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* * * * *
THE FESTIVAL ON LYRIS FIVE
* * * * *
'Hu-man...I would like words with you, hu-man.'
The voice had a pronounced Thrang'I accent. I turned from glum contemplation of my fifth – or maybe sixth – Norton's Mindwarp of the night to confront its owner. Even in my befuddled state, through the purplish fug of the Martian Arms, I could tell he was displeased. He waved an arm in my face, and I watched in fascination as muscles like boa constrictors rippled under his green skin.
'I was just on my way out – perhaps we could leave this till tomorrow?'
Two more arms flailed threateningly. 'Hu-man...I want words with you now.'
'Oh, very well.' I smiled engagingly. 'Can I get you a drink?'
It's difficult to read expression on a face that looks like a rotting cauliflower, but I assumed from the fact that I had been forced into a chair and had ten photosynthetic fingers tightening around my throat that my offer had been declined.
'What...do you want?' I managed to splutter, and the pressure reduced somewhat.
'Why were you talking to my wife, hu-man?'
'Your wife?' I thought briefly of the bedraggled rubber plant in the lobby. Last night I had tripped over the thing on my way home and cursed it roundly. Surely he couldn't mean---? Then it struck me he must be referring to the blonde I was chatting to (all right, up) earlier. She had mentioned a husband, but when she told me he had green fingers I didn't realise she meant literally. I mean, I'd heard about these mixed marriages, but never come across one till now.
'Ah, the young lady by the bar. Just a friendly greeting, I assure you. A light exchange of banter.'
Cauliflower Face gazed balefully at me. 'Why you tell her she most beautiful woman this side of Andromeda?'
'Well, you know...just being friendly.'
'Being too friendly.' The grip tightened again. 'Why you ask her home with you?'
A small group had gathered round us, and I heard side-bets being placed on the outcome of the confrontation. A little bald man with a thin, pencil moustache offered odds of ten to one against me, but received no takers. I wondered, not for the first time, why I had chosen to spend my enforced early retirement on a miserable backwater like Earth. Cursing the blonde who had got me into this mess, and wondering how much she had told her botanic husband, I tried another line:
'I think she must have misunderstood me. I asked if she would like an escort for her journey home. These streets are not safe for anyone at night.'
'I give you "not safe".' The cauliflower wobbled six inches from my face. 'You say you give her ride on your asteroid belt.'
I felt myself starting to black out, then abruptly the pressure was removed.
'I give you fair chance, hu-man. You play cards?'
I nodded, massaging my neck. Cauliflower Face pulled a pack of cards from his tunic. I noticed they were a Thrang'I pack, in which the traditional suits are replaced by the four galactic races: Earthmen, Palladians, Teldra and Thrang'I. Not surprisingly, in their pack Thrang'I rank highest, and Earthmen least.
'Po-ker?' Cauliflower Face said.
I didn't seem to have much choice. 'What are the stakes?' I asked.
'You win – I let you go. You lose – I kill you.'
Well, at least I knew where I stood. I'd never played poker with a homicidal cauliflower before, but there's a first time for everything. My alien friend pulled a small canvas bag from his pocket. He turned it upside down, and a shower of small, highly polished stones scattered across the table. He explained that we would start with equal numbers, and the winner would be the first to clean the other out.
'Five card draw?' he asked.
'Whatever you say.'
'You may deal, hu-man.'
I pride myself on being a fair hand at poker – after all, a pilot is only needed when planet-hopping or under battle conditions, and you have to do something to fill in the long hours between stars. But all my acquired knowledge of poker psychology was useless here – how do you read pupil dilation, or the subtle change of pitch caused by tension tightening the vocal cords, when you're playing with a walking vegetable?
I was down to my last few pebbles when my luck changed for the better. My opponent had confidently raised me five, and I was wondering whether to bid on with my three deuces, or stack and hope for better things on the next hand. Cauliflower Face had drawn two, suggesting he held three of a kind, and any three had to be better than mine. I had almost decided to throw in my hand when a feminine voice whispered in my ear:
'Keep going, Richard – sure, he's only bluffing.'
The voice was unfamiliar, but it seemed inadvisable to look round. Cauliflower Face was staring impatiently at me, his fingers tightening round the arm of the chair as though strangling it. I thought quickly. I still had six stones. Even if my informant was wrong, I'd have one left for the next hand. I moved five stones to the middle of the table, hoping fervently that the woman had put her money on me rather than against me.
'I'll see you.'
Cauliflower Face laid down his hand – a pair of threes and a pair of viziers. I displayed my three deuces and gathered the stack of pebbles from the middle.
'Never mind, friend. Can't win 'em all.'
After that it was easy. With my informant whispering in my ear there was no contest. When I had the cards I raised him – when he had them, I stacked straight away. I was curious to know who my benefactor was, but she stood behind me all the while, and I didn't dare glance round for fear of giving the game away. I assumed she must have an accomplice in the ring of people behind the Thrang'I, sending her coded signals about his hand – but I was grateful for the information however it came.
At last Cauliflower Face gambled all on three emperors. He seemed to wilt as, card by card, I displayed my hand – two, three, four, five, six...a straight flush of Earthmen. There was a brief burst of applause, led by the self-appointed bookmaker. Cauliflower Face reached over and scooped the pile of stones back into his bag. He glared at me for a moment, then sprang out of his chair with such force that it catapulted across the room and almost toppled into the log fire burning brightly in the grate. He marched out, pausing only to grab the arm of his wife, who had quietly watched the whole proceedings from her stool by the bar.
* * * * *
The crowd shuffled away, one or two patting me on the shoulder. In a while I was left alone...or was I? A woman was watching me from beside the fireplace. She wore a long black gown of iridescent velvet, caught at the waist by a belt of interlocking silver rings. Her most striking feature, however, was a cascade of golden hair that rivalled the flames leaping from the logs behind her. She came forward, her face breaking into a smile:
'Sure, Richard, don't you know it's rude to stare?'
'I, ah---'
She pulled up a stool, sat down opposite me.
'Julie Halloran, at your service. I've heard many things about you, Richard, and I have a little proposition to make.'
I didn't say anything, but I'll swear that Julie's face reddened slightly. 'A business proposition,' she added.
I shrugged. 'If you know so much about me, you'll know I don't have business interests any more. I was thrown out, cashiered, dishonourably discharged from the Ten Stars Space Fleet. They gave me an ex-gratia severance payment, and a pension just sufficient to keep me in booze for the rest of my life – and that's how I intend to stay.'
Julie leaned forward, and I found myself staring into two large, emerald eyes. 'But, Richard, say I could give you the opportunity to take revenge on the system that used you and tossed you away – and at the same time earn yourself a fortune?'
I wrenched myself away from those eyes and took a sip from my glass. 'Keep talking,' I said.
'Have you heard of Lyris Five?'
I hesitated. 'I might have done. Isn't it somewhere on the edge of the Ten Stars sector?'
'Indeed it is.' Julie leaned forward. Her voice became quieter, conspiratorial: 'For most of the time Lyris Five is a peaceful, agricultural planet, self-sufficient and almost independent of commerce. Once every ten years, however, they are hosts to a great festival of alternative music and culture. For three weeks, people from all over the Ten Stars and Magellan Federation assemble in an atmosphere of peace, love and universal harmony.'
Drinking, screwing and getting stoned, I parenthesized silently.
'Anyway, that's the theory,' Julie continued. 'In practice, it tends to be a bit, well, wilder. They don't allow law enforcement on Lyris Five, and sometimes it gets a bit rough. Still, the number of murders is probably more or less balanced by the number of conceptions.'
'So how is this atmosphere of peace, love and harmony going to produce a fortune for me?'
'Have patience, Richard, and all will be revealed. One great attraction of the Festival is its lawlessness. People come there with the hope of sampling pleasures forbidden on their home worlds – stimulants, intoxicants, hallucinogens. There are fortunes to be made by those who can supply these commodities. Together, you and I can do just that.'
'And what commodity did you have in mind exactly?'
Julie's voice sank almost to a whisper. 'Dreamdust,' she murmured.
If she expected a reaction of amazement, shock or horror she must have been disappointed. 'I've never heard of it,' I said.
'Ah well, 'tis little known as yet.' Julie nodded, unfazed. 'It's a mind expander, ten times as powerful as traditional LSD. You don't have to eat it, burn it or inject it – you simply open a capsule and breathe it in.'
'Side effects?'
Julie tilted her head to one side. She gave me a smile that would melt titanium alloy at thirty paces. 'Now, what would a nice girl like me be doing with anything nasty like that?'
* * * * *
We sat talking till all that remained of the fire was a few glowing embers, and the barman had cast a number of increasingly heavy hints, culminating in the observation that a bedroom was available upstairs, and it would be ten credits, in advance, please. The notion appeared not without merit, and I was about to propose it to Julie when she stood up and said it was time she went home. She refused to let me accompany her, saying it might attract suspicion.
'About that proposition – ' I began.
'You accept?'
'I'd like to discuss it further.'
Julie gave me one of those looks. 'It's late enough. Meet me here tomorrow.' She rose gracefully, took a step towards the door. 'And Richard – have you wondered how I knew what cards your friend was holding? Think on it tonight.'
I had been wondering, but somehow the thought had been displaced by everything else that had happened. Plus, I'd been drinking heavily, and even a battle-hardened constitution like mine was bound to have its razor edge slightly blunted. So it was that I woke up with two companions the next morning: a headache that felt as though someone was gouging out the inside of my skull with a large chisel; and the realisation that Julie Halloran, my rescuer and putative partner in crime, was much more than just a gorgeous Irish redhead. She was also, beyond doubt, a telepath.
* * * * *
When I entered the Martian Arms the following evening Julie was waiting for me at the bar. Of the Thrang'I and his lady there was, thankfully, no sign. Julie broke into a smile as soon as she saw me. She summoned the barman, and by the time I joined her he had produced two Expanding Universes. They stood pulsating on the bartop like some kind of welcoming committee.
'What are we celebrating?'
'You accepting my proposition – what else?' Julie motioned me to a quiet alcove across from the bar where the smoke was a little thinner. We sat down facing each other on the wooden benches. Julie's face took on a kaleidoscopic aspect in the ever-changing light of the Expanding Universes – purple, yellow, pink, blue...
'You might have told me,' I said.
'I'm sorry, Richard.' At least she had the grace to look abashed. 'Old habits die hard. I knew it wouldn't take you long to work it out for yourself.'
I grunted noncommittally. I suppose it can't always be easy being a telepath. The ability to read minds may be useful in some circumstances, but if you don't have it yourself it can also seem threatening. Discrimination against telepaths had been officially outlawed for many years, but most still found it desirable that their special abilities should not be too widely known. Another thought occurred to me.
'Can you read the minds of other species as well?'
'It varies. Teldrans are no problem – they're similar to us. With Palladians it's fuzzy – usually I get some kind of indication of mood, maybe the occasional thought if it's near the surface of their minds. But Thrang'I – no-one can read a Thrang'I's thoughts, except maybe another Thrang'I'
'So how did you – ?'
'I wasn't reading his mind, but the mind of our friendly neighbourhood bookie. He had a lot of money riding on you, so he was paying very close attention to what our friend was holding.'
I took a sip of my Expanding Universe, glanced up. 'Can you read what I'm thinking...all the time?'
'Not unless I'm consciously listening.' Julie stared into her drink. At the moment it was pulsing green, which made her golden hair look almost black. She took a strand of it and twisted it round her finger. 'I can tune into your surface thoughts without trouble, but if I try to probe beyond that it becomes harder. And the deeper I go, the more noise I have to put up with...'
'Noise?'
'Listen to your own thoughts sometime, Richard. There's layer upon layer of words and images, feelings and emotions, floating around like...well, shoals of fish. Inside every man's skull is a madhouse. 'Tis a brave man who ventures deep into that.'
I took another sip. 'You know what I'm going to say now?'
Julie broke into a smile. 'Tell me.'
I finished my Expanding Universe in one gulp. 'I think you and I could make a great team!'
* * * * *
Over the next few days Julie and I met regularly. The Martian Arms was an ideal rendezvous, a place where we would not be disturbed. Within a remarkably short space of time our preparations were almost complete. Finance was one major subject of discussion. There was no problem as far as dreamdust was concerned – Julie seemed to possess vast quantities of the stuff. She wasn't keen on going into detail about where it had come from, which I suppose in the circumstances was understandable.
For the long journey to Lyris Five, however, one thing we were going to need was a reliable craft. Hiring was out – too many questions to answer and forms to fill in. We were going to have to buy. Julie said she could raise five thousand credits, and I reckoned I could just about match that. Still, ten thousand wasn't much. And we had to leave something in reserve for supplies and contingencies.
So it was that I began visiting the pre-owned spaceship yards of Nueva London. One of the largest was Khan's Astro-Mart. I visited it most days, and wandered around the muddy field in which Khan displayed his wares. In the main it was over-priced junk – Tritons with highly polished trim and a tinfoil fuselage that wouldn't stand up to a decent sized meteorite. Or flashy-looking Red Giants, which I knew from past experience would struggle to reach escape velocity, never mind light speed.
Then one day my luck changed for the better. I was completing my customary round of Khan's when I noticed an undistinguished-looking grey craft at the edge of the field. I went over to examine it when Khan himself appeared from the hatch.
'Mr Barrett...you've become quite a regular here.'
'I like to pay my respects to the departed...ashes to ashes, rust to rust...'
'Mr Barrett...how can you say such things? Khan's Astro-Mart is known throughout the sector. Our name is a byword for honesty, for reliability, for fairness, for value for---'
'This is a Starlink, isn't it?' I'd heard Khan's spiel before, and wasn't in the mood to listen to it all again. 'You'd make more money selling it to a museum.'
Khan smiled. 'Starlinks were built to last, Mr Barrett. There are thousands still in service. This one has many a parsec to travel yet.'
'Surely there's a scrap-metal dealer nearer than that?'
Khan gazed appraisingly at me: 'Do I take it you may be somewhat interested in this craft, Mr Barrett?'
'Hah! Do me a favour.' I hesitated. 'But I admit I have a soft spot for these tubs. Do you know, I learned to pilot in one of these?'
'I understand.' Khan's smile took on a predatory aspect. 'You have a sentimental attachment.'
'I wouldn't go that far. A certain fondness, perhaps.' I paused and gazed out across the field. I slowly counted to ten in my mind. 'Just out of interest...what would you want for her?'
'Shall we say...twelve thousand credits?'
'Twelve thou---'
'Of course there's a discount for cash. Let's call it ten thousand and not quibble.'
'I don't know.' I rubbed my chin. 'Sentiment is all very well, but---'
'Don't be deceived by the exterior, Mr Barrett. Inside she's immaculate. Come, take a look.'
It was all a ritual, of course. I wanted it, Khan knew I wanted it, I knew Khan knew, and so forth. We settled on nine and a half thou, which all things considered seemed a fair price. I reached an agreement with Khan about leasing a little-used corner of his field, and over the next few weeks set about making a few modifications. After all, a Ten Star combat pilot gets to know a few tricks, and I reckoned we could use any advantage that was going for us.
And in what seemed a very short time we were ready to go – back into space, which I had so recently repudiated forever.
* * * * *
I leaned back in the pilot's seat and took another deep drag on the joint. Though I had wanted to try the dreamdust, Julie insisted we save it all to sell at the Festival. After trying some of her other wares I wasn't disposed to argue with her.
'This is good stuff.'
'Sure, I'm just a traditionalist at heart, but I say that good old-fashioned marijuana takes a lot of beating.' Julie snapped her fingers, and I passed the joint back over to her. 'So how long will the journey take?'
'Why ask me? You're the telepath.'
Julie exhaled. Accidentally or otherwise, some of the smoke found its way into my face. 'Now that's hardly nice, Richard. I've told you it takes an effort of will to listen in to your thoughts. I respect your privacy...'
I coughed.
'And anyway, most of the time there's nothing to listen to!' Julie laughed. In the heady atmosphere of the cabin the comment did seem humorous, and after a few moments I found myself joining in as well. 'Seriously,' Julie said, and we collapsed in laughter. 'Seriously, how long will it take?'
I tried to focus on Julie's question. 'It all depends. If everything goes well we could be there in ten days. If we're unlucky, it could be a lot longer.'
'And have you never heard of the luck of the Irish?'
'I just hope it works two hundred parsecs from Earth.'
Julie put the joint to her lips again. The burning tip glowed bright red. 'Have you no faith, Richard? Why, with our combined talents, it would take the entire Ten Star Battle Fleet to catch us!'
Julie leaned over to return the joint, now considerably shorter. The action tightened the tunic she wore, emphasising the fullness of her breasts. Before I quite realised what had happened, she stubbed out the joint on an instrument panel, and flounced towards the door of her tiny cabin.
'Sure and what will you be thinking of next, Richard Barrett? If I told you once, I told you thirty times, this trip is for business only!' The cabin door slammed shut, and all of a sudden the cabin seemed to have lost its powers of amusement. I sighed – it was probably time to check the auto-pilot settings anyway. I leaned back in my chair and switched on the navigational display...
* * * * *
The first leg of our journey went smoothly enough – we followed the main interstellar trunk routes, and there was no reason for our little craft to attract suspicion. On our seventh day we reached Limewood Service World. I left the Starlink at a maintenance bay, and Julie and I set off in search of a decent meal. I was a little concerned about leaving our cargo unattended – the battered suitcase containing the dreamdust in particular – but Julie probed the mechanic's mind and assured me it would be OK. From the look on her face I gathered she had found something distasteful as well, but I wasn't going to pry.
I don't know if you've ever visited Limewood, but it's one of the pleasanter service worlds. It's artificial, of course, about the size of Earth's Moon, with pseudo-gravity to bring it up to the norm. It was originally supposed to have been a trendy holiday resort. Ten billion tons of topsoil were transported from nearby Amaranth, together with several million trees and shrubs. A team of a thousand landscape designers was recruited to ensure that Limewood gave the impression of being entirely covered in natural woodland; the position of every tree was hand-picked. Despite all these efforts Limewood never achieved popularity as a holiday resort – perhaps it should have been further off the beaten track – but nowadays as a service world it makes an excellent stopover for jaded travellers.
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