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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.
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			CHAPTER ONE

			If I had had more of a social conscience, events on Asgard might have developed very differently. In fact—or so I have been assured—the ultimate future of the human race might have been affected, perhaps for the worse, by my lack of charity. I find this a very sobering thought, and I’m sure that there’s a moral in it for us all. This isn’t my purpose in telling the story, however; I’m not in the business of writing moral fables.

			Perhaps things would have been different if the call hadn’t come through in the middle of the night. No one is at his best when summoned from sleep at approximately 12.87 standard metric. I only had a wall phone in those days, which couldn’t be reached from the bed; to answer it I had to wriggle out of my sleeping-bag and stagger across the room. I usually tripped over my boots en route. That’s why I habitually answered the phone with a grunt that sounded more like a curse than a greeting.

			The voice that replied to my grunt didn’t seem in the least put out. He didn’t have his eye switched on but his cultured voice immediately identified him as a Tetron. Pangalactic parole, being a Tetron invention, uses a range of phonemes that makes it difficult for anyone except a Tetron to speak it in a cultured tone, although the Chinese seem to manage much better than other humans. I speak three languages—English, French, and Japanese—but in parole I still sound like the interstellar equivalent of a country bumpkin.

			“Am I speaking to Michael Rousseau?” asked the Tetron.

			“Probably,” I answered.

			“Are you in doubt as to your identity?” he inquired, solicitously.

			“This is Mike Rousseau,” I assured him, tiredly. “There’s no doubt about it. What do you want?”

			“My code is 74-Scarion. I am the officer on duty at Immigration Control. There is a person desirous of entry to the city, who identifies himself as a member of your species. I cannot admit him unless one of his own kind is willing to accept formal responsibility for his well-being, but he has no previous acquaintance with anyone on Asgard. As you know, your race has no consulate on this world, and there seem to be no official channels into which I can direct his request.”

			“Why me?” I asked, in a pained tone. “There must be at least two hundred humans on Asgard. How come your version of alphabetical order puts my name at the top of your list?”

			“Your name was suggested to me by a Mr. Aleksandr Sovorov, who is a member of the Coordinated Research Establishment. I naturally approached him first, on the grounds that he is the one member of your species who is in a position of notional authority. He informed me that he is unable to accept responsibility for what he terms ‘scavengers and fortune-hunters,’ and suggested that you would be more likely than he to have something in common with an individual of that sort.”

			You will doubtless infer from this incident that I was by no means the only person on Asgard lacking in charity.

			I groaned. “What, exactly, am I supposed to do for this character?” I asked.

			“You would be required to provide him with accommodation until he can make arrangements of his own, and to familiarize him with the law and local customs. It is a temporary arrangement, until he is ready to make his own way—a matter of friendship and courtesy. Did no one perform the same function for you when you first arrived on Asgard?”

			Actually, they hadn’t. Things had been less formalized in those days. There hadn’t been so many different species intent on getting a slice of the action—and the human race hadn’t been at war.

			I cursed Aleksandr Sovorov for the malicious impulse that had prompted him to throw my name into the ring, and told myself that I didn’t have to knuckle under to that kind of whim, no matter how badly I needed his help. “I can’t do it,” I said, firmly. “I’m just about broke. I only came back to the city to stock up on supplies, and then I’ll be going out into the cold again. I can’t afford to take in any stray cats.”

			“I do not understand,” said 74-Scarion, frostily. I’d had to use the English phrase “stray cats” because it couldn’t be translated into parole. If there were cats on the Tetron homeworld, I didn’t know how to describe them in parole, and it probably wouldn’t have done much good if I had. The Tetrax didn’t seem like the kind of folk who’d tolerate their pets going astray. They weren’t the kind of folk who approved of people casually dropping vernacular terms into their carefully-crafted artificial languages either—they tended to view such actions as a kind of pollution, if not as flagrant insults.

			“I can’t do it,” I repeated. “I probably don’t even speak his language. Unlike you, we have quite a lot.”

			74-Scarion was unperturbed by this suggestion. A new voice chipped in, saying—in English—“My name is Myrlin, Mr. Rousseau—with a ‘y,’ not an ‘e.’ I also speak Russian and Chinese, if that would help to find me a sponsor. I wouldn’t want to force myself upon you, as you’re so clearly reluctant, but I wonder if you could suggest someone who might be willing to accept temporary responsibility for me. I really would like to get down to the surface tonight, if possible.”

			He sounded so polite that I felt profoundly guilty—so guilty, in fact, that instead of following Aleksandr Sovorov’s example and trying to think of someone I disliked enough to book them an untimely wake-up call, I tried to think of someone who might be willing and able to take the poor guy in, if only to get him admitted to the city.

			“I know someone who might be able to help,” I said, eventually—in parole, for the Tetron’s benefit. “I met Saul Lyndrach yesterday—he’s just back from a trip into the levels and he seemed quite pleased with the way things had gone. It’s bound to take him a while to trade his cargo, but his credit must be good and he probably won’t be in any hurry to get back out again. He’s your man. He lives over in sector six. Give me a minute and I’ll look up his number.”

			“That will not be necessary, Mr. Rousseau,” 74-Scarion assured me. “I shall obtain it from the central database. I am sorry to have troubled you. Thank you for your assistance.”

			The minute he’d hung up, of course, I began to get curious. I’d been so eager to avoid getting the newcomer dumped on me that I hadn’t bothered to ask where he’d come from, or why, or any of a dozen other things I might routinely have asked of a fellow human being. Even if he hadn’t come from Earth, he was bound to have news, and I really should have been interested in news, given that there was a war on. Even if there hadn’t been, it would have been pleasant to see a new human face. When there are only a couple of hundred members of one’s own species in a city whose population runs into the tens of thousands, on a world thousands of light-years from Earth, it’s worth making an effort to be friendly. Aleksandr Sovorov might be the kind of person who took pride in looking down on his own species, but I wasn’t, and I regretted having given the mysterious Myrlin the impression that I might be.

			I assured myself, though, that Saul Lyndrach would put him right. As I flopped back down on the bed and struggled into the sleeping-bag, I resolved that I would definitely make the effort to visit Saul some time in the next couple of days, to apologize to him and to his guest. I also resolved to keep a close guard on my tongue when I went to see Aleksandr Sovorov at the C.R.E., sternly resisting any temptation to tell him what I thought of his little joke. If I wanted his help, I had to be very careful indeed...and I certainly needed his help.

			It occurred to me to wonder, then, whether the mysterious Myrlin might have been in a position to help me out, if only I’d taken him in. My mind was suddenly flooded by images of a rich eccentric fleeing war-torn Earth in a starship full of precious metal or negotiable biotech, full of Romantic dreams about penetrating the secrets of Asgard, whose only desire on arriving in Skychain City would be to find a reliable guide to be his partner....

			I gave it up. I hadn’t come to Asgard to be a guide. I’d had a partner once, but it hadn’t worked out. I was a loner now; when I made my big strike, it was going to be all mine. The one good thing about Alex Sovorov’s contempt was that if he did condescend to shove some C.R.E. cash in my direction, he certainly wouldn’t want to tag along to make sure I spent it wisely. I told myself that I’d done the right thing, and that even if I hadn’t, it was only because I’d been woken up in the middle of the night.

			And what if I had taken Myrlin in? What difference would it have made? Well, I probably wouldn’t have been framed for murder, for a start, and he might still have been around when the Star Force arrived to inform me that he wasn’t really human at all—and was, in fact, the deadliest enemy that our species had to face in a universe where enemies didn’t seem to be in short supply. And maybe...just maybe...I wouldn’t ever have got to penetrate the inmost secrets of Asgard.

			All things considered, I think I did the right thing, even if I did it for the wrong reasons.

			

			

			

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			When I got up again, the lights of Skychain City had been burning brightly for some time. It was dark outside the dome, but according to the Tetron timetable it was daytime, and the Tetrax aren’t the kind of folk to let the absence of the sun spoil their calculations.

			Asgard’s days were more than six times as long as days on the Tetron homeworld—which are a little longer than Earth’s—and the Tetrax were no more capable of adjusting their metabolic patterns to that kind of regime than humans, so they kept their own time. Everyone else kept it too, at least in Skychain City.

			The Tetrax had built the skychain—a remarkable feat, considering that they’re a biotech-minded species and that their own world could no more support such an artifact than Earth. Anyone else was, of course, at liberty to set up their own docking satellites and shuttle facilities, but it was so much cheaper to use the Tetron facility that no one ever had made separate arrangements—which was why the Tetrax were the effective rulers of Skychain City and the effective directors of the Coordinated Research Establishment, no matter how much cosmetic democracy they put in place.

			It wasn’t just Immigration Control that was staffed by Tetron civil servants; they ran everything else too. All the citizens got to vote for the mayor and the council, and the police force was as multiracial as the C.R.E., but at the end of the day—whose length, you will remember, was determined by the Tetrax—everything was done the Tetron way.

			Personally, I didn’t mind. The Tetron way seemed to work, and there wasn’t any other species I’d rather have had running things, including my own. Not that I’d ever have let on to a Tetron, of course—I didn’t suck up to them the way Aleksandr Sovorov did.

			I went to see Alex as soon as I’d had my breakfast. I thanked him kindly for recommending me to Myrlin, and tried not to sound sarcastic while I did it. Then I asked him very politely whether the relevant committees had looked kindly upon my application for financial assistance in refitting my truck. “Assistance” was a euphemism, of course—if they did give me the money to fund my next expedition, they’d want a percentage of anything I brought back until I died on the job. Personally, I thought that looked like a much better deal from their point of view than it did from mine, but I was desperate...and I wasn’t at all sure about the quality of their sight.

			“I haven’t had the official notification yet,” Alex told me, twiddling a ballpoint pen between his stubby, stained fingers. I could never figure out what the stain was; sometimes I suspected him of dipping his fingers in some kind of brown dye because it made him look more like the hands-on scientist he liked to think he was than the petty bureaucrat he actually seemed to be. Not that he didn’t put in his lab-time, of course—he spent hours every day poring over artifacts of every shape and dimension—but they all came his way along a metaphorical conveyor belt, carefully directed towards his supposed expertise by Tetron scientists who probably kept all the best stuff for themselves. He was, in essence, a dotter of “i”s and a crosser of “t”s; he would never be privileged to make a real conceptual breakthrough.

			He probably knew that, in his heart of hearts—although he would never have admitted it to someone like me—but it didn’t prevent him from imagining that he was one of the most important humans in the universe even so, simply because he was on Asgard rather than Earth, occupying an intermediate station in the hallowed ranks of the C.R.E.

			“Did you put in a good word for me, Alex?” I asked, humbly. “Did you explain to them how lucky they’d be to have me on the team?”

			“I was asked for my opinion, naturally,” he replied, with suspicious pedantry.

			“Which is, of course, that I’m a good man,” I said, mildly. “A trustworthy man—a man on whom it would be well worth taking a chance. ‘Look, lads,’ you said, ‘I know Rousseau, and Rousseau knows the levels. There’s no one who’s been further afield than he has, no one else with his curiosity and expertise, no one likelier to come up with something really special and completely new.’ That is your opinion, isn’t it?”

			“I know that it’s your opinion,” Sovorov countered. “I certainly told them that.”

			“You told them that. Would it have hurt you to have thrown your own weight behind it too? Would it have inconvenienced you to tell them what a good deal they’d be getting?”

			He stabbed absent-mindedly at the desk with the point of his pen. I wondered what his unconscious was trying to communicate, in its own inarticulate fashion.

			“I don’t believe in letting my personal loyalties override my principles,” he said. “We happen to be members of the same species—we might even consider one another as friends—but when I’m acting on behalf of this Research Establishment I have to put personal feelings aside. The C.R.E. has its own methods and procedures, and its own system of operation. Its enquiries proceed in a rational manner, one step at a time. We take great care to examine everything we find, and to obtain all the data we can from each and every artifact. Our recovery teams are well-trained; they operate in a controlled manner, careful to do no damage. Safety is their first priority—not merely their own safety, but the safety of their discoveries. They’re scientists, not treasure-hunters.”

			“And I’m not?”

			“You’re a scavenger, Michael. Your first priority is to go where no one has gone before, to find things that no one has ever found before. You move around aimlessly, at a furious pace, probably destroying far more than you ever bring back, though sheer carelessness. You might think that you’re attempting to further the growth of knowledge, but you’re just a trophy-hunter. Perhaps you’re less mercenary than some of your kind, but that’s only because you value the glory that might be attached to finding something valuable more than the price you can sell it for. You think that if you cover more ground than other people, you’re more likely to stumble across some fabulous jackpot—but that assumes that you’d be able to recognize it if you did. You’ve been here a long time, I know. You’ve spent more time in the levels than any other human, perhaps as much time as any member of any species, but you’re strictly an amateur. You don’t do any of the real work. You’ve brought me interesting things in the past, I’ll grant you, and I’m grateful for the fact that you brought them to me rather than selling them to some junk shop in sector seven, but that doesn’t mean that I have to approve of the way you work. I don’t. I don’t believe the Establishment should support people who operate the way you do.”

			“But you do support some people who do things my way,” I pointed out.

			“Yes,” he admitted, “we do. If we didn’t, we’d have to compete on the open market for everything that buccaneers of your kind bring in. We make such bargains reluctantly, and we make them in the hope of maintaining a measure of control over the activities of freelance explorers—but we can’t afford to make deals with anyone and everyone. We have to be selective, and we can’t make our selection on the basis of species loyalty or personal friendship.”

			“You could,” I said—but that was unfair, He was only one man in an organization full of not-quite-men. The Tetrax called the shots.

			“You’re a one-man operation, Michael,” Sovorov reminded me, although it was hardly news. “You may think you’re a serious player, but that’s because you spend so much time out in the cold, without the benefit of regular reality checks. Policy favors teams—teams that can be persuaded to adopt our code of practice, our fundamental philosophy.”

			“The Tetrax found Asgard,” I observed. “They could have kept it to themselves, if they’d really wanted to. Policy, as far as I can see, favors diversity and compromise. Policy is not to put too many eggs into any one basket, especially if it’s the one you’re carrying yourself. Policy is to encourage petty rivalries, so that everyone is wary of everyone else, and the Tetrax can be friends with everyone. Divide and conquer is out of date; nowadays, it’s divide and exploit.”

			“That’s rather cynical,” Sovorov said. He had a habit of stating the obvious.

			“We’re all parasites, Alex, scuttling around the nooks and crannies of Asgard’s rind,” I told him. “You might take pride in being the only human member of a multiracial consortium that pretends to represent the entire galaxy rather than a handful of colony worlds, but you’re no holier than I am. You’re careful and you’re methodical—hooray for you. You’re also slow and repetitive. I’m willing to bet that you—or your masters, at any rate—have learned far more from stuff brought in by so-called scavengers than from the material your own teams have bagged as they work their way outwards from your home base at a pace that would disgust a snail. Asgard’s big, Alex—really, really big. Even the surface is big, let alone level one and level two...and when we find a way down to levels five and six, not to mention fifty and sixty, we’ll find out exactly how big it might be, and how many different things it might contain. I know your people have been expecting to figure out how to get down to the lower levels for a long time. Ever since I arrived here it’s been tomorrow, or the next day...just a little more data, a tiny stroke of luck in decoding the signs. Maybe you’ll do it—maybe your way is the way that will give us the key to the elevator—but I think my way is just as likely to deliver the big break. While you put a magnifying-glass to the map, I’m covering the territory. If I were you, I’d back me, just to make sure you’re covering all the angles.”

			He dropped the pen at last, and sat back in his chair with a theatrical sigh. “We’re gradually putting the jigsaw together,” he said. “Little by little, we’re building a coherent picture of the humanoids who lived on Asgard before what you insist on calling ‘the big freeze.’ We’re putting together a foundation that will allow us to make sense of everything—it’s not just a matter of playing with fancy gadgets in the hope that one of them will turn out to do something miraculous. If we can understand the language and the culture of the people who built and maintained Asgard, we can find out what we need to know about the lower levels before we actually go down into them...assuming, as everyone seems to, that there are more levels than the ones we’ve so far penetrated. That would be the sensible way to proceed, the most productive way to proceed. If someone like you were to find a way to open up the entire artifact before we’ve found out why it was built and what’s likely to be down there, it would be a tragedy.”

			“I don’t agree,” I said. I felt, at the time, that my self-restraint was veritably heroic.

			“I know you don’t,” he said—and tried to smile.

			“They laughed at Christopher Columbus,” I reminded him.

			“They also laughed at a lot of cranks,” he pointed out. “Look, Michael, I’ve done what I can. Your application is under consideration. It’s out of my hands. Perhaps you’ll get your money.”

			“And perhaps I won’t.”

			“It wouldn’t be the end of the world,” he said. “You have skills and plenty of experience. Lots of people would be glad to hire you.”

			“I’m not a team player,” I told him. “If I were employee material, I’d never have left Earth. Do you have any news of the war, by the way?—I didn’t really get a chance to chat to the new arrival last night. Too tired by half.”

			“So was I,” he admitted, “but the word around the Establishment is that it’s over.”

			“Really? Who won?”

			He was the wrong person to ask. He furrowed his bushy eyebrows and said; “In a war, Michael, nobody wins. It’s just destruction and devastation all round. If we can’t learn to understand that, there’s no future for us in this galaxy.”

			I sighed “How long before I get a decision on my proposal?” I asked.

			“Fifteen or twenty units,” he told me. He meant Tetron metric units, which are something in the region of a quarter of an Earthly hour. “I’ll call you as soon as I know. Will you be at home?”

			“I’ll be back as soon as I can,” I assured him. “I have other irons in the fire.”

			

			

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			I did have a few other irons in the fire. I spent the rest of the morning trying them out to see if any of them had warmed up, but none of them had. I had a few more conversations like the one I’d had with Aleksandr Sovorov before I accepted the fact that everyone else in Asgard was even less likely than the C.R.E. to give me any money on the terms I was offering, but in the end I went home. Six hours had passed but Sovorov hadn’t called.

			When no one is prepared to give you what you need there’s really only one thing you can do, and that’s recalculate your needs. There were two ways I could do that. One was to give up operating independently and join a team. There were at least a dozen outfits who would hire me who kept their fieldworkers supplied with adequate life-support systems and moderately generous pay, but the pay would be all I’d get. If the team I was with made a significant find its members would get a bonus, but we’d have to hand it over the moment we found it and say goodbye to it forever. The chance of following anything through would be gone.

			I hated to give up on the dream of turning up something big—specifically, a way down into one or more unexplored levels. The chance of finding valuable technics was only part of it; what really mattered was the chance to discover a whole new world. I’d been born way too late to get in on the first race into interstellar space, when everyone thought—wrongly, as it turned out—that the galaxy might be full of virgin worlds awaiting discovery and terraformation; but that dream had been animating human history for centuries and I’d inherited it in spite of its obsolescence. The discovery that there was a place where the race was still on—not because the Tetrax hadn’t got there first but because they were stuck outside a locked door with no obvious way in—had been an irresistible lure, once it had been explained to me properly by my namesake, Michael Finn.

			Even after all my years of Asgard, I thought of my life in terms of Mickey’s sales talk. I still wanted to be the first to find a way down into the heart of the megastructure. I still wanted all the inhabitants of Skychain City to know who I was. I still wanted people on Earth—the homeworld on which I’d never actually set foot—to speak my name in awed tones.

			I wanted to be a hero—a living legend. I’m not altogether sure why I wanted it, but I did. It wasn’t easy to surrender the possibility, hover remote it might be.

			The other way I could reduce my needs was by deciding that the equipment I had in my truck was good for one more trip, and that everything else I owned could be sold to buy food, water and other wasting assets. He returns from my last trip had already paid for the most necessary repairs to the vehicle—that had been my first priority—so I was certain that I could get myself to any pinprick I cared to put on a map of the surface. My cold-suit could still pass the basic safety-checks, so I’d be okay getting down to level one, but the suit was getting old and it was by no means state-of-the-art. It would get me down to level three or four—but would it get me back again?

			The dayside temperature on the surface of Asgard is high enough to be almost comfortable, but level one never gets much above the freezing point of water. Level two is a nice, steady 140 Celsius below freezing. Down in four it’s still only twenty or thirty above absolute zero. That wasn’t much higher than it had been when the artifact was in the depths of the dark cloud in which—according to the best brains in the C.R.E.—it had spent the better part of the last few million years, and maybe a lot longer.

			I wanted to go down to four, and I only wanted to do that in order to search for a way to go lower down. My suit would probably be fine if I stayed on one and two, and didn’t wander to far from the truck, but if I were only going to do that I might as well stay in the bowels of Skychain City, working inch by inch with a C.R.E. crew. Going down to four without the best available equipment was like playing Russian roulette with only one empty chamber; when you’re leaving footprints in oxy-nitro snow you can’t afford to have a cold-suit develop a fault. It would be a quick way to go; I’d turn into an corpsicle in a matter of seconds—and rumor had it that the Tetrax were on the very threshold of developing technics that would allow them to resurrect me in a hundred or a thousand years—but it still wasn’t the kind of gamble that a serious student of probability would take.

			There was also the matter of supplies. Food, water, gaspacks, and fuel all had to be bought, and they didn’t come cheap. Nothing came cheap in Skychain City—except, of course, when you were trying to sell instead of buy. When I added up the resale value of my worldly goods, it didn’t come to very much at all. I had tapes and books, and equipment to play them, but what good are tapes and books in English and French, and equipment made to domestic specifications, on a world where only a couple of hundred humans live?

			If there’d been any realistic hope of equipping a new expedition without borrowed money, I wouldn’t have been hanging around in Skychain City waiting for a miracle; I’d have been on my way to middle of nowhere. I might have been a scavenger, in the eyes of someone like Alex Sovorov, but I wasn’t an idiot. If nothing turned up, I was finished.

			I remembered, yet again, that something had turned up the night before, and I’d been too tired to find out what it might be. The overwhelming probability, I knew, was that it was nothing at all—just one more problem to add to the list—but I couldn’t help wondering whether I might have missed the last bus to Hope yet again.

			My friend Aleksandr finally called in the evening, way past the time when the C.R.E. offices would have closed for business.

			“Sorry it’s so late,” he said. “You know how committees are.”

			“Sure,” I said. “What’s the verdict.”

			“They’ve offered you a job,” he said. “It’s quite a generous package, all things considered. They’re keen to employ you, in fact—but it’s a job or nothing. They want to buy your expertise, not fund your recklessness.”

			“Thanks,” I said, numbly. “But no thanks.”

			“I’m sorry, Michael,” he said, insincerely, “but I don’t think you have any option.”

			“You can call me Mr. Rousseau,” I told him, and hung up.

			My sleep was uninterrupted by phone calls, but I can’t say that I slept well. As I ate breakfast, I assured myself that at least things couldn’t get any worse—but I was wrong about that.

			I’d just thrown the plate into the grinder when the door buzzer sounded. When I opened the door, I found myself looking at two Spirellans.

			My immediate instinct was to close the door—not because I have anything against Spirellans in general, but because these two were wearing gaudy clothing to signal the fact that they were unmated males not yet established in the status hierarchy. The ways in which a Spirellan can win a good place in the hierarchy of his clan are said to be many and varied, but not many of them apply in a place like Skychain City, where there are so many aliens. The ways in which Spirellans can win status by dealing with aliens mostly involve doing them down—and to a Spirellan, I was an alien of no particular importance.

			There are half a hundred humanoid species regarded by the Tetrax as utter barbarians, and they’d probably reckon Spirellans to be on exactly the same level as humans. I’d have put them a little lower, but I could see how the Spirellans might be biased the other way.

			I let them in, politely. In order to get along in a place where hundreds of humanoid races rub shoulders on a day-to-day basis, you have to suppress your instincts.

			“My name is Heleb,” said the taller of the two, as his eyes scanned my room with patience and exactitude. “I believe that you are Michael Rousseau.”

			I wasn’t offended by the fact that he wasn’t looking at me. He was being polite. When one status-seeking Spirellan male makes eye-contact with another, it’s a challenge—not necessarily to a fight, but a contest of some sort. On the other hand, I wasn’t under any illusion about not being in a contest.

			“That’s right,” I confirmed.

			“It has come to the notice of my employer that you are looking for work,” he said. He spoke well, but he had an unfair advantage. Spirellans don’t look much like Tetrax—they have blue-and-pink marbled skin and two very pronounced skull ridges, which make them look rather like lizards with winged helmets, while the Tetrax look more like moon-faced gorillas with skins like waxed black tree bark—but they have similar mouth-parts, with flattened upper palates and protean tongues.

			“Are you from the Coordinated Research Establishment?” I asked, warily.

			“No,” he said. “Put your mind at rest, Michael Rousseau. We do not operate in the conservative fashion that the Tetrax adopt. I believe that you would find our ways of working much more in tune with your own. We are adventurers.”

			“I’m considering several alternative offers at present,” I told him. “If you would care to tell me the name of your employer and details of your offer, I’ll certainly consider it carefully.” While I said it I watched his junior partner moving around my room. He seemed to be going to extraordinary lengths to make certain that there was no danger of our eyes meeting. In fact, he seemed to be paying very close attention to the contents of my shelves, even though he couldn’t possibly have understood either of the languages in which the titles of my books and tapes were inscribed. He was definitely looking for something, although I couldn’t imagine what it might be.

			Heleb flashed me the Spirellan equivalent of a smile, although the fact that his eyes were carefully averted gave it an implication of slyness he couldn’t have intended. “I would take charge of one of the trucks myself,” he told me, proudly. “There would be five of us, including my brother Lema.” He paused to nod in the direction of his companion. “We would be very glad to have you with us. We need a man of your experience. In time, we will be experienced too, but we need good guidance, and we know that you are the man to provide it. We would hire you for one expedition only, and would pay you generously. If you wish, you would then have credit enough to outfit an expedition of your own—although we would be glad to offer you the opportunity to accompany us again, if you prefer.”

			“Who recommended me to you?” I asked.

			“We have friends in the Coordinated Research Establishment. We know about the offer they made to you yesterday—an insult, to a man of your quality. We will pay you more generously, and I believe that you will find the work far more to your liking.”

			Lema had finished studying my shelves, He hadn’t touched anything, but he seemed satisfied that he had found what he was looking for.

			“I have to consider all the offers I’ve received,” I told him. “If you leave your employer’s name and number, I’ll call him when I’ve made a decision.”

			There are some races—or, at least, some kinds of persons—who don’t recognize the propriety of a diplomatic refusal. In a place like Skychain City, they’re supposed to put such idiosyncrasies aside, never taking offence at anything short of a kick in the balls—but they’re free to let their displeasure show, if they care to.

			Heleb looked me in the eye for less than a second. If I hadn’t known what I knew about Spirellans, I’d have thought nothing of it, but I knew enough to feel a sinking sensation in the pit of my stomach.

			“Thank you for giving my offer consideration,” he said, insincerely. “I hope to hear from you in due course.”

			If he’d been human, or even Tetron, I’d probably have made a smart remark about not holding his breath. Instead, I said: “It’s extremely kind of you to think of me. I’m very grateful, You can be sure that I’ll give your offer sympathetic consideration—but I owe it to everyone who has made me an offer to weigh their proposals very carefully.”

			He handed me a card which had a number scrawled on it. Spirellan handwriting isn’t nearly as neat as Spirellan speech, but Tetron numbers are easy to distinguish from one another.

			“Your employer’s?” I asked.

			“It is my own number,” he told me. It was the third time he’d passed up an open invitation to tell me who his employer was, and he had to know that I had taken due note of the fact.

			“Thank you,” I said, again.

			When I’d closed the door behind them I realized that my heart was hammering. Without knowing exactly why, I was scared. That had been Heleb’s doing; he had intended to scare me.

			I sat down on the bed and wondered what fate had against me. If Heleb really wanted me to join his expedition, he wasn’t going to take my refusal quite as politely as he’d made his offer.

			

			

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			I felt in desperate need of a sympathetic ear and a little moral support, so I decided to go see Saul Lyndrach and take a look at mysterious Myrlin.

			Unfortunately, Saul wasn’t home. Like me, he rented a cell in a honeycomb singlestack—one of a couple of hundred hastily erected by the Tetrax when they’d first built the base that had grown into Skychain City. The Mercatan building supervisor hadn’t seen him go out and hadn’t the slightest idea when he’d be back, but that was only to be expected. The doorman did go out of his way mention the giant he’d seen Saul with the previous day, though.

			“What giant?” I queried. Most starfaring humanoids are much the same size as humans—it’s a matter of the pressures of convergent evolution in DNA-based Gaia-clone ecospheres—but there were a couple of species with representatives on Asgard which routinely grew to two meters ten, so a singlestack supervisor wasn’t likely to use the word “giant” lightly.

			“A guest,” the Mercatan told me, in stilted parole. “The foolish fellow at immigration control must have classified him as human by mistake, perhaps because of his nose. Mr. Lyndrach is probably trying to sort out the error, but you know how officious these Tetrax are. They never admit that they might have made a mistake.”

			Saul wasn’t far short of two metres tall himself. By Mercatan standards, he was a giant. If Myrlin seemed like a giant compared with Saul, he had to be really big—but he’d told me over the phone that he was human. He spoke English, and had claimed to be able to speak French, Russian and Chinese as well. If he hadn’t been human, he wouldn’t even have known the names of the languages.

			“You might look in the bar on the corner,” The supervisor added, in a confidential manner, apparently having warmed to my presence. “Mr. Lyndrach often drinks in there, and it has a high ceiling.”

			“Thanks,” I said. “I will.”

			I did, too—I just kept right on making one mistake after another.

			Saul wasn’t anywhere to be seen in the bar, but there was a human called Simeon Balidar sitting in a booth, looking expectantly about him as if he were waiting for someone. He caught sight of me as soon as I walked through the door and waved to me.

			I didn’t like Balidar much. He was a scavenger, like me, but he didn’t have a truck of his own. He hired himself out to anyone and everyone—except the C.R.E., who seemed to him to be way too safe. He’d always thought that he and I were kindred spirits, and had never understood why I didn’t agree with him—but he did know a lot of people, including Saul, so I went over to the booth.

			I only wanted answers to a couple of questions, but Balidar was the kind of guy who couldn’t possibly answer a question without making a big thing of it, so I had to let him buy me a drink.

			“No,” he said, when he finally got around to answering my questions. “Saul hasn’t been in today—I haven’t seen him since the day before yesterday. I don’t know anything about a giant called Myrlin.”

			I sipped my drink, wondering how to carry the conversation forward now that my reason for getting involved in it had evaporated. “You don’t, by any chance, know a Spirellan called Heleb?” I said. “Has a little brother named Lema?”

			His eyes narrowed. “Why?” he asked.

			It was, in its way, a very revealing answer, but I figured I ought to tread carefully if I were going to persuade him to expand on it. “Oh, I heard that he’s putting together a team,” I said. “Sounded like your kind of thing—good pay, adventurous...the antithesis of everything the dear old C.R.E. stands for.”

			“Are you going to get involved?” he asked, in a way that suggested to me that he already knew about the expedition and Heleb’ offer. I began to wonder, in fact, whether it might have been Balidar who’d put them on to me in the first place.

			“Maybe.” I said. “I’ve had several offers. Heleb’s might be the best, but I don’t know who he’s working for. He was careful not to tell me.”

			“Does it matter?” he asked, stupidly.

			“Maybe, maybe not,” I said, “but I’m certainly not going to sign on until I know, am I? It shouldn’t be too difficult to find out.”

			“No,” he said. “I suppose not. Look—there’s the people I’m waiting for. Would you care to join us?”

			I looked over my shoulder. Two Zabarans had just come into the bar and they were making straight for the booth. They seemed harmless enough, and probably were. Zabarans had the reputation of being easy to get along with. They also had the reputation of being very enthusiastic gamblers—which was, I figured, why Simeon Balidar was waiting for them. He had always fancied himself as a card player, although I’d played with him and Saul a dozen times without ever detecting any conspicuous talent.

			“What are you playing?” I asked.

			He named a Zabaran game. I knew the rules, but I didn’t want to take any risks.

			“It’s okay,” he said, in English. “I know these guys. They’re a soft touch. If it were just me, they’d probably gang up on me, but with two of us in the game...we’ll start off with low stakes, just to get the feel of things.”

			I thought about it for half a minute, and then said: “Okay, I’ll play for a while—on one condition.”

			“What’s that?” he asked.

			“Tell me who Heleb works for.”

			He shrugged his shoulders. “Like you say,” he said, still speaking English, after a fashion, “you could find out easily enough. He works for Amara Guur.”

			He got up then to follow the Zabarans into a back room. I followed him, wondering what Amara Guur could possibly want with someone like me.

			I’d never met Guur, but I knew him by reputation. He was a vormyran. He was also a parasite—a black marketeer. Tetron government involves a great many rules and regulations, and wherever there are rules and regulations there are people intent on breaking them for fun and profit. From what I’d heard, Amara Guur didn’t bother much with the fun end of the spectrum, but he was extremely keen on the profit end. If he thought there was a profit in mounting an expedition into the wilderness, he’d do it—but it wasn’t his style to speculate. If he was taking two big trucks into the back of beyond, he must have a strong reason for thinking that there was something there to be found. That was interesting, in a scary sort of way.

			I sat down at the table in the back room and began to play, almost absent-mindedly. The fact that my attention was elsewhere didn’t seem to do me any harm. Almost from the first hand I began to win—not much, because we weren’t playing for high stakes, but steadily. I figured that the time to leave would be when the Zabarans suggested raising the stakes—at which point, they’d probably figure that it was time to stop laying down bait for the human suckers and get serious.

			Unfortunately, that didn’t happen.

			What happened instead was that a latecomer arrived, full of apologies, to join the game. He’d sat down and grabbed the cards before I had time to register the fact that he wasn’t a Zabaran but a Sleath.

			“You play cards with a Sleath?” I whispered to Balidar, in English.

			“He’s okay,” Balidar assured me. “Anyway, he’s a terrible card player—and there’s only one of him and four of us. The Zabarans will calm him down if he gets excited.”

			The reason I was surprised is that Sleaths had a reputation for being hot-tempered—not dangerous, just hot-tempered. The ones I’d met were small and slender by human standards, but the fact that every other starfaring race in the galaxy was bigger and tougher than they were only seemed to make the Sleaths I’d met try harder to assert themselves. They always lost the fights they started—but in a place like Skychain City, where the Tetrax set the standards of civilized behavior, winners tended came out of fights looking even more brutal and barbaric than the losers.

			I decided to give it a few more hands.

			I continued winning, even more profitably now that there were five players in the game instead of four. Balidar seemed to be absolutely right about the Sleath—he was a terrible card player.

			Nobody suggested raising the stakes. I couldn’t blame them; little by little, all the money on the table was making its way over to me. I was glad that almost all of my wins were coming when someone else was dealing; if I hadn’t known that I was playing an honest game I’d have begun to suspect myself of cheating.

			Some people play more carefully when they’re losing. Others play more aggressively. The Zabarans were playing very carefully by now. The Sleath was playing very aggressively. That only increased the probability that he would keep on losing, and he did.

			There’s an addictive aspect to card playing, which keeps losers in the game when the voice of reason tells them they should quit. It also keeps winners in the game, even when the voice of reason is whispering that something suspicious is going on. I don’t think the Sleath would have let me go even if I’d tried, but the fact is that I didn’t try. I just kept on playing, until he threw the last of his bankroll into the pot.

			It was a bad bet, and he duly lost it—to me.

			That was when he accused me of cheating.

			I wasn’t scared. He was adapted for fast movement in an environment where the gravity was only four-fifths of Asgard’s surface gravity, and he was such a puny specimen of his kind that had to wear supportive clothing just to get around. Anyway, I thought I could calm him down, with a little help from the Zabarans.

			“It’s just a run of bad luck,” I lied, as soothingly as I could. “Your day will come—and it’s just loose change. Hardly enough to buy a meal and a couple of rounds of drinks.”

			The Sleath turned to the Zabarans. “They are in it together,” he said, pointing at Balidar, who’d dealt the fatal hand. “He has been throwing his friend perfect cards ever since I sat down.”

			The Zabarans looked down at their own depleted stocks of cash, but they shook their heads. They had no intention of backing him up. That annoyed him even more.

			“You are in it too!” the Sleath said. “This whole game is fixed.”

			“You obviously know these people better than I do,” I pointed out. “I just bumped into Simeon by chance. I’ve never seen either of these two before. You didn’t get good cards, I’ll grant you—but you didn’t exactly play them well, did you?”

			That was a mistake. The Sleath let out a torrent of verbiage in his own language, which was presumably a concatenation of curses, and then he pulled a knife.

			I got up and moved away, grabbing my chair as I did so and making sure it was between us. He hesitated for a moment, and I hoped he’d thought better of it, but then he lunged. I plucked the chair off the ground and used the legs to fence him off. I clipped his wrist with the tip of one leg, but my only concern was to make sure that he couldn’t get at me with the knife—it was his own fault that he ran his face into another leg and poked himself in the eye.

			The howl he let out had far more rage in it than pain, so I figured that it wasn’t going to stop him. I jabbed at him, catching him in the chest and the forehead. He fell over, but he hadn’t actually been knocked down, and certainly wasn’t unconscious.

			For the moment, though, he’d lost interest in trying to impale me. He wasn’t in any hurry to get up. He dropped the knife, quite deliberately, to signal that he’d given up.
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