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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.
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      CHAPTER ONE




      New Alexandria is not the ideal world for an uncultured slob to be stranded on. It’s not so much that its population consists almost entirely of bespectacled bibliophiles who are deeply into the philosophy of civilisation and temperance, but rather the fact that those inhabitants who do not fit into this category feel somehow ashamed of the fact. Everybody on New Alexandria apologises too much. Everywhere you go you can find intellectual lightweights soldiering on under a burden of ersatz education and carefully fashionable good taste.




      Personally, I wouldn’t mind it so much if they were all getting a big kick out of it, but the glumness which lies just beneath the hypocrisy really puts my back up. Every time I went out to have a drink in Corinth I got edgy. I usually had to take Nick or Johnny along with me in case my sorrows ended up drowning me instead of vice versa.




      I had a lot of spare time to fill in on New Alexandria after the Rhapsody business, and Corinth was the nerve centre of Charlot’s theatre of operations. Charlot had a lot of work to catch up on following the Rhapsody catastrophe. I think his pride had been a little bit hurt by the outcome of that affair—not a single one of the famed wonder-worms had survived the rigours of contact with humanity, and yet another agent of destruction was temporarily lost to galactic society. Ripped off from their cosy little cave, the worms had shown a healthy interest for a matter of days, and then decided the whole thing wasn’t worth it, curled up their metaphorical toes and retired gracefully into protoplasmic goo. Who could blame them? Not me, that’s for sure. I was secretly gleeful. Secretly, because it would have been less than diplomatic to gloat while Charlot was in a bad mood.




      In any case, my name was mud. Charlot had elected to believe that at least some part of the blame for the whole mess was mine. The sad fate of his prize specimens had soured any sympathy which might have lingered on from the moment when we had stood together facing the wrong end of Bayon Alpart’s powergun. Charlot’s answer to the bad mood, apparently, was to throw himself wholeheartedly into his work and forget all about his wonderful little toy, the Hooded Swan. I was left kicking my heels, but Nick and Eve had other jobs to do back on Earth, where the number two supership (the Sister Swan) was having her teething troubles. They took Johnny back with them a couple of times, as consultant engineer, but because this baby really was going to be Eve’s ship, they had no use for me. I wished her well of her new opportunity. It can’t have been much fun for her to have lost her first ship to me at the last moment—especially such a ship as the Hooded Swan, and to such a cynical reprobate as myself. I wasn’t much interested in the sister ship, anyhow. My attachment to the Hooded Swan was personal, and I couldn’t help but think of the Sister Swan as a rival.




      There was nothing for me to do but bum around in Corinth, alone or with whoever was available. I didn’t get particularly bored. Every minute of the two years which I owed Charlot that didn’t involve me putting my neck into some version of the lion’s mouth was profit as far as I was concerned. I was perfectly content to kick my heels forever—until freedom day, anyway. My debt to the Caradoc Company was being discharged at about thirty a day, which was damn good money for no work.




      I knew it couldn’t last, of course. Charlot would inevitably get around to thinking up some small favour I could do him, and it would probably have a nasty touch to it, just to pay me back for the imagined wrongs I’d perpetrated on Rhapsody and in the Halcyon Drift. Every day I expected to be presented with some crazy commission for hunting up irrelevant information in some hellhole, or asked to go and break some record.




      The waiting got to Johnny, while he was actually around. So much so that he wasn’t really very good company. I lived in hope that months of constant association with yours truly must inevitably result in some kind of intellectual contamination, and that he might gradually get less eager and more sane. But no results were showing up as yet. The kid had an imaginary bomb up his backside and he couldn’t sit still without suffering all kinds of psychosomatic disorders. This led me to seek company elsewhere, and I developed an acquaintance with a policeman named Denton who never seemed to have any work to do. He was one of these guys with a penchant for hanging around, easy to talk to and at least part of the way to being a thoroughly good bloke. My checkered past hadn’t really been conducive to my forming beautiful relationships with the representatives of the law, but at this point in time I had a crystal-clear conscience, and fraternisation seemed almost natural.




      Once or twice, though, I couldn’t help feeling the urge to get clean away from the whole Corinth scene. I wasn’t restless, just a little claustrophobic. One bad day while Nick was on Earth and Eve was somewhere else entirely, Johnny started talking about gambling. I tried to explain to him that nobody but an idiot would play cards with New Alexandrians, but he couldn’t grasp my point. It isn’t that they cheat, of course, but they have a keen sense of probability and they don’t know how to play anything badly. Gambling is an exercise in separating fools from their money, and the only fool abroad in Corinth just then was Johnny Socoro himself. But he couldn’t accept that. He kept talking about luck, and if there’s one thing I can’t stand it’s some ingénue giving me lectures on runs of luck and the inadequacies of logic.




      I borrowed one of Charlot’s fleet of staff cars and lit out for the hills. Theoretically, I was supposed to check with Charlot before leaving the neighbourhood, but of course I didn’t bother. By similar theory, I didn’t have any right to appropriate the car. But I’ve never been a devout believer in sticking too close to the approved mode of behaviour. People don’t expect it of me—everybody knows that I’m thoroughly bloody-minded. I have a reputation to keep up.




      It was late spring, and the weather was just turning beautiful. I’m no romantic but I can appreciate the look of greenery and the delicacy of flowers, especially after I’ve been given a hard time. And I had. For two years and more.




      The car was a Lamoine 77 and rode with just a hint of vibe even when she was cruising. I like a car which lets me know I’m travelling—who wants to labour under the delusion that he’s sitting in a baby carriage? I pushed her along at one-forty, which was just beyond her most comfortable speed. I like to push. And what the hell—it wasn’t my car.




      I liked the country, and I figured after a couple of hours that I’d like it a lot more if I forgot about the road. Roads are boring. I cut to eighty and moved her out into the open, and then amused myself bouncing bushes and hurdling hills for a while. It felt really good to bowl along, with the wheel in my left hand and the gearshift in my right. I was deliberately rough with the stick. I guess I was joyriding like a kid, but it beat drift-diving and warren-crawling as a way of spending time. You can stand a little self-indulgence occasionally, I figure. Also, I was staying sober and getting a clean, fresh kind of high out of the wind and the sun and the smell.




      There were miles and miles of open parkland. Once I’d lost the road it was easy not to find it again. New Alexandria is a garden world—clean cities and tidy, inoffensive countryside. Very carefully planned to look virgin, like a whore with a strong streak of vanity. They’d subjected the hills to artistic cosmetic landscaping. The New Alexandrian character demands that a sticky finger be intruded into every possible pie.




      Evening began to creep up, and it felt truly pleasant. I’m not too fond of brightness, and the gentle grey of twilight always turns me on a lot more than the glare of noonday. The airstream grew cold around me, but I didn’t put the hood up, or even the screen. It was doing me no harm.




      I wasn’t really thinking about turning for home—the idea of night driving seemed attractive—when the sky began to darken. In fact, I wasn’t really thinking about anything at all. I was at peace with existence, which is somewhere I don’t often find myself. I wasn’t even trying to remember how long it had been since I’d enjoyed leisure time so much, and I guess my old friend the whispering wind was luxuriating in the feeling as well, because he never said a word.




      Then I saw the girl.




      She was running, and the moment I saw her I knew that she wasn’t inspired by the joys of spring. There was someone after her. I couldn’t see them at first, because there was a hill in the way. I put my foot on the brake to slow up while I put my mind back into gear and considered the situation.




      There were two men chasing her. They didn’t seem to be in anywhere near the hurry she was in. I couldn’t read anything into their faces or their manner, but it was a long way in dim light. The idea of rapists on New Alexandria struck me as being pretty incongruous, but I couldn’t immediately think of any other reason why a girl should be fleeing two men.




      Well, said the wind.




      Well what?




      Well, do something.




      I’m going to, I assured him. No rush. She’s got a good fifty yards in hand and they aren’t even trying to peg it back. They’re letting her run herself into the ground.




      All of which was sweetly reasonable. No charging forward for Grainger. This was the kind of thing I’d learned not to rush into. I’ve never been a great fan of the hero who is always on the lookout for damsels in distress. The idea of knight errantry is wholly repulsive to my pragmatic and ungentlemanly character.




      The girl saw me, but she didn’t instantly recognise me as a godsend. Rather the reverse, in fact, because she swung aside so that she was running diagonally away from both me and her persecutors. This struck me as being an illogical move. I could overtake her in ten seconds flat and she must have known that. Apparently, she was scared of everybody and suffering from panic. This impression served to reinforce my theory that her pursuers intended her no good.




      I eased off the brake and let the Lamoine ooze forward at a fast dawdle. The two men saw me as well. They, apparently, adopted a more rational approach to life. They knew that I had the key card. One of them stopped altogether and the other slowed from a jogtrot to an amble and began waving to me. Nobody seemed to think that I was on the side of the angels, despite my hesitancy about rushing in like a fool.




      I resolved to give everybody a shock. I swung the car to head for the two men, and stamped on the jerk stud. The Lamoine went four feet up into the air on a quick blast, and shot forward in a long arc at seventy-five climbing toward a hundred. She bounced on air billows all the way, swayed like a haunted drunkard and screamed.




      They decided that I wasn’t very friendly, and ducked. I missed them both by yards—which was perhaps fortunate as murder is a priori evidence of carelessness and a lack of diplomacy—but to hear them howl you’d have thought there were only millimetres to spare.




      I U-turned and gentled her back to a smooth flow at the regulation four inches above the grassblades. The girl was looking back over her shoulder, and she didn’t seem too reassured by my cavalier treatment of the bogeymen. I realised that she was very scared indeed. She didn’t stop running. It never occurred to me then that she might be ten times as scared of me as she was of them, but this was, in fact, not unlikely.




      I reined in beside her.




      ‘It’s okay!’ I yelled—though there was really no need to shout. ‘I’m on your side.’




      She shied away and I curved through the air after her.




      ‘Save it, kid,’ I called. ‘Calm down and let’s talk it over. Don’t worry about them.’




      She twisted her body to get a good look over her shoulder at my face. The contortion proved too much for the stability of her headlong flight and she fell over. By the time she was fit to get up, I was out of the Lamoine and beside her. Now she was finally convinced that she was caught, she thought better of bolting again, and allowed herself to collapse back on to the ground, panting fit to burst and beginning to cry.




      She was small and thin. She wasn’t human but she was very humanoid. I wasn’t familiar with her racial characteristics. I had never encountered one of her kind before. Her skin was golden-brown and looked moist. Her eyes were big and orange. Her hands seemed to be very contortive—her fingers were tentacular and retractable. Beneath her clothing there looked to be some kind of ridge pattern on her back. She had no hair.




      ‘It’s okay,’ I told her, much more gently this time. I wondered whether she spoke any English at all. But I didn’t know what other language to try, and I didn’t feel like doing a quick run through all the reassuring noises in my repertoire.




      The other two were up on their feet again and coming fast. I wondered whether I ought to try and get the girl into the car and flit away into the gathering night, as I was outnumbered. But I decided that she might start an embarrassing struggle, so I elected to wait. Besides which, they were only medium-sized New Alexandrians and I prided myself that as a nasty and brutal outworlder I could probably scare them unconscious if I snarled. I’m not big and hard by any means, but I could put on a convincing act for such as these.




      ‘Well,’ I said, as they pulled up a few yards away and looked at me balefully, ‘what do you want?’




      One of them—a black-haired man with pale skin and gold-rimmed spectacles—waved a manicured fingernail at the Lamoine. ‘That’s one of our cars,’ he said, as if expecting an explanation.




      ‘You could have killed us, you crazy bastard,’ said the other—a more typical and more commendable reaction, I thought.




      ‘So?’ I said, to both of them.




      ‘It’s that pilot,’ said the second man. He was a typical nondescript New Alexandrian intellectual second-class citizen. A menial. A hireling. He was pale-brown and small-featured. I didn’t know him from Adam, but my notoriety on the planet, and in Corinth particularly, permitted me to be recognised by a great many of the local peasantry.




      ‘My name,’ I said to him coldly, ‘is Grainger.’ I deliberately loaded my voice with loathing.




      ‘We only want to take her back,’ said the pale-skinned man.




      ‘Back where?’




      ‘The colony.’




      ‘He doesn’t know about the colony,’ supplied the other.




      ‘Well tell him then,’ said the man with the spectacles, ‘if he’s such a good friend of yours.’ He was annoyed.




      ‘I don’t know what you must think about this,’ began the man who had recognised me, ‘but we certainly didn’t mean the girl any harm.’




      ‘Well now,’ I said, ‘what do you reckon?’ I addressed myself to the girl. She just crouched there, showing no inclination to rise, but her eyes flickered back and forth from them to me. I couldn’t read a thing from her expression. Alien faces are almost always opaque, no matter how human they appear. It takes a long time before you can learn to read them.




      ‘She doesn’t speak English,’ said the Caucasian.




      ‘My name’s Tyler,’ said the other, touching the pale man on the arm to bid him be silent while he tried a little tact. ‘I work for Titus Charlot.’




      ‘So do I,’ I said. ‘He doesn’t send me out to terrorise little girls.’




      ‘The girl’s part of a colony of aliens that Charlot is looking after. She got out tonight and decided to take a run around. She’s only a child, she doesn’t know any English, and people back at the colony were worried about her. We came out to find her, but she ran away from us. We should have brought a couple of the Anacaona with us, but it didn’t occur to us at the time. We don’t want to hurt her. We only want to take her home. Do you think that you could give us a lift back to the colony in the car?’




      ‘She doesn’t know what she’s doing,’ murmured the other man.




      ‘This colony,’ I said. ‘I suppose it’s really a research establishment?’




      ‘It’s not a bloody concentration camp,’ said Tyler. He seemed to be quite offended by the idea. ‘These people aren’t experimental animals. They’re working with Charlot. They’re scientists.’




      ‘And you’re atomic physicists?’ I suggested.




      ‘We’re administrative staff. We keep the bloody project going. There are problems, you know, maintaining colonies of offworlders. Or do you always reach for your gun whenever you see an alien? Never met one outside its natural environment before?’




      The sneer was so totally unwarranted that I got quite angry about it. The pale man looked a bit disgusted, as he had every right to be after Tyler’s unspoken demand to be allowed to handle things.




      ‘Where is this colony?’ I snapped.




      ‘Couple of miles back,’ said Tyler.




      ‘She gave you a good run, then.’




      ‘Look,’ said Tyler, losing his patience visibly. ‘There was no harm in the kid taking a walk. But we can’t let her wander around out here on her own. We have to look after these people. Lanning and me—we’re supposed to see that things run smoothly. Charlot’ll have our heads if there’s any trouble at the colony, especially if it involves the child. Sure she’s scared. But that isn’t our fault. We’re only doing our job and we haven’t time to fool around. Now, we don’t want to hurt her, we only want to get her home. If you don’t want to give us a lift, fine, but will you please stand out of my way so I can get on with doing what I’m paid to do.’




      ‘Does she want to go with you?’ I stalled.




      ‘None of us can ask her, can we?’ said the other man—presumably Lanning. ‘We don’t speak her language.’




      ‘You’re in charge of running the colony and you don’t speak her language?’ I said incredulously.




      ‘They all speak English,’ said Tyler. ‘Except some of the kids. Hell, man, you know what kids are like. They like to give a bit of trouble. Well, okay, nobody’s going to turn her over their knee, unless her daddy does it. But she has to go home. I’m taking her back, and there’s not a damn thing you can do about it.’




      He stepped forward, and I didn’t budge an inch.




      Mr Tyler would never have won prizes for diplomacy. Quite the reverse. But he didn’t have it in him to force his own way. He was just as tall and heavy and muscular as I was, but he hadn’t had the practice. He wasn’t a fighter. A bully perhaps, but not a fighter.




      ‘Look,’ said Lanning, as Tyler and I stood toe to toe sizing each other up. ‘There’s no sense to all this. I mean, look at us. We aren’t thugs. We aren’t rapists.’




      I looked at him, as he so kindly invited me to. He was right. He wasn’t a thug. It didn’t endear him to me, though. They obviously weren’t the type any man would hire to do his dirty work for him, so they were probably absolutely on the level. But they’d stirred me up somewhat, and I’m naturally stubborn anyhow.




      ‘You can check with Charlot back at the camp,’ said the pale man. ‘We’ve got a call circuit with priority. He’ll tell you it’s all okay.’




      That decided me. I didn’t want to be brought on the carpet before Charlot so he could tell me off while Lanning and Tyler had a quiet chortle.




      ‘I don’t think I want to give you boys a lift,’ I said.




      ‘What about the girl?’ said Tyler, in a low voice.




      ‘That’s different,’ I said. ‘I don’t mind helping out a lady.’




      They couldn’t think of anything to say.




      ‘I came out for a pleasure cruise,’ I said pensively. ‘I guess the young lady must have stepped out to sample the evening air for similar reasons. You morons are spoiling her good time. You can reassure everyone back at the camp that she’s in good hands, and I’ll have her home within a couple of hours.’




      ‘You can’t do that,’ said Lanning.




      ‘Watch me,’ I said.




      He was already taking a caller out of his pocket. He was going to report me to someone at the colony, who would presumably use their priority circuit to alert Charlot. But I was too late changing my mind. I’d already declared my intentions. Perhaps I shouldn’t interfere. But I wanted to, and I had.




      ‘Now just you wait a minute,’ said Tyler, who had not yet recognised the inevitable.




      ‘Did you speak?’ I said pleasantly, looking him in the eyes and smiling. I hope I looked really evil. He backed off a step, pleasing me immensely in the process.




      ‘There’s no need for that,’ said Lanning. ‘You just do what you want to, Mr Grainger. We’ll tell everybody concerned that the girl is safe with you. Everything will be fine.’




      ‘That’s right,’ I said, ignoring his sarcasm. ‘Everything will be fine.’




      I offered a hand to the girl. She’d calmed down a lot while we three were acting out our little farce. I think she’d gathered that I wasn’t in total harmony with her oppressors. She watched Lanning and Tyler turn away. I reached out a hand to her, and she let me help her up. That’s a language anyone can understand. I ushered her gently into the front passenger seat of the Lamoine. I took my time moving around into the driver’s seat. Tyler was watching me from a few yards away. Lanning was talking rapidly into the caller.




      Before I started the car again, I paused and looked around at the deepening night. I drew an appreciative breath and used my face to try and indicate my enjoyment to the girl. Then I smiled.




      She smiled back. She was obviously used to the company of humans. She knew what I meant.




      After all, I thought, even Titus Charlot smiles.




      Sometimes.


    


  




  

    

      CHAPTER TWO




      I rolled the Lamoine around at eighty or ninety for ten minutes or a quarter of an hour while she settled down to the conclusion that everything was pretty much okay.




      I tried her with ‘What’s your name?’ and ‘Where were you going?’ but it was obvious that she didn’t know even that much English. I didn’t bother to descend to the ‘Me Tarzan, who you?’ level of attempted communication, and the fancy sign language which works so well in all the soap operas has never appealed to me as a way of getting along. I was quite happy failing to communicate. Nobody needs small talk that badly.




      You’re a defeatist, accused the wind.




      I’m practical, I assured him—not only silently but without moving my lips. I didn’t want the young lady to get hold of the idea that I was the kind of filbert who talks to himself.




      That has to be a joke, he said, after the way you went barging in and casually picked her up, not knowing who she is or what she was up to.




      You know me, I told him. My sympathies are always with the guy who’s dodging the gorillas. Damsels, I admit, are not really my line in romantic comedy—not as young as this one, anyhow—but I can always be persuaded to make an exception by some representative of the scum of the earth trying hard to get on my wick.




      He did know me, of course, and he was getting to the stage where he didn’t bother to criticise me too much. I mean, there comes a point when criticism just defeats its own object. I’m impulsive and I’m perverse and I don’t mind a bit. And the wind, by virtue of his position, just had to live with it, exactly as I was having to live with him. As time went by, we made a much better job of it. By this time, I think, we were well past the loathing and repulsion à la Grainger and the hauteur and intimidation à la wind. We were getting to be just good friends. We had reached the stage where I quite appreciated his tired wisecracks and he didn’t mean them seriously.




      One thing I liked was that he was no kind of a backseat driver. Not in the literal sense, that is. He didn’t tell me how to fly, whether I was in deep space or a handspan off the ground. A parasite who can respect his host’s professional expertise can’t be all bad.




      We didn’t manage much of a joyride. I was pointing vaguely back toward the suspected direction of the colony, having no real intention of running the kid around till all hours, when I heard a horribly familiar sound. It was the wailing of a siren.




      ‘Hell,’ I said pensively, and a little fatalistically. ‘The fun’s over, folks.’




      The girl looked at me strangely with her big orange eyes. Her face looked tragically sad, but that was purely illusion. She might have learned to smile, but she sure as hell hadn’t learned to play Hamlet yet. For all I knew, she might be as happy as a skylark.




      I made a wry smile, but she didn’t return it.




      ‘It’s the cops,’ I told her, speaking softly and maintaining my rueful grin despite the fact that she didn’t seem able to figure it out.




      I pulled the Lamoine to a full stop and stepped out. The police were using a flipper, not a car, so it was probably a special consignment, not a regular patrol. I wasn’t really worried—not because I imagined that they would understand, but because I was pretty confident that Charlot would bail me out of any trouble short of mass murder.




      The cop from the passenger seat dropped to the ground from the hovering flipper and came over. Cops have two styles of movement. They either swagger with a kind of free-dance interpretation of a Texan drawl, or they stride purposefully like a second lieutenant with an inflated ego.




      This one strode.




      He got quite close before I recognised him as my old buddy Denton.




      ‘Jesus,’ I said. ‘They even put you to work, hey?’




      ‘Hello, Grainger,’ he said. ‘You’re in trouble. Item: one stolen car. Item: one abducted girl. Yep, it’s all here.’




      ‘I admit it,’ I said. ‘I am now and always have been in complete personal control of all organised crime on this world and two hundred others. What are my chances of bail?’




      It wasn’t very funny. Sometimes I’m a distinct failure when it comes to raising a laugh.




      ‘The girl has to go back in the flipper,’ said Denton. ‘I have to drive you back to Corinth in the car.’




      ‘Okay,’ I said, with more than a hint of sullenness. ‘Carry on. Don’t mind me.’




      He walked around the car and yanked the far door open. He gestured to the girl to step out. She didn’t move. He took her gently by the arm, but didn’t pull. She got the message, and stepped into the road. He led her with consummate gentleness over to the flipper. She looked up at the machine, which was humming sulkily as it hung suspended in the air. She didn’t want to get up into it, but she was beyond arguing by now. I think she’d had enough and wanted to go home. I couldn’t blame her. Denton lifted her by the waist and she took his seat beside the pilot. The pilot strapped her in while his erstwhile companion sealed the door.




      The flipper rose into the sky again.




      I waved.




      ‘Goodbye,’ I said levelly, keeping an eye on the cop. ‘It was nice meeting you. We must do it again sometime.’




      Denton planted himself squarely in front of me and shook his head tiredly.




      ‘Okay, lover boy,’ he said. ‘Let’s go home and explain to Daddy.’




      ‘Is Charlot mad?’ I asked him. ‘Or do you mean the chief of police?’




      ‘I mean Charlot,’ he said. ‘This is too big for the poor old chief.’




      It figured. Nothing moved in Corinth without Charlot’s seal of approval. I had a nasty feeling that, old though he was, he could rip a leatherbound copy of the Statutes of New Rome in half with his bare hands.




      ‘I suppose you’re going to insist on driving,’ I said.




      ‘Orders,’ he replied.




      ‘Typical,’ I commented. ‘It’s no way to treat an honest man, you know.’




      I was still trying to capture a whimsical mood.




      ‘What’s an honest man doing in a stolen car?’ he wanted to know.




      ‘Borrowing it,’ I told him.




      ‘I believe you,’ he assured me, ‘but it’s not my car.’




      We took up our assigned positions within the Lamoine and he slid her into gear, taking off with a nasty jerk.




      ‘Clumsy,’ I commented. That killed any possible conversation for at least twenty miles.




      ‘Do I take it correctly,’ I said finally—to break up the silence—‘that I am not actually under arrest: You are, I assume, taking me home solely in the interests of serving the community, as you would assist, say, a lost kitten or a stray alien?’




      ‘I’m just tidying up,’ he told me.




      ‘Sweeping the dust under the carpet,’ I said humourlessly. ‘Who was the girl and why were the two guys chasing her and what the hell would you have done?’




      He turned to look at me soberly. ‘They told you who she was and why they were chasing her,’ he said, cop-fashion. Then he added: ‘Probably something like you. Only I’d have been a damn sight smarter getting her home. I wouldn’t have waited for the trouble to catch up.’ That was just because he knew me. I think he’d have given anyone else the usual line—the I-got-a-job-to-do, honest-cop-taking-home-a-steady-wage-to-wife-and-kid line. Cops almost always pretend that they don’t know nothing from nothing and they don’t much care. I could never be a cop.




      I didn’t think it was necessary to explain, and I was dead certain that there was no point in protesting. He knew me. We both knew what had happened. I didn’t ask him any silly questions about what was going to happen.




      Less than half an hour later I was able to ask my questions of the guy with all the answers.




      ‘I don’t pay you to act like a crazy kid,’ he said, deliberately vulgarising his language to add to the weight of his sneer.




      ‘You don’t pay me at all,’ I said.




      ‘I pay enough,’ he said. ‘I’m doing you no disservice by rescuing you from the unfortunate situation in which you found yourself after Caradoc picked you up in the edge of the Drift. I know that you consider that situation quite unjust, but it’s the one you have to live with. I know that you don’t like me. But you’re a reasonable man. Is it too much to ask of you that you cooperate with my men instead of interfering with them just for the hell of it?’




      ‘I’m sorry I borrowed one of your cars without asking,’ I said evenly.




      ‘I don’t care about the car,’ he said, rising snappishly to the bait—which surprised me somewhat. ‘I’m talking about the girl.’




      ‘Titus,’ I said, in the warmest possible tone, ‘if you were riding in your car and saw a very small girl being chased by two not-very-small men who didn’t look a bit like sterling citizens, what would you do? Would you really entrust her to their care on their mere say-so?’




      ‘Why didn’t you take them all back to the colony?’ he said. ‘That’s what they wanted you to do.’




      I considered suggesting that they might have hit me over the head once I turned my back on them, but decided that it was not a wise tack to take. I decided to tell the truth.




      ‘I didn’t like them,’ I said.




      He sighed. ‘You’re more trouble than you’re worth,’ he said.




      ‘I couldn’t agree more,’ I said. ‘Shall I pack my bags?’




      ‘No,’ he said.




      I shrugged. ‘Up to you,’ I commented.




      ‘Look,’ he said. ‘You know perfectly well what kind of work I do. I synthesise patterns of thought. I work with a lot of aliens over a long period of time with a large staff. There are half a dozen colonies on New Alexandria. The people live here. They have their homes and their families and their children here. They need a certain amount of looking after. I don’t put them in prison camps or on reservations, but they do live together, and to them this is an alien world. The girl was born here, but her parents come from Chao Phrya. She doesn’t even speak English, because she isn’t concerned with the project. She knows hardly anything about the world except that she’s a stranger here. Her education is in the hands of her own people. It was for them that Tyler and Lanning went out to fetch her home. Tyler and Lanning are troubleshooters out at the colony. They do lots of odd dirty work. They have a difficult job to do. It isn’t made any easier by interference from disinterested parties with some kind of warped quixotic streak. Will you please, in future, leave my staff alone.
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