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Dougl as Adans's Starship Titanic

by
Terry Jones

I nt roducti on

The idea for Starship Titanic first surfaced in the way that a lot of ideas originate, as a nere
coupl e of sentences out of nowhere. Years ago it was just a little digression in Life, the

Uni verse and Everything. | said that the Starship Titanic had, shortly into its nai den voyage,
under gone Spont aneous Massive Existence Failure. It's just one of those bits that you put in while
you are waiting for the plot to develop. You think, "Well, 1'll devel op another quick plot while
I"mabout it." So it sat there as a couple of sentences in L, U& E and after a while | thought,
"Well, | think there is alittle bit nmore to this idea,' and tossed it around for a while. At one
point | even considered developing it as a novel in itself and then thought, no, it sounded too
much i ke a good idea, and |I'm al ways wary of those.

In the md eighties | did a text-only conputer ganme version of The Hitch-H ker's Guide with a
conmpany called Infocom | had a ot of fun working on it. The player gets caught up in a virtua
conversation with the machine. In witing such a thing you are trying to imagi ne and prepare for
the reactions of a virtual audience.

There's a lot you can do with text, as several thousand years of human culture can attest, but it
seermed to ne that what the conputer enabled us to do was to reach back to the days before printing
and recreate the old art of interactive storytelling. They didn't call it interactive in those
days, of course. They didn't know of anything that wasn't interactive, so they didn't need a
special name for it. Wen sonmeone stood up and recounted a story, the audience responded. And the
storyteller responded right back at them It was the coming of print that took away the
interactive elenent, and | ocked stories into rigid forns. It seened to ne that interactive

comput er-nedi ated storytelling mght be able to conbine sonme of the best of both forns. However,
while the mediumwas still in its infancy, along canme conputer graphics and killed it off. Text
may be a very rich nmedium but it |ooks boring on the screen. It doesn't flash and hop about and
so it had to give way to things that did.

Early conputer graphics, of course, were slow, crude and ugly. As a mediumit didn't interest ne,

so | thought 1'd sit things out and wait till the graphics got good.

Ten years later they were good. But interaction had |argely been reduced to pointing at things and
clicking. | nissed the conversations that text games used to engage you in. Miybe, | thought, it
woul d be possible to conbine both..

At about this tine, | was involved with a group of friends in the setting up of a newdigita
medi a conpany, The Digital Village (<http://ww.tdv.conp). | began to cast around for a good

subject for our first big project, a CD-ROM adventure gane that would conbine state-of-the-art
graphics with a natural |anguage parser which woul d enable the player to engage the characters in
conversation. Suddenly, Starship Titanic stood out fromthe pack

As we enbarked on what grew into a huge project, the subject of novelization came up. Now, witing
novels is what | normally do, and here was a peach because, in an anazi ng departure from ny norna

practice, | had devel oped a story which not only had a begi nning but also a mddle and
(phenonenal | y enough) a recogni zabl e end. However, the publishers insisted that the novel would
have to cone out at the sane tinme as the gane to enable themto sell it. (This struck nme as odd

since they had nanaged previously to sell books of nmine wthout any attendant CD- ROM gane at all
but this is publisher logic, and publishers are, as we all know, fromthe planet Zog.) | couldn't
do both sinultaneously. | had to accept that |I couldn't do the novel except at the cost of not
doing what | had set out to do in the first place, which was the gane. So who could possibly wite
t he novel ?

About this tinme, Terry Jones cane into the production office. One of the characters in the gane is
a sem -deranged workman's parrot which had been | eft on board the ship, and Terry had agreed to
play the voice part. In fact it was clearly the part he had been born to play. Wen Terry saw al
the graphics and character animati ons we had been creating over the previous nmonths he becane very
exci ted about the whole project and uttered the fateful words,

"I's there anything el se you need doing? | said,
'You wanna wite a novel?' and Terry said,
"Yeah, all right. Provided,' he added, 'l can wite it in the nude.’

Terry is one of the nobst fanous people in the known universe, and his bottomis only slightly |ess
well known than his face. It has, of course, only been displayed when strictly necessary on
artistic grounds, but such is the nature of his art that this has turned out to be extraordinarily
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of ten. From NakedMan Pl aying Organ and Man in Bed with Carol Ceveland fromthe Mnty Python TV
show, to Naked Hernmit in Pit in Monty Python's Life of Brian (a novie that he directed naked,
while the rest of the cast renmamined largely clothed), the creative |life has been one | ong nudi st
ronp for M Jones. He is also renowned as a filmand TV director, scriptwiter, nedieval scholar
aut hor of children's books, including the award-wi nning The Saga of Erik the Viking, but none of
these activities provide quite enough sheer kit renoval opportunities for him Hence his
stipulation that he would wite Starship Titanic in the nude. In conmes all the freshness,
lightness, and lyrical vulnerability of a man sitting at his word processor butt-naked.

I've always wanted to col |l aborate on sonmething with Terry ever since | first met him al nost twenty-
five years ago, wearing a pretty floral dress and heaving a small tactical nuclear device on to
the back of a cart in a leafy suburban street in Exeter. As you are about to discover, he has
witten an altogether sillier, naughtier and nore wonderful novel than | would have done and in
doi ng so has earned hinself an altogether unique credit -

Parrot and Novel by Terry Jones

- Dougl as Adans

1

"Where is Leovinus?' demanded the Gat of Blerontis, Chief Quantity Surveyor of the entire North
Eastern Gas District of the planet of Blerontin. '"No! | do not want another bloody fish-paste
sandw ch!"’

He did not exactly use the word ' bl oody' because it did not exist in the Blerontin | anguage. The
word he used could be nore literally translated as '"simlar in size to the |eft earlobe', but the
meani ng was rmuch closer to 'bloody'. Nor did he actually use the phrase 'fish-paste', since fish
do not exist on Blerontin in the formin which we would understand themto be fish. But when one
is translating froma | anguage used by a civilization of which we know nothing, |ocated as far
away as the centre of the Galaxy, one has to approxi mate.

Simlarly the Gat of Blerontis was not exactly a 'Quantity Surveyor' and certainly the term'North
Eastern Gas District' gives no idea at all about the magnificence and grandeur of his position
Look, perhaps |'d better start again.

"Wiere is Leovinus?' demanded the Gat of Blerontis, the Mdst Inportant and Significant Statesnan
on the entire planet of Blerontin. 'The |aunch cannot proceed without him'

Several mnor officials were dispatched to search for the great nan. Meanwhile the vast crowd
simrered with nmounting inpatience in front of the grand Assenmbly Dock, where the new Starship
stood veiled in its attractive pink silk sheeting. Not one nenmber of the crowd had glinpsed even
so much as a nut or a bolt of the ship, but already its fame had swept the Galaxy fromspiral arm
to spiral arm

Back on the | aunch podium the great Leovinus had still not been sighted. A minor official was
expl aining yet again to the Gat of Blerontis why the 'fish-paste' sandw ches were essenti al
"Normal |y, Your Stupendous And Most Lofty Magnificence, you would be quite right in supposing that
the nmere launch of a Starship would not be marked out by such distingui shed observances. But, as
you are aware, this Starship is different, This Starship is the greatest, nost gorgeous, nopst
technol ogi cally advanced Starship ever built - this is the Utimate Starship - the greatest
cybernautic achievenent of this or any other age, and it is utterly indestructible. The Inter-

Gal actic Council therefore thought it suitable to declare it a "fish-paste sandwi ch" event.'

The Gat's heart sank. His last |ine of defence shrivelled before his eyes and he knew he was
condemmed to eat at |east one 'fish-paste' canape” before the |l aunch was over. The taste, he knew,
woul d endure for nonths.

And a Blerontin nonth was equivalent to several lifetines if you happened to conme from Earth.

Whi ch, of course, nobody there did.

In fact nobody, in that entire throng of sonme fifty million Blerontinians who had turned up to see
the launch of the Greatest Starship in the H story of the Universe, had ever even heard of the
Earth. And if you'd asked themthey wouldn't have been able to understand you because translation
blisters were not allowed to be worn on a 'fish-paste' event. It was another of those stupid
little traditions that made the Gat furious.*

* The Bl erontins insist on serving so-called 'fish-paste' sandw ches during Festivals and
| nportant Book Launches, despite the fact that all Blerontins find themdisgusting. It is a
tradition that dates back to a time when Blerontin was an inpoverished planet |iving on the edge
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of starvation. Having run out of every other kind of food, the Blerontin teamwere reluctantly
forced to offer up 'fish-paste' sandwi ches as their entry for the Centennial Inter-Galactic
Canape’ s Chanpi onshi p. For sonme unaccountabl e reason, the 'fish-paste' appealed to the jaded

pal ates of the judges, clinched the chanpionship for Blerontin, and paved the way for Blerontinian
dom nation of the entire Galactic Centre for aeons to cone.

And still Leovinus did not appear

' Everyone here is holding their breath and keeping their fingers crossed,' whispered the Head
Reporter of the Blerontin News Gathering Bureau into his invisible mcrophone. 'No one has yet
even caught so nuch as a glinpse of the fabulous Starship, but everyone is certain that it wll

not only be the nost technol ogically advanced but al so the nost beautiful Starship ever to have
been created. It is, after all, the brain-child of Leovinus, to whose architectural genius we owe
the great North - South bridge that now | inks our two polar caps, to whose nusical inspiration we
owe the Blerontin National Anthem "Qur Canape’s Triunph Daily", and to whose unsurpassabl e nmastery
of ballistics and bi omass energetics we owe our third sun that now shines above us with its own
fanmous on-off-switch... But there's news just coming in that... what's that?

Ladi es and gentleman and things, it appears that the great Leovi nus has gone m ssing! Nobody has
seen himall day. Surely they can't start the launch without him.. but the crowd are beginning to
demand sone action... And uh-oh! Wat's that?

A sour note had swept through the crowd, as a band of short individuals, dressed in ragged
overalls and flat caps, suddenly forced their way into the spectators' area. They were shouting in
a | anguage no one coul d understand (because of the ban on translation blisters) and they were

br andi shi ng i ndeci pherabl e pl acards.

"It looks as if the Yassaccan del egati on has managed to gain entry!' An edge of alarm had entered
the Head Reporter's voice. This was mainly because he had his entire commentary witten down in
advance - as he always did. The thought that an unforeseen turn of events might now force himto

| ook at what was actually going on and then inprovise was a nightmare that had dogged his sleep
for all the years that he had been in the reporting business.

"Um' said the Head Reporter. He felt his head going light. '"Er!'" He fought for breath, as he felt
his bowels starting to nove. 'Ch! Ahml What can | say?' He was praying that the words woul d comne
to him In his recurring nightmare - the one that he always had after eating snork chitterlings -
he was in this very situation - sonething unforeseen had occurred - his script was whi sked away by
some unseen hand - and the words just never cane.

It has to be explained, in defence of the Head Reporter, that unforeseen circunstances sel dom
occurred during public events on Blerontin, owing to the fact that the authorities exerted a
pretty tight control over these things.

"I't comi ng yust out who!' exclained the Head Reporter. At that nonent an unseen hand whi sked away
his script, and the Head Reporter felt a warm sensation all over his | ower abdonen.

"I've done it! | nean! It's definitely Yassaccans! | can see themnow' That was practically two
whol e sentences! He could do it! 'They've purpley pinchburps! Ch damm!' It was one thing not to be
able to think of anything - but how could he possibly cone out with utter nonsense? That hadn't
been in his nightmare. It was worse!

The truth is that this personal disaster for the Head Reporter was just one in a string of

di sasters that had dogged the building of the Starship. There had been runours of corners cut: the
cybernet pigeon cursors had been bel owspec, the great engi ne had been mslaid, Leovinus hinself
had quarrelled with the Chairman of Star-Struct Inc., there had been argunents between Leovi nus
and hi s manager, Brobostigon, there had been quarrels between Brobostigon and Leovinus's
accountant, Scraliontis, there had been argunents between Scraliontis and Leovi nus and so on and
S0 on.

The fact of the matter was that the construction of the Starship had brought financial ruin on

al nrost everybody involved, including one entire planet. Yassacca had been, hitherto, a flourishing
resort of industrious folk, with the nost efficient and dependabl e construction industry in the
Central Gal axy. Yassacca had enjoyed centuries of quiet prosperity and a high reputation. They
never over-charged. They always delivered on tine. They never cut corners. They were a race of
proud craftsmen who had nothing to do with Inter-Galactic Canape”s Conpetitions, and thus were
able to devote their wealth to the well-being of their own people.

That was until they undertook the construction of Leovinus's nasterpiece - the crowning

achi evenent of his career - the Starship that even now stands hidden fromsight in its |aunching
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bay, awaiting the unveiling cerenony.

"G ve us back our happy life-style!' shout the Yassaccan denonstrators unintelligibly to the
Bl eronti ni an onl ookers.

"Planets not Starships!' roar their placards - to the baffled crowd.

'CGet those bastards out of there,’ growls Flortin R nanquez, the Chief of Police and Rabbits.
"Where is Leovinus?' groans the Gat of Blerontis.

2

Could it be only the day before that Leovinus had held his press conference? He had felt so
powerful Iy conpl acent as he stepped up onto the platform H's white beard had been specially
groonmed by Pheronis Pheronisis, the greatest hairdresser on Blerontin, and his eyebrows had been
stuck back on with a new toupee tape that was guaranteed absol utely undetectable, In many ways
this was the greatest nmonent in his life.

"What is it like to be not only the greatest architect the Gal axy has ever known but al so the
greatest scul ptor, the greatest mathematical genius as well as a world-class gam sher and canape’s
arranger?' Exactly the kind of question Leovinus enjoyed.

There had been tinmes in his younger days, when he m ght have retorted: 'Go |ick soneone else's
arse, hack! I'monly interested in Truth and Beauty!' But sonmehow, he found that the nore wrinkles
he counted on his forehead and the nore problens he had with his continence and his seven-tinmes
table, the more he found a little flattery nost wel cone.

"l loved your Pandax Building with the interchangeable roons and total reassenbly potential!’
shouted a young cub reporter with soft eyes and a delightful cleavage.

" Thank you.' Leovinus beaned in his nost venerable and yet at the same tine approachabl e nanner
"You |l ook terrific!' shouted another

Leovi nus was just trying to decide which of the two cub reporters with delightful cleavages he
shoul d ask backstage for a little drink, or whether he should invite themboth and then see how

t hi ngs worked out, when a nale voice cut across:

"Exactly what was the scientific experinment you were working on when you had your recent accident,
sir? And is it true that your eyebrows have still not grown back?' Leovinus fought off a panic
attack, and told hinself his eyebrows | ooked perfectly OK This hardboiled journalist was nerely
trying to wind himup. Then he had to fight off a panic attack about the fact that he'd just had a

panic attack. 'It's perfectly normal to get panic attacks at ny age!' he told hinself severely,
while at the sanme time noting, thankfully, the ripple of enbarrassnent that had swept through the
assenbled nedia. 'I"'mlucky | don't have angi na and a saggi ng bottomat ny age!' Leovi nus had

al ways counted his bl essings.

But sonmething had definitely gone wong with the press conference.

A journalist, fromthe back, was asking a question in a tone of voice that didn't sound in the

|l east bit ingratiating. In fact there was sonething so uningratiating about the inflection of the
voi ce that Leovinus could barely understand what was bei ng said.

"l said," repeated The Journalist in that sanme uncajoling voice, 'how do you answer the

al l egations that corners have been cut on the construction of the Starship and that there have
been financial inproprieties involving your manager, Antar Brobostigon, and your accountant, Droot
Scraliontis?

"Such insinuations,' replied Leovinus, formng his toupeed eyebrows into the nost forni dable
frown, and drawi ng his shoul ders back into what he knew was his nost dignified and intimdating
posture, 'are beneath contenpt. M Brobostigon is a nman of unbleni shed reputation and with the

hi ghest regard for correct procedure. Droot Scraliontis has been ny accountant for the last thirty
years and hi s behavi our has been uni npeachabl e t hroughout that tine.'

He could feel one of his eyebrows starting to cone |oose. Funny that - he always inmagined that as
he got ol der and nore confident he would stop sweating whenever he had to tell a bare-faced lie.
But he still did.

"But isn't it true that the standard of workmanship on the Starship has dropped since the building
was nmoved from Yassacca to Blerontin?

" Absol ute poop!' declared the Great Genius, in his best how dare-you-waste-the-tine-of-a-great-

geni us-|ike-nme voice (which he had been practising recently and now had down to a tee). 'l am
personal |y checking the standards of craftsmanship on every facet of the ship, and | can guarantee
that standards have - if anything - gone up since the transferral to Blerontin.' He felt his other

eyebrow pop | oose from his forehead.
"What do you say about the collapse of the Yassaccan economny, M Leovinus?' It was the sane
dreadful journalist going on. Wiy couldn't sonmeone ask himwhether he preferred architecture to
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quant um physi cs or whether he felt painting should be considered a higher art-formthan canape’
arrangenent ? Those were the kind of questions he was a whizz at dealing with these days. 'Do you
feel personally responsible at all for the present sufferings of the Yassaccan peopl e?

Leovi nus went for the | ast-goal -keeper-at-the-net* defence: 'l aman Artist, M Journalist,' he
said, with that voice of his that nmade grown nen cringe behind their stomachs and young cub
reporters with delightful cleavages feel deliciously danp all over. 'Of course, | deeply regret
the terrible destruction of an entire culture that their econonic m smanagenent has brought upon
thensel ves, and | hereby offer ny heartfelt condol ences to the people of Yassacca, | am deeply
concerned that it should have been the construction of nmy vision that should have been the

catal yst of their nonetary downfall. But | aman Artist. My responsibility is to ny Art. And |
woul d be betraying the sacred trust of ny genius were | to conprom se ny vision for the sake of
fiscal expediency!'’

* Blerontin football is played with anything up to six balls, and consequently a |arge nunber of
goal - keepers is sonetines all owed.

' Ch! Oooooh! Ahh!' breathed one of the cub reporters, and shifted onto her other buttock

Leovi nus, nevertheless, got the feeling that the entire press conference had spiralled out of
control and was now pl ungi ng towards some catastrophic conclusion that he nust at all costs avoid -
even if it neant forgoing a delightful drink with the delightful cub reporters who were even now
gazing at himwith increasingly delightftil eyes and increasingly delightful cleavages. In any
case, he knew how any such assignation would end: he would soon find their smles begin to grate,
their soft gazes woul d becone tiresone, probing arc-lights of banality and he would flee fromthe
two young reporters in despair and di sappoi ntnent. That was what al ways happened. For deep down,

i nside him Leovinus knew that no one was good enough for him Wy go through it all again?

Leovi nus rose unsteadily to his feet. 'Thank you,' he said and was gone.

The greatest genius of his age - gone w thout even so much as a nod in the cub reporters
direction. It was hardly to be believed.

Despite his age, brilliance and genius, Leovinus was not always a sensible individual. He had
passi ons. Passions that would rise up the inside of his being and take over his magnificent brain
like cholera taking over a city. And not all these passions revolved around cub reporters. At
present his one over-riding passion was the Starship. That magnificent creation. That crowning
glory of his life's work.

Ever since his recent accident, Leovinus had been reluctant to go abroad, partly because his
joints had stiffened up somewhat and partly because he didn't want to be seen without his
eyebrows. Leovi nus was not w thout personal vanity. He had therefore got into the habit of

supervi sing the construction of his Starship by virtual reality and tel epresence - both brought to
such a pitch of perfection by Blerontinian scientists that it was sonetines hard to renmenber which
was the real thing - particularly if you were getting on a bit and your m nd was on cl eavages.

For that is what Leovinus's nind had been preoccupied with for many nonths now - but not the

cl eavages of the young cub reporters. No. Leovinus's obsession was the cl eavage of data-streanms as
they separated out into randomthought fields; the cleavage of neuroconnectors as they bifurcated
into the menmory bank and the sensation retrieval system the cleavage of separators and trans-
joiners linking and distinguishing those two vital processes: thought and feeling. H's obsession
was the heart of his Starship. He called her Titania.

Titania was the heart, the nmind, the spirit, the soul of the ship.

A massive cyber-intelligence systemwas required to run the ship, of course, but, as we now know,
intelligence devoid of enotion is non-functional. However smart a robot or conputer may be, it can
only do exactly what you tell it to do and then stop. To keep thinking, it has to want to. It has
to be notivated. You can't think if you can't feel. So the ship's intelligence had to be inbued
with enptions, with personality. And its nane was Titani a.

The Starship was Leovinus's creation. So was Titania.

It had suited Leovinus, while he concentrated on this vital heart of the ship, to work from hone,
but now he suddenly realized that he hadn't actually been on the ship itself for... well he really
didn't know how | ong!

Thus it was that night, after the press conference, the great nman put on a long snork-hair coat,
and nade his way towards the Assenbly Dock, where his nasterpiece stood, awaiting tonorrow s

| aunch.
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Earlier he had received tele-calls fromthe project manager, Antar Brobostigon and the chi ef
accountant, Droot Scraliontis. They had both been so full of gratitude for his defence of them
during the press conference, and so reassuring about the prospects of the launch, that Leovinus
found a vein in his right thigh beginning to twitch, and he kept thinking of the phrase 'parrot-
droppi ngs' w thout any viabl e context.

He slipped unseen down the service entrance, and waited in the shadows until he saw the security
robot stop to take its scheduled rest-break (as laid down by Blerontin law). He then hurried
across the open forecourt and di sappeared into the shadow of the tenporary construction workers
sheds. It was not as if he didn't have a perfect right to be there - it was just he wanted to do
this without the usual fanfare and the wel coming party and the official guided tour and all the
usual commotion that acconpanied his public visits. He wanted to comune with his creation al one
He | ooked up. There was the Assenbly Dock, looming up into the night sky far, far above him It
stretched a good mle up, and the Starship - his Starship - his baby - rose up another half nile
above that - ready for blast-off at midday tonorrow - precisely.

The silk coverings flapped in the breeze that swept across the Cbservation Arena, over the

Admi ni stration buildings and around the Dock Structures. Leovinus felt a surge of enotion sweep

t hrough his body and engulf his magnificent brain, Hs heart mi ssed several beats. H s knees
turned to jelly. But it was not his pride in that stupendous structure that gave himbutterflies
in the tumy. Nor was it the exaltation that, after all these years, it was finally conplete that
made himfeel like a schoolboy on his first date. No, what made his hand shake as he sleeked it
through his greying | ocks was the thought that in there - in those vast halls and state roomns
Titania was waiting for him

As Leovi nus | eaned towards the Starship, the wind picked up, blasting dead | eaves, old snack-
wrappings, torn religious journals, pages of sentinmental verse, knitting patterns and all the

ot her usual detritus |eft behind by construction workers, across the Servicing Area. The sheeting
that covered the Starship flapped frantically, like the Geat Ghoul in the ancient filned
entertai nnent The Great Ghoul Frightens A Lot OF Fol k. Leovi nus shuddered with a chil dhood nenory
of fear. Then he shuddered again as he suddenly saw a figure slip fromthe base of the |aunching
gantry into the shadows opposite the main steps of the Starship.

The nmonent he saw that figure, he knew, deep in his bones, with that certainty that conmes of being
absol utely w thout any doubt whatsoever, that everything was about to go terribly, fearfully

wWr ong.

Cautiously he edged round into the shadows where he had seen the figure di sappear

'So?" a voice spoke to himout of the darkness. It was a voice that made his stomach rel ocate
itself around his knees - a voice that nade himwant to be sick - to be anywhere but where he was.
Leovi nus | ooked around for a means of escape, but it was too late. 'Last minute check-ups, eh?
The figure stepped out of the shadow and confronted him It was that dreadful Journalist fromthe
press conference.

"Haven't you tornented nme enough? Haven't you already ruined a day that was neant to be one of the
greatest days of ny life? That's what Leovinus wanted to say, but he nmerely nunbled: "Ch. It's

you.'
"Are you afraid sonething's going to go wong with the I aunch?
"Of course not!' Leovinus adopted just the right cold tone that gave nothing away. 'I|'ve nerely

conme to pay ny regards.' He liked to be thought of as a bit of a sentinentalist as well as a great
brain.

"But cone on! You must be a bit worried. Everyone knows that the workmanship here on Blerontin has
not been a patch on the Yassaccans - in fact, you know and | know, Blerontin craftsmanship is
nowher e near good enough to finish a ship of this sophistication.'

"Just because the Blerontin Government chooses to enploy the Anal gamated Unnarried Teenage

Mot hers' Construction Units there is no reason to think that the work is in any way slipshod,’

retorted old Leovinus. 'I have every confidence in their work.
"I don't believe you,' replied The Journali st.
"Very well! I'1l show you!' The Great Man saw his private téte-a-téte with Titania being bl own

away on the wind that now buffeted them as a small unlit work platformcarried themup one of the
service gantries that surrounded the great Starship.

It was only when you started getting this high up, thought The Journalist, that you really began
to appreciate the full scale of the enterprise. The launch area bel ow receded into darkness and
silence, as they rattled their way up the side of the vast Starship - higher and higher - unti

the great keel broadened out and they reached the main body of the ship. A short wal k across

anot her gantry and they were at the nmin doors of the spacecraft. An entry-coder received

Leovi nus's fingerprint and cross-checked it with a blood sanple, recent hair-loss estimate, and

file:/lIF|/rah/New%20Folder/Starship%20Titanic.txt (6 of 67) [1/14/03 11:56:07 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/New%20Fol der/Starship%20Titani c.txt

favourite recreational activity. The doors slid open and the two entered.

The Journalist had, of course, often been in Starships, but he had never been in a Starship |ike
this. It was magnificent, astonishing. It was built with luxury star-travel in mnd. It was built
tolast. It was built to inpress. What's nore, it was still being built! Two worknmen were slipping
into the service elevator, as Leovinus and The Journalist entered the Enbarkation Lobby.

"Just sone |ast-minute adjustnents,' one of them nunbled to Leovinus and they were gone.

"Hm' said Leovinus in a way that The Journalist freely translated as: '| wonder what those two
coul d have been up to? They surely can't still be making adjustnments this near to | aunch? And why
didn't |1 know about thenf? |I'd better check everything.' It was, you understand, a very free

transl ation.

' Donkey- Dat a- Bases!' exclained the G eatest Living Genius in the Galaxy. 'Look at that!

The Journalist |ooked. He saw a smartly dressed robot wearing headphones, and standing on the

poli shed marbl e floor of one of the npbst el egant roons he had ever stood in. The design was
typical Late Leovinus and yet it was inbued with a spirit that was new. It had a |ightness that
some critics had thought lacking in much of his earlier work, and the colours were vibrant and yet
warm and wel com ng. Perhaps Leovinus had at last got in touch with the fem nine side of his nature
- or perhaps the gentler, nore approachable feel of the Starship's interior owed sonething to the
many little finishing touches introduced by Titania.

The Journalist was at a loss to see why the great nan was so angry, but Leovi nus was al ready
striding across to the far wall. There he yanked at a decorative panel. 'Upside down!' he yelled
"l sonetimes think I have to build the entire ship with nmy own hands!' And he produced a
screwdriver and proceeded to replace the panel in the correct position. "Can't they see the entire
anbi ent structure of the roomis destroyed by exactly that sort of inattention to detail?

The Journalist nmade a note in his thunb-recorder

"Wl conme to the Starship Titanic.' The smart robot was now addressing a light-fitting that
protruded fromthe wall. "Allow ne to show you the facilities available to Second C ass
Travellers.' The thing then turned smartly on its heels and wal ked straight into the nearest

cl osed door. There was a clang and the robot fell backwards onto the highly decorative marble
floor. '"Here you nay see the Grand Axial Canal, Second Cass!' it announced proudly and extended a
whi t egl oved hand at the ceiling.

The Journali st nmade another note in his thunb-recorder

Leovinus's reaction to the robot's minor m shap was al so noted down in The Journalist's thunb-
recorder. It started off as 'blank disbelief' and ended up as 'cold fury'. In between it went
through a fascinating range of adjustnents all of which were noted down by The Journali st:
"surprised dissatisfaction' was rapidly replaced by 'stupefied indignation' which in turn quickly
becanme 'bitter resentnent' which equally quickly was transformed into 'burning thirst for
vengeance' and so to 'cold fury'.

" Brobostigon!" murmured the Great Man, 'That bastard has been skinping on the syntho-neurones!’
The Journalist nmade anot her note, but Leovinus turned on himso suddenly that he stuck his thunb
in his nouth and pretended to be sucking at it.

"This can't happen on this ship,' explained Leovinus, as he picked up the fallen robot. 'Every
Door bot has a fail-safe neuron enbedded in its circuitry that cancels out any non-rationa
activity such as we just witnessed. They are expensive itens, but, | think you will agree, well
worth the noney.'

The Journalist nodded and pretended that he had a splinter in the end of his thunb.

' Except that that BASTARD BROBOSTI GON HAS OBVI QUSLY LEFT THEM OUT! When | see himl'Ill..." But
Leovi nus stopped in md sentence.

'He's probably wondering what else is wong with the ship,' thought The Journalist with nounting
excitement he could feel a story materializing in front of him- a big story - a hurmungous story,
and the great thing was he woul dn't have to do anything - it was all going to unfold in front of
him He knewit. And, sure enough, before The Journalist could pretend to find the non-existent
splinter, Leovinus had given the Doorbot a quick adjustnment, the door had opened and the Great Man
had been bowed through into the corridor beyond.

"Enj oy your honeynoon, you |lucky couple!' called the Doorbot cheerfully. The Journalist noted this
down, and hurried after the great architect and ship-builder, who had just turned right into one
of the nost astounding architectural spaces The Journalist had ever entered.

It was an oval space, nmarked out by columms. Around the perinmeter wall was painted a frieze
depicting the favourite recreational pastime of the Founding Fathers of Blerontin: posing for
frieze-painters. Leovinus was standing staring up at a huge statue of a wi nged fenale that stood
at the other end. But The Journalist's eye went down... down and down into what seened |ike an
infinity of descent, for there at his feet was the great Central Wl| that occupied the gigantic
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keel of the Starship. It was the spine of the ship, and around it, l|ike nerve inpul ses,

illum nated el evators constantly went up and down servicing the living quarters that were stacked
below them - tier after tier. At the very bottom far far down bel ow near the bil ges of the ship,
the Super Galactic Traveller De Luxe Suites; above them the Second O ass Executive Dupl exes; and
above them far above them the fabul ously appointed First Cass State Roons.

But The Journalist scarcely had tinme to take all this in, for Leovinus was off - striding through
the many-col utmed hall towards the far vestibule - through which he di sappeared.

By the time The Journalist had caught up with him Leovinus was standing on the jetty of an even
nore extraordinary and beautiful feature of the Starship Titanic: the Grand Axial Canal, Second

Cl ass.

Fromthe Central Well of the Starship ran two great canals - one to the fore and one to the aft.
These partly had the effect of cooling the engines, but were also elegant recreational facilities.
Up and down the canal, gondolas plied their way, the automated gondoliers each singing their own
personal selection of Blerontinian fol k-songs - but particularly the one about the beautiful young
femal e acrobat who fell in love with a gondolier and gave hi msix pnedes (approximately one
mllion pounds sterling) as atip

Leovi nus was doing his from bl ank-di sbelief-to-cold-fury routine again. The Journalist took note.
' They are not supposed to sing unless they've got passengers!' Leovinus seened to be choking as he
cl anbered down into the nearest waiting gondola. The singing i mediately stopped.

The Journalist joined himand said: 'Perhaps they' re doing a test? Reversing everything? It was
the only thing he could think of that was in any way cheery.

"Don't tal k pigeon poop!' snapped Leovinus. He was clearly in no nood to be cheered. 'Pronenade
Deck El evator!'

"Sil House-proud and Religious Mther of Twins!' said the autonated gondolier. Leovinus flinched,
and felt the vein twitching in his thigh.

Leovinus allowed the irritation to mount within hinself, as he strai ghtened one of the priceless
NO Art Masterpieces that decorated the el evator | obby.

' Good day to you, sir, madam or thing. And how may we assist you in your vertical transportation
requi renents today?' The Liftbot was hal f-enbedded in the wall of the lift - its free hand rested
on the lever that came out of its chest.

"Just to the Pronenade Deck and no back-chat!' snapped Leovinus. He sonetinmes regretted the
characters that these robots seened to acquire, but there it was: if the ship's intelligence were
to be allowed enptions - and certainly no one could doubt that Titania had strong enotions - then
you had to allow her to choose robot-characters she got on with. It was no good forcing the issue.
Al t hough Leovi nus had, on occasion, spoken to Titania quite forcibly about some of the characters
wi th whom she surrounded herself. But then Titania was so tol erant, so understanding of people's
failings and m stakes that she could get on with practically anybody. He had nmade her |ike that.
The gi ant Pronenade Deck was Leovinus's particular little favourite. Under its vast transparent
canopy, passengers could stroll and marvel at the mind-erupting brilliance of the Gal axy through
whi ch they were passing. The vari-spex conposition glass, of which the canopy was made, had the
effect of intensifying the radiant brightness of the stars, while at the same tine nmaking it

possi ble for the observer, by a nere twist of the head, to see - in the detail of a powerful
tel escope - any particular star that caught his, her or its fancy. Around the perineter, the
pellerator (a sort of horizontal |ift of Leovinus's design) enabled the |l ess active travellers to

tour the Deck without stirring an unnecessary nuscle.

That was the theory. That was what Leovi nus had viewed, with great conplacence, on his

tel epresence and in his Virtual Reality Viewer at honme. But that was not what he now saw in front
of him Real Reality was different.

VWhat he now saw was what is referred to architecturally as a 'shanbles'. The vast gl ass canopy
stretched above, as it should, displaying the i mense stretches of pink silk sheeting which
covered the ship. But below all was confusion. The beautiful polished parquet floor was

approxi mately one tenth beautiful polished parquet floor - the rest was exposed girders and cabl e-
wor k, gaping holes, protruding wires and polystyrene cups. Were the large, sprawling brasserie
for Second O ass Passengers shoul d have sprawl ed, there was only a large, sprawling enpty space
littered with builders' rubble and nore pol ystyrene cups. How could this be? They didn't even use
pol ystyrene cups on Blerontin! And yet there they were! There was no di sguising the ghastly,

unt hi nkabl e fact that the Pronenade Deck was not finished - nor likely to be before the | aunch

t onor r ow nor ni ng.

The Journalist turned to see that Leovinus had fallen to his knees. He suddenly | ooked like the
old man that he was. The swagger and gallantry that usually marked his public appearances seened
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to have been sucked out of him- leaving himlike a crunpled enpty bag.

"It can't be true...' he was munbling into his beard. 'Even Brobostigon... even Scraliontis
couldn't lie so... | nean... Only this norning they told ne it was all...

"Good norning, sir, would you like to cut your nasal hair? A Doorbot had suddenly activated
itself and was apparently trying to usher theminto a cenment nixer

Leovi nus cracked at | ast.

' BASTARDS! ' he screaned at the flapping silk sheets beyond the canopy. 'BASTARDS!' he yelled at

t he unfi ni shed works.

Suddenly a novenent behind one of the pillars caught his eye. Taking The Journalist totally by
surprise, Leovinus seened to regain all his vitality in an instant, and had sprinted across the
parquet flooring and pounced behind the pillar. A solitary worker, in drab overalls, was crouching
down, trying to lose hinself in a crevice of the unfinished floor

"What the devil are you doing here?" screaned Leovinus.

The worker stood up shiftily and pretended to be adjusting a | oose end of wire. 'Just naking
good, ' he said.

" Maki ng GOOD?' yelled Leovinus. 'You call this GOOD?' He threw his arm around the vast unfini shed
reaches of the Pronenade Deck. 'We | aunch the ship tonorrow and there's nonths nore work to do
here!"

"Yeah... It's... binabit... slow..' The worker was edging towards the sl eek, stainless-stee
lift that offered himhis only nmeans of escape fromthis elderly lunatic.

"What were you doing just now?' demanded the elderly lunatic.

"Me? Just now?' replied the worker

"Yes! | saw you doi ng sonet hi ng!"

"Me? No, | wouldn't do nothing, | only cane to collect ny parrot.' The words fell out of his nouth
and seened to freeze in the air, and then Iike lunps of solid ice they hit Leovinus, one after the
other, and he reeled fromtheir inpact.

"Parrot?" he said. 'Parrot!!! \Wat parrot?

"It's... er... just a parrot... you know... couple of wings... that sort... you know...

"What is a PARROT doing on board ny beautiful ship? denanded the outraged geni us.

"Oh! There's the Iift!' said the worker, and the next nonent he was in it with The Journalist hard
on his heels; the door closed and they were both dropping to the | ower floors.

"A parrot! On ny Starship! Wat the hell has been going on?" Suddenly the great, the nagnificent,
the envi ed Leovi nus was hunched up in a corner, weeping over a statue of a w nged fenale.
"Titania!' he was sobbing. 'Titanial Wat has happened? Wiat shall we do?

Titani a! The genius of Leovi nus was nowhere so evident as in this - his last and best-I|oved
creation; Titania was the brains of the ship and her statue appeared everywhere on board - serving
as the eyes and ears and conmmuni cati ng essence of the ship's intelligence. But the ship's
intelligence was also inbued with emotional life as well. And this is where Leovi nus had excel | ed
hinself. Titania was not only the brains but also the heart of the ship.

Titania's enotional intelligence had to be carefully crafted to match her task. To run a gigantic
ship of such bew |l dering conplexity, to nanage its crew, and to | ook after an enornous conpl enent
of passengers of different races, species, nentalities and bodily functions and make themall fee
happy, safe and cared for required that Titania be hugely intelligent, kind, w se, caring, serene,
warm .. and she was all these things.

Li ke her image - all those giant brooding angels in every roomon every deck - Titania' s spirit
shoul d al so have been inbuing the entire ship. Quite clearly, it wasn't.

4

"Antar Brobostigon, please.' Leovinus spat the nane into the phone.

"I"'mafraid M Brobostigon is not here. Wuld you like to speak to Ms Brobostigon?'

Leovi nus had always felt secretly sorry for the project manager's wife. He could not inagine what
it must be like living with such a duplicitous, cold-bloodi ed egomani ac as Antar Brobostigon - his
pity was only slightly nodified by the know edge that Crossa Brobosti gon herself was, if anything,
mar gi nal |y nore duplicitous, col d-blooded and egoistical. Perhaps the two cancel |l ed each other out
and the Brobostigons lived a warm intimate and caring famly life. It was a nystery to the G eat

I nvent or.

"So nice to hear fromyou, Leo,' said Crossa Brobostigon. Leovinus hated it when people called him
that, and he knew she knew he knew she knew it. '"Howis the fanmly?

"l don't have any family, Crossa,’' said Leovinus with what he hoped she could hear was strained
pati ence. 'Were is Antar?
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"I think... in fact I'msure he's at the ship. He went there with Droot a couple of hours ago.
Sone pani ¢ about sonething or other - you know how t hose guys worry thensel ves sick over your
ship.'

He knew. about the same way an anaconda does over a goat it's just eaten

"I's there sonewhere they can reach you when they get back?

Leovi nus flicked the phone off. A deep sense of foreboding spread fromhis thighs, up to his
abdomen and across his chest into his heart.

' Brobostigon and Scraliontis on the ship! Wiat the devil are they up to?' The deep sense of

f orebodi ng suddenly changed i nto sharp stabbing pain in his stomach. He felt cold. He felt sick

He had to talk to the only person that could help: Titania.

He nade his way down onto the canal |evel, along the Gand Axial Canal, Second C ass, towards the
Central Donme. Wen he reached the vast statue of Titania that dom nated the Central Done and the
head of the Central Well, he disappeared into a doorway under one of her wi ngs. A long staircase
led up to the vital heart of the ship: the secret chanber of Titania herself.

Leovi nus had |l ong enjoyed his reputation as the originator of Ironic Architecture. There was the
fanous house he designed for Gardis Arbledonter, the Professor of Mathematical Inplausibilities at
Bl erontis University, in which the doors were actually radio sets and entrance and egress was
gained via the bath. But here, on the Starship, he believed he had constructed one of his nost
satisfying constructional ironies: Titania's Secret Chanber, her central intelligence core, was

|l ocated in the very middle of the great Central Done; it forned the giant chandelier that hung
above the Central Well. The secret heart of the ship was hidden in full view of every passenger
and every nenber of the crew

The chanber itself hung upside-down, but it had been surrounded by an inverted gravity field so
that, when you entered it, it appeared the right way up. The serrated ribs that transversed the

G eat Done were, once you had entered the inversion field and subnitted to the disorienting
process of gravity reversal, in fact |ong upside-down staircases |eading up to the chanber, and
the G eat Done itself was a vast concave floor at the bottom of the i mense Central Well that
stretched up above, topsy-turvy, in an arrangenent that bew | dered and astonished the first-tine
visitor.

Leovi nus sprinted up the staircase, two steps at a tine. H's mnd focused on one thought: Titanial!
The love of his old age. The obsession of his ageing heart:

intelligent, kind, wise, caring, serene, warm.. Titania!

He burst into the secret chanber and gasped. H s head went into a spin - and, when you have a m nd
the size of Leovinus's, a spinning head is a form dable sensation. He vomted. He could scarcely
bring hinself to | ook at the horror before himand yet he could not take his eyes off it: Titania -
his Titania - his darling creation - his joy - had been di snenmbered. She lay there in the centre
of the chanber, her hair and wi ngs spread out in their perfect circle around her. But her
beautiful, gracious head was grotesquely disfigured: her nouth had been ripped away, her eyes
gouged out, and her nose torn off, leaving a gaping cavity of raw microcircuitry...

But before he could even so nmuch as nutter the word ' Fiends!' Leovinus becanme aware of someone
else in the room A figure was crouching behind the Vac-U Bus consol e.

' Brobostigon!' Leovinus ground the word out |ike a piece of gristle. "Wat in the name of Darkness
are you playing at?" Wthout thinking, Leovinus found himself |unging at the project nanager. A
smal | glowi ng silver shard fell from Brobostigon's grasp and tinkled to the floor. Leovinus

gl anced down and realised that one of Titania's incredibly delicate cerebral arteries - the
central intelligence core of Titania's brain - was lying against his foot. 'You re destroying
her!"

Brobosti gon pushed Leovinus off him and the old man staggered back and fell onto the floor across
the outspread wi ngs of his bel oved creature.

"You're blind, Leovinus! You sit up there in your ivory tower, thinking you' re too high-ninded and
pure to deal with grubby things |ike business and finance! Wll, this whole thing' s gone way out
of control thanks to you!

"What d'you nean? What are you tal king about?' Leovinus was al nost crying.

"This whole project is a financial catastrophe! Didn't you realise that? W're on the brink of a
maj or fiscal neltdown!' Brobostigon was trying to get to the door, but Leovinus, with surprising
agility, was back on his feet and cutting off the exit.

"So what are you trying to do?" But even as he asked the question, Leovinus suddenly saw - with
total clarity - the whole plot 'The insurance!' he gasped. 'You were going to scuttle ny pricel ess
ship and claimthe insurance!’

"Grow up!' grow ed Brobostigon. 'This is the real world...' But he never got any further. The aged
geni us had hurled hinmself upon him hitting the nmanager squarely on the chin with a renarkably
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mundane upper-cut. Brobostigon |urched backwards, caught his foot on one of Titania's w ngs, and
fell into the Vac-U Bus tray.

The nonent he did, the Vac-U Bus robot was activated. It |eant forward extending its brass snout:
"Always a pleasure to dispose of your rubbish!' it announced, and sucked Brobostigon up. There was
an unpl easant crunching sound and a slight plop! and the project nanager was gone!

The Vac- U Bus systemwas a rather controversial part of the ship's design. In an age when

tel epresence was all the rage, the idea of transmitting objects around the ship quite physically
and literally, by neans of vacuum tubes, seened ol d-fashi oned and retrogressive. But Leovinus had
insisted. It was yet another little irony that he cherished. He finally carried the day by using
the safety argunent. Physical transport was always | ess risky than teleportation or any pseudo-
travel arrangenent. Wat's nore, his Vac-U Bus robots woul d be able to categorize and sort
everything put into their tray - so if you failed to tell themwhere you wanted your object
sending, they would do it automatically.

The system however, was not designed for human beings, and the Vac-U Bus was supposed to be
programmed to reject any living human who nmight fall into the tray. Cearly this was yet another
area where conprom ses had been made. Leovi nus knew, with a queasy tingle, that Brobostigon had
beconme the victimof his own plot and woul d now be a condensed cube of detritus on its way to the
ship's bilge.

And now the full inpact of the situation began to cone home to the G eat Man. Here he was - the
Greatest CGenius the Gal axy Had Ever Known - the day before the launch of his ultimate masterpiece,
with an unfinished ship, a financial crisis (of which he had known not hing) and a dead project
manager caught in the act of sabotage. This was not going to | ook good in the official biography.
Meanwhi l e - where was Scraliontis? Crossa Brobostigon had said her husband had conme to the ship to
nmeet the accountant.

Leovi nus knelt beside the disfigured Titania, and lovingly slipped the silver shard into the nerve
centre at the base of her skull. H's hand shook as he realized the other artery was still nissing;
in fact - now he cane to | ook - nost of her brain was mssing - how had he not noticed that
before? Titania' s brain! So delicate it was! The slightest shock or scratch could permanently
injure it.

Wth a ship of this sophistication you couldn't afford to have the nerve centre non-functi onal
There had been recent stories about a new phenonenon: a kind of high-tech nmetal fatigue that could
afflict certain artifacts which had too high a density of logic systenms built into them SNMEF
Spont aneous Massive Exi stence Failure. Leovinus knew it was theoretically possible if unlikely. He
al so knew that practically every nolecule on the Starship Titanic was in sone way part of the
ship's logic system If the thing were launched in its present state - who knew what catastrophe
m ght foll ow?

There was no tinme to lose. He nmust retrieve all Titania's mssing parts and reassenbl e them before
t he unt hi nkabl e coul d happen

5

Sonme nonents |ater Leovinus was to be found in the starboard Enbarkati on Lobby, yelling at the
Deskbot, 'O course you know Scraliontis!'. The Deskbot, whilst remaining perfectly polite, was
showi ng no inclination to be hel pful

"Scrawny little nan! d asses! He's the accountant of this whole project for crying out |oud!'

i nsisted Leovim s. 'You' ve seen himsnooping about in here thousands of tines!'

"Mich to ny regret, sir, | have been scanni ng ny acquai ntance database and am unable to cone up

wi th anyone matching the criteria you indicate, However | amin a position to offer you a berth on
the starboard Super Galactic Traveller E-Deck, The roons are painted pink, and the noise fromthe
di sposal unit is hardly noticeable.'

"I want to know where Scraliontis is,' yelled Leovinus, at the sane tinme flashing a snmall gold
card in front of the Deskbot. Witten on the card was the |l egend: 'Sixty MIlion Mles O ub."'
"Certainly, sir!' The Deskbot sat up brightly. 'l would suggest you |look for M Scraliontis in the
First Cass Restaurant.'

The First Cass Restaurant was a black-tie only affair, so the Maitre D Bot was understandably

shocked when a disreputable elderly man suddenly bunt in and shouted: 'Scraliontis! | know you're
in herel'
"What an honour to have you here, sir!' exclained the Maitre D. genially. 'However, | amsure sir

woul d be nore confortable in the Second O ass Brasserie...'
" Shut up!' said Leovinus.
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"Of course, sir. It will be a great pleasure to not only shut up but belt up, cease to babble, and
generally get lost, for you, sir, but may | point out that we would be only too happy to oblige
sir with sone appropriate attire, if sir would be so good as to follow ne..."'

Leovi nus had spotted Scraliontis who was standing at the controls of the tel epresence robot,
trying to fit sonmething into the Vac-U Bus. He gl anced up when he heard Leovinus's voice, smled
thinly, and hid whatever it was inside his dinner jacket.

"But as sir would surely not want to feel at a di sadvantage vis-a-vis the other diners, may |
recomend a change of vestment before partaking of cocktails? The Maitre D Bot bl ocked Leovinus's
path as he headed toward Scraliontis. For a nmonment the Great Man | ost sight of the accountant as
t he robot bobbed and weaved, bowi ng and nodding in front of him

"Just get out of the way!' grow ed Leovinus.

"I't would be ny pleasure, sir, but may | rem nd you that whilst snoking is pernmitted in the First
Class Restaurant it is a jacket and tie affair, and | amafraid | shall have to call for
assistance if sir proceeds any further.'

"You're too late, Leovinus!' yelled Scraliontis. 'This thing is going nowhere! And it's going
there tonmorrow at noon - fast!' The accountant always did enjoy talking in elliptical sentences
that didn't quite nmake sense; it gave himthe feeling that he was in sone way literary, despite
hi s occupati on.

"Stop whatever it is you're doing!' shouted Leovinus. 'We appreciate your visit, sir, and hope to
see you many tines in the future, but if you could just |lower your voice a touch, I will show you
the exit as soon as...'

"l said: shut up!' Leovinus suddenly turned on the robot, as it nmade yet another bow in front of
him picked it up and hurled it bodily at Scraliontis.

"May | recommend sir to the fire exit? | think sir will find the plainness of the corridors nore

suited to his current garb...' remarked the Maitre D Bot as it hit the accountant full in the
face, sending himsprawling. The object Scraliontis had been hiding fell onto the floor with a
tinkle - it was the other cerebral artery of Titania's brain! At the same nmonment, the robot bunt

apart on the elegant floor of the restaurant. Scraliontis scranbled to his feet, grabbed one of
the robot's I egs and charged at Leovi nus. The ol d nman side-stepped, picked up the robot's right
arm and faced the accountant.

For a few moments the two circled each other. Then Scraliontis opened with a straight thrust into
an open line - the robot's |l eg grazed agai nst Leovi nus's shoul der scoring a high outside. Leovinus
replied with a sinple parry fromthe fourth position executing a deft circle with the robot's arm
that gained himthe right to riposte. But Scraliontis was clearly fencing under a different rule
book for he went straight to a redoubl enent regardl ess of Leovinus's right to riposte. The G eat
Geni us was outraged. He flung the robot's armat Scraliontis, in an attack that certainly did not
figure in any rule book, and closed in for a corps a corps throwi ng any pretence to duelling
etiquette to the wind.

Leovi nus now had his hands around Scraliontis's neck. 'Brobostigon!' screamed Scraliontis, 'Help!

" Rrobostigon's garbage!' The normally kind and nell ow face of Leovinus had taken on a evil green
hue. This was nmainly due to the fact that the |anp of the table on which they were now westling
was directly under Leovinus's chin.

'He may be garbage,' gasped Scraliontis, 'but he's got a gun!

"He's dead!' yelled Leovinus, his fingers beginning to tighten on the accountant's neck. If he'd
known Brobostigon had had a gun he woul d have been a bit nore careful how he'd treated him
"Arrrrgh! You' re choking ne!' screaned Scraliontis.

"I know That's what I'mtrying to do!' Leovinus tried to put sone conviction into his voice, but
he was finding it extrenely difficult to make his fingers actually constrict the accountant's
scrawny neck. | suppose you could say that Leovinus just did not have the killer instinct.
Scraliontis, on the other hand, did. As he realized Leovinus was never going to carry through what
he was attenpting, Scraliontis had tightened his hand around the table |lanp - a conventionalized
statuette of Titania with her wings providing the illumnation. As he felt the great genius's
hands falter around his neck, Scraliontis brought his knee up into Leovinus's groin. At the sane
time, he raised the table | anp and brought it crashing down onto that nagnificent craniumthat
housed Leovi nus's magni ficent brain.

Leovi nus's hands fell fromthe accountant's neck; he slunped to his knees. Crack! Scraliontis
brought the table | anp crashing down onto Leovinus's skull again and again... The extraordinary
and superb nmind registered all was not right. It blocked out the pain, then realized sonething
truly disastrous had taken place, and w sely decided to abandon all contact with the outside world
for the foreseeable future. Leovinus rolled over onto the restaurant floor unconscious, wth bl ood
pouring from his head.
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Scraliontis stared down at him Cod! He'd killed the G eat Mn!

In a panic, Scraliontis glanced around the First Cass Restaurant. D sposing of dead bodies,

al t hough not sonet hing he'd done before, was the sort of thing his accountant's mnd was really
good at, and a few nonents |later he was hurrying out of the First Cass Restaurant with a spring
in his step. In his panic, however, he had forgotten the little glowi ng silver shard that now | ay
on the floor, mngled anongst the renmains of the Maitre D Bot.

Leovi nus was w apped securely in one of the great curtains that hel ped give the First d ass
Restaurant its anbi ance of unadulterated |uxury and el egance.

6

Wi |l e Leovi nus had been thus engaged wi th business matters, The Journalist had been trying to punp
i nfornmati on out of the worknman who clainmed to have cone on board to reclaimhis parrot.

"Conme on!' said The Journalist. 'Nobody's buying that! Wat are you up to?

"l have a pet parrot,' said the workman, doggedly sticking to his absurd story. 'l always take it
with me when |'mworking. | know M Leovinus wouldn't allow a bird on board, so |I've been keeping
it hidden. But when | cane back to get it just now, | found that some bastard had opened the door
of the cage and it's escaped.'

The Journalist heaved his eyes heavenwards. He was used to hearing cock-and-bull stories but this
parrot -and-bastard one didn't even get off the slippery starting-blocks of neretriciousness.

"Look,' he said. '"I'ma journalist. | know when there's sonething fishy going on, and | know t hat
you're hiding sonmething. I'll cut a deal with you!

The workman turned on him 'I'mreally very upset! | |loved that parrot.

"You tell me everything you know about the Starship and I'Il not tell Star-Struct Inc. about the
parrot.'

They had just reached the Central Done area, and the worker was hurrying through the gallery
surroundi ng the Central Well towards the port Enbarkation Lobby.

"Why's the work got so behind? They've been cutting corners, haven't they? Leovinus seenmed to be
in the dark about it. And all these stories about the financial problems - they're true, aren't
they? What's going to happen tonmorrow? This ship isn't inafit state to take off, is it?

"That's right!' said the worker, as he strode across the Enbarkation Lobby. 'Everything you say is
true.'

"If you are enjoying your stay on board, why not celebrate with an evening in the Chanpi on Canapé
Lounge - featuring canape’s fromthe Al Blerontin Finals for six centuries? called the Deskbot.
'So0?' said The Jounali st.

'So?" said the worker, turning on The Journalist and | ooking himin the eye for the first tinme.

"I'f you see ny parrot, give it this.' He pressed a snall netal band into The Journalist's hand and
di sappeared through the main doors. The Journalist |ooked at the piece of netal in his hand; it
bore an address and a phone nunber, which The Journalist recognized as that of the Yassaccan
Enbassy in Blerontis.

The Journalist spent the next half hour or so exploring the ship on his own. He discovered nore
unfini shed areas. The starboard Enbarkati on Lobby, for exanple, was totally unfinished. Large
sections of the Second O ass Living Quarters were wanting decorating, some were even w thout beds.
He noted everything down, and returned to the Central Dome, when suddenly a figure came hurtling
round the colums of the gallery and collided with him

"Droot Scraliontis!' he exclained.

"I know who | am' snapped t he accountant.

"Just the man | was looking for!' smled The Journalist.

"Argh!' Scraliontis junped and his eyes shot guiltily over The Journalist's shoulder as if
expecting to see the Hom cide Police with their vicious trained rabbits pouring onto the Starship
to arrest the nurderer of the Greatest Genius the Gal axy Had Ever Known. 'He's not dead! | swear
it!

"Wio's not dead?' The Journalist couldn't believe how nmany juicy stories seened to be offering

thensel ves up to himtonight - if only he could pin one of themdown. 'Wo isn't dead?
Scraliontis now realized he had nmade a nistake. 'Get out of ny way!' he yelled.
"Not so fast!!' exclaimed The Journalist, but Scraliontis had reached a point beyond the bounds of

politeness. He shoved The Journalist back against a pillar and started to run. The Journali st

pi cked hinsel f up, charged after the accountant and brought hi mdown in what woul d have been
referred to as a rugby tackle if they had played rugby football on Blerontin.

Scraliontis fought with the energy of a trapped aninmal. He scratched at The Journalist's face and
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punched and ki cked. The two managed to stagger to their feet, still fighting like two snorks in a
bucket of snork-swill (an old Blerontinian expression). The Journalist, being young and fitter
soon had the accountant backed up against the barrier rail of the Geat Central Wll. As he tried
to restrict Scraliontis's novenents, he could see past himdown the dizzying depths of the Well...
down and down seemingly forever... a breathtaking, intimdating and yet sonehow i nspiring sight.
"Tell me what's going on!' The Journalist was pinning Scraliontis's arms to his side. 'Wat's the
scanf'

"Scan®?' sneered Scraliontis. You'll never find out!'’
"Ch yes | will!' said The Journali st.
"Very well! I'11 tell you everything!' replied Scraliontis. The Journalist was totally wong-

footed. He alnost said: 'Ch no you won't!' but he fortunately managed to stop hinself.

"That's very decent of you,' he managed to say, but he was not fool enough to let go of
Scraliontis's arns.

"W're going to blowit up! How about that for a story?

The Journalist was now fool enough to let go of Scraliontis's arns.

"You nean there's a bonb on board the Starship?

"But you'll never find it!' grinned Scraliontis. 'Because you won't be alive!' And suddenly
Scraliontis had something in his hand. The Journalist didn't see what it was, but he felt a stab
in the ribs. He staggered back, and | ooked up: Scraliontis was standing with one of the First
Class Dining Roomtable lanps in his hand; the sharp illumnated tip was dripping with blood.

At that very noment, however, there was a terrible screech and a flash of colours as a |large
parrot suddenly hurtled out fromthe arches straight at Scraliontis. The accountant tried to beat
it off, but the creature's wi ngs kept beating at his face and its beak was tearing at his nose and
the accountant scranbl ed back against the barrier-rail, flailing with his arnms and scream ng: ' Get
it off! Get it off!’

And then it happened.

It was one of those ironic nonments that fitted perfectly into Leovinus's current architectura
style, and it gave The Journalist his first piece of hard evidence that corners had i ndeed been
cut during the construction of the Starship Titanic.

Scraliontis had, of course, been the main instigator of the plan to reduce the construction costs
of the Starship. It had beconme clear that the whole project could never break even - let al one go
into profit. It was, in fact, heading for total enornous financial disaster. H's and Brobostigon's
reputati ons and personal fortunes were both on the line. There was only one clean, sinple,
rational solution - and that was to scuttle the ship, and claimthe insurance.

The ship was, of course, already heavily insured, and Scraliontis nmade sure that those policies
were beefed-up and that all nobneys repayable were routed through conpani es owned by hinsel f and
Br obosti gon. Construction costs had to be cut to the bone, and building restricted to the nerely
cosnetic. He had, unbeknownst to Leovinus, instructed contractors to halve and then quarter the
speci fications of any nunber of elenments on board.

One of the materials that had been severely cut back was the netal enployed in the barrier-rai
surrounding the Great Central Well. 'After all,' Scraliontis had remarked, 'there aren't going to
be any passengers to lean on it so why nake it unnecessarily strong?

The reason, he now realized, was that it nmight not be a passenger who leant on it; it night
actually be the project accountant who, in a nonment of forgetful ness, whilst under assault froma
parrot, |eant back against it. But the realization came too |late. Scraliontis heard the feeble
metal crack and next nonent found hinself falling backwards into the abyss.

By the time the horrified Journalist had nade it to the broken rail, and | ooked down, Scraliontis
was a tiny figure - still no nore than a third of the way down the Geat Central Well - turning
gently in circles, waving his arms and shouting up ever nore faintly: 'Bloody parrots!

The parrot in question alighted on The Journalist's shoul der

"Bl oody accountants!' it said.

7

The vicious rabbits had been brought back under control. The over-excited dot police had been
cal med down by their Chief, and the Yassaccan protesters |lay groaning in nangl ed bl oody heaps on
the ground. It had been a totally successful exercise in cromd managenment. Flortin R manquez
saluted smartly as he reported back to the Gat of Blerontis.

"Everyt hing under control, your Magnificent Beneficence,' he said. 'You may proceed with the

| aunch.’

"But Leovinus is still mssing,' replied the Gat, who was extrenely concerned that he m ght mss
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out on the great photo-opportunity of being seen armin armwith the Greatest Genius the Gal axy
Had Ever Produced. It was exactly the sort of thing his sagging poll-ratings needed, said his
publicity agent. 'Watever you do, get your photo next to Leovinus.' It was, indeed, the single
nost inportant thing on the Gat's mnd throughout the whol e proceedi ngs.

"Wth regret, Your Utimte Lordship,' said the Chief of Police with another sharp salute, 'the
crowd down there is fifty mllion. They are getting extrenely restive. | hunbly suggest that we
get this launch over and done with so ny boys can start dispersing themat once -otherw se we

m ght all be sorry.

The Gat coul d see what he neant. The crowd had al ready closed in over the bodies of the
unfortunate Yassaccan denonstrators, and he could see fights breaking out all over the |aunch

ar ea.

"Very well,' he sighed. 'No thank you!' he added, as the minor official offered hima 'fish-paste
sandw ch.

"I'mafraid you have to, Your Magnificence, it's all part of the cerenpny!' whispered the m nor
official hurriedly.

The Gat groaned and took the 'fish-paste' sandw ch. The band struck up the Blerontin Nationa

Ant hem and the crowd all stood on their heads - as they always did as a mark of respect to the
nonar chy.

"Sirs, madanms and things,' intoned the Gat of Blerontis into the cerenonial microphone. 'This
"fish-paste" sandwich is delicious!'’

A cheer went up fromthe crowd. The Gat sighed again, it was such a pathetic cerenpbny, he thought.
"And now it is ny privilege to launch this - the greatest Starship ever built! Fell ow

Bl erontinians, this is a proud nmonent for all of us. | name this Starship... Titanic... My |uck
be with all who fly with her.'

And so saying, the Gat let swing the be-ribboned bottle of French chanpagne* so that it snashed
into the bows of the ship. At the same nonent, the minor official pulled a cord and the sheeting
that hitherto had covered the great Starship fell to the ground in a gentle cascade of pink silk.

* It may seemodd that a civilization that had never even heard of the planet Earth and certainly
had no idea of its existence should use French champagne for such an occasion. The explanation is
rather conplicated and involves a | ot of stuff about tine-warps and Bl ack Hol es and an Inter-

Gal actic Snmuggling Ring. If were you | sinply wouldn't worry about it and just get on with the
story.

There was a gasp fromthe nultitude. Even a people used to the sight of great Starships had never
bef ore wi tnessed one of such vast structure, such flaw ess design

"Isn't she beautiful ?" sighed countless male Starship spotters, scanning their bino-scopes over
the hull for the registration nunber.

"Your munmmy built that...' nurnured countless unmarried teenage nothers to their infants.

"It's a triunmph!' exclainmed the Head Reporter, suddenly remenbering what his script had witten
down for this point.
There was a ghostly roar, as if of seas beating on a distant shore that |ies beyond the horizon of
t hought, as hugely, nmagnificently, the fabul ous ship eased its way forward fromits construction
dock. It then picked up speed, swayed a bit, wobbled a bit, veered wildly and, just as the crowd
were about to screamout in disbelieving terror, it vanished. Just like that. It had undergone
what was about to becone fanous as SMEF (Spontaneous Massive Existence Failure).

In just ten seconds, the whole, stupendous enterprise was over

8

"W're going to put the bathroom here and the door over there,' said Dan.

"It's terrific,' said Nettie. 'But |I thought the bathroomwas going to be there and the door was
going to be over here? said Lucy.

Why did he always get it so wong? Dan al ways nmade the effort and yet - no matter how hard he
tried - the things he and Lucy had di scussed only the day before entirely eluded himor cane out

al | garbl ed.
"That's what | meant,' said Dan
"It's terrific,' said Nettle. '"But, | have to tell you something...'

She was interrupted by Nigel, who was sniffing around the cellar. 'You can snell the centuries of
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vi nous pl easure oozing fromthe very brickwork!' he shouted up

'The place is only a hundred and eighty years old!' Lucy shouted back down.

"It was built as a rectory,' Dan nurmured to Nettie.

"Mm terrific,' said Nettle. 'But, |ook, Dan...

"You're not kidding!' Dan felt the enthusiasmwelling up fromdeep inside himthe way it al ways
did when he needed it to. 'W're going to have the restaurant here, on the right as you cone in -
not your nouvelle cuisine but state-of-the-art Californian. And here there'll be a bar.

Lucy gave hima withering | ook, but nercifully she didn't correct him OCh yes - now he renenbered -
the restaurant was going to be on the left; it had started off on the right, then they' d changed
it tothe left, then they'd changed it back to the right again, but then Lucy had pointed out that
the kitchen would be better on the other side so they'd gone back to the left. How the hell was he
supposed to renmenber anyway?

"Terrific,' said Nettie. 'But look...' Her voice trailed off as N gel reappeared. Nettle | ooked
adorable in her sinple Gap T-shirt that didn't quite cover her midriff and hand-knitted wai stcoat.
Ni gel put his armround her

'Li ke what you see?' he asked.

"Mmm ' said Dan.

"I mean the house,' said Nigel. Dan couldn't stand that effortless, sliny superiority that his
busi ness partner could turn on and off |ike a hosepipe of cold water. No wait a minute! Make that
"a business partner'. The Top Ten Travel Conpany was no nore. They had just sold it for what
seened to Dan a ridiculously satisfactory anount of noney.

"It's just what Lucy and | have al ways dreaned of, isn't it, Buttercup? Dan said. Lucy hated it
when he called her pet nanes in public, but she had never told him so she bl aned hersel f. She
coul d see he thought she liked it, and the mi nor deception had been going on for so | ong now that
she couldn't see how she could possibly tell him How | ong had they been together? It rust be all
of thirteen years - in fact since the very early days of the Top Ten Travel Co., when Ni gel had
chatted her up in a bar in Santa Mnica and introduced her to his business partner

Lucy had originally been strongly attracted by the suave Englishman, but as they'd all got to know
each ot her she found Dan, the quiet East Coast University man, nore real and nore understandabl e
In fact, the nore they got to know each other, the nore she wondered why on earth nobody could see
at first glance what a conplete sl eazeball N gel was.

"W're going to call it The Watergate Hotel,' said Dan

"Wn't that put off Republicans who still want to bug each other?' asked Nettle.

Ni gel patted her tight bottom 'Go and turn the car around, there's a good girl," he said. And
Nettle trotted off on her high heels down the steps of the elegant early Victorian rectory, into
t he night.

How can she let himtreat her like that, thought Lucy to herself, but said: 'Wen are you going to
sign the final release forns for the conpany, Dan?

"Ch er... I"'mnot sure...' Dan seemed suddenly nervous. '|I don't think Nigel's got themyet...'
"The forms should be waiting for us back at the hotel,' said Nigel before Lucy could expl ode.

Expl oding was a reaction to Nigel which she found increasingly natural. However, in this case, the
fuse was lit, but would keep burning until they got back to the hotel and found that (surprise!
surprise!) the release forns hadn't arrived after all and that that dammed delivery conpany had

I et Nigel down yet again. Poor Nigel! He al ways had sonme excuse or other.

They turned the lights off in the enpty house and nade their way across the drive in the darkness.
Above them the stars filled the cold night sky with astonishing clarity.

"Way hasn't Nettle turned the car round?" A twitch of irritation gave Nigel's suavity a razor-
edge.

When they got to the car, they found Nettie squinting through the lens of a single-reflex Mnolta
that she had placed on its roof.

"What on earth d'you think you' re doing, Bozo? Wen N gel sounded playful he was always at his
nost danger ous.

"Sh!' said Nettle. 'I'mtaking a photo of the house. Don't jog the car.'

"I don't know whether you've noticed, Einstein...' there was sheer joy in Nigel's voice. He |oved
ridiculing his girlfriends. 'But it's night.'

""Sright!' replied Nettle, not noving her blonde head so nuch as a millinmetre. 'I'mtaking a photo
called "Dan and Lucy's Hotel Beneath the Stars". It'll look great in the al bum Maybe you'll frame
it and hang it in the entrance hall?

"You can't take photos at night unless you' ve got a flash, Dunbbell.' N gel opened the car door
"Hey! You've jogged it!' Nettle screaned out.

"Get in, Brainbox, I'Il drive,' said Nigel
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"l guess it was |long enough,' said Nettle to Dan. 'Terrific,' said Dan

They were all just about to get in the car, when a sudden wi nd swept across the rectory |awn and
the trees blew alnost as if a hurricane had hit them- except that they blewin all directions.
"Jesus!' exclainmed Dan, gripping the side of the car, 'Wat was that?'

"Look!"' breathed Lucy. She was pointing up in the sky. "A falling star!"’

"Make a wish!' shouted Nettle.

"Holy Moly!" growl ed Nigel, who was the sort of person who had al ways preferred Captain Marvel to
Superman. 'WII you |l ook at that?!’

Above them a nobst extraordinary thing was happening. A ring of cloud had suddenly forned

i medi ately overhead and then spread out - |like a nuclear explosion - until the entire sky was
covered by a broiling layer of evil-looking cloud. Nigel went weak at the knees; Lucy shuddered;
Dan felt his stomach junp and Nettle sinply gaped.

But there was nore to cone.

The four Earth-folk heard a ghostly roar, as if of seas beating on a distant shore that lies
beyond the horizon of thought, and then hugely, magnificently, and wi thout warning a vast netallic
prong descended fromthe cloud and sliced their elegant former Victorian rectory (wth planning
perm ssion for conmercial devel opnent) in two.

Ni gel gaped; Lucy gaped; Dan gaped.

"Terrific!' nmurmured Nettle.

There was no other noise save the wind rushing crazily around in the trees as if it were | ooking
for a place to hide, and the occasional thud of filling nmasonry, as bits of the rectory that had
not al ready been di sl odged by the thing crashed to the ground.

The thing was shiny and vertical and it stretched up into the clouds as if it always had. It was
so huge - so present - that it seened to have a perfect right to be there. As they watched, a
smal | pin-point of |ight descended down the side of the thing and di sappeared into the ruined
house. Then it went up again.

The swirling clouds, meanwhile, had begun to dimnish, and by the time the pin-point of |ight
started to descend for the second tinme, the clouds had cleared to reveal the full, awesome
vastness of the thing. The wi de blade or prong that had buried itself in the house stretched up
and up alnost a nmile into the sky and there it seemed to widen out into an i nmense netallic body -
rather |ike a gigantic submarine.

"It's a spaceship,' murrmured Nettle, and she began to walk towards it as if nesnerized, her canera
dangling forgotten fromher wist. Suddenly the pin-point of |light shot up again.

"Don't! Nettle! Come back!' Dan yell ed.

But Lucy was already racing after Nettle. So Dan raced after Lucy. Nigel, in the neantine, tried
his best to help by hiding under the steering wheel.

"Don't go near it!' said Dan,

"Nettle!" Lucy was pulling her arm trying to head her back to the car. "W... we... don't know
what it is!

"It's wonderful...'" murnured Nettle. Sonething in Nettle's tone nade all three of them | ook up at
the great thing and stop whatever it was they were doing. Confronted by sonething so i mense, so
beyond their experience or inmagination, anything they did suddenly seened irrel evant - pointless.
The pin-point of light had descended into the house for the second tinme, and there was now a gl ow
conming fromthe hallway. As the three of them brought their eyes back down to earth, they froze: a
shadow had appeared on the wi ndow of the front door.

"There's sonething com ng!' Dan could feel his knees beginning to quiver. Lucy pulled at Nettle's
arm But Nettle edged forward - as if eager to greet whatever it was that was even now opening the
front door of the destroyed vicarage .

" Aggggh!' screamed Lucy as the thing energed into the starlight.

' Good evening to you, unknown life-forns,' said the thing. 'The proprietors of Starlight Trave
Inc. would like to apol ogize for any inconveni ence you may have suffered due to the inadvertent
energency parking of their vehicle.

"Arrrrghhh! Aaaaaaar ggghhh!' Lucy was by now screaning incredibly well. N gel was covering his
ears and trying to get even further under the steering wheel of the car

"It's all right, Lucy!' Dan was trying to cal mher down.

"Arrrrghhh! Aaaaaagghhhh! Arrrrrgggghhhhh!' Lucy was not about to be cal ned down by anybody. She
was confronted by an Alien From Quter Space, and she was jolly well going to have a good scream
"Sh!" said Nettie. '"It's talking to us!"’

"Quite,' said the Thing From Quter Space. 'By way of apol ogy, may we have the pleasure of offering
you a free cruise on board our Starship?'

' Per haps another day...' said Dan
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' Aaaaaaaarrrrgggh! Arrrgh! Aaaaah! Aaaggghhhh!' continued Lucy.

"Yes!' cried Nettle. '"I'd love to!"’

"Cone with ne, nmadam' said the Thing From Quter Space and turned snmartly back into the ruined
house.

"Wl l? Conme on!' said Nettle. 'Wiat a hoot!' And before either Lucy or Dan could stop her, she had
followed it through the front door

Dan hesitated, and then realized he had no choice; before Lucy could start screaning again, he was
racing after Nettle, and Lucy found herself racing after Dan.

The Thing was standing by an illum nated porch and they could now see that it appeared to be

not hing nore frightening than a smartly dressed robot weari ng headphones, who bowed politely to

t hem and apol ogi zed for having to invite theminto the service el evator.

"Pl ease do not be alarmed,' it said in a soothing voice. 'l can assure you that the Starship
Titanic is the nost |uxurious and technol ogi cally advanced Inter-Galactic Starship ever built, and
every state room has hot and cold running water and col our TV.

It bowed again and ushered themin, and sonehow or other - neither Dan nor Lucy nor Nettle could
later quite explain why - they all three found thensel ves clinbing the steps into the el evator

Bef ore they knew what was happening, the steps had retracted up behind them and the robot had
flicked a switch.

"l apol ogi ze once again for having to bring you in by the service elevator,' remarked the robot,
"entrance to the Starship is normally at Enbarkation Level .’

"Hey!' excl ai ned Dan. ' How cone you speak English?' Dan felt better now he'd found sonething
concrete to question.

"l beg your pardon, but | am not speaking... what did you say - "English"? Al robotic functions
on this ship are equipped with infra-violet translation sensors which automatically scan the brain-
i mpul ses of passengers for |anguage patterns. These patterns are then rearranged inside your heads
so that you can understand and speak intelligibly whilst on the ship. You are actually speaking
and understanding Bl erontinian. Pretty convenient for witers of science fiction - uh?

Dan wasn't sure what to nake of this last renmark -was the robot inplying that he was nothing nore
than a fignent of sone witer's mnd and that this whole thing was not really happeni ng? However,
before he could think any further along these lines, his m nd was overwhel ned by the fantastic
situation in which they now found thensel ves: they were speeding vertically up the vast kee
towards the main body of the Starship, a mle above the surface of the Earth.

Ni gel stabbed out a nunber on his nobile, and called halfheartedly out of the car wi ndow 'Dan?
Lucy? Nettle?" But his voice barely reached the crunbled brickwrk of the ruined house.
The next nonent he heard a ghostly roar - |ike seas beating on a far-off shore.

"Hel | 0?' said his nobile. 'Oxford Police Station. Can | help you?

Nigel didn't reply. He was too busy watching the vast unbelievable thing as it rose up into the
air again and disappeared towards the MIky Wy.

"Hell 0? This is Oxford Police Station,' insisted his nobile phone. 'Wo is this?

Ni gel | ooked at the smashed Victorian rectory, and the driveway where his friends had stood a few
nmonents ago, and replaced his nobile on its cradle. "It didn't happen,' he nurrmured to hinself.
"I't didn't happen.'’

You m ght have thought there was a tinge of relief in the way his shoul ders rel axed, but of course
you woul d have di smi ssed such an idea as total fantasy.

In any case, at that same nonent, N gel suddenly becanme very unrel axed again. In fact, he very
nearly junped out of his Armani trousers; he certainly hit his head on the roof of the car

"Quch!" he yelled. An old man with a flowi ng white beard was sitting quietly in the passenger
seat; there were tears in his eyes and one of his eyebrows was just about to fall off.

9

The nmonent the ship took off, Dan felt a sinking feeling in his stonach. This was, of course,
sinply the result of the incredible G Force that was being exerted upon his body. But Dan, who had
no idea that the ship had taken off, merely thought that he was getting nervous. The sinking
feeling in the stomach was quickly followed by a draining of blood fromthe brain, leading to
nmonentary | i ght - headedness, followed by total black-out.

If he hadn't just blacked-out, Dan would have noticed that the take-off had affected Lucy and
Nettle in an identical way - even though none of them knew what was happeni ng.

"Nothing to be alarned about, sir, nmadam and thing.' The polite robot seened to be addressing this
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last to the now comatose Nettle. 'A perfectly routine take-off. You life-fornms have a good snooze
whil e us nmachines get on with running the ship.' The Doorbot, itself, then blacked out and lay in
a tidy heap, while the ship accelerated at speeds far beyond its original specifications, towards
an unknown quarter of the InterGalactic Space-Tine Conti nuum

The robots on board nust have recovered consci ousness before the hunman beings. Nettle found
hersel f undressed and tucked up in bed in a tiny cabin about the size of her flat back in

Har ri ngay.

Apart fromthe size, everything about the place was unfaniliar. The sheets on the bed were made of
some naterial that felt like silk but ruch thicker and heavier. The rmug hol ding the toothbrush
bore a picture of an elderly Egyptian opera singer - or at least that's who it |ooked like to
Nettle. She'd once received a postcard of an elderly Egyptian opera singer, and had kept it in a
drawer. The toothbrush itself was rather weird, since it kept ducking its head and brushing its
own handle - rather like a bird preening itself.

Opposite the bed was a tel evision on which a snowstorm seenmed to be the only entertainment. Nettle
pi cked up the renpte, ainmed it at the TV and started pressing buttons. A cocktail cabinet rose out
of the floor; a Dustbot scuttled out of the clothes cupboard, picked up an invisible speck of
dust, squeaked, 'Thank you for appreciating a clean environnent!' and hurried back out of sight
agai n; the door opened; the lights went on and off but the TV resolutely refused to show any
programe ot her than the snow storm

"Alt! H! I"'mglad to see you have found your Personal Electronic Thingie, please keep it with you
at all times since it is your conmunication with the Starship Titanic. Wl cone aboard.' Nettle
found herself apparently being addressed by the standard | anmp that stood in the corner of the
cabin. She instinctively pulled the sheets up to cover her breasts.

"Wwee! | don't blanme you keepi ng those babies to yourself!' exclaimed the standard | anp.

"WII you turn around while | get dressed!' said Nettle. The |lanp turned around obediently. It was
the sane on the other side. 'WII you please go away?' she said.

"Hey! That'd be groovy! I've had it up to here with standing around in this cabin anyway!' The
standard | anp wal ked smartly towards the door. 'Ch by the way,' it said breezily, 'I'myour
Bel | bot. Anything you want - just ask ne. I'l|l be standing outside. Ww It's great to get a
change of scenery!' And it closed the door

"I"'msure that robot's not nmeant to behave like that,' said Nettle to herself, as she threw on her
cl ot hes and exam ned the thing she had m staken for the TV renote control. On it were a variety of
buttons. One of them had an icon of the Bellbot on it so she pressed it and the door reopened and
the Bel |l bot peered in

"Wowzeee! You look terrific in that Gap T-shirt!' it exclai ned.

"WIIl you please refrain from nmaki ng personal coments!' said Nettle rather crossly.

"Shit! No offence, man!' The Bell bot seenmed genuinely hurt. 'Wat can | do for you?

"Firstly | want to neet up with ny coll eagues. Secondly | think we probably would Iike to know how
to get off this ship.'

"Hot dog!' The Beil bot snapped its fingers with a netallic ping. 'You nmean there are nore hot
little nunbers |ike you around?

"You are behaving nost inpolitely for an android!

Nettl e knew how to address a robot 'Wuld you pl ease keep your personal comments to yourself or

otherwise | will have you reported - and you know what that'll nean.'

The Bel Il bot froze to the spot. 'Hey, man! |I'ma genuine "personality transfer" bot. It's ny
character!’

"Wll | don't like it. And you're here to serve ne so just stop it at once.

The robot went all sulky. "All right! Don't go on about it.'

"Do you know where ny friends are?

" Adj oi ni ng roons?' suggested the Bell bot.

Nettle was out of her cabin in a noment. Every door along the narrow corridor, that curved round
and out of vision, had witing on it.

"What's this say?' she asked. By way of answer the robot produced a pair of spectacles and offered
themto Nettle. Nettle hesitated, then put them on

"Transl at orspecs,' explained the Bellbot unhappily.

Nettle could now see that every door had a nane:

"Hyacinth', 'Jasnine', 'Delphinium and so on

"How tacky,' nmurmured Nettle and she started knocking on 'Cauliflower'. After a dozen or so vain
attenpts on various flora, she turned on the Bell bot which was wal ki ng quietly behind her with its
hands fol ded behind its back. 'Look! Do you or do you not know where ny friends are?

"l do not,' said the robot.
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"Do you or do you not know how | can go about finding then?' Nettle was phrasing her questions
careful ly.

"I do," said the Bellbot after sone thought.

"Then tell me how,' said Nettle, 'Guest list,' announced the robot. 'And where is that?

' Deskbot - Enbarkation Lobby - Enbarkation Floor,' replied the bot.

"Can't | just ring fromny roon®?

"Not fromthe Super CGalactic Traveller Cass Suites, no.'

Then show me the way to the Enmbarkation Lobby,' said Nettle.

"Ah!" replied the Bellbot, '"I"'mafraid | can't |eave this deck, but if you go along to the lifts,
the Liftbot will take care of all your vertical transportation requirenents, and then a Door bot
will escort you round the Enbarkation Lobby.'

Nettl e sighed. She could already tell that travelling Super Galactic Class was not going to be
gl anor ous.

Lucy canme to her senses to hear a | oud knocking sound. She sat up and | ooked around an unfanmiliar
room It was tiny, cranped and had a hideous |anpstand in one corner. The television wasn't
wor ki ng properly and the col our schene was a ghastly pink. There was a constant grinding sound
com ng fromunderneath the floor and besides that there was this wetched knocki ng on what she now
began to recogni ze as the door

"Lucy!" Lucy now realized there was a voi ce acconpanyi ng the knocking. 'Open the door!' It was
Dan,

" How?"

"You've got a little renote control thingie - use that,' shouted Dan

After a bit of funbling she nanaged to get the door open, and there was Dan, standing in a dingy
corridor running his fingers through his hair |ike he always did.

"Thank God you're OK!'' He smiled that nmle-wide smle of his, and Lucy flung herself at himas if
she were drowni ng

"VWhat happened?' she cri ed.

"W're going to find out.' Thank goodness he sounded nore confident than he felt.

"W're in that spaceship, aren't we?' Lucy wi shed she didn't sound so unconfident - because now
she had Dan there, she really felt everything was going to be all right.

"Let's find Nettle and get out of this thing as fast as possible,' said Dan. 'Apparently we can
only | ocate other passengers by going up to the Enbarkation Lobby. You'd think a thing this

sophi sticated woul d have roomto-roomtel ephones!

The lift entrance in the Super Gl actic Traveller O ass offered no view of the Central Well. But
once you stepped into the lift, the sudden sheer vastness of the Wll took you by surprise. Lucy
and Dan found thensel ves speechl ess.

"Huh!' said the Liftbot. 'If sir, nadamor thing would care to give some indication of their
vertical traveling requirements | night be able to get on with ny job - such as it is.

' The Enbarkation Lobby, please,' said Dan

"You're asking ne to go up?

"Am | ?' asked Dan

' The Enbarkation Lobby is on the Enbarkation Level, sir,' said the Liftbot in the tone of voice
nmost people would only dream of using to address particularly stupid patches of danp.

"Then that's where we'd like to go.'

" up?"

"l suppose so.

The Liftbot fetched up a groan fromdeep within, and nmuttered to itself 'Young peopl e nowadays!
Don't give a tinker's cuss for themas went through the hell of two world wars that |eft sone of
us with one armand a broken narri age.

Lucy kicked Dan, as she felt himabout to reply. 'Just take us to the Enbarkation Lobby,' she said
in her best Rodeo Drive No Hostages Taken voice that she used when buying antique rugs.

The Liftbot stifled a pathetic sniffle, put its hand to the handle sticking out fromits chest and
pushed it up with a sigh. The el evator gathered speed and the humans were once agai n sil enced by

t he spectacul ar magni fi cence of the Starship.

Lucy put her hand into Dan's. In her dreans she had i magi ned places of such scal e and spl endour
but she had al ways known that they belonged strictly to the world of the inagination. And yet here
she was - in an interior that matched up to her dreanms. The old rectory, which Dan had been so
crazy about, |ooked pretty tawdry conpared to this.

She gl anced si deways at Dan. She coul dn't guess what he was thinking. She never coul d.
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As they stepped out of the elevator into the loggia at the top of the Great Central Well, they
caught sight of a blonde figure in high heels disappearing into the far door. By the tine they
reached t he Enbarkati on Lobby, they found Nettle apparently deep in conversation with a desk
Iight.

"This is the Enmbarkation Lobby, sir and madam' A Doorbot had al ready wheel ed over and was
gesticulating in front of themin a rather neaningless fashion. 'As Super Galactic Travellers you
are entitled to pass through this | obby but you may not use the seating acconmodati on or the

bat hroons. Super Galactic Class facilities are available on your own decks.

"Look, we're not travelling,' said Dan. 'W just want to know how to get out of this thing.'

At that nmonment Nettle, who seemed to be getting nowhere with the desk light, turned and spotted
them 'Hey! There you are!' she called, and then turned back to the desk light and said: 'Listen
bul b-brain, you can fill your own request forms in - in triplicate - and shove them up your

| ampshade! " The desk light rested its head in its hands and pretended to be | ooki ng sonmewhere

el se.

"Cet off this thing? the Doorbot was repeating to itself, as Nettie joined them

"Yeah!' replied Dan. 'W want to get out - |ike the quickest way.'

"Chh!' Nettle | ooked a bit puzzled. 'Don't you just want to see round a bit?

Dan found he was nore and nore surprised by this extraordi nary worman. 'Look round a bit?' he
exclaimed. "Aren't you scared?

"Well - a bit - but it's so exciting! And these things seemto be perfectly harm ess.' Nettie gave
the Doorbot a chuck under the chin. It sniffed and pretended to flick a bit of fluff off its

sl eeve. A Dustbot shot out fromthe skirting, picked up the imaginary bit of fluff, squeaked and
shot back into the skirting again.

"It's amazing, isn't it? ventured Lucy uncertainly.

"Sensational!' agreed Nettie.

"But we've got to be sensible,’ said Dan, adopting his '"I'min charge' nanner that never fooled
anyone. 'We ought to find the exit - so we know where we are - and then - nmaybe - we could explore
a bit if you really want.

"I"'mafraid you can't, sir.' The Doorbot sniffed in that particular way designed to make anyone,
who hasn't paid a fortune for their ticket to snooty travel agents in Kensington, feel |ike
unwant ed dandr uf f.

"Can't what?' said Lucy.

"I amafraid you can't |eave the ship,' replied the Doorbot. 'Now if you wouldn't m nd hurrying
through to your own decks -'

"WAit a minute!' Dan had decided to turn nasty, which, in his case, was usually as nasty as a
packet of Band-Aids. 'Wat do you nmean "we can't |eave the ship"?

"Are we prisoners? Nettle sounded faintly thrilled.

'No, nadam or thing, of course you are not prisoners; it is sinply a physical inpossibility for
you to |leave at this nonent in time because the Starship is in flight.' The Doorbot coughed and
indicated the loggia and the Great Central Wll. 'l suggest you all go down to the Super Galactic
Travel l er O ass Restaurant where you will encounter plain home cooking with a great doorway.'

The news that they were in flight had a remarkable effect on the three human beings. |f there had
been a wi ndow, they would all have undoubtedly dashed to it. As there was not, all the energy that
woul d have gone into that dashing had to be used up sonehow. Nettle used it up by doing sone

aer obi ¢ novenents designed to release stress. Lucy and Dan used it up by shouting at Nettie.

"You see what you've done! Ch ny God! W're in space! It's all your fault!' Dan chose plain abuse.
"I knew it!' Lucy was going for guilt-provoking self recrimnation. 'I knew we shouldn't have
foll owed that dunmb peroxi de airhead!

"Please refrain fromshouting on the Enbarkati on Level. There may be First or Second d ass
passengers about. You may shout as nmuch as you want on the Super Galactic Traveller O ass decks,"
sai d the Doorbot and he again indicated the way down.

Nettl e was hol ding up her hands. 'Hey! Hey! Guys! Cal mdown!'

"Way should we cal mdown!?" Dan had hit Histrionic Mbde. 'You've just destroyed our future hone!
You' ve forced us onto an alien spacecraft! And now we're not even on Earth any nore! God knows how
we'll ever get back!’

"Please!’ said Nettle. "I didn't destroy your future hone.’

"No! No! | know |'msorry! | just got carried away!' Dan didn't know why he'd said that.

"And if we really are in the situation this robot tells us we're in, we'd better keep our heads
and decide how to get out of it.'

" Arrrggggghh! Aggggggghhhhhh! Arrrrghhhhhhhh!!* Lucy had decided to set aside her admiration for
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t he fabul ous decor of the ship and had reverted to Primal Scream Mode.

' Pl ease scream on the Super Galactic Traveller C ass decks only!' urged the Doorbot.

"W nmust do sonething' began Nettle;

"DO?!"' shouted Dan. 'DO?! WHAT CAN VE DO?!'

"l suggest,' said Nettle firmy, "we find the Captain - there nust be one - explain our situation -
and ask himto take us hone.'

"Fine! Ch fine!' Dan was beside hinself with sarcasm 'FINEl Find the Captain! Wiy didn't | think
of that? Ch yes! Brilliant idea!... Actually that is a pretty good idea.’

"Arrgh! Aaaaaagh! Arrrrrgh!' continued Lucy after a short pause.

"Shut up!' said Dan. It was the first tine he had ever spoken to Lucy like that, and she shut up
in surprise.

"Where can we find the Captain?' Nettie turned to the Doorbot, who was | ooki ng about anxiously to
make sure that no ot her passengers were being i ncommoded by all this Super Galactic Traveller

Cl ass screani ng.

'The Captain, madamor thing, is to be found on the Captain's Bridge,' said the Doorbot coldly
with killing Ilogic.

"And where do we find that?'

"You don't,' said the robot firmy. 'The Captain's Bridge is accessible only fromthe First O ass
accommodati on.'

"Well surely we can just go through in order to get to the Bridge? reasoned Nettle.

"I"'mafraid not,' sniffed the Doorbot. "All travelling area restrictions are strictly observed on
this vessel.

"Ch cone off it!' exclained Dan. 'This is an energency!’

"Over there!' said Nettle. She had just put on her translatorspecs and could now read the words
"FI RST CLASS PASSENGERS ONLY BEYOND THI'S PO NT* on a door at the other end of the | obby.

"That's pretty neat!' exclainmed Dan, when Nettle had expl ai ned how she knew whi ch way to go.
"Arrrrgh!' said Lucy. "Sorry! | didn't mean to screanml It's just that robot noved so fast!' And it
was true: the nonent Dan and Nettle and Lucy stepped towards the First C ass entrance, the Doorbot
had overtaken them and was standing in between them and the doorway.

"I regret, sir, nmadam and thing.'

"Stop calling me a thing,' said Nettle.

"Super Calactic Class Travellers are not allowed beyond this point. Nowif you'd kindly return to
your own decks...'

"Get out of the way, Jeeves,' said Dan and he pushed past the robot.

"Sir will find the door sealed,' sniffed the Doorbot, "and if you do not return to your own
quarters | shall be forced to call the ship's security officers. They have vicious rabbits.'

Dan and Lucy were by now pushing and pulling on the First C ass door, but it was clearly a

poi ntl ess exerci se.

" There nust be another way of doing this,' said Nettle. Something about her tone of voice made Dan
and Lucy cal mdown and return to rational thinking.

"CK!'' said Dan. Let ne handle this. After all, travel is - or has been - ny business. Wat we have
here is the commonest problemknown to travellers the world over. How do we get a free upgrade?
The Doorbot went silent.

"Ha!' Dan recogni zed the response i nmedi ately: corporate dunmb insolence! 'If you don't tell us how
to get a free upgrade inmediately | shall report you to the Travel Association.' It was a bl uff
but it seened to succeed.

"l cannot help you there, sir.' The contenpt in the robot's voice was now so pal pable it nade
Dan's skin feel rough. You will have to inquire with the Deskbot.' And he indicated the desk |anp
that Nettle had been talking to earlier

"Huh!' snorted Nettie. 'That machine's about as hel pful as a strapless ball-gown under G Force!'
Rut Dan had already run over to the Deskbot, and was now preparing to huniliate hinself on an
heroi c scal e.

"Look,"' he began. 'We have been m s-assigned our accommpdation. This - as | expect you recognize -
is Goria Stanley, the actress.' Dan pointed at Nettle who imedi ately caught on to his drift and
dutifully treated the Deskbot to a sultry look. 'I am her manager and this young |ady is her
lawyer.' Lucy really did | ook the part in her pinstripe power suit. 'W should have been given
First Class tickets but our travel agent screwed up the booking. Can you reassign us inmmediately?
The Deskbot raised its shade or head and stared with its two |anps straight at Dan. He squirned
but held his conposure.

" And which travel agency would that be?' asked the Deskbot.

"Top Ten Travel.' Dan was well into his role by now.
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The Deskbot blinked a few tines, as if running through a file somewhere in its database. There was

a sort of "bing!' noise and it drumred its fingers on the desk. 'I have no record of such an
agency in the Gl axy.'

"l can assure you it does exist,' said Dan, whilst thinking, "Well, it did exist up to this
nor ni ng. '

"Look, we nust get an upgrade to First.' Lucy had decided to chinme in.

'Ch yes, madam' The Deskbot had becone insolently polite. 'And to whose account should this
"upgrade" be charged?’

'Mayem Rader and Lizt,' said Lucy. It was the nane of her law firm

"W have no record of such a conpany,' said the Deskbot.

"You didn't even check your database!' exclaimed Lucy indignantly.

The Deskbot blinked a couple of times and there was another 'bing!' noise. The Deskbot | eant

f orwar d:

"l can only upgrade you if you pay the difference in advance.

"How much is it?" Dan felt they were on a slippery slope here.

"Seventy mllion pistres or two pnedes. Currency is not accepted and you may only pay by Galactic
Gold Credit Card.'

"l don't think you quite appreciate who Goria Stanley is...' Dan decided to change tack

"l don't give a stuff who "G oria Stanley" is,' said the Deskbot suddenly and rather surprisingly.
"l can only upgrade you if you pay in advance with a Galactic Gold Card.'

"Ch, let it go," nuttered Nettle, who hated this sort of thing.

"Look,"' said Lucy in her best |lawyer's conciliatory tone, 'there nust be sone way you coul d
organi ze an upgrade for us. W' re valuable custoners.'

The Deskbot seened to do a quick check this time on a small screen set in the desk. ' Super

Gal actic Traveller Class - Conplinentary,' it read. 'You're on free tickets?!'

"Exactly! We're valued customers! Celebrities!' Dan had thrown caution to the wind. But the
Deskbot shook its shade. If it had had a lip, it would have curl ed.

"I"'msorry, there is absolutely nothing I can do. You sinply cannot upgrade to First O ass from
Super Galactic Traveller Class - let alone on a conplinentary ticket. Perhaps if you were Second
Class | could do sonething.'

"Look!"' said Nettie to the desk light 'W don't care what class we travel.

"l do!' said Dan.

"So do I'!" exclaimed Lucy.

"All we want to do,' Nettle continued, 'is talk to the Captain. Can you put us through to hin®’

"l have no neans of contacting the Captain,' replied the Deskbot. 'And, in any case, it is against
conpany policy to allow Super Galactic Class Travellers - especially conplinmentary ones - access
to any of the senior officers.’

"God!'" nuttered Nettle to the other two. 'I can't stand this sort of thing. There nust be some way
of getting through to the Captain.'

"How can we get reassignhed to Second O ass?" Lucy knew now that Dan was well and truly in the grip
of that nost powerful force known to man - the desire for a free upgrade. Nothing could stop him
'That, surely can't be too nuch to ask?' Dan was hal fway between whi ning and caj ol i ng.

The Deskbot started to | ook earnestly at the ceiling.

That's a pretty shade you're wearing.' Lucy had decided to try another approach

"It's just the conmpany col ours,' said the Deskbot.

"But it suits you,' said Lucy.

Dan rolled his eyes.

"Look!' He tried to reassert control on the discussion, but the Deskbot interrupted.

"You have free upgrade vouchers in your roons. Now, please, | have better things to do.

10

"Vouchers?' Dan was grunting this as they raced back through the |loggia at the top of the Central
Well. "Isn't that the travel industry all over? Why do they never tell you these things in the
first place?

The Liftbot was in a cheerier mood - but only just. 'Down?' it said. 'That's what Chal ky Wite
yelled at ne outside that fox-hole at Ypres. It was the last thing he ever did say. Buzz-bonmb took
himout - same bonb as took out ny armand leg. "Down!" | can hear his voice to this day..

By the time the elevator had reached the Super Galactic Traveller O ass deck, the three had heard
a full account of the rudinentary nedical facilities available at the Caen dressing station, the
techni cal details of cleaning out gangrene froma deep wound and a near-conplete itenization of
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the Allied Forces requisitioning techniques in Cyprus. For a robot froma civilization which knew
nothing of the Earth, it was a very inpressive performance.

"God, | just hope we don't have to use that elevator nany nore tines,' groaned Dan, as the three
raced of f down the Super Galactic Traveller Cass corridor.
"Primula... Dahlia... Chrysanthemum ..' Nettle was reading the names with her transl atorspecs.

"W don't even know what ours were called,' mnpaned Lucy.

" Ah! "Cabbage",' said Nettie. 'This is mne!’

She gained entry with her PET (Personal Electric Thingie) and found her upgrade voucher on the

| ast page of her copy of the Super Galactic Travell er Magazine - just after the Duty Free Shopping
article.

"Look!"' she said to the other two. 'Wiile you're trying to find your roons, I'll go and get ny
upgrade. |'ve had an idea.' She hurried back to the Enbarkation Lobby, trying to ignore the
Liftbot's account of life on an arnmy pension and no disablement grant, and while the Deskbot
reluctantly stanped her ticket with her upgrade to Second C ass, she inquired:

"l suppose the Engine Roomis aft, is it?

"At the end of the Grand Axial Canal, Second C ass, through which you are now entitled to pass.
Here is another voucher entitling you to a free glass of Mon-swill at the Bar.' The Deskbot
handed Nettie another ticket and switched itself off.

Nettie went as fast as she could - her high heels echoing round the loggia - towards the entrance
to the Second d ass Area.

Meanwhi | e, Lucy and Dan were trailing miserably round the SGI corridors pointing their Persona
El ectronic Thingies at each door in turn. But to no effect.

"VWhat was Nettie's plan?' Dan decided to take their nminds off the present hopel ess task... 'She
sai d sonet hi ng about the Engi ne Room' grunted Lucy.

' Maybe she knows about engi nes?' said Dan

"Nettle?! Ch sure! Hey! There was a click! | swear!' Lucy tried one of the doors, but it was
resol utely shut agai nst them

"Well, you know, for one of N gel's binbos that Nettle's pretty bright.' Dan nodded to hinsel f.
"Oh. | didn't realize you were interested in her nmind,' replied Lucy.

"What's that supposed to nmean?' Dan was taken by surprise.

"I't's opening!' exclainmed Lucy as one door seenmed to give for a nmonment. "Ch! No, it isn't.
"She's a nice girl,"' said Dan

"You ought to know. You've been ogling her ever since dinner... God! Wen was that? It seens |ike
alifetime ago!'

"I wasn't ogling her.' Dan's '"injured innocence' count was incredibly high sone days.

" Anyway' Lucy was now working off her frustration - 'if Nettle's so bright, how cone she all ows
Nigel to treat her like a Barbie doll?

' Does she?'

'That sort of wonan nmakes ne sick! Wiy doesn't she stand up for hersel f?

"She still might be quite bright,' Dan ventured without nuch hope. Lucy's powers of certitude

al ways had a crushing effect on him

"There is no correl ati on between size of brain and size of tits, penis-head!' Lucy had a crue

si de.

"CGot it!" Dan had just pointed his PET at a door and it had - wonderfully and graciously - swing
open for them

"Transl atorspecs!' Lucy rapped out her order to the lanpstand, found the Super Galactic Traveller
Magazi ne stuck in a rack alongside a | eaflet about aerobics classes, a list of self-operated
washi ng machine facilities available to SGI passengers, a 132-page formin which to record your
personal passenger-satisfaction rating, and a small leaflet entitled: 'Wiat To Do In The Event O
Fire'. Evidently the reconmended action was to stay extrenely calmand renain cool at all tines.
You were advised to stay in your cabins and not to fly and contact any of the staff. And, once
again, you were adnonished to renmain relaxed and enjoy the renai nder of the flight.

"Do you think it's getting colder? asked Lucy as she tore out the voucher fromthe nmagazi ne.
"Anyway,' said Dan, 'I was not ogling Nettle.'

Nettie shivered as she waited for the door to the Second Class Area to open. For a brief nonent
she wi shed her Gap T-shirt covered her midriff. But then, as the door opened and she stepped

t hrough, her nmind was swanped by the sight before her. She found herself standing on the nmain
jetty of the Grand Axial Canal, Second Class. It stretched out in front of her, under a sinulated
sky. Wde colums marked out the elegantly curved walls, and burning braziers dotted the cana
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embanknments. Al over the canal, autonated gondolas plied |lazily back and forth, their robot
gondol i ers singing pleasantly - a song that brought harnmony and peace to the main thoroughfare of
the Starship Titanic:

' She gave him | ovel!l

She swung above!

She ki ssed himon his sniling handsore |ip.
The gondol i er

Sang in her ear:

She gave him six pnedes as a tip!'

Nettle clinbed into the nearest gondola and the singing stopped. 'Take nme to the Engi ne Room' she
sai d.

"Si! Work-Place Chum of Victorious Athletics Coach!' said the gondolier and off they drifted down
the Grand Axial Canal.

"Tell me,' said Nettie. 'Shouldn't you be singing when you've got a passenger rather than the

ot her way round?

"Si! Perspicacious Lady Othodontist!' replied the robot, breathing evenly with the exertion of
propelling the craft. 'There nust be sonething wong with the ship's central intelligence system'
Netti e nodded and nade a nmental note of this.

The gondol a took her straight down the very middle of the Gand Axial Canal. The pace was rel axed,
and the whol e anbi ance so far away from what she ever inmagi ned being on a spaceship to be like -

I et alone an alien spaceship - that Nettie found herself |eaning back agai nst the cushions and
letting her mind drift...

She wondered why she didn't feel nore distressed by her situation. It was alnost as if she felt
there was sone benign presence in the Starship - sonmething or soneone that she knew woul d take
care of them- and yet it was not conplete. Nettie shook her head - the thoughts were all a little
too shapel ess to nmake sense.

And t hen what about Nigel? Wiy didn't she miss himnore? For three nonths now her whole life had
revol ved around him She had nmade sure his diary was up to date and that he | ooked at it. She'd
made hi m change his socks every day and had washed his underpants by hand. She nust |ove hima
lot! And yet she knew he'd just gone out of her life... Not just because they'd been ki dnapped by
an alien starship full of robots... Heavens above! She knew they'd return to Earth. She knew t hey
woul dn't be harnmed. But Nigel would not be there for her. Sonmething was broken and yet she didn't
seemto regret it.

The gondol a bunped. They had reached the jetty.

' The gondolier was on his knees
She blew a kiss fromher trapeze.'

sang the robot gondolier, as soon as Nettie was out of the gondol a.

" Thanks!' said Nettle.

"And that was when the lady |lost her grip..." sang the robot.

Netti e adjusted her translatorspecs and i medi ately saw a notice which read: 'Crew and Personne
only'. She followed the sign down a stainless steel corridor towards a set of glow ng blue doors.
As she approached there was no perceptibl e engine noise - unless that distant rustling of |eaves
was it - or was it the beating of a sea upon a distant shore? Nettie felt a thrill pulse through
her - and then realized it was just a chill. It really was getting very cold in the ship. And was
it her imagination or was her breathing getting nore difficult?

At the lum nous blue doors, Nettle waved her John Lewis Credit Card and said in a commandi ng voi ce
that she had never ever used before: 'Special Custons and Excise Search Warrant. Open up!'’

There was a slight hesitation. The gl owi ng bl ue doors opened a crack and then shut again,
hesitated, and then obediently opened up

The Engi ne Roomwas so similar to the sort of thing you' d see in a science fiction filmthat
Nettle felt she knew exactly where she was. Except what was that black, black darkness behind the
thick wi ndow? There didn't seemto be anything there and yet all the wiring and so forth seenmed to
be connected to it.

Nettie | ooked around for the intercom Her idea had been quite a sinple one: if they wanted to
communi cate with the Captain, and they couldn't get up to the Captain's Bridge to speak to him
personal |y, then she'd tel ephone himfromthe Engine Room There had to be sone sort of

conmuni cati on between the Bridge and the engi neers.
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In the corner there was a snall cabinet. Maybe that was it? She opened the doors to reveal two
buttons.

One read: 'Bonmb Monitor' and the other: 'Press To Armi. A sudden wave of cold, even col der than
the current tenperature of the ship, swept through Nettie's body. 'Bonb!?" Was there a bonb on
boar d?

Nettl e pressed the button that read 'Bonb Mnitor'. A polite voice said: 'Thank you for enquiring
about the status of the Mega-Scuttler Corporation's SD-96 Full Force Mega-Scuttler - 'A Bonb To Be
Proud OF' - which has been installed, for your convenience, upon this Starship. It is ny pleasure
to informyou that the Mega-Scuttler is currently not activated. Thank you for showi ng an interest
in bonbs.'

"Bit of arelief," thought Nettle. 'Now where's the interconf’

What happened next is totally unclear. Certainly Nettle herself had no recollection. She
remenbered clinbing up the |adder next to the armour-plated wi ndow. She could recall feeling

col der than ever and finding her breathing harder and then feeling a force gripping her... a force
pul i ng her sideways off the ladder... a force so vast that she thought she was bei ng sucked into
a Black Hole or sonething... as she felt herself falling horizontally off the | adder towards

what ever it was behind the perspex wi ndow... The next thing she knew she was whirling round in
bl ackness - fighting for her life..

11

Dan and Lucy were having trouble.

They had both procured their vouchers and had successful |y wheedl ed an upgrade to Second Cl ass out

of the Deskbot, but the trickier negotiation re an upgrade to First Class was proving to be a
remar kabl y harrow ng experience.

"You have no Credit Card. You are not nenbers of the Sixty MIlion Mles Cub. You are not even
regi stered Frequent Travellers. This whole discussion is pointless. You will find the Second C ass

facilities on board this Starship nore than adequate for your requirenents.

How coul d even a robot be so unbelievably, unremttingly snotty, wondered Dan.

"Dan!' said Lucy. 'W're wasting our breath in fact, is it ny inmagination or is it getting harder

to breathe?

Dan sniffed the air. Lucy was right. It was also getting colder. 'Jesus!' he nuttered.

"The air and heating are at normal |evels,' announced a Doorbot.

"That's bullshit!"' snapped Lucy. 'It's getting colder and it's getting nore difficult to breathe!
"l can assure you that the air supply and the tenperature are set to maxi mum for Super Galactic

Travel ler Cass confort,' said the Doorbot.

"Are you trying to tell us there are different levels of air supply for the different classes of

travel l er?' exdai med Dan.

"Not normally, sir, no,' replied the Doorbot. 'However, should the ship be travelling w thout
First or Second O ass passengers, the oxygen and heating will - naturally - be lowered to the

confort requirenents of Super Galactic Traveller C ass passengers.'

"Jesus!' exclainmed Lucy. You guys are the nost cynical bunch | have ever cone across!

"I"'mgoing straight to the Travel Association when | get hone!' Dan was not nessing about any

| onger. He was now beginning to sweat with panic despite the cold. 'There isn't enough air to

br eat he!"

"There is anple air and heat for the Super Galactic Traveller decks, sir, but unfortunately it is

getting di spersed over the whole ship.

Lucy, neanwhile, was back at the Deskbot, hanmmering on the desk

"I"'msorry, madam' the Deskbot was saying, 'but it is conpany policy to supply First and Second
Class air and heat only if there are First and Second O ass passengers on board.'

"But we are Second Cl ass passengers now'

"l have no record of any Second C ass passengers on board.'

"But you just gave us an upgrade! We had vouchers!

"I'"'mafraid vouchers are not processed until the end of the nonth. Thank you for your enquiry.

The Deskbot suddenly turned itself off.

"All right... Al right..." Dan was trying to work hinself round to 'Decisive Mdde'. '"It's vita

we all stick together. Go and get Nettie, while | try and sort this ness out.'

"But if | go and get Nettie, we won't all be sticking together.' Lucy's rational streak tended to

obt rude whenever Dan was in 'Decisive Mde'

"Al'l right! I'Il go and get her.'

"That's the sanme thing! Anyway, why are you so worried about Nettie?
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"I"'mnot! | just think we all ought to keep together in case one of us needs help.'

"Li ke what sort of help do we give if we're all running out of air and freezing to death?
"All right! Don't go and |l ook for Nettie! But what are we going to do?

Dan sounded so desperate - so forlorn - and yet, oddly, Lucy preferred it to 'Decisive Mde'
"I'll see if |I can find a supply of oxygen. You get us up to First d ass!

"But that's still not "sticking together"!' npaned Dan

"l never said we should stick together. That was your idea,' said Lucy. Then she put her arns
round Dan and gave hima big kiss on the cheek. 'Cheer up, Second Class Traveller! I'msure we're
going to be all right!" And with that she had gone, and Dan suddenly felt terribly alone.

So alone... he felt he could pick his loneliness up in his hands and hug it... but even as he felt

this, he realized it wasn't the absence of Lucy that nade himfeel enpty inside. There was
sonet hi ng el se

12

Lucy had a good brain even though she had lived all her life in LA Despite the continual exposure
to carbon nmonoxi de and people fromthe filmindustry, she had renmained smart. She had trained as a
|l awyer and was well regarded in the firmwhere she practised. Her speciality was entertai nment

| aw, but she still liked to use that brain of her, and here was a good opportunity.
"Where woul d they keep the oxygen equi pnent?' She actually said it aloud as she paced round the
loggia at the top of the Central Well. 'Got it!' Suddenly she knew exactly where to | ook. God! It

was so great to be bright! She'd al ways thanked her stars that she hadn't been born a busty binmbo
i ke sone people she could think of.

"A departnent store,’ she told herself, '"would have a plan of the store by the elevators... So...
And sure enough there it was! By the elevators - even though this wasn't a departnent store. She
pressed a small button and a |arge area of the floor lit up displaying the plan of the Starship
Titanic. What's nore she could zoomin and out with a second control. This was better than

anyt hing they had at Macy's.

Lucy slipped on her translatorspecs and read: 'Medical Centre'. That was where she'd find oxygen.
And wi thout waiting to take advantage of any of the special offers the plan of the ship assured
Second O ass Passengers they would be delighted with, she hurried towards the Starship's Medica
Centre.

The Medical Centre of the Starship Titanic took up a whol e 400-yard section of the main hull -

under the Enbarkation Level. It was dazzlingly new and clean and it said: 'Hello, and welcone to
the Medical Centre of the Starship Titanic. A place to enjoy and savour the Good Things of Life
while you still have it - not just sonmewhere to be sick in. W guarantee you will feel no pain

once you have placed your credit card in our Card Care Machi ne.

"Jesus!' thought Lucy, 'could they do with a new copy-witer!' Her breathing was all the tine
becoming a little nore difficult, and it was noticeably col der. She |ooked around for anything
that m ght resenble an oxygen cylinder and suddenly froze in a way that had nothing to do with the
tenperature

Unli ke the rest of the ship, the Medical Centre was not unpopul ated. There were two people - or
were they people? There were two figures on the floor, and one of them was | ooking straight at

her. Lucy stared back. Somehow she knew, wi thout a shadow of doubt, that he was not human. He

| ooked human enough, but there was a curious 'otherness' about him It was intangible subtle..
intriguing... Then she noticed he had the nost beautiful orange eyes..

Lucy screaned and turned to escape, but the alien had already leapt to his feet, and the door of
the Medi cal Centre had cl osed behind her. In her panic, even her mghty brain couldn't work out
how to open it again.

A powerful armgripped her round the neck, and a voice that sent a shiver right through her said:
"Don't struggle. | can break your neck.'

Lucy went kind of linp. She always clainmed she didn't actually faint, but The Journalist, for this
is who had his arm around her neck, |ater said he dragged her over to the nearest bed and laid her
out unconscious for several m nutes.

When Lucy cane round, she saw her bl ood-stained assail ant bent over a dead body. She realized

i medi ately he was a crazed killer searching through his victims clothes - such odd cl othes, Lucy
noti ced: strange colours, strange cut, strange materials... It was at this point that she al so
realized she was tied down to the bed.

The full horror of her situation suddenly hit her like a forty-tonne truck hitting a shop w ndow
she was shattered and her alarmwent off. 'Aaaaaarggh! Aarrrrrgrh! Arggggggggh!' screaned Lucy.
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The Journalist |ooked across at her and clicked his teeth in annoyance.

" Shut up!' he snarl ed.

Ch ny God! The Murderer had spoken to her! Here she was - a defencel ess worman, tied down onto a
bed, waiting for this violent sadist to finish rifling the pockets of his last victimand then
conme across to her and do do what... do whatever he likes! That's what! To her! To Lucy Webber - a
graduate of UCLA | aw school

' Aaaaaaaaaargh! Arrrrrrrgh! Aaaaargggghhh!' Lucy had never screaned so well or so effectively in
her life. Unfortunately the effect was not to bring Dan running to her rescue, but to attract the
unwant ed attentions of her nurderous assail ant.

He cane across and stared into her eyes. The screans died on her lips as she registered the crue
twist of his nouth and the sadistic glint in those beautiful orange-coloured eyes. The next nonent
she saw his bl ood-stai ned hand nove to cover her nouth.

"Listen!' said the Psychopath. 'There's a bonb on board this ship! It's going to expl ode and take
us with it unless I can find it quick! So just SHUT UP with the screaming - | can't think and it
mekes nme crazy!'’

God! thought Lucy, it was just like one of those filns, where the heroine is captured by the
serial killer-rapist and yet finds herself strangely drawn to him 'Wat am | thinking about?!’
Lucy suddenly brought herself up short. 'Aaaaaah! Aaargh!' Screaning really seened the only
sensible alternative.

"Didn't you hear what | said? The Killer-Rapist was now glaring into her eyes once again. Lucy
felt her bowels go soft with fear and her breath grew even scarcer than it was. 'There is a bonb.
| have to find the bonb.'

Lucy went quiet, and thought about this. A bonmb was clearly not good news.

The murderer returned to his victimand continued exam ning his pockets - of which there were
rather a lot. Scraliontis had al ways been an expensive dresser, and you could always reckon on his
suits having nore pockets than anyone else's - that being the fashion of the day.

" Suffering supernovae!' thought The Journalist, |'ve never seen so many pockets!'’

"Whay are you doing that?' Lucy surprised herself with the steadi ness of her voice.

"I"'mlooking to see if he's got a plan or anything to show where the bonb is,' said The
Journal i st.

"Why shoul d he have?' asked Lucy.

" Stop asking questions,' snapped The Journali st.

"l just asked why?

' Because he planted the bonb.'

"Ch,' said Lucy. 'Thank you.' And then thought:

"Way on Earth am | being polite to someone who's just about to kill ne? Maybe even rape ne first!
O maybe he isn't.' Muybe there were mitigating circunmstances. Maybe the Psychopath wasn't a
psychopat h? Maybe he was a caring fanmily man with a flair for initiating excitenment, who was
resourceful in danger and yet prepared to submit to the will of a strong and | ovi ng woman. .

"I's that why you killed hinP'" Lucy felt surprisingly childish asking the question. 'Because he

pl anted t he bonb?’

"I didn't kill him'

Suddenly Lucy saw the murderer in a new light. For a start he wasn't a nurderer. In the second

pl ace she noticed he was hurt hinself; he seemed to be in sone pain as he bent over the body.

Per haps he wasn't going to rape or kill her either.

'Haaaa!' The Journalist gave a yell that nmade Lucy junp.

'Have you got it?'" Lucy asked nervously.

"Shut up!' said Thejournalist. He had a snall piece of paper which he was now stuffing into one of
hi s many pockets (although he didn't have nearly as nany as Scraliontis).

'Hey! Hey! You can't |eave ne here!' Lucy had gone fromabject terror to incensed indignation in

Il ess tinme than nost people could go fromfeeling OKto still feeling OK
"I can't waste tine!' snapped The Journalist. "It may go off any second!' And he nade for the
door.

"DON' T LEAVE ME TIED UP IN HERE W TH A DEAD BODY!' screaned Lucy. Sonething in her tone of voice -
maybe the sheer volune of it - nmade The Journalist stop. He turned and | ooked at Lucy, in her
power pinstripe, tied to the bed - her black hair falling across her face.

"Shit!' he said. The actual Blerontin phrase was:

"North of Pangalin' which was a particularly unpl easant suburb of Blerontis, the capital of

Bl erontin, but the neaning was: 'Shit!

He |inped over to the bed and untied Lucy.

"Just don't get in the way,' he said.
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"Don't talk to me like that!' fired Lucy.

"Ch! You're going to be a great help! | can see that!' replied The Journalist as he set off down
the corridor towards the stairs up to the Enbarkation Level.

"Wait!' Lucy shouted after him 'I've got to find a supply of oxygen!'

"Forget it!'

"But it's getting hard to breathe!’

"Not as hard as it will be once we're tiny fragnents floating in space!' retorted The Journalist.
Lucy was by now runni ng al ongside him 'You're an alien, aren't you?' she suggested, as they

wai ted for the Doorbot to open the door to the Second C ass Area.

"No,' replied The Journalist You're the alien. This is a Blerontinian Starship in case you hadn't
noticed."'

"Point taken,' said Lucy. She really wasn't used to being talked to |like this. Dan woul d never
have dared

"Ch ny God!' she exclaimed as the doors opened and she took in for the first tine the majestic
sweep of the Grand Axial Canal, Second C ass.

' She plunett-ed
And hit his head
And gave himsix pnedes as a tip!’

sang the gondoliers.

"Chh!' The Journalist gasped as he stepped down into the nearest gondola, and missed his footing.
Lucy caught himand held himfor a nmonent.

You're hurt,' she said.

"Let's get on!' he returned. 'W have no idea when the bonb is tined to go off."'

Lucy hel ped himdown into the gondola, and the singing stopped.

' Take us to the Engi ne Room' gasped The Journalist, holding his stonach.

"Si! Si! N trogen-Loathing Respecters of Pressed Veal!'

"And nake it fast.'

"Sil st

The gondol a set off down the Great Canal at no greater speed than any other. Lucy |ooked across at
her former assailant: he was rocki ng backwards and forwards, hugging hinself.

"Are you col d?' asked Lucy. She certainly was. But The Journalist didn't reply; he just gritted
his teeth and Lucy suddenly realized he was in real pain.

"VWhat happened?' she asked, and touched his arm

"That bastard - Scraliontis - stabbed nme with a table lanmp,' grow ed the ex-nmnurderer.

Lucy stifled a laugh. 'How can you stab soneone with a...'

"It had a sharp end,' interrupted The Journalist 'Are you in pain? asked Lucy. The Journali st
grunted. Lucy | eaned towards himand noved his hands away from his stonmach. The unfamiliar snel
of a being fromanother world caught her unawares - it was not unpleasant - quite the contrary -

but it made her head spin.

'Leave ne alone!' he grow ed.

"Let ne look at it!" Lucy pulled himback onto the pillow and tried to open his clothes, where the
congeal ed bl ood was thickest. 'l have no idea howto undo this,' she said.

' Thought -seal ,' he said, and suddenly the garnment opened so that Lucy was able to pull it back and
reveal The Journalist's gouged flesh

"Oh! It's nasty!' she said. 'Look!' Suddenly she nade a qui ck movenent. The Journalist yelled, and
she pulled a | arge shard of glass fromhis abdonmen. The bl ood welled up again fromthe wound.

‘"I couldn't see it!' he gasped. 'Thanks!' And he held up a small packet. 'Here!' he said.

"Ch! Thank you!' said Lucy, accepting the gift in what she felt was an appropriately grateful way.
"What is it?

"A plaster,' said The Journalist. '"Stick it on before I bleed to death.'

"A lady she say we ought to sing while passengers are in the gondola and not other way round,'
confided the Gondol abot, clearly feeling the need for a bit of small-talk. 'W think sonething may
be seriously wong.'

"Just get us to the Engi ne Rooml'

13

By the time they had reached the Engi ne Room Lucy had nanaged to convince The Journalist that her
name really was Lucy.
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"But you know what that means in Blerontin? The Journalist was in sone pain fromthe |aughter
He' d managed to stop at last, and Lucy was feeling a bit piqued.

"No,' she said coldly. 'Wiat does it nean?'

"I can't tell you,' he replied.

"I'd like to know.'

No no no no no - | just couldn't!’

What's so funny? Go on, you've got to tell ne!’

' Maybe when | know you better - oh! argh! ha ha ha! It hurts!

"Well, what's your nane?' she asked.

"The Journalist,' replied The Journalist.

"That's not a nane, that's a job description,' objected Lucy.

The Journalist shrugged. 'On Blerontin news-hacks aren't allowed individual names - it's an
ancient |law - sonething to do with avoiding the cult of the personality or sonething.

‘Il can't call you The Journalist!’

"Just call ne "The",' he said, and opened the | um nous bl ue doors of the Engi ne Room

A quick look inside drew his attention inmrediately to the small cabinet in the corner. The
Journal i st strode straight across to it, opened the doors, glanced at the two buttons, and without
hesitati on pressed the one narked: 'Press To Arm ..

Imredi ately a flap opened and a |large black steel egg with fins rose up out of the top of the
cabinet. At the sane tine a voice booned out 'You have just activated the SD-96 Full Force Mega-
Scuttler - "A Bonb To Be Proud O' - created especially for you by the Mega-Scuttler Corporation
of Dormllion. This will be a fairly big explosion so please stand well back - about 22,000 m | es.
Count down to detonation comencing at once. One thousand... nine hundred and ninety-nine... nine
hundred and ninety-eight... nine hundred and ninety-seven.'

Lucy couldn't believe what she'd just witnessed. She | ooked at the two buttons again through her
transl ator-specs. 'What, for crying out loud, did you press the button that says: "Press To Arni
for?'" she exclai med,

The Joumal i st was hoppi ng round the Engi ne Room ki cki ng hi nsel f.

"l didn't knowit was a Dorm|lion bonmb!'

"What difference does it nake? A bonb's a bonb!'

"I can't explain!'

‘I need to know' insisted Lucy.

"No you don't!

He was perfectly right Lucy, herself; wondered why she was pressing this point. She grabbed hol d
of The Journalist's shoul ders and shook him

'Look, you stupid berk! You've just done sonething really stupid and | have a right to know why!'

"Al'l right!'" The Journalist seenmed to calmdown. 'It's just that the Dormillion for "Press To Arni
is very simlar to the Blerontin for 'Please Press Dog". It was just a sinple nis-translation!' he
groaned. 'I was wondering what the dog had to do with it!’

"Great!' said Lucy. 'So now we really are up shit-creek without a bucket!

"Nine hundred and ninety-three... nine hundred and ninety-two... nine hundred and ni nety-one

continued the bonb.

"VWHAT ARE VE GO NG TO DO?!'" she yell ed.

"W're going to keep calm' said The Journali st.

' Good thinking, The!' snorted Lucy, sunmoning up her not inconsiderable reserves of sarcasm ' You
clearly have a nmind the size of Arnold Schwarzenegger's huneral |igament! W' re running out of
oxygen. The tenperature's rapidly beconmng suitable for an Arctic Wnter on Pluto! You' ve just
activated what was ot herw se a harm ess bonb and now you have the nerve to tell ne to stay calnl’
"Who's Arnold Schwar zenegger?' asked The Jounali st.

"Arrrrghhhhhhh!' Lucy decided that a good scream was probably the w sest course of action under

t he circunstances.

The Journalist suddenly screanmed as well. Lucy stopped her screaming and | ooked at him 'I'm
sorry.' he said. '"It's just | can't think when you do that."'

"I"'msorry too.' Lucy felt stupid. The Journalist smled, and then - for no apparent reason - gave
her a kiss on the cheek. Lucy was so surprised to be kissed by an alien, with beautiful orange
eyes, she sinply stood there, and heard himsay: 'The dock is counting once every innim That

gi ves us about sixteen edoes before it gets to zero!'

"How long's an innin?" Lucy wanted to say but her nouth wasn't working. Al she could do was stare
into those strange and beautiful eyes as she heard hi m say:

"What we must do is find the |ife-boats!'
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Dan was still deep in argunent with the desk lanp in the Enbarkation Lobby. It was an argunment he
had becone fanmiliar with over the years with Top Ten Travel. But there was sonethi ng wrong.
Sonmehow he just wasn't getting his points across. This dammed desk | anp seened to be com ng out on
top every tine. Then Dan realized the problemwas the air - or rather the lack of it - he just
wasn't getting the anpbunt of oxygen into his brain that a travel agent needs to argue for a free
upgr ade.

He was panting and gasping. He was al so on his knees and his head was beginning to spin.

"I'f you want ne to go to the Press and blowthis story up - I"'mquite happy to do so .. ' He knew
once you were reduced to this line of attack the cause was probably lost. They'd never get into
First Class, they'd never get to the Captain, and they'd all die of asphyxiation and cold. Geat.
At that nmonent, he heard footsteps running across the |loggia of the Central Well and an exhausted
Lucy, acconpanied by a strange man with bright orange eyes, staggered into the Enbarkati on Lobby.
The two of them collapsed next to Dan and lay there trying to get their breath.

"Who's this? Dan was surprisingly indignant for someone who was in the process of dying of
asphyxi ati on.

'Bonb!' gasped The Journali st.

"You're a bonb?' said Dan.

"No!" Lucy felt she had to explain. 'The, this is Dan. Dan, this is The.'

Dan blinked a few tinmes.

"There's a bonb on board! It's about to go off!' The Journalist nmanaged to get out. 'W've got to
get to the life-boats!"’

"They're in First Cass!' explained Lucy. 'Naturally.'’

"Now t hat is outrageous!' Dan received this new anmunition gratefully and turned on the Deskbot.
"I'f I tell the Travel Association that, they'll blacklist your whole flicking fleet forever!' Ww
That was some threat. Dan knew, they'd had it |evelled against the Top Ten Travel Co. Inc.

countl ess tines.

The Deskbot tapped its fingers on the desk and gazed up at the ceiling.

"D you hear?' exclaimed Dan. '1'll close this whol e goddamed conpany down!

"Listen you Dunbbot!' The Journalist had grabbed the Deskbot by its scrawny stand. 'This is a
matter of |ife and death! There's a bonb about to go off in. He checked his watch. 'In ten edoes!
Pangal i n!''

"How | ong's that?' asked Dan, but The Journalist wasn't listening. He was too busy shaking the
r obot .

Suddenly there was a crack and a flash and all the lights went off for an instant.

"Hey!' cried everyone, and the lights came on again - although there was no cause and effect

bet ween the shout of 'Hey!' and the recomencenent of illum nation

"I"'msorry. There is nothing | can do unless you have a Galactic Gold Credit Card,' replied the
robot in a sinulated strangled voice.

"Pangal in!' repeated The Journali st.

"Pl ease m nd your |anguage,' croaked the Deskbot. 'Don't you have a credit card, The?' asked Lucy -
appal l ed to think her new friend m ght be not the nost solvent character on Blerontin

"Not a Galactic Gold!" he said.

"Who is this? Dan had switched back to 'Indignation Mde'

"You've got to earn over seven pnedes a week to get one of those beauties!' The Journalist was
still trying to strangle the Deskbot.

"It's getting really hard to breathe!' choked Lucy.

Ice was now fornmng on the edge of the desk. Dan pointed at it. 'You call that Super Galactic
Class confort?!' he choked.

' Take your hands off ny flex!' choked the Deskbot. 'You'll short ne again!

"Get us into First Cass NON' choked The Journalist. 'O I'Il snash your | anpshade!’

Lucy had col |l apsed on the floor, and Dan rushed to her, 'Were did you find that guy? he whi spered
into her ear.

"Save... your... breath...' panted Lucy. 'Argh!' screaned the Deskbot. 'Security!’

‘"May you rot in Pangalin!' yelled The Journali st

It was at that nonment that an extraordinary thing happened. O, rather, it was at that nmoment that
an extraordinary thing craw ed into the Enbarkati on Lobby, across the highly polished floor and up
to the Deskbot.

It was clearly alive - although only just - and it was very old - very very very old. It was

wi zened and bl ackened. In its twig-like fingers the creature held a Personal Electronic Thingie.

It waved this under the Deskbot's nose and croaked in an ancient voice:
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"Upgrade... Al of us!'

The Deskbot imediately sprang to attention and becane perceptibly brighter.

"OfF course! Madam What a pleasure to welcone you to the First Cass facilities of the Starship
Titanic, You will find themw thout equal anywhere in the Gl axy! Please go through and have a

pl easant trip!'

There was a hiss of air returning to the cabins and an instant rise in tenperature, as the ship
regi stered the arrival of four First Cass passengers. The door to the First Cl ass Area swung open
and Dan and Lucy, The Journalist and the Ancient Creature stepped through into another - and even
nmore amazi ng -worl d.

14

"Nettie!' exclained Dan. 'My God! You're Nettie! What's happened to you?' But the Ancient
Creature, whom Dan had rightly identified as Nettie, couldn't reply. The nonment they passed into
the First dass Section, she collapsed and lay as if dead. The Gap T-shirt hung around her
shrunken frane |ike an over-large pullover. Her jewellery | ooked foolish and ill-advised on her
scrawny wists and neck. What on Earth - or off the Earth - had happened to her? \Wat had in fact
happened was this.

The Starship Titanic was powered by the | atest and nost incredible invention of the great

Leovi nus's geni us. No one knew how he had done it, and he had kept it an absolute secret, but
sonmehow he harnessed for the Starship - his bel oved nmasterpiece - the vastest source of power in
t he probabl e Universe: a captive Black Hol e.

Natural |y somet hing as powerful as a Black Hol e needed very careful handling and had to be
surrounded by incredible safety precautions. Unfortunately, safety was one thing that neither
Scraliontis nor Brobostigon had first in their mnds, when they began to reduce the specifications
for the construction of the ship.

"There won't be anybody in the Engi ne Room' explained Scraliontis, when even Brobostigon had
queried the wi sdom of reducing the Incredibly Strong d ass Conpany's spec for the windowinto the
Bl ack Hol e.

"But you know what Bl ack Holes are like...'

Actually Scraliontis didn't; he was an accountant and not an engineer. In any case Bl ack Hol e
technol ogy was a brand new concept straight out of Leovinus's brain. Just take Leovinus's | owest
paranmeter for the glass shield!'' he snapped. 'W can't afford any nore.'

It was Nettie who discovered the problemthus caused by Scraliontis's cost-cutting, as she clinbed
the | adder, | ooking for the phone to the Captain's Bridge. The force of the Black Hol e had sinply
pl ucked her off the | adder and absorbed her through the Incredibly Strong 3 ass Conmpany's bel ow
spec w ndow.

Once in the Black Hol e, she had begun to spin around for - as far as her body was concerned -
hundreds of years, travelling mllions of light years round in tiny circles. Fortunately, she
still had her Personal Electronic Thingie on her, and this had dutifully clocked up all the mles
she travell ed.

Nettie herself didn't know how she had escaped. In fact, she had been thrown clear of the Bl ack
Hol e, when The Journalist had short-circuited the Deskbot Nettie was, mraculously, still alive,
and - even nore miraculously - still had the presence of mnd to realize that she had accunul at ed
mllions of light years of Space Mles - enough to get themall free upgrades to First d ass.
‘Less than eight edoes to go!' exclainmed The Journalist. 'And that's assum ng the bonb doesn't
speed up its counting!’

"What can | do about Nettie? cried Dan, holding the Ancient Creature pathetically in his arms.
'Leave her! We've got to find the life-boats!' And The Journalist was off, running al ong the
enbankment of the Grand Axial Canal, First Class, with Lucy in close pursuit.

"Cone on, Dan!' she call ed.

"I can't just leave her!' Dan yelled back. But they'd turned a corner and were gone. Dan tried to
lift the ancient Nettie up, but even though she was enaci ated and shrivelled, he was too exhausted
to carry her anywhere

He | ooked around and, for the first tinme, took in the extraordinary vista presented by the G and
Axial Canal, First Class. If the word 'posh' ever had any neaning, this was it. It was luxury. It
was De Luxe. It was Expensive. It was also redolent with the operatic singing of the Gondol abots:

"He hel ped to chal k
Her tight-rope wal k
So that the lovely lady woul dn't slip.
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Dan had al ways hated opera. 'Let's go sonewhere quiet,' he whispered to Nettie, and finally lifted
her up and staggered into the nearest doorway.

Lucy and The Journalist had, meanwhile, discovered that the Star-Struct Construction Co. Inc. had
not skinped on the signs to the Life-Boats (First Cass). There were big reassuring signs al nost
everywhere you | ooked. They were illum nated and sone of themincorporated flashing arrows.
Consequently, the two arrived at the Life-Boat Assenbly Station in less than a mnute.

' Seven edoes to go!' gasped The Journali st.

As he said this, both he and Lucy discovered that while the Star-Struct Construction Co. Inc.
hadn't skinped on the signs to the |ife-boats, they had economized on the |life-boats thensel ves.
In fact they had econoni zed conpletely and utterly on them

"Vell, what's the point of providing |life-boats,' reasoned Scraliontis to an increasingly nervous
Brobostigon, 'if there aren't going to be any passengers?

' The bastards!' groaned The Journali st.

"That's it!' said Lucy.

"W're done for! We'll be blown to little bits of drifting cosnbs in exactly six edoes and forty-
five innins!' The Journalist sank to his knees. The fight had gone out of him He | ooked so
hel pl ess - so forlorn. Lucy couldn't help it. The thought of inminent destruction threw all the
usual caution out of her mnd. She |eapt to a conclusion that she would probably not even have
begun to recogni ze under normal conditions.

"Ch God!' she cried. 'l love you!'

And before The Journalist realized what was happeni ng, Lucy was on top of him Kkissing his nouth
and pul l'ing her fingers through his hair.

"OM Quch!' The Journalist yelled. 'Mnd ny wound!

"I"'msorry! I'msorry!' yelled Lucy. 'But we've only got six edoes left! Whatever they are! [|'ve
never felt like this for anyone... The nonent | set eyes on you... Ch God! No one's ever going to
know Nothing matters any nore! | don't know what | feel! But hurry! Do sonething!' And she was
westling with his clothing. 'l can't get it off!

"I told you! It's thought-sealed!' H s clothes suddenly pinged open and the next mnute Lucy had
flung her pinstripe power suit onto the enpty life-boat ranp. Her fingers ran over the alien's
body as she got on top of him

"Ch God!" she cried, feeling the bl ood draining dowm into her | ower abdomen |ike a rush of
seagulls onto the last herring. 'W' ve probably only got five of whatever those things are left!’
' Edoes!' The Journalist tried not to yell out with the pain of his wound. 'W've got five edoes
left! This is incredible!' he cried, 'W don't do it like this on Blerontin!'

"Why not?' Lucy didn't care.

"It's illegal!' The Journalist was grinning fromear to ear. '"W're only allowed "snork-style"
You know - upside down and from above!
"Ch shut up!' Lucy was kissing him 'l had to tell you! | had to! I love you! I've always | oved

you! That's what's been nissing! Ah! Ah!"

"Quick!" tried The Journalist. They had only sixty innimbefore the bonb expl oded.

"Yes! Yes!'

They rolled and ki ssed each other oblivious to the cold netal floor of the |life-boat ranmp under
their naked flesh. 'Life is so short!' Lucy suddenly grabbed his hand and | ooked at his watch. It
was totally inconprehensible.

"Thirty inninms!' 'Is that all?" she yelled.

"Yes!' cried The Journalist. 'Yes!'

"l love yooooou!' cried Lucy.

' Qbooooooh!"' echoed The Journalist and the two of them coll apsed together as the clock clicked to
zero...

They lay there waiting for the forever-ending explosion that would terninate their brief affair
But, unlike the two lovers, it didn't come. 'Wat's happened?’ Lucy was the first to speak. 'l
don't know!' said The Journalist. 'l don't know

15

At this sanme nonent, Nettie suddenly nanaged to sit up on the couch on which Dan had pl aced her
and screaned: 'Ch ny God! There's only five minutes before the bonb goes off!’
"Five minutes!' thought Dan. 'This is where, in a cheap novel, the couple - confronted by inm nent
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oblivion - would suddenly make passionate |ove.'

"You've got to go and talk to it!' she pl eaded.

"What ?' said Dan.

"I can't explain! Just believe ne! It's in the Engi ne Room Hurry!'

"What ? repeated Dan a bit gornl essly.

" HURRY! THE ENG NE ROOM SPEAK TO THE BOWB!'

Dan deci ded that, while gorm essness had its place in the human repertoire of reactions, now was
neither the rime nor place for it. He sprinted out of the Beauty Sal on (which was, apparently,
where they were) and ran down the length of the Gand Axial Canal, trying to ignore the inevitable
chor us:

'She threw her arns
Around hi s charns,
And gave him six pnedes as a tip!’

The first thing he saw, when he burst into the Engi ne Room was a |arge bonb sticking up out of a
cabinet. A friendly sort of voice was boom ng out:

"Fifty-eight... fifty-seven... fifty-six... fifty-five... fifty-four

Dan couldn't think what to say. After all, he'd never addressed a bonb before. He didn't have a
clue what sort of thing it would be interested in.

"Hello,' he said.

"Fifty-three... fifty-two... hello... fifty-one... fifty...' replied the bonb genially.

" Any chance of you not exploding?" Dan thought he might as well get straight to the point.

"No... forty-eight... forty-seven...

Dan was not the nost inmaginative of nen. He knewit. Lucy knewit. N gel had known it. He was
dedi cated, hard-working, loyal, thorough - all those adnirable and desirabl e things for anybody's
partner to be. But |eaps of the inmagination were not his forte. And yet, he had one now. He
suddenly knew the one thing that bonbs were bound to be interested in.

"Do you really want to do this? he asked. 'l nean isn't it a bit self-destructive?

"Forty-six... forty-five... Forty - Look! | amjust a sinple counting and expl odi ng device and am
not equi pped for philosophical discourse,' replied the bonb. 'Please do not speak to ne while I'm
counting. Damm! Now you've nade ne | ose ny place! You see? Recommenci ng countdown. One thousand.
Ni ne hundred and ninety-nine. N ne hundred and ninety-eight...

'Cot the sucker!' thought Dan. He checked his watch against the bonb's counting. They had about

si xteen m nutes before they needed to talk to it again. He turned and raced back to Nettie.

As he ran, the thought of Nettie kept riffling his mnd |ike a ganbler's hands riffling a deck of
cards. God! She was so intelligent! How had she found out the bonb's weakness so quickly? The
clarity of her intellect nmade himfeel so ordinary and hunbl e.

But then he suddenly remenbered how she seened old and shrivelled: he nust have been seeing
things! That coul dn't have happened to the beautiful, gorgeous Nettie? And yet, it was then that
Dan found hinself thinking the nmobst curious thought of course, it was terrible if something had
happened to Nettie (and what had happened to her?) but, at |east now, thought Dan, he mnight stand
a chance with her!

Lucy was putting her clothes on rather hurriedly. The fact that she and The Journalist had not
been bl own to cosmic dust had severely enbarrassed her. In fact, she didn't know where to | ook

The Journalist was regarding her curiously. '"You do things very differently in your world,' he
sai d,

"Oh?' Lucy tried to pretend that everything was perfectly normal.

"Yes,' he said. 'On Blerontin we have all these absurd rituals we have to go through before having
sex. There's a thing called "dating" when a young couple go out for evenings together wthout
necessarily "going the whole way" as we say. Then there's a thing called "the engagenent” where
rings are exchanged. Finally there's an el aborate cerenony called "a wedding”" with a cake and

"bridesnai ds" and the "best man's speech" - not to nention the "honeynoon"! You woul dn't believe
the rigmarol e we have to go through in order to make |ove to each other. | |ike your Earth way of
doing it nmuch better.'

"The bonb still might go off any second!' Lucy reninded him

' The bonb? Oh! Pangalin! 1'd forgotten!' The Journalist thought-sealed his clothes.

As they raced down the Grand Axial Canal, Second Cass, they didn't realize that they had m ssed
bunmpi ng into Dan on his way back to the Beauty Sal on by exactly one eight-hundred and sixty-fourth

file:/l/F|/rah/New%20Folder/Starship%20Titanic.txt (34 of 67) [1/14/03 11:56:07 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/New%20Fol der/Starship%20Titani c.txt

of a second - which, by an incredible coincidence, was exactly where the bonb had got to in its
countdown, when Lucy and The Journalist arrived back in the Engi ne Room

"Ei ght hundred and sixty-four... eight hundred and sixty-three...' said the bonb.

"Wiy's it only got as far as eight hundred and sixty-three?" wondered Lucy.

"You're beautiful!' replied The Journali st.

Lucy becane aware that he was still looking at her in a rather odd way, and she suddenly w shed
he'd concentrate on the problemin hand.

‘Maybe it doesn't count when we're out of the roon?' she suggested. She pulled her conpani on out
of the door, but as she started to listen, Lucy suddenly felt the alien's hands around her
breasts.

"Chh! Lucy! | can't stop thinking about you!' he nmurnured as he nuzzl ed her neck

"Ei ght hundred and sixty-two... eight hundred and sixty-one...' continued the bonb even though
they were out of the room That was one theory out of the way, thought Lucy, disentangling herself
from The Journalist's enbrace

Back in the room she stared at the bonb and tried to think, but it was hard with an alien
sticking his tongue in her ear and saying he |loved her nore than anything on his world.

"Pl ease, The!' exclained Lucy. 'W haven't got tine for that now. ..

"You started it...' he remi nded her. 'Once we're roused, us Blerontinian nales tend to be very
si ngl e- m nded. "'

"I've met your type before,' said Lucy, trying to push hi maway.

"Just put your hands on ny thing again!' he was whispering in her ear

"Stop it!" cried Lucy.

"What?' replied the bonb. 'Ch dam! | thought you were talking to ne! Now you've nade ne | ose
count! Recommenci ng countdown. One thousand... Nine hundred and ninety-nine...'
"l love you!' said The Journalist. 'You're all 1've ever dreamed about.'

"That's it!' exclainmed Lucy. 'W've got to keep talking to the bonb.'

' Pl ease put your hand here...' said The Journali st.

"Listen!" cried Lucy to the bonmb. 'Wich baseball teamwon the Wirld Series in nineteen hundred
and ninety eight?

"Ni net een hundred and ni nety-seven... nineteen hundred and ninety - now |'ve told you before about
interrupting ne while I'min the mddle of a countdown. If you want a bonb you can have a good
chatter with, you should have got the Mega-Scuttler Pro which has multi-tasking, speech

recogni tion and general chattering software and therefore nmakes an al t oget her nore expensive bang.
As it is you ve got ne and |I'mdoing ny best under increasingly trying circunstances.

Recommenci ng countdown. One thousand... Nine hundred and ninety-nine...'

"You have the nost wonderful skin,' mpaned The Journalist, biting Lucy quite hard on the eariobe
"Quch!" cried Lucy. 'Look, The, you' ve got to stay here and keep talking to the bonmb, while | go
up and find the Captain's Bridge.'

"I can't bear to be separated fromyou!' He clutched at her arm

"I'f you don't stay and talk to the bonmb we're both going to get blown up!' she replied.

"Just bring ne off once nore!' pleaded The Journalist. 'I'lIl be able to think properly then
Honestly! Blerontinian males need to have two orgasns before they can think straight. It's well
known!'

Lucy sighed; brushed the alien's hair straight and wondered what on earth she'd got herself
into...

16

Whil e Dan had gone to talk to the bonb, the prematurely aged Nettie had taken the opportunity to

| ook around the roomin which she found herself. At first she thought it nust be some sort of
torture chanber or at |east an interrogation room But, once she'd put on her transl atorspecs, she
realized she was in the ship's Hairdressing Sal on and Beauty Parlour. The thunb-screws were
actually elaborate nail-clippers, the electric chairs were highly ergononmic sitting structures,
and the individual gas chanbers were hairdriers. It was obvious once you read the notto over the
door way:

"WELCOVE TO THE STARSHI P Tl TANI C BEAUTY THERAPY AND HAI R CREATI ONRY. YOU W LL LEAVE HERE LOVELI ER
AND YOUNGER. '

Nettie put out a wi zened finger and pressed the button on the wall beside the couch, which was
mar ked:

"Press for service'. A netal cage on an articul ated arm suddenly sprang up over the back of the
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couch and dangled a few inches in front of her face. At the same tine a |arge gl ass case began to
descend fromthe ceiling until both she and the couch were enconpassed by it. A reassuring voice
then sai d:

"W have assessed your beauty requirenents and, whilst recognizing you have a severe problem we
would |ike to reassure you that there is nothing that you can wish to be done that we cannot
acconplish, thanks to the de-aging and re-beautifying techniques pioneered by Dr Leovinus in this
machi ne. Lie back and relax whilst we return you to the bloom of youth. Normally our therapy would
require just a few nmnutes, but in critical cases such as yours a little |longer may be necessary.
We apol ogi ze for the delay.'

The next nonent, the cage fixed itself over her face and the glass case filled instantly with sone
purple gas. Nettie was terrified for a second, but then rel axed as the perfunes began to enter her
nostrils: erotic perfumes, exotic perfunmes - scents she had never inmagined, scents of far away and
wonder... at the same tinme the feeling on her face was inexpressibly soft and kindly. She lay back
and just hoped that Dan had managed to talk to the bonb.

Dan hurried back fromthe Engine Roomto find that Nettie had di sappeared. Where he'd | eft her
there was now a glass case filled with purple gas.

‘"Nettie!" he cried, banging his fists on the glass, but with no effect. He | ooked all round the
thing, but was unable to find any off switch or any way he could prise the thing off her - if

i ndeed Nettle was in there.

After nearly fifteen mnutes of futile effort, he suddenly renenbered he'd need to speak to the
bonb again. So he rushed back to the Engi ne Room as fast as he coul d.

Meanwhi | e, The Journalist was still trying to put his hand back up Lucy's pinstripe power-suit
skirt.

"You see, we're just not used to casual sex,' he was assuring her. 'Blerontlnian women make such a
fuss about it. You know... they want presents and they want to be treated nice and taken out to
expensi ve restaurants and all that sort of crap. To neet a worman like you is just great! Let's do
it again!'

"You said twice and you can think straight!' objected Lucy, who was trying to focus her mind on
what seened to her nore pressing probl ens.

Yeah, but a hand-job doesn't really count. Anyway, us Blerontinian males'|| say anything when
we' re aroused."'
"Sixty-three... sixty-two... sixty-one...' said the bonb.

' Hey! Bonb! Just what d'you think you' re doing? Lucy suddenly renenbered what she was neant to be
doi ng.

"Pardon? Sixty...' said the bonb.

"l said: Bonmb! What the hell d'you think you're doing?

"Don't talk to me! Don't talk to ne! This is a tricky bit! Forty-nine... no! Fifty-nine... | mean
eight... damm! damm! There | go again, losing concentration. It's all your fault! Reconmenci ng

count down. One thousand. ..

"And |I'm aroused now,' said The Journalist.

It was at that nonent that Dan burst into the Engi ne Room He found the alien, whom he'd already
taken an agreeably violent dislike to, kneeling behind Lucy, apparently rubbing hinself up against
her back.

Lucy shot to her feet. 'Dan !' she exclainmed. 'Thank God you didn't get blown up!’

"Ni ne hundred and ninety-six...' said the bomnb.

"Am | interrupting sonething?

Yes!' said the bonb, "Now |'ve got to start all over again! One thousand...

Lucy could tell Dan was not in one of his better npods. 'No!' she said. 'W've just discovered how
to confuse the bonb.'

"Talk to it,' said Dan. 'Yeah! Nettie found that out.'

"Ch! O course she would have!

"Ni ne hundred and ninety-four...' continued the bonb.

Earth sexuality seenms to be very different fromBlerontinian,' observed The Journali st.

Is it really? Dan was sizing the alien up, trying to decide which bit to punch first.

Yes,' said The Journalist, putting his arms round Lucy's waist. 'On Blerontin, nmales get what we
call "jealous", if one nmale finds another male fondling his girlfriend he can even becone
extremely violent.'

Dan had just decided on the alien's nose as the first point of contact, when Lucy managed to

di sengage herself fromthe anmorous The Journalist, and ran over to Dan. 'W've got to get off this
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spaceshi p as soon as possible. | suggest The, here, stays and talks to the bonb while we go and
find the Captain.'

"But, you don't understand...' began The Journali st.

Dan decided to hold back his iron fist of retribution for the noment. He would save it for another
time. 'l understand only too well,' he replied. 'W've got to make the Captain take us back to
Earth now' And he was off out of the Engi ne Room and racing back down the G and Axial Cana
towards the front of the shinp.

"Look - it was great nmaking love with you,' Lucy said to The Journalist, who was now standi ng
behind her and attenpting to fondle her breasts again, 'but we've got to get back to the rea
world! Qur real world.' And she tried to renove his hands from her bl ouse

"But Bl erontinian males cannot just "turn off" like that!' explained The Journalist. 'W need
mul tiple satisfactions before we can return to a state of equilibrium!'

Lucy had attended sel f-defence classes for two years, when she had just qualified for the law, and
had always slightly regretted the fact that she'd never had the chance to put her skills into
practice. Consequently it was with sone satisfaction that she suddenly realized this was such an
opportunity. She decided to use the standard response to the anorous-alien-fondling-you-from
behi nd assault. It was textbook stuff. She drove her right elbow hard into his stonach.

' Qooouuph!' gasped The Journali st.

Then she twi zzl ed hal f-round, caught his left wist and threw hi mover her shoul der onto the
Engi ne Room f1l oor.

" Cooouunp!' grunted The Journali st.

Lucy spoke to himfirmy in her best |awer-speak: 'You stay here, and keep tal king to that bonb!
While | go and find the Captain!'’

Then she was out of the door, racing after Dan

"You don't understand,' The Journalist called after her, "there isn't any Captain on this ship!'
But Lucy had gone.

"Nine hundred and seventy...' said the bonb.

"You don't know what you're doing!' yelled The Journalist. You're going to need ne!’

"Pardon?' replied the bonb.

‘I wasn't talking to you!

"Damm!' said the bonb. ' Recommenci ng countdown. One thousand... N ne hundred and ninetynine...'

17

By the time Lucy caught up with Dan, he'd already found his way onto the Captain's Bridge of the
Starship Titanic.

The main feature of the Bridge was, as The Journalist had tried to point out to them the distinct
| ack of anyone or anything who could in any shape or formbe referred to as 'Captain'. In fact
there was a distinct lack - in any shape or form- of anyone at all

"Jesus! What do we do now?' nurmured Dan, as Lucy clutched onto his arm

Along the length of the Bridge was a row of wi ndows, showi ng the great black inmensity of space
and the dazzling armof the MIky Way al ong which they were headed. On the consol e beneath the

wi ndows were various display screens, with associated controls. The first screen showed a series
of random bl ocks falling fromthe top of the screen to the bottom The second appeared to be sone
sort of racing track. A third was a shoot-emup, and the next one along was a ganme apparently
based on the Starship itself.

"They're all video ganes!' Lucy felt righteously indignant. 'They aren't controls at all!’

As a matter of fact, the entire Captain's Bridge was little nore than a hi gh-class anmusenent
arcade. It had been designed specifically to keep the Captain of the Starship Titanic anused
during the tediumof long inter-galactic flights, in a spacecraft that was al nost entirely
automated and self-running. It was, after all, Titania - at the heart of the ship's intelligence -
who was far nore capabl e of taking decisions and issuing orders than any nmere |iving creature.

' So0?' said Dan.

"So..."'" said Lucy. 'l suppose we'd better find out howto fly this baby ourselves and point her
Eart hwards. "'

'So - what was goi ng on between you and that that thing...'

"He's not a "thing" - he's just a perfectly ordinary alien and there was nothing going on.'

"He had his hands on your tits!'

"No he did not!' Lucy couldn't stand Dan at nonents like this. Wiy couldn't he give her roon? Wy
did he try and twi st everything? Wiat mattered was them Lucy and Dan

"What matters is us,' said Lucy, taking her cue fromthe previous sentence. 'You and ne.'
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"You and me and any other life-formyou can get it off with!' retorted Dan.
"Jesus! Dan! You are so unpl easant!’
"I"'mnerely stating the facts.'

"Well, if youreally want to know the facts: | never nade | ove to Jurgen Zenzendorf.

"I wasn't tal king about Jurgen Zenzendorf!' Trust Lucy, thought Dan, to bring up another case that
she coul d defend instead of the one they were actually tal king about. '| never even suspected you
of going to bed with Jurgen Zenzendorf. | nean Jurgen was an asshole.’

"He was not! That's typical of you to denigrate ny friends just because you're unbelievably,
mani acal ly jealous!' Lucy was firing on all cylinders. Dan beat a hasty retreat.
"OKI OKI' | accept what you say about Jurgen! He was a nice guy! | liked him | liked his noth
collection. | liked his nother. Jurgen was GREAT.
"OrJinmy darke!'
" Ah!' Now | know you're |lying!'
" HOW CAN YOU SAY THAT!'
"Jimmry Carke told ne hinself you' d been to bed together.'
"He's a lying bastard! Anyway! That was before | knew you! | don't want to tal k about any of
t his!'
"Then why d'you start it?" Lucy was now yelling at the top of her voice. Dan found his drive to do
whatever it was he'd previously felt driven to do shrivel into a linp rag of confusion. He'd
actually forgotten what they had started arguing about.
"Ch, Dan!' Lucy threw her arnms round him 'Wy are you always so far away?'
"I'"'m here, Lucy!’
"But | never seemto get through to you. | |ove you.'
"And | love you,' replied Dan, and he kissed her, and she felt how far away he really was.
"Ch, Dan, let's get married,' she said.
"Ch, sure. We're on an alien spaceship - God knows how many |ight years fromEarth and you want to
organi ze a weddi ng.'
"You know what | mean,' she said.
"I't's no good rushing these things.'
"Dan, we've been living together for thirteen years! W can't ever rush anything now
"Let's get the hotel up and running, and then we can talk about it,' said Dan sensibly, 'You do
like the rectory?
"Of course | do. |I'mcrazy about it.
"Except that it doesn't exist any nore.'’
"We'll get it rebuilt - Nigel got a great deal on selling off Top Ten Travel. We'll rebuild it -
better than it was - and nake it the best little hotel in the goddamed worl d
"I'f we ever get back.'
"I'f we ever get back,' agreed Dan
They | ooked round at the so-called 'Captain's Bridge' with its library, its video collection, its
chess boards and cards tables, its jacuzzi, billiard tables, cinena conplex and gym and they
wondered how the hell they were ever going to find out howto control sonething that didn't appear
to have any controls in the first place.
"Lucy,' said Dan.
"Ch! Don't start again! He wasn't doing anyt hi ng!
"I wasn't talking about that,' replied Dan
"Good!" retorted Lucy. One point scored.
"You know this video gane that seens to be based on the Starship itself?
" Uh- huh?' Lucy was staring out of the wi ndows above the consol e of ganes.

"Vell, it's sort of changing.'

"I know this is stupid...' said Lucy. 'But you don't suppose that conputer game isn't a conputer
ganme?'

"You nean - might it be an actual display showi ng those things com ng towards us?" By now, Dan was
al so | ooki ng out of the window A squadron of small, clunsy-I|ooking spacecraft were hurting

towards the Starship. Dan checked. Their nmovenents correlated exactly to the notion of the
spacecraft on the video display,
"Ch ny God!" nurnured Lucy. 'W're being attacked!

At that nmonent, The Journalist suddenly burst onto the Captain's Bridge.

"The ship's on automatic!' he panted. 'But the central intelligence core is nmissing sone of its
parts. W can't control the ship unless we can locate all the missing bits of the systemand get
t hem back into place!’
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"Too late!' said Lucy and nodded out of the window The Starship was now entirely surrounded by
the small er spacecraft.

The Journalist muttered: 'Holy Pangalin!’

A voi ce suddenly booned over the ship's | oudspeaker system 'You are surrounded. G ve up at once
or we open fire!'

"Quick!' yelled Dan, pushing The Journalist over to the console. 'How do we give up at once?

"l haven't the slightest idea,' returned The Journali st.

"I'f you refuse to give up, we shall open fire in thirty seconds,' said the voice fromthe eneny
spacef | eet.

"WE JVE UP!'' yelled Lucy, but her voice nerely echoed round the Captain's Bridge.

' DO SOVETH NG ' screaned Dan.

"l told you! The ship's missing essential bits! | don't know what to do!' The Journalist was
flipping controls as fast as he could but to little effect.

"Since you refuse to co-operate...' booned the voice.

"WE' LL CO OPERATE! JUST G VE US A CHANCE!'

Lucy had clinbed onto the consol e and was wavi ng her arns at the spaceships in a desperate attenpt
to attract their attention

' since you refuse to co-operate you give us no choice but to open fire,

The space outside the Starship suddenly exploded in light and a terrific noise battered the nighty
hul | - deafening those inside. Lucy fell off the console and Dan and The Journalist both dived for
the floor, where they lay trenbling with their hands over their ears.

There was then a pause.

The voi ce booned over the | oudspeaker again: 'Do you surrender?

"YES! YES! WE SURRENDER!' screaned all three occupants of the Captain's Bridge.

"Very well! You | eave us no choice!’

Anot her al mi ghty din broke out around the Starship, and this time they could feel it shudder with
the inpact of the explosions outside. Then there was silence. The smaller spacecraft edged in a
little closer.

Then the voi ce was boomi ng out again. 'Look! W don't want to danage the Starship, but if you
refuse to co-operate you will |eave us no choice.

The Journalist had by this time found a sort of nicrophone. He pushed a switch and bellowed into
it.

' STOP! STOP! WE SURRENDER! STOP!' Hi s voi ce deafened everybody on board the Starship Titanic, but
el sewhere there was a terrible silence. Then they heard the eneny for the last tine:

"W shall hold you responsi ble for any damage done to the Starship!’

Wth that a wave of the snaller spacecraft peeled off fromthe nmain fleet and swooped towards
them Points of light spattered out fromtheir guns and the sound of ripping nmetal shook the great
St ar shi p.

"Ch ny God!' screanmed Lucy.

None of them could have told you how Il ong the attack went on for, but it seermed |ike severa
lifetimes to the three figures huddl ed on the Captain's Bridge. The noise, the vibration, the
crashi ng and bucki ng of the giant Starship went on and on. Lucy found The Journalist had his hands
on her breasts, but decided not to say anything.

When it was all over, they waited and then stood up, trenbling and shaking. The first wave was
returning to the main fleet neanwhil e a second wave was peeling off.

‘"Here they cone again!' yelled Dan, and he and Lucy ducked down once nore beneath the console. But
The Journalist remained standing, with a curious expression on his face.

Lucy and Dan braced themselves for the gunfire... but it didn't cone. Instead there was an odd -
rather unmartial - banging on the hull of the ship.

"Yassaccans!' nuttered The Journalist. Lucy and Dan both assumed this was anot her alien expletive,
and remai ned under cover, but then The Journalist nudged Dan and said: 'Look!'

Dan cautiously put his head above the consol e and peered out of the wi ndow the second wave of
spaceshi ps had pulled up all around the Starship, and an arny of short and stocky space-suited
figures were swarm ng over the hull, hamrering and wel di ng as they went.

"What the bl azes?' asked Dan.

"They're repairing the damage,’' expl ained The Journalist, Yassaccans are |ike that! They hate

i njuring hardware!"’

"What about software?' asked Lucy, readjusting her bra.

"W'll need guns!' yelled The Journalist. 'Follow nme!'" The three of themran, doubl ed-up, out of
the Captain's Bridge, while the eneny's hanmering and wel di ng outside gathered in intensity.
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Meanwhi | e the voi ce boomed out over the |oudspeakers again: 'W shall recomence our attack, as
soon as the first damage has been repaired! If you do not surrender, we shall board and di spose of
everyone we find!"

In the crew s quarters, The Journalist discovered an arns cache. He handed out weapons to Dan and
Lucy.

'How do we use thenP' asked Dan, turning a strange gun over in his hand. It had a short thingy and
bul bous side-thingies and a sort of thingy that stuck out and which Dan pushed: a | aser beam shot
out across the Crew Room and exploded in a fireball at the other end.

"Like that,' explained The Journalist, 'except don't point themat the soft furnishings.' He
rushed over to the flamng curtain that Dan had just set on fire and grabbed an exti ngui sher

"W can't use these!' cried Lucy.

"Then you'll just have to get used to the idea of being thrown off the ship into deep space. These
Yassaccans are not playing ganes. Here! Dan! Put this on!'" He threw Dan a hel net.

"What is it?" asked Dan.

"The Starship has two realities; one is the DataSide and the other is the MatterSi de. Wen the
Yassaccans board, they' |l try to take over the DataSide as well as the MatterSide. So one of us
better be prepared to confront themthere!'

"l have no idea what you're tal king about,' replied Dan

‘It's a VR helnmet - a Virtual Reality helnmet. You put it on, you'll be able to explore the
Dat aSi de and check whatever the Yassaccans get up to there!' The Journalist was clearly |osing
pati ence.

"Just put it on!' shouted Lucy.

The noise fromthe repairs on the hull was getting unbearabl e.

"What the heck are they doing out there? exclainmed Dan

"Just put on the helmet!' cried Lucy. At which Dan did.

"Ww ' he exclained. 'l see what you nmean! I'mright in the ship... Hey! This is great! | can get
into the consoles! Wowi Now |'mrunning along the wiring! Hey! The circuit-boards are |ike vast
cities! Shit!

The nonent he had the hel net on, The Journalist grabbed Lucy and started kissing her as if there
were no tonorrow which, he figured, mght well be the case. And, as if shed been expecting this
all along, Lucy started to kiss him but then she suddenly pulled back, and gl anced anxiously over
at Dan, who was clinmbing some invisible stairs in his Virtual Reality and then turning around and
handl i ng invisible objects and letting out delighted yel ps.

"Ch don't worry about him' panted The Journalist. 'He can't hear or see us. W're stil
MatterSide. He'll be totally absorbed in that thing - it's always the sane - first tinme you put on
one of those you're usually off for five or six hours! Let's do it!"’

But still Lucy pushed himaway. 'The Yassaccans are invading the ship!' she protested.

"That's right!' replied The Journalist. 'W've hardly got tine to do it before they arrivel

Qui ck!"

‘"Is that all you can think about!?" groaned Lucy. The Journalist was now nuzzling her neck and
sendi ng excited shivers down her spine.

"l told you - once we Blerontinian mal es get aroused...'

"Arrgh!' Lucy suddenly screaned. 'And what about the bonb?!’

Pangal i n!'' exclainmed The Journalist. 'I'd forgotten about that!' He suddenly whi pped a snal
handset out of one of his many pockets and flipped it on.

"Twenty-five... twenty-four... twenty-three...' The bonb was counti ng.

"Toot hl ess rabbits!' yelled The Journalist, '"it's nearly there!’

"Twenty-two...' said the bonb.

"Hey! Bonb!' yelled The Journalist into the phone.

"Don't talk to me!' noaned the bonb. 'I'mnearly there.. twenty-three... no, 1've done that...'
"W're being invaded!' shouted The Jounmalist. 'Twenty-oh... no! Damm! Reconmenci ng countdown. One
t housand. . .

The Journalist flipped the phone off and started kissing Lucy's neck and undoi ng her suit. 'That
was cl ose!' he breathed.

"Whoops! Nearly went down a transistor then!' said Dan. And suddenly Lucy was running her hands
all over The Journalist and pulling himdown onto the floor

"You're crazy!' she rmurnured..

18

The hammrering and bangi ng on the outside of the ship had stopped by the tine Lucy and The
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Journal i st had struggled back into their clothes. Dan, who was still scrambling around sone unseen
obstacl es on the DataSide, suddenly yelled out: 'They're in the ship!’

The Journal i st grabbed as nany weapons as he could carry and headed out of the Crew Room Down at
the far end of the Grand Axi al Canal he could see short, stocky figures already slipping onto the
jetty. The Journalist settled hinself behind a | arge podium on which one of the braziers burnt,
and took aim As Lucy joined him he fired and a series of explosions rocked the jetty and sent
the invaders diving for cover

The next nonent, Lucy felt the air around and above her exploding with |light and noise as the
Yassaccans returned their fire.

"Hey! This air-duct goes on for ever!' Lucy span round to see that Dan (still in the VR hel net and
totally unconsci ous of anything that was happeni ng MatterSi de) had wandered out through the open
door of the Crew Room and was now headi ng straight for the Gand Axial Canal

"DANI'' she screaned, and ran towards himas his feet reached the edge of the embanknent.

I mredi ately there was anot her expl osion of noise and Iight around them as the Yassaccans fired
agai n. But Lucy had hold of Dan's sleeve. She managed to twi st himround on the very edge of the
wat er and pushed hi m back towards the Crew Room The Journalist, neanwhile, was firing as fast as
he could in the general direction of the invaders. But by now there was so nuch snoke neither side
coul d see very nuch.

"Let's get out of here!' yelled The Journalist and he bundl ed Lucy after Dan, back into the Crew
Room

19

"Who set fire to the curtains? demanded Bol fass the nonment he burst into the Crew Room He
nodded, and a coupl e of Yassaccan repair workers hurried over to replace them Bolfass had led his
Speci al Assault Group along a back service corridor to the crews quarters, while Yellin and
Assmal led the frontal attack along the nain arteries of the Starship.

Bol fass | oved the finish they had obtained on the service corridor ceiling. It gave himnuch quiet
satisfaction, in the dark of the night, to reflect on the craftsmanship and the high quality of
mat eri al | avi shed on even the working areas of the great Starship.

"Never was there another such construction in the entire history of our people,' he used to tel
his grandchildren, as they sat around the evening hearth, eating their dunpling stew and snork
crackling. 'Even the curtains in the Crew Roons were woven fromthe hair of the silky canadil
which [ives high up in the Muuntains of Merlor, and can only be caught with | ove and ki ndness. The
hair of the canadil is so fine you nust weave it by the light of the moons, for in sunlight it

wi |l disappear like snow.' The children | oved these tales of craftsmanship and daring feats of
engi neeri ng.

It cut Bolfass to the quick to see how soneone could m streat such workmanship. In fact it nade

hi m very cross indeed.

At that very nmonent, a figure wearing a VR helmet stunbled into the room followed by two others -
one of whomwas clearly a treacherous Blerontinian. A black rage swall owed Bol fass whol e, and the
next nonent he had swi velled out his SD handgun and bl asted the three newconers to cosm ¢ dust -
their bodies exploded in a supernova of entrails and nangled fl esh that quickly reached white-heat
and, happily, burnt out before they could besmatter or stain the beautifully hand-Iacquered walls.
Lucy was aware of a viol ent cacophony of noise and her eyes were whited-out by the nbst piercing
Iight. She screaned, grabbed onto The Journalist and fell in a faint upon the floor. It was that
terrifying.

Bol fass grinned and bl ew away the snoke from his SD handgun. Hi s anger assuaged, he twirled the
gun on his finger and slipped it back into its hol ster

It has to be explained at this point that the Yassaccans were a peace-loving, kindly race -

dedi cated to craftsmanshi p and sober industry. Many of them however, were also prone to blind,

bl ood-1usting rage when confronted by certain things - such as sl oppy worknanship or a disregard
for fine hand-crafting. In the distant past these rages had led to terrible destruction of life
and property, and, since the npbods went as quickly as they came, they had also | ed to unendurabl e
renorse for many thousands of these otherw se benign and caring folk. The Yassaccan scientists
had, therefore, devel oped the SD weapon, which - unlike the sort of hardware that nobst military
scientists come up with - was designed to reduce death and destruction rather than increase it.
The Sinul ated Destruction weapon - or SD gun - gave the user the nmonmentary inpression of having

wr eaked the bl oody revenge that his crazed fury craved - w thout actually doing any damage. It

al ways surprised and stunned the eneny, but that was all.

Lucy, not knowi ng any of this, was nore than astonished to find herself still alive enough to hear
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the | eader of the invaders demand: 'You are under arrest! \Were are the others?

"Hey! This is great! |I'm going down one of the cybernautic neural pathways! It's |like a water-
slide! Wheeee Excellent!' exclai ned Dan.

'Take that stupid thing off his head!' snapped Bol fass. The Yassaccans had no tinme for Virtua
Real ity exercises. Their business was exclusively MatterSide. Two of the invaders grabbed Dan and
yanked the hel net off his head.

"Hey! | was enjoying th-1 Jeepers! Wat's going on?!' said Dan as he experienced SRM - Sudden
Return to MatterSide.

"I said: where are the others?' repeated Bol fass.

"There aren't any others,' replied The Journalist, truculently.

"Cone on! | wasn't brought up in a Blerontinlan State Nursery!* Who's running this ship? Bolfass
was getting irritated again; he'd just noticed the wetched finish on the ness-tables: the

Bl erontinian furniture makers had used unseasoned Lintin Pine from Northern Blerontin - an

i nferior wood which would warp badly after a couple of decades in use... and... by the Falls of
Fakni k! They hadn't even conceal ed the end grain with housed joints! In fact, when he | ooked
closer, he could see the tenons were barely haunched - |eaving scarcely enough tinber at the top

of the stile for wedgi ng! Had these people never |earned even the nost rudi nentary basics of the
art ofjoinery? Bol fass reached for his SD gun...

* These institutions were infamus for turning out individuals of |ess than avenge nental agility -
possibly owing to the fact that, for generations, Blerontinian Governnents had saved noney on
t hese establishnments by forbidding any teaching to be done in them

But before he could weak his terrible and destructive revenge on the perpetrators of this

sli pshod botch-work a niracl e happened.

The door of the Crew Room opened and a vision entered - soneone so conpellingly and so unutterably
beautiful that Bolfass fell heavily and permanently in love. Hs life was never to be the sane
fromthat nmonent forth

He I owered the SD gun and stared in childlike adoration

Nettie, who had just conpleted her course of rejuvenation in Leovinus's extraordinary beauty
parlour, had not only regai ned her youthful conplexion, her body also had returned to its former
proportions. In fact, if anything, her waist was just that little bit thinner, her breasts just a
tiny bit firmer, the swell of her stomach just a tad nore rounded. She | ooked nore |ovely than
ever for, despite the fresh bl oom of youth that had returned to her cheeks, her face was al so
suffused with the wi sdomthat cones of having lived for several mllion years. A d Leovinus
certainly knew what he was doi ng.

"Nettiel" rmurmured Dan

"Who d'you say?' asked Bol fass absent-ni ndedly.

"Hi! Everybody!' said Nettie. 'Supposing we all introduce ourselves? I'm Nettie.'

"Captain Bolfass at your service!' said Bolfass, springing to attention 'And these are Corporals:
Yar kt ak, Edenbop, Ragtiliten, Desenbo, Luntparger, Forzab, Kakit, Zi mu ddy, Duterprat, Kazitinker-
Rigipitil, Purzenhakkken, Roofcl eetop, Spangl owi ddi n, Buke-Hanmadorf, Bunzl ywotter, Brudel hanpon,
Har zi mmodl , Unctinpoter, Gol holiwol, D nseynewt, Tidoloft, Cossiniwp, Onecrocodil

Erl dehamerdrat, Inchbewigglit, Sarniliftodft, Buke-WIllinujit (he's a half-cousin by nmarriage of
Buke- Hammadorf). ..

"Hi, Nettie!' said one of theYassaccan invaders.

"Barnzi pewt,' continued Bolfass, 'Spighalliwiller, Mnsiportim Itkip, Harlorfreytor, Pullijit,
Beakel mensdor k, Uppel saftat, Bukhunster, Rintineagel bun, Bootintuk, Poodal asvan
Sunpcreetorkattel burt. ..’

"Look! | hate to interrupt,' interrupted The Journalist, 'but there's a bonb on board this ship
which is about to go off in..." He switched on the nobile phone.

"Ten... nine ..' counted the bonb.

"Hot shit!' exclainmed The Journali st.

"Silence! Blerontinian Purveyor of Shoddy Goods!' shouted Bol fass, grabbing the nobile phone.
"He's not a Purveyor of Shoddy Goods!' exclainmed Lucy (who, if the truth were told, was a bit
hacked of f by the reaction to Nettie's entrance).

"Eight...' said the bonb.

"Gve me that!' screaned The Journalist, flinging hinself at the phone. Bolfass tossed it to

Cor poral Inchbew gglit.
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"Seven...' counted the bonb.

"It's down to seven!' yelled The Journalist. 'Take this Blerontinian Bodger to the cells!"’
comanded Bol fass, and Corporal s Spangl owi ddin and Ri nti neagel bun grabbed The Journalist in a half-
nel son and marched hi mout of the Crew Room

"Six...' said the bonb, and Corporal Inchbewigglit flicked the nobile phone off.

'These two as well!' Bolfass was pointing at Lucy and Dan

"No!" cried Lucy and Dan. 'The bonmb!' but they were hustled out.

"Captain Bolfass,' said Nettie in a cool voice. 'There is no tinme to explain. Please give ne the
phone. '

"I amafraid | cannot allow you to use it, Nettie,' said Captain Bolfass,
"Such as?'

"You nmight call for reinforcenents.'

'Captain Bol fass, you have ny word that there is no one else on this ship, as far as | know. You
al so have ny word that there is a bonb about to blow us all to cosmic dust, unless you give ne
that phone.’

Bol fass hesitated a fraction of a second, and then nodded to Corporal |nchbew gglit. Corpora
Inchbewigglit hesitated even less than a fraction of a second and handed the phone to Nettie.
Nettie switched it on

for security reasons.'

"Two...' said the bonb.

"Ch, bonb!' said Nettie. '"This is Nettie. Remenber ne?

"Er... One...' said the bonb. 'How nmany fours nake eight?

"Er...er...Zeee...'

"No... How many fours nmake eight?" "Er... er... Two?' said the bonb. 'How nmany twos in six?
"Three...' said the bonb.

"And how many tines does three go into twelve?

"Four...' said the bonb. It paused for a nonent and then continued: 'Five... Six... Seven...'

"Phew!' said Nettie. 'That'll buy a bit of tine...

"Whay have you put this bonb onto our ship? demanded Bol f ass.

"Your ship?' exclainmed Nettie.

"Way do you sound so surprised? cried Bolfass. 'Do you think we're not skillful enough to have
built such a wonderful thing?

"Ch no!' replied Nettie. 'l didn't nean anything like that - it's just that you attacked the ship.
It didn't seemlike you owned it."

"OF course we own it!' Nettie thought Captain Bolfass appeared a trifle defensive. 'Legally and
nmoral ly! This ship is our rightful reconpense for all the msery and hardship that we have
suffered at the hands of the Bl erontinians!'

"Look! | don't want to appear stupid...'
"You could never look that, Nettie,' the Captain assured her.
" Thank you...' Nettie felt herself charmed by this short, fair stranger, in whose hands her fate

apparently lay. '"But | don't know the background history to all this...’

"And | will be delighted to tell you the whole story, dear |ady-' Bol fass gave her deep bow - 'but
first it is nmy unpleasant task to ask you once again: Wy have you placed a bonb on this ship?
"W haven't!' Nettie gave a little laugh that sent the Captain's heart reeling after his wobbly
knees. 'We're on this ship by accident...' and she told Bolfass the whole story; how Dan and Lucy
were about to turn the old rectory into a hotel, with the noney fromthe Top Ten Travel Agency,
and how the Starship had crashed into the house; how they had been invited aboard by a polite
robot, and of all the things that had passed on the ship up until the invasion by the good
Captain's forces

When she had finished there was a | ong pause, until Nettie eventually added: 'And that's it...
really.’

Bol fass seened to suddenly recollect hinself - as if he'd been in a dreamwhile she'd been
talking. He junped to attention, and clicked his heels in a nbst courteous manner.

"l understand perfectly, dear lady,' he said, bowi ng and kissing her hand. Captain Bolfass
increasingly |ooked as if he had just stepped out of a Jane Austen novel

"All we want to do is to get back to Earth,' said Nettie.

"OF course!' Captain Bolfass clicked his heels again, in that way that nmade Nettie wiggle inside
with delight. 'l amentirely at your service. Cone!'

And Nettie followed the Captain, her high heels clicking on the beautifully laid floor of the work
ar ea.

20
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Dan wasn't quite sure why he was surprised to find that there were cells on the Starship Titanic.
It nade sense in a way, he supposed, and yet they seened totally out of place amidst all this

I uxury and el egance. The cell that he and The Journalist had been thrown into was, as cells tend
to be, bare and cold. It was al so danp, which is certainly what you expect cells to be but a bit
surprising on such a technol ogi cal |l y advanced vehicl e.

"Lucy is such a good flick,' said The Journalist, shaking his head in admiration. 'You are a |ucky
man! '

"Look,' said Dan, 'l hate to disabuse you, but on Earth our attitude to these sorts of things is
not the sane as you Bl erontinians.

You're telling ne!' exclained The Journalist. 'Wen Lucy first suggested we have sex | could
hardly believe nmy ears!’

' She did what?' excl ai med Dan

"Well - we thought that the bomb was going to expl ode any second and she just kind of... Hey! Cone
to think of it! D you think your other friend - what's her nane?

' She suggested... you make |ove?

" The bl onde one - Nightie!

"Nettie.'

"D you think Nettie knows about talking to the bonb?

"I don't believe Lucy "suggested” you have sex!' replied Dan.

'That was when | first realized how different sexual attitudes nust be on your planet!

Dan went a bit quiet. In all the years he had known Lucy, and what was it? oh! it rmust be all of
thirteen years now (probably nore since they'd been travelling at the speed of light!) and in all
those years he couldn't renmenber Lucy initiating a single sexual act. In the early years, he would
sonmetimes lie awake at night, waiting to see if she would start, but he finally gave up. She was
al ways perfectly happy to make | ove - but he had to make the first approach. He'd al ways assuned
that was just how she was.

"Hey! Jailer!' The Journalist was yelling out of the bars.

"The! |Is that you?' Lucy's voice came fromthe cell down the row.

"Lucy!' cried The Journalist. 'Pipes of Pangalin! | want to screw the arse off you!'
"STOP I T!' screaned Dan, and he threw hinself at The Journalist. The two of themrolled around the
sodden floor of their cell, with Dan punching and ki cking and The surprised Journalist trying to

def end hi nmsel f.

"Dan! DAN! |Is that you?' Lucy was yelling. She could hear themfighting. 'Stop that! W' ve got to
save our strength! W' ve got to get out of here!

"Lucy's right!' The Journalist panted, and suddenly the fight went out of Dan. Suddenly he found
hi nsel f wonderi ng why he was so jeal ous.

"Way did you attack me?' asked The Journali st.

Dan was just about to explain about the history of sexual nobres on Earth, but he stopped hinself.
"Look!"' he said instead. 'Let's call a truce. Just don't talk about sex for the rest of the day,
all right?

"If you'd rather... But don't worry about nme. |'mnot shocked by the laxity of your Earth

nmoral s...'

"Just shut up about it for a few m nutes!’

"CK!'' replied The Jounali st.

"Now,' said Dan. 'Suppose you tell ne everything you know about this Starship that we're all stuck
on, and then maybe together we can figure a way to get off it.

"Dan! | love you!' shouted Lucy from her cell.

"l love you too!" Dan shouted back

"Me too!' shouted The Journalist.

Dan fought back the urge to hit himand said: 'Tell ne what you know.'

And so The Journalist told Dan about how the construction of the Starship Titanic had bankrupted
the planet of Yassacca, and how Star-Struct Inc. had then renoved the construction work, w thout
paying their debts. He told Dan of the runours of financial trouble that had dogged the buil ding
of the ship on Blerontin, of the suspected shoddy worknanship of the Unmarri ed Teenage Mot hers
enpl oyed on the work, and how corners had been cut. He told Dan of Leovinus, the architect,

engi neer, artist, conposer and greatest general all-round genius in the Galaxy, and how he had net
hi mon the night before the launch. He told Dan of his nmeeting with Scraliontis, the accountant,
who had told himof the bonb and the plot to scuttle the great Starship and claimthe insurance,
shortly before plunging to his death after being attacked by a parrot.
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The Journalist then told Dan how, despite his wounds, he had decided to stow away on board in
order to get the great scoop that had always hitherto eluded himin his career as a journalist
he'd expose the full story behind the construction of the Starship and, at the sane tine, give a
first hand account of what it was |like to be the only passenger on board. (The idea had been to

| aunch the ship on automatic, before flying her to Dormillion, where she was to pick up her first
crew and passengers.)

The Journalist then told Dan about how the ship had suffered a SVMEF (Spontaneous Massive Existence
Failure) shortly after launch and how it had crash-1anded on some unknown planet in the unexplored
backsi de of the Galaxy. He finally described how, after the crash, he had heard cries comng from
one of the curtains in the First Cass Dining Room He had then discovered Leovi nus where he had
been left for dead by Scraliontis. The Journalist had freed himand then tried to stop the old man

fromrushing off the ship - but to no avail. Despite his age, Leovinus had overpowered him (The
Journalist had still been losing blood at this stage) and - scream ng for revenge, waving, a
glowi ng silver shard in his hand and presumably imagi ning he was still on Blerontin - the great

geni us had di sappeared into the darkness of an alien world..
"Captain Bolfass wants to see you.' Their jailer suddenly cut across the long story. He jangled
his keys as he opened the door to the wretched cell, and pulled The Journalist out.

Capt ai n Bol fass had escorted the beautiful Nettie to the Captain's Bridge. There he had invited
her to take a little tea and sone ci nnanpon biscuit, while he nade the necessary arrangenents to
fly the great Starship back to the planet Earth.

"Wthout wi shing to sound disrespectful,' he explained to her, 'it is not a planet with which | am
fam liar - though, of course, it must be the nost delightful world, to be the honme of soneone as
I ovely and as charm ng as yourself.' He bowed, and Nettie felt the thrill of being treated |ike

t he heroi ne of Northanger Abbey.

"I amsure you are nore than capabl e of guiding us hone,' she said, |owering her eyes.

"Ah! My dear lady!' exclainmed the Captain. "It is not | who will guide us but the ship itself. The
exact |ocation of the planet Earth will have been recorded in the Starship's central intelligence
core. Although none of us have any idea of where your planet is to be found, all |I have to do is
to tell Titania - that is what Leovi nus named his cybernautic system- and she will locate it and
take us there.

Captain Bol fass pressed a snmall button on one of the consoles, next to a video gane based on a
recent Blerontinian film.. and that is where the novel suddenly ceased to be one by Jane Austen
or even Cat herine Cookson

"Bart hfarthi nghasts!' exclaimed Bolfass. 'Something's wong! |'mgetting no response!

Nettie, who had felt the Earth and home to be very close indeed - a nmere button-push away - now
saw it suddenly recede into deep space.

"Captain Bolfass!' Corporal Buke-WIllinujit (the cousin by marriage of Corporal Buke-Hanmradorf)
had just arrived out of breath and nervous. 'The central intelligence core! Soneone's renoved the
vital functions!'

Bol fass turned to Yellin, who was busy with one of the shoot-emup ganes. 'This is the work of
that Blerontinian vandal! Bring himup at once!’

By the time The Journalist was thrown at his feet, Bolfass had beconme quite angry - not as angry
as if he had known about the sub-standard materials used for the railing around the Central Wl
or if he had known about the scandal ous lack of finish in the bilge and rubbi sh-di sposal wastes
(where the Unnarri ed Teenage Mthers had been told not to rub down or even apply any varnish!) -
but still pretty angry.

"What have you done to Titania's brain? he roared.

The Journalist stuck his chin out and said: 'l can only give you nmy nane, rank and nunber.'

"This isn't The Great Escape!' * exclained Bolfass, swivelling a light into The Journalist's eyes
"Tell me what you know O | shall let Horst here do his worst!

* The Great Escape - the nane of a famous Blerontin filmcelebrating the true story of how the
cream of the Blerontinian spacefleet, held prisoners in the supposedly inpregnable fortress of
Drat-Kroner, contrived a nass escape. Oddly enough it also starred Steve MQueen.

"My lips are sealed!' countered The Journalist, turning his head away.
"Very well! You | eave me no choice!' snarled Bolfass and he struck The Journalist across the face
with his | eather glove.
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"All right!' said The Journalist. "I'll tell you anything you want! Anything!"

"Don't you want to be tortured a little nore first?

"No! I'd rather tell you now.'

"Very well! We know you' ve sabotaged Titania's brain to prevent us returning to Yassacca! Tell us

what you' ve done with the parts!’

The Journalist |ooked surprised. 'Scraliontis didn't tell ne about that part of the plot!'

"What plot? Bolfass secretly adnired his Blerontinian adversary for his ability to remain coo
under circunstances when a | esser man woul d have cracked. 'It's a pity,' he thought, 'we aren't
fighting this war on the sanme side. On the other hand, we're not actually fighting a war at all."’
Bol fass nmade an effort to pull hinself together.

The Journalist then told everything he knew about Scraliontis's and Brobostigon's plot to scuttle
the great Starship and claimthe insurance. Bolfass listened in white-laced anger. Nettie could
see the rage boiling up within him

"It's not this fellow s fault!' she cried out.

Bol fass hesitated - his hand was already on his SD gun - but sonmething in the tone of Nettie's
voice stilled the fury inside him He left his gun al one.

"Scraliontis and Brobostigon were on the ship the night before the launch,' said The Journalist.
'They woul dn't have wanted to attract attention by going in and out of it, so | imagi ne whatever
they took out of the central intelligence system they'll have hidden sonewhere on board."'

' Sounds feasible,' said Assnal, the other Yassaccan commander, who up to this point had been doing
fantastically well at the Tetris gane.

"Very well!' said Bolfass. 'We will search the ship fromprow to keel. Those parts nust be found
or we will never get Nettie back to her own planet. Indeed, we will find it hard enough to Iinp
back to Yassacca as it is!

"I think we can nake it, Captain!' said Rodden, the navigational engineer. 'W are in the Starius
Zone E-D 3278 of the Praxima-Betril Section of the Inner Gal axy.

I can get us honme by dead reckoning, so long as Assmal can get nmanual control of the ship's
power . '

Assmal nodded. 'l have control now of enough functions to be able to steer. But it will be a |long
trip - several hours at |east.'

And so, the great Starship Titanic turned its vast bulk in the star-bright darkness of space and
began its weary journey back to the planet of Yassacca.

21

The search for the mssing parts of the Starship's brain proved nore difficult than anyone coul d
have anticipated. This was nainly owing to the fact that the ship's robots were becomn ng

i ncreasingly eccentric in their behaviour. The Doorbots were beginning to hallucinate - opening
the doors for non-existent First Cass Passengers' pets and being charning to waste-di sposa

units. The Liftbots had gone into a permanent decline, convinced that the only way to avoid the
end of civilization as they knew it was to eat |ess protein. The Dustbots kept dashing out from
the skirting and depositing on the floor bits of fluff |large enough to trip everyone up

But the biggest problemwas in the main bar of the ship, where the Barbot was trapped in sone
strange cyberpsychotic | oop, despite the fact that they could all clearly see a piece of Titania's
brai n anongst the col oured gl asses and bottles on the shelf behind him

"Yes yes sir! Jiff be with you... Cock this tail mx, have you just, sir...' The Barbot veered
bet ween the charnmingly inconprehensible and belligerently drunk
"Just give us that piece of cyberware on the shelf there...' tried Corporal Gol holiwol. But the

Barbot sinply bit his nose. "OM" cried Corporal Gol holiwol.
Every attenpt to clinb over the bar and get at the object was net with a surprising show of force
fromthe Barbot, and the peace-loving Yassaccans were forced into retreat.

By the tinme all but one of the mssing parts were eventually |located, the Starship Titanic was
wi thin sight of the planet Yassacca.

Ret urni ng home was always the Jailer's favourite thing in Iife. Soon he woul d have his feet up
besi de a bl azing hearth. A jug of O d-Fashioned Beer would be in his hand, and his fanm |y woul d be
runni ng here and there preparing the evening nmeal or playing ganes on the porch in the setting
sun.

He was therefore whistling a rather jolly tune as he unl ocked the cell door and indicated to Dan
that he was a free nan.
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Had Dan been nore rnusical, he would have recognized the Jailer's tune as none other than

' Madenoi selle from Arnentiers' - a French tune popular during the First Wrld War. The reason why
the Jailer canme to be whistling it is not unconnected to the snuggling of French chanpagne to
Blerontin via the time-warp previously nentioned. For, if the truth were known, the Jailer was

none other than Corporal Pillwiddlipillipitit - the notorious snuggler and | eader of the infanous
Pillwiddlipillipitit Gang, which was one of the unpleasant manifestations of organized crinme that
had sprung up since the ruin of the Yassaccan econony. Pillwiddlipillipitit had di sguised hinself

as an ordinary corporal in the Yassaccan spacefleet, in order to reconnoitre the Starship Titanic

for possible plunder at a later date. But that is another story.

The nonent he was free, Dan nade a beeline for Lucy, who was standing on the Captain's Bridge with
The Journalist and Nettie, watching the great gl obe of the approaching planet, through the w ndow.
"Lucy!' he whispered. 'Can we go and tal k somewhere private?

"Not now!' Lucy whispered back. 'Look! Isn't that the nost amazing sight you' ve ever seen?

"It reminds me of your breasts,' murmured The Journalist. Dan fought back an urge to kill The
Journalist on the spot, and, instead, grabbed Lucy by the armand dragged her to the other end of
the Bridge.

"You suggested it! He said you did!' Dan was trying to sound nore indighant and accusing than
plaintive but it was coming out nore like a total and utter whinge.

"Dan! It wa sjust a weak nmonent...'

"Why have you never had any "weak nmoments" with me? In the thirteen years...'

"Just what the hell are you tal king about, Dan? W have a great sex-life - don't we?' Lucy was
getting mad at him

"Well...yes...It's just..

"You're just so goddammed jeal ous! You think |I'm screwing every man who finds nme attractive!'

"l never said that!' As usual, Dan could feel the conversation spiralling out of his control. As
it happened, however, he was rescued fromthe inevitable dialectical huniliation by a remarkable
and dangerous turn of events that was to alter the whole course of this story.

Bol fass had been pointing out the continents and countries of Yassacca to Nettie. He felt his
heart beating fast - partly with the pride he felt in his own world but nore because Nettie had
taken hold of his armand was gazi ng out beside himin wonder and admiration. Bolfass could have
practically swooned on the spot. He could snell the scent of that beautiful creature beside him
he could feel the gentle touch of her soft hands upon his arm and he could feel her heart beating
behi nd her firm breast cl ose against him Bolfass hardly knew what he was sayi ng.

"And there, dear |ady, you can see the Ccean of Summer-Plastering. That is the Land known as

Fi nepottery, oh! And over there, dear lady, if you were to turn your eyes you could see ny own
country: Carpenters Islands. It is a fine place, peopled by noble craftsmen and technicians of the
hi ghest calibre. O at least... it was before...' Bolfass's voice seened to crack so that Nettie
gl anced down at him- his rugged features were clouded by a furrow of sadness.

'Before what, Captain Bolféss? Nettie asked softly.

"Ah, Nettie, | don't want to burden you with the problens of our world,' replied the gallant
Capt ai n.

"l should like to know.' Nettie took the Captain's hand in hen and stroked it gently, and | think
t he good Captain woul d have fainted then and there for sheer pleasure had not a novenent around
the perinmeter of the planet distracted him

' Rodden! What's that?' Bol fass had suddenly becone tense.

The Navigational Oficer peered into the distant haze around Yassacca. He put his bino-focals to
his eyes and an involuntary gasp escaped him

"Bl erontinians!' he murmnured.

Bol fass grabbed the bino-focals. Yes! He could see clearly a whole fleet of fighter spaceships
with Blerontinian registration plates, but no other markings. They were clearly not official

Bl erontin Space fleet.

"Mercenaries!' muttered Assnal

"They nean trouble!' said Yellin.

"Quick!' yelled Bolfass, 'Every man to arns! And turn off the SD feature. W shall shoot rea
amuni tion!'

There was a buzz anongst the Yassaccans as they |leapt into action, grabbing weapons and racing to
predet ernmi ned positions. The idea of firing real ammunition instead of Simulated Destruction
charges was both exciting and terrifying to them O course, they had used |ive anmo when they
first attacked the Starship, but that was just against an inanimte object - this tinme they would
he firing at living targets. Naturally they wouldn't aimdirectly at the eneny, that went without
saying, but there would be a ot of exciting repair work to | ook forward to!
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Bol fass's face suddenly darkened, and he turned gravely to Nettie. 'Nettie!' he said. 'l amso
sorry to do this, and | hope you will be able to forgive me, but | nust regretfully ask you and
your friends to retire to a safe quarter, whilst we are engaged with the eneny.'

Whi | e Bol fass had been saying this, the Blerontinian nercenaries had streaked (at just under I|ight-
speed) up to the Starship, and had now surrounded it. There nmust have been fifty or sixty craft -
a typical rag-bag assortment of spaceships converted to mlitary use. Such ad-hoc fleets had
become a familiar sight in the space-skies around this sector of the Gal axy, ever since the

br eakdown of econom c co-operati on between worlds and the destabilisation of the Inter-Galactic
Security Council.

Suddenly a harsh voi ce booned out over the Starship's | oudspeaker system 'This is the officia
spacefl eet of the Magna- Corps | nsurance Conpany of Blerontin. W are acting under |icence and
according to Blerontinian Law on behal f of the Loss Adjustors appointed to |liquidate the remaining
assets of the Star-Struct Construction Conpany, Starship Titanic Holdings Ltd. and Starlight

Travel Inc. as per the insurance schedule para 6 sub-section 3. On behalf of the above-naned

I nsurance Conpany, we hereby repossess this Starship as |awful property of the said | nsurance
Conpany. Pl ease |eave quietly and in an orderly fashion.'

"Snork piddlers!' yelled Bolfass. He knew how to work the ship's comunication systens, and his
voi ce rang round the nmercenaries' spacecraft so loudly they could hear it fromthe Starship. 'W
built this ship! We lavished our care and craftsmanship on it without stint and w thout grudge! W
bought the finest materials and ran into debt trying to nmeet the wonderfully high specifications
ordered by M Leovinus. W were never paid a penny. Then, when the construction was taken from us,
we and our famlies were faced with poverty and hunger. This ship is ours by every noral right in
the Galaxy. What is nore we claimit by right of salvage! W found it, and we have brought it hack
toits rightful place! Go suck yoursel ves!'

Even as he spoke, four of the nercenary boarding-craft clanged into the side of the Starship.

G appling irons were attached to the hull and the airlocks of the Titanic were broached fromthe
out si de.

At the same nonent the air around the nercenaries burst into |light and snoke and noi se, as the
Yassaccans | aunched a furious counter-attack

Al'l this while, Nettie, Dan, Lucy and The Journalist had found thensel ves back under arrest and
being hurried towards the cells by half a dozen agitated Yassaccan guards. They were about hal fway
along the Grand Axial Canal when an advance patrol of Blerontinian nercenaries suddenly burst out
of the Embarkation Lobby and opened fire. The three Earth people and The Journalist threw

t hensel ves onto the floor, but the Yassaccans, used as they were to SD weapons, hesitated for a
second and in that second they lost it. Corporal Inchbewi gglit and Corporal Razitinker-Rigipiti
made it to the deck but Corporals Yarktak, Bunzlywotter, Tidoloft and Forzab received direct hits.
They clutched their chests and their weapons clattered to the fl oor

Nettie was the first to throw herself onto one of the fallen weapons and w thout hesitation she
turned it on the mercenaries. Considering she had never even handl ed a shotgun, back on Earth,
Nettie seemed to naster the Yassaccan 'blaster’' with remarkabl e ease. It seemed obvious to her
where to hold it, and she'd noticed the trigger just bel ow one of the firing chanbers. She ained
it, squeezed the trigger, flanme blasted out of the barrels and two nmercenaries fell to the ground.
"No! No!'" yelled Corporal Inchbewigglit in alarm 'Ai mabove their heads!

"Not on your life!' yelled Nettie, and brought down another Blerontinian. By this tinme Lucy, Dan
and The Journalist had each grabbed hold of another of the spare weapons and started bl asting away
at their attackers.

Their Yassaccan guards were clearly shocked. The Blerontinians, for their part, were taken totally
by surprise. They were used to standing up to the fury of Yassaccan SD guns, and - in extrene
circunstances - they were used to Yassaccans firing over their heads with real weapons. But this
was sonething new It was also very alarm ng! The few Bl erontini ans who renai ned standi ng | ooked
at their fallen conrades, they | ooked back at their adversaries who even now were bl asting
straight at them and - without waiting for another volley to hit them- they turned and fl ed.

The Yassaccan guards were flabbergasted. Never, in the history of their nations, had Bl erontinians
fled before Yassaccan gunfire!

Nettie, neanwhile, had raced forwards to the doors of the Enbarkation Lobby. There she continued
to blast away at the retreating Blerontinians - this time firing above their heads. But the
mercenaries were in no nood to stick around to see what she was aining at - they were already back
in the airlock and had sl amed the door shut.

"M nd the paintwork!' gasped Corporal |Inchbew gglit.

"Wl |l done!' cried Dan, who had just reached Nettie, She was breathing hard and Dan could feel the
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heat coming off her body as he stood cl ose behind her. Suddenly she span round.

"Ch ny God! The bonb!' she exclainmed and pull ed the nobile phone from her pocket.

"Two...' said the bomb. 'One... '

"Hi, bonb! It's Nettie!’

"Hi, Nettie...'

"Are you all right, bonb?

There was silence. For a nonent, Dan thought they'd lost it.

'Bonmb? Are you there, bonb?' Nettie called into the phone. But still the bonb didn't reply.
"Bonb!"' Dan had grabbed the phone.

"Oh! O course! Let the man do it!' said Nettie

"Bonb? Are you there?" Dan wasn't listening to Nettie. 'Speak to ne!’

"I was speaking to Nettie,' said the bonb in a sul ky voi ce.

"Oh,' said Dan and handed t he phone back to Nettie. 'Sorry,' he whispered.

"This is Nettie,' said Nettie into the phone. Again the bonb renmained silent. 'Bonb?' she
r epeat ed.

Agai n sil ence.

"Bonb!' a note of urgency had crept into Nettie's voice. 'Speak to ne!’

Then the bonb spoke... very quietly... '"I'"'ma Mega-Scuttler...' it said

"I's that your nane?' asked Nettie.

"Yes,' said the bonb. 'I'ma bonb.'

"I know you are,' replied Nettie.

"I like hearing your voice, Nettie,' said the bonb.

"I like hearing yours, bonmb,' replied Nettie.

"You're not... just saying that?

"No, I"'mnot. For an el ectronic voice you have a very soft one. It's nice.' For a nonent Nettie

t hought the bonb was crying; 'Wn't you start counting down again for ne?
"If you' d really like me to," said the bonb.
"Yes,' said Nettie.

"Very well,"' said the bonb. "I"Il count - just for you, Nettie. But this is the last tinme. One
t housand... N ne hundred and ni nety-nine...'

Netti e had been so intent upon her purpose of stopping the bonb that she hadn't realized how
terrified she'd been, but the next nonment she found out, her knees gave way, and she fell into

Dan's arns that were suddenly there to catch her

Bol fass stood on the Captain's Bridge of the Starship Titanic and could not believe his eyes, as
he wat ched the Bl erontinian nmercenaries beat a retreat into their boarding craft.

"What on Yassacca's going on?' he exclained. 'Blerontinians don't just give up like that - they
usually fight to our last man!' But, for good nmeasure, he ordered another salvo of space-fire and
the bl ackness around the nercenaries' craft exploded again with Iight and noise. In less tine than
it takes for a snork to poop on a plate, the rag-tag flotilla had turned about, and with a bl ast
of white-hot rocketry the |oss adjustors' spacefleet disappeared into the stars beyond the
beautiful green planet of Yassacca.

At that very noment, Dan and Nettie burst onto the Captain's Bridge again.

"You should be in the cells!' snapped Bol fass,

' They shot straight at the eneny!' Corporal |nchbew gglit appeared behind them 'That's why the
mercenaries ran off!'

"W've got to do sonething about the bonb!' cried Nettie. "It says this will be its |ast

count down, '

"That's terrible!" exclainmed Bol fass, |ooking very grave indeed.

"Yes! It says it will explode this tine!'

"You ained directly at the Bl erontini ans?

"Isn't that what you're neant to do?' asked Nettie.

"Not it is not!' exclainmed Bollass. 'W have a strict noral code! My dear lady! |I'msure you
didn't nean to actually aimat then?'
"Wl |l of course she did!' Dan was getting a bit short-tenpered. 'It was the only way to stop them

VWhat are we going to do about the bonb?'

"They ran off like zippo as soon as they realized Nettie was firing at them ' exclainmed

I nchbewi gglit enthusiastically.

"l shall have to put you all under arrest!’

"Captain Bolfass,' said Nettie in her nost charm ng voice. 'W are ignorant of your ways on
Yassacca, and can only react as Earth people, and on Earth, I'mafraid people aimto kill and maim
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each other. That's what weapons are for. | don't like it - but that is howit is. W didn't nean
to infringe your code of honour - we just tried to save you and the Starship fromthe | oss
adjustors. Now listen...' And she flipped on the nobile phone.

"Nine hundred and twenty-two...' The bonb was still counting.
"W've got about thirteen mnutes!’
"Very well,' said Bolfass, still stern-faced. 'W shall have to apol ogi ze to the Blerontinians.'

"But they were trying to kill you!' exclained Nettie.

"That is because they have no noral code that forbids them' replied Bolfass, wth undeniable
logic. 'l shall wite the letter of apology as soon as | get a spare nonent.'

"I'f we don't do sonething about the bonb,' exclained Dan, '"we're all of us going to be nothing but
spare nmonents!'’

You are right!' said Bolfass. 'l shall have it defused at once!

Nettie insisted on being with the bonb while it was defused. 'I feel | owe it to it,' she said,
when Dan tried to dissuade her. 'Besides, if it goes off, it doesn't matter whereabouts on the
ship any of us are.'

The Yassaccan bonb di sposal expert agreed, as he put his tool bag down beside the bonb.

"Four hundred and thirty-four...' said the bonb.

"Hi, bonb!' said Nettie.

"Four hundred and thirty-three...' said the bonmb. Nettie sonehow knew that it was not going to |et
itself be interrupted. This was the | ast countdown.

"How are you feeling, bomb?'" Nettie asked.

"Please don't talk to it while |'"mdefusing it,' said the bonb disposal expert. "It could be
danger ous. '
'Have you got enough tinme?' asked Dan. 'Four hundred and thirty-two...' said the bonmb. 'Depends,"

said the bonb disposal expert, unscrewing a netal plate fromthe cabinet 'If it keeps counting at
this speed | should be OK but sonetines on the |ast countdown they can speed up. This is a 8D 96

Ful | Force Mega-Scuttler - if it were an 8G or even a 9A we'd be fine. They put a servo-contro
mechanismin to stop that problem But with the SD, well... you just never know. .. Ah! This seens
to be all in order...'

Wil e he had been tal king the bonmb di sposal expert had renoved the netal plate and exposed a dul
red button which read: 'DEFUSE THE BOWB'

"Fortunately on the 8D they still included this autonatic defuser - just to make it sinple for us
bonb di sposal experts.' He pressed the button. Immediately the bonb stopped counting. There was a
pause. Then a siren went off, the red button saying 'DEFUSE THE BOWVB' it up and started flashing,
and a gl ass cover slid across the button, preventing anyone fromtouching it.

"Wait a np... said the bonmb di sposal expert. 'This doesn't seemto be quite right...'
"Congratul atl ons!' said the bonmb. You have successfully defused the 8D-96 Full Force Mega-
Scuttler. The Mega-Scuttler, however, is linked into the intelligence cybersystemof this
starship, and unfortunately that systemis currently inconplete. The bonb has therefore gone into
Default Mdde. Please refer to nanual.

"Where's the manual ?!' asked the bonmb di sposal expert - his voice betraying an edge of what Nettie
(al t hough she desperately tried to find a nore conforting word) could only categorize as 'panic'
"You're the bonb di sposal expert,' said Dan

Meanwhil e Nettie had discovered a small bookl et tucked under the bonb cabinet. She riffled through
t he pages.

"How to preset the tiner for cooking large joints!' she read.

"That's the manual for the gas oven!' exclainmed the bonb di sposal expert, grabbing it off Nettie
and starting to read it avidly. Any technical manual was of interest to a Yassaccan. It was the
sort of thing in which they could always find solace and escape - especially when under pressure
Meanwhi |l e Dan and Nettie were scouring the Engine Roomfor the right booklet. By the tine the bonb
di sposal expert said: 'Look! It has the self-cleaning function!' Dan had found the 'Easy-To-Use
Manual for the SD-96 Full Force Mega-Scuttler, Your User-Friendly Bomb' stuffed behind sonme water
pi pes.

'The SD-96 Full Force Mega-Scuttler is designed to be the Utimte User-Friendly Expl odi ng
Device,' he read. 'All operations are sinple and self explanatory.'

"Gve nme that!' cried the bonb di sposal expert, snatching the manual from Dan's hands. ' Defaul t
Mode,' he read. 'Once the bonb has gone into Default Mdde, as a result of an inconplete
intelligence systemon board ship, the following conditions will apply: You will not be able to
reach the defuse button. You will not be able to touch the bonmb or the bonb cabinet. You will not
be able to do anything any nore to the bonb. So leave it al one. D you understand? Good. The SD- 96

file:/l/F|/rah/New%20Folder/Starship%20Titanic.txt (50 of 67) [1/14/03 11:56:07 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/New%20Fol der/Starship%20Titani c.txt

Ful | Force Mega-Scuttler will now explode in exactly six Dormillion days fromthe comencenent of
Def aul t Mbde,

"Shit!' said Dan.

"Shit!' said Nettie.

"Shit!' said the bonb di sposal expert.

22

"How long is a Dormillion day?" It was Nettie who was first to ask the obvious question
"Thirty-six Dormllion hours,' said the bonb di sposal expert.

"How long's a Dormillion hour? asked Dan

"Seventy-eight Dormllion mnutes,' said the bonb disposal expert. '"It's about... well... How can
I tell you? There's no point of reference.’

The three of themthought for sonme tinme and were just about to agree that it was inpossible to
convey any idea of time fromone star systemto another, when Nettie said:

"Got it!"

I won't tell you how she worked it out, but it was pretty clever. If you can't work it out for
yoursel f, you'll have to wite to the publishers of this book for a self-explanatory |eaflet
entitled: 'How Nettie Worrked Qut The Length O A Dorm|lion Day'.

"So... six Dormillion days nust be roughly equivalent to ten Earth days!' said Nettie, after a few

qui ck cal cul ations.
"God! Nettie!' said Dan. 'You're so clever. Wy didn't | think of that?

The trio had just reported back to the Bridge of the Starship.

‘How do we get it out of Default Mde?' Bolfass was questioning the bonb di sposal expert.

"Qur only hope is to find the mssing central core of the ship's intelligence,' said the bonb

di sposal expert. 'If we can replace that, then | can probably defuse the bonb. Oherwise it'l]|
blowin six Dorm|lion days.'

Bol fass turned to his assenbled crew. 'Men! You hear the seriousness of this situation. Qur

bel oved hone of Yassacca has been ruined by the construction of this Starship and the failure of
the Blerontinians to honour their debts. W built in good faith. W put our entire way of life at
risk to construct the nost fabul ous and beautiful starcraft the Gal axy has ever seen. The

Bl eronti ni ans betrayed our trust. The only chance our world has of returning to its former
prosperity is by our repossession of the Starship Titanic. If it is blown up by this treacherous
bonb, the future of our world is grimindeed.

"Therefore | comand you to search this ship again. | know we have scoured every last inch of it,
but that missing central intelligence core nust be on board sonewhere, and we nust find it...'

At this nonent a scream was heard over the | oudspeaker system
"Lucy!"' excl ai med Dan

I have to explain what had happened to Lucy and The Journalist since the brief exchange of gunfire
outsi de the Enbarkation Lobby. The nonent Nettie, Dan and Corporal Inchbewigglit ran after the
retreating Blerontinians, The Journalist grabbed Lucy and pulled her into a side chanber off the
G and Axial Canal.

"What on Earth are you doing, The!' exclainmed Lucy, although it was pretty obvious that what The
Journal i st was doi ng was undoi ng the buttons of her pinstripe power-suit as fast as he possibly
could, whilst at the sane time apparently trying to see how far into her ear he could stick his
tongue. 'The!' cried Lucy. 'Stop it!

"No! No! No!' npaned The Journalist. 'Once we Blerontinian nmal es have been aroused by a female, it
takes us nany nany years - sonetines a lifetine - to get de-aroused vis-i-vis that particular
female.'

"What are you saying, The?' cried Lucy.

"Marry nme, Lucy!' cried The Journalist, burying his face in her now exposed bra.

"Ch yes! Yes! Yes! The!' she cried.

" Squawk!' cried sonething else.

‘"W can get engaged and have a white weddi ng and a weddi ng cake and Dan can give the best nman's
speech and we'll have a honeynoon!' exclai med The Journali st.

' Squawk!'

"Darling The!' cried Lucy, tears in her eyes. 'Wat am| doing? Wiat am | saying? Part of Lucy's
l egal training had suddenly started to reassert itself. It was sonething on the lines of: don't
conmit to anything that you may later regret. "But |I'mgetting nmarried to Dan! We're going to run
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a hotel! What was that squawk?'

"Squawk!' said the thing that was squawking. 'It was that!' exclained The Journalist, and suddenly
a large parrot flew out of the dark recesses of the roomand | anded on The Journalist's shoul der.
It was at that nonent that Lucy screaned, and as she screaned, as |luck would have it, she had

i nadvertently put her hand down on one of the ship's intercombuttons, with the result that her
screamwas relayed all round the Starship Titanic.

"Squawk!' said the parrot. 'Bloody genius!'

Back on the Captain's Bridge Bolfass pricked up his ears. 'Wat did that parrot say?
" BLOODY GENI US!' screamed the parrot over the intercom
"Parrot!' yelled Captain Bolfass. 'Wat are you telling us?

' Bl oody genius!' repeated the parrot.

" PARROT!" Bolfass yelled into the intercom 'W're |ooking for the mssing central intelligence
core for Titania's brain - do you know where it is?

There was a sil ence.

" PARROT!" yel |l ed Bol fass, but Lucy had renoved her hand fromthe intercombutton and was now usi ng
it to caress The Journalist's face as if his snooth features were a fortune-teller's crystal ball
"Why's Captain Bolfass so interested in what a parrot says? Nettie had turned to Corpora

I nchbewi gglit.

"In Yassaccan tradition,' whispered Corporal Inchbewigglit, 'parrots are the nessengers of truth.
We have a saying: "Fromthe nouths of babes and parrots".'

Lucy, neanwhile, was wondering why she had said yes to everything The Journalist had just
suggest ed. She thought she had probably nade a terrible mstake, If only she could see the future
in those strange orange-col oured eyes of his. 'You' re crazy!' she said.

" Chhh!' npaned The Journalist, and he chewed her bra-strap with his teeth.

" Ahh!" said Lucy.

"Haaaa!' murnured The Journalist.

"Ch-uh!' replied Lucy.

" Gooooh!" he said.

"Ch! Un! Ooh!' added Lucy.

"Ya! Ha! Haa?' asked The Journali st.

"Uh!' confirnmed Lucy.

"Uh?' asked The Journalist again.

"Un!" repeated Lucy.

" Uuuuuhh!" The Journalist was al nost |lost for words at this point. But Lucy carried on the

conver sati on:

"CH'' she sald.

" Ah?' He wondered how she could be so certain

"AH'' She nodded. She was absolutely certain now 'AH'"

And at that nonent the entire conpany fromthe Captain's Bridge burst into the side chanber off
the Grand Axial Canal, and stood riveted to the spot while they watched a highly qualified | awer
from W I shire Boul evard and an under-achi evi ng nenber of the Bl erontinian press corps doing the
sort of things to each other that give inexpressible delight and pleasure to the participants, but
which only tend to provoke ridicule fromcasual observers, and about which, therefore, I will not
go into detail. Suffice it to say that the nonent the Bridge party burst into the room the parrot
gave the | oudest squawk it had given to date, and Lucy fell off the table onto The Journalist's
face.

"LUCY!" excl ai med Dan.

"Parrot!' yelled Bolféass. 'Were is the mssing intelligence core for Titania' s brain?

' Bl oody genius!' squawked the parrot.

"Don't tal k rubbish!' shouted Bolfass.

' BLOODY GENI US!' screamed the parrot.

"I ASKED YOU A QUESTION!'' yelled Bolfass. It was al so according to Yassaccan tradition that
parrots were supposed to answer any questions put to them

" Squawk!" The parrot nonmentarily forgot its powers of speech

" ANSVER MY QUESTI ON!'

" SQUAVK!

The parrot flew off into the shadows at the further end of the chanber.

"Damm it!' Boll'ass knew it was bad luck if a parrot ref used to answer your question

"l can explain everything,' Lucy was telling Dan.
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"No! You can't! You can't explain ANYTHI NG ' screanmed Dan. And Lucy suddenly thought: 'He's right!
He's absolutely RI GHT!'

"Perhaps that is your answer!' It was Nettie who had suddenly stepped forward and taken Captain
Bol fass by the arm

"Dear lady, it is good of you to trouble yourself with this matter, but | fear the parrot has not
given any reply. | am dooned."'

‘"Didn't you tell me that this Starship was designed by sone geni us?

"Leovi nus!' excl ai med The Journalist. 'He was here on the ship when we crashed on the Earth!’

' Maybe he has the missing part? It was all so clear to Nettie, although she didn't know why.
Sonething clicked in The Journalist's mind. 'O course!' he exclained. 'Wen he ran off the ship -
he was brandi shing this glowing silver strip in his hand...'

"The central core intelligence!' exclainmed Bolfass.

"That's why it isn't on the ship?

"So..."' Captain Bolfass was putting two and two together but rather slowy.

"In order to get the mssing central intelligence core for the ship's system we've got to find
this Leovinus character.' Nettie had decided to take over the deduction process. 'Leovinus is on
the Earth. But we can't get to the Earth because we don't know where it is, and the only way to
find out where it is, is to get hold of the missing central intelligence core and refit it into
Titania's brain. Gentlenen. W're screwed.'’

It was then that the docking sirens sounded. The Starship Titanic was preparing itself for |anding
on the planet of Yassacca.

23

The celebration party was a gl oony affair.

Everyone tried to make the best of it, and kept toasting the Earth folk for their invaluable help
in beating off the insurance | oss adjustors; several speeches were nade extolling the return of
the great Starship to its rightful home, but nobody could forget that within a couple of days, the
ship woul d have to be towed off to sone distant part of the Gal axy, where it coul d expl ode wi t hout
doi ng any nore harmthan destroy itself.

The Yassaccans coul d see no prospect of recovering their econony. Meanwhile Lucy, Dan and Nettie
could see no prospect of ever returning to their own planet. They had each been given translation
blisters (like small plasters worn behind the ear) so that they could still comuni cate now t hey
were away fromthe influence of the ship's automatic systens, but that had done little to
reconcile themto the prospect of exile on an alien world.

"But surely' - Rodden the Navigational Oficer had cornered Nettie - 'you nust have sone idea of
where this "Earth" place is? | nmean you nust at |east know whether it is in the Notional Northern
Hem sphere of the Galaxy or the Notional South?

"Well... No...

"I's it on an outer or an inner armof the spiral?

"l haven't a clue,' said Nettie.

Rodden shook his head gloonily - he hated talking to dunb blondes. 'Wll if you really have no

i dea where you've cone from | really can't get you back there. The only thing that could is the
Starship and that can't renmenber because its brain's nissing! Seens to be a cormon conplaint...'
he added, unnecessarily, and wandered off, rather to Nettie's relief.

Nettie | ooked around at the gloony party. She felt sad, and yet, there was so nmuch beauty in this
gentle world she found herself in. Yassacca! It was a nice nane for a start. And she was sure
there were worse places... Slough... New Miden... Basingstoke... Nettie found herself split in
two. One part of her was saying:

Cone on! Make the best of it! This is hone fromnow on! And the other half was telling her not to
give up... that sonehow, deep down inside her, she was convinced that she would be able to get
themall back to Earth. Nettie felt a bit foolish for feeling so convinced of her own ability, but
there it was - she just couldn't shake the feeling off, though she had no idea why she had it.

In the nmeantinme, she tried to enjoy the sad cel ebration

The very snell of the snork roasting over open fires seened sad, as it wafted under the gl oony
Yassaccan pines and then mngled with the softer, sadder scents of the night jasm ne and the
weepi ng ol eanders that crowded Corporal Gol holiwol's garden. The Yassaccans took it in turn to
host inportant national events, and it just happened to be Corporal Golholiwdl's turn. He had
provi ded seven snorks for roasting, plates of fish and fruit and fresh vegetables from his garden.
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Unli ke the Bl erontinians, the Yassaccans took no interest in canape’ s and preferred good plain
food washed down with plenty of Yassaccan ale and sweet potato wi ne.

The Journalist gloomly thought it all pretty poor fare, but he tried to hide his contenpt for the
| ack of 'fish-paste', tiny chicken vol-au-vents and cocktail sausages on sticks.

But, no matter how nmuch Nettie conplinented himon his crackling, Corporal Gol holiwol refused to
energe fromhis gloom 'In the old days,' he explained to Nettie, 'we would have roasted seventy

snorks! | would have been able to provide so nuch fish we could have filled the Ccean of Sunmer-
Plastering! And all the beer and wine... well! It would have flowed fromthose fountains you see
over there in the centre of the garden... ah! These are thin tines indeed for Yassacca.' And he

gloomly stared into the enpty ale nug he held in his hands.

Captain Bol fass was al so gl oony. He kept trying not to stare at Nettie, who had di scarded her Gap
T-shirt hand-knitted waistcoat and miniskirt in favour of a sinple Yassaccan shift, slit up to the
thi gh and enbroi dered at one corner. She | ooked breathtaking, and the poor Captain's breath was so
taken that he sighed and tried to i magi ne how he could ever have lived w thout her.

"Who are you nooni ng over now, Captain Bollass? asked his wife.

'Excuse nme, ny dear,' replied Bolfass, 'it is just that that young Earth wonan has stol en ny sou
with her beauty.'

"Poor dear!' said Ms Bolfass, taking his hand and stroking it. 'I'msure you'll get better.'

"Ah!' sighed Captain Bolfass. '|I do hope so... | do hope so...

' Per haps you shoul d see Dr Ponkal i wack?

"No... no. I'll be all right ." sighed the Captain. (On Yassacca, being 'in |love' was considered a
formof illness.)

But the ol d Yassaccan songs that the band were now pl aying caused the Captain to sigh again and
again and even brought a tear to his eye. They were anci ent songs of yearning for better tools and
materi al s, songs of lament for construction projects that were never finished, and songs of regret
for the great craftsnen of yesteryear who woul d never plane nor chisel again.

Lucy found Dan hidden at the far end of the garden, sitting on a |low wall under the ol eanders,
sunk in utter despondency. He held a piece of snork crackling in one hand and a glass of wine in
the other. 'Go away!' he said.

"Ch, Dan!' Lucy sat beside himand tried to put her armaround him 'Let's get married!

"Married!" exclained Dan. 'Huh! After what | saw that alien doing to you?

"Don't be...' well Lucy wasn't quite sure what she was telling Dan not to be: 'foolish'?
"jealous'? '"sulky'? He had a right to be all those things, and yet... she couldn't help feeling he
was overdoing it. 'Dan! W |ove each other - don't we?

"l don't know,' replied Dan. 'Do we?'

"Of course we do!' cried Lucy. 'We're going to set up the hotel and run it together and have
chi | dren.

"No we aren't,' said Dan. 'W can't get back to Earth and even if we could, the hotel's a pile of
rubbl e!"

"But we've got the noney from Top Ten Travel!' 'But that doesn't nean we |ove each other!' 'But we
do! We've been together all this tinme!' Dan stared gloomly at the piece of snork crackling in his
hand. Finally he | ooked at Lucy and said: 'Here comes Nettie.

Nettie had been | ooking for Lucy and Dan all over the garden. 'May | join the funeral ?* she said.
Dan nodded and Nettie sat down on the other side of him Lucy took her hand away from Dan's.
"So,' Nettie began. 'I suppose this is going to be hone from now on.'

"You look as if you've nmade yourself pretty much at hone already,' remarked Lucy, who was stil
wearing her Earth cl ot hes.

"I thought | might as well start getting into the role,' |aughed Nettie.

"That is so sensible,' said Dan, to Lucy's intense annoyance.

"Look | don't want to break you two up...' said Nettie, even nore to Lucy's intense annoyance.
"but |'ve got sonething to tell you... Sonething | think you ought to know...

Nettie didn't quite know where to begin. 'It's about the rectory... your hotel...' she said.
"It's sad to think we'll never be able to run it after all, Nettie,' Dan sighed into his w ne.

"You were never going to be able to runit,' replied Nettie.

"What d'you nean?' Lucy was i mmediately on the defensive. Wat was Nettie inplying? That they were
i nconpet ent or sonet hi ng?

"I don't know whether | should tell you this now .. naybe it's pointless... But on the other hand
maybe it'll make you feel better...'

"What ?' denanded Lucy. She had stood up and fol ded her arns, in her best courtroom'How do you
dare propose that?' posture
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"Well..." said Nettie, 'Nigel was a shit - we all know that. ..

"He was ny best friend!' exclaimed Dan.

"Yes... sure...' replied Nettie. 'But he was a shit.'

"You certainly let himtreat you like shit!' retorted Lucy.

"That's ny problem' replied Nettie. 'I'"mcrazy. But that doesn't nmean |'m stupid. And al t hough
Ni gel never discussed any of his business with me, | can tell you he didn't sell Top Ten Trave
for anything like the anount he told you he had. That's why you could never get the docunentation
off him He actually sold it for peanuts. You'd never have been able to pay off the rectory - let

al one set up the hotel .’

There was a brief silence, that seened to get up, stretch its | egs and then wander off into the
ni ght.

"Huh!' snorted Lucy eventually. 'That doesn't surprise ne one little bit!

"Well! It sure surprises nme!' exclainmed Dan. 'How d'you know this, Nettie? He felt incredibly

i ndi gnant - probably indignant at Ni gel, but for the nonent, he was content to be indignhant with
t he nessenger.

"Ch...' said Nettie, 'he was so sloppy - he used to | eave docunents just |lying around. He didn't

give a shit. | guess he never bothered to talk to nme enough to find out that | was bright enough

to see what he was up to. | kept trying to tell you - but we never net except with Nigel in tow

It was awful; | could see you heading for disaster.'

' That bastard!' cried Lucy, striding around beneath the ol eanders. 'If we ever get back to Earth

I"mgoing to tear his balls off!"’

"Well, that's one threat he doesn't have to worry about,’' sighed Dan, his depressi on deepeni ng by

the second. Suddenly he felt Nettie's hand on his ann. He turned and | ooked directly into her eyes
and felt his stomach give way. A wave of wonderful hel pl essness swept over him as he felt her
eyes falling into his. And yet she was saying sonething el se. Dan couldn't make out what it was
that Nettie was saying, he was so overcone with her proximty and the way her breasts showed under
the translucent nuslin of her Yassaccan shift. The next nonent, before he regained his senses, she
had rushed off in some excitenent.

Dan turned to Lucy: 'Wiat did she just say?' he nanaged to ask.

"She just said: "Wait a minute! I've got it! |I've got the answer! | knew | would!' replied Lucy.
"On!' said Dan.

There was a silence. Then he added: 'I'msorry about the hotel. |I know how nuch it neant to you.'
Lucy | ooked at himin some surprise. 'I was nore worried for you. I know you' d staked everything
onit.' Dan frowned and took a little swig of his wine. '"That's why | went along with it,"'
continued Lucy. 'l never really liked the rectory that nuch. | just couldn't bear for you to be

di sappoi nt ed.

Dan took another little swig of his wine. Then he did sonething that was so uncharacteristic that
it made Lucy junmp out of her skin: he threw his glass against one of the ol eanders and it
shattered into tiny pieces.

"Well," he said. 'In that case, | guess we've both been fooling ourselves and each other for a
long tine. I was only so keen because | thought you were.'

Lucy was playing with one of the buttons that had cone off her pinstripe power-suit during her
earlier encounter with The Journalist. 'Maybe that says it all, Dan... Muybe that says it all...’
24

Dan found Nettie in a state of sone agitation. She had just been proposed to by Captain Bolfass,
Corporal |nchbew gglit, Corporal Rinfineagel bun, Corporal BukeHammadorf, his hal f-cousin by
marriage, Buke-WIllinujit, Buke-WIlinujit's father, Corporal Colholiwl, the Yassaccan Prine

M ni ster and several other Yassaccans she did not actually know, on her way across the |lawn. The
Prime Mnister had even given her a bottle of fanmpbus Yassaccan scent. 'Only wear it for us
Yassaccans, ny dear,' he had said and squeezed her bottom

When Dan caught up with her Nettie was desperately | ooking for her handbag.

'God! You don't think anyone's stolen it, do you?

"I believe they don't have nuch crine here on Yassacca,' said Dan.

"There's been all this organized crinme since the econony went down the chute,' said Nettie.

"But organized crine isn't going to bother to steal your handbag, Nettie!' Dan was trying to be
reassuring.

"I've got to find it!' exclaimed Nettie, her eyes blazing just a few inches away from Dan's, Dan's
knees suddenly relaxed their grip on the standing-up situation, and he had to sit down on the
nearest tree stunp.
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"Great grief! That wonderful scent you're wearing!'

"The Prime Goper of Yassacca just gave it to ne in nore ways than one,' replied Nettie.

"Nettiel I..." Dan didn't really have a clue what he wanted to say. It was as if the scent had
wrapped itself around himand wouldn't let go until he told her the truth.

"What?' Nettie was back searching a pile of clothes that various people had dunped over a bed that
was standing on the veranda of Corporal Gol holiwol's house.

"Nettie l... | think... | mcrazy about you!' Dan didn't know quite how it happened, but suddenly
he had his arns around Nettie's waist and was kissing the back of her neck. Nettie span round.
"Stop that!' she cried. Dan backed off. 'You're getting married to Lucy! You're going to start a
hotel! You're going to have kids and all that sort of thing!'

"Everything' s changed!' said Dan. 'W can't go back to Earth. It's all different here!' And he
tried to put his arms round her again. But Nettie backed away.

"Now hol d on, Roneo!' said Nettie. 'I'mnot an enotional doormat for your conveni ence! Besides!
You're going back to Earth! W're all going back to Earth - | hope - just as soon as | find ny
handbag!'’

"What have you got in your handbag? A Concorde ticket home? A pocket rocket?' Dan didn't doubt for
a nonent that Nettie had the solution if she said she had - he knew that if any one of them had
the brains to get themback it would be Nettie. He worshipped her. He admired her. But why
couldn't he tell her properly instead of behaving like a sex-crazed hal fwit?

"Let's just find it, shall we? said Nettie. So Dan stopped asking questions and put his mind to

| ooki ng for the handbag.

"I"'msorry! Are you |l ooking for this? Corporal Colholiwl was holding up Nettie's handbag. Nettie
grabbed it, opened it and started feverishly rumuagi ng through it.

Dan | ooked at Corporal Gol holiwol. '"Nettie's got sonething in it that will help us get back to the
Earth.' He hoped Nettie wouldn't hear how like a sex-crazed hal fwit he sounded.

"Wuld it be these? Corporal Gol holiwol held up a package, neatly wapped in a broad leaf. Nettie
snatched it fromhim checked its contents and then | ooked up at the corporal

"What the blazes do you nmean by taking things out of ny handbag?' Her eyes were like nminiature SD
guns. Corporal Golholiwol felt hinself disintegrate and splatter all over the veranda. He | ooked
genui nely taken aback.

"Ch dear!' he said. 'Have | done sonething contrary to your Earth custons? On Yassacca it is
traditional for the host to go through his guests' handbags and do little repairs and nendi ng jobs
on the contents.

"Well... It's not an Earth custom..' said Nettie, still furious. '"But... thanks for devel opi ng
the filmfor ne. That's exactly what | was | ooking for.'

"I't was ny pleasure,' said Corporal Gol holiwol, gazing adoringly at Nettie. 'Mst of the photos

seemto have cone out OK | also re-electro-plated your nail scissors, restored several nmissing
teeth to your conb, and re-silvered your little mrror.'
"Why! Thank you so nmuch, Corporal!' Nettie had regai ned her conposure and was searchi ng through

t he phot ographs that Col holiwl had devel oped. Then suddenly she found what she was | ooking for
"Here! Look, Dan! It's the rectory! They cane out! Those |ong exposures! Look! THEY CAME OUT!'
Dan felt he was a bit out of his depth, but he just said, w thout enthusiasm 'Ch, good! It'll be
nice to have a souvenir.

Netti e, however, had already spun round and run off towards a group of Yassaccans who were talking
gloonmi |y over the roasting snork.

"Rodden!' Nettie called out, and the Navigational Oficer turned around. 'Rodden! |'ve got it! YQU
CAN GET US BACK TO EARTH ' Nettie thrust two of the photographs into his hands. He took them
unwi I Iingly, not wishing to get involved in any fantasy that this attractive but dimfemal e m ght
have concoct ed.

"Well!" cried Nettie, hardly able to contain her excitenent. 'Look at theml Wat do you see?'
Rodden reluctantly | ooked down at the photos in his hand, and studied them 'It's a house... on
Earth | assune...' he said slowy. "A former rectory... by the look of it... with planning

perm ssion for commercial use...'

"That's amazing!' exclained Nettie. 'How d' you know all that?

The Navi gational Oficer smled snmugly as he took off his translatorspecs and said: 'It's witten
on the estate agents' board.' He loved baffling beautiful but not too bright fenales.

"Ch! Right... Anyway it's the place Dan and Lucy were going to buy before your Starship smashed
intoit.'

' S0?' Rodden was suddenly | ooking at themw th increasing attention. 'How do you suppose these
will help you?

"l took themat night!' cried Nettie excitedly. 'Look at the sky! Especially that one, there!

file:/l/F|/rah/New%20Folder/Starship%20Titanic.txt (56 of 67) [1/14/03 11:56:07 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/New%20Fol der/Starship%20Titani c.txt

Look!"'

A broad snile suddenly creased across Rodden's face.

'YOQU CAN SEE THE STARS!' cried Nettie.

"My dear young wonan,' sai d Rodden. 'You nust forgive nme for underestinmating your...'

' Easy-over on the flattery!' replied Nettie. 'I don't mnd what you thought! The main thing is can
you get any co-ordinates on those star patterns that will show where the Earth is? Are there
enough stars in the shot?

Rodden was silent for some time. Nettie watched hi manxiously, and suddenly Dan, who had j oi ned
themby this tinme, found Nettie's hand in his and she was squeezing it.

Rodden stared and stared at the photo. Finally he | ooked up. 'Theoretically,' he said. 'Yes. It
shoul d be a sinple questlon of three-dinmensional geonetry. There is only one place in the gal axy
in which the stars will appear in that exact configuration... But |'mnot sure this photo will
provi de enough information...'

The Earth fol ks' hearts sank. The Navigational Oficer was clearly trying to let them down gently.
Nettie cursed herself; she had allowed her hopes to get too high. She was al ways doing that -
especially with her nen.

"But,' the Navigational Oficer was continuing. 'l think |I could enhance the image - do you have
t he negative?

"It's here!' shouted Corporal Gol holiwol,

"Then let's see what we can do,' said Rodden. And with that the party suddenly started to seem
nmore cheerful for everybody concerned.

25

It took two Dormillion days to run the enhanced photos of the night sky on Earth through the G eat
Ast ronom cal Conputer, at the University of Yassaccanda. The Conmputer went through fifteen
trillion billion five hundred thousand mllion seven thousand four hundred and si xty-nine

di fferent conparisons before it finally cane up with a star configuration that matched. It was on
an outer spiral armof the Galaxy in a sector that, quite frankly, had always been assuned to be
uni nhabitable. If Julius Caesar had been given a photograph of Australia and told its exact

| ocation on the planet, it would not have seened so renpte as did the Earth to these honest
Yassaccans.

"Alas!' said Rodden, the Navigational Oficer, '"it will take a long time to reach such a distant
pl ace!'’
Nettie still had hold of Dan's hand. It seenmed to Dan that she had permanently held onto his hand

since that first discovery of the photos. O course she hadn't but it was just that Dan only
counted hinself alive at those monents when she had. But he daren't say anything nore to her: he
woul d never use her as 'an enotional doormat' - she could be sure of that.

"W've only four nore Dormillion days before the bonb goes off!' Nettie said. "How long will it
take to get to the Earth?

Rodden paused before he spoke. He wanted to be exact. He didn't want to raise forlorn hopes in
anyone - least of all hinmself Finally he said: 'To get to such a renpte |ocation would take three
Dorm | lion weeks at best.

Netti e | eant her head against Dan's shoul der and burst into tears. It was just too nuch. The thin
edge of hope upon which she had been bal ancing for the last two days had suddenly given way. Dan
put his armaround her and felt the softness of her shoul ders.

"Nettiel!" he said. "You'll be all right! You'll make a life here. Yassacca is beautiful!' As
beautiful as you, he wanted to add, but dared not. Nettie, neanwhile, held onto Dan's armas if it
were her lifebelt.

' However,' continued Rodden, 'the Starship Titanic is propelled by a totally new and i nmeasurably
nmore powerful drive. Judging by the tine that el apsed since the launch, the crash on Earth and the

time when we picked you up, | would say the Starship nust be capable of reaching the Earth in
perhaps three Dormillion days.'

Was it good news or bad news? Three Dormillion days! That would give them barely one day on Earth
to find Leovinus and then, assuming he still had it in his possession, get the mssing centra

intelligence core back into Titania's brain.
The only thing that was certain was that they must start now

The first problem however, was to find Lucy. After her |ast conversation with Dan, Lucy had been
considering her life. She had slipped into a filny Yassaccan shift and gone for a | ong wal k al ong
t he beach at Yassaccanda. The red waves, beating on the blue shore, made the sane reassuring
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sounds that the waves nmade back hone on Topanga beach. But sonehow the confort that brought her
didn't nake her 1ong for home. Somnething had changed inside her. Sonething had di ed. Sonething had
grown. Lucy was just trying to decide what it was, when Nettie found her

"Lucy! They've got the co-ordinates of Earth! W're going hone! But we've got to hurry!' Nettie
had never been one to beat about the bush. 'By the way, you look great in that!'

"Thanks... but...' Lucy was gazing out across the unfamliar seascape. 'Il'mgoing to stay here,’
she sai d.

"What on earth are you tal king about?' exclaimed Nettie. 'We can go hone!'’

‘"I don't know where my hone is any nore,' said Lucy. 'LA? London? Oxfordshire? | used to think it
was anywhere that Dan was, but now. ..’

"What's the matter between you and Dan?' Nettie was genuinely concerned for them and had been
ever since Dan's inexplicable behaviour when she had been | ooking for her handbag.

"Neither of us wanted the rectory.' Lucy turned and | ooked at Nettie for the first tine.

"What ?' exclainmed Nettie.

"It's as sinple as that. W nust have been fooling each other for years... About all sorts of
things. You know | was originally in love with Nigel?" Lucy was letting the sea wash around her
bare feet.

"Till you realized what a shit he was?' asked Nettie.

"Not quite... It was nore like... How can | describe it? Nigel was English... different..
exciting... He nade ne feel all goose-pinples inside... It was unsettling... Wereas Dan | could
understand... Dan was familiar territory where | knew where | was...'

"But Dan's gorgeous!' exclainmed Nettie. "He's so exciting! So different fromthe rest of them
Fromcreeps like Nigel!' Lucy |ooked at Nettie in frank surprise. 'I'msorry!' Nettie continued.
"l shouldn't talk about Dan like that. | didn't mean anything... Anyway we've got to hurry...'
"Hurry away... run off... |'ve always done that, Nettie. |I've wapped nmy enptions up in a nice
smart pinstripe suit and then wal ked away fromthem Well, I'mnot doing it any |onger.

"But Dan needs you, Lucy! You're a great team'
"That's what we kept telling each other. W told each other that over and over again until we

believed it. But all I knowis that I'ma different wonan fromthe woman |'ve been pretending to
be'

"Lucy!’

Lucy and Nettie span round. They hadn't heard anyone appr oachi ng.

"Lucy! The Starship's about to take off for Earth!' It was The Journalist shouting fromthe

breakwater. 'W've only got a fewmnutes to make it!"’
"We?' nurnured Lucy.

"Of course!' exclaimed The Journalist. 'You don't think 1'd et you go back on your own... Not now
you've said you'll marry ne!'

"But,.. The! 1'lIl stay with you here if you want nme to!' Lucy had run up to him and was ki ssing
hi m

"Uh-uh!' said The Journalist. '"I've got to see this thing through to the end!"’

And suddenly the three of themwere racing along the sands towards the space-port.
26

The journey back to earth in the Starship Titanic was pretty uneventful for the first hundred and
seventeen nillion nmllion nmles. The Doorbots were just as snooty as they always had been, but
since Lucy, Nettie, Dan and The Journalist were travelling First Cass (VIP Status) all the other
bots were unbelievably obsequious to them The Liftbots gave Dan a surprising account of the
Dunki rk evacuation which made it sound like a great victory for the Allied Forces, and the Deskbot
asked for Nettie's autograph (nobody was quite sure why until they overheard the Deskbot whisper
to one of the Doorbots: 'That's Goria Stanley, the actress, you know'). But otherw se routine
life on board the Starship ticked over

Captain Bol fass put a brave face on his hopel ess passion for Nettie. And yet, as he told his wife,
it had at |east given sone purpose to his old age - even if that purpose were just to get over it.
Nettie for her part was mainly concerned for Dan. He seenmed to be raking his separation from Lucy

and her wild affair with The Journalist rather badly. He nostly kept to his cabin, and when he ate
with them he was generally silent and norose.

"Poor Dan!' Nettie thought to herself. 'He nust be going through hell; after all, he and Lucy have
been so close for all those years, and now to see her so besotted with another man - and an alien

at that!'
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Lucy and The Journalist also nostly kept to their cabin, but judging fromthe sounds enanating
from behind their closed door, they were not brooding about anything. It sounded as if they night
have been pl aying polo, or doing a bit of water-skiing all mxed in with sone pretty serious
weight-lifting. All inall it was lucky the state roons on either side were enpty. Even as it was,
several pictures fell off the adjoining walls and a stand bearing a pot of Yassaccan lilies
nysteriously toppled over.

On the third day the great Starship noved into the region of space beyond Proxima Centauri

"W should | ocate your star any minute - what d you call it? asked Captain Bolfass.

'The Sun,' said Nettie.

"What a beautiful nanme,' said the gallant Captain, gazing at Nettie's exquisite profile.

Nettie nodded. 'It's a beautiful thing.'

"Hhmm ' agreed the Captain dreamly

"Do you recogni ze any of the star patterns yet?' asked the Navigational Oficer anxiously. It was
all very well heading for an unknown destination with such scanty data... but in this case they
were all on board a ship that was destined to explode within two days tine! The whol e venture was
crazy, as far as he was concerned, and he had expressed his opinion quite forcibly to Captain

Bol fass. Supposing they failed to find the Earth - would they ever find anywhere to land in this
renote arnpit of the Gal axy? And even if they did, once the Starship had expl oded, they woul d be
mar ooned for well goodness knows how long it would take a rescue fleet to arrive.

Netti e shook her head. 'I'mnot rmuch cop at astronomy! I'Il get the others up on deck.

But neither Dan nor Lucy had any nore idea than Nettie about the |local constellations, and Rodden
shook his head wearily at the Earth fol ks' ignorance.

But worse was to cone.

'Look!"' Rodden suddenly exclained. 'D you see that star! There! That nust be your Sun!

And so it proved to be. Wthin the hour the Starship was slow ng down, and they could clearly see
the Sun as a tiny disc.

"And so which of these planets is the Earth?' It was a sinple question Rodden had asked, but it
threw the three Earth folk into utter confusion

"I think it's the fourth planet fromthe Sun,' ventured Dan

'O is it the third?" asked Nettie.

"It's the second!' said Lucy.

The Navi gational Oficer had to excuse hinself at this point. He left the Bridge and | ocked
hinsel f in the washroom where he proceeded to bang his head against the sink unit for severa

m nutes. How could any living creatures be so utterly and abysmally ignorant of their own pl anet?!
"Look!"' said Dan. 'On the outside: Pluto - right?

"Yes.'

"Neptune... Saturn... or is it Jupiter next?

"Saturn,' said Nettie.

"Saturn... Jupiter... Mars... Earth! So it's the sixth planet in!’

"Very good!' exclained Captain Bolfass. 'Then we are approaching it at this very nonent! Stand by
to fire retardation rockets and stabilize ship for slowdown! Obit around Earth to be established
inthirty-five edoes tinme. Landing by snmall landing craft.'

By the time the Navigational Oficer cane out of the washroom the Starship Titanic was in orbit
around the Earth.

"Do the Starship's windows nake everything | ook red?" asked Nettie.

"Maybe it's the weather,’' said Lucy. The Earth did | ook extrenely red.

'Ladi es and gentlenen,' said Captain Bolfass. 'It is ny privilege to acconpany you down to your

|l anding craft. If you would follow ne...'

"Hang on!' said Nettie. 'We nissed out Uranus! This is Mars!'

The Navigational O ficer left the roomagain. He could feel one of those terrible Yassaccan rages
overtaking him In the washroom he got out his SD gun and bl ew his own head off. After which he
cal nred down and returned to the Bridge.

By this time, they were approaching a blue planet, patched with brown and flecked with white
whorls. It was definitely the Earth, and even old Rodden couldn't help feeling synpathetically
towards the three Earth folk as he saw their spirits rise and their hearts beat with pride and
wonder at this vision of the planet that had given then life.

As they assenbled in the tiny |anding spacecraft, Bolfass spoke briefly and unenotionally.

"W have exactly one day in which to find Leovinus and, hopefully, the Titanic's missing centra
intelligence core, and get it back to the ship and into Titania's brain. But we have |l ess than
that. |I did not nmention this before, but | have to now ... W only have half a day, since, if you
have not returned by m dday, we will have no option but to fly the Starship off to a safe distance
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and nman the |ife-boats before she expl odes. May we all be saved fromsuch a fate. Go! And good
| uck!"’

Nettie took Dan's hand as he hel ped her into the landing craft. The Journalist junped in beside
Lucy. 'Oh, Dan?' he said. 'There's sonething |I've been neaning to ask you.

"Well - go ahead.'

"WIl you be our best man?'

Dan t hought about hitting The Journalist but instead he smled. 'Yes,' he replied. 'I'll be glad
to.'

"Great!' smiled The Journalist. 'W can have a real Blerontinian Wite Wdding. You'll love it.'

Dan rai sed his eyes heavenwards and Nettie smled, as the cover of the landing craft was placed
over them

Captain Bolfass retreated to the view ng chanber; the side of the great Starship opened, and the
tiny landing craft blasted itself away towards the blue planet.

27

Leovi nus was not in a good nood. Despite all the things he was good at - astrophysics,
architecture, nolecul ar biology, geophysics, painting, scul pture, mechanical design, physics,
anatony, nusic, poetry, crystallography, thernodynam cs, el ectromagneti sm philosophy and canape”
arrangenent - he'd al ways been hopel ess at | anguages. Consequently, when he found hinself on an
alien world, without a translation blister, he was understandably frustrated. Here he was - the
G eat est Genius The Gal axy Had Ever Known and he couldn't even ask these aliens, in their strange
blue suits, for a cup of tea

"I definitely think he is, Sarge,' said Constable Hackett.

"What, gay?' asked Sergeant Stroud, who'd noticed the old man's eyebrows were stuck on with toupee
t ape.

'No, Lebanese,' said the constable.

"Do we know anyone in the Oxford area who speaks Lebanese?

"Well, it's kind of Arabic, innit?

"Yes, must be plenty of themin the university.' And so a call was nade, and Leovi nus shortly
found hinmself confronted by a large man with a nose the shape of Africa who told himin Arabic
that his name was Professor Dansak. But to no avail

Leovi nus was beginning to lose his tenper by now Not only was no one treating himas you woul d
expect a race of clearly inferior minds to treat the Greatest Genius The Gal axy Has Ever Known,
but everyone was treating himas if they actually wanted to get rid of him

"I hereby charge you with being an illegal immgrant.' Sergeant Stroud was reading froma forna
charge-sheet. 'I have to warn you that anything you may say will be held against you and that you
will be held in a place of custody until such dine as Her Majesty's CGovernnent is able to
repatriate you to your own country.

"Assunming we can find out where that is,' nmuttered Constabl e Hackett.

Pr of essor Dansak had reconmended a Professor Lindstrom who held the chair in Linguistic Studies.
Prof essor Lindstromlistened carefully to the little that Leovinus was prepared to say to him and
concluded that the elderly gentleman in the white beard and fal se eyebrows was probably neking the
| anguage up.

"It bears no resenblance,' said Professor Lindstrom 'to any of the Judo- European branch of

| anguages. If, indeed, it is a language, | amprepared to state categorically that it has no
relation to Uralic, Altaic nor to the Sino-Tibetan | anguage groups. Ml ayo-Pol ynesian is not ny
field, but I would be surprised if it had any affinity there. As for the Eskino-Al eut and the

Pal eo-Asiatic | amconvinced it is not. | suspect, in short, gentlenen, that you have here a
confused ol d gentlenan, talking that w dely-spoken | anguage: gobbl edygook. He probably ought to be
with his famly at honme or else being cared for in an institution.'

Leovi nus at this point had decided to treat these inferior beings to a recitation of edited

hi ghlights fromhis recent work, The Laws of Physics, a radical reappraisal of the subject which
had turned the entire science on its head. It was, perhaps, the single nost inportant vol une ever
witten in the Galaxy, and nerely to hear it again gave the great nman a sense of bel ongi ng and
rem nded himthat he was an individual of imrense inportance- no matter how they treated himon
this renmpte and primtive planet.

He was still reciting fromhis Tenth Law of Thernobdynanic Stress, when Sergeant Stroud banged the
door of his cell behind him Leovinus | ooked around his new environnent. Hi s suspicion was that he
was not in a hotel. Entry appeared to be regulated by a sinple |ocking device, and defecation
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appeared to be in a bucket. What a savage world he had got hinmself stuck

on. If only he'd regai ned consci ousness before the Starship crashlanded! But he hadn't. After his
fight with Scraliontis, he'd remai ned unconsci ous throughout the entire | aunch, the SMEF

(Spont aneous Massive Exi stence Failure) and the crashl anding on this godforsaken planet, wherever
it was. He'd only cone to when that wetched journalist had unrolled himfromthe curtain.
Thinking it was still the morning before the launch and that Scraliontis nust have returned home
to gloat over his evil schene, Leovinus had comrandeered the service lift and charged of f out of
the Starship screaming for revenge. In the dark he had failed to notice that he was no | onger on
the launch pad at Blerontis. It was not until he was a good distance fromthe ship that he heard
the sound of the great power-drive coning to life. He had spun round and, to his horror, he had
wat ched his great masterpiece rise up into an alien night sky - |eaving himstranded on an
unknown, uni dentifiable world.

In a state of shock, Leovinus opened the door of a snall vehicle he happened to find parked

near by, and clinmbed in. The vehicle was, as it turned out, already occupied by a particularly dim
| ooking alien who nearly wet hinself with terror when confronted by Leovi hus. The great man
hinself was, for the first time in his life, unable to think of anything to say - aware that

what ever he did say would not be understandable. He had therefore sat there, w thout speaking, and
allowed the alien to drive himto the present building in which he found hinself and which he was
i ncreasingly convinced was not a hotel

What a conpl ete and absol ute mness.

"FOR GOD'S SAKE! | WANT TO SEE A LAWER!'

Leovi nus screaned at the top of his voice, and he rattled the bars of his cell in the tine-
honour ed manner

Sergeant Stroud | ooked at Constabl e Hackett and they both shook their heads. He night be a

harm ess, confused old man, but, as far as they were concerned, it |ooked better in the station

log if he were an illegal inmgrant. They'd score a few points with the Hone Ofice if they could
get himsent back to sonewhere or other... Maybe Chad or Zi nbabwe...
28

Lucy thrilled to the expert way The Journalist brought the | anding craft down in what had been the
garden of the old rectory. In the darkness, the ruined house | ooked even nore desolate than it had
on that fateful night: souvenir hunters had stripped it of everything novabl e including | oose

bri cks.

The plan was to try and pick up Leovinus's trail, starting fromthe crash site. There was al so the
possibility that he mght still be hanging around hoping that the Starship would return

It was not a bad plan, as such, but as Dan junped out of the landing craft a |oud-hailer crackled
across the old rectory lawns and a blinding searchlight hit himfull in the face: 'Put your hands
above your head! Do not make any sudden novenents! You are surrounded by arned police!' They had
not reckoned on the Oxfordshire Constabulary, who - flushed with their recent success in capturing
an illegal immgrant - had set up a permanent watch around the | anding site.

Dan instinctively did all the things the loud-hailer had told himnot to. He didn't put his hands
above his head. He leapt - very suddenly - back into the landing craft and screamed: '"Hit it!'

The Journalist fired the engine and the small craft leapt into the air, as a hail of gunfire

expl oded across the lawm. In a few seconds, the spacecraft had di sappeared into the night, and the
Oxfordshire Police were left staring at the enpty sward.

' Cal m down, everyone!' Nettie had taken over, although Lucy was contributing the nmost volubly to

t he di scussi on:

" Aaaarrrgh! Agggh!' She was choosing her words carefully.

The Journalist was concentrating on controlling the craft. Dan was shaki ng.

"OK,' continued Nettie. 'We've got twelve hours to find Leovinus. Qur two chances are: one,

pi cking up his trail around here and two, Nigel.

"Nigel ?* Dan's hackles were up - could this wonderful woman be still thinking about that schrmuck?
"He's the one person we know was here at the site when Leovi nus wal ked off the ship. He may have
seen him- nmay even know where he is now'

"Nettie! You' re a genius!' said Dan.

' Aaaah! Ooooh!' Lucy added.

"l suggest you and Lucy investigate around here, while The, here, drives nme to London to find
Nigel." Nettie had it all worked out. Wthin a few minutes, the Ianding craft had deposited Dan
and Lucy in a quiet back |ane near the hotel where they had been staying, and in another m nute,
Nettie and The Journalist were heading for the MO.
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It began to get light as they approached the notorway. 'We don't want the police picking us up,’
Nettie was thinking aloud. 'W'd better pretend we're an ordinary car - a Japanese copy of

sonmet hing Italian naybe. Can you drive this thing just a few inches above the ground?

" Absol utely!' said The Journalist, and he swung the craft down onto the enpty B-road. It took him
a few moments to pick up the knack of keeping it steady at such a low altitude, but he was getting
it.

"And you'd better cut the speed down just a tad, The,' said Nettie, '180 mp.h. is alittle fast
for these bends.'

By the tine they swung out into the fast |ane of the M40, The Journalist had managed to get the
craft down to a nere 80 mp.h. and was giving a pretty good inpression of a perfectly ordinary (if
fl anboyantly designed) notorcar. Nettie just hoped nobody would notice their |ack of wheels.

Bei ng the rush hour, nost drivers weren't |ooking where they were going, as they craw ed their way
towards Central London. The finest jam however, was reserved for the picturesque stretch after
the Uxbridge turnoff. There were roadworks, and the rush hour sinply ground to a deadeni ng,

i nevitable halt.

"Purple Pangalin!' exclaimed The Journalist. 'Wat sort of a transportation systemd' you cal

this? The nore popular it is the slower it goes! Wat genius worked this out?!' He was really

qui te indignant.

"Well it's inevitable isn't it? Nettie found herself being surprisingly defensive of her planet's
right to have traffic jans.

"OfF course it isn't!' exploded The Journalist. 'You have to devise a systemthat goes faster the
nmore popular it is, so it can cope! It's perfectly obvious!'

Nettie was drunmi ng her fingers on the dashboard of the |anding craft, and snmiling at anyone who
happened to give theman odd | ook. Smling was al ways the best way to make them | ook away. She was
al so glancing increasingly frequently at her watch. Time was running out.

The jam nmoved an inch nearer London

"I mean a transportation systemw th an average speed of just above stationary is not really a

transportation systemat all!' The Journalist was raving by now 'It's nore |like a storage
system'

"CK! Let's do it!" Nettie suddenly sounded decisive. 'l've always fantasized about this!'

" What ?"

' Take her up! Nobody's watching!'

And sure enough, when The Journalist gunned the spacecraft up into the air and sped over the heads
of the preceding traffic, nobody seened to notice. He set the craft down again in an open space on
the other side of the jam The driver of the car they landed in front of was not a happily married
man. He had been mulling over what would happen if his wife never returned fromthe skiing holiday
she was currently enjoying. Perhaps she would run off with the instructor and breed Al pi ne sheep
and serve English teas to walkers in the sunmer. But then there were the children. He'd have to
get themto school every day on his own and he wouldn't be able to stay at the office after hours
to chat up that new secretary... At this nonment a sporty-|ooking car suddenly appeared in front of
him Jesus!' he exclainmed, swerving involuntarily, 'I didn't even notice it overtaking! God! The
speed some people drive at!'’

It was only as the sporty car sped away in the fast |ane that he noticed it didn't seemto have
any wheels. 'Concentrate!' he told hinself. 'Qherw se you start seeing things.'

Anot her jam brought themto a resounding halt just as they reached the Wstway fly-over

"Ch no!' groaned Nettie,

"W used to have traffic problens like this on Blerontin,' observed The Journalist 'Severa

mllion years ago, before intelligent |ife devel oped.'

"Ch shut up!' said Nettie. She couldn't bear self-satisfied aliens who couldn't see any of the
good things about Earth. 'This is hopeless. W' ve only got nine hours |eft!

"Were have we got to get to?

"The Earl's Court Road,' Nettie replied.

"Shall we take the shortcut?

Netti e | ooked around, There were no police cars as far as she could see, and the wonman in the car
behi nd was picking her fingernails.

"Go for it!' she said, and the craft left the fly-over to the anazenent of a couple of snal
children who were on their way to school

"Look, Muml That car's flying!'

"Wll | never, dear,' said their nmother, wi thout taking her eyes off the Hell o nagazi ne she was
readi ng. 'Whatever will we see next!
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Netti e and The Journalist swooped | ow over Notting Hill and effected a | anding on the south side
of Holland Park. Here they waited for their nonent, hopped over a closed gate and filtered into

t he one-way system around Earl's Court.

"Eight-thirty!' said Nettie, |eaping out of the 'car'. 'You stay here! If | know that scunbag
Nigel, he'll still be in bed!

She used her door key to get in, and was soon racing up the stairs to Nigel's flat. She |et
herself in and inmediately fell over a broken ironing board that was |ying across the doorway.
"Who's that?' called a voice fromthe bedroom

"It's me!' yelled Nettie, picking herself up and striding into the bedroom

The young girl with whom Nigel was currently in congress tried to pretend she was nerely sitting
astride a pile of old |laundry.

"Shit! Nettie!' exclainmed Nigel, making an effort to disguise hinself as the pile of old |laundry
in question by pulling all the sheets around hinself. 'I thought you' d been abducted by aliens!’
"This is inportant, Nigel!' Nettie was straight to the point.

"I can explain all this.' Nigel began. You see Nancy here's nother died recently and |'ve been

| ooking after...'

' Thi nk back, Nigel! After the spaceship took off, did you see anyone?

You nean |ike going to a psychiatrist?

"No! No!" Trust N gel to be only thinking of hinself, thought Nettie. 'Did you see an old man with
a white beard, hangi ng around the w eckage?

"I think I'd better go,' said Nancy, who was actually nineteen but | ooked younger

"No! No! Hang on,' said Nigel instinctively. He could see that Nettie had other things on her mnd
than putting his balls in the toaster, and he hal f-hoped he might be able to resune what he had
been doi ng, once he'd sorted out whatever it was his ex-girlfriend actually did want of him 'D d
| see what?

Netti e was suddenly overwhel ned by the hopel essness of it all. Here was a whole world - a whole
civilization so much nore advanced than her own - depending on her eliciting a sensible answer
fromthis creep whom she'd once been in love with. What a hope in hell! She nmight as well try and
teach Turkish to the cat!

"An old man with a white beard? He was in nmy car. | took himto the police station in Oford."'

It took Nettie a nmonment to realize that this was exactly the information she had conme all this way
to extract. The nmonment she did, Nettie ran to the bed and gave Nigel a snmacking kiss on the I|ips.
Then she gave one to Nancy for good neasure, and the next mnute she was | eaping down the stone
stairs of the large Victorian mansion two at a time, whooping: 'Thel The! The!'

‘"I think I'd better go,' said Nancy. She was just about to start a degree in Art History.

29

Leovi nus had undergone a sea-change.

For a start he had taken off his false eyebrows and stuck themon the wall of his cell, just above
the door. But even nore inportantly he had spent the | ast week doi ng sonething that he had never
really done before - certainly not since he was on the verge of beconm ng an infant prodigy. Seven
days in a prison cell, without reading materials, without any ability to comunicate with others,
and - what's nore - without a single admirer, had forced himto take stock of hinmself. He had
spent a week | ooking back at his life and at the person he had become. And the nore he had done
this, the nore he had beconme convinced that he had failed. The nore he | ooked into his own soul
the nmore he realized how far he fell short.

He flinched with acute enbarrassment as he renmenbered that |ast press conference - how he had
revelled in the sycophancy. He curled up with shanme as he renenbered the answer he had given to
that Journalist who had asked if he felt responsible for the coll apse of the Yassaccan econony.
What had he said? "His responsibility was towards his Art' or sonething |like that? Now, as he
stared round at the bare walls of his cell, he realized that he'd been tal king through his bottom
No one could hide behind the pretensions of creativity when people were actually suffering - maybe
even dying - because of it.

He renenbered the two cub reporters with their lovely snmiles and alluring cl eavages... How he had
felt so superior to them.. How he'd believed deep down that no one was good enough for him Now,
the nore he | ooked about hinself, in the solitude and misery of his prison cell, he felt he was

not good enough for anyone else. The first Blerontinian who wal ked in through that door, he began
to think, would have nore right to freedom and happi ness than he had. Even that dreadful Gat of
Bl eronti s!
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Leovi nus had been granted such wonderful gifts - such fabulous, unlimted gifts - and what had he
done with then? Had he nade anyone el se happy? Had he brought prosperity and peace to other

worl ds? No. As far as Leovinus could see, he had used his gifts al nbost exclusively for his own

sel f-aggrandi zenent. Full stop. It was pathetic, now he | ooked back. Had he been | oved? Had he

| oved?

And here, had you been eavesdroppi ng outside the great man's cell (as indeed Constabl e Hackett was
doi ng) then you would have heard a terrible groan rise up fromthe Geatest Genius The Gal axy Had
Ever Known, as he renmenbered how his | ove and affection had been focussed not on a living creature
- not on awife - not on a lover - not even on a pet snorkling! - but on an aggloneration of wres
and neurons, sensors and cybernetic pathways - Titania - his last, his greatest, his absolute
obsessi on!

"But she loves nme!' he cried fromthe depths of his despair

"But she is not real...' cane an answering echo as his thoughts bounced off the bare cell walls.
"You created her!’

Thi s change that overcame Leovinus, in his Oxfordshire prison cell, would be unfortunately

power ful ammunition for right-wing politicians who trunpet the beneficial effects of jail
Fortunately, however, it went totally unnoticed by anyone with political clout on Earth.

Leovi nus had just reached that point of self-castigation at which he was really beginning to enjoy
it, when he was rudely interrupted.

"Visitors for you, Chang!' said Constable Hackett. He had grown rather fond of the old fell ow over
t he past week.

The door was flung open and the dreadful Journalist entered acconpani ed by an extraordinarily
attractive female alien, all the nore attractive for being dressed Yassaccan style, in the sinple
transparent shift with the single notif on the side which indicated that the wearer was unmarried
and interested in proposals.

She was al so wearing that fabulously expensive Yassaccan scent that was now al nost unobtai nabl e on
Bl erontin.

"My dear friend!' exclained Leovinus to The (surprised) Journalist. 'You are far nore worthy of
freedom and happiness than I'!" It was an odd thing to say to the first Blerontinian to walk in

t hrough the door, but Leovinus, who had just been thinking he'd never get a chance to say it, said
it anyway.

"There's not a nmonent to | ose!' exclained the remarkably attractive and renarkably avail abl e
female alien. 'W've only got an hour left!’

'Have you got it?'" cried The Journali st.

"l don't know...' replied Leovinus. 'I amno |onger sure what | have got and what | have not. When
I look back on ny life, | alnpbst feel | have thrown it all away and | have been left w th nothing.
Dear lady, will you marry ne?' Leovinus knew it was consi dered poor manners not to propose to any
young fermal e wearing the specially patterned shift.

'Have you got the central intelligence core? Titania's brain!' interposed The Journalist before
Nettie could reply.
"Ah! Alas!' cried the great Leovinus. 'I threw it away! | have no use for her now' and he turned

back to Nettie. 'Dear lady! Do you think you could ever |ove nme?

"YOU CAN T HAVE THROMN | T AWAY!' screaned the remarkably attractive and available fermale alien
"THINK!'' vyelled the dreadful Journalist. 'Were did you throw it?

"What does it matter?' Leovinus had grown a trifle maudlin. This was actually the result of the
famous Yassaccan scent which the Yassaccan Prinme Mnister had given Nettie. Nettie had dabbed a
spot on as they waited for the cell door to be opened - it was a nervous reflex prior to neeting
the G eatest Genius The Gal axy Had Ever Known. What Nettie was unaware of was that one of the
reasons the scent was so fanobus was because it had an extrenely intoxicating effect on

Bl erontinians. This intoxication was usually so sudden and so strong that the scent had been made
illegal on Blerontin, which is, of course, why it was so sought after and so fabul ously expensive.
"My dear lady! My life! How | have |onged to neet soneone as beautiful and intelligent as you!'
The Journal i st had now grabbed Leovinus by the |apels of his prison suit. '"WHERE | S TITANIA' S

BRAI N?' he yel | ed.

Leovi nus was rapidly deteriorating under the powerful influence of Nettie's scent. 'Ha! M
Journal i sto! See one oh dee crank? Pon flee up and trick? Leovinus was quoting a Blerontinian
nonsense rhyne that was often sung to children at bedtine.

"Sal k tense, nman!' shouted The Journalist, who had suddenly realized what kind of scent Nettie was
wearing. "Svital we know where youze threw th'central telligence core - hic!' Ch no! If he got
drunk he wouldn't be able to drive themback to the Starship
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"Nettiel'" he screamed. ' Quick! Youze gotter grout of here!’

"Not on your life!' exclaimed Nettie. 'You think you can handle this better just cause you're a
man?'

"No... no mnot a man ... That is... I'ma Blerontinian..
Now Leovi nus started too.

"Stop it!' cried Nettie, trying to shake sone sense into them 'How can you | augh? W' ve got to
find the intelligence core! Were is it, Leovinus? But the nore she shook them the nmore the
Yassaccan scent wafted up from her beautiful body and bl ew the mnds of the two Bl erontinians..
and they | aughed harder and harder until tears were rolling down their cheeks. The Journali st
started to sing an old Bl erontinian song about a | ady acrobat and a news reporter, and then
col | apsed on the bed.

Finally Nettie gave up in disgust. She stornmed out of the cell to find the desk sergeant. Perhaps
he had Titania's missing piece in safe custody.

The nmonent Nettie had gone, The Journalist made a valiant attenpt to pull hinmself together. He
managed to stop laughing, with partial success, and, as his head began to clear, he turned on
Leovi nus and shook him until the old man regai ned his senses.

"THINK!'" cried The Journalist. 'Even if you've never done anything decent in the whole of your
wetched life! Do it now Renenber where you threw the missing bit of Titania's brain?

Thi s appeal could not have been nore cal culated to penetrate through to Leovinus's great, though

The Journalist had started giggling.

i ntoxicated, brain. 'The central intelligence core, Titania' s cerebral artery... Wiere did | throw
it?

"Yes! Dammit, man! Were did you throwit?

"Ch! | know! In the corner... over there... , The Great Man pointed to a corner of the cell. In a

flash, The Journalist was there, scrabbling around behind the | atrine bucket, and the next nonent
he suddenly stood up with a glowi ng silver shard in his hand.

But before he even had tine to give a yell of triunph, Nettie appeared at the cell door. 'W're
too late!' she announced. 'It appears ny watch nust have been wong. According to the police
station clock, it's already mdday.' And even as she spoke, they heard the BBC s pips fromthe
Superintendent's radio. The Starship Titanic would already be on its way to its graveyard in
space.

30

Dan and Lucy had had a miserable time of it. They had trai psed around the Oxfordshire countryside
with a growi ng feeling of hel pl essness. Nobody had seen any old nan with a white beard. Nobody had
heard of aliens arriving fromouter space. Nobody wanted to know either. Such things didn't happen
in Oxfordshire.

Finally they retraced their steps to the hotel where they had all been staying. Here again they
had drawn a bl ank. Yes, N gel had checked out that day. No, he had not had anybody with him No.
No old man with a white beard had checked in. Nothing. Zero.

They sat over a miserable cup of coffee and Dan | ooked bl ankly at Lucy. She suddenly seened so far
away fromhim Wasn't that what she had al ways said about hinf That he had seened so far away? He

tried to think of all the things that had nade themfeel dose in the past... and yet everything he
t hought of now appeared like a fignent of his imagination. Like Lucy's enthusiasmfor turning the
old rectory into a hotel... In a way, he thought, their whole relationship had probably cone out

of his imagination. He had dreaned the whol e thing up and now he was waki ng up - nothing renai ned
bet ween them Not even bitterness.

Lucy wat ched Dan broodi ng over his coffee and wondered if he would be all right. She felt guilty.
She felt she'd | et himdown. But now she had discovered that there was a part of her that had been
asleep, all the tine she had been with Dan, she knew there was no turning back the clock. It was
as if she herself had created the bond between them - a bond that protected her from other
stronger, nore frightening feelings that she was capable of - but a bond that did not otherw se
exi st .

Lucy put her hand on Dan's. 'lI'msorry,' she said. To her surprise, Dan | ooked up and smil ed.
"W've been a good team' he said. 'W' ve hel ped each other to get to where we are, and now
guess we're ready to nove right on.'

Lucy | eaned across and kissed himlightly, and at that very nonent, Nettie, The Journalist and
Leovi nus wal ked in the door.

By the time they had persuaded the Oxford constabulary that Leovinus was not an illegal inmgrant
(even though technically speaking he was) it was well after half past one o'clock. By the tine
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Nettie had been able to shower off all the intoxicating Yassaccan perfume, it was half past two.
And by the tinme they had found Lucy and Dan, the deadline was well past. They all slunped in front
of their coffees and nobody said a word, until Nettie suddenly | ooked up

Listen!' said Nettie. '"It's no good us all just sitting here like burnt toast. | know there's not
much point, but | suggest we go back to where we left the Starship in orbit - just in case - they
may have left sonething - or sonmebody nay have got left behind - or - | don't know what. All

know is | won't be happy until |'ve seen it's not there.'

"You are so charning, dear lady,' said Leovinus, 'and possess such a fine nmind.' It would hard to
say who was nore jealous - Lucy or Dan. Neither of themsaid a word however and there followed a
short argunent about the futileness of doing what Nettie had suggested, which seened about to
segue into a discussion about the futility of existence itself, until Nettie cut it short. 'Wel
I"mgoing. WII you take nme, The?

Strangely enough they all felt nore cheerful as they took off in the tiny landing craft. The
illusion of doing sonething, no matter how usel ess, is always good for the psyche. They roared up
into the stratosphere and there, with the Earth rolling beneath them- a wonderful ball of rea
life - they suddenly saw another, even nore wonderful sight. An astonishing sight. A sight that
made t hem cheer and shout and ki ss each ot her

And Dan found hinsel f kissing Nettie and bei ng ki ssed back by Nettie and then kissing Nettie again
and then she was kissing old Leovinus and Dan rem nded hinsel f that she had rejected himbefore
and there was no point in being hurt again... And then he suddenly renenbered the sight - the
wonder ful sight that had nade themall cheer and start kissing each other in the first place: over
the Earth's glowi ng blue and white shoul der heaved the i mense and fabul ous shape of the Starship
Ti tani c!

"Of course!l' yelled Nettie. "We're idiots! Captain Bolfass said we had half a day but he was

tal king about Dormillion days!' She checked her watch. 'W've still got twenty minutes to go!’

Leovi nus gazed into her beautiful face. Her eyelids fluttered, and slowy she opened her |ovely
eyes and gazed back at him He had slipped the mssing cerebral artery - the central intelligence
core - into Titania's brain as gently as he could. He knew the shudder of life that would run

t hrough her would bring both joy and pain, as unused neurons and dornmant cybernetic pathways

pul sed into new |ife.

"Titania!' whispered the old man. '1 still love you.'
Nettie, Dan and the others gasped as the beautiful creature raised her head off the floor, |eant
up on one el bow, and then - her hair spilling around her shoul ders - rose najestically, powerfully

and sat as she had al ways been designed to sit, with her chin resting thoughtfully upon her hand
Titania had cone to life and the Starship Titanic was finally conplete

At once Nettie felt a change in the Starship - as if a powerful and benign presence were watching
over themall - a presence that was hugely intelligent, kind, wise, caring, serene, warm.. Nettie
squeezed Dan's hand.

"Dan,' she said. 'Wuld you kiss ne again?'

And that, really, is the end of the story. Captain Bolfass, Lucy and The Journalist were able to
disarmthe bonb as soon as Titania cane to life - nmuch to the bonb's relief; it had never really
want ed to expl ode

The grateful Yassaccans offered Dan, Nettie, Lucy and The Journalist shares in the Starship as a
reward for their part in saving it. They also invited Lucy and Dan to run it as a hotel

Dan bowed out gracefully; he wanted to stay on Earth, he said, and so Lucy and The Journali st
became the proprietors of the Starship Titanic Hotel Inc. - the nost hugely successful |uxury
holiday enterprise in the entire Galaxy - and one which put the Yassaccan econony back on its feet
within the first year of operation.

The Yassaccans returned to their peaceful, prosperous way of |ife and craftsmanship, and
celebrated the Starship with a full-scale statue (in superb detail - inside and out) in the nmain
square of Yassaccanda.

Lucy and The Journalist were married, with el aborate cerenoni es both here on Earth and on
Blerontin. He wote up his story and it becane the scoop of the century, and made hi m so rnuch
nmoney that he was able to give up journalismentirely and devote hinmself to nore useful things.
Being no longer a journalist, of course, also neant that he was able to tell Lucy his true name,
whi ch turned out to be 'Tiddlepuss'. So she called himTiddles and that suited Lucy just fine. But
he woul d never ever tell her what 'Lucy' meant in Blerontinian.
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Leovi nus got over his nonentary passion for Nettie, which had been partly brought on by his recent
sel f-exam nation and al so by the intoxicating effects of her perfume. He spent an increasing
anount of time chatting to Titania in her private chanber. He knew she wasn't real but then he had
begun to think that perhaps he was too old for reality anyway. The Greatest Genius The Gl axy Had
Ever Known regai ned a certain amount of his old self-confidence, but friends and adnmirers found

hi m hunbl er and nore sensitive to the needs of others. Perhaps it was Titania's influence. Perhaps
it was the fact that his eyebrows had grown back

The good Captain Bol fass, on the other hand, never really got over his infatuation for Nettie,

al t hough his wi fe bought himherbal renedi es and enbrocations for the purpose. But the thought of
Nettie kept himgoing in the dark watches of space, and enriched his declining years with a gol den
glow of tragic devotion. In fact there were a great nmany Yassaccans who felt the sanme way about
Nettie. The Yassaccans, you see, were the sort of people who could recognize a hugely intelligent,
kind, w se, caring, serene, and warm bei ng when they net one for real

Nettie herself couldn't believe her luck when Lucy went off and married The Journalist. She
imediately felt free to propose to Dan, and he couldn't believe his luck either. The two of them
becanme not only lovers but best friends. Nettie took a degree in H gher Mathematics, and was able
to help old Leovinus on sone of his later works. She nade so nuch noney out of this that she and
Dan were able to rebuild the old rectory and turn it into a relaxed famly hotel specializing in
Central Galactic cuisine. In the entrance hall, visiting Yassaccan parents would point out to
their children the famus framed photograph whi ch bore the inscription

"Dan and Nettie's Hotel Beneath The Stars'

And the parrot? The parrot probably cane out best of all - in parrot terns. It had, in fact, been
acting as an undercover agent for the Yassaccans all along. It had been snuggl ed on board the
Starship Titanic before the renoval to Blerontin. The parrot had performed heroically, risking
life and feathers, to get reports of the scandal ously shoddy construction of the Starship back to
Yassacca. It had, in fact been the source of all the rumours that had been circul ati ng. Wen the
parrot eventually returned to its hometown on Yassacca, it was given a special golden perch and a
medal , specially created for it as the first parrot on Yassacca to be decorated for bravery and
service to the planet.

It was also given a lifetinme supply of nillet seed and pistachio nuts. It mated shortly after and
becanme the proud not her of four baby parrots whomit naned Dan, Nettie, Lucy and The.
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