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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.







CHAPTER ONE


A TIMEWORN AND USE-BATTERED landing craft bearing the white and purple insignia of the Ten Planet Line descended creakily into the dense yellow fog shrouding the surface of the planet Furtheron. Under the rattle of the elderly boat’s turbos, a dull rumble, as of heavy artillery far below, was almost inaudible. At the open debarkation hatch two figures stood, one a tall, broad-shouldered Terran, the other a squat but mightily muscled native of the desert world Jaq, carelessly dressed in the soiled and ill-fitting whites of the TPL, his cranial spines unfiled, an expression of disapproval on his leathery sense-organ cluster. He ducked back with a yelp as a gigantic boulder, hurled upward from below and rotating lazily, passed close by the hatch before disappearing in the smog.


“Groints! Didja see that one?” he gasped in a shocked tone. “I seen smaller mountains than that one with snow on top of ’em,” he complained. “These boys play rougher all the time.” He shifted the grips of his tentacular members on the heavy grab bars by the hatch and set himself to resist the buffeting. “You better go below, Mr. Retief,” he ordered curtly. “I ain’t even sure I can hang on to my space legs or equivalent this time. Seems like they’re shooting at us on purpose this trip; usually it’s just the wild shots we gotta look out for.”


Beside him, Jame Retief, Terran Foreign Service Officer of Class Two, Consul General of Career in the Terran Consular Service, and First Secretary of Embassy of Terra in the Corps Diplomatique Terrestrienne, on emergency detail to the Terran-sponsored Interplanetary Tribunal for the Curtailment of Hostilities convening at Furtheron, nodded, scanning the much-cracked and little-patched tarmac below, now visible through occasional rents in the wind-whipped fog.


“Smells like old-fashioned black powder,” he commented. The captain-cum-cargo officer poked a bloodshot bloof organ past Retief’s gold-braided CDT shoulder board to assess the blovial aspects of the scene below.


“Looks like yer gonna hafta change yer plans, mister,” he suggested indifferently. “I heard there was some kinda armistice in the works, but from the looks o’ that shrapnel flying around down there, they still got the war going full blast.”


“Good thing, too,” Retief assented. “Without the occasional war to stamp out, peace-making as we know it would soon become a dying art.”


“Yeah,” the cargo officer conceded. “I can see a guy’s got to be careful about what he knocks these days. Like it usta be safe to frown on rape and vandalism and like that, but now we know it’s just some guys’ mode of expression of legitimate grievances and all, like it says in the handbook.”


His further comments were cut off by a sudden clattering suggestive of a roller skate in a spin dryer, emanating from the baggage delivery hopper into which the faded carpetbag of Retief’s lone fellow passenger had just disappeared. Its owner, a spindle-legged Groaci in modish solar topi and ankle-patch sneakers, at variance with his shabby traditional hip cloak and tarnished greaves, uttered a breathy complaint:


“To protest, Mr. Fronik-of-the-Thousand-Alibis-Endlessly-Repeated, this cavalier handling of the official luggage of a Groacian dignitary! To insist that you take steps at once to clear the malfunction, ere I venture to entrust the remainder of my personal effects to the maw of this barbaric device!”


“Take it easy, Fliss,” Fronik replied wearily. “Like it says in the fine print on yer ticket, you hold Ten Planet—and its personnel—harmless in the event of any loss or damage of articles, and all that jazz; we had the slickest shysters in the Arm work out the wording. Tough E-pores, pal—but you can maybe pick up a new spine-file and all at the notions counter inside the terminal.”


“To have no need of spine files, fellow!” Fliss objected. “But my priceless kiki-stones, my albums of early Terry porno-cubes—my Rockamorran ceremonial head bladders—all, it seems, are now pulverized in the primitive gears of your baleful apparatus.” He tilted three of his five stalked eyes accusingly at the baggage conveyor.


“Primitive, nothing!” the captain demurred. “That there’s a genuine Groaci copy of a Japanese version of a late-model Motorola matter transmitter, which I admit the maintenance contract is a few runs behind. Leastways you don’t have to worry none, Retief,” Fronik reassured the Terran. “Your trunk wouldn’t fit the hopper anyways.” He glanced up as two hulking TPL porters shuffled, grunting, into view, bowed under Retief’s regulation CDT-issue trunk, junior grades, for the use of. They paused and dumped the big box heavily.


“I think maybe I sprained a ulterior metacostal or something,” one of the shaggy green Hondu porters muttered, casting a baleful glance at both his chief and Retief.


“And what, George, is the immediate effect of such an injury?” Captain Fronik inquired stonily.


“Well, it occasions a abrupt disinclination to any activity which might tend to fatigue one,” George quoted promptly. “Right, Chauncey?” He glanced at his colleague for confirmation.


“You bet, Georgie,” was the prompt reply. “Spikking which, I feel a little pain in the metacostal area my own self.” Thus reminded, he fingered a hard-to-reach spot on his side. “That means you got to carry on alone, Georgie, bum joint or no, in case I get the same thing, too.”


“Fat chance,” George stated, eyeing the CDT trunk glumly. “Not broody likely I’ll take and heft that thing solo, not without a dock crane to help out, anyways.”


“Well, I guess that’s it, Retief,” Fronik said briskly. “If my boys don’t wanna touch yer baggage, it looks like it stays put—and you too, which yer not likely to be getting off anyways, I guess, in the middle of a bombardment.”


“On the other hand,” Retief pointed out, “this not being a pleasure trip, Ambassador Pouncetrifle will expect me to report on time, shellfire or no. So run out the down ramp and I’ll be saying goodbye, fellows, and keep that breathless charm, just the way you look tonight.” He stepped to the trunk, grasped both handles, bent his knees, and with a surge lifted the bulky box to his shoulder; as soon as the narrow foot ramp had extruded and locked, he strolled down it into the murk at the bottom.
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Retief eased the trunk down on the broken pavement and took a deep breath of the sulphurous local air, enjoying the sensation of being again under an open sky, even a baleful yellow one. It had been a long voyage out to the frontier world dubbed Furtheron by its earliest Terran explorers, but known as Ynnezadoog to its autochthones, a wormlike people, one of whom was at the moment looking Retief over idly, while picking its extremely un-annelidish fangs with a nine-inch dirk.


The TPL porter, who had followed Retief down to await a tip, looked around without visible approval. “By the way, Mister,” he said in a tone of rebuke, “I guess you don’t know us baggage smashers got a strong union. I work outa Local 97683 myself, and when the chief gets outa the lockup, he’s gonna take a dim view of guys which they take it upon theirselfs to do our work.” He eyed Retief’s trunk sourly. Then, sidling behind it as one taking shelter, and with a glance at the bystanding local, he commented, “Reckon this here feller is one o’ them Furtheronians, which I hear they got no use for foreigners.”


“Too right, Jack,” the alien assured Retief, undulating his elongated torso, which seemed to extend back for a surprising distance before being lost to sight in the smog. “You must be one o’ them Terry troublemakers I hear are tryna get us Crawlies to stop shooting back at the lousy Creepies, which they got a light-sensitive pore on our territory. What’s wrong, pal, not enough trouble back home, you gotta come looking for it out here in the sticks?”


“Something like that,” Retief agreed. “It’s called diplomacy.”


“Yeah,” the local grunted. “Well, if anybody asks you did you go through Immigration and Customs, tell ’em Inspector Lum Glook give ya the nod.”


“Oh, Retief,” a reedy voice cried through the fog. “There you are; I see Mr. Glook has you well in hand.” An undersized Terran with a pale, narrow face under floppy CDT regulation foul-weather headgear emerged into view and hurried up to clasp Retief’s hand warmly.


“Actually, I am glad to see you, Retief,” the newcomer said, a bit out of breath. “Things are terrible here. Sorry to greet you alone, but five minutes ago, Chairman Ambassador Pouncetrifle finally left with the rest of the staff; said you’d never be able to debark in the midst of this smog, not to mention the medium-heavy bombardment. But I just thought I’d scout about a bit, just in case, and here you are! I have an Embassy car and driver.”


Retief expressed his appreciation of his old colleague’s confidence, and they ducked as something passed overhead with a shrill whistling sound.


“Where’d he go?” Retief asked, noting the abrupt absence of the local inspector.


“Oh, don’t bother with bribing Glook,” Magnan said in a low tone as the local reappeared from the murk, muttering. “He’s on annual retainer,” Magnan explained.


“Yeah, but—” Glook and the Hondu porter said as one. Retief placed a worn hundred-cee coin in each proffered palm. Glook pocketed his with a deft motion, but the porter eyed his coin dolefully. “Geeze, a lousy hunnert cees—” he began, ducking too late as Glook plucked the brass disc from his hand with a limber tentacle and whisked it away.


“You and me could get along, chum,” Glook commented to Retief. “Maybe you ain’t like the rest of them Terry cheapskates. Ta.” He rippled again and was gone in the haze.


“What impudence!” Magnan commented as soon as Glook was out of earshot. “And to think that after we of ITCH have come all this way to assist these barbarians in their aspirations to the halcyon joys of peace, they show us no more consideration than one would so many nosy parkers.” He shied each time a large rock impacted nearby, ignoring those smaller than baseballs.


“What’s the war all about?” Retief asked.


“Well, as to that,” Magnan temporized, “it isn’t exactly clear; that is, all we’ve been able to determine so far is that the Hither Furtheronians lay claim to the territory of the Nether Furtheronians, which they insist comprises the interior of the planet, it being hollow, they say—and the Nether Furtheronians appear to covet the surface, now occupied by the Hither Furtheronians.”


“Sounds complicated,” Retief commented. “Is the planet really hollow?”


“Of course not, Retief. That’s merely a silly superstition the Furtheronians use as an excuse for never coming to grips with their elusive enemy and thus ending this fratricidal conflict. Clearly the idea of a hollow planet, Pellucidar-style, is geological nonsense.”


“Yeah,” George, still standing hopefully by, put in, “but the word below decks is these lousy Creepies and Crawlies like to shoot at each other, which I guess it’s about the only fun they get.”


“Mind your tongue, fellow!” Magnan rebuked the union member sharply. “The use of racial epithets is not only déclassé in the extreme but is the object of a special Corps program aimed at its suppression.”


“Chauncey says it too,” George muttered defensively. “Well, hang loose, gents; I still got that little five-eyed sap-sucker to contend with.” He retired up the gangplank, still muttering.
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Assuming an expression (r-762-d) appropriate to one about to confide inside dope to a colleague, Magnan lowered his voice and edged closer to Retief.


“We’re faced with a grave situation here on Furtheron, Retief,” he said. “After a full week in residence—you’re the last of the Terran delegation to arrive—the Ambassador has yet to manage an appointment with His Excellency the Foreign Minister to present his credentials—either as Chief of the Terran Mission or as Chairman of the Tribunal. This, as you see, leaves us in a curious position, diplomatic immunitywise—” He broke off with a yelp as a low-flying aircraft of primitive design loomed from the fog, its machine guns twinkling, hosing a stream of tracers about the two diplomats. The noisy craft waggled its scarlet-painted wings and banked away, to be lost in the fog.


“What cheek!” Magnan sniffed as the buzz of the aircraft’s engine faded.


“Nobody’s diplomatically immune to being strafed, or mashed by a cannon ball,” Retief commented, “so don’t feel too bad about our lack of documentation. The fanciest Exequatur wouldn’t help now. Let’s get under cover.”


“By the way,” Magnan said, “these antique pursuit craft have been imported just recently under a loophole in the Arms Covenant that permits museum exhibits.”


As they moved off toward the dim glow of the lights of the terminal building, another missile crashed down nearby, showering them with stinging chips. Retief dug a sliver from the side of his neck and examined it thoughtfully.


“How long has this war been underway, Mr. Magnan?” he inquired.


“It was apparently in full course at the time of the initial survey, some ten years ago,” Magnan replied glumly.


“Who’s winning?” Retief asked.


“Oh, you mean the Good Guys or the Bad Guys—in this case the Crawlies and the Creepies respectively, our official sympathies lying with the former, formally rejoicing in the sobriquet ‘Hither Furtheronians.’ The Nether Furtheronians, it appears, are the aggressors, and as such deserve to be pacified in the most vigorous fashion.”


“In that case, why haven’t we called in a detachment of Peace Enforcers?” Retief pursued the point.


Alas, our Groacian colleague, Ambassador Nith, pulls considerable weight on the Tribunal, and he’s dead set against it.”


“No clues to what started the fighting?” Retief asked.


“It’s a traditional mutual antipathy, it seems,” Magnan replied in a tone of disapproval. “Each side claims the other’s real estate. Rather odd—but then so is everything else on this benighted planet. Do you know,” he went on indignantly, “the populace is kept in complete ignorance of the casus belli, the plan of campaign, and even the specific war aims—but then they’re no more ill-informed than the Ministry of War itself, or so it appears from the brief interview which Colonel Otherday wangled yesterday with a Third Assistant Deputy War Minister. Small wonder there appears to be minimal progress in the suppression of hostilities.”
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As they reached the covered walk leading into the passenger lounge, it collapsed under the impact of a slab of concrete dislodged from above. Skirting the debris, they entered through a gaping hole blasted in the wall by an earlier hit.


“No enemy troops in sight,” Retief commented, scanning the cavernous lounge, unfurnished and war-torn, where only a feeble glare panel over a lunch-information-ticket counter suggested the presence of life. “It’s strange these Nether Furtheronians don’t follow up all this artillery preparation; they seem to have driven our side from the field completely.”


“Oh, the Crawlie troops never come out in the bombardment, and we never see any enemy troops,” Magnan supplied. “The Creepies are much too cagy for that. And anyway, since the bombardment never lets up, if they sent troops in now, they’d be shelling their own forces.”


“Has it occurred to you, Mr. Magnan,” Retief asked as they took stools at the bar, “that their artillery is remarkably primitive?” At that moment a sizable missile crashed through the roof to bury itself in the scarred and littered floor.


Resuming the stool from which he had leaped at the impact, Magnan commented: “Nonetheless, it appears quite sufficiently effective.”


“All they have, it seems,” Retief went on, “is mortars—though in a remarkable range of calibers, I concede—firing stone cannon balls.”


“We should be grateful for small mercies,” Magnan sniffed, “rather than questioning them. Why, if that one”—he eyed the boulder half-buried among the tiles a few yards distant—“had been armed with even an old-fashioned HE warhead, we’d have been atomized.”


“Still, with modern heavy weapons available from any one of a thousand enterprising munitions peddlers in this end of the Arm, you’d think they’d have been signed up for a few batteries of annihilator cannon before now.”


“Possibly,” Magnan suggested, “even the Nether Furtheronians, barbaric though they are, stop short at annihilating their own planet.”


“It ain’t that, stranger,” put in a fanged head which had abruptly risen on a long neck from behind the counter. “It’s just we already got a lot o’ boulders and stuff laying around for free, so why not get some use out of ’em?” The intruder yawned, affording the Terrans a glimpse of an impressive depth of scarlet-lined and needle-toothed maw. His mop of coiling pink head tendrils was only partly confined under a greasy white toque.


“Anyways,” he went on, “us Creepies are expecting a off-planet aid deal any day now; see, we got a like ancestral tradition for first-class haggling. We’re playing off the Bogans against the Fustians, and the Hoogans against the Slunchans, and all. We’ll whittle ’em down to size. Then you’ll see some first-class action around here, insteada all this gravel flying around.” The Nether Furtheronian flicked out the yard-long crimson rope that was its tongue, and whisked in a small, low-flying lifeform. Magnan watched in fascination as the peristaltic ripple passed down the long neck and out of sight.


“By the way, Thull Dud is the handle,” the native volunteered, and extended a flat, callused three-fingered hand at the end of a remarkably long and flexible arm. Magnan grasped the member gingerly, twitched and dropped it.


“I’m Magnan, First Secretary of Embassy of Terra, detailed as Recording Secretary to ITCH,” he said tonelessly. “Delighted to know you, Mr. Dud. This is my colleague, Mr. Retief.”


“Sure, just call me Thull. All you Terries look alike, so don’t get upset if I don’t get the handles right every time. I don’t stock no Terry chow, but what about a nice plate of garg whilst you’re here?” Without awaiting assent, the local deftly dealt out two square plates with chipped corners, each heaped with a glutinous grayish-brown mass. Magnan neatly segued his involuntary shudder of disgust into a delighted quiver and looked about brightly, as if for eating utensils, while the counterman moved on to Retief.


“It’s admirable, Mr. Dud,” Magnan chirped, “that you’ve stayed on at your post in spite of the bombardment.”


“Naw, I got a job to do, Mister Uh. No sweat. Anyways, the counter here was put in a null spot on purpose, so we’re OK as long as we stay put.”


“I’m surprised the entire site isn’t covered yards deep in spent missiles,” Magnan commented. “If, as I’m told, this barrage has been continuous for some years, one would think—”


“Yeah,” Dud cut in, “but there’s like holes in the ground and all them rocks keeps falling in so she stays pretty clear. The ground kind of slopes down toward the holes—‘craters,’ I hear they’re called by you Terries—so after a while the rocks all roll in.” Having clarified this point, Dud poised his ladle over Retief’s plate.


“None for me, thanks,” Retief said. “I ate last year.”


“Don’t blame you, pal,” Thull said philosophically. “Just between us, I think maybe the garg worms held this batch in their breakdown pouches a little too long—and then it maybe went the wrong way. Some o’ these here like gowermetts and all, they like their garg ripe, but I’ll stick with the fresh stuff, you know, when it’s still got some undigested narf-bug heads showing. Less bowkay, maybe, but a more interesting texture, you might say. How about some fancy imported berp-nuts instead?”


“Garg,” Magnan said, poking at his plate with the single-pronged fork Thull had provided. “I just remembered, I’m due at the ITCH banquet tonight, right after the dedication, so I’d best not spoil my appetite.”


“Too right, Jack,” Thull agreed. “They say a plate of real ripe garg can spoil it permanent if you’re not used to it.”


“By the way,” Magnan said brightly, “wasn’t that a slip of the tongue just now, when you referred to yourself as a ‘Creepy’? The Creepies are the enemy, I believe. That is to say, the Nether Furtheronians are the faction we hope soon to pacify.”


“Nope, no slip,” Thull rebutted promptly. “I’m a spy. Don’t let on I told you.”


“You mean to stand, or sit, or lie—”


“ ‘Lay here,’ you mean, Mr. Magnan,” the intelligence operative supplied. “Did I get the handle right? Sure I do. Maybe you noticed us Furtheronians keep our troops out o’ sight. But we do our spying in public—get to see a lot more that way.”


“Sensible,” Magnan conceded. “And inasmuch as you’ve been so candid, perhaps you’d care to confide further—since we’re neutral peacemakers and impartial non-combatants. First, where is the main Creepy attack to be made, and, mostly urgently, when?”


“Nope,” Thull cut him off. “I don’t spy on headquarters, you know; I just scout the Crawlies. And the only plan they got is to keep their heads down until it’s their turn to do the shooting.”


“How is it we see no troops in the field?” Magnan demanded. “A soldierless war—ridiculous!”


“Oh, us Creepies got plenty troops,” the spy reassured the diplomat, “only, like I said, we got this quaint native custom, like, where the armored battalions do the sneaky number, whilst us spies work right out in the open, pretty near. But I better get back to work, fellows, before old Lum pokes his snoot in.”


“Old Lum has already poked his snoot in,” Glook’s bass voice spoke up near at hand. Then his fanged visage appeared, dangling from a beam far above, his eye stems deployed, his neck attenuated to a mere rope by the long stretch. “Say, that’s nice aged garg you boys are having,” the inspector exclaimed. “Dud, you been holding out on me—said you didn’t have any of the good stuff, only that green garg not a week in the pouch. Better gimme a plate o’ that.”


“Certainly, Inspector,” the attendant agreed, and deftly switched Magnan’s plate for a clean one.


Glook’s face shrank upward as he retracted his neck, to reappear a moment later draped over the adjacent stool. He at once dipped three fingers into his garg and thrust it deep into his maw; after a momentary pause, he gulped. Then, with a glance at Magnan’s bare plate, he said, “I got to hand it to you, Master Mignan; for a foreigner you put away a mean plate o’ garg—and I mean RIPE. I even had a little trouble getting it past the old tonsils.” He gazed at the slightly built diplomat admiringly. “Any guy that can get with the old spirit o’ the tribal traditions that way, just to cement relations, is OK.” He returned without enthusiasm to his lunch.


“If I didn’t know better,” he commented, “I’d be wondering if I was supposed to eat this, or if I already did. Why couldn’t our ancestors of come up with something like, say, hot dogs, or Chateaubriand avec pommes frites, or ka-swe, or worm-and-olive salad, or some o’ them other swell eats you Terries got?”


He gave Magnan a confidential look. “Frankly, your Terry chow is one item I got to hand it to you Terries for: them jellybeans you stock at the commissary are the real stuff.”


“Why, how would you know, Mr. Glook?” Magnan inquired in a shocked tone. “After all, commissary stores are afforded duty-free entry on the basis that they’re exclusively for the use of Mission personnel.”


“Well, you know, Ben, them boys works the stockroom don’t get paid a whole lot—so they got a like right to conduct a little like clandestine traffic in exotic items, which even that way they barely hack it, what with inflation and all.”


“Disgraceful!” Magnan sniffed. “Why, as GSO, I personally selected those locals, gave them top wages, trained them—”


“That’s where you blew it, Ben. Never 

trust a Crawlie farther than you can stretch him, as the saying used to go before you Terries got on us about racial bias, and all.”


“But—you’re a Crawlie!” Magnan protested. “How can you castigate your own people in that fashion?”


“Easy,” Glook reassured him. “It’s what you call common knowledge.”


“That’s quite beside the point,” Magnan said coldly. “The most resented racial jibes are those based on the truth.”


“So how’s the peacemaking coming along?” Glook dodged aside as fragments from a close impact whistled past. “Or maybe I shun’t ask.”


“More o’ that fine aged garg, Inspector?” Thull Dud proposed, his brimming ladle poised over the clean-scraped plate, Glook having deftly dumped his first helping in the cuspidor while the chef’s back was turned. He declined seconds. The ladle shifted to drip glutinously on Magnan’s plate.


“More for you, sir?” Thull inquired as he heaped Magnan’s plate with what looked like a mixture of used motor oil and tapioca. Instead of replying, Magnan beckoned the counterman to draw close for a whispered conference.


“You seem on curiously friendly terms with a member of the enemy camp,” he stated suspiciously. Thull nodded matter-of-factly.


“Old Lum ain’t a bad fellow,” he replied loudly, at which the inspector leaned closer.


“… not that he ain’t above tryna eavesdrop—and him without a license, too.” With this, Thull turned away and began polishing an unglazed clay cup.


“As for you, Inspector”—Magnan turned his attention to the official now idly bobbing his head in time to a wheezy Furtheronian version of the Cow-Cow Boogie emanating from the jukebox beside him, the discordant jangles and twangs barely audible above the rattle of gravel on the roof—“I’m surprised at you: an official of your government fraternizing so blatantly with an enemy national!”


“Why, Dudsy and me are old pals,” Glook replied. “You wun’t expect me to snub him just because he happens to be on the other side o’ the fence, I hope. Us Crawlies ain’t like that.”


“But his country is at war with yours,” Magnan insisted. “They’re bombarding you at this moment!”


“Dudsy ain’t doing no bombing,” Glook protested. “He’s layin’ right over there behind the counter, loyally featherbedding, like always.”


“Still,” Magnan persisted, “he does represent a hostile power. I should think you’d clap him in irons at once, as a precautionary measure.”


“Then we’d hafta be supplying him with his daily garg ’steada the other way around.”


“But at any moment he might turn on you. Why, he admits he’s a spy.”


“Sure, he’s patriotic—a trait which ya gotta admire a fellow for it, right? He’s just doing his job, like me—and you too, I guess, even if I never did quite figger out what your angle is.”


“We diplomats have no ‘angle,’ ” Magnan replied coldly. “We are here in the interest of peace, selflessly striving to end the horrors of war for all Furtheronians, Hither and Nether alike.”


“Cool,” Glook conceded. “So why are ya tryna stir up bad vascular fluid between me and a boyhood chum?”


“Crudely put,” Magnan rebuked the laybeing. “These matters are perhaps too subtle for the unprepared mind.”


“Well said, Ben.” A breathy voice came from behind the Terran. “To be like old times, once again to be associated with you—but not too much like them, to hope.”


Magnan whirled. “Why, if it isn’t Fliss, Cultural Attaché at Adobe when last we met, as I recall,” he caroled, rising to extend a hand. “Welcome to Furtheron, and pay no heed to these boulders crashing through the roof—merely a quaint native custom, it appears.”


“To have risen in the ranks since last we met, Ben; to now rejoice in the title of Chief Lackey in Subordination to His Excellency Nith, Ambassador Extraordinary and Minister Plenipotentiary of the Groacian Autonomy to this benighted plague spot.”


“Impressive, Fliss,” Magnan said, giving an extra squeeze to the cold, flabby manipulative member of the alien diplomat. “But are you quite sure it’s a promotion? By the way, I myself am now Deputy Counselor for Trivial Affairs.”


Fliss executed a dizzying interweaving of his five stalked eyes, which Magnan at once recognized as the Groaci equivalent of a 402-d (Emphatic Reassurance, with Only a Hint of Rebuke at the Veiled Impertinence of the Question). “A coveted post indeed, Ben,” the Groaci confirmed, “and one which will place me in a position of close interpersonal relationship to His Excellency.”


Magnan shuddered. “You might at least have accorded me your ‘a,’ Fliss,” he said in mild rebuke. “After all, the only difference is you leave out the negative nuance—and how was I to know?”


“No matter.” Fliss dismissed the matter, placing his worn flight bag on the adjacent stool. “More to the point,” he went on, “just what is the situation we of ITCH are confronting here on this dismal world?”


“Why, as to that,” Magnan replied, “it appears that we must deal not with a brutal invasion from a neighboring planet, but with a fratricidal civil war between two factions of the local dominant species, one of which joyously inhabits the pristine surface of Furtheron, while the aggressor skulks below, in the hollow interior, a gloomy place, no doubt, thus explaining their vicious nature (no offense, Mr. Dud) as well as their elusiveness. In fact, it is precisely this geographic distribution which appears to be the bone of contention in the present dispute. Each side claims the other’s territory, maintaining that it alone is their ancestral homeland, from which they’ve been driven by the iniquitous enemy. The tides of battle never progress, it seems, but merely surge back and forth. Thus we not only find ourselves perpetually in the midst of an invasion, but are forced to maintain great ideological flexibility, as to the focus of our neutrality, in consonance with the momentary realities of geopolitik. To date no actual enemy forces have so much as been seen, making it awkward to negotiate therewith.”


“ ‘Enemy,’ Ben?” Fliss queried. “We of the Committee haven’t taken sides, one hopes.”


“It’s just that they keep shelling the Embassy of Terra, along with the port here, and the Groacian Mission as well, I presume, day and night. It seems just the teentsiest bit inimical; I suppose after a time one tends to lose one’s objectivity.”


“A tendency to which one must never yield, Ben,” the Groaci said severely. “Sweet impartiality must be our unfailing policy.” He ducked as fragments of a missile whistled about his head. “Of course,” he amended, “if one were to determine the precise identity of the miscreants who hurl large stones at newly arrived diplomats, a trifle of severity might perhaps not be amiss.” In his start of alarm, Fliss had inadvertently nudged his grubby carpetbag, which fell from the stool with a complicated metallic clatter, its clasps falling open. Dozens of tiny brassy cylinders rolled from its interior and spread across the chipped floor. Hastily Fliss gathered them up, all but a few half hidden in a shallow cavity behind Retief’s stool post. Retief stooped quickly to gather those, and after a close scrutiny of one he dropped half a dozen in his pocket and handed the others to Fliss, who accepted them grumpily. Fliss snapped the container shut and replaced it beside him. “My pills,” he explained tersely.


“I’m glad to see you managed to extricate your hand baggage from Fronik’s infernal machine,” Retief said.


“By no means, Retief!” Fliss objected. “The confounded apparatus broke down completely at last, and expelled this lone item. All of my hold baggage, plus my entire wardrobe, is gone. To weep for treasured possessions, never more to be seen.” He wiped a grain of lachrymal exudation from one eye stem.


“By the way, Ben, just what is the essential ethnic difference between the two factions?” the Groaci inquired casually.


“Oh, the usual,” Magnan replied. “The Hither Furtheronians are natural democrats, the sodium chloride of the planet, nature’s noblemen, while their iniquitous opponents are moral lepers, conscienceless rogues, enemies of peace and order, aggressors, miscreants of the worst stripe.”


“Shocking, Ben,” Fliss commented. “Still, we must retain our utter impartiality.”


“Of course,” Magnan agreed. “Why, candidly, I’ve always had a sneaking admiration for a throughgoing scoundrel. In fact, some of my best friends—”


“Enough, Ben.” Fliss cut off Magnan’s flow of flexible ideology. “I must be off, to report in. I’ll see you later on when ITCH convenes.”


“Retief!” Magnan gasped suddenly. “There’s a special staff meeting scheduled before the dedication. We too must away at once!”


“To see that one thing at least is clear,” Fliss commented as both he and the Terrans descended from their stools, while yet another glassy boulder impacted nearby. “These confounded folk have no idea of the proper way to conduct a war. Good evening.” Fliss set off jauntily as Retief and Magnan went in search of their waiting car, which they found at last, parked in an obscure alley where Fred, the driver, had hastily camouflaged it with rubble. It was the work of a moment to excavate it, and after a brief drive through the least obstructed streets, the staff car drew up before the shell-pocked façade of the Embassy of Terra. Choosing a moment between impacts, the diplomats gained the relative security of its cavernous foyer, at once took the lift to the third floor, and hurried to the conference room in the chancery wing.
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Magnan pushed open the heavy oak door and ducked as a rain of plaster chips clattered down from the ceiling. The chandelier, a baroque construction of Yalcan glasswork, danced on its chain and fell with a crash on the center of the polished greenwood table. Across the room, drapes fluttered at the glassless windows which rattled in their frames in resonance with the distant crump-crump! of gunfire.


“Ben, you’re ten minutes late for staff meeting!” a voice said from somewhere. Magnan stooped, glanced under the table. A huddle of eyes stared back.


“Ah, there you are, Mr. Ambassador, gentlemen,” Magnan greeted the Chief of Mission and his staff. “Sorry to be tardy, but there was a brisk little aerial dogfight going on just over the Zoological Gardens. The Crawlies are putting up a hot resistance to the Creepies’ thrust this time.”


“And you perhaps paused to hazard a wager on the outcome?” Ambassador Pouncetrifle snapped. “Your mission, sir, after meeting that fellow Whats-His-Name, was to deliver a sharp rebuke to the Foreign Office regarding the latest violations of the Embassy! What have you to report?”


“The Foreign Minister sends his regrets,” Magnan improvised. “He was just packing up to leave. It looks as though the Creepies will be reoccupying the capital about breakfast time.”


“What, again? Just as I’m on the verge of reestablishing a working rapport with His Hither Excellency?”


“Oh, but you have a dandy rapport with His Nether Excellency, too.” The voice of Counselor of Embassy Clutchplate sounded from a position well to the rear. “Remember, you were just about to get him to agree to a limited provisional preliminary symbolic partial cease-fire covering left-handed bloop guns of calibre .25 and below!”


“I’m well aware of the status of the peace talks!” Pouncetrifle cut him off. The peppery diplomat emerged, rose, and dusted the knees of his pink-and-green-striped satin knee breeches, regulation early afternoon semi-informal dress for top-three-graders of the Corps Diplomatique Terrestrienne on duty on prenuclear worlds.


“Well, I suppose we must make the best of it.” He glared at his advisers as they followed his lead, ranging themselves at the table around the shattered remains of the chandelier as the chatter and rumble of gunfire continued outside. “Gentlemen, in the few weeks since this Mission was accredited here on Furtheron, we’ve seen the capital change hands four times. Under such conditions the shrewdest diplomacy is powerless to bring to fruition our schemes for the pacification of the system. Nevertheless, today’s despatch from Sector indicates that unless observable results are produced prior to the upcoming visit of the Inspectors, a drastic reassessment of personnel requirements may result—and I’m sure you know what that means!”


“Ummm. We’ll all be fired.” Magnan brightened at a thought. “Unless, perhaps, Your Excellency points out that after all, as Chief of Mission, you’re the one”—he paused as he noted the expression on the Pouncetrifle features—“the one who suffered most,” he finished weakly.


“I need not remind you,” the Ambassador bored on relentlessly, “that alibis fail to impress visiting inspection teams! Results, gentlemen! Those are what count! Now, what proposals do I hear for new approaches to the problem of ending this fratricidal war which even now—”


The ambassadorial tones were drowned by the deep-throated snarl of a rapidly approaching internal combustion engine. Glancing out the window, Retief saw a bright green twin-winged aircraft coming in from the northwest at treetop level, outlined against the disk of the planet’s nearest moon. The late-afternoon sun glinted from the craft’s polished wooden propellor blades; its cowl-mounted machine guns sparkled as they hosed a stream of tracers into the street below.


“Take cover!” the Military Attaché barked, diving for a favorable position under the table. At the last instant, the fighter plane banked sharply up, executed a flashy slow roll, and shot out of sight behind the chipped tile dome of the Temple of Erudition across the park.


“This is too much!” Pouncetrifle shrilled from his position behind the bullet-riddled filing cabinet. “That was an open, overt attack on the chancery! A flagrant violation of interplanetary law!”


“Actually, I think he was after a Creepy armored column in the park,” Retief said. “All we got was the overkill.”


“Inasmuch as you happen to be standing up, Mr. Retief,” Pouncetrifle called, “I’ll thank you to put a call through on the hotline to Lib Glip at the Secretariat. I’ll lodge a protest that will make his cranial cilia stand on end!”


Retief pressed buttons on the compact CDT-issue field rig which had been installed to link the Embassy to the local governmental offices. Behind him, Ambassador Pouncetrifle addressed the staff:


“Now, while it’s necessary to impress on the Premier the impropriety of shooting up a Terran mission, we must hold some measure of ire in reserve for future atrocities. I think we’ll play the scene using a modified Formula Nine image: Kindly Indulgence tinged with Latent Firmness, which may at any moment crystallize into Reluctant Admonition, with appropriate overtones of Gracious Condescension.”


“How would you feel about a dash of Potential Impatience, with maybe just a touch of Appropriate Reprisals?” the Military Attaché suggested.


“We don’t want to antagonize anyone with premature saber rattling, Colonel.” Pouncetrifle frowned a rebuke.
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