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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 1


Nick Falsen had never liked cats, and cats had never liked him.


He was lucky that mutual hostility between himself and members of the feline species brought only marooning as its consequence. He could have been ejected from the air lock without his space suit, or shot with a projectile pistol, or disposed of in other ways more interesting than pleasant. But Falsen had once saved Captain Canning’s life at some risk to his own. The two of them had been making an outer-hull inspection and, somehow, the captain’s magnetically soled feet had lost contact with the shell plating and he had fallen out and away. If his lifeline had not snapped, this would have been a cause for embarrassment rather than alarm. As it was, the situation was serious. Falsen, using the tools from his belt holsters for disposable reaction mass, had taken off after his commander, had caught him and brought him back to safety. He had been obliged to sacrifice his suit’s air tank to give the pair of them that last shove towards the ship.


Canning had not forgotten and—to the displeasure of the other officers—the second mate was not popular—had ruled that Falsen be given a fighting chance. The master of the star tramp Epsilon Crucis ordered that his second officer be marooned on Antares VI, an inhospitable planet barely capable of supporting human life and considered by the Federation not to be worth the trouble and expense of a colonization project. In those days, with the Third Expansion just getting under way, it seemed that the galaxy was overstocked with highly desirable hunks of real estate just waiting to be snapped up by the first comer. Antares VI was not in that category.


So, at the appointed time, the whine of the Mannschenn Drive had sagged from the almost supersonic to the subsonic, and faded into silence. Epsilon Crucis, navigating now in normal space-time, had made a gingerly approach to the sixth planet of the ruddy sun, had established herself in orbit about this world. Number two boat had been readied, and to it, under armed escort, Falsen was taken. He could have broken free even then; he could have slipped out of the manacles about his wrists with ease. But what good would it have been to him? The others were ready and waiting for such action on his part. Both Wilbrahim, the chief officer, and Baynes, the chief engineer, were carrying projectile pistols, old-fashioned weapons, outmoded blunderbusses firing metal slugs—and Falsen knew what kind of metal they were. So he went into the boat, which was being piloted by young Kent, the fourth officer—acting third as soon as the necessary logbook entries had been made and signed. Wilbrahim, still carrying his ugly weapon, came along for the ride. Minnie, the ship’s cat, spat one malediction before the air-lock doors closed.


There was no conversation during the journey from ship to planetary surface. It would have been hard to talk in any case; the sonic insulation around the inertial-drive unit was not very effective. Kent, forward, sat hunched over his controls. In the cabin, facing Falsen, Wilbrahim lounged at deceptive ease, the pistol, safety catch off, pointing at the prisoner. Falsen hoped that Kent, not the best of pilots, would be able to land without too much of a jolt. Fortunately the set-down was made on soft ground.


It was a spongy plain that was more than half swamp. The last of the daylight was almost gone and a thin, persistent rain drifted down from the overcast sky. Falsen shivered as they pushed him toward the air-lock door. “You might,” he protested, “have let me bring some stores, some warm clothing …”


“You won’t need anything,” Wilbrahim told him. “You’re lucky,” he added as he gestured with his pistol, “that I didn’t find some excuse to use this. If I thought that you had the ghost of a chance of surviving, I still would.”


“You still could, sir,” volunteered Kent, the obnoxious puppy. “‘Shot while attempting to escape,’ or something …”


“Escape?” Wilbrahim laughed harshly. “To what? He’s welcome to all that he finds here. Mind you, I do think that the Old Man was too softhearted. Now, get the irons off him, Mr. Kent. Don’t be scared; I’ve got him covered.”


“And me,” whined the junior officer, “what if the bullet goes right through him? Why not leave the handcuffs on the bastard?”


“I have to account for ship’s stores, mister, and those cuffs are on the inventory. Hurry up, now!”


Kent fumbled with the key, trying to keep himself out of the line of fire. The manacles dropped to the deck with a metallic rattle.


“Out, Falsen, out!” growled the chief officer, gesturing with his gun. Then, in tones of heavy irony, “Good hunting!”


Falsen stood ankle-deep in cold mud and, with upraised fists, cursed his late shipmates aboard Epsilon Crucis, cursed the boat that had brought him down to this dismal world, that was now lifting fast back towards the bubble of light and warmth that was the mother ship. Either Wilbrahim or Kent switched on a searchlight, trained it on him, and the harsh glare of it reflected from his eyes, making them glow like those of some wild animal. Then the lifecraft was hidden by the low cloud cover and only the fading clangor of its inertial drive told of its passing. Soon there was only the darkness and the falling rain, and the solitary figure clad in low shoes, shirt and shorts, dressed not for pioneering but for the control room of the interstellar ship from which he was forever banished.


Cursing, Falsen realized, would get him nowhere. With his right hand he brushed his wet, pale-blond hair away from his eyes and surveyed his surroundings. The rain was not heavy enough to impair visibility, although he was soon soaked and chilled. Enough light remained, once the castaway’s eyes had become adjusted, for him to make out the horizon—a dim, featureless, deeper blackness against the blackness of the overcast sky. Level, unbroken by tree, hill or building, it was so straight that Falsen at first feared that he had been set down upon some tiny islet in the midst of a great, calm sea. (Wilbrahim would have been quite capable of doing just that.) Fighting down his fears he tried to remember all that he had ever read, in pilot books and navigating directions, about Antares and its worlds. (He had never dreamed that such knowledge would ever be of vital importance to him.) He recollected vaguely that this planet’s equatorial zone was encircled by a broad belt of almost level plain and swampland, and that only in low latitudes were temperatures endurable by Terran standards.


Once again he turned in a slow circle, eyes, ears and nose alert for any indication of life—of life, and warmth, and food. He heard nothing but the steady susurrus of the rain, smelled nothing but dampness and vegetable decay and … and? Smoke. Wood smoke, an elusive fragrance hinting at the presence of some form of intelligent life. He shook himself, then purposively started to trudge in the direction from which he judged that the faint aroma was drifting. The mud slopped over the tops of his shoes, making his feet even colder. His saturated clothing clung clammily to his body but, as the exercise warmed him, trapped a moist heat. As he walked one hand explored his pockets, checking their contents. He had a large pocketknife of the type favored by the spacemen of his era; it incorporated a sharp blade, a screwdriver, a file, a tiny adjustable wrench, a corkscrew and a bottle opener. There was an “everlasting” pocket lighter, good for at least five more standard years. There was a sodden packet of cigarettes. Whatever he might find at the end of his walk, he was armed, after a fashion. He had a cutting tool or weapon. He had fire. He had, too, his physical strength and a considerable ability to look after himself in unarmed combat.


The smoke odor grew stronger and stronger, and with it another smell—a scent that promised even more than the warmth and dryness which he was now anticipating with increasing certainty. Yet it destroyed his hopes of food. He had fallen low—but not that low. Yet. He could see something ahead now, a hill that humped its not inconsiderable bulk well above the horizon, its outline softened by vegetable growth of some kind; bushes or low trees. The not unpleasant acridity of smoldering wood was strong now, but even his keen night vision could not discern the faintest flicker of firelight. Yet there must be, somewhere close now, a castaway like himself, somebody with the same needs and desires—or, he amended, similar needs and desires. For he was, by this time, quite certain that his fellow victim of harsh circumstance was a woman.


He walked cautiously, treading carefully to avoid snapping the twigs and thinner branches of the shrubs covering the relatively dry slope. The other, whoever she was, might be armed. And, armed or not, too sudden an awakening from sleep could make her dangerous. He climbed and circled the hill cautiously, following his nose carefully, stealthily, a mounting excitement in his veins. It was only now that he fully realized how dreadfully lonely he had been for most of his life. He savored the fragrance of the fire, of those other scents that most men would never have noticed. At last he could see a thin sliver of ruddy light; it had to be the mouth of a cave. It widened as he approached. And then he was at the entrance—it was little more than a fissure—and peering inside.


The fire burned low, casting a dull, crimson radiance over the clean sand floor, over the pile of small, broken branches a little to one side of it, over the neatly folded clothing and the huddle of blankets that covered … somebody. Walking slowly and softly, hardly breathing, Falsen entered the cave. He skirted the fire, made his way to the little pile of clothes.


Curious, he picked up the garments, one by one. They were a woman’s, as he already knew, and they bore insignia similar to those on his own uniform. He looked at the epaulets on the shirt: black, with two narrow stripes of gold braid on a white backing. Purser or catering officer, he thought. But what was that stylized figure of an animal worked in gold thread above the rank stripes? Surely not … he thought incredulously. Then he almost laughed aloud. Dog Star Line, of course.


Meanwhile, he was cold. He stepped closer to the fire, stepped inadvertently on a dry twig. He turned again—fast this time, with no thought for caution. He saw the blankets tossed aside and the pale, naked figure of a woman leaped from her bed. Fortunately for him, his arms were longer than hers and he was able to catch and hold her before her clawed fingers reached his eyes. He grappled with her, caught her off balance and forced her down to the sandy floor. He felt the flesh of her shoulders crawl in his grasp, flinched from the animal hate that glared from her green eyes. He showed his teeth in a mirthless grin and growled, “Hold it! Hold it, you bitch! Dog doesn’t eat dog!”


She seemed to understand, ceased to struggle.


He risked letting go of her, got to his feet and looked down at the woman. In the glow of the dying fire she appeared somehow unreal, her flesh gleaming with a shimmering insubstantiality. Yet she was solid enough, although slenderly built. He studied her features. She could almost have passed for his sister. Her nose was prominent, her chin much less so. Her parted lips were thin, although vividly red, and her big teeth shone whitely, the snarl at last softening to a hesitant smile. He looked at her body. Dark hair glistened under an upflung arm and sprouted in profusion from crotch to navel. Her breasts were small, and below the left one was a third, rudimentary nipple.


Yet she was beautiful, and others besides himself must have found her so. She had the animal grace, the savage vitality to arouse not a few men. He was becoming increasingly aroused himself.


She raised herself on one elbow, stared at him appraisingly.


She asked, her voice low and husky, almost a growl, “Who are you? I needn’t ask what are you. Where do you come from?”


“My name is Falsen,” he said. “Nicholas Falsen. I’m … no. I was second mate of the Commission’s Epsilon Crucis. My shipmates decided that they didn’t much care for my company. And so …”


“Why didn’t they just kill you?” she asked, her interest caught.


“Some of them, most of them, wanted to do just that. But I’d saved the Old Man’s life once.” He laughed shortly. “And did you save any lives?”


She grinned back at him. “No. But I did make my captain’s life a little less lonely. He’s a sentimental slob. When it came to the crunch, he just couldn’t bring himself to have me disposed of. So I was dumped here with enough stores to last me for about thirty standard weeks. I’ve been here for sixteen.”


“You’re Dog Star Line,” he stated rather than asked.


“How did you …? Oh, my uniform, of course. Yes. Dog Star Line. Purser, catering officer and maid-of-all-work aboard the good ship Beagle.” But she was once again staring at him suspiciously. He saw her muscles tensing under the sleek skin. “I’m a light sleeper. I didn’t hear you being landed—and you know as well as I do that even a small boat’s inertial-drive unit makes enough racket to wake the dead.”


“I was landed some distance from here,” he said. “And downwind—not that there is much wind—on the other side of the hill from your cave entrance. Earth and rock and vegetation are quite good sonic insulation.”


The suspicion faded from her face. “It figures,” she said. “From the looks of you, you must have walked a long way—soaking wet and with mud up to your arse. But wouldn’t it have been better to have stripped and carried your clothes?”


“I didn’t know who, or what, I might find. I certainly wasn’t expecting you.”


“So you found me. And don’t think that I’m not grateful. It’s been damned lonely here,”


“Since I have found you—what is your name?”


“Veerhausen. Linda Veerhausen. Now that we’ve been introduced, I’d better start making you comfortable. You’re cold and wet and hungry. Get out of those stupid clothes and between the blankets. I’ll get you something hot.”


“I don’t like to take your stores …”


“Rubbish. I’ve hardly touched them. I’ve been living off the country. But this calls for a can of beef stew.”


She went into a smaller cave that opened off the main one, and by the time that Falsen was stripped and between the blankets, still warm from her body heat, she was back, carrying the food container, thin smoke spiraling from the axial tube of chemicals that had heated its contents.


He was hungry—but for more than food. Although the smell of the savory stew tantalized his nostrils, so did the feral scent of her. He wanted her, now. He threw aside the blankets.


She dropped the can as he leapt at her. Its steaming contents, unheeded, soaked into the sand. She fell backward before his attack, sprawled in an attitude of abject surrender, arms and legs upraised and open.


Surrender?


Acceptance?


Or capture.


She clamped him to her, in her.


“You hairy bastard!” she whispered. Her sharp teeth nipped his ear. “You hairy bastard! I could eat you … After those smooth-skinned frogs aboard the Beagle you’re … You’re real. Fuck me, damn you! Fuck me!”


Their coupling was brief, savage. There had been no foreplay; there was no afterplay. Limbs still entangled, they fell into a deep sleep, sprawled on the sand floor.


Outside, the steady whisper of the rain died and finally ceased.




CHAPTER 2


Falsen was awake with the dawn, snapping from sound sleep into instant awareness. He was alone. He threw the blankets to one side, walked on bare, silent feet to the cave entrance. Linda, standing on a little ledge overlooking the downward slope of the hill, sensed his coming, turned to greet him. A smile flickered briefly over her face.


“This is it,” she said. “Your first morning on Antares VI. Or, since we seem to be a sort of Adam and Eve, shall we think up a nice name for this mudball?” She laughed. “It’s better than my first morning. I didn’t have company.”


Low in the east a sullen, ruddy glow stained the gray clouds. It spread slowly, spread and lifted, suffusing all the overcast with dull crimson. And then there was a sun in the sky; all the pools and channels through the swamp glimmered like blood among the grayness of the vegetation.


“What’s the program?” asked Falsen. “You’re the oldest inhabitant.”


“Breakfast,” said the girl. “But we have to catch it first. Unless, that is, you’d sooner have something from the stores …”


“Better keep the canned stuff for an emergency,” he said. “But you’re the catering officer.”


“All right. We catch our breakfast. Look.” She pointed. “See that pool? The one shaped like a horseshoe … That’s where I get my crayfish—they aren’t crayfish, but I have to call them something. I’ll show you.”


“Do we go as we are?”


“You can dress if you like. But as we are is better for things like crayfish. If it were sheep, now …” She licked her red lips with a red tongue.


“Don’t!” said Falsen sharply.


The girl ignored him.


“On my last long leave,” she said, “I went to Earth. I already knew then, by the way. I spent a few weeks in the Scottish Highlands, one of those reserves that they have on Terra …”


“I know,” interrupted Falsen. “I’m Terran.”


“One morning,” she went on, “a morning much like this … there were sheep.” She smiled reminiscently. “I often wonder who, or what, that shepherd blamed.”


“And yet, knowing the risk, you continued in space?”


“Why not? As a catering officer doubling as nurse, I had access to drugs. And I saw to it that there was a sudden increase in the mortality rate of the ship’s cats. If it hadn’t been for that passenger and her pampered Persian … And now …” she spat viciously, “Crayfish! There’s more real meat on a cat!”


Together they made their way down the hillside, toward the pool. The spongy vegetation was soggy underfoot, still saturated with the night’s rain. The rising of the sun had brought a steamy, uncomfortable warmth to the air and Falsen was thankful that he had not bothered to dress, that there was only his skin, hairy as it was, to get muddy, so that the discomfort was no worse.


They stopped at the horseshoe-shaped pond, and there Linda made a search of the vegetation along its bank. She selected, finally, a long tendril with an elongated, bright yellow berry at its end. Using her left hand, she lowered it gently into the water. Falsen saw that there were tiny fish in the pool, some gold in color, some silver. He supposed that they were fish … at least they filled the same ecological niche as fish did on other worlds. He supposed, too, that something with very weak eyesight might just possibly mistake the berry for one of the little creatures.


“The thing to do,” explained Linda, “is to keep it moving, just so. And you need hands for this … Now we’re in business.”


Carefully, so as not to disturb the water, she lowered herself to a prone position, still angling with her left hand, her right hand poised and ready. Falsen watched the pale-colored berry and saw the tiny fish dart up to investigate it. After only seconds they sheered off with a rather elaborate show of disinterest. Then, suddenly, they were gone, flashing away to the farthest recesses of the pond, while something big and gray scuttled over the muddy bottom. With scarcely a splash, Linda’s free arm flashed down into the water, and then she rolled over onto her back, holding with both hands a thing that could have been an oversize, infuriated Terran spider. Uncertain what to do, Falsen stood by, more than a little sickened by the appearance of the thing that the girl had fished from the pond.


“Shall I …?” he began doubtfully.


“No. All right. There!”


Something cracked loudly and sharply, and then the crustacean was rolling on the spongy vegetation, dead, a gray, hairy football in size and appearance.


“We cook him,” said the girl. “I’ve tried them raw, but …”


The thing, Falsen admitted, wasn’t bad eating. It would have been improved by salt, pepper and vinegar and a melted butter dressing, but it was much better than nothing. Then, after the meal, there was a cigarette from the pack that Linda had carefully dried when she dried his clothes. It was a shared cigarette, for, as Linda pointed out, she had not yet found any kind of vegetable growth whose dried leaves would serve as a tobacco substitute.


“But you will lose the desire,” she said. “After all, it’s not natural. I’m just having this one with you to be sociable.”


“Then, let me finish it.”


“No. It’s funny, but with the smell of it the desire came back. After all, there’s no reason why we shouldn’t try to make the best of two worlds.”


“The main problem right now,” said Falsen, “is to make the best of one.”


He got to his feet, walked to the cave entrance to survey the one planet that was left to them after all their years and light-years of interstellar travel. He stiffened suddenly.


“Linda!” he called. “Come here!”


“What is it, Nick?”


“Look! Do you see it?”


Away over the swamp, twenty kilometers distant, something was moving, something that reflected the crimson rays of the sun. Were there birds on this world, wondered Falsen, or flying reptiles, or giant flying insects? There was no reason why there should not be. But, as it approached, he could see no wings. A flying machine? But he would have heard an inertial-drive unit in operation long before such a craft came into sight.


Then he heard a faint humming sound, growing louder.


“An airship,” said Linda. “Some people use them for survey work. The Shaara, for example …”


“Even the Shaara,” said Falsen, “are supposed to come to the aid of distressed spacemen. And I doubt if they’ll know about our family scandals. The Federation’s not publicizing our particular one! Quick! Get some damp wood on the fire!”


“But suppose they’re human?”


“Even then, they mightn’t know why we’re here. We can cook up some yarn about shipwreck.”


As he talked he was tearing up armfuls of the brush growing outside the cave, throwing the damp branches onto the fire. The dirty white smoke rose, a trickle at first and then great, rolling billows pouring out of the cave mouth, flowing down the hillside like a heavy liquid. Over the swamp the airship rose slowly from the surface of the pool that it was investigating, turned, made directly for the hill and the cave.


“Not Shaara,” said Falsen, studying it. “It’s not a blimp. That thing has a skeleton of some kind inside its envelope …” He searched his memory. “Doralan … could be. But we’d better get dressed.”


“Why? This is better if we’re going to …”


“We’re not going to. Yet. We’ll let them take us to their ship. Hurry!”




CHAPTER 3


Falsen came out of the cave coughing and spluttering. The humming of the airship’s motors was loud in the oppressively humid air. He looked up at the thing through watering eyes, was able to make out the big characters painted in black on the metallic-gray envelope, meaningless scrawls to him but indubitably Doralan.


And what were the Doralans doing here?


Running a survey, that was what.


Linda came out and stood beside him. Together they watched the airship as it nosed slowly down, losing altitude. A grapnel trailed from the control car, tangled in the partly exposed roots of a stout bush growing on the level ground at the base of the hill, caught and held. A winch motor throbbed, and gradually the great floating shape, a thick cigar with the control gondola below it and, further aft, two engine pods, was drawn downward until the skids beneath the aircraft were just touching the leathery foliage of the bushes. A short ladder extended from the cab, and three scarlet-cloaked, scarlet-hooded figures clambered nimbly to the ground.


Linda made a growling noise deep in her throat.


“Not now, you stupid bitch!” whispered Falsen. “Not now. You’d spoil everything.”


“But they are so tempting,” she whined. “Little Red Riding Hoods …”


“… with lethal ironmongery trained on us from inside that ship.”


“That shouldn’t worry us much. Unless …”


In single file the Doralans marched up the rough path. Their scarlet, cowled cloaks were brave splashes of color against the somber, ruddy gray of sky and swampland. Within the hoods their faces were like those of very serious little girls, although their leader’s countenance was somehow more mature than those of the others, broader, with wide, sensual lips. Their bodies—what little could be seen of them—seemed human enough in outline.


“But,” whispered Linda, “they could be Terrans. I always thought that the Doralans were … different …”


“They are,” said Falsen quietly. “Just a case of parallel evolution on an Earth-type planet. Take ’em apart and they are different. But they’re near enough to human for our purposes.”


The leader of the Doralans, who wore gold stars on the collar of her cloak, addressed them. Her voice was thin and high, speaking accentless Standard English.


She said, “You are from Earth?”


“Yes,” agreed Falsen.


“Why are you making smoke?”


“Because we are cast away on this world and we need help.”


“I already suspected that. But why are you making smoke?”


“To attract your attention, of course.”


“But in the course of our survey we were bound to have investigated what appears to be a geological anomaly, the only hill within kilometers. This call for help that was not seriously required has impeded our work. You are not injured. You do not seem to be dying of starvation.”


Falsen said, “I’m sorry about that.”


The officer glared at him, then turned to Linda.


“Lady,” she said, “I will waste no more time in conversation with this inferior being. Tell the man to follow us to the airship. You are both to be taken to the Lady Mother.” Linda looked bewilderedly at Falsen.


“The Doralans,” he told her, “have a sort of matriarchal setup. The Lady Mother, I suppose, is the captain of their ship.”


“You suppose correctly,” the Doralan officer said. “And now let us waste no more time.”


Falsen followed the women down the hill to the airship. He was surprised when the Doralan gestured him first up the ladder into the control car. But he was not allowed to stay there. He was jostled up another ladder into a sort of cargo hold, a compartment that was already half full of specimens—rocks, soil, samples of plant life and something that had once been an animal of some kind and that was very dead and beginning to stink.


He hoped that Linda, riding in comparative luxury, would not be tempted to do something foolish. He knew how it must be for her, sitting in close proximity to tender-fleshed, warm-blooded beings. She had been subsisting on a diet of canned foods with all the flavor and goodness cooked out of them, but superior to the so-called crayfish that were the only alternative.


He realized that the airship was under way, pitching gently as it drove through a slight turbulence. There was a dim electric light set in one of the bulkheads of his prison, and by its light he made an inspection of the specimens.


A rock is a rock is a rock … he thought. And a jar of mud is a jar of mud. The dead animal was more interesting. It was a huge worm, all of three meters long. There seemed to be no sense organs.


The stink, he decided, wasn’t too bad, was no worse than some of the more exotic cheeses. He knew, somehow, that the meat would be quite edible, and he was suddenly very hungry. He considered shedding his clothing as a necessary preliminary to a satisfying feast, then dismissed the thought. That would be madness. What if the airship landed and the Doralans came in to discover him as he really was?


He compromised.


He pulled the knife from his pocket, opened the blade. The tough integument of the worm resisted the keen edge, then yielded suddenly. He cut a rough cube of rubbery flesh, brought it to his mouth and chewed.


Not bad, he thought, not bad. It was more like real meat than that crustacean had been. Not bad, but not overly good either. Nonetheless, he cut out another cube, and another.


But wouldn’t questions be asked eventually? Wouldn’t the scientist or specialist officer dissecting this specimen wonder about this too regularly shaped wound in the thing’s body?


The airship lurched suddenly, dipped and shuddered. There was turbulence again, more severe this time. The pile of geological samples shifted and rattled noisily, some pieces falling onto and around the wormlike carcass. Falsen grinned. He found a suitably sharp-edged piece of rock, used it to enlarge the gap that he had made, placed it so that it looked as though it had caused all the damage.


The ship steadied, droned on.


Falsen’s senses registered the change in trim as it began its descent. The loud humming of the main engines ceased, was replaced by the quieter, higher note of winches. There were female voices calling and replying to orders in a language that was unknown to him but which he assumed to be one of the Doralan tongues.


The hatch in the deck opened and Linda called, “You can come out now!”


He clambered down into the control cab where Linda was waiting for him, where a couple of scarlet-uniformed Doralan women looked at him with dislike and curiosity. He stared out through the wide windows. The terrain here was gently rolling, drier than the swampland from which he and Linda had been picked up but still with pools of water gleaming in every depression. To the east was a range of high hills. And there was the ship, a tall spire of gray metal. A Delta-class liner, thought Falsen, but the lettering on her hull below the control room was the Doralan sprawling scrawl. The big ship had started her life as a unit of the Interstellar Transport Commission’s fleet; the Doralans had no yards of their own and most of their tonnage was Earth-built, much of it secondhand. Many of their space officers were Earth-trained.


“I am waiting for you!” called an irritated voice from the ground.


“Coming, Carlin!” replied Linda.


She jumped down from the control car to where the Doralan officer was standing. Falsen followed her.


“Come,” ordered Carlin. “The Lady Mother is expecting you.”


They entered the ship through the after air lock, crowded into an elevator cage, and were rapidly lifted through level after level, finally stopping just abaft, or below, the control room. They left the cage, walked along a short length of alleyway terminating in a door. On this Carlin rapped sharply. Somebody on the other side called out something, and the door slid open. The furniture in the cabin beyond it was designed to suit the build of its present tenant, yet this was still the captain’s dayroom of a Delta-class liner. Sitting behind the big desk was one of the small women who now owned and operated the ship, dressed, as were her crew, in uniform scarlet, in a high-necked tunic that left her smooth-skinned arms bare and displayed three gold stars on each side of the collar. Her hair was short-cut, glossy green with a silver streak. Her well-defined features were lined by experience and authority, yet the mouth was kindly. Sitting on the desk, a little to her right, was a huge ginger cat, a Persian. (And what was this brute doing aboard an alien ship?) The animal got to its feet as the Terrans entered, arched its back and spat viciously.


“Pondor!” said the Lady Mother reproachfully.


The cat replied in a mewling voice, and Falsen could almost have sworn that this reply was couched in words.


Imagination, he thought.


Carlin made her report to the captain. The Lady Mother heard her story, then spoke a few words of dismissal. To the castaways she said, in Standard English, “Please be seated.”


“So you speak our language, Lady Mother,” said Falsen.


He lowered himself to the built-in settee, this being the article of furniture best adaptable to his greater weight and bulk. Linda sat by his side.


“Yes,” said the captain. “I speak your language. In my younger days I spent some time on Earth. I underwent my initial training in your Antarctic Academy. We have our own schools now, of course, but our spacewomen still avail themselves of your educational facilities. There is always so much that is new, and we are not innovators. We have heard, for example, that there is research being carried out in the field of faster-than-light communications so that ships will be able to talk to each other over the light-years …”


“We haven’t got it yet,” said Falsen. Fortunately, he thought.


He felt a sudden, sharp pain in the calf of his left leg. He looked down. That big ginger cat had inflicted a row of deep scratches, was looking at the damage it had done with smug satisfaction. With an effort Falsen restrained himself from kicking out at the brute.


“Pondor,” said the captain sternly, “that is no way to treat guests.”


“They don’t like me …” Was this animal talking, actually talking? wondered Falsen wildly. “They don’t like me, and I don’t like them.”


“They are my guests.”


“They are not my guests.”


“Go. At once. Go.”


“Oh, all right.” As the arrogant beast, tail in air, sauntered out of the day cabin, they heard one word, uttered in a tone of great contempt, “Females!”


“What a … what a charming animal,” said Linda faintly. “Do you have any more like him?”


“Yes.”


“But … talking cats,” said Falsen. “Are they native to your world, Lady Mother?”


“They are now. But the original stock was Terran, introduced by the first of your ships to visit us, long before we ventured into space ourselves. Since then there have been controlled mutations, breeding for intelligence. The trouble with Pondor is that somebody once told him that on your world, in some country called Egypt, cats were once worshipped as gods.”


“A very long time ago,” said Falsen.


“And now we will take refreshments,” said the Lady Mother.


A stewardess had come in, a typical child-faced, chubby-legged Doralan woman, clad in a scarlet tunic which came down to mid-thigh. She was carrying a large tray on which were small spouted cups and plates of tiny cakes. She set this down on the desk, bowed to the captain and left.


At the Lady Mother’s invitation Falsen and Linda each helped themselves to a cup and a plate of cakes. The tea was overly sweet and flavored with something like aniseed. The cakes had almost no flavor save that of sugar. Falsen sipped and nibbled, trying to hide his lack of enthusiasm.


The Lady Mother brought a box out of a drawer in her desk, set it on the surface. She pushed a switch on its side.


“You do not mind if I take a record?” she asked.


“This is your ship, Lady Mother,” said Falsen.


“Then begin,” said the Doralan captain.


“We are Nicholas Falsen and Linda Veerhausen,” he started. “Second officer and purser/catering officer of the Commission’s Epsilon Crucis …”


The Lady Mother interrupted him. “But surely that is a Dog Star Line uniform that Miss Veerhausen is wearing.”


Linda was quick on the uptake. “I used to be with the Dog Star Line, Lady Mother,” she said. “Epsilon Crucis was my first ship in the Commission’s service. Their stores department was out of uniform trimmings, so I was wearing the old ones until I could get a proper set.”


“I see. Go on, please, Mr. Falsen.”


“We were bound,” he said, “from Earth to Caribbea with general and refrigerated cargo. It was a quiet voyage until … until it happened. It was on my watch. Miss Veerhausen shouldn’t have been in the control room with me, but she was. I’m glad that she was. It saved her life …”


He took a sip of the now cold tea to gain time. Linda filled in for him.


She whispered, in a low voice, “It was horrible. Horrible.”


“Yes,” he said. “It was horrible. The secondary field of the instruments in control must have saved us, but the rest of the ship … have you ever seen what happens when a Mannschenn Drive unit runs wild?”


“No,” said the Lady Mother. “But I’ve read about it.”


So have I, thought Falsen. I hope that you’ve read the same accounts that I have. He said, “Everybody was dead, of course. They’d aged decades in microseconds. Except for the Mannschenn duty engineer. He’d been … everted. I’d cut the Drive, of course, as soon as the buzzer sounded, but it was too late. I don’t think that I could have been any faster …” He hoped that he was conveying the impression that a tardy response to the alarm was weighing heavily on his conscience. “And then, while we were investigating, hoping that we’d find somebody who wasn’t dead, the Drive started up again by itself. I managed to stop it. Then it started again. I stopped it again. We couldn’t tell how long it would stay stopped so … so we abandoned ship.”


“You abandoned ship,” echoed the Lady Mother, her voice shocked. “You abandoned a huge, expensive piece of highly advanced technology for which many worlds less wealthy than your own would have been grateful. I don’t suppose you remember the elements of your trajectory …”


Falsen said that he did not.


The Lady Mother sighed. “Perhaps that is just as well,” she said. “My orders are to carry out a thorough survey of this planet with a view to future colonization. But I must confess that I find the thought of a salvage operation tempting. Talking of salvage, where is your boat? Carlin told me that the two of you were in a cave and that there was no indication of how you got there.”


Falsen made what he hoped was a regretful shrug. “Unless you’ve special mud-dredging gear,” he said, “you’ll never find her. The surface on which we landed seemed solid enough; it supported our weight even while we were carrying various bits and pieces to higher ground. We left the air-lock door open, of course, and the thing just filled and sank.”


The Lady Mother sighed. “Mr. Falsen,” she said, “I would not wish to be in your shoes when you return to Earth. Not only have you lost a ship, you have also lost a boat—and, if I may borrow one of your Terran sayings, lifeboats don’t grow on trees. But any court of enquiry is a long time in the future. I expect to remain here at least two hundred days to complete my survey. Then I must return to Dorala to make my report. And then your own people will have to make arrangements to return you to Earth. I trust that you will not mind being separated so long from your own kind.”


“I mind,” mewed a voice from near deck level. Pondor, Falsen saw, had returned. “I mind their being here, aboard our ship. Find their boat for them, Lady. Tell them to go. They are not our people. They smell. They smell wrong.”


“Rubbish, cat. If you’d spent all your life aboard an Earth ship, you would say that I smelled all wrong.”


“You would never smell wrong, Lady. Make them go.”


“When an animal tells me that I stink,” said Falsen stiffly, “it’s time that I went.”


“Don’t pay any attention to Pondor,” said the Lady Mother, smiling. “He’s jealous. He’s used to being the center of attention, the only male aboard the ship. Just ignore him and he’ll stalk out, all outraged dignity, and cuff his wives to restore his self-esteem.”


“A charming animal,” said Linda.


“If I thought that you really meant that,” said Pondor, “I might like you.”
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