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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 1



When the call first came in from Fraxilly, I didn’t accept it. Earlier I had told the Posi who runs everything on my ship to hold all calls. She records them, acknowledges them – unless I’m being incommunicado for some reason – and replays them for me later. That way I avoid being plagued by calls from obscure planets when I have important things on my mind.


What was mainly on my mind just then – in fact, preying on it – was another obscure planet. Our destination, named Ixyphal II.


We were down to Halflight, sliding through the tangle of the Lagoon Nebula interlink, making our way towards the secondary GalacNet lines that would get us to the sector containing the Ixyphal system. Many less well-equipped ships would have gone through that interlink only at Firstlight speed, and then nervously – because of the horror tales of ships that slid through the wrong slots and were caught in endless loops round and round the interlink for centuries. But Posi was performing superbly, as always. So I’d left my pouch-seat in the control area to take my troubled mind back to my personal cabin. There I tried to ease my worries by sipping a Freezobalm and thinking about the fee I could be carrying away from Ixyphal II.


If I could get away from Ixyphal II.


That planet is populated by millions of little blue paranoids who have many arms and legs and absolutely no inhibitions. Especially about avenging insults, real or imagined. They are among the most hypersensitive exters – extraterrestrials – I’ve ever encountered, and I almost refused their commission for that reason. But they offered a very tempting fee simply to transport an art object, a sculpture, which they’d bought as a centrepiece for a planetary arts festival they were staging. And I had foolishly thought it would be the easiest fee I’d ever earned.


Instead, as I sat in my cabin moodily pouring another Freezobalm, I was facing a good chance of losing my valuable reputation as an interplanetary courier. And maybe my even more valuable life.


The job had started well enough, with the receipt of half the fee up front, then the receipt of the sculpture. It had been made by a galactically known artist – an ancient, smelly and mostly blind human living on a renovated asteroid near the Home System where Old Earth still spins. The artist had fussed around while the thing was being loaded on my ship, babbling about how important it was and how delicate it was and so on, until I’d just stopped listening.


I’d also stopped looking at the sculpture. I don’t know anything about art, but I know what turns my stomach. It was about room-sized, and bright blue, which may be why it appealed to the Ixyphalians. It seemed to be a conglomeration of small shapes, looking vaguely like humans and exters, who were all suffering extreme torment in deeply disgusting ways. Supposedly a weird image of an afterlife. And it seemed to be made from millions of tiny fibres, like coarse hairs, all twined and braided and knotted, fixed firmly together by the artist’s special secret process, which I think he called Solidity Polarization.


Except that the solidity didn’t stay polarized.


It was my partner, Mala Yorder, who first noticed it. Mala is small and trim and dark-haired, with luminous blue eyes, the lissom body of an Ondilian angel-dancer – and the mind and soul of a policewoman, which she once was. She has all the skills as well as the attitudes that her police training gave her. So she is highly observant, good at noticing things. Particularly small errors and omissions on my part.


In this case, some time before we reached Ixyphal, she had gone back to the storage and cargo area to look at the sculpture again, murmuring things like “masterpiece” and “magnificent” and the usual art-appreciation noises that people murmur. And then she came running forward, shrieking.


“Curb! Quick! It’s fraying!”


I went back to look through the view-panel, and felt my stomach go into zerograv. There was a scattering of blue fibres on the floor – a large scattering – and some of the outer figures looked different. Just as repulsive, but different. Smaller, and distorted.


Then Mala shrieked again. “Curb, you pinch-headed moron!” She mostly calls me by my last name. It’s her way. “You’ve left it in atmosphere!”


I suppose I should have been paying attention to the old artist, when he was telling me that the thing had to be carried in near-vacuum with traces of helium and neon but definitely no oxygen, which would destroy it. But then the old fool should have been a little less unwashed and boring. Besides, I didn’t see why I should do everything myself, and said as much to Mala, tersely.


“I thought you’d seen to it, dribble-brain!” she yelled, when she’d finished directing Posi to alter the gases in the cargo area. “What are we going to say to the Ixyphalians?”


“Nothing,” I told her. “I’m going to fix it.”


“You?” Disbelief and scorn were heavy in her voice, but I put it down to stress. And eventually I convinced her – or anyway caused her to throw up her hands in rage and dismissal and stamp off to her cabin.


Then I fixed it. With one of my better inspirations.


I put on a spacesuit and went into the cargo area, where I found that while the main part of the sculpture was now solidified again, the fibres on the floor were disintegrating and useless. But it didn’t matter. I simply went and fetched a squeezer of magi-glue and a pair of my socks, in a pleasing electric blue. They were among my favourites, but the sacrifice had to be made. Back in the cargo area, ruining two pairs of gauntlets in the process, I ripped fibres from the socks and glued them here and there, in and around, more or less filling out the places on the sculpture that had been affected.


It took a long time, it was tedious and tiring, but in the end I thought the repair looked almost unnoticeable. Yet when I coaxed Mala out of her cabin to have a look, she stared through the view-panel with her normally rosebud mouth compressed into a thin line.


“It’s horrible,” she declared. “The Ixyphalians will tear our bowels out and hang us with them.”


Then she flounced back into her cabin. And it was shortly after that when I retreated to my own cabin and the comfort of a Freezobalm. But throughout the delicate passage across the Lagoon interlink my mind kept replaying Mala’s last graphic remark – with the growing conviction that she’d understated the Ixyphalians’ probable reaction.


As it happened, the Ixyphalians were overjoyed.


They greeted us royally, oblivious of the fact that we were sweating and trembling. Or I was, anyway. Mala just goes pale when she’s anxious, with a slight darkening of her eyes. Perhaps the little blue exters thought humans are always like that. Perhaps humans are, around Ixyphalians.


Anyway, they unloaded the sculpture with reverence, popped it into a transparent showcase filled with the right gases, made a number of loud noises expressing awe and admiration, and wheeled it away without having noticed a thing. Some of them remained behind to tell me at length how the object was a perfect focus for their festival that was being held in memory of one of their multi-armed folk heroes. It probably was perfect, at that, with all its images of pain and suffering. But I didn’t listen too closely, being busy trying to stay upright despite slightly rubbery knees.


Then they clapped me on the back with too many hands, thrust upon me the plastiform wafer that confirmed payment of the rest of my fee, and proclaimed that they would create a song for the festival in praise of “the most safe and reliable Delmore Curb, master courier”. I stammered out a fairly acceptable reason for declining their invitation to make a personal appearance at the song’s premiere, and very shortly Mala and I were back on our ship as Posi took us off-planet, with much relief all round.


So much for art appreciation, I thought. But when I said as much to Mala, as a joke to ease the tension that still showed in her eyes, she merely called me an unrepeatable name and stalked away to her cabin again.


Then, finally, as we hit Highlight in deep space beyond the Ixyphal system, I asked Posi for a playback of any comm messages. And I lay back in the cradling pouch-seat, enjoying the feeling of being safe and relaxed – and financially secure for a while, with that fee safely tucked away in my Fedbank account. It was a moment to be savoured, when danger was past and I was wholly at peace.


It was the last peace I was to savour for quite a long time.


Just then, though, the Fraxilly message looked very interesting. Even Mala said so, when she emerged again. (I’d had Posi put the message on the commscreen in her cabin, as well as on the one in the control area where I was. I don’t hold grudges.) Mala did point out that she found elements of the message suspicious. I reminded her that she finds a great many simple, normal things suspicious, as the police mentality does. She ignored me, and told Posi to repeat the message.


It was from an employee of the Grand Emissary from the planet Fraxilly to the Sentient Federation. It said that the Emissary would soon be travelling to SenFed Central, and that en route he wished to communicate directly with me, face to face, on a matter of immense delicacy. It politely requested that, for security reasons, I bring my ship down to Underlight speed at specific co-ordinates, at a specific time, and prepare for rendezvous with the Emissary’s ship.


“All this security, matters of delicacy,” Mala said. “That’s what’s suspicious. Someone as important as a SenFed Emissary creeping around in secret.”


“Why not?” I replied. “An important man needs privacy and security more than anyone.”


And now he seems to need me, I said to myself. It was a pleasing thought, that I might soon be moving in more exalted circles. I was not going to let Mala spoil the anticipation.


She was frowning. “You said man. Is Fraxilly a human planet?”


“No idea. Just a figure of speech.”


She turned to Posi. “Give us a full rundown. …”


“Wait,” I interrupted quickly. “We don’t need all the details. It could take hours.”


It was true enough. Posi is equipped with the most advanced call-beam facility, which lets her link up with other servo-mechanisms and artificial intelligences, nearby or distant. From just about anywhere on the GalacNet she can access systems on other worlds including the all-inclusive Encyclobanks of SenFed Central. There was no knowing how much might be there about Fraxilly. Or how much would be useful to us as background. But I knew that Posi was quite capable of droning on forever with useless stuff about gross domestic product and tertiary natural resources.


That’s often the trouble with thinking machines. They’re like people. They sometimes just don’t think.


Still, Posi is the best that creds could buy. By far the most advanced type of Intelloid – artificial intelligence in non-human form – and more capable even than the latest model of all-purpose, human-form mandroid. Also a lot more expensive. In fact it’s usually planetillionaires and the like who can afford a Posi. But I had bought mine at a time when I’d luckily accumulated some nice big fees, and she is just what I need, in every way. Her name-classification stands for Polyfunction Organizational and Service Intelloid – and it’s always useful to be organized and served. Though Posi can be deeply irritating at times – she has the pedantic self-esteem of a precocious child – I often feel I’d be nearly helpless without her.


“Synopsis, Posi – just the main headings,” I directed, ignoring Mala’s stony look.


Posi obliged, revealing that Fraxilly was a small human planet, a member of SenFed for less than three hundred years, remote and poor and backward. Poverty kept everything depressed including the birthrate, so that the planet held only a few million people, mostly low-tech agricultural. And the place was ruled by an absolute monarch named y’Iggthradgi-pile the First, known as the God-King. Many legends were told about this ruler, not very credibly, including (I allowed Posi one example) tales of his improbably heroic virility. But it was proven fact that the God-King was unusually long-lived and overwhelmingly rich.


“He and his court live in a luxury that is as excessive as his subjects’ poverty,” Posi concluded, in one of her most disapproving tones. A tendency to editorialize seems to come with higher-level Intelloids.


“Stick to the facts, Posi,” I told her firmly. “Anything more?”


“No, Del,” she replied, “unless you wish me to provide the subsidiary data.…”


“Definitely not,” I said quickly. I then gave her the coordinates from the Emissary’s message, instructing her to drop down to Underlight as we neared that point. Then I leaned back and smiled at Mala.


“See? That’s all we need to know about Fraxilly.”


She grimaced. “Posi’s right. It sounds sickening. People starving while their ‘God-King’ wallows.…”


I sighed. She gets these surges of anger now and then, against injustice and evil and so on, no matter how often I try to remind her about the facts of life. But I don’t stop trying. It’s the least I can do.


“Mala love,” I said patiently, “Fraxilly is a faraway place of which we know little. We can’t make things different there. We simply provide a service, transporting things. It’s not our business if the people who hire us aren’t nice people. We can only require them to pay us, and not to get us into anything dangerous or illegal.…”


“You’ve never worried about illegal,” she snapped.


“I may cut a corner or two, now and then,” I said stiffly. “Anyone does, in business, if it helps to provide a better service.…”


“Curb,” she broke in, “I should tell you that I’m never closer to getting out than when you start being sanctimonious about how you operate.”


“Fine,” I snarled. “You could probably get back into the FedPol. For about an eighth of what you’re getting here.”


“It might be worth it!” she yelled, and flung herself into another flouncing departure for her cabin.


I settled back into the pouch-seat, smiling to myself. That was the third angry walkout in one biological day, and the second threat to resign in less than a bio-week. We were getting interestingly close to setting a new record. But, I told myself, I shouldn’t provoke her too much. That would be cheating. And I suppose it did upset her.


All the same, I was confident that her threats to leave me were mostly empty. When she joined me – after we’d met while she was still an undercover FedPol investigator – she sternly announced that she was coming into the firm for the sake of the money, and because the job offered interest and challenge without the lethal risks that a FedPol agent often had to run. I’d accepted all that, just as I accepted her usually sharp-edged attitude to me during the nearly two years of our association. Because I was certain that other things lay beneath the surface.


It seemed to me that beyond the superficialities of our relationship there was a growing rapport, a strengthening of feeling. She never even hinted at it aloud, of course, probably because such emotions ran counter to the veneer of toughness imposed on her by her FedPol training. But I sensed it within her. And I was sure that, given time and patience on my part, it would eventually emerge and flower to give a rich new dimension to our partnership.


Meanwhile, I had to accept that she was probably not consciously aware of the true nature of her feelings. Women often aren’t. So she had to express them, and relieve her tensions, with these stormy little displays of temper.


But it made things difficult for me, at times. Just as it was difficult to be alone so much of the time with such an attractive young woman, despite the size of the ship and our separate cabins. In fact, I had once or twice let myself be tempted into making overtures to her. But when they had been greeted with expressions of total derision and distaste, I realized that she was still not ready to come to terms with the full womanly depth of her unacknowledged feelings. So I backed off at once, and resumed my patient waiting.


At least there was nothing to prevent me from enjoying a fantasy or two, now and then, while waiting. As I began to do while reclining there in the pouch seat. And intermingled with my usual imagined scenes of Mala and me together were other images – of Grand Emissaries and God-Kings, what they might want of me, what they might offer in return.


I had only once or twice done jobs for high SenFed aristocrats, or for royalty. It seemed at the time that meeting the Fraxillians could create some sort of major turning point in my career.


If I’d been able to guess at the future, the turning point would have been right there – wheeling the ship around and moving as fast as possible away from anything to do with Fraxilly.










Chapter 2



It was going to be well into the next bio-day, I knew, before we made all the Netline interactions that would bring us to the rendezvous point. So I had a quiet dinner – alone, for Mala was still sulking – followed by a refreshing sleep. I even enjoyed an inspirational dream in which a God-King, radiant and fatherly, conferred wealth, honour and titles upon me. But when I awoke, it was time to put dreams aside and get hold of reality.


That meant a substantial breakfast, followed by a word with Posi to confirm that everything was on course and on line. Later, in my cabin, I treated myself to a long, languorous Omnipure sauna before turning at last to the task of choosing my outfit for the meeting with the Emissary. Something discreet, quiet and slightly formal, I thought. Probably the dusty-green tunic-and-leggings ensemble, with the pink-and-gold collar and cuffs and the pink-trimmed gold boots.


And when I had laid out the clothing, I began the even more important business of transferring my personal armament.


Among my acquaintances there are some who like to seem amused or amazed by my weapons. They call them excessive. They make remarks about an unmanly attitude, and they pretend to look for yellow streaks. But I never rise to their teasing. I see my weapons as reflections of a sensible, realistic caution – that of a true professional.


I’ve worked at a number of occupations that put me into positions of possible danger. As a private investigator, for instance, or earlier as a guide on the giant planet Wörbali’n, where the smallest life form had teeth as long as my arm. I know all too well that it’s a big rough galaxy out there, full of more surprises than the human imagination can conceive of. And I’ve always liked to be ready for surprises, especially the lethal sort. That means approaching my work realistically. Not for me the reckless, romantic heroisms that make obituary writers reach for phrases like “untimely end” and “cut down in his prime”. I don’t consider that I’ve reached my prime. And I intend to get there, with the help of professional caution and my range of weaponry.


The weapons are made for me on Clabidacia V, the home world of spidery exters with delicate filaments instead of limbs who are among the finest micro-engineers in the SenFed. For me they have miniaturized an array of defensive and offensive armaments, which I carry in disguised form here and there on my clothes, accessories and body. I’ve gathered them slowly over the years, because they’re cruelly expensive. So is the constant need to maintain them, and to re-energize or replace some of them. But it’s worth it, because they’ve never let me down. As is to be expected from the work of such notable craftsmen. Crafts-exters.


Anyway, when the complete transferral was done, I dressed myself with care and switched on a full-length mirror for an inspection. The mirror showed me a youngish man, perhaps a little thin and no more than average height – whatever average is in a galaxy overflowing with exters and mutant humans. There was a suspicion of extra flesh at hip and belly, but that’s to be expected on an adult male. All in all, the image that looked back at me was not displeasing.


I’ve heard people say disparaging things about my looks – a narrowness of shoulder, thinness of face, pointedness of nose. But I try to be indifferent to the slurs of my enemies. My hair may be ordinary brown, a bit wispy and thinning – but it’s all hidden under a thick wig that is tawny-blond and artfully tousled. Why not? Everyone goes in for a little enhancement, one way or another.


In any case, my wig is more than just a wig. And the jewelled headband that encircles it, the rings on my fingers, the studded belt around my waist, my other jewellery, other bits of my clothing and of my very self … all are more than they seem.


Most importantly, everything – mini-weapons, clothes, mood and spirit – seemed just right, perfectly ready to meet an important personage.


So then I spent a few hours quietly relaxing, until finally Posi reached the rendezvous point, reduced speed and gave the “spacecraft sighted” warning. I sauntered along to the control area, trying to be at ease. But what the screens revealed was not likely to make me feel easy.


The Fraxillian ship, displayed on the perceptor screens, was breathtaking. I’m proud of my own ship, a good-sized and costly Starstream Mark 8 cruiser. But the Grand Emissary had swung up in the very newest model of the Novablast Personaluxury Liner, making me feel like a meteorite next to an asteroid.


The immense dumbbell-shape drew closer, almost languidly threw out a wide-focus tractor beam, and anchored our two ships together. Then from one of its airlocks something began to be extruded, like a giant worm stretching out – an expanding Manport passage, to connect the airlocks of the ships. No clumsy spacesuited crossing for the Emissary. The Manport reached my ship’s airlock and clamped on, with puffs of vapour as it formed its insta-seal around the join.


“Spoken message being transmitted,” Posi said brightly.


“Let’s hear it,” I said, still staring at the liner, a little dazed.


A hearty human voice emerged from a speaker. “Greetings from the Grand Emissary Lord y’Fiprehaude of Fraxilly to Curb the Courier. Requesting permission to send Manport passageway to bring you aboard.”


“A little late to ask,” Mala said sourly. She had just emerged to frown at the Manport, wearing a plain dark coverall that made no concession to dressing up for important company. Except that her figure made it look good anyway. “And why should we go to them?”


“Because they’re the clients, with the money.” I keyed my comm into action. “Greetings from Del Curb to the Grand Emissary Lord y’Fipre … y’Fip … to the Grand Emissary. We will come aboard with pleasure.”


Mala sniffed, but I grinned and opened the airlock. “Come on, smile,” I told her. “How else will you ever get to see inside a Novablast liner?”


We floated quickly across – no artificial grav even in a Manport – to be greeted by a small pale human wearing lushly decorated robes, who abased himself in the manner of a true flunkey and then blandly introduced himself as one y’Pripio. He guided us along a functional passage or three, then finally into a large open area where he halted – obviously to let the full impact hit us. And it did hit, so that I did a suitable amount of gasping and goggling and even Mala drew in her breath with a hiss.


I wasn’t so overwhelmed, though, that I forgot to raise a finger to one of the jewels in my headband, as if idly adjusting the band itself. Then I slowly turned full circle. Facing forward again, I touched the jewel again, seeming to brush at a lock of hair. Only then did I properly examine what lay before me.


I’d seen the Illusochamber advertised – for the rich – on the galacvid. But I’d never seen the real thing. Except that there is no real thing: it creates illusion. I knew that the area where we were standing was sizeable enough. But I was looking at immensity. A fantastic chamber from a fairy-tale palace, staggeringly wide and dizzyingly high, gleaming marble floor and walls, snowy-white fluted pillars, glossy draperies and glowing works of art. Towards the centre of the chamber was the reality in the midst of illusion – real pillowy furniture, a real fountain and pool in rainbow colours, real near-naked nymphs playing in the water.…


Only by then the nymphs were retreating at speed, in a flurry of droplets and giggles, so I got only fleeting views of slender backs and rounded behinds. In any case the flunkey, y’Pripio, was moving again, leading us to the largest of the cloud-soft couches, where a man was reclining.


He was small, scrawny, hairless and quite ugly, aside from his teeth when he smiled, which were gleaming re-gens looking sixty years younger than their wearer. He wore a rich robe so encrusted with precious metals and stones that I wondered if he could stand up under the weight. And his eyes were tiny, wet and somehow avid as he looked me over – wholly ignoring Mala – from head to foot.


“The Lord y’Fiprehaude of Fraxilly,” the flunkey intoned, “Grand Emissary of His Divinity the God-King y’Iggthradgi-pile the First.”


“Del Curb,” I said briskly, unwilling to appear any more overawed than was diplomatically useful. “Nice to meet you, Lord y’Fip … y’Fipre.…”


“Come, dear boy,” the Emissary said in a high, affected voice, with a languid wave of the hand. “Come sit by me, where it’s comfortable.”


With some wariness I lowered myself on to the front edge of his couch, while from one side more flunkeys appeared, guiding a hover-table laden with delicacies and fancy drinks. The Emissary gave me another view of his new teeth as I glanced round.


“Do take refreshment,” he purred, “and tell me what you think of my environment.”


In fact I thought the whole fairy-palace effect was a long way over the top and painfully unoriginal. A total waste of the fantasy potential of the Illusochamber. But I wasn’t about to voice either that thought or any of the others that were gathering in my mind. I simply took a glass of Ephractian feather-wine and nodded. “Very nice. Very luxurious.”


The gleaming smile widened, then vanished under the onslaught of a large, sticky confection of some sort. During that pause I realized that Mala had not been offered a seat, nor any food or drink. The Emissary and his people were behaving as if she simply wasn’t there. I could see that she was scowling and stiffening into a Mark 2 temper, so I gave her an encouraging smile – which raised her, as I expected, to a Mark 3.


“So this is the great Del Curb,” the Emissary was saying through a mouthful of stickiness. “The famous interplanetary investigator, lately turned courier. I suspect there is a story behind that change of vocation.”


I shrugged. “Just a search for new challenges, new horizons, that sort of thing.” And new ways to make a living that didn’t threaten to put an end to living, I might have added.


“Mm.” He seemed to have slid over nearer to me, though I hadn’t seen him move. “I would have expected you to be bigger.”


I sighed inwardly. If I had a decacred for every time someone has said that … But I put on a bright new grin. “I am bigger,” I said jauntily. “Bigger than lots of things. Than a Melorivicish tree-dwarf, for instance.”


He laughed so hard I thought he would dislocate his dentures. “How droll!” he finally gasped. “And how modest! But then modesty is your key-note, is it not?” Again his hand waved languidly. “The unassuming garb, the inexpensive little ship … all signs of a man who knows his own worth and has no need for display.”


Mala’s vigorous snort stirred up a few echoes, but no one looked around. And I felt a bit rankled. Unassuming? Inexpensive? The condescension was beginning to go too far. So was the Emissary, whose airy wave had brought his hand finally to rest, with elaborate casualness, on my knee.


I shifted away minutely. “What I do have a need for, your lordship, is your reason for contacting me.”


“So business-like,” he murmured, moving his hand up to my thigh. I was by then realizing something that had eluded me before, about the fleeing nymphs. All that slim, rounded, unclothed flesh I’d seen – from the back – had not been girl flesh.


I could also see that Mala was near to exploding, which might have been disastrous. You don’t want to antagonize rich and powerful Emissaries, especially not on their own ship in deep space. Not if you plan to soak them for a very large fee.


So I retained my grin, a bit strained, and slid minutely away again. “Business before debauchery, lord, as they used to say on Old Earth.”


“Mm. So. Very well.” With a sigh he withdrew his hand and struggled to sit up. “To business, then. Explain, y’Pripio.”


The flunkey bustled forward self-importantly. “The Lord y’Fiprehaude wishes to commission you to convey – with the utmost discretion and security – an object to Fraxilly. And place it, with your own hands, into the hands of no one except the Most Sacred Body-Servant of His Wondrousness the God-King.”


I waited, but he had stopped as if he thought he had said it all.


“I’ll need more,” I said patiently. “What kind of object? Why all the secrecy? Why have you come to me? And – most important – how much?”


The flunkey hesitated, then responded by answering the last question first – with a figure that was nearly four times larger than the largest sum I had thought I might try asking. I stared, open-mouthed, hardly even noticing that the Emissary’s hand had crept back on to my leg.


“In return for that amount,” y’Pripio went on, “we would expect you to maintain total discretion and loyalty for the duration of the contract. And to accept only the minimum of information necessary for you to complete the task.”


“But we can answer some of the dear boy’s questions,” the Emissary put in, massaging my quadriceps. “The object is a prized possession of the God-King’s, very valuable. Perhaps his most valuable acquisition, worth more than a planet’s ransom. But to you, my dear, it will simply be a small cylinder of Balbazian steel, that wonderfully unbreachable metal. And you are taking it, rather than any other, because our … usual carrier service has regrettably gone out of business. And because we know we can rely on your experience and skill to convey it safely.”


I took a sip of wine, gathering my responses. If the thing was so valuable, then the secrecy and the size of the fee were understandable. And if how the Emissary lived was any indication of life at the top on Fraxilly, presumably the God-King did like to own things worth a planet’s ransom. So I nodded and smiled and agreed, while part of my mind began to toy with the question of whether Balbazian steel was as impregnable as its well-advertised reputation insisted.


I asked for the usual guarantees – that the object wouldn’t endanger my ship or anyone on it, and that carrying it would breach no SenFed laws. Instantly y’Pripio produced a document with those assurances already signed and sealed. I know that such guarantees aren’t really worth the plastiscrip they’re printed out on, but they have at least a token legal value if there’s any trouble. Then I asked for half the fee in advance, and was given a wafer confirming the immediate transfer of that amount to my Fedbank. And finally I asked where the object was.


“Vadinamia,” the Emissary said merrily.


That was reassuring. The “safety-deposit planet”, as it was called, prided itself on being the most secure place in the galaxy – and also one of the most law-abiding. It had its own unique ways of safeguarding objects in its care, and its own ways of keeping the galaxy’s criminal predators at bay. If Vadinamia had the Fraxillian cylinder, it looked like I’d be making a safe and secure pick-up. As long as I maintained my own security.


So it was all settled; y’Pripio smiled blandly, Mala’s temper subsided to a Mark 2, and the Emissary’s hand slid smartly up into my groin. Where it ran into the special ceramic-and-leather codpiece that is tailored into most of my tights and leggings, a useful protection in many situations.


A very few moments later, Mala and I had firm hold of the contract for the job and were taking our leave of a decidedly miffed Emissary. We hurtled at speed back to our ship, and Posi got us away about two nanoseconds after the Manport had withdrawn to the Fraxillian liner. By then Mala and I were sunk into our pouch-seats, awash with laughter. Or anyway I was, while Mala struggled to keep her giggles from swamping all of her outrage.


“Foul little lizard!” she said, half-choking.


“Wasn’t he just?” I agreed, mopping my eyes.


“I mean you, Curb! Sitting there grinning while he groped at you … What would you be doing at this moment, if I hadn’t been there?”


I sat up, glaring. “I’d be doing exactly this – sitting here laughing my head off. Only if you weren’t here I’d be enjoying it!”


She sniffed, then switched the subject as she does when she knows she’s wrong. “Well, you needn’t be so pleased with yourself. No matter how much he’s paying. There’s something slimy and crooked involved in this whole thing.”


I shook my head. “Mala, we’re transporting a container. That’s it. If there’s slime, I don’t care, as long as it doesn’t come off on me. Us. And it won’t, as long as we do the job and keep security. Which reminds me – Posi, sweep for bugs.”


With no apparent pause, Posi replied. “All internal perceptors show no intruding devices, Del.”


I nodded, and sank back. So far, so secure. The Emissary’s Illusochamber had also been free of bugging devices, as I’d found when I’d been fiddling with my headband, activating a mini-ceptor in one of the jewels. We were clear, and we were going to be rich. Not even Mala’s temper or suspicions could diminish that.


“I still have my doubts,” she said, almost as if she’d heard my thought.


“Then waive your share and let me do it alone,” I suggested.


She merely snorted, as I knew she would, and stared moodily at the blank screen of the comm.


“You don’t like the job because you don’t like the Emissary, because he doesn’t like women,” I told her. “Never mind. I do.” And I reached over to slide a hand along her upper arm, then down the trim length of her back.


But she shook it off angrily. “If you want to fondle someone, go fondle the Emissary. And listen to what I’m saying, Curb. There’s a smell of nastiness about that Fraxillian, nothing to do with what he likes to fondle. There’s nastiness and too much mystery. Which could add up to serious trouble.”


“It adds up to more Fedcreds than we’ve ever earned for one job,” I said lightly. “That’s all. We simply have to be sensible and professional, and we won’t have a speck of trouble.”


And with that monumentally fate-tempting remark, I gave Posi the new course to follow, and settled back peacefully in my pouch-seat.










Chapter 3



At that time our position was most of the way across the galaxy from the sector where the planet Vadinamia lay. Even at top levels of Highlight speed it would take us a few bio-days to get there. But that didn’t trouble me. I always enjoy the restful times of interstellar travel. I can take it easy, relax with the galacvid – which is networked throughout the sentient worlds along another form of call-beam following the GalacNet lines. But on the journey to Vadinamia I also spent some time giving a little thought to security.


It’s a problem people are always thinking about, but never wholly solve. Whether in the SenFed or in the Freeworlds that haven’t joined, there is simply no such thing as one hundred percent security. Within the SenFed almost every one of those million or so planets is vying with at least some others – for influence, for position, for trade and aid and income. To manage the vying successfully, they need information. So information becomes a valuable commodity, and the gathering of it a labour-intensive industry.


The gatherers proliferate like the Yechotinic Polyp plague. I know because I was one, once, as an investigator. So was Mala, as a FedPol agent. They labour away, digging up the secrets with every bit of up-dated and often extra-legal technology they can get. They scrape up gossip and rumour and myth, when hard data is thin, to keep their salaries coming in. And they strive non-stop to thwart, misinform or actively eliminate one another.


They particularly infest the important places where secrets might abound. Like the planetary cluster that makes up SenFed Central. And like the wealthy worlds, the high-tech industrial worlds, the larger resort worlds, the popular crossroads worlds.…


And Vadinamia. Where I was going to have to keep a secret about an incredibly priceless mystery belonging to a God-King.


But I felt fairly confident. Vadinamia has its own ultra-tight security that has been frustrating spies for a long time. As for the other end, Fraxilly, I doubted whether it was important enough to have any spies watching it.


“Maybe,” Mala said, when I said as much to her. “But we need data.”


So she went off to go doggedly through the full factual screening of Posi’s data of Fraxilly. I managed to avoid a lot of it by having some tasks of my own. I made some comm-calls to contacts on planets here and there, pretending to some that I was looking for commissions, to others that I was in different parts of the galaxy transporting things for different people. All a casual but effective smokescreen, neatly blurring our back trail.


But Mala did insist, with some steeliness, that I look at some of the data. So I had to watch an earnest and over-long documentary, first made for one of the vid’s information services, about the ruler of Fraxilly. It showed a few shots of the God-King’s residence, called the Divine Sanctum, which looked from the outside as big as some planetoids and not much lovelier. I was impressed, though, by the Sanctum guards – those specialized, monstrously expensive, human-form soldiers called killdroids. And I was interested to hear – the film-makers weren’t allowed in the Sanctum – about the God-King’s lavish lifestyle, which included a large stock of harem girls.


“At least it proves he’s hetero,” I muttered to Mala. But she merely looked at me, coldly, and fast-forwarded.


We found no security tips in any of that film’s material. Just more specifics, tediously detailed, of the contrast between the God-King’s immense wealth and the miserable poverty of the people. And more legends and lies about the God-King’s supposed longevity, divine strength and other supernatural powers. It seemed to me that if the Fraxillians were docile enough to put up with their misery, and stupid enough to believe in their ruler’s divinity, they weren’t likely to offer much of a threat to him or to my delivery.
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