all distant, and mostly seemed to be dressed in simple tunics either white or yellow in color.




    But my eye took all that in only for a few seconds. I scanned the scene from horizon to horizon, but the search for detail was cursory as my gaze was dragged back to the one impressive sight—the city.




    It was built on a single hill, but like the one we had just climbed it was a large, rounded, shallow hill. It was, I think, too round. No natural hill grew with such geometrical precision. They had sculptured the landscape, moved the earth to create symmetry. Pure showmanship. They had obviously taken their flamboyant architectural gesture seriously. The outer wall seemed quite vast, curving away on either side and then back again, to disappear behind the main, upraised bulk of the city. It was white, and the chalky rock seemed to have been scrubbed clean very recently. It was forty feet high, and thick enough to carry a thoroughfare on its rim. We could see pedestrians, and even riders, making their way around the great perimeter.




    We could see almost nothing of what went on behind the walls, but we could see each of the circles rising within one another, telescoped together like a set of cork borers.




    Automatically, I counted.




    There were seven.




    The inmost and highest of all the circles may not have been a wall at all, but we could not see even from our position on top of the hill whether it was roofed over or not. It was too tall—we had to look up to it. It must have been the highest point for many miles. Protruding from somewhere within—or perhaps mounted on top of it—was a thin pylon. I assumed that it must be a lightning conductor.




    “It’s not as big as Karen claimed,” commented Nathan.




    “True,” I agreed. “She always did tend to overestimate the size of her thumbnail.”




    “Five miles across,” he guessed.




    “Maybe less by a few meters,” I said. “But you could pack a lot of people into it if you had a mind to. It’s built with quite a fair elevation.”




    As I mentioned people I resumed my scan, picking out individuals in the fields. They were too far away for us to know whether they had seen us. Most of them appeared to be getting on with their work without so much as glancing in our direction.




    But we had been seen in the city, at least. Through an arched gate facing us came a group of riders mounted on the “oxen” which seemed to serve every working purpose in the colony. They seemed slightly absurd—almost comical—but in all probability they would have found a horse equally strange, let alone a camel. The steeds did, in fact, cover the ground remarkably quickly. They were deer in the legs and shaggy yak mostly around the back. The males had horns that might have been borrowed from goats or sheep—coiled and ridged.




    We continued on our way down the hill despite the fact that the welcoming committee was on its way. We reached the edge of the cultivated land and selected a pathway between the fields. By this time the approaching riders were much closer, and we could see them in more detail. What I saw didn’t exactly fill me with enthusiasm. The leader was dark-skinned, and wore a tunic that glittered somewhat in the sun—obviously not made from the same kind of material as the tunics worn by the other people in the fields. His companions seemed to me to be naked, though there was a peculiar black-striped effect visible around the upper parts of their bodies which put me in mind of war paint. This association was considerably helped by the fact that they were all—except the leader—carrying bows, with quivers of arrows slung across their backs.




    “Looks like the prince and the palace guard,” I murmured. I had slowed down while observing this, and Nathan had to glance back to acknowledge it. By unspoken mutual consent we came to a halt, waiting.




    The weird steeds continued their approach, and the black pattern that decorated the naked archers began to stand out even more clearly as a curious network, branching profusely from a center that was gathered about the neck and upper torso. Some of the branches extended out along the limbs to the hands and feet. It looked rather as if someone had drawn a map of the arterial circulatory system on the outside of each man’s skin. When they were closer still, I realized that the leader was similarly decorated, although the greater part of the decoration was, of course, concealed by his silvery tunic. His skin was very dark, but its apparent blackness was enhanced by the elaboration of the network around his head and over his skull. I realized that all the men were bald, and that the black pate which each of them boasted was in every case the contribution of the dendritic patina.




    Briefly, I looked back over the fields, and even at the pedestrians on the city walls. They were too far away to make me certain, but I felt pretty sure that they, too, owed their dark heads to the same cause.




    “I don’t think that’s paint,” said Nathan.




    I didn’t, either.




    Something was growing on their skins—something complex and ordered. The patterns were neatly drawn, the lines were precise. When they came even closer I could see the black stuff—where it was thickest—standing out from the skin in shallow ridges.




    There were seven riders in all—six archers and the leader. The six reined in about fifty feet away, jostling for position slightly in the narrow lane. There was only room for two abreast, and they didn’t spread out to trample the green corn in the fields to either side. The leader came on alone, the whites of his eyes seeming strangely prominent in the black-capped, brown-skinned face. Two branches extended from the skullcap down between his eyes to run from either side of his prominent nose out into the cheeks, where they subdivided into tiny ramified webs. Thicker lines ran along his brow ridges, substituting for eyebrows. He seemed to have no bodily hair at all. When I glanced at the naked archers to seek confirmation of this impression I couldn’t see the slightest trace of pubic hair. But the distance was considerable, and I didn’t come to any immediate conclusion.




    The dark man’s stare seemed distinctly hostile. I let my hands move away from my sides, and I held the palms open to emphasize their emptiness. Nathan did the same, rather more obtrusively.




    As the dark man reined in his mount, he asked: “Do you understand me?” His English was slightly accented but otherwise quite clear. What surprised me, though, was the note of his voice. It was very high-pitched. I thought for one moment that I had jumped too soon to the conclusion that he was male.




    There was nothing positive, now I came to look more closely, to identify either sex.




    “I understand you,” said Nathan, in reply to his/her question.




    “You are from Earth.” It was a statement rather than a question.




    “Yes, we are,” said Nathan, slightly surprised.




    “A bright meteor passed across the sky yesterday,” stated the high-pitched voice. “Visible even in daylight. It was your starship.”




    “Yes,” said Nathan.




    The man/woman kept the conversational initiative with consummate ease—Nathan never got a chance to develop his sophisticated and much-practiced opening patter. “You must not come to the city today,” he/she said. “The Self must be made aware of your coming. You must wait. How far away is your ship?”




    “A few miles,” said Nathan, “but....”




    Buts, however, were not to be allowed. The high-pitched voice cut in quickly: “You must return. If you do not, you will be killed.”




    That seemed to me to be pretty straight talking. There wasn’t a lot of room for negotiation in the statement.




    “We must tell you why we have come,” said Nathan, quickly. He copied the other’s mode of speech easily. When in Rome....




    It seemed that Arcadians didn’t go in a lot for small talk.




    “Tell me now,” commanded the man/woman on the beast.




    “We have come to help you,” said Nathan, compressing his message somewhat. “We set out from Earth three years ago to visit a series of colonies, to find out about their problems and their progress. Yours is the fourth we have visited. Our expertise and the resources of our ship are at your disposal, and any assistance we can offer in overcoming any difficulties you have encountered will be willingly given. My name is Nathan Parrick, and this is Alexis Alexander, our chief biologist. He is a specialist in ecological management. Do you understand all this?”




    The other leaned forward slightly as his/her mount dropped its cumbersome head. As the mane parted slightly around the creature’s neck I saw traces of black beneath the russet fur. Another black web...just like the one that our interrogator wore. If “wore” was the right word.




    Nathan’s diplomatic routine suddenly struck me as being slightly stupid. A pleasant, polite rigmarole full of happy assurances and formal greetings. The one question he was really burning to ask he put firmly to one side in the name of protocol.




    Excuse me, sir or madam, but why have you got that funny black stuff growing all over you?




    To which the obvious answer had to be: Strange you should ask...I’m desperately curious as to why you haven’t.




    In the meantime, he or she had signaled his or her perfect comprehension of what Nathan was saying.




    Nathan went on: “We have also come here to study the colony and its way of life. We have a great deal to learn concerning the prospects of colonies on alien worlds. This is information which Earth needs desperately, in order that the risks taken by future colonists may be minimized. We need to know a great deal about the possible pitfalls and dangers....”




    The melodious voice cut in again: “That is enough. You will return to your ship now. A Servant will come to you if you are to be allowed to enter the city. If the Ego permits, then you may put your case to him.”




    With that, the rider jerked the rein and the beast began to turn away.




    “Wait!” said Nathan, quickly. He might as well have been King Canute talking to the tide. The man/woman in the silvery tunic rode back to the archers, who parted to let their leader through, and then turned their own mounts. Not one of them glanced back. They were apparently confident of our compliance.




    Nathan stared after them for fully half a minute, and then turned to me. “What...?” he began.




    Since everyone else was interrupting him, I thought I might as well get in on the act. “I don’t know,” I said, quickly. “But we’d better do as he says. Quickly. And no one comes out again without protective clothing. We’ll suit up in the lock so that we don’t risk carrying anything inside. Isolation. I don’t want that stuff growing on me, and if I’ve already picked up a spore of some kind I don’t want to infect everyone else aboard the Daedalus. This could be serious.”




    I was moving even as I spoke. I wasn’t particularly worried—I’d been infected with parasites of all shapes, sizes and colors in my time. I’d even picked up alien parasites occasionally during the last three years—ectoparasites aren’t so fussy about what kind of flesh they chew their way into. Alien worms and fungi itch just the same as our parasitic brethren on Earth. However, there was a certain niggling anxiety in my mind. This was one hell of a parasite, if appearances could be trusted. And it had no real right to be infecting humans so easily and so copiously as this. The survey team hadn’t promised a bug-free world—there are always a few local pests that are adaptable enough to bother people—but on the other hand, the survey team hadn’t dropped the slightest hint about anything like this.




    Nathan had to walk pretty quickly to catch up with me.




    “You think we might have picked it up already?” be said. “From the air?”




    “I’d rather not take chances,” I told him. “Black isn’t my color. But once we’ve been through decontamination and suited up, we’re as safe as we can be. Let’s do that first, and then we’ll be free to worry about everything else.”




    I caught his eye as we marched back up the slope, and I could see in his face that he thought—as I did—that there would still be a lot that warranted worrying about.
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