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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


Observe!


The whole universe lies before us—a billion galaxies frozen in flight, an explosion whose radial billowing is checked, but only apparently, by the transient nature of life itself.


Let us continue watching as the focus narrows.


Now we see a single galaxy, beautiful but unremarkable, a conglomerate of a billion burning orbs. The star fields flow outwards. Now we observe a single sun; now a planet; a continent; a sunlit hillside. A creature moves on that hillside—slowly, painfully, without grace.


He is a member of his planet’s dominant species, but immature and sickly. Name: Denny Hargate. Age: twelve years. Illness: multiple peripheral neuritis. Prognosis: not good.


Is this, we may ask, a random sampling? What reason could there be for singling out this small and insignificant being whose world-line is destined to be so pitifully brief?


What reason indeed?


We must decide for ourselves …


The handgrips of the duralloy crutches had become buttery with sweat.


Denny paused for a moment, wondering if it really had been a mistake for him to try reaching Cotter’s Edge alone, and with the cessation of his own movement the sloping meadow seemed to come to life. The rustling of the dry grasses, endlessly multiplied, gave him the sense of being adrift on a murmurous ocean. Birds disputed in the distance, purposeful insects droned past him and the colliding molecules of the air hissed in his ears. He closed his eyes, rejecting the surrounding multi-hued brilliance, and reviewed the morning’s inconclusive skirmish with his mother.


Twice he had nailed her, with neat verbal sniper-shots which would have silenced anybody but his mother for days. During the night there had again been dreams of being able to walk and run; and he had allowed himself to be completely deceived by them, with the result that the awakening had been very bad. The illusions and memories had been persuasive, though, and when he rose and saw the brightness of the day he had made a genuine attempt to stand. Perhaps, on such a morning, the universe would have relented a little. He had commanded his thighs to stiffen and lock the knee joints into useful rigidity, but there had been an immediate sagging when he had attempted to move forward without the crutches. Obviously the universe was not going to play ball.


“How are you this morning, Denny?” his mother had said. Her voice, as always, had been light and casual, masking the fact that she was really asking if a miracle had occurred.


“Better than I would have thought possible,” he had replied, smiling, waiting until the auroras of naïve hope appeared in her eyes. “I do believe my dandruff is going to clear up altogether.”


Denny snorted with triumph as he recalled the way Kay Hargate had turned away from him, her face wan and introspective. Later, when he was preparing to go out, she had watched him struggling into his bomber jacket and had asked if he would not be wearing an overcoat. “I’m going to wear my overcoat,” he had said, “but I always find it’s best to put it on last. Any other arrangement looks plain silly.” Again, she had reacted like someone struck in the face and he had wondered if it would mean an end to the hovering nearby and the continual solicitude and damned stupid questions, but the respite had lasted only a minute. She had even tried adjusting his collar as he headed for the door, and that had been the final annoyance which had decided him that he was going all the way out to Cotter’s Edge, to visit the secret place.


As he stood swaying slightly in the centre of the pasture the decision began to appear childish. Getting out of the Greenways housing development and across the near-derelict interstate highway had been easy enough, but the strip of woodland for which he was aiming was more than a kilometre from the road and it was uphill most of the way. The effort needed for driving the crutches through the long grass had tired him out. Perspiring freely beneath his layers of clothing, Denny opened his eyes and fixed his gaze on the trees which plumed the crest ahead. They were etched in all the optimistic colours of April, picked out against a wind-busy sky in which there was a shifting of sunlight and an evident rearranging of patches of white and blue, light grey and dark grey. It had been on a similar morning, two years earlier, that he had discovered the secret place and now he could feel it calling to him.


Denny tightened his lips and began moving forward again. Ten minutes later he was entering a stand of field maples which although long-established had never grown big enough for use as timber. The ground here was covered with a dry brownish mulch of old leaves and he found he could progress with comparative ease. He skirted a rocky outcrop which marked the crest of the ridge and began the gradual descent towards the concealed clearing which was his destination. The air already seemed alive, possessed of a throbbing sense of imminence.


Denny had been in the literate stream at Carsewell Junior and some of the classic children’s books he had read had acquainted him with the notion that there might be “special places,” secluded natural nooks which could be recognised only by young people and towards which they felt an ineffable attraction. He had never expected to find one in the real world, however, and might have doubted his instincts had not the other ten-year-olds in the party been similarly affected. The four of them, two boys and two girls, had sat in the brown silence of the clearing for the best part of an hour, experiencing a rapport which was profound, vaguely sexual and—as far as Denny was concerned—deeply thrilling. But later, when he had tried referring to the incident, the others had joshed him with unexpected fierceness. It was as though they had all taken part in something shameful, something which was best forgotten.


Social pressures exerted by his friends had prevented his returning to the clearing as often as he would have liked; then had come the onset of his illness and the drastic reduction of his mobility, but he had made a number of visits to the secret place and had always been rewarded, though not necessarily in ways he understood. There was a silence there that was somehow articulate, a solitude without loneliness, a stillness compounded of myriad tremulous movements of the air. The outside world was reduced in importance until it was no more than a bright diorama, partially glimpsed through the screens of vegetation, and that was one of the secret place’s principal charms. Denny liked the idea that life was merely a shadow-play, that he was not going to miss out on much.


He carefully negotiated an area where tree roots patterned the ground like upraised veins, ducked his head to enter the clearing proper, and came to a halt—numb with shock—as he saw the auburn-haired young woman who stood there. She spun to face him, apparently as surprised as he, and for a long ringing moment he was transfixed. The girl appeared to be about twenty, was dressed in a simple bottle-green jacket and knee-length skirt, and was flawlessly beautiful in a way that Denny had not known was possible for any human being. He experienced a pang of reverence, the only immediate reaction of which he was capable, then saw the change in her eyes as she assimilated the fact that he was crippled. The sequence was a familiar one to him—concern, pity, diplomatic cheeriness—and he hated it all the more because she was unlike any girl he had ever seen and everything about their meeting should have been different.


“Hello,” she said in a low and unaccented voice. “Lovely morning, isn’t it?”


Denny turned his head, insolently, assessing the morning like a prospective buyer. “It’s all right.”


“You don’t seem too sure about that.” She smiled a challenge, and merely looking at her filled Denny with a sense of loss. Life was not a shadow-play, after all.


“I have to go now,” he muttered, beginning his laborious turning maneuver.


The girl started forward. “You don’t have to leave on my account.”


Denny gave her what he hoped was an obscene leer. “You don’t know what I came here to do.”


Within seconds he was fleeing, lurching away through the trees, gasping with effort needed to move quickly and keep his balance on the uneven ground. That was a good one, he thought vindictively. You don’t know what I came here to do. Bet that shook her up a bit. When are they going to learn that I’m not a …? The tip of his left crutch slid off the rounded surface of a root and travelled laterally a short distance before jamming beneath another. Pain encircled his rib cage. He teetered wildly, realised he was fighting a losing battle and went into a semi-controlled fall which stretched him face downwards on the blanket of dead leaves. The disturbed humus exhaled a smell like that of mushrooms.


“Please,” he whispered, “don’t let her know.”


He lay quite still and listened for any sound which could indicate that the girl had seen or heard his fall and was coming to investigate, but the woodland remained quiet. The silence seemed to intensify with each passing second, and for the first time since the start of the odd little encounter Denny found himself thinking rationally. Surprise and resentment over the girl’s presence in his sanctum had diverted his thoughts from the question of why she had been there at all. He was certain she did not live in Carsewell, but even if she happened to be a visiting relative of the Reigh family, owners of most of the surrounding farmland, what had drawn her to that particular spot in the wood? Was it possible that although grown up she felt an affinity for the place? Perhaps she had been there as a child, and he was the intruder. …


Denny gathered the crutches closer to him and raised himself up on them, thankful for the strength of his arms. He brushed some dried leaves off his clothing and looked thoughtfully in the direction of the clearing, his face warming with embarrassment as he recalled the way he had spoken to the girl. In addition to being rude he had been utterly stupid—the young woman had been friendly, and by making the proper responses he could have extended, perhaps indefinitely, the privilege of looking at her. The sensible thing to do would be to go back and apologise, but that called for social graces he had not had time to acquire. Besides, could any apology be adequate, and would she even be interested in hearing it?


He stood for a time in tree-columned isolation, frowning, his body and the two duralloy supports in delicate equilibrium, then went slowly in the direction of the clearing. Doubts about what he was proposing to do caused him to move with unconscious stealth. He paused, disturbed by a sudden voyeuristic thrill, as he reached a vantage point from which he could see most of the secret place. There was the spring which in wet weather became the source of a noisy brook, there was the mossy limestone shelf which formed a natural armchair, there was the overturned stump whose roots were at exactly the right height to double as the control levers in a nuclear submarine or spaceship. And, in the centre of it all, there stood the girl, the incredibly beautiful girl.


Her arms were by her sides and her face was tilted up to the light, eyes closed as though in prayer. The vertical illumination emphasised her breasts, created a triangular shadow at the juncture of torso and thighs. Denny’s cheeks and forehead tingled hotly as, without warning, the girl’s sheer sexual allure began to beat on him like a tangible force. He held his breath, fascinated and at the same time wildly afraid, as the conviction stole over him that he was about to witness something secret and sacred, something he had no right to see and which was therefore totally irresistible.


The girl raised her right hand and traced a complex curve in the air.


Then she vanished.


The disappearance was instantaneous, complete and magical. Denny, whose gaze had not wavered, gave a tremulous sigh. He waited in the same place for more than an hour, not daring to advance into the clearing, and only when the strain on his shoulders and legs became unbearable did he accept that he would not see the girl return. Not on that day, anyway, and perhaps never. He turned his back on the secret place and—with frequent stops for rest—made his way out of the wood and down the sloping pasture towards the buckled and weed-infested strip of the old interstate highway. His progress became slower and more painful as the minutes passed, and by the time he reached the Greenways security fence his narrow face was pale with exhaustion.


The gate opened in response to the coded signal broadcast by his identity disk. Denny passed through, grateful to be back on firm pavement, and turned left to go along the perimeter path to J Precinct. It would have been quicker to head straight through the shopping area, but his toes were now dragging noisily on the ground with each forward swing and he knew he would have attracted more attention than usual. When he turned the corner in J-12 he saw that his mother was waiting at the door of their ground-level apartment. She was dressed for going out—it was the day of her smoke-sculpture class in the community centre—and he realised she had delayed leaving until he returned home. He squared his shoulders and did his best to approach her in his normal manner, but Kay Hargate was not deceived.


“Oh, Denny!” Her eyes, sombre with concern, traced a zigzag course down his body as she moved back to let him enter the apartment. “Where have you been?”


“Just out. Nowhere special.” He tried unsuccessfully to take evasive action as she reached out and plucked something from his coat. It was a dead leaf, looking like a scrap of dark leather.


“Not Cotter’s Edge,” she said. “You haven’t been away up there again.”


“If you say I haven’t—then I haven’t.” Denny lowered himself into an armchair and lay back, yielding to his fatigue. He closed his eyes and allowed himself to float in a sea of afterimages, but within a few seconds he became aware that his mother had followed him across the room.


“Is everything all right?” she said, and a troubled quality in her voice told him she had once again performed her own kind of miracle, one which was almost as awe-inspiring as being able to vanish into nothingness. “Did anything happen while you were out there?”


He briefly considered telling the truth, weighed up all the consequences, then decided that life was difficult enough as it was. “Happen?” He injected a note of mild surprise into his voice. “What could have happened?”









Chapter 1


Gretana ty Iltha had devised a technique for dealing with mirrors.


She knew the location of every reflective surface in her own home, in her friends’ houses and in her place of work-, and before glancing at them she invariably made certain preparations. First, and most importantly, she drew in her upper lip to help disguise the fact that it was easily as full as the lower. The mouth was a principal focal point in the Mollanian culture of perfection, and for that reason its proportions had to conform very closely to those of the Lucent Ideal. Gretana also made sure that she only saw herself in three-quarter profile, a flattering angle which minimised the excessive flare of her nostrils and the projection of her ears. Finally, she always widened her eyes as far as was possible without giving herself an expression of perpetual astonishment.


With all those precautions taken she could look into a mirror and see an image which, although far from beautiful, did not necessarily inspire a pang of pity or self-revulsion. Some of her other physical flaws—being a little below ideal height and having an unacceptable shade of pigment in her hair—were more intractable, but she had come to accept that nothing could be done about them. There had been times in her fourth and fifth decades, just at the beginning of womanhood, when she had briefly considered rebelling against her active upbringing. As a member of the passive classes she would have been free to increase her height by wearing built-up shoes and to modify her whole appearance through the use of cosmetics, but—and her common sense had always asserted itself in good time—the sacrifices, would have been too great. A counterfeit beauty, a spurious conformity to the Lucent Ideal, would have been poor compensation for loss of the right to serve.


Gretana reminded herself of that fact as she performed the -unavoidable morning chore of actually facing the mirror in her sleeproom and arranging her hair/ Two daytime styles were acceptable for female social servants, and she had chosen the more formal and difficult—an all-round upward sweep culminating in a perfect circular roll—because she had a feeling that something important was going to happen before nightfall. The premonition was a vague one, based mainly on instinct rather than on any hard astrological computation, but it had prompted her to take the extra care over her coiffure and choice of clothing. Meeting strangers was difficult enough at the best of times and she needed the sparse comfort of knowing that, regardless of all other failings, she was immaculately turned out.


She finished pinning her hair into place, then put on a white one-piece suit which was decorated at the collar and cuffs with tablets of green-veined gold imported from the tenth planet. The garment was one of her favourites and when she surveyed the overall effect, having first adopted her mirror-watching attitude and drawn herself up to her full height, she judged it quite passable. No man would give her a second glance, of course, but other women should appreciate the effort she had made.


She left the sleeproom and tuned the windows of the circular main lounge to a degree of transparency which admitted the full force of the morning light. The bright panorama which sprang into being clamoured at her senses. She paused momentarily to look at the view which might have been contrived as a sampler of contrasting geographical features. To her left the opposite slope of the valley, powdered with many shades of green, shelved down in a series of chalk-rimmed steps to the Karvinso River which opened to form a triple-fingered delta before disgorging into the salty waters of Karlth Bay. The cliffs forming the northern rim of the bay grew steeper as they receded into the distance, gradually merging with a mountain range which provided a hazy blue backdrop for a chain of hump-backed islands. To the south, on Gretana’s right, the rich flat farmlands of Jadilth Province sifted into the ocean so imperceptibly that they could have been expanses of lime-green algae growing on the water itself.


It was high summer on Mollan and even at that early hour the sky had a purple tint which presaged a day of continuous sun-shine and warmth. Gretana gazed at the familiar scene for some time, eyes intent, wondering what was different or missing, and was on the point of turning away when there came a sudden insight into her own mood and its causes. Everything beyond her window was exactly as it had always been—the lack was in herself. There had been no pleasurable response.


Early morning had always been the best part of the day, a tranquil period—before there had been too many reminders of her problems—in which she felt uplifted by the mere sight of the white and pastel-coloured buildings of the city, random scatterings of flower petals, glimmering all through the middle distance, on the triangular islands of the delta and along the valley sides. She had been able to feel at one with family, community and race, reassured that all the centuries lying ahead of her would be good and meaningful. This morning, however, she had felt … nothing. She raised her left hand and looked for a moment at the sentient gold ring of her life recorder, then shook her head. To begin, while only in her sixth decade, regarding non-events as events worthy of retention would be to make a terrible admission about the quality of her life. Besides, there was her unaccountable feeling that something important was due to happen later …


She went into the kitchen and prepared a breakfast of vegetable protein and fruit, the former in the shape of a savoury cake garnished with herbs. From the rear of the house she could glimpse amid the trees the other dwellings of the Iltha family, including one which was being built for eventual occupation by her, as yet unborn, nephew or niece. Her father and mother were doing the work themselves, using a stalagmite technique in which mineral-laden water was directed along narrow channels to accrete very strong walls over a period of several centuries. By changing the mineral content of the water once or twice a decade it was possible to produce a structural material which was as beautifully striated as a gemstone, but the principal attraction of such a house was that it was extremely durable—some had been known to last a full Mollanian lifespan. Gretana was not sure she liked the idea of spending her entire existence in one building, watching its fabric gradually crumbling away, or even of devoting so much time to the construction of a house. It was a purely academic consideration, however, as she would never be given children of her own.


Annoyed at her apparent inability to keep her thoughts on a positive level, Gretana disposed of the remains of the breakfast, cleaned her teeth and decided to leave the house even though she was perhaps an hour earlier than usual for work. She went outside and looked all about her, breathing deeply. The air was warmer than she had expected, heavy with the smell of foliage and freshly cut grass. Trying to choose between going directly to the hostel or taking some time in the coolness of the mountains, she approached the nearest of the white-flowered shrubs in her garden and made a birdlike whistling sound. The flowers, deceived as always, chirped and twittered back at her.


Gretana made a sudden decision to visit the mountains.


Walking quickly to the path, which itself was a tributary to one of the larger paths winding through the Iltha estate, she turned right in the direction of the minor node used for local travel. In less than a minute she was within sight of the circular paved area, focal point of many paths, which marked the position of the node. Physical indicators of that kind were not necessary for recognition purposes—Mollanians could easily skry junctures in influence lines—but for aesthetic reasons it was the custom to have an elaborately tiled plaza at much-used nodal points. Public communication booths, whose discreet architecture blended with the natural surroundings, were usually positioned near the perimeters. The plaza Gretana was approaching was about fifty paces in diameter and had a fine radial pattern picked out in several shades of blue feldspar.


It was early in the day for anyone to be up and about, and she was surprised on actually reaching the node to see two small boys standing near the mosaic star marking its centre. She recognised them -both. One was Stedran tye Lthanne from the neighbouring family and the other was Clath tye Liv from a newer estate farther up the hill. They smiled as she drew near and Gretana smiled in return, grateful for the fact that they were still young enough to treat all grown-ups alike, without reference to the Lucent Ideal.


“Fair seasons, boys,” she said. “What brings you out so early? Can’t you sleep?”


“We like being out early,” Stedran replied. He was standing with his hands behind his back and the face he turned up to hers was absurdly perfect.


“So do I.” The sheer beauty of the boy was painful to Gretana, a reminder of all that was denied to her. “It’s the best time.”


Gripped by a sudden yearning to be alone on the cold high slopes of Mount Reckann, she advanced to the middle of the circular mosaic. She cleared her mind of all extraneous thoughts and images, and began to conjure on a mental screen the elements of her destination’s spatial address. As the mountain was on the planet of Mollan, actually on the same continent as Gretana’s home city of Karlth, the key equation was a relatively uncomplicated one—a modified quartic—and she was able to assemble it in a fraction of a second. At that point it was not sufficiently precise to effect a spatial transfer. Gretana raised her right hand and began to trace a curve in the air, a three-dimensional mnemonic containing the numeric coefficients to the transfer equation, and she began to feel a subtle and indescribable loosening—the sensation that always accompanied Mollanian internodal travel.


Her eyes were partially closed with the effort of concentration, but she was still in visual contact with her surroundings. All at once she became aware that Stedran was watching her intently, and that his smile had become a broad grin. He had brought an object from behind his back and was running his fingers over it. Gretana realised, too late, that it was a variable mathematical model of the type used in teaching children the techniques of internodal travel. The very presence of the model in her vicinity, plus the fact that it was acting as an enormously powerful amplifier for Stedran’s thoughts, shattered her fragile mental imagery. She tried to withdraw from the transfer mode, to blank out her mind, but there was no time. The instantaneous leap took place.


Gretana cried aloud with shock as she found herself standing knee-deep in cold water.


Loose sand was shifting beneath her feet, making her struggle to retain her balance while taking stock of her surroundings. She was in the sea, about forty paces from the water’s edge. Scimitars of white beach curved away on each side, both surmounted by near-identical headlands upon which were perched domed belvederes built of pink stone. Gretana gasped as a swelling wave surged around her from behind, chilling the backs of her thighs, forcing her to take a step forward.


“The little monster!” She gave a shaky laugh which was inspired by a blend of anger and admiration for the expert way in which the child had shunted her to a destination of his own choosing. In all probability he had done so in full awareness that the target node was at that moment in tidal shallows. She shook her fist at the empty air, then came the realisation that Stedran’s prank had misfired.


Had the deserted bay been unfamiliar to Gretana she would have been forced to wade ashore and either arrange cursive transportation back to Karlth or obtain information about a suitable nodal point in the area which would enable her to transfer home. Either way a considerable time would have elapsed, but the boy could not have anticipated Gretana’s knowing exactly where she was. Mollan had no moon and, as was the case with any planet where only the weak solar tides reigned, broad sandy beaches were comparatively rare. That had provided the first clue to her location, and the twin headlands with their distinctive gazebos had confirmed that she was in Ulver Bay, some six-hundred miles to the north of Karlth. She had been there many times as a child and, furthermore, could remember the precise reciprocal address of the node upon which she had been standing a few seconds earlier. The mischievous youngsters, Stedran and Clath, had no way of knowing it, but they were due for a surprise.


Gretana cupped her left hand and scooped up some sea water. She then gathered her thoughts, half-closed her eyes and sculpted a unique quartic curvature in the air.


The transfer occurred.


So rapid had her recovery been that Stedran was still facing the circular mosaic when Gretana materialised at its central point. She darted forward with a mock-ferocious snarl and sent droplets of cold water spraying into his face. The reaction was not what she had expected. Stedran, his mouth contorted with fear, dropped his model—causing it to collapse into the neutral configuration—and at the same time sprang backwards so violently that he fell. Clath fled immediately, leaving his friend scrabbling frantically on the pavement. The white-rimmed terror in Stedran’s eyes as he stared up at her swamped Gretana with remorse. She knelt and tried to help him to his feet, but he beat her hands away with a ferocity that took her by surprise.


“It’s all right, Stedran,” she said, trying to soothe him.” I was only…”


“Don’t touch me!” He whimpered like a small animal, rolling away from her as he got to his feet.


Gretana shook her head and smiled a reassurance. “I’m not going to hurt you.”


“You better not try!” The boy seemed to feel safer standing and as he recovered from shock his panic turned to anger. Watching the change take place in him, Gretana felt a cool premonition about what was coming next and did her best to forestall it by picking up the fallen model and offering it at arm’s length.


“Here’s your trainer, Stedran,” she said in a soft voice, despising herself for wheedling but unable to do otherwise. “Don’t you want it?”


“Not after you touched it.” Stedran’s eyes widened with gratification as he saw the effect of his words. Still backing away from her he funnelled his hands around his mouth.


“Ugly,” he shouted. “Ugly, ugly, UGLY!”


Gretana turned, throwing the model aside, and ran. She kept on running, plunging down the hillside through widening avenues, even when the sound of the boy’s repetitive chant was lost behind her, even when salted froth had begun to gather in the back of her mouth. Now you’re being stupid! The inner voice was angry, but coldly clinical. You have a long time to go, Gretana ty Iltha. Are you planning to fly away like a scissor-wing each time some brat says aloud what everybody else is thinking? If that’s the case, you’re going to cover a lot of ground, Gretana ty Iltha. Better wear lightweight shoes in future. And an exercise mask. …


She came to a foot-slapping halt, suddenly aware of being near a populated area surrounding a fairly major node which had spatial links with several other cities. Some vehicular traffic was on the move in a freight arterial a short distance ahead of her, and many roofs of dwellings and commercial buildings were visible among the surrounding banks of white-flowered foliage. She could not see any people in the immediate vicinity, but it was possible that others had already observed her actions and had been amused or intrigued by them—it was rare for anyone to run without donning an exercise mask to protect the face in the event of a fall. Glancing self-consciously from side to side, Gretana began walking in the direction of the hostel. The violent exercise had shed all the sea water from her clothing, but it would take some time before her breathing and complexion returned to normal, and she had no wish to arrive at work looking flustered. She decided to complete the whole journey at a gentle stroll, thinking cool and untroubled thoughts, regaining her composure.


Lucent Ideal, Twelfth Rubric: Charm lies in the animation of the features, beauty in their immobility.


In spite of her resolve and attempted concentration on the Twelfth Rubric, she found herself reliving the pointless incident and wishing she had handled it differently, thus avoiding the pain and humiliation that was throbbing behind her eyes. There was no question as to why Stedran had wanted to hurt her—she had startled him, robbed him of his dignity—but how had he known what to say? What had made his aim so unerring? A child barely out of his first decade could not have studied and understood the Twenty Rubrics, a fact which seemed to indicate that there was nothing arbitrary about them. There had to be an ideal configuration of the features which was as right and natural and universal as the sphericity of the planets, and any serious deviation from it was not merely an idiosyncrasy. It was an affront to nature, one which could be comprehended by an untutored child. Gretana unconsciously drew in her upper lip as she tried to remember the first occasion on which she had looked at herself in a mirror and had known …


“Fair seasons, Gretana,” Tarn tye Herilth said, falling into step beside Gretana. He was a tall, black-haired man in her own age group who had begun working at the hospice at the same time as Gretana. She had not noticed his approach from the other side of the tree-lined plaza through which she was walking.


“Tarn, I didn’t see you,” she said, glad of the company and the distraction from her thoughts.


He looked affronted. “You certainly know how to boost a fellow’s confidence.”


“Now, Tarn, you know the effect you have on women.” She laughed, squeezed his arm and relinquished the contact almost at once, knowing he would not want any passersby to get the impression they had a liaison. He was a reasonably handsome man—his face, except for a rather noticeable pointedness of the chin, conforming quite closely to the Ideal—and could expect to make a good marriage within the next four or five decades.


“I think perhaps this suit was a mistake,” he said morosely, glancing down at his grey tunic and trousers, both of which were elaborately embroidered in black. “With my colouring the overall effect might be too sombre. What do you think?”


“I think it looks fine.” Gretana realised belatedly that Tarn’s clothing was new and that he had expected to be complimented. “I thought so as soon as I saw you.”


“I don’t believe you did.” He gave her a curious glance. “You’re not nervous about this morning, are you?”


“Nervous? Why?”


Tarn gave an impatient sigh. “The wards. Doctor Kallid said he was taking us through to the inner wards this morning.”


“Perhaps I’m a little nervous.” Gretana actually had forgotten about the proposed visit to the restricted section of the hospice, and now she wondered if subconscious knowledge of it had been responsible for her earlier premonitions. It was possible, but on balance it hardly seemed likely. She wished she had taken time to sound out the positions of the major planets and cast a horoscope for herself—that way she could have been more positive about the day’s prospects.


“I think it’s going to be very interesting,” Tarn said. “I mean, what would we be if we couldn’t face up to the basic facts of existence? What would be the point in going on?”


“Good question.” Gretana glanced up at Tarn to see if he had noticed the dryness which had crept into her voice, but he was staring straight ahead as he walked, apparently lost in contemplation of all that the future offered him. His life held more promise than her own—he could look forward to fatherhood as well as to a normal social service career—but the average Mollanian life expectancy was now being extended to fifty centuries, and she could not visualise what Tarn was going to do with himself in all of that time. In a thousand years from now, not such a long span by Mollanian standards, would Tarn tye Herilth still be fretting over the choice of colours for his suits and propounding weighty-seeming questions without ever attempting to answer them?


A suffocating sense of panic descended over Gretana as she considered the notion that her own future was laid out along the same lines, that it would be yesterday multiplied by two million. Two million! Surely the passives had the right idea, or, if not the right idea, the outlook which came closest to making fifty centuries of existence palatable and manageable. Surely she would be better to throw away her life recorder, to stop taking the memory-reinforcement drugs and allow her identity to drift, in effect to live a series of gradually merging lives in one ageless body. As the weight of future aeons bore down on Gretana she came to a standstill in the street, gasping, physically unable to breathe in the normal manner.


Tarn walked on for three paces before realising she was no longer with him. He turned, grinning, and said, “What’s the matter? Indigestion?”


Gretana nodded, not wishing to speak, and hurried to catch up. She managed to damp down her mind by concentrating on Tarn’s small talk until they reached the hospice. It was a single-storey edifice, -like all Mollanian buildings, with pleasant and deliberately unremarkable architecture with gold-and-turquoise mosaics. Lacking any identification, it could have been a school, administrative building or even a hotel, and had been positioned in a main thoroughfare close to the centre of Karlth to implant in the public mind the idea that eventually having to go there was no cause for undue concern. Gretana was not sure if the planners’ strategy had worked because, as usual, she fancied she could see pedestrians glancing speculatively in her direction as she went in through the opaque glass doors. Again as usual, she told herself it was probably because she was of less than average height—a physical characteristic commonly associated with great age. They’re probably wondering if I’ll ever be seen again.


Doctor Kallid was already waiting in the spacious atrium when Gretana and Tarn entered. He was a blue-eyed man with ice-smooth blond hair and a casual mode of dress which belied his position of authority in the hospice. Gretana knew him to be entering his ninth century, but—largely because of his unfailing enthusiasm for his work—she tended to think of him as being only slightly older than herself.


“Fair seasons, Doctor,” Tarn greeted him. “Are we late?”


“According to yesterday’s schedule, no—according to today’s, a little.” Kallid beckoned to them to follow and began walking towards the inner door which led into the heart of the building. “I’ve had to rearrange the programme a little.”


Tarn halted at the door which the doctor was holding open. “Where are we going?”


“To visit the wards, of course.” Kallid eyed him with mild but unblinking interest. “Had you forgotten?”


“No, but I …”


“You want to boost your social credit rating, don’t you?”


“Naturally.” Tarn smiled easily enough, but his hand rose to cover his pointed chin and Gretana—a reluctant expert in interpreting such gestures—knew he was under stress. “It’s just that we were told it would be in the afternoon.”


“I don’t see what difference a few hours can make.” Kallid turned his gaze towards Gretana. “Do you?”


They’ll be even older by the afternoon, she thought, but instinct told her that levity would not be appreciated. She gave a compliant shrug, at the same time wondering what had occurred to make the doctor amend his timetable of the day. Variations in hospice routine were rare.


“Let’s go,” Kallid said briskly. He ushered the two young people through the doorway and into a short corridor which ended in a similar set of doors. The corridor was elliptical in floor plan, with three doors in each curved side wall opening into the primary wards. Gretana was familiar with this area because it was where she had worked for the past two weeks.


The occupants of the primary wards were men and women who had begun to show only the first signs of aging—some loss of hair pigmentation, some wrinkling of the skin—symptoms which quite often disappeared under rejuvenation treatment. For the most part, the residents were optimistic about their condition and looked forward to a return to the normal life of the community. After the first shock of actually seeing grey hair and wrinkled skin, Gretana had adapted quickly and was able to perform her various tasks efficiently and without experiencing undue psychic erosion.


The work as a trainee consisted mainly of dispensing meals and drugs, acting as a human interface between residents and staff, and watching for signs of physical deterioration in designated individuals. It did not call for special qualifications or talents, but its social credit value was high, and Gretana expected her rating to improve as she progressed to working in the inner wards. Of necessity, such advancement was slow, a gradual process of acclimatisation to the presence of disease—a face which made Doctor Kallid’s present attitude all the more difficult to understand.


As you know, we have been phenomenally successful in extending the human lifespan from its so-called “natural” length of some six centuries up to fifty centuries, or even considerably longer in some cases, Kallid had said in one of his earliest induction lectures.


In one respect we have been almost too successful, because any given individual remains in perfect health and exhibits no sign of aging right up to the point at which there is a sudden—and so far inevitable—failure in cell replication. Thereafter there occurs an abrupt and general deterioration, and death typically takes place within seven to ten years. That is a disconcertingly brief period for a person who has been alive for thousands of years and has subconsciously begun to think of himself as immortal.


I believe we will learn how to postpone indefinitely that catastrophic failure of the body cells to reproduce themselves, but until then we must continue to do everything we can to ease the old through the last phase of their lives. Geriatric nursing is a profession which makes heavy mental and physical demands, but for a person with the right attributes the demands are by no means intolerable, and the rewards in the form of personal satisfaction are very high.


Kallid reached the second set of doors and touched the handle. There was a faint click as the door’s sensors identified him and freed the main lock. Kallid looked at Gretana and Tarn, and smiled encouragingly.


I am well aware that none of you in this group has ever seen a case of advanced senility, the closing words of the lecture echoed in Gretana’s mind, but there is no reason for you to be apprehensive. The important thing to remember is that decay of the body emphasises the dignity of the mind. …


“We’ll begin with a brief general tour of the wards, just to familiarise you with the layout of the place,” Kallid said firmly, pushing the door fully open and holding it until the trainees had passed through into a corridor similar to the one they had just left. “Ask any questions you like.”


The smell of the wards hit Gretana with a near-physical impact, causing a tentative upthrust of her diaphragm. It was an essentially chemical odour, pervasive but unidentifiable, combined with several others—food, perspiration, stale air. She exchanged glances with Tarn, noting that he was pale and ill at ease, and again she was reminded that they had been led to expect a gradual familiarisation with the inner wards.


“I’ll answer your first question before you ask it,” Kallid said. “The smell is from chemicals we group under the name of disinfectants, or germicides. They have to be used here because the body’s natural defences are greatly weakened in the terminal decade, making it vulnerable to invasion by microbes. Microbes, or germs, are microscopic organisms which have the power to multiply themselves in the tissues and can interfere with bodily functions, even to the extent of causing death.”


Gretana tried to listen closely and memorise the unfamiliar words, but her concentration was marred by the fact that they were approaching the first of the wards. The door had a large observation panel through which she could already see some distance into a long room in which the sunlight from the windows had been tuned down to a wan twilight. Kallid stood back and motioned for the two young people to approach the door. Gretana looked into the ward and turned to him, puzzled and disturbed.


“It’s all beds!” She felt constrained to keep her voice low. “Why is everybody lying down?”


“It’s the same throughout the wards,” Kallid explained. “Terminal patients are often too ill or too weak to move around, and most of them are being given sedative drugs anyway. It’s best if they all remain in bed.”


“Best for whom?” Tarn put it.


“For everybody concerned. You’ll appreciate that when you begin your inner ward training.” Kallid opened the door and the smell of the disinfectant grew stronger, billowing around them on currents of warm air. “You’ll soon get used to the extra heat. Follow me.”


“No!” Tarn backed away, one hand covering his mouth.


“It’s quite all right, Tarn. You won’t be expected to do any…”


“I’m sorry.” Tarn shook his head. “I can’t go in there.” He turned and strode away along the corridor, only coming to a halt when the door at the end refused to open for him. Doctor Kallid touched a button on his wrist console and the door swung aside. Tarn went through it without looking back, hand still at his mouth, stooping forward as though about to break into a run.


“I was afraid that would happen,” Kallid said bitterly. “I’ve probably lost him for good.”


Gretana locked her gaze into his. “Would you mind telling me what’s going on here?”


Kallid ignored the question. “How do you feel, young Gretana ty Iltha? If you’re going to quit it would be better to do it right now.”


“I’m not going to quit,” she said, keeping her voice steady. “I just want to know…”


“This way.” Kallid walked into the comparative dimness of the ward, and after a moment’s hesitation she followed him. The minutes that ensued were painful for Gretana. While working in the outer wards she had occasionally tried to visualise how people would actually look in the last few years of their lives, but all she had been able to conjure up were pictures of the primary patients with their symptoms somewhat exaggerated—hair white instead of grey, skin deeply fissured instead of wrinkled, perhaps a look of great and final weariness in the eyes. She was unprepared for the discovery that hair could fall out altogether, that skin could become blotched and ulcerated, that the underlying flesh could waste away or become gross. For the first time in her life she saw hands that were immobilised or palsied, bodies that were shockingly incomplete, others that had grotesque additions in the form of tubes supplying them with vital fluids and gases, or wires that connected them to incomprehensible machines. She found, too, that she had been wrong about the eyes. Some followed her every movement with expressions at which she could only guess—resentment, despair, yearning, fear; others showed total indifference to her presence, or to anything, remaining steadfast on private, drug-misted horizons. The smell of the disinfectant lay over and was shot through everything like an invisible resin which bound every sensory fragment into a unified experience. After a time she felt that her nostrils would never be free of it.


Doctor Kallid supplied an almost continuous flow of medical information, pausing only to take a closer look at a patient or to confer with one of the duty nurses. During the brief periods when he was away from her Gretana’s thoughts were confused and unformed, oscillating wildly from one mental pole to another. At one instant she was profoundly relieved at being in the opening decades of her own life, at another the centuries lying ahead of her were a yawning downward slope and trying to enjoy them was the essence of futility because they led only to this hopeless black pit; at one moment the fact of her physical ugliness was a microscopic trifle in comparison to the real issues of life, at the next it was a monumental injustice because she had to contend with it and the knowledge that here in the inner wards was the nodal point at which all travellers had to arrive, and for her there was to be no intervening spell of happiness and fulfilment. …


“How do you feel?” Kallid said, and it took her a second to realise that the tour of the wards had stopped.


“Older.” She did her best to smile. “Quite a bit older.”


Kallid glanced to his right, at the heavy unmarked door in which the inner end of the corridor terminated. “Can you guess what that leads to?”


Gretana abandoned the attempt to smile. “Are we going in?”


“I do believe you could stand up to it, but I refuse to take this thing any further.” The doctor’s eyes were sympathetic and oddly respectful. “It’s empty, anyway. If anybody asks you just remember that you saw a cold white room with nothing in it.”


“Why should anybody ask?”


“You might call it an aptitude test.”


Gretana glanced around the six doors leading to the inner wards and felt the beginnings of a great uneasiness. “Doctor Kallid, you have either said too much or too little.”


“Too much, I think.” Kallid began to walk back in the direction of the atrium, motioning for her to keep pace with him. “I can’t pretend there isn’t some degree of selfishness in my motives—you know how short we are of nursing staff—but, over and above that, I don’t approve of the way Vekrynn is handling this. It isn’t fair to you.”


“I still don’t …” Gretana paused, frowning. “Vekrynn? I only know of one man with that name.”


Kallid nodded, his face carefully impassive. “It’s the same one—Vekrynn tye Orltha, doyen of the Warden class.”


“But what possible interest could Warden Vekrynn have in me?”


“It appears that he is short of staff, too. Very short.” The doctor spoke in a casual manner which made the content of his words all the more shocking. “I think he wants you to go to Earth.”
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