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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


FENELLA PRUIN did not like Grimes.


Grimes did not like Fenella Pruin.


Their de jure relationship was that of charterer’s representative and Owner-Master of the vessel under charter. Their de facto relationship was that of employer and servant. Grimes, bound by the terms of the charter party did as he was told and Miss Pruin did the telling. He did not like it. She, most obviously, did.


It was a charter that he would never have accepted had he not been so desperately in need of money. But he had been grounded on Bronsonia with port dues mounting steadily, with heavy fines still to pay and with the salvage award in respect of the obsolescent, renamed Epsilon Class freighter Bronson Star still being haggled over by the lawyers. The other Bronson Star, a newspaper, had come to his financial rescue. This Bronson Star was a sensational rag which also owned trivi stations and the like. Although its sales on its home planet were not small it derived the bulk of its considerable income from syndicated material. It had earned, over the years, a reputation as the galaxy’s premier muckraker. It employed a highly efficient team of scavengers; the material that they gathered was, after processing, syndicated to every world with a human population and to quite a few planets whose inhabitants, although non-human, enjoyed salacity.


Chief of the muckrakers was Fenella Pruin. Normally she followed her long nose to savoury (in a perverted sense of the word) dirt by taking passage to likely places in regular spaceliners. But now and again she had found it impossible to get away, at extremely short notice, from worlds upon which she had endeared herself to prominent citizens by her snooping. On occasion she has been considerably roughed up. Twice she had been jailed on trumped up charges and her extrication from prison had been expensive to her employers back on Bronsonia. (She hadn’t been murdered yet—but, Grimes often thought during the voyage, there has to be a first time for everything.)


So The Bronson Star had chartered Grimes’ deep space pinnace Little Sister. They were, to a certain extent, killing two birds with one stone. Not only would their Miss Pruin be taken to where she wished to go—and whisked away therefrom as soon as things got sticky—but Grimes’ own name would help to sell the material garnered by the notorious news hen. He, too, had achieved a certain notoriety which might well be of value to others if not to himself.


Miss Pruin was travelling under a nom de guerre. According to the documentation provided by her employers—and they had done a very thorough job—she was Prunella Fenn, a spinster schoolteacher whose life had been changed when her loving pupils gave her, as birthday present, a ticket in the annual super lottery, the Bronson Bonanza. Fantastically she had won the astronomical first prize. According to news items in specially printed issues of The Bronson Star—which had been placed aboard Little Sister before lift off—the sudden influx of great wealth had gone to the fictitious Miss Fenn’s head. She had started to make up for lost time. From prim schoolmarm she had made the transition to good time girl. Finding Bronsonia too dull for her—and that wouldn’t have been hard, thought Grimes sourly, as he read the spurious press reports so as to acquaint himself with his passenger’s cover story—she had charted Little Sister for a galactic tour, with a first stop at New Venusberg.


He looked at the photographs accompanying some of the newspaper articles. There was one of himself among them. The famous Captain John Grimes … he read. That photographer had made him look all pipe and ears. The famous Captain John Grimes, hero of the Discovery mutiny and of the Bronson Star affair, whose fabulous golden spaceyacht Little Sister has been chartered by lucky lady Prunella Fenn …


Then there was lucky lady Prunella Fenn herself, labelled “the golden schoolmarm.” The photographer had flattered her. (Probably it had been more than his job was worth to do otherwise). The portrait was of a slim, darkhaired (before making changes to her appearance Fenella Pruin had been carroty) with slightly protrusive (another attempt at disguise) front teeth, with rather too much nose (although that organ was thin and almost aristocratic) and rather too little chin. She looked like an intelligent ferret, although a quite attractive one. She looked far more attractive in the photograph than she was in actuality.


She interrupted his studies by yelling in her shrill soprano, “Grimes, what about a drink? After all the money I’ve paid to charter this tub of yours I’m entitled to some pretence of service!”


All the money you’ve paid! thought Grimes resentfully. Nonetheless he got up from his seat, went aft into the tiny galley, busied himself with bottles and glasses. He did not have to ask her what she wished. Her taste in potables never changed. He put a small ice cube into a large glass which he filled with brandy. He decided that it would be bad manners—not that she ever worried about manners—to let her drink alone. His choice was pink gin—heavy on the liquor, very easy on the ice. Normally he drank very little alcohol while in space but Fenella Pruin—correction: Prunella Fenn—was driving him to it.


She was curled up in an inflatable easy chair in front of the playmaster. She had brought a large supply of her own spools with her. Her tastes ran to what Grimes thought of as boring porn. In the screen an actor and actress made up to resemble (vaguely) Hindu deities had gotten themselves into an intricate tangle of organs and slowly writhing limbs. The really boring part was the commentary, couched in allegedly poetic language.


She took her drink from him without thanks, downed half of it in one gulp. Grimes sipped from his, but not slowly. She swallowed the rest of her brandy, indicated that she needed a refill. He got one for her. In the screen the heterosexual lovers were replaced by two naked, teen-aged girls. The accompanying commentary was no improvement on what had gone before.


Emboldened by gin Grimes asked, “Don’t you think that we might have some of my spools for a change? I’ve some good adventure stories …”


“No,” she said. “I’m paying and I’m entitled to watch the entertainment that I like.”


“I suppose,” said Grimes, “that it is an acceptable substitute for the real thing.”


She turned away from the playmaster to look at him. Her eyes, magnified by black-rimmed spectacles that she wore, seemed enormous. Her wide, scarlet mouth distracted his attention from her sharp nose. Viewed through an alcoholic haze she was beginning to look definitely attractive.


She said, “I thought you’d never get around to it. Here I’ve been, cooped up in this flying sardine can, with an allegedly virile, rough and tough spaceman, and nothing, but nothing, has happened to me. Yet.” She grinned. “My bunk or yours?”


“Mine,” said Grimes.


She unfolded herself from her chair, all two meters of her. She touched the sealseams at the shoulders of her gown. It fell around her feet. Under it she was wearing nothing. As so often is the case with slender women her figure looked much fuller when she was naked than when clothed. Grimes got out of his shorts and shirt with fumbling haste. By the time that he was stripped she was already stretched out on his bunk on the starboard side of the cabin. He joined her.


And at the touch of her flesh all his desire faded.


She pushed him off her and he fell to the deck.


She got off the bunk and stood over him, sneering.


“A big, tough spaceman! And just because those obscene animals you carried in this ship on your last voyage tried to castrate you you’re acting like a pussy-panicked pansy!”


She knew about that, thought Grimes. His killing of the beasts, valuable cargo, had landed him in a fine mess of financial and legal problems, had led to his being grounded on Bronsonia and his accepting the job of shipkeeping aboard Bronson Star. But she didn’t know of his traumatic experiences aboard the skyjacked freighter on her return voyage. That was his secret, his alone, and always would be.


She snarled wordlessly, went back to her chair, resumed her interrupted viewing of the pornographic programme. She did not bother to dress. Her hand, Grimes noticed, was resting on her lap, her fingers moving. But if she did not wish privacy he most certainly did.


He got unsteadily to his feet, arranged the folding screens that would shut off his bunk and a little space around it from the rest of the cabin.


Then he tried, miserably, to sleep.




Chapter 2


LITTLE SISTER came to New Venusberg.


Grimes had heard, of course, of the fabulous pleasure planet but this was his first time there. Oddly enough it was also Fenella Pruin’s first time on this world. The General Manager of Bronson Star Enterprises, however, had spent a few days on New Venusberg as part of a Trans-Galactic Clippers cruise. Although on holiday he had kept his eyes skinned and his ears flapping. He had gained the impression that there was something unsavoury—something even more unsavoury than was to be expected in a holiday resort of this nature—going on. He had decided that an investigation might well pay off and that Fenella Pruin would be ideally qualified to make it. She was known, of course, by her name and the likenesses of her that accompanied her syndicated material but it was unlikely that anybody would penetrate her disguise or her cover story. To the Venusbergers she would be no more—and no less—than a fortuitously rich bitch, ripe for the plucking.


Little Sister came to New Venusberg.


Grimes was not sorry that the voyage was over. Neither, she told him, was she. She sat with him in the control cab as he eased the pinnace down to Port Aphrodite. Among her many other faults she was a back seat driver. She took him to task for evincing interest in the chalk giantess that, viewed from the air, was a huge advertisement for the major entertainment for sale on New Venusberg. Cut out from the green turf she was, although the two white hillocks that were her breasts, the oval blue ponds that were her eyes must have been artificial. There was golden hair on the head and above the jointure of the thighs (a flowering creeper, Grimes later discovered) and her nipples (marked by a sort of lichen) were pink.


“If you were as interested in me as you seem to be in that thing,” said Ms. Pruin, “you might be some use.”


“I’m getting my bearings,” said Grimes.


“If you can’t see the spaceport apron and the marker beacons from here,” she said, “you should have your eyes examined. Come to that, you’ve other organs that need attention.”


Grimes made a major production of filling and lighting his pipe.


“Must you smoke that vile thing, stinking the ship out?”


Since she herself smoked thin, black cheroots that had the cloying scent of cheap incense Grimes considered her censure unjustified and said so. A snarling match ensued, terminated by a voice from Port Aphrodite Aerospace Control.


“Control to Little Sister. May I remind you that your berth is marked by the three scarlet flashers? It is not, repeat not, between the White Lady’s legs.” There was a tolerant chuckle from the speaker of the NST transceiver. “Of course, Captain, I realise that you’re in a hurry, but even so …”


“Little Sister to Control,” said Grimes. “Just admiring your scenery.”


“You’ll find much more to admire once you’re down,” Control told him.


“And if you can do any more than just admire it,” whispered Fenella Pruin viciously, “I, for one, shall be surprised.”


“Shut up!” almost shouted Grimes.


“What was that, Little Sister!” demanded Aerospace Control.


“I was just talking to my passenger,” said Grimes.


He applied lateral thrust, bringing the golden pinnace directly over the triangle of beacons, vividly bright in spite of the brilliance of the morning sun. He wondered, not for the first time, why Port Captains love to berth incoming vessels in a cramped huddle when there are hectares of spaceport apron vacant. But there was no ground level wind and Little Sister would fit in easily between what looked like one of the bigger TG Clippers and what was obviously a Shaara vessel; they were the only spacefaring people whose ships were almost featureless cones with a domed top. Fenella Pruin asked, “Shaara? Here!”


“Why not?”


“But they’re arthropods.”


“And they have their vices. Almost human ones. Alcoholism. Gambling. Voyeurism …”


“You’d know, of course.”


Grimes did know. Not so long before he and his then passenger, the attractive Tamara Haverstock, had been captured by a Shaara Rogue Queen, held prisoner, in humiliating circumstances, aboard the arthropod’s ship.


All he said, however, was, “Let me get on with the piloting, will you?”


Little Sister fell slowly, but not too slowly. Grimes dropped her neatly between the two towering hulks. (He could have come down almost to ground level well clear of them and then made a lateral final approach but he couldn’t resist showing off.) He saw duty officers watching from control room viewports, waved to them nonchalantly. The underskids kissed the concrete.


The inertial drive—a clangourous cacophony to those outside but reduced by sonic insulation to a mere, irritable grumble inside the hull—fell silent as Grimes switched it off.


“We’re here,” he said unnecessarily.


“Do you expect me to give you a medal?” she asked.


The port officials came out to Little Sister, riding in a large, purple, gold-trimmed ground car. Normally junior officers of the departments concerned would have completed the clearing inwards formalities—initiated by Carlotti deep space radio fourteen days prior to arrival—but although space yachts were not uncommon visitors to New Venusberg golden ones most certainly were. What she lacked in size Little Sister made up for in intrinsic value.


So there was the Chief Collector of Customs in person, accompanied by two micro-skirted, transparently shirted junior customs officers. There was the Port Doctor; there was no need for him actually to sight the clean Bill of Health from Bronsonia—a formality usually carried out by Customs—but Grimes was being given VIP treatment. There was the Port Captain—and his visit was purely social.


Grimes produced refreshments. (The last batch of Scotch that he had cajoled out of the autochef would almost have passed for the real thing and as he had decanted it into bottles with genuine labels he did not think that anybody would know the difference.) He, Prunella Fenn (he must remember always to call her that) and the three men sat around one table in the main cabin while the two Customs girls went through the ship’s papers at another.


The Port Captain divided his attention between the ersatz Scotch and Grimes’ passenger. He was a big, florid man with a cockatoo crest of white hair, with protuberant, slightly bloodshot (to begin with) blue eyes, a ruddy, bulbous nose and a paunch that his elaborately gold braided white uniform could not minimise. He looked more like the doorman of a brothel than a spaceman, thought Grimes. (But the Port Captain on a world such as Venusberg was little more than the doorman of a brothel.)


The Port Doctor—even though he, too, was dressed in gold-trimmed white—looked like an undertaker. He did not divide his attention but was interested only in the whisky. He picked up the bottle, studied the label, put it down again. He lifted his glass, sipped, raised his heavy black eyebrows, then sipped again. He was the first person ready for a refill.


The Collector of Customs was interested most of all in the financial side of things. What was the actual value of Little Sister? What was the possibility of various solid gold fittings being stolen and sold ashore during her stay in Port Aphrodite? What security arrangements was Grimes implementing?


Unwisely Grimes said that he was prepared to use arms, if necessary, to protect his property and was sternly told that the ship’s laser and projectile pistols must be placed under Customs seal and that the two laser cannon—Shaara weapons that had been fitted while Little Sister was temporarily under the command of the Rogue Queen—must be dismantled.


But Grimes was not to worry, the Collector told him. A guard would be on duty at his ramp throughout. (Grimes did worry. He knew who would have to pay for that guard. According to the charter party the charterers would pay all normal port charges and the wages of an armed guard could be—almost certainly would be—argued not to be a normal port charge.)


Finally Prunella Fenn got a little unsteadily to her feet.


“I’m off,” she announced. “Jock’s going to show me a good time …”


Jock? wondered Grimes.


The Port Captain levered himself upright, his hands on the table.


“I’m ready, Prue, soon as you are.”


“I’m ready, Jock.”


As they left the cabin he already had his arm about her slender waist, his meaty hand on her hip.


The Port Doctor raised his thick eyebrows. The Collector of Customs grinned.


“Well, Captain,” he said, “I’d best be off myself. Ingrid and Yuri will put your pistols under seal. As for your cannon—as long as you remove the crystals and put them in bond with the hand guns that will be sufficient. I’ll arrange for the Customs guard.” He grinned again. “And enjoy your stay. The only thing that’s not tolerated here is gunplay.”


He left the cabin far more steadily than the Port Captain had done although he had imbibed at least as much.


Grimes excused himself to the doctor, went out of the ship. Using the recessed rungs in the shell plating he clambered up to where the cannon were mounted above the control cab. He removed the crystals. Back inside the hull he handed these to the two Customs girls, who put them into the locker allocated for the purpose together with the pistols. They sealed the door with an adhesive wafer, told him that although it looked flimsy it was not and could be removed only with a special tool.


They accepted a drink—after all, thought Grimes, they had earned theirs, they had been doing all the work—and then left.


“Have ye any more o’ that quite tolerable whisky, Captain?” asked the Port Doctor.




Chapter 3


“THAT LASS O’ YOURS made a big hit with Jock …” said the doctor.


“She’s no lass of mine,” said Grimes.


“Just the two o’ ye in a wee ship like this? An’ it’s not as though she’s unattractive …”


“You don’t know her,” said Grimes, “like I do.”


“She’s no’ one o’ the Sisterhood, is she? She didn’t impress me as being that way. But a rich bitch … She must be a rich bitch to charter a ship to run her about the galaxy. An’ a rich bitch is what Jock’s been a-huntin’ for these many years. We were shipmates in the Waverley Royal Mail, in their passenger ships, before we came out to this sink of iniquity. He was rich-bitch-chasing then—although, to give him credit, he’d prefer one not so rich but with a modicum of looks to one with all the money in the universe but a face like the arse of a Wongril ape an’ a figure like a haggis. He was too picky an’ choosey. That was his downfall. But that’s aye the way in passenger ships; it’s no’ the ones ye oblige that make the trouble but the ones ye don’t …


“Still, it’s the bawbies that Jock’s after more than hot pussy. An’ although there’s no shortage o’ hot pussy on New Venusberg the best of it has no bawbies attached. But ye mean to tell me that ye weren’t interested in Prunella’s bawbies?” He drained his glass, held it out for a refill. “Ah, but ye wouldn’t be, would ye? A man who owns a solid gold spaceship, e’en though she’s only a wee boat, ’ll not be short of a bawbie.”


“She’s not a wee boat,” said Grimes stiffly. “She’s a pinnace. A deep space-going pinnace. And she happens to be built of an isotope of gold only because her original owner, the Baroness d’Estang, liked it that way.”


“An’ ye bought her from yon Baroness? Then ye’re no’ sae badly fixed yerself.”


The thickness of the doctor’s Waverley accent, Grimes decided, was in direct ratio to the amount of whisky imbibed. The more Scotch that went in the more that came out.


He said, “I didn’t buy her. She was a sort of parting gift. In lieu of back and separation pay.”


“An’ ye let a woman like that slip through yer fingers? Still, I suppose she was ugly as sin an’ old enough to be Methuselah’s granny.”


“She was neither. She just happened to prefer a villainous bastard called Drongo Kane to me.”


“Kane? Ye ken Drongo Kane? We hae dealings wi’ the mon, though he’s no’ been here himself for a while. There’s a wee laddy called Aloysius Dreeble, skipper o’ Willy Willy, who comes the no’. She’s owned by Able Enterprises. Get it? Kane … Able … Och, whatever ye say about Kane ye must admit that the mon has a fine, pawky wit.”


“Mphm.”


“But Willy Willy … An odd name for a ship … Would ye ken if he has a girlfriend called Wilhelmina or some such?”


“Willy Willy,” said Grimes, “is the Australian name for a small, local whirlwind. But what cargo does this Willy Willy bring here?”


“Passengers most o’ the while.”


“So Kane’s in the tourist racket now.”


“Why for should ye be sneering? Ye’re in the tourist racket yerself, cartin’ rich bitches hither an’ yon atween the stars. An’ talkin’ o’ rich bitches—just how rich is your rich bitch?”


Grimes remembered that he was bound by the charter party to give the charterer’s representative all possible support. Now would be as good a time as any, he thought, to run her cover story up to the masthead and see if anybody saluted. He would show this drunken quack the specially printed issues of The Bronson Star. No doubt the Port doctor would pass the fictitious information on to his crony, the Port Captain. Then soon it would be common knowledge all over New Venusberg.


He got a little unsteadily to his feet.


“I’ve some newspapers here,” he said. “She doesn’t know that I’ve got them. They’re rather amusing reading … A fascinating transition story … Miss Goody Goody into Good Time Girl?”


He got the papers out of a filing cabinet, made room on the table to spread them out, indicated the relevant paragraphs with his forefinger. The Port Doctor was not too drunk to read. He chuckled.


“Ah, weel, a big prize … An’ so long as she stays clear o’ the gamblin’ she’ll have a few credits left when ye lift off from here. O’ course, she may be payin’ for the services o’ the local studs, an’ they don’t come cheap. She’ll no’ be gettin’ much in the way o’ service from Jock—I’m his doctor an’ I should know …” He looked up, blinking, at Grimes. “An’ are ye sure, Captain, that ye weren’t obligin’ her? For love or money?”


Grimes made a major production of not replying.


The Port Doctor laughed. “So ye’re an officer an’ a gentleman an’ ye’re no’ tellin’.” He added, far too shrewdly for Grimes’ comfort, “Perhaps the way it was ye’d rather not.” He poured the last of the bottle into his glass. “An’ now, would ye be havin’ soberups in yer medicine chest? Ye can prescribe for the both of us an’ then I’ll take ye tae see the sights.”


The soberup capsules worked as advertised.


Grimes changed into informal civilian clothing. The evening might turn out to be a wild one and if he were going to make a public spectacle of himself he would prefer not to do so in uniform. The Port Doctor, it seemed, was not troubled by such scruples; he did not, as Grimes expected that he would, go first to his office for a change of attire.


The two men passed through Little Sister’s airlock. It was evening already. (Where had the day gone?) Outside the pinnace the air was warm, redolent with a heavy scent that might have been that of flowers but which Grimes suspected was artificial. The spaceport lights—except around an Epsilon Class freighter where cargo discharge was in progress—were of low intensity. The floodlights of the passenger liners had been turned on but at no more than a fraction of their normal power so that the big ships had the similitude of faintly luminous, shimmering, insubstantial towers. Music was coming from concealed speakers, drifting on the lazy breeze, a melodious throbbing and wailing of guitars. Romance, with a capital R, was in the air. It was as meretricious as all hell.


“Sing me a song of the islands …” muttered Grimes sardonically.


“What?”


“This atmosphere … So phonily Hawaiian …”


The doctor laughed. “I see what you mean. Or hear what you mean. I’d prefer the pipes meself.”


“Mphm?”


They walked slowly across the apron to the entrance of the spaceport subway station, an orifice in the side of a single storied building the curves of which were more than merely suggestive, that did more than hint at open thighs. And as for the doorway itself … Only on a world like this, thought Grimes, could one find such an architectural perversion. Labia majora … Labia minora … Even an overhanging clitoris … A dark, ferny growth to simulate pubic hair …


“Doesn’t this make you feel like a pygmy gynaecologist?” asked Grimes as they passed through the pornographic portal, stepped on to the downward moving stairway.


“I got a nice fee for helping to design it,” said the doctor.


Grimes looked with interest at the advertisements on either side of the escalator, each one of them a window on to various aspects of this world, each one of them a colourful, three-dimensional moving picture. WINE & DINE AT ASTARTE’S KITCHEN—EVERY DISH A PROVEN APHRODISIAC … And with partners like that at the dinner table, thought Grimes, what need for artificial stimuli? (But perhaps in his case there was. The psychic trauma sustained aboard Bronson Star and aboard Little Sister herself had yet to heal.) GIRLS! GIRLS! GIRLS! AT KATY’S KATHOUSE! Katy’s Kathouse? Cats … Some of those wenches so lavishly displaying their charms looked like Morrowvians. That tied in. Drongo Kane had trade connections with this world and, quite possibly, had been recruiting on Morrowvia before he finally blotted his copybook on the planet of the cat people. But some of the other women … The escalator carried him on down before he could have a proper look. CAVALIER ESCORT SERVICE … This, obviously, was aimed at the female tourists. The escorts were tall, virile young men, impeccably clad in archaic formal finery, the fronts of their tight trousers suggestively bulging. Another display—IF YOU’RE TIRED OF ALL THE OTHER LADIES HAVE A WHIRL WITH LADY LUCK! After many a century the roulette wheel was still the universally recognised symbol for games of chance.


“Lady Luck,” said the doctor. “That’s where we’re going.”


“You’re the doctor,” said Grimes. (He did not care much for gambling but, for the time being, the sort of games that were much more to his liking seemed to be out.) “But I was thinking that, for a start, I’d like a change from my own cooking.”


“Not to worry, Captain. Lady Luck feeds her patrons at no extra charge; she makes her profits on the tables and machines. Mind you, she’s not made much out of me. Over a year I usually show a small profit myself.”


They were on the station platform now, looking at the animated holograms adorning the walls. They were joined by three men, obviously spacers, officers from one of the ships in port. They knew the doctor, engaged him in conversation. Grimes—details of the Outward Clearance of Epsilon Puppis were of no great interest to him—studied the advertisements. Just when he had come to the conclusion that when you have seen one explicit amatory exhibition you’ve seen them all a single bullet-shaped car slid silently in, came to a stop. Bullet-shaped? There was intentional phallic symbolism in its design.


“This is ours,” said the doctor.


He and Grimes boarded the vehicle, leaving the others on the platform. They were probably bound for the Kathouse or some similar establishment, thought Grimes, not without a twinge of envy.


As soon as the passengers were seated the car started off.


No matter what it looked like its motion was that of a bullet.




Chapter 4


LADY LUCK was only two stops from Port Aphrodite.


Again there was an escalator ride, this time up to ground level. Again there was the display of explicit advertising, holograms that Grimes had already seen and one or two new ones. He was intrigued by the advertisement for the Church of the Ultimate Experience. What did it have to offer? A Black Mass? Through the swirling, coruscating mists that filled the frame he could just see, or thought that he could see, what looked like a naked woman spreadeagled on an altar with an inverted crucifix in the background.


He and the doctor stepped off the moving staircase into a brightly lit foyer. There were mobiles composed of huge, luminous dice cubes suspended from the shallow dome of the ceiling. There were almost garish murals depicting court cards not only from Terran packs but from those used by other races in the galaxy addicted to their own forms of gambling. Grimes saw the Golden Hive, analogous to the human card player’s Ace, and the Queen Mother, and the Princess, and the Drone, and the Worker-Technician. So the Shaara frequented this establishment. Gambling was one vice that they held in common with Man.


“When you’ve finished admiring the Art Gallery, Captain,” said the Port Doctor, “we’ll go in. There’s a small charge at the door. Did you bring any money with you?”


“Yes,” said Grimes. “I suppose that they’ll take Federation credits …”


“They’ll take anything as long as it’s legal tender on its planet of origin. I’m not being mean, you understand, in asking you to pay us in. It’s just that I’ve always found that if somebody else treats me it always starts my winning streak for the night.”


“Mphm. But what about me?”


“For you there’s beginner’s luck.”


“Mphm.” Grimes was unconvinced but allowed himself to be led to the tall blonde standing at the door. She was the first decorously clad female he had seen since landing at Port Aphrodite. It made a change. (There was no change from the Cr50 bill that he tendered.) She was severely attired in an ankle length black skirt, in a long-sleeved, high-collared white blouse with a black string tie. There was a black bow in her hair. She smiled with professional warmth and wished the two men luck.


“What first?” asked the doctor. “Two up? That’s your national game, isn’t it?”


“Tucker,” said Grimes.


“Tucker? What sort of game is that?” Comprehension dawned. “Oh, it’s food you mean. But we didn’t come here to eat.”


“I did,” said Grimes. He thought, I may as well try to get my fifty credits’ worth.


“Oh, all right. This way.”


The doctor led Grimes through the huge room, past the roulette tables with the croupiers in their archaic black and white uniforms and the players dressed in everything from stiffly formal to wildly informal attire, pausing only to stop a robot servitor trundling by with a tray of drinks. He took a whisky for himself, sipped and remarked condescendingly, “Not as good as yours, Captain.” Grimes helped himself to gin.
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