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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


Seen from Earth, the sun of the planet which men have named New Lemuria lies in the southern constellation of Toucan. Of course, it is not seen from Earth except through powerful telescopes, for it lies more than 200 light-years away. A Sol-type star is nowhere near bright enough to reach the naked eye across such a distance.


Nevertheless, New Lemuria is especially interesting to humans, not only because the world is quite similar to Earth, but because its natives are quite similar to them. It was only natural for the Interbeing League to make humans its agents for the guidance of this race. Although the League was organized for the mutual benefit of all starfaring creatures, one must admit that—for example—an eight-tentacled Zaggerak, breathing hydrogen at minus 100 degrees, would be at somewhat of a disadvantage here.


And guidance, education, development have long been recognized as a duty which the civilized owe to the primitive. Glamorous though a preindustrial society may look, it is nearly always overburdened with handicaps and horrors which modern science and technology can eliminate. Furthermore, every new planet which joins the League is one more contributor to its strength and prosperity.


At the same time, the greatest care is essential. Development must not go too fast. Only imagine atomic bombs in the possession of Stone Age savages! More seriously, imagine natives becoming dependent on the products of an industry which they are unable to operate themselves. Still more seriously, consider the chaos and heartbreak that a sudden breakdown of ancient institutions always causes. Finally, by far the most important, is the right of every people to freely choose their own destiny.


Thus guidance may not be thrust on a race. It may only be offered. If the offer is accepted, the agents of the League must operate with extreme care, never letting their actions run ahead of their knowledge. They must enforce severe restrictions both on themselves and on any visitors from space. Often the natives will object to such a policy of making haste slowly. But it is for their own long-range good.


At first the case of New Lemuria looked fairly typical. League representatives contacted the leaders of its most advanced society. To be exact, they contacted the rulers of the Kingdom of Talyina, the largest, strongest, and most influential country on the planet. It had reached an Iron Age level of development. Socially it was backward, being a kind of feudal monarchy. But the Talyinan lords were willing to let the League establish a base, if only for the sake of the trade goods this would bring in.


From the League viewpoint, that was just a means to an end—the gradual introduction of the ideas and ideals of civilization. It would take generations, perhaps centuries before New Lemuria was ready for full status and membership in the commonalty of the starfaring worlds. But the program looked straightforward.


Until, early in this particular game—


WILLIAM RUPERT, New Lemuria: A Study of the Random Factor, thesis submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for a master’s degree in sociotechnics at the University of Bagdadburgh.




1. The Innocent Voyage


For once the Honorable Athelstan Pomfrey, Plenipotentiary of the Interbeing League to the Kingdom of Talyina and (in theory) the planet of New Lemuria, had met somebody more pompous than himself.


“But,” he sputtered, “but I am not convinced you understand, yes, comprehend the situation. The, ah, exigencies. Underdeveloped autochthons of warlike thought patterns, having lately undergone political upheaval—”


“Quite,” interrupted Bertram Cecil Featherstone Smyth-Cholmondoley.


So far he had replied to Pomfrey’s booming pronouncements, admonitions, and citations with fourteen “quites” and eight “indeeds.” As he stood aside, Charlie Stuart found himself enjoying the spectacle. He began to feel hopes of getting some fun, as well as instruction, out of his daily sessions with Bertram.


Not that he wasn’t fond of his tutor. But why had bad luck decreed that the Hoka would seize on the one particular model he did? Surely the cosmos held more colorful possibilities than an Oxford don.


Now his father was chuckling, too. That made Charlie happier still. Dad had seemed glum for quite a while, and Charlie knew the reason. Malcolm Stuart, captain of the space freighter Highland Lass, was worried about his only son. Charlie felt it but didn’t know what to do about it. Somehow, in the last few years, an invisible wall had risen between them. Each realized how much the other wanted to break through, but neither was able.


“You will be well beyond the treaty zone where League police may travel,” Pomfrey was saying for about the twentieth time. “If you get into trouble, we can’t send a rescue party after you. Can try to negotiate, but if that fails, my hands are tied.”


“Quite,” said Bertram Smyth-Cholmondoley.


The two of them were worth traveling far to watch, Charlie thought. They stood with their rotund stomachs almost touching; the paunch of the human Plenipotentiary overhung the middle bulge of the Hoka. Pomfrey was balding and jowly. He gained little from his fashionable purple jacket, lacy white shirt, yellow bell-bottom trousers, and red slippers. They simply added to his respectability.


Bertram’s quieter garb gave a wild contrast. For one thing, it was hundreds of years out of date, belonging to the nineteenth or early twentieth century on Earth. Faultless morning coat, old school tie over starched linen, striped trousers, spats, top hat, and monocle in one eye—which didn’t actually need any help—would have been suitable in a museum. They most certainly were not suitable on a living teddy bear whose round head reached to the chest of an adult human.


“Oh, your persons should be safe,” Pomfrey intoned. “I wouldn’t let you go at all if they weren’t used to visitors in Grushka and if the local baron didn’t keep this entire island well pacified.”


“Indeed,” said Bertram in his shrill voice and clipped accent. He waved a languid hand which, except for the stubbiness of the fingers, was very humanlike. The rest of him was less so. His moon face, crowned by upstanding semicircular ears, consisted of two beady black eyes and a blunt muzzle with a moist black nose. Though he walked erect on two legs, those were short and thick, even in proportion to his tubby body. Soft golden fur covered his skin.


“My apprehensions principally concern unpredictable effects you yourselves may have on the citizenry,” Pomfrey declared. “Remember, they underwent a revolution a few years ago. Unrest is prevalent. Banditry is on the increase through most of the kingdom. It is not inconceivable that some random influence may touch a nerve, spark an explosion.”


“Quite,” said Bertram.


“Should adverse effects ensue, you would be liable to punishment,” Pomfrey continued. “We, the fully civilized, are responsible for the welfare of our underdeveloped brothers, or at a minimum for not provoking unnecessary trouble among them. Indeed—”


Bertram gave him a mildly indignant look, as if to accuse him of stealing that word.


Charlie’s gaze wandered. How long must this argument go on?


The Commission dwelled in a walled compound. The buildings were prefabricated on Earth, therefore uninteresting to a visitor who had spent most of his eighteen years on that planet. The flower beds between them did hold gorgeous, strangely colored and shaped native blossoms, whose perfumes blended with the sea salt in a gentle breeze. Above one side of the compound towered the spaceship he had come in. But his eyes went from that metal spear to treetops glimpsed across the stockade. Their green was subtly different from any he had ever seen back home. They rustled and shimmered beneath a few white clouds which walked through a dazzling day.


How he longed to be off!


“I frankly wish you and young Mr. Stuart had not taken an electronic cram in the Talyinan language,” Pomfrey was droning. “A number of islanders, including your guide, speak English. If you, with only the sketchiest knowledge of the psychopolitical situation, of this entire culture and its mores, if you should ignorantly say something which disturbs one of those turbulent warriors—”


Bertram must have been getting impatient too, for he was finally stirred to a new reply. “Tut-tut!” he said, and tapped Pomfrey in the stomach.


“What?” The Plenipotentiary gaped at him.


Bertram reached up, hooked Pomfrey’s elbow, and pulled the human down toward him till their heads were at a confidential distance. He did this without effort. In spite of being short and chubby, Bertram, like any Hoka, had astounding strength and speed. He would have been more than a match for three or four full-grown men in good shape, let alone an aging and overweight diplomat. Casually, he yanked the other down so that the chief representative of the Interbeing League was forced to stand on one foot and flail his free arm to keep balance.


“Yonder lad,” said Bertram kindly, “is, as you have observed, my pupil. I’ve been engaged to tutor him during his travels. He must be prepared to enter college when we return. Ergo, in the absence of his father, Captain Stuart, I stand in loco parentis to Master Charles Edward. On this little jaunt of ours into the hinterland, I myself shall be responsible. Hence you may set your mind at rest. Quod erat demonstrandum.” After a second he added, “Your mind is at rest, isn’t it?”


“Guk!” gargled Pomfrey, striving to escape from the iron grip upon him, regain his lost balance, and reassert his dignity. “It is! It is!”


Bertram released him. He gasped and wiped a sweaty brow.


“Then pip-pip, old chap.” The Hoka beamed. “Best we be off now, if we’re to make Grushka by nightfall, eh, what? I’ve studied those jolly old maps of yours.” He bowed to the space skipper. “Sir, I feel confident our junket will prove must educational for my charge.” In a whisper that could be heard for meters: “Enlightening. Psychologically salutary. Right?” To Charlie: “Come, my young friend, say your farewells in proper style and let’s be gone. We’ve already kept our chauffeur waiting an unconscionable time. Mustn’t abuse the lower classes.”


Charlie first offered Pomfrey a polite, though formal, good-bye. The Plenipotentiary wasn’t a bad man. He seemed too fussy and rule-bound, perhaps not the ideal choice for a medieval-like country. But he had been hospitable enough and had actually raised no serious objection to the proposed tour.


To shake his father’s hand was more difficult for Charlie. Except for red hair, blue eyes, and freckled, sharply cut features, they hadn’t a great deal in common. Both wished it were otherwise. Captain Stuart was tall and rawboned, hearty of manner, as intelligent as a space officer must be, but fonder of sports than study. Charlie would never match his father’s height. In plain blue tunic and trousers, his frame showed wiry rather than muscular.


“So long, Dad,” he said, in a low voice.


“Take care,” Captain Stuart answered softly. Louder: “A good orbit to you! Enjoy yourself!”


“Th-thanks.” Charlie turned about fast and hurried off with Bertram.


Captain Stuart stared after them till they were out of sight. Pomfrey cleared his throat. “Ah-hum!” said the Plenipotentiary. “I hope my cautionings don’t have you worried. Simply my duty, to reinforce proper procedures in their minds. They should encounter no hazard whatsoever. And it’s merely for a week.”


In fact, the jaunt was scheduled for less than that, since New Lemuria rotates in twenty hours.


The tall man shook himself. “Oh. Sure,” he said.


“Merely a trip to Grushka, to inspect native architecture, folkways, historic sites, et cetera,” Pomfrey continued. “Scores of people have made it, mostly spacehands but not infrequently passengers, when a vessel which called there has had a layover like yours. The inhabitants are used to tourists.”


Stuart nodded absently. He had reviewed the situation in detail before he gave his own permission.


His ship had brought a consignment of off-planet wares and was supposed to pick up local products in exchange—dried seafood, vegetable oils, exotic furs, and handicrafts. Because of the current troubles, these goods were not waiting for him, but delivery was promised soon. In such cases, the rule was that a freighter delayed liftoff. Native merchandise was seldom especially valuable to a far-flung civilization. But the encouragement of those natives to deal with that civilization was important.


The Kingdom of Talyina occupied no continent, but rather a group of islands. Shverkadi was neither the greatest nor the least of these. It lay near the western edge of the archipelago. The League Commission wanted to remain a little offside, so as not to get too closely involved with a monarchy that was often oppressive. It established its base at the thinly populated north end of Shverkadi. The harbor town of Grushka was at the south end.


“I would have avoided the lecturing altogether,” Pomfrey said—Stuart privately doubted that—“except for the recent political unrest, which may not be finished yet. But given reasonable discretion, no outsiders should meet serious problems.”


“Anyhow,” the captain replied in a rough tone, “you can’t keep a young fellow tied down forever. You’ve got to let him try his wings, never mind the risk.”


Pomfrey stroked a double chin. “The, ah, circumstances do appear a trifle unusual,” he remarked.


Stuart couldn’t help blurting, “Maybe not. Spacemen spend long stretches away from home. It makes for strains in the family.”


“You wish to, ah, become closer to your son, and therefore took him along on this trip?”


“Yes. He’s always been … well, bookish. Too much by himself, I think; living too much in his imagination, not the real universe. Oh, don’t get me wrong. I’m all for learning. If Charlie becomes an artist or a scientist or whatever, that’s fine. But hang it, he ought to live more. Finally my wife and I agreed he should come on a voyage with me. A swing through the frontier worlds might stimulate him to be more active, more sociable. That’s why I haven’t opposed, have even pushed, his idea of visiting Grushka. And I’m deliberately sending no one along except Bertram. Let’s start Charlie coping with things by himself, instead of daydreaming while somebody else manages for him.”


Pomfrey raised his eyebrows. “I must say, Captain, that sophont who accompanies him is, mmm, unique.”


Stuart relaxed a bit and laughed. “Isn’t he!”


Pomfrey grimaced. “A Hoka, did you call him?”


“Yes. Native of the planet Toka. I’m surprised you haven’t heard of it. It’s still under guidance, but moving fast toward full status. A good many individuals of that race already have jobs or scholarships that keep them on other worlds. Bertram studied in Great Britain. It’s affected him.”


“It certainly has!” Pomfrey huffed. “Though why he should imitate a classical rather than a modern Englishman is beyond me.”


Stuart laughed again. “That’s the Hoka character. They’re extremely bright and quick to learn. But they have absolutely overriding imaginations. Any role that strikes a Hoka’s fancy he’ll play to the hilt, till he hits on a different one that he likes better.” He paused. “Or is ‘play’ the right word? ‘Live’ might be more accurate. Oh, a Hoka doesn’t get confused about identity or anything like that. But apparently he’s so single-minded, so thoroughgoing, that his new personality becomes the true one, for him or for his entire society. I’ve been on Toka myself and seen complete replicas of the Wild West, Camelot, the French Foreign Legion—things Earth forgot long ago, but the Hokas found in books or tapes. Somehow, our Bertram decided to be an old-time Oxford don.”


“And still you hired him for a tutor?” Pomfrey asked.


“By and large, I’m well pleased. Bertram may slouch about smoking a foul old pipe and quoting tag ends of Latin. But he knows what he’s supposed to know, and he gets the information into Charlie’s head. I can’t even guess how much miscellaneous learning he carries around besides. And then he’s physically powerful. We might someday be glad he is.”


Pomfrey winced at that reminder. Stuart saw, and decided to be gentle to his host. “Why not come aboard ship?” he invited. “I’ve stuff you haven’t seen yet, from any number of planets, that ought to interest you. Frankly, I admire you for sticking it out in this backwater where nothing important ever happens.”




2. Stranger in a Strange Land


As he left the compound, Charlie lost what sadness he had felt at bidding his father good-bye. He was off for adventure! He all but pranced in sheer glee. Gravity on New Lemuria is 90 percent that of Earth—no great difference, but he could feel that he was several kilos lighter than at home. And the sun stood at early morning; wind whooped off the sea and brawled in the trees; overhead soared winged creatures that were snowy against a sapphire sky.


The vehicle in which he and Bertram were to ride stood beyond the main gate. Its driver lifted his right arm in salute.


He was a typical New Lemurian of this region, which is to say he looked rather like a man whose legs were a trifle too long for the stocky torso. In fact, all his proportions were noticeably though not extremely nonhuman. His hands bore six fingers apiece. On his blocky head, the eyes were large and green, with no whites showing; the nose flat; the ears pointed and movable. His blue hair grew in a crest over the top of his scalp. His skin was bright yellow. He had no beard but, being a male, sported catlike whiskers, which he had dyed red.


For clothes he wore a bolero jacket of scaly leather, green trousers tucked into floppy boots, a scarlet sash, and a pouch. Sheathed at one hip was a knife, at the other a curved sword.


“Greeting!” he hailed in English. The shape of his speech organs added an indescribable overtone to his Talyinan accent. “I am Toreg, your friendly guide. Please to go aboard.”


While Charlie had seen a yachina before, this was his first chance to travel in one. It ought to be an unusual experience, to say the least. The conveyance vaguely resembled a wooden Ferris wheel. Around its rim were six platforms. On each of these stood a yachi—the chief beast of burden on New Lemuria, suggestive of a giant kangaroo, though with a larger head and a blue pelt. The yachis were tethered, not harnessed, in place. At the hub of the double wheel hung a gimbal-mounted open box with benches inside.


Toreg helped carry their baggage up one of the spokes. These were also ladders, being twinned and having rungs between their halves. After stowing the gear, the three took their places, Charlie on the rear bench, the two others side by side in front. “Please to hang on tight till we have speed,” warned the native. “I, Toreg, require this.” He took a long whip from a socket and cracked it behind the yachi directly ahead of him.


Well trained, the beast leaped upward. Obedient to the third law of motion, the yachina began rolling forward. The next yachi bounded likewise, and the next, until they were all rhythmically hopping. Six gongs of varying tones, beaten by a cam-driven arrangement, directed them.


At first progress was in shuddering jerks. But as the yachina accelerated, the ride became smoother. Soon they moved at what Charlie estimated was an even ten kilometers per hour. It seemed like an utterly mad design for a vehicle, before he reflected that New Lemuria had no horses, oxen, or indeed any large and steady-gaited domestic animals.


Feet thumped on planks; gongs resounded; gravel in the dirt road rattled; the whole structure creaked and groaned. Above the noise, Toreg said, “We stop at village called Push for lunch and change team. Next we push on. Is joke. Is to go ha-ha.”


“Well, actually, old egg,” replied Bertram in fluent Talyinan, “considering the meaning of ‘Push’”—which was the name of a variety of seafowl—“I am forced to admit that your otherwise miserable pun includes winged words.”


“Hai!” exclaimed Toreg in the same language. “You talk good Peoplespeak!”


Bertram’s nose rose slightly in the air. “Come, come, my dear fellow,” he said, in English so he could employ certain technical terms. “I speak not good but perfect Talyinan. You will find Master Stuart equally proficient. True, we did not acquire a bally native lingo just for the sake of a week’s touring. It was to initiate my pupil in the use of the electronic language inductor.”


Toreg’s crest and whiskers bristled. His lips curled back, revealing formidable teeth. “Seek you to make fun of me?” he growled in his own tongue. “If so, declare it like an honest male, that we may duel and I cut you in half.”


“Oh, piffle.” Bertram adjusted his monocle. “I couldn’t allow that. Not when I’m responsible for the scion of the Stuart house. Fine sort of guardian I’d look, cut in half. Eh, what? No offense intended, I assure you. Here, have a drop of sherry and let us revel in the good old rustic scene, what, what, what?” From beneath his coat he produced a silver hip flask uncapped and offered it.


Toreg took the container and sniffed. A broad grin made his mustache tips quiver. No doubt his threat had not been seriously meant, Charlie decided. In a violent culture, a male of warrior stock had to be touchy or at any rate act like it.


Charlie turned his attention from Toreg to the landscape about them. And indeed the landscape was delightful. Tall feather-leaved trees, full of rich fragrance, bright-winged insects and caroling birds, confronted a grassy slope which led down to sparkling sea waters. Afar he glimpsed a fishing boat, high-prowed beneath a red fore-and-aft sail.


Of course, he thought, he probably should avoid words like “insect,” “bird”, or “grass.” Though life on New Lemuria had close parallels to that on Earth, any biologist could point out innumerable differences. However, for ordinary purposes it was easiest to use unscientific language—for instance, to say “fish” instead of “ichthyoid” …


“Ho!” Toreg was exclaiming happily. “Shmiriz!”


“No—” Bertram began. He was too late. Toreg put the flask to his mouth and poured down a healthy swig of the contents. Then he choked. He dropped the liquor and clutched at his throat.


“Ee-ee-aa-aaroo-ooh!” he howled. “I burn! I am on fire! Poisoned! Help!”


Bertram caught the flask in midair and turned around to Charlie. “Now there, young Stuart,” he said gravely, “let that be a lesson to you. Note well the effects of a limited education. This disgraceful hullaballoo over a simple drop of sherry.”


“That’s what you call it,” Charlie retorted. “It’s really that awful rotgut nobody but a Hoka can drink without ruining himself inside.”


“Tut-tut,” said Bertram. “I see I must coach you in logic. A gentleman drinks sherry. I am a gentleman. Therefore, what I drink is sherry.”


Meanwhile Toreg’s wails had diminished to grunts, which gradually developed a pleased note. At last he paused, looked at Bertram, and licked his lips. “More sherry?” he asked.


“Within strict limits, old chap,” said the Hoka. “You must remain fit to drive, what? And you’re accustomed to nothing stronger than that, ah, shmiriz you mentioned.” The metabolism of his own race gave him an incredible capacity for alcohol before he was much affected by it.


“Ha, little you know!” Toreg grabbed the flask and took a more careful gulp. “I am a warrior—a household trooper of Lord Dzenko of Roshchak—as mighty at the flowing bowl and the steaming trencher as I am on the field of battle.”


Bertram grew interested. “Say on, old bean,” he urged.


For an alarmed instant, Charlie wondered if his tutor might decide to switch roles and become a barbaric Talyinan. But no, that would scarcely happen. However volatile on the surface, Hokas kept steadfast in what counted. Besides, they usually adopted characters from human history or literature.
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