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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.


      









CHAPTER ONE


STATION XQ9


CAPTAIN KERIOT looked at his reflection in the mirror with a certain amount of mildly amused indifference. At a rough estimate he supposed that ninety per cent of his hair had gone. The domed head was high, and the lack of cranial hair, the complete lack of hirsute coverage in the occipital region, was compensated for to some extent by the thickness of the eyebrows. They stood on the bone ridges like two hairy caterpillars making their way slowly but surely towards a succulent plum. Keriot’s nose was aquiline, Romanesque, and the eyes on each side of it dark and thoughtful. There was a searching quality in those eyes. They seemed to be forever inspecting, superintending, looking, if not for trouble, certainly for something that was out of alignment. Keriot allowed his gaze to travel down to the thin, iron grey line of the moustache. There was a meticulously neat quality about it that reflected the entire personality of the man himself. The mouth hid beneath the moustache; every individual hair, looked as though it was growing in accordance with a predestined pattern. The whole appearance of the face was ovaloid, but the upper area, brow and forehead, was wider in proportion than the chin. A roll of fat was developing under it, on the lines of a violinist’s instrument holder, but Keriot was taking the evading action recommended by the general guides to health and appearance that are so beloved of men in late middle age. It was one of the captain’s finer idiosyncrasies, one of his small, personal vanities.


Keriot half closed the clear, intelligent eyes beneath the heavy brows, and weighed up the whole of his reflection. A gentleman of the old school, he thought to himself. It was what he had set out to be. He felt that, as far as appearance, at any rate, was concerned, he had succeeded …


Kersh picked up his transistorised extension signalling unit and left the radio cabin. His mind was far from the mathematical precision of electrical engineering at that moment. Kersh was deeply absorbed in his own thoughts. His mind had plummeted down inside itself until the essential aspects of his day to day routine aboard the VQ9 had vanished. He was engrossed in the development of his own metaphysical philosophy. There was something of the visionary quality of Plato in Kersh’s intense, sensitive face. His hair was as black as night. It went back from a high, broad forehead in midnight waves. The brows were thick and dark. almost meeting above the bridge of the nose. The eyes were deep set and full of the thought of the finest minds of a hundred centuries; Aristotle lived there in Kersh’s memory. Dryden, Milton and Pope, John Stuart Mill, and a host of others of that calibre too numerous to name. Not only the philosopher but the poet lived in the mind behind those sensitive features. The sonnets of a Shakespeare, the word music of Wordsworth, and a hundred more, lurked in the deep caverns of Kersh’s memory. Beneath the finely chiselled nose and high cheekbones, the mouth was full, and sensitive. Kersh was a man in the fullest and most vital sense of the word. His philosophy and his poetry had not eviscerated him, had not robbed him of his human qualities. He was a philosopher, but his philosophy dealt with life itself in real terms. He was a poet, but his cantos and stanzas were involved in the fabric of the full blooded everyday world …


Cray picked up the microphone of the auto-log and began intoning the records of the daily bulletin. He spoke in an almost mechanical tone. His words followed one another like components on a conveyor belt; each seemed identical. Now and again the conveyor belt would stop, as Cray took another report card from the pack in front of him and began summarising the information it contained. In his own opinion, at least, he had the most important job on the ship. The function of the XQ9, and the other space stations like her—great hollow wheels from Earth revolving in alien skies—was to record. Even the captain was, in a sense, subservient to the records officer, though Cray, despite his superficial cleverness, his unscrupulous ambition and his general shallowness, would have hesitated before trying conclusions with Keriot. He prided himself on being a blunt man, a man who dealt in facts and figures; a man to who common sense was a kind of religion and to whom everyday life was an end, not merely a means. Cray finished the last of his reports, replaced the microphone on its hook, and stood for a moment deciding whether to take his coffee break, or to go in search of Martia, the assistant astro-physicist. He decided on the coffee, and his rather cruel mouth parted in a kind of smile. There was something acquisitive about the ferrety little teeth half-hidden by the semi-parted lips. His nose was like the questing trunk of a hungry elephant. There were lines round the corners of his eyes that seemed too numerous for a man of his comparative youth. They were cunning lines, and the eyes were deeper set even than Kersh’s, they seemed to look out like furtive saboteurs from vantage points above important installations, due to be wrecked …


Martia, the assistant astro-physicist, put down her spectroscope and wrote four lines of beautifully neat, concise notes with a small, steel-tipped stylo, held in an exquisitely dainty hand. There was a very pale, almost Eastern tan to the hand, a tan which combined fittingly with the Oriental cast of feature. Martia had jet black hair of fascinating length, piled high on the top of her head and pinned neatly into position. Her mouth was full, wide and generous, her face and features slightly up-tilted in the traditional Eastern pattern; her brows were fine and very dark; her slanting almond eyes were full of mystery. There was depth there, and artistry; but a kind of secretive quality in her gave her the air of an eternal Eve. The pretty little ears, were very close to her head, and her teeth were as white and even as a row of cultured pearls. She seemed to smile inscrutably as she worked and the smile was as alluring as the beckoning hand of the semi-legendary Cleopatra. Martia took another look with the spectroscope, added a line to her notes, and decided that it was time for some refreshments. She covered the spectroscope carefully and made her way out of the astro-physics laboratory towards the canteen. Half way along the corridor she encountered the burly figure of Ross. He was in his early twenties, the youngest man aboard the XQ9; dark hair, parted on the left and growing low over his wide forehead. The forehead was slightly too wide for its height. Ross’s features were very thick and heavy; he had a square jaw, and a nose that had been broken in a college Rugby match, years before. His ears protruded a little more than was fashionable because of the ministrations they had received from a fellow student’s glove during a boxing tournament. Ross had been his university heavyweight champion not long since. It had been a toss up in fact, whether he made a career of cosmonautics—which he had ostensibly trained for—or boxing, which he rather thought he preferred, but which was an even more precarious profession than space travel.


There was something reliable about Ross; the squareness of his face mirrored the squareness of his character. He was not over endowed intellectually—he had left college with a Third—but at least he had graduated. That, as far as he was concerned, was all that really counted. It enabled him to take up work in the service, and he had no particular ambitions for promotion; he didn’t really want the responsibility of being a captain. He was powerful and practical, and his flair for general maintenance made him an ideal handyman. His size and general affability made him popular with Keriot and the other crew members.


Cray sneered occasionally, when he dared, when he thought that Ross didn’t fully understand the implications of his remarks, and on these occasions Ross grew a little cold, and his square face set like the face of a statue of Hercules. More than once he had wondered what to do about Cray, but the records officer outranked him considerably, and on this new assignment Ross did not particularly want a major offence booked against him by blacking Cray’s eye, much as he would have liked to. Apart from his general maintenance work his special responsibility was the hydroponics section, and as he worked among the small plants and the chlorophyll tanks that kept the station’s oxygen supply constant, he thought of the responsibility of the job. If the chlorophyll became diseased, the XQ9 would turn into a beryllium coffin for six in no time flat!


Beth, the station’s chief astro-physicist, was an attractive young Jamaican. Her coffee coloured skin and dark brown eyes set off the black waves of her strong wiry hair. Warm, and generous, by nature it was not always easy to remember when you looked at her that this girl was near genius, despite her youth. She had already published five books which had become definitive editions. There was nothing condescending or patronising about her, and yet, if anyone could have been excused for intellectual snobbery it was she.


She was, in fact, so Ross understood, only aboard the XQ9 to continue some original research. He was also under the impression that she was planning another astro-physics textbook. It was a subject which fascinated him, but he was realist enough to know that it required a higher I.Q. than his to get anywhere in that field. With his realistically practical streak, Ross had decided to stick to hydroponics.


The soft tones of the coffee buzzer made themselves heard throughout the ship, and the personnel made their way rather gratefully towards the central rest room which they normally referred to as a canteen. Keriot arrived first, took coffee from the auto dispenser, and grimaced rather angrily as a sudden fault in the pseudo grav spilled hot brown fluid on his immaculate shirt cuff. Beth produced a square of clean white linen from the side of the auto dispenser and handed it to him.


“Thank you,” Keriot wiped the shirt cuff carefully and dropped the linen square into the auto laundry receptacle.


“Anything interesting to report?” It was a routine question as far as the captain was concerned.


“Experiment 219 is coming along on the right lines, I think,” said the Jamaican girl.


“Pleased to hear it, very pleased. I can’t tell you how glad we are to have you with us, though I have said it before.”


“I am finding the experience most interesting, thank you.” Kersh strode in with his transistorised extension until depending from a thick plastic strap around his neck.


“Good morning, captain.”


“Morning, Kersh; anything?”


The captain’s left eyebrow arched itself interrogatively.


“Nothing unusual.” Kersh had a deep, powerful, sensitive voice, it seemed to go particularly well with his face. It was the kind of voice a man like Kersh ought to have had, thought Keriot, a tenor, or even a baritone, would not have suited Kersh. The intensity of that face demanded a rich bass.


Cray entered from the other side.


“Pass me a coffee, Kersh, lad.”


It wasn’t the remark so much as the way he made it that angered the radio operator. He was not mature enough to ignore the studied insult in the apparently innocuous words. He fetched a coffee cup from the dispenser and handed it over without so much as a smile or a word of greeting.


“You’re looking a bit glum this morning! What’s the matter? Work getting you down? Playing on your nerves, or something, eh?”


“It’s not the work.”


“Some of the people, perhaps?”


He looked at Cray meaningfully, the records officer laughed.


“I think I’ll mention you in despatches,” he said “‘The radio officer’s nerves seemed affected’.”


Keriot’s eyes narrowed at Cray sharply.


“There was no justification for that remark at all, Cray. You will certainly not place it on record!”


“I would remind you captain that I say what goes on record!”


“Rubbish!” Keriot’s voice slashed out like a whip lash.


“Of course, I might put down that the captain’s nerves also seemed affected,” said Cray.


“A records officer is not irreplaceable.”


“But they are difficult to replace,” joked the R.O.


“I would rather undertake the responsibility of recording in addition to my other duties than tolerate insolence or insubordination from a member of the crew,” Keriot, though a paragon of formality and uprightness, could be a master of the vitriolic phrase. Cray, apparently realising that he had gone too far, regarded the captain with narrowed eyes, and seemed to back off a little.


“That’s all right, only a bit of fun, you know. We’ll say no more about it.”


“For the time being at least,” said Keriot, “don’t imagine the matter is completely closed. I am entertaining a number of grave doubts about you.”


“What’s the matter?” asked an attractive female voice as Martia came into the canteen and made for the coffee dispenser. “Somebody not paying his gambling debts?”


Keriot smiled rather stiffly. Kersh hurried to the dispenser and gave the girl her coffee.


“Would you like some more sugar, Martia?” he asked rather unnecessarily.


“Just a spot.” She didn’t really want it, but she wanted Kersh to hand it to her. The beauty and the mystery of the deep, dark eyes seemed to deepen as she smiled at the radio man.


“Anything interesting coming over the great dark Beyond?”


“Yes, little green men have invaded Earth!” said Cray, and he moved nearer to the girl, enjoying the anger in Kersh’s eyes. The girl backed off, adroitly, almost treading on Ross’s toe as the hydroponics and maintenance man entered the central area. Ross steadied Martia with one powerful hand as she side-stepped quickly to avoid the feet she hadn’t realised were there.


“I’m sorry, Ross.”


“That’s all right, lass; you’re not very heavy.” Ross’s broad, friendly face lit up in a warm, welcoming smile. “I dare say I’d hardly feel it if you trod on my nose, Martia! They’re dainty little feet!”


Cray looked at Ross angrily, half opened his thin, cruel mouth to say something, changed his mind, and busied himself with the coffee dispenser instead. Ross looked thoughtfully in the direction of Cray’s narrow back.


“Has he been bothering you. Martia?” he said very softly.


Kersh smiled at the hydroponics man.


“Can I get you some coffee, Ross?” The deep intense eyes were alive with pleasure. Kersh liked Ross immensely. The hydroponics expert was transparently honest, and if anything so complex as a human mind can ever be described as simple or straightforward, he was straightforward to understand. Ross had no complications. He was all man, and he was correct in a pleasant, friendly, almost naive way. Ross took the coffee which Kersh had removed from the dispenser and moved around to a broad, circular, wickerwork chair. It didn’t really look capable of taking his weight, but Ross, who had sat in it before, ventured to do so again. It creaked a little, and Martia made a mock gesture of alarm.


“That will break under you one day, you know, Ross,” said Keriot, “it wasn’t designed for a chap of your weight. One of these days you’ll put the entire payload ratio on the wrong side of the red line. We shall go whistling off into the middle of Algol.”


Ross blushed a little at the captain’s humour and creaked the chair again.


Beth’s soft brown voice, like the husky exciting tones of a southern blues singer, could be heard beyond the dispenser, she was humming quietly to herself, an old Folk air that seemed to go back to the great brooding, black, heart of Africa.


“That’s nice, Beth.”


Keriot smiled a bright, almost paternal appreciation. “May I get you some more coffee?”


“Thank you, captain.” The dark girl’s honeyed huskiness had a strangely disconcerting effect on Keriot’s middle aged arteries. It made him think things which he thought he ought to be forgetting. With meticulous finesse he removed another cup from the dispenser and passed it to her with a correct, precise movement. She gave a slight inclination of the head as she took it.


“That’s very kind of you, captain,” she sipped her new coffee: warm, brown fluid, against warm, brown lips.


“It is very nice this morning,” she commented to everybody in general.


Cray turned so that he was facing Beth and the rest of the group. His deep, small eyes, reminded the astrophysicist of a pig, a dangerous pig, looking for someone small enough to be savaged without fear of reprisal.


“I suppose its a big advantage not noticing when you spill some,” said Cray. He smiled as he said it, but the words were intended as a jibe.


“No more than having the kind of skin that doesn’t show a man’s white streak.” said Beth, with the same gentle smile.


Cray hissed as he took in his breath sharply.


“No man would dare say that to me!” he snapped.


“Cray, be your age and show a little common sense,” ordered Keriot. “You have been deliberately jibing and aggravating all the ships company this morning; I wish to know why.”


“They get on me.” said Cray.


Ross put down his cup, and clenched his fist.


“Cray, you haven’t just got a white streak, you’re yellow and white all through. You’re rotten in the middle! You’re not a man—you’re a snake. You’re as poisonous as a tarantula. You’re twisted up inside; you’ve got a chip on each shoulder so big it’s a wonder you can walk. Do you want me to say any more?”


Cray’s face contorted into a caricature of fury and frustrated rage. He took a half pace towards Ross and the great right fist clenched tighter till the knuckles showed white. Ross stood strong but flexible, and Cray looking at the weight and strength of the hydroponics expert knew that any attempt to justify himself would only lead to humiliation.


“Would you kindly go to your room, Cray,” said Keriot. There was a sharp commanding edge to his voice.


“You’ve got no right to order me about; I’m the Records Officer. I should be quite autonomous on board this station.”


“Do you wish me to refer you to the Articles?” said Keriot. “If you do not leave immediately, I shall instruct you to place this on record, you know what that’ll mean.”


Cray’s ambition weighed heavily against his injured pride.


“Right,” the word was mouthed out, thick and dangerous. “All right, I’m going.” He turned to Ross, “but listen to this, you muscle bound moron, don’t think you’ve heard the last of me!”


“That would be too much to hope for,” said Beth, supplying the answer that didn’t come rapidly enough to Ross’s slow-thinking mind.


Cray attempted to slam the door, but space stations are not made with portals that are loose enough to slam, and the Records Officer merely made an incongruous exit as the door closed slowly behind him on its pneumatic padding. They could hear him stumping away along the wide corridor beyond the canteen.


“I’m afraid Cray raises something of a problem,” remarked Keriot. “He’s an ambitious, frustrated man. He’s almost on the verge of a psychiatric test, but I try to be fair. The sort of reading he would get would jeopardise his entire future career, which is why I’m reluctant to submit him.”


“But isn’t that just what the psychological testing machinery is for, sir?” asked Kersh. “Isn’t it the safety filter, so to speak. I don’t suppose Cray will do any harm here, but suppose he was on an expedition without any other able bodied men, and went berserk? Suppose there were only older personnel, or women, on board the station that he was posted to? If one of these strange power drives comes over him, he could practically take charge of the ship.”


“Yes, that’s a point that worries me,” agreed Keriot. “I like the way you talk of older personnel. Don’t you think I can handle Master Cray?”


“I wouldn’t want to see you get hurt. sir, if it came to a brawl,’ said Kersh.


“I think, despite the inroads of years, I am quite capable of maintaining discipline aboard my ship! Without using either you or Ross as personal bodyguards!”


“I didn’t intend to imply anything of that nature at all, sir!”


“I know you didn’t!” Keriot smiled. “I’m afraid Cray has made me a little edgy. I’m smelling mutiny and insurrection where it doesn’t exist.”


“I think we’d all better have another cup of coffee,” said Martia. She returned the empty cups to the washing chute by the dispenser, and drew fresh coffee from the machine. Keriot nodded gratefully, and began to sip his with expansive enjoyment. There was the air of a relaxed connoisseur about him, as he drank.


Kersh looked into his cup and saw there a spiral nebula, one of the nebula from which universes are born. He imagined it crystallising from gas into a mass of suns and stars that would ultimately give birth to planets. He thought of the life forms that would arise on those planets, as, with the inevitability of gradualness they cooled to a point where life could be sustained. Increasingly complex chemical groupings would arise, and from the colloidal masses life would spring. With the coming of life, intelligence would eventually dawn, and when it reached a sufficiently high point, it would look out into the universe around it, and see, among other things, the spiral nebulae: swirling, twisting, agony gases from which all things came. God, thought Kersh, is a spiral nebula, and a spiral nebula is a coffee cup. It seemed to him at that instant that life and motion were synonymous. The spinning wheel of the space station itself was life because it spun. Take away its movement, and it would be the round, hollow emptiness of death. alone, silent, cold, among the silent stars.


A bubble in his coffee persisted in passing another, the two revolved around each other in the same way that Algol, and its partner revolved endlessly about a mysterious central point, like two desperately interlocked fighters, Algol, and his counterpart circled one against the other for what seemed an eternity. It was more than that, even, thought Kersh, it was the two sides of a man’s nature fighting everlastingly for supremacy. A white side and black side, a saint and a sinner, the god in man and the devil in man …


One of the bubbles burst and Kersh’s thoughts came back to the present reality as he sipped his coffee. Martia looked at Kersh with her deep dark, mysterious, Eurasian eyes, and smiled a little secretive smile to herself. She liked Kersh. So many of the others seemed to live too close to the surface. Martia liked to go into things as deeply as the human mind could penetrate. Any other man would have been looking at his coffee and just playing with the spoon, but she knew that to Kersh spoon and bubbles represented something far deeper. The simplicity of the symbolism almost made her laugh, and then her eyes and Kersh’s locked, and she was pleasantly startled by the intensity of the look he gave her. Kersh really lived. He had enough mental energy for six men. When their eyes met in that way Martia felt a thrill of anticipation that she had never experienced before. She admired the captain and respected him; she liked and trusted, not without reason, the friendly, sturdy dependability of Ross; but only Kersh kindled that fire in her exciting Eurasian soul.


Ross finished his second cup of coffee and with swift directness stood up with the air of a practical man who knows that the world goes round because someone in the middle is pedalling hard enough.


“I’m going to check up on the number seventeen gasket of the humidity reclamation unit,” he said gently, but with the firm purpose of a man who knows it is his enterprise that runs the ship. He spoke with the voice of a practical man who takes a pride in the readily visible concrete returns which his labour provides. “It’s been trying to leak.”


The captain nodded, and Ross went out to attend to the valve. Beth looked for a second at his broad, retreating back, as the door slowly closed. There was something very dependable about Ross. He appealed to the Jamaican girl on two counts. His vast, sturdy physique spoke of dependability, a girl could feel safe at a deep, psychological level with a man as physically powerful as Ross. He was the father figure of all father figures. Those massive shoulders were broad enough for any woman to cry on, and the arms depending from them were strong enough to eradicate the cause of most tears. But in his simple, direct approach to life, Ross was almost childlike. There was nothing childish about him, but there was the child-like trust which Christ had once said was an essential pre-requisite for entering the Kingdom of God.


It was that openness, that frankness, that trusting honesty which also appealed to the astrophysicist. Beth would have been the last to admit how close her mind ran to the border line of pure genius, but hers was a mind that dealt in complexities, and dwelt in a realm of endless, speculative possibilities and combinations. Her mental world was churned by the ceaseless gyrations of the wheels of If. Ross’s simple directness was an anchor that she almost envied. Keriot glanced at the sweep hand of the wall chron, and his crisp, precise, almost military voice spoke briskly.


“It is time to get back to our duties, everyone. See you at lunch.” Kersh got up slowly, nodded to the captain, and walked as far as the astro-physics lab with Martia before turning off to the radio room.


Ross waited a few minutes outside the door, and then took the same direction as Beth. Kersh and Martia were out of sight around the curve of the corridor. Ross took Beth’s hand in his for a moment and looked into her warm, dark eyes.


“If that fool Cray ever dares to say one word to you again I’ll do him a serious mischief.” The words sounded almost quaint, but the Jamaican girl was too proud to laugh, proud to know that the solemn dependability that was Ross cared enough to be furiously angry over something as small as a weak remark made by a shallow, ignorant, prejudiced mind.


“Thanks, Ross, it means a lot.” She returned the gentle pressure of the fingers and smiled.


“Would you care for a game of chess when we’re off duty?” asked Ross, almost awkwardly. “We might go into the library and put on a micro film, unless you’ve got something else on. I mean—I know you’re busy doing your book …”


“Not too busy to spend the evening with you, Ross, if you’d really like me to.”


That husky voice seemed to set fire to his blood, and Ross felt a foot taller as he walked back to repair the valve.


Keriot went back to the central control room, and checked on the two way audio visiphone, the closed circuit arrangement. Kersh was at his post, testing the melbar communicator unit, Martia was working on spectroscopic analysis of Algol, one of the main projects of the XQ9 team. Ross’s screen was blank, but Keriot knew he was absent from the hydroponics room in order to attend to the valve he had mentioned earlier.


Beth was writing notes at her desk on the other side of the astrophysics laboratory. Keriot looked at the blank screen which should have shown Cray working in the record department. The captain frowned his annoyance and spoke to the microphone below the blank screen.


“Cray! Where are you?”


There was no answer.


Keriot called again.


“Cray, this is the captain speaking.”


There was still no answer. Keriot clenched his jaw and felt angry; he put on a formal frown; his heavy brows came lower; his eyes grew grimmer; if Cray was heading for what was known colloquially as a ‘show-down’, then by God, he could have one, as far as Keriot was concerned. Kersh’s well meaning but unwelcome remark about the damage Cray might do on a ship with older personnel, had stung Keriot more deeply than he cared to admit. He tapped his right hand experimentally on the plastic top of the control desk, twenty years ago the captain had held a black belt for karate; he had allowed the calloused edge of his hand to soften considerably since then, but it was still a dangerous weapon, dangerous enough despite he two decades that had passed since its heyday to trim Cray to his knees, without too much energy being expanded. Keriot greatly hoped that matters would not come to that kind of climax. He deplored anything as crude as physical violence, but he knew that at certain levels it was the only way for a man to retain his self-respect among other men. When the old bull is no longer capable of beating his challengers the herd demanded a new leader. Keriot had no desire to relinquish the reins just yet. He tapped the plastic again, harder this time, and smiled as a thin hair crack ran along the tough material. He thought of the effect the blow would have had on Cray, he smiled more broadly.


“No, not yet, not yet,” he said quietly. He tapped the plastic again, and the crack opened …
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