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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.


      



      
      Prologue

      
      Y minus 500,000.

      
      Once there had been a great proud star, bright as a hundred Sols. Through four hundred million years its blue-white fire burned
         steadily, defiance of the darkness around and challenge to those other suns whose distant brilliances crowded the sky. Orbiting
         it afar was a companion worthy of its majesty, a planet whose mass equaled fifteen hundred Earths, redly aglow with the heat
         of its own contraction. There may have been lesser worlds and moons as well; we cannot now say. We simply know that the giant
         stars rarely have attendants, so this one was due to a curious ordainment of God, or destiny, or chance.
      

      
      The giants die young, as arrogantly as they have lived. A day came when the hydrogen fuel at the core was exhausted. Instead
         of swelling and reddening as a lesser sun would do in its old age, this fell in upon itself. Energies beyond imagination broke
         free; atoms crashed together to fuse in strange new elements; the star exploded. For a short while, in its fury, it shone
         well-nigh as radiant as its entire galaxy.
      

      
      No ordinary world could have endured the storm of incandescence which then swept outward. Something the size of Earth must
         have perished entirely, the very iron of its core made vapor. Even the huge companion lost most of its mass, hydrogen and
         helium bursting forth into endlessness. But this drank so much energy that the metallic heart of the globe was only turned molten. Across it seethed the matter cast out by the star in its death struggle.
      

      
      More of that matter escaped into space. For tens of millennia the wrecks of sun and planet whirled in the middle of a nebula
         which, seen from afar, glowed like faerie lace work. But it dissipated and lost itself across light-years; darkness moved
         inward. The remnant of the planet congealed, barely aglimmer where its alloys cast back the gleam from distant constellations.
      

      
      For half a million years, these ruins drifted alone through the deep.

      
      Y minus 28.

      
      The world men call Babur will never be a home to them. Leaving his spaceship, Benoni Strang grew violently aware of weight.
         Upon his bones lay half again the drag of the Hermes which had bred him or the Earth which had bred his race. Flesh strained
         against the burden of itself. The armor that kept him alive became a stone on either shoulder, either foot.
      

      
      Nevertheless, though he could have activated his impeller and flitted from the airlock, he chose to stride along the gangway
         to the ground, like an arriving king.
      

      
      At first he could barely see that beings awaited him. The sun Mogul was high in a murky purple heaven where red clouds roiled,
         and its radiance was more fierce than that of Maia or Sol; but it was tiny at its distance. Hoar soil gave back some light,
         as did an ice cliff a kilometer away and the liquid ammonia cataract toppling over its sheerness. Yet his vision did not reach
         to the horizon. He thought a grove of low trees with long black fronds stood at the edge of sight on his left, and that he
         could make out the glistening city he knew was to his right. However, this was as unsure as the greeting he would get. And
         every shape he discerned was so alien that when he glanced elsewhere he could not remember it. Here he must learn all over
         again how to use his eyes.
      

      
      A hydrogen-helium atmosphere turned shrill the boom of the falls, the thump of boots on gangway and afterward their scrunch
         across sod. By contrast, his breath within the helmet, the slugging of blood in his ears, came to him like bass drumbeats. Sweat dampened his skin and reeked in his nostrils. He hardly noticed. He was
         too exultant at having arrived.
      

      
      The blur before him gained form with each step he took, until it was a cluster of a dozen creatures. One of them moved to
         meet him. He cleared his throat and said awkwardly, through a speaker: “I am Benoni Strang. You wanted me to join you.”
      

      
      The Baburite carried a vocalizer, which changed hums and mumbles into Anglic words. “We required that for your sake as well
         as ours. If you are to maintain close relationships and do research on us, as we on you, then you must often come to the surface
         and interact directly with us. This visit will test your ability.”
      

      
      It had already been tested in the environmental chambers of the school that had trained him. Strang didn’t say so. That might
         somehow give offense. Despite two decades of contact, trade which had culminated in exchanging spacecraft technology for heavy
         metals and a few other goods, humans knew little about Baburites. We’re absolutely ignorant of how much they know about us, he recalled.
      

      
      “I thank you,” he said. “You’ll have to be patient with me, I’m afraid, but eventually I should be in a position to reward
         your efforts.”
      

      
      “How?”

      
      “Why, by finding new areas where we can do business to our mutual benefit.” Strang did not admit his superiors had scant expectation
         of that. He had barely gotten this assignment, mainly to give him a few years’ practical experience, he a young xenologist
         whose education had concentrated on subjovian planets.
      

      
      He had uttered no hint of the ambition he nourished. The hour to do so would be when he had proof the scheme was possible—if
         it ever would be.
      

      
      “After our experience on Suleiman,” the native said, “we question what we may gain from the Polesotechnic League.”

      
      The flat artificial voice could convey none of the resentment. And did such an emotion lie behind it? Who could read the heart
         of a Baburite? It did not even have anything like a heart.
      

      
      “The Solar Spice & Liquors Company is not the whole League,” Strang answered. “Mine is entirely different from it. They’ve
         nothing in common but membership, and membership means less than it used to.”
      

      
      “This we will study,” the being told him. “That is why we will cooperate with your scientific team. We mean to get as well
         as give knowledge, information we need before our civilization can claim a place by yours.”
      

      
      The dream in Strang flared upward.

      
      Y minus 24.

      
      Both moons of Hermes were aloft, Caduceus rising small but nearly full, the broad sickle of Sandal ion sinking westward. High
         in the dusk, a pair of wings caught light from the newly set sun and shone gold. A tilirra sang amidst the foliage of a millionleaf,
         which rustled to a low breeze. At the bottom of the canyon it had cut for itself, the Palomino River rang with its haste;
         but that sound reached the heights as a murmur.
      

      
      Sandra Tamarin and Peter Asmundsen came out of the mansion onto a terrace. Halting at the parapet, they looked down to where
         water gleamed through shadow, then around them to the forest which enclosed Windy Rim, and across to violet silhouettes of
         the Arcadian Hills. Their hands joined.
      

      
      She said at last, “I wish you had not to go.”

      
      “Me too,” he replied. “’Tis been a wonderful visit.”

      
      “Are you positive you can’t handle the matter from here? We have complete equipment, communication, computation, data retrieval,
         everything.”
      

      
      “Ordinarily that would be fine. But in this case—well, my Traver employees do have legitimate grievances. In their place,
         belike I’d threaten a strike myself. If I can’t avoid giving preferential promotions to Followers, at least I can try to hammer
         out a set of compensations for Travers, as might be extra vacations. Their leaders will be in more of a mood to compromise
         if I’ve taken the trouble to come meet them in person.”
      

      
      “I suppose you’re right. You have a sense for such things.” She sighed. “I wish I did.”

      
      He regarded her a while, and she him, before he said, “You do. More than you realize.” Smiling: “You’d better—our probable
         next Grand Duchess.”
      

      
      “Do you believe so in truth?” On the instant, the question they had been thrusting aside throughout this holiday was with
         them. “I did once, oh, yes. Now I’m not sure. That’s why I’ve, well, retreated here to my parents’ home. Too many people made
         plain what they think of me after seeing the consequence of my own damn foolishness.”
      

      
      “Brake that nonsense,” he said, perhaps more roughly than intended. “If your father had not those business interests that
         disqualify him, there’d be no doubt of his election. You’re his daughter, the best possibility we own—equal to him, maybe
         better—and for precisely that reason, you’re intelligent enough to know it. Are you telling me you’ve let a few prudes and
         snobs hurt you? Why, you should be bragging about Eric. Eventually your youngling will be the best Grand Duke Hermes ever
         had.”
      

      
      Her eyes went from his, toward the darkling wilderness. He could barely hear her: “If he can curb the devil that’s in him
         from his father.”
      

      
      Straightening, she met his gaze again and said aloud, “Oh, I’ve stopped being angry at Nick van Rijn. He was more honest with
         me, really, than I was with him or myself. And how could I regret having Eric? But of late—Pete, I’ll admit to you, I wish
         Eric were legitimate. That his father were a man who could bide with us.”
      

      
      “Something of the kind might be arranged,” he blurted. And then his tongue locked, and they stood long mute, two big blond
         humans who searched each other’s faces through a twilight that half blinded them. The breeze lulled, the tilirra chanted,
         the river laughed on its way to the sea.
      

      
      Y minus 18.

      
      A ship hunted through space until she found the extinct supernova. Captain David Falkayn beheld the circling planetary core
         and saw that it was good. But its aspect was so forbidding that he christened it Mirkheim.
      

      
      Soon afterward, he guided other ships there, with beings aboard who meant to wrest hope out of desolation. They knew the time
         granted them would be slight, so while they could they must labor hard and dare much.
      

      
      Falkayn and his comrades did not linger. They had lives of their own to lead. From time to time they would come back, eager
         to learn how the work had gone; and always the toilers would bless them.
      

      
      Y minus 12.

      
      When he descended on Babur, Strang no longer walked, but traveled about at comparative ease, held in a harness atop a gravsled.
         The natives knew he could handle himself sufficiently well on their world to merit their respect. He had proved that over
         and over—occasionally at mortal risk, when the violent land suffered an outburst, a quake, or an avalanche. Today he sat
         in a chamber built of ice and talked for hour after hour with one he called Ronzal.
      

      
      That was not the Baburite’s true name. There was a set of vibrations which the computer in a vocalizer decided to render as
         “Ronzal.” Conceivably it was not nomenclature at all. Strang had never found out for certain. Nonetheless, in the course of
         time he and the bearer had become friends, as nearly as was possible. And who could tell how near that was?
      

      
      Which language they used during their discussion depended on what either wanted to say. Anglic or League Latin lent themselves
         best to some concepts, “Siseman” to others. (Those three syllables were another artifact of the vocalizer.) And still, every
         now and then they must grope about for a way to express what they meant. They were not even sure always what they thought.
         Though they had spent their careers patiently trying to build bridges across the differences of their brains and their histories,
         the endeavor was far from reaching an end.
      

      
      Yet Ronzal could say what wakened trumpets in Strang: “The final opposition has yielded. The entire globe is meshed in the Imperial Band. Now we are ready to look outward.”
      

      
      At last, at last! But years lie ahead before we—Babur and I—can do more than look. Calm, Benoni, lad, calm. The human hauled back down his soaring thoughts. “Wonderful,” he said. That was about as much enthusiasm as he saw any point
         in showing. The two races did not rejoice alike. “My colleagues and I have been expecting it, of course. You’ve rolled up
         victories till I was puzzled why any society dared resist you. In fact, I’m just back from a conference with my”—he hesitated—”my
         superiors.” They aren’t really. No longer. As events here gathered momentum, as it grew more and more likely that Babur can in fact become
            the kind of instrument I foresaw, and I am now their vital principal liaison with Babur: I have become their equal. In the
            end, I am going to be their chieftain.

      
      No matter now. No sense in boastfulness. It’s a weary way yet till I stand again on Hermes.

      
      “I’m authorized to begin talks about creating a space navy for you,” he said.

      
      “We have considered among ourselves how that can be an economic possibility,” Ronzal responded. “How can we meet the cost?”

      
      Fighting for coolness against the thrill that went through him, Strang spoke with caution. “It may be our relationship is
         ready to go beyond the immediate value-for-value we’ve exchanged hitherto. Obviously you can’t buy weapons development from
         us with the resources you have to offer.”
      

      
      (Gold and silver, cheap on Babur because, at its temperatures, solid mercury filled their industrial roles better. Plant secretions
         which were convenient starting points for organo-halogen syntheses. Some other materials that formed links in a chain of trades,
         from planet to planet, till the traders finally got what they wanted. Commerce between worlds so mutually foreign would always
         be marginal at best.)
      

      
      “Our races can exchange services as well as goods,” Strang said.

      
      Ronzal fell silent, doubtless pondering. How deeply dared it trust monsters who breathed oxygen, drank liquid water, and radiated
         oven-hotly from their armor? Strang sympathized. He had passed through the same unsureness; he would never be quite at ease
         either. As if to remind himself how out of place he was here, he squinted through gloom at the Baburite.
      

      
      When both stood erect, Ronzal’s head reached the man’s waist. Behind an upright torso stretched a horizontal barrel, tailless,
         mounted on eight short legs. It seemed to bear rows of gills. Actually those were the opercula protecting tracheae which,
         given a dense hydrogen atmosphere, aerated the body as efficiently as Strang’s lungs did his. From the torso sprang a pair
         of arms terminating in lobsterlike claws; extending from the wrists above these were strong tendrils to serve as fingers.
         The head consisted mostly of spongy snout, with four tiny eyes behind. The smooth skin was striped in orange, blue, black,
         and white. A filmy robe covered most of it.
      

      
      The Baburite had no mouth. It ground up food with its claws and put this into a digestive pouch on the abdomen to be liquefied
         before the snout dipped down to absorb the nourishment. Hearing and smell centered in the tracheal organs. Speech arose from
         vibrating diaphragms on the sides of the head. The sexes were three, and individuals changed cyclically from one to the next
         according to patterns and circumstances which Strang had never managed to elucidate fully.
      

      
      An untrained human would only have perceived grotesqueness. He, looking at the being in its own environment, saw dignity,
         power, and a curious beauty.
      

      
      A humming behind the vocalizer asked, “Who of us will gain?”

      
      “Both of us.” Though Strang knew his words would have no meaning to the listener, he let them clang forth: “Security. Mastery.
         Glory. Justice.”
      

      
      Y minus 9.

      
      Seen from an activated transparency in Nicholas van Rijn’s penthouse atop the Winged Cross, Chicago Integrate was a godland
         of spires, towers, many-colored walls, crystalline vitryl, gracefully curving traffic ways, flickering emblems, here and there
         a stretch of trees and greensward, the sky and the lake as aglitter with movement as the ground itself. Whenever they visited, the Falkayns never tired of that spectacle. To David it was comparatively fresh;
         he had spent most of his life off Earth. But Coya, who had been coming to see her grandfather since before she could walk,
         likewise found it always new. Today it beckoned their attention more than ever before: for they would soon be embarked on
         their first shared voyage beyond Sol’s outermost comets.
      

      
      The old man was giving them a small, strictly private farewell dinner. The live servitors whom he could afford didn’t count,
         they were well trained in discretion, and he had sent both his current mistresses to his house in Djakarta to await his arrival
         in a day or so. Knowing that van Rijn’s idea of a small dinner took a couple of hours, from the first beluga caviar to the
         last magnificently decadent cheese, the Falkayns brought good appetites. A Mozart sonata lilted them welcome; tankards of
         beer stood beside icy muglets of akvavit and a dozen varieties of smoked seafood; incense from Tai-Tu drifted subtle on the
         air. Their host had in their honor put on better clothes than he usually wore, full-sleeved shirt, lace at his throat and
         wrists, iridescent vest, plum-colored trousers—though his feet were in straw slippers—and he seemed in boisterous good humor.
      

      
      Then the phone chimed.

      
      “Wat drommel?” van Rijn growled. “I told Mortensen no calls from anybody less rank than the angel Gabriel. That porridge brain he got is
         gone cold and pobbery with lumps in, ha?” His huge form slap-slapped across an expanse of trollcat rug to the instrument at
         the opposite end of the living room. “I give him his just deserts, flambé, by damn!” A hairy finger poked the accept button.
      

      
      “Freelady Lennart is calling, sir,” announced the figure in the screen. “You said you would speak to her whenever she answered
         your request for a conversation. Shall she be put through?”
      

      
      Van Rijn hesitated. He tugged the goatee which, beneath waxed mustaches, ornamented his triple chin. His beady black eyes,
         close set under a sloping forehead on either side of a great hook nose, darted toward his guests. It was not really true what
         many asserted, that the owner of the Solar Spice & Liquors Company had a cryogenic computer as prosthesis for a soul. He rather
         doted on his favorite granddaughter, and her newly acquired husband had been his protégé before becoming his agent. “I know what she got to honk-honk about,” he rumbled. “Grismal. Not for our happy fun gas-together.”
      

      
      “But you’d better grab the chance to contact her when it comes, right, Gunung Tuan?” Coya replied. “Go ahead. Davy and I will
         admire the view.” She didn’t suggest he take the call in a different room. That he could trust them as he did himself went
         without saying. As confidence dwindled in public institutions, those of the Solar Commonwealth and the Polesotechnic League
         alike, loyalties grew the more intensely personal.
      

      
      Van Rijn sighed like a baby typhoon and settled himself into a chair, paunch resting majestically on lap. “I won’t be long,
         no, I will curry tail discussion,” he promised. “That Lennart, she gives me indigestion, ja, she makes my ghastly juices boil. But we got this need for standing back to back, no matter how bony hers is. … Put her
         through,” he told his chief secretary.
      

      
      Falkayn and Coya took their drinks back to the transparency and looked out. But their glances soon strayed, for they found
         each other a sight more splendid than anything below or around them.
      

      
      He might have been less in love than she, being eighteen years older and a wanderer who had known many women in many strange
         places. But in fact he felt that after all that time he had finally come to a haven he had always, unknowingly, been seeking.
         Coya Conyon, who proudly followed a custom growing in her generation and now called herself Coya Falkayn, was tall and slender
         in a scarlet slack-suit. Her dark hair fell straight to her shoulders, framing an oval face where the eyes were wide and gold-flecked
         green, the mouth wide and soft above a firm little chin, the nose snubbed like his own, the complexion sun-tinged ivory.
      

      
      And she could not yet sate her gaze with him. He was tall, too; his gray outfit showed off an athletic build; his features
         were lean in the cheeks and high in the cheekbones, his eyes the blue and his hair the yellow common among the aristocratic
         families of Hermes. He also had the erect bearing of that class; but his lips denied their heritage, creasing too readily
         into laughter. Thus far he needed no meditechnic help to look younger than his forty-one years.
      

      
      They touched tankards and smiled. Then van Rijn’s bellow jerked their minds willy-nilly across the room.
      

      
      “What you say?” The merchant reared where he sat. Black ringlets, the style of three decades ago, swirled about his beefy
         shoulders. Through Falkayn flitted recollection of a recent episode when a rival firm had mounted an elaborate espionage operation
         to find out if the old man was dyeing his hair or not. It might be a clue to whether age would soon diminish his rapacious
         capacities. The attempt had failed.
      

      
      “You shouldn’t make jokes, Lennart,” van Rijn bawled on. “Is not your style. You, in a clown suit with a red balloon snoot
         and painted grin, you would still look like about to quote some minor Hebrew prophet on a bad day. Let’s talk straight about
         how we organize to stop this pox-and-pestilence thing.”
      

      
      Across several thousand kilometers, Hanny Lennart’s stare drilled into his. She was a gaunt and sallow blonde, incongruously
         wearing a gilt-embroidered tunic. “You are the one acting the fool, Freeman van Rijn,” she said. “I tell you quite plainly,
         the Home Companies will not oppose the Garver bill. And let me make a suggestion for your own good. The popular mood being
         what it is, you would be most ill-advised to turn your above-ground lobbyists and your undercover bribe artists loose against
         it. They would be bound to fail, and you would gain nothing except ill will.”
      

      
      “But—Hel en verdoeming! Can’t you see what this will bring? If the unions get that kind of voice in management, it won’t be the camel’s nose in our
         tent. No, by damn, it will be the camel’s bad breath and sandy footprints, and soon comes in the rest of him and you guess
         what he will do.”
      

      
      “Your fears are exaggerated,” Lennart said. “They always have been.”

      
      “Never. Everything I warned against has been happening, year by year, clomp, clomp, clomp. Listen. A union is a profit-making
         organization same as a company, no matter how much wind it breaks about the siblinghood of workers. Hokay, no harm in that,
         as long as it stays honest greedy. But these days the unions are political organizations as well, tied in with government
         like Siamese twin octopuses. You let them steer those funds, and you are letting government itself into your business.”
      

      
      “That can be reciprocal,” Lennart declared. “Frankly—speaking personally for a moment, not as a voice of the Home Companies—
         frankly, I think your view of government as a natural enemy of intelligent life, I think it belongs back in the Mesozoic era.
         If you want a clear-cut example of what it can lead to, look out beyond the Solar System; see what the Seven do, routinely,
         brutally, on world after world. Or don’t you care?”
      

      
      “The Seven themselves don’t want open competition—”

      
      “Freeman van Rijn, we are both busy. I’ve done you the courtesy of making this direct call, to tell you not to waste your
         efforts trying to persuade the Home Companies to oppose the Garver bill, so you may know we mean it. We’re quite content to
         see the law pass; and we feel reasonably sure it will, in spite of anything you and your kind can do. Now shall you and I
         end this argument and get back to our proper concerns?”
      

      
      Van Rijn turned puce. He gobbled a few words which she took for assent. “Goodbye, then,” she said, and switched off. The vacant
         screen hummed.
      

      
      After a minute, Falkayn approached him. “Uh, that seemed like bad news,” he ventured.

      
      Van Rijn slowly lessened his resemblance to a corked volcano. “Wicked news,” he mumbled. “Unrighteous news. Nasty, sneaking,
         slimy news. We will pretend it was never spewed out.”
      

      
      Coya came to stand beside his chair and brush a hand across his mane. “No, talk about it, Gunung Tuan,” she said quietly.
         “You’ll feel better.”
      

      
      Between oaths and less comprehensible phrases in various languages, van Rijn conveyed his tidings. Edward Garver, Lunograd
         delegate in Parliament, had introduced a bill to put the administration of private pension funds credited to employees who
         were citizens of the Commonwealth, under control of their unions. In the case of Solar Spice & Liquors, that meant principally
         the United Technicians. The Home Companies had decided not to oppose passage of the measure. Rather, their representatives
         would work with the appropriate committees to perfect it for mutual satisfaction. This meant that the Polesotechnic League as a whole could take no action; the Home Companies and their satellites controlled too
         many votes on the Council. Besides, the Seven In Space would likely be indifferent, such a law affecting them only slightly.
         It was the independent outfits like van Rijn’s, operating on an interstellar scale but with much of their market in the Commonwealth,
         which would find themselves hobbled as far as those monies were concerned.
      

      
      “And when United Technicians say where we invest, United Technicians got that much extra power,” the merchant finished. “Power
         not just in our affairs, but in finance, business, government —and government is getting more and more to be what runs the
         show. Ach, I do not envy the children you will have, you two.”
      

      
      “Don’t you see any hope of heading this off?” Falkayn asked. “I know how often you’ve played skittles with whoever got underfoot.
         How about a public relations effort? Pressure on the right legislators; logrolling, oh, every trick you know so well …”
      

      
      “I think no chance, with the big five against us,” van Rijn said heavily. “Maybe I am wrong. But … ja, ja, I am thirty years your senior, Davy boy, and even if I got long-life chromosomes and lots of good antisenescence treatment,
         still, in the end a fellow gets tired. I will not do much.”
      

      
      He shook himself. “But hoy, what fumblydiddles is this I am making? We are supposed to have a happy evening and get drunk,
         before Coya ships out with your team and finds me lots of lovely new profits.” He surged to his feet. “We need more drink
         here! Mars-dry we are. Where is that gluefoot butle? More beer, I say! More akvavit! More everything, by damn!”
      

      
      Y minus 7.

      
      The sun Elena was a dwarf, but the nearness of its planet Valya made its disc stand big and red-orange in an indigo heaven.
         At midmorning it would not set for almost forty hours. The ocean sheened calm as a lake. Land rolled away from it under a
         russet cover of shrubs and turf. Tiny, glittery flyers which were not insects rode a warm, faintly iron-tangy breeze.
      

      
      Outside the headquarters building of the scientific base, Eric Tamarin-Asrnundsen spoke his anger and his intent to the commander,
         Anna Karagatzis. Beside them, long-limbed, spindly, blue-furred, head like a teardrop with antennae, crouched the native they
         called Charlie.
      

      
      “I tell you, you can do nothing there but waste your time,” the woman said. “Do you think I haven’t gone from protests to
         pleas to threats? And Wyler laughed at me—till he grew irritated and threatened me in turn if I didn’t stop pestering him.”
      

      
      “I didn’t know that!” Eric stiffened. Blood heated his face. He tried to calm himself. “A bluff. What would they dare do to
         any of us? What could they?”
      

      
      “I’m not sure,” Karagatzis sighed. “But I’ve been to their camp and seen how well armed they are. And we, what are we but
         a community of researchers and support personnel who’ve never been shot at in their lives? Stellar’s men can do anything they
         want. And we’re outside every civilized jurisdiction.”
      

      
      “Are we? The Commonwealth claims a right to punish misdeeds by its citizens wherever they are, not?”

      
      “True. But I suspect many, perhaps, all of this group have different citizenship. Besides, we’d get no police investigation
         here, across more than two hundred light-years.”
      

      
      “Hermes isn’t so far.”

      
      Karagatzis gave him a probing look. He was large. His weather-browned features seemed older than his twenty-one standard years:
         broad, Roman-nosed, square-jawed, hazel-eyed, ordinarily rather pleasantly ugly but now taut with wrath. In the style of men
         on his home planet as well as Earth, he went beardless and cropped his black locks above the ears. His garb was plain coverall
         and boots; however, a shoulder patch bore the insigne of his ducal family.
      

      
      “What could Hermes do?” Karagatzis wondered. “What would it? Valya is nothing to your people, I’m sure.”

      
      “Stellar Metals trades with us,” he reminded her. “I don’t think Wyler’s bosses would thank him for provoking a good trading
         partner.”
      

      
      “Would one more set of outrages on one more backward world really annoy anybody? If you were back there, if you’d never served
         here, and heard the story, would you care that much? Be honest with yourself.”
      

      
      He drew breath. “Freelady, I am here. I must try. Not?”

      
      “Well…” She reached a decision. “Very well, Lord Eric,” she said carefully, addressing him as if she too had been born
         to the dialect of Anglic which they spoke on Hermes. “You may go and see if your influence can help the situation. Don’t bluster,
         though. Don’t commit us to something reckless. And don’t make any promises to natives.” Pain broke through her shell. “It’s
         already hurt too much, having them come bewildered to us when they’d thought humans were their friends, and … and having
         to admit we can do zero.”
      

      
      Eric cast a glance down at Charlie. The autochthon had sought him out on his return. They had gotten acquainted when the Hermetian
         was doing field work in the mountains from which Charlie had since become a refugee. Taken aback, he could merely say, “I
         haven’t built up this lad’s hopes on purpose, Freelady.”
      

      
      Karagatzis gave him a bleak smile. “You haven’t mine, at least.”

      
      “I oughtn’t be gone long,” Eric said. “Wish me luck. Goodbye.” He strode quickly from her, Charlie beside him.

      
      A few persons hailed them as they went. The greetings were not cheerful. Directly or indirectly, the invasion jarred on everybody’s
         projects. More to the point, maybe, was the fact that these workers liked the Valyans. It was hard to stand helpless while
         the mountain folk were being robbed.
      

      
      Helpless? he thought. We’ll see about that. At the same time, the back of his mind told him that this had been going on for weeks. If it was possible to curb Stellar,
         wouldn’t someone already have acted?
      

      
      He and his partners had been on a different continent, mainly to observe dance rituals. Everywhere on the planet, choreography
         was an intimate, intricate part of life. To minimize the effect of their presence, they had parked their car well away from
         the site. The risk in thus cutting themselves off from radio contact had not seemed worth worrying about. But then he came
         back to a woe that he might have been able to prevent. …
      

      
      Outside the base stood half a dozen knockdown shelters, their plastic garish against the soft reds and browns of vegetation.
         Karagatzis had told Eric how the Stellar Metals men had chased the few earlier independent gold miners—whose activities had been harmless, as small as their scale was—out of the mountains along
         with every native who resisted. The victims were waiting for the next supply ship to give them transportation.
      

      
      Of the several men whom he saw sitting idle and embittered, one rose and approached him. Eric had met him before, Leandro
         Mendoza. “Hello, Freeman Tamarin-Asmundsen,” he said without smiling.
      

      
      For a split second, in his preoccupation, the Hermetian was startled. Who? Surnames were not ordinarily used in conversation
         with his class; he was “Lord Eric” when addressed formally, otherwise plain “Eric” or, to close comrades, “Gunner.” He remembered
         that Mendoza was using Earth-style Anglic, and swore at himself. “Hail,” he said as he came to a reluctant halt.
      

      
      “Been away, have you?” Mendoza asked. “Just got the news, eh?”

      
      “Yes. If you’ll excuse me, I’m in haste.”

      
      “To see Sheldon Wyler? What do you think you can do?”

      
      “I’ll find out.”

      
      “Be careful you don’t find out the hard way. We did.”

      
      “Uh, yes, I heard his razzos ordered you off your own digs, with guns to back them up. Where’s your equipment?”

      
      “Sold. No choice. We each had a nova’s worth of investment in it, and not yet enough earned to pay for shipping it elsewhere.
         He bought us out at a price that leaves us only half ruined.”
      

      
      Eric scowled. “Was that wise? Haven’t you compromised your case when you bring it to court? You will sue, of course.”

      
      Mendoza rattled forth a laugh. “In a Commonwealth court? If Stellar itself hasn’t bought the judge, another company will have;
         and they swap favors. Our plea would be thrown out before we’d finished making it.”
      

      
      “I meant the Polesotechnic League. Its ethics tribunal.”

      
      “Are you joking?” After a few breaths, Mendoza added, “Well, run along if you want to. I appreciate your good intentions.”
         Head drooping, he turned away.
      

      
      Eric stalked on. “What did your other self say?” Charlie asked—a rough translation of his trilled question. Psychologists
         were still trying to understand the concept of you-and-me which lay beneath the upland language. And now, Eric thought, the whole upland
         culture was in danger of disruption by the operations in its country.
      

      
      His own vocabulary was meager, the result of sessions with an inductive educator. “He is among those who were taking gold
         before the newcomers drove them off,” he explained.
      

      
      “Yes, ourselves know himselves well. They paid generously in tools and cloths for the right to dig a few holes. The newcomers
         pay nothing. What is much worse, they scatter the woods-cattle.”
      

      
      “The man who spoke to me did not expect my success.”

      
      “Do you?”

      
      Eric didn’t respond.

      
      At the garage, he chose a car and motioned Charlie in ahead of him. The Valyan’s antennae quivered. He had never flown before.
         Yet when the vehicle rose on silent negagravity, he regarded the land through the bubble canopy and said, “I can guide you.
         Steer yonder.” He pointed north of east.
      

      
      A human with a corresponding background could not have interpreted an aerial view so fast the first time, Eric thought. He
         had come here about a year ago prepared to feel a little patronizingly amicable toward beings whose most advanced society
         was in a bronze age. He had progressed to admiring them. Technologically they had nothing to teach a starfaring species. However,
         he wondered what eventual influence might come from their arts and their philosophies.
      

      
      If their societies survived. The foundations of existence are often gruesomely vulnerable. As an immediate example, the uplanders
         got most of their food from leaf-eating beasts, not wild, not tame, but something which neither of those words quite fitted.
         By filling the choicest territory with seeking, gouging, roaring machines, the Stellar Metals expedition broke up the herds:
         and thus became akin to a plague of locusts on ancient Earth.
      

      
      By all three blundering Fates, jagged through Eric, why does gold have to be an important industrial resource? The mature part of him said dryly: Its conductivity, malleability, and relative chemical inertness. He protested: Why does an outsider corporation have to come plundering it here, when they could go to thousands of worlds that are barren? The response came: A rich deposit was noticed by a planetologist, and word got out, and a minor gold rush started, which the corporation heard about. The prospecting had already
            been done; and on Valya men need no expensive, time-consuming life support apparatus.

      
      Then why did the lode have to occur right where it is? That question had no answer.
      

      
      The car flew rapidly over the coastal plain. Land wrinkled upward, turned into a range clad in trees. An ugly bare patch hove
         in view beside a lake. Charlie pointed, Eric descended.
      

      
      On the ground, a pair of guards hurried to meet him as he emerged, a human and a Merseian. “What re you doing here?” the man
         snapped. “This is a no trespassing zone.”
      

      
      Eric bristled. “Who gave you property rights?”

      
      “Never mind. We have them and we enforce them. Go.”

      
      “I want to see Sheldon Wyler.”

      
      “He’s seen enough of you slopheads.” The guard dropped hand to the blaster holstered at his waist. “Go, or do we have to get
         tough?”
      

      
      “I don’t believe he’d appreciate your assaulting the heir presumptive to the throne of Hermes,” Eric said.

      
      The mercenaries could not quite hide nervousness. The Grand Duchy was not many light-years hence, and it did possess a miniature
         navy. “All right, come along,” said the human at length.
      

      
      Crossing the dusty ground, Eric saw few workers. Most of them were out raping the forest. Stellar was not content to pick
         at veins and sift streams. It ripped the quartz from whole mountainsides, passed it through a mobile extractor, and left heaps
         of poisonous slag; it sent whole rivers through hydraulic separators, no matter how much swimming life was destroyed.
      

      
      Inside a prefab cabin was a monastic office. Wyler sat behind the desk. He was bulky and heavy-featured, with a walrus mustache,
         and at first he was unexpectedly mild of manner. Dismissing the guards, he invited, “Have a chair. Smoke? These cigars are
         Earth-grown tobacco.” Eric shook his head and lowered himself. “So you’re going to be Grand Duke someday,” Wyler continued.
         “I thought that job was elective.”
      

      
      “It is, but the eldest child is normally chosen.”

      
      “How come you’re being a scientist here, then?”

      
      “Preparation. A Grand Duke deals with nonhumans too. Uh, xenological experience—” Eric’s voice trailed off. Damn! The illwreaker’s already put me on the defensive.

      
      “So you don’t really speak for your world?”

      
      “No, but—no—Well), I write home. In time I’ll be going home.”

      
      Wyler nodded. “Sure, we’d like you to have a good opinion of us. How about hearing our side of the case?”

      
      Eric leaned forward, fists on knees. “Freelady Karagatzis has, uh, told me what you told her. I know how you got your ‘charter
         for exploration and development. “I know you claim real property is not a local institution, thus you violate no rights. And
         you say you’ll be done in a year or two, pack up and leave. Yes. You needn’t repeat to me.”
      

      
      ‘Then maybe you needn’t repeat what your leader said.”

      
      “But care you not what you’re doing?”

      
      Wyler shrugged. “Every time a spaceship lands on a new planet, you get consequences. We knew nobody had objected to mining
         by free lances, though they had no charter—no legal standing. I was ready to bargain about compensation for the jumpies …
         the natives. But for that, I’d need the help of your experts. What I got was goddamn obstructionism.”
      

      
      “Yes, for there’s no way to compensate for ruining a country. Argh, why go on?” Eric snarled. “You never cared. From the beginning,
         you intended being a gang of looters.”
      

      
      “That’s for the courts to decide, wouldn’t you say? Not that they’d try a suit, when no serious injury can be shown.” Wyler
         put elbows on desk and bridged his fingers. “Frankly, you disappoint me. I’d hoped you wouldn’t go through the same stale
         chatter. I can claim to be doing good too, you know. Industry needs gold. You’d put the convenience of a few thousand goddamn
         savages against the needs of billions of civilized beings.”
      

      
      “I—I—Very well.” Eric lifted his head. “Let’s talk plainly. You’ve made an enemy of me, and I have influence on Hermes. Want
         you to keep things that way, or not?”
      

      
      “Naturally, Stellar Metals wants to be friends, if you’ll allow. But as for your threat—I admit I’m no expert on your people.
         But I do seem to remember they’ve got their own discontented class. Will they, really want to take on the troubles of a bunch of goddamn outsiders, long after these operations are over and done with? I
         doubt it. I think your mother has more sense.”
      

      
      In the end, Eric went bootless back to his car. It was the first absolute defeat he had ever known. As Karagatzis had warned,
         telling Charlie made it doubly painful.
      

      
      Y minus 5.

      
      That moon of Babur which humans had dubbed Ayisha was of approximately Lunar size. From a viewport in one of the colony domes,
         Benoni Strang looked out at dimly lit stone, ashen and crater-pocked. The sky was black and stars shone unwinking through
         airlessness. The planet hung gibbous, a great amber shield emblazoned with bands of cloud whose whiteness was softened by
         tints of ocher and cinnabar. Rearing above the near horizon, a skeletal test-pad support for spacecraft seemed like a siege
         tower raised against the universe.
      

      
      Within the domes were more than warmth, Earth-normal weight, air that a man dared breathe. Strang stood on velvety grass,
         among flowering bushes. Behind him the park held a ball court, a swimming pool, fountains, tables where you could sit to dine
         on delicate food and drink choice wines. Elsewhere in the base were pleasure facilities of different kinds, ranging from a
         handicraft shop and an amateur theater to vices as elaborate as any in the known worlds. Folk here did not only need distraction
         from exacting work. They needed offsets for the fact that they would spend goodly portions of their lives on Ayisha and Babur
         and in ambient space; that they got no leaves of absence, were allowed no visitors, and had their outgoing mail censored.
         Those who eventually could endure it no longer, even with high pay accumulating at home, must submit to memory wipe before
         departing. The agreement was part of their contract, which colony police stood ready to enforce.
      

      
      Strang’s mind returned to early years, the toil and peril and austerity when men first carved for themselves a foothold in
         this waste; and he almost regretted them. He had been young then.
      

      
      Though I was never especially merry as the young are supposed to be, he thought. I was always too driven.
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