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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.


      




ONE


Evening cupped blood-red hands around the city of Tenarensor. The quaint towers of the capital of Ortel became less distinct as the yellow sky darkened through maroon to a deep crimson, shot with the bright stars of the Hub. In mounting chorus the bright horns called over the rooftops, summoning the faithful to give thanks to the gods and call blessings on Oontara, the star king, whose imperious grip on more than a hundred habitable worlds kept the trade lanes free around the Hub and assured the vast fortunes of the empire.


Inside the palace, the twirling shadows of the triple suns at last found rest in the motionless crimson of night. A capricious breeze dallied with the ornate drapes, penetrating the window frets and disturbing the priceless fabrics around the gaming table. Star King Oontara watched the result of its antics, a little surprised, and turned to his guest.


“My Lord Xzan is cold, perhaps?”


Seated at the gaming table between two windows, each of which contributed its fiery glow to the villainous outline of his face, the visiting star lord could adequately have personified the principal of some ancient demonolatry.


“My dear Oontara, you grow soft on this torrid world of yours. I’ve said so before. I mind when you could wage great battles with the blood cold as ice in your veins. Yet now you’re disturbed by the merest draft.”


“I was thinking only of your comfort, Xzan. I welcome a breath of fresh air.”


“Maybe. But I repeat, you’re going soft. What use is it for a star king to ply trade with Terra?”


“Oh, so that’s what’s been on your mind all evening!” Oontara set about stacking new tokens on the gaming table. “And I thought you’d tried too much of the wine, or too few of the women. We sadly misjudge each other, old comrade.”


“We used not. We were a fair match in cunning and guessing.”


“Nothing’s changed. There’s still no matter in which I can’t equal or better you. As for your opinions of Terra, they’re born of ignorance.”


With a deft movement of his hand, Oontara spread the gaming tokens across the board, each one falling with mathematical precision. The gesture was not lost on Xzan, who attempted to follow suit but failed.


“Is this what Terran influence has reduced you to—a gamesmaster?” asked Xzan critically. “Those who consort with the weak themselves become weaker.”


“You think Terra’s weak?”


“The Terrans are a race of weaklings. There’s scarcely one I couldn’t destroy with a single hand. And none I couldn’t tear apart with two.”


“Physically that may be true, but you’ve forgotten the strength of their technology. If you want to see controlled power in action, you should see my Terran-built bark. It’s the most singular ship in space.”


“I’ve heard of your ingenious toy. History proves innovators count for little when faced with trained arms. Come, Oontara! You and I have the empires to prove it. Would you pit a Terran expeditionary force against a legion of hereditary star warriors? Of course not.”


“Since you answer your own questions, you presumably don’t want to hear my views,” said Oontara silkily.


“Heh! It was the ransad, the old knowledge, which carved the parsecs off the galaxy and made the star empires possible. That was a thousand years before the infant Terrans even discovered the wheel. All their technology’s won for them is eight habitable planets—all of them self-governed. They don’t even have the strength to rule what they’ve gained. I give such playthings to favored concubines.”


“You’re trying to make me angry, Xzan.” Oontara bent low over the table, examining the geometrical designs. “You’ll not succeed. You’ve already shown your hand.”


“I have?” Xzan’s evil visage scanned the game and found nothing amiss, then looked up to meet Oontara’s crafty smile.


“Yes. You thought Oontara’s flirtation with Terra so unlikely, you had to come in person to find out what the star fox was up to. You felt impelled to know what advantage Oontara could gain from Terra which might be to your detriment. Aren’t I right?”


“I admit a certain curiosity.”


“Had you asked me direct, I’d have told you. I’ve seen the light.”


“The light?” Xzan’s hand faltered on the board, and he misplaced a minor token, but dared not withdraw.


“Certainly!” Oontara saw the false move and was heartened by it. “We were taught that the ransad was absolute—that nothing further could ever be known. The Terrans have proved that knowledge is unending. Whatever you know is only a steppingstone to the infinite possibilities of what could be known. Already they can step a tenth of the way to the next galaxy. Why be limited to this one alone when the universe contains more galaxies than the Milky Way does stars?”


Xzan was dubious. “You haven’t mentioned price. What do these wonders cost?”


“Merely the promise to assume membership in the Galactic Federation.”


“Federation!” Xzan’s scorn was terrible. “Once there were no laws around the Hub but my word and your word, my whim and your whim. That has been the way of star kings since time began. Yet you seek an alliance with upstart weaklings, and talk of federation. I can hear the gods laughing from here.”


“The alliance serves me well. I’ve access to technology the ransad said couldn’t exist. And if the promise of my plans is fulfilled, I’ll one day control a million worlds where now I’ve but a hundred. Even Kam Kanizar, the King of Kings, will sit at my feet.”


Xzan spat expressively at the immaculate drapes. “In a federation you’ll control nothing. In return, you’ll have lost your warrior’s soul. You’re selling your birthright for a handful of platitudes and a headful of ideas.”


“You speak as if there were a choice in the matter. There isn’t, Xzan. Our way of life became extinct the day Terra independently discovered hyperdrive.”


“What sort of heresy is this?”


“No heresy—a revelation. We’ve been worshipping false gods.”


“Mine are the gods of strength and terrible vengeance. Show me anything in the universe stronger than these.”


“I intend to. He’s a little, fat Terran by the name of Hilary Rounding—Commissioner for Terran Outspace Technical Aid. Neither you nor your gods stand a chance against him.”


Oontara reached for a golden tassel, which evoked a distant, soulful bell. A servant appeared, approaching with the deep, obsequious bows which the presence of star nobility demanded.


“Tell the Commissioner we’ll be pleased to see him now.”


The man who entered made no attempt to follow protocol. He strode into the room with a broad smile and a hand ready for shaking. Oontara had described him as a little, fat Terran. He could have added that Rounding was bald, suntanned, and seemingly unaware of the awe in which star nobility was held.


Xzan regarded the white-clad dumpling with much surprise, and shook the proffered hand before he had time to consider what the salutation meant. His reaction to the soft, fleshy skin was one of considerable distaste. He looked at Oontara appealingly. If this was the star king’s idea of someone who could depose the ancient gods and draw the teeth of hereditary legions, then Oontara had indeed gone soft.


“Lord Oontara, Lord Xzan,” the jovial Terran was saying, “I’d like to introduce a colleague of mine—Colonel Bogaert, known to the rest of the universe as Colonel Bogey.” He waved his hand toward the door, and a second Terran entered. “Bogey’s my technical and military aide. You warlike chaps should find a lot in common.”


While Rounding had been speaking, his eyes had been active, noting the devillike scowl of Xzan with a questing interest. Xzan had the uncomfortable feeling that the fat Terran was reading a lot more from his face than the star lord wanted him to know. The arrival of the second Terran served to divert the unwelcome attention.


Colonel Bogaert was as unlike his superior as could be imagined. He was tall and lean, with muscles hard from a lifetime in the Space Service. The spring in his step hinted at an internal confidence not explained entirely by his fitness as a military man. Like most Terran Service technicians, he was quiet-spoken, yet there was an edge of command at the back of his voice which gave his casual words more than ordinary force. Xzan sensed that here was a man who held a great deal in reserve.


Even so, Colonel Bogey was not to Xzan’s liking. He had neither the swaggering superiority of a hereditary warrior nor the desperate cunning of the professional survivor. Xzan summed him up as a “painted warrior,”—a derogatory term used around the Hub to describe those who used a show of arms without true appreciation of the realities of battle.


Oontara read his guest’s disapproval with shrewd eyes, and turned to the Colonel.


“As a military man, Colonel Bogaert, you’ve surely acquired knowledge of our war game. Have a look at our play, and tell me what you think of Xzan’s position.”


Bogaert gave the board a few minutes’ deep consideration.


“Indefensible, of course. My Lord Xzan would be advised to surrender before his losses became insupportable.”


“What!” Xzan rose swiftly to the defense. “My vocabulary admits no such word as ‘surrender.’”


“Does it have a term for complete annihilation?” asked Bogaert quietly.


“The concept exists—for application to enemies and weaklings.”


“But not for yourselves?”


“You’re bluffing, Colonel. The game’s still open.”


“Yet can be won by a single move.”


“What’s that?” Oontara crossed to the board with some surprise. “If I’ve victory, I’ve yet to see its form.”


“You don’t have victory. But there’s a move that could assure it.”


“Which?”


Bogaert turned from the board with a slightly applogetic smile. “I fear to spoil the game for my Lords.”


“I’ll risk it—if Xzan will also.”


“An empty threat’s no risk.” Xzan was strong with contempt. “I’ll treble the stake—no, raise it tenfold.”


“A hundredfold?” queried Oontara.


“Done! Come on, painted warrior! Show our vacillating star king how empty the words of his champions are.”


Bogaert glanced at Rounding. The Commissioner nodded almost imperceptibly. With one finger, the Colonel moved a small blue token one square.


Xzan’s first expression of jubilation faded as he attempted to complete his play. Whichever way he turned, his losses mounted exponentially. His greatest strengths became his overwhelming liabilities. Even the structure of numbers seemed to join in a conspiracy against him. Finally, he had to admit a defeat more crushing than any he had ever before suffered on the gaming board. He turned to Bogaert, and there was a new line of speculation across his evil brow.


“Only once in a million games could such a sequence happen. You, Colonel Bogey, were incredibly lucky.”


“I’ll not deny it. But had that piece of luck not been available, I’d never have played.”


“He’s telling you, in his devious Terran way,” interjected Oontara, “that there’s absolutely no route by which he could have lost. It’s the new logic, Xzan. You don’t see it coming. Before you can find out what’s happening, you’re presented with an accomplished fact. That’s how I know federation’s inevitable.”


“I’m glad you mentioned that,” said Rounding. “It explains the purpose of our visit. Knowing my Lord Xzan was visiting, we came to make a preliminary approach regarding the advantages of membership in the Galactic Federation.”


“My answer’s plain,” said Xzan. “You appear to have softened Oontara’s skull, but you’ll find me a tougher proposition. Small though my star holdings are, I still control twelve times the number of planets in your entire Federation. You’re the flea that clings to the hairs of my ferocious animal. Don’t bite too deeply, else my claws’ll scratch you out.”


“Well spoken!” said Rounding with warm approval. “But you’ve missed the point. A colonized planet subject to star rule has a support potential of less than one ten-thousandth of that of a self-determined, federated planet. A star colony has no incentive for self-development, since this only invites further tithes and plunder. When you consider how Terra, unaided and alone, came to join you lords and kings among the stars, you’ll see how much can be achieved by the right philosophy.”


“And what about the divine right of being stronger? This built star empires beyond your wildest dreams.”


“I don’t dream of empires, Lord Xzan. I have enough trouble just running my own department. Come, Bogey, we’ve taken up too much of the Lords’ time. But I hope we’ve left Lord Xzan something to think about.”




TWO


The Field of Perfection on Meon was a broad tract of rare, lush grasses maintained in such flawless condition that the name could never be doubted. Heading the slope, the impenetrable purple mountains stretched, so the legend had it, continuously up to support the arched back of the sky. Flanking the field, the walls and block towers of the twin fortress towns Andor and Ute formed a natural continuation of the mountain barrier and drew together at the foot of the slope where stood the great palace of Kam Kanizar, the King of Kings, the greatest star monarch of them all.


The children playing in the field were aware of the great tensions which beset their home world. Arma, nine Earth years old, rocked her playthings in a little cradle, and sang them an ancient hymn, as her mother might do to ease the stress. Zim was a few years older. He had a long-knife and a gimbal bow, and stalked imaginary goblins and won imaginary battles against overwhelming odds. One day he would follow his father, the mighty Kanizar, to fight the demons who dwelled among the stars; for the moment, however, not really understanding the situation, he was excited by the promise of change. The whole routine of the palace had been disturbed. Although they should have been at lessons, the children had today been awarded an unofficial holiday. Even their personal guards stood clustered in despondent discussion.


It was nearly dark before the young ones’ mother, Miram, the Empress Kanizar, came to the field to fetch them. This in itself was unusual, because normally armed guardsmen would have been at her side—but this evening she came alone, as if the occasion were too personal to permit the presence of others. Tall and slender, seemingly fragile as a reed, with honey-gray hair and an air of eternal calm, she bent only slightly as she answered her children’s questions.


“We mustn’t be afraid, little ones. We’ve to be strong. Camin Sher, who pretends to your father’s throne, sends many ships toward Meon. We think he means to attack us. Messengers have gone to your father, but even if he knew at this moment, he couldn’t be back in time to save us.”


“Then we must fight Sher ourselves.”


“It isn’t as easy as that, Zim. Your father has the main and both auxiliary fleets with him. We have nothing but a dozen patrol craft of the home fleet and a few supply ships. That’s nowhere near enough to withstand Sher’s battle fleet.”


“What will we do then, Mother?”


“The Council is meeting now. Old Sashu will advise us. We think Sher’s not much concerned with our garrison or installations, but that he’d like to harm you, my children. While you live, there’s no substance to his Pretender’s claim. Therefore, it’s your safety the Council will consider most important. Whatever they say we must do without question. For your father’s sake as well as your own.”


She turned and led the way back across the flawless turf, with Arma holding her hand. Zim followed regretfully. Something about his mother’s attitude suggested that he might never again have the chance to play under the purple mountains. Yet there was also the excitement of promised change, a break from his cloistered life. Not for one moment did he imagine that old Sashu would fail to find them safe harbor. After all, old Sashu advised Kanizar himself, and was not Kanizar the king of all the kings?


Leaving her children in the care of a trusted retainer, Miram returned to her chambers and spent some time examining her treasures, mainly gifts Kam Kanizar had brought her from the most exotic places in the galaxy. She knew that with the coming of Camin Sher these things must pass from her possession. Such loss would fill her with regret, but it was a pain which could be tolerated. Her children, however, were different. No matter what the hardship or personal cost, they must be brought to safety. This was not only political expediency, but also a necessity of the heart. Night enveloped her as she sat and made her silent dedication.


A whisper of drapes heralded the arrival of old Sashu, who was older and more wise in the affairs of the galaxy and of men than anyone else Miram had ever met. His creased and wizened face held a sympathetic understanding of her mood, yet his eyes were steady with his customary resolve.


“Is the Council decided?” asked Miram. Her voice sounded tired, reflecting the strains of the day.


“I’ve decided, my Lady, and the Council doesn’t disagree. For the safety of yourself and the Kanizar line, you and the children must leave Meon within the hour. You’ll travel incognito on a freighter already charted for Ortel. To cover your departure, our entire fleet, such as it is, will mount an attack on Sher’s war fleet. The Pretender will certainly win, but it should buy us the time we need to get the freighter out unobserved.”


Miram considered the prospect and its consequences. She felt numb.


“Such loss of life. Is there no other way?”


“My Lady”—Sashu’s voice was infinitely soft—“every man in the fleet was born for this moment. Though it means certain death, there’ll not be one dissenter. Further discussion is useless. We’ve none of us any choice.”


“Forgive me, Sashu. I wasn’t questioning your judgment, only regretting a terrible waste. When we reach Ortel, do we throw ourselves on the mercy of Oontara?”


“I fear not, my Lady. Since Oontara’s infatuation with the Federation, his whole court has become riddled with spies. Rumor has it that Lord Xzan even now is his guest, and we know how Xzan favors the Pretender. No, you must remain incognito and strive to contact Manu Kan. He’s a worthy kinsman of ours, and a merchant of considerable influence in Tenarensor. He’s Kanizar’s man, and he’ll guard you well. Entreat him to smuggle you to Terra, where you’ll be safe. Not even the Pretender would dare raise a finger against those ‘terrible infants’ of the galaxy.”


“But why should the Terrans protect us? They’ve no treaty with Kanizar.”


“It’s what’s known as the new logic. They’ll protect you not because you bring Kanizar’s heirs, but because you’re a mother in distress.”


She nodded dully, not relishing the idea of the days ahead. “What retinue is coming with me?”


“None, my Lady. It’s safer for the three of you to travel alone. Guards and attendants can’t fail to attract attention, and Tenarensor has more spies than inhabitants. You’ll carry no jewels or treasures. You’ll be dressed in very simple clothes. Even your beauty will be a danger to you. Once off the ship, you must wear a widow’s cowl at all times. Do you understand?”


“I hear you, faithful Sashu. I’ll take your advice, just as my Lord Kanizar has always done. My regret is that you’ll not be there to share the safety we attain.”


“Have no concern for old Sashu. It is you who carry the burden. Prince Zim is the most valuable child in the galaxy. With respect, my Lady, you’ve known little of life outside the courts and palaces of kings. Thus, the journey will fall infinitely harder on you than it would on a serving woman. If I didn’t know your inner strengths, I’d be mortally afraid. As it is, I’ve complete confidence that the heirs of Kanizar are in safe hands.”


“You say we leave within the hour?”


“The freighter’s already waiting on the pads. We wait only to get the home fleet into space on the light side. Then the freighter will make space from the dark side, keeping Meon between the ship and the Pretender’s fleet. With luck, the freighter will be out of scanner range before Sher has disposed of the trickle of ships we send to meet him. It could be many days before he even knows you’re gone.”


“May the gods bless you, Sashu, and see you safe through the coming darkness.”


“And may the darkness hide you, Miram, till you come to the safety of Terra’s light. Come, it’s time you made ready! My ears tell me the home fleet is ready for launch. We come to the most terrible night in creation.”


On the bridge of his flagship, Camin Sher, the Pretender, watched the screens with interest and mounting jubilation. Against the might of the war fleet at his back the defenders of Meon were offering only token resistance: twelve small patrol vessels. Kanizar’s second auxiliary fleet, which Sher had feared to meet, was mercifully as absent as his agents had suggested it would be. It was a major tactical blunder on the part of Kanizar, and one which the Pretender was determined the King of Kings would always regret. The rich lands of Meon were open for rape, and the palace was ready for plunder. More important, the stock of Kanizar’s bloodline could be destroyed in public view, leaving no other claimants to the throne once Kanizar himself was dead.


One of his spacefinders blossomed suddenly, and the glare brought Sher back from speculation to the immediate tactics of battle. The spacefinder had been vaporized, its position now marked only by a broad streak of ion-contaminated debris. The cause of this disaster was not immediately apparent, until Sher thought to count the Meon ships. Eleven. Suddenly Sher realized he had underestimated the defense. This handful of ships set against him was not going to engage in conventional battle. They were on a suicide mission.


Each would select a target ship, match coordinates precisely, then leap straight into hyperdrive. From a position well out of weapons range, they would streak at megalight velocities as if to pass through the target vessel. There was no defense against such a maneuver, and the results were inevitable: the complete destruction of both vessels. It was tactical brilliance for a defense which was bound to be beaten. For Camin Sher, it meant insupportably high losses.


While he pondered the problem, two of his major destroyers, each with a complement of better than two thousand men, became red roses and ceased to register as anything more substantial than gas. Since the attacking patrol ships had a probable crew of, at most, only four men, the ratio of his losses was at least five hundred to one, and nothing in his fleet was sacred, no matter how perfect its armor.


It took Sher two further agonized seconds to realize that his own flagship would be a prime objective. As he ordered emergency lifecraft evacuation, he was sick with the thought that he might already have delayed too long. Like a shoal of startled fish darting from a whale, the lifecraft departed, mere moments before the flagship became a miniature nova, which produced enough radiation to knock a couple of years off the Pretender’s life expectancy. White and shaken, he lay on the life-craft’s floor and waited helplessly while eight more of his finest dreadnoughts became suns. Then he knew the battle was over, and that because of numerical supremacy he had certainly won. However, the bitter flavor of defeat was strong in his mouth as he ordered the remnants of his once-great battle fleet to begin the sack of Meon.


Meanwhile, on the night side of the planet, a freighter slipped ponderously into hyperdrive and sped away across the great vortex of the Milky Way, heading for Ortel.




THREE


The gaming continued far into the night, with the players so evenly matched that neither could gain a decisive advantage. In an attempt to raise the interest, the stakes were growing ever higher. The ownership of star systems rested on the turn of a token. Although there were some considerable runs, nothing occurred to equal the remarkable performance of Colonel Bogaert, and the players were becoming bored through lack of excitement.


“Old friend,” said Oontara after a while, “I never thought to admit it, but the war game no longer moves me. It has battles without blood, victories without the screams of the defeated, and defeats without bitter anger waking the will to survive.”


“I was thinking on the same lines,” said Xzan. “These token warriors remind me of your Terran friends. Somebody paints a value on them, and that’s the unit they become—without earning their place by blood and fire.”


“I agree about the tokens, but not about the Terrans. You misjudge them simply because they don’t conform to our standards. But they’re a race new to the stars—why should they bother to conform? I once went into battle against them, and found myself completely outclassed. I tell you, they’re unassailable.”


“As a race, possibly.” Xzan lacked conviction. “As individuals, they’re pale, flat apologies for fighting men. In my retinue right now I’ve one I’d dare set against any ten Terrans and back him with my life—providing the Terrans fought man to man and not with the forces of their technology.”


“A useless proviso. You can’t separate Terrans from their technology. Take it away from them and they recreate it. Never commit your life to such a gamble. You’d all too easily find the odds reversed against you.”


“If you think so, you’ve never seen my champion.” Xzan reached for the golden tassel and summoned a servant. “Have my Captain send Bethschant immediately. I wish to show King Oontara what the complete fighting man looks like.”


The servant returned shortly with a soldier in the uniform of Xzan’s personal guard. Oontara regarded the appointee with mixed surprise and fascination. Here stood not one of Xzan’s vaunted hereditary warriors, but a near-animal creature, with a squat, hairy body and overlong arms which rippled with an abundance of muscle. His face was flat, fleshy, and fully as wicked as his master’s. Scarcely a centimeter of skin on his face and body did not bear the scar of some past wound or disease, yet his stance and bearing were of one driven by a life force which acknowledged death as the only true conqueror.


“This is your champion?” Oontara’s voice was strong with disbelief.


“You’ll find no better. He’s a very clever devil, is Bethschant. His guile and lack of conscience give no limit to his talent for mixing with death and surviving the consequences. We speak of hereditary warriors, but here’s one to end them all—a hereditary survivor.”


“Is he from a star world?”


“No. From Avida—where the life pressures are so extreme that ninety-five percent of the population never reach puberty. Only the successful scion of successful scion ever manage to breed. A hundred thousand years of this has produced a race of the most indestructible individuals the galaxy’s ever seen.”


“And the ugliest,” said Oontara with a shudder. “I didn’t know Avida had a human population.”


“It hasn’t now. The total colony was less than a hundred strong. When the system came under my control, I took them all into my service. They make magnificent warriors—even the women. Show me the Terran who could survive a week on Avida, much less grow to maturity there.”


“You persistently miss the point. Terrans don’t adapt to foreign environments. They use their technology to adapt the environment to them. A Terran colony on Avida would remain Terran—it’s the planet which would have to change.”


“I can see how this might apply to colonies—but we’re discussing individuals. You can’t seriously think an isolated Terran could survive on Avida?”


“The question’s one of degree. The more Terrans you have, the more technology they generate. How much needs to be generated to insure the survival of a man? They’ve a saying: ‘What can’t be endured must be cured.’ It’s the philosophy which makes these terrible children so terrible.”


Xzan dismissed Bethschant with a nod of his head and turned back conspiratorially to the star king.


“Our differences won’t be resolved by argument. You’re a gambler, Oontara. Would you dare put your viewpoint to the test?”


“If you’ve a fair proposal.”


“I suggest we each put a champion on Avida for a set period. One shall be Bethschant, the other a Terran of your choice. The game’s to see which can survive for the agreed term.”


“I said a fair proposal,” said Oontara. “We already know Bethschant can survive on Avida. The point under discussion is whether my candidate could do the same. Furthermore, if a Terran’s to survive he must have a nucleus of bits of wire and things with which to practice his technology. To do otherwise would be equivalent to putting Bethschant there with his arms cut off.”


“I accept your second point with reservations. The first I’ll not give. Bethschant survived on Avida because he belonged to a colony. This time he’ll be alone. So whoever’s candidate survives shall be the winner. If neither or both survive, the game’s void.”


“Not so fast!” Oontara was fully equal to his wily opponent. “If neither survives, it establishes nothing except that the game was too severe. If both survive, it proves my Terran the equal of your savage, therefore the game’s mine.”


“You drive a hard bargain, friend. I see the soft life’s little dimmed your cunning. I concede the point—but only if the odds make the gaming worth my while.”


“What wager had you in mind’?”


“Would you risk ownership of fifty habitable planets against ten of mine? Such an acquisition could make me a king the equal of yourself.”


“I’m faintly interested, though I’ve not said I agree.”


“Come! Where’s the old Oontara, who’d risk all on the placing of a token? Have you really grown soft, as I feared? Or do you have sudden doubts about the omnipotence of Terra?”


“Your jibes are misplaced, Xzan. It’s not that I thought the stakes too high, but rather that they were low. The wager still lacks interest. Ten of your miserable, gutted mudballs seems little enough recompense for the proof of my point. I’ll offer a new condition, binding on us both. I doubt you’ve sufficient faith even to consider it.”


“I’d dare anything to teach you the lesson you deserve.”


“Then here’s what I propose. I’ll wager fifty planets against your ten, as proof of my certainty. My further commitment’s that, if I lose, I’ll renounce my contracts with Terra and return to the old ways—if, in the event of my winning, you’ll agree to surrender all your holdings to the Federation.”


“If I didn’t know you for a joker, I’d think you serious.”


“I’m perfectly serious, Xzan. It’s you who finds the challenge difficult to face. Who’s the softer of us now?”


“You raise the bid to a desperate level. But somebody has to show you the error of your ways. The chances to take fifty of your planets and also bring you back to sanity is too good to miss. I accept your condition, Oontara. I’ve named my champion. Let’s hear the name of yours.”


“There are many I might choose. But we were speaking of Terrans in the abstract. Therefore, I’ll pick one I’ve only just met. I nominate Colonel Bogey.”


A smile of wicked anticipation lit Xzan’s face. “An interesting choice—though I doubt if Commissioner Rounding will happily volunteer his services.”


“The fat Commissioner doesn’t need to know. In past days, Xzan, we manipulated many and much by stealth and cunning. Well, I’ve not forgotten the old tricks. If you’ll guarantee to deliver your champion to Avida, I’ll guarantee the delivery of mine. But we’ve not yet agreed on the matter of equipment and provisions. What do you say for Bethschant?”


“He’s a nomad and a hunter. Too many provisions would be a burden. I think such spears and native weapons as he had when I acquired him, plus a long-knife, and prepared food for no more than three days. That will insure his rapid return to the old ways of living.”


“And I see for Colonel Bogey perhaps the basic stores and tool pack which are given to a star-world settler joining a colony.”


“Since there’ll be no colony for him to join, I can scarcely make objection. Though what use he’ll find for hammering nails and digging trenches on Avida is beyond my comprehension.”


“Then it’s settled! All we need to establish is the duration of the game.”


‘I’ve been thinking about that. Would three months be too severe?”


“Let’s make it six, to be decisive. And, Xzan …”


“Yes?”


“This time, let there be no interference with the fortunes of the game—else the prize goes to the other party by default.”


“Naturally! Then we’re agreed, Oontara. Though I can’t seriously believe you think you can win. It’ll be pleasant enough to welcome you back to the ways of your fathers. If age hasn’t tried you too sorely, you’ll likely find a few more planets to replace those you’ll have lost.”


“You count too soon, Xzan. It’s your way of life on trial here. And you who’ll have to make the reparations. I’ve told you, federation is inevitable. I speak from strength of knowledge. I merely go a little from my way to help an old friend who’s become too blind to see the path ahead.”




FOUR


A freighter carved its way out of parking orbit into Ortel’s ruby night and dropped with the sound of a million demons onto the landing pads of Tenarensor spaceport. A heavy cargo vessel, she was routed to the extreme edge of the field, well away from the passenger-receiving docks.
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