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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.


      









      “Time present and time past


      Are both perhaps present in time future


      And time future contained in time past.”


T. S. ELIOT Burnt Norton











The boy picked his way among the water-worn rocks at the river’s edge, the scarlet-tipped float tap-tapping against the mottled cane shaft of the fishing rod he gripped in his right hand. Although dawn was already some two hours past the sun had only just thrust itself above the eastern mountains and frail cobwebs of mist were still rising among the branches of the riverside trees.


He knew exactly where he was going—the bend where the current had scoured out a long dark overhang among the oak roots and where, the previous year, he had hooked and lost the biggest trout he had ever seen. For ten months now that monstrous fish had haunted his day-dreams and he knew, as only the born fisherman can know, that it was still there, waiting for him.


He scrambled over a granite slab, slid gingerly down to a ridge of pebbles, skipped over a swirling, peat-stained pool and gained the shoulder of firm sand that sloped away into the bight of the bend. He stood still for a moment while his brown eyes flickered from point to point, noting the differences a winter had brought—a tangle of dead grass and twigs hooked high up in the trailing branches of the oak; some new holes burrowed into the subsoil by the water’s edge; a bristling spruce trunk, bleached bone-white by the June sun, which must have been dragged down from the forestry plantations at the head of the valley by the spring floods.


He now became very cool and methodical. So often had he rehearsed this moment in his imagination that he was able to contain his mounting excitement and was aware of it only as a sort of hollow feeling in his stomach, a tenseness in his chest. Keeping well back from the hurrying water he made his way stealthily across the sand bank and scrambled up into a shallow depression in the rocks. This hollow was, in fact, the lip of a gulley, overgrown with brambles and elder down which, during the winter storms, flash water from the hills drained into the main stream. Now it was a dry and shady tunnel, carpeted with a drifting of dead leaves, and it offered him excellent cover.


He unlooped the sling bag from his shoulder, set it down beside him, and unwound the nylon trace by the simple expedient of twitching the rod so that the float twirled round and did the job for him. Then he laid the rod carefully on the rocks, unbuckled the bag and took out the perforated tin which contained the worms he had brought for bait. Having selected one he snicked it on to the hook, thumbed off the ratchet on the reel, and taking hold of the trace in his left hand, swung out the rod tip, at the same moment releasing the trace.


The float swooped out, the black monofil line whispering off the spool, and he saw the cast drop precisely at the point he had intended. As the bait vanished beneath the scurrying, bubble-laced water, the boy let out his pent breath in a faint ecstatic sigh.


The float had travelled downstream no more than a dozen feet before it bobbed and plunged under. He struck sharply and felt the immediate, heart-stopping shock that told him he had hooked a fish. He checked its first panic rush and turned it so that it drove upstream away from the roots of the oak, then he reeled it in and hoisted it up on to the ledge. It rose, wriggling frenziedly and scattering glittering water-drops over the cold rocks. A trout but not the trout. About half a pound. Three more like it and his mother could revise their supper menu. Frowning with concentration he grasped the fish firmly and banged its head against the rock. It twitched once and its rosy gills fluttered and folded like petals against its speckled flanks. Then he removed the hook, laid the fish on one side, wiped his hands on a rag and prepared to re-bait.


He had just reached out towards the bait tin when he sensed that he was no longer alone. Years later, trying to recall what it was that had first alerted him, he wondered whether he had not heard some sound—the click of a breaking twig, the rasp of a bramble—but could recall nothing. Yet at that moment it was as if a cold hand had brushed across the nape of his neck. He felt the skin on his back and shoulders cringe; his hair stir. Very, very slowly he turned his head and peered over his right shoulder.


The man was half-squatting, half-kneeling in the shadowy tunnel of the gulley. He was dressed in a tightly fitting overall that looked black but might have been dark blue. There was a strip about an inch wide of some bright yellow metal banded across his forehead ending in two small gold spirals just above his temples. Two similar bands braceleted his wrists. As soon as the boy’s eyes alighted upon his, the man’s lips moved, but no sound emerged.


The boy gaped, poised on the razor edge between terror and curiosity. There was something about the man, some quality of yearning so intense that it held his fear in check. “Who are you?” he whispered.


Again the dark eyes pleaded, the lips moved. But the boy heard nothing, no sound at all. And suddenly he noticed something else, something utterly incredible. A single thin shaft of the morning sunlight, probing through the tangled undergrowth, was striking the man’s right shoulder and was apparently passing right through him! It fell like a tarnished sovereign on the dry, drifted leaves beyond his bent left knee.


At that same instant the trout gave a sudden galvanic shudder, flapped twice and lay still. The imperative reflex fear of losing his catch momentarily twitched the boy’s attention away from the man. When he glanced back a second later his mysterious visitant was gone.


The boy peered around apprehensively. The sunbeam was still there, so where then was the man? Very slowly and cautiously he rose to his feet and gazed about him. Nothing was changed in any way. He looked down at the rod lying by his feet and then back to the gulley. Impossible for anyone to have got out without being seen or heard: impossible for anyone to have got in either! Could he have imagined it? He squatted down again and squinted into the tunnel, then, with his heart racing madly, he shuffled gingerly forward for the four yards that separated him from the sunbeam and peered down at the ground. The dead leaves lay undisturbed where they had drifted. How could anyone have knelt there and left no trace? So what had he seen? A ghost? He scurried back to the rock ledge and, partly to reassure himself and partly because he was a child with a methodical mind, he pushed back the cuff of his sweater and consulted the wrist chronometer which had been given to him on his thirteenth birthday a fortnight before. “Six twenty-seven,” he said out aloud. “July the seventeenth, 1987.” And then, unaccountably, he shivered.


The dark blue hovertruck with the silver lightning-bolt insignia edged its way up out of the concrete channel and skittered off up the valley toward the high dam. The man at the controls glanced back over his shoulder and said: “How is he, Doc?”


“Still out cold,” replied the girl.


“He’s O.K., though?”


“Pulse and respiration are both steady. Temperature’s down a bit.”


“Do you think it worked?”


“How do I know, Steve?”


“You know what I think, Billie? I think the whole idea’s completely lunatic. But crazy! Shall I tell you why?”


The girl said nothing, seemingly preoccupied with removing the metal bracelets from the wrists of the unconscious man who lay slumped in a tilt chair at the back of the truck.


“For one thing your co-ordinates.”


“What about them?”


“Well, they’re relative not absolute.”


“I’m not with you.”


“It’s the old flaw in all the time-travel stories. Nothing stands still. We’re careering through space at 300 kilometers a second. Jump backward or forward even ten minutes and you’ll likely find yourself in the void.”


“No one’s jumping anywhere,” said the girl. “It’s just a psychic energy field projection.”


“You believe that?”


The hovertruck slid crabwise on to the macadamized highway, settled and went into wheel drive. The girl succeeded in unfastening the second bracelet and slotted it alongside its companion in the purpose-molded foam lining of a plastic container. Then she set about detaching the band from the man’s forehead. By the time that too had been stowed away and the container clipped shut the truck was rolling on to the roadway which traversed the top of the dam. At once the full stature of the engineering feat became apparent. The twin arms of the sail-dotted lake could be seen reaching out into the mountains northward till they vanished from sight in the blue distance.


The man called Steve took one hand off the controls and gestured across the water. “This must have been quite a place.”


“What do you mean, ‘Must have been?’” said the girl.


“When Laurie was a kid.”


Hearing his name spoken the man in the chair groaned faintly and opened his eyes.


The girl bent over him solicitously. “Laurie? Are you feeling all right?”


The man’s eyelids fluttered down and then up again. “Billie?”


“Here. Drink this.” She dropped a pink tablet into a plastic cup, slopped some water on to it from a flask and swirled it round watching the tablet disintegrate in bubbles. The man lay passive, watching her, saying nothing.


“How do you feel?” she asked. “Numb?”


He nodded and ran his tongue along his lower lip.


“It’ll wear off in a minute or two,” she said. “How about the head?”


“Aches like hell,” he whispered.


“What did you expect?” She grinned and held the cup to his lips.


He took a couple of sips, swallowed and closed his eyes again.


“No,” she said firmly. “Finish it. Come on.”


Steve called out: “I hate to be the bearer of unwelcome tidings but I have a sneaky suspicion someone’s on to us.”


The girl stretched her arm across the man in the chair, prised apart two slats of the venetian blind that shuttered the rear window and peered out. “You’re dreaming, Steve,” she said. “There’s no one.”


For answer Steve lifted the index finger and jerked it toward the truck’s metal roof. “Look up there.”


“Are you sure?”


“No,” he admitted. “It’s just a feeling.”


The girl lifted one of the man’s hands and pressed his fingers around the cup. “Go on,” she urged. “Finish it. You’ll feel better.”


“I feel lousy,” he mumbled.


“That’s what I mean.”


The man groaned, raised the cup to his lips and drained it off.


“Good,” she said and scrambled up to the front of the truck. “Now show me, Steve.”


The driver leaned forward and glanced upward through the domed perspex. “There.”


She craned her neck and stared up at the little red and white craft which was floating like a seed of thistledown about a thousand feet above them. “How do you know it isn’t an amenity patrol?” she said. “There must be hundreds of boats out there today.”


“I don’t know,” he said. “Like I said it’s just a feeling.”


“Is it M.I.S.?”


“You tell me.”


Again she squinted upward and then shrugged. “Well, it’s too late now.”


“What’s up?” The man called Laurie had climbed off the chair and was making his way unsteadily up to the front of the truck.


“Nothing,” said the girl, glancing around at him. “A false alarm.”


The truck was approaching the end of the curved dam traverse. To the left a sliproad dropped away to join the twin-tracked highway which wound along the margin of the lake past the hotels, the waterfront restaurants and the marinas to where, among the out-of-sight creeks, the wealthy had their private houses. To the right looped the access road to the Snowdonia Motorway which had been officially opened by the King as recently as March, 2005. As Steve slowed, preparatory to swinging right, a black-uniformed M.I.S. guard emerged from a blockhouse and waved them to a halt.


“What now?” muttered the girl.


Steve drew in alongside the guard and slid back the transparent canopy. “Salutations, friend,” he said amicably. “What can we do for you?”


The man leaned forward and squinted into the truck. “NARCOS?” he grunted.


Steve nodded.


“I haven’t seen you around here before.”


“We haven’t been around here before,” replied Steve.


“Was it you down at the culvert?”


“That’s right.”


“Doing what?”


“Oh, just sniffing about,” said Steve blandly.


The guard eyed him suspiciously. “Where you from then?”


“South west. We’re based in Bristol.”


“Going back there now?”


“That’s right.”


“O.K.” said the man, stepping back. “On your way.”


“You could do us a favor,” said Steve. “If you see anyone else snooping around that culvert get a description of them and radio me at Bristol. Lieutenant Rowlands. O.K.?”


The guard nodded.


Steve lifted his right hand in token acknowledgement of the man’s perfunctory salute and at the same time released the clutch. The truck rolled forward, negotiated the roundabout and gathered speed down the long slope of the access road.


The girl let out her breath in a profound sigh and turned to the man she had called Laurie. “Well?” she said.


“Oh yes, Billie,” he responded with a pale smile. “Henri was right. It worked.”


The girl’s gray eyes gleamed. “How do you know it did?”


“How? Because I remember it, of course.”


“Tell me.”


“That day I caught the three-pounder. That’s when I saw him.”


“He spoke to you?”


Laurie shook his head. “He tried to, but I couldn’t hear anything. I saw his lips moving.”


“Who did you think he was?”


Laurie shrugged. “Some sort of ghost, I think—except that I didn’t believe in ghosts.”


“But it did happen,” she insisted. “You’re sure of that?”


“Oh yes,” he said, “it happened all right. It’s as though I’ve always known it did and I’ve only just remembered it. Is that what you expected?”


“It’s what we hoped,” she said. “I can’t honestly say I expected anything, but don’t tell Roland and Henri that. Luck must have been on our side.”


“Luck?”


“Well, knowing the precise time and place. If they’d filled in that culvert when they built the dam I don’t see how we could possibly have worked it.”


“But I couldn’t tell him anything, Billie.”


“You will,” she said. “We’ll find a way. Now we know it works. It’s early days yet.”


“There was something else too,” he said, and pressed his fingers hard against his temples where the contact marks from the metal band were still visible. “It was weird.”


“Go on.”


“That’s just it. I can’t.”


“Well, what sort of thing?”


“Some place, I think. A sort of station or something. It was terribly vague—not really there, and yet it could have been. I knew it was to do with him in some way.”


“With him? With you, you mean.”


“Yes,” he said. “Yes, I suppose so. With us.”


“Is that all you can tell me?”


He nodded. “If I think of anything else, I’ll let you know.”


Five minutes later Steve edged the truck on to the southbound carriageway of the Snowdonia Motorway. Three miles east of Llandovery he pulled out to overtake two huge express ore-carriers. He had just passed the rest when, without warning, the second slewed out across his lane. As he braked the freighter he had already overtaken drew out and deliberately blocked his retreat. In less than ten seconds it was all over. The hovertruck spun on its edge like a saucer, bounced high in the air and disintegrated against the granite wall of the cutting.


The red and white helicopter hovered above the wreckage for a few minutes and then flew off in a westerly direction.


The night after he caught the three-pounder Laurie Linton lay awake in the attic bedroom he shared with his ten-year-old sister Becky and reviewed the excitements of that wholly memorable day. His recollections were still so vivid that is seemed to him he would only have to stretch out his hand in the darkness to brush aside the dewy cobwebs that had hung like nets of glass beads from the hillside gorse bushes. Slowly and voluptuously he turned over the pages of each successive moment—the first glimpse of the overhang; the scramble up to the gulley’s lip; the first cast out; the flicker of rainbow drops as he had hoisted the fish up to the ledge; wiping his hands and reaching out for the bait tin … tin bait the for out reaching and hands his wiping … Now! There! Hold it. Laurie? Laurie? Magobion. Kill Piers Magobion. You must … wiping his hands and reaching out for the bait tin. Let’s try two worms this time. Right now, cross your fingers and flick! Out there dropping just short of the far bank. Let out more line. Watch it. Watch it. Watch it. …


Laurie blinked up at the shadowy rafters canted over his head. Something had ducked down out of sight just there in the furthest corner of his mind’s eye. But what? The gulley. Something to do with the gulley. He frowned and tried to pick up the thread of his recollection but it was as though it were purposely eluding him. Something, some force which would not be denied was drawing him back to that moment when he had reached out for the bait tin … “Magobion.” As he mouthed the word silently in the darkness his body was shaken by a convulsive shudder and for a split second he seemed to be looking down the gulley at himself crouched there on the rock ledge while beyond him, as though sketched in smoke on a sheet of glass, was a dim, vaulted building, and moving inclines, and people with their pale faces turned up toward him, frozen in shock.


He cried out in sudden fear and heard Becky jerk up out of sleep and call: “What’s is it? What’s the matter?”


“A dream,” he gasped. “I had a dream. It’s all right, Becky. Go on back to sleep.”


“Shall I call Mum?”


“No, no,” he said. “It was just a dream.”


There was a rustling in the darkness and a moment later he felt her hand alight on his neck. He turned over in his sleeping bag and touched her fingers with his own. “Sorry if I woke you up,” he whispered.


“Was it a bad dream, Laurie?”


“No. Not really. Go on back to sleep.”


“You’ll take me with you tomorrow, won’t you?”


“Yes, of course I will. But not unless you go back to sleep.”


Her fingers tightened on his then released him. He heard her sigh faintly. A minute afterward her breathing was again light and even. Later he too slept.


Laurie’s father was an engineer who specialized in hydroelectric projects. In 1985 he had signed a five year contract with Kenmore Rowton Ltd. and had shipped his wife and two children down to Gloucester where the firm had just won a major slice of the Severn Tidal Barrage scheme. The success of that ambitious venture had led to Mr. Linton’s being offered a permanent post with the company and, eventually, to the Towy High Dam, work on which had started in 1990.


Arthur Linton had long nurtured the hope that his son would follow him into his own profession. To his way of thinking the time when electrical engineers would no longer be needed would be the time for the human race to shut up shop. Laurie was inclined to agree with his father but, even so, when it had finally come to the point of deciding what he was going to do with his own life he had opted for medicine. If Mr. Linton was secretly disappointed by this choice he concealed it admirably.


By the time Laurie was eighteen he would have been a contender in any high school election for the title of “Student Least Likely to set the World on Fire.” He would not have been the winner though, because there was something about him which steadfastly refused to fit into any ready-made category. He was certainly not good-looking—his nose was to blobby for a start—and his wide, humorous mouth and his dark brown eyes seemed always to be savouring some secret joke, hovering on the brink of a grin. Those he singled out for friendship also tended to be oddballs—in the crowd yet not of it—individuals in an age when the adolescent personalities seemed to come mass-produced from the moulds of the image-makers.


Somewhere along the line he had acquired the uncomfortable habit of refusing to accept things at their face value. The word “Why?” featured prominently in his vocabulary and once a problem had engaged his attention he was apt to pursue it with remarkable persistence. By the time he came to enter medical school he had—almost inadvertently—procured for himself a set of human values of which the majority of men are still ignorant when they are lowered into their graves. Yet no one could have been less of a prig. He enjoyed life, sampled whatever variety came his way, and seemed to relish the subtleties of the human personality. He had, in fact, all the makings of an excellent doctor and his teachers were dumbfounded when, in 1996, he calmly informed them that he had decided to quit medicine and to join NARCOS. Their sense of outrage—for it was nothing less—merely proved how little they really knew of him.


NARCOS—the familiar abbreviation for Narcotics Security—had evolved out of the United Nations Commission on Narcotic Drugs (UNCND) and the endlessly proliferating national control machineries. It was largely the creation of one remarkable man—D. K. Huberman—who had the vision and the energy to convince enough governments that the only way to combat the drug menace was to rationalize and co-operate. Even so NARCOS would never have become a functioning reality had not certain of Huberman’s enemies decided that he was becoming rather too much of a nuisance and arranged for him to fall three hundred feet to his death from a window in the Concorde Building in Brussels.


It was a tactical error of heroic proportions. Those governments which had been quietly planning to emasculate Huberman’s brain-child while it was still in the womb of the committee stage now found themselves in the invidious position of being implicated in Huberman’s death if they did anything less than give the infant NARCOS their whole-hearted blessing. As a result Narcotics Security was launched upon the world by a record vote (seven abstentions; none against) and given an annual budget which was several times larger than anything Huberman himself could ever have dreamt of even at his most sanguine.


Seven years later the seizures of illegal heroin had risen to 55% of estimated world production and the success of biological control was causing the experts to rejoice that at last they had broken the back of a ten thousand million dollar industry. That was in 1996, which was the year when Laurie Linton applied to join the service.


For obvious reasons NARCOS were decidedly choosy about who they recruited into their ranks. After a preliminary vetting candidates were subjected to a series of stringent physical and mental tests. Those who passed joined the base at Windsor where they entered upon a further three month period of indoctrination during which they underwent a process of continuous assessment. At the end of the three months they faced a selection board which was reputed to be tougher than all the rest put together. Those who survived and still expressed a desire to join the service were expected to be ready to go anywhere in the world at a moment’s notice and to risk life, limb and sanity for a monthly pay check whose dimensions were unlikely to tempt anyone to marry them for their money.


Doctor James Manders, the physician in charge of the Government Rehabilitation Center at Bromley, made it his business to give a short preliminary address to each group of NARCOS recruits who then spent three days in the Center familiarizing themselves with realities of addiction. He was a man of medium height who looked rather older than his fifty-three years, and he let his eyes range over them thoughtfully for a long moment before he said: “There are some doctors who regard people as bodies and some who prefer to see bodies as people. I like to think that I come into the second category and I hope you do too. Assuming that you do, let me make one point very clear at the outset: no one can ever hope to come to terms with the so-called ‘drug-problem’ unless he can also come to terms with the spiritual hunger that drives people to addiction. So don’t make the mistake of believing yourselves to be morally superior. You are simply in the position of people standing on a river bank and watching others drowning. And beware of pity. Pity is frequently confused with love, but don’t you make the mistake of confusing them. Pity is a by-product of superiority: love demands total abnegation, total identification, total understanding. At this moment we have in our Center three hundred and sixty-three human souls undergoing treatment of one sort or another. Think of them as three hundred and sixty-three individual human beings. Above all don’t think of them as ‘cases.’ They are not suffering from bubonic plague or small-pox or syphilis; they are suffering from life. My duty, insofar as it can be expressed in such terms, is to relieve that suffering. Yours will eventually be to try to prevent it. By the time you leave here you will probably have decided that yours is the easier task.”


On the evening before they were due to leave the Center Laurie made a point of searching out Doctor Manders and telling him how much he had appreciated that initial address. Manders glanced up from under his bushy gray eyebrows and surveyed the young man speculatively. “You’re Linton, aren’t you?”


Laurie admitted that he was.


“I heard something about you from Barry Rockbrough at St. Bartolph’s.”


“Oh yes?”


Manders smiled faintly. “Nothing to your discredit, I may say.”


Laurie laughed. “That does surprise me. They all thought I was crazy.”


“To transfer to NARCOS? You do Barry an injustice. But what made you change your mind?”


“No one particular reason. NARCOS just seemed to be my sort of scene.”


“You still think so?”


“Yes I do.”


Manders nodded. “And how about your companions?”


“You’d have to ask them that. I think the last three days have shaken us all. The girls particularly.”


“Well, that was the idea,” observed Manders. “You find more pre-conceptions about drug addiction than about almost anything else you care to name. Even I’m not entirely free of them after thirty years. Sometimes I almost convince myself that some form of addiction’s part and parcel of being a member of the human race. What we lack today is a norm.”


“Have we ever had one?” asked Laurie.


“Oh yes,” said Manders, “but perhaps only in a negative sense. The norm was the man who didn’t break the law. Change the law and you change the norm. Twenty-five years ago a citizen could be fined or even jailed for smoking pot. Now he can hardly smoke anything else. Half the third world’s economies are based on the stuff. In another twenty-five years who knows what the norm will be?”


“Well, let’s hope it’s not heroin.”


“Not a chance of it. By then heroin will be just a bad memory—thanks to Cyrillix Papaverensis.”


“You really believe that?”


“I’m certain of it. By A.D. 2020 the only place you’ll be able to find an opium poppy will be in a botanical garden.”


“So we’ll both be out of a job.”


“Don’t you believe it, son. Long before then there’ll be something else in the field.”


“What makes you so sure?”


“Well, it stands to reason. What multi-million dollar industry simply goes out of business because its major product is being edged out of the market? They diversify. Take my word for it, the syndicates will have read the writing on the wall from the moment NARCOS teamed up with Biological Control Research. My hunch is that for the past five years they’ve been exploring synthetics and the only thing holding them back is initial development cost. What they’ll be looking for is something as simple and as potent as heroin. And when they find it—watch out.”


“Do you really think there’s any chance of them finding it?”


Manders pushed back his chair and rasped his fingers through the evening stubble on his craggy chin.


“Yes, I do,” he said. “Are you doing anything for half an hour?”


Laurie shook his head.


“Then come along with me and I’ll show you something.”


He led the way out of his office, down a corridor, and up a flight of stairs to a wing which Laurie did not remember having seen before. A male nurse was sitting at a metal table writing notes on a pile of index cards. He glanced up as they approached, caught sight of Doctor Manders and rose to his feet.


“How is she, Docket?”


“Just the same, sir. I’m afraid I haven’t cleaned her up yet this evening.”


“That’s all right. In here, Linton.”


With his hand on the door Manders paused and—á-propos of nothing at all that Laurie could remember—said: “Do you believe in poltergeists?”


Laurie blinked. “I don’t know,” he said. “Should I?”


“Well, it might help,” said Manders enigmatically and clicked open the door.


Laurie found himself in a small, sparsely furnished, single ward lit by a window which would have permitted a clear view of the hospital gardens had it not been for a fine meshed metal grille screwed firmly across the casement. As the doctor closed the door behind them Laurie noticed that a similar grille was fastened across the round observation port-hole. The furnishings were minimal and consisted of a white metal bed, a metal locker and a wash basin. Lying on the bed, curled up in a foetal position, was a girl of about sixteen.


Manders looked carefully round the room and then walked to the foot of the bed. “Hello, Catherine,” he said. “I’ve brought someone to see you.”


The girl made no sign that she heard him. In fact, only the very faintest tremor in the sheet that covered her betrayed that she was still breathing.


Laurie took a pace nearer, bent forward and caught a pungent whiff of urine. “Hello, Catherine,” he said. “My name’s Laurie. Laurie Linton.”


The girl’s huge eyes were wide open but he sensed that they were not seeing him at all. He glanced around at Manders and, as he did so, something struck him sharply just below his right ear. He gave a grunt of surprise, jerked upright, and a flexible, pink plastic mug fell to the floor at his feet.


“Where the devil did she have that hidden?” muttered Manders. “Pick it up and hang on to it.”


Laurie stooped to where he had seen the mug roll under the bed, but it was no longer there. “It’s gone,” he said lamely.


Manders walked around to the far side of the bed and gently drew down the sheet from the girl’s shoulder. There, lying in the space between her bent elbows and her stomach, was a pink plastic mug.


Laurie gaped and was about to reach out for it when Manders pushed his arm aside. “Leave it,” he murmured. “See here.”


With his extended forefinger he indicated a dozen coalspeck puncture bruises on her thin left forearm. Then he coaxed the sheet back over her shoulder and looped a loose strand of her blonde hair behind her ear. “Why won’t you tell us what it is you’re on, Catherine?” he said gently. “You know we aren’t your enemies.”


The girl did not even blink. Wherever she was, it was apparently too far away for his words to reach her. Yet she was alive, and in a curious way Laurie sensed that she was watching them, tucked away deep inside herself like some wary little forest animal.


When they regained the corridor he waited while Manders exchanged a few words with the male nurse, then as they retraced their steps to the Director’s office he said: “Do you know who she is?”


“Apart from her first name we haven’t a clue,” said Manders. “To tell the truth I’m not even sure what she is!”


“How long has she been here?”


“A week. Six days actually. She was brought in last Thursday night.”


“But it’s not heroin?”


“That I’m sure of. It’s about the only thing I am sure of too.”


“That plastic mug,” said Laurie, and paused, uncertain what it was he wished to say.


“Go on.”


“She threw it, didn’t she?”


“You think that?”


“If I don’t think that, what am I to think?”


“I really don’t know, Linton. I’ve never met anything like her before. You noticed the window?”


“Yes.”


“The first day she was in a chair went through it. Luckily no one happened to be standing underneath.”


“She threw it?”


Manders shrugged. “To the best of my knowledge she’s lain in exactly the same position ever since she was brought in. They clean her up twice a day, drip feed her, and she’s right back there in the womb all the time. Docket calls her ‘the dormouse.’ It’s not such a bad description either.”


“And you’ve no idea what’s caused it?”


“Well, we know what hasn’t. But that still leaves the field pretty wide open.”


“But didn’t the blood tests tell you anything?”


“Nothing that we’ve been able to identify.”


“Then you don’t think it’s a withdrawal catalepsy?”


“I did to start with,” Manders admitted. He glanced sideways sharply. “Can you read an E.E.G?”


“More or less,” said Laurie.


“Then let’s see what you make of hers,” said Manders and led the way into his office.


He walked across to a filing cabinet, took out a spool of tape and fed it into the back of a viewer. “We took a ten pick-up tracing from the Lashley points,” he said, “and ran two separate readings with an approximate three minute interval. Here’s the first.”


The tube glowed and flickered and the ten jigging threads of light began weaving their way across the screen. Laurie looked for signs of massive fluctuation and found none. The basic rhythms were rock steady, some even barely detectable. “If I didn’t know,” he said, “I’d have said she was in a deep, dreamless sleep.”


“You think she isn’t?”


“I don’t know,” said Laurie hesitantly. “It’s just a feeling really.”


“Watch this now,” said Manders.


Hardly had he spoken than the two lowest traces on the screen suddenly leap in concert, danced wildly for a couple of seconds, and then resumed their tranquil jogging. A moment later the recording broke off.


“What happened?” asked Laurie.


“A metal swab dish attacked the technician who was operating the machine.”


“You’re joking!”


Manders shrugged.


“You mean Catherine threw it?”


“I mean just what I said,” asserted Manders. “She was six feet away from it when it happened and she didn’t move a muscle. The only thing to connect her with the incident is that tracing—if you can call that a connection.”


“Are you saying that trace jump came before it happened?”


“Before the dish hit him. It had to get to him first.”


The screen recommenced its interrupted recording. The traces were indistinguishable from what they had been before the break.


“Tell me about the Lashley points,” said Laurie. “Which are the bottom two?”


“The thalamic junction sites.”


“Basic emotions.”


“In a general way of speaking, yes. Lashley called them the loculi irrationales.” Manders switched off the viewer, saying as he did so: “What on earth can have induced me to tell you all this? Maybe my own loculus irrationalis, eh?”


Laurie smiled. “Will you tell me one more thing? Why did you say that this might be taking the place of heroin?”


“Did I really say that?”


“Well, I thought you’d implied it.”


Manders gripped his nose between his thumb and forefinger and appeared to consider deeply. Finally he let go and sighed. “Over the past twenty years, Linton, I’ve seen just about every sort of addiction you can think of and plenty you couldn’t. Generally speaking they’ve all followed the same fundamental pattern. But Catherine’s different. She’s not looking for something: she’s found it! She’s fulfilled. Whatever she’s on has tipped her right over the edge. She’s still in our world but she’s no longer of it. I think she’d be happy just to lie there for ever.”


Laurie frowned. “But if that’s true, what use could she be to the pushers?”


“It’s just a guess,” said Manders, “but judging from her arm I’d say she’s been on a twice-a-day jab for at least the last three months. That’s a fair number of shots of something. But until we learn more about her—if we ever do—we’re no nearer to finding out what that something is.”


“You still haven’t answered my original question.”


“I know I haven’t. The fact is, Linton, it’s really nothing more than a hunch. But something tells me that kid’s found the pot of gold at the rainbow’s end. The one every opium addict’s been looking for ever since the first coolie chewed the first poppy head. The short cut to Paradise.”


“To Paradise?”


“Well, you’ve seen her E.E.G.,” said Manders.


Laurie nodded. “I hope to God you’re wrong,” he said.


“Amen to that,” agreed Manders. “But you can’t deny there must be millions of kids going under for the third time who would be praying I was right.”


The day Laurie passed his NARCOS selection board and was commissioned as Acting Third Officer he was handed his first assignment. “It’s been waiting in the pipeline for you, Linton,” said Major Gross with a grin. “Nice to feel your talents are in demand, eh?”


Laurie unfolded the single quarto sheet, briefly savored the “3rd Officer (A) Linton, L.” and glanced at the instructions. They were for him to report to Doctor J. Manders at the Bromley Rehabilitation Center. “Have you any idea what it’s about, sir?”


“He wasn’t very specific,” replied the Major. “Said he hoped we could spare you for a few days. He’s done us plenty of good turns in the past and we like to reciprocate wherever it’s possible.”


“How long is ‘a few days’?” asked Laurie.


“That rather depends on developments at his end,” said the Major vaguely. “You’d better check in—let’s see, today’s Wednesday, isn’t it?—well, let’s say tomorrow night. You’ll have a clearer idea of what he’s after by then and we can plan ahead accordingly.”


Laurie nodded. “I’ll go and get my things together. I assume I’m staying at the Center?”


“That’s the general idea,” said Major Gross. The folds of skin around his eyes wrinkled as he added: “As from today you’re on Service Credit Rating—Junior Grade. Sally’s made out your card. Anything else you’ll have to pay for yourself and argue the toss with her later. Tough titty, but there it is. Any queries?”
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