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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


The Far Traveler came to Botany Bay, to Paddington, dropping down to the Bradman Oval—which sports arena, since the landing of the Survey Service’s Discovery, had become a spaceport of sorts. Discovery was gone, to an unknown destination, taking with her the mutineers and the friends that they had made on the newly discovered Lost Colony. The destroyer Vega, despatched from Lindisfarne Base to apprehend the mutineers, was still in the Oval, still lying on her side, inoperative until such time as the salvage tugs should arrive to raise her to the perpendicular. Discovery, under the command of her rebellious first lieutenant, had toppled the other ship before making her escape.


John Grimes, lately captain of Discovery, was still on Botany Bay. He had no place else to go. He had resigned from the Federation’s Survey Service, knowing full well that with the loss of his ship his famous luck had run out, that if ever he returned to Lindisfarne he would be brought before a court martial and, almost certainly, would be held responsible for the seizure by mutineers of a valuable piece of the Interstellar Federation’s property. And, in all likelihood, he would be held to blame for the quite considerable damage to Vega.


In some ways, however, he was still lucky. Apart from anything else he had a job, one for which he was qualified professionally if not temperamentally even though Botany Bay, as yet, owned no spaceships under its flag. (The lost-in-space Lode Wallaby, bringing the original colonists, had crashed on landing and, in any case, the essentially cranky gaussjammers had been obsolete for generations.) Nonetheless Botany Bay now needed a spaceport; since the news of Discovery’s landing had been broadcast throughout the Galaxy an influx of visitors from outside was to be expected. A spaceport must have a Port Captain. Even if Grimes had not been on more than merely friendly terms with Mavis, Lady Mayor of Paddington and President of the Planetary Council of Mayors, he would have been the obvious choice.


Obvious—but not altogether popular. Vega’s people were still on Botany Bay and all of them blamed Grimes for the wreck of their vessel and, come to that, Commander Delamere, the destroyer’s captain, had always hated Grimes’ guts. (It was mutual.) And there were the parents whose daughters had flown the coop with the Discovery mutineers—and quite a few husbands whose wives had done likewise. Vociferously irate, too, were the cricket enthusiasts whose series of test matches had been disrupted by the cluttering up of the Oval with spaceships.


Only the prompt intervention of the local police force had saved Grimes, on one occasion, from a severe beating up at the hands of a half dozen of Delamere’s Marines. There had been no police handy when a husband whose wife had deserted with Discovery’s bo’s’n gave Grimes two black eyes. And he was becoming tired of the white-clad, picketing cricketers outside his temporary office continually chanting, “Terry bastard, go home!”


Then The Far Traveler came to Botany Bay.


She was not a big ship but large for what she was, a deep-space yacht. Her home port—Grimes had ascertained during the preliminary radio conversations with her master—was Port Bluewater on El Dorado. That made sense. Only the filthy rich could afford space yachts—and El Dorado was known as the Planet of the Filthy Rich. Grimes had been there once, a junior officer in the Zodiac Class cruiser Aries. He had been made to feel like a snotty-nosed urchin from the wrong side of the tracks. He had been told, though, that he would be welcome to return—but only after he had made his first billion credits. He did not think it at all likely that he ever would return.


The Far Traveler dropped down through the clear, early morning sky, the irregular beat of her inertial drive swelling from an irritable mutter to an almost deafening clatter as she fell. The rays of the rising sun were reflected dazzlingly from her burnished hull. There was a peculiarly yellow quality to the mirrored light.


Grimes stood on the uppermost tier of the big grandstand watching her and, between times, casting an observant eye around his temporary domain. The triangle of scarlet beacons was there, well clear of the hapless Vega, the painfully bright flashers in vivid contrast to the dark green grass on which they stood. At the head of each of the tall flagstaffs around the Oval floated the flag of Botany Bay—blue, with red, white and blue superimposed crosses in the upper canton, a lopsided cruciform constellation of silver stars at the fly.


He was joined by the Deputy Port Captain. Skipper Wheeldon was not a spaceman—yet. He had been master of one of the big dirigibles that handled most of Botany Bay’s airborne commerce. But he wanted to learn and already possessed a good grasp of spaceport procedure.


He said, “She’s comin’ in nicely, sir.”


Grimes grunted dubiously. He made a major production of filling and lighting his pipe. He said, speaking around the stem, “If I were that captain I’d be applying more lateral thrust to compensate for windage. Can’t he see that he’s sagging badly to leeward? If he’s not careful he’ll be sitting down on top of Vega…”


He raised the wrist upon which he wore the portable transceiver to his mouth—but before he could speak it seemed almost as though the yacht master had overheard Grimes’ remarks to Wheeldon. The note of the inertial drive suddenly changed, the beat becoming more rapid as the incoming ship added a lateral component to her controlled descent.


She was falling slowly now, very slowly, finally hovering a scant meter above the close-cropped grass. She dropped again, almost imperceptibly. Grimes wasn’t sure that she was actually down until the inertial drive was shut off. The silence was almost immediately broken by the shouts of the picketing, bat-brandishing cricketers—kept well clear of the landing area by slouch-hatted, khaki-clad police—bawling, “Terry, go home! Spacemen, go home!”


A telescopic mast extended itself from the needle prow of the golden ship. A flag broke out from its peak—dark purple and on it, in shining gold, the CR monogram. The Galactic Credit sign—and the ensign of El Dorado.


“I suppose we’d better go down to roll out the red carpet,” said Grimes.




Chapter 2


Grimes stood at the base of the slender golden tower that was The Far Traveler, waiting for the after airlock door to open, for the ramp to be extended. With him were Wheeldon and Jock Tanner, the Paddington chief of police who, until things became properly organized, would be in charge of such matters as Customs, Immigration and Port Health formalities. And there was Shirley Townsend, the Mayor’s secretary. (Mavis herself was not present. She had said, “I just might get up at sparrowfart to see a king or a queen or a president comin’ in, but I’m damned if I’ll put meself out for some rich bitch…”)


“Takin’ their time,” complained Tanner.


“Perhaps we should have gone round to the servants’ entrance,” said Grimes half seriously.


The outer door of the airlock slowly opened at last and, as it did so, the ramp extruded itself, a long metal tongue stretching out to lick the dew that still glistened on the grass. Like the shell-plating of the ship it was gold—or, thought Grimes, gold-plated. Either way it was ostentatious.


A man stood in the airlock chamber to receive them. He was tall and thin, and his gorgeous uniform, festoons of gold braid on dark purple, made him look like a refugee from a Strauss operetta. His lean face bore what seemed to be a permanently sour expression. Among the other gleaming encrustations on his sleeve Grimes could distinguish four gold bands. So this had to be the captain… And why should the captain be doing a job—the reception of port officials—usually entrusted to, at best, a senior officer?


The yachtmaster looked down at the boarding party. He seemed to decide that Grimes—wearing a slightly modified airship captain’s uniform, light blue, with four black stripes on each shoulderboard, with a cap badge on which the silver dirigible had been turned through ninety degrees to make it look like a spaceship—was in charge. He said, “Will you come aboard, please? The Baroness d’Estang will receive you in her sitting room.”


Grimes led the way up the ramp. He introduced himself. “Grimes, Acting Port Captain,” he said, extending his hand.


“Billinger—Master de jure but not de facto,” replied the other with a wry grin.


Grimes wondered what was meant by this, but discreet inquiries could be made later. He introduced his companions. Then Captain Billinger led the party into an elevator cage. He pushed no buttons—there were no buttons to push—but merely said, “Her Excellency’s suite.”


The locals were obviously impressed. Grimes was not; such voice-actuated mechanisms were common enough on the worlds with which he was familiar. The ascent was smooth, the stop without even the suspicion of a jolt. They disembarked into a vestibule, on to a thick-piled purple carpet that made a rich contrast to the golden bulkheads. A door before them slid silently open. Billinger led the way through it. He bowed to the tall, slim woman reclining on a chaise longue and announced, “The port officials, Your Excellency.”


“Thank you, Captain,” she replied in a silvery voice, adding, “You may go.”


Billinger bowed again, then went.


Grimes looked down at the Baroness and she up at him. She was slim yet rounded, the contours of her body revealed rather than hidden by the filmy white translucency that en-robed her. There was a hint of pink-nippled breasts, of dark pubic shadow. Her cheekbones were high, her mouth wide and firm and scarlet, her chin not overly prominent but definitely firm, her nose just short of being prominent and delicately arched. Her lustrous bronze hair was braided into a natural coronet in which flashed not-so-small diamonds. Even larger stones, in ornate gold settings, depended from the lobes of her ears.


She reminded Grimes of Goya’s Maja—the draped version—although her legs were much longer. And the furnishings of her sitting room must be like—he thought—the appointments of the boudoir in which that long ago and far away Spanish aristocrat had posed for the artist. Certainly there was nothing in these surroundings that even remotely suggested a spaceship.


He was abruptly conscious of his off-the-peg uniform, of his far from handsome face, his prominent ears. He felt these blushing hotly, a sure sign of embarrassment.


She said sweetly, “Please sit down, Acting Port Captain. I assume that the rank is both de facto and de jure…” She smiled fleetingly. “And you, Deputy Port Captain. And you, City Constable. And, of course, Miss Townsend…”


“How did you…?” began Shirley. (It came out as “ ‘Ow did yer…?”) “That de facto and de jure business, I mean…”


“I heard, and watched, the introductions at the airlock,” said the Baroness, waving a slim, long hand toward what looked like a normal although ornately gold-framed mirror.


The police officer fidgeted on the edge of a spindly-legged chair that looked as though it was about to collapse, at any moment, under his weight. He said, “If you’ll excuse me, Baroness, I’ll go an’ see the skipper about the port formalities…”


“They will be handled here,” said the Baroness firmly. She did not actually finish the sentence with “my man” but the unspoken words hung in the faintly scented air. She went on, “I have always considered any of my business too important to be left to underlings.” She clapped her hands. A man dressed in archaic servant’s livery—white, frilled shirt, scarlet, brass-buttoned waistcoat, black knee-breeches, white stockings, black, gold-buckled shoes—entered silently. A man? No. He was, Grimes realized, one of those uncannily humanoid serving robots with which he had become familiar during his visit to El Dorado, years ago. He—it?—was carrying folders of documents—clearances, crew and passenger lists, declarations, store lists and manifests. Without hesitation he handed the papers to the City Constable.


“Is he all gold?” asked Shirley in an awed voice. “Under his clothes and all?”


“Yes,” the Baroness told her. Then, speaking generally, “Will you take refreshment? There is coffee, if you wish, or tea, or wine. I know that, by your time, it is early in the day—but I have never known Spumante Vitelli to come amiss at any hour of the clock.”


“Spumante Vitelli?” asked Shirley Townsend, determinedly talkative. “Sounds like an emetic…”


“It’s an El Doradan sparkling wine,” Grimes said hastily. “From Count Vitelli’s vineyards.”


“You know El Dorado, Port Captain?” asked the Baroness, polite but condescending surprise in her voice.


“I was there,” said Grimes. “Some years ago.”


“But this is a Lost Colony. You have had no facilities for space travel since the founders made their chance landing.”


“Commander Grimes is out of the Federation’s Survey Service,” said Jock Tanner.


“Indeed?” The fine eyebrows arched over the dark violet eyes. “Indeed? Commander Grimes? There was—I recall—a Lieutenant Grimes…”


“There was,” said Grimes. “Me.” Then—the memories were flooding back—“You must know the Princess Marlene von Stolzberg, Your Excellency.”


The Baroness laughed. “Not intimately, Port Captain or Commander. She’s too much of the hausfrau, fat and dowdy, for my taste.”


“Hausfrau?” echoed Grimes bewilderedly. That was not how he recalled Marlene.


“Many women change,” said the Baroness, “and not always for the better when they become mothers.” She went on maliciously, “And what about the father of the child? As I recall it, there was quite a scandal. You, and dear Marlene, and that mad old Duchess, and poor Henri … It’s a small universe, John Grimes, but I never did meet you on El Dorado and I never dreamed that I should meet you here…”


The robot servitor was back, bearing a golden (of course) tray on which was a golden ice bucket, in it a magnum of the Spumante, and gold-rimmed, crystal goblets. He poured, serving his mistress first. Glasses of the sparkling, pale golden wine were raised in salute, sipped from.


“Not a bad drop o’ plonk,” said Shirley, speaking with deliberate coarseness.


Jock Tanner, doing his best to divert attention from her, put his glass down on the richly carpeted deck, picked up a sheath of the papers. “John,” he said, “You know more about these things than I do… This clearance from Tallifer… Shouldn’t it have been signed by the Chief Medical Officer?”


“Not necessarily,” said Grimes, putting down his own glass and getting up from his chair, walking across to the police officers. “But I think we’d better get Shirley—she’s used to wading through bumf—to make sure that everything has been signed by a responsible official.”


“Orl right,” grumbled the girl. “Orl right.” She drained her glass, belched delicately, joined Grimes and Tanner. The hapless Wheeldon, out of his social depth and floundering, was left to make polite conversation with the Baroness.


Shortly thereafter The Far Traveler was granted her Inward Clearance and the boarding party trooped down the golden gangway to the honest turf.


“You do have posh friends, John,” said Shirley Townsend as soon as they were down and off the ramp.


“I didn’t have any friends on El Dorado,” said Grimes, not altogether truthfully and with a note of bitterness in his voice.




Chapter 3


Captain Billinger was relaxing. He still looked far from happy but his long face had lost some of the lines of strain. He had changed from his fancy dress uniform into more or less sober civilian attire—a bright orange shirt tucked into a kilt displaying an improbable looking tartan in which a poisonous green predominated, highly polished scarlet knee-boots. He was sitting with Grimes at a table in the saloon bar of the Red Kangaroo.


He gulped beer noisily. “Boy,” he said, “boy, oh boy! Am I ever glad to get off that rich bitch’s toy ship!”


“But you’re rich yourself, surely,” said Grimes. “You must be, to be an El Doradan…”


“Ha! Me an El Doradan! That’d be the sunny Friday! No, Captain, I’m just a poor but reasonably honest Dog Star Line second mate. Beagle happened to be on Electra when her ladyship was there to take delivery of her super-duper yatchet. Seems that she came there in an El Doradan ship—they do have ships, you know, and a few playboy spacemen to run ’em—and assumed that she’d be allowed to lift off in her own fully automated vessel without having a qualified human master on board. But Lloyds’—may the Odd Gods of the Galaxy rot their cotton socks!—got into the act. No duly certificated master astronaut on the Register, no insurance cover. But money talks, as always. More than a couple or three Dog Star line shares are held by her high and mightiness. So the Old Man got an urgent Carlottigram from Head Office—I’d like to know what it said!—and, immediately after receipt, yelled for me and then turned on the hard sell. Not that there was any need for it. The offer of a Master’s berth at well above our Award rates for the rank… Only a yachtmaster, it’s true—but master nonetheless and bloody well paid. Like a mug, I jumped at it. Little did I know…” He slurped down the remains of his beer and waved two fingers at the near-naked, plumply attractive blonde waitress to order refills.


“So you don’t like the job, Captain,” said Grimes.


“You can say that again, Captain. And again. Cooped up with a snooty, rich bitch in a solid gold sardine can.…”


“Gold-plated, surely,” interjected Grimes.


“No. Gold. G-O-L-D. Gold.”


“But gold’s not a structural material.”


“It is after those eggheads on Electra have finished mucking about with it. They rearrange the molecules. Or the atoms. Or something.”


“Fantastic,” commented Grimes.


“The whole bloody ship’s fantastic. A miracle of automation or an automated miracle. A human captain is just a figurehead. You watched the set down yesterday?”


“Of course. I am the Port Captain, you know. There was something a bit … odd about it. I can guess now what it must have been. The ship was coming down by herself without a human hand on the controls—and making a slight balls of it. And then you took over.”


Billinger glared at Grimes. “Ha! Ha bloody ha! For your information, Port Captain, I was bringing her down. At first. Yes, I know damn well that there was drift. But I was putting on speed. At the last possible moment I was going to make a spectacular lateral hedge-hop and sit down bang in the middle of the beacons. And then She had to stick her tits in. ‘Take your ape’s paws off the controls!’ she told me. The computer may not be as old as you—but she knows more about ship-handling than you’ll ever learn in your entire, misspent life!’ ”


The waitress brought two fresh pots of beer. Grimes could tell by the way that she looked at Billinger that she liked him. (She knew, of course, who he was—and would assume that he, as captain of a solid gold spaceship, would be rich.)


“Thank you, dear,” said Billinger. He leered up at her and she simpered sweetly down at him. She took the bank note—the Baroness had traded a handful or so of precious stones for local currency—that he handed her, began to fumble in the sequined sporran that was, apart from high-heeled sandals, her only clothing for change.


“That will be all right,” said Billinger grandly.


Throwing money around like a drunken spaceman … thought Grimes.


“And what are you doing tonight after you close, my dear?” went on Billinger.


“If you wait around, sir, you’ll find out,” she promised, her simper replaced by a definitely encouraging smile.


She left the table reluctantly, her firm buttocks seeming to beckon as she moved away.


“I believe I’m on to something there,” murmured Billinger. “I do. I really do. And I deserve it. I’ve been too long confined to that space-going trinket box with bitchy Micky flaunting the body beautiful all over the whole damned ship—and making it quite plain that there was nothing doing. You can look—but you mustn’t touch. That’s her ladyship!”


Grimes remembered his own experiences on El Dorado. He asked, however, “What exactly is she doing out here?”


“Research. Or so she says. For her thesis for a doctorate in some damn science or other. Social Evolution In The Lost Colonies. Not that she’ll find much to interest her here. Not kinky enough. Mind you, this’d be a fine world for an honest working stiff like me…” He stiffened abruptly. “Talk of the devil…”


“Of two devils…” corrected Grimes.


She swept into the crowded bar-room, the gleaming length of her darkly tanned legs displayed by a skirt that was little more than a wide belt of gold mesh, topped by a blouse of the same material that was practically all decolletage. Her dark-gleaming hair was still arranged in a jewel-studded coronet. She was escorted by no less a person than Commander Frank Delamere. Handsome Frankie was attired for the occasion in mess full dress—spotless white linen, black and gold, a minor constellation of tinkling miniatures depending from rainbow ribbons on the left breast of his superbly cut jacket. They were no more than Good Attendance medals, Grimes well knew—but they looked impressive.


The handsome couple paused briefly at the table at which Grimes and Billinger were seated.


“Ah, Mr. Grimes…” said Delamere nastily.


“Captain Grimes,” corrected the owner of that name.


“A civilian, courtesy title,” sneered Delamere. “A … Port Captain.”


He made it sound at least three grades lower than Spaceman, Fourth Class. (Grimes himself, come to that, had always held Port Captains in low esteem—but that was before he became one such.)


“Perhaps we should not have come here, Francis,” said the Baroness.


“Why shouldn’t you?” asked Grimes. “This is Liberty Hall. You can spit on the mat and call the cat a bastard.” He knew that he was being childish but was deriving a perverse pleasure from the exchange.


“Come, Francis,” she said imperiously. “I think that I see a vacant table over there. A very good night to you, Acting Port Captain. And to … to you, Captain Billinger? Of course. Forgive me, but I did not recognize you in your civilian finery.”


She glided away. Her rear view was no less enticing than that of the waitress had been but, nonetheless, she was the sort of woman who looked and walked like an aristocrat no matter what she was or was not wearing. Delamere, a fatuous smirk on his too regularly featured face, followed.


“A lovely dollop of trollop,” muttered Grimes.


Billinger scowled. “It’s all very well for you, Captain,” he complained, “but I have to work for that bitch!”


“My nose fair bleeds for you,” said Grimes unfeelingly.


So Delamere was a fast worker. And Delamere, as Grimes well knew, was the most notorious womanizer in the entire Survey Service. And he used women. His engagement to the very plain daughter of the Admiral Commanding Lindisfarne Base had brought him undeserved promotions. But Delamere and this El Doradan baroness? That was certainly intriguing. She was a sleek, potentially dangerous cat, not a silly kitten. Who would be using whom? Grimes, back in his quarters in the mayoral palace, lay awake in the wide bed pondering matters; in spite of the large quantities of beer he had consumed he was not sleepy. He was sorry that Mavis, the Mayor, had not come to him this night as she usually did. She was well endowed with the shrewdness essential in a successful politician and he would have liked to talk things over with her.


Delamere and the Baroness…


The Baroness and Delamere…


He wished them joy of each other.


He wished Billinger and his little blonde waitress joy of each other.


But a vague premonition kept nagging at him. Something was cooking. He wished that he knew what it was.




Chapter 4


Two mornings later he found out.


Billinger, his face almost as purple as the cloth of his gaudy uniform, stormed into Grimes’ little office atop the grandstand just as he was settling down to his morning tea, freshly brewed by Shirley who, by now, was working for him as much as for the Mayor, and hot buttered scones liberally spread with jam.


“This is too much!” yelled The Far Traveler’s captain.


Grimes blinked, thinking at first that the other was referring to the matutinal snack. But this was unlikely, he realized. “Calm down, calm down,” he soothed. “Take a pew. Have a cuppa. And a scone…”


“Calm down, you say? How would you feel in my shoes? I was engaged as a yachtmaster, not a tugmaster. I should have been consulted. But she, as per bloody usual, has gone over my head!”


“What is all this about?” demanded Grimes.


“You mean that you don’t know either, Captain?”


“No. Sit down, have some tea and tell me all about it. Shirley—a mug for Captain Billinger, please.”


“She,” said Billinger after a tranquilizing sip, “is rolling in money—but that doesn’t inhibit her from grabbing every chance to make more of the filthy stuff. She has signed a contract with your pal Delamere, engaging to raise Vega to liftoff position. She just happened to mention it to me, casual like.”


“You’re not a tugmaster,” agreed Grimes, “and a space-yacht is certainly not a tug. Looks to me as though she’s bitten off more than she—or you—can chew.”


“Maybe not,” said Billinger slowly, “maybe not. She’s a powerful little brute—The Far Traveler, I mean. She’s engines in her that wouldn’t be out of place in a battleship. But I should have been consulted.”


“So should I,” said Grimes. “So should I. After all, this is my spaceport, such as it is.” And then, more to himself than to the other, “But Frankie won’t be too popular, signing away a large hunk of the taxpayers’ money when the Survey Service’s own tugs are well on the way to here.”


“They’re not,” said Billinger. “It seems that there’s been some indefinite delay. Delamere got a Carlottigram about it. Or so she says.”


“And so Frankie keeps his jets clear,” murmured Grimes in a disappointed voice. “He would.”


And just how would this affect him? he wondered. Vega lying helplessly on her side was one thing, Vega restored to the perpendicular, to the lift-off position, would be an altogether different and definitely dangerous kettle of fish. Even should her drives, inertial and reaction, require adjustments or repairs she would be able to deploy her quite considerable weaponry—her automatic cannon, missile launchers and lasers. The city of Paddington would lay at her mercy.


And then?


An ultimatum to the Mayor?


Deliver the deserter, ex-Commander Grimes, to Federation Survey Service custody so that he may be carried to Lindisfarne Base to stand trial—or else?


Grimes shrugged away his apprehensions. Handsome Frankie wouldn’t dare. Botany Bay was almost in the backyard of the Empire of Waverley and, thanks to certain of Discovery’s technicians, now possessed its own deep-space radio equipment, the Time-Space-twisting Carlotti communications and direction-finding system. A squeal to the Emperor—who’d been getting far too uppish of late—and Imperial Navy cruisers would be piling on the lumes to this sector of space. There would be all the makings of a nasty interstellar incident with Frankie having to carry the can back. And, in any case, H.I.M.S. Robert Bruce was already en route to Botany Bay to show the Thistle Flag.


But what was Billinger saying?


“… interesting problem, all the same. It wouldn’t be so bad if she’d let me handle it. But not her. It’ll either be that bloody computer or that popinjay of an FSS commander, or the pair of ’em working in collusion. With her sticking her tits into everything, as always.”


“And, of course,” Grimes pointed out just to cheer him up, “you, as master, will be legally responsible if anything goes wrong.”


“Don’t I know it! For two pins I’d resign. I’d be quite happy waiting here for another ship to come along; after all, I’ve a pile of credits due in back pay.” He got to his feet. “Oh, well, I suppose I’d better get back to my noble vessel to see what else has been cooked up in my absence.”


“I’ll come with you,” said Grimes.


The pair of them stood in the Baroness’ boudoir like two schoolboys summoned before a harsh headmistress. She did not ask them to sit down. And she, herself, was not reclining decoratively on her chaise longue but seated at a secrétaire, a gracefully designed desk—excellent reproduction or genuine antique?—with rich ormolu decoration. It must be, thought Grimes, a reproduction. His mind was a repository for scraps of useless knowledge and he remembered that the original ormolu had been brass imitating gold. Only the genuine precious metal would do for the Baroness.


She looked up from the papers before her. A pair of heavy, old-fashioned spectacles, black-framed, went oddly with her filmy gown—but somehow suited her. She said, “Captain Billinger, I believe that you, as master, are required to affix your signature to this document, this contract. I, as owner, have already signed.”


Sulkily Billinger went to stand by the ornate desk, produced a stylus from the breast pocket of his uniform, bent to scribble his name.


“And Port Captain Grimes… I understand that I should ask your permission to engage in towage—if that is the correct word—within the spaceport limits.”


“That is so, Your Excellency,” said Grimes.


“I assume that the permission is granted.”


Grimes was tempted to say no but decided against it. Commander Delamere represented the Survey Service and the Baroness d’Estang represented El Dorado, with its vast wealth and influence. There are times—and this was one of them—when it is futile to fart against thunder.


He said, “Yes.”


“Good. No doubt you gentlemen feel that you are entitled to be apprised as to what has been arranged between Commander Delamere and myself. The commander will supply the towing wires from his stores. It will be necessary to pierce The Far Traveler’s shell plating about the stern to secure the towing lugs. I am informed that the welding of steel onto gold is impracticable—and, of course, the modified gold that was used to build the ship on Electra is unobtainable here. Commander Delamere assures me, however, that his artificers will be able to make good the hull after the job has been completed. All dust and shavings will be carefully collected and melted down to plug the holes.” She turned in her chair to address Billinger. “All relevant data has been fed into the computer.” She permitted herself a smile. “You will be pleased to learn, Captain, that she does not feel herself competent to undertake what is, in effect, salvage work. Her programmers back on Electra did not envisage any circumstances such as those that have arisen now.” She looked positively happy. “The guarantee has not yet expired, so I shall be entitled to considerable financial redress from Electronics and Astronautics, Incorporated.” She paused, looked quizzically at Grimes, the heavy spectacles making her look like a schoolmistress condescending to share a joke with one of her pupils. “Commander Delamere did suggest that he assume temporary command of my ship during the operation but I decided not to avail myself of his kind offer.”
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