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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.









Lying asleep between the strokes of night,


I saw my love lean over my sad bed,


Pale as the duskiest lily’s leaf or head …


—Augustus Swinburne







Prologue:


Gulf City; New Year 14 (A.D. 29,872)


From the diary of Charlene Bloom:


Today I received word from Pentecost. Wolfgang IV is dead. He was five hundred and four years old, and like his forebears he was respected by the whole planet. A picture of his own grandson came with the message. I looked at it for a long time, but blood thins across six generations. It was impossible, save in my imagination, to recognize any sign of the original (and to me the one-and-only) Wolfgang in this descendant.


My Wolfgang is dead, long dead; but the great wager goes on. On days like this I feel that I am the only person in the Universe who cares about the outcome. If Wolfgang is at last the winner, who but I will know and be here to applaud him? And if I win, who but I will know the cost of victory?


It is significant that I record this death first, before acknowledging the report of a faster-than-light drive from Beacon’s World. Gulf City is throbbing with the news, but I have heard the same rumor a hundred—a thousand?—times before. For 28,000 years our struggle to escape the yoke of relativity has continued; still it binds us, as strongly as ever. In public I say that the research must go on even if Beacon’s World has nothing, that the faster-than-light drive will be the single most important discovery in human history; but deep within me I deny even the possibility. If the Universe is apprehensible to the human mind, then it must have some final laws. I am not permitted to admit it, but I believe the light-speed limit is one. As humans explore the galaxy, it must be done at a sub-light crawl.


I wish I could believe otherwise. But most of all today I wish that I could spend one hour again with Wolfgang.




“They told me, Heraclitus, they told me you were dead,


They brought me bitter news to hear and bitter tears to shed.


I wept as I remembered, how often you and I


Had tired the sun with talking, and sent him down the sky.







But now that thou art lying, my dear old Carian guest,


A handful of gray ashes, long, long ago at rest.


Still are thy pleasant voices, thy nightingales, awake;


For death he taketh all away; but these he cannot take.”







PART I


A.D. 2010




Chapter 1


The Road to Armageddon


The snow was drifting down in tiny flakes. Its fall, slow and steady, had added almost four inches of new crystals to the frozen surface. Two feet below, torso curled and nose tucked into thick fur, the great she-bear lay motionless. Walls of translucent ice caverned about the shaggy, light-brown pelt.


The voice came through to the cave as a disembodied thread of sound. “Sodium level still dropping. Looks really bad. Jesus Christ. Try one more cycle.”


On the periphery of the cave a flicker of colored light began to blink on and off. The walls shone red, clear blue, then sparkled with dazzling green. A stippling of pure colors rippled a pattern to the beast’s closed eyelids.


The bear slept on at the brink of death. Its body temperature held steady, ten degrees above freezing point. The massive heart pumped at a sluggish two beats per minute, the metabolic rate down by a factor of fifty. Breathing was steadily weakening, betrayed now only by the thin layer of ice crystals in the fringe of white beard and around the blunt muzzle.


“No good.” The voice held an added urgency. “Still dropping, and we’re losing the pulse trace. We have to risk it. Give her a bigger jolt.”


The light pattern altered. There was a stab of magenta, a rapid twinkle of sapphire and cyan, then a scattershot of moving saffron and ruby dots on the icy wall. As the rainbow modulated, the bear responded to the signal. Slate-gray eyes flickered in the long, smooth head. The massive chest shuddered.


“That’s as far as I dare take it.” The second voice was deeper. “We’re beginning to get more heart fibrillation.”


“Hold the level there. And keep an eye on that rectal temperature. Why is it happening now, of all times?” The voice echoed anguished through the thick-walled cavern.


The chamber where the bear lay was fifteen meters across. Through the outer wall ran a spidery filament of fiber optics. It passed beneath the ice to a squat box next to the beast’s body. Faint electronic signals came from needles implanted deep in the tough skin, where sensors monitored the ebbing currents of life in the great body. Skin conductivity, heartbeat, blood pressure, saliva, temperature, chemical balances, ion concentrations, eye movements and brain waves were continuously monitored. Coded and amplified in the square box, the signals passed as pulses of light along the optic bundle to a panel of equipment set outside the chamber’s wall.


The woman who leaned over the panel outside the chamber was about thirty years old. Her dark hair was cropped short over a high, smooth forehead that now creased with frown lines as she studied the monitors. She was watching one digital read-out as it flickered rapidly through a repeated sequence of values. She was in her stockinged feet, and her toes and feet wriggled nervously as the digital readout values moved faster.


“It’s no good. She’s still getting worse. Can we reverse it?”


The man next to her shook his head. “Not without killing her faster. Her temperature’s down too far already, and she’s below our control on brain activity. I’m afraid we’re going to lose her.” His voice was calm and slow under rigid control. He turned to look at the woman, waiting for an instruction.


She took a long, shuddering breath. “We must not lose her. There must be something else to do. Oh my God.” She stood up, revealing a supple, willowy build that emphasized the thinness of her stooped shoulders. “Jinx might be in the same condition. Did you check on his enclosure, see how he’s doing?”


Wolfgang Gibbs snorted. “Give me credit for something, Charlene. I checked him a few minutes ago. Everything is stable there. I held him four hours behind Dolly here, because I didn’t know if this move was a safe one.” He shrugged. “I guess we know now. Look at Dolly’s EEG. Better accept it, boss woman. We can’t do one thing for her.”


On the screen in front of them, the pattern of electrical signals from the bear’s brain was beginning to flatten. All evidence of spindles was gone, and the residual sinusoid was dropping in amplitude.


The woman shivered, then sighed. “Damn, damn, damn.” She ran her hand through her dark hair. “So what now? I can’t stay here much longer—JN’s meeting starts in less than half an hour. What the hell am I going to tell her? She had such hopes for this one.”


She straightened under the other’s direct gaze. There was a speculative element to his look that always made her uneasy.


He shrugged again and laughed harshly. “Tell her we never promised miracles.” His voice had a flat edge to the vowels that hinted at English as a late-learned second language. “Bears don’t hibernate in the same way as other animals do. Even JN will admit that. They sleep a lot, and the body temperature drops, but it’s a different metabolic process.” There was a beep from the monitor console. “Look out now—she’s going.”


On the screen in front of them the trace of brain activity was reduced to a single horizontal line. They watched in silence for a full minute, until there was a final, faint shiver from the heart monitor.


The man leaned forward and turned the gain as high as it would go. He grunted. “Nothing. She’s gone. Poor old Dolly.”


“And what do I tell JN?”


“The truth. She already knows most of it. We’ve gone farther with Jinx and Dolly than JN had any reason to hope we could. I told you we were into a risky area with the bears, but we kept pushing on.”


“I was hoping to keep Jinx under at least another four days. Now, we can’t risk it. I’ll have to tell JN we’re going to wake him up now.”


“It’s that, or kill him. You saw the monitors.” As he spoke, he had already switched to the injection control system for the second experimental chamber, and was carefully increasing the hormonal levels through Jinx’s half-ton body mass. “But you’re the boss. If you insist on it, I’ll hold him under a bit longer.”


“No.” She was chewing her lip, rocking backwards and forwards in front of the screen. “We can’t take the risk. Go ahead, Wolfgang, bring him up all the way. Full consciousness. How long had Dolly been under, total time?”


“One hundred and ninety one hours and fourteen minutes.”


She laughed nervously and wriggled her feet back into her shoes. “Well, it’s a record for the species. We have that much to comfort us. I have to go. Can you finish all right without me?”


“I’ll have to. Don’t worry, this is my fourth hour of overtime already today.” He smiled sourly, but more to himself than to Charlene. “You know what I think? If JN ever does find a way for a human to stay awake and sane for twenty-four hours a day, first thing she’ll do is work people like us triple shifts.”


Charlene Bloom smiled at him and nodded, but her mind was already moving on to the dreaded meeting. Head down, she set off through the hangarlike building, her footsteps echoing to the high, corrugated-steel roof. Behind her, Wolfgang watched her depart. His look was a combination of rage and sorrow.


“That’s right, Charlene,” he grunted under his breath. “You’re the boss, so you go off and take the heat. Fair enough. We both deserve it after what we did to poor old Dolly. But you ought to stop kissing JN’s ass and tell her she’s pushing us too fast. She’d probably put you in charge of paperclips, but serve you right—you should have put your foot down before we lost one.”


A hundred yards away along the length of the open floor, Charlene Bloom abruptly turned to stare back at him. He looked startled, raised his hand, and gave an awkward half-wave.


“Reading my thoughts?” He sniffed, turned back to his control console. “Nah. She’s just chicken. She’d rather stay here than tell JN what’s happened in the last half-hour.”


He switched to Jinx’s displays. The big brown bear had to be eased back up to consciousness, a fraction of a degree at a time. They couldn’t afford to lose another one.


He rubbed at his unshaven chin, scratched absent-mindedly at his crotch, and pored over the telemetry signals. What was the best way? Nobody had real experience at this, not even JN herself.


“Come on, Jinx. Let’s do this right. We don’t want you in pain when the circulation comes back. Blood sugar first, shall we, then serotonin and potassium balance? That sounds pretty good.”


Wolfgang Gibbs wasn’t really angry at Charlene—he liked her too well. It was worry about Dolly and Jinx that upset him. He had little patience or respect for many of his superiors. But for the Kodiak bears and the other animal charges, he had a good deal of affection and concern.




Chapter 2


Charlene Bloom took almost a quarter of an hour to make her way along the length of the main hangar. More than reluctance to attend the impending meeting slowed her steps. Fifty experiments went on in the building, most of them under her administrative control.


In one dim-lit vault a score of domestic cats prowled, sleepless and deranged. A delicate operation had removed part of the reticular formation, the section of the hindbrain that controls sleep. She scanned the records. They had been continuously awake now for eleven hundred and eighty hours—a month and a half. The monitors were at last showing evidence of neurological malfunction. She could reasonably call it feline madness in her monthly report.


Most of the animals now showed no interest in food or sex. A handful had become feral, attacking anything that came near them. But they were all still alive. That was progress. Their last experiment had failed after less than half the time.


Each section of the building held temperature-controlled enclosures. In the next area she came to the rooms where the hibernating rodents and marsupials were housed. She walked slowly past each walled cage, her attention divided between the animals and thoughts of the coming meeting.


Marmots and ground squirrels here, next to the mutated jerboas. Who was running this one? Aston Naugle, if she had it right. Not as organized as Wolfgang Gibbs, and not as hard working—but at least he didn’t make the shivers run up and down her spine. She was taller than Wolfgang. And his senior by three grades. But there was something about those tawny eyes … like one of the animals. He wasn’t afraid of the bears, or the big cats—or his superior. A sudden disquieting thought came to her. That look. He would ask her out one evening, she was sure of it. And then?


Suddenly conscious that time was passing, she began to hurry along the next corridor. Her shoes were crippling, but it wouldn’t do to be late. These damned shoes—why could she never get any that fitted right, the way other people did? Mustn’t be late. In the labs since JN had been made Director, unpunctuality was a cardinal sin (“When you delay the start of a meeting, you steal everyone’s time to pay for your own lack of efficiency. …”)


The corridor continued outside the main building, to become a long covered walkway. She took her first look at the mid-morning cloud pattern. It was still trying to rain. What was going on with this crazy weather? Since the climate cycle went haywire, none of the forecasts was worth a thing. There was a low ground mist curling over the hills near Christchurch, and it was hotter than it was ever supposed to be. According to all the reports, the situation was as bad in the northern hemisphere as it was in New Zealand. And the Americans, Europeans, and Soviets were suffering much worse crop failures.


Her mind went back to the first lab. Everything had been designed for less moisture. No wonder the air coolers were snowing on Jinx, the humidity outside must be close to a hundred percent. Maybe they should add a dehumidifier to the system, what they had now was working like a damned snow machine. Should she request that equipment at today’s meeting?


The meeting.


Charlene jerked her attention away from the lab experiments. Time to worry about that later. She hurried on. Up a short flight of stairs, a left turn, and she was at C-53, the conference room where the weekly reviews were held. And, thank God, there before JN.


She slipped into her place at the long table, nodding at the others who were already seated; “Catkiller” Cannon from Physiology, de Vries from External Subjects, Beppo Cameron from Pharmacology (daffodil in his buttonhole—where did he get that in this wild weather?). The others ignored her and examined their open folders.


Five minutes to eleven. She had a few minutes to review her own statement and to stare for the hundredth time at the framed embroidery on the wall opposite. It had been there as long as she had, and she could close her eyes and recite it by heart.


“Do but consider what an excellent thing sleep is: it is so inestimable a jewel that, if a tyrant would give his crown for an hour’s slumber, it cannot be bought: of so beautiful a shape is it, that though a man lie with an Empress, his heart cannot be quiet till he leaves her embracements to be at rest with the other: yea, so greatly indebted are we to this kinsman of death, that we owe the better tributary, half of our life to him: and there is good cause why we should do so: for sleep is the golden chain that ties health and our bodies together.”—Thomas Dekker.


And underneath the beautifully needle-worked quotation, in Judith Niles’ clear, bold cursive, was the recent addition:


Nuts. In this Institute, sleep is the enemy.


Charlene Bloom opened her own folder, leaned back, and eased off her black shoes, one foot tugging at the heel of the other. Eleven o’clock, and no Director. Something was wrong.


At four minutes past eleven, the other door of the conference room opened and Judith Niles entered followed by her secretary. Late—and she looked angry. Peering past her into the adjoining office, Charlene Bloom saw a tall man standing by the desk. He was curly-haired and in his early thirties, pleasant-faced but frowning now at something over on one of the walls.


A stranger. But those wide-set gray eyes seemed vaguely familiar; perhaps from an Institute Newsletter picture?


Judith Niles had remained standing for a moment instead of taking her usual place. Her glance went around the table, checking that all the Department Chiefs were already in position, then she nodded her greeting.


“Good morning. I’m sorry to keep you waiting.” Her lips pouted on the final word and held that expression. “We have an unexpected visitor, and I have to meet with him again as soon as this meeting is over.” She at last sat down. “Let’s begin. Dr. de Vries, would you start? I’m sure everyone is as interested as I am in hearing of the results of your trip. When did you get back?”


Jan de Vries, short and placid, shrugged his shoulders and smiled at the Director. Judith Niles and he saw the world from the same place, half a head lower than most of the staff. Perhaps that was what allowed him to relax with her, in a way that Charlene Bloom found totally impossible.


“Late last night.” His voice was soothing, slow and easy as warm syrup. “If you will permit me one moment of tangential comment, the treatment for jet-lag that we pioneered here at the Institute is less than a total success.”


Judith Niles never took notes. Her secretary would record every word, and she wanted all her own mind concentrated on the pulse of the meeting. She leaned forward and looked closely at de Vries’ face. “I assume you speak from experience?”


He nodded. “I used it on the trip to Pakistan. Today I feel lousy, and the blood tests confirm it. My circadian rhythms are still somewhere between here and Rawalpindi.”


The Director looked across at Beppo Cameron and raised her dark eyebrows. “We’d better take another look at the treatment, eh? But what about the main business, Jan? Ahmed Ameer—is he fact or fiction?”


“Regrettably, he is fiction.” De Vries opened his notebook. “According to the report we received, Ahmed Ameer never slept more than an hour a night. From the time he was sixteen years old—that’s nine years, he’s twenty-five now—he swore that he hadn’t closed his eyes.”


“And the truth?”


He grimaced, rubbed at his thin moustache. “I’ve got our complete notes here, and they’ll go in the file. But I can summarize in one word: exaggeration. In the six days and nights that we were with him, he went two nights with no sleep. One night he slept for four and a quarter hours. For the other three nights he averaged a little more than two and a half hours each.”


“Normal health?”


“Looks like it. He doesn’t sleep much, but we’ve had other subjects with less right here in the. Institute.”


Judith Niles was watching him closely. “But you don’t look like a man who wasted a week on a wild-goose chase. What’s the rest of it?”


“My perceptive superior.” De Vries looked angelic. “You are quite right. On the way out I went through Ankara to check out a long shot—another one of the rumors from the Cairo labs, about a monk who keeps a vigil over the sacred relics of Saint Stephen. A vestment was stolen while he was on duty two years ago, and after that he supposedly swore he would never sleep again.”


“Well?” Judith Niles tensed as she waited for his answer.


“Not quite—but closer than we’ve ever come before.” De Vries was all sly satisfaction. “Would you believe an average total daily sleep of twenty-nine minutes? And he doesn’t sit in a chair and nod off for the odd few minutes when nobody’s looking. We had him hooked up to a telemetry unit for eleven days. We have the fullest biochemical tests that we could make. You’ll see my full report as soon as someone can transcribe it for you.”


“I want it today. Tell Joyce Savin that it’s top priority.” Judith Niles gave de Vries a little nod of approval. “Anything else?”


“Nothing good enough to tell. I’ll have my complete report for you tomorrow.”


He winked across the table at Charlene. And she’ll never read it, said his expression. The Director depended on her staff to keep track of the details. No one ever knew how much time she would spend on any particular staff report. Sometimes the smallest element of data would engage her attention for days, at other times major projects would run unstudied for months.


Judith Niles took a quick look at her watch. “Dr. Bloom, you’re next. Keep it as short as possible—I’d like to squeeze our visitor in before lunch if we can.”


But at my back I always hear, Time’s winged chariot hurrying near. … Charlene gritted her teeth. JN was obsessed with sleep and time. And most of what Charlene could offer was bad news. She bent her head over her notebook, reluctant to begin.


“We just lost one of the Kodiaks,” she said abruptly. There was a rustle of movement as everyone at the long table sat up straighter. Charlene kept her head bowed. “Gibbs took Dolly down to a few degrees above freezing and tried to maintain a positive level of brain activity.”


Now there was a charged silence in the room. Charlene swallowed, felt the lump in her throat, and hurried on. “The procedure is the same as I described in last week’s report for the Review Committee. But this time we couldn’t stabilize. The brain wave patterns were hunting, seeking new stable levels, and there were spurious alpha thresholds. When we started to bring the temperature back up all the body functions just went to hell. Oscillations everywhere. I brought the output listings with me, and if you want to see them I’ll pass them round.”


“Later.” Judith Niles’ expression was a mixture of concentration and anger. Charlene knew the look. The Director expected everyone—everything—to share her drive towards Zero Sleep. Dolly had failed them. JN’s face had turned pale, but her voice was calm and factual.


“Gibbs, you said? Wolfgang Gibbs. He’s the heavy-set fellow with curly hair? Did he handle the descent and ascent operations himself?”


“Yes. But I have no reason to question his competence—”


“Nor do I, I’m not suggesting that. I’ve read his reports. He’s good.” Judith Niles made a gesture to the secretary at her side. “Were there any other anomalies that you consider significant?”


“There was one.” Charlene Bloom took a deep breath and turned to a new page of her notebook. “When we were about fifteen degrees above freezing, the brain wave patterns hit a very stable form. And Wolfgang Gibbs noticed one very odd thing about them. They seemed to be the same profile as the brain rhythms at normal temperature, just stretched out in time.”


She paused. At the end of the table, Judith Niles had suddenly jerked upright.


“How similar?”


“We didn’t run it through the computer yet. To the eye they were identical—but fifty times as slow as usual.”


For a fraction of a second Charlene thought she saw a look flicker between Judith Niles and Jan de Vries, then the Director was staring at her with full intensity. “That’s something I want to see for myself. Later today Dr. de Vries and I will come out to the hangar and take a look at this project. But let’s run over it in a little more detail now, when we’re all here. How long did you hold the stable phase, and what was the lowest body temperature? And what about tryptophan settings?”


Below table level, Charlene rubbed her hands along the side of her skirt. They were in for a digging session, she just knew it. Her hands were beginning to tremble, and she could feel new sweat on her palms. Was she well-prepared? She’d know in a few minutes. With the Director in the mood for detail, the visitor to the Institute might be in for a long wait.




Chapter 3


For Hans Gibbs it was turning into a long and confusing day.


When first suggested, a Downside visit to the U.N. Institute for Neurology in Christchurch had sounded like the perfect break from routine. He would have a week in full earth gravity instead of the quarter-gee of PSS-One. He would gain a batch of exercise credits, and he needed all he could scrape together. He’d be able to pick up a few things Downside that were seldom shuttled up as cargo—how long since anyone on PSS-One had tasted an oyster? And even though Christchurch was down in New Zealand, away from the political action centers, he’d be able to form his own impressions on recent world tensions. There were lots of charges and counter-accusations flying about, but chances are it was more of the same old bluster that the Downsiders mislabeled as diplomacy.


Best of all, he could spend a couple of evenings with randy old Wolfgang. The last time they’d been out on the town together, his cousin had still been married. That had put a crimp on things (but less than it should have—one reason maybe why Wolfgang wasn’t married now?)


The trip down had been a disaster. Not the Shuttle flight, of course; that had been a couple of hours of relaxation, a smooth re-entry followed by activation of the turbofans and a long powered coast to Aussieport in northern New Guinea. The landing had been precisely on schedule. But that was the last thing that went according to plan.


The Australian spaceport, servicing Australia, New Zealand and Micronesia, normally prided itself on informality and excitement. According to legend, a visitor could find within a few kilometers of the port every one of the world’s conventional vices, plus a few of the unconventional ones (cannibalism had been part of native life in New Guinea long after it had disappeared elsewhere).


Today all informality had disappeared. The port had been filled with grim-faced officials, intent on checking every item of his baggage, documents, travel plans, and reason for arrival. He had been subjected to four hours of questioning. Did he have relatives in Japan or the United States? Did he have sympathies with the Food Distribution Movement? What were his views on the Australian Isolationist Party? Tell us, in detail, of any new synthetic food manufacturing processes developed for the outbound arcologies.


Plenty was happening there, as he readily admitted, but he was saved by simple ignorance. Sure, there were new methods for synthetics, good ones, but he didn’t know anything about them—wouldn’t be permitted to know about them; they carried a high level of commercial secrecy.


His first gift for Wolfgang—a pure two-carat gemstone, manufactured in the orbiting autoclave on PSS-One—was retained for examination. It would, he was curtly informed, be sent along to his lodgings at the Institute if it passed inspection. His other gift was confiscated with no promise of return. Seeds developed in space might contaminate some element of Australasian flora.


His patience had run out at that point. The seeds were sterile, he pointed out. He had brought them along only as a novelty, for their odd shapes and colors.


“What the hell has happened to you guys?” he complained. “It’s not the first time I’ve been here. I’m a regular—just take a look at those visas. What do you think I’m going to do, break into Cornwall House and have a go at the First Lady?”


They looked back at him stonily, evaluating his remark, then went on with the questioning. He didn’t try any more backchat. Two years ago the frantic sex life of the Premier’s wife had been everybody’s favorite subject. Now it didn’t rate a blink. If much of Earth were like this, the climatic changes must be producing worse effects than anyone in the well-to-do nations was willing to admit. The less lucky ones spoke of it willingly enough, pleading for help at endless and unproductive sessions of the United Nations.


When he was finally allowed to close his luggage and go on his way, the fast transport to Christ-church had already left. He was stuck with a Mach-One pond-hopper, turning an hour’s flight to a six-hour marathon. At every stop the baggage and document inspection was repeated.


By the time they made the last landing he was angry, hungry, and tired out. The entry formalities at Christchurch seemed to go on forever, but he recognized that they were perfunctory compared with those at Aussieport—it seemed he had already been asked every question in the world, and his answers passed on to the centralized Australasian data banks.


When he finally reached the Institute and was shown to Judith Niles’ big office it was one o’clock in the morning according to his internal body clock, though local time was well before noon. He swallowed a stimulant—one originally developed right here in the Institute—and looked around him at the office fittings.


On one wall was a personal sleep chart, of exactly the same type that he used himself. She was averaging a little less than six hours a night, plus a brief lunchtime nap every other day. He moved to the bookcase. The predictable works were there: Dement and Oswald and Colquhoun, on sleep; the Fisher-Koral text on mammalian hibernation; Williams’ case histories of healthy insomniacs. The crash course he had received on PSS-One had skimmed through them all, though the library up there was not designed for storage of paper copies like these.


The old monograph by Bremer was new to him. Unpublished work on the brain-stem experiments? That seemed unlikely—Moruzzi had picked the bones clean there, back in the 1940s. But what about that red file next to it, “Revised Analysis”?


He reached out to take it from the case, then hesitated. It wouldn’t do to get off on the wrong foot with Judith Niles—this meeting was an important one. Better wait and ask her permission.


He rubbed at his eyes and turned from the bookcase to look at the pictures on the wall opposite the window. He had been well briefed, but the more he could learn by personal observation, the less impossible this job would be.


Plenty of framed photographs there, taken with Presidents and Prime Ministers and businessmen. In pride of place was a picture of a gray-haired man with a big chin and rimless glasses. On its lower border, hand-written, were the words: Roger Morton Niles, 1921–1988. Judith’s father? Almost certainly, but there was something curiously impersonal about the addition of dates to a father’s picture. There was a definite family resemblance, mainly in the steady eyes and high cheekbones. He compared the picture of Roger Morton Niles with a nearby photograph of Judith Niles shaking hands with an aged Indian woman.


Strange. The biographical written descriptions didn’t match at all with the person who had swept through the office on her way to her staff meeting and given him the briefest and most abstracted of greetings. Still less did it match the woman pictured here. Based on her position and accomplishments he had expected someone in her forties or fifties, a real Iron Maiden. But Judith Niles couldn’t be more than middle thirties. Nice looking, too. She was a fraction too thin in the face, with very serious eyes and forehead; but she made up for that with well-defined, curving cheekbones, a clear complexion, and a beautiful mouth. And there was something in her expression … or was it his imagination? Didn’t she have that look—


“Mr. Gibbs?” The voice from behind made him grunt and spin around. A secretary had appeared at the open doorway while he was daydreaming his way through the wall photographs.


Thank Heaven that minds were still unreadable. How ludicrous his current train of thought would seem to an observer—here he was, flown in for a confidential and highly crucial meeting with the Director of the Institute, and inside two minutes he was evaluating her as a sex object.


He turned around with a little smile on his face. The secretary was staring at him, her eyebrows raised. “Sorry if I startled you, Mr. Gibbs, but the staff meeting is over and the Director can see you now. She suggests that you might prefer to talk over lunch, rather than meeting here. That way you’ll have more time.”


He hesitated. “My business with the Director—”


“Is private? Yes, she says that she understands the need for privacy. There is a quiet room off the main dining-room, it will be just you and the Director.”


“Fine. Lead the way.” He began to rehearse his arguments as she preceded him along a dingy, off-white corridor.


The dining-room was hardly private—he could see a hundred ways it could be bugged. But it did offer at least superficial isolation from other ears. He would have to take the risk. If anyone recorded them, it would almost certainly be for Judith Niles’ own benefit, and would go no farther. He blinked his eyes as he entered. The overhead light, like every light he had seen in the Institute, was overpoweringly bright. If darkness were the ally of sleep, Judith Niles apparently would not tolerate its presence.


She was waiting for him at the long table, quietly marking entries on an output listing. As he sat down she at once folded the sheet and spoke without any pause for conventional introduction.


“I took the liberty of ordering for both of us. There is a limited choice, and I thought we could use the time.” She leaned back and smiled. “I have my own agenda, but since you came to see us I think you are entitled to the first shot.”


“Shot?” He pulled his chair closer to the table. “You’re misreading our motives. But I’ll be pleased to talk first. And let me get something out of the way that may save us embarrassment later. My cousin, Wolfgang, works for you here at the Institute.”


“I wondered at the coincidence of name.”


And did you follow up with a check on us? thought Hans Gibbs. He nodded, and went on. “Wolfgang is completely loyal to you, just as I work for and am loyal to Salter Wherry. I gather that you’ve never met him?”


Judith Niles looked up at him from under lowered brows. “I don’t know anyone who has—but everybody has heard of him, and of Salter Station.”


“Then you know he has substantial resources. Through them we can find out rather a lot about the Institute, and the work that goes on here. I want you to know that although Wolfgang and I have talked generalities from time to time about the work here, none of my specific information, or that of anyone else in our organization, came from him.”


She shrugged in a noncommittal way. “All right. But now you have me intrigued. What do you think you know about us that’s so surprising? We’re a publicly funded agency. Our records are open information.”


“True. But that means you are restricted in the budget available to you. Just today, for example, you have learned of additional budget cuts because of the crisis in U.N. finances.”


Her expression showed her astonishment. “How in the name of Morpheus can you possibly know that? I only found out a couple of hours ago, and I was told the decision had just been made.”


“Let me postpone answering that, if you don’t mind, until we’ve covered a couple of other things. I know you’ve had money problems. Worse still, there are restrictions—ones you find hard to accept—on the experiments that you are permitted to perform.”


The lower lip pushed forward a little, and her expression became guarded. “Now I don’t think I follow you. Care to be more specific?”


“With your permission I’ll defer discussing that too, for the moment. I hope you’ll first permit me a few minutes on another subject. It may seem unrelated to budgets and experimental freedom, but I promise you it is relevant. Take a quick look at this, then I’ll explain exactly why I’m here.”


He passed a flat black cylinder across to her. “Look into the end of it. It’s a video recorder—don’t worry about focus, the hologram phases are adjusted for a perceived focal plane six feet from the eye. Just let your eyes relax.”


She wrinkled her brow questioningly, put her unbroken bread roll back on her plate, and lifted the cylinder to her right eye. “How do I work it?”


“Press the button on the left side. It takes a couple of seconds before the picture comes.”


He sat silent, waiting as a waitress in a green uniform placed bowls of murky brown soup in front of each of them.


“I don’t see anything at all,” Judith Niles said after a few seconds. “There’s nothing I can focus on—oh, wait a minute. …”


The jet-black curtain before her took on faint detail as her eyes adjusted to the low light level. There was a backdrop of stars, with a long, spindly structure in the foreground lit by reflected sunlight. At first she had no sense of scale, but as the field of view slowly shifted out along the spider-net of girders other scene elements began to provide clues. A space tug lay along one of the long beams, its stubby body half-hidden by the metal. Farther down, she could see a life-capsule, clamped like a tiny mushroom button in the corner of a massive cross-tie. The construction was big, stretching hundreds of kilometers away to a distant end-boom.


The camera swung on down, until the limb of the sunlit Earth appeared in the field of view.


“You’re seeing the view from one of the standard monitors,” said Hans Gibbs. “There are twenty of them on the Station. They operate twenty-four hours a day, with routine surveys of everything that goes on. That camera concentrates mostly on the new construction on the lower boom. You know that we’re making a seven-hundred kilometer experimental cantilever on PSS-One?—Salter Station, most people down here apparently call it, though Salter Wherry likes to point out that it was the first of many, so PSS-One is a better name. Anyway, we don’t need that extension cantilever for the present arcologies, but we’re sure we’ll use it someday soon.”


“Uh-uh.” Judith did not move her eyes from the viewing socket. The camera was zooming in, closing steadily on an area at the very end of the boom where two small dots had become visible. She realized that she was seeing a high-magnification close-up from a small part of the camera field. As the dots grew in size, the image had begun to develop a slight graininess as the limit of useful resolution was reached. She could make out the limbs on each of the space suits, and the lines that secured the suits to the thin girders.


“Installing one of the experimental antennas,” said Hans Gibbs’ voice. He obviously knew exactly what point the display in front of her had reached. “Those two are a long way from the center of mass of the Station—four hundred kilometers below it. Salter Station is in six hour orbit, ten thousand kilometers up. Orbital velocity at that altitude is forty-eight eighty meters a second, but the end of the boom is traveling at only forty-seven sixty meters a second. See the slight tension in those lines? Those two aren’t quite in freefall. They feel about a hundredth of a gee. Not much, but enough to make a difference.”


Judith Niles drew in a deep breath but did not speak.


“Watch the one on the left,” said Hans Gibbs quietly.


There was enough detail in the image to see exactly what was happening. The lines that secured one of the two suited figures had been released, so that a new position on the girder could be achieved. A thin aerial had opened up, stretching far out past the end of the boom. The left-most figure began to drift slowly along the length of the aerial, a securing bracket held in its right glove. It was obvious that there would be another tether point within reach along the girder, where the securing line could be attached. The suit moved very slowly, rotating a little as it went. The second figure was crouched over another part of the metal network, attaching a second brace for the aerial.


“In thirty seconds, you drift away by nearly fifty meters,” said Hans Gibbs quietly. His companion sat as still as a statue.


The realization grew by tiny fractions, so that there was never one moment where the senses could suddenly say, “Trouble.” The figure was within reach of the tether point. It was still moving, inching along, certainly close enough for an outstretched arm to make the connection. Five seconds more, and that contact had been missed. Now it would be necessary to use the suit controls, to apply the small thrust needed to move back to contact range. Judith Niles suddenly found herself willing the suit thrusters to come on, willing the second figure to look up, to see what she was seeing. The gap grew. A few feet, thirty meters, the length of the thin aerial. The suit had begun to turn around more rapidly on its axis. It was passing the last point of contact with the structure.


“Oh, no.” The words were a murmur of complaint. Judith Niles was breathing heavily. After a few more seconds of silence she gave another little murmur and jerked her body rigidly upright. “Oh, no. Why doesn’t he do something? Why doesn’t he grab the aerial!”


Hans Gibbs reached forward and gently took the cylinder away from her eye. “I think you’ve seen enough. You saw the beginning of the fall?”


“Yes. Was it a simulation?”


“I’m afraid not. It was real. What do you think that you saw?”


“Construction for the boom on Salter Station—on PSS-One. And they were two of the workers, rigging an antenna section.”


“Right. What else?”


“The one farther out on the boom just let go his hold, without waiting to see that he had a line secured. He didn’t even look. He drifted away. By the time the other one saw, he was too far away to reach.”


“Too far away for anything to reach. Do you realize what would happen next?”


Neither of them took any interest in the food before them. Judith Niles nodded slowly. “Re-entry? If you couldn’t reach him he’d start re-entry?”


Hans Gibbs looked at her in surprise, then laughed. “Well, that might happen—if we waited for a few million years. But Salter Station is in a pretty high orbit, re-entry’s not what we worry about. Those suits have only enough air for six hours. If we have no ship ready, anybody who loses contact with the station and can’t get back with the limited reaction mass in the suit thrusters dies—asphyxiates. It was a woman in that suit, by the way, not a man. She was lucky. The camera was on her, so we could compute an exact trajectory and pick her up with an hour to spare. But she’ll probably never be psychologically ready to work outside again. And others haven’t been so lucky. We’ve lost thirty people in three months.”


“But why? Why did she let go? Why didn’t the other worker warn her?”


“He tried—we all tried.” Hans Gibbs tucked the little recorder back into its plastic case. “She didn’t hear us for the same reason that she released her hold. It’s a reason that should really interest you, and the reason why I’m here at your Institute. In one word: narcolepsy. She fell asleep. She didn’t wake up until after we caught her, fifty kilometers away from the boom. The other worker saw what had happened long before that, but he didn’t have the reaction mass to go out and back. All he could do was watch and yell at her through the suit radio. He couldn’t wake her.”


Hans Gibbs pushed his half-full plate away from him.


“I know there’s a desperate food shortage around most of the world, and it’s a sin not to clear your dish. But neither one of us seems to be eating much. Can we continue this conversation back in your office?”




Chapter 4


It was early evening before Judith Niles picked up the phone and asked Jan de Vries to join her in her office. While she waited for him she stood by the window, staring out across the garden that flanked the south side of the Institute. The lawns were increasingly unkempt, with the flower beds near the old brick wall showing patches of weeds.


“Midnight oil again? Where’s your dinner date, Judith?” said a voice behind her.


She started. De Vries had entered the open office door without knocking, quiet as a cat.


She turned. “Close the door, Jan. You won’t believe this, but I did have an offer of dinner. A wild offer, with all the old-fashioned trimmings—he suggested Oysters Rockefeller, veal cordon bleu, wine, and the moonlit Avon River. Oysters and wine! My God, you can tell that he’s from way out in space. He honestly believed we’d be able to buy that sort of food, without a contract or a special dispensation. He doesn’t know much about the real situation. One of the scary things about all the government propaganda is that it works so well. He had no idea how bad things are, even here in New Zealand—and we’re the lucky ones. Oysters! Damn it, I’d give my virginity for a dozen oysters. Might as well hope to be served roast beef.”


Her voice was longing, and it carried no trace of the usual authority. She sat down at her desk, eased off her shoes, and lolled back in her chair, lifting her bare feet to rest them on an open desk drawer.


“Far too late for any of that, my dear,” said Jan de Vries. “Roast beef, good wine, oysters—or virginity, for that matter. For most of us they’ve fled with the snows of yesteryear. But I’m just as impressed by the other implications of his offer. Only somebody out of touch with the climate changes and literally out of this world would want to look at that ghastly river—not when it’s eighty-seven degrees and ninety percent humidity.”


He sat down gracefully, reclining on a big armchair. “But you turned down the invitation? Judith, you disappoint me. It sounds like an offer you couldn’t refuse—just to see his expression when he could compare reality with his illusions.”


“I might have taken it if Hans Gibbs hadn’t made me the other offer.”


“Indeed?” Jan de Vries touched his lips with a carefully manicured forefinger. “Judith, from one of your strongly heterosexual tastes, those words ring false. I thought you longed for offers like that, attractive beyond all other lures—”


“Stow it, Jan. I’ve no time for games just now. I want the benefit of your brain. You’ve met Salter Wherry, right? How much do you know about him?”


“Well, as it happens I know a fair amount. I almost went to work on Salter Station, if you hadn’t lured me here I’d probably be there now. There’s a certain je ne sais quoi to the notion of working for an aged multi-billionaire, especially one whose romantic tastes before he went into seclusion were said to coincide with mine.”


“Does he really own Salter Station? Completely?”


“So it is rumored, my dear. That, and half of everything else you care to mention. I could never discover any evidence to the contrary. Since the charming Mr. Gibbs works for Wherry, and you met with him for many hours this afternoon—don’t think your long cloistering passed unnoticed, Judith—I wonder why you ask me these things. Why didn’t you ask Hans Gibbs your questions about Salter Wherry directly?”


Judith Niles padded back to the window, and stared moodily out at the twilight. “I need to do an independent check. It’s important, Jan. I need to know how rich Salter Wherry really is. Is he rich enough to let us do what we need to do?”


“According to my own investigations and impressions, he is so rich that the word lacks real meaning. Our budget for next year is a little over eight million, correct? I will check the latest data on him, but even if Salter Wherry is no richer now than he was twenty years ago, this whole Institute could be comfortably supported on the interest on Wherry’s petty cash account.”
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