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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.


      







A François Bordes:


Merci … et au revoir!




Part One


MARQUE AND REPRISAL





CHAPTER ONE








‘Le roi a fait battre tambour’


Le roi a fait battre tambour—’





Gunnar Heim halted in midstride. He stood a while, turning his head in search of the voice that had risen out of the dark.




‘Pour voir toutes ces dames.


Et la première qu’il a vue—’





It was some distance off, almost lost in the background of machine rumble to landward of the docks. But only one man was likely to be making his mock with that sinister old ballad, in San Francisco on this night.




‘Lui a ravi son âme


Rataplan! Rataplan! Rataplan-plan-plan-plan!’





Heim started after the sound. He could still move fast and softly when he wanted to. In a moment his ears picked up the ring and snarl of a guitar played in anger.




‘Rataplan! Rataplan! Rataplan-plan-plan-plan!’





Warehouses bulked black on his right. At this hour not very long before dawn, the city had dimmed; there was only a reddish haze above the roofs, and the remote luminous heap of the palace towers on Nob Hill. To the left a cargo submarine lay like a sleek moon-scaled dragon, but no longshore robots or men were at work around it. The bay was ebony and a shimmer of glade. Kilometers distant, the hills on the eastern shore made a wall besprinkled with artificial stars. The real stars were wan, and so was the defense satellite that climbed rapidly into view – as if all suns had withdrawn from a planet gone strengthless. Luna stood at half phase near the zenith. He could not see the light-spot of Apollo City on the dark side, through the damp autumn air.




‘“Marquis, dis moi, la connais tu?


Marquis, dis moi, la connais tu?


Quelle est cette jolie dame?”


Et le marquis a répondu:


“Sire Roi, c’est ma femme.”


Rataplan! Rataplan! Rataplan-plan-plan-plan!


Rataplan! Rataplan! Rataplan-plan-plan-plan!’





Heim rounded a shed by the pier and saw the minstrel. He sat on a bollard, looking out across the water, a man more small and shabby than expected. His fingers leaped across the twelve strings as if attacking an enemy, and the moon gleamed off tears on his face.


Heim paused in the shadow of the wall. He ought not to interrupt. They had related, in the Spaceman’s Rest, that the buck was drunk and wild. ‘And when he’d spent his last millo, he wanted to sing for booze,’ the bartender said. ‘I told him we didn’t want none of that here. He said he’d sung his way through a dozen planets and what was wrong with Earth that nobody wanted to listen to him. I said the strip show was coming on the 3V in a minute and that’s what the customers wanted, not any of his foreign stuff. So he yelled about singing to the stars or some such pothead notion. I told him go ahead, get out before I threw him out. And out he went. That was about an hour ago. Friend of yours?’


‘Maybe,’ Heim said.


‘Uh, you might go look for him then. He could get into trouble. Somebody might go for an expensive gutbucket like he was hauling.’


Heim nodded and tossed off his beer. The Welfare section of any large city was bad to be alone in after nightfall. Even the police of Western countries made little effort to control those whom the machines had displaced before birth. They settled for containing that fury and futility in its own district, well away from the homes of people who had skills the world needed. On his walkabouts through the subculture of the irrelevant men, Heim carried a stun pistol. He had had use for it on occasion.


They knew him locally, though. He had told them he was a retired spaceman – anything nearer the truth would have been unwise – and before long he was accepted as a genial drinking or gambling companion, less odd than many of the floaters who drifted in and out of their indifferent purview. He waved at several acquaintances, some feral and some surrendered to hopelessness, and left the bar.


Since the minstrel had probably headed for the Embarcadero, Heim did too. His stride lengthened as he went. At first there had been no sense of mission about finding the fellow. It had merely been an excuse to go on yet another slumming trip. But the implications grew in his mind.


And now that his search was ended, the song caught at him and he felt his pulse accelerate. This stranger might indeed have the truth about that which had happened among yonder constellations.




‘—La reine a fait faire un bouquet.


De belles fleurs de lyse.


Et la senteur de ce bouquet.


A fait mourir marquise.’





As the older tale, also of tyranny, treachery, and death, crashed to its end, Heim reached a decision.




‘Rataplan! Rataplan! Rataplan-plan-plan-plan!


Rataplan! Rataplan! Rataplan-plan-plan-plan!’





Silence followed, except for the lapping of water and the ceaseless throb of that engine which was the city. Heim trod forth.


‘Good evening,’ he said.


The minstrel jerked where he sat, drew a ragged breath, and twisted about. Heim spread his hands, smiling. ‘I’m harmless,’ he said. ‘Was just admiring your performance. Mind if I join you?’


The other wiped at his eyes, furiously. Then the thin sharp face steadied into a considering look. Gunnar Heim was not one you met unperturbed, in such an area. He was nigh two meters tall, with breadth to match. His features were blunt and plain, an old scar zigzagging across the brow, under reddish-brown hair that in this forty-sixth year of his age was peppered with gray. But he was decently clad, in the high-collared tunic and the trousers tucked into soft half-boots that were the current mode. The hood of his cloak was thrown back. His weapon did not show.


‘Well—’ The minstrel made a spastic shrug. This is a public place.’ His English was fluent, but bore a heavier accent than his French.


Heim took a flat bottle of whisky from his pocket. ‘Will you drink with me, sir?’


The minstrel snatched it. After the first swallow he gusted, ‘Ahhh!’ Presently: ‘Forgive my bad manners. I needed that.’ He raised the flask. ‘Isten éltesse,’ he toasted, drank again, and passed it back.


‘Skål.’ Heim took a gulp and settled himself on the wharf next to the bollard. What he had already drunk buzzed in him, together with a rising excitement. It was an effort to stay relaxed.


The minstrel came down to sit beside him. ‘You are not American, then?’ he asked. His tone wavered a bit; he was obviously trying to make unemotional conversation while the tears dried on his high cheekbones.


‘I am, by naturalization,’ Heim said. ‘My parents were Norwegian. But I was born on Gea, Tau Ceti II.’


‘What?’ The hoped-for eagerness sprang into the singer’s countenance. He sat up straight. ‘You are a spaceman?’


‘Navy, till about fifteen years ago. Gunnar Heim is my name.’


‘I … Endre Vadász.’ The agile fingers disappeared in Heim’s handshake. ‘Hungarian, but I have spent the last decade off Earth.’


‘Yes, I know,’ Heim said with care. ‘I saw you on a news program recently.’


Vadasz’s lips writhed. He spat off the dock.


‘You didn’t get a chance to say much during the interview,’ Heim angled.


‘No. They were cautious to mute me. “So you are a musician, Mr. Vadász. You have worked your way by any means that came to hand, from star to star, bearing the songs of Mother Earth to the colonists and the non-humans. Isn’t that interesting!”’ The guitar cried out under a stroke.


‘And you wanted to tell about New Europe, and they kept steering you from the subject. I wondered why.’


‘The word had come to them. From your precious American authorities, under pressure from the big brave World Federation. It was too late to cancel my announced appearance, but I was to be gagged.’ Vadász threw back his head and laughed, a coyote bark under the moon. ‘Am I paranoid? Do I claim I am being persecuted? Yes. But what if the conspiracy against me is real? Then does my sanity or lunacy make any difference?’


‘M-m-m.’ Heim rubbed his chin and throttled back the emotions within himself. He was not an impetuous man. ‘How can you be sure?’


‘Quinn admitted it, when I reproached him afterward. He said he had been told the station might lose its license if it, ah, lent itself to allegations which might embarrass the Federation in this difficult time. Not that I was too surprised. I had had talks with officials, both civil and military, since arriving on Earth. The kindest thing any one of them said was that I must be mistaken. But they had seen my proofs. They knew.’


‘Did you try the French? They’d be more likely to do something, I should think.’


‘Yes. In Paris I got no further than an assistant under-secretary. He was frightened of my story and would not refer me to anyone higher who might believe. I went on to Budapest, where I have kin. My father arranged for me to see the foreign minister himself. He was at least honest with me. New Europe was no concern of Hungary, which could in any event not go against the whole Federation. I left his office and walked for many hours. Finally I sat down in the dark by the Freedom Memorial. I looked at Imre Nagy’s face, and it was only cold bronze. I looked at the figures of the martyrs, dying at his feet, and knew why no one will listen to me. So I got very drunk.’ Vadász reached for the bottle. ‘I have been drunk most of the time since.’


Now we ask him! flared in Heim. His voice would not remain calm any longer; but Vadász didn’t notice. ‘Your story, I gather from what bits and pieces have leaked past this unofficial official censorship – your story is that the people are not dead on New Europe. Right?’


‘Right, sir. They fled into the mountains, every one of them.’


‘The Haute Garance,’ Heim nodded. He had all he could do merely to nod. ‘Good guerrilla country. Lots of cover, most never mapped, and you can live off the land.’


‘You have been there!’ Vadász set the bottle down and stared.


‘Pretty often, while in the Navy. It was a favorite spot to put in for overhaul and planet leave. And then I spent four months in a stretch on New Europe by myself, recovering from this.’ Heim touched the mark on his forehead.


Vadász peered close through the dappled moonlight. ‘Did the Aleriona do that to you?’


‘No. This was over twenty years ago. I bought it while we were putting down the Hindu-German trouble on Lilith, which you’re probably too young to remember. The skirmishes with Alerion didn’t begin till later.’ Heim spoke absently. For this moment the drive and ferocity in him were overlaid by—


Red roofs and steep narrow streets of Bonne Chance, winding down along the River Carsac to the Baie des Pècheurs, which lay purple and silver to the world’s edge. Lazy days, drinking Pernod in a sidewalk café and lapping up the ruddy sunshine as a cat laps milk. When he got better, hunting trips into the highlands with Jacques Boussard and Toto Astier … good bucks, open to heart and hand, a little crazy as young men ought to be. Madelon—


He shook himself and asked roughly, ‘Do you know who is, or was, in charge?’


‘A Colonel de Vigny of the planetary constabulary. He assumed command after the mairie was bombed, and organized the evacuation.’


‘Not old Robert de Vigny? My God! I knew him.’ Heim’s fist clenched on the concrete. ‘Yes, in that case the war is still going on.’


‘It cannot last,’ Vadász mumbled. ‘Given time, the Aleriona will hunt everyone down.’


‘I know the Aleriona too,’ Heim said.


He drew a long breath and looked at the stars. Not toward the sun Aurore. Across a hundred and fifty light-years, it would be lost to his eyes; and it lay in the Phoenix anyway, walled off from him by the heavy curve of Earth. But he could not look straight at the minstrel while he asked, ‘Did you meet one Madelon Dubois? That’d be her maiden name. I expect she’s long married.’


‘No.’ Vadász’s drink-slurred voice became instantly clear and gentle. ‘I am sorry, but I did not.’


‘Well—’ Heim forced a shrug. ‘The chances were way against it. There’s supposed to be half a million people on New Europe. Were the … the casualties heavy?’


‘I heard that Coeur d’Yvonne, down in Pays d’Or, was struck by a hydrogen missile. Otherwise – no, I do not believe so. The fighting was mostly in space, when the Aleriona fleet disposed of the few Federation Navy ships that happened to be near. Afterwards they landed in force, but in uninhabited areas at first, so that except for a couple of raids with nothing worse than lasers and chemical bombs, the other towns had time to evacuate. They had been called on to surrender, of course, but de Vigny refused and so many went off with him that the rest came too.’


Damn it, I have got to keep this impersonal. At least till I know more. ‘How did you escape? The newscasts that mentioned you when you first arrived were vague about it. Deliberately, I suppose.’


Vadász made the bottle gurgle. ‘I was there when the attack came,’ he said, thickly again. The French commandeered a merchant vessel and sent it after help, but it was destroyed when scarcely above the atmosphere. There was also a miner in from Naqsa.’ He got the non-human pronunciation nearly right. ‘You may know that lately there has been an agreement, the Naqsans may dig in Terre du Sud for a royalty. So far off, they had seen nothing, knew nothing, and cloud cover above Garance would keep them ignorant. After a radio discussion, the Aleriona commander let them go, I daresay not wanting to antagonize two races at once. Of course, the ship was not allowed to take passengers. But I had earlier flitted down for a visit and won the captain’s fancy – that a human should be interested in his songs, and even learn a few – so he smuggled me aboard and kept me hidden from the Aleriona inspectors. De Vigny thought I could carry his message – hee, hee!’ Vadász’s laugh was close to hysteria. Fresh tears ran out of his eyes. ‘From Naqsa I had to, what you call, bum my way. It took time. And was all, all for nothing.’


He laid the guitar across his knees, strummed, and sang low:




‘“Adieu, ma mie, mon coeur,


Adieu, ma mie, adieu, mon coeur,


Adieu, mon espérance—”’





Heim took the bottle, then abruptly set it down so hard that it clanked. He jumped to his feet and began pacing. His shadow wove back and forth across the minstrel, his cloak fluttered against the moonlight on the water.


‘Nej, ved fanden!’ he exploded.


‘Eh?’ Vadász blinked up at him.


‘Look, do you say you have proof?’


‘Yes. I have offered to testify under drugs. And de Vigny gave me letters, photographs, a whole microfilm packet with every bit of information he could scrape together. But no one on Earth will admit it is genuine. Few will even look at it.’


‘I will,’ Heim said. The blood roared in his ears.


‘Good. Good. Right here, the package is.’ Vadász fumbled in his soiled tunic.


‘No, wait till later. I’ll take your word for now. It fits in with every other scrap of fact I’ve come across.’


‘So I have convinced one man,’ Vadász said bitterly.


‘More than that.’ Heim drew a long breath. ‘Look, friend, with due respect for you – and I respect anyone who’s had the guts to go out and make his own kind of life – I’m not a raggedy-ass self-appointed troubadour. I’m boss and chief owner of Heimdal.’


‘The nuclear motor makers?’ Vadász shook his head, muzzily. ‘No. Non. Nein. Nyet. You would never be here. I have seen your motors as far from home as the Rigel Domain.’


‘Uh, huh. Damn good motors, aren’t they? When I decided to settle on Earth, I studied the possibilities. Navy officers who’ve resigned their commissions and don’t want to go into the merchant fleet have much too good a chance of ending down among the unemployables. But I saw that whoever was first to introduce the two-phase control system the Aleriona invented would lock gravs on the human market and half the non-human ones. And … I’d been there when Tech Intelligence dissected an Aleriona ship we captured in the set-to off Achernar. My father-in-law was willing to stake me. So today I’m – oh, not one of the financial giants. But I have ample money.


‘Also, I’ve kept in touch with my Academy classmates. Some of them are admirals by now. They’ll pay attention to my ideas. And I’m a pretty good contributor to the Libertarian Party, which means that Twyman will listen to me too. He’d better!’


‘No.’ The dark tousled head moved from side to side, still drooping. ‘This cannot be. I cannot have found someone.’


‘Brother, you have.’ Heim slammed a fist into his palm with a revolver noise. A part of him wondered, briefly, at his own joy. Was it kindled by this confirmation that they were not dead on New Europe? Or the chance that he, Gunnar Heim, might personally short-circuit Alerion the damned? Or simply and suddenly a purpose, after five years without Connie? He realized now the emptiness of those years.


No matter. The glory mounted and mounted.


He bent down, scooped up the bottle with one hand and Vadász with the other. ‘Skål!’ he shouted to Orion the Hunter, and drank a draught that made the smaller man gape. ‘Whoo-oo! Come along, Endre. I know places where we can celebrate this as noisily as we damn please. We shall sing songs and tell tales and drink the moon down and the sun up and then we shall go to work. Right?’


‘Y-yes—’ Still dazed, Vadász tucked his guitar under an arm and wobbled in Heim’s wake. The bottle was not quite empty when Heim began The Blue Landsknechts’, a song as full of doom and hell as he was. Vadász hung the guitar from his neck and chorded. After that they got together on ‘La Marseillaise’, and ‘Die Beiden Grenadiere’, and ‘Skipper Bullard’, and about that time they had collected a fine bunch of roughneck companions, and all in all it turned out to be quite an evening.




CHAPTER TWO





1700 hours in San Francisco was 2000 in Washington, but Harold Twyman, senior senator from California and majority leader of United States representatives in the Parliament of the World Federation, was a busy man whose secretary could not arrange a sealed-call appointment any earlier on such short notice as Heim had given. However, that suited the latter quite well. It gave him time to recover from the previous night without excessive use of drugs, delegate the most pressing business at the Heimdal plant to the appropriate men, and study Vadász’s evidence. The Magyar was still asleep in a guest room. His body had a lot of abuse to repair.


Shortly before 1700 Heim decided he was sufficiently familiar with the material Robert de Vigny had assembled. He clicked off the viewer, rubbed his eyes, and sighed. An assortment of aches still nibbled at him. Once – Lord, it didn’t seem very long ago! – he could have weathered twenty times the bout he’d just been through, and made love to three or four girls, and been ready to ship out next morning. I’m at the awkward age, he thought wryly. Too young for antisenescence treatment to make any difference too old for – what?


Nothing, by Satan! I simply sit too much these days. Let me get away for a bit and this paunch I’m developing will melt off. He sucked in his stomach, reached for a pipe, and stuffed the bowl with unnecessary violence.


Why not take a vacation? he thought. Go into the woods and hunt; he had a standing invitation to use Ian McVeigh’s game preserve in British Columbia. Or sail his catamaran to Hawaii. Or order out his interplanetary yacht, climb the Lunar Alps, tramp the Martian hills; Earth was so stinking cluttered. Or even book an interstellar passage. He hadn’t seen his birthplace on Gea since his parents sent him back to Stavanger to get a proper education. Afterwards there had been Greenland Academy, and the Deepspace Fleet, and Earth again, always too much to do.


Sharply before him the memory rose: Tau Ceti a ball of red gold in the sky; mountains coming down to the sea as they did in Norway, but the oceans of Gea were warm and green and haunted him with odors that had no human name; the Sindabans that were his boyhood playmates, laughing just like him as they all ran to the water and piled into a pirogue, raised the wingsail and leaped before the wind; campfire on an island, where flames sprang forth to pick daoda fronds and the slim furry bodies of his friends out of a night that sang; chants and drums and portentous ceremonies; and – and—


No. Heim struck a light to his tobacco and puffed hard. I was twelve years old when I left. And now Far and Mor are dead, and my Sindabans grown into an adulthood which humans are still trying to understand. I’d only find an isolated little scientific base, no different from two score that I’ve seen elsewhere. Time is a one-way lane.


Besides – his gaze dropped to the micros on his desk – there’s work to do here.


Footfalls clattered outside the study. Glad of any distraction, Heim rose and walked after them. He ended in the living room. His daughter had come home and flopped herself in a lounger.


‘Hi, Lisa,’ he said. ‘How was school?’


‘Yechy.’ She scowled and stuck out her tongue. ‘Old Espinosa said I gotta do my composition over again.’


‘Spelling, eh? Well, if you’d only buckle down and learn—’


Worse’n correcting spelling. Though why they make such a fuss about that, me don’t know! He says the semantics are up-whacked. Old pickleface!’


Heim leaned against the wall and wagged his pipe stem at her. ‘“Semantics” is a singular, young’un. Your grammar’s no better than your orthography. Also, trying to write, or talk, or think without knowing semantic principles is like trying to dance before you can walk. I’m afraid my sympathies are with Mr. Espinosa.’


‘But Dad!’ she wailed. ‘You don’t realize! I’d have to do the whole paper again from go!’


‘Of course.’


‘I can’t!’ Her eyes, which were blue like his own – otherwise she was coming to look heartbreakingly like Connie – clouded up for a squall. ‘I got a date with Dick—Oh!’ One hand went to her mouth.


‘Dick? You mean Richard Woldberg?’ Lisa shook her head wildly. ‘The blaze you don’t,’ Heim growled. ‘I’ve told you damn often enough you’re not to see that lout.’


‘Oh, Dad! J-j-just because—’


‘I know. High spirits. I call it malicious mischief and a judge that Woldberg Senior bought, and I say any girl who associates with that crowd is going to get in trouble. Nothing so mild as pregnancy, either.’ Heim realized he was shouting. He put on his court-martial manner and rapped: ‘Simply making that date was not only disobedience but disloyalty. You went behind my back. Very well, you’re confined to quarters for a week whenever you’re not in school. And I expect to see your composition tomorrow, written right.’


‘I hate you!’ Lisa screamed. She flung out of the lounger and ran. For a second the bright dress, slender body, and soft brown hair were before Heim’s gaze, then she was gone. He heard her kick the door of her room, as if to make it open for her the faster.


What else could I do? he cried after her, but of course there was no reply. He prowled the long room, roared at a maid who dared come in with a question, and stalked forth to stand on the terrace among the roses, glaring across San Francisco.


The city lay cool and hazed under a lowering sun. From here, on Telegraph Hill, his view ranged widely over spires and elways, shining water and garden islands. That was why he had picked this suite, after Connie died in that senseless flyer smash and the Mendocino County house got too big and still. In the past year or so Lisa had begun to whine about the address being unfashionable. But the hell with her.


No. It was only that fourteen was a difficult age. It had to be only that. And without a mother—He probably should have remarried, for Lisa’s sake. There’d been no lack of opportunity. But at most the affairs had ended as … affairs … because none of the women were Connie. Or even Madelon. Unless you counted Jocelyn Lawrie, but she was hopelessly lost in her damned peace movement and anyway—Still, he could well be making every mistake in the catalogue, trying to raise Lisa by himself. Whatever had become of the small dimpled person to whom he was the center of the universe?


He glanced at his watch and swore. Past time to call Twyman.


Back in the study he had a wait while the secretary contacted her boss and sealed the circuit. He couldn’t sit; he paced the room, fingering his books, his desk computer, his souvenirs of the lancer to whose command he had risen. Hard had it been to give up Star Fox. For a year after his marriage, he’d remained in the Navy. But that wouldn’t work out, wasn’t fair to Connie. He stroked a hand across her picture, without daring to animate it right now. Not hard after all, sweetheart. Well worth everything.


The phone chimed and the secretary said, The senator is on the line, sir.’ Her image gave way to Twyman’s distinguished gray head. Heim sat down, on the edge of the chair.


‘Hello, Gunnar,’ Twyman said. ‘How’s everything?’


‘Comme ci, comme ça,’ Heim answered. ‘A little more ci than ça, I think. How’s with you?’


‘Rushed damn near to escape velocity. The Aleriona crisis, you know.’


‘Uh-huh. That’s what I wanted to talk about.’


Twyman looked alarmed. ‘I can’t say much.’


‘Why not?’


‘Well … well, there really isn’t much to say yet. Their delegation has only been here for about three weeks, you remember, so no formal discussions have commenced. Diplomacy between different species is always like that. Such a fantastic lot of spadework to do, information exchange, semantic and xenological and even epistemological studies to make, before the two sides can be halfway sure they’re talking about the same subjects.’


‘Harry,’ said Heim, ‘I know as well as you do that’s a string of guff. The informal conferences are going on right along. When Parliament meets with the Aleriona, you boys on the inside will have everything rigged in advance. Arguments marshaled, votes lined up, nothing left to do but pull the switch and let the machine ratify the decision you’ve already made.’


Well, ah, you can’t expect, say, the Kenyan Empire representatives to understand something so complex—’


Heim rekindled his pipe. What are you going to do, anyhow? ‘ he asked.


‘Sorry, I can’t tell you.’


‘Why not? Isn’t the Federation a “democracy of states”? Doesn’t its Constitution guarantee free access of information?’


‘You’ll have as much information as you want,’ Twyman snapped, ‘when we start to operate on an official basis.’


‘That’ll be too late.’ Heim sighed. ‘Never mind. I can add two and two. You’re going to let Alerion have New Europe, aren’t you?’


‘I can’t—’


‘You needn’t. The indications are everywhere. Heads of state assuring their people there’s no reason to panic, we’re not going to have a war. Politicians and commentators denouncing the ‘extremists’. Suppression of any evidence that there might be excellent reason to go to war.’


Twyman bristled. What do you mean?’


‘I’ve met Endre Vadász,’ Heim said.


Who? – oh, yes. That adventurer who claims—Look, Gunnar, there is some danger of war. I’m not denying that. France especially is up in arms, demonstrations, riots, mobs actually tearing down the Federation flag and trampling on it. We’ll have our hands full as is, without letting some skizzy like him inflame passions worse.’


‘He’s not a skizzy. Also, Alerion’s whole past record bears him out. Ask any Navy man.’


‘Precisely.’ Twyman’s voice grew urgent. ‘As we move into their sphere of interest, inevitably there’ve been more and more clashes. And can you blame them? They were cruising the Phoenix region when men were still huddled in caves. It’s theirs.’


‘New. Europe isn’t. Men discovered and colonized it.’


‘I know, I know. There are so many stars—The trouble is, we’ve been greedy. We’ve gone too far, too fast.’


‘There are a lot of stars,’ Heim agreed, ‘but not an awful lot of planets where men can live. We need ’em.’


‘So does Alerion.’


‘Ja? What use is a people-type world to them? And even on their own kind of planet, why didn’t they ever colonize on anything like our scale, till we came along?’


‘Response to our challenge,’ Twyman said. ‘What would you do if an alien culture started grabbing planetary systems as near to Sol as Aurore is to The Eith?’ He leaned back. ‘Oh, don’t get me wrong. The Aleriona are no saints. They’ve sometimes been fiends, by our standards. But we have to inhabit the same cosmos with them. War is unthinkable.’


‘Why?’ drawled Heim.


‘What? Gunnar, are you out of your brain? Haven’t you read any history? Looked at the craters? Understood how close a call the Nuclear Exchange was?’


‘So close a call that ever since the human race has been irrational on the subject,’ Heim said. ‘But I’ve seen some objective analyses. And even you must admit that the Exchange and its aftermath rid us of those ideological governments.’


‘An interstellar war could rid us of Earth!’


‘Twaddle. A planet with space defenses like ours can’t be attacked from space by any fleet now in existence. Every beam would be attenuated, every missile intercepted, every ship clobbered.’


‘That didn’t work for New Europe,’ Twyman said. He was getting angry.


‘No, of course not. New Europe didn’t have any space fortresses or home fleet. Nothing but a few lancers and pursuers that happened to be in the vicinity – when Alerion’s armada came.’


‘Don’t be ridiculous, Gunnar. The affair was simply another clash, one that got out of hand.’


‘So the Aleriona say,’ Heim murmured. ‘If that’s the truth, how come none, not one, of our vessels escaped?’


Twyman ignored him. ‘We’ll never be sure who fired the first shot. But we can be sure the Aleriona wouldn’t have missiled New Europe if our commander hadn’t tried to pull his ships down into atmosphere for a toadhole maneuver. What other conceivable reason was there?’


If New Europe really was missiled, Heim thought. But it wasn’t.


The senator checked indignation, sat silent for a bit, and went on almost mildly. ‘The whole episode illustrates how intolerable the situation has become, how matters are bound to escalate if we don’t halt while we still can. And what do we want to fight for? A few wretched planets? We need only let Alerion’s traditional sphere alone, and the rest of the galaxy is open to us. Fight for revenge? Well, you can’t laugh off half a million dead human beings, but the fact remains that they are dead. I don’t want to send any more lives after theirs.


‘Okay,’ Heim said with equal quietness. ‘What do you figure to do?’


Twyman studied him before answering: ‘You’re my friend as well as a political backstop. I can trust you to keep your mouth shut. And to support me, I think, once you know. Do I have your promise?’


‘Of secrecy … well … yes. Support? That depends. Say on.’


‘The details are still being threshed out. But in general, Alerion offers us an indemnity for New Europe. A very sizable one. They’ll also buy out our other interests in the Phoenix. The exact terms have yet to be settled – obviously they can’t pay in one lump – but the prospect looks good. With us out of their sphere, they’ll recognize a similar one for humans around Sol, and keep away. But we aren’t building any walls, you understand. We’ll exchange ambassadors and cultural missions. A trade treaty will be negotiated in due time.


‘There. Does that satisfy you?’


Heim looked into the eyes of a man he had once believed honest with himself and said: No.’


‘Why not?’ Twyman asked most softly.


‘From a long-range viewpoint, your scheme ignores the nature of Alerion. They aren’t going to respect our sphere any longer than it takes them to consolidate the one you want to make them a present of. And I do mean a present – because until a trade treaty is agreed on, which I predict will be never, how can we spend any of that valuta they so generously pay over?’


‘Gunnar, I know friends of yours have died at Aleriona hands. But it’s given you a persecution complex.’


‘Trouble is, Harry,’ Heim stole from Vadász, ‘the persecution happens to be real. You’re the one living in a dream. You’re so obsessed with avoiding war that you’ve forgotten every other consideration. Including honor.’


‘What do you mean by that?’ Twyman demanded.


‘New Europe was not missiled. The colonists are not dead. They’ve taken to the hills and are waiting for us to come help them.’


‘That isn’t so!’


‘I have the proof right here on my desk.’


‘You mean the documents that – that tramp forged?’


‘They aren’t forgeries. It can be proved. Signatures, fingerprints, photographs, the very isotope ratios in film made on New Europe. Harry, I never thought you’d sell out half a million human beings.’


‘I deny that I am doing so,’ Twyman said glacially. ‘You’re a fanatic, Mister Heim, that’s all. Even if it were true what you say … how do you propose to rescue anyone from a planet occupied and space-guarded? But it isn’t true. I’ve spoken to survivors whom the Aleriona brought here. You must have seen them yourself on 3V. They witnessed the bombardment.’


‘Hm. You recall where they were from?’


‘The Coeur d’Yvonne area. Everything else was wiped clean.’


‘So the Aleriona say,’ Heim retorted. ‘And doubtless the survivors believe it too. Any who didn’t would’ve been weeded out during interrogation. I say that Coeur d’Yvonne was the only place hit by a nuke. I say further that we can fight if we must, and win. A space war only; I’m not talking the nonsense about “attacking impregnable Alerion” which your tame commentators keep putting into the mouths of us “extremists”, and Earth is every bit as impregnable. I say further that if we move fast, with our full strength, we probably won’t have to fight. Alerion will crawfish. She isn’t strong enough to take us on … yet. I say further and finally that if we let down those people out there who’re trusting us, we’ll deserve everything that Alerion will eventually do to us.’ He tamped his smoldering pipe. ‘That’s my word, Senator.’


Twyman said, trembling: ‘Then my word, Heim, is that we’ve outgrown your kind of sabertooth militarism and I’m not going to let us be dragged back to that level. If you’re blasé enough to quote what I’ve told you here in confidence, I’ll destroy you. You’ll be in the Welfare district, or correction, within a year.’


‘Oh, no,’ Heim said. ‘I keep my oaths. The public facts can speak for themselves. I need only point them out.’


‘Go ahead, if you want to waste your money and reputation. You’ll be as big a laughingstock as the rest of the warhawk crowd.’


Taken aback, Heim grimaced. In the past weeks, after the news of New Europe, he had seen what mass media did to those who spoke as he was now speaking. Those who were influential, that is, and therefore worth tearing down. Ordinary unpolitical people didn’t matter. The pundits simply announced that World Opinion Demanded Peace. Having listened to a good many men, from engineers and physicists to spacehands and mechanics, voice their personal feelings, Heim doubted if world opinion was being correctly reported. But he couldn’t see any way to prove that.


Conduct a poll, maybe? No. At best, the result would frighten some professors, who would be quick to assert that it was based on faulty statistics, and a number of their students, who would organize parades to denounce Heim the Monster.


Propaganda? Politicking? A Paul Revere Society? … Heim shook his head, blindly, and slumped.


Twyman’s face softened. ‘I’m sorry about this, Gunnar,’ he said. ‘I’m still your friend, you know. Regardless of where your next campaign donation goes. Call on me any time.’ He hesitated, decided merely to add ‘Good-by,’ and switched off.


Heim reached into his desk for a bottle he kept there. As he took it forth, his gaze crossed the model of Star Fox which his crew had given him when he retired. It was cast in steel retrieved from that Aleriona battlewagon into which the lancer put an atomic torpedo at Achenar.


I wonder if the Aleriona make trophies of our wrecks.


Hm. Odd. I never thought about it before. We know so little of them. Heim put his feet on the desk and tilted the bottle to his lips. Why don’t I corner one of their delegation and ask?


And then he choked on his drink and spluttered; his feet thumped to the floor, and he never noticed. The thought had been too startling. Why not?




CHAPTER THREE





THE ceiling glowed with the simulated light of a red dwarf sun, which lay like blood on leaves and vines and slowly writhing flowers. A bank of Terrestrial room instruments – phone, 3V, computer, vocascribe, infotrieve, service cubicle, environmental control board – stood in one corner of the jungle with a harsh incongruity. The silence was as deep as the purple shadows. Unmoving, Cynbe waited.


The decompression chamber finished its cycle and Gunnar Heim stepped out. Thin dry atmosphere raked his throat. Even so, the fragrances overwhelmed him. He could not tell which of them – sweet, acrid, pungent, musky – came from which of the plants growing from wall to wall, reaching to the ceiling and arching down again in a rush of steel-blue leaves, exploding in banks of tawny, crimson, black, and violet blossoms. The reduced gravity seemed to give a lightness to his head as well as his frame. Feathery turf felt like rubber underfoot. The place was tropically warm; he sensed the infrared baking his skin.


He stopped and peered about. Gradually his eyes adjusted to the ember illumination. They were slower to see details of shapes so foreign to Earth.


‘Imbiac dystra?’ he called uncertainly. ‘My lord?’ His voice was muffled in that tenuous air.


Cynbe ru Taren, Intellect Master of the Garden of War, fleet admiral, and military specialist of the Grand Commission of Negotiators, trod out from beneath his trees. ‘Well are you come, sir,’ he sang. ‘Understand you, then, the High Speech?’


Heim made the bowing Aleriona salute of a ranking individual to a different-but-equal. ‘No, my lord, I regret. Only a few phrases. It’s a difficult language for any of my race to learn.’


Cynbe’s beautiful voice ranged a musical scale never invented by men. ‘Wish you a seat, Captain Heim? I can dial for refreshment.’


‘No, thank you,’ the human said, because he didn’t care to lose whatever psychological advantage his height gave him, nor drink the wine of an enemy. Inwardly he was startled. Captain Heim? How much did Cynbe know?


There would have been ample time to make inquiries, in the couple of days since this audience was requested. But one couldn’t guess how interested an Aleriona overlord was in a mere individual. Very possibly Heim’s wish had been granted at Harold Twyman’s urging, and for no other reason. The senator was a strong believer in the value of discussion between opponents. Any discussion. We may go down, but at least we’ll go down talking.


‘I trust your trip hither was a pleasant one?’ Cynbe cantillated.


‘Oh … all right, my lord, if, uh, one doesn’t mind traveling with sealed eyelids after being thoroughly searched.’


‘Regrettable is this necessity to keep the whereabouts of our delegation secret,’ Cynbe agreed. ‘But your fanatics—’ The last word was a tone-and-a-half glissando carrying more scorn than Heim would have believed possible.


‘Yes.’ The man braced himself. ‘In your civilization, the populace is better … controlled.’ I haven’t quite the nerve to say ‘domesticated’, but I hope he gets my meaning.


Cynbe’s laughter ran like springtime rain. ‘You are a marksman, Captain.’ He advanced with a movement that made cats look clumsy. ‘Would your desire be to walk my forest as we discuss? You are maychance not enrolled with the few humans who set ever a foot upon Alerion.’


‘No, my lord, I’m sorry to say I haven’t had the pleasure. Yet.’


Cynbe halted. For a moment, in the darkling light, they regarded each other. And Heim could only think how fair the Aleriona was.


The long-legged, slightly forward-leaning body, 150 centimeters tall, its chest as deep and waist as spare as a greyhound’s, the counterbalancing tail never quite at rest, he admired in abstraction. How the sleek silvery fur sparkled with tiny points of light; how surely the three long toes of either digitigrade foot took possession of the ground; how graciously the arms gestured; how proudly the slim neck lifted. The humans were rare who could have dressed like Cynbe, in a one-piece garment of metallic mesh, trimmed at throat and wrists and ankles with polished copper. It revealed too much.
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