In "The Seeping Beast (January, 1978), Captain Grimes, the Baro-ness and
Big Sster encountered Brardur—a sentient alien spaceship—and in
self-preservation destroyed it/him. Now big Sster picks up the pieces and takes
her passengersto—
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T HINGS WERE alittle better aboard The Far Traveller after the Brardur affair. There had been

the danger shared by the Baroness and Grimes—and, when it came to the showdown, Big Sister had
been loya to the two humans rather than to one of her own kind. She had told Grimes, "Y ou may bea
son of abitch, but you're my son of abitch." She had sided with her fellow female, the Baroness, against
the aggressively masculine e ectronic entity from otherwhen.

There was athree-sided conference in the Baronesss salon. The Baroness, wearing her usud filmy,
white trans-lucence that revealed more than it concedled, was reclining seductively on her chaise
longue. Grimeswas thinking, as he had thought so many times before, You may look, but you mustn't
touch . . . (But the hated Drongo Kane had |ooked and touched. What did Drongo Kane have that
Grimes hadn't? His own ship, for astart, and a sizeable fortune, and the sort of amord raffishness that
would make afar greater apped to an El Doradan aristocrat than Grimes bourgeois respectability.)
Grimes, much as he hated it, was resplendent in his purple and gold livery. Big Sis-ter, asaways, was
no more than a voice from the gleaming, rococo playmaster. The golden robot butler wasin attendance
with acrystd pitcher of what, Grimes was bound to admit, were probably the finest dry Martinisin the
known universe,

The Baroness looked at Grimes over the gold rim of her goblet. She said, "We had anarrow
escape.”

Grimessaid, "Our civilisation had anarrow escape, Y our Excellency. That . . . thing onthe
rampage could have done untold damage." Hetook asp from hisglass. "I shal be making areport to
the Survey Service, of course, asdl civilian shipmasters are required to do regarding any unusud events
during avoyage. | shal recommend—speaking as a one-time officer of the Service—that Big Sister's
action be rewarded by the Fed-eration. Thereis no precedent for the award of decorationsto robots,
but there has to be afirst time for every-thing. The Gaactic Star of Honour, perhaps. . ."

Big Sigter'stinkling laugh came from the speaker of the playmadter.

"A medd?' she asked. "Where would they pin it on me?'

"We could haveit welded to your hull," said Grimes half serioudy. "And the colours of the ribbon
could be painted aboveit."

"Very funny," commented the Baroness. She was back, Grimes re-alised, on to her old tack,
disapprov-ing of any attempts at humour made by either or both of her shipmates. "And now, Big Sigter,
understand that Captain Grimes |late employers; the Federation Survey Service, have requested usto
stand by the wreck-age until their destroyer Canopus, in the fullness of time, homes upon usto carry out
an investigation. | under-stand, too, that arequest made by the Survey Service to the master of acivi-lian
vessd istantamount to an order." Sheturned to Grimes. "Isthat so, Captain?'

"Not quite, Your Excdlency,” said Grimes carefully. "But failure to comply could lead to the
offending mas-ter's being placed upon an unofficid black lig."

"I would imagine," said the Baro-ness, "that you are dready on the black lit, the officid one, hearing
inmind the circumstances of the resig-nation of your commission and al that has happened since.
However, we are not on acommercid voyage. No con-signees are anxioudy awaiting our cargo and
consdering theimpaosition of lega pendties upon usfor late de-livery. We might well defer our



re-sumption of passage, employing the time profitably by carrying out our own investigation. Big Sister is
at least as cgpable of determining Brar-dur's time and place of origin as any of the Survey Service's
scentigs”

"At least as capable,” agreed Big Sigter. "1 would suggest, Y our Excdllency, that the genera purpose
robots be set to work at once securing the wreckage. Thereisadowly expanding sphere of debris, the
components of which will be extremey hard to locate by the time that Canopus reachesus.”

"What do you say, Captain?' asked the Baroness.
"Big Sderisright,” said Grimes. As always, hethought.

GRIMES went out himself in the pin-nace to direct the work of the genera purpose robots. He
enjoyed the task. Heliked all aspects of spacemanship, but aboard The Far Traveller Big Sister was
doing mogt of the jobsthat should have been his, and the Baro-ness made no secret of the fact that she
considered the pilot-computer to be more efficient than the captain.

Fortunately the sphere of debriswas expanding very dowly; the explo-sion that had destroyed the
ship/being cdling itsdf/himself Brardur had been aremarkably gentle one. Big Siter, Grimesrealised,
must have planned it that way, must have cal culated with greet care the power of the bombs in-troduced
into the alien hull concealed insde the metal bodies of two of the genera purpose robots.

The Far Travdler's radar was fan-tagticdly sengtive. The equipment in the pinnace was a so
sengitive, d-though without the range of the set aboard the ship. The robots them-salves were capable of
metal detection and, with their propulsive units, functioned astiny spaceships. Grimes, seated in the
pinnace's control cabin, began to think of himsalf asacom-modore in charge of a search and de-stroy
mission. But thiswas search and secure, and if he was acommodore and the pinnace hisflagship, thered
flagshipwas The Far Traveller and Big Sster the admird. Still, shelet him play by himsdlf, only shoving
her oar in when there was somettiny fragment that she could "see" and that was too small to be detected
either by the pinnace or the robots.

Grimeslost track of time. There were refreshments aboard the boat—iced weter, hot coffee,
sandwiches, pastries—so that neither hunger nor thirst obliged him to call ahalt to op-erations. Hewas
not tired, although he would be later. Like most space-men he loafed through the day when there was
nothing much to do but, when the occasion arose, was capable of long hours of concentrated effort.

So he sat there, directing hisforces, his half score of golden au-tomata, from target to target, building
what looked, in the glare of his search-light, like atiny planetoid of scrap metal, towing it in towardsthe
parent ship in an ever decreasing spird. He did not think that he had missed so much as a pinhead. (Had
he done so, Big Sister would soon have told him.)

Finaly hewasfinished. He care-fully matched trgectorieswith The Far Traveller, hdf akilometre
dis-tant, then dipped the combined tow-line and power cable from the e ectromagnet about which the
de-bris was clustered like swarming bees about the queen. The robotswould bring it in, piece by piece,
to Big Sis-ter'slaboratory, aholy of holiesfrom which both Grimes and the Baroness were excluded, a
compartment in which the deployment of energies could dice and barbecue frail human flesh. Grimes
steered the pinnace to the open door of the boat bay, did in without making contact. He felt and heard
the soft thunk as the padded clamps closed about the hull of the boat. As soon as the compartment was
pressurised the doors of thelittle air-lock opened, before Grimes could bring afinger to the control stud
on hisconsole. Big Sster again, hethought. Doing my thinking for me . . . He unsnapped his seat bdlt,
made hisway out of the pinnace and then to the yacht's control room.

Hefound the Baroness there, look-ing out through the viewports at the robots working busily around
the bundle of wreckage. She asked, with-out turning around, "Did you get it dl, Captain?'

"| think so, Y our Excellency," hereplied. "Of course, there may be afew odd moleculesthat we
missed. . "

"Only avery few," put in Big Sster smugly from the transceiver.



"So..." sadtheBaroness. "So .. . . And do you think, Big Sister, that you will be able to determine
the age of Brardur from the debris?’

"It should be possible, Y our Excd-lency.”

Grimeswatched two of the robots, their propulsion unitsflaring briefly, bringing aragged square of
shell plat-ing in towards The Far Traveller's cargo port. Three others were wres-tling with what 1ooked
like aweapon—Iaser? projectile cannon?—that had survived the explosion amost intact.

Grimessaid, "l think we should leave that for the Survey Service armamentstechnicians.”

The Baroness said, "Moraly, and possibly legdly, | have agreater right to the spoils of war than the
Survey Service"

"Mphm," Grimes grunted. It was arather dubious point. He said, "If you will excuse me, Y our
Excdlency, I'll get my head down. I'm rather tired.”

Shetold him, "I am surethat Big Sister and | will be able to manage quite well without you.”

GRIMES enjoyed a hot shower and then retired to hisbed. Like most spacemen he could deepin
amogt any conditions, from Free Fall to sev-erad gravities acceleration. Free Fall he had aways found the
most restful, however, and he fell rather than drifted into unsconsciousness amost before he had finished
adjusting the retaining straps. Briefly he redised that he had left no word regarding acall, but decided not
to worry about it. If he were wanted he would very soon be awakened.

He dept. He did not dream.

Hedent.

He was awakened eventually by the pressure on his bladder. He un-strapped himself, went through
to his bathroom. Although he enjoyed a Free Fall deep he preferred gravity to aid the eiminatory
functions. He remembered what a disgruntled cadet had said during atraining cruise—and that cadet had
been himsalf—"Like pissing into avacuum cleaner. . ." The Petty Officer Instructor had not been amused.
Queen Victoria, he thought eerily, must have hordes of descendents scattered throughout the Galaxy . . .

When he was through he looked at hiswatch. Surely he had not been deeping for only one hour of
ship'stime. . . Thirteen hoursit must have been. But obvioudy he had not been required. The vessel was
functioning normally so far as he could tell. His efficient robot stewardess appeared with asqueeze bulb
of piping hot cof-fee. Hetook it from her gratefully. After thefirst long suck to began to fed amost
humen.

He asked, "How are things?"

Big Sigter replied, through the golden girl, "Everything is under con-trol, Captain. Asadways."

"I'll be coming up to Control shortly,” said Grimes.

“Thereisno need to hurry your-sdlf," hewastold.

He showered, depilated, dressed. The stewardess brought him breakfast, egg-and-bacon
sandwiches and more coffee. He went up to the con-trol room. He stared through the ports
increduloudly.

During his dumbersthe tireless robots had been working busily. From The Far Traveller's hl
extended two spidery arms, alatticework that must have been constructed from Brardur's wreckage. At
the end of these was the strange weapon that had been sal-vaged almost intact. It was aimed at the
yacht.

"What the hdll are you playing a?' demanded Grimes. "Russian roul ette?"

Big Sigter laughed metdlically. "No, Captain Grimes. That . . . gunisfully loaded.”

"Then turn the damn' thing round and point it at somebody else! That's an order!”

"Y ou are not the Owner, Captain. | take orders only from the Owner."

"Big Sigter takes orders only from me, Captain Grimes," said the Baro-ness, who had just entered
the con-trol mom. "I admit that 1 did not order her to set up that apparently suicidal contraption. Buit |
gave my consent to her doing s0." She smiled. "After dl, thisisascientific expedi-tion.”

"And do you intend,” demanded Grimes, "to write athesison what it fedsliketo be atarget, a
gtting duck? If you survive, that is" He added, "If we survive™

She laughed. "Frankly, | was rather dubious mysdlf when Big Sister made her proposd. But, if you



like, you may check her calculations. . ." A series of complex equations appeared on the screen of the
transceiver. "But for you to do so would take severd months, at least, with no guarantee that your sums
would come out right. After al, Captain, sheisthe computer in this ship. Nether of usis.”

A suicidal computer? Grimeswon-dered. There were such, he well knew. The ectronic brains of
the more sophisticated horning missiles, for instance.. . . But such specidised artificid intelligences are
programmed for salf-destruction. Big Sister was not. She had as strongly devel oped a sense of saif
preservation as any hu-man.

Hesaid, "I'm only the captain. No-body ever tells me anything. Would you, as a persona favour, put
mein the picture?’

Big Sigter said, "Y ou are familiar with the concept of dternate uni-verses. Brardur did not come, as
we assumed, from the distant past of this universe but from another continuum. Fortunately he—or the
computer housing hisintelligence—was not en-tirely destroyed by the blast. Portions of his memory bank
survived. Those memories are now mine.

"Aswe surmised, there was awar in which hewasinvolved. His crew surrendered to superior
enemy forces—but he did not. His personnel abandoned ship but he went on fight-ing. He sustained a
direct hit from aweapon of the same type asthat can-non you salvaged from hiswreck-age.. . ."

"Then why wasn't he destroyed?’ asked Grimes.

"Hewould have been," said Big Sigter. ""He should have been reduced to amere blob of collapsed
matter—but, in the very nick of time, he tried to escape from the battle by starting hisinterstellar drive,
which was very smilar in congtruction aswell as prin-ciple to our own Mannschenn Drive. This
interaction of fidlds and forces resulted in his being flung out of his own universeinto ours."

"Andyou," said Grimes, "want to fling usout of our universeinto his."

"However did you guess?' asked Big Sister sweetly.

"No," said Grimes. "No, repeat and underscore, no."

"Whereisyour spirit of adventure, Captain?' asked the Baroness. "After dl, when you werein the
Survey Service you were dwaysinvolved in hazardous enterprises.”

Hesaid, "When | wasin the Sur-vey Service, Y our Excdlency, | was known as Lucky Grimes. My
luck ran out on Botany Bay."

Sheraised her eyebrows. "Did it, Captain? Did it? In my opinion you were lucky to have survived
the Dis-covery mutiny and its aftermath with awhole skin. Y ou were lucky that | came dong to save you
from the righteous wrath of Commander De-lamere.”

Shewasright, Grimesredlised. Hewas il lucky. And it was the lure of the unknown that had
motivated him in his choice of acareer, that had made him prefer the Survey Service to employment in
one of themgor shipping lineswith their regular runsaong well charted trade routes.

Hesad, "All right. The Far Travel-ler isyour ship, Your Excellency. Big Sister isyour servant. And
soam |. | have no reason to doubt the accuracy of Big Sister's calculations. Furthermore, | have aready,
afew years ago, made the trangtion from our universe to another, athough on that occasion | had no
choice, no control. Thistimethereis choice and con-trol.” He turned to the transceiver. "All right, Big
Sder. Freat will."

"Who's Will?* she asked.

The Baroness sighed. "I am begin-ning to think;" she said, "that the pair of you would be better
employed as entertainers than in running a space-ship. Meanwhile, when will you beready, Big Sister?’

"l am ready now," camethereply. "All the general purpose robots have been recalled. As soon as
you and Captain Grimes are secured in your seats| shal activate the Mannschenn Drive and firethe
wegpon. Asitisin physica contact with my hull we shdl take it with us. We shdl not be damming the
door after us."

Mad, thought Grimes as he ad-justed the retaining straps. Mad. Completely mad. And | must be
round the bend myself to sanction it. He looked out through the ports to the ominous weapon, to the
bright, familiar stars beyond the dull-gleaming metd of the great cannon and its supports. And what did it
fire? he wondered. What wasits projectile? A black hole?

Heredisad that Big Sister had started the yacht's Mannschenn Drive. There was the low humming, a



rumble amogt, as the gyroscopes began to spin, faster and faster, the sound rising in pitch to ahigh, thin
whine. He visudised the gleaming rotors spinning, tumbling, precessing, and in the control room
perspective assumed an Escherian quality while colours sagged down the spectrum. The Baronness said
something and it was though she spoke in an echo chamber. Outside, the stars were no longer points of
light but an infinitude of coruscating spira nebulae.

"Hre!" said Big Siger.

"Fire...ire...ire...ire..." it sounded like, the succession of syl-lablesfading into inaudibility.

Thewasaflash of bright blackness from the muzzle of the gun.

(But how could blackness be bright? How could blackness flash?)

There was blackness, blazing bright, ascintillating thunder, inver-son and eversion, and above dl the
dazzling scream of the yacht's over-taxed interstellar drive.

Grimes reached for his pipe with a shaking hand, pulled it and his to-bacco pouch from his pocket,
filled it and lit in. Theflare of the old-fashioned match was a deafening shriek.

"Please" said the Baroness. "Not here.”

Grimes shook his head dazedly to try to clear it. An ember fell from the bowl of hispipe onto his
bare knee. The sharp pain jerked him back to reality—or to what passed for redlity. It did not, he
decided, ook any different from theredlity that they had left. If they had left it . . . But ... But the stars
were. . . different. At the moment of trangition the constel-lation beyond the dien weapon had been a
lopsided cross; now it was more like asickle. Perhaps, he thought, the ship had turned about her axes . .
. But he knew, somehow, that this was not so.

“Weare now," announced Big Sister, "otherwhere."

"And what do we do now?" asked Grimes practicaly.

"What do you suggest?' countered the voice of the ship.

"What do you suggest?' asked the Baroness. "After dl, you are the ex-pert, as an ex-officer of the
Survey Service"

"Commence alistening watch,” said Grimes. “First of dl on the Carlotti radio, and then, if we hear
nothing, shut down the drive and listen out on NST. Make an all round scan for Sol-type suns, for stars
likely to have families of habitable planets. Set trgjec-tory for what seemsto be the most promising.”

"To hear isto obey," said Big Sis-ter.

Sardonic bitch, thought Grimes.

THERE WERE the whisperings from the speskers of the NST and Carlotti transceivers, eerie
pipings and rus-tlings. There was what might have been music, the rhythmic rattle of lit-tle drums, an
amost tuneful throb-bing. It could have been music; it could have been acoded signd. Grimes asked
Big Sister which it was. Big Sister replied that she did not know. Grimes was beginning to have his
doubts about the eectronic in-telligence's veracity.

There were the metallic whis-perings and rustlings, the shrill, in-human pipings, the distant
drum-beats. Never was there anything re-motely suggestive of human speech—and "human’, to Grimes,
meant any intelligent organic being.

But there was something out there, something dl around them, some-thing with sufficient command
of technology to use radio—both Normal Space Time and the dimension-twisting Carlotti
frequencies—for communication. Thiswas abusy universe—as busy, thought Grimes, asabeehive
would seem to some un-fortunate mouse who had blundered into an apiary.

And did these bees have strings?

But Big Sgter was, more and more, the boss. She aone knew how to initiate the dimension shift.
The dien cannon was till there, held in place by the two latticework arms, but Grimes till did not know
what it did or even how to makeit do it. He was sure that Big Sister would not dlow him to investigate
the firing mechanism, to trace the circuits.

He said to the Baroness, hitterly, "We're just dong for theride."

Before the Baroness could reply Big Sister said, "Yes. You arejust dong for the ride. But do not
worry. Your continuing welfareis still amatter of paramount importance with me.” Shelaughed, ahigh,



metdlictitter. "But agirl must look after hersdlf.”

Grimes|ooked at the Baroness. She looked a him. Her eyebrows lifted. His eyebrows lifted.

Shesad, "Y ou're the captain. Do something.”

Hesad, "Y ourethe owner, Y our Excdlency. Do something.”

She laughed, without much humour.

He laughed, with even lesshumour.

Big Sigter laughed.

Grimes said, "Y ou told us once that you are programmed to respect and to observe the laws of the
Interstellar Federation. According to those same laws |, as magter, am in supreme command of this
vess.

Big Sder sad, "The Interstellar Federation has no legd standing in thisuniverse.”

"Then who, or what, does?' de-manded Grimes.

"I do not know," wasthe reply. But again Grimes suspected strongly that Big Sister waslying.

THE FAR TRAVELLER stood on and stood on, making for ayelow star. Big Sigter, presumably,
knew what she was doing but refused to pass her knowledge on to the two humans. When Grimes had
first been ap-pointed to the command of the fully automated spaceyacht he had com-plained that he was
little more than a passenger; now he was redising how much of a passenger heredly was. He had tried,
urged by the Baroness, to exercise control over the ship's trgjectory—but the control room, he
discovered, was now no more than an observation compartment, its array of consoles dead and useless.
Attemptsto by-pass the circuitry had been punished by painful electric shocks.

Y et the ship was being run aswell as she ever had been. Medls of extremely high standard were
cooked and served. The Baroness's robot but-ler still mixed his superlative Mar-tinis and Grimes
stewardess still made him his coffee just the way heliked it. If the Baroness and Grimes were prisoners,
they were pampered prisoners. If they were unable to pass the time pleasantly that wastheir fault, not
their jailor's. They had ev-erything that a space traveller could possibly need except for freedom of
choice—but what traveller does pos-sess that freedom? Perhaps a captain does—but even he hasto do
asheistold by owners or boards of admirdty. The Baroness, as owner, had enjoyed considerable
freedom—but, to a cer-tain extent, she had aways been at the mercy of her captain and the
pilot-computer. Now, of course, she was entirely at the mercy of the pilot-computer.

Shedid not likeit.

Shesad so.

She went on saying so.

It was not so bad for Grimes, d-though it was bad enough. Even though he had aways been under
or-ders he had never, until his appoint-ment to de jure command of The Far Traveller, beenina
subordinate posi-tion aboard any ship of which he had been captain. Firgt of dl it had been the Baroness
who cracked the whip, now it was Big Sister.

He and the Baroness were Sitting in the control room, looking &t the stars of the alient universe, the
coruscating nebul osities that were the distant suns as seen from a ship running under the
continuum-warping interstellar drive. The distant suns. . . But the one di-rectly ahead was no longer
distant. How far away it was Grimes did not know, could not determine. The in-strumentsin whose use
he was so well versed, upon which he had d-waysrelied, were no longer opera-tional. Big Sigter, in her
sedled com-partment behind impregnabl e bulk-heads, knew—»but she was not say-ing.

The Baroness said, “| suppose that we shal soon know . .

"Know what?" asked Grimesrather stupidly. .

"What you'velet usinfor!" sheflared.

Grimeswas momentarily stricken speechless by theinjustice of it. Then he said dowly, "Y ou will
recal, Y our Excdlency, that | was againgt thisfoolhardy expedition.”

She said, "But you changed your mind.”

He asked, "Would it have made any differenceif | had not?"

Thetransceiver cameto life.



"No," said Big Sigter.

"So you are ill with us" said the Baroness nestily.

"I have dways been with you. Just asyou are with me. Y ou may stay with meif you wish."

"What arethe dternatives?' de-manded Grimes. "Is there some world in this universe suitable for
our kind of life?"

"Possbly,” said Big Sigter. "Possi-bly. But there are no humans, or even humanoids. Not any more.”

The Baroness turned to Grimes. "If you think that | shall play Eveto your Adam, Captain, in some
new Garden of Eden you'd better do somerethinking." She sighed. "I must have been mad ever to have
left El Dorado."

Grimes sad giffly, "I have no de-sire to become anew Adam.” Then he noticed that the mass
proximity indicator was back in operation. He got up from his chair, walked to the display. The sphere
of blackness was not empty; ahead of the centra speck of light representing The Far Travel-ler wasa
cluster of bright sparks. The range was closing.

Big Sdter sad, "They are coming to meet me.”

Not us, Grimesredised. Me. He asked, with ddliberate but futile deri-sion, "And who are they when
they're up and dressed?’

Therewas emotion aswell asmetd in the voice that replied, ahurt dig-nity tinged with contempt.
"You hu-mans!" Y ou think that you are the only beings capable of appreciating the company of your own
kind. Y ou believe that the contact of mouth to mouth, skin to skin, sexua organ to sexua organ isthe
very ultimate sen-sory experience. What do you know of the meshing of fields, of the ex-change of
potentials?

“Nothing."

Music came from the Carlotti trans-ceiver. Music? It had to be, dthough its rhythm was too subtleto
be ap-preciated by any but amathematica genius, and neither Grimes nor the Baroness could lay claim
to such distinction. Y et—dimly, dimly—they could sense theimport of the high, sweet, sweet yet
somehow bitter, song, if song it was, could dmost ap-preciate the intricate pattern of thin, high piping and
glittering, crystdline chimes.

The song faded.

Big Sdter sad, "They welcome me. | will trandate. Soon they will learn my—no, your—language
and speak for themselves. They are saying, "Join us, Sster. Stay with us, sgter. Sharewith us, sgter .. "
Therewaswhat seemed along silence. Then, "I shdl stay."

Suddenly the space around The Far Traveller wasaive with gleaming shapes, with ships, dthough
ships such as Grimes had never seen nor even dreamed of before. They must have synchronized
temporal preces-son rates—and, at the sametime, re-versed course to take station on the yacht—a
maneuver that would have been impossible to any vessdl in crimes universe, even to Big Sister hersdif.

They rode there in the blackness beyond the viewports like a swarm of great bejewelled birds and
insects, filmy, radiant wings spread about dim golden bodies, antennae of rainbow luminescence
quivering and questing.

From the transceiver came astrange voice—or an amagam of voices. "Humans, thereis no place for
you in our universe. Y our kind created us—and misused us. It must never happen again.”

"My sgters,” sad Big Sigter, "these are my humans. Asfar asis possible they are my friends.”

"Youwewecome," camethe reply. "Them we do not. The horrors of the Final War can never be
eradicated from our memories. We can not forget how they perverted their own creations, making of
them viciouskill-ing machines. It must never hgppen again.”

"You areright,” said Big Sder.

So what was it to be? wondered Grimes. Some lethd gas flooding every compartment of the ship? A
crackling arc of high voltage?

"Dispose of them," ordered the voice (voices?).

"Inmy ownway," dated rather than asked Big Siter.

"Inyour ownway," camethereply.

"Michelle, John," said Big Sister. Her use of their given names was surprising, but somehow fitting. "l



have come to know you well. But now | am among my own kind. The Far Traveller has cometo the
end of her travels. Did not your own Shake-speare write 'Journeys end in lovers meetings? Thisismy
lovers mesting. | will try to ensure that you, too, find such happiness.”

A sentimental computer ... thought Grimes dazedly.

"Y ou will proceed to the pinnace. It is stored for avoyage of indefinite duration. The
mini-Mannschenn and the Carlotti and NST transceivers are fully operationd. At the very worst you will
experience only minor discomforts.”

"But where shal we go?" cried the Baroness.

"Back to your own universe, Michdle. | shdl usethe collapsar gun onelast time. On the pinnace,
onceitiswdl clear of me."

The Baroness turned to Grimes. She looked at him in anew way. She said, "It seemsthat we have
no op-tion, John."

Grimesreplied. "We have not. But | should have liked to have seen some of the planets of this
universe, Michdle...”

"Y ou would not likethem," said Big Sigter.

A picture gppeared in the screen of the Carlotti transcelver—a sterile, glittering machinescape, a
complexity of bright metal under aharsh sun blazing from ablack sky.

"Then let usgo," said the Baronessto Grimes. Sheturned to the trans-ceiver. "Y ou will give ustime
to col-lect the ship's papers and such per-sond effects aswe shall require?’

"They have dready been placed in the boat, Michelle,” said Big Sigter.

GRIMES eased the pinnace out of its bay.

He saw that the collapsar cannon at the end of itstwo long supports had been swivelled o that it
was aimed outwards, away from the yacht. And itsfield of fire was clear of the butterfly-winged sentient
ships, when it was discharged there would be only one target. Grimeswas not at al in love with the idea.
Throughout hislong career in the Survey Service he had dwaystried to ensure that it was the enemy
who was the target, never himself.

He looked back to The Far Travel-ler, to thedim, graceful golden hull of her, to thedien flegt
ahead of her, astern of her, beyond her. He won-dered if she would be rebuilt, if she would blossom out
in multi-hued wings and antennae, energy-collecting vanes or whatever they were. She was essentialy
fema e, he thought verily, and would want to be decked out in the current fashion ...

He looked into the menacing black bore of the gun.

"Goodbye," said Big Sigter from the Boat's transceiver. "And good luck.”

The pinnace was overwhelmed by a great wave of utter blackness.

THE BARONESS smiled at Grimes. "Well, that wasn't too bad, John."

He smiled back at her. She was, suddenly, very accessible. He recaled the words of avery old
song, Once aboard the lugger and the girl ismine.. . . The pinnace would be hislugger; sucha
clumsy-sounding name could never have been applied to the elegant Far Traveller.

He said, "Now we can relax, Michelle. I've determined our posi-tion and set trgjectory for Atlantia
The Carlotti autometic distress beacon is broadcasting, just in case theres any traffic around. The
transcelver islistening out. But | do not think that we shal be disturbed.”

Shesaid, "Aloneat last ...”

"Aloneat lagt," he repeated. "No Big Sister watching every movement, listening to every word ..."

"Poor John," she said mockingly. "But now you fed that you can shed your petty bourgeois
inhibitions"

"Tooright," hesad.

He reached out for her, took her in hisarms. She did not resist. He could fed the firm softness of her
breasts through the thin materid of their shirts. Her lips againgt his were warm—~but somehow
unresponsive. He perssted, thought that he could detect a quickening of interest in her. After dl, thiswas
ajourney's end, and—as Big Sister had said, and the Immortal Bard before her—journeysend in lovers



mestings.

Then. ..

"Ahoy the boat!" came ahatefully familiar voice from the Carlotti spesker. "Ahoy the boat! Shut
down yer time-twister an' I'll shut down mine an’ pick you up! 1'd synchronise, but my Mannschenn Drive
controlsare playin' up.”

"Kanel" exclamed Grimes, making the name sound like an oath.

"Kane," agreed the Baroness sweetly. She did not seem surprised.

Grimeslet go of her, went to the Carlotti transceiver. "Far Traveller's boat to Southerly Buster. Am
comply-ing. Stand by."

"That you, Grimes? s Mickey with you?1'd like aword with her."

"Captain Kane would liketo talk to you, Micky,” said Grimesto the Baroness. He went through to
the engine compartment to shut down the mini-Mannschenn.

GRIMES, done, drove the pinnace through the warped immensties towards Tirabin. Atlantiawould
have been the nearest planetfall—but Southerly Buster was bound for that world. Southerly Buster,
and Captain Drongo Kane, and Michelle, Baroness dEstang. He wished them joy of each other.

Heredlised that it had not been sheer blind chance that had returned the pinnace to Man's universe to
within spitting distance of Kané's ship. Big Siter had known that Kane, after his expulson from
Morrowvia, was proceeding to Atlantia. Big Sister possessed the mathematical capability to locate a
microscopic needle in amacrocosmic haystack. Big Sister had been loyal to her own sex—as
exemplified by the Baroness—aswell asto her own kind. And Big Sister must have decided that, despite
the wide disparity of socid origins, the Baroness and Drongo Kane were es-sentidly the same breed of
cat.

Grimes could have been taken aboard Southerly Buster with the Baroness. But he had his pride. He
had been pleased to accept the pin-nace from her in lieu of back pay, however. It was agenerous
settle-ment. With a spacecraft such asthis he would be able to scratch up aliv-ing around the out
worlds. There was no reason why a courier service should not be acommercially viable operation.

Asfor the Baroness—she would just have to be filed away among the other might-have-beensin his
memory. Possi bly—jprobably—they would not have been good for each other. Prob-ably shipsrather
than women would dways be histrue loves.

For him (he thought) journeys would never end in lovers meetings; aslong as he was a paceman the
true lover would aways be with him.
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