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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.







Part One


Swarthmore: Meetings


… whenever Friends came together and sat down in stillness and quietness they came to find the benefit, advantage and glory thereof in a wonderful and remarkable manner, for they became all as one body … yea in silence and ceasing of all words they were inwardly refreshed, comforted, quickened and strengthened through that communion and communication of spirit and life of God … as from one upon all, and from all upon one.


—George Keith, 17th-century Quaker


Each individual will be acutely aware of his “oneness” with life itself …. The goal of the meeting, that destiny to which it is being called, is unity.


—George H. Gorman, The Amazing Fact of Quaker Worship




One


George and KliUrrh


WHEN the stock alarm clanged, George Quinlan was on his knees in the hot sun, weeding sweet corn with a short-handled hoe. A very small part of his attention sufficed to direct the blade—a bite-shaped piece cut from a tractor panel—deftly round and between the bases of the stately plants and grub out whatever seedling invaders had sprouted in the weeks since the previous weeding. The rest of his mind was free to go on fretting about his forthcoming meeting with the officers of the Down Plus Six, the colony ship whose arrival would soon be the second most eventful occurrence in the six-year history of the settlement the Quakers had named Swarthmore.


George frowned and sighed unhappily as he weeded. He was forty-five years old, a superb geologist, a widower, a father, and a settlement leader, with a minor back malady that limited his field work assignments to hydroponics, aquaculture, light stock duty, and row crops—reaching across the wide raised vegetable beds put a lot of stress on a lower back. To his own surprise he had taken to peasant-style farming wholeheartedly and at once, and would ordinarily have “walked” along the rows on his knee pads entirely absorbed, keeping his back nice and straight, neatly extracting the slow-growing (but madly greedy) blue-green native “weeds” from the soil and taking a puzzling but profound satisfaction in performing this simple task well. Today his consciousness would not stay submerged in the work; he minded badly that this should be so.


When the triangle began to shout its pattern of five short whangs (for “stock alarm”) followed by two long ones (for “sheep”) he rose stiffly, groaning a little. All eleven other members of his work squad popped up too between the rows of corn, dropping hoes, shucking gloves, unstrapping knee pads, pelting off at the best speed they could muster through the settlement toward the sheep pastures on the other side of the river they called the Delaware, a quarter of a mile away. Jogging behind the field of sprinters, George could see other runners converging on the pastures from several directions. None carried any kind of weapon, for no native predator could eat a sheep with profit, and in six years none had ever killed one, or even so much as chased one, out of devilment—a trait the native wildlife seemed remarkably to lack. Almost certainly the devilment would turn out to be of the flock’s own making: they’d have broken out and strayed, fallen into the river, hung themselves up in a snaggle of rotten willow fence—


“—in the river meadows!” someone shouted hoarsely as the runners pounded across the bridge, and they rushed in a pack around the animal enclosures without slowing down, angling upstream toward a broad handsome strip of alfalfa bordering the river, into which George could now see flattened signs of the sheep’s untidy progress. Puffing hard—he was a swimmer, not a runner—he scrambled down the bank and splashed through the little pasture brook, ignoring the stepping stones farther along, then fell belatedly into position in a wing of beaters yelling and clapping as they edged through the strip and spread out along the riverbank. The idea, obviously, was to chase the sheep back out the way they’d come without damaging the precious hay themselves, and George whooped and yelled with the others. No carnivores but Quakers had been brought to Pennterra; the present occasion was typical of a good many that had caused them all to regret not having made an exception of some shelties to control the sheep.


These now blundered witlessly about in the tall alfalfa, baaing and trampling their winter fodder like the idiots they were. Finally, giving up, the beaters entered the meadow from the river in a straight line. The sheep, giving up as well, plunged out the other side into the lane, to be smartly seized and hauled back to their proper pasture by an assortment of muscular young people, and moments later, with neither discussion nor the giving of a single order, the incident was over.


George stood with the other drivers afterwards, laughing and swabbing his forehead with a rag, and watched the two dozen ewes and large late-summer lambs be manhandled away: black-faced Suffolks, long-fleeced Herdwicks—not many of those left—and the all-white Dorsets, which the breeders had been concentrating on for the past year or so, since these had proved best adapted to conditions in the valley. George was fonder, himself, of the Herdwicks, a surefooted English mountain breed able to withstand harsh weather and thrive on rough forage—traits superfluous on Pennterra, where nothing growing in the maroon-colored mountains northwest of the settlement, from whence the Delaware descended, could nourish a sheep, nor so much as a cockroach, brought from Earth. The Dorsets made excellent mothers, superior wool, and abundant mutton; for these reasons they also made better sense as homestead stock to be kept on pasture.


Soon the Herdwicks might be phased out altogether—though a decision to allow any Earth-born species to become extinct on Pennterra must always be emotion-fraught and reluctantly taken. Almost certainly, there would never again be Herdwicks here when these were gone.


Gradually the groups began to break up and straggle back to whatever they’d been doing when the alarm stuck. “Little Boy Blue, come blow your horn,” quoted handsome Andrew Bell cheerfully, pausing to throw one bare sweaty arm around his wife, Norah, in passing. “The sheep’s in the meadow, the cow’s in the corn.”


“Watch out who you’re calling a cow,” said Norah; but she kissed Andrew—a gingerly kiss, for his whole face was sweat-soaked—before trudging back toward the cornfield with George, while Andrew went off with a few others to find and fix the break in the fence. “Come fall,” said Norah grimly, “that hurdle fencing has got to be replaced. Not repaired, replaced—sooner if possible, if anybody has a minute to spare before harvest. Which I doubt,” she said, “but if the goats get into the orchard again we’ll be in a bad way. That one little midnight raid of theirs last spring is probably going to mean rationed apples and no pears for adults this winter as it is. God, I wish I knew whether the Sixers’re bringing us some trees!”


A third corn-chopper, overhearing this, fell into step on the other side of George. “If they haven’t, won’t we pretty much be forced to ask KliUrrh about fencing with mountain hardwood now, George? I know you’re trying to tread carefully there, but it’s a pure waste of time to put this stuff up,” waving vaguely at the treelike shapes bent out over the river, “and nobody wants to dip into the ship’s stores again for fencing. That’ll go for the Down Plus Six as much as the Woolman, wouldn’t you think? We’d buy a little time that way, but we’re going to be mending fences for—well, effectively forever.” The speaker had a hesitant, flat, rather didactic way of speaking and hair as red as a brick.


When George started to reply, Norah butted in tensely: “Oh, Bob, how can KliUrrh possibly say no? What are we supposed to do, tether every single sheep and goat to a mesh lead? And a stone fence would have to be how tall to keep a billy goat and a doe in season away from each other? He’ll have to let us use hardwood, for a while anyway.”


“We could make cement and forms from local stuff and stuff we brought,” said the redhead, Bob Wellwood, “and a stone wall’s zero maintenance; in the long run stone’s our best bet. But a fence like that would take a couple of years to build; we still need something for the short run. And I don’t think dry stone’s worth the trouble, not for us—nobody here’s got the know-how, and it takes a lot of skill to do right. We’ll always need fences,” he repeated in his flat loud voice. “KliUrrh knows that. I think you ought to bring it up now, George—ask him to tide us over till we have time to build in stone.” Then, finally, Bob and Norah both stopped talking and looked expectantly at George, who walked a few paces further, head down, to be sure they were really done before speaking.


“We’ve been over all this before,” he said finally, glancing sideways at Bob. “Nothing’s changed. There’d be no objection at all to our using the deadfall from the mountain hardwoods however we liked, if there were any flokh trees or whatever growing below the falls, but the elders insist they don’t want us wandering out of bounds for any reason, and they mean it—they really do mean it. KliUrrh himself might take a more flexible line, but he couldn’t decide something like that on his own. There’s just no point in asking, Bob. Maybe when our credibility’s better.”


“In about fifty years,” said Bob, not bitterly; he was a dogged but pretty reasonable young man. “But still, would it hurt to ask? I know you know KliUrrh better than any of us, but mightn’t you be guessing wrong on this one?”


“Oh, it wouldn’t hurt, exactly, but it would reinforce his impression of us as dangerously childish characters, and I’d just as soon not. If we’d known when we chose this site that we’d be here forevermore, we’d have looked more carefully and picked someplace with hardwood and a swamp, a lot closer to the coast. But we didn’t and there it is.” The bridge, planks laid across cask pontoons, bobbed under them as they padded back across the river. From the small vantage of its height George looked about him at the sun-saturated landscape, at the cultivated fields on either side of the glancing stream, the blue-green slopes of the valley beyond. “We didn’t choose so badly, at that. Don’t you ever forget what Earth was like, you two. I don’t expect the Sixers have.” He scowled suddenly, a scowl that looked peculiar on a face so pleasant. “There’s nobody back home who wouldn’t be glad to trade places with us. And even if we have to make do with hurdles for now—”


“You’re going to say, ‘Way will open,’” interrupted Norah, oblivious to the scowl and agitation evident in George’s little outburst; Bob, though, was now looking at him oddly as Norah went on: “Way will open, way will open—how long did it take you to acquire the knack of looking ahead and planning without worrying? God!” Under the tone of complaint she sounded a little frantic. “Andrew’s just as bad—just as good, I ought to say, but it’s awful being so comparatively feeble! I’ll get to stewing about, oh, what if the corn’s wiped out by hail some summer—thinking about the kids, you know, and how narrow our margin is, how easily the odds could shift against us—lucky or not, George, and I know we are—I really do know it!—this is still a damn hard, uncertain life we’re living. Anyway, Andrew will just say, very patiently, ‘Well, we’re here, which ought to be impossible, so we have to assume we’re meant to survive here; if we’re meant to, we will; if not, we won’t, and it’s as much as I can do to concentrate on every day as it comes along—the rest is up to Providence.’ Now, I’m as clear about all that as—well, as you are yourself, George, but Andrew feels it the way you do. He’s honestly content to work and wait upon the Lord. Me, I have to keep yanking myself up short. I wish I knew how you chaps do it. I’d give anything to be that free of plain old common-or-garden fretting about the future. It’s not even noble fretting, about the future of the race, not anymore—just the future of the Bell family and the settlement, and quite a bit lately about how the Sixers are going to fit in. I don’t deserve to be here, I suppose.” She looked glum, and also resentful. “I admire the hell out of you and Andrew, and I envy you too, but I can’t be like you to save my life.”


“As a matter of fact, I wasn’t going to say one word about way opening,” said George, rather nettled. Norah’s nervous neediness—because he had no help to offer—wore upon his own nerves; and it mortified him to be viewed as a figure of heroic serenity. “I was about to say that we might try growing hedges of native brush that the stock wouldn’t even want to nibble. And that since the pasture windmills should be operational by the end of the year, we can easily spare enough power and parts to electrify the fences for a while.” He took in the startled faces on either side and shook his head. “You overestimate me—yes you do, Norah. This past half-hour of sheep-doggery is the first half-hour since we raised the Down Plus Six that I haven’t spent fretting about how to cope with what’s coming when the Sixers land.”


They had stopped walking; the other two stared in consternation at imperturbable George. “It’ll be different once they’re down and we’re talking, but the anticipation of conflict gives me the galloping golliwickers. Always did. I lose sleep, fight my field work, growl at Danny, can’t stay centered—Norah, you nitwit, I’m not one bit different from you! Andrew is the real thing if you like. Not me. Thank God they’ll be landing tomorrow; another week of suspense and my self-esteem would be damaged beyond repair.” He swept an arm around each of his companions, propelling them back into motion. “Just for the record, though, Andrew’s perfectly right. Why should we be here, if not to mend our fences somehow, and act as a buffer between the Sixers and the hrossa? And survive? The Mormons had it worse, didn’t they? And lived to populate a desert and a dozen space colonies? What would George Fox and Margaret Fell think of all this fussing and bitching, hmm? Not much!”


“Oh God, George,” began Norah, stricken, but Bob broke in firmly: “We’re going to have some silence. Now. Yes, right now.” He braked the three of them to another halt and passed his free arm around Norah, closing the circle.


The rest of their work squad, filing back between the shoulder-high rows of corn, scarcely gave a passing glance to the little huddle; in general they understood perfectly what they were seeing, a usual sight about the settlement from its inception. An unknowing observer—had there been one such within millions of miles or light-years of that spot—would have seen what appeared to be three barefoot but particularly clean, attractive peasants dressed in short, loose, light-colored tunics tied at the waist with rope. Standing, they held one another toward a common center—eyes closed, heads lowered, faces graced with similar expressions of listening and of calm. Of the two men, both Caucasians, one was tall and lean, with beautiful gray-white hair; the other, thirtyish, was of middling height and build, his hair and short thick beard two violent shades of red; the third person was a young Asian woman, small and very pretty. They stood like that for nearly a quarter of an hour.


They looked, and labored, like peasants. But they were Quakers, starfarers, uniting in impromptu meeting for worship; and they and their fellow settlers, 312 souls in all, were the only human beings in all the world.


For one more day.


“How come I never thought of hedges?” Bob asked as they finally separated, and George replied in his old, nice voice: “Because you’re a builder, I expect,” and smiled. Norah gave him a quick apologetic hug before slipping between the rows.


AT the bottom of the lake the hross KliUrrh, an early elder, unlatched a lattice gate and began inviting several of the sluggish eel-shaped beings inside to swim from the cage into his basket. His four hindmost limbs swirled the water, holding his large, buoyant body in position; two stubby lower forelimbs held the basket open like a lopsided clamshell, while the longer two gently herded in the swillets that, cleaned and sectioned, would become the main course of his family’s evening meal. The image of bowls of hollowed stone filled with bits of swillet rose in KliUrrh’s mind and communicated itself to the little creatures, along with his feelings of anticipation and thankfulness, and they came willingly enough. He released the few that had yet to complete their lives by replication—Not this time, cousin!—judged he had taken enough, shooed back the others, and closed the basket’s lid and the holding pen’s hatch. Feed and content yourselves till I come again. His body turned and glided at once toward the surface, lifted by the kind clear water, all his arms clasping the basket full of stirring consciousness to his thorax.


He came up into a soft, dull afternoon, a pale-gray sky above the pewter-gray water. Soothing the uneasy swillets, which never themselves swam so near the sunlight, he paddled toward a wide beach of blue-gray sand. Beyond, a cluster of dwellings rose humpily. Swimming thus, polar-bear fashion, he looked rather like a smallish, neckless sea monster; as he walked up out of the water on his four strong legs, the impression was rather that of an outsize frog that did not leap, a seal that did not waddle, but with twice too many limbs to be much like either. There was something of the centaur about him, and something of the dinosaur.


Before his domed house he found his family occupied quietly with domestic business, their personalities forming a composite aura like an odor of which he was scarcely conscious, yet that set his own lodge apart from every other in his village. KliUrrh set down the basket, now leaking a few droplets through its tight weave, with a ritual emotional “gesture” meaning roughly, “These are the kind ones who give up their lives to ours.” Aloud he said (in effect)—the supple blowholes in his brow region forming the sound—“I’ll see if I can grub up a few last hiding nuts to throw in with them, unless I’m needed for some other task.”


No one looked up or replied, but the household aura became tinged pleasurably with encouragement and gratitude, and he turned back toward the water, first taking a small net, and a digging scoop carved from a piece of preserved wood, from hooks on a rack inside the door.


Hiding “nuts,” a dietary staple of KliUrrh’s people, grew plentifully in marshy places at that latitude on that world. The single blue-green frond, like a fan spread flat on the oozy ground, produced a husked starchy fruit on a stalk projecting from the underside of the frond. As the fruit matured, its own weight tended to bury it in the soft mud below, where it then anchored itself by putting out a mass of hairlike structures that sponged up nutrients from the semiliquid soil. The ripe nut was large, very nutritious, and strongly flavored, and kept well in underground pits or caves through the cold season. Raw, it was an ideal trail food; dried, pounded to flour, and mixed with other foods, it gave substance and piquancy to the dish.


KliUrrh reentered the lake, the net and scoop gripped in his lower arms. His sense of the village dwindled, blocked by the static interference formed of the lake’s many small lives, of its muds and sands and the mass of water itself, much as the sound of wind and waves drowns out the noise of picnickers talking and singing on a beach for those in a sailboat headed out from shore. Sound is a feeble metaphor for this extra sense of KliUrrh’s, not least because his people were equipped with excellent organs of hearing. Their awareness of the living world about and below them, and of one another, was literally the sixth of their senses and the most highly valued—a sensitivity they shared to varying degrees with all the life-forms on their world, plant life as well as animal.


For this reason KliUrrh’s kind were generally without meaningful postures or physical gestures, or anything corresponding to facial expression, as the lower forms generally lacked behaviors corresponding to rites of courtship or appeasement. Emotion being manifested not outwardly and symbolically but directly and empathically, such expressiveness had served no evolutionary function. Thus a hatchling gipgip made no signal to stimulate feeding behavior in its parent; thus had KliUrrh omitted to wave goodbye to his family.


In a while the hross’s broad feet touched bottom. Emerging, he began to squelch through bogland, spiracles contracted against the gases released from decomposing vegetation by his passage. He was semiaware as he progressed of the needle-points of life that pierced his thick smooth hide and borrowed a little blood, but his senses were held on alert for the sensation of dumb bulbousness or the sight of a flat blue-green fan, either of which would signal the belated presence of hiding nuts. He saw plenty of withered fronds blackening into the ooze, but their nuts had been taken.


KliUrrh had nearly accepted failure when finally, pushing through a clump of large-celled, water-filled stalks without breaking or bruising them and climbing a fallen trunk in the slow process of being preserved by chemicals in the ground water, he spotted not one but three fans spread on the ground; at the same instant he felt the triple throb that told him all three nuts were both present and infertile. He stood still in the muck and experienced his gratitude in the consciousness of TuwukhKawan, for the unseasonal bounty; then he slopped forward, deftly twisted and thrust the scoop in with one long arm, spread the net between his two short ones, snapped the stalks, and dropped the dark, muddy, hairy lumps in, one after another, with his fourth hand. The hands on his longer arms had two stubby opposable pairs of single-jointed digits and were fairly dexterous; the second pair were useful for holding, but their “hands” were little more than flat, padded paws.


Now they clasped the bulging net and the scoop again while KliUrrh’s upper arms parted the canes and his four legs drove him forward, leaving tracks that the water rapidly filled. First a swim to cleanse you, then you bless us. It was late for fresh nuts. These heavy three would be tough but very sweet. They would delight SwikhKarrh, and delighting SwikhKarrh was a foremost pleasure of KliUrrh’s existence.


Now that, reflected KliUrrh, that for example, was a feeling the People and the Quakers could experience in common. KliUrrh had been present, and had picked up George Quinlan’s buoyant pleasure in his own child’s pride and delight, when Danny had at last become a strong enough swimmer to make the long reach clear across the lake on his own. Among many differences, several deep and truly disturbing, it was good to feel where his own kind and the aliens most resembled one another.


And in this too—this rejoicing in their alikeness, the excitement about their differences that had nothing to do with fear—he and George Quinlan were kindred spirits; for unlike certain others among both their peoples, neither of these two had any inclination to be wary of the other.


Though thoroughly conscious of the mischief they might make out of quarantine, and genuinely grieved at the death of the little valley the Quakers called Delaware, KliUrrh could not help his gladness about the coming of the humans. He would not have missed knowing George, or Danny or Katy, for the world. In a long life full of pleasures, there was hardly anything he would have traded for the fascinating taking-in of them.




Two


George


DANNY had tried to wait up for his father, but the meeting ran late and he had had an exciting couple of days. When George finally came in with Billy Purvis they found him asleep in his dhoti on the sheepskin patchwork that covered half the metal floor of the sitting room; but he got right up, groggily, and splashed water from a plastic bucket onto his face and rubbed it hard with a towel, asking even before he was fully awake, “How’d it go? What happened? What’d they say?”


“I taped the whole thing for the archives,” said Billy. “Play it if you like, but there’s a couple of hours’ worth here, and I want to file it in the morning.”


He flipped the little disc to Danny, who teetered between wanting to know what everyone had said in the meeting and wanting to know what George and Billy were going to say in the postmortem.


“It went about like we thought,” said George. He had lost the air of fretful unease that had clung about him for weeks, but looked exhausted. He pulled his blue dress tunic over his head and dropped onto some taut cushions arranged on the floor and against the wall, automatically stuffing a little pillow behind the small of his back. “They’re bewildered and disappointed, and pretty angry. It looks like they’ll draw the line at mass murder, thank God, but they don’t much see why they shouldn’t proceed according to the original plan and just pay no attention to what the hrossa want. They’ve only known for a couple of months what Pennterra’s like, remember, after years of suspense, so it’s just not possible yet for them to take us seriously when we say they have to tell the UN not to send any more ships.” He yawned and stretched his arms over his head. “All in all, about what we figured for Round One.”


“Also,” Billy put in, “they can’t for the life of ’em figure out why we went along with the restrictions.” There was a padded metal chair with arms, bolted to the floor, and he settled into it, crossing his long legs straight out in front of him. “Most of them are struggling to be courteous and reserve judgment, but they’re not Quakers, Danny, and at this point what we’ve done here makes sense to them only as a piece of pure Quaker foolishness.” He made a rueful face at George. “It’s been such a long while since I sat through a meeting with non-Quakers, I’d kind of forgot what it’s like. Mm-mmm. This isn’t going to be easy.”


“Did you ever expect it to be? I didn’t,” said George. “Take that hot thing off before you melt, Billy. I’m going down cellar and draw us some cider.”


Danny had never sat through a meeting with non-Quakers; before today he had never laid eyes on a non-Quaker in his whole life, that he could remember (though in fact, in infancy, he had). There were a lot of things he was dying to know; but he could read in the plain signs of weariness and gloom how poor was the outlook for a lively rehash of the evening’s events between these two, and was grateful that he would not have to be bratty and pump them anyway. “I’ll get it, Dad,” he said. “You stay there. And then I guess I’ll play the tape.”


The way the two men drank, reflectively, respectfully, as if rehearsing the amazing facts behind the plastic mugs of brown brew they held in hands coarsened by grubbing in dirt—planting the specially selected seeds, watering, grafting, greenhousing, and pruning the little trees, transplanting them into the carefully conditioned soil of the orchard, years of anxious training, more pruning, propping, and finally the labor of harvest and the pressing—spoke volumes about their situation. So did the fact that Danny brought up no third mug for himself and would accept only one good-sized swig out of his father’s. He went into the other room, taking the tape disc. “I’ll keep the volume down,” he promised as George was opening his mouth to tell him to. They had a player in the flat but no earpiece, and the radio station was too far to go to borrow one this night.


Alone in the sitting room, Billy and George sipped at the cider slowly for some moments without speaking, for in their different ways both were depressed. Voices, gently muffled, soon floated through the heavy curtain hung in the doorway and filled the mutual silence. It was no trick to discern the note of politely restrained incredulity that overtook one side of the discussion almost at once, and after listening for a few minutes Billy shook his head. “I tell you what, ol’ George. This stuff upsets me worse than I expected, it brings it all back. I listen to those arguments, and I can remember arguing the very same points myself six years back. We’ve insulated ourselves in practical problems, we gave up the mission such a long time ago and just got on with learning how to farm, but remember how fired up we were at first to make this planet into the Brave New World? And how infuriating—how goddamn maddening it was to be balked, when we finally really had to believe we just were not going to be sold or given any more land at all, not any, not ever?”


“I remember all right.” Tiredness settled over George, a web of lead.


“And then remember how we argued and schemed, and how hard we resisted being led to submit?” Billy shifted unhappily in the stiff chair. “I mean to tell you, giving up that dream in full view of achieving it was the hardest thing, bar none, I’ll ever do in my life. It’s the hardest thing any of us will ever do—harder’n deciding to come in the first place! If you ask me, we’re going to need to meet a lot more than usual if we’re going to keep clear about ourselves and our decisions, as long as this tussling with the Sixers goes on. Maybe every day.”


“Maybe more than that.” From the bedroom George could now hear his own smudged voice echoing the sense of his friend’s lament: “… and though most of us here have come to admire and respect the hrossa very much, please believe that our disappointment was as crushing in its time as yours is now. Every one of us volunteered for this mission in the same hope and desire that led every one of you to volunteer, and we were as reluctant to give it up as you could possibly be. That we did give it up, despite our desire and our commitment, means simply that to us there finally appeared to be no other moral choice.”


Unexpectedly, to hear himself say these things discomfited George intensely. What was he pleading with them for, for Christ’s sake? The merits of the case were their own defense. To appeal to the Sixers for understanding (and forgiveness?) for what his people had chosen to do was stupid; it was wrong.


I shouldn’t have been set up to lead in this, he knew of a sudden with a flush of pure dismay. Someone not in so deep with the hrossa could present the facts more honestly. No wonder I’ve been worried! Everything he had told them was entirely true, yet now to his own ears his voice carried a clear taint of hypocrisy.


Three months after landfall, with construction in full swing, the hrossa had appeared one day out of the mountains northeast of the settlement. They had easily put across to the thunderstruck Quakers, who before this had observed not one hint of their existence, a demand that the building cease—that all activity cease, until a medium of communicating between the two peoples could be worked out.


The humans had rallied enough to put themselves at the disposal of the commanding, fantastical creatures whose emotional sendings invaded them as naturally as the brook’s racket invaded their ears; and in mere weeks, in no time at all, the hrossa had acquired the means to tell the Quakers what they most needed them to know:


First, they could stay, and the capacity load of the Down Plus Six, more than three times as great as that of the Woolman, would be allowed to stay as well. They could rear their crops, and—as vacancies occurred through deaths—their families.


But three laws were to govern their activities completely. There must never be many more humans on Pennterra than the combined original numbers of humans, something on the order of 1,300. They were specifically forbidden to employ any but passive power sources—they must not use the rest of their expensively transported machinery for building or farming or anything else. And finally, all their enterprise, as well as their settlement or settlements, must be confined to the valley of the river called Delaware by the Quakers and [AhkKlahki] by themselves, where the ecology had already been disrupted; the humans were prohibited—forever?—from wandering the surface of the world at will. The valley, however beautiful and bountiful, would thus be a place of quarantine to them, a paradisal ghetto 120 kilometers long by several wide, bounded by a waterfall and a long lake to the north, the sea to the southeast, and the stony ridges of the hills to either side.


Our world (the hross elders had told them later, when they had learned more English) is ordered by imperatives that the humans may interfere with neither by accident nor by design. We deeply sympathize with the plight of your people, we are moved by the risks you took on their behalf, and by your safe arrival here, but in our view your kind has broken faith with its own world in a thousand ways. You are a danger to us. We cannot allow you the freedom of ours.


George Quinlan had most heartily wished the rightful owners of the planet Pennterra at the other end of the galaxy in those days. He had yielded to their moral authority, when he heard their terms and finally knew what it would mean for his own people and his mission, with as poor a grace as any; and he too could perfectly remember his own acute bitterness and frustration. The meeting, desiring earnestly to be led in the matter, had been led to submit. And they had submitted; but how could they have done so gladly? Yielding to the authority of the hrossa seemed a hateful necessity to all of them, a personal defeat sustained but a whisker short of victory. Then.


For George, all that had changed long since.


I haven’t had to face this before, he thought, but I can’t shirk facing it any longer. It really feels to me, if I’m honest, as if my whole life before knowing KliUrrh, even my part in the mission, had been leading up to knowing him—as if he somehow completes me.


And a peculiar thought struck him: Would I feel this so strongly if Susan were still alive? Is KliUrrh a kind of substitute for the sort of intimacy I had with her and don’t want again with any woman? It was like him to wonder this. He waited, trying to puzzle out the answer honestly; he believed that he had been well content in his marriage.


I really don’t know, he finally had to admit. Such a lot would have depended on how Susan felt about the hrossa. They could have brought us closer, as they’ve brought Danny and me. Or come between us, as they’ve come between me and Norah Bell, who used to be a better friend of mine, and who respects the hrossa but feels nothing deeper for them. And now his thoughts, and his regard, rested on Billy Purvis, stretched out in the chair scavenged from the lounge of the John Woolman—a biochemist his own age, no particular hrossophile. Their friendship had lasted twenty years, most of them stressful years, and after all that time Billy was one of a number of friends who judged George far less harshly than George was inclined to judge himself.


Billy had been watching him. “Sorry,” said George. “I’m mighty poor company tonight … I was just thinking the hrossa haven’t made any difference between you and me.”


“Um.” Billy thought that over. “But between you and other people they have?”


“More than I’d realized, I suddenly seem to see. But mainly between me six years ago and me right now. A lot more difference than I’ve had to think about till this evening, as a matter of fact. Or cared to, either.” He leaned forward, groaning softly, to unlatchet his shoes; he hadn’t had on a pair of shoes for three months.


From the bedroom the voice of a male Sixer—was it the fat one?—now hinted that, as the Quakers had found themselves embarrassed by conflicting moral claims, and as they could hardly be comfortable sitting pretty in Paradise here while the people they felt unable to save went right on dying back on Earth, perhaps they ought to bend their efforts toward finding a way of getting back home again. George listened to his own brief response—that none of them had done much sitting since landfall, but that the questioner’s point had, of course, occurred to them too—and then with deeper interest as Billy’s light southern accent began to explain that refitting and resupplying the ship, to say nothing of refueling her, “just doesn’t look possible without the construction of some fairly sizable machines that would have to be built with machines, on the planet’s surface, whether the repair work’s done on the surface or on the moon. And, as we’ve explained, the hross elders have proscribed machines.” He pronounced the word “pros-craaabed.” (“Are you following this?” “Yep.”) “They’ve made only one exception, for our two little electric whirligigs, so we can stay in close touch without having to build roads or their needing to use a radio. If any of your people have suggestions, I’d purely love to hear them.”


“Here’s where ol’ Fussbudget McWhirter puts his oar in,” said Billy, the broad dialect of his childhood asserting itself in unconscious reaction to the formality of his public speech. “I tell you what, I can speak to that of God in the rest of ’em just as nice as you please, but that fella’s a right smart challenge for Friends as out of practice as we are at talkin’ to people that aren’t even tryin’ to talk to us, you know?”


“Shush, I want to hear this.” Several voices had been calling out “Mr. Chair!” together. One that aggressively identified itself as “Gerald McWhirter, Astrogation,” now blurted, “Sorry, Purvis, I just don’t think that’s good enough. ‘Can’t let anybody else come here because the natives say no, and can’t go home because the natives say no machines allowed.’ How can they stop you, man? If you really want to go home, go! If you don’t, I can’t say I blame you, but why be a goddamned hypocrite about it?”


“Here it comes, you dragon slayer,” said George’s live voice as Billy’s recorded one spoke from the domicile bedroom: “Dr. McWhirter, this is their world. They live here. They make the rules, which we were led to obey. A number of us feel that, having failed to persuade the hrossa to take us in, and being unable in conscience to force our people upon them against their will, we ought in conscience to go back and share the common fate. I repeat: if somebody aboard your vessel can show us how to do what needs doing with surface equipment no more disturbing to the environmental peace than, say, a small forge, we’ll thank you very kindly.”


There came a pause full of stirrings and mutterings; and then Billy spoke again. “I don’t believe you folks know very much about the Quakers,” he said pleasantly. “No reason you should; their little time in the limelight was a long while back. But you can take my word for it that their record for leaving very much nicer, more comfortable situations than this one, voluntarily, to go at God’s behest into very much less comfortable ones, is pretty hard to fault. I’m not a birthright Quaker, I can say this without immodesty. When God wanted the early Friends to go to prison, or free their slaves and impoverish their families, or found schools for orphans, or hospitals for the insane, he let them know about it. And later on, when God wanted 111 Quaker scientists to go live in a lab for nineteen months and not come out without the ground-based defense that would guarantee the Peace, he let them know about that, too. I don’t doubt for a minute that if he wants us to go home, way will open. When and if that happens, those of us that are clear about going will go, and we won’t pussyfoot around about it when we do. But he brought us here, and at least for the time being he seems to be keeping us here.”


“Great stuff,” said George above the voices softly clamoring to speak. “No sooner do I get to wondering whether somebody else mightn’t do a more effective job with the Sixers than I realize somebody already did.”


“‘Effective’ is hardly the word I’da picked,” said Billy, glancing sharply at his friend. “You saw ’em all trying not to look as fed up and disgusted as they felt. You can’t even blame them all that much; it does sound like the baldest, most self-serving sophistry you ever heard in your life, even when you know durn well it’s the truth.”


“Eloquence is effective, deny it who will.” George sighed. “Look—I’m as sorry as I can be, but I have to ask. I heard what you said before, and I don’t ask lightly. But would you take over as chair at the next one? The same person really oughtn’t to do it every time anyway, and the more I think about it, the clearer I am that I need to disqualify myself.”


Billy peered at him, surprised, frowning a little. “Can you talk about why?”


“I’m not sure. Not too well. Not before the meeting yet. It just came over me tonight, just since we broke up, that—oh, put it like this: we’ve all been in a state of moral conflict here from the day we knew this planet wasn’t ours for the claiming, right? But my position now is worse than that. I’m trapped between conflicting emotional claims too.”


Billy’s frown disappeared. “Because of KliUrrh.”


George nodded. “Not just KliUrrh, but mainly him. I only just realized. It makes me feel like I’m hiding a guilty secret from the Sixers; there’s something dishonest in the position, emotionally dishonest. I need to get out of this.”


“I can see you do. We ought to have thought of it, actually.” Billy made a sour face. “Oh, hell, running the meeting won’t be any rougher on me than just being present would. So if nobody objects, I’ll do it. Once, maybe twice—then somebody else can take a turn. You’re right anyhow, it’s a job that ought to be passed around.”


“I’ll tell the meeting myself, this Firstday. But nobody’ll object, and you know it.” Relief, spreading through him, lightened every part of his weary body.


“Not to me they won’t. They’ll wonder how come you asked to be let off so quick though; you were appointed unopposed, and not without good reason.” He paused to think. “If you’d just as soon wait till things calm down some, I suppose it’s enough for now to say you think the chair should rotate. But you’ll need to tell people pretty soon.”


“I suppose so.” For the dozenth time that evening, anxiety tightened George’s eloquent face. Billy gave him another sharp look, drained his cider mug, set it on the floor—a thin tap of plastic on metal—then stood and began to do up his uniform tunic. “Don’t get up,” he said, but as he moved to depart he creaked down on one knee and tightened his arm about George’s chest in a firm half-hug, something he hadn’t done in a couple of years. Surprised, George patted him automatically a time or two; then abruptly he put down his own mug and for a minute really held on to his old friend.


Billy let him go. “If I can help, say so.” He padded to the door with his shoes under his arm, a tall, gray-haired figure, straight and lean, made on the whole remarkably like George Quinlan both inside and out. “Remind Danny to drop that tape by on his way to work, all right?”


Left by himself, George leaned back against the wall and closed his eyes. Billy’s gesture had warmed him, as he had been warmed and steadied by Bob Wellwood’s unlooked-for sensitivity to his condition on the day of the sheep chase. His relief was also great. What he seemed to have discovered about himself, however, had shaken him badly; it was like suddenly realizing that weeks or months ago, without suspecting a thing at the time, he must have fallen out of love.


From behind the curtain he now heard the muted voice of Maggie Smithson, a Sixer he had known nearly as long as he and Billy Purvis had known each other and a pretty ardent sort of friend for a while. He had been wholly surprised to see her. They had lost touch—forsworn it, really—some years before the data from the Voyager probe sent to Pennterra had reached Earth, before either could have imagined meeting again in the present circumstances, though yesterday the surprise had been all on George’s side; Maggie, of course, had known when she shipped on the Down Plus Six that George had gone aboard the Woolman. “I would like to raise again an aspect of Jerry’s question that I don’t think got answered,” she was saying. “Supposing we did drive a dozer out and start clearing forty acres of land outside the valley—what could they do about it, the—the hurrossa? How would they enforce the technology taboo if we simply set out to ignore it? I’m not suggesting we ought to, now, I’d just like to know what might happen if we did.”


“They would experience deep distress, and that would distress us all,” he heard himself reply, and the priggish earnestness that now seemed to taint his voice made George’s heart sink dismally. Rolling off the cushions with a grunt, he lurched erect, thrust the curtain aside, and glowered into the bedroom. Danny lay sprawled across his father’s bed on his stomach, sound asleep. The player sat on the floor. George resisted an impulse to stomp its twirling disc silent; he forced himself to listen. “… have to take our word for it for the time being, until you get to know the hrossa yourselves. I realize it’s a lot to swallow. But I doubt that any of you, any more than we, would prefer sharing that distress to putting up with the difficulties—even if you were able to justify resettling, or using machinery, on moral grounds.”


Here the ship’s first officer interrupted to ask what he meant by sharing.


“Well, as we’ve told you, the hrossa are empathic to a fair degree, they can send as well as receive, weakly if you resist or aren’t paying attention, quite powerfully if you invite them into your head.” Here George detected a faint eagerness sneaking into his voice and ground his teeth. “That’s why we communicate with one another as well as we do, despite the obvious biological incompatibilities. We’ve speculated that it’s also why some of them have been able to learn fluent English while we haven’t made much headway at all with their language, which is devilishly difficult to pronounce with the human vocal apparatus. Well, of course we’ve been too busy to give much time to it—”


“But would they, or could they, try to stop us by violent means, or make any resistance worth worrying about?” Maggie broke in.


George had hesitated, aware even in that moment that he had let himself stray from the point. “I’m inclined to think not, but I’m not entirely sure. The villages don’t appear to fight among themselves. They don’t seem to recognize tribes or clans, or any us-and-them relationships whatever, except parenthood and time of life—child, breeder, adult, elder … certainly they’ve never tried to impose their will on us by force, but then they’ve never had to try, since we’ve respected their feelings and their laws from the first.” Felt their feelings, he remembered thinking. You haven’t; that’s why you don’t understand.


“Then in fact they couldn’t actually prevent us from taking over here, so far as you know?”


“Not so far as I know. Could the Aztecs stop Cortez? Practically speaking, you have the means to murder every last hross on the continent, if you could endure that much empathic anguish. You’d have to murder a lot of us first, though—this mission was never charged to proceed by way of genocide; but I’m going to assume your question was meant to be academic, Maggie. You’re bound by the Hippocratic oath, you know.”


Here George smiled slightly and let up on himself a little; that bit at least, buffered by the steady, pleasant tones in which he had spoken it, struck him as not half bad. The American analogy was, inevitably, in everybody’s mind. Maggie had smiled also, and said, “I am indeed, and certainly it was.”


But the astrogator now butted back into the fray. “Dr. Quinlan, with all due respect, I have to point out that what you’ve been describing sounds to me like a very effective means of control.” (In the bedroom, observed by nobody, George permitted himself to make the terrible face he had itched to pull at McWhirter.) “In effect, you’re saying they can cause you to feel pain when you hurt them and pleasure when you do what they want you to. Now, if they can really do that—I admit I find it hard to believe—it seems to me they have a very potent means of resisting our operations. You say they couldn’t stop us developing the planet for human use by using force, but why use force when you’ve got thought control? Did you people let them hypnotize you, or can they put you under from a distance, or what? Either way, I don’t agree at all that anything able to affect our feelings wouldn’t be able to put up a very impressive resistance if it came to a showdown. If the Aztecs could have hypnotized the Spaniards just by thinking about it, things might have worked out a lot different.”


By this means had McWhirter initiated the predictable next phase of the debate: the attempt to justify doing away with the hrossa by establishing that they were dangerous to humans and therefore evil. Though the Quakers had never entered the justification phase, they had expected that the Sixers would. It certainly hadn’t taken them long. Moreover, since the Sixers had yet to meet the hrossa, it was a line of thought bound to strike them as plausible. It had been rather clever of the Quakers—whose invariable aim in meeting was consensus rather than domination through argument, whose persuasive strategy was to identify with the adversary, and who had lived in intimacy of a sort with the hrossa for six years—to anticipate and prepare for this turn of events.


“Mr. Chair?” Catherine Kendry spoke up promptly; this was her cue. George gave her the floor and she stood and addressed the inquisitor: “I understand why you’d think right away of hypnosis, Dr. McWhirter. I did myself, but that doesn’t appear to come into it. I’m a psychologist, by the way—Katy Kendry. I did a series of EEG readings on our people while they were united with the hrossa on various occasions, during language lessons and so on, and they turned out to be virtually identical with readings taken in meeting for worship, or in meditation done by repeating a mantra, or self-hypnosis—I can show you the file if you like. It’s a very light trance state, not nearly deep enough for loss of control. George has been referring to the effect an overwhelming disaster would have, or an act that would affront the hrossa as a whole people. One on one the effect is pretty mild, as you’ll all have a chance to see for yourselves when you meet them. What it amounts to is that whatever they feel you feel, and vice versa. Distance quickly dilutes the force. To send to us here from the nearest village takes the concentrated efforts of that village plus a couple of others …”


Across the round room McWhirter’s sour, untrusting face had not altered during Katy’s speech; and at this point, standing in the bedroom, there flashed into George’s mind a memory from the time before he knew the hrossa, when even in his own eyes they had lowered like freakish malevolent brutes between the advance team and the future of the human race. Pierced by the memory, he crossed the floor and slapped the player still. Katy had spoken out of conviction born of her own experience, but the real truth was as he himself had stated it: not one of them knew what the hrossa could do if driven to defense, or to enforcing their laws upon alien invaders set on rearranging the world to suit themselves. The Quakers had yielded; the issue had never arisen. If the Sixers decided to resist they would all be in new territory, where nobody could say what would happen.


When the player fell silent, Danny drew a few deep breaths and turned on his side with George’s pillow clasped in his arms. The pillow was a surrogate for the fuzzy stuffed stegosaurus named Stig they had brought from Earth. Danny had stopped taking Stig to bed with him years ago, but the habit of falling asleep while hugging something had persisted. He needed a bath, the soles of his feet were black. George straightened him round on the bed and puffed out the light. Wide awake himself, though dull with tiredness, he drew off the rest of his clothes in the warm dark, pulled a clean field tunic over his head, and let himself quietly out of the flat he shared with his boy.


He left the building by the back stairs, closing the metal door carefully and descending the metal treads on his tough bare feet. From the landing, halfway down, a splendid view of the valley done in black and silver fell away before him. Moonlight glinted in random flashes off the creek that twisted through the settlement, bisecting the scene on George’s side of the river. Six long domicile buildings ranged along the creek, four on the downstream side of the Delaware, two on the upstream; most windows were dark, but the domicile serving as temporary quarters for the Sixer chiefs of staff was ablaze with lights. The community buildings—kitchen, bathhouse, dining hall, labs, greenhouses, and clothing shops—stood together on the river’s upstream side; across the creek from these bulked the hexagonal meeting house that doubled as a school, the settlement’s single most important structure, where Quakers and Sixers had met formally that evening for the first time.


Directly across the river from the bathhouse he could discern the large black rectangle of the dairy/sheepfold/barn. Another barn stood somewhere in the blackness behind him near the gristmill, straddling the creek where it flowed more swiftly down the valley’s steeply sloping side. The henhouse-cum-rabbithutch in one corner of the kitchen garden blocked George’s view of the little hydroelectric plant at the mouth of the creek, which provided heat and light to bathhouse, kitchen, and dining hall, but not to the domiciles.


There were a few small trees among the buildings to break the straight prefabricated lines somewhat, but the settlement was bare enough of such softening touches. Yet for all their starkness the structures pulled together, they were cozily grouped and fitly proportioned in their placement if less so in themselves, in their own lines. It was obvious the place was somebody’s home.


The Delaware ran shallow in all seasons and shallowest now in late summer, but at the outer edge of one of its meanders, behind the labs, it had scooped out a pool the size of a small farm pond that was deep enough for swimming. George crossed the creek, five strides over a long plank, and circled the width of bare open common space that normally served the settlement as playing field or picnic ground and that this night and for several others had become a small tent city for those whose domicile had been turned over to the Sixers. No one was abroad, and George was glad. Behind the hospital wing of the lab he dropped his single garment on the bank; and then—because swimming alone, especially at night, was contrary to the will of the meeting strictly speaking—compromised by not diving in. Instead he turned, grasped the tops of a light metal ladder, and backed down quickly into the tugging water.


Cold and pleasure shocked the doldrums clean out of him, He caught a great breath and shoved himself down to the gravelly bottom. Rising, he thrashed and kicked against the current, rather harder than necessary, right across the pool to the shallows at the middle of the river, where he squatted on a submerged flat rock in water up to his nipples and let the Delaware press at his back and slide along his legs and flanks, soothing the most desperate part of his weariness away.


The river by moonlight was as beautiful and mysterious as the earthly Delaware River running out beneath the full moon of Earth, and George had been evolved to appreciate what he was looking at. His brain had gone blissfully blank from the instant he entered the water. He let the blankness draw itself out, and, as he soaked at the center of the scene, even allowed a familiar blossom of joy to open cautiously in his chest, the joy of a person who—whatever his difficulties and self-doubts—has a deep conviction that he is where he belongs, doing what he ought to be doing. In the feeling was a rightness and fitness that blanked out the painful contradictions of the past hours, weeks, months. The same feeling had often come to immerse him at the village of Lake-Between-Falls, with KliUrrh and his family; and when the strong thought KliUrrh entered the blank field of his mind, George experienced the sudden certainty that at that moment he himself existed as a thought in the mind of KliUrrh. With this conviction, pure happiness, balm to his distress, spread down his arms and flowed into his vitals—into his penis also, which stirred where it floated like a fish in the cold water.


My whole life led to this, he thought again. His mind felt clear as the air, clear as the river. I don’t believe even Susan could have kept me from KliUrrh. He’s no substitute for Susan, though, that was a false idea. If the hrossa are deceivers, then I’m unfit to judge between the truth and falseness of anything; if they’re dangerous to us, somebody else will have to find it out. Even all my years among Friends seem like preparation for them, for him … it can’t be because they don’t want us to, that we don’t understand them yet—I know that, or I don’t know anything.


But how are we to make the Sixers know it?


A truly religious person, in trouble, in a place of so much natural beauty, must feel the moment as an invitation to prayer; but George was not a praying Quaker and had not believed since adolescence in a personal God. Meeting was all he knew about prayer—something that was like prayer—and meeting required people. Still, the force of the moment was such that, all but unconsciously, he relaxed the barriers and dropped into the receptive listening attitude appropriate to meeting for worship. The thought in his mind was a simple one: I’ll need help; it’s too much for me.


What happened then was strange. He seemed to become aware of the river as a shallow denseness spread out about him, before and behind as well, one surface passing over rocks and fallen tendrils, the other mixing with air and briefly catching the moonlight, edges brushing the sandy banks and native “willows” trailing their living tendrils in the water. More life than George could have believed seemed to move all about him, at or between the two gliding surfaces: shapes like fish and insects of every size, darting or gliding or hovering things, all alive. Even, he sensed where several sheep crowded to drink on the far bank a way downstream. Beyond anything in his experience, it thrilled him to perceive this infinite complexity of sensuous life—terrified him also, for the moment threatened to dissolve his own individual consciousness like a lump of sugar where he crouched in the water.


Terror bred vertigo, snapped the link. The river returned to itself—a coldness through which George found himself kicking with a certain franticness to shore. He hauled his body up the ladder and stood on the bank, panting, heart thumping, streaming water.


The Delaware slid along unchanging in the unchanged moonlight, pocked with upthrust stones, making little sound. In a moment, chagrined at his panic, George caught up his field tunic and rubbed himself down harshly. He walked along the bank to a drier spot, folded the damp garment into a situpon, and hunkered down. He stilled the thudding of his heart.


Deliberately he set himself to relive the moments of expanded awareness. What exactly had he felt?


The river’s life, its aliveness.


Native plant and animal life had not disappeared utterly from the settlement—otherwise the corn wouldn’t have wanted weeding—but most species (if that was the word) had been sharply discouraged by the presence of the humans and their structures, crops, and livestock, all of which had changed the soil and the feel of things, especially in the central area, and which were all entirely inedible—scarcely anything bigger than a bacterium, from microfauna to “Mastodon,” could scrounge a square meal in the middle of Swarthmore. George had simply had no idea there could still be this rich a population of native life in the river.


Mentally he reimmersed himself and called back his awareness of the abundance of native life at the doorstep of his community … but the liveness he remembered had not been divisible, fixed separately to the lives of fish and plants. The water itself had seemed to quicken; even the rocks; even the sand and sediments.


He remembered something else. When the sheep had stood jostling in the hock-deep shallows to drink, the sense of them had had a difference, sharp as a scent, from the sense of the river’s own life and that of the life-form within.


The sheep and he were related, that was it. He was not related to the willows, nor to the aquatic animals. Something he had accepted as a biological fact—two wholly discrete evolutionary events—he now believed intuitively to be true.


Yet the two “scents”—or categories of scents, for the rich native life divided plentifully among itself—were less different after all than he might have supposed.


Whew! Better go to bed, thought George. The library’s got material on mystical experiences; I’ll look into it tomorrow. Or soon, he amended, thinking of the Sixers and the looming harvest. And I’ll tell KliUrrh about it, his people probably know a lot more about this kind of thing than we do.


Later, as he was dropping off to sleep in Danny’s bunk, his last coherent thought—a thought ripe with comfort—was that if he and KliUrrh had indeed been present to one another just before the slip of consciousness had occurred, KliUrrh might not have to be told about it. He might already know.




Three


Maggie


“—I’M afraid you’ll have to take our word for it, for the time being, until you get to know the hrossa. I realize it’s a lot to swallow. But I doubt that any of you, any more than we, would prefer sharing that distress to putting up with the difficulties, even if you were able to justify—”


“Pause,” said Jerry McWhirter crossly, and the player suspended itself obediently. “Do we need to hear the whole thing over?”


In the bare bright common room half a dozen strained faces turned toward him. The Sixer section chiefs had made their own tape and were holding their own postmortem; most were as yet too adrenalized to sleep, though all were exhausted. To be off the ship at all, to walk over real dirt, breathe fresh, unrecycled air full of natural smells, see faces not those of other Sixers, all in addition to coping with the emergency, had left the first eleven of them to land glassy-eyed at the end of their long day. Yet only Reclamation, Food Processing, Livestock, and Engineering had gone to bed.


The common room of the domicile assigned to them, an enclosed space fitted out with padded metal chairs taken off the Woolman as well as with large pillows in primary colors, was a relief to the overwrought nerves of the rest, and all sat by preference in the ship’s chairs, in their uniform jackets and trousers of the bright color still known as Cambridge blue.


“Do we need to hear the whole thing over?” McWhirter inquired of the group. “Rather than be up all night, suppose we move on to some discussion while our impressions are still fresh. Anybody mind?”


“Why discuss anything now?” complained a black woman with a smooth hairless head, the Chief of Agronomy, Annie Sextus, cranky with fatigue. “We’re too wiped out to think straight, even you. I don’t trust my impressions. I think we ought to leave it till we’ve had some sleep and got a little more used to being back on the ground.”


Before McWhirter could express his opinion of this he was backed up by the first officer. “No, Jerry’s right,” said Maria Esposito. “The captain wants a report first thing tomorrow. Decisions will have to be made almost at once, especially about whether to meet with the aboriginals, and we haven’t much besides impressions to go on. And he wants to start rotating people down as soon as possible, and he’s got to work out what to say to the UN about it all—though that’s less urgent, naturally.”


None of them thought this funny. The first radio report of the Down Plus Six from Pennterra would not reach Earth for twenty years; it was not urgent, only crucial.


“But why not meet with the hrossa?” Sextus said in surprise. “Taking proper precautions, of course. I mean they’re all over the continent, aren’t they? Whether we set up housekeeping here or someplace else we’ll have to have dealings with them. Shouldn’t we start off on the right foot?”


“What kind of dealings, though, that’s the question. It all depends. I think,” said Commander Esposito, “that the captain would be very interested in our impressions of George Quinlan and his friends, small f. I know everybody’s dismayed by what they’ve been saying, but how did they strike you tonight as people? Setting aside for the present how they’ve performed here and what they’re advising us to do.”


“I don’t see why all that should be set aside, even if it could be,” Frank Birtwistle, the Chief of Building and Design, put in. He leaned forward to shift his large hams in his chair. “Religious nuts don’t have to be under anybody’s control to do what these people did—remember Billy Purvis’s little history lecture this evening? Hey, fanatics don’t operate like other people! I mean look at the record—one time they take over politically and impose the Peace, which nobody else on Earth could ever do; another time they leave trillions of dollars’ worth of irreplaceable machinery out to rust in the rain, which nobody in their right mind would do. Just two sides of the same coin if you ask me. Sometimes the rest of us benefit, sometimes not. But there’s no reason I can see to think these abos are dangerous to us, based on what the Quakers say or do—they’re susceptible, we aren’t.” He threw his weight back and folded his arms, pleased with himself for summing up the situation so neatly.


“You could be right,” said McWhirter, who plainly did not believe this, “but I feel in my bones that there’s a lot more behind the Quakers’—well, you’d have to call it dereliction of duty, wouldn’t you?—than they’ve told us yet. These aliens have some hold over them, some—power, control, what have you. I’d bet my bottom dollar on that. I don’t know what, maybe a kind of hypnosis, maybe not—but whatever it is, I think it’s perfectly real and that it’s essential for the Skeezix not to be contaminated by it.” Skeezix was a corruption of D-Six, the ship’s earlier nickname.


“I certainly agree that proper precautions are called for and should be recommended,” said the first officer. She glanced at her watch; Annie Sextus stifled a yawn. “What about Quinlan himself—how plausible is he? Say you’re a jury evaluating a witness’s credibility.” Her glance flicked around the room. “Annie, what did you think of him, hmm?”


Sextus’s eyes snapped open; she pushed herself up straight in her chair. “Sorry, Maria. God I’m tired.”


“Quinlan,” Esposito repeated, relentless.


“Quinlan.” She thought a moment. “Actually, you know, I liked him a lot, I thought he seemed very appealing. But like the baby aardvark at the zoo, that I saw once when I was little—interesting, cute, nice to be around, but on a wavelength so totally different from yours that it wouldn’t even occur to you to start a conversation.”


This was received with smiles. Roland O’Riley from Geology said, still grinning, “I thought he seemed perfectly honest but kind of goofy. I know what you mean, Annie, it’s like what he wants out of life, what he’s interested in—termites, whatever—is so different from what you want that you realize it’s no good trying to communicate with him. You’ll always be talking about different things.”


Esposito raked her fingers absently through her thick dark hair. “What’s disturbing to me is that everyone chosen for the mission—I mean everyone, aboard both ships—began by wanting exactly the same things and thinking about them in the same ways. I’m dead sure of it. Since we picked up the first transmissions from Swarthmore I’ve been studying the records on the Woolman’s personnel. Something very important has happened to these people here. And I don’t entirely agree that Quinlan was being frank with us tonight,” she said. “He wanted us to think he was explaining why his people couldn’t carry out the mission, but I got the definite impression that he personally just doesn’t much care about the mission anymore.”


“I did too,” said Maggie Smithson abruptly. “I think that’s very, very shrewd, Maria. I knew George Quinlan pretty well, oh, fifteen years ago or so, subjective. He was in conflict about—something else—during the time I knew him best, and he used to talk exactly the same way then, trying really conscientiously to see a certain situation straight and speak truthfully about it, but always ending up speaking—even though he was telling the factual truth—in a way that was, emotionally, less than honest. He’d catch himself at it and be angry with himself, but he couldn’t resolve the conflict and couldn’t construct a version of ‘the truth’ that wasn’t self-serving, which made him feel dishonest. It was all a bit complicated,” she said hurriedly, “but the point is, I was really struck by déjà vu this evening while I was listening to his discourse on the, um, h’rossa. I think George was very uncomfortable then. I think he sees the situation exactly as we do, that the Quakers have abandoned the mission and that he used to mind terribly and doesn’t anymore. And that part of him at least still thinks he ought to mind.” Maggie had kept her eyes down through much of this long speech, only occasionally glancing at Esposito; now she looked up to find the entire group regarding her with alert interest. Frank Birtwistle was grinning like a crocodile.


“I thought he seemed sincere enough, just simplistic and maybe not too bright,” put in tactful Nathan Levy, sitting in for his chief of psychiatry. “Sincere, I mean, in representing his community’s position and beyond that presumably sincere in his religious beliefs. But I agree that compared with Purvis, who seems a much more straightforward case, Quinlan gave the impression of being uncomfortable—quite possibly conflicted in the way Maria and Maggie were saying. That’s just speculation, mind, but nothing we’ve seen so far would rule it out.”


“I think you’re all being too blame nice to the guy,” said Birtwistle through a yawn. “For the record, Quinlan struck me as a wimp and a phony, and I don’t give two fucks what happened to him out here because I still don’t see any reason to think the same thing’s likely to happen to us—but I guess I’m in the minority there.” He rubbed his eyes with the heels of his thick hands. “What time is it anyway, Maria? I move we adjourn to bed. We’ve got the whole damn job to do over from scratch here.”


“No, wait a minute,” said Nathan Levy. “Can anybody tell me why the Quakers are trying to impose their restrictions on us? I thought they were supposed to be so tolerant of religious differences and all.”


“If the objections were purely religious I don’t suppose there’d be any trouble,” said Maria, “but it seems these are ethical objections. Quakers have always been great ones for minding other people’s moral business.” She hesitated. “I suppose I may take it that none of you accepts their position?”
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