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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.


      




Nothing but respect is intended in this novel towards the religion of Islam.


Better is the Night of Kadar (Glory) than a thousand months… .


THE KORAN




PART ONE




They cannot scare me with their empty spaces


Between the stars—on stars where no human race is.


I have it in me so much nearer home


To scare myself with my own desert places.


Robert Frost ‘Desert Places’








One



There is a click. A thousand years have passed since such a sound echoed through the starship. It is a lonely sound, limited by the volume of air which surrounds it and, it could be argued, no sound at all since it falls on no ears. If there is no one to hear the tree toppling in the forest, then the fall is silent. Suns are the mute lions of the universe, their roaring contained by the vacuum that envelops them. Like the roaring of the suns, the starship’s click is contained within its producer and goes unheard by any form of organic life.


But the ship itself hears the click, or rather feels it which is the same thing, and it knows that its ancillary homers have found and locked-on to the solar system which is likely to contain the Earthworld. The ship begins its analysis of the available data: number of planets, size of sun, density of individual worlds, planes of ellipses. Eventually for the first time since launching, and through several of those sudden clicks, a world has appeared on the tapes which is suitable for habitation. If it had been capable of such an act the ship would have heaved a long sigh of relief. The timeless journey seemed near its end. The final duty could begin.


Only the low electrical hum of the wide-awake equipment plays around the empty cabins and gangways. In the lightless storage quarters, food containers are stacked squarely and held fast to walls by strong clips: unused styli fill the drawers, and strapped reference tapes line the walls. Everything is clean and neat and was last touched by the hand of a Final Checker not long before the ship had broken clear of Earth’s atmosphere—thousands of years in the past. Throughout the ship cocooned equipment, from the largest crane engine to the smallest needle, awaits the manipulations of non-existent human fingers. The first steps have already been taken towards forming those fingers and the ship begins the continuance of that process.


Deep in the artificial uteri embryos rapidly begin to warm to life from their previously frozen state. The process of birth to the yet unborn two thousand residents of the starship’s mother units is accelerated and each embryo in turn becomes a foetus. Eyes, noses and mouths begin to form. Fluids begin flowing, pulses press against elastic arteries, lungs begin to draw breath from the rich air.


The click is no longer alone. It is joined by the noise that issues from hundreds of small throats. A banshee screaming that would send any aware person on board the ship stark raving mad. But there is no awareness—only unconscious children who race towards adolescence and puberty in their plastic cells. Growth rate is accelerated to forty times its normal speed.


Education is in progress. The adults who finally emerge from the cells must be aware of the planet that spawned them. They require a general knowledge of its history. They need their own specialized information which will make them skilled professionals. Above all, they need the knowledge of their purpose for being alive at all.


It is well. Everything moves smoothly towards the finalization of the overall plan. All is in order. The incubator cossets its young; the intelligence units feed their captive pupils with knowledge; the teacher presents them with stimulating material and searches for the expected behavioural changes in their simulated childhoods; voices cry out from dreams with all the babbling of Nimrod’s tower; ears hear; fingers grasp; the integument encircles the whole, and carries it towards a promised world. Good. Harmony prevails … Harmony?


Question? No. No. Then, yes. A vague disturbance. Unease? Search and, nothing. Where? Uncertainty. Inspection and correction—the proper procedure. But what? And where? Alert the defences. Tell them … tell them …


The incubator continues its work of weaning and rearing its new batch of charges, the teacher still teaches. What then, is wrong?


The ship automatically checks its shell for a breach, beginning at one end and working along to the other. The process takes several minutes to complete and when it is over the result is negative. There has been no breach.


Yet there is a positive alien identification somewhere on board.


The registration in the defence system is definite and unmistakable. Not an accident, not an explosion, fissure, escape of gas. There is no drive malfunction to correct, no corrosion in the power storage units, no fires, no floods. The problem is not from any inherent source. It is from the outside, and it has entered. A small, indefinable trace of alien presence.


The defence mechanism comes into action. Torpedo motors spring to life, missile launchers swivel their snouts searching for their target, armaments bristle over the whole shell. The ship is a porcupine of destructive tubes.


What? Where? Who?


Nothing. They can find nothing. The ship is as puzzled as a piece of semi-intelligent machinery can be. It continues to search for the foe, testing the space for several thousand kiloms around the area of the ship for anything positive.


Suddenly the sniffing weapons find a target, two thousand kiloms away, and almost joyfully blast it out of existence. The dust cloud spreads out into space. It was a large innocent passing meteor and now it is many minute meteors, but it is not the intruder. The intruder is still on board the ship. No hairline crack is too narrow for the alien presence, no wire too thin. It slides between closed hatchways, it travels like a current through the wires and along the metal walls. The ship cannot stop it for there is nothing tangible to grapple with. It is as insubstantial as a ray of light, yet with microsecond speed it changes its direction, retreats, dissipates and reforms.


The current travels throughout the ship cataloguing all that it discovers and transmitting it back to its remote users. Finally the knowledge is acquired and the decision taken. The ray re-enters the intelligence units and fuses the internal circuitry into one coagulate mass of plastic and metal. The teachers cease to function halfway through delivering a crucial piece of information—they are irreparable.





Two



Othman was born in the middle of the day’s third quarter at the age of thirty Earthyears. He was aware of the sun’s rays, warm upon his olive skin, and he opened his eyes slowly to look down the large beak-like nose, past the bearded chin, at his feet some two metres away.


The feet were also large and Othman regarded them thoughtfully before deciding he knew what they were and for what purpose they were designed. He swung himself into a sitting position and full-face into the direct glare of the sunlight, making his head spin. After a while he was able to disconnect the various tubes and electrodes from his body leaving small, temporary white scars in their places.


Others were also coming to life on the great wheel of the open-lidded uteri which the ship had gently detached from itself and laid in the long grasses. Some were attempting to find their feet—others were merely lying inside the transparent cocoons staring at the yellow sky, adjusting themselves to their new state of awareness.


Yellow? It should be blue—or—no, that was some other sky. A sky Othman had been shown in his dreams, but one he would never see in reality. His head began to clear and he climbed unsteadily to his feet to observe his surroundings.


The starship was busy dismembering itself on a grassy clearing not far from the shores of a vast sea. Behind the starship stretched a forest, mountainous and thick with green and other, brighter colours.


Large waxy leaves of some of the plants denoted the infrequency of rain during part of the planet’s year and rich blooms, unless they were self-pollinating, suggested the presence of at least insect life. Othman studied the blooms intently—some of them were over eighty centimetres in diameter. He hoped the local insects did not follow the same size pattern. But if that boded ill, the fruit harvest would compensate for the danger. He nodded with satisfaction. Someone spoke to him in his native Arabic tongue. It was a woman.


“This is a beautiful place, but so cold!”


She turned her dark eyes upon Othman and his response was almost immediate. He said quickly, “How do you know what cold is? Beauty yes, you have seen beauty in your mind—but coldness? Perhaps this is a normal temperature for our bodies to cope with but they have not yet adjusted to being outside the uterus?”


When she saw his hostility she was puzzled but reacted similarly.


“I can tell it’s cool because I feel uncomfortable. You are also wrong about beauty. We only think what we see is beautiful because the starship has told us what our ancestors considered beautiful. We must follow the guidelines set by our forebears because they’re the only ones we have …”


“Wrong,” interrupted Othman brusquely. “It’s beautiful because … it makes me feel comfortable.


They both smiled at this.


“We’re lucky,” said Othman, looking at the forests once more. “They need not have been guidelines—we could have been indoctrinated to accept everything, as we found it here, as perfect. But we were given the chance to decide. A narrow choice I’ll grant, for those who sent us were indoctrinated by their own environments and influenced by their own ancestors—but they gave us as much of an unprejudiced choice of what is, or is not beautiful, as they had themselves.”


He moved away from her dark warm body then, for she was beginning to disturb him.


Othman roamed among the waking bodies, occasionally stumbling; like a new-born foal, he had no confidence in his legs. He paused by a man who was donning a blue robe.


“Where are the garments?” he asked the man.


The other pointed to a place where some canisters lay, their tops unclipped and folded cloth poking from their openings. Othman wondered, as he crossed to the canisters, whether some petty pilfering might now take place. Each person was surely entitled to at least two robes—one to wear and one to wash—but some might be tempted to take and hoard more. However, all the robes were blue and all were of the same cut and fabric. There would be no point in stealing. Soon they would be able to design and weave different styles—when the looms were available.


His eyes swung towards the starship which was in the process of carefully taking itself apart and manufacturing new equipment with the parts. The cannibalization units were neatly cutting the shell of the ship into panels which would later be used as tractor bodies and moulded into hollow girders for the necks of cranes. Wiring was stripped from the ship’s circuitry for use in vehicles and to provide lighting until accommodation was built. Cannibalization was pre-programmed and the peculiar units with their cutting beams and multi-jointed arms would form part of the general assembly of vehicles and machines that would remain after the metamorphosis had been completed.


Othman watched an engine being craned from the ship’s interior where it had been nestling in its packing for thousands of Earthyears. That was another thing, thought Othman. They were going to have to devise their own system of measuring time.


He dismissed it from his mind—there were too many other aspects of their new world to think about.


Pulling on the robe he had acquired for himself, he moved amongst the crowd staring at the faces. Amongst them, somewhere, was his wife’s. He would find her later. What he was looking for now was someone with bearing—someone in authority. Most of the faces belonged to tradesmen, who were distinguishable by their muscular frames and large hands. Othman was an engineer. He had no need for muscles.


Finally he came across a thickset man who was issuing orders and looked as though he had been out of his uterus for longer than most.


“Scouts, gather to me,” the man was calling. “I am Said Rak, Master-at-Arms and leader of this party …”


“What are you doing?” asked Othman.


“Are you a scout?” retorted the Master-at-Arms.


Othman snorted. “Do I look like one?”


The other man began to scrutinize him so he added, “I’m an engineer.”


“Time enough later for engineers,” said Said Rak. “Now we must set up the defences. Post sentries and ensure that we are not taken by surprise by any natives.”


“Aren’t you over-reacting?” suggested Othman gently.


“The ship would not have landed if there had been traces of technological development in the atmosphere …”


It was the other’s turn to regard Othman coolly. “Spears can kill as surely as guns,” he replied. “Listen to a leader’s words.”


Othman remained silent. He was moving away from his own field of knowledge into one relatively unknown to him and he had to be careful of not making a fool of himself.


“Why do you regard yourself as the leader of this, what shall I call us, tribe?” he finally finished asking.


“Because I am,” replied Said Rak simply. “It’s in my mind. Is the suggestion in yours?”


Othman had to admit that it was not, but he was puzzled. Something was not quite right but he could not put his finger on the reason for his apprehension. There was something missing somewhere. He voiced his opinion to the so-called head of the group. The Master-at-Arms replied, “You’re right in that assumption. Look over there.” He pointed to the wheel of the uteri. Othman looked but could see only people, some of them evidently younger than himself, either lying or sitting around on the grass.


“Well?” he finally answered. “I see nothing unusual.”


“Look at their faces. Hard.”


Othman stared, first at one, and then another, and finally he reached a conclusion. The distance between himself and the people he was regarding was considerable but the signs were, once the faces had been brought to his attention, unmistakable. The open mouths and the inarticulate limbs.


“They look …” It was a horrible thought he had to voice and he naturally hesitated. “Some of them look like morons.”


“Right,” said the Master-at-Arms emphatically. “Idiots of the first degree. Not an ounce of brains among them—the young ones that is. We’ll have to get a doctor to look at them later and then decide what’s to be done with them.”


A newly-spawned tractor trundled to life and crossed the clearing to take its place as first in a line of vehicles. One of the young men in question rolled accidentally in its path and stared at it, uncomprehending. The tractor stopped obediently, then after a short wait cautiously circumnavigated the human. The idiot watched it go round him, then giggled and sat up and down hard, knocking all the wind out of his body and changing his expression immediately. Othman winced.


“How in God’s name has this happened?” he said, more to himself than to Said Rak.


“I can answer that too,” replied Said Rak, “though I can’t answer why. You’ll have to find that out, being an engineer. The reason we are blessed with these clowns is that the intelligence units ceased functioning at a certain stage in their development. For us there was no damage done—our education was completed. But the second batch of births, those whose embryos thawed later than our own, had nothing fed to their brains whatsoever. They’re apparently stupid though I imagine we can teach them something—they’re like fully-grown babies …”


“This is terrible,” said Othman. “You found this out from the ship presumably?”


“Yes, I’ve been awake longer than most. Before the ship began its transformation I made a tour of inspection—there were red lights on the panels below the words Intelligence Units. They were the only red lights on the whole vast indicator board. All the others were green. I kept it in mind and later put two and two together…”


Othman was dismayed. And everything, it had seemed, had been going so well! He informed the Master-at-Arms that he, Othman, would not be the one to diagnose the reason for the fault in the units as he was an engineer, not a technician—but he would certainly be interested in the cause of the fault. Would Said Rak keep him informed? The soldier promised he would.





Silandi was certain to be beautiful: both her parents had been so and there was a heritage of beauty throughout the history of both families. Her father had been a high-ranking Arab and had never been nearer to her Indian mother than a thousand miles, since one had once passed through Muscat while the other was in Bombay. As perversity would have it, it was the father who had lived in Bombay. He was the son of an army colonel who had settled in the east after the war. The mother was a member of one of those nomadic Asiatic families that distrusted the stability of a city life which, once the bombs began to fall, proved to be the most unstable of all.


In Silandi’s simulated childhood on board the starship, however, her mother and father had lived and worked together, lavishing love on their growing daughter in a big white-walled house situated on the green shores of a large Arabian island.


Silandi was a trained architect. Her skin was a flawless dusty brown and her eyes the blue-black of a tropical mussel shell. She was the wife of Othman.


By the time Silandi had rested on the grass beside her uterus and had gained the strength to walk, cranes, tractors and bulldozers stood like a small army ready to move against the virgin countryside. She too noticed the large blossoms that Othman had seen, and her observations included large thread-like worms with wings but she had no fear of giant insects.


Once erect and with her hair tied tightly behind and falling like a thick black rope down her back to her buttocks, Silandi went in search of her husband. After several enquiries she was told he had last been seen walking down towards the sea. She went to join him after securing a robe.





Othman was staring out over a vast sea of bubbling silt towards a distant shore—a land barely visible from where they stood and distorted by heat waves rising from the mud.


“What is it?” a woman asked, moving to his side. Indo-Arabic from her colouring, he decided.


“What is what?” he replied, rather inanely, and then saw that the person who had intruded on his private thoughts was looking at the mud.


“Oh, that! It appears to be some sort of mineral disturbance—like lava from a volcano. Only this seems to be a more permanent activity. You’ll notice later that our only river flows out onto the mud, over there, behind that peninsula”—-he pointed towards the place, but the water was hidden from their view—“and then I suppose it spreads out over the surface and evaporates to begin the cycle once again.”


The woman narrowed her eyes, trying to peer across the sea of bubbles that burst into sprays of sandy gelatinous fluid and left acrid smells weaving through the air.


“What interests you so much?” she finally asked.


Othman did not reply directly. Instead he asked, “Is that a range of mountains over there? Can you see?”


She looked again.


“It could be hills, falling down towards the shoreline—but you need a distance viewer to see properly. Why don’t you go and get one if you’re so interested?”


He was mildly irritated by her lack of imagination.


“I shall later—but it won’t help. The heat waves will distort the images—and then there’s the steam …”


Othman lapsed into silence for a while. Then when she did not leave him he asked, “What’s your name? It’s not Silandi?”


She nodded, smiling up into his face.


“Then you’re my wife?”


She nodded again but received no return smile. The sun was beginning to fall now, dragging its reluctant yellow sky behind it, and Silandi turned to go back towards the spot where the starship had landed and friendly company was to be found. Suddenly Othman moved forward and lifted her robe, staring at the body that held dark shadows close to its rounded contours. The sun fell quickly and the shadows glided like small beasts up and across the skin, alternately hiding and revealing what was Othman’s.


She pulled the robe down sharply and Othman could see the anger blaze in her eyes in the dying light.


“You are my wife,” he said, indignantly.


“You’ve already said that once,” she snapped, “and while I am willing to acknowledge that fact, I’m not pleased at your display of ill manners and roughness.”


He blew heavily through his nose and he felt his lean face flushing. This female of his was quite a high-minded young woman. Young? Thirty? Well, it was not old and she was certainly beautiful.


“Sorry.” He was curt. “Next time I’ll ask your permission. I didn’t realize we were carrying sacred goods—all that sort of thing was supposed to have been left on Earth. All the old religions and their trappings.”


He stressed the last word. This wife will have to be taught, he was thinking, that what appears ill-mannered in a stranger is merely appreciation from a husband.


Finally she laid her hands on his shoulders, for there was little difference in their respective heights, and reasoned with him.


“Please. We must go back. They will be concerned for us.”


Othman realized she was right, and by that time the equatorial darkness had closed around them and he was feeling somewhat afraid. The darkness of the womb had not been as real as this—albeit there were large clusters of stars that lit their path.


They climbed the slope towards the encampment and very soon they were able to see the lights. A warm breeze lifted their robes as they climbed, and the scents of the land drifted by, seemingly stronger now the night had fallen. Silandi stumbled, and reached out for his hand which he gave grudgingly, and helped her along. Her hand was smooth and silken. He liked its feel and was about to compliment her when something passed between their eyes and the lights ahead.


“What was that?” he cried, drawing up short. “Who’s there?” he shouted.


Silandi seemed bewildered.


“What is it? What’s wrong?” she asked.


“Didn’t you see it? Something up ahead—I don’t think it was a man. It was hunched—like a beast …”


“Stop it, you’re frightening me, Silandi whispered, gripping his hand. “Perhaps it was one of our sentries?”


He said, “What? Skulking about in the bushes? What for?”


She did not answer, but let go of his hand and ran towards the camp. He followed soon after, more afraid than he was prepared to admit to his wife.


Several large canopies had been erected inside a circle of vehicles and they were challenged as they ran towards them. Silandi called her own name and asked for entrance. Not waiting for an answer, she scrambled over a tractor and into the circle of light where several hundred people were preparing their beds. In the centre of the circle stood Said Rak with a thunderous expression on his face. For some reason Silandi felt compelled to go to him to explain her absence. The man, arms akimbo, clearly desired an explanation.


“Where in God’s fire have you been? The roll call was an hour ago …”


She opened her mouth, ready to deliver a humble apology when a cool though slightly breathless voice spoke from behind.


“Where she has been is my business only—she is my wife and she explains herself to no one but me.”


Said Rak faltered. “You … both of you. You are answerable to the community. I am the leader—you must observe the rules …”


Othman was contemptuous. “What makes you the leader? Soldiers are never leaders, they follow orders—the orders of the community …”


A man of medium height climbed to his feet and in a quiet voice said, “There’s something very wrong here.”


Othman pivoted on his heel and stared hard at the smaller man.


“You are an oracle?” questioned Othman, meaning to insult the man. “Or a philosopher perhaps?”


“I am a builder,” replied the other unwaveringly and still in the same quiet tone. “That’s one of the reasons why I think something is not right with our situation. We are all builders, or soldiers, or engineers—there are no philosophers …”


Othman was calm now. He regarded the builder and saw a staid face. It was a lie. The man was obviously a deep thinker, though Othman knew that if he wished he could take the watchers with him and turn the builder’s observations inside-out with mockery. Othman, however, was not a fool.


“Tell us your meaning.”


Said Rak nodded, looking eagerly towards the speaker.


“Just this,” the builder said. “We don’t know who is the leader of these people. We don’t know why we are here … does anyone know why we have been sent?” He addressed the crowd. There were murmurs but no definite answers.


The builder reasoned with Othman, who stood the tallest of the three.


“You have the bearing of a leader … he, Said Rak, has the authority—but can either of you say that you, and not I, are the one to whom the starship has given the ultimate command?”


No one answered. In that moment Othman was prepared to lie. Something inside him was urging him to reach for the leadership—but that was not the way. Said Rak had opened his mouth and was about to speak. Othman beat his man to it by a split second.


“We none of us know who was chosen because the teacher units were destroyed before we were informed of the name of our leader and also our purpose, but one thing I do know,” he cried dramatically, “is that we are surrounded by alien beasts and our diligent Master-at-Arms is one of the last to know about it.”


It was a superb stroke and a great babble of fear swept through the camp. One of the morons screamed shrilly as she smelt the fear-sweat. Said Rak would be a long time recovering his lost credibility from the whimpering host.





Three



Othman was an opportunist and he pressed home his advantage. The following morning the quiet builder, whose name was Jessum, accused him of starting a panic: people had spent the night huddled together in fearful groups, afraid to look out into the night because of what they might see, and afraid not to look because of what might happen if they didn’t. Othman took Jessum and Said Rak to the spot where he had seen the alien.


“It was here,” stated Othman, keenly searching the soil. But the ground was hard and showed no prints. Said Rak was dissatisfied.


“I would not call you a liar, Othman,” he said, “but perhaps you would admit to a mistake?”


Othman’s head was down when these words were spoken and he jerked it up to glower at the speaker.


“To accuse me of fantasizing is worse than calling me a liar,” he growled.


Said Rak shifted uncomfortably. Just then Jessum gave a shout from some nearby bushes and they ran to him. He was standing quite still with his back to them as they approached and he said over his shoulder, in the soft tones he usually employed, “Be careful. Come slowly. There’s one of them here.”


Said Rak began to lift a weapon which he invariably carried. Othman gripped the barrel and eased it gently from the soldier’s grasp. He let it go but there was protest in his eyes. Cautiously then, they made their way forward to where Jessum was standing. 


There was a small tree not far away, on its own among a cluster of rocks, and beneath this stood a stick-thin being, possibly a head taller than Othman. It backed away sharply when the other two humans came into view and when Said Rak smiled encouragingly to hold it there, it turned and ran, awkwardly, like a clown on stilts unused to fast movement.


“Did you see it?” said Jessum, unnecessarily.


Othman replied, “Yes, of course. Peculiar-looking thing, wasn’t it?—and such soulful eyes. It would be quite captivating with that fur on if it wasn’t so brittle-looking. Didn’t seem much harm in it.”


“Can’t tell that yet,” said Said Rak.


Nevertheless when they walked back into the encampment Othman called out in a loud clear voice, “There’s no cause for any further alarm—I and my two friends here”—he made the word “friends” sound like “assistants”—“have investigated the possibility of this area being inhabited by hostiles and have made initial contact with what appears to be a harmless, sub-intelligent species of alien. Possibly a tribesman of a low order, but more than likely an animal. We’ll let you know the full details as soon as we can …”


The word was passed around with relief. Othman was dealing personally with the matter. His esteem rose rapidly amongst the people and Said Rak was disgusted at their gullibility.


“He’ll lead us into trouble, that one,” he prophesied to Jessum. “I could take over with my troops, now, but to what good? If we must have a political leader it might as well be a smooth-tongued lizard like Othman as any other …”


Othman smiled when this was repeated to him later in the day. It meant he would have no more obstruction from Said Rak. His leadership had been accepted.





Othman, Silandi and Jessum were sitting in one of the bubbleskin tents which had been erected by a transformed piece of starship that seemed to have only one objective which it was carrying out with all the speed and relentlessness its motors would allow. Othman had been discussing their position with Jessum.


Silandi spoke then.


“We must consider Jessum’s statement of last night with more seriousness than impressing a crowd requires. If you are to be the people’s leader, Othman, then you must act like one.”


The engineer flashed her an angry look but acknowledged the point.


‘That is taken for granted—you are of course referring to our lack of full knowledge? I have asked a technician to look at the intelligence units and his report is that he cannot see them ever being repaired. It appeared to him that the circuits had received a tremendous overloading of power which resulted in their present useless condition. That does not help us however—our plight is that we are here, wherever here is—let’s call it Jessum?” he said with sudden generosity. The modest builder was about to demur when Silandi nodded her approval. He shrugged.


‘Jessum,” he repeated.


Othman continued. “… we are here without knowledge of our purpose and seemingly leaderless. One of us should be the man—but no one knows who. That is now taken care of—I accept the challenge. The next problem then is—why are we here, on Jessum? We have tractors, but no ploughs. We have enough food for a few years. We have builders and building equipment—but no farm implements or farmers. We have the means to find and smelt metal and to cast implements, but I should have thought that a plough was one of the first priorities in a new colony. Are we a colony?”


Neither of the others answered. They knew no more than he did himself.


Othman pointed upwards.


“Somewhere, out there in space, is our purpose in life. It has been lost amongst the stars and we haven’t the means to go looking for it. Our ship is now in useful pieces and the people not fit nor accustomed to space travel in their new state of awareness. We are stuck here, where we stand, and we must devise our own purpose …”


“Allah will guide us,” said Silandi, suddenly very much afraid.


Othman’s dark eyes stared at her lithe form.


“True, but he will guide fools into the chaos of confusion and wise men into cosmos. I am a wise man and I will lead you to order. Choose a fool at your peril.”


“I thought we had already chosen,” said Jessum drily.


Othman chuckled inwardly at this remark. Jessum was not as dull-witted as his face would have him be.


“What about the computer?” asked Silandi then. “Won’t that tell us what we wish to know?”


“The computer is not an answering service,” replied Othman. “It is merely a triggering device for its units. The intelligence units needed a signal to begin our education and the main computer provided that—its memory store is part of those units that have been destroyed. There’ll be no help from that quarter.”


“What do we do then—wait for divine aid?” said Jessum.


Othman stared out of the tinted bubbleskin at the outside activity. Someone had organized the morons into sitting in a large group. They were all about fifteen Earth-years of age and barely scraping manhood. Othman estimated that they constituted about half of the complement, which was more than he had first imagined. A head count would prove them to be a thousand strong. He judged that these would have been the non-skilled workers of the group since those of thirty years of age, the bright ones, were either tradesmen or professionals. The morons were never intended to be intelligent, but equally they were not meant to be completely and uselessly stupid.


How had this happened? Othman thought. Perhaps those who sent us had underestimated the power generated by two thousand minds and the feedback had created something—an excess of power?—which burned out the units? This seemed a plausible explanation. Who could know what motive force the human brain could conjure up under hothouse conditions?


Without answering Jessum’s question Othman asked his wife, “Are the animals ready yet?”


She nodded. “We have livestock—goats, sheep and some cattle. Not really enough for …”


He did not let heir finish. “I’m thirsty,” he said. “Fetch me a cup of goat’s milk.”


“Fetch it your …” she started to say. But stopped when she saw his eyes. Without another word she rose and passed through the bubbleskin wall. It sealed behind her.


When she was gone Othman said to Jessum, “You think the young morons were the farmers and the businessmen, don’t you, Jessum? Arrested in age as well as intelligence? You believe we are a colony and that we should accept that idea?”


“What else is there to accept—can you think of anything?”


Othman replied. “I think we should look for evidence of why we are here. Perhaps the planet will give us some clues—we could have been sent to find something. A rare useful mineral …?”


“And how would we take it back to Earth? On a tractor? Several thousand years late before the journey begins? Be sensible, Othman.”


The other slapped his fist into his palm. “But we don’t know … there are so many imponderables. It could be anything—you’ve obviously not got the imagination for leadership, Jessum. We must look. Tomorrow we’ll send the one aircraft we’ve got for an inspection of the hinterland of those distant mountains …”


“That could be dangerous—we don’t know anything about the place.”


“No, and we want to. I say the aircraft goes, and it goes. Find the pilots—I hope to God that they’re not among the morons, but it’s unlikely.”


Jessum nodded curtly, aware that he had been dismissed, and Othman could see the man disliked himself for accepting such peremptory treatment. Too bad, thought Othman, he will have to learn the hard way.


The builder walked away from the tent with a fire inside his belly. Othman had no right to treat them all like children—he and Silandi were as wise, as old and as qualified in their own fields as Othman was in his. Yet he had this compelling air about him. A forcefulness difficult to resist.


Then he thought, did it matter who led and who followed? He sighed and began asking for the pilots of the aircraft.


Othman had been correct. They were not amongst the morons. He found the two men lounging against their cocooned machine and in easy conversation with one another. Men of action, thought Jessum. Such confidence in oneself was enviable. He instructed the two men to report to Othman early the next morning, asking them to ensure first that their vehicle was in good working order and ready for instant liftoff. They promised they would be there, and to Jessum’s disgust their reply came unhesitatingly. Obviously they accepted Othman’s leadership without question. Then, as he walked away from the men, Jessum realized that they also accepted him, Jessum, as a man of authority. It was a nice feeling to be able to wield power, even from a subordinate position. It also felt heavy, which was the responsibility catching up fast with his previous realizations. He shrugged irritably. Best go and look for his wife, she would be worried that her husband was not interested in her. What was her name? Niandi, or something like that. Pretty woman.





Silandi had found the goats and obtained the milk the hard way as the goatherd had been one of the younger passengers of the complement. She carried it carefully back to Othman, stood in front of him, and poured it just as carefully onto the ground at his feet. Then she waited for his anger.
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