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      Enter the SF Gateway …


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


      

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


      


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


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


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


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      





INTRODUCTION



by Dr Thomas Mnaba, Director of the Contact
Linguistics Institute on Camellia


Marius Thorndyke is dead.


And immediately I must caution myself, for if we have learned one thing at the Contact Linguistics Institute it is that Earth is no yardstick whereby we can measure the known galaxy. When I say “dead” I mean simply dead in an earthly way. He does not breathe. His body is no more.


However, if the pages of his diary are to be believed, then it seems that something of Marius Thorndyke lives on in the rich psychosphere of Pe-Ellia, and that “something” will affect the future of our own world and our interstellar probings. More than this I cannot say. We must wait with patience until another Pe-Ellian ship comes to us.


Three months ago, on October 24th 2076, I received Thorndyke’s battered travelling bag. It was delivered to me by two people I had never expected to see again: the Pe-Ellians Jet and Cook.


They arrived in the late evening. I was working in my library on Camellia, and as chance would have it, looked up from my work and out into the garden at just the moment their travelling pod appeared. It glowed against the dark trees like a giant ghostly pearl. I saw them step out quickly and their transport disappear with what I knew would be a soft plop—like the sound of a dead bird falling to earth. Once you have heard that sound you never forget it.


I was too surprised to move, and it was not until they had crossed the small lawn and were crouched outside the French windows tapping on the glass that I fully realised what had happened. I let them in as quickly as possible and Jet closed the curtains behind them.


“Secret visit. Hush hush,” he said, and I remembered how he liked to dramatise things.


Both Pe-Ellians stood before me—or rather stooped, I should say, for my house on Camellia is not a contact station and is only built to Earth normal standards. Their eyes blinked upwards rapidly and they showed their open palms in the most basic and familiar of Pe-Ellian greetings. They filled the room with their musty, sweet smell.


We greeted each other warmly like old friends, which we are.


Cook’s skin seemed a darker green than I remembered and I was aware of a sadness about him. Jet, on the other hand, seemed more vital than ever, and he slapped the backs of his hands together in a gesture which I knew indicated great excitement.


“My first time off Pe-Ellia,” he said, “but not the last.”


Cook spoke. “Sad tidings. Diver-Thorndyke took his last walk to the melting pot a short time ago. He was at peace at the last. Before walking he gave this bag to us and asked us to deliver it to you in person. This we have done.” So saying, Cook hoisted the leather bag into the air and placed it firmly on my desk. “There is a letter inside.”


With this duty discharged the two Pe-Ellians relaxed. They squatted down on their haunches with the palms of their hands resting on their knees. Both stared at me, waiting.


Clearly they expected me to open the bag.


This travelling bag had been an inseparable part of Thorndyke’s luggage ever since I had known him. It had been presented to him on Orchid and was closed with a Callis Hasp. I was glad to see that the Hasp was not sealed. It opened easily.


Inside the bag was a letter addressed to me. I set this to one side for the moment. Next I carefully removed the CLI encoder, which I had carried with us when we departed for Pe-Ellia. Its control panel glowed brightly, showing that all circuits were functioning normally. Below the encoder was a box containing completed spools, each one numbered and dated in my own hand. Next came my drawings and botanical notes. All had been carefully arranged. Finally, at the bottom, were four grey volumes. Thorndyke’s diaries. I lifted them out and noticed how stained and scuffed they were.


Everything had been returned to me. All the recorded and written evidence of our visit to Pe-Ellia, which Thorndyke had insisted remain with him when I departed, had been returned. He had kept his promise.


I turned to the letter. It was written in Thorndyke’s own hand.


This letter is, in effect, Thorndyke’s last will and testament, and the book you are now reading is an attempt to fulfil some of his final requests.




The text of the letter is as follows:


On Pe-Ellia
Beside the stream
Date Unsure


Dear Tomas,


First I ask forgiveness. I never wanted to hurt you, but when the final push came to shove I could see no alternative. I hope as you read the pages of my notebooks you will come to see more clearly what forces were working on me, and what drives were alive within me. If you cannot understand then I know you will at least accept.


Please regard these notebooks and the encoder material as definitive. I have read through everything and have deleted nothing. When I insisted that you left with me all our recorded evidence of Pe-Ellia I was merely protecting myself. I feared that too great a hullabaloo on Earth might affect me here. Remember Winter Wind and the solemn way he declared “Thought is alive”? Well, he was right of course … and life is so sympathetic. But there was no need for my rudeness. I could have managed things better.


The diaries I want you to publish. I want you to obtain the largest press you can. I want everyone on Earth to know what has happened to me, and to gain some idea of the consequences of our encounter with Pe-Ellia.


I hope you can read my writing. My hands are stiff and I have asked Harlequin to assist, but he has the fist of a child. Strange, isn’t it, that they created a great civilisation without ever feeling they needed to create a written form for their language?


Publish everything I have written. Please add any editorial material you feel will help to make the story more understandable or more coherent. I have found it hard to concentrate on specifics and must ask you to make links for the reader. Remember my advice to Tina Bertram when she came back from Bindweed professing love for that creature she had been working with. I said: “Write about it. Scabs, scales, pain, juices and all.”


Do the same for me. In other words don’t spare me. Don’t feel you have to be kind to your old teacher and friend. That would not do. Be yourself, Tomas—balanced and judicial.


God bless, Tomas. From an old-style atheist that must seem strange, but so help me that is what I feel. I want you to know how deeply our friendship has stayed with me to the very end. I like to think of you as head of the CLI and of how busy you will be dealing with all the new civilisations which will be clamouring for your attention now that the Pe-Ellian barriers are down.


I close. If my memory serves me well, the Lantern Ballads put it nicely.







      More I would tell you if Time gave me time,


      But Time holds me by the sleeve,


      Tarry I may not.







When you read these words I shall already be in the melting pot. Jet and Cook have said they will carry these things to you.


Harlequin sends love.


Winter Wind died twenty-one days ago.


Enough.







Marius Thorndyke





Thorndyke’s request that I publish the diaries intact and without abridgement is clear; its implementation has proved somewhat more difficult.


The same night that I received the diaries I read through them. I confess that I was shocked and dismayed at their contents. When Thorndyke dismissed me after eighteen days on Pe-Ellia I assumed that he was suffering from mental shock and that he would eventually come to his right senses. After my return to Camellia and Earth I daily expected some communication from him either calling me back or signalling his return. Had I realised that he planned to ‘meld’ with the Pe-Ellian population I would have stayed on despite the consequences.


However, one cannot rewrite history. With the diaries before me I settled down to try and put them together into a narrative framework. In this work I was greatly helped by Jet and Cook, who stayed with me for four days. They were able to clarify details of Pe-Ellian life that I did not understand. At my request they dictated passages to me that I have incorporated into the manuscript.


What has emerged is not a comprehensive picture of Pe-Ellia. That must wait. The commentary I have added to the diaries is intended merely to support them and at times provide an alternative viewpoint. Thorndyke and I shared many experiences, such as the banquet, but our interpretations of those experiences differ widely.


The diaries themselves are printed exactly as written. It was Thorndyke’s lifelong habit to write by hand whenever he was making personal notes. The legibility of his writing declines markedly in the final sections of his diary. There were, however, no words that could not be deciphered.


So, imagine these diaries as I received them. Four time-worn, stained, grey volumes. They are stiff-sided, as this makes them easier to use in the field. They are bound with rings to open flat and the pages are unlined. Each volume contains eighty pages.





THE THORNDYKE DIARIES



Marius Thorndyke was involved in the Pe-Ellian contact from the very beginning. He had been in retirement from the CLI for two years and was staying in his flat in Paris when the Pe-Ellian ship first approached Earth. As the foremost contact linguist on Earth he was informed immediately and arrangements were made for him to be flown by special courier to the Space Center in Washington.


I have chosen to begin this account with some notes he made that first day. These are not part of the diaries which were delivered to me from Pe-Ellia.


April 2nd 2076. God knows what is going on. The whole of Paris seems like one giant traffic jam. The word in the streets is that the world is being attacked, but I don’t believe that. I have spoken with alien intelligences, and if one mighty enough to attack Earth had torn through our defences then we would all be on our backs like flies. Alternatively our patch of blue, brown and green would by now be glowing a dull red.


But something big has happened.


Communications have broken down. All the television is doing is playing the “Marseillaise”, and that isn’t helping anyone.


Time to go.


(13.15) The quiet in the plane is indescribable after the hubbub of Paris. I am the only passenger. It is calm here, too. I have just watched a videotape and the situation is clearer.


Something has landed in Utah.


How, no-one knows, but this something has managed to glide past all our warning stations and was not detected until it was actually seen by an engineer working at the Lagrange 5 Torus. Now that is incredible. Anyway, he got the fright of his life when he saw this big green balloon closing on him. He radioed Earth. Earth contacted the Moon and somebody pressed the button.


The figures are still coming in. The Garfield Whip is not a toy to play with in your own back yard. And who but a fool wouldn’t realise that a species (whatever) that can evade our defences could also neutralise the Whip?


It all looks very bad. I know that Chicago has been hit, and Porte Verde on the dark side of the Moon stopped broadcasting in mid-sentence. There is also some trouble in Brazil, but I don’t know what as yet.


We have established a link with Utah and signals are coming in, but the picture quality is terrible. All I can see is something green against dazzling white.


There, now the picture has collapsed entirely, and I must bite my fingers and wait.


(23.30) Utah. So there it is. Green and glossy as a ripe Granny Smith. The searchlights surrounding it make it almost look brittle.


It is one of the biggest artefacts I have ever seen. I am told it is 876 metres in diameter, and that it dilates and contracts fractionally from minute to minute.


But the size is nothing. What perplexes us is that it has not landed, but hovers a mere ten centimetres above the earth. Why should that be?


Tomas Mnaba will arrive tomorrow from Camellia and Ceto de Pendragolia is already on his way from Tiger Lily. Celia Buxton has even left her books at the British Museum to come and join us. Others are arriving by the hour, so we are assembling a pretty impressive team of experts from the CLI. We have a temporary HQ here.


However, we are all aware that the initiative is not with us and that we must await developments.


I have just come from a military briefing session. The soldiers are playing a tight game. Apparently the destruction of parts of the Earth and the Moon was not the work of those aliens, as we had assumed. It was a by-product of our own Garfield Whip. I have already sent word that I expect a top level debate on this question.


Now we sit and wait. We all hope that the green sphere contains life, for then contact can begin and that is after all our business. We all speculate that what is suspended out there has been sent to us by that child of our theories, Species X.


(07.15) Contact.


Something has just spoken English to us. A black speck appeared on the serene surface of the sphere and widened into a hole. A door opened like a small oval mouth. There was something moving there. We couldn’t make it out and all our electronic instruments went dead. But we heard the voice loud and clear. Slightly metallic. Not unmusical.


“We come in peacefulness, not seeking cruelty or the ending of life. We would speak with him whom you call Marius Thorndyke.”


End of message.


Now all eyes are looking at me.


COMMENTARY


The events of that day are, I am sure, still vivid in the memories of all of us. I was on Camellia when the news of the alien visitor came through. I enjoyed a bird’s eye view, as it were, of events on Earth.


There are only three points I wish to add in clarification of Thorndyke’s narrative. The first concerns the Garfield Whip.


At the time when Thorndyke wrote his account the Garfield Whip was still considered a top secret weapon. Up to the present moment it has never been officially admitted how fortunate Earth was to survive the triggering of the Whip.


The Whip is the military child of those same Garfield Equations, which enable us to slip from star system to star system. By means of gravity generators, vortices in space-time are created. These can be directed against specific objects. However, these “eddies”, Frankenstein-like, cannot be recalled once created. This twisting of the fabric of space is permanent.


On that fateful day when the Pe-Ellian ship slipped into Earth orbit the Whip was activated. As we later came to know the Pe-Ellian ship, by its very nature, could not have been damaged. The lash of the Whip was deflected. A small portion of the charge brushed the Moon. An even smaller fraction was absorbed by the Earth. The main charge left our solar system. Had the main charge hit the Earth then that would have been the end.


My second point concerns Thorndyke’s relationship with the military advisers on the Space Council. The history of antagonism between the CLI and the military wing of the Space Council is still to be written. To a certain extent the basic cultural philosophy underlying the CLI was evolved to combat the military strategists. Thorndyke lived with the permanent fear that at any moment the work of the CLI would be pre-empted for purposes of military intelligence.


While no-one could claim that Thorndyke was a pacifist himself, he abhorred the development of weapon systems in space. Despite his arguments, the military strategists won concessions time upon time. Thorndyke came to see the CLI as an outpost of sanity. One of the reasons the CLI was established on Camellia was that it was far from Earth.


Over the years that I knew him I detected a growing pessimism in Thorndyke. He came to believe, and these diaries bear this out, that Earth did not have a future. He once confided to me that he considered the human brain a blighted organ. “Ill-balanced” was the term he used. He believed that the rational parts of our brain were dominated by our darker primitive instincts-instincts which may have had some justification in the fiercely competitive primordial slime, but which were totally inappropriate to the present.


The paradox for Thorndyke, and he was well aware of this, was that he was a highly “instinctive” man, and on occasion a most belligerent one.


Finally I wish to comment briefly on Species X. This was a code name used at the CLI to describe the powerful but invisible race, which theoretically at least seemed able to control the direction of our space exploration. In a later section Michiko Hakoshima describes the genesis of this concept.


The first full entry in Thorndyke’s Pe-Ellian diary does not occur until April 23rd, a mere three days before our departure. Thorndyke hardly refers to the events which occurred during the intervening three weeks and undoubtedly he was too rushed to settle down and write more than the official memos and reports. Of the notes which he did make during this period most are fragmentary.


The events of those three weeks have considerable importance, since they helped shape Thorndyke’s frame of mind as we approached the departure date. The following is a brief summary of the main events.


Jose Borges, Chairman of the Medical Division of the CLI and Director of the Forensic Institute in London, was present on April 3rd when the Pe-Ellian ship opened. He describes that event:




We were all gathered some five hundred metres from the sphere. A protective cordon had been set up. We were housed in mobile units, which were flown in during the night. Luckily someone had brought along an ordinary optical telescope and this we used to try to detect some details of the ship. It had been found that all electronic means of surveillance were severely distorted and subject to inexplicable blackouts. Even the telescope was only marginally effective since the sphere seemed to go in and out of focus.


The sun was already bright when the door opened. We could detect movement. It appeared to us that the alien was humanoid and of considerable height, but we could not distinguish any details. We certainly could not see the dappled skin markings and the “plates” which are such a feature of the Pe-Ellians’ appearance.


The voice was clear. When he heard the voice and his own name called, Thorndyke looked at us in astonishment. Then he shrugged as if to say, “Well, someone’s got to go,” and waved towards the alien ship.


He walked through the protective cordon of ground troops. He was still wearing his dressing-gown.


The commanding officer, who had brought his men to full alert when the door first opened, now tried to stop Thorndyke. An argument ensued in which the two men gave the onlooking Pe-Ellian a first direct lesson in colloquial English.


Finally the officer seized Thorndyke by his lapels and Thorndyke retaliated by pushing him back. The officer tripped and landed sitting down. By the time he had scrambled to his feet Thorndyke was running towards the Pe-Ellian ship.





Owing to the interference it was not possible to make any recordings of that first contact between Earth and Pe-Ellia. Later Thorndyke made a personal report to the Space Council.




As I approached the green sphere I felt a heaviness in my legs, and a sensation not unlike pins and needles. My vision became blurred and eventually I had to stop as I could not see where I was putting my feet. I knew I was pretty close to the ship as its greenness seemed to envelop me. I did not want to blunder into it. Still less did I want to enter it inadvertently and get caught up in its substance. I could not see the Pe-Ellian. I called, “I am Marius Thorndyke. Do you wish to speak to me?”


There was no reply for several minutes, and then I heard a powerful voice from what seemed like just a few metres in front of me. It said, “Welcome, Marius Thorndyke. Meeting you is an honouring us. I am of Pe-Ellia. I am called Calm After the Storm. I invite you to come with me now to Pe-Ellia. There are those who would speak with you and we have fathoms to say.”


I was about to reply when I felt a deep nausea welling up inside me and I had to stumble back. The feeling of sickness subsided as I retreated from the Pe-Ellian ship. My vision also improved, though the sun blinded me.





This report was delivered orally on the afternoon of the day of that first contact.


It was at this same Space Council meeting that Thorndyke demanded that the CLI be given complete authority concerning the Pe-Ellian contact. This authority was granted.


When I arrived on Earth from Camellia a full contact mission was in operation. Ceto de Pendragolia had set up some of his gadgetry. Lars Frendrum was busy formulating civilisation probabilities based on the meagre information we had managed to glean so far. “Polly” Perkins was at work in her mobile lab, trying by every trick of technology to clarify the photographs we had taken of the Pe-Ellian and his ship. I took charge of the linguistics section. At that time we had nothing to work on save the short exchanges I have already quoted. We could not tell whether those words were a recording or live speech. Jacob Mendelsohn, my assistant and a specialist in the physiology of sound production, put our dilemma succinctly when he said, “We don’t even know whether the Pe-Ellians have mouths.”


Ceto de Pendragolia was the most upset of all. His instruments were completely useless and kept giving contradictory readings.


“Marius,” he said, “you must go back there. I’m sorry you feel sick and everything, but I feel sick too. You must tell them to turn off whatever they got going in there so that I can get a crack at them. Okay? Perhaps if they do that, you’ll feel better too.”


Thorndyke agreed. He conferred briefly with Jose Borges, the medical expert responsible for contact linguist training, and then set off for the Pe-Ellian sphere.


I quote from Thorndyke’s second report to the Space Council:




As I approached the Pe-Ellian craft I felt the nausea and numbness come on me as I had before, but this time I was prepared. I used some of the mental exercises prepared by the CLI medical staff to quell my stomach and maintain my mobility. They helped. I was aware when the door opened. I did not wait for a word from the Pe-Ellian but called, “I am sick. There is something you are broadcasting that makes me ill. Moreover we want to look at you, but we can’t. All our instruments are blind. We believe you come in friendship. Can you help?”


Then I gagged and began a dry retching. I am told by those who were observing that Hell to my knees. Vaguely I heard a cry from the Pe-Ellian ship. Then there was silence, and then from within the silence came a whispering that grew louder and louder until it was a roaring. I thought my eardrums would burst. I had the fleeting impression that time was reversed and that space adjusted itself about me. Colours shifted round the spectrum. The Pe-Ellian ship became a giant tomato and the white ground turned to black ash beneath my knees. Everything dipped to monochrome and after a few seconds faded.


Silence. I realised that I had my eyes clenched shut and that my sickness had evaporated.


When I opened my eyes I could see.


There was my Pe-Ellian, looking hard as bottle glass and shiny as lacquer. He was crouched in the opening of the spaceship and staring at me. My first thought was of a giant piebald ant, for he had his arms reaching towards me.


Then he blinked and his eyes turned upwards and I was myself again.





At the same moment that Thorndyke’s nausea cleared all Earth’s instruments began to function normally. We enjoyed one minute of clear vision before the Pe-Ellian rose to his feet and the oval door in his ship closed.


After this events moved quickly.


With our technology freed from its restraints daily reports appeared on the world’s television screens. The panic which had erupted in some parts of the world subsided. Clear evidence replaced hearsay.


It became standard practice for Thorndyke to have short meetings with the Pe-Ellians in the mornings. At the Pe-Ellians’ insistence not one of these meetings was longer than five minutes and no-one except Thorndyke was allowed to come close to the Pe-Ellian ship. Though we could hear and see everything that was happening the lines of communication were unbearably thin.


The following transcript from Thorndyke’s fifth conversation with Calm After the Storm illustrates the difficulty Thorndyke had in communicating with the Pe-Ellian and the technique he adopted for this contact. Every communication began with the Pe-Ellian repeating the same phrases.


CALM: Thanking you for this meeting is a pleasure. My name is Calm After the Storm. I invite you to come to my home world of Pe-Ellia. You may enter now.


THORNDYKE: Do you think the air on Earth is sweet?


(Thirty second pause)


CALM: Pal-at-table.


THORNDYKE: Good. Would I like the air on Pe-Ellia?


CALM: Pe-Ellia is a safe planet. No hurt will arise to you.


THORNDYKE: How long have you known about us?


(Sixty second pause)


Is it your race which has deflected our … er … Earth’s ships?


CALM: Is. You may enter now and come to Pe-Ellia.


THORNDYKE: Why did you destroy one of our cities?


CALM: We destroy nothing. We deflect all.


THORNDYKE: Will you leave your …


CALM: We come in peacefulness not seeking cruelty or the ending of life.


THORNDYKE: Who are you?


(Sixty-five second pause)


CALM: I am Calm After the Storm. You may enter now …


THORNDYKE: Will you step outside and visit us?


CALM: I … We …


(The hole in the side of the sphere closes)


Each day Thorndyke invited the Pe-Ellian to step outside and each day the offer was rejected.


On the ninth conversation Calm After the Storm was joined by a fellow Pe-Ellian whom he introduced to Thorndyke as Fire-Sticks. It was noted immediately that Fire-Sticks’ English was far more fluent. In reply to the invitation to visit Earth he replied: “We may not. On Earth dangers wait. I mean not disease and bugs. Such is easy. Such is nothing. But other terrors stand in our face. Sorry pal.”


Despite invitations from most of the major cities in the world the Pe-Ellians would not move from their ship.


Finally Thorndyke agreed to go with the Pe-Ellians, but he made two conditions: first that I should accompany him; and second that a delegation of Pe-Ellians meet formally with some of Earth’s leaders. This was finally agreed. Thorndyke described the reception in his third diary entry.


During these meetings and conversations our work at the temporary CLI headquarters continued unabated, though the sudden flow of information we had anticipated after the second meeting failed to materialise. We were able to record a few snatches of Pe-Ellian language which passed between Calm After the Storm and Fire-Sticks and we devoured these like hungry dogs. We analysed Pe-Ellian height and skin markings. We theorised about their apparent lack of exposed genitalia. We studied their voice graphs and deduced their skeletal structure as well as we could. But when all these findings were placed in the balance they amounted to very little. Each night we sat up with Thorndyke and tried to plan a strategy for the next day’s encounter.


For Thorndyke the days became a round of meetings, Space Council discussions, press briefings and official communiqués. We were amazed at his stamina. He made only two brief excursions to Brazil and to Chicago.


Throughout all this activity Thorndyke appeared to maintain a relaxed disposition. He was patient and polite and answered questions with a restraint that surprised all of us.


Only Michiko Hakoshima, the mathematician, who had known him longer than most of us, detected the warning signs that Thorndyke was reaching the end of his tether. She spoke to several of us before a major Space Council debate on damages resulting from the injudicious use of the Garfield Whip and warned us to “take the pressure off the Iron Duke. He’s only human.”


That next day, in the middle of the debate, he suddenly stopped in mid-sentence and complained of a headache. We all knew what that meant and were ready. Janet Bodley took his place on the podium and the debate continued without a hitch.


Thorndyke’s first Pe-Ellian diary entry begins at this point.


THORNDYKE’S DIARY: ENTRY 1


April 23rd 2076. Today, after all the rushing and debates and conferences and conversations of the last few weeks, I finally pleaded fatigue and fled from the Space Center in Washington to the quiet and privacy of my small apartment in Paris. And I am glad to close the old door behind me. Those who know me well smiled when I excused myself in front of the Space Council by saying I had a headache. I have hardly ever had a headache in my life, but this has long been a private euphemism to signal to those about me that I am angry, tired, liable to explode without provocation, and in desperate need of solitude. Ceto de Pendragolia and Janet Bodley have agreed to run interference for the next few days until our departure and I have no fears of being interrupted. They are well able to cope with all the government departments and Space Council officials, and besides it will do them no harm.


This is the first moment of peace I have had since the Pe-Ellians entered our proximate space and came to settle that mere ten centimetres above the white salt flats of Utah.


What a tale. What timing.


But I mourn the destruction of Chicago and the loss of millions of acres of Brazilian rain forests and the destruction of the beautiful Porte Verde on the dark side of the Moon.


I have seen it. I made it my business to see it. Brazil is as ugly a sight as I ever hope to see. It is as though someone had taken a giant spike and raked it time and again across the teeming jungle, leaving furrows thirty kilometres wide. Whip is an appropriate name.


Chicago has a strange attractiveness. Here the damage is very specific, with no residual contamination. The centre is a congealed lava puddle about two hundred metres wide, adorned with frozen wavelets and bubbles. Beyond this puddle the tall buildings are canted over in the direction of the maelstrom’s turning. They are like stripped pine trees after a fire. In one area there must have been some strange local disturbance, for here the buildings are stumps of glass. One has been twisted into a helix of silica.


The Moon, I am told, still looks like the Moon.


But I left it all with a heavy heart. How long before we blow the lot up? And our contact quests? Sometimes the banner of our idealism looks like arrogance to me. Perhaps we ought just to shut up shop and stay home. Would that make the universe a sadder place? I doubt it.


Now I have time to think and the truth is finally dawning on me. It has finally happened. We have been contacted. In four days Tomas Mnaba and I will depart on what must be accounted one of the most important voyages of discovery since Columbus, or at least since the Lotus Chariot dived through Garfield’s pocket and re-emerged somewhere near Proxima Centauri.


Life. Intelligence. We discovered it then, on that first real space leap, and now intelligence has come knocking on our door.


For years I have dreamed of just such a coming. When I founded the Contact Linguistics Institute it was with just such a hope in mind. I wanted us to be ready, so that when the great and inscrutable stood before us we would not be unprepared.


Why then am I not more elated? Have I become so inured to the day-to-day fighting that I have lost sight of the larger project? Whatever the cause there is no denying that I, the privileged one, beckoned by name by surely the most powerful race in our neck of the galaxy, am now detached.


Perhaps I am just tired. The last few weeks have been hectic.


I am amused to observe myself, pottering like an old woman, fiddling with inessentials, picking up papers and then losing them, being fastidious over trifles. Thank God my colleagues cannot see me now. They would lose faith in the Iron Duke.


I console myself with the thought that nothing is ever wasted and that even vacancy has a place in creation. And order is emerging.


Two years ago, when I retired from the CLI, I thought I was dying of Carson’s disease. But I have weathered that with hardly a limp and now feel as well as can be expected. Nevertheless I face the fact that this journey may be my last and I may never have a chance to say goodbye to my friends on Orchid or to fish in the swamps of Banyon. One thing I will complete: the translation of the last section of the Seliica. It is already in my head.


This morning I completed proofreading the final draft of the Tapista Peru after sitting on the manuscript for five years. It is now with the printers. While sorting out my desk I came upon some old translations of the Lantern Ballads of Persimmon. They are not as bad as I remembered and deserve to see the light of day.


That work will take me all of tomorrow. It is not essential work except in the sense that it all helps round off a career. I have dim forebodings. I cannot be certain, of course, but I think it is unlikely that I shall return to Earth except in a vacuo-sack. But we shall see.


However, it is not the thought of death that is troubling me. We contact linguists live so aware of death that if it cannot be classed a friend, it is at least a close acquaintance. Certainly we have no illusions. Remember Darion Weismueller and Varia Peresvetsova? They arrived back from Banyon after one of the most brilliant contact quests of all time. They had mediated in a war. They came into the canteen at the CLI on Camellia after medical clearance and we were all gathered to welcome them. I can see their faces now. They were laughing like children. Darion said, “I’m glad you are all here,” and Varia added, “That makes it perfect”. Then he ordered a beer and she had a milkshake and they both died.


So simple.


So right.


There is not one of us who would not like to go the same way-a simple withdrawal from life. I doubt I will have that fortune. No, it is not fear of death or dying that perplexes me. I am disturbed by something in the very nature of this quest … and so help me I don’t know what it is.


I shall leave this problem for the moment and make myself a coffee and then settle down to the Seliica. Tomorrow, after a sleep, I may see things more clearly.


I have just realised that I have started another diary, leaving the old one half-empty. Now that must mean something.


COMMENTARY


While I worked with Thorndyke during those last few hectic weeks I was surprised at how tirelessly he worked and yet at the same time how abstracted he seemed. I realise now that he was in a state of shock and that his administrative finesse and speed of judgement were a kind of reflex action. I don’t think he had fully absorbed what had happened. The rest of us were slightly giddy and excused ourselves for it. Here, finally, was the contact mission we had argued about, discussed and planned for well over a decade. Thorndyke made all the right noises, of course, but I noted that whenever a speculative discussion got underway he excused himself and returned to the pragmatic work of times, dates and meetings. Clearly, as his diary shows, when he returned to his Paris flat and “closed the old door” behind him, the momentous nature of what was happening dawned on him.


The Lotus Chariot was the first ship with a human crew to Gee-Jay out of our solar system. This occurred on May 1st 2036. Among those chosen to be crew members was a young man of twenty-one, who was already making a name for himself as an analogue-linguist: Marius Thorndyke.


Describing this event in his introduction to Volume One of the Grammaria Galactica, Thorndyke writes:




We didn’t wholly believe the Garfield Jump spirals would work. Despite the successful ventures with monkeys and mice it all still seemed like part of a fairy story. To reach the stars! We would laugh rather than admit it was true. But there we were, edging out into a wider orbit, poised for the correct orientation and glowing faintly. Mars was a cherry you could almost pick through the porthole. Space was beginning to distort round us. The stars grew tails. We hoped for a speedy death at best, or an eternity dissipated in limbo at worst. We lurched, just like a train stopping too quickly at a station, and when I looked out of the portal, no Mars, no Sun, but in their place the restructured star-plan of Proxima Centauri.


During the month we were away we became accustomed to the Gee-Jay Jump. We moved about and we found life and photographed it for all to see. There was no question of contacting Earth, of course, until we returned.


It was while looking down on that first planet, Garfield’s Planet, that I began to plan the structure of what was later to be called the Contact Linguistics Institute.





Carson’s disease is rarely fatal, though it is extremely painful. Thorndyke contracted the illness while on Banyon and spent three weeks with his legs in a refrigeration chamber. His recovery was total and I observed no lack of mobility during the time we were on Pe-Ellia.


Thorndyke’s ability with languages was already legendary when I joined the CLI. He was fortunate in being equipped with what he jokingly referred to as his “parrot gift”. He could reproduce sounds and intonations with uncanny accuracy. This facility enabled him to become an excellent translator. Temperamentally he was not suited to work as a contact linguist in the field. Orchid, for which he conceived a great love, was his first solo contact expedition. The Seliica, which is mentioned frequently in his diaries, is the great epic of the Archadians (Thorndyke’s pet name for the dominant race on Orchid).


The Tapista Peru is a sequence of hunting songs from the planet Tiger Lily. It is due to be published shortly.


The Lantern Ballads of Persimmon are arguably the most “alien” work that Thorndyke translated. The ballads are the work of a race that possesses only rudimentary organs of sight. They retain contact with each other and navigate by a complicated series of calls. These calls are all variations on the theme “Where I have been and where I am going”. The songs warn of danger and also carry news.


THORNDYKE’S DIARY: ENTRY 2


April 24th.




Till climbing cease and we behold


The humpbacked clouds like rough hewn steps,


And at their end the setting sun.





These are the final lines of the Seliica. Appropriate?


Last night I couldn’t sleep. Time is slipping away like water through my fingers. Finally, at half past four I took a sleeping pill. (Half of one actually—I am still dithering.) I achieved half sleep. I enjoyed half dreams. My mind has this strange recall facility, which I have commented on many times before. Events from the past ran through my mind like a film.


First there was dear Michiko, running through the avenues of the CLI on Camellia at two in the morning and shouting, “It all adds up.” She had two sets of papers in her hands and when she reached my villa she pounded on the door until the neighbours came pouring out of their doors to see what the commotion was. I was last.


“It all adds up,” she shouted and fainted.


Then Martin Routham was with us, waving his arms like a windmill and shouting, “Attaboy, Marius, you can do it. Attaboy.”


I seemed to be running in some kind of race and behind me someone was gaining. I glanced over my shoulder and there was Calm After the Storm loping along, blue and white. And with him was the big black and red one who calls himself Fire-Sticks.


They were both grinning from ear to ear and I could see their black gums and the hard ridges of bone they use for teeth.


Grinning. Ha.


We were rounding the last bend and I was wondering if I had any go left in me when I woke up.


I was in a welter of covers and sweating.


I spent the rest of the time till dawn reading through the Seliica.


Tomorrow night we have a social in Washington. I don’t want to go to it. The Pe-Ellians certainly don’t want to go and have been dragged there only by blackmail. Tomas will not be there. Poor fellow. He has had to return to Camellia and will not be back on Earth until 02.00 GMT.


He has been driving himself too hard. I have told him to relax but I might as well talk to a door. He has a stubborn streak. After all, there is not much we can do. The Pe-Ellians call the shots, as my grandfather used to say.


They keep saying that all will be well and that we are “not to distress”. In fact they have said it so often that I begin to wonder if all will be well. Maybe it is all a great big trap, as that astrologer in Amsterdam keeps predicting, and we will be whisked off to some diabolical furnace while Earth is held to ransom.


That, at least, will not happen—and I am not referring to the Pe-Ellians’ intentions.


Both Tomas and I have signed terminal release papers. Even if the Pe-Ellians were to put us in a zoo and then practise slow vivisection, Earth would make no concessions.


Not that Earth could do much anyway.


We shall be alone.


The Space Council has asked for and received assurances that we shall be safe. When I asked Calm After the Storm when we would return he replied, “When what is necessary has been concluded.” I draw small comfort from that.


It is interesting to be on the receiving end of a contact quest. Knowing that the Pe-Ellians are looking at us makes me look closely at myself. At times I feel a stranger. I suppose that is the price one pays for being a contact linguist.


I am not the Marius I was at that funeral on Orchid. Nor am I the Marius who once played music to autistic children to see if there was a different kind of language there.


Mutability. Faces peering at me from the past. And I am back to my dream again.


I am an old hand with dreams. How often have I pondered their logic.


While eating breakfast I made a mental list of five points concerning this Pe-Ellian contact.


First, the Pe-Ellians must have known us for a long time. Linguistic analysis gives a minimum period of a hundred and fifty (± fifty) Earth years. I think it could be longer.


Second, they came on cue. Earth was geared up for a scrap.


Third, they could have wiped us out, but they didn’t, which means either that they are not belligerent or that they need us intact. (NB: Both hypotheses could be correct.)


Fourth, they seem to want something from us.


Fifth, they want me. Why me?


Of this last I have no inkling, other than the obvious idea that I am the one name still alive most closely identified with Earth’s contact programme. But there is a pattern, and if there is a pattern there must be logic.


I am still puzzling over my last encounter with Fire-Sticks. I am trying to work out what constitutes a Pe-Ellian individual. We have deliberated enough about skin markings. The significance of these markings (if indeed they have significance) is a question which I doubt we can solve until such a time as we can observe them interacting on a social level. God knows, he and Calm After the Storm couldn’t be more different in appearance. But they share the same reserve. I could be completely wrong, but I have a feeling that Fire-Sticks could be more … more what? Fun, I suppose. Perhaps it is just that he seems to make more effort to be like us. He certainly makes more of an effort with our language and gives the impression of being more here. That, of course, makes him more vulnerable. He is the crack in the ice-smooth surface.


When I tested him with “rich” English he just gawped and I could see his brain working. Then life retreated from him and he glazed over like the rest. I was left talking to the glove but not the hand. When I said, “The exhortation from the bigwigs of our planet is that you should cut loose and seek to comprehend our mores by association with us,” he stood still and his hands made strange passes and he leaned towards me as though he would speak. For a moment I thought I had him and that we would hear “raw” Pe-Ellian, even if it was just a cry of frustration. But then the veil came down. Since that moment Fire-Sticks has been like the walking dead. Will things be different tomorrow night? I doubt it.


I am interested, but a rather academic interest finally. I enjoy the puzzle, but I have given up hoping for that shattering insight which would reveal the whole of creation and lay it at our feet. One can hope too much, until hope itself becomes a burden. When I was younger, then I was ready. There was a time when I would have leaped up to answer the Pe-Ellian calling. I would have run to them with open arms.


In the silence I find it easier to write and face myself. I am weary of Earth and the struggle. My only joy is now in translation.


That is not true. That is affectation. I still enjoy the fight. But I am disturbed.


Where are they, these Pe-Ellians?


I could take the crushing hammer blows of a monstrous alien intelligence. I could understand the barbarism of a superior technology. I could even stomach the sweetness of moral supermen waving their fingers at us. But they are none of these.


They are shy and cold. They act as though they are afraid of us. They won’t visit, and when they do venture outside their cool green sphere they are silent and reserved, so that talking to them is about as rewarding as talking to dummies in a shop window.


This alone makes them unique. I have never yet met a race that didn’t want to talk. Once the ditch of unfamiliarity and fear is crossed we enter the market place. The reserve of the Archadians was a living reserve in comparison with these dead fish.


That is it. That is one of the reasons I am disturbed.


I am disappointed. Well, well.


I have sent the Seliica off to the publishers. The Lantern Ballads still need more work. In their quaint songs we see the limits of translation. If they ever appear in book form there will be ten times as many footnotes as text. I have asked Celia Buxton to prepare the phonic text.


I shall spend the rest of the day packing. In this alone the Pe-Ellians have been specific. They say that everything will be provided and that we should take nothing more than absolute necessities. I wonder why. They can’t be worried about the weight problem.


Needs and wants. I have been caught this way before. I shall take luxuries. Cigars, an old fashioned hot-water bottle that can still be bought in London, razor blades and plenty of pencils. I may even throw in a toilet roll or two. The rest I shall leave up to Tomas. He is the official recorder and can be relied on to specify all our technical impedimenta.


I am glad that he agreed to come. We work well as a team. His thoroughness is a comfort, a bit like a safety net. He will dot the “i’s, though I am still quicker off the mark in the cut and thrust of language. He is loyal above all and knows me well. I shall depend on him heavily. Equally, he knows me and trusts me. He knows I will always dig him out.


To it.


COMMENTARY


Had I had the opportunity to read this diary entry before we departed I should have been extremely worried. Some of Thorndyke’s later actions on Pe-Ellia become more comprehensible when one takes into account the state of mind indicated in this diary. I am not thinking of his references to death or to the mild state of depression evinced in such remarks as “One can hope too much …” Such depression is common before leaving on a contact quest and Thorndyke would have been as aware of this as I am. I am referring to his obvious partisanship. One of the basic rules set out in the Contact Linguists’ Handbook reads:
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