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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.









In the seventh century, the Toltecs, an agricultural people, moved from northern Mexico down into the vicinity of Mexico City. In all of history, there was never a people more civilized or humane. According to the old histories, the Toltecs went to war with wooden swords – so that they would not kill their enemies.


– The Book of Lists


For they sleep not, except they have done mischief; and their sleep is taken away, unless they cause some to fall.


For they eat the bread of wickedness, and drink the wine of violence.


– Proverbs 4:16–17







There was a time, believe it or not, when human beings did each other harm. In the chaotic ages preceding the Stromboli Solution, torture, rape, war, and murder happened almost daily. Violence reigned like a soulless despot. Self-defense was a growth industry.


Scholars today agree that, of all the pre-Stromboli schemes for conquering aggression, only one merits preservation in our collective memory.


This is the story of Quetzalia.





PART ONE




The Atheist
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Nothing in Francis Lostwax’s past experience had prepared him for the sudden disappearance of his native planet.


He was an ardent disciple of natural law. When Francis dropped a fresh ripe mamula, he believed it would fall downward and in no other direction. When he collected a newborn gorgathon from its nest and took it to the laboratory, every particle of his faith told him the mother would follow with rage and stabbing mandibles.


It happened at noon, Nearth Equatorial Time, during the final fifty million kilometers of their return from Arete. He was sitting in his cabin, feeling all plump and dozy after a heavy lunch. Before his eyes, the bland chunks of the Malnovian Asteroid Belt floated like croutons. Boring, he thought. Boring as spacefood. He dialed his holovision monitor into the close-up mode, bypassing the belt. There, that’s much better – home.


Viewed from space, Nearth’s smooth cyan clouds made her Queen of the Solar System. One would never guess that their undersides were dingy and stinking. The planet approached at velocity-factor one: as per the flight plan, they would get there by coasting, having consumed the last of their fuel yesterday. Leaning forward, Francis punched his cushion till it got fat, then repositioned it under his rump and sat down in front of the monitor, ready to indulge a fine homesickness.


Now he saw it, now he didn’t. Nearth was gone. In her place loomed an endless gloating night.


The terror that came cut him loose from everything. He was as lost as his planet. ‘Good God!’ he said out loud, though the truth was he believed in no gods, good or otherwise.


Quivering, Francis sprang from the cushion and dragged his steel boots through the phony magnetic gravity. A back tubeway brought him to Darwin’s control deck, where, centerstage, Burne Newman fidgeted near one face of the main monitor. The Malnovian Asteroid Belt orbited as if nothing had happened.


Under less awful circumstances Francis loved watching the great cubic monitor, with its stirring displays of imprisoned suns. Darwin’s was a Sozyo Model 3560, which meant the holojector was mounted in the ceiling instead of the floor or wall. Sozyo made 4-D equipment. The image had height, width, depth, and a fourth D that eluded precise definition. It was called Presence. Somehow, you felt that the subject was there in the room with you. You could seemingly walk up to it, savor its fragrance, finger its texture, rub a few eons’ grime off its contours. Francis felt the Malnovian Belt’s Presence, and he reeled with total loathing.


Burne snorted, acknowledging that Francis, too, had Presence. Good old Burne. Smooth, nervy Burne. Burne would explain all of this.


Francis clunked forward. The floor of the control deck was a huge disk, immaculately metallic. ‘There’s been a war!’ he croaked. ‘Nearth has disintegrated!’


Burne regarded him with half-closed eyes. Saying nothing, he went to close-up, got a jolt. Nearth was just as gone, the starless night just as endless, as in Francis’s cabin.


But Burne’s voice was resonant with calm. ‘Hell – something’s blocking our view, that’s all.’ He reversed the zoom. Slowly the night congealed into a single object, a black globe that made a hole in the sky. It floated in moonless silence. ‘God’s magic mousetrap!’


‘What is it?’ asked Francis. He exhaled in gratitude: it wasn’t the end of the world.


‘Carlotta!’ Burne whistled in delight. ‘Carlotta the ghost!’ He socked a relay on the intercom panel, sending his voice to a dozen places at once. ‘Kappie! Luther! Fire up your monitors and zoom! Go to two thousand millimeters and you’ll see pretty Carlotta like she’s never been seen before!’


Francis knew about Carlotta. For years, several of the more dissident astronomy journals had been lending their support to theories of an uncharted body somewhere in the Malnovian Belt – an Atlantis among asteroids, too small to disturb its neighbors and too large to be uninteresting. But so far only one telescope-bespectacled scientist had ever reported seeing the thing with her own three eyes. This was Dr. Carlotta V. Quippet. In a convulsion of vanity, Dr. Carlotta V. Quippet had named it after herself.


She couldn’t decide whether to call her discovery a planet, a planetoid, an asteroid, an escaped moon, or a stable comet. Francis called it trouble. ‘We’re not going to collide, are we?’


‘We’ll graze it.’ Burne sidled toward the nearest computer terminal with annoying nonchalance. For the last six days, their L-17 had spewed out plastic rectangles stamped with a cybernetic subtongue few could fathom. He grabbed the stack and shuffled. ‘Which is to say we’ll miss the troposphere by fifty kilometers.’


‘Better tell them to get their hens off the roof,’ said Francis, grinning. But he was not happy. He wanted Nearth, not this dismal world that hovered before his eyes like a scoop of poison ice cream.


The far wall undid itself and Kappie McKack appeared, working her way across the flypaper floor with an ease Francis envied. She was a tall woman, bright and sly, with crisp features on a thin face. Francis enjoyed her young voice.


‘Didn’t anybody get the coordinates? Don’t you dwartches think of anything?’ Kappie flipped through the printouts, took the electrostylus from her mouth (there was always an electrostylus in her mouth), and recorded Carlotta’s location on a scrap of flimsy. ‘We’ve got to publish this – become famous. We should contact Nearth right now!’


‘You’ll never get a message through all that radiation,’ said Burne, eyelids on a snide descent.


Kappie gave him a let’s-try-anyway look and sprinted, slow-motion, to the keyboard. XM-2 TO DR. ALBERT THORNE, she typed, GALILEO INSTITUTE, PLANET NEARTH.


XM-2 was the name of their scientific party: X for exploratory, M for mission, and 2 because the first time they’d gone to Arete they hadn’t come back dead. The name was a lie: Francis had as much desire to explore the solar system as he did to eat glass. He was a biologist, an insect authority (Ph.D. dissertation: Gall Midge Ecological Strategies), not an adventurer. The gratifying thing about insects was that you could study them indoors.


A plastic rectangle shot up like toast, and Kappie caught it in midair. ‘TRANSMISSION TO PLANET NEARTH SCATTERED BY MALNOVIAN BELT RADIATION,’ she quoted merrily. ‘I told you it wouldn’t work.’ Turning to avoid Burne’s eyelids, she studied the gypsy planet. ‘It’s just like all the disreputable theories say, isn’t it? A dark cloudcover, soaking up the sun – the perfect camouflage. But now your secret is out, Carlotta.’


Eyes flashing, Kappie began improvising myths. Here, she explained, lived the Marduks, a lost race that spoke in music and thought in smells. This was the legendary Garden Planet, teeming with a fabulous herb that, ingested, enabled you to reverse the one decision in your life you most regretted.


‘If only our main engines were fueled, Carlotta, we’d land on you and find out!’


Land – the thought made Francis flinch. Watching the homely little planet, he tried mightily to feel all the marvelous, exciting things Kappie felt. He knew he had a romantic bone, but right now it refused to sing. Disgusted, he hobbled to the edge of the monitor, found the switch, nudged it. Carlotta and the rest of the universe vaporized, clearing the way for Francis’s reflection: nascent potbelly, elfin face, small thirty-seven-year-old eyes, curly hair.


‘I’m worried.’ There was a new voice on deck. Two generations ahead of his shipmates, Luther Gorst was aging well. He slogged to the terminal without breaking stride, and his breathing did not accelerate. ‘That damn asteroid may capture us.’


Burne explained that they would clear Carlotta by over fifty kilometers, ‘just enough to get some terrific snapshots.’


‘Even a hundred kilometers won’t necessarily keep her gravity at bay.’ Luther was doing his listen-to-me-I’m-old bit. ‘If we’re sucked to the surface you’ll really get some terrific snapshots.’ Snatching a mamula-shaped mug, he lifted it toward Darwin’s coffee urn, a squat device anachronistically overgrown with nineteenth-century filigree.


‘Unlikely,’ said Burne. ‘It’s a puny body, like Dr. Lostwax. You saw it.’


Francis laughed without enjoyment.


‘I also saw an atmosphere.’ Luther poured coffee. ‘What do you think holds those clouds in place, rubber cement? I tell you, this object is dense. Probably some sort of esoteric fusion at the core.’


Burne massaged his beard. ‘God’s holy fastball! Carlotta spends her days turning gold into lead! Let’s just hope that gravity isn’t as heavy as it used to be. …’


Francis could feel his intestines kinking.


Two standard days later it became excruciatingly clear that gravity was as heavy as it used to be. ‘We’re pinned, gentlemen,’ Kappie moaned. ‘Pinned like one of Francis’s moths.’


Luther switched on the retros, the only engines that were still fueled, and the computerized alchemy began. Cesium vapor poofed into ions. Speed braked, fall broken, Darwin started to orbit Carlotta fewer than ninety minutes before the fibrous atmosphere would have reduced them to lumps of ash.


The retros were banked, the monitors were revived, and the scientists milled lethargically around the control deck, each mired in a private gloom.


Eventually Luther said, ‘Think of something, Burne. Get us free. You’ve pulled bigger rabbits out of smaller hats.’


‘I have a suggestion,’ Francis offered in the frail voice of a patient asking a neurosurgeon to go for a hopeless tumor. ‘We’ve still got cesium vapor in the retros, right? If we fired those engines, and then gave them some moral support from the chemthruster, we might be able to bust out of here.’


Despite his best efforts, condescension crept into Burne’s reply. ‘Yes, we could do that. But how do you propose we steer afterwards? You want to stand on the hull and blow on the solar panels?’ He began to circle the monitor, occasionally extending his palm and binding it to the glass with static electricity. On the screen, Carlotta’s equator rolled by, sheathed in seamless fog. ‘Besides, we need the chemthruster for the landing.’


‘The landing?’ Francis knotted up. ‘What landing?’


‘Friends, I’ve concluded that our best move is to decelerate again, touch down, and pray for good news – cesium and oxygen and fresh fruit and friendly natives.’


‘But you’ve never been there.’


‘The alternative, as I see it, is extreme and painful hunger. I’ve been there.’


Francis had known all along that Burne would end up managing this crisis. Burne was tough. Burne practiced archeology, the most inconvenient of the sciences. He slept under stars and got local inhabitants to do things they’d rather not. Once when Burne was looking for shards of civilization on an icy outer moon, the life-sustaining thermal-pump at his chin froze inside his normally impervious pressure suit. Resourceful Burne bit through his own tongue, spat warm blood upon the motor, and got it working again. Still in his early thirties, the man already had a modest reputation as the sort of interplanetary soldier of fortune whose life would one day be turned into a stupendously inaccurate kinepic.


Luther, by contrast, was an introvert, a crusty eccentric who in the name of sociological research had once tried getting a government grant to become a hermit. Now past seventy, the self-contained chemist asked little of the world beyond silence and matter. If all the human race were to blow away one afternoon, Luther would go study some exotic crystal and flourish; if all the exotic crystals were to blow away one afternoon, Luther would die of loneliness.


Kappie, the group’s prodigy-in-residence, had turned twenty-three last week. Her calling was anthropology, an ambition that, like Burne’s, carried her to inhospitable outreaches and taught her to take the dark side of nature in stride. In one year alone, Kappie had published three papers, two textbooks, and The Kindred Beast, a work of pop anthropology she was beginning to regret.


Francis, for his part, had managed to work up a pornographic crush on Kappie during the second half of the voyage.


Within the hour Burne began a photography project, launching dozens of transmitter cameras that, before succumbing to friction, provided massive visual evidence of vegetation and animal migrations. (Oh, God, let the beasts be edible!) But the corker came when Luther read the first spectroprints and noticed sparse but indisputable deposits of pollucite, a cesium-rich mineral. (Cesium!) Francis cheered, and his innards unwound.


Sensorprobes, leaping from Darwin’s sides at the flick of a relay, beamed back further reasons for calling the planet benign. Carlotta’s temperatures, air pressures, radiation levels, and water supplies were all sympathetic to human survival. Its bacteria were garden-variety and loath to enter into pathogenic relationships with higher organisms.


A few minutes after Darwin started its third sweep around Carlotta, the scientists saw the clouds yield to a ragged hole nearly a thousand kilometers across. The landscape below was a patchwork of ice, snow, and frozen earth. It all looked blessedly solid. Slats of emerald sun broke from the west, spanned the hole, vanished. Down there it was morning.


Burne lunged for the chemthruster controls. Above his head, a dozen scopes glowed with flat and open terrain, a pilot’s dream. ‘To your cabins, chums!’ he said. ‘We’re going sight-seeing.’


As Francis plodded down the tubeway, the idea of being marooned on Carlotta brought tears, hot tears cooled only slightly by his admission that home was not a place where he had known great happiness.


Like everyone else’s forefathers and foremothers, Francis’s forefathers and foremothers had come to Planet Nearth on the great space ark Eden Two. It was the major adventure of the twenty-first century, a chance to bury the calamity that was Earth and begin afresh. Everybody wanted to go.


The goal was an elderly star, UW Canis Majoris, so named because it rounded out a constellation that, viewed from Earth, looked to generous imaginations like a Great Dog. The best evidence said UWCM had many satellites, at least one of which could abide Homo sapiens, and it was agreed that, once reached, this promised planet would receive the unimaginative name of New Earth. By the time Eden Two got there, etymology and lazy tongues had collapsed New Earth into Nearth.


The voyagers, like the destination, were picked for tolerance. No one could sign up who was convinced that his age, gender, race, or scheme for salvation had anything to recommend it over anyone else’s age, gender, race, or scheme for salvation. The precaution paid off. While Eden Two sought its sun, benevolence ruled within. Passengers who believed in rationality and social planning were actively forgiving of those who believed in seances and ESP; passengers who believed in seances and ESP were boundlessly eager to learn from those who believed in Boyle’s law and the Doppler effect. Pairing across racial lines progressed reliably – from the acceptable to the faddish to the invisibly commonplace – until, six generations later, everyone had turned the color of coffee with two creams.


When Nearth had been found and tamed, though, a different ethic emerged, a fact skirted over in the history books but taught to Francis by his anarchist, misfit father. As opposed to Eden Two, with its highly rationed resources, the new homeland bulged with the sort of free-for-the-grabbing bounty that invites greed, envy, exploitation, profiteering, and politics.


People found ever more ingenious ways to hate each other. If the venerable irritants of gender and nationality no longer worked, very well, now they’d have segregation by temperament. On one side of civilization stood the Affectives – romantics who declined to distinguish intuition from truth. Their foes were the Rationalists – guardians of intellect, debunkers of illusion, bursters of bubbles. When the Rationalists held political office, enormous sums were spent on industry and technology, and the orphanage down the street went without a new wing. When the Affectives held political office, everyone went out on the lawn and talked to God, and the orphanage down the street went without a new wing. ‘Smugness kills all utopias,’ Francis’s father used to tell his son.


Like other monuments to science, the Galileo Institute naturally found itself in the Rationalist camp, though many members labored to demonstrate an appreciation for art and, by extension, a distaste for things worldly. Kappie was planning a novel. Francis had published a paper called ‘The Spirituality of Beanlice.’ Luther owned a harp.


Fewer than five years following the inauguration of Nearth, a teenage girl was lynched for saying something funny to the leader of a superior-consciousness cult. Shortly thereafter, the planet’s very first jail went up. Its bars were of a new metal called crysanium, mined in unconscionable misery and sold at unprecedented profit.


In June of 2283, the Nearth Police Academy graduated its first class of willing young law enforcers. They stuffed their bandoliers with artificial-yeast bullets and protected the right of scabs to work the crysanium mines. When a yeastbullet found flesh it began to expand, crushing the recipient from the inside out.


In Francis’s opinion, home also had some things to write home about. All was not thievery and unrest. Throughout its troubles, Nearth maintained a nutty, deuces-wild diversity that afforded everyone an equal opportunity to waste his time.


The proper word was Fudge.


Nearth had roller coasters, pool halls, comic strips, trading cards, tap dancing, 3-D kinepix, stand-up comedians, terribly convincing toys, happy surprises in the mail, candy that tasted great but didn’t hurt you, sports played with balls, and Halloween.


Nearth was unlovable, for it was not of a piece, but it was thoroughly likable, for it had Fudge.


Fudge was what Francis would miss most if Carlotta the Ghost Planet proved a prison. Fudge and bugs and –


‘Strap down, chums!’


Burne’s voice broke uninvited into the middle of Francis’s musings. Realizing that he was in his cabin, Francis moved to the reentry chair, secured his stomach with nyoplene bands, and, by way of keeping Carlotta off his mind, fixed on immediate details. Anatomical drawings of insects crept up the walls, and he had positioned his bunk by the porthole, thus guaranteeing that night, the crystalline night of outer space, would always be the last thing he saw before falling asleep. The reentry chair, unfortunately, faced away from the porthole, so he was now forced to rely on his monitor to tell him where they were. By its account Darwin was slicing through an ugly yellow stratosphere. He braced himself for the landing and prayed to the gods he didn’t believe in that his booty from the voyage, the Cortexclavus areteus specimen, would not perish.


Battered and old, Darwin was nonetheless a reliable spaceship, with a comforting sort of clunkiness that the drawing board people had through resolution and humorlessness managed to breed out of the line’s subsequent generations. Guided by a gentle pilot, Darwin would always land on its feet. Burne can land a crate of eggs on a sea of boiling cheese and not make a single omelet.


The specimen in jeopardy was a beetle, the first living insect ever found on Arete, so beautiful it made Francis hum. Francis fully expected the beetle to bring him fame, fortune, or some mingling of the two. He named it Ollie.


From Kappie and Burne’s pedestrian perspective, of course, the trip’s achievement was not Ollie but their close-up analysis of Arete’s indigenous population, the third sentient species found thus far in the solar system. The Aretians were not humanoid. Burne surmised they were descended from the small-brained groundslugs of the Jemdetian age. They locomoted by wiggling, and their bodies glistened with slime. They had a culture.


Burne studied the Aretians’ history while Kappie studied their habits. The scientists took back with them five masks, nine knives, one spear, twenty vases, seven fossil skulls, and three gods. They left a common cold. Luther, meanwhile, chipped away at the planet’s stony skin. He filled the specimen room with rocks and soil samples, carefully labeling each by hand. Luther’s printing was so neat it made people angry.


Bumps shook Francis out of his prayers. They were regular, careful, subtle bumps. Burne had brought the ship down well.


Francis freed himself, noting with enormous delight that the magnets were dead. Dancing briefly, luxuriating in the natural gravity, he started to peel off his pressure suit.


At the open door Luther knocked, then sauntered in as if he hadn’t. He carried an unlit pipe and a black-and-white photograph, and he couldn’t decide which hand should hold which. ‘Everything’s aces in the specimen room,’ he said grandly.


‘I hope that includes Ollie.’


‘He looked healthy to me, son.’


Francis breathed easy. Good old Burne. ‘How about it, Luther? Are we going to have trouble refueling?’


‘It’s chancy.’ The chemist’s left hand swapped pipe for photograph. ‘To tell you the truth, I could use a big challenge in my life right now.’


‘Gorst, you bastard, don’t you dare enjoy this.’


Francis grabbed the photograph. A framework of some kind, badly blurred, was all he could discern. It looked like a bedspring, and he told Luther so.


‘Most of the optical shots were nothing, but then this came through on the last transmission. The camera-to-subject distance was three kilometers, which would make your bedspring about the size of the Galileo Institute.’


‘Which would make it not a bedspring.’


‘I think it’s a rib cage.’


‘What the hell kind of animal has a rib cage the size of the Galileo Institute?’


‘A very memorable animal, son.’


Francis whisked his finger around the circumference of the porthole. ‘Luther,’ he said, ‘I want to go home.’
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When Francis Lostwax was eight years old, he had his first experience with violence. Occasioning the event was a splendid and locally famous collection of insects that young Francis had caught by his own cunning and mounted in a glass cigar box. Children, being close to the ground, have a special rapport with insects.


Now this particular collection was coveted by one Robert Poogley, a corrupt child whose various villainies were abetted by a pair of eyes unfailing in their innocence and a pair of parents unshakable in their opinion that Sonny Bob could do no wrong. Robert Poogley had a tubby body, cloudy yellow hair, and thirty-one badly maintained teeth, including two fighting canines he had once tried to file into points. Francis always thought of Robert Poogley as a personified fart.


One day during recess Robert Poogley waylaid Francis in the woods behind the school and requested the box of insects. If Francis showed up tomorrow without it, Robert Poogley would instruct his German shepherd, Ratdog Snarler, to visit Francis’s home for the purpose of removing Francis’s throat. The next morning a cowering Francis placed the box in his briefcase and went to school, where during topology class he struck up a conversation with Judy Shout and learned to his everlasting relief that Ratdog Snarler’s ferocity was a fiction. If you showed Ratdog Snarler a hologram of a cat, he would turn tail and run. If you cornered Ratdog Snarler in the bathroom and switched on a noisy laser toothbrush, he would evacuate his bowels on the linoleum.


At recess Robert Poogley maneuvered Francis and his briefcase to the swampy side of the woods. The night before, it had rained, and the muck was particularly soft and thick, like the surface of a lavishly frosted cake. ‘They in there?’ Robert Poogley asked, pointing to the briefcase with one hand and seizing Francis’s collar with the other.


Francis surprised himself by getting angry. ‘Take your abortion tongs off me, you big fart.’


‘You want me to bring my dog over tonight, is that it, Lostwax?’


‘You can’t con me, Poogley. Judy Shout says your dog loses fights with crippled hamsters.’


At this Robert Poogley became irrational. He hurled Francis to the ground and tried uprooting his hair. Then, as if plugging leaks, Robert Poogley began to stuff vile guck into Francis’s ears and nose. Francis lay embedded in the swamp, howling pitifully, as Robert Poogley rose and located the briefcase. He yanked it open, seized the cigar box, and was the first child in from recess.


Robert Poogley, insect pirate, grew into a successful holographer with a mustache. His portraits of unspeakably sweet children were displayed in Nearth banks. The portraits fooled everyone but Francis, who looked beyond their iridescent expressions and saw the lust for other people’s moths.


Francis had by now decided that violence was natural and instinctive to the human species. At the time of the insect robbery, however, he had merely decided that violence was an extremely uncomplicated way to get what you wanted.


The world’s odd tolerance of fighting cropped up again and again in Francis’s studies of history, particularly ancient history. On Earth, where his remotest forebears lived, a person could be indisputably responsible for the deaths of thousands and still go down in the history books as some sort of great hero. This was before Francis understood the biological inevitability of violence, so he was bewildered. Why, he wanted to know, were the names of Samson, Napoleon, Joan of Arc, Ulysses S. Grant, and Julius Caesar not obscenities, spoken after dark in whispers of revulsion and shame? The same teachers who couldn’t bring themselves to say shitbrain or ortwaddle openly discussed Alexander the Great.


He never found anyone who had the answer. Until he got to Planet Carlotta, he never even found anyone who had the question.


Francis entered biology not because of his insects but because of his father. A Gammaday afternoon found the two of them walking the family dog, a tense collie named Alice. The boy noticed that Alice would not urinate on a tree or lamppost until she had sniffed first. Urine was something Francis thought about a lot in those days, for he had recently been diagnosed as diabetic. The ancient Terran Greeks knew that when you had diabetes, honey bees fell in love with your urine; it was to this phenomenon that Francis traced his lifelong fascination with insects. The word diabetes fascinated young Francis. It sounded to him less like a disease than the name of some magical planet in another galaxy.


‘Why does she sniff first, Dad?’


‘Dogs don’t urinate unless they know that another dog has already been there,’ his father said, stabbing at an explanation. He was a good-hearted man whose blankest expression looked like a smile.


‘But what about the very first dog in the world,’ Francis asked, ‘the one who came before all the other dogs on Earth? What did he do? How was he ever able to pee?’


‘You ask the right questions, Francis. That’s the mark of a scientist. Why not become a scientist?’


‘Okay,’ said Francis. He never did find out about the very first dog in the world.


Nearth continued to circle its sun, measuring out the years, and the blessings of adulthood fell upon Francis. Now he could: stay up late, spoil his appetite, spill his milk, bolt his food, lose his socks, not look it up, dislike his relatives, and wax nostalgic. He became an entomologist.


A part-time teaching position at the Galileo Institute gave Francis a reliable income and enough hours in his day to pursue a pet notion, the spirituality of beanlice. But he was never assigned to lecture in the great amphitheater, which had a computerized atmosphere and oak bookshelves containing simulated first editions of On the Origin of Species and Newton’s Principia. Francis was a mere permanent visiting professor, and he was told to take a conventional room with too many windows and like it. He was also given an office, the size of which in his estimation hovered between a large birdhouse and a small tree fort.


In Entomology 101 Francis lectured about the indigenous insects of Nearth, notably the snow beetle, the harlot fly, the swamp aphid, and the gorgathon, which was not really an insect for the same fussy reasons that a spider was not one either. He lectured about the insects imported on Eden Two, ants and bees and a thousand other kinds, including species made extinct by flaws in the ark’s ecology: Mantis religiosa, which, like humans, had managed to accommodate preying and praying, and Photuris pennsylvanica, whose luminosity now seemed as fanciful as the unicorn’s horn. He even lectured about the beetles that could conceivably inhabit Planets Verne and Arete and Kritonia, though none had been discovered yet.


Francis’s most tantalizing student was Luli Verdegast. While the class gazed through the surfeit of windows, Francis gazed at Luli. She was the prettiest creature he had ever seen outside of his moths.


Luli was at the institute to become a psychologist, was broadening herself by learning about bugs. Francis started accompanying Luli to dinner, and one night, after drinking a whole halfbottle of wine, he asked her to marry him. Luli, who knew Francis had atypical integrity and terrific curly hair, agreed.


It was not a marriage to buy shares in. Luli turned out to be uncompromising and brilliant. She could prosecute honey before a jury of bears and win. Francis, who was intelligent and dedicated but not brilliant, soon became an object of Luli’s scorn. They quarreled as a matter of routine, with Francis always at a loss for words of the mordant sort Luli was forever finding.


In physical pursuits Luli was considerably less passionate. Her idea of a good time in bed was breakfast. Nevertheless, shortly after their first anniversary they found themselves in possession of a pregnancy, which Francis named Bugs, followed by a child, whom Luli named Barry.


Francis loved Barry’s freckled face and odd little cartoon-character voice. He took Barry to the kinepix, played backgammon whenever Barry asked, and bought Barry treats, such as a wonderful android rabbit. Barry thought his daddy was the greatest thing going.


When Barry was seven, a message reached the Galileo Institute that Francis Lostwax’s son was lying unconscious in the emergency room of Qualamy Hospital. Francis left Entomology 101 in the middle of a sentence.


A nurse led him down a sullen corridor to the end room. The room was dark. Drapes hung like wet hair across the windows. Barry was in bed, soundless and still, so encumbered with tubes and wires he looked like a marionette.


‘Barry, this is your father!’


‘Ssshhhhh,’ said the nurse. She had a dopey, uncomplicated face, the kind people draw inside circles.


Francis became livid. ‘Are you afraid I might wake him up? Barry! It’s Daddy!’ Barry did not wake up.


A brisk, stumpy woman entered, identified herself as Dr. Alexander, and, declaring Barry mildly comatose, asked for Francis’s own medical history. Francis explained that he was a childhood diabetic.


In an advanced civilization such as Francis’s, of course, childhood diabetics would normally be considered anachronisms. Indeed, metabolic-feedback amplifiers and other ingenuities had virtually eradicated the disease from the old, Terran society. But when it came to recapitulating the whole of scientific medicine on Nearth, certain priorities naturally emerged, with the squeaky wheels getting the grease. Thus, the really lurid and operatic killers – cancer, arteriosclerosis, screaming bonegrows – soon found themselves confronted with state-of-the-art techniques. Cures. Meanwhile, diabetes, boring, second-string diabetes, was accorded an antique, twentieth-century approach. Shortly after his eight birthday, Francis had an artificial pancreas implanted in tandem with his real one; he was then advised to take quarterly injections of supplementary insulin. Although Francis never fully adjusted to the idea of puncturing himself, his affliction did not prove debilitating, and it rarely disrupted his thoughts. Now, without warning, foiled by the plastic behind Francis’s navel, the disease was avenging itself through Francis’s genes.


Dr. Alexander snapped up the nearest videophone transmitter and ordered a supply of crystalline insulin sent to the room. She informed the dopey-faced nurse precisely how much to give the boy, forty units, then bustled out the door. When the insulin came, the nurse methodically filled the syringe from the U500 bottle.


‘You’re giving him too much!’ Francis protested.


As if Francis had said nothing, were not there, the nurse pinched the skin on Barry’s arm, drew back the plunger, and, ascertaining that she had not hit a vein, delivered the overdose. Thirty minutes after the injection, the boy had traveled all the way from manageable diabetic coma to profound and tremorous insulin shock. Compensatory glucose was pumped into Barry, but the convulsions did not subside. Within two hours he was dead.


A shrill whimper leaped from Francis’s innermost place. He was aware of bringing his fists down on the nurse, pounding her through his tears. A robust orderly entered the room, separated the shaken bodies, and held Francis flopping against the wall while the nurse made a wise exit. When Dr. Alexander arrived, she covered Barry’s body with a sheet that smelled like cheese.


Thus ended Francis Lostwax’s second experience with violence.


For five days Francis did not report to the Galileo Institute. He stayed in a broken chair, swallowed corrosive quantities of gin, and fingered books without reading them. There are widows, widowers, and orphans, but there is no word for a father who has lost a son. Some things, he decided, are not fit for words.


The funeral done, the android rabbit burned, the storybooks and little clothes given away, he was finally ready to start forgetting. Should I sue the nurse? The thought clawed at him repeatedly, but eventually he decided he must put this impossible death as far from his external experience as possible. As for his marriage, Francis and Luli both realized there was no grace in keeping the poor benighted thing in one piece. Within the month they were rid of each other.


Francis resolved to lose himself in scholarship. He wrote his paper, ‘The Spirituality of Beanlice,’ for the prestigious Journal of Evolution. The prestigious Journal of Evolution turned it down flat. Then a minor-league periodical called Bestiary accepted it for their winter issue. They sent him a check for twenty dancs, and he spent it at the circus.


Francis used beanlice as a metaphor for Phthiraptera in general. Chemically, beanlice posed few puzzles. They were a rational arrangement of molecules. But how, Francis asked his colleagues, could you account for the will of the beanlouse, its spooky ability to go on eating, breathing, moving, and churning out further beanlice when it didn’t possess enough physical substance to choke a swamp aphid? How could so much behavior be squeezed into so small a space? He hoped that his paper would open new vistas in biology, but he knew that it would not.


The day the winter issue of Bestiary appeared on the stands, Francis walked through four kilometers of snow and bought eight copies. He took one copy, cut out the title page of his article, and framed it. He hung the display over the bookshelf in his apartment. Nobody ever noticed it.


True to Francis’s faith in natural law, Nearth reached the frigid farpoint of its orbit, rounded the corner, and pushed on toward perihelion and warm, sunny weather. One especially photogenic day he was sitting in his compacted office, wondering whether he would ever become a full professor, when a secretary whose name he couldn’t remember peeked in to say that a videophone call awaited him down the hall. Francis’s office did not come with a videophone; at times he was surprised that his office came with a floor.


Burne Newman of the institute’s archeology department was calling to say that he had pried a larcenous amount of money from the government, a grant for a scientific expedition to Arete. Kappie McKack, the enfant terrible of anthropology, and Luther Gorst, the vieillard terrible of chemistry, had already signed up. Would Francis like to join them, look for bugs, and become famous?


It took Francis ten seconds to realize that his personal terror of space travel was vastly overshadowed by his professional itch to be the first entomologist to look into insect life on Arete. ‘Save me a seat,’ he said.


The trip was a mammoth and costly failure. Kappie and Burne found no natives to study, Luther found no crystals of note, and Francis found only that spacefood was at best boring and at worst constipating.


When Burne attempted to return the remaining funds, two thousand dancs, he was told to go away please. It would cost the government more time, more trouble, and ultimately more money to take back the surplus than to pretend that Burne had managed to unload the entire grant somewhere in the economy. Then Luther received a belated Poelsig Award for doing something about the weather. Pooled with the unspent two thousand, it was enough to put the group in business again.


This time they landed in the eerie north, where the craters spawned by errant asteroids, twenty pocks in the planet’s face, had by dint of underground rivers and Aretian rains begun evolving into lakes. Reaching the first lake, Luther availed himself of scuba gear, plunged into the dark waters, and emerged with a meteorite of collector’s-item caliber. Two lakes later, Kappie and Burne found a fishnet, then a canoe, then a native Aretian. Jealous, Francis decided he would spend the next day in the likely marsh that adjoined the Aretian village, and he wouldn’t come out until he’d found something with six legs, three body sections, and the soul of a beanlouse.


UW Canis Majoris nuzzled the horizon as Francis put on his nyoplene boots, shouldered his pack, and tiptoed out of Darwin. After two soggy hours, he seriously considered changing professions. If he were a botanist, for example, he would have reasons to delight in this marsh – in its portly trees, its migrating vines, and its bizarre shrubs that showed every evidence of reproducing by coitus and liking it. Then he saw an unusually solid patch of mire spreading among monster ferns. There, in the knife-cold Aretian morning, with dirt on his hands and triumph on his mind, Francis turned over the right rock.


The moment he saw that proboscis, he knew he had discovered a new genus. His specimen must be called Cortexclavus areteus, the Corkscrew of Arete.


The corkscrew beetle’s proboscis was a spiraled, rotary tool that it used to bore through tree trunks and boulders. If you took the corkscrew beetle in your hand, it would penetrate your palm like a crucifixion nail. If you put the corkscrew beetle in a wooden cage, it would saw away the lid. Big as a beet, green as the sun, the creature sat smugly in the shadow of the overturned rock, confident that its thick shell, unappetizing midgut, and deadly nose would forever deliver it from natural enemies.


A sudden inspiration sent Francis scrambling through his pack. He found the kit by which he kept his diabetes in check, opened it, and carefully set the insulin flask and the two five-cc, crysanium-needled syringes on the ground. Maneuvering Cortexclavus aretus into the empty box, he counted to three and shut the lid. Furious, the beetle rushed forward, proboscis whirling, then tumbled back in defeat: like the needles it contained, the box was made of pure crysanium.


Walking back to Darwin, Francis began composing the lead paragraph of his paper on the corkscrew beetle. Will the Journal of Evolution publish it? Publish it, hell, they’ll make me an editor. And the Poelsig Award in entomology is sewn up, unless some dwartch at Sarl Lab discovers what makes gorgathons weep. As for the Galileo Institute, I’ll settle for nothing less than the Atwill Chair.


True: such optimism was uncharacteristic, yet Francis could foresee no disaster capable of keeping him from these assorted gains.


The day they blasted off from Arete and set their course for home, he finished his Cortexclavus paper, sneaking in lots of points about the spirituality of beanlice. At two minutes before midnight, Nearth Equatorial Time, Francis turned thirty-seven. He still had all his hair.
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Francis peered out of the hatchway and gulped down a healthy helping of troposphere. After three months of canned air, the real thing tasted like honey. Smiling upward, he noted with pleasure that Carlotta’s sky was no longer a dead-liver yellow, but a warm, melodious gold.


Burne had brought them well beyond the ice, within spitting distance of the equator. Spitting, however, was not advised. They were in the kind of dry, sandy country where spit ranks next to blood.


Straight ahead, east, the sand rose and fell like convolutions on a cerebrum. Animals with outsized rib cages were nowhere to be seen. But Kappie was. She bounded among the dunes like a puppy. If Carlotta’s northern hemisphere contained a fossil, Kappie would surely find it before the day was out.


Francis thought he would like to join her, perhaps using the opportunity to hint of his crush. But it was time to feed the corkscrew beetle. His affection for Ollie, thank God, was unencumbered by lust.


Entering the specimen room, dashing to the vitreousteel cage, he saw that Cortexclavus aretus was its usual grumpy, gorgeous self. He had been giving it live verneworms whenever it scuttled a certain way, pairing each tidbit with a bright light aimed directly into the left compound eye. After three lessons, all he had to do was strike a match and Ollie, a fast learner as well as an insatiable carnivore, would start tap dancing.


Francis harbored no illusions about the cognitive powers of insects. Their intelligence, he knew, was amazing, profound, sinister – and startlingly narrow. Like all beetles, Cortexclavus areteus was locked into an evolutionary niche. Its drilling behavior provided one clear demonstration. A surface creature, it lived and hunted in open air. Whenever it encountered a tree or boulder, it simply swirled its proboscis and scuttled forward until the obstacle was traversed. Above ground, this was a useful and straightforward way of operating. But, as Francis put it in his paper, ‘plant a Cortexclavus areteus six feet under, and you will see how single-minded Nature can be.’ The beetle, of course, would just keep drilling, kilometer after kilometer, halfway around the globe if necessary, until the earth sloped down and set it free, assuming that exhaustion did not kill it first.


Francis struck a match, and Cortexclavus danced for its supper.


On the floor of the control deck, Burne and Luther had assembled a dozen spectroprints into a huge jigsawed picture of Carlotta, and when Francis arrived both scientists were creeping around like babies, pens and protractors in hand, drawing lines.


‘Any luck?’ Francis asked.


Burne swirled his extended index finger near the center of an outer photograph, then pressed it down suddenly as if snuffing a gnat. ‘We’re here.’ The finger was aloft again, spiraling east across thirteen hundred kilometers. ‘The closest pollucite is here.’ The finger came down, another gnat gone. ‘And in between is … well, you’ve seen the view.’


Francis walked to the edge of the map. ‘That’s what this planet has to offer? Sand?’


Burne nodded. ‘Enough to fill every catbox on Nearth for the next million years.’


‘Oh, there’s more than sand,’ said Luther. ‘The pollucite is in a jungle. Then there’s this thing.’ His unlit pipe traced a warm aberration that snaked along the jungle’s western edge.


‘A river?’ asked Francis.


‘Yes, but an uncommon river, hot and pulsing like some transcontinental blood vessel.’


Rhetoric made Francis itch. ‘How long before the ore’s in hand?’


‘Three days by magnecar should get us to the river,’ said Burne. ‘We put on the pontoons, float the car across, then forty-eight hours of plowing through the jungle and we’re at the edge of the vein. And, of course, it’s a round trip.’


‘Oh.’ Francis’s mood hit bottom. Ten days!


Francis detested the magnecar. The magnecar reciprocated. Whenever he drove down Nearth byways looking for insects, the spiteful invention invariably snapped a tread or cracked a chip, and he had to waste the rest of the afternoon reading a repair manual written in some cretinous rendition of English. Francis would have preferred spending ten days deveining shrimp.


‘And once we’ve got the mineral on board?’ he asked.


‘If I had a real lab,’ replied Luther, ‘I could remove the cesium in two hours. In Darwin’s lab … hydrochloric acid as the extracting agent … two days.’
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