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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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It is said the warrior's is the twofold way of pen and sword, and he should have a taste for both ways....

Miyamoto Musashi 

A Book of Five Rings 

Standard year 1643

 

 

The Planet New Hope

 

The Milford Academy for Young Men was more notable for its location on the fashionable side of First Hill than for the quality of its architecture. Still, the cream-colored columns and reddish-black bricks were reminiscent of the universities the students hoped to attend, and made the institution seem more dignified.

A series of long, hill-hugging terraces had been carved out of the slope below the academy. Dorn Voss followed a flight of stairs down past the field where a soccer game swirled, past the pavilion where first-formers thrashed around the swimming pool and into the overgrown jungle that he regarded as his own private domain. The garden had been an orderly place once, rich with green foliage, colorful flowers, exotic scents, and the sound of steadily dripping water. The microhabitats, some twenty-five in all, had been designed by Mr. Halworthy and maintained by his students.

Dorn knew he'd never forget the fringe of gray-white hair, the black X where Halworthy's suspenders crossed the vast expanse of white shirt, and the old man's barely heard voice as he delivered the lecture to the plants rather than his students.

Many of the boys had disliked Halworthy, and found his subject dry and boring, but Dorn was the exception. He liked anything connected with space travel, and the scientist had been a member of a survey team in his younger days. Hal-worthy had explored virgin planets, cataloged alien life forms, and lived to tell about it. All of which added depth to his lectures, or so it seemed to Dorn, who had looked up to the older man as a surrogate father. Halworthy was gone now, killed by a plague variant with a number instead of a name, and his almost daily contacts with the slum people. How many gardens produced more vegetables because of the old man? How many children went to bed with full stomachs because of his advice? Hundreds ... maybe thousands.

That was a year ago now, a year in which two-thirds of the alien microhabs had died, and local plants had moved in to take their places. Plants that brushed Dorn's shoulders as he made his way between them and threatened to obliterate all that Halworthy had built. The hand-lettered signs were difficult to read now, and the black irrigation tubing was hard to follow as it snaked its way through the garden. There had been talk of a new botanist at first, but it seemed as if no one wanted the job, and Dorn couldn't blame them. Of the Confederacy's more than 500 worlds, New Hope was one of the most backward.

Dorn followed a path that skirted the greenhouse and made its way out onto a weed-encircled terrace. The city of Oro shimmered in the afternoon sun and stretched for as far as the eye could see. The slums, more than 300 square miles of them, started beyond the electrified fence that circled the hill, and spread out from there. Most of the buildings were one or two stories high. A lack of steel reinforcing rods made it impossible to build anything taller. What little bit of iron ore New Hope had was notoriously hard to mine, and the cost of importing finished metal was prohibitively high.

So, with the exception of a small group of extremely wealthy families, most citizens lived in grinding poverty—poverty that stemmed from a lack of natural resources, a highly stratified society, and systemic overpopulation.

Dorn knew those things as he looked out over the endless concrete hovels, the smoke that spiraled up toward a polluted sky, and the rivers of filth that flowed toward the sea. He saw the conditions but didn't feel them. And why should he? Especially since he'd been born on another planet and sent to New Hope for an education, or as a way to get rid of him, he wasn't sure which. New Hope was little more than a prison, so far as he was concerned, having nothing to do with him or his future.

The teenager looked around, verified that he was alone, and lit a stim stick. The smoke bit into his lungs, chemicals found their way into his bloodstream, and he felt better. The voice was unexpected and caused him to jump. "Mr. Voss? Are you there, Mr. Voss?"

The title "Mr." combined with the high, piping voice was a dead giveaway. A first- or second-year student had been sent to find him. Dorn considered extinguishing the stim stick and decided against it. An underclassman wouldn't dare report him, and the news that he'd been smoking would enhance his already seedy reputation, a reputation that kept both students and faculty at bay.

The "rat," as the younger boys were known, was about ten years old. He burst out of the undergrowth as if shot from a cannon. His hair was wet from the pool, his swimsuit was at least one size too large, and blood oozed from scratches on his arms and legs. His name was Wiley or some such, and he looked scared. "Mr. Voss! Come quick! The uppers grabbed Mr. Mundulo, and they're killing him!"

Dorn was seventeen years old and towered over the little boy. He took a drag from his stim stick and released the smoke the same way his favorite holo hero always did. He didn't like the way the younger students were treated but saw no reason to get involved. “Mr. Mundulo gets the crap beat out of him every day, so what's the big deal?"

"The blood," the little boy said earnestly. "It's all over the place and they keep hitting him."

Dorn sighed, tried to convince himself to let the matter drop, and failed. He could have asked, "Why me?" but he already knew the answer. Wiley and his fellow rodents couldn't go to the faculty, not with a hundred years' worth of tradition staring them in the face, so, since Dorn had been nice to them, well, not nice, exactly, but not mean either, they hoped he'd intervene.

The senior added the stim stick to the collection of butts already scattered around the terrace and gestured toward the bushes. "Lead the way, rat, and you'd better be right."

The little boy dashed away, and Dorn followed at a more dignified pace. What if the little shit was exaggerating the way rats tended to do? Appearances were important, and he had an image to protect. His peers wouldn't appreciate meddling and could make his life miserable if they chose to.

It took the better part of five minutes for Dorn to climb the stairs and make his way into the swim pavilion. He heard the beating before he saw it. The voice was loud and echoed off interior walls. “Hey, rat, take it like a man ... What, you think I'm stupid? Faking won't work."

Dorn smelled chlorine and noted the water-slicked tiles as he passed through a gauntlet of frightened faces. The room had locker-lined walls and a bench that ran down the middle. Mist thickened the air. The rats came in all colors, shapes, and sizes. They stood in front of their lockers and shivered when the outside air hit them.

Dora took them in with a single glance, along with the pitiful, nearly unrecognizable creature who occupied the center of the room. Mundulo had been tied to a pillar, beaten senseless, and beaten again. His eyes were swollen shut, his lips were pulped, and contusions covered his torso. Dorn saw blood bubble as air passed between the boy's lips and gave thanks that he was alive. A pool of vomit mixed with urine surrounded the rat's feet and added to the room's already funky smell.

The boy's tormentors, a group of uppers that the rats referred to as the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse, turned toward Dorn. Confident smirks confirmed what Dorn had surmised. The coach was away and wouldn't return soon. Their leader, a sallow-faced youth named Cramer, waved a bloodstained hand. "Well, this is a surprise, the Voss-man himself. What's up, Dorn? Come to join the fun?"

Dorn shook his head. "No, a few laps, that's all. Are you finished here? I'd like to change."

Cramer looked skeptical. "You? Work out? Since when? No, I think it was something else that brought you here, something that looks and smells like a rat." The upperclassman's hand shot out and grabbed Wiley's hair. The little boy twisted free and started to run. An upper named Havlick grabbed the youth and held him off the floor.

Dorn frowned. "That's enough. Put him down."

"So," Cramer said softly, "the rumors are true. The Voss-man is a rat lover. Well, come on, rat lover, show the rodents how you love them."

Havlick looked doubtful. "I don't know, Cramer..."

"You don't know what?" Cramer demanded sarcastically. "Who your father was? Get real, Havlick ... You don't believe that crap, do you? Have you ever seen Voss fight? No? Well, neither have I. Voss invented that martial arts crap to scare idiots like you."

Havlick licked thick, meaty lips and shrugged. "Sure, Cramer, whatever you say."

Dorn looked at the others, saw the hunger in their eyes, and knew there was no escape. None of the Horsemen had been present during the single fight that marked his first year at the academy. He remembered the long hours spent with his sister and the sound of her voice. "No, your other left, dummy ... Start face forward, feet apart, arms hanging at your sides. Now, move your right foot back and out at a forty-five-degree angle. Okay ... not bad for a geek. All right, bend your knees a little, rotate your hips to the right, and try to look scary. No, I said 'scary,' not 'stupid.' Good. Now, bend your left arm, keep your elbow low, and raise your fist. See? That protects your face and chest. In the meantime, you need to pull your right hand back to your hip, and hold your palm up. Perfect, or as perfect as a little turd like you is likely to get."

The stance came naturally, as did the three commandments that went with it: Strike the target, snap back, and hit hard. The Horsemen came all at once, the way bullies tend to do, hoping to overwhelm Dorn with brute force. Dorn hit Cramer with the heel of his right hand. The boy fell and skidded. Havlick tripped on the body. The rats cheered as he went down.

The third upper, a weight lifter known as Malo, blocked a throat chop, threw a right, and connected with Dorn's chin. Dorn staggered, reset his stance, and threw a spin kick. Something crunched and Malo fell. He started to cry.

Cramer was back, as was Havlick, cautious now—but determined to hurt him. Dorn felt angry. Angry about what the uppers had done, angry about the way his parents dumped him on a piece-of-shit planet, and angry that he couldn't do anything about it.

He lashed out, felt his fists connect with flesh, and gloried in the contact. He took blows, channeled the pain into his anger, and fought even harder. It became a dance, a whirling, ducking, kicking, twisting dervish in which each move seemed to have been choreographed in advance and he knew exactly what to do. Blood spurted from Cramer's nose, vomit erupted from Havlick's mouth, and Malo rolled on the floor. But wait ... where was—?

No sooner had he formulated the question than the fourth Horseman, a zit-faced troublemaker generally known as Pestilence, or the Pest, slipped a belt over Dorn's head, and pulled the ends in opposite directions.

Dorn's next move was completely unexpected, and he could almost hear his sister laughing as he threw a reverse elbow strike. It connected, and the Pest coughed, but hung on. Dorn pulled at the belt, struggled to breathe, and stomped on his opponent's foot. It made no difference. His vision blurred, the light started to fade, and darkness beckoned.

That was when George Albert Wiley III screwed up his courage, took six running steps, and launched himself into the air. The Pest staggered under the boy's weight and screamed as small fingers found his eyes.

Dorn nearly fell as the upperclassman let go of the belt. He gasped for air, saw Cramer start to rise, and kicked him in the head. He turned, left fist up, right fist back. The attack never came. The Pest was down and nearly invisible under ten squirming rats, each one of whom was determined to deliver five blows for every one received during the past year. Their arms moved with the regularity of pistons, and the Pest begged for mercy, but the rats weren't about to give him any. But, suddenly, a whistle blew.

At the sound, the rats jumped back, saw what they'd accomplished, and regarded each other with horror. What had they done? Fear replaced momentary jubilation. Payback is a bitch, and the uppers would exact a terrible revenge. Headmaster Tull entered, followed by Coach Mahowski. They were big men and radiated authority. Dorn relaxed his stance, tried to look casual, and found it hard to do. Not with a rat roped to the pillar, blood all over the place, and four of his classmates laid out on the floor.

Coach Mahowski hurried to Mundulo, cut the little boy down, and carried him away. Tull had piercing green eyes, and they swept the room like lasers. ' 'Every single one of you will be sorry this happened. The first form is restricted to their dorm. Those upperclassman who need medical attention will get it and report to their rooms. Mr. Voss, you know where the detention room is ... Go there."

 

Headmaster Tull kept Dorn waiting for two hours. Plenty of time to think, sweat, and wonder. But finally, after what seemed like an eternity, Dorn was ushered into a sparsely furnished office. Holo stats of dead headmasters stared from paneled walls, and the school's motto, "Learn that you might serve," had been carved into a ceiling beam. Hazy sunlight filtered down through a skylight and pooled on the surface of Tull's desk. It was bare except for an antique clock, a pen set, and a single pile of hardcopy. The printout looked like a school record, and it didn't take a genius to figure out who it belonged to.

Dorn had been standing there for a full five minutes before Tull entered. The headmaster gestured toward some guest chairs. Dorn waited till Tull was seated before accepting the invitation. A shaft of sunlight caressed the administrator's shoulders and gave the impression that he was on good terms with the local gods. He sorted through some hardcopy, found what he was looking for, and cleared his throat. "You've had quite an afternoon, Mr. Voss. You scored a C on your history exam, skipped fourth period, and fought a rather one-sided duel in the swimming pavilion. The dispensary hasn't been this busy in a long, long time."

Dorn couldn't think of anything to say. So he didn't speak. Tull nodded as if agreeing with his decision. "Yours is a difficult case, Mr. Voss ... made more so by the rather complex circumstances. While I can never endorse physical violence as a solution for problems, especially when faculty are available to deal with such situations, I'm not so old, nor so out of touch that I've lost track of the social pressures fostered by an institution such as ours, or the fact that your actions stemmed from the most honorable of intentions." Tull paused. Dorn shifted in his seat. "In fact, the sad truth of the matter is that Mr. Cramer and his friends were overdue for a lesson in humility, and received their just deserts. Mr. Wiley and the other members of the first form had high praise for your courage and resolve, although I'm not sure that I believe you were in the botanical garden for the purposes of meditation, or that you suggested faculty mediation prior to beating the crap out of Mr. Cramer. However, all's well that ends well, assuming that you will refrain from such episodes in the future."

Dorn swallowed to clear his throat. "How's Mr. Mundulo?"

"Not very well," Tull answered darkly, "but he'll recover, and his assailants will be expelled from the school. And that brings us to you."

Dorn was puzzled. It seemed as if Tull had accepted the necessity of what he'd done, so what remained? Tull looked at the hardcopy as if checking to make sure that the text hadn't changed somehow. "Tell me, Mr. Voss, when was the last time you heard from your parents?"

Dorn felt a sudden queasiness in the pit of his stomach. "My parents? Gee, I don't know, six, maybe seven months ago?"

Tull nodded. "Is that unusual?"

Dorn became defensive. "A little. They usually send a package of stuff every couple of months, but they're busy."

Tull stood and looked out the window. His hands were clasped behind his back. ''Yes, Milford parents are busy people." There was silence for a moment before the headmaster turned. He looked concerned, almost kindly. "Look, Mr. Voss, I'm terribly sorry to trouble you with what may be a false alarm, but we haven't heard from your parents in a long time. Simply put, that means the last installment of your tuition wasn't paid, and no deposit was made to your personal expense account."

Dorn frowned and tried to square the words with reality as he knew it. "But that's impossible... I bought some school supplies yesterday."

"Yes," Tull replied sympathetically. "I took the liberty of loaning you some of my funds. After all, your father was a student here, as was his father, and it's the least I could do."

Momentarily speechless, Dorn was numb with shock. His parents were worth millions, maybe billions, since they owned their own company, a fleet of ships, and a wormhole. One of only four gaps in the space-time continuum through which most of the Confederacy's fast freight was forced to go. That meant his tuition and expenses were little more than pocket change. Unless something awful had happened, and his parents were what? Dead? The teenager remembered his anger at being dumped on New Hope and felt a sudden sense of guilt.

In spite of the fact that lots of sentients had tried, no means of faster than ship communication had been discovered yet. If Dorn wanted to find out what, in fact, had happened, he had only one choice. "I need to find my parents, sir. I'll pack and leave on the next ship."

Tull raised a hand in protest. "I understand how you feel, son, and I wish it were that easy, but there are laws that govern what minors can and can't do. It's impossible for you to lift without your parent's permission. Not to mention the fact that a deep-space ticket costs a great deal of money, more than I can afford to loan you. No, we'll wait. A number of ships are scheduled to land soon, and I wouldn't be surprised if we hear something during the next couple of weeks."

Dorn tried to take comfort from the headmaster's words but found it hard to do. "And if we don't hear? What then?"

Tull looked away, then back again. ''Eventually, if I receive no answer to the urgent letters already sent, you'll be asked to leave the academy. But let's cross that bridge when we come to it. School is the most important thing right now ... and you're pulling a C in history."

Dorn nodded, mumbled his thanks, and left the office. Little more than fifteen minutes had passed, and his whole life had changed.
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Tragedy, like good fortune, is little more than an illusion.

La-Da

Traa philosopher 

Standard year 2097

 

 

The Planet La-Tri

 

The Mountain of the Moons loomed black on blue as the sun set and three satellites rose in the east. The moons glowed yellow-white, and La-Ma touched forehead, chest, and abdomen, an action that symbolized the unity between mind, heart, and body.

The priestess allowed her eyes to drift down along barely seen ridges, vertical cliffs, and hills of black volcanic rock to the high ground where ancient walls protected the Temple of Tranquility and the 3,333 altars within. It had been a fortress once, a place of comparative safety into which the priesthood could retreat, defending both themselves and the triune concepts of peace, harmony, and love. But that was hundreds of years ago, before the great reconciliation, and the unification of the Traa race.

All these thoughts and more made their way through La-Ma's mind as she watched the grand processional wind its way down the mountainside and into the temple. Every celebrant carried a glow rod that lit the area around them but was no more than a pinprick against the night. However, when combined with all the rest, the glow rods made a river of light visible from orbit.

The processional was an important symbol, made all the more so by the fact that each of the more than 2,500,000 individuals below were part of a three-person triad that included a priest, a warrior, and a commercial being. La-Ma was looking at roughly one-third of the Traa race, in her opinion the most important part, since the Philosopher Sept had responsibility for science, education, healing, as well as the spiritual and moral health of the Traa people. This fact both amazed and frightened her due to the responsibility involved.

Unlike the amazingly fecund humans, or the equally fertile Du'zaath, the Traa had an extremely low birth rate. Two or three offspring per triad were typical, though there were enough larger families to keep the population stable. This was a situation that theoretically made the race vulnerable to attack and caused the Warrior and Commercial septs no end of worry. Which explained why they advocated commercial domination, or failing that, all-out war—a war that the Philosopher Sept opposed lest it destroy the Traa rather than protecting them. Not to mention the suffering it would bring to millions of sentient beings and the harm it would do to their various planets. No, such a course was unthinkable, which accounted for the fact that La-Ma and her peers had resolved to hold the gathering over the objections of their own scientists.

Yes, they understood the mountain was stirring for the first time in eight hundred years; yes, they knew an eruption could be catastrophic, but the alternative was just as risky. It would take months, perhaps as much as a year to select another location, overcome objections from the traditionalist faction, and stage another gathering. More than enough time for the other septs to complete their plans and put them in motion. There were other ways to communicate, of course, but the Traa made decisions by consensus, and preferred face-to-face speech where matters of substance were concerned.

La-Ma thought of her own lovers, the warrior Ka-Di, and the commercial being Sa-Lo, and felt affection mixed with consternation. How could they be so blind? To believe that force rather than love would secure the future of the race? But they were as true to their septs as she was to hers.

Gravel crunched on the path behind her, and La-Ma turned. Like all of his kind, La-To had a short snout, omnivorous dentition, and horizontal nostrils. He wore the white robe of a priest, which, when combined with the short brown fur that covered his body, was sufficient for a warm summer's evening. He lifted a hand in greeting. It had three fingers and one thumb. "Peace unto you, La-Ma... La-Si told me you'd be here."

La-Ma pressed her hand against La-To's. "Peace unto you, La-To. La-Si spoke truthfully." She gestured toward the processional below. "Look, our brothers and sisters are beautiful, are they not?"

La-To looked and was about to answer when another mild earthquake shook the ground beneath his feet. He held his breath against the possibility that a worse tremor would follow. Nothing happened. "Yes, but we must hurry. The seismologists are concerned. The quakes are coming more and more frequently now. A steam vent opened to the east, and the sulfur dioxide emissions have increased. La-Si recommends we open and close the meeting as quickly as possible."

The temblors frightened La-Ma more than she cared to admit. She was quick to agree. "Yes, and let's evacuate the moment the ceremonies are over."

La-To considered her suggestion. It wouldn't be easy to move 2,500,000 individuals, especially when many had their hearts set on sleeping in one of the altar rooms, or within sacred hollows on the mountain's slopes, but it had to be done. Especially since the scientists agreed that even a medium-sized eruption was likely to spew tons of rock and ash. Thousands might be injured or killed. He gestured his agreement. "An excellent idea... I'll work on transportation while you handle the meeting."

La-Ma agreed and followed La-To down toward the valley below. The ground shook as something shifted deep beneath their feet. A quake rolled through the Valley of Tranquility. An altar fell.

 

Hours had passed while the processional wound its way through the 333 stations of devotion and into the central cavern, a cavern created when molten lava flowed down the mountain's flanks thousands of years before, spreading fingers of red into the valley below. However, in spite of the fact that the rock looked solid, bubbles existed deep inside. They remained undisturbed as subsequent flows chose other less difficult paths.

A time came when free-roaming outlaws drove a band of peace-loving Traa up off the plains. There the first defensive walls were built, shafts were dug, and a bubble was breached. Soon other caverns were discovered and linked via underground passageways.

Hundreds of years passed, years in which food, texts, and gunpowder were stored in the caves, new engineering principles were discovered, and powerful machines were invented, all of which enabled the creation of a vast amphitheater with seating for nearly three million Traa. It was into this vast space, equipped with an elaborate multimedia communications system, that La-Ma stared, her heart beating heavily in her chest, the sound of her introduction still reverberating off the walls. This was the first time she had stood on the rotating platform and faced the entire sept. The responsibility weighed heavily on her shoulders. Her message was critically important. What if she failed? The other septs would continue their aggressive actions, the alien races would respond in kind, and a war would be fought. Millions of Traa watched her expectantly. La-Ma opened her mouth. Nothing came out. She tried again.

"Thank you, La-Si. It's an honor to address this distinguished gathering. The scientists among you are aware that the Mountain of the Moons has awoken from its long slumber. With that in mind I will keep my comments short and ask that you cooperate when we evacuate the temple."

There it was, the word "evacuate," which conveyed more urgency than "leave." It was already under way. For as La-Ma spoke, certain relics, artworks, and records had already been removed from altars and were being airlifted to safety.

The audience stirred. Objections were shouted, and some of the more unstable attendees started to panic. The traditionalists, who saw the suggestion as an unseemly departure from past ritual, demanded permission to speak. La-Ma held up her hands. "Yes, there is change, and with change comes danger, but that is the nature of life."

The saying, attributed to one of the sept's founders, had a calming effect, and La-Ma launched into her carefully prepared text. "Listen, my friends, for I bring news of a danger greater than the magma below, or the eruption it might cause.

"While other sentients developed civilizations in which people work together, but pursue personal goals, we evolved from three-person hunting triads. We act as a group. A group having familial and reproductive responsibilities. The two-male, single-female configuration ensures that the female has support and protection throughout her yearlong gestation period, and increases the likelihood that the child will survive, even if one of the parents is killed. This was a frequent occurrence hundreds of years ago.

"The two-female, single-male model confers benefits as well. Cubs born into this situation are almost guaranteed to receive sufficient nurturance, and, in the days prior to public education, often received more instruction than their peers."

"What is the point?" a voice yelled from the audience. "We know the history of the Traa race as well as you do!"

Such interruptions were common—and signaled intellectual engagement. La-Ma gestured her thanks. "The point is that the very things that helped our ancestors to survive threaten us today. Time passed, and the individual roles within the triads became more specialized, until the professions of priest, warrior, and business being emerged as separate activities. Each has its own skills, conventions, and traditions. In order to survive, and eventually to prosper, priests joined other priests in the pursuit of knowledge, warriors established alliances, and commercial beings entered into partnerships, and in some cases, cartels.

"A thousand years of anarchy ensued as religions were born and suppressed, city-states rose and fell, and armies conquered each other. Then came the Great Reconciliation during which the three great septs were formed, each a balance against the excesses of the others, each composed of individuals having similar attitudes and interests.

"And the system worked very well indeed until a few hundred years ago when our warrior-explorers made contact with the aliens. They discovered that the aliens number in the billions and that they could eradicate the Traa race if they chose to do so. That realization, and that possibility, has caused our loved ones deep concern."

A tremor shook the cavern, and tiny bits of rock showered down on the audience. They shifted uncomfortably and looked upward. La-Ma swallowed to ease her suddenly dry throat, and hurried to finish her speech. ''We know the danger is real, that evil exists, and that some would take what we have. However, that possibility must be balanced against the findings of our social scientists, none of whom predicts war. The same cannot be said for our sister septs, however, since our monitors inform us that they are preparing for a campaign of military and commercial conquest, and that their actions could result in the very conflict they seek to avoid.

"That's why we must take a firm stand, not just as a sept, but as members of our individual triads. We must reason with those we love and convince them to abandon this insane drive for power. We can never control the other races, nor should we try to do so. Peaceful coexistence is the best strategy, and even more important, the right strategy. Please join me and the rest of the council in our efforts to counsel our brothers and sisters while disaster can still be averted."

The subsequent shouting signaled strong acceptance for La-Ma's point of view. She felt warm inside and exposed her neck in a sign of humility and submissiveness. La-Si, a somewhat chubby female of middle age, approached the platform and looked at La-Ma. "Thank you! Our sept owes you a debt of understanding."

She turned toward the audience. "I know many of you would like to question our speaker, but I request that you hold your comments until tomorrow, when she will make herself available for group interaction. In the meantime, the evacuation will begin at the rear of the auditorium^ and proceed last row first. Transportation coordinators will guide you to maglev trains. Please remain with your row and help those who need assistance. May the truth enlighten and protect you."

The ensuing evacuation went surprisingly well. Those in the front rows chatted with each other while those toward the back followed coordinators through the exits. Pleased that everything was going so smoothly, La-Ma was turning toward La-Si when the earthquakes began. They came so quickly and close together that seismographs located hundreds of miles away recorded them as one continuous tremor. And as the earth shook, the mountain began to spew superheated gas along with a column of ash. It eventually rose thousands of feet into the air before the wind pushed it toward the east.

But La-Ma knew none of that as the floor pitched and rolled under her feet and she struggled to keep her balance. Some of the audience screamed and rushed for the exits, where the ushers turned them back. They were few when compared with the tens of thousands who remained where they were and closed their eyes in prayer.

A deep, resonant hum filled the chamber but was drowned out by an ominous rumble and a muffled explosion. Rock started to fall, and La-Ma barely had time to think of her beloved Ka-Di and Sa-Lo before a section of roof collapsed and crushed the life from her body.

Meanwhile, up on the surface, the first train to leave the temple shuddered as its single rail strained against its mountings, and rocked from side to side. The operator knew what had happened and hit the manual override button. Even a mile could make a difference. The maglev leapt forward, and might have made it too, if the Mountain of the Moons hadn't picked that exact moment to explode. It took less than five minutes to bury the temple, trains, and landing fields under tons of rock and ash. Afterwards, rivers of hot lava flowed down off the mountain to seal the mass grave.

One-third of the Traa race was dead. It took weeks, and in some cases months, for the news to make its way to all of the Traa-held planets, and the entire race was convulsed with grief. But life goes on, or so the surviving septs told themselves, and there was work to do. Aliens were plotting against them and must be stopped.
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God gives nothing to those who keep their arms crossed.

Bambara (West African) proverb

Date unknown

 

 

The Planet New Hope

 

Dorn Voss was expelled from the Milford Academy for Young Men exactly one month after meeting with Headmaster Tull. Each day felt like a week. One by one the hours crept by until the two o'clock mail call finally came. Some of the boys shouted with excitement as they tore into long-awaited packages, while those who received something nearly every single day yawned, and the less fortunate shrugged and wandered away. It was a painful process made even more so by the fact that Dorn had more than some stasis-packed cookies on the line. He was worried about his parents, and his concern deepened with each passing day. Nothing came, however, so Dorn stopped attending and made plans for the day when he'd be released.

The headmaster's office was as it had been during his previous visit except that rain pattered against the skylight, rain that would not only fill the city's cisterns but flood the slums as well. Tull was worried, and it showed. "Have a seat, son. The paperwork is ready."

In spite of the fact that the school boasted the latest in computer technology, a necessity if it was to attract students, the rest of the planet used old, frequently outmoded equipment. It was for that reason that Dorn's transcript, personal data, and release forms were issued on hardcopy as well as microdisk. The teenager signed his name in all the right places, pretended to hear Tull's well-intentioned advice, and wished the whole thing were over. The headmaster forced a smile. "It's no secret that whatever 'hope' the original survey team had for this planet was only partially realized. So, in spite of the fact that we have some serviceable hotels, there are many less reputable establishments as well. I took the liberty of reserving a room for you at the Starman's Rest. It's clean and reasonably priced. Here, take this," the headmaster said, handing Dorn some cash. "It'll tide you over."

The teenager knew the money belonged to Tull and felt even worse about the 250 credits he had liberated from his fellow students over the past few weeks. "Thank you, sir. My parents and I will repay the money as soon as we can."

The Confederacy was huge, which meant that all sorts of things could happen to people, even wealthy ones, so there was little chance that Tull would get his money back and they both knew it. The headmaster smiled, said, ' 'Of course you will," and got to his feet. Dorn did likewise.

"So," the older man said, holding out an enormous hand, "while I have no authority over you once you leave the compound, I strongly suggest that you conserve what money you have, obtain any employment that may be available, and stay in touch with my secretary. Word will arrive from your parents any day now—and we must know where you are."

Dorn wanted to believe but couldn't. He managed a smile, shook the headmaster's hand, and left the office. He ignored the rain and made one last visit to the garden. Mud squished beneath his shoes, and branches rubbed his shoulders as the young man made his way out onto the terrace. The city was invisible behind a veil of mist and rain.

Dorn stepped into the dilapidated hothouse, leaned on the doorjamb, and listened to the rain drum against the plexiglas. He knew he shouldn't cry, knew it wouldn't do any good. But he cried anyway. He watched the plants dance and sway to the rhythm of the rain and lit a stim stick.

 

The hotel was at least five miles away, a somewhat unpleasant march under the best of circumstances, and completely out of the question for someone burdened with two heavy bags. Besides, Dorn had never wanted for anything, not before today anyway, and the idea of walking to save money never even occurred to him.

A wave was sufficient to summon the least damaged of the three cabs waiting at the gate. The bags went into the trunk, and Dorn entered the worn but air-conditioned interior. Plastic, covered with official notices, separated the driver from the passenger compartment. It was difficult to see the cabbie, but the teenager had the impression of a small man with black hair and a nose stud.

Dorn looked out the back window as the hover car rose off the ground, swiveled to the left, and headed toward the flatland below. Rivulets of water divided the academy into mismatched chunks that were swallowed by the mist. He wondered if he would see it again. He hoped he would.

The rain slackened as the vehicle reached the bottom of the hill and vanished a few minutes later. A broad, four-lane boulevard had been established back in the early days of the planet's settlement, before the development grant ran out. By then it had become clear that two lanes would be sufficient. The road was awash in rainwater mixed with human waste. Children from the slums waved from an armada of crudely constructed ships. Dorn waved in return, knew his mother would disapprove, and did it again.

The children vanished behind a curve. An army of ragtag day workers appeared on the left. Two or three hundred of them lined the top of a levee, snuggling to make repairs that one or two pieces of heavy equipment could have finished in an hour. But they were happy to work.

The taxi paused to allow a heavily laden wagon to pass, took a series of turns, and flared to a stop. Sunlight forced its way down through the clouds and speared the hotel. It was a modest structure by most standards but stood high above those around it, a sure sign that steel had been used to reinforce the concrete walls.

Dorn opened the door and felt warm, humid air flood around him. He wrinkled his nose at the smell and looked out at ankle-deep water. The hotel's entry way was more than two steps away and he was preparing to wade when a half-naked street urchin plopped a homemade stool in front of the door. She had black hair, big eyes, and a slightly protruding stomach. A sure sign of malnutrition, a fact that Dorn would have missed had it not been for Halworthy and his lectures.

Dorn smiled at the child, gave her a one-credit coin, and stepped on the stool. The curb was an easy jump. He turned and watched the waif scamper away. The sun had emerged by then, and the city started to steam. The cabbie, a quick, energetic man with half-rotten teeth, smiled and placed the teenager's bags on the curb. "That will be ten credits, young sir."

Dorn paid the man, added a two-credit tip, and turned to find that a young boy had taken charge of his bags. The ten-year-old, for that's the age he appeared to be, wore a none too clean loincloth and bore a striking resemblance to the stool-girl. He left a trail of feces-contaminated water behind him as he half dragged, half carried the suitcases across the hotel's gray synthimarble floor.

The desk clerk was enraged by this violation of his private sanctum—and the theft of his gratuity. He uttered a long string of obscenities, circled the chest-high reception desk, and hit the child with a stick maintained for that very purpose. The boy, fearing the loss of a much-needed tip, put his head down and forged ahead. Dorn stepped between them, smiled indulgently as the stick hit his arm, and felt for a one-credit coin. He found one in his right-hand pants pocket and tossed it into the air. The youngster caught it, flashed a thankful grin, and skittered out the door.

The clerk apologized profusely, launched into a diatribe against the local street children, and asked Dorn for a thumbprint. The teenager rolled his thumb on the registration plate, allowed the clerk to collect his bags, and followed him upstairs. The room was on the second floor and looked out on an alley. The clerk opened drawers, mumbled something about room service, and held out his hand. Dorn tendered another tip, waited for the door to close, and scanned his surroundings. The furnishings were worn but clean. Not what he was used to ... but acceptable under the circumstances.

It took less than fifteen minutes to unpack his clothes, investigate the entertainment console, and flop on the bed. The springs squeaked, and a moldy spot decorated the ceiling. Viewed correctly it looked like a woman with her tongue stuck out. Though concerned about the situation he was in, the teenager had looked forward to being out on his own. But he felt none of the joy he had expected. Not with the continuing uncertainty about his parents. Where were they? What were they doing? Why had they deserted him?

Dorn was well on the way to feeling sorry for himself, but he pushed the emotion away. "If you want something done ... then go out and do it." That's what his sister said, and that's what he'd do. His first objective was to obtain sufficient funds to buy passage on a halfway decent ship, and the second was to reach Mechnos, the planet on which his parents and their company were headquartered.

That being the case, there were two ways in which to secure what he needed. He could work for the money, a long, tedious process, or win the sum at cards, an easier and more practical approach. Dorn had been ranked as the best or second best electrocard player at the Academy, depending on whether you counted Ms. Fromsby or not. Besides teaching math, and understanding the odds involved, she had a nearly photographic memory. Still, the Fromsbys of the world were rare, which meant that Dorn stood a fairly good chance. Or so he hoped.

So, where to start? The sort of game he envisioned would be a private affair, known only to a small group of well-heeled players. Dorn imagined walking up to the reception desk and asking for the location of the nearest high-stakes card game. Headmaster Tull had selected the rooming house for a reason. The clerk would rat on him for half a credit or less. No, he needed an alternative source of information, and the best way to obtain that was to scout around the neighborhood.

It took Dorn less than ten minutes to don his boots, insert the nose filters that most off-worlders kept handy, and make his way downstairs. He nodded to the desk clerk, left through the side door, and stepped into four inches of coffee-colored water.

The teenager paused to make sure his boots wouldn't leak, decided everything was okay, and eyed his surroundings. The side street steamed as the sun pulled moisture up into the sky. A shadow flitted by and a ship rumbled overhead. It was huge, and Dora shaded his eyes as the vessel dropped towards the harbor. It had the stripped-down look of a free trader—which was perfect. The spacecraft dropped below the horizon, and Dorn resisted the temptation to chase it. Money first, transportation second.

The young man felt a hand touch his elbow. He turned. The boy had approached as quietly as a ghost. He was the same one who had carried his bags. "We meet again, sahib. It would seem the gods have plans for us."

"Or that you have plans for us," Dorn countered cynically.

"Not so," the boy answered easily, "for it is written that we are but instruments of the gods, acting parts for their amusement. Would you like a guide? I know the city like the palm of my hand."

Dorn looked down into a grubby little face and considered the lad's offer. Would the urchin lead him honestly? Or into an alley where relatives could rob him? The boy seemed to read his mind. "You have nothing to fear, sahib, for I am an honest guide, honor bound to see you home."

There was absolutely no reason to believe the boy even knew the meaning of "honor," or would feel bound by it if he did, but the words were expressed with such sincerity that Dorn nodded. "Good... you'd better be. What's your name?''

"Rali, sahib. It means 'sainted one' in my mother's native dialect."

"All right, Rali," Dorn said evenly, "I'm looking for a certain kind of establishment. A place where men and women go during the evening."

"Ah," Rali said with a knowing wink, "I know the perfect place. All the boys and girls are virgins. They wear makeup, perfume, and fancy clothes. My sister plans to work there when she grows up."

Dorn remembered the little girl with the footstool and shuddered. "No, that's not the kind of place I mean. I'm looking for a place where they play cards."

"Of course!" Rali said brightly. "I will take you there. Be warned, however, the sahib is young, and they might turn him away."

"That's my problem," Dorn said confidently. "You take me to the right sort of place and I'll take care of the rest."

"As you command, sahib," Rali answered cheerfully. "Shall I summon a cab? The sahib can travel in style."

Dorn considered his dwindling cash supply and the need to learn his way around. "No, I wish to walk."

"It shall be as you say," Rali said obediently. "Follow me and watch your step. There are holes beneath the water and you must be careful."

The journey began with a series of right- and left-hand turns. Dorn tried to memorize the route but couldn't keep track. A stratagem on Rali's part? Or the natural consequence of the route chosen? There was no way to know. They passed dozens upon dozens of closet-sized stores. Specialization was the order of the day. There were shops that offered baked goods, meats, clothing, jewelry, cutlery, spices, tools, and yes, even electronics, although the selection was limited, and guards hovered nearby.

Vendors addressed the teenager in a variety of tongues, music filtered from partially shuttered apartments, voices haggled over prices, and a rich amalgam of odors found their way past Dorn's nose filters. The effect was rather pleasant, so much so that the youth decided to remove the plugs, and reveled in the smell of roasting meat, exotic incense, and fresh baked bread.

Most of the slum dwellers had little or no refrigeration in their homes. Shopping was a daily routine. The rain had kept many of them indoors, but they were out in force now, shopping bags slung over their arms, heading for their favorite stalls.

In spite of the fact that Dorn shared their brown skin and black hair, his clothes, carriage, and manner set him apart. Some of the natives hurried to get out of the young man's way, even jumping into the street to avoid him, while others made a point of nudging his shoulders, forcing him to the side of the sidewalk, or splashing rainwater on his legs. Since Dora had accompanied Mr. Halworthy into the slums on two different occasions, the harassment came as no surprise ... but the sense of vulnerability did. He had never felt so helpless, and it bothered him.

Still, the teenager didn't want to give the locals any satisfaction, so he ignored their insults and adopted an air of serene superiority. It might have made them even more angry except for the fact that Rali chose that particular moment to turn a corner.

The shops grew shabbier, dwindled in number, and gave access to an endless labyrinth of one- and two-story concrete hovels. Wives shouted at husbands, children screamed insults at each other, and chickens squawked. The street sloped downward and took a steady flow of rainwater along with it. A man pushed a heavily laden bicycle against the current and scowled when Dorn said hello. Light gleamed off water and Dorn saw the Krishna twist below. He knew the river originated to the north, wound its way through some of the planet's most fertile farmland, divided itself into three main channels, split yet again, and emptied into the sea. The city of Oro had been built on the delta at the river's mouth.

Rali took a right-hand turn and followed a narrow path down toward the cluster of buildings that marked the city's central business district. Dorn followed, careful of his footing and nervous about the ragtag collection of dogs that rooted in a nearby trash heap.

They reached an arterial minutes later, waited while a heavily laden hover truck roared past, and waded out through the still swirling water. Safely across, they followed the street for a while and turned into a parking lot. It was empty except for the homeless people camped along the back edge. Their clothes, still wet from the rain, were draped on a chain link fence, and flapped like multicolored flags. Vacant eyes watched the youth as he crossed the lot and passed beneath the dilapidated sign. It read "Cantina Roja" and was festooned with strings of lights. They might have been festive at night but looked junky during the day. Rali paused and gestured toward a gangplank. It sagged as if tired from its labors. "There she is, sahib. You must proceed alone. I'll wait here."

Dorn eyed the vessel at the other end of the gangway. It had been a river barge once, and like most of its kind, had been constructed from hand-planed hardwood. Pilings held it up, and had for some time, judging from their ragged condition.

The tide was low, leaving vast mud flats to await the ocean's return. They were dry now except for channels where ribbons of water continued to flow, stronger than normal because of the rainstorm, but too shallow for boats. Dorn watched the water surge through the ribs of a long-abandoned boat, spin around an old rubber tire, and splash a concrete block. The ground cars, oil barrels, and other metallic debris common to most planets were nowhere to be seen. They had been salvaged long ago or, more likely still, never discarded in the first place.
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