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      Enter the SF Gateway …

      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain's oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language's finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today's leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’

      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.

      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.

      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.

      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      
      
      

      
      The Heaven I have overpassed in greatness and this great Earth. Have I not drunk of the Soma?

      
      Lo! I will put down this Earth here or yonder. Have I not drunk of the Soma?

      
      Swiftly will I smite the Earth here or yonder. Have I not drunk of the Soma?

      
      —RIGVEDA: SONG OF INDRA
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      THE ORIGINAL PLAN was that he should change planes at Topeka, go to Pueblo, be at the Institute by two-thirty, get on a plane again at six
         and be back in New York the same night.
      

      
      Only they cut the Topeka-Pueblo schedule directly after he left New York. They didn’t say why, but anyone could guess. Most
         likely, some essential spare parts or even a cargo of fuel had been rerouted elsewhere on the continent to meet an emergency.
         There were always emergencies.
      

      
      At Topeka, the local Transport Rationalization officer was a surly, irritable man whose job was getting him down. The best
         alternative route he could offer was a ride in a five-year-old car driven by a red-faced man called Mitchell, who had a farm
         somewhere in the area and consequently enjoyed vital-production privileges. But the car had a dozen different grinding noises
         in its works.
      

      
      And, a few miles short of the Kansas-Colorado state border, it gave a huge reverberating bang and ground to a permanent halt.

      
      Since the moment the air hostess had warned him he couldn’t expect a plane out of Topeka, Nicholas Greville had felt a helpless,
         senseless rage; born of sheer frustration, mounting inside him. As though the bang of the car’s engine had been the sound
         of a tamper being blown from the vent of an erupting volcano, he felt that rage exploding upward now.
      

      
      The whole doubly-damned world was conspiring against him!
      

      
      With no more comment than a sigh, Mitchell switched off the ignition and sat back, fumbling a cigarette from his pocket.

      
      “Aren’t you going to do anything?” Greville snapped.

      
      “What?” said Mitchell wearily, and lit the cigarette.

      
      “Hell and damnation!” was all Greville could find to reply. He threw open the door beside him and got out, trailing the official briefcase which
         was chained to his arm like a sort of plastic placenta.
      

      
      There was no one to be seen in either direction along the sunny-hot road. No other vehicles were approaching. The only sign of movement—aside from the illusory wavering of the heat-haze—was
         the single plume of smoke crawling up behind a rise that marked the location of the last small town they had come through.
      

      
      Sweat prickled on his face and inside the dark uniform shirt and pants he was wearing. The briefcase objectively weighed a
         few pounds; subjectively, as much as a steel ball. The cuff of the chain had chafed his wrist. The sun shimmered blindingly
         on his agent’s shoulder badges, and he jerked violently as though to shrug off the burden of dazzling light. The hell with
         everything.
      

      
      He walked in front of the car and bent to look at the engine compartment. The fasteners on the hood had been broken and replaced
         with loops of twisted wire. By its appearance, the wire hadn’t been disturbed since it was fitted.
      

      
      Greville untwisted the loops with nervous fingers, compelled by the dragging briefcase and chain to work one-handed. In his
         last frantic haste he broke a fingernail and cursed his clumsiness as he shoved the hood back. The stay was broken too; he
         had to fetch a rock and jam it under the hinge before he could stop the hood falling on his head.
      

      
      Fumes rising from the engine choked and blinded him at first, and the whole mechanism proved to be covered with a thick black
         sludgy film of oil. Coughing, poking away the disguising sludge, he eventually established what must have happened. The oil
         in the main bearings must have been due for a change billions of revs ago. The housing of the front bearing had split open,
         and when he picked up a fingertip load of the oil which had escaped, he felt particles of metal in it gritty as sand. With
         the oil in that condition, the bearing would have worn, kerosene would have seeped through from the combustion chamber, and
         the explosion had been the announcement that this kerosene had hit flashpoint.
      

      
      He jerked away the rock that was jamming the hinge, slammed the hood down without bothering to retwist the wires and hold
         it shut, and spun on his heel to throw the rock as far as he could. The meaningless act relieved his tension momentarily.
         He fumbled out his handkerchief and rubbed his hands on it.
      

      
      “Find the trouble?” Mitchell said, not moving from behind the steering wheel.

      
      “You need a new engine, is all,” said Greville harshly.

      
      “Figured so,” Mitchell agreed. He drew on his cigarette.

      
      “You figured so! Is that all you have to say?”
      

      
      “What else?” the farmer countered. “You think I can find a new engine by turning over rocks?”

      
      Greville didn’t answer. His burning eyes remained on Mitchell’s face, but he wasn’t really seeing the man. He was trying to
         figure out a course of action. It was after four in the afternoon now. He had to get to the Institute somehow, in order to
         get rid of the briefcase—its lock was person-keyed to Dr. Barriman. (The way things were going, it would likely turn out that
         Barriman had dropped dead this afternoon, and he’d have to wait for a locksmith before he was free of his burden.) So he couldn’t
         just turn around and head for New York again. There still wasn’t another car in sight. He would have to walk back to the last
         little town, find a phone, call the Institute and beg them to send out a ’copter for him—if one was available.
      

      
      And then he would have to call Leda and tell her he wasn’t going to be back in time for tomorrow after all. He wasn’t looking
         forward to that.
      

      
      The fury behind his eyes was sawing through Mitchell’s affectation of calm. Now the farmer shifted in his seat and spoke in
         a defiant tone.
      

      
      “Don’t blame me, Greville!” he said. “I didn’t ask to have you ride with me, remember—I just did like the law says and told
         the TR office in Topeka I was going this way today.”
      

      
      “You ought to have changed your bearing oil!” snapped Greville. “I’d have thought a car was worth looking after, these days!”

      
      Mitchell sighed. “You UN agents just don’t seem to be on the same planet as the rest of us. I’ve been waiting for lube oil
         for more’n a month, and not just for the car, either—for my harvester as well.”
      

      
      “I’m not blaming you,” said Greville with an effort. He felt the heat of his rage subsiding slowly. “It’s just that—hell, you
         know!”
      

      
      “Yeah, we all know.” Mitchell paused, the smoke of the cigarette wreathing into the hot, still air. He continued abruptly,
         “I didn’t plan this! There are guys, I guess, who’d deliberately wreck a car for the fun of stranding a UN agent in the middle of nowhere and seeing him
         squirm. That type—why take away what’s ours and give it to a bunch of lousy greasers? I don’t feel that way. The Food and
         Agriculture man I work with is a good Joe, doing his best to make supplies go around. I put up with it when things go short.
         ’Bout time you learned to, ’pears to me.”
      

      
      Greville shifted to detach his shirt from the sticky skin on his shoulder blades. “Sorry,” he said. “I wasn’t getting mad
         at you. Just at the world in general.” He lifted the wrist on which the case was chained. “I was supposed to deliver these
         documents to the UN Institute at Sandy Gulch at two-thirty this afternoon. It’s after four, and here I am.”
      

      
      “If the job is urgent, why didn’t you get the UN to lay on a plane for you direct?”

      
      “Now who’s living on a different planet?” Greville exclaimed. “Why do people think the UN is filthy rich when everyone else
         is short? We don’t waste fuel and pilots’ time on running little errands like this.”
      

      
      “Well, if it’s a little errand, why are you so mad?” demanded Mitchell reasonably. Greville spread his hands.

      
      “If you must know—tomorrow’s my wedding anniversary, and I swore to my wife I’d be home tonight.

      
      Mitchell grunted. “Ought to train your wife like mine. She’s grown used to this kind of thing. … What are you going to do?
         Walk back to a phone?”
      

      
      “Guess I’ll have to.”

      
      “Uh-huh. Well, when you get to one, maybe you’d call my wife for me. Tell her I’ll be back when I arrive.” He took a slip
         of paper from the compartment in the dash and scribbled the number down.
      

      
      “Sure, I’ll do that for you,” said Greville. He had been mechanically rubbing his hands, over and over again, with his handkerchief.
         Now he stuffed the oil-blackened cloth back in his pocket and took the paper Mitchell gave him.
      

      
      “How about you?” he said, pocketing it.

      
      “Me? I don’t fancy walking in this heat. If someone comes by I’ll hitch a ride to Pueblo—or somewhere. If not, then I’ll walk
         down the road when it’s cooler.”
      

      
      He tossed his spent cigarette out of the window. “What the hell!” he finished.

      
      Greville hesitated. “But what about the car?”

      
      “If someone comes by who can tow it, fine. If not, I’ll have to leave it here till someone finds an engine for me. Which may
         be never.”
      

      
      The bitterness now coloring his tone drove Greville to persist. “Who’s the FAO man you mentioned—the one you said was a good
         Joe? Maybe I could pass him the word when I get to the Institute.”
      

      
      Mitchell curled his lip. “I don’t care to have private words put in for me, thanks all the same. Like I said, I try to keep
         my respect for the UN agencies. I know there’s graft and influence in them, same as there is anywhere. But—”
      

      
      “That’s not what I meant,” Greville interrupted. “I mean—well, say there’s a farm-service team operating near here at the
         moment. Someone could get to you with a spare bearing. That would take you home, at least.”
      

      
      Mitchell grunted. “It’s a point,” he conceded. “Okay—do that. But I don’t want to sit here after sundown waiting for someone who may never show.”
      

      
      “Leave the key in the ignition lock, then. No one could move this thing as it stands. I’ll ask them to mail you the key when
         they’ve finished the repair. If there is a team around here, that is.”
      

      
      “I’ll do that. My address is on file at the Institute, of course.”

      
      There was a moment of empty silence. “I’d better start walking,” Greville muttered. “So long. Thanks for the ride.”

      
      “What there was of it,” said Mitchell, blank-faced. “So long.”
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      THE HEAT was incredible. The plastic handle of the briefcase felt as though it was welding itself to his fingers; dust got up around
         his feet with every step he took, coating his shoes, and his legs almost to the knees, with a yellowish-gray film. The wavering
         plume of smoke beyond the rise, indicating his goal, seemed to get no nearer.
      

      
      In an overcrowded world like this, it was almost insanely ridiculous to think of being stranded miles from anywhere. He tried
         to relieve his tense mind by considering the fact as an amusing paradox, and failed. He pictured the houseboats jostling out
         across the Great Lakes; he pictured the log cabins of squatters in Westchester County; he pictured the rabbit-warren developments
         of California cities, and then glanced at the square miles of emptiness surrounding him.
      

      
      It wasn’t a paradox. It was logical. It had always been that way. In the infernal rat-race against the population spiral it
         was always quicker to add to what one already had. There was never time or surplus productivity to allot to a place where
         one had to start from scratch.
      

      
      Oh, attempts were made to break out of the trap, and indeed he could see proof of that not far away. A ruled-out square of
         green in the prevalent dusty landscape marked a pilot project for soil regeneration. There, a culture of anhydrous bacteria
         would have broken down caked dirt and bonded it against the wind; then other bacteria would have displaced them and a truckload
         of hygroscopic compounds would have been ploughed in; lastly, when the concentration of ground water was high enough, cacti
         and other dry-earth plants had been sown. But the cacti weren’t very useful yet, and in any case it was a couple of square
         miles in a vastness of scarcity.
      

      
      The sign said:

      
      ISOLATION, KANSAS—HEIGHT 2721—POP.
      

      
      and someone had painted out the population figure, replacing it with a jagged line like a fever chart.

      
      He had barely noticed the town when driving through it in Mitchell’s car an hour earlier, except as an interruption to the monotony. Now he did see it consciously, he found there wasn’t
         much of it, but what there was was crowded—like everywhere else. There were a lot of kids playing alongside the streets; schools
         here would presumably function on a relay system, as was general nowadays. The newer, post-turn-of-the-century houses and
         apartments on the way into the town were dusty and shabby and overcrowded. Right in the center things were worse still—patched,
         cracking, shifting buildings full of people. Eyes followed Greville as he walked. A bunch of kids piled out of an abandoned
         car at the roadside and followed him, shouting, “UN thief! UN thief!”
      

      
      Well, you got used to that.

      
      Maybe, Greville reflected, it would be better not to have uniforms for the UN agencies. And then, on the other hand, there
         was still the traditional association of a uniform with authority.
      

      
      The hell with it.

      
      He came to a drugstore not long after picking up the kids, and walked in. There was dust all over. The only cola bottles on
         show were old faded dummies, and the ice cream freezer was empty, its lid open to prove the fact. No one was serving, but
         when he dropped his briefcase on the counter the noise brought a response. A door behind the counter moved, and a head poked
         out—a middle-aged, graying head belonging to a drawn-faced man of average height.
      

      
      “Yeah?”

      
      “A cold drink,” Greville said. “And some phone tokens.”

      
      The man came slowly through the door, pulling it shut behind him. He didn’t say anything for a while, as he took in Greville’s
         uniform. Then he glanced at the window.
      

      
      He said, “Don’t get me wrong, mister. But if I serve you in here, those kids are going to smash my windows. You know that,
         don’t you?”
      

      
      Greville looked around. Outside, the kids had lined up, watchful, waiting—and not only kids now, but teenagers with old hard
         faces, close to the dusty panes.
      

      
      He passed a weary hand across his face, feeling the accumulated dust grit his skin like abrasive paper. From a throat as
         dry as Death Valley, he said, “The hell with the drink, then. Just the phone tokens.”
      

      
      The store owner hesitated. Then he said again, his voice pleading, “Don’t get me wrong! But why don’t you go to the UN agent’s
         office and phone from there?”
      

      
      Startled, Greville let his hand fall to his case. “Is there an agent here? I didn’t know.”

      
      “Sure there is!” said the store owner eagerly. “Almost directly opposite. Over what used to be a shoestore. Can’t miss it!”
      

      
      Greville picked up his case.

      
      “Thanks, mister!” the store owner breathed. “I sure appreciate that. Don’t get me wrong, but—”

      
      “Nobody could get you wrong,” said Greville acidly, and went out.

      
      The grouped kids parted as he pushed the door back. They were boys and girls of fourteen to eighteen, thin, eyes surrounded
         with wrinkles as they screwed up their lids against the glare. Most of them wore faded shirts and jeans, some decorated defiantly
         with patches of contrasting material—red, sky-blue, yellow.
      

      
      A whisper passed among them while Greville glanced over the street. Sure enough, there was a sign in a window—the glass was
         out, but the sign was still there: ISOLATION—FAO OFFICE.
      

      
      While he paused, a decision had been taken among the group of kids. Now a girl stepped into his path as he made to move away:
         older than most of her companions, with faded brown hair clipped short, her adult breasts on her adolescent body tied into
         prominence by the knotting together of the tails of her shirt.
      

      
      “Hey!” she said. “Hey, mister!”

      
      Greville turned cold eyes on her and said nothing.

      
      A snigger went around the watching group.

      
      “Mister, we just want you to know, that’s all. You robbed us blind. You took the kicks out of life—no Cokes, no candy, no
         cars any more. An’ we just want you to know—we don’t care.”

      
      Greville was at a loss for an answer, staring at the girl’s tense, almost animal face, in which her brown eyes burned like
         brown fires. The muscles were taut on her bare midriff; her breasts rose and fell almost as though she was panting after a
         long, hard run.
      

      
      “No?” she said, shaking her head. “You don’t get it, huh?”

      
      Greville shook his head, warily studying the girl’s companions as well as herself. They didn’t seem to be poised to do anything,
         but there was always a risk.
      

      
      “Well, see here then!” said the girl with sudden vehemence, and thrust her thumbs into the waistband of her jeans, dragging
         open the snap fasteners at the sides and shoving the garment to the level of her knees. “The UN didn’t give us this, mister,
         so what the hell is the good of the UN?”
      

      
      Almost before his eyes had shifted downwards, Greville knew with sick certainty what it was he was going to see.

      
      So it had come here too, had it? It had even reached as fat as this.
      

      
      And it was what he had expected. From the crease of the girl’s thigh, where her threadbare briefs were gray-white on her tanned
         skin, to almost her knees, the pattern of small round scars repeated and repeated and repeated.
      

      
      They were waiting for his reaction: a comment, an excuse. Something. He didn’t give it to them. He stepped past the girl and
         strode across the street. He didn’t look back.
      

      
      The door of the UN agency office was locked, of course. He pressed the annunciator button and gave his rank and authority,
         and a man’s voice answered, telling him to come in. The door slid back, paused for him to pass through, closed with a sucking
         sound behind him.
      

      
      There had been subsidence here. There were small cracks in all the walls of the hallway, and when he tried the elevator door
         it was too stiff to move.
      

      
      The same voice he had heard over the annunciator called down to him from a landing above. “You’ll have to use the stairs!
         Elevator’s out of order—the car’s stuck between floors.”
      

      
      Greville acknowledged the advice and went slowly up the stairs. The man was waiting for him outside an office on the second
         floor. He was youthful, but his eyes were old. He wore the FAO uniform with junior-rank badges on the shoulders of the shirt,
         and patches of sweat discolored his armpits.
      

      
      “I’m Lumberger, FAO rep here,” he said, putting out his hand. “God, I feel marooned in this place! Good to see someone else
         in the business.”
      

      
      Greville shook his hand and followed him into the office. It was cramped and untidy.

      
      “What on earth are you doing here, anyway?” Lumberger was saying. “I saw you come down the street—couldn’t believe my eyes
         when I saw you go into the drugstore. Especially with those damned kids following you. Say, what was the strip-tease act for?
         Not going into the brothel business, are they?”
      

      
      “She wasn’t selling anything,” Greville said, his voice strangely rough in his own ears. “Someone’s selling it to her.”

      
      “Selling her what?” Lumberger indicated a chair, sat down, thrust a pack of cigarettes across the littered desk.

      
      “Happy dreams, of course.”

      
      Lumberger stopped in mid-movement, the pack of cigarettes resting on his open palm. “Here?” he said incredulously.

      
      “You mean you didn’t know?” Greville’s voice was sarcastic rather than incredulous.

      
      “No! I swear it! This must be new! I—”

      
      “New be damned,” interrupted Greville violently. “That girl must have been on it for six months at least—she has scars all
         down both thighs. And from the way she was showing off, she’s probably not the furthest gone of the bunch.” He took a cigarette
         from Lumberger’s pack and snatched a book of matches from the desk. “You’re falling down on your job if you didn’t know about
         it.”
      

      
      “Now see here!” Lumberger snapped, his face reddening. “It’s all very well for someone like you to walk in and tell me I’m
         falling down on the job. But you just don’t know what it’s like in a place like this. ‘UN’ is a dirty word! I hardly dare go
         out on the street because the kids gang up on me; they throw rocks at my car when I go to check the patches of reclamation
         we have around here. They say it’s my fault, the lack of sodas and the power cuts and all the rest of it, and what the hell
         can I do? Turn around and say they ought to be glad there’s no candy to rot their teeth? Tell ’em it’s thanks to people like
         me they can walk straight, haven’t got bow legs from rickets, haven’t got bellies bloated with pellagra—?”
      

      
      “Stow it,” said Greville wearily. “I’m sorry. It’s the heat. That, and the fact that I’m with Narcotics Division in New York,
         so maybe it seems more important to me than it really is.”
      

      
      Lumberger’s defiant manner changed to one of sullenness. “Oh, sure it’s important,” he said. “But my business is Food and
         Agriculture, and I don’t see why someone from another department should tell me I’m falling down on the job.”
      

      
      “If you weren’t expecting to be told just that, how come you leaped to your own defense so quickly?” demanded Greville.

      
      “I’m saying it’s not my fault!” Lumberger blazed. “The situation here is absolutely impossible!”

      
      There was a whine on the edge of his raised voice, like the cry of an unoiled bearing in the heart of a noisy engine. The
         thought reminded Greville of Mitchell sitting stolidly in his broken-down car. He sighed and tapped the first ash from his
         cigarette.
      

      
      “I didn’t come here to abuse you,” he said. “I just want to get the hell out. I was riding TR-style in a car that broke down
         the other side of the town, trying to make the Institute at Sandy Gulch.”
      

      
      “So?” said Lumberger.

      
      Greville restrained his irritation by main force. He said, “First off, do you have a farm-service team working near here,
         that could get out to the guy’s car and fit him a new turbine bearing?”
      

      
      Lumberger shook his head. “There is a team working this area, but it has an eight-day backlog of emergency calls.”
      

      
      So much for Mitchell, then. Greville shrugged. “Then all I want is to use your phone and get out of your hair.”

      
      “Help yourself,” said Lumberger, scowling, and thrust back his chair. “I’ll be in the lab next door if you want me, finishing
         a soil test.”
      

      
      He opened and shut the door rapidly. It squealed in its grooves.
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      GREVILLE LICKED HIS LIPS with a tongue that was almost too dry for him to taste the salty dust on his face. He ached to wash—better, to bathe, or
         plunge into a river. Later. Later. The picture of the girl’s scarred thighs kept rising in front of his eyes.
      

      
      He picked up the handset of the phone and moved to come fully into range of the camera. He dialed the Institute’s interstate
         coding, waited till the attention signal sounded in his ear, then added the internal coding for Dr. Barriman’s office. He
         saw the picture go up on the four-inch screen, shaky but clear.
      

      
      “Greville here, Dr. Barriman,” he said unnecessarily. “I’m stranded at a place called Isolation. Could you spare a helicopter
         to get me out of here?”
      

      
      It was always incongruous to see the still picture on the phone’s screen, changing at half-minute intervals like a slow dissolve
         in an old-fashioned movie, while hearing the voice of one’s correspondent crackling on. Greville half closed his eyes and
         drew on his cigarette again.
      

      
      “Where the hell have you been?” Barriman was saying frostily. “You were due here two and a half hours ago.”

      
      “They cut the planes between Topeka and Pueblo. Nothing till tomorrow. I had a ride laid on by the Topeka TR officer. The
         car stranded me before we crossed the state line.”
      

      
      “All right. Isolation, you said the place was called? I’ll try and find a ’copter for you, but I can’t promise anything till
         late tonight. This is a damnable nuisance. I suppose you know what you’re carrying?”
      

      
      “I can’t forget what I’m carrying—it’s chained to me!” Greville said harshly. Then, with an effort: “Sorry. No. I wasn’t told.
         Documents, I imagine. But the lock is person-keyed to you.”
      

      
      “Documents! I wasn’t expecting documents!” The picture on the phone was melting now, fixing a frown on Barriman’s face which
         matched his tone of voice.
      

      
      “I’m only a courier this trip,” Greville said.

      
      “Hah! Then someone at the New York end has made a fool of himself. What you’re actually supposed to be carrying is half a pound of happy dreams.”
      

      
      A cold hand seemed to close on Greville’s throat. Reflexively he slapped the briefcase to reassure himself it was still
         there.
      

      
      “What?”

      
      “What I said,” Barriman returned irritably. “That’s what I’m expecting, and that’s what you’ve probably got. Mark you, to
         find that you haven’t got it any longer wouldn’t surprise me—addicts seem to be able to smell the stuff through lead casing,
         practically. Which is why you’re bringing it and not the regular mail run.”
      

      
      “Jesus!” said Greville with alarm. “Well, if there is happy dreams in this case, doctor, you’ve just missed losing it and
         me by the narrowest of margins. I was stopped by a gang of anti-UN teenagers outside a drugstore a few minutes back. Addicts!”
      

      
      Barriman didn’t answer for a moment. Then he said in a strangled tone, “Addicts? Where did you say you are?”
      

      
      “Yes, I know—it shook me too. But there isn’t any doubt. One of the girls pulled her jeans down and showed me the marks on
         her legs.”
      

      
      The picture on the phone melted again. This time the expression which froze on the screen was one of dismay.

      
      “Isolation!” Barriman said. “But FAO have an agent there, don’t they? Why haven’t we been told? Has this been going on long?”

      
      “Six months at least, maybe more. I didn’t stop to count the scars, but there were plenty of them.” Greville drew on his cigarette
         and ground it out. “I’m talking from the FAO agent’s office now. Man called Lumberger. Says it was news to him.”
      

      
      Barriman sighed. “So chalk up another area of incidence on the map,” he said. “I’ll get that ’copter to you as fast as I can,
         and a couple of fieldworkers as well if they can be spared. Any chance of finding the original focus?”
      

      
      Greville considered. Finally he gave a nod, and his voice was brighter when he spoke again. “In a town like this—they’ve painted
         out the population figure, but it can only be a few thousand—it should be possible! If we can isolate the addicts from the
         non-addicts. If there are any non-addicts.”
      

      
      “Right,” Barriman said. “See you when you get here.”

      
      The screen of the phone went blank. Greville sat looking at it, his dull spirits rising temporarily. That was a point Barriman
         had. Identifying the original focus of addiction might very well be possible in a small town like this, although—as Greville knew from bitter experience—in a big city it was invariably hopeless. He toyed with the idea for awhile.
      

      
      Then he stirred reluctantly. Now he had to call Leda and—explain.

      
      Only, of course, he did have one more chance to put it off for a few precious moments. He’d promised to call Mitchell’s wife.
         The slip of paper with the number on it was in the pocket of his shirt. He pulled it out, seeing that sweat soaking through
         the fabric had smeared the writing, but it was still legible. He dialed.
      

      
      “Yes?” A rather high, nervous voice; the screen showed a middle-aged woman, fading from superficial prettiness, with a discontented
         mouth. There was a likeness to Leda in the set of that mouth. Greville shivered despite the torrid heat.
      

      
      “I’m Nicholas Greville,” he said. “Your husband—you are Mrs. Mitchell, I suppose?”

      
      “Yes, I am. What about my husband?”

      
      “His car broke down near Isolation on the way to Pueblo. He asked me to call you and say he’d be home as soon as he could.”

      
      “But he promised—!” Mrs. Mitchell wailed, and then her voice dropped into a sigh. “Oh, well … What’s wrong with the car?”

      
      “Main bearing split. Engine seized up.”

      
      “I told him it would! I told him to get that oil when it was offered. Well, anyway …” She checked herself. “Thanks for calling,
         Mr.—Mr.—?”
      

      
      “United Nations Narcotics Department Agent Nicholas Greville, ma’am,” said Greville formally. The picture on the screen shifted,
         just in time to catch and freeze Mrs. Mitchell in the act of putting a horrified hand over her mouth. “And you don’t have
         to worry about where your husband wasn’t supposed to get oil from. He didn’t, and he was right. In spite of everything.”
      

      
      The horrified expression was still there when Mrs. Mitchell hastily broke the connection.

      
      Was there anything at all he could do for Mitchell? Greville checked the possibilities and discarded them all. The farmer
         would have to do as he’d originally said.
      

      
      So now there was no further reason to postpone that call to Leda.
      

      
      He dialed the interstate coding of his home and waited for the attention signal. Instead, there was a sharp click and a woman’s
         voice came on the line without a picture.
      

      
      “Transcontinental supervisor,” said the voice wearily. “There is a delay of up to four hours on calls to points east of Chicago—I’m sorry.” She didn’t sound at all sorry.
      

      
      “Check your line,” said Greville harshly. He didn’t like to use UN priorities for private calls; nonetheless, the consequences
         of not calling Leda at all would be worse even than what he could look forward to if he did speak to her.
      

      
      “What do you mean?” asked the supervisor blankly.

      
      “I mean I’m calling from the United Nations agency office at Isolation, Kansas—Food and Agriculture Organization. And I’m
         United Nations Narcotics Agent Nicholas Greville. I want crash priority—and you shouldn’t have to be told that calls from
         a UN agent’s office are entitled to it!”
      

      
      “Oh,” said the supervisor in an unenthusiastic tone. “All right, I’ll see what can be done.”

      
      Behind him Greville heard a sardonic chuckle. “I should have told you,” Lumberger said. Somehow he had contrived to open the
         door of the adjacent lab without making it squeak. ‘That’s one of the things they’ve done to me here—deleted my number from
         the priority list. Did it three months ago. I sometimes have to wait two days for outgoing calls.”
      

      
      “Who deleted the number?” Greville demanded.

      
      “God knows,” Lumberger said, and shrugged. “Someone in the local exchange. Can’t find out who. I’ve complained a dozen times
         and nothing’s been done.”
      

      
      Before Greville could answer, the supervisor was back. “I can get you crash priority in about seven minutes,” she said casually.
         “Every available line is full right now. I’ll call you back.”
      

      
      “Do that little thing,” said Greville ironically, and cut the connection.

      
      Lumberger sat down behind the desk, wiped his hands on a tissue, and took a cigarette. “Don’t know how some people manage
         to keep going,” he said, shaking his head. “I guess I’d make out better if I weren’t here on my own so much. I’ve done four
         months of a six-month tour, and sometimes I feel I’ll go crazy if I have to serve out the rest of it.”
      

      
      “What are you doing in a UN job if you don’t like the work?”

      
      “I didn’t say that,” Lumberger corrected, raising a hand as though to ward off a blow. “Sure I like the work—I’m doing soil
         development, specialized bacterioculture, all the work I trained to do. But hell! It’s like being in jail! There’s not a girl
         in town who’d dare be seen in my company—not that there are many whose company I’d enjoy, I guess, but you get my meaning.
         I hardly dare leave the office except to go out to the experimental sites, which I have to do, because I had that window smashed
         by someone trying to break in, and God knows what would happen if I was away for more than a couple of hours. I was thinking,
         how can you blame those kids for taking to happy dreams, stuck in a hole like this? I mean, I’m from a small town myself, so I know what it’s like. But it wasn’t so bad ten years ago. There were more cars on the roads—I had a
         couple of rods I’d done over myself when I was their age. There were a lot more luxuries. There were more—oh, just about everything.”
      

      
      “Except people,” said Greville grimly.

      
      “Yeah. Except people,” agreed Lumberger, frowning. He appeared to be coming to a decision; now he made it, and leaned forward
         with a confidential air.
      

      
      “Say—uh—I couldn’t help hearing what you were saying to the guy at the Institute. Don’t feel bad about my not having reported
         that happy dreams was circulating here. I can’t make contacts with the local people, and anyway I don’t know much about this
         stuff. I mean, most of it is in big cities, isn’t it?”
      

      
      “I’d have said so, till I saw that girl’s legs just now.”

      
      “Well, what I mean—” Lumberger broke off, started over. “What I mean is this: you tell me about it, and I’ll try and keep
         my eyes open in the future.”
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