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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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THE EARTH BOOK OF STORMGATE


To those who read, good flight.


It is Hloch of the Stormgate Choth who writes, on the peak of Mount Anrovil in the Weathermother. His Wyvan, Tariat son of Lythran and Blawsa, has asked this. Weak though his grip upon the matter be, bloodpride requires he undertake the task.


Judge, O people. The father of Hloch was Ferannian and the mother was Rennhi. They held the country around Spearhead Lake. He was an engineer who was often in Gray, Centauri, and other towns, dealing with humans. They in their turn came often thither, for travel routes crisscrossed above and there was, too, a copper mine not far off. Hloch’s parents were guest-free and would house whoever pleased them for days in line, giving these leave to roam and hunt. Moreover, as you well know, because of its nearness to populous Gray, our choth receives more humans into membership than most. Hence we younglings grew up friendly with many of this race and familiar with no few of the winds that blow on their souls.


Rennhi was a quester into the centuries, remembered for her scholarship and for the flame she kindled in those whom she saw fit to teach. High above all, she is remembered for writing The Sky Book of Stormgate. In this, as you well know, she traced and described the whole history of our choth. Of the ancestors upon Ythri; of the founders here upon Avalon; of the descendants and their doings unto her own years; of how past and present and future have forever been intermingled and, in living minds, ever begetting each other – of this does her work pursue the truth, and will as long as thought flies over our world.


God stooped upon her before she could begin the next chronicle. Already she had gathered in much that was needful, aided in small compass by her son Hloch. Then came the Terran War, and when it had passed by, ruined landscapes lay underneath skies gone strange. We are still raising our lives anew from the wreckage left by that hurricane. Hloch, who had served in space, afterward found himself upon Imperial planets, member of a merchant crew, as trade was reborn. Thus maychance he gained some further sight across the human species.


So did the Wyvan Tariat think of late, when Hloch had wearied of the void and returned to the winds. His word: ‘We have need to grasp the realness of those folk, both those who dwell among us and those who are of the Empire. For this, your mother knew, it is best to fly their ways and see through their eyes – ancestral still more than incarnate, that we may sense what is rising ahead of us in time. Hloch, write the book she did not live to write.’


Therefore, behold these annals, from the Discovery and on through the World-Taking. They are garnered from different trees, and few of them will seem at once to grow toward the same sun. Yet they do, they all do. This is the tale, told afresh, of how Avalon came to settlement and thus our choth to being. This is the tale as told, not by Rennhi and those on whom she drew for the Sky Book, but by Ferraris, who walk the earth. Hloch will seek to explain what is alien: though only by swinging your mind into that same alienness may you hope to seize the knowledge behind.


Then read.




WINGS OF VICTORY


Our part in the Grand Survey had taken us out beyond the great suns Alpha and Beta Crucis. From Earth we would have been in the constellation Lupus. But Earth was 278 light-years remote, Sol itself long dwindled to invisibility, and stars drew strange pictures across the dark.


After three years we were weary and had suffered losses. Oh, the wonder wasn’t gone. How could it ever go – from world after world after world? But we had seen so many, and of those we had walked on, some were beautiful and some were terrible and most were both (even as Earth is) and none were alike and all were mysterious. They blurred together in our minds.


It was still a heart-speeding thing to find another sentient race, actually more than to find another planet colonizable by man. Now Ali Hamid had perished of a poisonous bite a year back, and Manuel Gonsalves had not yet recovered from the skull fracture inflicted by the club of an excited being at our last stop. This made Vaughn Webner our chief xenologist, from whom was to issue trouble.


Not that he, or any of us, wanted it. You learn to gang warily, in a universe not especially designed for you, or you die; there is no third choice. We approached this latest star because every G-type dwarf beckoned us. But we did not establish orbit around its most terrestroid attendant until neutrino analysis had verified that nobody in the system had developed atomic energy. And we exhausted every potentiality of our instruments before we sent down our first robot probe.


The sun was a G9, golden in hue, luminosity half of Sol’s.


The world which interested us was close enough in to get about the same irradiation as Earth. It was smaller, surface gravity 0.75, with a thinner and drier atmosphere. However, that air was perfectly breathable by humans, and bodies of water existed which could be called modest oceans. The globe was very lovely where it turned against star-crowded night, blue, tawny, rusty-brown, white-clouded. Two little moons skipped in escort.


Biological samples proved that its life was chemically similar to ours. None of the microorganisms we cultured posed any threat that normal precautions and medications could not handle. Pictures taken at low altitude and on the ground showed woods, lakes, wide plains rolling toward mountains. We were afire to set foot there.


But the natives – 


You must remember how new the hyperdrive is, and how immense the cosmos. The organizers of the Grand Survey were too wise to believe that the few neighbor systems we’d learned something about gave knowledge adequate for devising doctrine. Our service had one law, which was its proud motto: ‘We come as friends.’ Otherwise each crew was free to work out its own procedures. After five years the survivors would meet and compare experiences.


For us aboard the Olga, Captain Gray had decided that, whenever possible, sophonts should not be disturbed by preliminary sightings of our machines. We would try to set the probes in uninhabited regions. When we ourselves landed, we would come openly. After all, the shape of a body counts for much less than the shape of the mind within. Thus went our belief.


Naturally, we took in every datum we could from orbit and upper-atmospheric overflights. While not extremely informative under such conditions, our pictures did reveal a few small towns on two continents – clusters of buildings, at least, lacking defensive walls or regular streets – hard by primitive mines. They seemed insignificant against immense and almost unpopulated landscapes. We guessed we could identify a variety of cultures, from Stone Age through Iron. Yet invariably, aside from those petty communities, settlements consisted of one or a few houses standing alone. We found none less than ten kilometers apart; most were more isolated.


‘Carnivores, I expect,’ Webner said. The primitive economies are hunting-fishing-gathering, the advanced economies pastoral. Large areas which look cultivated are probably just to provide fodder; they don’t have the layout of proper farms.’ He tugged his chin. ‘I confess to being puzzled as to how the civilized – well, let’s say the “metallurgic” people, at this stage – how they manage it. You need trade, communication, quick exchange of ideas, for that level of technology. And if I read the pictures aright, roads are virtually nonexistent, a few dirt tracks between towns and mines, or to the occasional dock for barges or ships – Confound it, water transportation is insufficient.’


‘Pack animals, maybe?’ I suggested.


‘To slow,’ he said. ‘You don’t get progressive cultures when months must pass before the few individuals capable of originality can hear from each other. The chances are they never will.’


For a moment the pedantry dropped from his manner. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘we’ll see,’ which is the grandest sentence that any language can own.


We always made initial contact with three, the minimum who could do the job, lest we lose them. This time they were Webner, xenologist; Aram Turekian, pilot; and Yukiko Sachansky, gunner. It was Gray’s idea to give women that last assignment. He felt they were better than men at watching and waiting, less likely to open fire in doubtful situations.


The site chosen was in the metallurgic domain, though not a town. Why complicate matters unnecessarily? It was on a rugged upland, thick forest for many kilometers around. Northward the mountainside rose steeply until, above timberline, its crags were crowned by a glacier. Southward it toppled to a great plateau, open country where herds grazed on a reddish analogue of grass or shrubs. Maybe they were domesticated, maybe not. In either case, probably the dwellers did a lot of hunting.


‘Would that account for their being so scattered?’ Yukiko wondered. ‘A big range needed to support each individual?’


‘Then they must have a strong territoriality,’ Webner said. ‘Stand sharp by the guns.’


We were not forbidden to defend ourselves from attack, whether or not blunders of ours had provoked it. Nevertheless the girl winced. Turekian glanced over his shoulder and saw. That, and Webner’s tone, made him flush. ‘Blow down, Vaughn,’ he growled.


Webner’s long, gaunt frame stiffened in his seat. Light gleamed off the scalp under his thin hair as he thrust his head toward the pilot. ‘What did you say?’


‘Stay in your own shop and run it, if you can.’


‘Mind your manners. This may be my first time in charge, but I am—’ ‘On the ground. We’re aloft yet.’


‘Please.’ Yukiko reached from her turret and laid a hand on either man’s shoulder. ‘Please don’t quarrel… when we’re about to meet a whole new history.’


They couldn’t refuse her wish. Tool-burdened coverall or no, she remained in her Eurasian petiteness the most desired woman aboard the Olga; and still the rest of the girls liked her. Gonsalves’ word for her was simpático.


The men only quieted on the surface. They were an ill assorted pair, not enemies – you don’t sign on a person who’ll allow himself hatred – but unfriends. Webner was the academic type, professor of xenology at the University of Oceania. In youth he’d done excellent field work, especially in the traderoute cultures of Cynthia, and he’d been satisfactory under his superiors. At heart, though, he was a theorist, whom middle age had made dogmatic.


Turekian. was the opposite: young, burly, black-bearded, boisterous and roisterous, born in a sealtent on Mars to a life of banging around the available universe. If half his brags were true, he was mankind’s boldest adventurer, toughest fighter, and mightiest lover; but I’d found to my profit that he wasn’t the poker player he claimed. Withal he was able, affable, helpful, popular – which may have kindled envy in poor self-chilled Webner.


‘Okay, sure,’ Turekian laughed. ‘For you, Yu.’ He tossed a kiss in her direction.


Webner unbent less easily. ‘What did you mean by running my own shop if I can?’ he demanded.


‘Nothing, nothing,’ the girl almost begged.


‘Ah, a bit more than nothing,’ Turekian said. ‘A tiny bit. I just wish you were less convinced your science has the last word on all the possibilities. Things I’ve seen –’


‘I’ve heard your song before,’ Webner scoffed. ‘In a jungle on some exotic world you met animals with wheels.’


‘Never said that. Hm-m-m… make a good yarn, wouldn’t it?’


‘No. Because it’s an absurdity. Simply ask yourself how nourishment would pass from the axle bone to the cells of the disc. In like manner –’


‘Yeh, yeh. Quiet, now, please. I’ve got to conn us down.’


The target waxed fast in the bow screen. A booming of air came faint through the hull plates and vibration shivered flesh. Turekian hated dawdling. Besides, a slow descent might give the autochthons time to become hysterical, with perhaps tragic consequences.


Peering, the humans saw a house on the rim of a canyon at whose bottom a river rushed gray-green. The structure was stone, massive and tile-roofed. Three more buildings joined to define a flagged courtyard. Those were of timber, long and low, topped by blossoming sod. A corral outside the quadrangle held four-footed beasts, and nearby stood a row of what Turekian, pointing, called overgrown birdhouses. A meadow surrounded the ensemble. Elsewhere the woods crowded close.


There was abundant bird or, rather, ornithoid life, flocks strewn across the sky. A pair of especially large creatures hovered above the steading. They veered as the boat descended.


Abruptly, wings exploded from the house. Out of its windows flyers came, a score or better, all sizes from tiny ones which clung to adult backs, up to those which dwarfed the huge extinct condors of Earth. In a gleam of bronze feathers, a storm of wingbeats which pounded through the hull, they rose, and fled, and were lost among the treetops.


The humans landed in a place gone empty.


Hands near sidearms, Webner and Turekian trod forth, looked about, let the planet enter them.


You always undergo that shock of first encounter. Not only does space separate the newfound world from yours; time does, five billion years at least. Often you need minutes before you can truly see the shapes around, they are that alien. Before, the eye has registered them but not the brain.


This was more like home. Yet the strangenesses were uncountable.


Weight: three-fourths of what the ship maintained. An ease, a bounciness in the stride… and a subtle kinesthetic adjustment required, sensory more than muscular.


Air: like Earth’s at about two kilometers’ altitude. (Gravity gradient being less, the density dropoff above sea level went slower.) Crystalline vision, cool flow and murmur of breezes, soughing in the branches and river clangorous down in the canyon. Every odor different, no hint of sun-baked resin or duff, instead a medley of smokinesses and pungencies.


Light: warm gold, making colors richer and shadows deeper than you were really evolved for; a midmorning sun which displayed almost half again the apparent diameter of Earth’s, in a sky which was deep blue and had only thin streaks of cloud.


Life: wild flocks, wheeling and crying overhead; lowings and cacklings from the corral; rufous carpet underfoot, springy, suggestive more of moss than grass though not very much of either, starred with exquisite flowers; trees whose leaves were green (from silvery to murky), whose bark (if it was bark) might be black or gray or brown or white, whose forms were little more odd to you than were pine or gingko if you came from oak and beech country, but which were no trees of anywhere on Earth. A swarm of midgelike entomoids went by, and a big copperywinged ‘moth’ leisurely feeding on them.


Scenery: superb. Above the forest, peaks shouldered into heaven, the glacier shimmered blue. To the right, canyon walls plunged roseate, ocher-banded, and cragged. But your attention was directed ahead.


The house was of astonishing size. ‘A flinking castle,’ Turekian exclaimed. An approximate twenty-meter cube, it rose sheer to the peaked roof, built from well-dressed blocks of granite. Windows indicated six stories. They were large openings, equipped with wooden shutters and wrought-iron balconies. The sole door, on ground level, was ponderous. Horns, skulls, and sculptured weapons of the chase – knife, spear, shortsword, blowgun, bow and arrow – ornamented the façade.


The attendant buildings were doubtless barns or sheds. Trophies hung on them too. The beasts in the corral looked, and probably weren’t, mammalian. Two species were vaguely reminiscent of horses and oxen, a third of sheep. They were not many, could not be the whole support of the dwellers here. The ‘dovecotes’ held ornithoids as big as turkeys, which were not penned but were prevented from leaving the area by three hawklike guardians. ‘Watchdogs,’ Turekian said of those. ‘No, watchfalcons.’ They swooped about, perturbed at the invasion.


Yukiko’s voice came wistful from a receiver behind his ear: ‘Can I join you?’


‘Stand by the guns,’ Webner answered. ‘We have yet to meet the owners of this place.’


‘Huh?’ Turekian said. ‘Why, they’re gone. Skedaddled when they saw us coming.’


‘Timid?’ Yukiko asked. ‘That doesn’t fit with their being eager hunters.’


‘On the contrary, I imagine they’re pretty scrappy,’ Turekian said. ‘They jumped to the conclusion we must be hostile, because they wouldn’t enter somebody else’s land uninvited unless they felt that way. Our powers being unknown, and they having wives and kiddies to worry about, they prudently took off. I expect the fighting males – or whatever they’ve got – will be back soon.’


‘What are you talking about?’ Webner inquired.


‘Why… the locals.’ Turekian blinked at him. ‘You saw them.’


‘Those giant ornithoids? Nonsense.’


‘Hoy? They came right out of the house there!’


‘Domestic animals.’ Webner’s hatchet features drew tight. ‘I don’t deny we confront a puzzle here.’


‘We always do,’ Yukiko put in softly.


Webner nodded. ‘True. However, facts and logic solve puzzles. Let’s not complicate our task with pseudoproblems.


Whatever they are, the flyers we saw leave cannot be the sophonts. On a planet as Earthlike as this, aviform intelligence is impossible.’


He straightened. ‘I suspect the inhabitants have barricaded themselves,’ he finished. ‘We’ll go closer and make pacific gestures.’


‘Which could be misunderstood,’ Turekian said dubiously. ‘An arrow or javelin can kill you just as dead as a blaster.’


‘Cover us, Yukiko,’ Webner ordered. ‘Follow me, Aram. If you have the nerve.’


He stalked forward, under the eyes of the girl. Turekian cursed and joined him in haste.


They were near the door when a shadow fell over them. They whirled and stared upward. Yukiko’s indrawn breath hissed from their receivers.


Aloft hovered one of the great ornithoids. Sunlight struck through its outermost pinions, turning them golden. Otherwise it showed stormcloud-dark. Down the wind stooped a second.


The sight was terrifying. Only later did the humans realize it was magnificent. Those wings spanned six meters. A muzzle full of sharp white fangs gaped before them. Two legs the length and well-nigh the thickness of a man’s arms reached crooked talons between them. At their angles grew claws. In thrust after thrust, they hurled the creature at torpedo speed. Air whistled and thundered.


Their guns leaped into the men’s hands. ‘Don’t shoot!’ Yukiko’s cry came as if from very far away.


The splendid monster was almost upon them. Fire speared from Webner’s weapon. At the same instant, the animal braked – a turning of quills, a crack and gust in their faces – and rushed back upward, two meters short of impact.


Turekian’s gaze stamped a picture on his brain which he would study over and over and over. The unknown was feathered, surely warm-blooded, but no bird. A keelbone like a ship’s prow jutted beneath a strong neck. The head was bluntnosed, lacked external ears; fantastically, Turekian saw that the predator mouth had lips. Tongue and palate were purple. Two big golden eyes stabbed at him, burned at him. A crest of black-tipped white plumage rose stiffly above, a control surface and protection for the backward-bulging skull. The fan-shaped tail bore the same colors. The body was mahogany, the naked legs and claws yellow.


Webner’s shot hit amidst the left-side quills. Smoke streamed after the flameburst. The creature uttered a high-pitched yell, lurched, and threshed in retreat. The damage wasn’t permanent, had likely caused no pain, but now that wing was only half useful.


Turekian thus had time to see three slits in parallel on the body. He had time to think there must be three more on the side. They weirdly resembled gills. As the wings lifted, he saw them drawn wide, a triple yawn; as the downstroke began, he glimpsed them being forced shut.


Then he had cast himself against Webner. ‘Drop that, you clotbrain!’ he yelled. He seized the xenologist’s gun wrist. They wrestled. He forced the fingers apart. Meanwhile the wounded ornithoid struggled back to its companion. They flapped off.


‘What’re you doing?’ Webner grabbed at Turekian.


The pilot pushed him away, brutally hard. He fell. Turekian snatched forth his magnifier.


Treetops cut off his view. He let the instrument drop. ‘Too late,’ he groaned. ‘Thanks to you.’


Webner climbed erect, pale and shaken by rage. ‘Have you gone heisenberg?’ he gasped. ‘I’m your commander!’


‘You’re maybe fit to command plastic ducks in a bathtub,’ Turekian said. ‘Firing on a native!’


Webner was too taken aback to reply.


‘And you capped it by spoiling my chance for a good look at Number Two. I think I spotted a harness on him, holding what might be a weapon, but I’m not sure.’ Turekian spat.


‘Aram, Vaughn,’ Yukiko pleaded from the boat.


An instant longer, the men bristled and glared. Then Webner drew breath, shrugged, and said in a crackly voice: ‘I suppose it’s incumbent on me to put things on a reasonable basis, if you’re incapable of that.’ He paused. ‘Behave yourself and I’ll excuse your conduct as being due to excitement. Else I’ll have to recommend you be relieved from further initial-contact duty.’


‘I be relieved – ?’ Turekian barely checked his fist, and kept it balled. His breath rasped.


‘Hadn’t you better check the house?’ Yukiko asked.


The knowledge that something, anything, might lurk behind yonder walls restored them to a measure of coolness.


Save for livestock, the steading was deserted.


Rather than offend the dwellers by blasting down their barred door, the searchers went through a window on grav units. They found just one or two rooms on each story. Evidently the people valued ample floor space and high ceilings above privacy. Connection up and down was by circular staircases whose short steps seemed at variance with this. Decoration was austere and nonrepresentational. Furniture consisted mainly of benches and tables. Nothing like a bed or an o-futon was found. Did the indigenes sleep, if they did, sitting or standing? Quite possibly. Many species can lock the joints of their limbs at will.


Stored food bore out the idea of carnivorousness. Tools, weapons, utensils, fabrics were abundant, well made, neatly put away. They confirmed an Iron Age technology, more or less equivalent to that of Earth’s Classical civilization. Exceptions occurred: for example, a few books, seemingly printed from hand-set type. How avidly those pages were ransacked! But the only illustrations were diagrams suitable to a geometry text in one case and a stonemason’s manual in another. Did this culture taboo pictures of its members, or had the boat merely chanced on a home which possessed none?


The layout and contents of the house, and of the sheds when these were examined, gave scant clues. Nobody had expected better. Imagine yourself a nonhuman xenologist, visiting Earth before man went into space. What could you deduce from the residences and a few household items belonging to, say, a European, an Eskimo, a Congo pygmy, and a Japanese peasant? You might have wondered if the owners were of the same genus.


In time you could learn more. Turekian doubted that time would be given. He set Webner in a cold fury by his nagging to finish the survey and get back to the boat. At length the chief gave in. ‘Not that I don’t plan a detailed study, mind you,’ he said. Scornfully: ‘Still, I suppose we can hold a conference, and I’ll try to calm your fears.’


After you had been out, the air in the craft smelled dead and the view in the screens looked dull. Turekian took a pipe from his pocket. ‘No,’ Webner told him.


‘What?’ The pilot was bemused.


‘I won’t have that foul thing in this crowded cabin.’


‘I don’t mind,’ Yukiko said.


‘I do,’ Webner replied, ‘and while we’re down, I’m your captain.’


Turekian reddened and obeyed. Discipline in space is steel hard, a matter of survival. A good leader gives it a soft sheath. Yukiko’s eyes reproached Webner; her fingers dropped to rest on the pilot’s arm. The xenologist saw. His mouth twitched sideways before he pinched it together.


We’re in trouble,’ Turekian said. ‘The sooner we haul mass out of here, the happier our insurance carriers will be.’


‘Nonsense,’ Webner snapped. ‘If anything, our problem is that we’ve terrified the dwellers. They may take days to send even a scout.’


‘They’ve already sent two. You had to shoot at them.’


‘I shot at a dangerous animal. Didn’t you see those talons, those fangs? And a buffet from a wing that big – ignoring the claws on it – could break your neck.’


Webner’s gaze sought Yukiko’s. He mainly addressed her: ‘Granted, they must be domesticated. I suspect they’re used in the hunt, flown at game like hawks though working in packs like hounds. Conceivably the pair we encountered were, ah, sicced onto us from afar. But that they themselves are sophonts – out of the question.’


Her murmur was uneven. ‘How can you be sure?’


Webner leaned back, bridged his fingers, and grew calmer while he lectured: ‘You realize the basic principle. All organisms make biological sense in their particular environments, or they become extinct. Reasoners are no exception – and are, furthermore, descended from nonreasoners which adapted to environments that had never been artificially modified.


‘On nonterrestroid worlds, they can be quite outré by our standards, since they developed under unearthly conditions. On an essentially terrestroid planet, evolution basically parallels our own because it must. True, you get considerable variation. Like, say, hexapodal vertebrates liberating the forelimbs to grow hands and becoming centauroids, as on Woden. That’s because the ancestral chordates were hexapods. On this world, you can see for yourself the higher animals are four-limbed.


A brain capable of designing artifacts such as we observe here is useless without some equivalent of hands. Nature would never produce it. Therefore the inhabitants are bound to be bipeds, however different from us in detail. A foot which must double as a hand, and vice versa, would be too grossly inefficient in either function. Natural selection would weed out any mutants of that tendency, fast, long before intelligence could evolve.


‘What do those ornithoids have in the way of hands?’ He smiled his tight little smile.


‘The claws on their wings?’ Yukiko asked shyly.


‘Fraid not,’ Turekian said. ‘I got a fair look. They can grasp, sort of, but aren’t built for manipulation.’


‘You saw how the fledgling uses them to cling to the parent,’ Webner stated. ‘Perhaps it climbs trees also. Earth has a bird with similar structures, the hoactzin. It loses them in adulthood. Here they may become extra weapons for the mature animal.’


‘The feet.’ Turekian scowled. ‘Two opposable digits flanking three straight ones. Could serve as hands.’


‘Then how does the creature get about on the ground?’ Webner retorted. ‘Can’t forge a tool in midair, you know, let alone dig ore and erect stone houses.’


He wagged a finger. ‘Another, more fundamental point,’ he went on. ‘Flyers are too limited in mass. True, the gravity’s weaker than on Earth, but air pressure’s lower. Thus admissible wing loadings are about the same. The biggest birds that ever lumbered into Terrestrial skies weighed some fifteen kilos. Nothing larger could get aloft. Metabolism simply can’t supply the power required. We established aboard ship, from specimens, that local biochemistry is close kin to our type. Hence it is not possible for those ornithoids to outweigh a maximal vulture. They’re big, yes, and formidable. Nevertheless, that size has to be mostly feathers, hollow bones – spidery, kitelike skeletons anchoring thin flesh.


‘Aram, you hefted several items today, such as a stone pot. Or consider one of the buckets, presumably used to bring water up from the river. What would you say the greatest weight is?’


Turekian scratched in his beard. ‘Maybe twenty kilos,’ he answered reluctantly.


‘There! No flyer could lift that. It was always superstition about eagles stealing lambs or babies. They weren’t able to. The ornithoids are similarly handicapped. Who’d make utensils he can’t carry?’


‘M-m-m,’ Turekian growled rather than hummed. Webner pressed the attack:


‘The mass of any flyer on a terrestroid planet is insufficient to include a big enough brain for true intelligence. The purely animal functions require virtually all those cells. Birds have at least lightened their burden, permitting a little more brain, by changing jaws to beaks. So have those ornithoids you called “watchfalcons”. The big fellows have not.’


He hesitated. ‘In fact,’ he said slowly, ‘I doubt if they can even be considered bright animals. They’re likely stupid… and vicious. If we’re set on again, we need have no compunctions about destroying them.’


‘Were you going to?’ Yukiko whispered. ‘Couldn’t he, she, it simply have been coming down for a quick, close look at you – unarmed as a peace gesture?’


‘If intelligent, yes,’ Webner said. ‘If not, as I’ve proven to be the case, positively no. I saved us some nasty wounds. Perhaps I saved a life.’


‘The dwellers might object if we shoot at their property,’ Turekian said.


‘They need only call off their, ah, dogs. In fact, the attack on us may not have been commanded, may have been brute reaction after panic broke the order of the pack.’ Webner rose. ‘Are you satisfied? We’ll make thorough studies till nightfall, then leave gifts, withdraw, hope for a better reception when we see the indigenes have returned.’ A television pickup was customary among diplomatic presents of that kind.


Turekian shook his head. “Your logic’s all right, I suppose. But it don’t smell right somehow.”


Webner started for the airlock.


‘Me too?’ Yukiko requested. ‘Please?’


‘No,’ Turekian said. ‘I’d hate for you to be harmed.’


‘We’re in no danger,’ she argued. ‘Our sidearms can handle any flyers that may arrive feeling mean. If we plant sensors around, no walking native can come within bowshot before we know. I feel caged.’ She aimed her smile at Webner.


The xenologist thawed ‘Why not?’ he said. ‘I can use a levelheaded assistant.’ To Turekian: ‘Man the boat guns yourself if you wish.’


‘Like blazes,’ the pilot grumbled, and followed them.


He had to admit the leader knew his business. The former cursory search became a shrewd, efficient examination of object after object, measuring, photographing, commenting continuously into a minirecorder. Yukiko helped. On Survey, everybody must have some knowledge of everybody else’s specialty. But Webner needed just one extra person.


‘What can I do?’ Turekian asked.


‘Move an occasional heavy load,’ the other man said. ‘Keep watch on the forest. Stay out of my way.’


Yukiko was too fascinated by the work to chide him. Turekian rumbled in his throat, stuffed his pipe, and slouched around the grounds alone, blowing furious clouds.


At the corral he gripped a rail and glowered. ‘You want feeding,’ he decided, went into a barn – unlike the house, its door was not secured – and found a haymow and pitchforks which, despite every strangeness of detail, reminded him of a backwoods colony on Hermes that he’d visited once, temporarily primitive because shipping space was taken by items more urgent than modern agromachines. The farmer had had a daughter… He consoled himself with memories while he took out a mess of cinnamon-scented red herbage.


‘You!’


Webner leaned from an upstairs window. ‘What’re you about?’ he called.


‘Those critters are hungry,’ Turekian replied. ‘Listen to ’em.’


‘How do you know what their requirements are? Or the owners? We’re not here to play God, for your information. We’re here to learn and, maybe, help. Take that stuff back where you got it.’


Turekian swallowed rage – that Yukiko should have heard his humiliation – and complied. Webner was his captain till he regained the blessed sky.


Sky… birds… He observed the ‘cotes’. The pseudohawks fluttered about, indignant but too small to tackle him. Were the giant ornithoids kept partly as protection against large ground predators? Turekian studied the flock. Its members dozed, waddled, scratched the dirt, fat and placid, obviously long bred to tameness. Both types lacked the gill-like slits he had noticed…


A shadow. Turekian glanced aloft, snatched for his magnifier. Half a dozen giants were back. The noon sun flamed on their feathers. They were too high for him to see details.


He flipped the controls on his grav unit and made for the house. Webner and Yukiko were on the fifth floor. Turekian arced through a window. He had no eye, now, for the Spartan grace of the room. ‘They’ve arrived,’ he panted. ‘We better get in the boat quick.’


Webner stepped onto the balcony. ‘No need,’ he said. ‘I hardly think they’ll attack. If they do, we’re safer here than crossing the yard.’


‘Might be smart to close the shutters,’ the girl said.


‘And the door to this chamber,’ Webner agreed. That’ll stop them. They’ll soon lose patience and wander off – if they attempt anything. Or if they do besiege us, we can shoot our way through them, or at worst relay a call for help via the boat, once Olga’s again over our horizon.’


He had re-entered. Turekian took his place on the balcony and squinted upward. More winged shapes had joined the first several; and more came into view each second. They dipped, soared, circled through the wind, which made surf noises in the forest.


Unease crawled along the pilot’s spine. ‘I don’t like this half a bit,’ he said. ‘They don’t act like plain beasts.’


‘Conceivably the dwellers plan to use them in an assault,’


Webner said. ‘If so, we may have to teach the dwellers about the cost of unreasoning hostility.’ His tone was less cool than the words, and sweat beaded his countenance.


Sparks in the magnifier field hurt Turekian’s eyes. 1 swear they’re carrying metal,’ he said. ‘Listen, if they are intelligent – and out to get us, after you nearly killed one of ’em – the house is no place for us. Let’s scramble. We may not have many more minutes.’


‘Yes, I believe we’d better, Vaughn,’ Yukiko urged. ‘We can’t risk… being forced to burn down conscious beings… on their own land.’


Maybe his irritation with the pilot spoke for Webner: ‘How often must I explain there is no such risk, yet? Instead, here’s a chance to learn. What happens next could give us invaluable clues to understanding the whole ethos. We stay.’ To Turekian: ’Forget about that alleged metal. Could be protective collars, I suppose. But take the supercharger off your imagination.’


The other man froze where he stood.


‘Aram.’ Yukiko seized his arm. He stared beyond her. ‘What’s wrong?’


He shook himself. ‘Supercharger,’ he mumbled. ‘By God, yes.’


Abruptly, in a bellow: ‘We’re leaving! This second! They are the dwellers, and they’ve gathered the whole countryside against us!’


‘Hold your tongue,’ Webner said, ‘or I’ll charge insubordination.’


Laughter rattled in Turekian’s breast, ‘Uh uh. Mutiny.’


He crouched and lunged. His fist rocketed before him. Yukiko’s cry joined the thick smack as knuckles hit – not the chin, which is too hazardous, the solar plexus. Air whoofed from Webner. His eyes glazed. He folded over, partly conscious but unable to stand while his diaphragm spasmed. Turekian gathered him in his arms. ‘To the boat!’ the pilot shouted. ’Hurry, girl!’


His grav unit wouldn’t carry two, simply gentled his fall when he leaped from the balcony. He dared not stop to adjust the controls on Webner’s. Bearing his chief, he pounded across the flagstones. Yukiko came above. ‘Go ahead!’ Turekian bawled. ’Get into shelter, for God’s sake!’


‘Not till you can,’ she answered. ‘I’ll cover you.’ He was helpless to prevent her.


The scores above had formed themselves into a vast revolving wheel. It tilted. The first flyer peeled off and roared downward. The rest came after.


Arrows whistled ahead of them. A trumpet sounded. Turekian dodged, zigzag over the meadow. Yukiko’s gun clapped. She shot to miss, but belike the flashes put those archers – and, now, spearthrowers – off their aim. Shafts sang wickedly around. One edge grazed Webner’s neck. He screamed.


Yukiko darted to open the boat’s airlock. While she did, Turekian dropped Webner and straddled him, blaster drawn. The leading flyer hurtled close. Talons of the right foot, which was not a foot at all but a hand, gripped a sword curved like a scimitar. For an instant, Turekian looked squarely into the golden eyes, knew a brave male defending his home, and also shot to miss.


In a brawl of air, the native sheered off. The valve swung wide Yukiko flitted through. Turekian dragged Webner, then stood in the lock chamber till the entry was shut.


Missiles clanged on the hull. None would pierce. Turekian let himself join Webner for a moment of shuddering in each other’s embrace, before he went forward to Yukiko and the raising of his vessel.


When you know what to expect, a little, you can lay plans. We next sought the folk of Ythri, as the planet is called by its most advanced culture, a thousand kilometers from the triumph which surely prevailed in the mountains. Approached with patience, caution, and symbolisms appropriate to their psyches, they welcomed us rapturously. Before we left, they’d thought of sufficient inducements to trade that I’m sure they’ll have spacecraft of their own in a few generations.


Still, they are as fundamentally territorial as man is fundamentally sexual, and we’d better bear that in mind.


The reason lies in their evolution. It does for every drive in every animal everywhere. The Ythrian is carnivorous, aside from various sweet fruits. Carnivores require larger regions per individual than herbivores or omnivores do, in spite of the fact that meat has more calories per kilo than most vegetable matter. Consider how each antelope needs a certain amount of space, and how many antelope are needed to maintain a pride of lions. Xenologists have written thousands of papers on the correlations between diet and genotypical personality in sophonts.


I have my doubts about the value of those papers. At least, they missed the possibility of a race like the Ythrians, whose extreme territoriality and individualism – with the consequences to governments, mores, arts, faiths, and souls – come from the extreme appetite of the body.


They mass as high as thirty kilos; yet they can lift an equal weight into the air or, unhampered, fly like demons. Hence they maintain civilization without the need to crowd together in cities. Their townspeople are mostly wing-clipped criminals and slaves. Today their wiser heads hope robots will end the need for that.


Hands? The original talons, modified for manipulating. Feet? Those claws on the wings, a juvenile feature which persisted and developed, just as man’s large head and sparse hair derive from the juvenile or fetal ape. The forepart of the wing skeleton consists of humerus, radius, and ulnar, much as in true birds. These lock together in flight. Aground, when the wing is folded downward, they produce a ‘knee’ joint. Bones grow from their base to make the claw-foot. Three fused digits, immensely lengthened, sweep backward to be the alatan which braces the rest of that tremendous wing and can, when desired, give additional support on the surface. To rise, the Ythrians usually do a handstand during the initial upstroke. It takes less than a second.


Oh, yes, they are slow and awkward afoot. They manage, though. Big and beweaponed, instantly ready to mount the wind, they need fear no beast of prey.


You ask where the power comes from to swing this hugeness through the sky. The oxidation of food, what else? Hence the demand of each household for a great hunting or ranching demesne. The limiting factor is the oxygen supply. A molecule in the blood can carry more than hemoglobin does, but the gas must be furnished. Turekian first realized how that happens.


The Ythrian has lungs, a passive system resembling ours. In addition he has his supercharger, evolved from the gills of an amphibianlike ancestor. Worked in bellows fashion by the flight muscles, connecting directly with the bloodstream, those air-intake organs let him burn his fuel as fast as necessary.


I wonder how it feels to be so alive.


I remember how Yukiko Sachansky stood in the curve of Aram Turekian’s arm, under a dawn heaven, and watched the farewell dance the Ythrians gave for us, and cried through tears: To fly like that! To fly like that!’





 


 


 


 


This happened early in the course of starflight. The tale is in Far Adventure by Maeve Downey, the autobiography of a planetologist. Aside from scientific reports which the same expedition rendered, it appears to be the first outside account of us.


You well know how the Discovery gale-seized those peoples who had the learning to see what it meant, so that erelong all Ythri could never again speak in full understanding, through books and songs and art, with the ancestors. The dealings with Terrans as these returned, first for study and later for trade; the quest and strife which slowly won for us our own modern technics; the passion of history through life after life: these are in many writings. What is less known than it should be is how the Terrans themselves were faring meanwhile.


Their Commonwealth had been formed out of numerous nations. A few more came into being and membership afterward. To explain the concept ‘nation’ is stiffly upwind. As a snatching at the task – Within a sharply defined territory dwell a large number of humans who, in a subtle sense which goes beyond private property or shared range, identify their souls with this land and with each other. Law and mutual obligation are maintained less by usage and pride than by physical violence or the threat thereof on the part of that institution called the government. It is as if a single group could permanently cry Oherran against the entire rest of society, bring death and devastation wherever it chose, and claimed this as an exclusive right. Compliance and assistance are said to be honorable, resistance dishonorable, especially when one nation is at war with another – for each of these entities has powers which are limited not by justice, decency, or prudence, but only by its own strength.


You well know how most humans on Avalon still maintain a modified form of government. However, this is of sharply limited force, both in practice and in law. It is merely their way. You cannot mind-grasp the modern Terran Empire without knowing what a nation truly is.


To curb these inordinate prerogatives of a few, whose quarrels and mismanagement threatened to lay waste their native planet, the Commonwealth was finally established, as a nation of nations. This did not happen quickly, easily, or rationally. The story of it is long and terrible. Nevertheless, it happened: and, for a time, the Commonwealth was on the whole a benign influence. Under its protection, both prosperity and freedom from demands flourished ever more greatly.


Meanwhile exploration exploded throughout this part of the galaxy. Human-habitable worlds which had no intelligent life of their own began to be settled. Our species, in slow youngling wise, began to venture from its nest, at first usually in a flock with Terrans.


The same expedition which made the Discovery of Ythri had chanced upon Avalon. Though rich prey for colonists, at the time it lay too far from Sol and remained nameless. The season came at last for taking real knowledge of it. Because Ythrians were also a-wing in this, there happened an incident which is worth the telling here. Rennhi found the account, transcribed from a recording made on Terra, in the archives of the University of Fleurville upon the planet Esperance. It was originally part of a private correspondence between two humans, preserved by the heirs of the recipient after his death; a visiting historian obtained a copy but never published it. God hunted down all persons concerned so long ago that no pride will be touched by planting the story here.


The value of it lies in the human look upon us, a look which tried to reach down into the spirit and thereby, maychance, now opens for us a glimpse into theirs.




THE PROBLEM OF PAIN


Maybe only a Christian can understand this story. In that case I don’t qualify. But I do take an interest in religion, as part of being an amateur psychologist, and – for the grandeur of its language if nothing else – a Bible is among the reels that accompany me wherever I go. This was one reason Peter Berg told me what had happened in his past. He desperately needed to make sense of it, and no priest he’d talked to had quite laid his questions to rest. There was an outside chance that an outside viewpoint like mine would see what a man within the faith couldn’t.


His other reason was simple loneliness. We were on Lucifer, as part of a study corporation. That world is well named. It will never be a real colony for any beings whose ancestors evolved amidst clean greenery. But it might be marginally habitable, and if so, its mineral wealth would be worth exploiting. Our job was to determine whether that was true. The gentlest-looking environment holds a thousand death traps until you have learned what the difficulties are and how to grip them. (Earth is no exception.) Sometimes you find problems which can’t be solved economically, or can’t be solved at all. Then you write off the area or the entire planet, and look for another.


We’d contracted to work three standard years on Lucifer. The pay was munificent, but presently we realized that no bank account could buy back one day we might have spent beneath a kindlier sun. It was a knowledge we carefully avoided discussing with teammates.


About midway through, Peter Berg and I were assigned to do an in-depth investigation of a unique cycle in the ecology of the northern middle latitudes. This meant that we settled down for weeks – which ran into months – in a sample region, well away from everybody else to minimize human disturbances. An occasional supply flitter gave us our only real contact; electronics were no proper substitute, especially when that hell-violent star was forever disrupting them.


Under such circumstances, you come to know your partner maybe better than you know yourself. Pete and I got along well. He’s a big, sandy-haired, freckle-faced young man, altogether dependable, with enough kindliness, courtesy, and dignity that he need not make a show of them. Soft-spoken, he’s a bit short in the humor department. Otherwise I recommend him as a companion. He has a lot to tell from his own wanderings, yet he’ll listen with genuine interest to your memories and brags; he’s well read too, and a good cook when his turn comes; he plays chess at just about my level of skill.


I already knew he wasn’t from Earth, had in fact never been there, but from Aeneas, nearly 200 light-years distant, more than 300 from Lucifer. And, while he’d gotten an education at the new little university in Nova Roma, he was raised in the outback. Besides, that town is only a far-off colonial capital. It helped explain his utter commitment to belief in a God who became flesh and died for love of man. Not that I scoff. When he said his prayers, night and morning in our one-room shelter-dome, trustingly as a child, I didn’t rag him nor he reproach me. Of course, over the weeks, we came more and more to talk about such matters.


At last he told me of that which haunted him.


We’d been out through the whole of one of Lucifer’s long, long days; we’d toiled, we’d sweated, we’d itched and stunk and gotten grimy and staggered from weariness, we’d come near death once: and we’d found the uranium-concentrating root which was the key to the whole weirdness around us. We came back to base as day’s fury was dying in the usual twilight gale; we washed, ate something, went to sleep with the hiss of storm-blown dust for a lullaby. Ten or twelve hours later we awoke and saw, through the vitryl panels, stars cold and crystalline beyond this thin air, auroras aflame, landscape hoar, and the twisted things we called trees all sheathed in glittering ice.


‘Nothing we can do now till dawn,’ I said, ‘and we’ve earned a celebration.’ So we prepared a large meal, elaborate as possible – breakfast or supper, what relevance had that here? We drank wine in the course of it, and afterward much brandy while we sat, side by side in our loungers, watching the march of constellations which Earth or Aeneas never saw. And we talked. Finally we talked of God.


‘Maybe you can give me an idea,’ Pete said. In the dim light, his face bore a struggle. He stared before him and knotted his fingers.


‘M-m, I dunno,’ I said carefully. ‘To be honest, no offense meant, theological conundrums strike me as silly.’


He gave me a direct blue look. His tone was soft: ‘That is, you feel the paradoxes don’t arise if we don’t insist on believing?’


‘Yes. I respect your faith, Pete, but it’s not mine. And if I did suppose a, well, a spiritual principle or something is behind the universe –’ I gestured at the high and terrible sky – ‘in the name of reason, can we confine, can we understand whatever made that, in the bounds of one little dogma?’


‘No. Agreed. How could finite minds grasp the infinite? We can see parts of it, though, that’ve been revealed to us.’ He drew breath. ‘Way back before space travel, the Church decided Jesus had come only to Earth, to man. If other intelligent races need salvation – and obviously a lot of them do! – God will have made His suitable arrangements for them. Sure. However, this does not mean Christianity is not true, or that certain different beliefs are not false.’


‘Like, say, polytheism, wherever you find it?’


‘I think so. Besides, religions evolve. The primitive faiths see God or the gods, as power; the higher ones see Him as justice; the highest see Him as love.’ Abruptly he fell silent. I saw his fist clench, until he grabbed up his glass and drained it and refilled it in nearly a single savage motion.


‘I must believe that,’ he whispered.


I waited a few seconds, in Lucifer’s crackling night stillness, before saying: ‘An experience made you wonder?’


‘Made me… disturbed. Mind if I tell you?’


‘Certainly not.’ I saw he was about to open himself; and I may be an unbeliever, but I know what is sacred.


‘Happened about five years ago. I was on my first real job. So was the –’ his voice stumbled the least bit – ‘the wife I had then. We were fresh out of school and apprenticeship, fresh into marriage.’ In an effort at detachment: ‘Our employers weren’t human. They were Ythrians. Ever heard of them?’


I sought through my head. The worlds, races, beings are unknowably many, in this tiny corner of this one dust-mote galaxy which we have begun to explore a little. ‘Ythrians… wait. Do they fly?’


‘Yes. Surely one of the most glorious sights in creation. Your Ythrian isn’t as heavy as a man, of course; adults mass around twenty-five or thirty kilos – but his wingspan goes up to six meters, and when he soars with those feathers shining gold-brown in the light, or stoops in a crack of thunder and whistle of wind—’


‘Hold on,’ I said. ‘I take it Ythri’s a terrestroid planet?’


‘Pretty much. Somewhat smaller and drier than Earth, somewhat thinner atmosphere – about like Aeneas, in fact, which it’s not too far from as interstellar spaces go. You can live there without special protection. The biochemistry’s quite similar to ours.’


‘Then how the devil can these creatures be that size? The wing loading’s impossible, when you have only cell tissue to oxidize for power. They’d never get off the ground.’


‘Ah, but they have antlibranchs as well.’ Pete smiled, though it didn’t go deep. ‘Those look like three gills, sort of, on either side, below the wings. They’re actually more like bellows, pumped by the wing muscles. Extra oxygen is forced directly into the bloodstream during flight. A biological supercharger system.’


‘Well, I’ll be a… never mind what.’ I considered, in delight, this new facet of nature’s inventivness. ‘Um-m-m… if they spend energy at that rate, they’ve got to have appetites to match.’


‘Right. They’re carnivores. A number of them are still hunters. The advanced societies are based on ranching. In either case, obviously, it takes a lot of meat animals, a lot of square kilometers, to support one Ythrian. So they’re fiercely territorial. They live in small groups – single families or extended households – which attack, with intent to kill, any uninvited outsider who doesn’t obey an order to leave.’


“And still they’re civilized enough to hire humans for space exploration?”


‘Uh-huh. Remember, being flyers, they’ve never needed to huddle in cities in order to have ready communication. They do keep a few towns, mining or manufacturing centers, but those are inhabited mostly by wing-clipped slaves. I’m glad to say that institution’s dying out as they get modern machinery.’


“By trade?” I guessed.


‘Yes,’ Pete replied. ‘When the first Grand Survey discovered them, their most advanced culture was at an Iron Age level of technology; no industrial revolution, but plenty of sophisticated minds around, and subtle philosophies.’ He paused. ‘That’s important to my question – that the Ythrians, at least of the Planha-speaking choths, are not barbarians and have not been for many centuries. They’ve had their equivalents of Socrates, Aristotle, Confucius, Galileo, yes, and their prophets and seers.’


After another mute moment: ‘They realized early what the visitors from Earth implied, and set about attracting traders and teachers. Once they had some funds, they sent their promising young folk off-planet to study. I met several at my own university, which is why I got my job offer. By now they have a few spacecraft and native crews. But you’ll understand, their technical people are spread thin, and in several branches of knowledge they have no experts. So they employ humans.’


He went on to describe the typical Ythrian: warm-blooded, feathered like a golden eagle (though more intricately) save for a crest on the head, and yet not a bird. Instead of a beak, a blunt muzzle full of fangs juts before two great eyes. The female bears her young alive. While she does not nurse them, they have lips to suck the juices of meat and fruits, wherefore their speech is not hopelessly unlike man’s. What were formerly the legs have evolved into arms bearing three taloned fingers, flanked by two thumbs, on each hand. Aground, the huge wings fold downward and, with the help of claws at the angles, give locomotion. That is slow and awkward – but aloft, ah!


They become more alive, flying, than we ever do,’ Pete murmured. His gaze had lost itself in the shuddering auroras overhead. They must: the metabolic rate they have then, and the space around them, speed, sky, a hundred winds to ride on and be kissed by… That’s what made me think Enherrian, in particular, believed more keenly that I could hope to. I saw him and others dancing, high, high in the air, swoops, glides, hoverings, sunshine molten on their plumes; I asked what they did, and was told they were honoring God.’


He sighed. ‘Or that’s how I translated the Planha phrase, rightly or wrongly,’ he went on. ‘Olga and I had taken a cram course, and our Ythrian teammates all knew Anglic; but nobody’s command of the foreign tongue was perfect, it couldn’t be. Multiple billion years of separate existence, evolution, history – what a miracle that we could think as alike as we did!


‘However, you could call Enherrian religious, same as you could call me that, and not be too grotesquely off the mark. The rest varied, just like humans. Some were also devout, some less, some agnostics or atheists; two were pagans, following the bloody rites of what was called the Old Faith. For that matter, my Olga –’ the knuckles stood forth where he grasped his tumbler of brandy – ‘had tried, for my sake, to believe as I did, and couldn’t.’


Well. The New Faith interested me more. It was new only by comparison – at least as ancient as mine. I hoped for a chance to study it, to ask questions and compare ideas. I really knew nothing except that it was monotheistic, had sacraments and a theology though no official priesthood, upheld a high ethical and moral standard – for Ythrians, I mean. You can’t expect a race which can only live by killing animals, and has an oestrous cycle, and is incapable by instinct of maintaining what we’d recognize as a true nation or government, and on and on – you can’t expect them to resemble Christians much. God has given them a different message. I wished to know what. Surely we could learn from it.’ Again he paused. “After all… being a faith with a long tradition… and not static but a seeking, a history of prophets and saints and believers… I thought it must know God is love. Now what form would God’s love take to an Ythrian?”


He drank. I did too, before asking cautiously: ‘Uh, where was this expedition?’


Pete stirred in his lounger. ‘To a system about eighty lightyears from Ythri’s,’ he answered. ‘The original Survey crew had discovered a terrestroid planet there. They didn’t bother to name it. Prospective colonists would choose their own name anyway. Those could be human or Ythrian, conceivably both – if the environment proved out.


‘Offhand, the world – our group called it, unofficially, Gray, after that old captain – the world looked brilliantly promising. It’s intermediate in size between Earth and Ythri, surface gravity 0.8 terrestrial; slightly more irradiation, from a somewhat yellower sun, than Earth gets, which simply makes it a little warmer; axial tilt, therefore seasonal variations, a bit less than terrestrial; length of year about three-quarters of ours, length of day a bit under half; one small, close-in, bright moon; biochemistry similar to ours – we could eat most native things, though we’d require imported crops and livestock to supplement the diet. All in all, seemingly well-nigh perfect.’


‘Rather remote to attract Earthlings at this early date,’ I remarked. ‘And from your description, the Ythrians won’t be able to settle it for quite a while either.’


‘They think ahead,’ Pete responded. ‘Besides, they have scientific curiosity and, yes, in them perhaps even more than in humans who went along, a spirit of adventure. Oh, it was a wonderful thing to be young in that band!’


He had not yet reached thirty, but somehow his cry was not funny.


He shook himself. ‘Well, we had to make sure,’ he said. ‘Besides planetology, ecology, chemistry, oceanography, meteorology, a million and a million mysteries to unravel for their own sakes – we must scout out the death traps, whatever those might be.


‘At first everything went like Mary’s smile on Christmas morning. The spaceship set us off – it couldn’t be spared to linger in orbit – and we established base on the largest continent. Soon our hundred-odd dispersed across the globe, investigating this or that. Olga and I made part of a group on the southern shore, where a great gulf swarmed with life. A strong current ran eastward. from there, eventually striking an archipelago which deflected it north. Flying over those waters, we spied immense, I mean immense, patches – no, floating islands – of vegetation, densely interwoven, grazed on by monstrous marine creatures, no doubt supporting any number of lesser plant and animal speices.


‘We wanted a close look. Our camp’s sole aircraft wasn’t good for that. Anyhow, it was already in demand for a dozen jobs. We had boats, though, and launched one. Our crew was Enherrian, his wife Whell, their grown children Rusa and Arrach, my beautiful new bride Olga, and me. We’d take three or four Gray days to reach the nearest atlantis weed, as Olga dubbed it. Then we’d be at least a week exploring before we turned back – a vacation, a lark, a joy.’


He tossed off his drink and reached for the bottle. ‘You ran into grief,’ I prompted.


‘No.’ He bent his lips upward, stiffly. ‘It ran into us. A hurricane. Unpredicted; we knew very little about that planet. Given the higher solar energy input and, especially, the rapid rotation, the storm was more violent than would’ve been possible on Earth. We could only run before it and pray.


‘At least, I prayed, and imagined that Enherrian did.’


Wind shrieked, hooted, yammered, hit flesh with fists and cold knives. Waves rumbled in that driven air, black and green and fang-white, fading from view as the sun sank behind the cloudroil which hid it. Often a monster among them loomed castlelike over the gunwale. The boat slipped by, spilled into the troughs, rocked onto the crests and down again. Spindrift, icy, stinging, bitter on lips and tongue, made a fog across her length.


‘We’ll live if we can keep sea room,’ Enherrian had said when the fury first broke. ‘She’s well-found. The engine capacitors have ample kilowatt-hours in them. Keep her bow on and we’ll live.’


But the currents had them now, where the mighty gulfstream met the outermost islands and its waters churned, recoiled, spun about and fought. Minute by minute, the riptides grew wilder.


They made her yaw till she was broadside on and surges roared over her deck; they shocked her onto her beam ends, and the hull became a toning bell.


Pete, Olga, and Whell were in the cabin, trying to rest before their next watch. That was no longer possible. The Ythrian female locked hands and wing-claws around the net-covered framework wherein she had slept, hung on, and uttered nothing. In the wan glow of a single overhead fluoro, among thick restless shadows, her eyes gleamed topaz. They did not seem to look at the crampedness around – at what, then?


The humans had secured themselves by a line onto a lower bunk. They embraced, helping each other fight the leaps and swings which tried to smash them against the sides. Her fair hair on his shoulder was the last brightness in his cosmos. ‘I love you,’ she said, over and over, through hammerblows and groans. “Whatever happens, I love you, Pete, I thank you for what you’ve given me.’


‘And you.’ he would answer. And You, he would think. Though You won’t take her, not yet, will You? Me, yes, if that’s Your will. But not Olga. It’d leave Your creation too dark.


A wing smote the cabin door. Barely to be heard through the storm, an Ythrian voice – high, whistly, but resonant out of full lungs – shouted: ‘Come topside!’


Whell obeyed at once, the Bergs as fast as they could slip on life jackets. Having taken no personal grav units along, they couldn’t fly free if they went overboard. Dusk raved around them. Pete could just see Rusa and Arrach in the stern, fighting the tiller. Enherrian stood before him and pointed forward. ‘Look,’ the captain said. Pete, who had no nictitating membranes, must shield eyes with fingers to peer athwart the hurricane. He saw a deeper darkness hump up from a wall of white, he heard surf crash.


‘We can’t pull free,’ Enherrian told him. ‘Between wind and current – too little power. We’ll likely be wrecked. Make ready.’


Olga’s hand went briefly to her mouth. She huddled against Pete and might have whispered, ‘Oh, no.’ Then she straightened, swung back down into the cabin, braced herself as best she could and started assembling the most vital things stored there. He saw that he loved her still more than he had known.


The same calm descended on him. Nobody had time to be afraid. He got busy too. The Ythrians could carry a limited weight of equipment and supplies, but sharply limited under these conditions. The humans, buoyed by their jackets, must carry most. They strapped it to their bodies.


When they re-emerged, the boat was in the shoals. Enherrian ordered them to take the rudder. His wife, son, and daughter stood around – on hands which clutched the rails with preysnatching strength – and spread their wings to give a bit of shelter. The captain clung to the cabin top as lookout. His yelled commands reached the Bergs dim, tattered.


‘Hard right!’ Upwards cataracts burst on a skerry to port. It glided past, was lost in murk. Two points starboard – steady!’ The hull slipped between a pair of rocks. Ahead was a narrow opening in the island’s sheer black face. To a lagoon, to safety? Surf raged on either side of that gate, and everywhere else.


The passage was impossible. The boat struck, threw Olga off her feet and Arrach off her perch. Full reverse engine could not break loose. The deck canted. A billow and a billow smashed across.


Pete was in the water. It grabbed him, pulled him under, dragged him over a sharp bottom. He thought: Into Your hands, God. Spare Olga, please, please – and the sea spewed him back up for one gulp of air.


Wallowing in blindness, he tried to gauge how the breakers were acting, what he should do. If he could somehow belly-surf in, he might make it, he barely might… He was on the neck of a rushing giant, it climbed and climbed, it shoved him forward at what he knew was lunatic speed. He saw the reef on which it was about to smash him and knew he was dead.


Talons closed on his jacket. Air brawled beneath wings. The Ythrian could not raise him, but could draw him aside… the bare distance needed, and Pete went past the rock whereon his bones were to have been crushed, down into the smother and chaos beyond. The Ythrian didn’t get free in time. He glimpsed the plumes go under, as he himself did. They never rose.


He beat on, and on, without end.


He floated in water merely choppy, swart palisades to right and left, a slope of beach ahead. He peered into the clamorous dark and found nothing. ‘Olga,’ he croaked. ‘Olga. Olga.’


Wings shadowed him among the shadows. ‘Get ashore before an undertow eats you!’ Enherrian whooped, and beat his way off in search.


Pete crawled to gritty sand, fell, and let annihilation have him. He wasn’t unconscious long. When he revived, Rusa and Whell were beside him. Enherrian was further inland. The captain hauled on a line he had snubbed around a tree. Olga floated at the other end. She had no strength left, but he had passed a bight beneath her arms and she was alive.


At wolf-gray dawn the wind had fallen to gale force or maybe less, and the cliffs shielded lagoon and strand from it. Overhead it shrilled, and outside the breakers cannonaded, their rage aquiver through the island. Pete and Olga huddled together, a shared cloak across their shoulders. Enherrian busied himself checking the salvaged material. Whell sat on the hindbones of her wings and stared seaward. Moisture gleamed on her grizzled feathers like tears.


Rusa flew in from the reefs and landed. ‘No trace,’ he said. His voice was emptied by exhaustion. ‘Neither the boat nor Arrach.’ Through the rust in his own brain, Pete noticed the order of those words.


Nevertheless – He leaned toward the parents and brother of Arrach, who had been beautiful and merry and had sung to them by moonlight. ‘How can we say – ?’ he began, realized he didn’t have Planha words, and tried in Anglic: ‘How can we say how sorry we both are?’


‘No necessity,’ Rusa answered.


‘She died saving me!’


‘And what you were carrying, which we needed badly.’ Some energy returned to Rusa. He lifted his head and its crest. ‘She had deathpride, our lass.’


Afterward Pete, in his search for meaning, would learn about that Ythrian concept. ‘Courage’ is too simple and weak a translation. Certain Old Japanese words come closer, though they don’t really bear the same value either.


Whell turned her hawk gaze full upon him. ‘Did you see anything of what happened in the water?’ she asked. He was too unfamiliar-with her folk to interpret the tone: today he thinks it was loving. He did know that, being creatures of seasonal rut, Ythrians are less sexually motivated than man is, but probably treasure their young even more. The strongest bond between male and female is children, who are what life is all about.


‘No, I… I fear not,’ he stammered.


Enherrian reached out to lay claws, very gently and briefly, on his wife’s back. ‘Be sure she fought well,’ he said. ‘She gave God honor.’ (Glory? Praise? Adoration? His due?)


Does he mean she prayed, made her confession, while she drowned? The question dragged itself through Pete’s weariness and caused him to murmur: ‘She’s in heaven now.’ Again he was forced to use Anglic words.


Enherrian gave him a look which he could have sworn was startled. ‘What do you say? Arrach is dead.’


‘Why, her… her spirit –’


‘Will be remembered in pride.’ Enherrian resumed his work.


Olga said it for Pete: ‘So you don’t believe the spirit outlives the body?’


‘How could it?’ Enherrian snapped. ‘Why should it?’ His motions, his posture, the set of his plumage added: Leave me alone.


Pete thought: Well, many faiths, including high ones, including some sects which call themselves Christian, deny immortality. How sorry I feel for these my friends, who don’t know they will meet their beloved afresh!


They will, regardless. It makes no sense that God, Who created what is because in His goodness he wished to share existence, would shape a soul only to break it and throw it away.


Never mind. The job on hand is to keep Olga alive, in her dear body. ‘Can I help?’


‘Yes, check our medical kit,’ Enherrian said.


It had come through undamaged in its box. The items for human use – stimulants, sedatives, anesthetics, antitoxins, antibiotics, coagulants, healing promoters, et standard cetera – naturally outnumbered those for Ythrians. There hasn’t been time to develop a large scientific pharmacopoeia for the latter species. True, certain materials work on both, as does the surgical and monitoring equipment. Pete distributed pills which took the pain out of bruises and scrapes, the heaviness out of muscles. Meanwhile Rusa collected wood, Whell started and tended a fire, Olga made breakfast. They had considerable food, mostly freeze-dried, gear to cook it, tools like knives and a hatchet, cord, cloth, flashbeams, two blasters and abundant recharges: what they required for survival.

OEBPS/images/9780575108769.jpg
TEWAY

POUL
AND(E)IL?JSON

THE EARTH BOOK
OF STORMGATE

‘ANDERSON HAS PRODUCED
MORE MILESTONES IN
CONTEMPORARY SCIENCE
FICTION AND FANTASY THAN
ANY ONE MAN IS ENTITLED TO"
STEPHEN DONALDSON





OEBPS/images/GatewayLogo.jpg
«@-EWAY





