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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.


      




I


Twenty-four hours to wake up, and in all that time you didn’t even get to yawn once.


Stevens studied the monitors, his practiced gaze flicking successively from one readout and screen to the next. Eventually his eyes came to rest on the vids that monitored their somnolent cargo. There was a separate pickup for each capsule, separate readouts for each individual life-support system.


Revivication/awakening procedures had just reached the ten-hour mark, with fourteen still to go. No yawning, no rubbing your eyes. It was a delicate, instrument-intensive process. When someone’s been in deepsleep for over a year you don’t just set off an alarm clock next to their ear and expect them to pop up inquiring if they’re late for the morning commute to work.


Actually, their work was doing the commuting for them.


There were four worlds circling the central G-type star, which its optimistic Brazilian discoverers had enthusiastically named Xica da Silva, or Xica, for convenience’s sake. The outermost was a gas giant, a lonely but colorful banded sentinel the size of Neptune. It had collected five moons, all interesting but dead, and was flanked inside and out by a pair of asteroid belts. The two innermost worlds were scorched and torn by clashing tectonic forces, broken paving stones on the path outward from the sun.


Xica III … Xica da Silva … was a possible miracle.


One of many similar long-lived mechanical servants of humankind entrusted with the Long Ride Out, the Xica probe had reported back the presence of a breathable atmosphere, reasonable gravity, and oceans of hydrogen dioxide. Despite the dispatching of dozens of identical devices, these conditions had been encountered only twice before outside the solar system. The probe subsequently strongly suggested but could not confirm the presence on the two main land masses of a biota of consequence.


As nothing more advanced than primitive fungi, lichens, and segmented worms had been found on Tycho V or Burke, when the prospects for Xica were reported, competition among qualified scientists for places on the James Cook grew more than spirited, with several notably sedate individuals coming to blows once the final selections had been announced. Stevens hadn’t been involved. Though he had a deep interest in exploration, he was no scientist. Somebody had to drive the truck while the brains rode in back, arguing over prospective Nobels and Sakharovs. That task fell to him. Him and Lastwell.


He swiveled slightly in his seat to regard the captain. The two men had worked together for some time. Each knew and respected the other’s limits and abilities. Stevens had youth and energy, Lastwell great practical experience and determination. Together they comprised the entire crew of the James Cook. It was all the vast ship required.


Most of the time it needed no crew at all, the redundant automatics handling routine functions silently and efficiently. Only when it had begun to slow from its long journey a month ago had it awakened its crew. Both of them. Now that all systems had been checked out and the ship was in Xican orbit, it was time to rouse the vessel’s somnolent scientific compliment.


Stevens looked forward to meeting them with a mixture of expectation and apprehension. The committee that had chosen the fortunate few had gone to great lengths, just as they had prior to the journeys of exploration to Tycho V and Burke, to ensure that all members of a team would be compatible. Scientists and researchers were chosen to crew such voyages as much for their ability to get along with others as for their mental skills, but no selection process was perfect, Stevens knew. He’d worked with some who’d worn an air of superiority like dirty underwear.


He had never met nor did he know any of them. Unlike the crew, they’d been put on board already in deepsleep, like so many cocooned worker bees, their individual capsules shoehorned into the waiting empty sockets like jewels into findings. The transparent cylinders showed him what they looked like, but not what they were.


That would be learned soon enough, he knew.


He remembered the rush of final preparations, the pulling back of the support vessels. Then he and Lastwell had cut on the fusion engines and, ever so slowly, the James Cook had begun to move. Away from Earth. Away from Home. Checks and rechecks and final checks, and then it was time for the Long Beddy-bye for the pair of them as well.


Now he’d been awake for a month, and looked forward avidly to having someone to talk to besides Lastwell. No doubt the captain felt the same way about his mate.


He glanced again at the nine sets of life-support monitors. Every readout was equable and within designated parameters. No one was sent into deep space, no matter how brilliant, if they weren’t healthy. The James Cook had facilities, but it was no hospital. Its cargo had to be able to breathe efficiently on its own.


Lastwell muttered at him, preceding and concluding the request with a ripe invective. The captain could be inventive as well, but preferred to reserve his best efforts for special occasions. The obscenity did not trouble Stevens. It was merely Lastwell’s manner of speech, a form of specific punctuation not unlike the singsong of Mandarin or the click-stops of the Xhosa. He complied without thinking as he turned his attention to the vid screens.


The six men and three women represented an extraordinary range of talent and abilities. Intellectually, Stevens knew the least of them could spin him dizzy. But he doubted there was one among them who, no matter how much time they were given, could fix a broken food service unit. In his own skills, however plebeian others might consider them, he was supremely confident. With eleven lives hanging in the balance on the work he was expected to perform, this was a good thing.


Several of them had been on pioneering expeditions to Tycho V or Burke. Two had been to both and were therefore, to a certain extent, possessors of that peculiar attribute known as fame. Stevens and Lastwell had taken the James Cook twice to Burke, but not in company with any of those currently in their care. Like Stevens, the youngest among them was near thirty. At fifty-two, Cedric Carnavon was the eldest.


Stevens had had plenty of time to study their records. His passengers represented a wide range of specialties and interests. He hoped they could be relied upon not to do the stupid thing the first time. From experience he knew that most scientists had a worrisome habit of becoming dangerously preoccupied with their work, even to the extent of ignoring personal safety. All the honors and degrees in the world couldn’t help someone trapped in a crevice, or stranded on low power in an arctic environment.


“Stop staring at number Seven, ya mucky pervert!”


“I wasn’t staring at Seven any more than any of the others,” Stevens shot back. He swiveled fully to face Lastwell, who grinned back at him. Seated in the command chair, the older man affected the aura of a minor potentate. His skin was pale, the face chiseled underneath but slightly puffy on top, his blond hair graying and thinning. A man of action rather than contemplation, he abhorred delays or hesitation of any kind. Even as he was accusing his assistant he was carefully monitoring a battery of readouts, wondering just how accurate the old probe’s report had been. Too many light-years to travel only to verify inconstant data.


“I said I wasn’t staring.” Stevens was insistent.


Still smiling, Lastwell replied without looking up. “Don’t try to fob me, Mate. This is Frank you’re talkin’ to. I’ve seen you take a stroll through the sleep room to have a private peek or two.”


“Of course I’ve looked in on them,” Stevens protested. “So have you. It’s part of the job.”


“Fob job.” Lastwell chuckled, maintaining his ever so slight but inescapable air of superiority. Stevens was used to it, and ignored it.


“I’ve run the standard in-chamber checks every day for the past twenty-eight, as per regs. Just like on the two cycles to Burke.”


“And lingered longest at the ladies’ capsules, unlike on the two cycles to Burke.”


“You haven’t done anything of the sort, I suppose.”


The captain frowned momentarily as he leaned forward to squint at a readout. He nudged a small switch, grunted at the result, and settled back in his seat with an air of contentment.


“Oh, I’ve taken a glance or two. Not near as long as you, though. I’m a married man.”


“The homefires burn dimly from here, Frank.”


Lastwell turned to his friend and assistant. “Maybe so, but married I still am. About all I can do is look. Legitimately.”


“You’ve seen the two in Seven and Eight. Would you do otherwise if you had the chance?”


The older man blinked at his own set of capsule monitors. When he replied, there was a wistfulness in his voice that belied his usual explosive good humor. “According to their individual stats, there isn’t a one of them that doesn’t muster twice my pan power. That would make any kind of relationship awkward, though neither of them could handle a ship. And I think that’s about enough of this business, Mate. Let’s let it go, right?”


Stevens turned back to his instruments, but Lastwell wasn’t through.


“And you remember that we’re out here to do a job. The Council pays us more than we’re worth to spend most of our time sleepin’. Not a bad life, no. So don’t you go screwin’ things up, in every sense of the word.”


It was Stevens’s turn to smile. “Have I ever given you any problems, Frank?”


“No, you crazy wanker. Never. But we’ve never before convoyed a pair of heavy thinkers that looked like Seven and Eight, either.”


The mate considered the pallid close-ups supplied by the monitors. “They all look pretty washed out.”


“Who wouldn’t,” Lastwell muttered, “after not takin’ a breath or sucking on a glass of water for more than ten months? Deepsleep’s amazin’, but nobody ever said it was fun.” He stretched emphatically. “Damn glad to be out of it myself. They’ll be wanting water first. That’s what they always want.”


“At least they’re not all novices,” Stevens murmured. “We won’t have to wet-nurse each of them. Carnavon and Simna have outspaced you and me.”


“Too bloody right. It’s the other seven we’ll have to keep an eye on.” His smile returned. “All seven of ’em, and not just the two.”


“They’re all pros, or they wouldn’t have been selected to make this trip. You and I didn’t have to compete to be chosen. Our names just came up.”


“Not by accident though,” Lastwell insisted. “Not by no bloody accident. I suppose we ought to be flattered, Kauri, old boy.”


“I don’t feel flattered. Just tired.”


“Better suck it in. It’s only going to get busier when that lot wakes up.” The captain absently thumbed another control. “Be a helluva lot simpler if all this exploring could be done by automatics. They do what you tell them to, and they don’t argue or talk back. Can even give you some decent conversation if they’re properly programmed.” He aimed his voice at a pickup. “Ain’t that right, ship?”


“Too bloody right, Captain Lastwell,” the synthesized voice replied tersely.


“But you can’t talk to automatics at length,” Stevens pointed out. “You can’t have an extended conversation.”


“How many people can you do that with, and be comfortable the whole time?” Lastwell loved a good argument almost as much as he did the James Cook. “Give me automatics any day. Sound mechanicals, open space, a fixed destination.” He stared out the foreport at the untouched, unexplored world drifting beneath them, an entirely different kind of expression on his face.


Then he blinked and glared at Stevens. “Don’t play mind games with me, Kauri. Just tend to your work. If you haven’t got anything better to occupy yourself with, I’m sure we can scrounge something up for you.”


Stevens said nothing. His attention returned to the monitors that showed capsules Seven and Eight. Inside, he was churning. Seven and Eight presented a situation he’d never had to deal with on either of his two previous outspace journeys. Not only were the botanist and biologist asleep in the two capsules unmarried, they were his age and unfairly attractive.


The corner of his mouth twitched. He’d dealt with more serious problems. He would manage to deal with this one.


But it would have been a lie to say he was focused entirely on the business at hand.


* * *


Jack Simna blinked as the glassy, transparent upper half of his capsule slid back on silent runners. Actually, it wasn’t quite a blink. More like slowly wrenching apart two pieces of paper that had been glued together, stretching them until it seemed they would rip. His mouth had the familiar taste and feel of a salt pan in the middle of the Kalahari. It was a sensation he had experienced several times before, and one he had not been looking forward to enjoying again.


He tried to move his arm. In response to the command from the brain, individual cells seemed to bank together to protest.


Instrumentation and unseen equipment hummed softly all around him. The gentle pastel luminescence cast everything in waxen shades of peach.


Experience and foreknowledge of this moment did nothing to alleviate the actual physical discomfort. Knowing better than to try to lick his lips in the virtual absence of saliva, he carefully engaged his vocal equipment.


“I’d like to sit up now, please. Sixty degrees, no more.”


With a slight whirr, the upper half of his bed rotated up and forward, raising him to a sitting position. At least that much of the James Cook was functional. He’d seen the vessel that had been his home for the past half year of his life only in pre-departure vids, having been put aboard already encapsulated.


He remained motionless and let his eyes rove. They’d been kept moist by the capsule’s equipment. His fingers and then hands slowly responded to direction. As he advanced through the wake-up exercises, he employed his voice a second time.


“Water, please. Lightly chilled, not too cold.”


A compliant blue tube an eighth of a centimeter in diameter extended toward his face, sensors halting it short of his mouth. Turning slightly and ignoring his twitching facial muscles, he took the end of the tube between his lips and sucked as best he could. The shock of the first drops entering his mouth and sliding down his long-disused throat always reminded him of the time he’d gone over the falls while body surfing a four-meter wave off Noumea. On that occasion he’d swallowed enough salt water to make him throw up. That was the wake-up tube he now held loosely in his mouth: the Banzai Pipeline of soda straws.


As he sipped, the discomfort faded. Each successive swallow smoothed the way, psychologically as well as physically, for the one to follow. He forced himself to stop before he was sated. Better to feel fifty percent better and stable than a hundred percent better and likely to heave. The weather’s all inside me, he mused. Drought, turning wetter, with a high pressure system due in soon. His stomach began to growl. Time to take the equipment out of storage. Time to pull the sheets off the furniture and make ready for company.


By now he could turn his head enough to see other capsules opening. Among his estivating colleagues only Cedric Carnavon was also sitting up. From out of his kindly face he flashed Simna a congratulatory smile. They’d made it this far, however far that actually was. Simna struggled and managed a wave. Carnavon gave him a thumbs-up by way of return. He was slightly older than Simna and in excellent physical shape.


As was his wife Millie, who sat up and ran her fingers through her lightly grayed hair as Simna watched. He smiled at her and she grinned back. She was nearly as tall as her husband, and Simna knew that her petite expression was the only fragile thing about her. All three of them had participated in one of the early expeditions to Burke. They could and would rely on one another. Though psi-powers remained in the realm of imagination, as men of similar mind and experience he and Cedric Carnavon could and often did communicate without words.


Carnavon was more of a field man than Simna. While Simna envied his older colleague his exploration experiences, Carnavon admired Simna’s interpretational abilities. They complemented one another and would no doubt do so on this journey as they had before. No envy festered between them. Like all truly competent individuals, each respected what the other could do.


Levering up the heavy log that was his arm, Simna rubbed at his forehead where the hair was thinning ungracefully. It itched, but then there weren’t many places on him that didn’t. Despite the capsule’s built-in computer-controlled moistening gear, dry skin was an inevitable consequence of more than a month in deepsleep. Perhaps not a scientific priority, but certainly a personal one. The prospect of standing beneath a pounding, warm shower of recyclable water brought travelers out of their capsules far faster than any threat or promise.


Salvor Prentice let out a moan of irritation as he raised his bed. Respected head of his department at a major university, he was the nominal leader of the expedition, with Carnavon second in command. That was fine with Simna. Having been in charge on a previous expedition, he knew that the responsibilities of leadership would take time away from his own work. He was perfectly content to let others make any necessary decisions. If the situation demanded, he was already to raise his voice, while preferring not to. Prentice had been on Tycho V. Let him and Carnavon handle the requisite mundanities.


By now the sleep chamber was filled with voices. Halstead and Ramirez were chatting to one another while Noosa, typically, was already voicing concerns about the condition of his equipment, wondering how well it had survived the long journey out from Earth. Mixed in with the masculine babble was the higher-pitched chatter of O’Sandringham and Lejardin. Other than the normal, expected complaints about the discomfort of awakening from deepsleep, everyone seemed to be in good shape.


While each had been carefully chosen by committee, it fell to Simna, the Carnavons, and Prentice as the most experienced and senior members of the expedition to ensure that things ran smoothly. There had only been time for a couple of brief get-acquainted meetings prior to departure, and he was looking forward to talking at length with each of his colleagues. There would be ample opportunity. They were going to be working together for anywhere from a year to a year and a half, depending on what they found.


Disconnecting himself from monitors, sensors, and tubes, Simna climbed carefully out of the capsule, leaning against the plastic for support until his disused legs steadied. Like a butterfly exercising its wings upon emerging from its cocoon, he told himself. He sniffed. No doubt newborn butterflies smelled better.


As he ran through the designated series of awakening calisthenics he caught sight of Lejardin doing likewise nearby. There should be laws passed against such individuals, he knew. No one had the right to be that intelligent and that beautiful. Definitely a prosecutable offense. He looked away. It was much too soon for such nonsense, and there was work to be done.


Besides, having matriculated as the proverbial intellectual geek, he was quite used to such women looking over or through him as though he didn’t exist. His having become in maturity a somewhat famous scientist and outspace explorer had altered women’s attitudes toward him, but emotionally and mentally a great deal of the uncertain adolescent still clung to his personality, as it did to a number of his equally respected colleagues. It could surface at the most inopportune moments. He knew from experience it would be easier as well as more sensible to keep things on a purely professional level.


But it wasn’t going to be easy.


Lejardin, O’Sandringham, Halstead, and Prentice had served at the same academic complex and knew each other well. They did not form a clique so much as a body of knowledge, one they were eager and willing to share with others. To a certain extent their close relationship made Simna feel like an outsider, but that was no problem. No matter who he was with he always felt like an outsider. Not that he was antisocial. He simply felt more comfortable with Nature for companionship than with the humans who inhabited it.


As they had been awakened to the sound of softly humming machinery and not alarms, he presumed that everything was proceeding according to schedule. The absence of any evident emergency meant that they should be close to their target by now. Xica. Xica III. Very soon they should be able to determine whether a small group of Brazilian astronomers and analysts were going to become merely famous, or canonized.


With its kilometer-wide nets of advanced fungi and its herbivorous worms, Burke had been a revelation. Xica tempted with the promise of more, much more. Promises to keep, he murmured to himself, and parsecs to go before I sleep. At the moment he could only hope. It was tough to contemplate the very real possibility that he might be giving a couple of years of precious existence to study rocks that might be green with copper instead of life. Only much closer examination than the probe had been able to manage would reveal the truth.


As he finished his knee-bends he found himself wondering about the ship’s crew. Other than the fact that they had piloted two trips out to Burke, he knew very little about them. He’d heard that they could be brusque, especially the captain. That didn’t trouble Simna. Give him a loud-mouthed, socially inept, half-soused expert over a cheerful incompetent any day. Especially when lives might be at stake.


Besides, he was usually able to get along with anyone he met. It was one of the reasons he’d been chosen for the mission. In the often charged atmosphere created by many intelligences forced to function in close proximity many light-years from home, serious arguments and even violence were very real possibilities. Simna had the ability to act like a carbon rod in an old-fashioned fission reactor, soaking up heat and fury in exchange for calm and reason. Since he rarely took sides in personal arguments among colleagues, his judgment was often accepted by both contenders. Having no axe of his own to grind, he was frequently able to blunt others’, often without them even realizing it. Carnavon in particular recognized this ability of Simna’s, and had made use of it on both journeys to Burke.


“Anti-fractious,” Carnavon called him. Simna took no especial pride in the talent. He honestly hated to see people fight. Not only was it a waste of time, it burned protein.


Should have been a psychiatrist, he mused. Except that psychiatrists spent their lives sitting in small offices, listening to the small woes of others. Such isolation from the natural world would have driven Simna crazy. He was too much the explorer, too much curious about what lay just over the next rise or under the next wave. Like Carnavon.


His curiosity about their crew was at least partially satisfied by the announcement that reverberated over the chamber speakers. The voice was rich, loud, and mildly impatient.


“Come on, you lazy lot! Get up and out of there so we can disinfect it. Don’t any of you want a shower? Isn’t anyone hungry? There’s a bleedin’ whole new world out here just waiting to be looked at, and you the lucky ones picked to do the first looking. Ain’t this side of two hundred days of sleep enough for you? Now, who wants to go for a jog?”


Good-natured complaints and moans filled the chamber, which Captain … Lastwell? Yes, Lastwell, Simna remembered. Which that worthy would no doubt ignore. It was clear they were not to be coddled. Good. Simna much preferred it that way.


The unseen captain was quick to respond. “That’s it; get to bitching already. I know your kind. You’re already arguing about who’s going to be first out, whose degrees are the most prestigious, who’s published the most papers. I’ve nannied plenty of you.


“Speaking of which, I know how hungry you’re going to be in a little bit. The kitchen’s been up and humming for a month now, and I’m getting damn sick of Stevens’s conversational limitations. I’m sure he’s equally disgusted with my face. Get clean, get dressed, and get out here, and we’ll feed you all up. Then we can start talking about doing some real work. The ones who can’t handle solid food can go puke in private while the rest of us get down to business. Lunch in one hour.”


“Charming fellow, our captain,” Cedric Carnavon commented affectionately.


Behind him Ramirez, their self-designated point man for field work, snickered ebulliently. Dark-skinned and long-haired, he was now wide awake and full of life and himself. From his occasional grab at a support it was clear he’d rushed his wake-up. Simna said nothing. Minor errors in judgment made on board were harmless and even educational. On the surface it would be a different matter.


He peered appraisingly at Halstead. It had to be Halstead, Simna knew, because he was the biggest member of their party. A hulking, gentle giant, his forte was reconnaissance and recording, procedures in which he was supposed to provide assistance to others. Technically he was a general biologist with a particular interest in invertebrates. Perhaps Xica might provide one or two for him to study. Hope sprang eternal.


“How you doing?” Simna asked.


The big man stretched, and air bubbles popped in his joints. “Waking from mummy-land. You?”


Simna smiled. “Not too bad. You don’t get used to it, but having been through it before at least you know what to expect.”


Halstead nodded and relaxed. His manner was gentle and easy but not in any way dull. “Can’t say as I envy you the experience. Only the trips.” He stared past the older man.


“Anxious to check out your gear?” Simna asked him.


The biologist nodded. “I hope it’s in better shape than I am.”


Simna grinned. “You aren’t bad off. You just look that way.”


“Thanks.”


Short, fit, and eager to trim the pale blond beard that decorated the line of his jaw, Cody Noosa was even more anxious than Halstead to have a look at the precious equipment lockers. Both men would have to restrain themselves until later, Simna knew. Since social proprieties aboard a deep-space vessel were few, it was incumbent on everyone to observe them. The fulfillment of individual priorities had languished for months. They could wait an hour or two longer.


Noosa made a last check of his capsule, his movements terse, jerky, and efficient. As the others made their way in their sleep shorts toward the shower room, he and Halstead compared mental notes. Simna shook his head. He could understand and sympathize with their eagerness, but it was impossible to rush matters. The surface of Xica was a lot closer than it had been ten months ago, but it was still not within walking distance.


A glance showed the three women moving toward the other shower area, with the experienced Millie Carnavon already taking charge. He let his gaze linger longer than was necessary or even polite, but no one noticed him. Not that anyone should object. Gazing at any face after months in deepsleep, reacquainting oneself with the human physiognomy, was an understandable and accepted condition.


The vision he saw was akin to one brought on by a momentary fever, and he forcibly shook it off. Let the others gape, he told himself. You can and should be more professional. Be an example to those who haven’t done deepsleep before. He tried to recall the number of times he’d served as an example to others, lost count, and realized he’d hated just about every incidence.


Think about food, he told himself. The notion, if not the physical anticipation, was attractive.


He’d never been on the James Cook before but the deepsleep chamber was identical to those on other far-traversing ships. Personal effects lockers would be off to the right. To the left would be a corridor leading to the men’s hygienic facilities. For ten minutes or so he could relax in the luxury of an upright, damp stall instead of a dry horizontal one. He ambled off in that direction, noting that Carnavon was already ahead of him.


Noosa, Halstead, and Ramirez chose to first check their own lockers. Simna grunted to himself. He didn’t understand the urgency. If his gear was there, all well and good. If not, there was nothing he could do about it and certainly no one he could file a complaint with. Better to spend the extra time in the shower.


Fighting the lingering dizziness that was an inevitable consequence of emergence from deepsleep, he chose a stall, told it a temperature, and activated the spray. The first gush of warm water was indescribably pleasurable. There was soap and shampoo, both of which he employed lavishly. A few minutes later the others filed in and six of the eight stalls were in use simultaneously. Conversation and jokes rose above the flutter of cascading water. He felt no guilt. The James Cook was an enormous vessel, and everything it carried that could be recycled, was.


The water had a slight chemical odor that didn’t trouble him. He savored every sensation, glad to be conscious and mobile again.


As he dried off he noticed Carnavon slipping into a clean white on-board jumpsuit. “Feel better?”


The other man favored Simna with the familiar gentle smile that belied his far more adventurous personality. Cedric Carnavon was nobody’s kindly uncle, ready for rocking chair, slippers, and book. He brushed a hand through his thinning gray hair, his eyes crinkling.


“Ready for a bit of a walk?”


“More than ready.”


“We’ll be off soon enough.”


“Waiting’s tough.” Simna toweled droplets from his shoulders. “I’m trying hard not to think about what we might find here.”


Carnavon’s eyes twinkled. “Something beyond the nematoda? Or maybe even something with legs? Wouldn’t that be exciting.”


“I’m not going to hold my breath,” Simna commented dryly. “Not after Burke.” Steam carouseled ceilingward, sucked out through recycling vents to be recondensed and reused.


“Ah, but this isn’t Burke,” Carnavon reminded him unnecessarily.




II


Dressed, dried, and clad in white ship duty jumpers, they assembled in the Mess. Noosa was preoccupied and Ramirez looked a little worn, but that was normal after emergence from deepsleep. O’Sandringham and Lejardin were spontaneously radiant.


Simna forced himself to focus on their two-man technical support team. Stevens and Lastwell differed in age, appearance, and probably personality. So long as it didn’t interfere with their work, he didn’t care if they hated each other’s guts.


“Here she is.” Lastwell was as forthright in person as he’d been over the intercom. As everyone dug voraciously at their first meal in ten months, a large screen at one end of the room brightened to divulge their first close-up view of Xica III.


“Beautiful. Much prettier than the probe suggested.” O’Sandringham neatly sliced the steak in front of her. Her eyes were blue, Simna noted. Brilliant blue-eyed blonde. Nice alliteration. Apparently Stevens thought so too. The mate hardly took his eyes off the botanist.


As Lastwell manipulated the screen’s controls, the slowly rotating image drifted off the screen to hover above the center of the table, not far from the dinner rolls. In situ visualization conformed closely to the mapping carried out years ago by the drone probe: two large continental masses each about the size of Africa separated by a great deal of ocean. There were several sizable islands and a lot of small ones, all of which the probe had missed.


As they ate and watched, the full-color holo expanded and contracted. High-power scopes aboard the James Cook zoomed in on areas of potentially greater interest.


What struck Simna initially was the predominant color of the continents: browns and reds, not unlike Mars. Unencouraging, especially in the utter absence of ice caps. Nor were there any signs of large inland lakes. But analysis confirmed that the vast seas were water, albeit somewhat saltier than Earth’s. Surely in the presence of so much water there had to be some kind of life. It was unconscionable (not to mention depressing) to think otherwise.


Lastwell took note of their expressions. “Not real promising at first sight, is it? But have a look at this strip along the west coast of the smaller continent.” In response to his command the holo rotated smartly and a section of sea and land seemed to leap out at them. Food paused halfway to mouths. There were a few sharp intakes of breath.


Carnavon’s eyes were shining. “That’s an awful lot of green.”


“Too much to be caused by lichens,” O’Sandringham added.


Prentice was his typical cautious self. “Could be the result of algal blooms, or even copper minerals.” Lejardin threw some ice cubes in his direction.


“That’s more than a stain on the ground,” she contended. “It has to be.”


Lastwell was nodding. “My feelings likewise. It’s hard to tell underneath all that cloud cover, but we’ll find out soon enough. I propose setting down somewhere along that coast. There are some good landing sites tangent to the green areas.” He glanced expectantly at Prentice.


“No objection, Captain.”


The older man nodded, then offered a sop to protocol. “When would you like to drop? We can execute additional ranging from orbit or …”


Prentice preempted unnecessary discussion by responding quickly. “As soon as we’ve completed the requisite health checks and preparations I see no reason why we shouldn’t make landfall as soon as is feasible.”


“All right!” The ever-exuberant Ramirez punctuated his approval by smacking the table. His food jumped while remaining largely in place. Lejardin frowned at him but said nothing.


“As far as preparations,” Lastwell informed them, “Kau and I have been seeing to little else all this past month while you lot have been sleeping like babes. One of our two landers is all checked out, stocked, and ready to go. Everything we should need is on board, barring your personal gear and equipment. Shouldn’t take long to load that.” He nodded deferentially to Prentice, then Carnavon.


“We can caucus on this whenever you want to pick a precise site. With a number of possibles, the more input on the final decision, the better.” His gaze roved the table. “I’m sure you’re all as anxious as I am to set foot on solid ground again. Especially ground no one’s seen before.”


Simna decided the captain enjoyed the build and look of the squat ex-footballer who’d savored a little too much of the good life. Nevertheless, he wouldn’t have bet against him in a tight spot. Hopefully they would encounter few such on the surface. He knew many men like Lastwell, deceptive in appearance, who when pressed could muster surprising talents. His eagerness to explore set him immediately apart from most of his kind, who wanted only to sustain their ratings and fulfill their narrow job assignments. A technician with real curiosity was someone to be valued. Most of them could care less whether they were assisting scientists or politicians, so long as they were paid on time.


The mate was a little harder to read. Convivial, sharp, wholly competent, he was clearly more approachable than Lastwell. Nor did he seem overly intimidated by his more educated charges. Simna wasn’t sure of him yet … it was far too early to render judgments on personalities … but the signs were encouraging. On his last journey to Burke the scientific complement and the tech staff had hardly conversed at all, much less established any friendships.


Though the kitchen was fully automated, Millie Carnavon took it upon herself to supervise its output. If Lastwell and Stevens were offended by her imposition, they didn’t show it. More likely they were glad to concede its functions. Simna marveled at her quiet efficiency.


“A hobby,” she told him when he queried her about it. “I’m sort of an incurable domestic. Since I can’t bring my home life with me, I try to improvise one no matter where I am.”


“Personally, I’m grateful for the interference,” he told her honestly.


“Even automated food service can be improved upon.”


“I agree. We should get along just fine, Millie. You like to prepare food, and I like to eat.” They exchanged smiles. Millie Carnavon was the sort of person who would always take pleasure in seeing to the comfort of others before thinking of herself. He doubted he would have to do any work with her.


Not for the first time he found himself thinking that the authorities should put a professional on these trips. Time spent providing therapy often cut into his own work. At such times he wished he could escape his reputation. Unfortunately it always caught up to him, when it did not precede him. And the Authority’s point of view was hard to argue with. Why try to make room for another specialist when a generalist like Simna could do multiple duty? They always managed to convince him to take on the assignment. When offers of monetary compensation failed, they could invariably succeed by appealing to his ego, which was certainly no smaller than that of anyone else on board.


He knew he was being manipulated at such times, but it didn’t matter. He was flattered by the manipulation.


“Time to fly.” Ramirez’s black hair brushed the back of his neck. He was clad in a fresh white jumper, only slightly stained from working with his gear. His excitement was so palpable it was clearly difficult for him to stay in his seat.


Wonder if I ever had that much enthusiasm, Simna mused. He was so organized, so logical, so prepared that he sometimes missed things that someone like Ramirez would go straight to. Which was just as well. They would blaze different routes to the same destination. Simna would reach a conclusion through careful thought and hard work, whereas Ramirez or Noosa might stumble right into it. Each approach had its supporters.


One day Ramirez would probably fall into a deep, dark hole. Until then, he rode his unbridled enthusiasm for all it was worth. Simna simultaneously envied and was appalled by him.


They were finalizing last-minute preparations in the vast drop hangar, bustling about under the floodlights next to the huge delta-shape of the lander. His eyes searching the extensive open space, Prentice wore an anxious expression as he joined his colleagues.


“Where’s Cody? I see everyone but him.”


“Where d’you think?” Ramirez chuckled and nodded toward the piles of gear waiting to be stowed aboard. “Checking his instruments.”


“Again?” Prentice was clearly miffed. “He missed breakfast. He ought to eat something before we make the drop.”


“Lighten up.” Ramirez checked the label on a small plastic bag he was holding and placed it carefully inside a shipping crate. “Cody’s a pro. He knows what he’s doing. We’re all pros here.” He turned and raised his voice. “Isn’t that right, girls?”


Ramirez’s humor was of the shotgun variety. Pepper as wide an area as possible in hopes of hitting something. Often he was on the mark. This time his sally went wide.


Only a couple of days out of deepsleep and already we have a team member exhibiting symptoms of foot-in-mouth, Simna mused. As he personally was immune to the side effects of that particular affliction (though occasionally vulnerable to it himself), he decided to make an effort to engage Ramirez in conversation on a regular basis. That would keep him from inflicting his individual brand of humor on others to a degree that was tolerable. For this Simna expected neither recognition nor thanks. It was part of his job.


Lejardin simply ignored the feeble gag. O’Sandringham was considerably less indifferent. She looked over from her workstation.


“Next time you call me a girl, Stew, you’ll find yourself in one.”


“Old joke. Ancient,” he responded. But as he returned to his work, his smile was somewhat frayed.


Prentice wandered down the line, beneath the leading edge of the lander’s expensive, gleaming delta wing. “Everything functional and on-line?”


Stevens glanced up at the senior scientist. “What do you think I’ve been doing for the past month?” He indicated the internally cushioned crates stacked on the loading skiff. “I’ve gone over this gear time and again. Anything I didn’t understand I haven’t touched. Shipping integrity seems inviolate. Not a lot of turbulence in deepsleep. And I’ve had a ship to look after, too. Or did you think our good captain did any more of the dirty work than was absolutely necessary?”


“Just checking.” Prentice was a bit taken aback.


“I hope you don’t expect us to carry it all once we’re down.” Both men turned toward Lastwell. “As well as look after your housing, life support, and daily needs.”


“We’re trained to take care of ourselves.” Prentice took no offense at the captain’s naturally brusque manner.


“I’m sure you can. No offense, but the last lot I piloted out to Burke was a disaster. Couldn’t wipe their bums without Kau or I first plotting a course for ’em.”


Stevens’s expression showed how he felt about the most recent group to make use of the James Cook. “Somebody must’ve made a mistake in their briefing. Told them they were going to have the services of a couple of robots. Bring this, fetch that. You can imagine who ended up doing most of the bringing and fetching.”


Prentice smiled reassuringly. “We’re not like that.” He indicated the rest of the group, busy with final preparations. “Simna and Carnavon have more offworld experience than either of you, and I’m no novice. Everyone else is experienced or qualified to a lesser degree. We’ll take charge of our gear. You two won’t have to extend yourselves beyond your classification assignments.”


“Promises,” Stevens declared.


“I’m glad to hear that.” Lastwell clapped a friendly arm around Prentice’s shoulders. “How much longer you estimate before your highly qualified folks have everything assembled?”


Prentice considered the activity around him. “Another hour. Maybe less.”


“Great!” Lastwell performed some quick mental calculations. For all of his social awkwardness and blunt manner, he was supremely efficient at his job. “Any last-minute details you’d like me to run through for the group?”


“I don’t think so. Everyone was thoroughly briefed before departure.”


“Then we’ll get on with it.” Removing his arm from the other man’s shoulders, the captain strode off to see the final loading, his voice trailing behind him as he preached to no one in particular. “Be good to finally get free of this bloated blimp, see something new. One goddamn delay after another. …”


When there was nothing more to be done, they assembled for a last time in the mess. Cedric Carnavon used a small controller to recall the Xican holo. As he spoke, the unit executed a series of zooms and retreats.


“We’ve settled on three potential primary landing sites,” he explained. “All on the west coast of the smaller continent. The other landmass will have to wait.”


“Detailed analysis carried out by the ship’s instruments subsequent to our arrival indicate that the large red-yellow regions are most likely desert, as was initially suspected. As if by way of compensation, the green strips along the coasts look even more promising than we’d first hoped.” Murmurs of appreciation came from those assembled around the table.


A topographic blowup replaced the rotating globe. “We’ve chosen this site here, about midway up the west coast. The actual touchdown site seems both sandy and flat, ideal for the lander. At the same time, it’s a finger of desert that penetrates the green area almost to the ocean. There’s also an extensive river-tributary system draining the plateau just to the north, occupying an unusual fracture zone in the crust.” He smiled. “Plenty to keep us busy. I’ll let Cody speak to the geology.”


Noosa’s short, muscular form rose from the seat alongside the older man. He took the controller and aimed it at the image.


“This portion of the continental plate has been sundered by unknown forces. It appears tectonically stable, suggesting that the fracturing occurred over a long period of time.” A pointer moved within the image. “As you can see, the main river runs straight as an arrow into the sea and all the tributaries enter it at right angles. An unusual but not unprecedented situation. The main channel appears navigable for most of its length.”


“Everybody into the boat!” Ramirez chirped.


This time he generated a few smiles. “We’ll certainly want to send a boat up there after we’re established on the ground,” Carnavon agreed. “To check on the estuarine life and …”


“Whoa,” said Ramirez. “Aren’t we getting just a little ahead of ourselves? Maybe we should pray we find something more advanced than lazy protozoans first.”


Noosa grinned. When he did so, he looked like a contented but uncertain child. “Might as well be optimistic as not, Stew. The potential’s there.”


“Yeah. For green slime. Hey, don’t get me wrong. I’m as hopeful as everyone else. I don’t look forward to spending a year hunting for mites under rocks. I’m just being realistic.”


“We’re all trying to do the same,” said Carnavon. “But it looks good, people. Real good. Much better than Burke, and infinitely better than Tycho.” His eyes were shining with expectation.


“That’s why we all fought so long for this assignment,” Prentice put in “That’s why I worked so hard to assemble this particular team.”


“What a waste of time,” declared Halstead unexpectedly. There was silence for a long moment, then unrestrained laughter. Halstead’s humor was low-key, but highly effective when he chose to employ it.


Even among this group of experienced, presumably jaded professionals there was a growing excitement, a charge in the air that could be sensed. They were about to set foot on an unvisited alien world, one that offered brighter prospects to the hopeful biologist than any heretofore visited by mankind. Simna felt like bursting into song, but had too much empathy for his fellow travelers to subject them to that particular brand of aural distress.


He kept a close eye on his colleagues, noting for possible future use character traits and personality quirks. Another might have felt that Lastwell and Stevens’s constant verbal combativeness was a bad omen for the future, but Simna saw clearly that it was all bluff and sham, and that in difficult moments the two worked seamlessly together, becoming a single tool. The cursing and complaining was all so much letting off of steam. Both men were under a great deal of pressure. Until the team was safely down on the surface, everyone but the two techs was pretty much along for the ride.


Lastwell didn’t let anyone forget it, either. His working vocabulary was inventive if not elegant, colorful and highly descriptive if not biologically sound. Occasionally it ran away with him, but most of the time he managed to keep it under control. In contrast, Stevens was not nearly as boisterous, preferring to vent his invective sotto voce.


Everyone pitched in with the loading. Simna moved to help Millie Carnavon, who thanked him politely even as she shooed him away with that piquant half-little girl, half-maternal smile of hers. Only later did an abashed Simna discover that she’d been a champion athlete in her youth and was in better condition than many of her younger associates. He was upset with himself not for making the chivalrous offer but for jumping to a conclusion, something he usually worked hard to avoid.


The constant evaluating and observing of one’s companions was normal at the beginning of an expedition, he knew. You might have to trust your life to the person next to you. At such times printed résumés, no matter how impressive, were of little reassurance. Words on paper were an inadequate measure with which to size someone up. As time passed and they grew comfortable with one another, such constant scrutiny would fade.


Except for Simna. He never stopped watching, never stopped appraising. Occasionally it got him in trouble. There were those who didn’t understand such attention, or misinterpreted it.


So far he’d seen no overt indications of weakness. This was a strong and competent group. With luck he might be able to largely ignore them in favor of exploration and study.


Ramirez was bouncing all over the hangar, chivvying everyone else on, frantic to be on his way.


“Take it easy, Stew.” Halstead tried to restrain his colleague. “We’ll get there soon enough. The sun isn’t going nova and the planet’s not going anywhere.”


“Can’t be soon enough.” Given the appropriate command, Ramirez looked ready and willing to jump out of his skin.


Halstead put pressure on the top side of a heatseal, melting it shut. “You’ve waited ten months in deepsleep. What’s the rush?”


Ramirez beamed up at the big man. “There’s a whole new world down there. Maybe the first one we’ve discovered with something really worth looking at. Ground that’s never felt the tread of human foot, atmosphere that’s never vibrated to the sound of a human voice.”


“It’ll be there tomorrow,” replied the placid Halstead. “Untouched and ready for you to violate.”


Ramirez looked away, fingers working against one another. “I’m just anxious to get on with it.”


“We’re all anxious to get on with it, Stewart.”


He looked over at Lejardin, who was running a final check on her personal gear. “Hey, you can stay on the lander and do atmospheric analysis. Me, I’m out as soon as we make landfall.”


“Nobody’s out as soon as we make landfall.” Carnavon had eased up silently behind them.


“Why not?” Ramirez challenged the senior researcher. “We already know the air’s breathable. Surely you don’t expect to run into a host of airborne pathogens?”


“No, I don’t. But we advance according to standard procedure. Regulations apply to the scientific complement as much as to the crew. No one takes any chances. That means no giddy, precipitous dives from the airlock.” He looked to his left, to the top of a huge crate marked PREFAB #6B. “Isn’t that right, Salvor?”


From his lofty location Prentice nodded concurrence.


Ramirez looked disgusted. “Why the anxiety? Burke and Tycho V are void of potentially invasive microorganisms.”


“Always a first time,” Carnavon said cheerfully. “We proceed with patience and by the book.”


Ramirez rolled his eyes and groaned melodramatically. Nearby, Noosa shrugged, as though he’d be content to proceed either way. Simna said nothing. As usual, he just listened and watched.

OEBPS/images/9780575131965.jpg
%(TEWAY

THE NEW YORK TIMES
BESTSELLING AUTHOR

LIFE
FORM





OEBPS/images/GatewayLogo.jpg
«@-EWAY





