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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.


      




CHAPTER I





“THE point is,” Humboldt was saying, “you can pass as a technique trader.”


“Beg your pardon,” said Feliz. “I am a technique trader. The point is whether I can pass as a spy. And the answer to that is no—not even if I wanted to.”


They had come around to this point in the argument now for the third time. Feliz Gebrod looked out through the unopaqued north wall of the comfortable office lounge, down at the carefully laid out grounds of the Defense Center, where a chilly spring wind was nipping the new buds on the maple trees. Feliz had not been back here to Earth in a long time; and when he had planned this little vacation he had been prepared to be properly sentimental. But his plans had not included the problems of the director of defense and Psi-Man Philip Verde. I’m not a stubborn man, thought Feliz mutinously, but damn it to hell…


The thought was so satisfying, he looked back at the two other occupants of the lounge and said it out loud. Psi-Man Verde showed nothing. Why should he? He had known Feliz was going to say it. But Donster Humboldt’s florid face went even darker.


“You don’t owe us anything, Gebrod, is that it?” said Humboldt.


Feliz looked at him with new interest. He had been almost sure it would be impossible to get under Humboldt’s skin. But evidently, he finally had. Feliz hunched his massive shoulders a little deeper in his chair and gave the other two the eye.


They were not alike—Humboldt, the director of defense, and Psi-Man Verde, director of the Talents Department—but Feliz was so different from both of them that he put them both together in a different class. For Feliz was half Micturian, on his mother’s side of the family.


Since the Micturians were original human stock which—back in the bad old days a hundred and fifty years before laws were standardized on all the human-occupied worlds-had been deliberately mutated to allow them to settle a planet where the best chance of survival depended on resembling something double the size of an ordinary human and possessing harder bone and tougher flesh, Feliz himself was something of an oddity. He was not ten feet tall, and his skin was closer to the texture of ordinary human skin than that of well-tanned ox hide. Among Micturians he would have been considered a dwarf, a mere six foot half-breed.


Among unmutated humans, though, he was something else again. He did not get the low-gravity sickness that his mother’s people were prone to catch when they visited the regular human worlds. His head was normal human size, and so were his hands and feet. His shoulders, however, were abnormally broad for a human; and anyone looking closely at the extremely loose cut of his tunic would begin to notice his differences. There was a reason for the baggy tailoring of his clothes—to wit, biceps eight inches in diameter when relaxed, and thighs twelve inches ditto, under similar conditions. For all practical purposes his waist was indistinguishable from his chest, but the width of his shoulders and the loose tunic hid this.


His face was quaintly humorous, its underlying features being made up of very large bones crowded together in a relatively small area. He was so ugly, as the saying goes, that he was almost handsome. His nose was short and wide, his broad mouth concealed some magnificently massive teeth. His eyebrows were miniature forests under a broad forehead, and a touch of premature gray streaked his unruly brown hair. His eyes were the same guileless blue as the near-boiling-temperature volcanic pools in Yellowstone National Park—some twelve hundred miles due west of where he happened to be seated at the moment. Someday, he supposed, he would marry and settle down. But there were a good many comfortable years yet before he need seriously consider it.


Humboldt, on the other hand, was a normal, slightly over-weight human in his mid-fifties who had been a hammer thrower in his college days and had a mind like a cocked and loaded rifle. He was director of defense, because there was an intelligent and technological race called the Malvar abroad in this part of the galaxy and they threatened to run ordinary humanity back into its holes and then stop the holes up for good. The fact that this would not be accomplished for somewhat more than eight hundred Earth years, according to the best forecasts, made no difference. Nor did it matter that, at the moment, the Malvar and humanity were officially the best of spatial neighbors.


The crucial moment in history was not to be eight hundred years from now—when it would be too late—but now, and for the next twenty years. It was a time to damn the consequences and put the most effective man in charge. And so Donster Humboldt was in charge. He would have been in charge even if he had been a worse devil in other aspects than Genghis Khan. Actually, he was not a devil. He simply believed in getting results, no matter who wept. Secretly he thought of all other people as amiable but rather half-witted, soft-natured animals.


Psi-Man Verde (people called him Philip to his face) knew that Humboldt thought of other people this way. He also knew that Humboldt did not even have that high an opinion of Psi-Man Verde. Psi-Man Verde knew that Humboldt’s opinion of the psi-man and his corps of psionically talented people was literally unmentionable; and that tucked away in the back of Humboldt’s mind was the thought that once the current trouble was over and the Malvar taken care of, it would be a pleasant thing to make sure that all those with Talents were neatly removed from the scene—liquidated, and poured down some conveniently handy drain.


Psi-Man Verde knew all this; and yet he drove his frail, six foot nine, hundred and twenty pound body and sensitive mind to execute all the miracles that Humboldt daily required of the psi-man and his staff. Not only this, but he put up with Humboldt’s arrogance and intolerance and unthinking brutality; and without Humboldt’s knowing it, took extra burdens on himself and his people to spare Humboldt’s energies as much as possible and make life an attractive thing for Humboldt.


Psi-Man Verde did all this because he, too, wanted to win the silent war they were engaged in. And also because, since he could see so much more of Humboldt than Humboldt could see himself, he pitied the other man.


So there they were, the three of them. Most of what the other two were was unknown to Feliz. If he had known it, he would have hated Humboldt and been embarrassed by the psi-man. But he did not know it, would never know it, and it did not matter anyway. Each in his own way, all three of them were concerned only with results. And that was what was important.


Accordingly, right at the moment Feliz was grinning internally. Humboldt, he recognized, had been trying to get under his skin with that crack about not owing them (the normal humans, that is) anything. He thought Feliz might be sensitive about being a half-breed. While actually—aside from the fact that Feliz had about as much sensitivity as a rhinoceros hide—Feliz was, in fact, proud of his freakishness. After all, it allowed him to take advantage of the advantages of both strains of humans.


So what Humboldt had really done was allow himself to get impatient and lose a point.


“Well!” said Feliz, loudly hiding his delight from all but Psi-Man Verde. “I’m a taxpayer, and you’ve got no authority over me. I don’t have to sit here and be insulted!”


He rose to his feet with an injured air. Humboldt went pale and then red again.


“Just a minute,” said Psi-Man Verde, speaking for almost the first time since Feliz had been ushered in by the Defense Department secretary who had dug him out of his hotel room in town.


Feliz checked and turned cautiously. The psi-man was another kettle of fish.


“I’m afraid all this is my fault,” said Verde.


Danger flags popped up and alarm bells began ringing all over the trouble-sensitive section of Feliz’s alert mind. People who started out by apologizing were liable to drive the hardest bargain in the long run.


“I’m afraid I’ve been less than honest with you,” said Verde.


“Quite all right,” said Feliz. “Don’t bother. I was just leaving.” He picked up his hat from an end table to prove it.


“For Dunroamin,” said Verde.


Feliz paused. A puzzled look crept onto his massive face, giving it an almost comical expression.


“Beg pardon?” he said.


“I said,” Verde repeated, “you’re leaving for Dunroamin.”


“No, no,” said Feliz. “Back to my hotel in town. You see—” He broke off suddenly as he felt his hand replace the hat on the table and his body walk back to the chair it had just left, and reseat itself. There was a moment’s pregnant silence in the office. “Good trick,” said Feliz in a strangely colorless and unemotional voice. “I didn’t know you boys could do that sort of thing.”


“I wish we had someone besides myself who could,” sighed Verde.


“You can’t do this to me, you know,” continued Feliz in the same dispassionate voice. Under the loose sleeves his great muscles were swelling like pythons, but to no avail. “It’s illegal.”


“I know,” said Verde. “I’m very sorry. But I’m afraid we’ve got some more talking to do.”


“You can make me sit here,” said Feliz. “But I’ve got a hunch you can’t make me take a ship two hundred light-years into Malvar territory and play spy effectively. Want to bet?”


“No. Because I’d lose.” Verde came around to stand in front of Feliz. “My only hope is to convince you to cooperate willingly. Perhaps, as I say, if I’m more truthful with you—”


“Not now,” said Feliz grimly.


“We’ll see,” said Verde. “Tell me, what do you think about the Malvar?”


“I don’t,” said Feliz.


“Waste of time,” commented Humboldt from where he stood.


“It won’t hurt to try the truth on a man like this,” said Verde.


“I don’t butter up!” growled Feliz.


“I wasn’t going to try,” said Verde. “We’ve been asking you to go into the Malvar area of space to do a job for us. We didn’t tell you what the job was, because we wanted to know you were willing to do it, before we started letting any secrets out of the bag. But your answer was no.”


“Spelled N-O,” said Feliz. He made another effort to get up and found he still could not.


“I think if you knew the job we had in mind, you wouldn’t refuse,” said Verde. “It’s not spying.”


“Come on now,” said Feliz. “The Malvar are double-hearted, cold-blooded, communal-living lizards. What would any human be doing in their area of space, except spying on them?”


“I take it you don’t, at least, prefer them to your fellow humans?”


Feliz found his shoulders were free enough of Verde’s control to allow him to shrug. He did so.


“Live and let live,” he said.


“You’ve read and heard that the way things are going they should completely overwhelm and occupy the human worlds within the next thousand years?”


“Statistics,” said Feliz. “A lot of fancy figure-juggling and guesswork. A lot can happen in the next thousand years. They’re no better than we are.”


“Yes, I’m afraid they are,” said Psi-Man Verde.


“Oh?” Feliz stared at him. “Since when?”


“Since the early days of their technology—in one small area. They have devices capable of broadcasting telepathic orders. Orders they have the natural ability to receive.”


“So they hup, two, three, four without the need of words,” began Feliz. “They can’t broadcast to us, so we just pay no attention when they order us to move out and let them take over—”


“It’s not that simple,” interrupted Verde. “You see, the human race happens to be telepathic too.”


“I—” Feliz blinked and stiffened. “Say that again!”


“The human race is also telepathic. You, for example, are telepathic.”


“You’re crazy.”


Verde shook his head.


“The Malvar have a native, inborn ability to receive telepathic commands. They have developed devices to broadcast in that area, so this adds up to a plus talent for them.”


“I never heard even a telepathic murmur in my life!”


“Of course not,” said Verde a little wearily. “Except for a tiny percentage of unusual people such as we have in the Talents Department, the human race is telepathically as deaf as a race of doorposts. Which is a life-saving thing for them.”


Feliz frowned. “I don’t follow you.”


“You would,” said Verde, almost grimly, “if you were one of the receptives on my staff. Except when you were under drugs or sleeping, you’d be driven half-crazy. The human race normally can’t hear a thing telepathically. But, barring a few freakishly crippled individuals where that department is concerned, every mother’s son and daughter of them broadcast on the telepathic band like champion hog-callers in a contest.”


Feliz stared sharply at the psi-man.


“That’s the truth?”


“Yes,” said Verde. “But while it’s possible to construct a physical device that will emit a telepathic signal, it is completely impossible—according to all presently known laws of physics—to build a device that will allow the telepathically deaf to hear. You can boil down the situation between us and the Malvar accordingly, for yourself.”


“For all practical purposes,” said Feliz. “They’re telepathic, and we’re not.”


“Within their own group only, of course,” said Verde. “But this is the sort of small but constant advantage that can give them victory in the end. And since we both like to settle the same sort of worlds…”


“I see,” said Feliz thoughtfully. Absently he rubbed his nose, without noticing that the compulsion of Verde was no longer holding him. He thought the matter over for a moment. “I’m still no spy,” he said.


“We don’t want you to be a spy—at least upon the Malvar,” said Verde. “It just happens that some of our sharpest perceptives have been monitoring pretty deep into Malvar territory to keep tabs on their telepathic broadcasts. And they’ve been receiving some signals that aren’t Malvar.”


“Aren’t…?” said Feliz.


“They’re human,” said Verde.


“Human!” exploded Felix. The two stared eye to eye for a second.


“Exactly,” said Verde. “We can’t make out much of anything. But they’re human. A check of our records has brought up the fact that about six hundred years back, in the Lawless Era, there was a planet settled by an independent human group about where these signals are coming from. It’s registered under the title of Dunroamin. That’s all we know about it.”


“But how’ve they survived in the middle of the Malvar all this time?” said Feliz. “How come the Malvar haven’t—”
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