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Enter the SF Gateway …


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




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





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


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


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


Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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      CHAPTER ONE




      I collected the cards and began to shuffle them halfheartedly, wondering whether I could squeeze a few last drops of competitive enthusiasm from my turgid brain. It didn’t seem likely.




      Karen watched me. She was fully awake and comfortable. I was too fully awake, and not so comfortable. “You want to play again?” I asked.




      She didn’t. She shook her head. “You could use some sleep,” she said. “I have to be here. I’m on eight hour shifts for the duration. I don’t need anyone to keep me company. Do you know what time it is?”




      My eyes went to the clock and stared blindly at its face.




      “No,” I told her. “To be quite honest, I don’t. I see where the hands are pointing, but I just don’t see that it means anything. How can it? It didn’t even make sense last time we made landfall—it didn’t match local time, it wasn’t even registering the right length of day. It’s been ticking away merrily even since we left Earth, but it doesn’t even tell us what time it is on Earth. It isn’t any time at all on Earth. We’re taking a short cut through spacetime, dodging round the laws of physics while their backs are turned. We’re outside the whole fabric of existence. So what the hell does the clock think it’s telling us?”




      She sighed. “It ought to be telling you that it’s time to get some sleep,” she said.




      “Well it isn’t getting the message across.”




      “Having trouble with our circadian rhythms?” she said, blandly.




      I shrugged. “Circadian rhythms weren’t evolved to cope with faster-than-light travel. Mine don’t like it. They rebel against the shallow lies told by the clock.”




      “Claustrophobia,” she said. “You should have been screened for that before we took off.”




      “It’s not the physical confinement I object to,” I told her. “It’s the intellectual confinement. My mind’s in a cage and it doesn’t like it. I just don’t know how the others manage to regulate themselves so easily. I don’t work that way.”




      According to the clock it was nearly two o’clock in the morning. We’d been in flight for about two weeks, out of Floria heading for Dendra. It wasn’t just that I’d become used to Florian time, with days that weren’t twenty-four hours long, that made an absolute fool of the stubborn atomic clock aboard the Daedalus. It was something more—something about the experience of interstellar flight itself.




      Karen didn’t understand. She wasn’t about to make any attempt to understand, but was simply content to be amused. She was crew, and her life was ruled by standard time even when we made landfall. She had the timetable written into her nervous system.




      “What do you think about?” I asked. “When you’re out here on watch, obliged to be awake when everyone else is asleep? It’s not as if you had anything to do except check the tell-tales every now and again. You don’t even have to be in the cockpit. How do you occupy your thoughts?”




      “That’s what’s wrong with you,” she said, ignoring the question. “Utter boredom. Hell, Alex—it’s only three weeks at a time. We were on Floria for a year, we’ll likely be on Dendra for another. You ought to be glad of three weeks rest in between.”




      “It’s not the length of time,” I said. “It’s the emptiness of it. Trying to fill it is such an effort. We do our work, and then we make a little extra, or do it again. We play word games, card games, sex games. And somehow it just doesn’t fill up. There’s a perpetual sense of dislocation.”




      “Oh, there’s that,” she agreed. “Unnatural. Cutting corners. Arriving before we set off, relatively speaking, and still spending three weeks doing it. But don’t let your imagination overact. You can’t face the thing with common sense, because the universe doesn’t work according to common sense notions. It’s just something you have to get used to. If it really bothers you, take something.”




      I shook my head.




      “It’s funny,” she said. “This doesn’t bother me at all—being in the ship, in ultraspace. You know when I start getting dislocated? The day we stop. When we land on some crazy world that feels almost like Earth, with air almost like Earth’s, which looks almost like Earth, you know—so similar, but so different. That throws me. When the days and the nights stop agreeing with the clock, with real time.”




      I grinned, leaning back in my chair to stretch my arms. “One of us,” I murmured, “is backwards.”




      “Well,” she said, “I can honestly look myself in the eye and say, ‘it isn’t me’.”




      I smiled politely at the wordplay. Word games. Trivial, but they helped.




      “You didn’t answer my question,” I said. “What do you think about, when the schedule leaves you on your own?”




      “Anything,” she said. “Everything. I don’t get hypnotized waiting for the tell-tales to wink. I read, I talk to insomniacs. Maybe Pete holds mystic communion with the machines and the infinite, but I’m boring. I just do what’s there to be done, take it easy, make it easy.”




      Maybe I can make it easy too, I thought. Maybe there is some easy way to stop the idea that we were alone and insignificant in an unimaginable gulf preying on my consciousness. Not to mention my subconscious.




      Sometimes, in the thin spaces of the Daedalus, I wondered whether I was really cut out for deep space and the recontact mission. It was something I’d been waiting all my life to do, but that’s not necessarily a guarantee of competence. I was supposed to be an expert on alien environments, but the environment of the ship itself—perhaps the mission itself—sometimes seemed a little too alien. More alien, anyhow, than the colony worlds themselves.




      It was me, I decided, that was backwards. Karen made more sense.




      “If you’re going to sit up and challenge your mind with great philosophical questions of our time,” she said, “then you can make the coffee while you’re doing it. I’ll be back in two minutes.”




      She disappeared in the direction of the control panel.




      I made the coffee, and put the cards away. When she came back I was staring at a spot on the ceiling.




      “Isn’t it amazing,” I commented, “that even in the most rigorously sterile environments, spots appear on the ceiling.”




      “And you also get dirt under your fingernails,” she said. “Let’s for God’s sake not bore each other to death. Talk about something sensible. Help me overcome my inevitable dislocation, tell me Dendra’s guilty secrets.”




      I looked at her pensively, slightly reluctant to be jerked out of my desolate mood. She stared at me. She had quite a powerful stare. I was tempted to fix my gaze on the ceiling again.




      “You’ve read the reports,” I said. “You know exactly as much as I do.”




      “No chance,” she replied. “I read the reports, they’re words. But to you, they mean something. They build up a picture in your mind, an idea of what it’s like. I just get a blur. I’m a mechanic, not an ecological romantic.”




      “We all have our problems,” I commented, dryly. But I wasn’t unwilling to talk about Dendra. I did have a picture, of sorts. Trying to describe the picture would probably help to clarify it. Sometimes you don’t know what you think until you try to explain it.




      “It’s a forest,” I said. “A very, very big forest. Not homogeneous, geographically speaking, but continuous. One vast expanse of trees running right around the planet. The planet’s unusual because it’s too ordinary—you know what I mean?”




      She nodded. “No axial tilt. Spins in the plane of its orbit. Two moons, both tiny, in the same plane. Very orderly. No seasonal changes to speak of.”




      “More than that,” I said. “There’s one vast continent girdling the world around the equator, stretching north and south to the forty-third parallel, or thereabouts, on either side. There are two large polar seas with jagged edges. Such wonderful symmetry. Low altitude airstreams blow more or less constantly from the poles towards the equator—gigantic convection currents which bring rain to feed the forest and the rivers. All of which means that conditions are very stable all over the land surface. Remarkably so. The temperate zones are very temperate, and the climate changes according to a smooth progression as you go north or south toward the tropics. Comfortable, reliable.”




      “Like Floria.”




      “Not like Floria. Floria’s supposed stability is really just lethargy. No tides, no definite motor of change—but change is going on, and there’s a wide range of conditions geographically speaking. There are forests and deserts and marshes and savannah. But on Dendra, there’s only the forest. It stretches everywhere, and only the tallest mountains have slopes above the tree line where virtually nothing can flourish. Dendra is just one vast, continuous habitat.




      “And it’s teeming with life. Thousands of species. Insects, vertebrates, a fuller range than Earth. Life’s been hard on Earth, and a lot of potential groups never made it. But on Dendra, the evolution of the forest has stabilized the whole pattern of change within it. The larger, fiercer creatures that seem to dominate much of Earth’s evolutionary history aren’t there. In a forest, it pays to be small. But the sequence of physical development is strikingly similar. You can’t use terms like insect and mammal exactly when you talk about an alien life-system—you’re always drawing analogies rather than making a rational classification—but on Dendra there are insects which are for all the world like Earth insects, and mammals like Earth mammals. There are birds, there are frogs, and some things we’ll have to make up new names for. But by and large, the animal population of Dendra is strikingly similar to the animal population of any subtropical forest on Earth—only more so. And the whole planet is one enormously complex community, in ecological terms.”




      I paused, waiting for her to stop me because I was being boring, or to ask questions, or simply to invite me to go on.




      I think she was amused by the way the words flowed: a little too fast, a little less than certain.




      “So?” she prompted.




      “The implications,” I said, “are legion. You’ve seen what the survey team wrote in terms of general conclusions. They advised against colonization.”




      “I know what they advised,” she said. “But I don’t know why. It seemed, by all accounts, a very hospitable world. And they were overruled—a colony was sent out.”




      “It’s difficult,” I said. “Maybe the survey scientists themselves couldn’t put forward an itemized list of reasons why Dendra was unsuitable. It’s just that the whole thing has the wrong feel.




      “One point is that there seems to be a relationship between the stability of communities and their complexity. And there’s a sort of feedback loop which means that the more complex a situation becomes the more stable it can become, and if it does become more stable it finds extra opportunities for complexification. On Earth, the loop isn’t important because changes in circumstances—weather, geological factors, etc.—put a limit on stability. But on Dendra that limit is very different. The opportunities for stabilization and complexification are much greater. Unless, of course, an invader moves in from outside—a human invader.”




      “You mean they might trigger changes which would upset the whole system?”




      “Maybe...or maybe the whole system would be so efficient that it wouldn’t permit them to make changes at all. Or maybe nothing. It’s the sort of factor which just can’t be weighed. You can’t find out until you try. And if you find out that the answer is disaster....”




      “It’s already too late.”




      “Quite so.”




      “You think the colony may have failed?”




      “I’m not about to lay any bets either way.”




      “You must have an opinion.”




      I shook my head firmly. “On the contrary. I mustn’t form an opinion. That’s the trap. When you don’t have enough data, you have to be content to be undecided. That’s why the survey report ran into trouble with the UN. The men who compiled the report were undecided, because they didn’t have enough information to decide—but the UN wouldn’t accept that. The survey simply reported a vast profusion of unknown factors—not simply because of the question of the stability of the Dendran ecosphere, but its complexity too. The survey team had a limited time. There was no way they could begin a full investigation of a life-system as complex as Dendra’s. They looked hard, and everything they saw looked good, but it was what they never got a chance to look at that worried them most. They could no more compile a full dossier on Dendra’s life-system than they could count and classify every star in the known universe. That’s a job for a lifetime—a hundred lifetimes. And it would never be wholly done. What the survey team had to do was guess the whole pattern from the pieces they had. Usually, teams feel confident enough to say that they have an educated guess, a good guess. The Dendran team didn’t feel that confident. They had an educated guess, all right, but they didn’t feel that it was a good one.”




      “If that’s the case,” she said, “why did they send a colony to Dendra?”




      “Political minds work to a different set of criteria,” I said, with vague traces of sarcasm. “And in addition, there was probably a little double-dealing. Ask Nathan. He could read between those particular lines far better than I can.”




      “Nathan’s sleeping the sleep of the just,” she pointed out.




      Just what? I wondered. But I didn’t say it.




      “If you like,” I said, “I’ll tell you what my nasty little mind suspects. But I could be wrong. Political waters run deep. And murky. I may be doing someone an injustice.”




      And, I added, under my breath, pigs might have had wings in those days.




      “I’m listening,” she said. “It all helps to fill up the time.”




      “Look at it this way,” I said. “Exploratory vessels go out looking for Earth-type worlds. When one of them finds one it makes a few elementary observations from orbit, and then goes on somewhere else. It isn’t equipped to land. When it gets home, all its data are examined. The worlds which might prove hospitable are sorted out, and survey teams go out—at colossal expense—to land, stay about a year, and make a supposedly-thorough examination of the prospects for human habitation. They can’t find out everything, but they use their time as efficiently as possible, and the idea is that they should find out enough. Only what’s ‘enough’. Who can tell? And—more important, perhaps—who gets to decide?




      “It costs a hell of a lot to do a survey. It doesn’t even end when the team returns—there are more experiments to be done with material brought back. This is long and tedious because it has to be done under strict quarantine—a precaution which, though necessary, does limit the scope of the investigation.




      “At the end of it all it’s a grade A tragedy if the scientists come back and say: ‘Sorry, it’s no good.’ The trouble is, though, that they can never really say: ‘Great, it’s perfect.’ The best they can do is come up with an estimate of the possible risk—a guess which, though it be the most educated guess in the world, remains a guess. Things like the organic correspondence factor between Earth and the alien world can be measured exactly, but that isn’t necessarily anything to do with the probability that a colony will survive. But someone, or a whole series of someones, has to take the hard data, weigh it up, and come up with a figure.




      “That’s science, even if it is a bit rough-hewn and speculative. But now we move out of the realms of science. Because another someone, or a whole series of other someones, has to make the decision as to what level of probability constitutes an acceptable risk. Is an eighty per cent chance of success worth taking? Or an eighty-five percent chance? How about eighty-one, or maybe eighty-one and a half? This kind of political bargaining is made all the more difficult because the probabilities themselves can’t pretend to be accurate, and certainly not precise to one or two percent.




      “The politicians take into account all kinds of extraneous factors like the cost of mounting a colony project, the cash they’ve already ploughed in, the climate of public opinion and the pressures of all kinds of power-groups as they’re felt at that particular moment. All these things may influence the critical threshold—the level of acceptable risk.




      “Now, the reports offered by the Dendra team were more uncertain than almost any other set. In this particular case the team didn’t feel they had enough data. But can you imagine what a bureaucrat would say to a scientist who said: ‘Well, we’ve gone through the whole procedure, and we just can’t come up with a figure.’ That’s not what bureaucrats pay scientists for. The survey team had to provide an answer, so they turned one in, along with the qualification that in this particular case the estimate was less confident than usual. The figure they turned in was below the critical threshold, and so, in effect, was advice against attempting colonization.




      “But it seems—and I only say seems—that the political mind didn’t quite approach the issue in the way the scientists anticipated. Imagine a committee of bureaucrats looking at the report. They think: We’ve put an awful lot of money into this for a negative result; and we haven’t sent a colony ship out for some time. We’re under pressure. And look at this here: it says that this estimate is only tentative. As it is, it’s not far below the critical threshold, and if the scientists aren’t sure, well then the real figure might be above the critical threshold. Can we afford to abandon this world because the scientists are hesitant? Wouldn’t it be ridiculous if we rejected an ideal world because the survey team doesn’t think they had long enough to look around? Is there a single scrap of hard evidence that this world may prove inhospitable?’




      “And the answer, of course, is no. So what happens?”




      “They send a colony anyway,” said Karen.




      “Wrong,” I said. “The political mind moves in mysterious ways its wonders to perform. What they do is to pass the buck. They refuse to come to a firm decision. They don’t back up the risk-estimate provided by the scientists, and they do their best to discredit it. But they also won’t take on to themselves the responsibility of mounting a colony project.




      “And so the thing passes out of normal channels, and becomes a special case. Special cases are the bread and butter of professional politicians, because they can be shaped to fit specific and momentary needs—party needs, personal needs—it all depends who catches the buck and gets to slice it. I think Dendra was used in some back-handed political maneuver. What actually happened was that a cut-price colony was planned. Fewer ships than usual, less cash spent on supplies and equipment. The responsibility for the cut-price aspect certainly wasn’t accepted by the usual UN planning authority, and probably not by the guy who actually arranged it. it was probably shifted on to the colonists themselves. Some particular group which had been agitating for a different system of emigration-selection, or even an organization of would-be emigrants who wanted to go as a group, were bought off with the offer of a substandard world. ‘Here, you can have this one. It’s rated below threshold, but don’t worry about that—just these conservative scientists. It’s really okay, but naturally you go at your own risk. Officially, we can’t let you go; but officially, of course, you’d have to go through the normal balloting procedure, which is exactly what you want to avoid. Best of luck; and goodbye forever.’




      “You see the theme?”




      “You have a nasty mind, Alex,” she said.




      “Haven’t you?” I countered.




      “Oh sure,” she replied. “I believe every word. It’s not quite what shows up in the reports, though. There’s no evidence.”




      “Look at the colony list,” I said. “The cut-price aspect is obvious in the way the ships were crowded and under-supplied. The get-rid-of-the-agitators-at-their-own-risk aspect isn’t so clear, but look at the names of the colonists. One hundred per cent Euroamerican. If they were selected by standard ballot the laws of probability were on holiday that week. You want to bet those ships weren’t filled by invitation to certain people with significantly louder voices than their less troublesome brethren from nations whose influence in UN affairs wasn’t so great in that wonderful Golden Age?”




      “You could be right,” she agreed.




      “See what Nathan thinks,” I said. “If he reads between the lines the way I do....”




      “The last thing he’d do would be to start broadcasting his findings. He’d keep quiet about it.”




      I thought about that, and decided that it might well be so. Nathan, after all, was their kind of animal. A political mind, moving in its own secret orbit around the truth.




      “You think they shouldn’t have colonized Dendra?” she asked.




      Again, I retreated to my non-committal pedestal. “We’ll find out who was wrong and who was lucky when we get there,” I said. “Not before.”




      “And if it’s failed?”




      “We find out why it failed. That’s vital. We have to know where the thinking went wrong, and how. We have to know just why the educated guess wasn’t educated enough.”




      “I could almost believe,” she said, “that you want this colony to have failed. And for the right reason—some little thing that the survey team didn’t find because they didn’t have the time. You want to vindicate the scientists who put in the low probability estimate.”




      “That’s garbage,” I said, dourly. “If that colony has failed, it will be a tragedy on a big scale.”




      “Not your tragedy, Alex.”




      “Everybody’s tragedy,” I insisted.




      “I still think you have mixed feelings,” she persisted.




      “My feelings are always mixed,” I said. “Just like everybody else’s. But not that kind of mixture.”




      Her eyes were fixed on my face, as if she were trying to see right into my skull, like Mariel. But Karen hadn’t any advantages of that kind. She had to take my word for what I was thinking.




      “And yet,” she said, “it’s you that can’t sleep at night.”




      I grunted, dismissing the point as irrelevant, though I wasn’t wholly sure that it was. Karen, of course, had long since abandoned any concern over man’s inhumanity to man (or woman). She took it all in her stride. She had a hard heart. She saved her sympathies for personal matters, and could withdraw it if and when the need arose. Sometimes, I wished I had her detachment.




      Only sometimes.




      “We could have real problems on Dendra,” she said, idly. “Not so childishly easy as on Floria.”




      I smiled at that, largely because it was intended to make me smile. But I was still taking it seriously.




      Her eyes strayed briefly to the clock. It was the barest of glances, confirming what she already knew.




      “Time to check that we haven’t blown up,” she said, getting to her feet. She paused slightly as she turned away.




      I stayed put for a second, then shrugged. “Maybe I can muster enough lethargy to get me to sleep,” I said, getting up. And I added to lighten the note of our parting: “Suppose we are blowing up?”




      “Don’t worry about that,” she said, ironically. “We’re outside spacetime. The universe won’t even notice we’ve gone.”




      It was a comforting thought.


    


  




  

    

      CHAPTER TWO




      I hadn’t intended that what I said to Karen about Dendra should be in strict confidence. I knew the rumor would get around, even if I didn’t help it. I also suspected that Nathan Parrick might not approve. I wasn’t really surprised when he sought me out for a confidential word.




      It was some days later, shortly before we were scheduled to reach our destination. I was in my room, scanning the reports for the nth time. I was just feeding data into my head and letting my imagination go to work, trying to anticipate problems. Sometimes I can be a real glutton for punishment.




      I was reading the atmosphere analysis, and marveling at its complexity. It wasn’t the gas mixture that was important—that had to be fairly standard in order to qualify the world for a second look—but the abundance of organic traces. There was a fourteen page list of complex molecules drifting around in minute quantities, detected by mechanical olfactory apparatus. About three dozen were deadly poisons, some were ataractic, several hallucinogenic, three were powerfully narcotic and nearly a hundred unknown. They were all biological products and all biodegradable. They couldn’t accumulate in living tissue and weren’t present in anywhere near active concentrations. They were just sufficient to scent the air. Oddly enough, the olfactory analysis, though magnificent in scope, missed out on one little detail.




      It didn’t say whether the overall smell was pleasant or not.




      That’s the trouble with mechanical devices. They miss out on the important things.




      I was looking through the individual molecule-counts, trying to find a freak high enough to worry about. Sometimes the incidence of such trace factors is very variable, and they can build up very quickly to toxic levels, especially in the pollen season. Of such things are disasters made.




      I wasn’t finding anything, because Dendra didn’t have a pollen season. There wasn’t any kind of cycle at all. All natural processes were continuous.




      When Nathan interrupted me I was pleased to see him. It can be frustrating, looking for something that isn’t there.




      “We’re in normal space again,” he said, pleasantly. “We’ll be in orbit very soon.”




      “Welcome back to spacetime,” I said, dryly.




      I got along well enough with Nathan. It had become obvious on Floria that we operated from different conceptual standpoint, but there had been no real clash of opinions since the troubled period when we had landed on Floria and precipitated an abortive rebellion. Once things had settled down and our goals coincided perfectly, we could happily work away in our respective spheres without conflict. We both suspected, however, that the potential for more conflict was still implicit in our attitudes.




      “I hear,” he said, coming straight to the point, “that you have your doubts about what we might find on Dendra.”




      “Haven’t we all?” I replied, stalling. “We’ll be there soon. Then we can all find out.”




      “I wanted to talk to you first,” he said.




      I sighed, and moved along the bunk. “Sit down,” I invited.




      He sat.




      “Do you think we need a referee?” I asked.




      He refused to be amused. “We land tomorrow,” he said. “All being well. I think it might be wiser if we didn’t take down too many preconceived notions about what we might find there.”




      I saw the point of the eleventh hour approach. He wanted to undermine the ideas that my nasty mind had come up with—or the attitude born of them—at the right strategic moment.




      “It’s okay,” I assured him. “I’m not going down there with a bee in my bonnet about uncovering evidence to crucify a bunch of long-dead political cowboys. I have my priorities in order.”




      “I know that. What I want to try to avoid, before it crops up, is the kind of communication-breakdown we suffered on Floria. I’d like to agree, if we can, on the principles we work on.”




      I folded up the reports and stacked them neatly on my knee.




      “State your principles,” I invited, “and I’ll tell you which ones I agree with.”




      “You’re not being very helpful.”




      “True,” I admitted.




      “It seems to me,” he said, “that you’re anticipating a conflict of opinions before there’s any need for it. You seem to be assuming that my approach to this world—whatever the situation we find there—is going to be radically different from yours.”




      I shook my head. “If you think that’s because of the things I’ve deduced about the way the Dendra colony was set up, you’re wrong. It’s not just Dendra, it’s everywhere. Our approaches are different. You’re here to write propaganda. I’m here to help. Well, okay, it’s not for me to reason why. I’m not going to interfere with your work, and you won’t interfere with mine. But you can’t expect me to declare solemnly that I’ll agree with what you have to say and do. If we find Dendra—or any other colony—in grave difficulties, then I’m not going to misrepresent the fact in my reports.”




      “I’m not talking about misrepresentation,” he said. “And you’re jumping way ahead of me. This assumption of implicit hostility is a handicap to the whole mission, and that’s what I want to talk about. We’re on the same side. We ought to be able to work together.”




      I had to admit, even to myself, that the prejudice I felt against Nathan was really an emotional one. I didn’t even dislike him personally—I just disliked the kind of man I thought he was. I ought to have been able to put the prejudice aside, but it wasn’t easy. It didn’t make it any easier, either, that he could come to me and ask me to put it aside.




      “I came out here,” I said, “to do a job. To recontact the colonies and give them whatever help I could. I believe that we should reinstitute a space program, if not to colonize new worlds, at least to give proper support to the ones already colonized. But you’re here to make what we do into a big story—something to be used for propaganda purposes, to make a new space program acceptable to the world. So we want the same thing, but not the same way. I don’t want a new space program simply because someone managed to sell the idea in the political marketplace, with the corollary assumption that someone at some future date might sell the idea of abandoning it again. I don’t think the matter belongs to the political marketplace at all. I think we should begin the space program again for reasons which go much deeper than that—because we need to become an interstellar community. The reason you and I don’t work on the same wavelength is that I’m committed and you’re just a professional doing a job, without even believing in it. Your idea of need isn’t the same as mine.”




      He let me run on and finish, and he even left a decent interval to make sure I was completely through.




      Then he said: “I was hired as a professional, to do a professional job. So were you. You aren’t here because you’re a committed man but because you’re good at your job. Pete Rolving and Karen Karelia are here because they can fly a starship as well as anyone else. Conrad Silvian and Linda Beck are here because, like you, they’re totally capable in handling their equipment and analyzing ecological problems. Nobody was hired for their ideals, Alex. It’s ridiculous to think that they should have been.”




      “Maybe so,” I said. I didn’t add anything else, just let it hang stubbornly.




      “You may not think the political marketplace operates the right way,” he went on, “but it operates. It’s the place where things are decided, and in practical terms there is no other. It’s the only place where ideas—and principles, and needs, and moralities—can be bought and sold.”




      “I know.”




      “But you insist on making it difficult for yourself.”




      “It is difficult,” I said. “That’s the way it is all right. But I can’t accept it and capitulate with it just because it exists. I can’t square it with my conscience. You can. You find it all too easy to adopt the stance that’s handed out to you by the status quo. Okay. That’s you. But it isn’t me and it never will be.”




      The atmosphere in the cabin seemed thick. Most of the tension was on my side. He was still relaxed. He didn’t hold it against me. Much.




      “I was screened by the UN,” I pointed out. “They selected me, warts and all.”




      “Don’t you think that you owe them something, then?” he said, with a casual cutting edge. “A duty to do your job without the emotional extras.”




      “Is that what we’re arguing about?” I asked. “Emotional extras?”




      “If you like,” he replied




      It was no use reminding him that on Floria things had worked out fine. I hadn’t paid much attention to the instructions laid down for us, but it had worked out—in the end. But he wouldn’t concede that point. From his point of view, I’d done it all wrong, had been in the wrong. It’s like backing a winning horse against the form. No serious student of probability will ever admit you did the right thing even while he watches you count your money.




      “Look, Alex,” he said. “There’s no point working up a sweat. I came here to try and prevent this kind of thing happening on the ground. We may have differences, but let’s keep them in second place. The mission comes first.”




      “What do you want from me?” I said. “What do I have to promise?”




      “All I ask,” he said, “is that when we land you take whatever situation we find as it comes. No judgments. No condemnations. Never mind who gets the credit or who gets the blame. Just do what we came to do, okay?”




      “In a calm, detached, professional manner?”




      “In a calm, detached, professional manner,” he echoed. He was dead serious.




      “The way I work,” I said, “is to get involved. I don’t solve problems by clinical analysis and aloof meditation. I have to be in amongst them. Feeling them.”




      He didn’t sigh. He didn’t show any trace of annoyance. Maybe he’d expected it. In any case, it seemed that he knew when to leave things be.




      He pointed to the files.




      “Find anything?” he asked, levelly. He could have said something along the lines of ‘What do your feelings tell you,’ and made it sarcastic. He didn’t. He was keeping it neutral. He really did want a peace pact.




      I thought maybe it was time to climb down just a little. No harm in making things a little easier, on the surface.




      “I don’t know,” I said. “I’m just absorbing it all. I won’t be able to read anything into it until I see it on the ground. Twenty minutes in the forest will probably tell me as much as three weeks combing the reports.”




      “Why comb them then?”




      I allowed myself a tiny smile. “It’s because I’ve combed them so thoroughly that twenty minutes on the ground will be able to tell me so much more. The way you get to see so much is standing on the shoulders of giants, remember?”




      He was ready to smile, too.




      He stood up, but before he could reach out to open the door someone else did it for him. It was Pete Rolving, apparently in too much of a hurry to bother knocking.




      “You better come,” he said. “I got an answer to the radio signal.”




      That was good news. I shot to my feet, and I could see the relief in Nathan’s face. Obviously he’d been worried about the prospect of getting no answer at all.




      But Pete was quick to jump in on top of our elation. “They don’t make much sense,” he said. “In fact, they don’t make any sense at all.”




      He was already moving back along the corridor. We followed. Looking back over his shoulder, he said: “They’re like children. Moronic. Half the time I can’t tell what they say. They made contact in response to the alarm, but I don’t think they know what they’re doing at all. I get the impression that they think it’s God talking. They keep saying ‘Thank God’ over and over.”




      Nathan wouldn’t look at me. I don’t think he wanted to see my face.




      “Something,” said Pete Rolving, as we reached the radio, “is wrong.”
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