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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.
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One


That night was like a thousand others he’d woken to in Spanish Harlem, but looking back Halliday realised that it marked the beginning of what he would come to see as the darkest period of his life.


The alarm went off at ten. He blinked himself awake, his breath pluming in the icy air of the moon-lit loft. Kim lay beside him, her warmth tempting him to doze for another hour. The thought of what work Barney might have on file moved him to abandon the sanctuary of the futon and cross the loft to the bathroom, shivering in the sub-zero chill.


He showered, relishing the jet of hot water. As he stood below the drier, looking through the open door along the length of the loft, he noticed that Kim had rearranged the furniture yet again. The Salvation Army couch and threadbare armchair now faced the wall-window that overlooked the back alley.


Last week, intuiting a look from him as he tried to find the coat-stand, she had wrestled him to the bed and pinioned his arms with her knees, jet hair falling around her serene oval face. “I’ve known you how long now, Mr Halliday?”


“Seems like ten years.”


She slapped him, hard. “Not even ten months, Hal. And in that time, what’s happened?”


In ten months, his partnership with Barney had prospered: they never seemed to go more than a day or two without another case coming in, and their success rate in solving commissions was higher than ever. Halliday put it down to coincidence, or that psychologically he was feeling better for having this beautiful Chinese sprite enter his life like a miniature whirlwind and blow away his old apathy and desperation. He was feeling better in himself, and he was working harder: therefore, he was solving more cases.


“I see this place, Hal–” Kim had gestured around at the loft, “and I think negative energy, sick room, bad chi. I think, things need to change around here. So I rearrange things. And lo, your luck changes – you get more work, more dollars.”


Halliday heard a squeal from the loft. He finished dressing and stepped from the bathroom. Kim was dancing around the room like a naked dervish, long hair falling to her child-slim waist. She pulled on underwear, minimal panties and bra – managing in the process to stare at him with massive eyes. “I told you to set the alarm for eight, Hal!”


“When? You never said a thing!”


“I get in at noon, you wake, I say, Set alarm for eight, Hal. You say, Hokay.”


He barely remembered her sneaking under the thermal beside him. “I was dead to the world-”


“You answered!”


“In my sleep!”


She cursed him in Mandarin, hopping on one leg as she forced the other into a pair of jeans.


Halliday found his jacket and pulled the zip to his chin, shutting out the cold. “Anyway, why did you want to be out by eight?”


“Work to do, Hal. Stalls to organise. Busy night.”


“You could delegate.”


Briefly, she stopped dressing and stared at him, shaking her head. Delegate was a word that had yet to enter her vocabulary. Kim Long owned a dozen Chinese roadside food-stalls in the area, and Halliday had once calculated that she worked at least fourteen hours a day, every day. When he protested that he only ever met her in bed, she always went out of her way to make time for him – she’d take him to a restaurant, or a holo-drama, gestures to placate his dissatisfaction. Then, in a day or two, she’d be back to her gruelling work routine and they’d hardly go out together until the next time he moved himself to mention the fact.


“Can’t trust other people to do what you should do yourself, Hal,” she told him. “Gotta make them dollars. I’m a busy girl.”


He didn’t know whether to be amazed by her materialism, or sickened. She’d arrived from Singapore following the Malaysian invasion ten years ago at the age of fifteen, penniless after her father’s restaurant had been confiscated by the Communists. She’d taught herself English, bought herself a microwave and a patch in a side street, and slowly built up a thriving fast-food business.


He paused by the door. “Kim, why don’t you just slow down, take it easy? Enjoy yourself.”


In moonboots and chunky climbing jacket, she widened her eyes at his apostasy. “I enjoy my work, Mr Halliday. If you enjoyed your work, you’d be happier person.”


She ran into the bathroom.


He almost let that one go, then thought about it.


“Hey, that isn’t fair. My work’s different.” He moved to the bathroom, kicked open the red-painted door with his boot, and leaned against the woodwork. “I spend hours looking for people… and sometimes I find them, sometimes I find corpses. And sometimes I find nothing at all – which can be even worse.”


She squatted on the john, jeans shackling her ankles, and pissed. “Well, I like my work!” she shouted. “I like what I do! Don’t blame me for that, Hal!”


“I’m not blaming you, I’m just…” He trailed off. He sometimes wondered why he bothered arguing. He’d never change her.


She was a creature of extremes. She combined a feminine gentleness, an almost obsessive desire to please him on the rare occasions they were together, with a fierce, driven determination to get her own way in matters where finance and business were concerned. On the street he’d seen her giving instructions to her managers, letting go with a rapid-fire burst of Mandarin that sounded like the high notes of a xylophone played by a madman. The depth of her rage often alarmed him.


He’d once accused her of possessing a split-personality.


She’d snorted, “Please don’t give me none of that Freudian bullshit, Mr Halliday! You never heard of yin and yang?”


Now he sketched a wave. “I’m outta here.”


“Hal, if you don’t like your work, why do you do it?”


He pushed himself from the jamb. I sometimes wonder, he thought to himself. “See you later, Kim.”


As he left the loft, she called after him, “And remember to be back by…” but the rest was lost as he closed the door. He wondered what she was talking about: he recalled no arrangement to meet her at whatever time.


He made his way down the steps to the office on the second floor, descending into the welcome, starch-laden heat that rose from the Chinese laundry.


A light was on behind the pebbled glass. He pushed open the door. The office was a long, narrow room with a mould-coloured carpet and nicotine-stained walls. A desk stood at the far end, before the window that looked out on a rusty fire escape. Most of the right-hand wall comprised a big screen, in twelve sections, the bottom right square defective for as long as Halliday could remember. The door opposite the wallscreen gave onto the bedroom where Barney slept nights.


A fan clanked on the ceiling, stirring the soggy heat. A portable fire puttered beside the desk. The warmth was a relief after the arctic temperature of the loft.


Barney sat with his outstretched legs lodged on the desk, a mug of coffee balanced on the hummock of his belly. As ever, the smouldering butt of a fat cigar was pegged into the side of his mouth.


Halliday had once asked him if he’d ever thought of giving up his cigars, on health grounds. But Barney had just laughed and said, “Part of the cliched image, Hal. What kind of private dick would I be without my cheap stogie? Anyway, I’m addicted.”


He was regarding the screen of the desk-com past the V of his slippered feet. Halliday guessed that his partner hadn’t ventured very far from the office today.


“I’m bushed, Hal,” Barney rumbled. “The graveyard shift’s yours.”


Halliday poured himself a coffee and sat on the battered chesterfield by the window, warming himself before the heater. “Anything new?”


“Just those on file,” Barney said, “and what Jeff sent along last week.”


Every so often Jeff Simmons, over at the NYPD, sent them old cases that the police had failed to solve. They paid Halliday and Barney two hundred dollars per file to take over the clerical work; if they happened to close the case they were given a bonus. It was donkey work, often futile, but it paid the overheads.


Halliday often thought back to how he’d started in this line of business, and wondered why he continued. He’d been posted to Missing Persons, under Jeff Simmons, when he worked for the NYPD ten years ago. Barney was his partner at MP and, along with Simmons, they got along well and made a good team. Eight years ago Barney had quit the force and set up his own agency, specialising in missing persons. Five years ago, after the death of his wife, Barney had approached Halliday with an offer: join me and do the leg-work for more than you’re bringing in down the precinct, and in five years you’ll be a partner.


At the time Halliday had been sickened by the grinding routine, the never-ending paper-pushing of police work. The extra pay and the promise that Barney would handle the clerical side of things had swung it. He’d joined Barney and they’d done okay; they charged by the hour and demanded a bonus if they located the missing person – and their success rate hovered around the fifty per cent mark, which was not a bad average in the business.


“I’ll leave you with the file,” Barney said. “I’ll work on the Lubanski case tomorrow, after I’ve been downtown.”


Halliday gave him a quizzical look.


“Last day of the course, Hal,” Barney reminded him.


He nodded. “Look, I haven’t said anything so far, okay?”


“You got a problem?”


He wondered whether it was because Barney’s application made him appear lazy. For the past month, Barney had been paying a private tutor to fill him in on the technical aspects of virtual reality. As far as Halliday was concerned, this was going to be just another nine-day wonder that swept America and died a quick death. But, then, he’d thought the same thing about holo-drama.


Halliday stared into his coffee. “You think we’ll need it in this line of work? The way you’re talking, people will be quitting the real world for VR like some crazy sci-fi holo-drama.” He gave Barney a look. “You think we’ll be having to go in after them to get them out?”


Barney was shaking his head. “Not as things stand. There’s a limit to how long you can stay jellytanked, for safety reasons. It’ll be a decade before you can remain under for any serious length of time.”


“How long’s serious? Weeks?”


Barney shrugged. “Some people are saying we’ll be able to live in VR indefinitely. But that probably won’t be in my lifetime.”


Halliday smiled. He envisaged a depopulated New York, great hangars stacked with tanks each containing a floating, dreaming human being.


“In the meantime,” Barney went on, “I want to keep my finger on the pulse. If it’s happening out there, and might affect my line of business, then Barney Kluger’s interested.”


Halliday smiled and took a long swallow of coffee. That’s what he secretly admired about his boss. Barney was what – over sixty now? He ran a third-rate detection agency in a run-down district of Spanish Harlem, his wife was six years dead and he wasn’t in the best of health himself – and yet he was still up for the fight. He reminded Halliday of an ageing, punch-drunk boxer who didn’t understand the meaning of the word defeat.


Knuckles rapped on glass, and the door at the far end of the room swung open. Kim leaned through, her scarlet moonboots and primrose padded jacket a rude intrusion of colour into the drab, smoke-hazed office. In her fur-lined hat she looked like an Eskimo.


“Hal, did you hear me? I said be back here for ten, okay?” She sketched a wave. “Hi, Barney.”


“Hi yourself, sweetheart. How’s trade?”


She stuck out her bottom lip. Sometimes the simple expressions of her unlined, almost unformed face gave her the appearance of a child. “Up and down, Barney.”


“You should be in the elevator business, kid.” It was a line Halliday had heard many times before. Dutifully, Kim rolled her eyes.


“What’s happening at ten?” Halliday asked.


“Hal always complains,” Kim said, addressing Barney. “He says I never go out with him, says we never go places. Big surprise tomorrow, Hal. Don’t be late.”


Before he could question her, she pulled the door shut and ran down the stairs.


“Big surprise. She knows how I hate surprises.”


Barney grunted. “You complain you never get out, and when she arranges something, what do you do? Complain. Listen, Hal. Lighten up. She’s the best thing that ever happened to you.”


“You think?”


“I know, buddy. A year ago you were one sad, miserable bastard, believe me. I had to share this dump with you.”


“That bad?”


“That bad.” Barney laughed. “Sometimes I think you don’t realise how lucky you are.”


Halliday shrugged. “I don’t know…” He considered how simple all relationships seemed to an observer looking in from the outside.


“Hal, do you love the kid?”


Halliday laughed. “Love? Jesus Christ, what’s love?”


“You know, that simple human emotion, care for another human being, lust mixed with care and affection. The need for each other’s company.”


“Yeah, all those things… But I don’t know if they add up to love.”


Barney shrugged. “Hal, trouble is with you is you can’t see a good thing when it lands in your lap.” He paused, his eyes seeing something long gone, and Halliday wondered if he was going to start another riff about him and Estelle.


He smiled to himself. He wanted to tell Barney that you couldn’t judge one relationship against another. Every couple was different, made up of complex psychological imponderables. And anyway, things were different back then, thirty years ago. For a start, men and women married, supposedly – amazingly – for life. Halliday never looked further into the future than the next week.


Perhaps, he thought, it was because he saw so little of Kim that they were still together. Then he chastised himself for such cynicism and wondered what surprise Kim had in store for him tomorrow.


Barney stretched his arms above his head and gave a giant yawn. “I’m turning in, Hal. See you in the morning.”


He eased himself from his swivel chair, hardly any taller standing up than sitting down, all thick-set, thrusting torso, beer-belly and bandy legs. He closed the bedroom door behind him and a minute later Halliday heard the beat of the shower and Barney’s baritone rendition of some doleful Irish lament.


He slipped into the swivel chair and accessed the desk-com. He scrolled through the half dozen existing cases, familiarity filling him with frustration.


He was about to check a lead on one of the commissions – a businessman missing for the past month with a stash of company funds – when he saw a flashing star next to a name, denoting a new case. He wondered why Barney hadn’t mentioned it, and read quickly through the notes his boss had made the day before.


A woman called Carrie Villeux had come to the office on Monday morning, to report the disappearance of her lover, Sissi Nigeria. (Dykes – Barney had typed in his notes – which might account for the patriotic, back-to-my-roots name-change. Wonder why Villeux hasn’t changed her name to Quebec?) Nigeria had left the apartment for work one morning and had never been seen again. She’d failed to arrive at the offices of Cyber-Tech, where she worked as a computer technician. Villeux had left it a couple of days before calling the police, who had investigated and found nothing.


Halliday patched the com-recording of the meeting through the wallscreen and watched a tall, severely handsome woman in an expensive silver raincoat, her shaven skull tattooed with mandalas in the latest display of lesbian chic. She outlined the facts of the case in a steady, French-accented voice, but beneath the sophisticated exterior Halliday could tell that the woman was more than a little concerned about the safety of her lover.


She had brought a pix of Sissi Nigeria with her: a strikingly beautiful black woman with a shaven head and high, angled cheekbones.


Halliday smiled to himself as he remembered his sister’s anger at his chauvinist labelling. “The subjectification of any woman as beautiful is just another bigoted, male-centric criterion employed to label and demean womankind…” or something like that. The thought of Sue provoked a slew of painful memories. He glanced back at the screen, read Villeux’s address: Solano Building, Greenwich Village.


He knew why Barney had failed to mention the case. There was not much to go on. So Nigeria had taken off for a week, absented herself from work and not told her lover where she was headed… But Villeux had agreed to pay five hundred dollars an hour for the agency to try and locate her lover, and that was incentive enough for Halliday.


In the contact notes appended to the case file, Halliday read that Villeux would be at home most nights after seven. On Thursday and Friday she spent her evenings at the Scumbar, East Village.


He tapped her home code into the keyboard and waited out the dial tone for a couple of minutes. He considered whether to leave it until she was home, or brave the hostility of Scumbar in the hope of finding her. She had left an entry-card for the bar with Barney – another reason why Barney had not followed up the commission. The thought of Barney Kluger squaring his shoulders before the portals of a lesbian-separatist enclave like the Scumbar was as improbable as it was comic.


He located the card in a desk drawer and slipped it into his hip pocket. He left a note for Barney on the desk-com, then locked the door and made his way down the stairs to Barney’s battered Ford.




Two


Frost covered the sidewalk with a treacherous, glittery film. Halliday turned up his collar and glanced into the night sky. For the first time in weeks, the cloud cover that brooded over the city had cleared, revealing a bright scatter of scintillating stars. The cold gripped at his exposed flesh, burning. He ducked into the Ford, which started at the second attempt, and edged out into the street.


Pungent clouds of steam hung above the food-stalls lining the sidewalk, colourful with red, white and blue polycarbon awnings. Small knots of people congregated before each stall, stamping their feet as they awaited their orders. The food-stalls were open night and day and constantly busy, catering for the shift-workers from the nearby factories and warehouses, refugees and the occasional insomniac. There were perhaps fifty stalls on either side of the street, serving a variety of Oriental cuisine – Vietnamese, Korean, Thai, Chinese – and Kim owned about ten of them, with one or two outlying stalls a block away. The night air was filled with a cacophony of strident voices, and the distant wail of patrolling police drones.


He turned onto East 10th Street towards Madison Avenue. He passed down streets lined with tents, polycarbon boxes and any other container that could be pressed into service as a makeshift home. Some families were without even the luxury of cover: they camped out in the open, huddled around spitting braziers or flickering gas stoves. The arrival of refugees from the south had begun five years ago, with a steady trickle of refugees moving into the city following the Raleigh meltdown. The terrorist attacks on the other nuclear power stations at Memphis, Knoxville and Norfolk had displaced millions: not every refugee from the radiation-stricken areas had headed for New York – many had migrated south, to New Orleans and Florida – but the majority had come north, and the city, overpopulated before the influx, was bursting at the seams. Last year had seen riots in New Jersey, street-fights between refugees and angry locals, and entire tracts of tenement housing had been put to the torch. As a consequence, these once densely populated, middle-income districts were strictly no-go, the haunt of gangs and, Halliday had heard rumoured, refugees irradiated in the blow-ups who had fallen through the welfare safety-net instituted by the Government after the first meltdowns.


The damned thing was, he reflected, that the change had happened so gradually he found it hard to recall a time when New York had not resembled some run-down, third-world capital city. The authorities claimed they were working to solve the homeless problem, of course, but nothing ever seemed to improve. The poor still starved on the streets and daily more refugees poured into the city.


And Halliday had the job of locating missing persons among a population of some thirty million. It was like trying to find the proverbial needle in a scrapyard. The miracle was that he sometimes succeeded.


While the sidewalks were packed with the homeless, the streets themselves were quiet; he counted only half a dozen other vehicles on the road at any one time. That was another change that had hit the citizens of New York. Two years ago the Arab Union had increased the price of oil in anticipation of falling yields, and consequently the cost of fuel had had gone up some five hundred per cent. Gas now cost almost fifty dollars a gallon. Most people left their cars at home and used public transport; Halliday and Barney used the Ford sparingly, usually at night when coaches ran infrequently.


He eased the Ford past a knot of sleeping refugees which had spilled onto the road, turned onto Madison Avenue and headed downtown, passing a row of buildings adorned with the latest holographic facades. He knew they were not what they seemed because last week he’d seen engineers adorning the front of these buildings with arrays of holo-capillaries. At the flick of a switch they changed from dull brownstones to whatever architectural wonder their owners desired. For the most part they were tastefully decorated in the style of Victorian town-houses, with honey coloured columns and ornate cornices. Halliday had seen other, more ostentatious, examples of architectural extravagance: miniature versions of the Taj Mahal, the occasional pyramid concealing nothing more than a general store.


He had thought that the last thing in holographic wizardry had been the long-range persona projections favoured by business-people and the rich. He’d never considered the possibility of cosmetically-enhanced buildings. He wondered what the next holographic advance might herald… if the technology was not superseded, as Barney was forever forecasting, by virtual reality.


He was considering what Barney had said earlier about virtual reality when he saw, in the distance, the city’s first VR parlour – or rather the holographic advertisement alerting citizens to the recently opened wonderland. Projected out above the intersection with East 72nd Street was a scene of tropical luxury: a golden beach enclosing an azure lagoon. A rolling header stretching between the buildings made the crass proclamation: Cold? Come in and feel the sun!


Halliday slowed as he passed the parlour. It was the old Paradiso, he saw – a holo-drama cinema that had closed down last year. He recalled Barney’s words, and wondered if this was a sign of things to come.


The sidewalk outside the bar was packed with a two-abreast queue of citizens stretching back for a block. From time to time they shuffled forward minimally, and Halliday calculated that they must have been waiting for hours. Despite his earlier scepticism, his curiosity was piqued. If the experience really was as authentic as Barney had claimed, if you could enjoy ersatz sunlight in the middle of winter without being able to tell it from the real thing, then perhaps it was worth the price of a ticket. But that was another consideration – how much were they charging? He’d tackle Barney on that one in the morning. He accelerated past the bar, heading south.


The Scumbar occupied a narrow side-alley off Christopher Street, a crimson neon in the shape of a double-bladed axe glowing in the darkness above a closed doorway. Halliday left the Ford on 7th Avenue and hurried along the alley, chivvied by a wind that seemed to come fresh off the tundra. The alley was lined with a dozen huddled figures wrapped in thin blankets, each one extending a hand into the icy air. “Dollar, man. Gimme a dollar!”


Ahead, the occasional dark-garbed figure approached the door of the Scumbar, showed a card at the grille and slipped inside.


When he reached the door he raised the card Villeux had given Barney. He waited, hunched against the cold, expecting to be told to take a hike. Perhaps a minute later, to his surprise, the door opened a fraction, and he turned sideways and slipped through into warmth and darkness. He was met by an adenoid-pinching chemical reek and the blinding glare of a flashlight in his face. Then something like the claw of a mechanical tree-planter gripped his upper-arm, causing him to gasp. “What do you want?”


“I have a damned card,” he gasped.


The claw relaxed, minimally. “This way.” He was pushed sideways and almost lost his footing. Another door opened into a tiny side-room, this one so brightly illuminated with fluorescents that the glare was like a supernova. He covered his eyes, blinking. The chemical reek intensified. When his vision adjusted he saw that the room was occupied by two women in dark suits. One sat behind a desk and the other, improbably, sat cross-legged on top of an antique safe.


They were inhaling spin from pressurised aerosol canisters.


The claw released its grip and Halliday almost gasped with relief. He looked around: his captor was smiling, sweetly. She looked about twelve, and as innocent as a schoolgirl – but her right hand winked silver with a steel metacarpal brace.


Behind the desk, the hatchet-faced dyke with a shock of blonde hair was staring at him. He wondered if the malice in her expression was drug-induced, or a manifestation of her political bias.


“What do you want?” she asked, punctuating the question with a long draught of spin. Ecstasy showed, briefly, in her glacier-blue eyes.


“I have a card. I arranged to meet Carrie Villeux here.”


The woman held out a hand. “The card.”


Halliday handed it over. The woman stared at the silver rectangle, looked up at him. “Where did you get it?”


“I told you – Carrie Villeux.”


“What do you want with her?”


How much should he tell her? He wondered how favourably disposed she was towards private investigators. “She came to my office yesterday. He lover’s missing – Sissi Nigeria. I’m trying to locate her.”


The woman looked disbelieving. “Why would she use your agency?”


“She obviously heard that I’m good,” he said.


The woman perched atop the safe spoke – and Halliday didn’t understand a word. Some private Sapphic lingo?


“My sister says, how do we know you didn’t attack Carrie and take the card?”


Paranoid, addled with spin, or just plain stupid?


“Steal a card to gain admittance to this place? Why the hell would I do that?”


The two women conferred, the words meaningless but their tone angry.


“Look,” he interrupted. “I’m a friend, okay? Carrie trusted me and gave me the card. I’m on your side. Just let me into the club and talk to Carrie.”


Hatchet-face stared at him and inhaled more spin.


He tried the trump card, knowing that he might be making a big mistake. “Do you know Sue – Susanna Halliday?”


“How do you know her?” Hatchet-face asked


“She’s my sister. Note the family resemblance? Dark curly hair, cleft chin?”


They had always got along okay as kids, but when Sue hit adolescence and discovered things about herself, their relationship had deteriorated. About five or six years ago, with no explanation, Sue had stopped answering his calls, moved from the Solano Building without leaving a forwarding address.


Now Hatchet-face spoke to Claws, who took his arm again – this time with the little girl pinkies of her left hand. She smiled again, so innocently. “I’ll show you around, Mr Halliday.” She giggled. “It’s a jungle in there and you’ll need a bodyguard.”


Before he left the room, Hatchet-face said, “Watch yourself, Halliday. Some of us aren’t so forgiving.” She stared at him. “Remember that.”


He passed into the darkness of the foyer, the woman’s words echoing uneasily in his head. The little girl took the fingers of his right hand and led him through a swing door.


“Told you it was a jungle in here, Mr Halliday. Stick close to me and you’ll be okay, okay?”


The Scumbar was an old holographic theatre, and playing tonight was a scene from some sylvan epic: holo-projectors beamed an optical illusion of trees for as far as the eye could see. They were fair projections, but discernible as fakes by the slight fuzziness of image at their peripheries. Mood music played, synthesised with appropriate bird song, and couples moved in rhythm to the beat in the clearings between the tree trunks.


They edged past dancers, his presence earning stares ranging from curious to overtly hostile. He was glad of the half-light which made his presence less conspicuous, but even so he felt uneasy.


She led him to a circular bar done out like someone’s idea of a jungle hut, with bamboo palisades and a straw roof. He hitched himself onto a high-stool. “Care for a drink?”


“Thanks. Beer. Brazilian, if you’re buying.”


The black-suited bar-maid stared at him without expression.


Halliday ordered two Caribas and the bar-maid uncapped the bottles and slid them along the bar. “That’ll be forty.”


He tried not to show any reaction to the robbery. He peeled off four notes and left them on the bar. The kid grabbed a bottle in her steel claw and suckled. Halliday sipped his beer and assessed the dancers. There were a lot of fashionably shaven skulls bobbing in the twilight, and it seemed that the body voluptuous was back in vogue; the cycle had turned and the Earth Mother soma-type was all the rage, at least among the clients at the Scumbar.


“I don’t see Carrie Villeux,” he said, scanning the dancers.


Claws pulled her furled tongue from the bottle and peered. “She must be around somewhere, Mr Halliday. She always arrives at ten. Wait here, I’ll see if I can find her.”


Arms swinging to the music, the girl skanked across the dance floor, earning smiles from the dancers. Halliday found himself wondering if her mother knew where she spent her Friday nights. He smiled to himself. What had Sue accused him of? “A conditioned tendency to traditional bourgeois values?” He supposed, being brought up by a father schooled in the military, that was to be expected.


The girl tapped and tugged at the occasional dancer, then stood on tip-toe and shouted into proffered ears. The women glanced at Halliday, frowned and shook their heads. The girl moved off, out of sight behind a spray of ferns.


Self-consciously, Halliday up-ended his Caribas and tried to appear as if he were enjoying the music. Two minutes later the girl emerged through the trees, wiping imaginary sweat from her brow.


“Carrie hasn’t shown yet. She was due in at ten. Some of her friends are at the next bar. You can buy me another drink, Mr Halliday.”


This time he ignored her hand and followed her through the trees. They arrived at another bar, identical to the first, where another crowd of dancers swayed to the same beat.


“Two Caribas, Terri,” Claws said. “My boyfriend’s paying.”


Halliday laid out another forty, writing it off to expenses, and finished his first beer. He found a stool and watched the dancers. Clearly, his assumption about what soma-types were in vogue had been premature; the women who had staked out this territory had nothing in common with their Earth Mother sisters across the way. They were to a woman slim, even angular, and a few had even had their breasts excised, low cut shirts revealing the white sickle scars of the fashionable mutilation.


As he watched, a woman as tall and ebony as a Masai warrior disengaged herself from the dance and approached. Whereas Halliday had climbed onto the high-stool, she lowered herself onto the neighbouring stool and crossed her long, trousered legs. She wore a double-breasted pin-stripe jacket and, as she leaned forward for a drink and the lapels of her suit buckled, Halliday saw that she’d opted for the radical mastectomy statement.


“Hi, I’m Kia,” she purred. “Kia Johansen.”


“Halliday.” He showed her his card. “I’m looking for Nigeria. Will Carrie Villeux be in later?”


“She’s usually here by now, honey.” She had the exaggerated camp femininity of a transsexual drag queen, and Halliday wondered if lesbians pretending to be men pretending to be women was the latest fashion in counter-cultural chic.


Kia was shaven-skulled, and the contours of her bony cranium would have been a phrenologist’s delight. Only when he stared, taken aback, did he see the inlaid beading of a silver implant circumnavigating her skull. A lead worked its way into her tiny right ear. He wondered if she really was rigged with a neuro-implant, or if the device was just a clever cosmetic simulation.


“We’re all very concerned about Nigeria,” she said, laying fingers like cheroots on his forearm. “Do say you’ll be able to find her.”


“You’re a good friend of hers?”


“One of the best. I mean, we were lovers many moons ago, but that’s quite another story. Ain’t that right, Missy?”


“Tell me about it, Kia,” the girl smiled.


Halliday said, “Did you notice anything amiss in her attitude before she disappeared. She wasn’t acting strangely at all?”


Kia lifted her head to the swaying holo-branches overhead and shrilled a high laugh. “Man, it’d be odd if she wasn’t acting strangely.” Kia shook her head. “No, she was just the same old dependable fun-loving Sissi as always.”


Halliday took a long swallow of beer. “Is it like Carrie not to show when she’d arrange to come here?”


Kia regarded him, frowning. “You know, hon – that is worrying. Long as I been coming here Friday nights, Carrie’s shown. You don’t think…?”


“I don’t think anything, yet.”


“But it’s after twelve now, honey. I’m getting worried.” She considered, staring at him. “Look, I have a spare pass-card to Sissi’s apartment, in case of emergencies. We could always drop by.”


Halliday sighed. “I’ll call her. She’s probably had an early night.” He slipped his hand-com from his inside pocket, linked with the desk-com back at the office and downloaded Carrie Villeux’s code. Seconds later he was listening to the pulse of the dial tone.


He gave it two minutes, Kia watching him all the while with eyes as big as golf balls. He shook his head and pocketed the com. “No reply.”


“I’m worried. We have to go over. What do you think, Missy?”


Claws bit her tongue, considering. “If it were a friend of mine…” She nodded. “Yeah, I’d go on round.”


“That settles it. You can come if you want to, Halliday. I’m gone.”


Kia rose from the stool and stared down at him, ultimatum in her expression. Halliday sighed. “I have a car. I’ll drive. Solano Buildings, right?”


“You know where that is?”


“I know where it is.” The thought of going back there, after so long, filled him with a vague sense of disquiet. It would be strange to enter the building with no intention of calling in on his sister.


Missy-with-claws escorted them back through the rainforest. They pushed through the swing doors and into the darkened foyer.


The outside door opened, admitting a blast of icy air. As Kia shivered theatrically and Halliday followed, Missy tapped his back. “Forgotten something, Mr Halliday?”


She turned. She was smiling her saccharine sweet smile of a schoolgirl temptress. She held one hand – her left, unaugmented hand – behind her back.


He patted the pocket where he kept his wallet, but it was still there.


He slipped his hand into his jacket, but the automatic no longer nestled against his ribs.


He’d never felt a thing…


“Very clever, Missy. If you don’t mind…” He held out a hand.


She twisted her lips in a quick smirk of victory and dropped the pistol onto his palm. “I’d be more careful with it in future, Mr Halliday. You never know when you might need to use it. A man should never be separated from his weapon. Even I know that.”


“You’re too old for your own good, Missy.”


“Eleven in May,” she said.


“I’ll send you a card,” he promised. “A word of advice, just make sure your mom doesn’t find out where you spend your free time, okay?”


Missy covered her pretty mouth with the steel claw. “Mr Halliday, the lady behind the desk is my mom.”


She was still laughing as she slammed the door on him. He shook his head and began walking.


Kia was half-way down the street, arguing with a refugee demanding dollars. She turned to Halliday. “What’s the big delay, honey?”


Halliday hurried along the alley, away from the beggars, and showed her to the car. He started the engine and drove across town to Greenwich Village. The Solano Building was a drab-looking brownstone overlooking the square. He found a parking space beneath the trees and followed Kia up the front steps.


“Keep your distance, man. I mean, nothing personal, but if anyone sees us together, hey, then my rep is just shot to pieces.”


He looked at the elongated, pin-striped lesbian giantess. “Your reputation?” he muttered. He paused to allow her to get ahead, then followed her into the building at a distance,


The interior was just as drab and depressing as he recalled, the walls daubed the sickly pea-green of a psychiatric institute circa 1900. Years ago, Sue had rented a room on the top floor with a view over the square to the university buildings. Halliday recalled the ancient lift, the ammoniacal stench of urine that made each ride a test of endurance. They would be spared the experience this time: Kia led him down a long ground-floor corridor to a steel-plate door. She slipped a card from her breast pocket and a second later pushed open the door and stepped inside.


“Carrie! You in here, hon?”


The automatic lighting came on and brightened, revealing a room more in keeping with the centre-spread of some interior decorating magazine than anything Halliday associated with the Solano Building. He recalled that both Villeux and Nigeria were professionals, Villeux in fashion design, Nigeria in computing – and they obviously had excess earnings to lavish on décor and furnishings. The open-plan lounge/dining room was decorated in cream, with plush Norwegian furniture and artificially-nurtured fur rugs. Psychedelic holograms cycled through gaudy phases on each wall, giving Halliday the unsteady sensation of being aboard a sea-borne vessel.


Kia moved from room to room, calling Carrie’s name. Halliday crossed the lounge to a glass display stand of holo-cubes. He picked one up and it began to play.


He watched Carrie Villeux and Sissi Nigeria stroll along a boardwalk, arm in arm. They waved, then faced each other and kissed. Halliday noticed that in this holo Nigeria’s skull, like Kia Johansen’s, was adorned with the silver inlay of a neural-implant, whether cosmetic or actual it was impossible to say.


Kia appeared in a doorway, almost as tall as the opening itself. She leaned against the woodwork, looking shocked. “Halliday. In here…”


He hurried across the lounge, sure that Kia had found a body. She stepped aside. “This is Sissi’s room. Look…”


As he crossed the threshold, the sharp stench of burned-out circuitry hit him. He looked around a room decorated in black. Kia was pointing to a bank of what might have been computer consoles stacked against the far wall.


“What is it?” Halliday asked.


“Sissi’s deck. She did a lot of work from home.”


Halliday counted half a dozen flatscreens, three touchpads and a headset. He’d only ever read about headsets: they were the latest thing, state of the art neural interfaces still at the design stage.


“Impressive,” he said.


Only when he looked closer did he apprehend the cause of Kia’s concern. The consoles of the stacked deck were fused, input ports blackened and charred. That explained the reek. He ran a hand across the melted surface of the deck. It was cold – not that this told him much.


Kia was shaking her head. “Sissi loves her deck, Halliday. She lives for it.”


“What was her job, exactly?” he asked, and immediately regretted employing the past tense.


Kai seemed not to notice. “She’s a systems expert for Cyber-Tech – she works on logic analogues and data recombination.”


Halliday nodded, as if he understood what she was talking about. “You’re familiar with the jargon.”


“Ought to be, sweetie. I work for Mantoni VR.”


He gestured at the fused consoles. “Any idea what happened here?”


She was shaking her head. “Looks like it’s been deliberately sabotaged. I mean, no systems malfunction could do all this damage, not to every single port.”


Halliday looked around the room, and through the door to the lounge. “The rest of the place seems pretty well intact. You think someone came in especially to do this?”


“Hey, you’re the expert. You tell me.”


“I deal in missing persons. I wouldn’t call myself an expert.” He paused. “Could there be any reason why Nigeria might have done this herself?”


“Sissi? Wreck her deck? No way, man. No way.”


Halliday looked around the room. A personal data system stood beside the bed, the stack finished in matte black to match the room’s colour scheme. He picked up a tray of write-to needles and slipped it into the pocket of his jacket. If Sissi Nigeria kept a recorded diary, then the needles might contain relevant information.


“I don’t like it, Halliday. First Sissi goes missing, and then Carrie doesn’t show.”


“You know if they had enemies?”


“Sissi and Carrie? They were loved by their sisters, hon. They didn’t have enemies.”


“Not even outside the community?”


“They didn’t mix outside the community.”


“Did they do drugs?”


She shook her head, vehement. “Not even spin.”


Halliday sighed. “There’s not much more we can do, then. The police know of Nigeria’s disappearance. I wouldn’t worry that much about Carrie not showing up.” He looked around the room. “I’ll go through the place now, see if I can come across anything.”


He moved back to the lounge. He was wondering where to start when the lighting went out. “Kia, what the hell…?”


“Hey, I didn’t…” she began.


Only the holograms on the wall, pulsing purple, provided the slightest illumination. In the twilight, with the holograms twisting and distorting his perceptions, he felt his sense of balance go awry. Later, he wondered if this was the intended effect, or merely incidental. He reached out for the wall to steady himself, but instead fell to his knees. Now the holograms seemed to be moving beyond the confines of what he had taken to be their frames – amorphous shapes of purple and green crawling up the wall and across the ceiling, totally disorienting him.


Nearby, Kia cried out. “What’s happening, man! Get me outta here!”


“Where the hell is the door?” Halliday cried.


He was on the floor, trying to pick himself up. It was all he could do to rise to his knees. Some tiny, rational part of his mind was telling him that the disorienting effect could not be caused merely by the visual distortion – and at that instant he became aware of the subliminal tone strumming through the air, less an actual sound than a note intuited physically, a fluttery terrifying pulse in his solar plexus, tuned to affect his sense of balance. Sub-sonics, he told himself, and the realisation of what was being used to disable him filled him with fear. This was not merely some lighting malfunction, then – he and Kia were being targeted. He felt an instant nausea as the sub-sonics took effect, tried to hold onto the contents of his stomach.


He attempted to crawl across the floor towards where he guessed the door might be. A sound crashed through the room – the opening and shutting of the steel door. The sound came from behind him, so he was heading in the wrong direction. He turned and peered into the empurpled twilight. He thought he saw a dark figure move across the floating shape of a hologram. At the same time he heard Kia cry out, “This way, Halliday!” A second later he heard the front door open and Kia call, “Come on!”


It was all he could do to pull himself along on all fours, never mind get to his feet and run for the door. He retched, dribbling a thin bile, grateful that he hadn’t eaten for hours. He heard movement, footsteps. Panic expanded in his chest like an exploding coronary. He reached for his automatic and managed to pull it free from his jacket. Still on the floor, twisted awkwardly on his side, he extended the gun and gripped the butt with both hands, trying to steady his aim.


He would fire to miss, and frighten off whoever it was. His senses swimming, he looked around desperately for any sign of the shadowy figure. He thought he saw it again, ghostly before a hologram. He touched something with his elbow, the dark shape of the Norwegian sofa. He rolled behind its bulk, putting it between him and the spectral figure.


He tried to control his breathing, calm himself. It was a long time since his combat training with the police force. He remembered nothing, his mind blanked by the passage of years and the situation he found himself in. Perhaps anything he had picked up, he told himself, he would recall instinctively, when the attack came. At least he was armed. The weight of his automatic in his grip reassured him, helped to calm his nerves. Then another wave of nausea swamped him. He fought it, attempted to remain conscious.


He heard something, the soft, careful contact of a footfall on parquet. He braced himself, moved the automatic to the approximate direction of the sound.


The silence stretched, each fraction of a second calibrated by the beat of his heart. A sudden thought struck him, frightening in its implications. How was his stalker managing to counteract the disorienting effects of the sub-sonics and the dizzying visuals? Who the hell was out there?


He changed his mind about firing to miss.


Something hissed through the air, slicing the silence. He saw a line of silver light fall like a flashing sword. The sofa seemed to part, fall into two even halves, exposing him. Halliday kicked across the floor, towards a lighted rectangle he took to be a window. If he could throw something weighty through the glass, follow it out…


Footsteps again, pattering towards him. Another hiss – and a nearby wall unit collapsed, spilling ornaments and objet d’art across his prostrate body. Something heavy thumped him in the gut, winding him. He stifled a cry and reached out, locating the object, some kind of sculpture. He gripped it with his free hand, turned and swung the solid mass into the air towards the illuminated rectangle. If Sissi Nigeria had replaced the glass with reinforced plastex…


It was his last thought before the sculpture crashed through the window and shards of glass rained around him. Ice-cold air invaded the room. He pulled himself to his knees, hanging onto the sill like a survivor to the gunwale of a lifeboat. He took a breath and launched himself, rolling over the ledge.


Something prevented his escape, and Halliday felt panic clutch his throat. He tried to cry out. He turned, aware of the grip on his jacket. In the light of a street lamp he saw his assailant.


It was a man, perhaps his own height and age, a Latino with cruel eyes and a deep scar running in an arc from his temple to the corner of his mouth. Halliday experienced a bizarre surge of hope and relief, now that the shadowy figure had a face, an identity. His attacker was suddenly human, and vulnerable.


The man lifted his right hand, and Halliday saw the small silver sickle-shape of a cutter. He grabbed his wrist, smashed it in one motion against the woodwork. The expression of determined cruelty on the face of his attacker hardly flickered – but the cutter dropped and skittered across the parquet. Halliday raised his automatic, held it point blank to the scarred face, and before he could consider what he was doing he pulled the trigger.


He flinched, pre-empting the recoil and splatter of brains – but the hammer clicked on an empty chamber. He tried again, with the same result, and before panic took him he swung a wild upper-cut, connecting with the guy’s jaw. He heard his assailant grunt. He rolled through the window, his shoulder hitting the ground with a painful thud. He righted himself, sobered by the sudden cold, and ran. He was in a darkened alleyway, a canyon between the row of brownstones and a three-storey building. As he ran he checked his automatic. The ammunition clip had been removed.


Missy…


He was still dizzy and discoordinated from the effects of the sub-sonics and his legs seemed on the verge of buckling with every step. He chanced a quick look over his shoulder. There was no sign of the Latino. Was it too much to hope that his lucky punch had laid the guy out? He inhaled cold air, lungs burning. When he looked back again, his assailant was jumping through the window, reduced once more to the anonymity of a darkened shadow.


He increased his pace, sprinting now. He considered the probable range of the guy’s cutter, and the flesh of his back crawled at the thought of the sudden impact. Ahead was a turning, a narrow defile between buildings. He turned the corner at pace, caroming off the far wall and almost losing his footing. He ran on, and then stopped. Fear prickled his scalp and he experienced a sudden, cold sweat.


He was in a dead end alley. He faced the impasse of a red-brick wall. He looked around. There were doors, but they were padlocked; there were even windows, but they in turn were fronted by thick iron bars. He felt a sudden icy dread, and the image of his father came to him unbidden. He was shaking his head in wordless disappointment. The memory was as fresh as if it had happened yesterday, not twenty years ago when Halliday had swung and missed a third strike.


He turned, expecting the Latino to show at any second. To his right, zigzagging up the wall of the building, was a rusted fire escape. Halliday ran to it and jumped, catching the lower rung. The muscles of his arms ached in protest. For a second he hung, before summoning the strength from somewhere to reach for the next rung and haul himself up. It seemed to take an age of agonising grabs before his legs made contact with the first rung. He gripped the side-rail and ran, two steps at a time. As he took each turn he looked down, along the length of the alley. He was near the top of the building when he saw the Latino come to a halt at the end of the alley. They guy pulled something from his belt and turned down the alley, proceeding with caution.


Halliday stepped from the fire escape. He was on a flat concrete roof, silvered by moonlight, empty but for satellite dishes and microwave boosters. It sprawled away from him like a football field and offered little in the way of cover. He could run, but he couldn’t hide – nor jump from this building to the next. He judged the distances between neighbouring roofs to be in the region of five metres. He scanned the perimeter of the roof for any sign of another fire escape, but saw nothing.


Below, he heard the sound of footsteps on the fire escape. He took off, running to the nearest satellite dish. It was set at an angle of forty-five degrees, and facing the direction of the fire escape. He decided that to use the first dish as cover might be too obvious. He sprinted across the roof to where half a dozen dishes regarded the heavens. He grabbed one and tipped it back to give his boots more purchase on the lower rim, then took hold of the antenna and hauled himself aboard like some desperate wind-surfer.


A rivet was missing from the seam of the dish, and if Halliday lowered his head and squinted through the hole he could make out the expanse of the roof and the distant shape of the fire escape.
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