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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.


      




 


 


 


Before me floats an image, man or shade,


Shade more than man, more image than a shade;


For Hades’ bobbin bound in mummy-cloth


May unwind the winding path;


A mouth that has no moisture and no breath


Breathless mouths may summon;


I hail the superhuman;


I call it death-in-life and life-in-death.


W. B. Yeats: Byzantium




PROLOGUE


Thirty thousand kilometres out in space, the returning probe Zayits raced towards re-entry. The robot ‘Hare’ was to land softly in the snowfields of Kazakhstan. Its red drogue parachutes would open at six thousand metres. At four thousand metres the main orange parachute would unfurl to spread its bright mark upon the Russian snow, where the violence of winter was spent but the earth was still white and crisply cushioning.


Briefly a small plume of burning oxygen and metal chaff burst from the side of the ‘Hare’. In the Tyuratam control centre the telemetry watchers, despairing, reported the failure of the final major course correction. The Hare was wounded. They had no way to trim the craft. Perversely, the angle of dip was still the same; the vehicle could still re-enter without burning up. However, the Hare was now racing towards a strip of atmosphere a few degrees south of the equator and towards the wrong country.


The main parachute should still open out automatically at four thousand metres. However, the Andes reach higher than that. Even the populated high plain that they enclose—the Bolivian Altiplano—lies at that height, in the thin air next door to space …
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MUMMY-CLOTH




ONE


THE VILLAGE OF Apusquiy clung to the base of a I double mountain on the edge of the interminable yellow-brown flatland.


Apusquiy was all of slanting steps and shelves. Even its central plaza was two-tiered; and on the upper tier a rectangular marquee of poles and kaleidoscopic woollen blankets had just been erected.


Julio Capac surveyed it with satisfaction. His dozen helpers sat around drinking from some of the hundred bottles of watered cane alcohol stored inside.


This was the first carnival fiesta he had sponsored; the first real rung on the ladder of village life. Military service the previous year made him a fully-fledged man, but the fiesta would make him a respected, prestigious individual, someone whose advice was sought and carried weight. Some day in the future, after sponsoring more fiestas, he would be a mallku, headman.


Even this minor fiesta cost all the wages he had saved during three months’ labour in the tin mines. Alcohol, cigarettes and coca; several hundred kilos of potatoes, peas, beans, and barley. Money! Life was never cheap or simple if you wanted your voice to be heard. But he would be a great speaker, a great maestro of life’s etiquette, a great giver of celebrations.


He blew a kiss to the Sun, for luck.


Like other Apusquenos, he was short and dark, his skin almost chocolate brown apart from his cheeks, which bulged out in glowing red apples, chapped and swollen by sun and wind.


Cheeks also were swollen by chewing coca. His helpers had all been munching spinachy green quids as they laboured on the marquee, making the labour seem timeless and painless. Spent wads dried to lichenous crusts on the ground. But only lifelong adolescents became prisoners of coca, with stinking, shaking lips.


“Christobal!” Julio shouted. “Is someone watching? Has he a rocket?”


Of course. A boy was up at the cemetery. But a real organizer kept every string in his grasp, however long the string. It was a good idea to give each string a tug now and then. Christobal Pinco, Julio’s majordomo for the fiesta, shouted confirmation.


People were arriving now: from neighbouring Quepa, and from the more distant Aymara-speaking village of Santa Rosa. The Santa Rosans were easily distinguished by the floppy style of their knitted caps, earflaps hanging down like grey baggy old women’s udders. Those people were a nuisance. They never managed to speak Quechua properly. Always you had to talk to them in their own Aymara. When their clumsy tongues did attempt Quechua, as like as not they turned a gentleman into a lake of grease.


Still, they brought vegetables and bottles of beer with them—though it was hard to see how you could fit them into the web of presents and obligations! A problem for Christobal. He already had his notebook and pencil out, was jotting down details.


A Santa Rosan man who had worked with Julio in the mines greeted him boisterously in incoherent Quechua. After other slovenly greetings the Santa Rosan contingent settled down on the southern side of the lower half of the plaza. The native Apusquenos found their time-honoured sites in the upper half. Bottles began to pass from the marquee. Donations passed inward—though less frequently. Christobal scribbled away. Smells of steamed dough and potato soup drifted out.


Up in the jumbled cemetery above the village, a boy sat on top of a small grave-hut of sods, staring out along the thin line of the road to San Rafael. Only the boy’s mouth moved slightly, munching garlic. Before him the Altiplano stretched flat as a table to the westward, achieving a kind of infinity: for the distant Western Cordilleras pushed up their white-tipped wall from a base far below the horizon itself, as though built out on a platform beyond the rim of the world. Yet there was nothing vague about that other, far mountain chain. The peaks looked as sharp as the teeth on a saw. Visibility on the Altiplano was the visibility of Space. The plain’s thin frigid air was drenched with light by a near equatorial sun that yielded hardly any heat, but an abundance of pure light.


As a distant dot became a tiny truck, the boy snapped out of his trance and scrambled down to where a rocket was propped in a bottle half buried in the dirt. Laid out on a stone were a few matches and twists of paper. While the truck crawled forward the boy kneaded his hands together patiently, restoring life to them.


A solitary tree grew in the graveyard: a dark twisted kenua which stooped like an ancient grandmother twisted by arthritis. Or rather, it never grew, but never died either—like the village.


The boy bent and plucked some velvety yellow gentian blooms and hid them under the llama-hide flap of his cap. A certain girl had teased him with her provocations at the last fiesta …


Now he could make out passengers on the truck: mites on a beetle. He struck a match, lit a paper spill.


Erupting from the bottle, the rocket left a blue milky ghost boiling angrily within unbroken glass. A good sign. The boy dropped one flower down the bottleneck, whispering a quick prayer, for luck.


And then the rocket burst high over Apusquiy, showering it with orange daylight stars.


“Baltasar Quispe is returning to us from the army!” Julio bellowed at the crowd. However it was still too early to start his speech. He ordered the youth in charge of rockets in the plaza to fire one. At his signal, the church bell began tolling too; for this wasn’t just a welcoming-home fiesta, it was the third day of March as well. Holy Cross. Cleverly, Julio sponsored two-in-one.


When green stars rained over the plaza, the band struck up, their cane pan-pipes fluting up and down the scale, drums banging.


Julio sat, excited, upon the single stone bench, place of honour adjacent to his marquee. He needed all his energy. He had no wife to carry him home when drunk. That was a problem to be faced soon. But for Angelina Sonco’s curious perversity in undertaking a trial marriage with Martin Checa it would have been dealt with already—decisively, delightfully. Plucking leaves from the pouch under his poncho, Julio stuffed them into his mouth, peeling the stalks through his teeth. From a little gourd on the thong, he added lime powder to the moist ball in his mouth. He sucked and chewed and spat saliva. The coca taste was bitter, fragrant, numbing. Inhaling, he filled his lungs with its savour.


Another twenty minutes elapsed before the Mercedes truck ground into the plaza, bearing a corral of people and beasts behind the cab. Most passengers were Apusquenos coming back from trading potatoes, llama and mutton in the nearest big town, San Rafael. Baltasar Quispe sat in front with the driver, as befitted his far longer journey.


Jumping down, Baltasar hugged his mother and father and sister. He looked something of a stranger, dressed in his grey military fatigues, till Julio strode over, pulled off his own bright chullu cap and jammed it down on Baltasar’s crewcut skull. Everybody burst out laughing. Baltasar began unloading his gifts: a cage of scuttling guinea pigs, a box of dried fish, a case of canned trout, and tropical fruits hardly ever seen here. He passed out bananas, oranges and papayas almost too fast for Christobal to keep a record of who received what.


The most important gift he reserved for Julio—even though only Julio Capac could be shown it. Baltasar pressed a bundle of sacking on him, and whispered in his ear.


An automatic rifle with sights.


“Now we can shoot vicuna,” chuckled Baltasar, deftly including himself back in co-ownership of the gift. “We’ll go up Apup-Chaypi—to our secret place, where we saw them, eh? You’ll grow rich on the skins? Then you’ll be able to take on the Saint Peter feast.”


“My dear friend!” breathed Julio.


“But … pacta, take care!”


Julio nodded, glancing at the Santa Rosans. Hunting vicuna was one of those strange illegal things; and ever since the Government made Santa Rosa the county capital, Santa Rosans tended to put on airs and throw their weight about. It wouldn’t do to have them knowing. Obviously absurd laws were made to be used, not to use you. In this case they simply made a few vicuna skins very valuable—enough to pay for a whole fiesta! Still, pacta, as Baltasar had observed … Julio rushed into the marquee and bundled the sacking away behind piles of potatoes.


Returning, he climbed on to the stone bench.


“Rimanaymi!” he shouted. “I am about to speak …” He raised one hand, palm outwards, and patted his ear. The crowd and the band fell silent; after a moment, the church bell too.


“Now, six months’ military service is no small thing. A service to society! That’s what they say in La Paz, those mallku soldiers who want to stick a finger in everyone’s affairs and leave nobody’s strip of land alone. Well, they should know. They’re all true Bolivians.”


Mockingly he rubbed his finger across his upper lip, and the crowd laughed appreciatively. Facial hair was a sure sign of European ancestry.


“But who is this working class they serve? Is it the people of Apusquiy or any of our sort? No, it means a few tin miners. A few factory workers. Now, I’ve been a tin miner myself. When I had enough money for this fiesta I came straight back here, and I tell you I didn’t see many tin mines on the way home. I wouldn’t have had to go so far otherwise. I only saw campesinos like you and me. I think maybe the Common Man, for whom our mallku soldiers are making this revolution, aren’t so common! It was a hard thing and doubly burdensome for Baltasar Quispe to give service in these circumstances. He had to shoot at cousins who speak our language, not Spanish. This is no feud that we choose. Though we fight feuds when we do choose! It’s a war and a revolution for the miners and the labour unions—so that they can tell us how to farm our own land to feed them!”


He exaggerated slightly. The border feud with Peru and the Chilean blockade hardly amounted to a war. Still, the crowd growled agreement.


“Baltasar had been a brave soldier notwithstanding! Baltasar has had to listen, the same as me last year, to hours of their talk. Their ‘indoctrination’—without even a cheekful of coca to numb the boredom. He’s had to pull the flaps of his chullu down over his ears. Or he wouldn’t have come back here, the same Baltasar!”


Julio spoke much more to this effect. His Quechua words were sweet. His speech, a song. He put words together in new ways to describe the complexity of Baltasar’s service to the State; and he was admired for his coinages. His words weren’t stone statues, cut to one shape to stand for one thing only; but drops of mercury free to combine and recombine. They cast magnetic nets out into the Unknown. They drew the iron filings of the world into fresh and forceful shapes. Throughout all his speech throbbed the pulse of Man’s life; and the life of birds, beasts and mountains. The Government of the People’s Revolution co-existed with Puma and Condor: as another psychic beast that affected people’s spirits, while happening to occur in the real world too. His particular skill as an orator, several senior Apusquenos remarked that afternoon, was to put their Government in its proper place. Julio wasn’t worried that the Santa Rosa contingent would report him to the Government judge in their home village. He felt safe in his language, shielded. What other rampart had the Inca people possessed through all these years?


Finally, the crowd cheered Julio Capac as much as Baltasar Quispe.


The band played again. The people laughed. Women’s wide bright skirts spun round them, striped shawls flapping and tinkling with silver medallions, felt bowler hats turning like fat black potatoes on plates. Many of the men wore the knee breeches of courtiers naturalized from a world far away across a sea, four hundred years ago. They danced with arms linked. Then they danced in lines facing one another. Finally they danced as separate couples: and Julio Capac, flushed with success, was dancing with Angelina Sonco, whom he had chased up the mountainside after just such a dance, till he caught her and loved her, till she sighed and cried for him … But what use had that been!


“How long will you live with that man Martin?” he whispered. “It’s only sirvinacuy, not a full marriage. No children coming? You can still break with him. You know, it’s you who is stopping me from being sponsor of Saint Peter’s feast. I have to marry first. But who do I want to marry? Only you. 


Without you by my side it would be such a hollow fiesta!”


But all she said, with a regretful humorous smile, was:


“Love if you have anyone to love, Julio.”


“But that’s you.”


“We’re too close in blood.”


“Nonsense.”


“Too close,” she repeated, her teeth flashing teasingly. Whereupon the dance of couples was at an end.


Beautiful was his Angelina. A vicuna he had chased in the mountain clefts and trapped for an hour, touching soft skin, taking soft flesh with his own flesh, losing his soul in exchange. But she was lost to him. She was the Hummingbird who flies straight through the Condor’s mouth and out again, escaping. Why?


The truck driver wandered over with a bottle of beer and accosted Julio in angry, tipsy Spanish. From his broad, dour features Julio knew him for an Aymara; but he had given up all his Indian culture to ape the European way.


The man spat out a froth of beer and coca juice.


“One of your admirers explained your pretty speech. You’re the world’s biggest reactionaries, you people, you know? How much do you spend on these fiestas? Everything! You work to burn money. And where do you think the profit goes? To the rich in the towns who sell you your liquor and fireworks and take your potatoes for a song! Do you ever get angry with them? No, only with the Revolution—just to keep every damned furrow separate from the next, to grow your own private potatoes to buy fireworks! That’s all your villages are—separate furrows fighting to stay weak, and bleeding themselves dry for pride.”


“Why drink our beer, if you hate the fiesta?” demanded Julio, incensed. “Is it as a fee for your advice? We can do without it. And what are you talking about? Baltasar and I fought for this Revolution of yours.”


“You always fight against it in your hearts! We won’t win or lose on the borders. They’re just thorns stuck in our sides by the Americans. All the people have to fight together, in their minds. Miners, truck drivers, campesinos. The lot. A mine union isn’t enough. An army isn’t enough. Yet you make a speech like that! You carrion.”


The driver seized hold of Julio’s poncho. Being a tall man, he pulled Julio up on tiptoes. Who knows how much of their alcohol he’d been drinking? What choice did he give Julio now but to fight him? Yet to start a fight on the occasion of this fiesta would be a poor thing. Besides, the man was Aymara. The Santa Rosans might join in.


Baltasar Quispe caught Julio’s shoulder and whirled him away.


“Julio, the sky!”


Other people were shouting and pointing now. The truck driver staggered back indecisively, bemused by the sudden commotion. Up in the sky, a trio of red birds were carrying a bright basket down in their claws and failing. As the birds tore loose one by one, the shining burden fell faster, over the village towards the mountainside. An orange sail broke free; then the thing had vanished behind the church, and they heard a thump.


Julio ran back into the marquee to recover the bundle with his gun in it. He wasn’t leaving that for anyone to pick up.


Already the crowd were moving out of the plaza by the main road, to see what they could pick up on the hillside; everyone getting in everyone’s way.


Julio and Baltasar took a zigzag side street, steep as a flight of steps, to bring them out ahead of the others.


“Aircraft?” panted Julio.


“Too small!”


“But made of metal—” A piece of fine metal would always find a multitude of uses. Most families still sheared their llamas with clippers of pounded, sharpened tin cans.


They waded through the tola bushes fringing the graveyard just as the vanguard of the crowd appeared.


Torn orange silk spread over two grave-huts. A third hut was destroyed by the impact of a steel sphere with sprouting fins and unreadable letters on its side.


The sphere had ruptured into three sections. A fire had started but fizzled out for lack of oxygen. Gruelly reddish sand spilled from the centre of the machine.


Julio touched the metal cautiously. Warm, but not too hot. Tugging a broken panel aside, he scooped red sand away to free the parachute silk trapped inside. Fine, tough silk. He bundled it up while Baltasar gathered the cleaner silk from the grave-huts.


As soon as the other Apusquenos arrived and failed to man-handle sufficiently large chunks of metal loose, an argument broke out about sharing the silk. Julio spoke up promptly with a compromise.


“We can’t go to Santa Rosa to ask the judge, or it’ll all be taken away! So listen to me: we’ll call a council to settle it. But we can’t do that today, during a fiesta. I think we should let Baltasar Quispe, whom we are honouring, be custodian of that silk he picked up over there to stop any wind blowing it away. As for this silk that I found inside—” He spotted Angelina in the crowd. “A big bundle! A big responsibility. I suggest the Sonco household. You all know I have no links with the Soncos, or with Martin Checa who lives there.”


Wadding the silk in his sandy hands, Julio pressed it upon Angelina, who turned away, embarrassed but amused, hiding her face in the silk until she sneezed convulsively; and sneezed again.


“The metal will have to stay here till tomorrow. Lift it if you can!”


A few men tried again abortively; then everyone set off downhill to resume the celebrations.


Back in the plaza, one voice suggesting—in Aymara—that they ought to report the crashed machine to Santa Rosa was shouted down angrily. It was broken up. No use but for scrap. Where had it come from anyway? There were only nonsense letters written on it, from some foreign country.


The fiesta gathered intensity. More rockets exploded in the sky. A small brass band took over from the pipes and drums. The men started drinking in earnest. The disillusioned truck driver changed his mind about staying the night and drove off for San Rafael, carrying only one or two passengers.


Julio and Baltasar drank till they were pleasantly tipsy and Julio chewed more coca than usual to keep himself awake. Because of this he didn’t feel particularly hungry, though there were platefuls of steaming quinua dough and hot chestnutty potato soup and hot pastries available to tempt him. They talked about Baltasar’s months in the Army, then about hunting vicuna and the cave they knew where they would skin the animals and hide the remains.


Perhaps Julio drank more than he realized. He began feeling sick. Not sick in the stomach, exactly. His whole body tingled as though electrified, then shivered and felt like lead.


His head buzzed.


His body wasn’t sure whether it was hot or cold, full of energy or exhausted. It seemed to take a whole minute to drawl out a word. The next minute he was chattering nineteen to the dozen.


Then a man fainted in the midst of a dance. His cheeks burned, but his hands were blocks of ice. Lying there in a faint, his body made dream movements, his knees drawing up to meet his chin. His wife and younger brother straightened him out, to carry him home; but he might have been dead and stiff for ten days, except that his head burned as hotly as if all the fire of his body had fled there.


Soon others were complaining of violent headaches or aching limbs. Others fainted.


There was illness—an illness unlike any typhus or whooping cough or pneumonia that anyone was familiar with. It pounced suddenly as hail, striking people at random in the plaza.


“There was poison in that machine in the graveyard,” a voice cried out.


“No, germs! It was a weapon. These things exist. Germ machines in the sky!”


Maybe it’s true, thought Julio, as he saw his fiesta become a turmoil of helping and hindering and hysteria. Remembering his hands scooping through a tide of red germs, he thought of his new rifle too.


He stuffed his mouth full of more coca leaves than he’d ever chewed before, to banish the aching of head and bones, and stumbled away with the sack bundle clutched in his arms.


The village was spinning, droning behind him; but he forced himself to climb. Ahead rose the dome of Tullpanpi-Apup, Pretender Peak. To its right, tapering backward in a long pyramid, was the real chief, Apup-Chaypi. It was around the side of Apup-Chaypi that the cave lay. If he died, which the spirits forbid, Baltasar would know where to look for their gun.


He tramped on, using the parcel as a crutch. The white flood of stars lit his way well enough, casting a milky veil upon the soil.


By now his limbs were stumps of ice.




TWO


FRONTIERSMAN WAS FIFTY million kilometres and five months distant from Earth when the Communications Officer in Houston pressed his King Switch, to call the spacecraft.


Two and a half minutes later, a yellow light flashed on Frontiersman’s radio and a loud beeping sounded around the doughnut of the living quarters.


Not loudly enough to wake the Commander Jim Weaver, who drifted in a flimsy sleepsack tethered to the bunk in his privacy cubicle, wearing earmuffs.


Pilot Wally Oates and Scientist Astronaut Eugene Silverman glanced up from the magnetic Go board but didn’t immediately answer the call. The two men were locked in an impasse of black and white discs. Each held the other in check. If neither quit and moved elsewhere, a process of take and retake could go on for the next hour without producing any changes, till all their pieces were used and the game ran out of fuel.


“I’ll see,” shrugged Silverman finally.


Wally Oates continued staring at the board. He wasn’t in the least bit mesmerized by the pattern of discs; whereas he fancied that Silverman was. Patterns of Go-discs were child’s play for someone who’d sat for hours at a stretch before TV consoles in remote-control combat at Mach 1.5 with Vietkhmer remote piloted vehicles. Not to mention his being the only jet jockey in the whole Air Force to have flown a manned F-15 down the tail of three of these teledynes after the first encounters during the defence of the Isthmus of Kra ten years before. He’d taken 7 gees without misreading instruments, for all the spots before his eyes.


“Frontiersman to Houston, we’re listening,” said Silverman, and waited.


And waited. Two and a half minutes was too long to wait. Time enough almost to boil an egg. Indeed, Wally Oates had brought along an egg-timer among his personal gear; he meant to fill it with Martian sand, if he could find sand not too finely ground or oxidized to flow, even with the glass bulbs rid of air. Silverman suggested flippantly they should use it for their radio calls. Real dialogue with Earth had long since broken down. Chunks of words usurped the place of conversation now. They felt they were secretaries taking dictation and reading back.


“Frontiersman, this is CAPCOM Houston. An hour ago the Russians radioed to tell us they lost guidance on Zayits. They can’t bring it down to a soft landing in Russia. There was probably a blow- out on board as they were charging it up for reentry, but they’re not saying. Deep Space Tracking estimate it’s going to come down somewhere over central South America. If the chutes deploy okay it might still come down in one piece—”


“Well, we’re hardly beaten to the punch, even so!” broke in Silverman. “What are a few scoopfuls of soil compared with a manned expedition? I don’t know why they bothered sending Zayits. Sour grapes?”


The radio voice carried on, unaware of his interruption.


“What sort of co-operation they get recovering it really depends on which country it comes down in. If it’s Bolivia they won’t get any more help than we got with our own training programme—”


“Zayits should feel quite at home in Bolivia. Too bad we never got to train there.” Silverman undulated from side to side in a slow belly dance as he spoke.


“Christ, be quiet,” frowned Oates. “They can’t hear you yet. You’re talking at cross purposes.”


Silverman smiled slyly and moved his hand aside. The SEND switch still stood at OFF. None of his words were being sent.


“If you missed any, we’ll play it back.”


“Goddam.” Oates had more respect for the integrity of instruments than to play such a damn fool trick. He’d never wholly appreciated Silverman’s quirky sense of humour—though to a greater degree than Jim Weaver did, no doubt!


“Roger,” radioed Silverman. “We read you. Zayits is off course. It’s the Russians’ own fault, calling it a Hare in the first place. People oughtn’t to make jokes about Aesop’s Fables. Tortoises always come in first. Over.”


Oates played a white disc, far removed from either of the two current theatres of combat, and assumed a poker face. Now, if Silverman took more than three turns to invade both check positions—which he would have to, if he wished to consolidate both of them—Oates would have the groundwork for a ‘running ladder’ ten moves later as Silverman advanced. He’d frogmarch a whole zigzag of Silverman’s stones right off the board into captivity.


“CAPCOM to Frontiersman. We’ll keep you informed on the Hare. But now we want some figures on Chlorella density in the tanks. Bleed off a c.c. and run it through the counter, will you? We haven’t had a report for a week. And we want more figures on Methane, CO and CO2 levels in the cabin air. Call us when you have them. Over and out.”


Oates shoved himself up from the velcroed stool, with the usual tearing sensation of sticky tape unpeeling,


“I’ve made my move, Gene. If you check the Chlorella, I’ll see to the air.” He pushed himself around the torus as Silverman drifted over to the trio of sixty litre cylinders that broke down the crew’s urea, renewing oxygen and water.


Eugene Silverman, at thirty-eight, was the youngest of the three crew members. His eyes were an unusually vivid blue as though he was wearing blue contact lenses. Indeed, he might have been dubbed the blue-eyed boy of space science but for his premature baldness and a broken, badly reset nose—which gave him a cruel look at times, counteracting blue innocence. A nervous action of sweeping hands over thinning hair, combined with a curious side-stepping gait perfected during public lectures, lent his movements a frustrated stylized elegance, midway between effeteness and the hindered violence of a pacing zoo animal. Each movement was trimmed and orchestrated, yet suggested flight, fierce bursts of activity. Had he broken his nose in some impetuous dash, before he learned the trick of infectious enthusiasm and intellectual grace? In a sense. For he broke it in a childhood fight with other kids at high school in New York City, who resented his scornful lack of reliance on the obligatory pocket calculator. At least this was the version that he told his wife Renata; and naturally enough, being a sculptress, Renata believed him. Hadn’t Michelangelo’s nose been broken by some jealous, dim-witted apprentice? But perhaps it had been a fight, pure and simple. One that Silverman provoked, before he learnt grace and displacement rituals.


Silverman did graduate work at Cornell’s Planetary Studies Laboratory, developing new ways of explaining and even in theory engineering major climate changes on other worlds. As he jokingly put it, ways to get rid of the smog on Venus, if you couldn’t get rid of it at home. By the time he had organized the International Colloquium on Terraforming Worlds at Cal Tech, he had set his sights firmly on Mars as the second world for Man—in opposition to the Russian faith in Venus. Working quietly and brilliantly, deducing for NASA the surface features of the Outer Planets from the weather patterns, his increasing public appearances and proselytism on behalf of terraforming Mars—not in fifty decades but in one, and not at a price tag of a trillion dollars but a mere one thousandth of this—became a budgetry bonus for NASA. But for the half-promise that Mars could be made habitable by the mid 21st Century, would funds have ever been available, even for a three-man expedition?


Oates drifted to the radio and pushed the SEND switch.


“CAPCOM, Methane and CO are holding steady but CO2 is up by six percent. Hang on … Gene says the Chlorella density in tanks one and two is 850 million cells, but tank three is up to a thousand. Over.”


Waiting his two and a half minites, Oates gazed along the curve of the doughnut. Beyond the Chlorella tanks was the only privacy cubicle which all three men shared, popularly known as ‘The Can,’ from which their waste was sucked into the guts of the Ecological System—urea anticlockwise to the Chlorella tanks, solid matter, homogenized, granulated and oxygenized, clockwise through bark fibres from Californian Redwoods into two tanks of scavenger fish, constantly flickering with life and light like TV sets. A thin pipe led off to the first adjoining greenhouse. Here his view was cut off by the curve of the wall.


With a doughnut shape, there was always somewhere ahead of you, somewhere behind you; always somewhere hidden from view. Always a certain mystery, a certain sense of extension and limitlessness … In theory.


Vegetables hovered vaguely beyond. Doubtless the sweet potatoes and fungi tasted better than the homogenized paste of fish, snails and water-fleas sucked from the tanks. Yet in some personal, magical sense, which grew stronger week by week, the fish appealed much more to Oates. They could turn and fly down each other’s tails all right! He would far rather incorporate such twisting, darting creatures into the cells of his body than slothful vegetables: even cultured fungi that sprang up in thick red clusters overnight. Fortunately there were freeze-dried stews and goulashes too, to alternate.


The hole in the doughnut was occupied by the great cone of the landing module Flagstaff, upside down, sealed off and depressurized.


“CAPCOM to Frontiersman. Flight Surgeon asks will you check the cartridges in the air filters? He doesn’t like six percent up on CO2 Now the Chlorella. It’s getting too rich in there. Overbreeding. Switch out one UV lamp in Tank Three. But you can’t keep the UV switched off too long. We think there could be unbalanced solar warming from outside. We want to rerun your thermal roll through the computers. Can you give us the exact figures? Over.”


Is it just to keep us busy? wondered Oates. Damn it, they were in the middle of a game of Go. Still, they hadn’t noticed the small buildup of carbon dioxide on board or the small population surge among the Chlorella.


It was this damned vegetable existence thrust on them, when all three men were really fish: quicksilver beings!


“Roger. We’ll call back. Out!” Oates pushed himself away towards the gyro gimbals.


Earth and Mars were both mentally very distant now. Curiously, each seemed to be getting further away simultaneously. The idea of Mars stayed locked to Earth, and receded accordingly. A disbelief in their destination haunted him. It wasn’t the real alien world of Mars they were heading towards any more, but a vision of Mars remade as Second Earth.


Time had lost its meaning too. The thermal roll of the craft brought a fresh sunrise, a fresh flood of light falling upon the automatically compensating electro-optic windows every twenty minutes. Three days from dawn to dusk were compressed into each hour. Forty-eight dawns into every waking day. The only accurate stretch of time was the eight hours each man spent in his privacy cubicle.


Two men always were awake; and one asleep. Oates and Silverman; then Silverman and Weaver; then Weaver and Oates. The crew thus changed its composition without actually changing. The three men formed three separate intersecting crews by now, with separate personalities. Each felt himself undergoing a distinct personality shift half way through his sixteen hours, as one partner vanished off to sleep and the other hidden partner emerged—without encountering one another.


Without discussing it in so many words, each man felt that the fourth, phantom crew—all three awake simultaneously—would add an undue dimension of complexity, threatening this balance of alternating personalities. No one mentioned how many hours he actually spent asleep in his cubicle; nobody enquired. The cubicles were taboo. If someone was emerging or entering you averted your gaze. And expected the same courtesy yourself. Just a tacit convention, but a strong one. No one discussed it yet the arrangement was regularized with a military precision now.


Curiously, no graffiti whatever had appeared on the walls of the public, yet private ‘Can’. Perhaps this was as odd as the mystery of the Dog That Did Not Bark; yet no one remarked on the fact either; and as month drew into month no one had scribbled the first joke, the first obscenity.


Finally they returned to the Go board, sticking themselves back on the adhesive stools as neatly as postage stamps. Flying his backside down to a pinpoint landing, Oates reminded, with an air of negligence:


“Your move.”


Silverman invaded both the check points.


Silverman reinforced both his newly won salients.


Ten minutes later, as predicted, Oates was flying down his tail—chasing a running ladder of black discs to oblivion.


Ruefully, Silverman rubbed his palms across his scalp, at once gracefully and fretfully.


The trouble with Silverman’s game was that he viewed the Go board as a quasi-living thing. Perhaps the influence of that sculptress he was married to. Undue intuition. Oates saw the board as a perfect mathematical machine, with exact vectors and trajectories.


A whispy hair drifted away from Silverman’s head in his direction. Intercepting it, Oates stuck it to a velcro refuse tab on the wall, specimen on a slide.


They’d set off from Earth orbit shaven-headed and beardless, gigantic foetuses, and watched their hair grow back again till they began to look like hirsute Victorian explorers. As little shaving and tonsuring as possible on such a long journey was the idea. Till Mars, hairs and bristles were safest fastened to the body.
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