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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.


      




On earth it was 2056 A.D. but on the red-green planet it was


THE YEAR ONE


There were only six human beings—


 


DR. CHRISTOPHER WRIGHT, anthropologist—he believed in man’s basic goodness…but could he put his trust in an alien race?


 


PAUL MASON—he dutifully shared his wife with his best friend.


 


DOROTHY LEEDS—Paul was her husband, but she knew there were some things more important than love.


 


SEARS OLIPHANT—the gentle scientist who inspired love in an alien.


 


ANN BRYAN—the youngest of them all, she had to be taught violence and passion.


 


EDMUND SPEARMAN—the rebel who had to have his own tribe to rule…even though it meant war with his Earth companions.


 


Six humans alone against the deadly forces of a strange and distant planet.





Part One


A.D. 2056
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MORNING WAS FLOWING OVER THE RED-GREEN PLANET. “What do we know?” The delicate brown face of Dorothy Leeds kindled with questions. “Summarize it.”


Edmund Spearman achieved casualness. “Diameter and mass a trifle more than Earth’s, larger orbit around a larger sun. A year of 458 days, twenty-six hours each. Moderate seasonal changes, axial tilt less than Earth’s, orbit less elliptical. See the smallness of the north polar ice cap? The equatorial region—much too hot; the rest is subtropical to temperate. We should go down (if we do) near the 50th parallel—north, I’d say. Too much desert in the southern hemisphere. Might be hot winds, sandstorms.”


“The red-green is vegetation?” Dr. Christopher Wright teetered on long legs before the screen, a classroom mannerism unchanged by eleven years in the wilderness of space. He pinched and pulled the skin on his Adam’s apple, his hawk’s-beak, small-chinned head jutting forward with an awkwardness not aggressive but intent. Paul Mason thought: You love him or hate him. In either case he’s never quite grotesque. Wright’s too-soft voice insisted: “It is, of course?”


“It has to be, Doc,” Spearman said, and rubbed his bluish cheeks, looking older than his thirty-two years. Already he showed frontal baldness, deeply bracketed mouth corners. On Spearman’s big shoulders was the burden of the ship. Watching him now, Paul Mason was troubled by a familiar thought: Captain Jensen should not have died…. “It has to be. The instruments show oxygen in Earth proportion, or somewhat richer, plus nitrogen and carbon dioxide. The camera gives us tree shadows in these latest photographs with the stronger lens. The air may make us oxygen-happy—if we go down…. Well, Dorothy—two continents, two oceans, both smaller than the Atlantic, connected narrowly at north and south polar regions. Dozens of lakes bigger than the Caspian. The proportion of land to water surface works out nearly the same as on Earth. No mountains to match the Himalayas, but some pretty high ranges. Unlimited forest, prairie, desert.” He closed bloodshot eyes, pressing the lids. Paul Mason thought: I should never try to paint Ed. The portrait would always come out as Hercules Frustrated, and he wouldn’t care for it…. Spearman said, “Even most of the tallest mountains look smooth—old. If there were glaciers it was a long time ago.”


“Geologically a quiet phase,” Sears Oliphant remarked. “As Earth looked in the Jurassic and may look again.” Born fifty years ago in Tel Aviv, brought up in London, Rio, and New York because his parents were medical trouble shooters for the Federation, and possessed of a doctorate in biology (more exactly, taxonomy) from Johns Hopkins, Sears Oliphant claimed that his original Polish name could not have been spelled with the aid of two dictionaries and a crowbar. His fat face blinked at Dorothy with little kind eyes. “I forget, sugar—you weren’t around in the Jurassic, were you?”


“Maybe.” Her slow smile was for Paul. “As a very early mammal.”


Wright said, “No artifacts…. At first it looked like Venus.” His crinkled asymmetrical face probed at them with a wistful half smile like a child’s. “May we call this planet Lucifer, son of the morning? And if we land and found a city (or am I being ridiculous?)—let it be Jensen City, in honor of a more-than-solar myth.”


Shading closed lids, Spearman said with harshness, “Myth?”


“Why, Ed, yes—like all remembered heroes who continue in the love of others, a love that magnifies. How else would you have it?”


“But”—Ann Bryan was high-voiced, troubled—“Lucifer——”


“My dear, Lucifer was an angel. Devils and angels have a way of turning out to be the same organism. I noticed that first when I was a damned interne. I noticed it again when I switched to anthropology. I even noticed it on a space ship with the five persons I love best…. No artifacts, huh?”


Dorothy said, “You haven’t seen these latest pictures, Doc.”


“Something?” Wright hurried over, gray eyes wide and sparkling. “I’d quit hoping.” Ann joined him, quick-motioned in, her slimness, too taut. Wright slipped an elderly arm around her. “Parallel lines, in jungle? Ah…. Now, why none in the open ground?”


Spearman suggested: “We could take more shots. But…”


Paul Mason broke the darkening silence. “But what, Ed?”


“We’re falling, some. I could move us out into a self-sustaining orbit by using more of the reaction mass. We have none to waste. Jensen’s death eleven years ago——” Spearman shook his gaunt but heavy head. “Thirty pre-calculated accelerations—and the rest periods they allowed us were insufficient, I think. You remember what wrecks we were when it was finished; that’s why I tried to allow more time in deceleration.” His brassy voice slowed, fetching out words with care: “The last acceleration, as you know, was not precalculated. Jensen was already dead (must have been heart) when his hand took us out of automatic, made another acceleration that damn near flattened us——”


“Still here though.” Sears Oliphant chuckled and patted his middle. “We made it, didn’t we, boy?” It sounded a little forced.


“In deceleration I had to allow for the big step Jensen never meant; more of the mass was used to correct a deflection. Same allowance must be made in returning, not to mention the biggest drain of all—getting out of gravity here, a problem not present at the spaceport. Oh, it’s planned for—she’s built to do it, even from a heavier planet than this. But after she’s done it the margin for return will be—narrower than I care to think.”


Dorothy, small and soft, leaned back in Paul’s arms. Her even voice was for everyone in the control room: “Nevertheless we’ll go down.”


Spearman gazed across at her without apparent comprehension. He went on, deliberate, harassed: “Here’s a thing I never told you. In that accidental acceleration the ship did not respond normally: the deflection happened then, and it may have been due to a defect in the building of Argo, a fault in the tail jets. At the time, it was all I could do to reach Jensen before I blacked out—I still don’t know how I ever managed it. Later I tried to think there could be no defect. The forward jets took care of us nicely in deceleration. Until we start braking, we can’t know. Indicators say everything’s all right down there. Instruments can lie. Lord, they’ve sweated out atomic motors since before 1960, almost a century now—and we’re still kids playing with grown-up toys.”


Sears smiled into plump hands. “So I must be sure to pack my microscope in one of the lifeboats—hey?”


“You’re for landing, then.”


Sears nodded. Ann Bryan thrust thin ivory fingers into her loose black hair. “I couldn’t take another eleven years.” She attempted a smile. “Tell me, somebody—tell me there’ll be music on Lucifer—a way to make new strings for my violin before I forget everything….”


Dorothy said, “Land.” Gently, as one might say time for lunch. And she added: “We’ll find strings, Nan.”


“Land, of course,” said Christopher Wright, preoccupied; his long finger tapped on the photograph; his lips went on moving silently, carrying through some private meditation. “Land. Give protoplasm a chance.”


“Land,” Paul Mason said. Did anyone suppose the First Interstellar would just turn around and go home? We’re here, aren’t we…?


Through hours when spoken words were few, inner words riotous, Lucifer turned an evening face. A morning descent might have been pleasanter in human terms, but the calculator, churning its mathematical brew, said the time was now.


Paul Mason squirmed into his pilot’s seat. It was good, he thought, that they could at least meet the challenge of the unexplored with adequate bodies. Wright was dryly indestructible; Ed Spearman a gaunt monolith; the plumpness of Sears Oliphant had nothing flabby. The women were in the warm vigor of a youth that had never known illness. As for his own body, Paul felt for it now a twinge of amused admiration, as if he were seeing an animated statue by an artist better than himself: slender, tough, nothing too much, built for endurance and speed—it would serve. Spearman was already talking in the earphones: “Close lock. Retract shield.” Paul responded from ingrained training. Beyond the window that would give him forward vision in the (impossible) event he had to fly the lifeboat, the heavens opened. Withdrawal of the shield into the belly of the mother ship Argo was a dream motion within a wider dream. Dorothy and Wright were strapped in the two seats behind him: half of Argo’s human treasure was here. “Go over what you do if you have to drive off. Over.”


“Lever for release. No action till wing-lock indicator is green. No jet unless to correct position. In atmosphere handle as glider, jet only in emergency. Over.” After all, Paul considered, he had had a thousand hours of atmospheric flying, and two years’ drill on these boats. Ed could worry less and save wind. Beautiful mechanisms in their own right, Model L-46, lying eleven years secret but alert in the streamlined blisters, powered by charlesite to avoid the ponderous shielding still necessary for atomic motors—and charlesite, perfected only thirty years ago in 2026, was obedient stuff. In space, the boats were small rocket ships; in atmosphere, gliders or low-speed jet planes. While Argo had been in the long ordeal of building, Paul had been shot from gleaming tubes like this into the atmosphere of Earth, the blind depth at the spaceport, the desolate thin air of Mars. Spearman said, “Turning in five minutes.”


In the port lifeboat Ann and Sears would be waiting, but that lock would be open, for Ed must be in the control room. If they had to abandon ship (ridiculous!) Ed’s boat would be many moments behind.


The stars moved. “Paul—check straps. Over.”


Paul glanced behind him. “All set. Over.”


The forward jets spoke once, and softly. Spearman said, “Out of orbit. We start braking sooner than you think. Then we’ll know…”


The depth of quiet was a depth of eternity. Time to reflect—to marvel, if you wished. One hundred and eleven years since Hiroshima, which the inveterate insanity of history textbooks sometimes referred to as a great experiment. Eighty-five years since the first-manned spaceport; seventy since the founding of stations on Luna and Mars. But to Paul Mason a greater marvel was the responding warmth of the woman, the brooding charity of the old man, whose lives were upheld with him in this silent nothing, dependent on the magic bundle of muscle and nerve that was himself. What is love?


The greater spaceport had been twelve years in building. Then Argo. More than a century from early rocket experiments to the mile-long factories turning out charlesite. In that century man had even added to his morsels of self-knowledge a trifle more than he possessed in the days of flint ax and reeking cave. “We are in atmosphere,” said the earphones…. Time: a cerebral invention? How long is a May fly’s life to a May fly…? “Braking starts in forty-five seconds. Warn the others.”


Paul shoved down the mouthpiece, echoing the message. Wright said, “Six pushed-around people. The arrogance of man! Doing fine, Paul.”


Pressure—not too bad. A long roaring. But then the stars…


The stars went mad. A glare—a cruel second of the light of the star that was now the sun and a flicker of red-green, not real. The roaring paused. Stopped.


The earphones screamed: “Release! Drive off!”


“Releasing.” The amused voice was Paul’s own. “Good luck, Ed.”


No answer. There was still such a thing as time. Now, look: the Federation was a grand thing, potentially, if only, as Doc insists, it weren’t for the damned cultural lag of the humanistic sciences, but there is unfortunately no TIME to turn around and see if that little brown cowlick is over her forehead the way it——Meantime he said aloud, “Doc, Dorothy, get ready for a big one.” And his hand pulled for release—nicely, as you might steer a road car for a turn. The pressure torment…


Finished. He looked at a friendly green eye. So the retractile wings were as good as eleven years ago—you hoped. Atmosphere—thin, said the gauge. Never mind, thicker soon. And down you go——


Too steep. Level off, if there’s stuff to bite on. There is…. Thank you, Machine Age Man, for a sweet boat. That thing gibbering in the autonomic and voluntary nervous systems—merely fear. Overlook it….


The ship was alien, far away. Turning, bright and deliberate, like a mirror dropped in a well. The other lifeboat? But Ed would have to reach it, close lock, strap in, open shield, while the ship went…


“Down”—lately an artificiality, now the plainest word in the language. A gleaming disturbance in the air “down” yonder—something streaking away from the dot that was a dying ship? “Ed, can you hear me? Over.”


“Yes,” said the voice in the earphones.


Paul noticed himself weeping. “They made it! They made it!”


The voice said coldly, “Quiet. Your altitude? Over.”


“Forty-six thousand. All under control. Over, jerk.”


“I’m going to head for——Ah! Can you see the ship?”


It was possible to find the silver dot of Argo above an S-shaped expanse of blue. The blue, Paul understood, was not becoming larger, simply nearer. The dot changed to a white flower, which swelled and hung tranquilly over the blue, a brief memorial. The radio carried a groan, and then: “Better maybe. The lake may be shallow enough for salvage. If it’d hit ground there’d be nothing at all. Get nearer, Paul. Keep me in sight—not too damn’ near.”


Time…Delicately Paul asked the boat for a steeper glide. The response was even. Was it? Some peevish sound. He flattened the glide a thousand feet above Ed’s boat. The red-green below—anything real about it? Yes, if time was real, but one had to think that over….


Mild hills of dark red-green, in the—west? Yes, because now there was a birth of sunset beyond them. Lighter green below, alongside the lake: that would be meadow. Not one of the great lakes—no larger than Lake Champlain, its outlet in the south blurred by marsh; only a portion of its northwest shore adjoined the meadow—except in that region the lake was a blue S written on red-green dark of jungle. A winged brown thing slipped by, teasing the edge of vision. “Bird or something….”


In the earphones was a dazed note, like shame. “Power was out of control, Paul—port motor. Had to be a defect in the building—something that couldn’t take the strain of what happened eleven years ago. All the way—God!—and then to be loused up by a builder’s error!” To Spearman, Paul knew, a mechanical defect was the gravest of indecencies, beyond any forgiveness.


True sunset here. A world. And you don’t climb out of gravity on charlesite. Paul said, “Doc—parallel lines—I think.”


But the speed of the glide allowed no certainty, only a glimpse of three dark bars, perhaps half a mile long in the jungle area northwest of the meadow, and a hint of other groups further north. They should be there, according to a map Spearman had made in orbit from the final photographs. And some fifty miles south of here was a great network of them thirty miles long. The glide brought them out over meadow once more.


A thing was riding with them. A grumbling moan. Paul told himself: With Model L-46 it cannot happen—it cannot—Dorothy—Doc——


Dorothy cried, “Specks—in the open ground. Moving, hundreds of ’em. Oh, look! Smoke, Paul—campfires. How high are we?”


“Under seven thousand. Check your compass by the sunset, Doc. See if we have a magnetic north.”


“We do….”


Spearman’s far-off voice said, “Life all right. I can’t make out——”


Paul cut in with hurried precision: “Ed—vibration, port wing, bad. I’m going to make one more circle over the woods if I can and try for the north end of this meadow.”


A startled croak: “I’ll jet off—give you room.” Paul saw the squirt of green flame. Ed’s boat darted westward like a squeezed apple seed. Paul dipped and leveled off as much as he dared. “We’re—all right.”


He lived with it a timeless time. Knowing it would happen. They were circling over jungle, pointed into sunset. The jet would only make matters worse—rip the heart out. Soon the meadow would come around again….


But the moment was now. An end of the moaning vibration. A lurch. Paul’s hand leaped stupidly for the charlesite ignition and checked itself.


Calm, but for the reeling of sunset. I must tell Dorothy not to fight the straps: L-46 is solid—is solid——


Then the smash, the tearing and grinding. Somehow no death. Sky in the window changed to a gloom of purple and green. No death. Elastic branches? Metal whimpered and shrieked. Is that us? They built them solid….


There was settling into silence. The pressure on Paul’s cheek, he knew, was the wonderfully living pressure of Dorothy’s hand, because it moved, it pinched his ear, it groped for his mouth. A hiss. Through the wrenched seams the old air of Earth yielded to the stronger weight of Lucifer’s. The starboard wing parted with a squeal like amusement, letting the boat’s body rest evenly on the ground, and Christopher Wright said, “Amen.”
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THE EARPHONES WERE SQUAWKING: “SPEAK UP! CAN you hear me? Can you——”


“Not hurt. Seams open, and there goes Sears’ thirty-six-hour test for air-borne bacteria. Down and safe, Ed.”


“Listen.” In relief, Ed Spearman was heavily didactic again. “You are three quarters of a mile inside the jungle. I will land near the woods. It will be dark in about an hour. Wait there until we——”


“One minute,” Paul said in sudden exhaustion. “We can find you, easier. Sears’ test is important We’re already exposed to the air, but——”


“What? Can’t hear—damn it——” The voice dimmed and crackled.


“Stay sealed up!” Nothing. “Can you hear?” Nothing. “Oh, well, good,” said Paul, discarding the headset, adding foolishly: “I’m tired.”


Dorothy unfastened his straps; her kiss was warm and quick.


“Radio kaput, huh?” Wright flexed lean cautious legs. “Pity. I did want to tell Sears one I just remembered after eleven years, about poor lackadaisical Lou, who painted her torso bright blue, not for love, not for money, not because it looked funny, but simply for something to do.”


“You’re not hurt, Doc,” Dorothy said. “Not where it counts.”


“Can’t kill an anthropologist. Ask my student Paul Mason. Leather hides, pickled in a solution ten parts curiosity to one of statistics. Doctors are mighty viable too. Ask my student Dorothy Leeds.”


Paul’s forehead was wet. “Dark in an hour, he reminded me.”


“How close are we to the nearest of those parallel lines?”


“Three or four miles, Doc, at a loose guess.”


“Remember that great mess of ’em fifty or sixty miles south of here? Shows on Ed’s map. We must be—mm—seventy miles from the smallest of the two oceans—oh, let’s call it the Atlantic, huh? And the other one the East Atlantic? Anyway the ocean’s beyond that range of hills we saw on the way down.”


“I saw campfires in the meadow,” Dorothy said. “Things running.”


“I thought so too…. Paul, I wonder if Sears can do any testing of the air from the lifeboat? Some of the equipment couldn’t be transferred from Argo. And—how could they communicate with us? They’ll have to breathe it soon in any case.”


Paul checked a shuddering yawn. “I must have been thinking in terms of Argo, which is—history…. You know, I believe the artificial gravity was stronger than we thought? I feel light, not heavy.”


“High oxygen?” Dorothy suggested. “Hot, too.”


“Eighty-plus. Crash suits can’t do us any more good.” They struggled out of them in the cramped space, down to faded jackets and shorts.


Wright brooded on it, pinching his throat. “Only advantage in the others’ staying sealed up a while is that if we get sick, they’ll get sick a bit later. Could be some advantage. Paul—think we should try to reach them this evening?”


“Three quarters of a mile, dark coming on—no. But so far as I’m concerned, Doc, you’re boss of this expedition. In the ship, Ed had to be—matter of engineering knowledge. No longer applies. I wanted to say that.”


Wright turned away. “Dorothy?”


She said warmly, “Yes. You.”


“I—oh, my dear, I don’t know that it’s—best.” Fretfully he added: “Shouldn’t need a leader. Only six of us—agreement——”


Dorothy held heir voice to lightness: “I can even disagree with myself. Sears will want you to take over. Ann too, probably.”


His gray head sank in his hands. “As for that,” he said, “inside of me I’m apt to be a committee of fifteen.” Paul thought: But he’s not old! Fifty-two. When did he turn gray, and we never noticing it…? “For now,” Wright said, “let’s not be official about it, huh? What if my dreams for Lucifer are—not shared?”


“Dreams are never quite shared,” Dorothy said. “I want you to lead us.”


Wright whispered with difficulty, “I will try.”


Dorothy continued: “Ed may want things black and white. Not Ann, I think—she hates discussions, being obliged to make up her mind. You’re elected, soldier…. Can you open the door, Paul?”


It jammed in the spoiled frame after opening enough for a tight exit. Wright stared into evening. “Not the leader kind. Academic.” His white hands moved in doubtful protest. “Hate snap decisions—we’ll be forced to make a lot of them.”


Paul said, “They’re best made by one who hates making them.”


The lean face became gentle. “Taught you that myself, didn’t I, son…? Well—inventory. What’ve we got, right here?”


“Thirty days’ rations for three, packed eleven years ago. Two automatic rifles, one shotgun, three automatic pistols, three hundred rounds for each weapon. Should have transferred more from the ship, but—we didn’t Three four-inch hunting knives, very good——”


“They at least won’t give out. With care.”


“Right. Two sealed cases of garden seeds—anybody’s guess about them. Six sets of overalls, shorts, and jackets. Three pairs of shoes apiece—the Federation allowed that you and Ann might grow a little, Dot—plasta soles and uppers, should last several years. Carpentry tools. Ed’s boat has the garden tools instead. Sears did pack his microscope, didn’t he?”


“Oh my, yes,” said Dorothy, in affectionate mimicry of the fat man’s turn of speech.


“Each crash suit has first-aid kit, radion flashlight (good for two years maybe), compass, field glasses, plus whatever else we had sense enough to stuff in. Set of technical manuals, mostly useless without the ship, but I think there’s one on woodcraft, primitive tools and weapons—survival stuff——”


“Oh, the books!” Wright clutched his hair, groaning. “The books——”


“Just that woodcraft——”


“No, no, no—the books on Argo! Everything—the library—I’ve only just understood that it’s gone. The whole flowering of human thought—man’s best, uncorrupted—Odyssey—Ann’s music, the art volumes you selected, Paul, and your own sketches and paintings——”


“No loss there——”


“Don’t talk like a damn fool! Shakespeare—Divina commedia——”


Dorothy twisted in the narrowness to put both arms around him. “Doc—quiet, dear—please——”


“I can remember pages of Huck Finn—a few pages!”


Dorothy was wiping his face with a loose corner of her jacket. “Doc—subside! Please now—make it stop hurting inside yourself. Oh, quiet….”


After a time he said lifelessly, “Go on with the inventory, Paul.”


“Well—there’s a duplicate of that map Ed made yesterday from orbit photographs of this area, about a hundred miles square. We’re near the eastern edge of that square. There’s the other map he made of the whole globe. We didn’t duplicate that one. I guess that’s about it.”


“Knives,” Wright muttered. “Knives and a few tools.”


“The firearms may make a difference while they last.”


“Yes, perhaps. But thirty years from now——”


“Thirty years from now,” said Dorothy, still sheltering his head, “thirty years from now our children will be grown.”


“Oh.” Wright groped for her fingers. “You almost wanted it like this, didn’t you? I mean, to land and not return?”


“I don’t know, Doc. Maybe. I’m not sure I ever quite believed in the possibility of return. State Orphanage children like Ann and me, growing up in a tiny world within a big one, we weren’t quite human ever, were we? Not that the big world didn’t seep in plenty.” She smiled off at private shadows of memory. “We did learn things not in the directors’ curriculum. When they started grooming Ann and me for this—Youth Volunteers! Stuffing our little heads with the best they had—oh, it was fun too. By that time I think I had a fair idea of the big world. The Orphanage was pleasant, you know—clean, humanitarian, good teachers, all of them kind and more than a bit hurried. They did try so hard never to let me hear the word ‘nigger’! Ignorance is poor insulating material, don’t you think? And why, Doc, after all that’s been known and thought and argued for the last hundred years, couldn’t they select at least one Oriental for our little trip? Wouldn’t have had to come from Jenga’s empire—our own states in the Federation had plenty of ’em—scholars, technicians, anything you care to name.”


Wright had calmed. He said, “I argued for it and got told. They even said that the spaceport rights and privileges recently given to Jenga’s empire would allow the Asiatics to build their own ship—tacitly implying that humanity should stay in two camps world without end. Ach! You can shove the political mind just so far, then it stalls in its own dirt. Even Jensen wasn’t able to budge them.”


“It’s history,” said Dorothy, and Paul wondered: How does she do it? Speaking hands and voice, enough to shove away the black sorrow even before it fairly had hold of him—and she’d try to do it for anyone, loved or not. She was the first (and only one) who said to me there are some things more important than love—and she herself would be bothered to explain that in words. “Well,” Dorothy reflected, “I believe the Orphanage slapped too much destiny of Man on the backs of our little necks—they’re just necks. Paul, why don’t you sleep awhile? You too, Doc. Let me keep watch. I’ll wake you both if anything stirs out there. Doze off, boys.”


Paul tried to, his mind restless in weary flesh. No permissible margin of error, said the twenty-first century. But Argo lay at the bottom of a lake because of an error. Not an error like the gross errors twenty-first century man still made in dealing with his own kind and still noisily disregarded, but an engineering error—something twenty-first-century man viewed with a horror once reserved, in not so ancient times, for moral evil. The cardinal sin was to drop a decimal. If, like Wright, or Paul himself, you were concerned with the agony and growing pains of human nature, disturbed by the paralytic sterility of state socialism and the worse paralysis of open tyranny, you kept your mouth shut—or even yielded, almost unknowingly, to the pressures that reduced ethical realities to a piddling checker game perverting the uses of semantics. They said, “There won’t be any war. If there is, look what we’ve got!” If you were like the majority of Earth’s three billion, you hoped to get by with as much as the traffic would bear and never stuck your neck out. They celebrated the turn of the third millennium with a jolly new song: “Snuggle up, Baby—Uncle pays the bill…” But for all that, you mustn’t use the wrong bolt.


Unreasonably quiet here. A jungle evening on Earth would have been riotous with bird and insect noises…. He slept.


It was dark when Wright’s finger prodded him. “A visitor.”


The darkness was rose-tinged, not with sunset. There were two moons, Paul remembered, one white and large and far away, one red and near. Should the red moon be shining now? He gazed through the half-open doorway, wondering why he was not afraid, seeing something pale and vast, washed in—yes, surely in reddish moon-light. A thing swaying on the pillars of its legs, perhaps listening, tasting the air for strangeness. And scattered through the night, sapphires on black velvet, were tiny dots of blue, moving, vanishing, reappearing. “Blue fireflies,” Dorothy whispered, “blue fireflies, that’s all they are.” He felt her controlled breathing, forced down a foolish laugh. We could have done without a white elephant.


Nine or ten feet tall at the shoulder, a tapir-like snout, black tusks bending more nearly downward than an elephant’s, from milk-white flesh. The ears were mobile, waving to study the night. There was an oval hump near the base of the neck. The beast had been facing them; it turned to pull down a branch, munch the leaves, casually drop the stalk. In silence it drifted away, pausing to meditate, grumbling juicily, but with no alarm.


Wright whispered, “The planet Lucifer did not ask for us.”


“Paul—I stepped out for a minute, while you were both asleep. Firm ground. A smell—flowers, I think—made me remember frangipani.”


“I’ll try it.”


“Oh, but not with that thing——”


“He didn’t seem to mind us. I’ll stay near the door.” He knew Dorothy would come with him. Feeling earth under legs that had nearly forgotten it, he turned to help her down; her dark eyes played diamond games with the moonlight.


It could have been a night anywhere in the Galaxy, up there beyond torn branches, stars, and red moon in a vagueness of cloud. Blue fireflies…


But there was a child wailing somewhere. Far-off and weak, a dim rise and fall of sound, grief and remoteness. A waterfall? Wind in upper branches? But they were still, and the sound carried the timbre of animal life. Dorothy murmured, “It’s been crying that way ever since moon-rise.” She came closely into his arms.


“I can read one thing inside of you—you’re not scared.”


“I’m not, Paul?”


“No.”


“But don’t ever leave me—Adam.”
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THIS WAS DAWN: VISION OUT OF THE DARK: RIPPLES of music coalescent in one forest voice moving toward a crescendo of daytime.


Paul watched a spreading of color in the leaves, a shift from black to gray to a loveliness more green than red; the trees were massively old, with varied bark of green or purple-brown. Phantoms in the more distant shadows could be understood now that light was advancing: they were thick trees with a white bark like that of the never-forgotten birches of New Hampshire. Underfoot Paul felt a humus that might have been a thousand years in growing; he prodded it with his knife—a white worm curled in mimic death.


Everywhere purple-leaved vines, vastly proliferating, climbed in a riot of greed for the sunlight of the forest ceiling. Paul sensed a mute cruelty in them, a shoving lust of growth. It might have been these, elastically yielding, that had saved the lifeboat from total ruin.


Overnight the gravity of Lucifer had become natural. His closeknit body accepted and relished it, finding a new pleasure in strength: thirty-seven years old and very young.


One tiny voice was near, persistent. Paul walked around the boat, where Dorothy and Wright still slept. The starboard wing, parting from the lifeboat, had gashed a tree trunk, littering the ground with branches. The source of the voice was a brown lump, twenty feet up, clinging head downward, a body small as a sparrow’s, wings folded like a bat’s. As he watched they spread, quivered, and relaxed. Head and ears were mousy, the neck long, with a hump at its base. The throat pulsed at each cry. Near Paul’s foot lay a fabric like an oriole’s nest, fastened to a twig that had been torn from the tree. Three young had tumbled out. One was not mangled but all were dead, hairless, poignantly ugly. “Sorry, baby—our first act on Lucifer.” The parent creature made another abortive motion as Paul took up the young.


Its high lament was not what he and Dorothy had heard in the night. That had been continuing when he slipped out to watch for dawn, and it had ended at some unnoticed moment—profoundly different, surely far off….


He tried to study the dead things as Sears Oliphant would want to do. Two were hopelessly torn; he dug a hole in the humus and dropped those in, smoothing the surface, wondering at his need for an act which could mean nothing to the unhappy morsel of perception on the tree trunk. The third, and the nest, he carried around the boat where the light was better.


All seven digits of the forelimb spread into a membranous wing; the hind leg divided at the ankle, three toes anchoring the wing, the other four fused into a slim foot which had suction pads. He cradled the bit of mortality in his palm, recalling a thing Wright had said when they entered the lifeboat. Captain Jensen, waiting for take-off at the spaceport, trying, as he drank sherry with Christopher Wright, to look at the venture under the aspect of eternity, had said he liked the philosophical implications of Argo’s converter, into which his own body was strangely soon to pass. What was Wright’s comment eleven years later? “All life is cannibalism, benign or not: we are still eating the dinosaurs.” There had been more, which Paul could not remember. So, man drove eleven years through space and killed three babies. But there was no element of malevolence.…


Perhaps there was none in most of man’s actions over the millennia.


Wright crawled out, stiff-limbed and unrested.


“ ’Morning, Doc. Let me introduce Enigma Luciferensis.”


“ ‘Luciferensis’ won’t do.” Wright peered down. “Everything is ‘Luciferensis,’ including the posterity Dot mentioned. Well now, what——”


“A nestling. Our crash broke the nest and killed the young.”


Wright fingered the fabric. “Beautiful. Leaves gummed together with some secretion.” With a doctor’s intentness he added: “How d’you feel?”


“Good.”


A shadow circled Paul, settled on his arm, hobbling toward his palm and what it held. He felt the suction cups; with a careful mouth the creature took up its dead and flew away. “I’ve been remembering something you said: life eating life—without too much concern for the second law of thermodynamics. Forgive us our trespasses…Good morning, lady.”


“What did I miss?” Dorothy had glimpsed the departure.


“Lucifer’s idea of a bat. I think that big flying thing I saw from the lifeboat was shaped like this midget. Haven’t seen any birds.”


Dorothy hugged his arm. “Not even one measly robin?”


“Sorry, Whifflepuff—fresh out of robins.”


Wright blinked at his compass. “Meadow that way.” Paul was inattentive, needing the warm quiet of the woman beside him. Wright added: “First, breakfast.” He broke the seal of a ration package and snarled. “Thirty days, I b’lieve you said. Antique garbage—dehydrated hay.”


Dorothy said, “You’re nicest when you’re mad, Doc. We’ll soon have to try the local stuff, I suppose.”


“Uh-huh. But no guinea-pig work for you or Ann.”


She was startled. “Why not? I can digest boilerplate.”


“Two women on Lucifer: valuable livestock.” Wright smiled with his mouth full. “I’m boss, remember? For guinea-pig work, the men draw lots.”


She was grave. “I won’t argue. It so happens——” She peeked into the nest. “Poor little fuzzies lined it with fur. Their own, I’ll bet”


“It so happens what, dear?”


“Ah…This eleven-year-old gookum claims to be coffee. Can we make a fire? Looks like dead wood over there.”


The branches burned aromatically; the morning was growing into deep warmth, but still with freshness. Wright said, “Coffee my shirt.”


Dorothy tasted it. “Brr…! I was about to say when I interrupted myself, it so happens I’m six or seven weeks pregnant, I think.”


“Six——” Wright set his aluminum cup carefully upside down. Paul mumbled, “That’s what’s been on your mind.”


Behind her eyes he glimpsed the primitive thing, deeper than thought, not like a part of her but a force that sustained her, himself, all others: the three billion of Earth, the small grieving spirit now flown away into the trees. “Yes, Adam. I would have told you sooner, but we all had a lot on our minds.”


“Even before we got in orbit, you saw us settling—staying——”


Dorothy grinned then. “No-o, Paul. I just wanted the baby. Could have been born on the ship. The Federation said no, but…”


Gradually Paul began to realize it. “But you said yes.”


She leaned to him, no longer smiling. “I said yes….”


The forest floor hushed footsteps; some coolness lingered. Paul walked in front, then Dorothy, and Wright marked blazes on the tree trunks. Paul glanced backward often, to capture the receding patterns. At the third such pause the lifeboat was no longer visible—only a sameness of trees and sparse young life groping through shadow for the food of the sun. In this depth of forest there was no brush; the going was easy except for the nuisance of purple vines that sometimes looped from tree to tree. Paul searched for any change of light ahead.


The boat held all but what they wore, the two rifles, the three pistols holstered at their hips, the three knives, three sealed ration packages. Damage had prevented locking the door of the boat: to rob, an inhabitant of Lucifer would need only intelligence enough to solve the sliding mechanism. They had seen no life but that huge nocturnal leaf eater, the small fliers, a white worm, and now a few timid ten-legged scuttlers on the warm ground and midge-like specks dancing in shafts of sunlight. Too quietly, Wright said, “Stop.”
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