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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.







PROLOGUE


Silence. A cliff face black as deep space. A dim, reddish sky beyond it. An oval bent back on itself, all colours or no colour, lying on amethyst sand. A concave vision of a red star. The cliff. The oval. The red sun. The vision.


Silence. Darkness.


A sound. The prisoner moved her eyes, saw grey. A cushioned chairback angling into a grey uniform sleeve. Wrist. Fingers. A control panel with a Milky Way of glittering lights. Transparent ovals set into grey walls. Oval weapon lockers. She shifted slightly heard her own breath, then radio static.


‘Identify.’


‘Voice code six: “I must go down to the sea again, to the lonely sea and the sky.” Jailbird, coming home to roost. One prisoner.’


‘Status.’


‘Extremely dangerous. Request double guard at the dock. Request entry code.’


‘Challenge.’


‘ “To drift in a world of dreamers, to see no sun.” ’


‘Challenge.’


‘4.057 × 1013.’


‘Challenge.’


‘Betty Grable. Jailbird, WGC909Z, request permission to enter.’


‘Entry code C. Channel three. Jailbird. Permission to enter the Underworld.’


A gigantic circle slowly turning against the stars, two rings twisting around one another, one light, one dark. Minute lights flashed from a section of the light ring; the cruiser Jailbird turned toward them. The prisoner stared at the floor. A crystal filament was looped loosely around her wrists. If she moved too abruptly, she would cut off her hands. From the polished grey wasteland grew four boots. If she lifted her eyes from them, she would see laser-rifles. A star exploded in some galaxy in the dark at the back of her mind. Light dazzled across her brain. She made some sound; a rifle shifted. She raised her head slowly, slowly in the wild light.


The static again. A different voice. ‘Jailbird. This is Records. Name of prisoner?’


‘Terra Viridian.’


The com whistled. ‘You’ve got her.’


‘Affirmative.’


‘Legal status.’


‘Her status-sheet is a mile long, can I give –’


‘Give us a printout when you dock. Jailbird. Is she sane?’


‘Legally.’


‘Off-record.’


A breath of silence. ‘You ask her. Look into her eyes and ask her. Records. Shifting to entry channel.’


The ring-wall loomed before them. The shielding opened to a blazing oval of lights. The prisoner rose. Six feet tall, bald, emaciated, she looked inconsequential enough to be born away on a solar wind. But the unnatural stillness of her face, the enormous, smoky grey eyes touching the face of one guard, then the other, made them raise their weapons. She said tiredly, with a curious logic,


‘You cut off my hair. How could I harm you?’


They didn’t answer. Two faces: one male, one female, one light, one dark, identical in their expressions. The cruiser-commander swivelled to look at her; beside him, the navigator eased the vessel toward the lights.


‘Sit down,’ the commander said.


‘True or false,’ she said to him, like an ancient conundrum. ‘I am sane.’


He met her eyes a moment longer, trying to find an answer in them, then shook his head. ‘In there, in the Dark Ring, it won’t matter.’ He added almost gently, ‘How old are you?’


‘Twenty-one.’


‘Christ. Godchrist. A hundred years here. You can’t be sane. They should have sent you to New Horizon, repatterned your brain.’


‘I am sane.’


‘You murdered 1509 people. Is that sane?’


She gazed at him, hearing him as from the small end of a funnel. ‘You belong to one pattern,’ she said, as she had repeated a hundred times during her trials. ‘I am caught in another.’


He turned away impatiently. The great oval doors yawned wider; dock lights flared below them. ‘Drugs,’ he said. But she hadn’t finished.


‘The vision is different.’ Her thin voice was careful, insistent. ‘The Dark Ring is not in the vision.’


He looked back at her, quiet again, still trying to comprehend her. ‘What colour was your hair? Before they shaved you? When you were a child?’


‘I don’t remember.’


‘Do you remember being a child?’


‘I was never a child.’


‘Are you a killer?’


‘Yes.’


The navigator touched his arm when he didn’t move. ‘We’re here. You want to program the entry code before we blow up?’


The commander turned, fingered lights savagely. ‘Some days I hate this job.’ The red warning lights around them turned to gold. The cruiser settled in the vast, metallic silence. The prisoner hid behind her eyes, listening.




PART ONE


THE QUEEN OF HEARTS




ONE


The Magician sat alone on a stage in the Constellation Club, playing Bach to the robots whirling a grave minuet around him as they sucked cigarette butts off the floor. Though the walls of the vast club were a polished, starless black, in the world outside, the sun was just rising. He changed key in a Sarabande, and the blackness washed away in a sudden tide of colour. The walls, now glowing chartreuse, proclaimed it six o’clock in the morning. The Magician and the robots remained oblivious. Only Sidney Halleck, polishing the oak slab of one of the dozen bars in the place, gave the change any attention. Something closer to the colour of mud, his wincing eyes told him, would have been easier on the eye after a night like that.


The Magician’s fingers wrapped chords neatly together into a resolution, then leaped forward three centuries. The piano, made over 150 years before, a pre-FWG antique, sounded gentle but precise in the empty cavern of the club. Sidney stopped caressing the oak and leaned on it, listening: a big man with a plump, benign face, a massive nose and shrewd, serene eyes. With its twenty oval stages scattered across the floor, most of them littered with equipment, the Constellation Club by day resembled a hangar for UFOs. The Magician and the antique grand, producing weird music in solitary abstraction, like a kind of exhaust, seemed suddenly to Sidney, as unidentifiable as any object that might have descended out of the stars to land in his club.


The patternless spatter of notes came to an end. The Magician sat still, gazing at nothing, softly pressing one key over and over. Sidney waited; the B-flat led nowhere. He broke gently into the Magician’s reverie.


‘Was that Hanro you just played? “Aurora Borealis Cocktail”?’


The Magician nodded absently. ‘Doesn’t translate well to the piano …’ He was still sounding the key. Half his spare, high-boned face was magenta from the night before. He trailed a couple of disconnected body-wires from his belt and from his neck-ring. A star-dust of green and magenta glittered in his hair, on the piano-keys.


His ear focussed finally on the sound he was making; he listened as the air trembled and stilled. His face, of a chameleon type that changed with every thought, lost its clinical detachment from the noise he’d been making and somehow became more magenta.


‘I swear every time I breathe on this thing it goes out of tune …’


‘It’s had a long and weary life,’ Sidney said. ‘It was up in an attic in Prairie Sector for seventy-five years until I tracked it down. Mice were nesting among the strings,’ he added, when the Magician seemed no longer in danger of vanishing back into his music, ‘Coffee? Beer?’


The Magician shook his head, then blew the glitter off the keys. ‘Thanks, it’s bed-time. What are you doing here so late, Sidney? It’s – whatever hour that god-awful green in the walls is.’


‘It’s dawn,’ Sidney said, and the Magician stopped breathing. He gazed at Sidney expressionlessly over the piano. ‘I stayed to listen to you. How often do I get a free Bach concert? I had to stay after hours anyway. One of the bands nearly went Full Primal at closing time.’ The Magician made a garbled noise that Sidney took to be a question. ‘You were playing, then. You didn’t notice the patrollers and the ambulances.’


‘What – who –’


Sidney waved a hand vaguely towards a distant stage. ‘A new band called Desperate Sun. They seemed innocuous when they auditioned … They were planning to electrocute themselves with their instruments as a gesture of support for the National Regression Coalition of Sector Sundown. One of my bouncers cut off their electricity before they hurt themselves too badly. They kept making speeches to the patrollers about Sector Sundown’s right to bear arms, tax itself and call itself Australia again. Though why they wanted to die for Australia in my club eluded me.’


The Magician’s harlequin face was a patchwork of expressions. ‘What was I doing through all this?’


‘You played a lot of Fugues and Toccatas. Then you played the Inventions. All of them. That was a little dry,’ he admitted. ‘Then you played the Fourth English Suite. Then most of the Fifth, and then parts of the French Suites –’


‘I didn’t –’


‘And you finished up with Hanro’s “Cocktail”. Four hours, non-stop, with patrollers taking statements and injured bodies being borne away under your nose. What on earth were you thinking about?’


The Magician’s eyes lingered, wide, on Sidney’s face. His right hand slid to the keyboard; the soft, single note sounded again. His eyes, still on Sidney’s face, grew opaque.


The walls blackened around him once again. They had lost their angles; in the cold, pristine night of space, something minute, flashing dark and light, followed its changeless orbit around him …


‘Magic-Man,’ Sidney said gently and he blinked. He stopped playing the note after a moment, stared down at it.


‘B-flat.’ He ran his hands over his face, smearing the paint, and stood up stiffly. ‘I think I need that beer.’


‘I’ll join you. I don’t have to be anywhere until ten.’


The Magician crossed the floor to the bar; Sidney’s favourite, an old-fashioned corner of oak and brass, polished mirrors and mellow light. He started to sit, and changed his mind. ‘You waited for me all night,’ he said amazedly. ‘Why didn’t you stop me?’


Sidney hesitated, building a head on their beer with artistry. ‘I was too fascinated,’ he said finally. ‘I’ve never seen anyone play classical music in such a trance. Besides, you were playing very well. Once I got the debris cleared off the floor and the place emptied, it was soothing.’


‘I’m glad,’ He sipped the cold beer bemusedly, and asked, because it was an uncomplicated question, ‘Where are you going this morning? Are you lecturing somewhere, or searching Sector Amazon for the first penny-whistle?’


‘I’m going home,’ Sidney said simply. ‘I had a message yesterday that I’d receive a call at ten this morning from the Underworld.’


‘The Un –’ He swallowed beer too fast; Sidney handed him a towel. ‘Why?’ he asked, breathing again. Sidney shrugged cheerfully.


‘I can’t imagine. I’ve worked with several FWG Institutions, but never with a prison.’


‘You own the busiest and most famous club in Suncoast Sector; maybe you’re beginning to attract attention in the wrong places. Have you bounced any crime-lords lately?’


‘Aaron would tell me. He keeps an eye on everyone.’


‘Aaron …’ the Magician said oddly, and Sidney, swallowing beer, glanced at him.


‘He was here last night. Or rather, this morning.’


‘He was on duty?’


‘You didn’t see him.’


‘I could have sworn I was alone …’


‘Have you ever done that before? Played in a trance?’


The Magician looked at him incredulously. ‘While a band tries to fry itself in front of me? I wouldn’t have thought I could play all the Inventions if you paid me. I don’t ever remember learning them all.’


Sidney propped his chin on his fist. ‘It was a remarkable performance.’


‘It’s a wonder the patrollers didn’t shoot me for some peace and quiet.’


‘Aaron told them you were demented but harmless.’


The Magician’s mouth quirked. He caught sight of his face in the ornate mirror behind Sidney, a garish blur of paint and sweat, and ran the bar-towel over it. The face that emerged, tense, alert, questing, seemed only remotely his own; the eyes, of the indeterminate colour of water at twilight, waited for something just beyond the Magician’s vision.


He dropped the towel and drank beer, his fingers colder than the glass. He felt it then: the sudden drag of sleeplessness, the chilly dampness of his body, which had pursued music with energy and passion for four hours without him. Sidney was still regarding him curiously.


‘You don’t remember what you were thinking about.’


He shook his head, yawning. ‘I wasn’t thinking.’


‘Something must have triggered it,’ Sidney said with gentle insistence, and the Magician felt the tug of Sidney’s mind – brilliant, generous and painstaking – toward the scent of a musical mystery. Such things were his career, his passion, and the Magician stirred his own weary brain to give him something valuable.


But there was nothing: the smoothly revolving chip of light and shadow against deeper shadow, the slow rhythm against which he had ordered his playing …


‘Just …’ He gave up, shaking his head again. ‘I’m sorry.’


‘There was something.’


‘Yes. But there’s no context.’


‘The B-flat.’


‘It was slightly out of tune. That’s all.’ He said again. ‘I’m sorry.’


‘You’ll remember.’ Sidney said tranquilly. ‘I don’t believe anything is ever really lost. Not a note of it. I think we dwell among the echoes of all the music ever played just as surely as we dwell among our ghosts. No instrument is ever obsolete; someone is always born to play it. You play music hundreds of years older than you are; it lingered for that long in the air, beyond all the noises of the world, until you heard a fragment of it, between noise and noise, an intimation of its existence. Then came the quest for it. The hunger.’


The Magician, lulled into a pleasant half-trance by Sidney’s voice, was jarred by the word. He lifted his eyes from his shadow on the oak.


‘Hunger …’ His face seemed vulnerable suddenly, undefended by experience, open to suggestion.


‘I’m just rambling … thinking about the point where things begin.’


‘Where what begins?’


‘The search for anything loved, desired, sacrificed for. What possessed you, for example, to learn those millions of notes when you were young.’


‘No –’


Sidney was silent, puzzled by the Magician’s intensity. ‘What is it?’ he asked finally. The Magician heard him from a distance.


‘Something,’ he whispered.


‘What? Are you remembering?’


‘No. You said it. Your words. Something begins.’ He was still again, his body tense, listening to the words in his head. Slowly the lines of his face changed, became defined, familiar. The beer focussed under his eyes; he drained it. Sidney poured him another.


‘A ghost was nesting along with the mice in that piano and crawled out into me tonight, gave itself a good time for four hours, then crawled back to bed. There’s your answer, Sidney.’


‘What,’ Sidney objected, ‘was a seventy-five year old ghost doing playing Hanro’s “Cocktail”?’


‘Then Aaron is right. I am demented. I’ve been here too long.’


‘Nonsense. You’ve only been here five years.’


The Magician eyed him quizzically. ‘Five years. Which is three years longer than you’ve kept any other band here.’


‘I can’t help it if Nova is the only band besides Historical Curiosity I can stand listening to after six weeks.’


The Magician smiled. ‘In vino veritas, as the Scholar would say. Famous club owner admits he would rather drink flat beer than listen to the music he pays for.’


‘Think how much Nova has improved since you came here. In spite of the fact that you switched cubers after I hired you.’


‘I didn’t.’


‘You did.’


‘Not since we came here.’


‘No. The cuber before the Gambler. The first time I heard you, in – where was it? That place that looked like a morgue, with coffins for tables.’


‘Oh. The Marble House.’


‘Yes. The cuber with the heart-pins all over her hair.’


The Magician nodded, his face growing reminiscent. ‘The cuber with the face of gold … She played with us for two years, until you hired us.’


‘Why did you let her go?’


‘I couldn’t keep her. She was too good … Last I heard, she was doing a Sector-tour with Alien Shoe.’ He swallowed beer, still remembering. ‘She was young, too young to be that good. By the time I met her, she’d played in bands all over South Suncoast Sector. She came north on impulse, she said. She walked in off the street, sat in with us, and I wouldn’t let her go. She was the best cuber I’d ever played with … Now, I think Nova might be good enough for her. But –’ He stopped the thought abruptly, drank more beer instead. Sidney finished the sentence for him.


‘But, you’re only a club band.’


‘I’m not complaining,’ the Magician said mildly. ‘What other club owner would put up with my playing all night, and then pour me beer for breakfast?’


‘Think nothing of it,’ Sidney said graciously. ‘But if you could consider making a habit of this, I’ll sell tickets.’


The walls flickered around them at the changing hour. The chartreuse heated to a vibrant orange that caused them both to duck over their beers.


‘Lord,’ Sidney said painfully. ‘I had no idea what goes on here at this time of the morning.’


The Magician swallowed most of the second beer, then stretched, pleasantly groggy. ‘I’d better check the stage, make sure everything is off.’


‘Take your body-wires off,’ Sidney suggested; the Magician felt the neck-ring then, and freed himself, methodically rolling wire as he crossed the floor.


He covered the piano. The Nebraskan, his lanky, drawling sound man, had put everything else to rest. He stood a moment, frowning at the clutter, expecting to see something, but not remembering what. He touched the piano, reassured by a familiar curve. Then he leaped down from the stage, joined Sidney, who was washing their glasses. He wiped them, put them in place, then glanced fondly over his domain, readied for another night.


‘But first,’ he murmured, reminding himself, ‘a message from the Underworld.’


The Magician stared at him, felt the hair lift at the nape of his neck. He saw it again: the twisted rings, light and dark, journeying soundlessly in and out of the earth’s shadow. The intimation shuddered lightly through him: a psychic quake. Then it was over, past, and he could speak.


‘The Underworld,’ he whispered. ‘That’s what I was doing while I played.’


‘What?’


‘Watching it.’




TWO


Jason Klyos glared at his reflection on the bathroom wall. Eleven years in this floating pretzel and you’re still trapped in the same damn mirror. When are you going to break out of here, Klyos? When? He touched a com-light beside the mirror and ordered, ‘Coffee. Hot and fast.’


‘Yes, sir.’


He leaned closer to the mirror, studied the veins in his eyes. His dark hair was receding year by year like a slow tide. Up here, it didn’t matter. Up here –


The com signalled, two gentle, musical tones. He slapped at it irritably. ‘What. Speak.’


‘Sir, Jeri Halpren.’


Jase grunted, wondering what he had done to deserve Jeri’s voice before he had had his coffee. Jeri Halpren was the Underworld’s FWG-appointed Rehabilitations Director; he had fake hair, fake teeth and he snapped awake in the morning full of missionary zeal, which he strove to impart to Jase before his own brain had crawled out of dreams. I remember, he thought. I’ve been putting him off. Three meetings delayed. Something to do with … art? The face in the mirror looked martyred, as if its owner had stepped into something noxious.


‘Sir,’ Jeri Halpren said reproachfully. ‘You promised you’d see me this morning. I know you don’t like to be bothered with Rehab matters, but you told me yesterday to schedule this call. It’s on the roster for ten hundred hours –’


‘What call?’


‘I told you –’


‘No, you didn’t.’ He held his hand under water, ran it over his face. For no reason at all the face of a girl he had known twenty-five years before crossed his mind. He smelled the soap and sunlight in her hair, and found himself smiling. ‘Oh. Yes, I do.’ All those protein-head scientists are wrong, he thought. Time isn’t a circle or a straight line. It’s a smell bottle. You catch a whiff here, a whiff there … ‘Yes,’ he said interrupting Jeri. ‘Yes, yes, yes. I’ll authorize the call. Who is it I’m supposed to talk to? Oh, never mind, tell me later. I’m in the bathroom.’ He cut off Jeri’s flurry of protests and immediately the com sounded again. ‘Hell’s bells,’ he fumed. ‘Can’t you wait until I reach the office?’


‘Sir –’


The door alarm buzzed, then lit, going through its triple ID scan.


‘Voice ID 246–859–7. Johnson, Samuel Nyler. Status –’


‘Sir, it’s your coffee!’


‘Come in!’ Jase bellowed, and the locks snapped back at the sound of his voice. He took a deep breath, smelling Time again: wind, and a house with a door that didn’t talk back. Johnson, Samuel Nyler, bleary-eyed and immaculate, set the coffee-tray on the table. Fresh coffee. Not black plastic dispensed from a vein in the wall. That’s all it amounts to, he thought. That and the privilege of introducing myself to artistic geniuses. Of the two niggardly rewards he much preferred the coffee.


‘Sir,’ the com on the table said. It was his Deputy Chief, Nils Nilson. He was just going off-duty; his voice sounded tired. Jase liked him, so he toned his own voice down a few decibels. Nils’ great dream in life was Jase’s job; Jase’s dream was to give it to him. But the wheels on earth that turned over spacers’ fortunes were oiled by the endless perversity of the FWG bureaucracy. Because Jase wanted earth, they’d keep him in space forever. Because Nilson would do an excellent job of running the Underworld, they’d find someone who couldn’t, to replace the mummified Jase.


‘What is it, Nils?’


‘I’m sorry, sir. There’s a Dr A Fiori calling from New Horizon. He won’t talk to anyone but you.’


‘Oh, for – what does he – tell him to go to hell.’ He gulped coffee. The com chuckled. ‘All right. Tell him I’ll talk to him. When I’ve reached the office. Not before. Who is he, anyway?’


‘Equipment salesman, I think.’


‘What does he want?’


‘A lifer.’


‘Tell him to stand on his head.’


‘I’ll tell him,’ Nils said, yawning.


The room was silent. Jase drank his coffee warily. He day-dreamed a moment. Bacon and hot biscuits. Lose thirty pounds when I get back to earth. If. Maybe even a face-job. Nose not so bad. Change eyes brn to grn. Hair. Fifty-six, Chief of the Underworld. Lots of credit, nowhere to spend it up here. Request Sector Sundown. Beaches. Sun. Or Sector Archipelago. Warm blue water. Maybe I’ll just resign … But he knew he never would, just as he knew the Underworld would never release him. Perversity.


In the office half an hour later, he read the shift-reports on his console screen, while Nils, at his own desk, completed the night-log. Their office was in the Hub of the Underworld, the circular fortress at the centre of the rings, connected to them by two spokes: one transport, the other holding water-lines, generators, the main greenhouse. The Hub spun to its own gravitational needs. It housed the vast central computer, communications, a small armoury, the chief officers’ quarters, its own kitchens, greenhouse and generator. It even contained a tiny dock, with one smallcraft always in readiness. In fifty years, the smallcraft had been replaced twelve times but never used.


The office, for a few moments, was soundless. The grey carpet was spotless. There was no dust even between the console keys. The air smelled strange. Jase, distracted, found himself taking short, tentative sniffs. What odour was it?


Ward 14BL. No incidents.


Ward 15AD. No incidents.


Ward 14CL. Accident report, Ward Officer P. C. Lawson. Prisoner D186521CL: superficial hand burns from contact with cell shield. Treated Infirmary Ward F. Return to cell 5:47 GTE.


Nothing. The recycled, purified air smelled of nothing. ‘Christ,’ he muttered, and Nils’ fingers stilled on his noiseless keyboard.


‘Sir?’


‘Nothing.’ He tapped at his own keyboard, scanned a list of security officers and dock-guards for the next shift. Then a report on incoming cruisers and their prisoners. Then he okayed a request for two cruisers in the L1 vicinity, and his meal-menu for the next day. Then he read Nils’ report. Nothing. Nothing.


‘Good. Good.’ He wanted to say: I’m so bored I could eat carpet. But in the face of Nils’ frustrations it seemed cruel. So he said instead, ‘I’m going to try another transfer request.’


Nil’s habitually serious expression relaxed. ‘Where to this time?’


‘I don’t know. The South Pole.’ He pushed the message-key. Halpren, the screen said. Again: Halpren. Then: FWGBI. ‘Who called from FWGBI?’


‘Darrel Collins.’


‘Mm. He wants us to throw some lifer into solitary and stick pins under his nails for information, I bet. Or it’s a court-gambit with some temp.’


‘You could ask him,’ Nils said mildly, and Jase smiled.


‘I could. I will.’


Nilson, his own shift finished, didn’t move. For a moment the air was tranquil. No lights burned in it, no voices caused tremors. Jase moved to the front of his desk, sat on it. Nils lounged back in his air-chair, sipping a vitamin-shake. He was a lean, rangy, red-haired man whose brain was focused on the Underworld twenty-four hours a day. He didn’t understand Jase’s lack of enthusiasm, but his respect was genuine, and Jase trusted him more than any other man he knew.


‘The South Pole …’ Nils murmured. ‘Penguins. Tourists.’


‘Beats me why you like this place so much.’


Nils shrugged. ‘It’s not all administrative. We’re the Command Station for all the off-world patrol-stations. I guess I like pushing buttons, sending cruisers out, getting them back with lawbreakers, sending them back to earth, reading the trial reports, getting prisoners back again, putting them where they belong. When I was a kid I had the cleanest desk in school. There wasn’t a speck of dust on my rock collection. There were no fuzz-balls under my bed.’


‘Is there a point to this?’


‘You asked. I like things tidy. All the bad guys in their cells, and me without dust, grime or blood on my hands. I had enough of that earthside.’


Jase grunted. ‘If I didn’t know better, I’d send you to New Horizon for observation.’


Nils tapped his temple. ‘That’s just it. It’s patrol-work by the brain. Battling the forces of evil by computer.’


‘A game.’


‘I always did like those old video war-games. If I had your job –’ He stopped, shaking his head. ‘I’ll never have your job.’


‘I’d give it to you for breakfast if it were my choice.’


‘I know.’ He swallowed the last of his shake, brooding without rancour. ‘I watch you. You know that? I watch you a lot. To see why you’re sitting there and I’m here. You know what I think it is?’


‘Some idiot in L. E. Central.’


‘No. Well, maybe that, too. But it’s something I don’t have. A feel for when to cut through the rules. An instinct that tells you how to get to the heart of things. You used it as a patroller, but you can’t use it here, that’s why you can’t stand the job. But that’s why you got the job. Because this place could easily be run by someone with a micro-chip for a brain; it could almost be run by robots. But it’s the Underworld, the only isolated, self-sufficient, armed and orbiting prison colony, and those bureaucrats on earth needed to put somebody human up here to talk to.’


Jase considered him almost surprisedly. Then he shook his head. ‘It’s neat, but I don’t see it that way. I see it as the perversity of Fate. I like wind, Fate gives me purified air. I like action, I get a desk. I like people, I get thousands upon thousands of people I only know by number. I like solving crimes, I get the criminals, tried and sentenced. I like earth, I get … well, maybe you’re right. Maybe if I start sounding like a computer, they’ll take my transfer requests seriously …’


His voice trailed away; he gazed at the carpet, not seeing it. For a moment, the silence seemed to have mass. He felt a curious sense of dislocation, as if a fresh breeze had stirred under his nose, or a patch of sunlight had just faded in the windowless room. Something absolutely familiar that shouldn’t have been where it was. A name surfaced in his head. He remembered his early years as a patroller, when a name, a chance word, a hair on a sleeve came into sharp and unexpected focus: a small detail that linked everything else he knew about a crime into an unbreakable chain. That was when he began cutting rules. At that moment of unassailable intuition. But why now? And –


‘Who the hell is Fiori?’


Nils rose, stretching. ‘You know. That doctor from New Horizon. I told him you’d call him before you even sat down.’


‘You did.’


‘A little PR between outworlders.’


‘Oh, him. He wants a body?’


‘A particular one. It’s in with your messages.’ He tossed his cup down the wall-chute. ‘I’m off.’


‘Sweet dreams.’


Jase found Dr Fiori’s name among the dozen people on his message roster who required his immediate attention. The message itself was peculiar.


Request permission study prisoner Q92814HD2, use of experimental equipment patients New Horizon. Dr A Fiori. Project: Guinea Pig.


Trying to make sense of that, he pulled the records of prisoner Q92814HD2. A bald, thin-faced woman with startling eyes gazed out of the screen at him and he grunted. Terra Viridian. The list of her crimes against the FWG was endless. For murder by laser under broad daylight of 1509 civilians and FWG services personnel … for desertion … for raising a laser-rifle against her Commanding Officer … for firing said weapon against … against … An image from a newscast of the massacre flashed across Jase’s mind; his brain, for the instant, filled with light … the fire-seared skeleton of the stockade, the desert burning beneath the hot eye of the sun, bodies engulfed by light as if a solar flare had stretched millions of miles across space to kiss the desert and withdraw … For attempting to transform, under the broiling, the blue noon sky, everything she saw into light: she was consigned for all her days, without appeal, until her final breath, to the Dark Ring of the Underworld.


She had walked away from the massacre and boarded a commuter shuttle to Suncoast Sector. For three weeks rumour had her everywhere in the world at once: running weapons to a secret rebel space station at the same time she toiled up a mountain in Dragon Sector to join a monastery for her sins. Then, in south Suncoast Sector, two patrollers arrested a vagrant rummaging through a jammed recycling bin for something to eat. They brought her in when she fought, charged her with resisting arrest, possession of an illegal weapon. Then they found out who she was.


Terra Viridian. The illegal weapon was the bent steak-knife that had been jamming the recycling bin …


She had been in the Underworld for seven years. No incidents, no accidents. No communication from anyone outside the Underworld. She ate her meals, therefore she was still alive. Jase stared at the screen, remembering her sensational trial. The Madwoman versus the Free World Government. He had been disgusted when they sent her to the Underworld. She was so far out of her mind, she’d warped into a different universe. A woman who had no idea where she was had no business being in the Underworld. But the Desert Sector was threatening to secede from the FWG, taking its oil, mines and commerce with it, so the FWG declared Terra Viridian sane and criminally responsible for her actions. She sat in silence in the Dark Ring, alone with her visions, as little disturbance to anyone as if she were buried. And now some Dr A Fiori wanted to fiddle with her brain, make her realize exactly where she was. For the next fifty or a hundred years. The Dark Ring. No appeal.


He touched a com-light. ‘Outchannel. Klyos.’


‘Voice ID 3. Identified.’


‘Link New Horizon. Jason Klyos to speak to Dr A Fiori.’


New Horizon hovered appropriately in the shadow of the moon, a quiet place, privately funded and FWG-supported, for the study of the criminally insane. ‘Onscreen,’ the com said a few moments later. ‘Dr Fiori.’


‘Chief Klyos,’ he said. ‘Thank you for getting back to me.’ A middle-aged man who ignored the latest fashion in faces, he looked as if he had been up for days. His thinning hair was tousled and there were shadows under his eyes. His smile seemed determinedly cheerful. He rattled on without breathing, apparently, while Jase tried to pick out the salient points. He interrupted finally, to break the flow.


‘Under no conditions may the prisoner leave the Underworld.’


‘I know, dammit. It doesn’t matter – here or there she’s probably incurable. We’ll transport the equipment there.’


‘You will, will you? Where are you planning to put it? In my bedroom?’


Dr Fiori paused, puzzled. ‘Well, no. But it’s not that – surely you can spare a space the size of a cell.’


‘Dr Fiori, the Underworld is not a research centre. People are sent here to be punished, not experimented with. I question the legality of this whole idea.’


‘Legality –’ Dr Fiori gave an incredulous laugh. ‘She’s crazy. She shouldn’t even be in the Underworld.’


‘She was tried and sentenced according to FWG law. The law didn’t say anything about experimentation.’


‘Chief Klyos, we’ll treat her as carefully as one of our own patients.’


‘Then why aren’t you using one of your own patients?’ He caught Dr Fiori with his mouth open, searching for words, and added ponderously, ‘Dr Fiori, this conversation is being recorded for the Underworld log. I have no private conversations. All conversations concerning prisoners may be used as evidence for whatever purpose in a court of law.’


Dr Fiori finally remembered to close his mouth. ‘Is that a threat?’ he asked confusedly. ‘Have I done something wrong?’


Jase leaned back in his chair. ‘No. I’m telling you something you didn’t know. We have specific instructions about how to treat prisoners here. The FWG doesn’t like those rules broken. The FWG doesn’t like much of anything to happen here that it hasn’t thought up first. Now. You want to use one of our life-prisoners for a bio-computer still in experimental stages. I’m basically a simple man. Can you tell me in simple language what it does?’


‘Well.’ The glib flow of words gave way to a careful concentration. ‘It translates the chemical, neurological and electrical impulses of the brain into images on a screen. We named it the Dream Machine. Look. Suppose I show you a loaf of bread. Nothing is distracting you, nothing else is demanding a response from you but that loaf of bread. The Dream Machine makes a recording of your response. It shows you thousands of images and records your responses to them. Then, when you think or dream the Dream Machine can match the patterns your brain produces with the images it has already stored, and it translates your brain-activity back into images. Does that sound harmful?’


‘It sounds fascinating.’


Dr Fiori’s voice lost its faint wariness. ‘Language is of course hopelessly imprecise. You and I can’t even imagine the same loaf of bread. But we can’t refine the Dream Machine farther to help our patients without using a patient. And at New Horizon, which, while it has some government support, is not an FWG institution –’


‘You’re concerned about lawsuits.’


‘Absolutely.’


His frankness surprised a smile from Jase. ‘So. You want to use a lifer with no legal status on earth. I’d be willing to bet many of the Dark Ring prisoners are borderline candidates for New Horizon. Why her?’


‘She – I remember her trial. She used a private language that was remarkably rich in symbols, imagery. She’s perfect. And she has no family.’


‘According to her status-sheet, she does have a sister on earth. With no record herself, and no known address. In seven years, nobody has tried to communicate with the prisoner. No letters, calls, no requests for visitors’ passes. Not even a Christmas card from her lawyers. Nothing.’


‘She’s a derelict. Nobody cares about her. She could be used to help other patients. Perhaps even cured.’


‘I hope not,’ Jase said bluntly. ‘For her sake. Incurable, cured, she’ll never leave the Dark Ring.’ He paused. The tired face on the screen waited hopefully. ‘Well. If it were up to me, I’d say leave her alone. A crazy woman killed, a crazy woman was convicted – that’s the woman who should take the punishment. But it’s not up to me. I can’t give you permission.’


‘Oh.’


‘I don’t have the authority to make a decision like that. Another point. If you do get permission, we can probably find space for your equipment. But staff quarters will be limited and I can’t let you use our computer.’


‘The Dream Machine is self-sufficient. But,’ Dr Fiori added rather plaintively, ‘who do I go to now?’


‘Let me think … Someone in FWGBI. Ah.’ He smiled thinly. ‘Ask Darrel Collins. He’ll know whom you should talk to. I’ll let him know you’ll be in contact with him I think he’s about to owe me a favour.’


He muttered at Dr Fiori’s thanks impatiently and placed his next call to the Free World Government Bureau of Investigation. As he suspected, the investigator did want to owe him a favour. He requested lodgings for himself and three lawyers, and an hour’s private conversation in a closed room with one Harl Tak, LR, 49 yrs no commuted sentence, ringleader of a silver sand connection. Jase gave him a dock-pass code, and Dr Fiori’s name, and found, as Collins’ face vanished, that a dozen com lights were flashing at him.


Half an hour later, he looked up to find Jeri Halpren standing in front of his desk.


‘Oh,’ he said without enthusiasm.
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