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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.




INTRODUCTION


I’ve got some good news for you: you are going on a long journey.


You will also meet a mysterious stranger – a good many mysterious strangers, actually, some human and some not. You will witness behaviours and rituals that will baffle you, intrigue you, and even frighten you. Did I say frighten? Yes, and perhaps horrify you as well. That’s my idea of good news? You have no idea.


The Alien is a science-fiction staple. Sometimes Aliens come here to blunder around the landscape creating havoc of one kind or another. Even if the Aliens in question are from civilisations vastly superior to ours, they do a fair amount of blundering thanks to their failure to understand certain things about us, biologically or culturally or both. Assuming, that is, they aren’t doing it deliberately because they’re here to enslave us.


And sometimes we go to the other worlds and blunder around their landscape. We are the Ugly Terrans, cluelessly stamping all over sacred traditions and disrupting the ecology so land developers can build comfortable housing for colonists.


But these are simple stories. The real story of alien contact will be much stranger and far more complicated, and we’ll have to wait a long time before it happens. In the meantime, though, this tale by Michael Bishop gives us plenty to think about.


Michael Bishop built his brilliant reputation by approaching Aliens from an anthropological perspective. However, he did not forget that his anthropologist explorers are human beings – fallible and weak if well-intentioned, highly intelligent but also selfish and egotistical. While the Aliens are . . . alien.


BoskVeld is a world far from our solar system – don’t worry about how we get there, that’s not important. What’s important is, the Aliens, called the Asadi, are not merely weirder-looking cavemen or hominids, or possessed of a form of intelligence that either seems primitive but is actually superior, or really is primitive but is ultimately purer and more virtuous than ours, or is superior deliberately disguised as primitive for malign purposes. The Asadi are none of these things – they’re a whole lot stranger.


The first part of this novel was published in Worlds of If as ‘Death and Designation Among the Asadi’ and was nominated for both the Nebula and the Hugo. If you have read that extraordinary novella, you have only scratched the surface of Transfigurations. Egon Chaney’s efforts to make sense of the Asadi psyche, to reconcile a race that has no technology or culture and barely has a societal order with a mysterious structure they couldn’t have built and artefacts they couldn’t have made become the obsession that consumes him, as obsessions tend to do but in a quite unexpected way, one that proves to be only the beginning for Chaney’s colleagues Moses Eisen and Thomas Benedict, and his daughter, the exquisitely named Elegy Cather. And then there is Kretzoi, whose unique nature may illuminate a possible connection between the Asadi and humans, heretofore unsuspected by anyone . . . except, perhaps, Egon Chaney, who presciently names some of the Asadi after people he already knows.


The answers they seek – how do the Asadi live, what made them the way they are, how they are connected to the strange, eyeless winged creatures that seem to be the only other animal life on the planet, and, of course, what really happened to Egon Chaney – lead them to bigger questions: What if it’s not survival of the fittest but survival by the fittest? How far will you follow your nature to survive? Is there anything too extreme? Can love still exist? If humanity does have a connection with an extraterrestrial race, can one act of redemption be great enough for both? Or is it possible for one people to follow a path so monstrous that no redemption is possible?


Transfigurations deals with all of these things and more, it is wonderfully intelligent and has a great deal to tell us about who and what people are. But like all the best stories, there is a compelling mystery at its very complex, highly human heart. The desire to solve this mystery will keep you reading, and what you find out along the way will not only keep you thinking for a long time afterwards, it might also change the way you think about the nature of humanity . . . or even just nature.


You are going on a long journey. And by the time you turn the last page, you’ll really feel like you did.


Pat Cadigan




PROLOGUE


Well over six years ago Egan Chaney disappeared into the mute and steamy depths of the Calyptran Wilderness on the planet BoskVeld. ‘Don’t come after me,’ he wrote before leaving us, ‘I won’t let you bring me back.’ Nevertheless, despite what many people persisted in believing in the interval between his disappearance and my recent return to Earth, we made repeated attempts to rescue Chaney from the Wild and to discover what had happened to him.


None of those attempts was successful, and the last such endeavor before Elegy Cather’s arrival took place only about a year ago: a privately financed expedition led by the Bhutanese explorer Geoffrey Sankosh, who once made a solitary descent into the major caldera of Nix Olympica on Mars. Sankosh managed to shoot a stunning holographic film of an Asadi female giving birth to twin infants in her arboreal nest, but he found no trace of either Chaney or the huge winged pagoda that Chaney had described so meticulously in his journals and in-the-field tapes.


On the night before young Cather was due to take the shuttle bringing her out of probeship orbit to the surface of BoskVeld, I took a long walk around the perimeters of Frasierville. As I walked, I carried on a one-sided conversation with Chaney’s ghost.


Egan, I thought, you must be dead.


I had supposed as much six years ago – only weeks after he had left us – but I had always believed that one day we would stumble upon his glowing bones and so establish my supposition as fact. No such luck. Chaney continued to elude us, and there were nights when nearly inaudible trillings from the jungle reminded me of his rueful and laconic laughter.


Are you still out there? I asked his ghost.


The base camp from which Chaney and the rest of us had worked we now called Frasierville, and plasma lamps on tall vanadium-steel poles made an eerie presidio of what had once been a jumble of quonset huts and storage sheds on the boundary between the rain forest and the twilight desolation of the veldts. The infirmary in which Chaney recuperated after Eisen and I answered the summons of his flares had become a hospital, albeit a rather small one. Wood-frame dwellings had taken the place of our prefabricated dormitories, and a dozen of our most senior scientific personnel had imported their families to share with them the back-breaking joys and the poignant midnight nostalgias of the pioneer. I was an exception because I had had no family to import, and I lived alone in one of the dilapidated quonsets from base-camp days.


As I was walking that evening, I heard a baby cry.


Think of that, Egan, I addressed my old friend’s ghost: BoskVeld remains a mystery to us, but we are actually bringing children here. An overeager colonial authority has approved the immigration of five thousand families during the coming fiscal year, and a policy of computer-directed homesteading will soon determine the fate of the grasslands, steppes, and savannahs that give this planet half its name. Such changes in only six years! A baby!


Are you happy you’re safely dead, Egan?


Chaney would never know the ambivalent pleasure of tasting a breakfast cereal made from a grain hybridized for BoskVeld’s soil and climate. The human palate might suffer, but our human pride told us that the accomplishment was sweet. Whilais. That’s what our agrogeneticists called that grain, and already I could envision children running through fields of its delicate reedlike stalks and devouring breadsticks baked from its coarse pinkish meal.


I couldn’t escape the topic of children. This was probably because the following morning Egan Chaney’s daughter would set foot on BoskVeld for the first time in her life and it seemed imperative to me that I anticipate and prepare for her arrival. Seven years ago I had had no idea that Chaney had once had a family, had presumed him a bachelor like myself. Tomorrow morning, though, I would come face to face with a young woman whose existence shamed his failure to acknowledge her and whose purpose was to succeed where Chaney’s most stalwart colleagues, not to mention the famous Geoffrey Sankosh, had met only frustration and defeat.


That night, then, I sought amid the lacework of stars that so reminded Chaney of ‘flaming cobwebs’ the orbiting star of his daughter’s probeship. I think I saw it. It was hard to be certain.


In any case, there came together briefly in a glittering arc of sky Balthasar, Caspar, and Melchior, the trio of moons whose wine-like bouquets of light had intoxicated him so cruelly during his field work among the Asadi. In memory of Chaney I tried to feel drunk with homesickness for Earth. But all I managed to feel was a nagging anticipation of the dawn.


Six years ago I compiled from Egan Chaney’s notes, letters, and random recordings an unorthodox monograph about the hominoid Asadi.


Over a period of weeks, as the priority scheduling of light-probe transmissions from our base-camp radio room allowed, I sent the manuscript home piecemeal. Eventually the fragments were gathered, proofread, and published by The Press of the National University of Kenya in Nairobi, the same institution from which I had taken my graduate degrees in paleoanthropology and extraterrestrial ecological theory. The monograph was released as Death and Designation Among the Asadi, and it went through nine printings in a year’s time, focusing an inordinate degree of public attention on the work of the Third Denebolan Expedition here on BoskVeld and incidentally apprising me of the fact that Chaney had once had a domestic relationship with a woman who was still alive. Thenceforward, royalties from the monograph were divided between the National University’s research foundation and the surviving members of Chaney’s unacknowledged but contractually lawful family. This arrangement persists.


Because our monograph has since appeared in nearly a hundred additional printings in sixteen languages, few people on Earth and the Glaktik Komm colony worlds have not heard of BoskVeld and the Asadi. Moreover, although the monograph deals exclusively with Chaney’s field work in the rain forests, it has given the entire planet – officially, GK-World Leo/Denebola IV – an aura of romance.


Colonists arrived on BoskVeld with the name of the Asadi on their lips, even though their first priority after planetfall was to homestead the veldts. They came into Frasierville from the Egan Chaney Shuttle Field (for so we had eventually named it), spent a week or so listening to orientation lectures and outfitting themselves for the hard times ahead, and then departed in helicraft or veldt-rover caravans for the territories preassigned them by Colonial Administration. Only a few of these venturesome people took time out from their indoctrination for a look-see into the rain forests, and those who did stuck close to beaten paths, tempting the sirens of romance no further than seemed politic. They knew that the real business of their lives lay elsewhere, even if the legend of Egan Chaney and the mystery of the Asadi had played no small part in enticing them to BoskVeld.


The trouble, of course, was that people didn’t regard Death and Designation Among the Asadi as anything but a clever and compelling fiction.


Stay-at-home experts continued to dismiss the monograph as my own exploitative work of the imagination, meanwhile self-righteously damning me for plundering the private and professional scholarship of a dead colleague for my own wealth and fame. The two accusations seemed to me mutually exclusive: Either I had composed a fiction to which I had put Chaney’s name, or else I had unconscionably appropriated Chaney’s legitimate field work for my own, but surely not both together. No matter. Most of the academic reviewers of Death and Designation Among the Asadi made both charges at once.


In fact, the furor created by Chaney’s and my collaborative monograph seemed to substantiate his belief that unswayable Pygmies of the intellect abound and prosper. They had been using the ineffectual blowguns of their wits against me for more than five years. Because I didn’t return from BoskVeld to face them, many surmised that they had stung me to the heart. What use to Thomas Benedict on the fourth planet of the Denebolan system, they wondered, are the wealth and fame he’s filched from Egan Chaney’s suffering? And not realizing that I didn’t give a damn about either riches or celebrity, they concluded I was afraid to come home and face them.


The truth?


The only thing I was really afraid of was something I also anticipated with high hopefulness: the arrival of Chaney’s daughter, a twenty-two-year-old woman who signed her light-probe communications Elegy Cather. My apprehension derived from the fact that young Cather put implicit faith in even the most credulity-straining portions of her father’s in-the-field tapes and journals.


Even I didn’t go that far. I knew that Chaney had subjectively experienced everything that appears in our monograph – but having spent so much time in the Wild searching for demonstrable proof, I found it difficult to credit the objective reality of the ornate pagoda at which the Asadi had supposedly concluded their ritual of death and designation. The hard plastic eyebooks, or spectrum-displaying cassettes, that Chaney had brought out of the Wild with him were indeed tangible evidence that he had found something indicative of advanced technology in there, but not necessarily a towering building that cunningly eluded our discovery. I had to believe that Chaney had erected his imaginary pagoda on the ruins of a genuine structure about which he had read in an early monograph of Oliver Oliphant Frasier’s.


Elegy Cather believed otherwise. Nearly eight months before this little history of mine opens, I had checked my box in Frasierville’s radio room and found this unexpected communication:


Dear Dr Benedict,


The residuals from the American edition of my father’s book on the Asadi have put me through the Goodall-Fossey College of Primate Ethology here in East Africa. I have done field work with both chimps and baboons in the Gombe Stream Reserve in Tanzania. You must know that I am grateful to you for making this possible. By editing and seeing to the publication of my father’s work, you have given me both the financial support and the incentive to obtain my degree as a primate ethologist.


But for my initial fear that I might not succeed here, I would have written to thank you long ago.


Maybe I am over that hurdle now. The Nyerere Foundation of Dar es Salaam has just provided me with a grant to study the Asadi on BoskVeld. In addition, the colonial authority of Glaktik Komm and Kommthor itself have approved my application for an interstellar visa. I will arrive aboard the probeship Wasserläufer IX before the end of the year.


You should know, Dr Benedict, that it is my intention not only to study the Asadi but to determine without doubt the fate of my father. I also wish to vindicate the reliability of his final in-the-field reports, even those that seem most suspect. In fact, as soon as I had learned of the failure of the Sankosh expedition to find either my father or his notorious pagoda, I put in for my grant.


Although skeptics describe the pagoda as an architectural Yeti or Sasquatch, I believe in its existence and think we can demonstrate its reality to our own and others’ satisfaction. (I say ‘we,’ Dr Benedict, because I have hopes of enlisting you in my cause.) All that is necessary is a new approach to the problem, one that Sankosh didn’t know to attempt and that even your people in Frasierville have never thought to try. The time remaining to me here in the Reserve I intend to spend preparing for my arrival on BoskVeld.


Heinrich Schliemann took Homer literally and so managed to discover and excavate the ruins of Troy. The Iliad was Schliemann’s guidebook.


I believe in the literal truth of my father’s final tape, which you have published in his ethnography as ‘Chaney’s Monologue.’ I also proclaim the accuracy of all his previous field work and reportage. Why shouldn’t I? Schliemann wasn’t related by blood to Homer, as I am to Egan Chaney, and yet Schliemann’s faith in the historicity of an ancient poem led him to great discoveries. I would be a traitor to my heritage if I didn’t invest my father’s words with at least as much authority as Schliemann found in Homer’s Iliad.


I’m looking forward to meeting you.


Cordially yours,


Elegy Cather


After this first communication, Elegy Cather relayed to me via light-probe transmission four or five additional messages, none of which went very far toward explaining how she hoped to succeed where dedicated, intelligent, and experienced adults had met only tangled jungle and the palpable mockery of their own rank sweat.


That’s why I was looking forward to meeting her, too, and that’s why I was a little frightened as well. How long would it take Elegy Cather to discover that she was on a fool’s errand, thus dashing her youthful hopes along with my grey and haggard ones?


And I? My name is Thomas Douglas Benedict, but call me Ben. I originally went to BoskVeld as the Third Denebolan Expedition’s junior paleoxenologist, in the wake of Oliver Oliphant Frasier’s discoveries near the Great Calyptran Sea and the disaster of the Second Expedition. For a good while, though, I was merely a general flunky to those with more formidable scientific credentials than mine.


I was in my late thirties. My most marketable skill was not my university training but my ability to pilot that all-purpose variety of Komm-service helicraft known familiarly as the Dragonfly. I had learned to fly them during the closing years of the African Armageddon, which threatened to end humanity’s tenure on Earth in approximately the same general area where it may have begun.


At an age when most literate adults are settling into positions of executive responsibility or at least securing the career gains of their youth, I had been languidly finishing up my graduate work in Nairobi. By rights, I ought to have been further along. It’s impossible to grab at the hostilities in Africa as an excuse, because I had frittered away a decade of my life before landing in Luanda with a contingent of foreign mercenaries, and immediately after the conflict I took my sweet time ‘recuperating.’ When I finally reached Nairobi and used my status as a Pan-African veteran to enroll in school there, I caroused as often as I studied, and only my late acquaintance with a woman older than I who had found several promising protohominid fossil sites in Ethiopia near Lake Shamo returned my interest and my attention to paleoanthropology.


Then I began to do well in school, but not exceptionally well. Just well enough not to be totally ashamed of myself when, my degrees newly in hand, I summoned the courage, or the brassiness, to apply for an auxiliary scientific post with the Third Denebolan Expedition then making ready at Kommthor Headquarters in Dar es Salaam.


Surprisingly, I was selected. I owed my selection, I knew, to my presence on the continent, an overgenerous letter of recommendation from a professor at the National University who had once met Moses Eisen in London, and, finally, the personal intervention of the woman who had turned me around in my studies. She visited Kommthor Headquarters on my behalf and pled my case with one of Captain Eisen’s personnel officers. She did this, I somewhat belatedly came to realize, because she loved me and because my devil-may-care indifference to her love demanded not only an admonitory generosity on her part but a real effort to remove me from her life. Two birds with one stone. Off went Thomas Douglas Benedict to BoskVeld.


Once we had established our base camp, I began to hope for a chance to examine and date several specimens of pre-Asadi statuary discovered by Oliver Oliphant Frasier in the ruins of a temple near the Calyptran Sea. But my immediate superior, a woman named Chiyoko Yoshiba, took this duty right out of my hands by virtue of her greater experience. I might have helped her in the appraisal of these artifacts, I suppose, but my attitude, even at thirty-nine, was that of a know-it-all joove; and I alienated Yoshiba with my clumsy self-confidence, my intellectual jokes, and my unauthorized absences from base camp in the Dragonfly belonging to the paleoxenological cadre of which she was the head. Many, many times I went off flying over the veldt country or the jungle simply to get away from people more in control of their lives than I was of mine, usually in the vain hope of purging the loneliness in my soul by getting better acquainted with myself. In retrospect, I can’t say that I blame Yoshiba for disliking me. After Chaney’s disappearance, though, we patched up our differences and eventually made friends . . .


Yoshiba soon discovered that every specimen of Asadi artwork or technology dug up from Frasier’s ruins defied accurate dating. Techniques employing the carbon-14 method, potassium-argon comparisons, geomagnetic determinations, fission-track readings, and measurements of thermoluminescence all proved equally useless because they gave her contradictory results. It was impossible to find out how long ago the Asadi’s ancestors – we’d begun calling them the Ur’sadi to distinguish them from their living but uncommunicative evolutionary spawn – had built their temples or what had brought about their swift and mysterious demise. I was of no help to Yoshiba or the other two paleoxenologists because my own theories about Asadi prehistory were so obviously either cynical or facetious constructs meant to provoke laughter rather than to cast light. Also, I was frequently absent when the others had need of an additional pair of hands or a different perspective. The result was that Yoshiba, in disgust, finally asked Moses Eisen to reassign me, to get me out of her and her colleagues’ hair.


Since it was impossible to send me home, Eisen transferred me to the personal bailiwick of Egan Chaney, the cultural-xenology unit. Chaney, interestingly, was the cultural-xenology unit. Eisen made me his pilot. I could not have been happier with the transfer.


Chaney was a cultural xenologist trained in Africa before the hostilities there disrupted most scientific endeavors on the continent for better than a decade. Even better, to my parochial way of thinking, he was a man with few friends on BoskVeld and no apparent ties to the home world. We were brethren, I felt. This was a delusion I didn’t see through until several months after his disappearance – when I was compiling and annotating the monograph that made Chaney, me, and BoskVeld famous.


Although he kept copious written records and often used a tape recorder to supplement the materials in his journals, Chaney seldom talked just to be talking. I did. Once we began sharing a dormitory section in the Third Expedition’s base camp, I spent a lot of time detailing my personal history for him. I told him about growing up during the sixties and early seventies in the Dakota Territories of the Rural American Union. Chaney listened. I told him about the women who had loved or pretended to love me, and whom I had invariably found cause to bid farewell. Chaney listened. I talked about my desire to write a popular account of all three expeditions to BoskVeld, the successes and failures, the hopes and the heartbreaks, the trials and the tribulations, and so on ad nauseam, and Chaney merely listened. He listened with such intentness that it was not until he had disappeared that I realized I knew absolutely nothing about him.


The only thing I ever understood in those days was that both of us, Egan Chaney and Thomas Benedict alike, were lost and at sea. That made us brothers, and so what if he held his tongue while I talked?


After my walk around Frasierville on the night before Elegy Cather’s arrival, I returned to my quarters and took a small book off my shelf . . .


Death and Designation Among the Asadi


Sundry Notes for an Abortive Ethnography
of the Asadi of BoskVeld,
Fourth Planet of the Denebolan System,
as Compiled from the Journals
(Both Private and Professional),
Official Reports, Private Correspondence, and Tapes of
Egan Chaney, Cultural Xenologist,
by his Friend and Associate, Thomas Benedict


The Press of the National University of Kenya, Nairobi




PART ONE


Preliminaries: Reverie and Departure


From the private journals of Egan Chaney: There are no more pygmies. Intellectual pygmies perhaps, but no more of those small, alert, swaybacked black people, of necessarily amenable disposition, who lived in the dead-and-gone Ituri rain forests; a people, by the way, whom I do not wish to sentimentalize (though perhaps I may). Pygmies no longer exist; they have been dead or dying for decades.


But on the evening before the evening when Benedict dropped me into the singing fronds of the Synesthesia Wild* under three bitter moons, they lived again for me. I spent that last evening in base camp rereading Turnbull’s The Forest People. Dreaming, I lived again with the people of the Ituri. I underwent nkumbi, the ordeal of circumcision. I dashed beneath the belly of an elephant and jabbed that monstrous creature’s flesh with my spear. Finally, I took part in the festival of the molimo with the ancient and clever BaMbuti.


All in all, I suppose, my reading was a sentimental exercise. Turnbull’s book had been the first and most vivid ethnography I had encountered in my undergraduate career; and even on that last night in base camp, on the hostile world of BoskVeld, a planet circling the star Denebola, his book sang in my head like the forbidden lyrics of the pygmies’ molimo, like the poignant melodies of BoskVeld’s moons.


A sentimental exercise.


What good my reading would do me among the inhabitants of the Synesthesia Wild I had no idea. Probably none. But I was going out there; and on the evening before my departure, the day before my submersion, I lost myself in the forests of another time, knowing that for the next several months I would be the waking and wakeful prisoner of the hominoids who were my subjects. We have killed off most of the ‘primitive’ peoples of Earth, but on paradoxical BoskVeld I still had a job.


And when Benedict turned the copter under those three antique-gold moons and flew it back to base camp like a crepitating dragonfly, I knew I had to pursue that job. But the jungle was bleak, and strange, and nightmarishly real; and all I could think was There are no more pygmies, there are no more pygmies, there are no


Methods: A Dialogue


From the professional notebooks of Egan Chaney: I was not the first Earthling to go among the Asadi, but I was the first to live with them for an extended period. The first of us to encounter the Asadi was Oliver Oliphant Frasier, the man who gave these hominoids their name – perhaps on analogy with the word Ashanti, the name of an African people who still exist, but more likely from the old Arabic word meaning lion, asad.


Oliver Oliphant Frasier had reported that the Asadi of BoskVeld had no speech as we understood this concept, but that at one time they had possessed a ‘written language.’ He used both these words loosely, I’m sure, and the anomaly of writing without speech was one that I hoped to throw some light on. In addition, Frasier had said that an intrepid ethnographer might hope to gain acceptance among the Asadi by a singularly unorthodox stratagem. I will describe this stratagem by setting down here a conversation I had with my pilot and research assistant, Thomas Benedict. In actual fact, this conversation never took place – but my resorting to dialogue may be helpful at this point. Benedict, no doubt, will forgive me.


BENEDICT: Listen, Chaney, what do you plan on doing after I drop you all by your lonesome into the Wild? You aren’t thinking of using the standard anthropological ploy, are you? You know, marching right into the Asadi hamlet and exclaiming, ‘I am the Great White God of whom your legends foretell’?


CHANEY: Not exactly. As a matter of fact, I’m not going into the Asadi clearing until morning.


BENEDICT: Then why the hell do I have to copter you into the Wild in the middle of the goddamn night?


CHANEY: To humor a lovable eccentric. No, no, Ben. Don’t revile me. The matter is fairly simple. Frasier said that the Asadi community clearing is absolutely vacant during the night; not a soul remains there between dusk and sunrise. The community members return to the clearing only when Denebola has grown fat and coppery on the eastern horizon.


BENEDICT: And you want to be dropped at night?


CHANEY: Yes, to give the noise of the Dragonfly a chance to fade and be forgotten, and to afford me the opportunity of walking into the Asadi clearing with the first morning arrivals. Just as if I belonged there.


BENEDICT: Oh, indeed yes. You’ll be very inconspicuous, Chaney. You’ll be accepted immediately – even though the Asadi are naked, have eyes that look like the murky glass in the bottoms of old bottles, and boast great natural collars of silver or tawny fur. Oh, indeed yes.


CHANEY: No, Ben, not immediately accepted.


BENEDICT: But almost?


CHANEY: Yes, I think so.


BENEDICT: How do you plan on accomplishing this miracle?


CHANEY: Well, Frasier called the stratagem I hope to employ ‘acceptance through social invisibility.’ The principle is again a simple one. I must feign the role of an Asadi pariah. This tactic gains me a kind of acceptance because Asadi mores demand that the pariah’s presence be totally ignored; he’s outcast not in a physical sense, but in a psychological one. Consequently, my presence in the clearing will be a negative one, an admission I’ll readily make – but in some ways this negative existence will permit me more latitude of movement and observation than if I were an Asadi in good standing.


BENEDICT: Complicated, Chaney, very complicated. It leaves me with two burning questions. How does one go about achieving pariahhood, and what happens to the anthropologist’s crucial role as a gatherer of folk material: songs, cosmologies, ritual incantations? I mean, won’t your ‘invisibility’ deprive you of your cherished one-to-one relationships with those Asadi members who might be most informative?


CHANEY: I’ll take your last question first. Frasier told us that the Asadi don’t communicate through speech. That in itself pretty much limits me to observation. No need to worry about songs or incantations. Their cosmologies I’ll have to infer from what I see. As for their methods of interpersonal communication, even should I discover what there are, I may not be physically equipped to use them. The Asadi aren’t human; Ben.


BENEDICT: I’m aware. Frequently, listening to you, I begin to think speechlessness might be a genetically desirable condition. All right. Enough. What about attaining to pariahhood?


CHANEY: We still don’t know very much about which offenses warrant this extreme punishment. However, we do know how the Asadi distinguish the outcast from the other members of the community.


BENEDICT: How?


CHANEY: They shave the offender’s collar of fur. Since all adult Asadi have these manes, regardless of sex, this method of distinguishing the pariah is universal and certain.


BENEDICT: Then you’re already a pariah?


CHANEY: I hope so. I just have to remember to shave every day. Frasier believed that his hairlessness – he was nearly bald – was what allowed him to make those few discoveries about the Asadi we now possess. But he arrived among them during a period of strange inactivity and had to content himself with studying the artifacts of an older Asadi culture, the remains of a temple or a pagoda between the jungle and the sea. I’ve also heard that Frasier didn’t really have the kind of patience that’s essential for field work.


BENEDICT: Just a minute. Back up a little. Couldn’t one of the Asadi be shorn of his mane accidentally? He’d be an outcast through no fault of his own, wouldn’t he? An artificial pariah?


CHANEY: It’s not very likely. Frasier reported that the Asadi have no natural enemies; that, in fact, the Synesthesia Wild seems to be almost completely devoid of any life beyond the Asadi themselves, discounting plants and insects and various microscopic forms. In any case, the loss of one’s collar through whatever means is considered grounds for punishment. That’s the only offense that Frasier pretty well confirmed. What the others are, as I said, we don’t really know.


BENEDICT: If the jungles are devoid of living prey, what do the poor Asadi live on?


CHANEY: We don’t really know that, either.


BENEDICT: Well, listen, Chaney, what do you plan to live on? I mean, even Malinowski condescended to eat now and again.


CHANEY: That’s where you come in, Ben. I’m going to carry in sufficient rations to see me through a week. But each week for several months you’ll have to make a food-and-supply drop in the place you first set me down. I’ve already picked the spot. I know its distance and direction from the Asadi clearing. It’ll be expensive, but the people in base camp – Eisen, in particular – have agreed that my work is necessary. You won’t be forced to defend the drops.


BENEDICT: But why so often? Why once a week?


CHANEY: That’s Eisen’s idea, not mine. Since I told him I was going to refuse any sort of contact at all during my stay with the Asadi – any contact with you people, that is – he decided the weekly drop would be the best way to make certain, occasionally, I’m still alive.


BENEDICT: A weapon, Chaney?


CHANEY: No, no weapons. Besides food, I’ll take in nothing but my notebooks, a recorder, some reading material, a medical kit, and maybe a little something to get me over the inevitable periods of depression.


BENEDICT: A radio? In case you need immediate help?


CHANEY: No. I may get ill once or twice, but I’ll always have the flares if things get really bad. Placenol, lorqual, and bourbon, too. But I insist on complete separation from any of the affairs of base camp until my stay among the Asadi is over.


BENEDICT: Why are you doing this? I don’t mean why did Eisen decide we ought to study the Asadi so minutely. I mean, why are you, Egan Chaney, committing yourself to this ritual sojourn among an alien people? There are one or two others at base camp who might have gone if they’d had the chance.


CHANEY: Because, Ben, there are no more pygmies . . .


—End of simulated dialogue on initial methods.


I suppose that I’ve made Benedict out to be a much more inquisitive fellow than he really is. All those well-informed questions! In truth, Ben is amazingly voluble about his background and his past without being especially informative. In that, he is a great deal like me, I’m afraid . . . But when you read the notes for this ethnography, Ben, remember that I let you get in one or two unanswered hits at me. Can the mentor-pupil relationship go deeper than that? Can friendship? As a man whose life’s work involves accepting a multitude of perspectives, I believe I’ve played you fair, Ben.


Forgive me my trespass.


Contact and Assimilation


From the private journals of Egan Chaney: Thinking There are no more pygmies, there are no more pygmies, there are no . . . I lay down beneath a tree resembling an outsized rubber plant and I slept. I slept without dreaming, or else I had a grotesque nightmare that, upon waking, I suppressed. A wrist alarm woke me.


The light from Denebola had begun to copper-coat the edges of the leaves in the Synesthesia Wild. Still, dawn had not quite come. The world was silent. I refused to let the Wild distort my senses. I did not wish to cut myself on the crimsons, the yellows, the orchid blues. Nor did I have any desire to taste the first slight treacherous breeze, nor to hear the dawn detonate behind my retinas.


Therefore, I shook myself awake and began walking. Beyond the brutal fact of direction, I paid no attention to my surroundings. The clearing where the Asadi would soon congregate compelled me toward it. That fateful place drew me on. Everything else slipped out of my consciousness: blazing sky, moist earth, singing fronds. Would the Asadi accept me among them as they negatively accept their outcasts? Upon this hope I had founded nearly five months of future activity. Everything, I realized, floundering through the tropical undergrowth, derived from my hope in an external sign of pariahhood; not a whit of my master strategy had I based on the genuine substance of this condition.


It was too late to reverse either my aims or the direction of my footsteps. You must let the doubt die. You must pattern the sound of your footfalls after the pattern of falling feet – those falling feet converging with you upon the clearing where the foliage parts and the naked Asadi assemble together like a convention of unabashed mutes. And so I patterned the sounds of my footfalls after theirs.


Glimpsed through rents in the fretworkings of leaves, an Asadi’s flashing arm.


Seen as a shadow among other shadows on the dappled ground, the forward-moving image of an Asadi’s maned head.


The Wild trembled with morning movement. I was surrounded by unseen and half-seen communicants, all of us converging.


And then the foliage parted and we were together on the open jungle floor, the Asadi clearing, the holy ground perhaps, the unadorned territory of their gregariousness and communion, the focal point of Asadi life. The awesome odor of this life – so much milling life – assailed me.


No matter. I adjusted.


Great grey-fleshed creatures, their heads heavy with violent drapings of fur, milled about me, turned about one another, came back to me, sought some confirmation of my essential whatness. I could do nothing but wait. I waited. My temples pulsed. Denebola shot poniards of light through the trees. Hovering, then moving away, averting their murky eyes, the Asadi – individual by individual, I noticed – made their decision and that first indispensable victory was in my grasp: I was ignored!


Xenology: In-The-Field Report


From the professional tapes of the library of the Third Denebolan Expedition: I have been here two weeks. Last night I picked up the second of Benedict’s food drops. It’s fortunate they come on time, arriving on the precise coordinates where Ben first set me down. The Asadi do not eat as we do, and the Synesthesia Wild provides me with foodstuffs neither in the way of edible vegetation nor in that of small game animals. I cannot tolerate the plants. As our biochemists in base camp predicted, most of them induce almost immediate vomiting. Or their furry bitterness dissuades me from swallowing them. A few may be edible, or a few may have juices pleasing to the palate – Frasier, after all, discovered the tree from which we have distilled the intoxicant called lorqual – but I’m no expert at plant identification. Far from it. As for animals, there simply are none. The jungle is stagnant with writhing fronds. With the heat, the steam, the infrasonic vibrancy of continual photosynthesis. Rainwater I can drink. Thank God for that, even though I boil it before considering it truly potable.


I have reached a few purely speculative conclusions about the Asadi.


With them nothing is certain. Their behavior, though it must necessarily have a deep-seated social/biological function, does not make sense to me. At this stage – I keep telling myself – that’s to be expected. But I persist. I ask myself, ‘If you can’t subsist on what BoskVeld gives you, how do the Asadi?’ My observations in this area have given me the intellectual nourishment to combat despair. Nothing else on BoskVeld has offered a morsel of consolation. In answer to the question, ‘What do the Asadi eat?’ I can respond quite truthfully, ‘Everything I do not.’


They appear to be herbivorous. In fact, they eat wood. Yes, wood. I have seen them strip bark from the rubber trees, the rainthorn, the alien mangroves, the lattice-sail trees, and ingest it without difficulty or qualm. I have watched them eat pieces of the very hearts of young saplings, wood of what we would consider prohibitive hardness even for creatures equipped to process it internally.


Three days ago I boiled down several pieces of bark, the sort I’ve seen so many of the young Asadi consume. I boiled it until the pieces were limply pliable. I managed to chew the bark for several minutes and finally to swallow it. Checking my stool nearly a day later, I found that this ‘meal’ had gone right through me. Bark consists of cellulose, after all. Indigestible cellulose. And yet the Asadi eat wood and digest it. How?


Again, I have to speculate. I believe the Asadi digest wood in the same manner as earthly termites; that is, through the aid of bacteria in their intestines, protozoa that break down the cellulose. A symbiosis, Benedict might say, being versed, as he is, in biological and ecological theory . . .


This is later. Tonight I have to talk, even if it’s only to a microphone. With the coming of darkness the Asadi have disappeared again into the jungle, and I’m alone.


For the first three nights I was here, I too returned to the Wild when Denebola set. I returned to the place where Benedict had dropped me, curled up beneath the overhanging palm and lattice-sail leaves, slept through the night, and then joined the dawn’s inevitable pilgrimage back to this clearing. Now I remain here through the night. I sleep on the clearing’s edge, just deep enough into the foliage to find shelter. I go back into the jungle only to retrieve my food drops.


Although the Asadi disapprove of my behavior, because I’m an outcast they can do nothing to discipline me without violating their own injunction against acknowledging a pariah’s existence. As they depart each evening, a few of the older Asadi – those with streaks of white in their mangy collars – halt momentarily beside me and breathe with exaggerated heaviness. They don’t look at me because that’s apparently taboo. But I don’t look at them, either. Ignoring them as if they were pariahs, I’ve been able to dispense with those senseless and wearying treks in and out of the clearing that so exhausted me in my first three days here.


To absolve myself of what may seem a lack of thoroughness, I suppose I ought to mention that on my fourth and fifth nights here I attempted to follow two different Asadi specimens into the jungle – in order to determine where they slept, how they slept, and what occupies their waking time when they are away from the clearing. I wasn’t successful, however.


When evening comes, the Asadi disperse. This dispersal is complete: No two individuals remain together, not even the young with their parents. Each Asadi – I believe – finds a place of his or her own, one completely removed from that of any other member of the species. This practice runs counter to my experience with almost every other social group I’ve ever studied – although it’s somewhat analogous to the solitary nest building of chimpanzees, as observed frequently in the Gombe Stream Reserve in East Africa. Female chimps, however, do sleep with their young. Perhaps, now that I think of it, Asadi females do, too . . . In any case, I was humiliatingly outdistanced by the objects of my pursuit. Nor can I suppose I’d have any greater success with different specimens, since I purposely chose to follow an aged and decrepit-seeming Asadi on the first evening and a small, scarcely pubescent creature on the second. Both ran with convincing strength, flashed into the trees as if still arboreal by nature, and then flickered from my vision and my grasp . . .


Two moons are up, burnt-gold and unreal. I’m netted in by shadows and my growing loneliness. Field conditions, to be frank, have seldom been so austere for me, and I’ve begun to wonder if the Asadi were ever intelligent creatures. Maybe I’m studying a variety of Denebolan baboon. Ole Oliver Oliphant Frasier, though, reported that the Asadi once had both a written language and a distinctive system of architecture. He wasn’t very forthcoming about how he reached these conclusions – but the Synesthesia Wild, I’m certain, contains many secrets. Later I’ll be more venturesome. But for the present I’ve got to try to understand those Asadi who are alive today. They’re the key to their own and the distant Ur’sadi past.


One or two final things before I attempt to sleep.


First, the eyes of the Asadi: These are somewhat as Benedict described them in the imaginary dialogue I composed two weeks ago. That is, like the bottoms of thick-glassed bottles. Except that I’ve noticed the eye really consists of two parts: a thin transparent covering, which is apparently hard, like plastic, and the complex, membranous organ of sight that this covering protects. It’s as if each Asadi is born wearing a built-in pair of safety glasses.


Frasier’s impression of their eyes as ‘murky’ is one not wholly supported by continued observation. What he saw as murkiness probably resulted from the fact that the eyes of the Asadi – behind the outer lens or cap – are almost constantly changing colors. Sometimes the speed with which a yellow replaces an indigo, and then a green the yellow, and so on, makes it difficult for a mere human being to see any particular color at all. Maybe this is the explanation for Frasier’s perception of their eyes as ‘murky.’ I don’t know. I’m certain, though, that this chameleonic quality of the Asadi’s eyes has social significance.


A second thing: Despite the complete absence of a discernible social order among the Asadi, today I may have witnessed an event of the first importance to my unsuccessful, so far, efforts to chart their group relationships. Maybe. Maybe not. Previously, no real order at all existed. Dispersal at night, congregation in the morning – if you choose to call that order. But nothing else. Random milling about during the day, with no set times for eating, sex, or their habitual bloodless feuds. Random plunges into the jungle at night. What’s a humble Earthling to make of all this? A society held together by institutionalized antisocialness? What happened today leads me irrevocably away from that conclusion.


Maybe.


This afternoon an aged Asadi whom I’d never seen before stumbled into the clearing. His mane was grizzled, his face wizened, his hands shriveled, his grey body bleached to a filthy cream. But so agile was he in the Wild that no one detected his presence until his strangely clumsy entry into the clearing. Then, everyone fled from him. Unconcerned, he sat down in the center of the Asadi gathering place and folded his long, sparsely haired legs. By this time, all his conspecifics were in the jungle staring back at him from the edge of the clearing. Only at sunset had I ever before seen the Asadi desert the clearing en masse.


But I haven’t yet exhausted the strangeness of this old man’s visit. You see, he came accompanied.


He came with a small, purplish-black creature perched on his shoulder. It resembled a winged lizard, a bat, and a deformed homunculus all at once. But whereas the old man had great round eyes that changed color extremely slowly, if at all, the creature on his shoulder had not even a pair of empty sockets. It was blind, blind by virtue of its lack of any organs of sight. It sat on the aged Asadi’s shoulder and manipulated its tiny hands compulsively, tugging at the old man’s mane, then opening and closing them on empty air, then tugging once again at its protector’s grizzled collar.


Both the old man and his beastlike/manlike familiar had a furious unreality. They existed at a spiritual as well as a physical distance. I noted that the rest of the Asadi – those who surrounded and ignored me on the edge of the communion ground – behaved not as if they feared these sudden visitors, but rather as if they felt a loathsome kinship with them. This is difficult to express. Bear with me. Maybe another analogy will help. Let me say that the Asadi behaved toward their visitors as a fastidious child might behave toward a parent who has contracted a venereal disease. Love and loathing, shame and respect together.


The episode concluded abruptly when the old man rose from the ground, oblivious to the slow swelling and sedate flapping of his huri, and stalked back into the Wild, scattering a number of Asadi in his wake. (Huri, by the way, is a portmanteau word for fury and harpy that I’ve just coined.)


Then everything went back to normal. The clearing filled again, and the ceaseless and senseless milling about resumed.


God, it’s amazing how lonely loneliness can be when the sky contains a pair of jagged, nuggetlike moons and the human being inside you has surrendered to the essence of that which should command only your outward life. That’s a mouthful, isn’t it? What I mean is that there’s a small struggle going on between Egan Chaney, cultural xenologist, and Egan Chaney, the quintessential man. No doubt it’s the result more of environmental pressure than of my genetic heritage.


That’s a little anthropological allusion, Moses. Don’t worry about it. You aren’t supposed to understand it.


But enough. Today’s atypical occurrence has sharpened my appetite for observation, temporarily calmed my internal struggle. I’m ready to stay here a year, if need be, even though the original plan was only for six months. Dear, dear God, look at those moons!


The Asadi Clearing: A Clarification


From the professional notebooks of Egan Chaney: My greatest collegiate failing was an inability to organize. I’m pursued by the specter of that failing even today. Consequently, a digression of sorts.


In looking over these quirkish notes for my formal ethnography, I see I may have given the reader the completely false idea that the Asadi clearing is a small area of ground, say fifteen by fifteen meters. Not so. As best I’m able to determine, there are approximately five hundred Asadi individuals. This figure includes mature adults, the young, and those intermediate between age and youth, although there are no ‘children’ or ‘infants,’ surprisingly enough. By most demographic and anthropological estimates, five hundred is optimum tribal size.


Of course, during all my time in the Wild, I’ve never been completely sure that the same individuals return to the clearing each morning. It may be that some sort of monumental shift takes place in the jungle, one group of Asadi replacing another each day. But I doubt it. The Wild encompasses a finite (though large) area, after all, and I have learned to recognize a few of the more distinctive Asadi by sight. Therefore, five hundred seems about right to me: five hundred grey-fleshed creatures strolling, halting, bending at the waist and glaring at one another, eating, participating in loveless sex, grappling like wrestlers, obeying no time clock but the sun, their activities devoid of any apprehensible sequence or rationale. Such activity requires a little space, though, and their clearing provides it.


The reader may not cheerfully assume that the Asadi communion ground is a five-by-eight mud flat between a BoskVeld cypress and a malodorous sump hole. Not at all. Their communion ground has both size and symmetry, and the Asadi maintain it discrete from the encroaching jungle by their unremitting daily activity. I won’t quote you dimensions, however, I’ll merely say that the clearing has the rectangular shape, the characteristic slope, and the practical roominess of a twentieth-century football or soccer field. This is pure coincidence, I’m sure. Astroturf and lime-rendered hash marks are conspicuously absent.


A Dialogue of Self and Soul


From the private correspondence of Egan Chaney: The title of this exercise is from Yeats, dear Ben. The substance of the dialogue, however, has almost nothing to do with the Old Master’s poem of the same name.


I wrote this imaginary exchange in one of my notebooks while waiting out a particularly long night on the edge of the Asadi clearing (just off the imaginary thirty-yard line on the south end of the field, western sideline), and I intend for no one to read it, Ben, but you. Its lack of objectivity and the conclusions drawn by the participants make it unsuitable for any sort of appearance in the formal ethnography I’ve yet to write.*


But you, Ben, will understand that a scientist is also a human being and may perhaps forgive me. Because I’ve withheld my self from you in our many one-sided conversations (you dominate them, I realize, because my silence is a spur to others’ volubility; they speak to fill the void), here I mean to show you the mind these silences conceal.


But since you can’t tell the players without a program, I herewith provide a program. The numbers on the backs of the players’ metaphysical jerseys are Self and Soul.


PROGRAM
Self = The Cultural Xenologist
Soul = The Quintessential Man
Manager(s): Egan Chaney


SELF: This is my eighteenth night in the Synesthesia Wild.


SOUL: I’ve been here forever. But let that go. What have you learned?


SELF: Most of my observations lead me to state emphatically that the Asadi are not fit subjects for ‘anthropological’ study. They manifest no purposeful social activity. They do not use tools. They have less social organization than did most of the extinct earthly primates and hominids, and not much more than chimpanzees and baboons. Only the visit, three days ago, of the ‘old man’ and his frightening companion indicates even a remote possibility I’m dealing with intelligence. How can I continue?


SOUL: You’ll continue out of contempt for the revulsion daily growing in you. Because the Asadi are, in fact, intelligent – just as Oliver Oliphant Frasier said they were.


SELF: But how do I know that, damn it? How do I know what you insist is true is really true? Blind acceptance of Frasier’s word?


SOUL: There are signs, Chaney. The eyes, for instance. But even if there weren’t any signs, you’d admit that the Asadi are as intelligent, in their own way, as you or I. Wouldn’t you, Egan?


SELF: I admit it. Their elusive intelligence haunts me.


SOUL: No, now you’ve misstated the facts – you’ve twisted things around horribly.


SELF: How? What do you mean?


SOUL: You are not the one who is haunted, Egan Chaney, for you’re too rational a creature to be the prey of poltergeist. I am the haunted one, the bedeviled one, the one ridden by every insidious spirit of doubt and revulsion.


SELF: Revulsion? You’ve used that word twice. Why do you insist upon it? What does it mean?


SOUL: That I hate the Asadi. I despise their every culturally significant – or insignificant – act. They curdle my essence with their very alienness. And because they do, you, too, Egan Chaney, hate them – for you’re simply the civilized veneer on my primordial responses to the world. You’re haunted not by the Asadi, friend, but by me.


SELF: While you, in turn, are haunted by them. Is that it?


SOUL: That’s how it is. But although you’re aware of my hatred for the Asadi, you pretend that that portion of my hatred which seeps into you is only a kind of professional resentment. You believe you resent the Asadi for destroying your objectivity, your scientific detachment. In truth, this detachment doesn’t exist. You feel the same powerful revulsion for their alienness that works in me like a disease, the same abiding and deep-seated hatred. I haunt you.


SELF: With hatred for the Asadi?


SOUL: Yes. I admit it, Egan. Admit that even as a scientist you hate them.


SELF: No. No, damn you, I won’t. Because we killed the pygmies, every one of them. How can I say, ‘I hate the Asadi, I hate the Asadi,’ when we killed every pygmy? – Even though, my God, I do . . .


* This was Chaney’s private and idiosyncratic term for the rain forest the rest of us called either the Calyptran Wilderness or the Wild. T.B.


* Even though we shared a dormitory room for a time, Chaney ‘mailed’ me the letter containing this dialogue. We never discussed his ‘letter.’ T.B.




PART TWO


Daily Life: In-The-Field Report


From the professional tapes of the library of the Third Denebolan Expedition: Once again, it’s evening. I’ve a lean-to now, and it protects me from the rain much better than did the porous roof of the forest. I’ve been here twenty-two days now. Beneath this mildewed flesh my muscles crawl like the evil snakes BoskVeld doesn’t possess. I’m saturated with Denebola’s garish light. I’m Gulliver among the Yahoos.


This, however, isn’t what you want to hear.


You want facts, my conclusions about the behavior of the Asadi, evidence that we’re studying a life form capable of at least elementary reasoning and ratiocination. The Asadi have this ability, I swear it – but only slowly has the evidence for intelligence begun to accumulate.


Okay, base-camp huggers. Let me deliver myself of an in-the-field report as an objective scientist, forgetting the hunches of my mortal self. The rest of this tape will deal with the daily life of the Asadi.


A day in the life of. A typical day in the life of.


Except that I’m going to cap my reporting of mundane occurrences with the account of an extraordinary event that took place just this afternoon. Also, I’m going to compress time to suit my own artistic/scientific purposes.


At dawn the Asadi return to their football fields. For approximately twelve hours they mill about in the clearing doing whatever they care to do. Sexual activity and quirkish staring matches are the only sort of behavior that can in any way be called ‘social’ – unless you believe milling about in a crowd qualifies. Their daylight way of life I call Indifferent Togetherness.


But when the Asadi engage in coitus, their indifference dissolves and gives way to a brutal hostility. Both partners behave as if they desire to kill each other, and frequently this is nearly the result. (Births, in case you’re wondering, must take place in the Wild, the female self-exiled and unattended.) As for the staring matches, they’re of brief duration and involve fierce gesticulation and mane shaking. The eyes change color with astonishing rapidity, flashing through the entire visible spectrum, and maybe beyond, in a matter of seconds.


I’m now prepared to say these instantaneous changes of eye color are the Asadi equivalent of human speech. Three weeks of observation have finally convinced me that the adversaries in these staring matches control the internal chemical changes that trigger the changes in the succeeding hues of their eyes. In other words, patterns exist. The minds that control these chemical changes cannot be primitive ones. The alterations are willed, and they’re infinitely complex.


Ole Oliver Oliphant was right. The Asadi have a ‘language.’


Still, for all the good it does me, they might as well have none. One day’s agonizingly like another. And I can’t blame my pariahhood, for the only things even a well-adjusted Asadi may participate in are sex and staring. It doesn’t pain me overmuch to be outcast from participation in these. To some extent, I’m not much more of a pariah than any of these creatures. We’re all, so to speak, outcast from life’s feast . . .


Unlike every other society I’ve ever read about or seen, the Asadi don’t even have any meaningful communal gatherings, any festivals of solidarity, any unique rituals of group consciousness. They don’t even have families. The individual is the basic unit of their ‘society.’ What they have done, in fact, is to institutionalize the processes of alienation. Their dispersal at dusk simply translates into physical distance the incohesiveness by which they live during the day. How do the Asadi continue to live as a people? For that matter, why do they do so?


Enough questions. As I mentioned earlier, something extraordinary took place today. It happened this afternoon, and, I suppose, it’s still happening. As before, this strange event involves the old man who appeared in the clearing over a week ago. It also involves the huri, his blind reptilian companion.


Until today I’d never seen two Asadi eat together. As an Earthman from a Western background, I find the practice of eating alone a disturbing one. After all, I’ve been eating alone for over three weeks now, and I long to sit down in the communal mess with Benedict and Eisen, Morrell and Yoshiba, and everyone else at base camp. My training in strange folkways and alien cultural patterns hasn’t weaned me away from this longing. As a result, I’ve watched with interest, and a complete lack of comprehension, the Asadi sitting apart from their fellows and privately feeding – as if, again, they were merely an alien variety of chimpanzee or baboon.


Today this changed. An hour before the fall of dusk, the old man staggered into the clearing under the burden of something damnably heavy. I was aware of the commotion at once. Like last time, every one of the Asadi fled to the edge of the jungle. I observed from my lean-to. My heart, dear Ben, thumped like a toad in a jar. The huri on the old man’s shoulder scarcely moved; it appeared bloated and insentient, a rubber doll. During the whole of the old man’s visit it remained in this virtually comatose state, upright but un-moving. Meanwhile, the aged Asadi – whom I’ve begun to regard as some sort of aloof and mysterious chieftain – paused in the center of the clearing, looked about, and then struggled to remove the burden from his back. It was slung over his shoulders by means of two narrow straps.


Straps, Eisen: S-T-R-A-P-S. Made of vines.


Can you understand how I felt? Nor did the nature of the old man’s burden cause my wonder to fade. He was lowering to the ground the rich, brownish-red carcass of an animal. The meat glistened with the failing light of Denebola and its own internal vibrancy. The meat had been dressed, Eisen, and the old man was bringing it to the Asadi clearing as an offering to his people.


He set the carcass on the dusty assembly floor and withdrew the straps from the incisions he’d made in the meat. Then, his hands and shoulders bloodstained, he stepped back five or six steps.


Slowly, a few of the adult males began to stalk into the clearing. They approached the old man’s offering with diffident steps, like thieves in darkened rooms. Their eyes were furiously changing colors. All but those of the old man himself. I could see him standing away from the meat, and his eyes – like unpainted china saucers – were the color of dull clay. They didn’t alter even when several of the Asadi males fell upon the meat and began ripping away beautifully veined hunks. Then more and more of the Asadi males descended upon the carcass, and all about the fringes of the clearing the females and the young made tentative movements to claim their shares. I had to leave my lean-to to see what was going on. Ultimately, I couldn’t see anything but bodies and manes and animated discord.
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