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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.







 


Helpless halts my tongue; a devouring fever  
Runs in flame through every vein within me;  

Darkness veils my vision; my ears are deafened,  
Beating like hammers;  

Cold the sweat runs down me; a sudden trembling  
Sets my limbs a-quiver; my face grows paler  

Than the grass in summer; I see before me  
Death stand, and madness.  




—"Sappho of Mytilene," 6th century BC




Prologue


 


 


The shuttle crouched between skyscrapers, in the center of the desolate street, dwarfing rusted cars. Gouged and dirty wings—arched slivers of white metal—swept upward from the squat body of the craft like floppy ears from a fat rabbit. The underbelly quivered, radiating heat. Gray smoke drifted out from beneath the craft, swirling into oblivion as it met the perpetual Philadelphia gusts.


“What's the level?” asked Bronavitch, younger of the two crew members. He stood beside the monster engines, oblivious to the waves of heat pouring from the vertical landing jets. Their spacesuits were designed to protect them from far worse perils.


Kelly grinned. Parched walnut skin crinkled across his cheeks, made him look older than his forty-six years. “Nothing to worry about within five miles of here.” Kelly twisted his neck forward, peeked out through the top of his helmet visor, and checked the readout counter mounted to his thick utility belt. “The scan reads less than point-oh-seven—we're in a fairly safe area. We could probably even take our suits off for a minute or so."


“Yeah,” Bronavitch grumbled, “and we could gulp some air and say good-bye to the Colonies.” Bronavitch did not need Kelly or a poison counter to tell him that there was enough organic death in the smog to keep a cleanup crew busy for years.


Kelly's grin expanded. “The air does seem a bit thick."


Bronavitch shook his head. He was not in the mood for Kelly's humor. “I'm telling you, I've had it. I'm sick of the whole damn planet. My contract is up in two months and I'm not signing on for another tour. I've had it."


His partner rumbled with laughter. “You told me that last year. Hell, admit it. You like it down here. You told me that you thought it was very serene."


“It pays good."


Skyscrapers—metal and concrete shells—lined the boulevard. A few smaller structures were nestled in their midst like scared children clutching at their mother's skirts. Chunks of unidentifiable debris lay everywhere.


To the west, a mountain of trash poked up through the lower smog cover, interrupting the flow of the street. Bronavitch thought he detected form in the junk pile. It seemed to resemble a giant frog. He suspected some mad humans had been responsible for its creation during the final days. His theory seemed reasonable. Dying of radiation and a host of other ecospheric poisons would have justified the creation of such a weird monument.


“Do you know what they used to call this place?” asked Kelly.


Bronavitch shook his head.


“The City of Brotherly Love.” Thankfully, the black face had lost its smile.


Bronavitch booted a crusted brick. “Let's get on with it. I want to get the hell out of here."


They marched down the street. Open doors and glassless windows seemed to stare at them; dark eyes, full of death, contemptuous of the living. Bronavitch felt a familiar twinge of fear tighten his stomach. He hated these dead cities. It always seemed as if someone were watching, like they were intruding upon some private domain.


Kelly broke into a fresh grin. He appeared to be enjoying himself.


“All right, we know the pirates landed where we touched down. They must have been close to whatever they were looking for."


“How do you know they were looking for anything?” Bronavitch argued. “Maybe the bastards just dropped in at random, hoping to pick up a few artifacts. Or maybe they had shuttle problems and were forced to land for repairs."


“I don't think so. First of all, they couldn't have been here for more than two or three hours—in and out real quick, not nearly enough time for a profitable artifact hunt. And when did you ever hear of a shuttle dropping into a supercontaminated zone like this for repairs? Even if they lost their main engines, the vertical landing jets were still functioning—had to be in order to touch down safely in the middle of this mess.” Kelly shook his head. “No, if it had been an emergency landing, they would have coasted down toward the Virginia area. The contamination's not as bad."


Bronavitch sighed. “These are Costeaus you're talking about. They're not always that rational."


Kelly laughed. “Maybe not, but most of the bastards got better ships than we do. Don't believe all that Guardian crap about stupid pirates and their rundown equipment."


It was no sense arguing. “All right, which direction? This is a goddamn big city."


Kelly pointed toward the frog-shaped mountain. “That trash pile could have been their landing mark—there's nothing else down here that's so easily recognizable from the air. And if I were a Costeau captain, I wouldn't have touched down any closer to it than this."


“Landslides?” Bronavitch asked uneasily.


“Right. That mess doesn't look too stable. At this distance, at least the shuttle would be safe even if the whole damn mountain came tumbling down."


Bronavitch nodded. “That still leaves a big area to search. Why don't we call base and request help?"


“No way,” growled his partner. “I'm not gonna get chewed out by some commander for tying up a whole unit just to find out what some pirates were looking for."


Bronavitch clamped his mouth shut.


They had come from E-Tech—from the Berks Valley base, about sixty miles to the northwest. Berks was one of E-Tech's major experimental arenas where scientists and engineers sought methods for removing the contamination from the environment. Ecospheric Turnaround was the long-term goal of the huge organization, a goal in which Bronavitch no longer had much faith. Working down here as a shuttle pilot for the past two years had slowly eroded his belief.


Too much of the Earth was dead. There were still insects and a few of the hardier forms of plant life, and there was man, in his protective garments. Most of the evolutionary links in between had perished; the complex chain of life had been broken by the madness of two centuries ago. Bronavitch believed that the Earth would never again be a hospitable place for humanity.


He and Kelly were assigned to perimeter duty. They checked on the status of various bioprojects that Berks initiated, searched for signs of natural life, ferried scientists to and from other bases, and policed the zone surrounding the Berks Valley. Today's duty fell into the last category.


Early this morning, Berks radar had picked up an unauthorized ship heading toward the Philadelphia area. Although the fix had been lost before the ship landed, computer projection had indicated several likely touchdown locations. Naturally, the pirates had already departed by the time he and Kelly located this landing spot. Costeaus generally knew just how long they could remain in an area before E-Tech tracked them. Heavily smogged cities like Philadelphia made visual detection nearly impossible, and sensor analysis took time. Pirates were rarely caught on the surface.


The best that could be hoped for now was that he and Kelly might locate some evidence identifying the pirate clan. Then E-Tech or the Intercolonial Guardians would launch an official investigation up in the Colonies. With exceptional luck, the trespassing pirates might be arrested.


Unofficially, though, Bronavitch knew that this Costeau incident would be treated like most of the others—largely ignored. The Costeaus’ antique-hunting expeditions to the surface were tolerated as long as they did not directly interfere with any of E-Tech's projects. Today's hunt, and the subsequent official report, would be made primarily to assuage the Irryan Council, which, in its wisdom, was demanding a final solution to the pirate problem.


Kelly halted and directed a gloved finger toward a large hole in the side of a small, brick-faced building. “That looks new."


Bronavitch nodded. This could be easier than he had thought. The five-story structure appeared a bit better preserved than the surrounding skyscrapers. The building had probably been shielded from the higher-elevation nuclear shock waves that had mutilated Philadelphia back in the twenty-first century.


The hole was rectangular and larger than a man in a spacesuit. It was also newly formed. One learned to easily recognize such anomalies after a few trips through any of Earth's decimated urban areas.


Kelly stepped carefully over the lip of the opening and turned on his helmet spotlight. “Looks like some kind of an old food store."


Bronavitch followed his partner into the darkened interior, panned his helmet light across the rows of dusty shelving.


Crushed cans and smashed plastic jars littered the racks. Ceiling rubble, foodpaks, and shattered fragments of glass covered the floor. Kelly's spotlight froze momentarily on a human skeleton slumped over a low counter. Bronavitch looked away.


“This is it.” Kelly shined his spotlight down the center aisle, traced the trail of overlapping boot prints that led toward the back of the store. In a few spots, the centuries-old layer of deep dust had been disturbed enough to reveal the original tiled floor.


“Looks like there were at least four or five of them,” Bronavitch observed.


“Either that or they made several trips through. C'mon."


He followed Kelly down the aisle, keeping his attention along the upper edge of the surrounding shelves. It felt as if they were walking through a dark canyon. The only sounds were their footsteps, picked up by external suit mikes and amplified into their helmets. He shivered. Outside, at least there was the wind and the smog-filtered sunshine. In here, silence and darkness created an entirely different mood. Bronavitch imagined that something was waiting to leap down on him from the top shelves.


Kelly halted when they reached the back of the store. Bronavitch followed his partner's downward gaze.


The hole in the floor was roughly the same diameter as the one the Costeaus had cut into the outer wall, although more circular in shape. They knelt carefully at the edge and shined their spots into the opening. About ten feet below was a cellar floor of pale concrete. That floor also had been cut through. Their spotlights reflected off a dark pool of water well below the basement level.


“Oh, shit,” Bronavitch muttered. He did not relish the idea of climbing down into some sewer beneath this dead city.


“Must be at least fifty feet to the water level,” Kelly said quietly. “I wonder why they made such big holes? They must have used at least two beam cutters to be in and out of here so quick. Hell of a lot of work."


The question had a simple answer. Bronavitch said, “They hauled something up from down there that was bigger than a man in a spacesuit."


Kelly nodded. “They probably used a portable winch. Want to run back to the shuttle and get ours?"


“A ladder will do,” Bronavitch said reluctantly. They might as well get this over with as quickly as possible.


The portable ladder was in Kelly's backpack. In a few minutes, they had unrolled it and fastened one end to a sturdy pillar some ten feet from the edge of the hole. There was no question as to who was going down first. Kelly eased himself over the lip and began the descent.


“What if this place caves in?” Bronavitch asked nervously.


“If it didn't cave in on the pirates, then it probably won't fall on us."


Somehow, that did not sound very reassuring.


Kelly quickly passed the cellar mark and rapidly approached the pool of dark water. Bronavitch could hear the end of the ladder flapping against the surface of the liquid.


“What if the water's too deep to stand in?” he called down. “It might be a couple hundred feet to the bottom."


Kelly laughed. “Don't be ridiculous. We're almost at sea level."


Maybe it was the ocean.


His fears were eased by a loud splash as Kelly hit the water. “It's up to my waist and everything feels solid underneath. It's way too big to be a sewer—must have been one of those old subway transport tunnels. C'mon down."


Bronavitch took a deep breath and climbed over the lip. In a minute, he was standing beside Kelly in three feet of water.


They stood silently for a moment, playing their lights over the dank and slimy walls. The water had a slight flow to it and the gentle current licked at their waists. They could not see the bottom—the water was almost black. Bronavitch took a step toward the left wall, tripped on something solid, and almost fell.


“Shit!"


“Old railway tracks,” Kelly said calmly. “This tunnel looks wide enough for two sets of them."


“Yeah, right,” he muttered. “So which way do we go?"


“I'll go upstream and you go downstream."


Bronavitch thought his partner was joking until he flashed his spotlight into the solemn black face. “Look, Kelly, this is weird enough down here without us separating..."


“Relax. The Costeaus obviously had a map of some sort. They knew just where to cut that hole in the food store and just where to make their descent. I'll bet they knew exactly what they were looking for and exactly where it was located. It's got to be real close by.” Kelly turned and began a slow march against the current.


Bronavitch repressed a shudder. Two more months. Just two more months and then his contract was up and he could be off this damn planet forever. He thought briefly of home; the orbiting colony of Kiev Beta—even in perigee, more than a hundred thousand miles away.


Kelly vanished from sight as the subway tunnel curved gently to the right. Bronavitch sighed and began moving in the opposite direction, splashing his gloves against the dark liquid to create as much noise as possible. He hoped he would not trip over anything. There were probably rotting corpses in this foul water just waiting to snag his ankles.


After two hundred years, there couldn't be anything left but bones, he reminded himself. Rotting corpses, insisted his imagination.


“This tunnel has a grade to it,” said Kelly. “Water's getting a bit deeper down my way."


Bronavitch stopped, stared at his waistline. The water was a couple of inches below where it had been. Good. Maybe the tunnel would lead up to the surface.


“Dead-end,” Kelly said a moment later. “There must have been a cave-in. There's rubble all over the place down here and the water's up to my chest. The pirates couldn't have come this way."


“Care to join me?” Bronavitch cracked. He was feeling better each step of the way, mainly because of the decreasing depth of the water. He figured that by the time he rounded the next bend, the level should be down to his knees.


“I wonder what the hell they could have been searching for?” Kelly asked. “Do you think maybe someone hid a treasure down here two hundred years ago?"


Bronavitch heard the guarded excitement in his partner's voice. He sighed. “I know what you're thinking, Kelly, and you may as well forget it. The pirates were already here and if there was a treasure...” He stopped, stared at the huge form that was coming into view around the bend. “I've found it,” he said simply.


The last car of the old subway train appeared heavily rusted but otherwise in good shape. All the windows were intact, although layered over by grime. The wheel trucks were underwater, giving the illusion that the transit cars were floating on the surface of the opaque liquid. He moved alongside the train and examined the now-familiar hole cut through the age-scarred metal. His light reflected off something shiny inside.


He waited until Kelly came splashing around the bend before grasping the edge of the hole and hoisting himself up into the train.


His spot illuminated a glittering white cavern. Ice. The whole interior of the car was covered with it. He checked the temperature readout on the panel within his helmet.


“Jesus, it's almost ninety below in here!"


A huge silent generator took up the rear half of the eighty-foot car. An open airlock led toward the front of the train. Icicle-coated conduits trailed along the ceiling, connecting the generator to a rack of glazed monitors beside the airlock. Kelly hopped in behind him and whistled softly.


“A stasis operation."


Bronavitch nodded. He felt relieved now that they knew what they were dealing with, although he still wanted to be away from this place as quickly as possible.


They pushed on through to the next car—the stasis chamber itself. The room was even colder than the generator car, although the Costeaus must have shut off the power hours ago. Thin milky stalactites hung from the ceiling. Hard icy patches obscured portions of the metallic floor. Until today, this chamber had probably been a sealed freezer for over two hundred years. Now the inexorable process of temperature equalization had begun. The ice was melting. If any stasis-frozen humans had remained, they would be well on their way to a more permanent sleep.


The occupants of this freezer were gone, however. The pirates had found what they were looking for.


“There were two of them,” Kelly said quietly. The pair of large plastic cradles in the center of the car was empty, the pale ivory cocoons missing. The genetically manufactured tissues that surrounded the sleepers would keep their metabolism stable for at least thirty hours—long enough for the Costeaus to get them to a Wake-up facility up in the Colonies.


Bronavitch felt even more disturbed than he had earlier. There were two of them. Jesus! Why couldn't there have been one ... or three ... or twenty-six?


Kelly walked past the cradles to the other end of the stasis chamber. He used his glove to wipe the frost from a pair of glass gauges.


“The other cars in the train must be tankers. This meter says there's enough fuel left to run the generators for another fifty years or so."


Bronavitch grimaced. “And why were there only two capsules? This car's big enough to hold a dozen and it wouldn't have taken much more fuel. Yet there were only two capsules."


Kelly turned from the gauges and looked straight at him. “There's probably a simple explanation. The capsules contain a husband and wife, I'll bet—somebody's great, great-—whatever—grandparents.” Kelly smiled like a three-year-old with a new toy. “Now, recently, some rich young kid up in the Colonies finds a family heirloom that tells how his wealthy ancestors put themselves into stasis during the final days. The heirloom explains where and how they were frozen and the kid thinks it would be just great if he could bring them out of hibernation. To do it legally, of course, you've got to get E-Tech's permission, and that means going through all sorts of official channels and maybe getting turned down after a year of fighting the red tape. So the rich kid figures he'll avoid all that hassle. He hires himself some Costeaus, gives them the map, and tells them they'll get a nice fat bonus if they succeed in waking up his ancestors."


“That doesn't answer my question, Kelly. If these were some rich husband and wife, why didn't they buy their way up to the Colonies? Or if they couldn't do that, then why not have ten other people frozen in here with them? They must have had some friends."


His partner smiled annoyingly. “Maybe they were a couple of greedy industrialists. You've read how crazy things were in the final days. People got selfish. They did just about anything to survive."


“Yeah, and it wasn't just people who did anything to survive."


Anger broke across Kelly's face. “Now I don't want to hear what you're thinking! They were wiped out—nobody's seen one in two centuries. They're gone—long dead. Now if you go spouting your thoughts back at base, E-Tech's gonna go into a mild panic—all for nothing, I might add. And you and I are gonna spend the next two weeks down in this tunnel, searching for clues so that some E-Tech exec can get his official report made up and shoved into the archives. All for nothing, dammit!"


Bronavitch shook his head. “How can you be so certain? Jesus, what if you're wrong? What if one of those bastards gets awakened up in the Colonies? Things could get real messy and you and I could get in a hell of a lot of trouble for not reporting this."


Kelly stared up at the ice-crusted ceiling. “Maybe,” he said softly, “there could be a cave-in down here. We could report that the Costeaus were probably artifact-hunting..."


“That's irresponsible! I'm not going to have this on my conscience, Kelly! This could be the beginning of a bad situation and we're duty bound to report it."


Kelly's jaw tightened. “All right, dammit! We'll report. But no speculation. We tell E-Tech exactly what we've found and let them come to conclusions. I don't want any extra trouble from this."


“Agreed."


Kelly brushed past him and stomped back toward the generator car. Bronavitch paused to stare at the two empty stasis cradles.


Two of them. He could not shake the fear. Stories that he had learned as a schoolboy came back to him; stories made even more terrifying by two hundred years of legend.


He shuddered. It was neither the time nor place to dwell on such things. He turned and quickly followed Kelly back out into the tunnel.




Her son, Jerem, spotted the strange men…


 


 


Her son, Jerem, spotted the strange men first. His twelve-year-old face expanded into a grin as he pointed across the grassy lot that separated their home from Bob Max's antique-cluttered yard.


Such a mess, Paula wailed privately, wishing once again that Max would be miraculously struck by an urge to scour, arrange, and clean his two-story tiled house, or else sell his land to someone with a better sense of propriety. He was hardly ever home, anyway.


Jerem tugged her sleeve, forced her to acknowledge the two figures wandering among the old cars, fridge units, freefall worksuits, hydrospheres, and general debris that forested the dealer's yard. She glanced at the two men, then instinctively turned her attention to a particularly obtrusive piece of twenty-first-century Earth furniture—a home accelerator couch—that Max had mounted along the edge of his front porch. Paula could have accepted the couch by itself, but Max had chosen to adorn it with the lifelike model of a nude, spread-legged woman, thus cueing visitors to the couch's original function as a sexual toy. She certainly did not consider herself a prude, but these days she worried for Jerem. Lately, he seemed to spend a lot of time looking at that model.


“Mom!” This time he tugged the sleeve of her old blouse so forcefully that she almost lost her balance. She gave him a scolding glare, but he just grinned and wagged his finger excitedly toward the two men.


The grassy lot that separated their yards was about a hundred feet wide. A narrow road bisected the lot, twisting its way through a forest of oaks and pines to the north and south. Eastward, beyond Max's home, the twin forests came together and rose upward, vanishing into a thick layer of white cumulus. The clouds darkened as she raised her gaze; precursors of tonight's special occasion—a thunderstorm.


“They're weird,” Jerem exclaimed. “Do you think they're freefallers?"


Freefallers? Paula craned her neck to stare almost straight up through a break in the cloud cover. She glimpsed a portion of their cylindrical world's major city, New Armstrong, four miles and nearly a hundred and fifty degrees away. “Freefallers would have trouble standing up without adjustor suits,” she explained. “When they visit the Colonies, they usually have to stay at the north- or south-pole hotels."


“I know. Or they can stay two miles up—at the center—where there's no gravity!"


She nodded, brought her attention back to Max's yard. The two men stood back to back in front of one of Max's most prized possessions—a nine-foot-high ceramic-steel statue of an Apollo astronaut. As she watched, the two men separated, circled the relic, and met again on the other side. Jerem was right. There was something very odd about them.


The boy cracked a laugh. “I know—they're clactors!"


“Col-lec-tors,” she corrected.


“No, clactors! Clown actors,” he said proudly. “It's a Quikie word."


She smiled. Quikie was her son's latest preoccupation. Over the last few weeks, she had been bombarded with his semisecret school language. Quikie apparently was the current rage throughout the Lamalan educational system.


Last month it was fantasies of cave exploring and next month ... She thought again of the nude figure on the accelerator couch and wished, not for the first time, that there was some way of making him grow up a bit slower.


A series of rhythmic booms sounded from the sky—windholes being formed in preparation for tonight's thunderstorm.


For the past several weeks, all of the local channels had been proclaiming the artificially created gale. It would be the first one in Lamalan in almost two years and would affect the entire twenty-three-mile length of the floating cylinder that was their home. Naturally, Jerem was desperately excited.


She glanced from her son back to the men in Max's yard. They were frozen in catlike poses, back to back, faces searching the sky. Paula followed their gaze and saw only pale clouds, chunks of the faraway New Armstrong, and sporadic patches of sunlight gleaming from the mirrored reflectors that striped their world.


Lamalan followed the basic design of most of the other Colonies. The northern end of the cylinder faced the sun in order to harvest the solar energy necessary for their electrical needs. The original architects had divided the inner surface of the cylinder into six strips, each twenty-three miles long. Alpha, Gamma, and Epsilon were land areas, and the other two-mile-wide arcs—Beta, Delta, and Zeta—were composed of thick slabs of cosmishield glass. Outside the glass, in the vacuum of space, rows of mirrors caught the northern sunlight and directed it through the transparent shields. The mirrors were programmed to rotate through a twenty-four-hour cycle, providing Lamalan with standard day and night. Paula had lived in the Colonies all her life, yet she still felt awed by the technological geniuses who had designed these space islands over two hundred years ago.


Jerem leaned over their porch railing until she feared he would somersault into the flower bed, three feet below. “The windhole startled them,” he proclaimed.


He was probably right, but who in the Colonies would be startled by windholes? Small children, perhaps, but certainly no one who had been brought up in one of the slowly rotating cylinders.


“Mom, aren't there Colonies that never have thunderstorms?"


She nodded. That could be the answer. A few of the cylinders were dedicated strictly to agricultural purposes. Profarmers certainly would not allow thunderstorms or wind turbulence to interfere with their crop raising. If these two men had spent their lives within agricultural cylinders, many aspects of an urban colony like Lamalan might appear strange to them.


“What do you think they're looking for?” Jerem asked, leaning out another precarious inch over the railing.


Paula decided the men had occupied enough of their time. “It's none of our business.” She gripped the nape of his collar and gently pulled him back onto the porch. “Come on, we've got some work to do. I want you to help me clean up that duty trunk we picked up at the auction last week."


“Awww, Mom! It's Saturday morning!"


“I know. Help me clean the duty trunk and then haul a load of junk down to Turman's port for recycling. After that, you can take off."


“I'm not a slave,” he argued. “All my friends get to do whatever they want on weekends!"


“And so can you, as soon as you finish your chores."


“That's cruel!"


“Yes, I know. A few hours of work each week is pretty harsh."


“Yeah, right.” He tried to make the words sound indignant, could not.


She smiled with affection into the lively blue eyes. He was a good-looking young man, still boyishly thin, but growing at a rate that sometimes startled her. Heightwise, he was almost up to her shoulders. And the mop of tangled brown hair added an extra couple of inches.


“Ya know,” he began, in a subdued tone she recognized as being fraught with trickery, “I could probably take that junk down to Turman's on the way to school Monday morning. It's almost in the same direction."


“No."


“But it would make more sense to do it all in one trip! I could bike there in less than a half hour and then cut straight over to Alpha sector and catch the rail to school."


Paula slipped into one of her mildly disapproving frowns. “No. You're enough trouble waking up at the normal hour on schooldays. I don't intend spooning you no-grog before we face sun."


He gave an exaggerated sigh and hopped onto the railing. “Ma, ease-lee-me, lo-life, high-no!"


It was Quikie and she still had not figured out the basis of the language. It did not sound obscene, though. She would let it pass.


“Come on, let's get to work. The faster we get moving, the more time you'll have for yourself.” She slid open the screened front door and stepped into the house.


“Hey, they're coming over here!"


Paula turned around in the doorway. The two men had hopped Max's low decorative fence and were making their way across the grassy lot. Jerem giggled.


It was the odd way they walked that amused him. Long, rhythmless strides seemed to degenerate every few steps, became mincing shuffles, as if their feet were about to buckle out from under them. Both men kept their left hands tucked into the side pockets of long gray jackets.


“C-ray ignors,” Jerem whispered.


“I've never seen ignors act like that,” Paula said. Mental retardation had been a serious problem among the descendants of the early spacefarers. Asteroid and Lunar miners in particular had often risked too much time away from the shielded Colonies and had suffered chromosomal damage, which they had passed on to their children. But cosmic-ray ignors were usually too mentally deficient to even dress or bathe themselves. Most of them still alive in this day and age were institutionalized; those who remained free usually gravitated to one of the slum Colonies.


The men crossed the road. Loose trousers blossomed from well-worn boots. The gray jackets were winter issue, certainly too warm for Lamalan, even in its coldest season. Pocono Colony boasted year-round snow weather, and a few of the other leisure cylinders offered perennial cold climates. Yet she sensed that these two had come from none of those places.


They hopped the small fence that defined her property.


Both looked to be about Paula's age, perhaps a bit older—closer to forty. The shorter one stood about five foot seven. A bang of frizzled gray hair drooped across the left side of his forehead, almost touching the eyebrow. The mouth was narrow, downturned, and delicately flaccid. Sad brown eyes avoided Paula's gaze.


The other man had a carefully groomed blanket of coal-black hair topping his six-foot frame. A tiny mustache accented a handsome and more open face. He halted a few feet from the porch and produced a salesman's smile. His sad-eyed companion stopped two paces behind and to the left of him.


The smiling man withdrew his hand from the jacket. He coughed delicately into his fist. “Excuse me, please, but would you perhaps know the whereabouts of the gentleman who owns that house?"


His voice emerged deep and bountiful, like a professional announcer's. As he spoke, the shorter man pointed toward Max's home.


Paula came back out onto the porch. She closed the screen door behind her. “Bob Max is probably away on one of his buying trips. We haven't seen him for several days."


The smile lost none of its luster. “Did he perhaps leave word with you regarding his return? You see, we had an appointment with him this morning ... to purchase some antiquities. We do not know him very well, but his reputation suggests that he is a most prompt and gracious host. Today's tardiness is most upsetting."


Jerem leaned over the porch railing. “We sell antiques! Super-quality stuff ... and we're bonded by the Antiquers’ Guild."


“How fascinating! Perhaps I could spend some time browsing through your merchandise while we await our host. I'm sure he won't be much longer ... likely there's been some scheduling mix-up with his shuttle. My friend could wait outside and watch for his arrival."


Paula laid her arm across Jerem's shoulders. It was the signal that he was to be silent and allow her to handle this exchange.


“Where are you from?” she asked pleasantly.


The smile brightened. “We come from the Colony of Velvet-on-the-Green. Have you heard of it?"


She had. “A hedonist island, as I recall.” That was about the nicest thing she could think of to say about the place. Velvet-on-the-Green was a leisure colony, catering mainly to rich perverts.


His fingers groomed the contoured mustache. “It is difficult being away from home ... As you may know, our colony has seven-eighths normal gravity.” The smile expanded until Paula thought it would explode from his face. “We do not leave home very often. These G forces are simply punishing. Why, it makes one self-conscious merely walking!"


She smiled back. “I'm sure it's hard on you.” She had never been to Velvet-on-the-Green, had no intention of ever going there. But it did have subnormal gravity, and that could explain the odd gait of these two. Then again, there was something strangely disquieting about them—some hidden facet that ran counter to the smiling man's words. And those heavy jackets ... 


“You two must be sweating in those things."


He tried for a dismal nod but the smile burned through. “Yes, we are quite uncomfortable. However, we dare not remove our garments, for the attire bespeaks our current status. We are being disciplined by our owner because of some recent errant behavior. Our sentence will not end until we return to Velvet—only then may we remove these cold-weather jackets."


“Are you slaves?” Jerem asked, with a touch of awe.


The man grinned momentarily at Paula, then turned to her son.


“We're not real slaves—not the kind you've probably read about in school. We're sort of ... pretend slaves. It's like a game. When you're older, I'm sure you'll understand it much better."


She hoped Jerem would never understand it.


“Is your owner here?” the boy asked.


Jerem's wide-eyed expression warned Paula that a barrage of questions was forthcoming. She debated trying to silence him before the conversation became too embarrassing, decided against it. She wanted to learn more about these two before she allowed Smiler into her gallery.


He answered calmly. “Our owner has remained in Velvet-on-the-Green. After all, why should he have to suffer through this terrible gravity when he has slaves to do his bidding?"


“But if he's not here,” Jerem argued, “then why don't you take off your jackets?"


“Ahhh, but the pleasure of the game would be destroyed. You see, in order for us to feel like slaves, we must act like slaves. We must do exactly as we are commanded or else risk marring our integrity."


“But why would you want to be slaves when you could be free?"


Smiler put his hand to his mouth, pivoted, and sneezed. Sad-eyes grinned mirthlessly and, in a voice that seemed totally devoid of emotion, said: “We like being slaves. It's exciting."


Paula stared at the shorter man. She repressed a shudder when his tongue slithered between his lips and licked at the air.


Smiler delicately wiped his nose and turned back to Paula. “And wearing cold-weather jackets is mild punishment. Whippings are much worse."


Jerem's curiosity climbed to a new level. “You mean you get beaten? For real?"


Smiler laughed. “Oh, yes. A very special excitement flows to your soul when you learn you are to be beaten. Hasn't your mother ever spanked you?"


Jerem shook his head vehemently, more to hide embarrassment than to contradict the man. Occasionally, Paula bent him over and smacked him good.


“A beating,” Smiler continued, “can become a special pleasure."


“But if you..."


Paula interrupted. “Jerem, that's enough. These two men are probably weary of being questioned.” Her son was already well on his way to learning about the bizarre world of adults. She did not intend for these perverts to advance his education.


“Such questions are rather tiring.” The smile degenerated into another sneeze. He produced a kerchief, blew his nose. “Excuse me, please, but these trees...” He waved his arms at the surrounding forests. “I believe I've developed an allergic reaction."


“Don't they have trees in your cylinder?” Jerem began.


“Yes,” Paula answered, “they probably have trees, but of a different variety."


She faced Smiler. “Our gallery uses a filtered air system. You would probably be more comfortable inside.” She did not want to let him in, but she could not think of a polite way to refuse. Best to get it over with.


“Jerem,” she continued, “I want you to go upstairs and get the key to the gallery."


He nodded and dashed into the house. “Get the key” was their signal that the security system monitoring the gallery was to be turned on. The control panel and recorder were located upstairs in a hall closet. A pair of microcams, hidden in the gallery walls, fed audio-video to the master unit.


Antique robberies seldom occurred on Lamalan and a surveillance system would certainly not prevent one from happening. However, the police could later use the recording to ID suspects.


Many galleries employed a permanent on-line security system. Paula dealt with clients who requested anonymity and she honored such requests. She used the security system only in unfamiliar situations.


She nodded to Smiler. “Follow me, please."


They don't look like robbers, she thought. Then again, they don't look like anyone else I've ever met.


She led him down the entrance hall, past their living and dining rooms to the imposing wooden door near the back of the house. I should be thankful for small favors, thought Paula. Sad-eyes had elected to remain outside.


“Marth Antiques,” read Smiler. “A most phonetically pleasing name."


The sign was mounted on the thin strip of wall beside the gallery door; gold letters etched onto a flat-black rectangular plate. The door itself was solid oak, grown on Earth and chiseled into diamond patterns by a woodcarver some two hundred years ago. Inset emerald bands glittered under the hallway's soft golden light.


“A most beautiful portal!"


“Thank you."


Jerem bounded down the stairway and, with a breathless nod, handed her the old-fashioned twistkey. She felt a bit safer knowing that the security system was activated, though a faint chill swept up her spine as Smiler followed her into the gallery.


He appraised the room carefully. The chamber was a twenty-five-foot square with rounded corners. Lush ivory carpeting covered the floor and rose up the walls to blend into vertical slabs of white pine, which were hesitantly streaked with rainbow gloss. The pine studs tongue-and-grooved into the slightly darker ceiling timbers. Brass lanterns hung from the rafters, spotlighting the various daises under diffused yellow light. The lanterns were computer-controlled and randomly programmed to vary the intensity of illumination so that different exhibits were periodically accented by stronger light.


Paula cleared her throat, caught Smiler's attention. “We specialize in twenty-first-century microprocessor tools. I believe you'll find that we have one of the finest small collections outside of the museums. Naturally, we have a full E-Tech license for the vending and purchasing of machine antiques. And we are always interested in new acquisitions, provided they are at least one hundred and seventy-five years old."


Smiler nodded. His eyes calmly panned the gallery.


So much for her standard speech. As always, she had intimated that Marth Antiques dealt strictly over the counter, which was not really true. Occasionally, she came across black-market items, and although she never purchased them herself, there were trader shops over in New Armstrong that would. If one of Paula's referrals resulted in a sale, the trader shop would kick back a small percentage. It was a fairly safe way of making a little extra money. The Guardians had their hands full just trying to keep tabs on the major black marketers; people who made referrals were almost completely ignored. And Paula had her principles—she refused to consider dangerous or degrading items. Weapons and genetic toys were the province of the more covert dealers. Like Bob Max.


Smiler hesitated for a moment in the doorway, then walked to the nearest dais. He examined the steel-gray rectangular box with a critical eye.


“It's a mid-twenty-first century. Pre-Apocalyptic,” she added needlessly. “It's a programmable table saw with an enclosed beam sander. Cuts and polishes all woods and most plastics and metals."


“Made on Earth?” he asked.


“Yes. And it still functions. We sell only fully operable antiques. Would you like to see a demonstration?"


“Indeed, yes!"


Paula flipped open the recessed control panel beside the doorway and activated the switch for that exhibit.


The table saw's plastic casing jerked upward, split in half, and unfolded rapidly to expose the inner working surface. Paula was always prepared for demonstrations—a piece of sheet aluminum had already been placed within the chucks.


She hit the second switch and a soft hum filled the gallery as microlasers ignited and carved a preset pattern in the aluminum sheet. In less than ten seconds the work was done. The table saw shut itself down.


Paula walked to the dais and withdrew the aluminum doily that had been carved out of the sheet. She handed it to Smiler.


He held it up to the light, examined the finely laced edges. “My. Such a pretty example. Why, with such a machine, one could quickly become an artist!"


“Yes, they could.” Paula had been in the business long enough to know that the machine was of no real interest to him.


She decided to probe. “What sort of antiques are you here to see Max about?"


Smiler moved to the next dais—a modular ice cutter—and ran his fingers in a circular pattern on the side of the casing. “We seek the esoteric."


He pivoted to face her. “That is not to say that you do not possess a most beautiful collection, Ms. Marth. At my owner's bidding, I have traveled extensively. Rarely have I come across a more beautiful selection. I am surprised that you do not advertise yourself—a small sign outside this building would doubtlessly attract more attention."


“This is also my home,” said Paula. “Besides, we are a little off the main urban routes. And I do advertise in the Antiquers’ Guild bulletins and on several of the major trade channels."


“Of course."


Jerem coughed loudly from the doorway. “Mom, can I go now? To do my chores,” he added wistfully.


Paula nodded and he was out of the gallery in a flash. Being around a pair of self-professed slaves obviously did not compare to the prospect of a free Saturday.


Smiler wandered through the room, carefully examining each item. Paula patiently responded to his simple questions, knowing all the while that he had no interest in her answers. It was all a polite game.


She came to the tentative conclusion that he was a black marketer. Bob Max certainly operated on the fringes—her trader friends in New Armstrong claimed that Max had even been to the surface on illegal prospecting expeditions. That was very risky business. Lately, the Irryan Council seemed to be making a more concerted effort to crack down on the pirates. Costeaus, however, did not scare easily. They would take their shuttles anywhere for the right price.


Paula did not think that Smiler was a Costeau, but he could be an illegal dealer. There was a quality of toughness beneath his manners that reminded her of some of the hardcore traders she had come across.


He finally ran out of questions. “A most blessed collection, Ms. Marth. You may be assured that my owner will be apprised of what I have seen. Perhaps he will someday have me return here ... to make purchases. Exquisite!"


Paula forced a smile, ushered him toward the door. “Come back any time,” she said tightly.


Outside, the sky had darkened considerably. Black storm clouds masked the colony's three alternate sun sectors, and only the eastward forest, gently curving up the cylinder, still received a measure of reflected light. To the north, visibility had been reduced to less than a mile. The usually comforting view of the south-pole circle, six miles distant, was hidden beyond thick clouds.


Sad-eyes stood like a sentinel at the corner of the porch. “No sign of Max,” he said without turning. Paula repressed another shudder at the sound of that bleak voice.


Smiler shook his head. “This is most disappointing. We have come a great distance and unfortunately cannot linger any longer. Other appointments await us."


Paula shrugged. “Would you like me to give Max a message?"


He seemed to consider her question for a moment. Then the smile brightened. “Yes, please do. Tell him that his Philadelphia friends were here. Perhaps you could even gently chastise him for being tardy."


“Of course."


Without another word, Smiler turned and ambled away from the porch. Sad-eyes fell into step beside him. In the same awkward mincing shuffle as before, they stepped over Paula's small fence, marched to the road, and headed north. Jerem appeared around the corner of the house.


Her son carried a bulky white plastic case. It was an authentic duty trunk used by spacemen over two hundred years ago.


“Mom, I still don't understand why they'd want to be slaves."


Paula shrugged and watched the pair vanish as the road curved into thick woodlands. “It's sort of an illness ... they probably can't help it."


“Will they always be like that? Can't they get into a psych-plan?"


She smoothed the front of her culottes. “I don't know.” Answers would be complicated enough if the men were really slaves, but she doubted there was much truth in anything Smiler had said.


Jerem produced a serious frown. “Maybe they were real slaves and they were too embarrassed about it, so they pretended to be pretend slaves."


Tension broke and she exploded with laughter. “Come on, I'll help you get to work on that trunk.” She gave him a quick hug as he set the case on the porch. He grimaced.


“Mom, I'm too big for that!"


Paula matched his somber tone. “Of course. Now why don't you run upstairs and get a sprayer. The inside of this trunk is filthy."


He nodded, ran through the doorway.


“Oh, and turn off the security system!” she yelled. “And code the last segment for filing."


Normally, the system erased its data after twenty-four hours. But Smiler ... he was going into her permanent files.


She scratched a fingernail across the compartmented interior of the duty trunk, searched for a nametag or corporate logo beneath the layers of encrusted grime. The Antiquers’ Guild possessed a master list on the millions of workers who had constructed the Colonies. Dating the relic would be simple if the original owner had indeed marked his property.


Jerem dashed from the house. The security recorder was clutched in his arms.


“Mom, look at this!"


He thrust the square plate in front of her face and tripped a sensor on its beveled edge.


An image appeared on the surface of the plate—the gallery as seen from high up on the southern wall. The door opened and she watched herself enter the room. But behind her, where Smiler should have been, came a twisting blur of multicolored motion.


The blur moved through the gallery. Paula stared in disbelief, heard herself explain the buying policies of Marth Antiques and the operational capabilities of the table saw.


She shook her head. “There must have been a malfunction in the recorder..."


“Shhh!” Jerem hissed. “Listen!"


A weird undulating sound came from the screen. It reminded her of a crowd of whispering people.


The noise stopped and she heard herself ask what sort of antiques Smiler was interested in. There was a pause; again, haunting whispers sounded. Jerem clutched her arm.


“That noise comes whenever he talks!"


She nodded thoughtfully, switched off the device.


“Maybe he wasn't human! Maybe he was an alien! Maybe the starships have come back!"


She gripped his shoulder. “Calm down. He was a man. And he was wearing a device called an AV scrambler. It distorts security systems, even passive ones like ours."


“I never heard of that!"


“They're very rare,” she explained, trying to keep the fear out of her voice. Rare, hell! On the black market, such a device would cost a fortune. AV scramblers were part of E-Tech's outlawed technology.


“Do you think they were Costeaus?” A bit of eagerness was gone from Jerem's voice, but real live pirates would still be considered an event.


Paula nodded calmly. “Yes, they were probably Costeaus.” She did not believe it.


“I want to see where they're going!” He dashed across the yard but careened to a halt at the sound of Paula's words.


“Jerem Marth, get back here!"


“I just wanna see..."


“Jerem!” She used her sternest voice.


“Awww, Mom!” He kicked at the grass and reluctantly trudged back to her side. “I wasn't going to do anything dumb!"


She looked him straight in the eye. “Those men could be dangerous. If they saw you following them, they might get angry."


“I'll bet I could run faster than they could,” he whined.


She nipped the argument by pointing at the duty trunk. “Where's that sprayer?"


His reply was sullen. “I left it upstairs."


“Go get it."


He booted the grass. “Even if they were slaves, I'll bet they got more freedom than I do!"


 


* * *


 


The storm grew steadily throughout the afternoon. By five o'clock, the air had become sticky and humid. Sporadic thunderclaps could be heard in the distance. Sunlight disappeared altogether. Black and gray clouds rolled across the sky, dissolving into one another and reemerging in new formations. The first lightning flashed just before six. There was no longer any evidence to indicate that they were living inside a huge cylinder. Jerem was ecstatic.


Paula came to the porch with his jacket, ignoring, as usual, protests that he did not need to cover up. He squirmed into the nylon garment just as a thunderbolt cracked directly overhead, shaking the air. In a matter of minutes, the temperature plummeted at least twenty degrees and cold mist began to dampen their faces. A huge fissure blossomed in the western clouds. Scarlet-yellow lightning strobed the heavens.


“Did ya see that!” Jerem whispered. “That was chroma-controlled! You wouldn't believe how hard that is to phase into the storm! Our science teacher says that they gotta generate millions of volts and then they put petro dust into the atmosphere and they trip the banks and inject feeder currents and they can make it any color they want by changing the chemicals in the dust!"


Paula faked a fascinated nod and tightened the Velcro tab on the collar of her own jacket. Despite the claims of safety, these immense storms unsettled her. There was something inherently disturbing about megavoltage forces ripping apart the sky, sucking at the very air: ecospheric temper tantrums.


Throughout the day, local news channels had been proclaiming the storm. Psychologists gave testimony to the benefits of allowing regulated loss of control. Lamalan social planners congratulated themselves for creating an evening of mass entertainment. People tended to buy excessive amounts of food and supplies prior to a storm, a curious phenomenon that inspired grocers and the Intercolonial Profarmers Union to roundly endorse thunderstorms.


Others objected to the raging spectacles. The Anti-T-storm League fought for the abolition of thunderstorms throughout the Colonies, and they had been vocally demonstrating their cause on Lamalan during the past week. Paula suspected that there were a great many adults like herself who tread the middle ground—disliking thunderstorms but tolerating them. Jerem's obvious joy had a lot to do with her own acceptance.


Green lightning spiraled lengthwise through the cylinder. The accompanying roar shook their porch. Jerem's excited words were lost beneath crackling aftershocks.


One thing was for certain—the controversy over thunderstorms was growing. Lamalan's last storm, two years ago, had sparked only a handful of protests. Today's event ignited official statements, both pro and con, from numerous organizations.


Even major Intercolonial groups had been drawn into the fray. E-Tech's archnemesis, La Gloria de la Ciencia, had come out strongly in favor of the storms, praising Lamalan's “courage in the face of a vocal minority.” E-Tech had issued a statement denouncing the excessive technology inherent in T-storm creation, although their protest had been carefully worded to assure everyone that they had no intention of calling for the outlawing of such events.


The heavens burst apart into a spider web of fierce golden light. Paula covered her ears as thunder rocked the house.


“Jerem, why don't we go inside and watch the rest of it from the window? You can see just as well."


He shook his head and wiped the rain from his face.


“Okay, so why don't we at least move back from the edge of the porch. There's no sense in getting completely soaked."


A trio of loud booms drowned out his reply.


“Jerem?"


“What'd ya say, Mom?"


“Why don't we..."


Blue-white explosions blistered the sky. Paula gave up. She had promised that he could watch this storm outside, a privilege that she had denied him two years ago—much to his chagrin and to her later regret. Arguments that had nothing to do with thunderstorms inevitably ended with: “Yeah, and you wouldn't let me watch the storm like everyone else, either!” Another two years of that was not worth it. She had, however, put her foot down when he suggested observing tonight's aerial calamity from atop their gently slanted roof. There would be a different sort of lightning right across his backside if he dared set foot off the porch.


“They say it's gonna end with red bolts!” he shouted above another wave of thunder. “They're the wickedest and loudest of all!"


Wonderful. It was going to get worse.


A light came on in Bob Max's house and Paula saw the old man's scrawny form briefly silhouetted through the large front porch window. He must have just gotten home—there had been no sign of activity throughout the day.


She felt that it was important to tell Max about the two men as soon as possible. She debated a wet dash across the now muddy lot. It was a short debate. Max did not even have a public phone—doubtlessly, only smugglers and Costeaus had access to his private line. And Jerem would become impossible if Paula left the porch while he was not permitted to.


Lightning flashed and another movement caught her eye. A gray shadow danced through the dealer's yard, froze momentarily against a large fridge unit, then disappeared. She squinted, searching the clutter of antiques for the source of the shadow.


The rain picked up, became a wind-whipped downpour, cascading in torrents across the porch. Their jackets were waterproof but Paula's thin summer slacks were not—they now clung to her like a second skin. She shivered. Jerem looked completely drenched, oblivious to all but the ravished sky.


And then they appeared—two men, dressed in dark clothing. They came out of Max's yard and crept along the edge of the old man's front porch. Dull red lightning sparkled in the air immediately surrounding their bodies—they were wearing active crescent webs. The defensive energy shields were usually invisible, but the rain was playing tricks, outlining the protective barriers.


Even though the men had their backs to her, Paula knew she was looking at the same pair who had come to her gallery this morning. Smiler and Sad-eyes. It was not just a logical guess. There was something instantly identifiable about them—a quality in their movements, as if they had been born in tandem.


She had no time to consider the ramifications of her thoughts. The two men stood up. The taller one—Smiler—leaped catlike over the porch railing. Sad-eyes slithered between the legs of the obscene model propped on Max's accelerator couch. In one swift motion, he lashed out and tore the head from the nude torso. It sailed over the railing and splattered into the mud.


Paula dropped to her knees beside Jerem. “Come on,” she hissed, “I want you to move!” She clamped a hand across his shoulder and dragged him behind the railing.


“Mom!"


“Hush! There's something going on over at Max's. I want us to be absolutely quiet and still. We can watch through the slits in the railing."


Her urgency got through to him. They crouched behind the railing like scared rabbits. For a while, nothing happened. The men had become statues on Max's porch—bold outlines, shimmering with each new stroke of lightning, but as still as if they had been de-energized by a switch. Paula began to feel silly.


And then with a swiftness that took her breath away, the two men leaped into the air and crashed through Max's plate-glass front window.


“Wow! Did ya see that!"


Paula nodded. For another eternity, there was no movement from inside the dealer's home. The light remained on, illuminating Max's living room. A table and some cushioned chairs were visible through the shattered window. Purple lightning splashed across the sky, casting a brief eerie glow across the landscape behind his house.


I should call the police. Her hair whipped across her face. She tucked it behind her ears and reached a decision.


“Jerem, I want you to stay right here. I don't want you to move. I'm going to run in the house and call—"


Bob Max jumped—or was pushed—through his broken window. He landed feet-first on his porch, stumbling forward. He slammed into the railing and flipped over into the mud. He struggled to his knees and tried to stand up.


Thunder blasted. Smiler appeared suddenly on Max's porch. Sad-eyes came around the side of the house—he must have exited through the dealer's back door.


Paula dared not risk calling the police—not now. Smiler was looking in their direction. He would certainly spot her if she stood up.


Max made it to his feet just as Sad-eyes came up behind him. Max must have sensed the man's presence. He started to turn around. Sad-eyes kicked Max's legs out from under him. Max hit the mud like a felled tree.


A beam of twisting black light erupted from Smiler's hand. The dark luminous beam streaked in a circle around Max's prone form. Smiler snapped his wrist. The light stopped circling and plunged downward, burying itself in the dealer's spine. Max jerked once and then lay still.


Paula clutched her son—a grip of maternal protectiveness mixed with sheer terror. She knew Max was dead and she knew what had killed him.


Data streamed through awareness—facts about the two men that had nagged at her since this morning. Sad-eyes and Smiler. Contrasting speech styles—a voice too inflective and a voice without emotion. Oddly coordinated movements. AV scramblers. And the final clue—the black light of the Cohe wand, a hand weapon so deadly that its mere possession would subject the owner to E-Tech's harshest penalties.


The two men who were not really two men would have little concern over such laws. They were not human. They were a creature born out of the dark years before the Apocalypse, over two hundred years ago.


A Paratwa.


She clutched Jerem even tighter. Smiler seemed to be staring straight at them. It saw us earlier. It knows we're hiding here. It's going to kill us.


“Mom,” Jerem began anxiously.


“Shhh!” We could make a run for the front door, lock it—no, it would come through the windows! The woods! We'll make a run for the woods, keep running until we find help! We might make it ... 


“Mom, they're leaving."


Smiler and Sad-eyes stepped past Max's body and headed for the road. Moments later, they disappeared behind the swaying trees.




Irrya's morning sunlight, tinted ocher…


 


 


Irrya's morning sunlight, tinted ocher by a spectral shift within the cylinder's outside mirrors, stained the office walls, discoloring the pale ivory and, in some spots, transforming it to rust. Potted juniper shrubs cast slim shadows, their upswept branches forming pencils of darkness against the bright light. The massive uncluttered desk was authentic oak and easily dominated the room's sparse furniture—three stout chairs, a corner table, a small glass-enclosed shelf maintaining four books in a sealed environment. A darkened comconsole rose from the back edge of the desk like a miniature mountain. A portly man occupied the leather chair opposite the console.


Despite his two decades as master of this office, the man still considered himself a temporary fixture. It was a proper enough attitude for the director of E-Tech.


Does consistency have a source?


Rome Franco searched his feelings for the origin of that particular musing.


Minor spat with Angela this morning. He had worn his dreamtube to bed last night. In her sleep, she had rolled over and knocked the headboard sensor out of alignment. A good dream interrupted. He had awakened, thoughtlessly yelled at her.


No, that was not the source. The emotion was strong enough to be the first recalled—only natural, since Angela had been his wife for thirty-nine years. It was a full sharecare relationship; in tandem most of the time, at worst, communicating. Any pulsations within such a marriage demanded preeminence.


The children? Lydia and Antony lived in the distant L4 colonies and each managed to open a channel several times a month. Lydia was pregnant again—grandchild three would be a boy. Antony's engineering group had offered him a surface assignment and he was still debating the merits of acceptance. His salary would almost double but the job risk factor would climb into a higher percentile as well. He was wise to ponder such a choice.


Rome shook his head. Not the children and not Angela. What then? Today's upcoming Council meeting?


His stomach tightened—he had pinpointed the turmoil. Does consistency have a source? Perhaps the Council of Irrya, governing body of the Colonies, was that source. The Council had certainly always been a wellspring of consistency.


It had ruled, uninterrupted, for over two hundred years, ever since those dark days following Earth's abandonment. Today, five people sat on the Council and it was their collective wisdom that determined the progress and direction of the Colonies. Rome and four others represented the hopes and fears of over a billion people. The five of them supplied the orbiting cylinders with a gestalt leadership that in two centuries had never floundered.


Yes, consistency appeared to have a source. But some of the current councilors sought to disrupt that harmony of understanding that had guided the survivors of Earth to a new beginning. Those councilors seemed to have lost the great considerations of the past.


The globe of the Earth spins below us and it is dead. Rome wanted to shake those councilors and point to the home world and say: Look at it! See what was done to it! The same madness that destroyed the world is festering again within this Council! Can't you see it?


They could not. All that they seemed capable of perceiving was E-Tech, omnipotently powerful for two centuries. And Rome Franco, director of the organization, was seen as their enemy.


He sighed. If consistency had a source, it also had a terminus. And when that point was reached, the cycle could begin again. History would be free to repeat itself.


I am afraid.


The underlying feeling was clear. I, Rome Franco, fear that the past will repeat itself.


The Irryan Council was slowly eroding the power of E-Tech. The march toward madness was beginning all over again. Limits were being ignored. Science and technology were poised to run rampant throughout the Colonies. People again seemed willing to denigrate themselves before the machines. The twin gods of profit and progress had risen and the voices of reason and balance were about to be drowned beneath the apocalyptic waves.


It must not be.


He recognized the crisis just as his forefathers had recognized it over two hundred years ago. Only their conception had come too late to save the Earth. E-Tech had sprouted from the madness of those final days: a diverse band of politicians, scientists, industrialists, engineers, and scholars who had united in order to limit the unchecked growth of technological advancement.


The Ecostatic Technospheric Alliance had struggled for acceptance in those early years; its goal of limiting humanity's knowledge ran counter to a long tradition of science without boundaries. Not until the genetic and nuclear horrors had fully manifested themselves, had E-Tech grown to its full stature.


We must remain powerful.


Today, more than ever, E-Tech's guidance was needed. Voices of unreason seemed to be everywhere—their cries had infested the Irryan Senate and, lately, the Irryan Council itself. Rome had been E-Tech's representative to the Council for close to twenty years and, until recently, his organization could count on strong support. But the tide had changed.


A steel guitar twanged softly. He suppressed his worries and leaned back in the soft leather of the chair. A brush across the light sensor of the intercom opened a channel to his execsec, whose office was two stories below.


“Yes?"


His secretary's formal baritone filled the room. “Sir, Pasha Haddad is calling. He requests an immediate secure conversation. Should I seal the lines?"


Rome sighed. E-Tech's Chief of Security would request a sealed line to discuss rose gardening. “Put him through when you're ready."


It took only a few seconds for Rome's desk screen to coalesce into the familiar lean dark face and shaved skull.


Pasha Haddad wasted no time. “We have a problem.” His voice was deep, poised. “A murder took place in the colony of Lamalan early last night. A smuggler—a man named Bob Max—was killed by a Cohe wand. Two neighbors witnessed the execution. They claim that the killers visited their antique gallery earlier in the day, inquiring about the victim. The witnesses are convinced—and so am I—that the killer was a Paratwa assassin."


If Haddad's hand had reached from the screen and slapped him, Rome could not have felt more stunned. “A Paratwa ... in the Colonies?” He found himself gripping the leather armrests.


Haddad's face wrinkled, betraying his age. The Pasha, too, had spent a good deal of his life in the service of E-Tech.


“The witnesses are a woman and her twelve-year-old son. Fortunately, the woman had the good sense to call E-Tech rather than the local police or the Guardians. Mother and son are now in our protective custody and the entire incident is still under wraps."


Rome found himself unwilling to believe. “A Paratwa? Are you certain?"


The Pasha gave a curt nod. “I've not spoken personally to the witnesses as yet, but my people are convinced of their sincerity. The woman was terrified. If the killers were not a Paratwa, they were certainly trying to imitate one. And there is no doubt about the murder weapon—it was a Cohe wand."


That in itself should be proof of identity. In his sixty-two years, Rome had only once seen the weapon. E-Tech had confiscated a wand from a private collector during a high-tech raid some twenty-five years ago. The collector had traced the weapon's ancestry clear back to his great-great-grandparents, who had retrieved it from a dead Paratwa outside their urban Texas home. The outlawed wand had been smuggled to the Colonies and treasured for two centuries as a family heirloom.


Rome recalled an E-Tech specialist demonstrating the captured weapon down in the Irryan vaults. Such a tiny device, the size and shape of an egg—a pale sliver of metal projecting from one end. How could such a simple-looking thing possess such a perilous reputation?


In his naivety, Rome had assumed that the weapon's association with the Paratwa killers had exaggerated its deadliness. The E-Tech specialist, naturally inexperienced with such a device, had gently squeezed its smooth surface. The twisting black light had lanced across the vault, slicing through the torsos of four practice dummies like a fin through water. Rome remembered being astonished at the speed of the incinerating beam and the way it seemed to whip from the specialist's hand as if it were some unbound power from within his very body. At that moment, Rome understood why the people of pre-Apocalyptic Earth had feared such weapons and why E-Tech had totally outlawed them.


Paratwa assassins had spent their entire lives training with the wands. It was said that the deadlier assassins became so skilled that they could whip a beam up a spiral staircase and still pierce or slice their target.


A Paratwa in the Colonies. He did not want to accept it.


Pasha Haddad seemed to read Rome's feelings. “It was a shock. We've always known that many of the assassins were unaccounted for at the time of the Apocalypse. There was always the possibility that some of them went into stasis during the final days, hoping to be awakened into some future era. But after two centuries ... I truly believed that we had seen the last of them."


Rome nodded, found that his thoughts were suddenly on Angela and the children. Irrational worries. There were more than a billion people in the Colonies—his own family was certainly statistically safe.


“We suspect,” Haddad continued, “that Costeaus were involved in this creature's revival. Four days ago, an illegal shuttle expedition retrieved a pair of stasis capsules from a sealed subway tunnel in the Philadelphia area. There was some concern that it could be a Paratwa, although that information did not reach my desk until a few hours ago.” Haddad looked angry over that fact. “Last night's victim—Bob Max—was known to have Costeau contacts. And the witnesses claim that one of the killers specifically mentioned Philadelphia."


Rome twisted uncomfortably in his chair. The leather seemed to be resisting his movement, preventing an easy uncrossing of his legs. “What about the Wake-up facility?"


The Pasha shrugged. “Naturally, we'll check all the registered stasis centers, but I am not optimistic. The Costeaus are known to have their own Wake-ups—illegal, of course. I doubt if we'll have much luck learning where this creature was revived."


Rome stared past the viewscreen to the velvet leaves of a potted calimer plant in the far corner. A Paratwa assassin. Of all the technological excesses of the twenty-first century, none had inspired the growth of E-Tech more than the Paratwa. The interlink killers had ravaged the world for some thirty years before the Apocalypse, carving a niche in the history texts that surpassed even the Nazi monstrosities of the previous century.


If a Paratwa assassin had indeed arisen, the political ramifications could be extraordinary. Rome felt a touch of guilt, but he was far too experienced to ignore the possible advantages for E-Tech. A Paratwa, threatening the Colonies, could provide certain gains to his organization. Within the Council, the erosion of E-Tech's power base might be halted, at least temporarily. No councilor would dare weaken E-Tech's scientific and social controls with an assassin on the loose. In the public mind, the eradication of the Paratwa was still linked with the rise of E-Tech. Even La Gloria de la Ciencia could not fail to recognize that fact.


Rome smiled to himself. Dear Angela often said that he could never become a great councilor, since he cared too much about other people. Then the sweet brown eyes would sparkle and she would crush him under a proper Sicilian hug.


In a way, though, she was right. There were councilors who, if they were in Rome's position, would secretly impede the assassin's capture in order to strengthen their political base.


He faced the screen again. “You say that the Guardians have not yet been notified. I believe that places E-Tech in the position of violating the Irryan charter."


It was rare to see Haddad smiling. “I took the liberty of withholding the incident from you until this morning. This is a proper—and legal—position for an underling to take. Since you, as director of E-Tech, are officially responsible for informing the Guardians, no laws have yet been broken."


Rome nodded wryly. Haddad's rationale was open to debate. “I gather that you've used the extra time to work on leads."


The Pasha gave a slow nod. “Unfortunately, we haven't learned too much. It's mostly speculation at this point. Bob Max could have been the one who organized the Costeau expedition that retrieved the stasis capsules from Philadelphia. He definitely had pirate contacts and we know he had been to the surface—illegally—at least three times. No one could ever prove it in court, but my people are certain of their information."


“Why do you think he was killed?"


The Pasha shook his head. “Perhaps he tried to double-cross the Costeaus. Or maybe he didn't realize what they were waking up. Bob Max may have panicked, threatened to report that they had brought a Paratwa out of stasis. The pirates could have sent the assassin to kill him. It's also possible that both Max and the Costeaus were being used by some third party. Max may have been the middleman who hired the pirate crew to go to Philadelphia."


“And this third party could have had Max killed in order to prevent him from talking."


Haddad nodded. “It's possible. But right now, everything's guesswork. We do have some deepthroaters with the smugglers and I've already authorized that they be contacted. They may be able to learn more about that shuttle expedition to Philadelphia and about Bob Max's pirate friends. We'll need time, though. If word of this goes public, the Costeaus will clam up for certain. Artwhiler's people will come blundering in, demanding answers, and the pirates will react by shutting all the doors."


Rome winced. Councilor Augustus J. Artwhiler was the Supreme Commander of the Intercolonial Guardians. Not only would the Guardians stamp out any possible leads but Artwhiler himself would turn the whole incident into a political fireball. The man approached problems with the subtlety of a battering ram.


“How long do you think we can keep word of this killing under wraps?"


Haddad stared. “There are about twenty of our people who know about it thus far, plus the two witnesses. Everyone has been made aware of the security issues involved. I don't think there will be any immediate leaks, although eventually word could get out."


Rome made a decision. He did not like the idea of bending the law, but they needed time to check on leads before word of the killing spread through the Colonies. “All right. We'll keep the incident restricted.” And to hell with Artwhiler.


“These Paratwa—I assume you've had our historical section dredging up data about them."


The Pasha gave a vigorous nod. “Yes, mainly to see if we can identify the breed. There was quite a variety of Paratwa assassins, originating from many different labs. Each breed had its own peculiar characteristics—fighting strengths and weaknesses, methods of operation, contractual reliability, end-user techniques for subjugation and manipulation..."


Rome held up his hand. It was disconcerting to realize that he knew very little about these creatures. Never in his career with E-Tech had it seemed important to learn about them. “Give it to me simply."


“Most of them were mercenaries,” Haddad explained, “but their user loyalties varied considerably. Some could be hired to perform a kill for cash, and others demanded payment in the form of reciprocal loyalty. Some assassins spent their entire lives as bodyguards for wealthy industrialists, and others drifted from user to user—true soldiers of fortune, seeking out the most profitable enterprises. Some specialized in political assassination while others hired out to do battle with police or army units. Still others took anything that came along. And in the later years, many of them fell under the dominion of the Ash Ock—the Paratwa leaders."


The Royal Caste. Rome remembered reading about them as a youngster. “The Ash Ock—their breed was wiped out, wasn't it?"


“Yes. There were only five of them and our records show that the last three were destroyed shortly before the Apocalypse. Besides, they were not really assassins. Those of the Royal Caste were created in order to unite the others—bring into being a society of Paratwa."


And replace humans, Rome recalled. He suppressed a shudder.


“Of the pure assassins,” Haddad continued, “the worst appear to have been the Voshkof Rabbits and the Jeek Elementals. It is not likely that we are dealing with a member of one of those breeds."


“Why not?"


“According to our history files, they never left witnesses."


Rome shook his head. He did not believe in supermen. No matter how awful the Paratwa were, they were fallible. They could be defeated. An assassin in the Colonies was a problem that could be solved.


Another thought occurred to him. “These witnesses ... do you think they're safe? They obviously got a good look at this creature."


The Pasha wagged his head. “Even the lesser Paratwa breeds were thoroughly trained in the art of disguise. Many of them were reportedly so good that witnesses were later not even certain of their gender.” Haddad paused. “I do not believe that the woman and her son are in any danger. To be on the safe side, though, we're going to keep them in our custody for as long as possible."


Rome nodded. “Do we have a chance of capturing this creature before it kills again?"


“I tend to doubt it. To begin with, we should get our terminology straight. No one has ever captured a Paratwa assassin. When cornered, they fought to the death. Always."


Rome took that in stride. “Do you think there will be any sort of panic when word of this assassin finally goes public?"


Haddad spoke slowly. “I believe ... that there will be a certain degree of alarm within the more educated realms of our society—the people who are most aware of historical parameters and who might see themselves as possible targets for a Paratwa. I do not think there will be any panic among the general populace, at least at first."


“You don't believe we can easily ... stop this creature.” It was more a statement than a question.


“It will be difficult."


“Recommendations?"


Haddad drew a deep breath. “We've got to learn more about the behavior of these creatures. There's a wealth of data in our historical archives, but there's no one alive today who has the background knowledge to formulate a specific plan of action. We should assign a priority crew to the historical section."


“How about Begelman?” E-Tech's archives were the finest and most complete in the Colonies and it was not difficult to access general data from the computers. But relevant information was sometimes hidden, improperly filed, or lost amid gigabytes of similar data. Occasionally, E-Tech's original programmers of two centuries ago had deliberately camouflaged data within unrelated programs. There was an art to retrieving such information. Begelman was one of their finest computer hawks.
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