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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.


      




Publisher’s Note: It has been noted elsewhere that some ideas are so dumb that only intellectuals can believe them. Particularly, left-wing intellectuals. We offer the following as proof.




Prologue


From the Encyclopaedia Galactica, 11th edition:


TOKA: Brackney’s Star III. The sun (NSC 7-190853426) is of type G2, located in Region Deneb, approximately 503 light-years from Sol.…The third planet appears Earthlike, to a sufficiently superficial observer.…There are three small moons, their League names being Uha, Buha, and Huha. As is customary in the case of inhabited planets, these derive from a major autochthonous language (see NOMENCLATURE: Astronomical). It was discovered too late that they mean, respectively, “Fat,” “Drunk,” and “Sluggish.” …


At least “Toka” means “Earth.” However, indigenous tongues have become little more than historical curiosities, displaced by whatever Terrestrial speech suits the role of the moment.…


Two intelligent species evolved, known today as the Hokas and the Slissii. The former are quasi–mammalian, the latter reptiloid… Conflict was ineluctable.… It terminated after human explorers had come upon the system and the Interbeing League took charge.… In effect, the Slissii were bought out. Abandoning their home world en masse, they became free wanderers throughout civilization, much to its detriment. (See SLISSII. See also COMPUTER CRIME; CONFIDENCE GAMES; EMBEZZLEMENT; GAMBLING: Crooked; MISREPRESENTATION; POLITICS.)


The ursinoid Hokas generally stayed in place. No nation of theirs refused to accept League tutelage, which of course has had the objective of raising their level of civilization to a point where autonomy and full membership can be granted. Rather, they all agreed with an eagerness which should have warned the Commissioners.…


The fact is that the Hokas are the most imaginative race of beings in known space, and doubtless in unknown space too. Any role that strikes their fancy they will play, individually or as a group, to the limits of the preposterous and beyond. This does not imply deficiency of intellect, for they are remarkably quick to learn. It does not even imply that they lose touch with reality; indeed, they have been heard to complain that reality often loses touch with them. It does demonstrate a completely protean personality. Added to that are a physical strength and energy astonishing in such comparatively small bodies. Thus, in the course of a few short years, the “demon teddy bears,” to use a popular phrase for them, have covered their planet with an implausible kaleidoscope of harlequin societies describable only by some such metaphor as the foregoing.…




Joy in Mudville


“Pla-a-a-ay ball!”


The long cry echoed through the park as Alexander Jones, plenipotentiary of the Inter-being League to the planet Toka, came through the bleacher entrance. Out on the field the pitcher wound up in a furry whirl of arms and legs and let go. Somehow the batter managed to shift his toothpick, grip the bat, and make ready while the ball was streaking at him. There was a clean crisp smack and the ball disappeared. The batter selected a fresh toothpick, stuck it in his mouth, jammed his hands in his pockets, and started a leisurely stroll around the diamond.


Alexander Jones was not watching this. He had heard the crack of the bat and seen the ball vanish; but following that there had been only a vague impression of something that roared by him and smashed into the bench above in a shower of splinters. As a former Interstellar Survey man, Alex was ex officio a reservist in the Solar Guard, and the promptness and decisiveness with which he hit the dirt now would have brought tears of fond pride to the eyes of his superior officers had they been there to see it.


However, they were not, and after holding his position for several seconds, Alex lifted a cautious head. Nobody else was up to bat; it looked safe to rise. He dusted himself off while glancing over the field.


It was spotted with small round forms, tubby, golden-furred, ursine-faced, the Hoka natives of the planet Toka. They were all in uniform, the outfit of long red underwear, shortsleeved shirts, loose abbreviated trousers, and peaked caps which had been traditional for baseball since it was invented back on Earth. Even if most of the races throughout the known Galaxy which now played the game were not even remotely human, they all wore some variation of the costume. Alexander Jones often wondered if his kind might not, in the long run, go down in history less as the originators of space travel and the present leaders of the Interbeing League than as the creators of baseball.


Mighty Casey, the planet’s star batter, had completed his home run—or home saunter—and returned to the benches. Lefty was warming up before he tried himself against The Babe. Professor, the intellectual outfielder, was at his post, keeping one eye on the diamond while the other studied a biography of the legendary George Herman Ruth. Beyond the bleachers, the high tile roofs of Mixumaxu lifted into a sunny sky. The Teddies were practicing, the day was warm, the lark on the wing, the snail on the thorn.


Putzy, the manager of the team, trotted worriedly up to Alex. He had been called something like Wishtu before the craze reached his planet; but the Hokas, perhaps the most adaptable race in the universe, the most enthusiastic innovators, had taken over names, language—everything!—from their human idols. Though of course they tended to be too literal-minded …


“Ya all right?” he demanded. He had carefully cultivated hoarseness into his squeaky voice. “Ya didn’t get a concussion or nuttin’?”


“I don’t think so,” answered Alex a little shakily. “What happened?”


“Ah, it wuz just mighty Casey,” said Putzy. “We allus try a new pitcher out on him. Shows him he’s gotta woik when he’s up wit’ duh Teddies.”


“Er—yes,” said Alex, mopping his brow. “He isn’t going to hit any more this way, is he?”


“He knocks dat kind every time,” said Putzy with pardonable smugness.


“Every time?” retorted Alex maliciously. “Did you ever hear the original poem of ‘Casey At the Bat’?”


Putzy leaped forward, clapped a furry hand to Alex’s mouth, and warned in a shaking whisper: “Don’t never say dat! Geez, boss, ya don’t know what duh sound of dat pome does to Casey. He ain’t never got over dat day in Mudville!”


Alex winced. He might have known it. The Hoka mind was about as sui generis as a mind can get: quick, intelligent, eager, but so imaginative that it could hardly distinguish between fact and fiction and rarely bothered. Remembering other facets of Hoka-assimilated Earth culture—the Wild West, the Space Patrol, Sherlock Holmes, the Spanish Main, la Lègion Étrangère—Alex might have known that the one who had adopted the role of mighty Casey would get so hypnotized by it as to start believing the ballad had happened to him personally.


“Never mind,” he said. “I came over to get you. The Sarennians just arrived at the spaceport and their manager’s due at my office in half an hour. I want you there to meet him.”


“Okay,” said Putzy, sticking an enormous cigar into his mouth. Alex shuddered as he lit up; tobacco grown on Toka gets strong enough to walk. They strolled out together, the pudgy little Hoka barely reaching the waist of the lean young human. Alex’s runabout was waiting; it swung them above the walled city toward the flashy new skyscraper of the League Mission.


Seen from above, the town was a curious blend of the ancient and the ultramodern. As a technologically backward race, the Hokas were supposed to be introduced gradually to Galactic civilization; until they had developed so far, they were to be gently guarded from harming themselves or being harmed by any of the more advanced peoples. Alex, as League plenipotentiary, had the job of guide and guardian. It paid well and was quite a distinction; but he sometimes wondered if it wasn’t making him old before his time. If the Hokas were just a little less individualistic and unpredictable—


The runabout set itself down on a landing flange of the skyscraper and Alex led the way inside. Ella, his native secretary, nodded at him from an electrowriter. There was a cigaret in her lipsticked mouth, but the effect of her tight blouse was somewhat spoiled for him by the fact that Hokas have twice the lactational equipment of humans. She was competent, but her last job had been with Mixumaxu’s leading Private Eye.


Entering the inner office with Putzy, Alex flopped into a chair and put his feet on the desk. “Sit down,” he invited. “Now look, before the Sarennian manager comes, I want to have a serious talk with you. It’s about financing the team.”


“We’re doing okay,” said Putzy, chewing on his cigar.


“Yes,” said Alex grimly. “I know all about that. Your arrangement with these self-appointed outlaws in the so-called Sherwood Forest.”


“It’s fair enough,” said Putzy. “Dey all get free passes.”


“Nevertheless,” said Alex after gulping for air, “things have got to be put on a more regular basis. Earth Headquarters likes the idea of you … people playing ball, it’s a good way to get you accustomed to meeting other races, but I’m responsible for your accounts. Now I have a plan which is a little irregular, but I do have discretionary powers.” He reached for some papers. “As you know, there are valuable uranium deposits on this planet which are being held in trust for your people; they’re being robotmined, and the proceeds have been going into the general planetary development fund. But there are enough other sources of income for that, so I’ve decided to divert the uranium mines to the Teddies’ use. That will give you an income out of which to pay for necessities”—He paused and frowned. “—and that does not include toothpicks for Casey!”


“But he’s gotta have toot’picks!” cried the manager, shocked. “How kin he waggle a toot’pick wit’out—”


“He can buy his own,” said Alex sternly. “Salaries are paid to the team, you know. The same goes for that bookworm outfielder of yours, Professor—let him pay for his own books if he must read while he plays.”


“Okay, okay. But we gotta have a likker fund. Duh boys gotta have deir snort.”


Alex gave in on that. The fieriness of the Hoka distillation and the capacity of its creators were a Galactic legend. “All right. Sign here, Putzy. Under the law, native property has to be in native hands, so this gives you title to those mines, with the right to receive income from them and dispose of it as you see fit. Sometime next week I’ll show you how to keep books.”


The manager scrawled his name as Ella stuck her head in the door. She never would use the office annunciator. “A monster to see you, chief,” she said in a loud whisper.


“Ask him to wait a minute, will you?” said Alex. He turned to Putzy. “Now look, please be as polite as you can when the Sarennian comes in. I don’t want any trouble.”


“What’s duh lowdown on dem, anyway?” inquired Putzy. “All I know is we play ’em here next mont’ for duh Sector pennant.”


“They—well, I don’t know.” Alex coughed. “Just between us, I don’t like them much. It isn’t their appearance, of course; I’ve been friends with weirder beings than they are. It’s something in their culture, something ruthless.… They’re highly civilized, full members of the League and so on, but it’s all that the rest of the planets can do to restrain their expansionism. By hook or by crook, they want to take over the leadership.” He brightened. “Oh, well, we’re only going to play ball with them.”


“Only?” cried Putzy, aghast. “What’s so only about it? Man, dis is for duh Sector pennant. Dis ain’t no bush-league braggle. Dis is a crooshul serious!”


Alex shrugged. “All right, so it is.” But he could sympathize with his charges. The Hokas had come far and fast in a mere ten years. It would mean a lot to them to win Sector championship.


The Galactic Series necessarily operated under some rather special rules. In a civilization embracing thousands of stars and still expanding, one year just wasn’t enough to settle a tournament. The Series had been going on for more than two centuries now. On the planets local teams contended in the sub-series for regional championships; regions fought it out for continental victories, and continents settled the planetary supremacy. Then there were whole systems, and series between systems, all going on simultaneously … Alex’s brain reeled at the thought.


Extrapolating present expansion of the League frontiers, sociologists estimated that the play-off for the Galactic Pennant would occur in about 500 years. It looked very much as if the Toka Teddies might be in the running then. In one short decade, their energy and enthusiasm had made them ready to play Sarenn for the Sector pennant. The sector embraced a good thousand stars, but Toka had by-passed most of these by defeating previously established multistellar champions.


“If we lose,” said Putzy gloomily, “back to duh bush leagues for anudder ten-twen’y years, and mebbe we’ll never get a chanst at duh big game.” He cheered up. “Ah, who’s worrying? Casey ain’t been struck out yet, and Lefty got a coive pitch dat’s outta dis univoise.”


Alex pressed a button and spoke into the annunciator. “Send the gentlebeing in, Ella.” He rose politely; after all, Ush Karuza, manager of the Sarenn Snakes, was a sort of ambassador.


The monster squished in. He stood well over two meters high, on long, clawed legs; half a dozen ropy tentacles ending in strong boneless fingers circled his darkly gleaming body under the ridged, blubbery-faced head. Bulging eyes regarded Alex with a cold, speculative stare, but he bowed courteously enough. “Your sservant, ssir,” he murmured in tolerably good English.


“Welcome …ah … Mr. Karuza,” said Alex. “May I introduce Putzy Ballswatter, the manager of the Teddies? Won’t you sit down?”


Putzy rose and the two beings nodded distantly at each other. Ush Karuza sniffed and unfolded a trapeze-like arrangement he was carrying. When he had draped himself over this, he lay waiting.


“Well,” said Alex, swinging into the little speech he had prepared, “I’m sure you two will get along famously—”


Putzy, who had been staring at Ush Karuza, muttered something to himself.


“Did you say something, Putzy?” asked Alex.


“Nuts!” said Putzy.


“Hiss!” hissed the Sarennian.


“Well, as I was saying,” continued Alex hurriedly, “you’ll get along famously as you ready yourselves for the big contest—”


Putzy seemed on the verge of speaking again.


“—in your separate training camps,” went on Alex loudly, “at good distances from each other—” Under the rules, a team playing off its own world had to have a month’s training on the other planet to accustom itself to the new conditions. There was also a handicapping system so complicated that no human brain could master it.


Alex knew what the trouble was this time. It was something he had kept carefully to himself since first learning that the Teddies were to play the Snakes. The fact was that the Sarrennians bore a slight but unfortunate resemblance to the Slissii, the reptile race which had been the Hokas’ chief rival for control of Toka from time immemorial till men arrived to help out; and the fur on the little manager’s neck had risen visibly at the mere sight of his opposite number.


What was worse, Ush Karuza seemed to be experiencing a like reaction toward Putzy. Even as Alex watched, the tentacled monster produced a small bottle which he opened and wafted gently before his nose like a disdainful dandy of the Louis Quinze period on Earth. For a second, Alex merely blinked, and then a whiff from the bottle reached his own nostrils. He gagged.


Putzy’s sensitive nose was wrinkling too. Ush Karuza came as close to smirking as a being with fangs in its mouth could.


“Ah … merely a little butyl mercaptan, ssirss,” he hissed. “Our atmosphere containss a ssimilar compound. It iss nessessary to our metabolissm. Quite harmless to man and Hoka.”


“Um … ugh … ah?” said Alex brightly. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Putzy grind out his dead cigar in the ashtray and dig another one twice the size out of his baggy uniform shirt. He fired it up. Butyl mercaptan sallied forth to meet and mingle with blue noisome clouds of smoke.


“Ah sssso!” mumbled Karuza furiously and began to waft his bottle more energetically.


Puff! Puff! Puff! went Putzy.


“Gentlebeings, gentlebeings, please!” wheezed Alex, taking the heavy paperweight away from the Hoka.


Venomously hissing, Ush Karuza was uncorking a second bottle while Putzy crammed more cigars into his mouth.


Things were off to a fine start.


Alexander Jones came staggering home to his official residence that night in a mood to be comforted by his beautiful blonde wife, Tanni. But the house was empty, she having taken the children for a few days to the Hoka Bermuda for its annual sack by pirates (a notable social event on Toka), and dinner was served by the Admirable Crichton with his usual nerve-wracking ostentation. It was only afterward, sitting alone in the study with a Scotch and soda, that Alex’s ganglia stopped vibrating.


The study was a comfortable book-lined room with a cheerful fire, and when he had slipped into a dressing gown and placed himself before the desk, Alex realized that privacy was just what he needed. He pressed the door-lock button, opened a secret drawer, and got out a sheaf of papers.


Let not the finger of scorn be pointed at Alexander Jones. The most amiable, conscientious, thoroughly normal young men still have their hidden vices; perhaps these outlets are what keep them on their orbits, and surely Alex had more troubles than most who shoulder the Earthman’s burden. What the universe needs is more candor, more tolerance and understanding of human weakness. The truth is that Alexander Jones was a poet.


Like most great creative artists, he was frustrated by the paradoxes of public taste. As a Solar Guardsman, he had achieved immortality by his poetic gifts. It was he who had originated the limerick about the spaceman and girl in free fall, as well as the Ballad of the Transparent Spacesuits, and these shall live forever. Yet they were merely the sparks of his careless youth and he now winced to recall them. His spirit was with the Avantist Revival; his idols had never been known outside of a select clique: Rimbaud, Baudelaire, cummings, Eliot, Cogswell. From time to time the interstellar mails carried manuscripts signed J. Alexander to the offices of microcosm: the minuscule magazine. So far, they had also carried the manuscripts back. But a shoulderer of the Earthman’s burden is not easily discouraged.


Alex took a long drink, placed stylus to paper, and began writing:




the circumambient snake surrounds the palpitating tarry fever-dream of uncertain distortions and Siva screams and mutters unheard vacillations: now? then?
Perhaps later, it is hot today.—





The visio set interrupted him with a buzz. He swore and pressed the Accept button. The features of a rather woozy-looking Hoka appeared on the screen.


“Hi-yah, bosh,” said the apparition.


“Putzy!” cried Alex. “You’re drunk!”


“I am not,” Putzy replied indignantly, momentarily reeling out of screen range. “Shober as a judge,” he said, reappearing. “Coupla liters ish all I had. Wouldn’t make a pup drunk. It’s dis yer stuff Ush Karuza smokes when he’s shelebratin’. Dese Sarennians don’ drink. Dey just smokes uh stuff. Makes me kinda light-headed—smellin’ it—” Putzy went over backwards.


Climbing back into view, he said with heavy gravity: “I called y’up t’ tell ya shumfin. You said be nice to Karuza, di’n’ ya?”


“Yes,” said Alex, a dreadful premonition seizing him.


“Thash what I thought ya said. Well, listen. Like yuh said, we wen’ out for li’l drink. Had li’l talk, like yuh said we should. We got t’ talkin’ shop, shee, an’ I tol’ him ‘bout dose uranium mine rights. Right away he wan’ed ta bet me some salt mines on Sarenn against ’em. So I did.”


“You did?” yelped Alex.


“Sure I did. Signed duh papers an’ all. Di’n’ ya say be nice to him? But listen—” Putzy beckoned mysteriously and Alex leaned forward, shaking. Putzy went on in a whisper. “Here’s duh t’ing. Not on’y has I made him happy, but we got us some salt mines.”


“How come?” moaned Alex.


“Because!” said Putzy strongly, driving his point home with a stubby finger jabbed into the screen before him. “Because he don’ know it yet, but duh Teddies is gonna win.”


“Is that so?” barked Alex.


“Sure, ah’ yuh know why?”


Alex shook his head numbly. “No, why?”


“Because,” said Putzy triumphantly, “duh Snakes is gonna lose.”


He beamed. “Jush t’ought ya’d like to know, bosh. So long.”


“Hey!” screamed Alex. “Come back here!”


He was too late. The screen was blank.


“Oh, no!” he gasped. “Not this!”


For a wild instant, his only thought was of quotation at the waterfront. It had been shaping up so nicely! Wouldn’t he ever get a chance to write something really significant?


Then he settled back to realities and wished he hadn’t.


Tottering to his office the next morning after a sleepless night, he took an athetrine tablet and called the Mission library to send up Volume GAK-GAR of Basic Interstellar Law. When he received it, he turned to the section on gambling between beings from different planets. He had to find out if the bet Putzy had made with Karuza could be legally collected or not. The legislation in question turned out to be full of such witty statements as, “The above shall apply to all cases covered by Smith vs. Xptui except in such cases as are covered by Sections XCI through CXXIII inclusive”—each of these with its own quota of exceptions and references. After two hours, he was still no closer to an answer.


He sighed, sent Ella out for more coffee, and was just settling down to a fresh assault on the problem when there was a sort of swirl in the air before him and a semi-humanoid specimen with an enormous bald head topping a spindly little body materialized in his visitors’ chair.


“Greetings, youth!” boomed the newcomer. “My visualization of the cosmic all implies that you are surprised. Do not be so. Be advised that I am Nicor of Rishana, who is to umpire the forthcoming contest between Toka and Sarenn.”


Alex recovered from his astonishment. The Rishanans, the most intellectual race in the known Galaxy, were almost legends. They could be lured from their home only by a problem impossible for lesser races to solve. Such was any game governed by the 27 huge volumes of the Interstellar Baseball Association rules; as a result, Rishanans invariably officiated in the Series as umpires.


Otherwise they ignored the rest of the Galaxy and were ignored by it. Undoubtedly they had a lot on the ball—for instance, whatever tiny machine or inborn psionic ability permitted them to project themselves through space at will; but since nobody really misses the brains he doesn’t have, the rest of the League had never fallen prey to any sort of inferiority complex. Indeed, most beings felt rather sorry for the poor dwarfs. Since the Rishanans felt rather sorry for the poor morons, everybody was happy.


Inspiration came to Alex. “May I ask you a question, sir?” he begged.


“Of course you may ask a question,” snapped Nicor. “Any ego may ask a question. What you really wish to know is whether I will answer the question.” He paused and looked uncertain. “Or have you already asked me the question? Time is a variable, you know.”


“No, I didn’t know,” said Alex politely.


“Yes, indeed,” thundered the voice of that incredible ancient being. “As determined by Sonrak’s hypothesis. But come, come, youth—the question.”


“Oh, er, yes.” Alex pointed to the law book. “I’m having a little trouble with a small point here. Just a—heh! heh!—a theoretical question, you know, sir. If a Hoka bet a Sarennian some Tokan land, and lost, could the—er—say the Sarennian collect?”


“Certainly,” snapped Nicor. “That is, he would collect by respective substitute.”


“I beg your pardon?”


“You need not apologize for inferior mentality. In effect, the Hokas, being wards of the League, would be protected; but as plenipotentiary and responsible individual, you would have to pay the winner an equivalent amount.”


“What?” cried Alex as the assessed valuation of the uranium mines—a fourteen-digit figure—reeled before him.


He heard the explanation through a blur. The extreme libertarians who had drawn up the League Constitution had protected ordinary citizens right and left but deliberately placed high officials on a limb. In this case, a judgment in equity would send him to the Sarennian salt mines for—oh, in view of the new longevity techniques, about fifty years, turning his wages over to Ush Karuza. The working conditions were not too bad unless one happened to have a distaste for the odor of the mercaptans.


—”Well, well, enough of this pleasant but unprofitable chit-chat, youth,” finished Nicor. “Let us be off to the ball game.”


“What game?” asked Alex weakly. “The pennant game isn’t for another month.”


“Tut-tut,” reproved Nicor. “Don’t interrupt. I am, of course, both forgiving and gracious. Perhaps you think an intellectual like myself has no sense of humor. So many beings fall into the misapprehension. Certainly I have a sense of humor. Of course, it is more subtle than yours; and naturally I am not amused by the crude horseplay of lesser intelligences. In fact,” went on Nicor, his brow darkening, “that is the main trouble with beings of small development. They do not take the cosmic all seriously enough. No dignity, youth, no dignity.”


“But wait a minute—” broke in Alex.


“Don’t interrupt! As an intelligence of the quaternary class, you cannot possibly make an interruption of sufficient importance to interfere with a statement emanating from an intelligence of my class. As I was saying…Dignity. Dignity! That is what is so painfully lacking in the younger races.” A thundercloud gathered on his face. “When I think of the presumption of those few rash individuals who have dared to question my—MY!—decisions upon the baseball field—But I am sure your charges will be guilty of no such indiscretion.”
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