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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.


      






Inscription outside CHART, Paris, Earth:


Cartography Headquarters, Astro Research Trust


Knowledge is power. Knowledge of other worlds than this, greater knowledge, more accurate and more detailed knowledge of more worlds, acquired more quickly, is the only thing that can set and keep the human race above the humanoids, eagles, moles, spiders, snakes and slugs who share the galaxy with us.


CHART is our sword. CHART is our armour. CHART makes or breaks us in the galaxy.


CHART is our galactic takeover bid.









PART ONE











A.D. 2216


IN City One, Wysteria, Sector Z 131, a tiny bar rang with the clinking of glasses, the tinkling, drunken laughter of the one woman, and the verbal diarrhoea of ten men who had not been in a bar for at least five subjective years.


One of them, however, gradually set himself apart, as usual. Blake, not the most sociable of men, had felt and for half an hour succumbed to the urge to talk on encountering men (and one woman of a sort) who had not been with him over the past thirty or so subjective years at least and heard everything he had to say, everything he was willing to say. But Blake recovered far sooner than the rest of them, perhaps because there was less he had to say, more he kept to himself.


He was usually able, because the onlooker sees most of the game, to sense long before anyone else that a party was going to end in shouts, screams, oaths and savage combat. He was sensing this now … not that it was difficult to forecast trouble when two separate CHART crews went drinking together. No CHART captain ever permitted this to happen if it was in his power to prevent it. But in this case it was not in the power of Spring, captain of CHART 427, or Windham, captain of CHART 3686, to do anything about it, except stay away so that they would not be involved personally, and could later blame the trouble on everybody else. This they had done. They could not prevent it because there was only one Terran bar in the non-Terran capital of Wysteria, planetside leave could not be refused short of emergency situations which did not exist in comparatively friendly Wysteria, and every wallet was loaded.


The slightly human Wysterian bartender leaned on his approximate elbows and watched sardonically, aware that the Terran franks spent in his bar that night would equal the takings from the non-Terran section of the hotel for a week, and not greatly interested. Wysterians were not greedy. They cared more about the quality of their customers than how much they spent, and the bartender didn’t think much of his present customers. Wysterians, who drank the same kind of alcohol as Terrans but never showed any effects until they quietly passed out, despised Terrans who drank and became aggressive, loud-mouthed and unsteady on their feet. They mildly respected Terrans who did not, knowing that among humans this was an achievement. Catching Blake’s eye, the Wysterian winked, a gesture of considerable friendliness, since the wink was not indigenous to Wysteria. The wink meant: You’re all right, chum, but I don’t think much of your mates.


Blake considered informing the bartender that only half of them were his mates, the CHART 427 crew—Willie Sorley, Hogan, old Nevil Barry, Peter Piper. But that wasn’t the sort of thing you discussed with a non-human, even a friendly non-human. Let it pass. Let them pass as his mates, even Windham’s crew. After all, they were CHART men.


Chuff, of 3686, leered at young Willie Sorley of Blake’s crew and bantered in high good humour over the fact that Willie had scarcely said a word to Wilma, the only woman among ten men. Chuff didn’t dispute Willie’s virility, indeed he exaggerated it in terms which made Willie blush furiously and Wilma tinkle incessantly. Chuff’s point was that Willie owed it to himself and to Wilma to be more forthcoming, since Wilma was probably the only human female on the planet except 427’s Icemaiden Rachel, who had not deigned to honour them with her presence. Willie might have been expected to. …


Here Chuff fortunately lost the thread of his argument, and Hogan of 427, Hogan the Indestructible, patted Willie’s shoulder and said he was a good lad. Like many huge men, Hogan did know his own strength and never sought a fight.


Blake, alone in a crowd, was already quite prepared to go back into space, into timeshift for that matter. For a while he ceased to listen … and then his attention was caught again by a jeering tone in Chuff’s voice. “Yes, Mr. Hogan, that’s what I said. Captain Yellowbelly Spring.” He slammed his glass on the table for emphasis, rattling all the others. “I said Captain Yellowbelly Spring, and I’ll tell you what I mean. I don’t mean he’s got yellow guts. I mean he’s got no guts.”


The words hung in the air. Young Willie looked uneasy rather than belligerent. Old Nevil Barry, humming quietly to himself, was too far gone in drink to know what was going on. The mighty Hogan was the hardest man to rouse that Blake had ever met. Blake himself had no intention of starting a fight. Of the five members of 427 present that left only Peter Piper, and he was eyeing Wilma thoughtfully, wondering what his chances were.


Chuff, three parts drunk, understood none of this. All he knew was that he was being allowed to say of Spring things his own mates would never allow to be said of Windham, lousy sneaky bastard though Windham was.


“Captain Yellowbelly Spring,” said Chuff thickly, “because he’s got a chestful of medals, because he’s been in CHART since it started, can pick his own jobs. You’re buying two drinks to our one because of the bonus you got for surveying Mann. Now I’m not saying you didn’t do a good job on Mann——”


“We did a good job,” said Hogan gently. “That’s why we got the bonus, Chuff.”


“Maybe you did. …” On the point of losing for good his train of thought, Chuff stumbled back on it triumphantly. “But we didn’t get chance to do good job. The old man put in for Mann and didn’t get it. Captain Yellowbelly Spring got it. Now the old man has put in for Crock. …”


There was a sudden stillness. At the mention of the planet of disaster, even old Nevil fell silent, staring at Chuff doubtfully. A few other spacers in both crews, those who had heard tales, glanced at Blake. Blake’s eyes blazed and then went cold.


Enjoying the attention he had won, Chuff said: “Yes, the old man has offered to make a new survey, the first real survey, of Crock. And we’re behind him. And you know what he was told? Captain Spring has first refusal of Crock. Captain Spring has had it for eleven years. But we all know, every one of us here knows, that if Captain Spring had it for fifty years he’d never take it, because Crock is tough, and Captain Spring is yellow. …”


Incredibly, nothing happened. Blake couldn’t understand it for a minute as Hogan quietly sipped his beer, Peter Piper did something with his hand under the table and Wilma shrieked encouraging protests, and old Nevil smiled vaguely.


Then he realized that nobody in 427 wanted to go to Crock anyway, and it was not inconvenient to have the whole thing attributed to the cowardice of Captain Clement Spring. Moreover, nobody in 3686 wanted the Crock job either, and it was convenient for them to hide behind the prior right of Spring and boast they’d do the job if only they were given the chance.


Anyway, another round was ordered, Chuff subsided, and Blake, relaxing, relaxed too far and was off on a flight.


It was not a real chronophantasm. It couldn’t be, for he was not in timeshift. It was merely a shadow chrono induced by habit and perhaps alcohol, something between the real thing and the ordinary reverie or brown study of a normal, imaginative person.


Since it was not a real chronophantasm, he remained aware that it was the year 2216 and that he was Ken Blake, executive officer of CHART 427, sitting in a bar on the planet Wysteria. He was also so much in control that when he saw he was going back to the night he met Valerie, he was able to divert to something else. …









A.D. 2166 – Fifty years back


THE ten-year-old boy stared in awe at the immense white building on the outskirts of Lundon (fifty miles from West-minster) which was the real School, the School which had no pupils but from which all the lessons came. Some of the other kids at Trenton neither knew nor cared that their television teachers were real people with husbands and wives and kids of their own; as far as the average primary pupil was concerned, the teachers in the box existed only in the box.


Kenny had always been mildly curious about the School, which got a capital letter to distinguish it from the ordinary school in Trenton, Northumberland, where the teaching machines were. He had already recognized something of the brilliance of the techniques, for when any ordinary person tried to explain anything it was difficult to get the hang of it and not very interesting, but the lessons were always crystal-clear. Nobody actually liked school, of course. Still, nobody wanted to be too dumb either. (One of the attitudes subtly put over by the TV education system was that nobody wanted to know everything, but nobody wanted to know less than the other kids.)


And then came the summons, the unheard-of summons to go to the School and meet a teacher. It came for Kenny Blake alone, and the attitude of the other kids varied widely between scorn, alarmism and envy.


“Kenny’s going to get hung.”


“What did you do, Kenny, write dirty words in the projects?”


“Honestly, I’m sick. Why should it be Kenny Blake? Lots of other persons would be better representatives of Trenton school.”


“Kenny, will you bring me something back?”


“What do you mean, back? Kenny’s never going to come back.”


Miss Schofield, who was not a teacher but an educational assistant, took him to the monorail depot at Nucasl. And to his delirious delight, when through some technical hitch it appeared he would have to change trains four times, she took him away from the depot to the airfield instead and booked him in a mail shuttle direct to the School.


True, he couldn’t see anything in the shuttle and the journey took less than a minute and he was sick afterwards. But after that there was one thing no one could ever take away from him.


He was a spaceman. The shuttle in its incredibly rapid flight had been right out of the atmosphere for several seconds.


Then he was staring at the School. A friendly postman, touched by the way the little country boy rose above internal disorder, wildly enthusiastic about the shuttle flight even as his stomach insisted on emptying itself, gave him a risotto bar.


“That’s a spaceman’s trick, kid,” he said. “The rice swells up inside you and stops your tummy going round and round.”


So, surveying the immensity of the School, Kenny was still munching the risotto bar. He didn’t like it much, but that was totally irrelevant. If this was a thing the spacemen did, he’d have finished the bar even if he was sick with every mouthful. But he wasn’t. It worked. He felt so much better so quickly that he didn’t have to be ashamed of being sick on his first space flight.


The receptionist was just like Miss Schofield—he wasn’t scared of her. But the Headmaster was different. He was terrifying.


(It wasn’t until years later that Blake saw the system more objectively. Children needed discipline; nobody did lessons for fun, anyway not over the age of seven or eight, after cynicism set in. The educational assistants, who were not high-grade, did their best to give children a motive for learning. The TV lessons themselves were so arranged that school was interesting if you concentrated on what was going on, boring if you let yourself lose the thread. Computers did the marking of the projects and exercises, but when the computers were baffled they turned the case over to a real teacher. And sometimes such a case needed the personal touch, and got it.)


“Kenny,” said the Headmaster grimly, “you aren’t trying.”


Even at ten, Kenny knew such things were not supposed to be said to schoolchildren, though he didn’t know exactly why not.


And the Headmaster was old and fierce, with bushy red hair round his ears and nowhere else. Kenny had seen him only a few times on TV, at the beginning and end of term and on other special occasions, usually stern, seldom jovial.


His room, too, was awesome, totally surrounded by books. There was an enormous old-fashioned leather-covered desk before which Kenny had to stand, there being no other chair in the small room. Sombre bindings engulfed him. He had seen in his life about half a dozen bound books, and had not believed there were as many in the world as the Headmaster had. Books were so much more massive and impressive than microfilm cassettes. (Later he realized the forbidding bindings were probably only a front for cassette racks, or nothing at all.)


“No, Kenny,” the Headmaster boomed, “I am not pleased with you at all.”


“My marks haven’t been bad,” said Kenny cautiously.


“And not good. But that’s not the point, Kenny—not the point at all. For you, your performance has been terrible. You’re not working at half capacity. That’s what I don’t like—and neither does the Space Academy.”


Kenny’s heart missed a beat. “The Space Academy?” he faltered.


The Headmaster looked surprised. “You didn’t know the Space Academy was keeping an eye on you? Or perhaps you didn’t think school mattered if you were going to be a spacer?”


Kenny said nothing. He had thought exactly that. It did not occur to him to wonder why everybody knew he wanted to be a spacer. To want to be a spacer seemed so natural to him that he regarded anyone lacking this burning ambition as abnormal.


“Here’s one of the papers set for this year’s Space Academy entrance examination,” said the Headmaster, waving a closely-printed form that looked formidable even several feet away. “And here’s one candidate’s papers.” He waved written sheets heavily underscored in red.


“He failed, of course,” said the Headmaster. “Now he’ll never be a spacer.”


Kenny swallowed.


Then suddenly the Headmaster smiled. “But for you it’s not too late, Kenny,” he said. “Would you like to see a live feature on spacing?”


“Would I!” Kenny shouted.


“Only if you’re quiet,” said the Headmaster.


“Yes, sir!”


“I’m sure you’ve heard about the inauguration of CHART, a new department attached to the Navy but autonomous. That means——”


“I know what it means, sir. And I know about CHART. They’re going to use superlux ships. All the superlux spacing is to be transferred to CHART, including Navy work. Because of timeshift and the chronophantasms, all the CHART spacers will be volunteers, unmarried, with no close relatives, so that the flights won’t cut them off from——”


“Kenny, I think you know more about it than our script-writers,” said the Headmaster, ponderously amused. But he sounded friendly now. “Still, there may be a few things in the programme that are new to you. And you’ll get a chance to meet the first officer to graduate from the new CHART section of the Space Academy, Sub-Lieutenant Clement Spring. He’s twenty, just ten years older than you. He’ll be talking to senior classes, and afterwards. …”


The Headmaster appeared to be struck by a sudden thought. “We might even put you on the programme, Kenny. How would you like that?”


Kenny didn’t care. If he got a chance to meet a real spacer, they could film it or not, as they wished—he wouldn’t notice.


“Sir,” he said, his heart full, “I——”









A.D. 2216


THERE Blake was brought back abruptly to the Wysterian bar by the explosion of a glass shattering on the table right in front of him.


A mere crash wouldn’t bring you back from a true chrono. The only thing that snapped you out of a flight instantaneously was sudden emergence from timeshift.


But Blake was only in a ghost chrono.


He came back to war. Hogan, still seated, was calmly smiting any 3686 man who came within range, Willie was furiously pummelling Chuff in the ribs, a 3686 man had old Nevil on the floor and was beating his head on it. Peter Piper was flat out, two of the other team were slogging each other, and Wilma, standing on a table, was screaming with delight.


The bartender was resignedly calling the cops.


Blake charged in and hauled the 3686 man off Nevil. The old man was soft in the head anyway, and such treatment was unlikely to do him any good.


Somebody thumped Blake in the kidneys. He turned in time to see Hogan poke his assailant in the middle, and the unfortunate spacer folded like a jack-knife.


Peter Piper managed to get to his knees, grasped Wilma’s ankle and pulled. Shrieking, she fell on top of him, knocking him out again.


Then the cops were there. Wysterian cops, they were as indifferently efficient at breaking up a riot as any other cops. They stunned Hogan with a needle, knowing at a glance they couldn’t handle him in any other way, gave Willie a whiff of gas that made him retch, bopped Chuff because they knew as cops always know that he was the troublemaker, and more or less ignored Blake.


“He wasn’t in it,” said the bartender. So Blake was left, after the rest of them had been swept away, to give information, make excuses and pay for the damage.


The bartender, who spoke fair English, said when only the two of them were left: “Captain Spring is your captain?”


“Yes, morr.”


It only meant mister, but it pleased the Wysterian.


“Then your men fought because they thought he was being insulted. I see. But why is it an insult that a father should love his daughter?”


So that was it.


“They meant that he loved her too much.”


“How is it that a father’s love can be too much?”


Vaguely Blake remembered, from about a couple of subjective centuries back, that the Wysterians had no legal or moral objections to incest. Nor should they, for although they were humanoid they were trisexual, and the more consanguine the trio the better for the physique, mentality and stability of the offspring.


“It’s a way in which your people and mine differ, morr,” he said. “Don’t let it bother you.”


“It was a silly fight, I think.”


“All the sillier because it isn’t true anyway.”


“Captain Spring does not love his daughter too much?”


“No.”


“Then why was it that the other men thought——”


“Morr,” said Blake, “let me buy you a drink, and we’ll talk about trisexual relations. They must be very interesting. And it could be that there’s safety in numbers.”


He didn’t stay long, only long enough to smooth Terran-Wysterian relations a little after the fracas.


Walking home, he didn’t bother to round off his interrupted flight. Memory was a poor substitute for reliving, and even in a ghost chrono you relived the incident. It had been a mistake made in a weak moment, he thought, to avoid reliving that first meeting with Valerie, even if it meant having to relive the whole story.


Being a spacer, he had never really lost Valerie and never would. Only if he left CHART and was never in timeshift again would she be lost to him. And that would never happen.


The two ships, twins, lay side by side beside the space-port terminal. They were big ships to carry a complement of only seven: they also had to carry two lifeboats, two helicopters, radio transmitters more powerful than any commercial installation on Wysteria, and photographic facilities that would have served a film studio. Then there were the drills and the mining equipment, the analysers and computers.


Blake hesitated before entering the ship, unnamed, with 427 painted on the lock. Windham of 3686 would have to know that his entire crew was in the cooler. But it was not up to a member of the other crew involved in a bar fracas, even the exec, to drop in casually and tell him. Spring should do it.


Blake entered the lock and climbed to the control-room. There in sole possession was Rachel, painting her toenails.


“Where’s the old man?” he asked.


Ignoring the question, she arched her eyebrows at him. “Alone?”


“Yes. The others are in the cooler.”


“Surprise, surprise! Who started it, our lot or Windham’s lot?”


“Bit of both. It was over the same old thing.”


She frowned, sick for a moment. Then she looked up fiercely and said: “Why don’t you tell them?”


“Sometimes I do. It doesn’t do any good.”


“You’re not beginning to believe it yourself, are you?”


“No. But you and the old man ask for it, Rachel. He’s your shadow. Or you’re his. I guess that’s a better simile than I thought, because you’re both shadows, he of the man he was and you of the girl you ought to be.”


She was a remarkably beautiful girl, which was just as well, because the only liberty she allowed was the privilege of looking at her. Even in this she was not particularly generous. Although always immaculate, she never dressed provocatively. Her white satin overalls, her many trouser suits and her blue uniforms were elegant, perfectly cut, but never garrulous about their contents. Her skirts were never very short, her necklines never very low. In temposhift, when everybody threw off jackets and sweaters, Rachel retired to her cabin. …


At the moment she was wearing a pale green pyjama suit to emphasize her red hair—unnecessarily, since her hair was emphatic enough without it.


She said quietly: “You may be right, Ken. Of course I never knew Clem in his great days, as you did. But he must have been marvellous. … As for me, I’m afraid you flatter me. I’m nothing in particular except a reasonably attractive exterior. There’s just nothing inside.”


He was a little surprised—it was seldom indeed that she admitted this, true though he considered it was. But then, it was seldom that he or anybody else got a chance to talk to Rachel alone. She and Spring always stood watch together, took leave together or didn’t take leave at all, went ashore together or didn’t go ashore.


He took advantage of the rare moment to say: “Why, Rachel? What’s wrong with Clem, and with you?”


“We don’t talk about that. When he wants you to know, he’ll tell you.”


“I know about your mother’s death and I know it dates from then. But he didn’t kill her.”


“Didn’t he? Maybe he thinks he did.”


They had talked like this before and he knew he wasn’t going to get anywhere. “Where is the old man?” he asked again.


“In his bunk.”


“I’ll have to go and tip him out.”


“Don’t. He took his immunity shots, the three-year cycle. He’ll be out for twelve hours.”


“That’s great,” said Blake. It was another of the tiny, irritating ways in which Spring shed responsibility these days. Whatever happened, if anything happened, Blake had to handle it, not Spring.


Rachel noticed that the top button of her green jacket was loose, and fastened it.


“Before you lock up the strawberry jam,” said Blake harshly, “are you quite sure anybody wants any?”


That didn’t bother her. “I told you there was nothing inside,” she said quietly. “No strawberry jam. No sugar and spice and all things nice.”


He looked boldly, deliberately, at her emphatically flawless shape. “You could have fooled me,” he said.


“All right, back to business. You’re in charge. Any entertaining orders for me?”


Cast back into the rôle of exec, he said seriously: “Well, we could be asked to leave in a hurry. Unlikely, but it would be a court-martial offence if it did happen and the ship wasn’t ready. So since there’s only you and me, I’ll have to ask you to do one of two unpleasant jobs, but you can take your pick.”


She said at once: “You go and see Windham, and I’ll set up the superlux drive.”


“Well, well,” he said. “You really have surprised me, Rachel.”


“Proves I’m not slipping. Always keep a man guessing.”


“Look, I know how you hate getting dirty——”


“No welching, acting captain. On your way over to 3686.” She grinned at him as she went away to change into overalls.


Overhauling the temposhift drive was easily the longest, filthiest and most unpleasant routine on the ship, and strictly a CHART girl photographer should have been exempt, not least because no CHART girl photographer would be expected to be capable of it. However, like Spring, like Blake, Rachel, with only one actual year in space against their actual seventy and sixty respectively, could not bear to be on a ship she couldn’t run single-handed if necessary.


She was a real spacer, Blake admitted. It was a pity she was nothing else. Even Suzy was more of a woman.


The temposhift drive, unlike the normal-space drive, which was bright and shiny and generically kith and kin to all good human machinery since the first steam engine was installed in a wooden seagoing ship, was dark and crazy and twisted and foul, exuding strange substances which smelled unpleasant, felt worse, and were usually very difficult to remove from skin or clothing. Rachel had certainly surprised him, and it was only after she had made her choice that he realized he’d rather have taken the drive than Windham himself.


He went back through the ship the way he had come, crossed the few yards that separated the two CHART ships and opened the lock of 3686.


He found Windham in exactly the same place in 3686 as he had found Rachel in 427.


“Ken!” said Windham cordially, holding out his hand. He was tall and thin, with a very long, blue nose.


“It’s not a social visit,” said Blake, pretending not to see the outstretched hand.


“No? You still haven’t forgiven me for Gunter?”


Blake looked at him narrowly. “I think that’s the first time you’ve admitted that there’s anything to forgive.”


“I admit nothing,” Windham retorted. “I know you think I tried to put the blame on you, inasmuch as there was any blame——”


“Save the inasmuches, sir,” said Blake wearily. “In our brief acquaintance I had about as many inasmuch and howsoevers as I could take.”


“I never blamed you, Ken. I couldn’t, could I, when you were——”


“Not for the foul-up,” said Blake in the same weary tone. “Not the first foul-up, I mean. But what sticks in my gullet is the way you tried to make out that you recommended what I recommended, and that I raised the objections that you. …”


He stopped. Against all his intentions he was arguing with Windham, and nobody ever won an argument with Windham except, possibly, an officer much higher in rank. “I came to report that our two crews have been slogging each other and ended up in a Wysterian jail. Sir.”


Two red spots appeared in Windham’s sunken cheeks. “I don’t like that ‘sir’, Ken. Since you and I are of equal rank, it sounds insolent.”


Blake smiled faintly, feeling better. Of course the devious Windham was really annoyed about the bar fracas, not Blake’s calling him ‘sir’.


“I see,” Windham went on, his cordiality freezing to iciness, “you had the good fortune to extricate yourself.”


“I usually do.”


“I must congratulate you. You didn’t manage to extricate my exec while you were at it?”


It took Blake a second or two to remember that Windham’s exec was Chuff. In the circumstances, he restricted himself to a laconic: “No.”


“One might have thought that Captain Spring would do a fellow captain the courtesy of personal communication.”


“Captain Spring has just taken his three-year shots.”


“Oh. Very convenient.”


Windham was now coldly angry, his effort to be friendly having been spurned. Blake was not repentant; probably the same situation would have prevailed by this time if he had treated Windham as a long-lost brother. Windham’s temperament, more than fundamental lack of ability (though there was some of that, too), had kept him static in the service for thirty years.


“Now that you’re here, Ken,” Windham went on, “there are two things I want to tell you. I don’t want to be accused of going behind anyone’s back.”


“Sir,” said Blake earnestly, “that’s the least that anyone has ever said of you.”


“First, I have applied for the Crock assignment.”


Blake said nothing. There was no point in saying he knew this already.


“Second, I have applied for your transfer to my crew.”


This staggered Blake. “Surely our one mission together was not so outstandingly successful that——”


“Please let’s forget Gunter. The reason for my application for your transfer must surely be obvious. You are the leading Terran expert on Crock. You are almost the sole Terran expert on Crock. This being so, I have offered, if CHART so desire, to serve under you as your exec.”


This was a noble gesture: for Windham, of all people, it was a great gesture. For a moment Blake felt almost humble.


Then he realized that there must be a joker. What it was he had no idea, but there had to be one. Windham’s motives were sometimes so tortuous that nobody could hope to figure them out. Maybe, for instance, Windham hoped to prove by being a red-hot exec under a mediocre captain that this had not been the situation on Gunter twenty years ago. And maybe even that wasn’t devious enough for him.


“Thank you, sir,” he said. “You break my heart. I mean that. And you wouldn’t want to serve under a captain with a broken heart, would you?”


It was only later that he realized his flippant rejoinder could have at least three possible meanings.


Back on 427 there was nothing to do. Rachel, in the gloom and malodour and unearthliness of the superlux drive, would be less than a third through, but he couldn’t help her. There was no room, and anyway she had made her choice.


There was always Suzy. He called her, and got the inevitable response: “Of course, Ken, come up right away.”


Blake climbed to the very nose of the ship, where Suzy’s room was. As he entered, locking the door as a matter of course, she was in shadow on the divan, a sheet over one shoulder—and then she turned and smiled at him.


He caught his breath.


Of course she was pretty and well formed, that went without saying. But she had really done a job on herself this time. She had elected to be a redhead, like Rachel, and otherwise as unlike Rachel as it was possible to be. Rachel’s nose was patrician, Suzy’s was pert and snub. Rachel had thin, exquisite eyebrows, Suzy’s were black and thick and bold. Rachel was ivory, Suzy was pink and brown.


And having shown what she had done to her features, a small triumph, for she had given herself a face which, though consisting entirely of imperfections, was perfect, she casually let the sheet slide off her shoulder and let him see she had done things to her body as well.


Rachel was lean and taut: Suzy had made herself soft, retaining her tiny waist but with swelling hips and bosom that made her a chubby hourglass. If Rachel possessed anything as vulgar as an abdomen, which was doubtful, it was hard as a board and if anything flatter: Suzy had a frankly rounded belly, excitingly shaped and muscled.


“It’s a marvellous job, Suzy,” he said.


She toppled over sensuously on her back, flexing her torso dramatically. “I took some trouble over it,” she admitted. “Was it worth it?”


“Yes,” he said. “And very clever.”


“Clever?” she exclaimed, pleased, spinning round to present another vista for his pleasure.


“Making yourself the antithesis of Rachel. Naturally we all have a thing about Rachel. Equally naturally, it’s a different thing. Being like Rachel, or unlike Rachel, is a smart thing for you to do, either way.”


“I didn’t think of all that.”


“No.” Anyway, he wasn’t there for conversation. There was really no point in talking to Suzy. He lifted her and carried her to the bed—meaning he wasn’t there just for quick sanitary relief but intended, literally, to sleep with her. She didn’t mind, of course. Probably she liked it. She was conscientious, having been made conscientious. The longer a man wanted to stay with her the better she’d like it.


She knew by this time that he didn’t want to hurry, that he liked to take his time over making love.


And, of course, she co-operated.


There was no way of telling she was just a machine short of cutting her open and exposing her non-organic interior. Beauty in Suzy’s case was a little more than skin deep. She could bleed, if necessary (some of her lovers might like that), and bruise and sweat, though she always did the last very discreetly, only to prove she was human. Anatomically she was perfect at least half an inch deep, her plastic bones and flesh having exactly the right degree of flexibility and rigidity, the right temperature, the right feel.


Of course you couldn’t send men into space to face perhaps forty years without sex. They had to have something. They had Suzy.


Being a machine, she couldn’t operate in temposhift. As it happened, that didn’t matter. In temposhift there were the chronophantasms, which were all things to all men. You didn’t need alcohol either, which also was just as well, for in tempo-shift intoxicating liquor didn’t intoxicate.


But after all, a lot of space travel wasn’t in timeshift, and every ship spent nearly half its time on the ground, some ground, somewhere. Suzy was always particularly busy just before CHART 427 went superlux, and just after. …
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