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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.


      




ONE


The face stared back at Richard Avery, expressionless as a ghost. It was a bloodless face, he thought, the face of a man in limbo. It was the kind of face you did not look at too closely on the Underground in case its owner had died.


He moved away from the silvery grey mirror of the puddle and heard his feet squelch in the soggy earth. He gazed at the gaunt trees and the dull green emptiness of Kensington Gardens. London’s Sunday traffic purred moodily in the distance; but February seemed determined to drown the landscape in a watery silence. And as the sad thin light of afternoon patiently died, it was possible to believe that Kensington Gardens was the most desolate place on earth.


The trouble with Avery was simple. He was recovering from influenza. The depression of the landscape and the depression of his state of mind matched perfectly, reinforcing each other. He should have stayed indoors watching the television, reading a book or playing his habitual meaningless games with the patterns on the wallpaper.


But, after a week’s imprisonment in his two-roomed flat, after more than a hundred waking hours of solitary confinement with nothing but the memory of inadequacies and disappointments to keep him company, anything seemed preferable to the voices that never made a sound, the accusations that were never uttered.


At thirty-five, Richard Avery was a failure. Not an amateur failure; a professional failure. He had made a pretty good job of it. Fifteen years ago he had been all set to be an artist. Not necessarily a good painter, but at least one who slapped colour on the canvas as if he really meant it.


But that was fifteen years ago, when the world was young and he was very much in love. Her name was Christine. She had brown hair, brown eyes, a wide sensitive mouth and breasts that were compact, tantalizingly innocent and beautiful. She also had leukaemia and a penchant for living gaily upon borrowed time. But the great thing about her was her tenderness. She loved Avery and she was sorry for him, deeply and tenderly sorry. For him, not for herself. That was the big joke. She knew that he needed tenderness. She knew that he needed all the tenderness he could get.


They lived together for just over a year; and during that time (in retrospect it seemed like an idyll at one with the great romances of history) he painted her more than a dozen times. He painted her naked, clothed, in repose, in landscapes and even in bed. He wanted to paint everything he knew about her, because there was so little time.


There was one thing he couldn’t paint, though. He couldn’t paint her tenderness. It was too big for a canvas, too brilliant for colour.


But it didn’t last. It faded as her strength faded. And in the end, when she died, there was nothing left but disappointment and fear and the tight unspeakable loneliness of a small child. He was with her then, all the time. He watched the personality slowly dissolve in a sea of frustration and, ultimately, that small lovely body washed up like meaningless debris on the final shore.


Afterwards, he had a nervous breakdown. It was predictable. But when he came out of it, he couldn’t hold a paintbrush without trembling, and he knew that he would never paint again. If he had been a great artist, nothing could have stopped him—not even the destruction of a hundred Christines. From which, of course, a conclusion could be drawn; and, to justify his failure, Avery quickly drew it.


The only problem that remained was to find a reasonably comfortable hole and crawl into it until time and mortality provided their own solution. The one thing he determined to avoid above all others was emotional involvement. His first experience would have to be his last. It was too painful ever to endure again. Not the ecstasy of loving, but tie terrible dread of losing.


So he settled down to a vista of years without purpose, to a life of teaching art to children whose conception of the human form had been modified by cinema posters and deodorant advertisements, whose gods lived mysteriously in black discs, repeating parrot cries of anguish at the stimulus of a needle, and whose maturing values could be expressed in terms of pay cheques, fast cars, drugged orgasms and the ultimate hypnosis of suburbia. He settled down to a life of pointless waiting, mere endurance, punctuated only by the recurring problem of evenings, week-ends, holidays and—occasionally—illness.


He did not live in the past. Neither did he live in the present or have any hope for the future. Regularly he contemplated suicide—and just as regularly failed to reach a decision.


Now, alone in Kensington Gardens with the late February afternoon closing round him like an expectant shroud, he began to hope that the edge of his depression would remain sharp long enough for him actually to do something about it.


But, regretfully, he knew that it wouldn’t. He would merely carry the dull ache back to his two rooms and, as it were, vary the position slightly. Presently he would be well enough—or, at least, energetic enough—to become anaesthetized by another dose of teaching.


It was at that stage of introspection, as he turned in his tracks to walk back through the sodden half-freezing grass, that he noticed the crystal.


It lay in the grass, tiny and white and burning. At first he thought it was ice or a snow-flake. But neither ice nor snow are luminous; and this was so full of radiance that it seemed like a crystal of cold fire.


Suddenly, he knew it was the most beautiful thing in the world. He stooped, put out his fingers. And then, in an instant, there was nothing. Nothing but darkness and oblivion. A split second demolition of the world of Richard Avery.




TWO


After a time—it might have been minutes or years—the oblivion somehow became less than absolute, and he knew he was dreaming. Images, half-formed, shimmered vaguely like reflections on a face of liquid darkness.


He saw stars. He literally saw stars. Whirlpools of stars—bright and blinding and frozen in the frothy glory of the great nebulae. He was drifting down a dark river of space. He was drifting to the end of the cosmos; and island universes—unimaginable dust bowls of light—seemed to flash by in the icy rapids of creation.


It was too cold—not physically cold, but spiritually cold. His half-conscious mind rejected the patterns of awful splendour, groping hungrily for meaning and relief and location. He came to a sun; and the sun had given birth to planets. One of the planets was blue and white with clouds, green with oceans, red and brown and yellow with islands.


‘This,’ said the voice, ‘is home. This is the garden. This is the world where you will live and grow and know and understand. This is where you will discover enough but not too much. This is where life is. It is yours.’


The voice was gentle, but he was afraid of it. It came echoing at him down a draughty tunnel of centuries. Its whisper was thunder; and its words—such gentle words—were like the sentence for an unknowable crime.


He was afraid. Fear burned like acid through the fluffy twilight of consciousness. Suddenly, he was awake. Agonizingly awake. …


Avery found that he was lying on a bed. The bed was in a room whose walls were all metal. There were no windows. The ceiling glowed. It did not glow painfully but with enough light to provide pleasant illumination.


Obviously he was in hospital. He had passed out in Kensington Gardens, and they had taken him to hospital. But a hospital with metal walls. …


He sat up quickly, and was rewarded by a roaring in his ears, a throbbing behind his eyes. He waited patiently until his vision cleared, then tried to collect his thoughts.


He looked for the door.


There was no door.


He looked for a bell-push.


There was no bell-push.


He looked for escape.


There was no escape.


He was contained in a metal room like an animal in a trap. Someone must have put him there. But who?


Panic surged, and he fought it down. Panic surged again, and again he fought it down.


Perhaps he had had a nervous breakdown and this was some kind of asylum. Perhaps he only thought he was awake, but in reality he was still sleeping. Still dreaming a dream as inconsequential in its own way as the vision of cosmic creation.


He had an idea. It was absurd, but at least it was an idea. He pinched himself, and felt pain. He pinched himself harder, and felt more pain. Still he was not satisfied, for the possibility had occurred to him that he might easily experience the illusion of pain while dreaming.


Then he developed a line of thought that seemed to take care of both dream and reality. If he were still dreaming there could be no harm in exploring the situation—as far as exploration was possible. If he were not dreaming, then exploration was absolutely essential.


He got off the bed and looked around. There was a wash-stand. The design was peculiar, but pleasing. There was also a small half-boxed-in lavatory—at least, he supposed it was a lavatory—and a mirror.


In the centre of the room was a table and a dining chair. There was also an extremely light easy chair—so light that he found he could lift it with one hand. The floor was uncovered and appeared to be made of some kind of deep crimson plastic. It had a dull surface, restful to look at and pleasant to walk upon.


But the most interesting piece of furniture was the pedestal by the bed. On top of it lay a machine that looked something like a small and incredibly neat typewriter. The paper was already fed into it from an endless roll.


It was a typewriter with a difference, however. For even as he looked at it, it began to type. All by itself. There was hardly any noise and no visible movement, but the message was printed out on the roll of paper quickly and smoothly.


Avery gazed at it for a moment as if it might explode. Then he pulled himself together, sat down on the edge of the bed opposite the machine and began to read.


Do not be alarmed, said the message (he smiled cynically at that). You are not in danger and you will be looked after with great care. Doubtless you have many questions to ask, but unfortunately there are some questions which cannot be answered. Whatever you need in order to live comfortably will be provided. Food and drink may be obtained on command. Your requests: should be communicated by means of the keyboard.


The machine stopped. Avery waited a few seconds, but that was all he was evidently going to get. He considered the message thoughtfully for a time, then put out two fingers—he had never been able to type with more than two fingers—and began to hit the keyboard.


He typed: Where am I?


His own message was not printed out on the paper roll, and he wondered if he had operated the machine properly. But as soon as he had finished, the reply was printed out for him.


No comment.


Avery stared at it and became angry. He punched out another question, hitting the keys as forcibly as he could.


Who are you?


Again the reply came immediately. No comment.


Why am I here?


No comment.


Avery spoke aloud for the first time. ‘This is a bloody useful instrument, I must say!’ The sound of his own voice shocked him. It was high, querulous. Whoever was on the other side of the metal wall must be enjoying himself—or themselves—hugely. He determined to do what he could to minimize their satisfaction.


He began to tap out another question:


Why did the quick brown fox jump over the lazy dog?


Back came the reply:


Query: To which fox do you refer?


Avery smiled grimly. It was good to have the opposition asking questions. It made him feel that he had at least stolen a little of the initiative.


The one that jumped over the lazy dog, he tapped out.


Query: Which lazy dog?


The one that was jumped over by the quick brown fox.


There was a pause. Avery sat back, feeling idiotically pleased with himself. The pause lengthened. They—whoever they were—seemed: (a) to be taking the question seriously, and (b) seriously considering the possibility of an answer. All of which told him something. Not much, but something. They—the inscrutable they—didn’t recognize a simple typewriting exercise. It was no great discovery, but at least it was information.


The reply came: This question cannot be answered because insufficient data has been supplied. It is presumed that the answer, if any, does not have any immediate relationship to the subject’s well-being.


Avery felt that he had scored a moral victory. They—he visualized the word in italics—were either playing it dead-pan or else they were not very bright. He felt better.


The subject is depressed, he tapped. The subject is imprisoned, frustrated, bewildered and bored. The subject is also hungry and thirsty. He presumes that the bunch of raving maniacs with whom he is apparently dealing will at least have the decency to provide food and drink.


Query: In the present situation do you prefer water, an alcoholic drink, tea or coffee?


In the present situation, responded Avery, I prefer an alcoholic drink—a large brandy—and coffee.


There was no further communication. Avery sat and stared at his wristwatch. It was just over two minutes before anything happened. Then he became aware of a very faint scraping sound and looked up in time to see a rectangular panel slide back in the metal wall.


Behind it was a recess containing his meal. He got up and went to inspect. There was a plate of chicken salad—attractively laid out with crisp fresh lettuce, cress, beetroot and tomato—a knife, fork and spoon, and a miniature bottle of Martell Three Star. There was a pot of coffee, a tiny jug of cream, brown sugar, a coffee cup and saucer and a brandy glass. All of which was arranged upon a plastic tray.


He picked the tray up and took it to his table. The panel in the wall remained open.


Suddenly, he went to the typewriter that was not a typewriter and punched out another message.


You forgot the bread and butter.


Query: How many slices of bread?


One. White. Thin.


The wall panel closed. It opened again about ten seconds later.


There was a small plate on which lay the bread. One slice. White. Thin.


Avery sat down at the table and tackled his meal. The salad was delicious, the chicken sweet and tender. Evidently they did not intend that he should suffer from malnutrition.


As he ate, he tried to think clearly and sanely about his predicament. But his mind did not seem to be much in the mood for thought. It said, in effect, to him: There have been quite enough surprises for the time being. To hell with them! Something will sort itself out, sooner or later.


But would it? The predicament he was in was, itself, neither clear nor sane. One moment, it seemed to him, he was walking in Kensington Gardens; and the next moment he was waking up in what might well turn out to be a superior type of nut-house—or the inevitable mad millionaire’s secret retreat in the Highlands.


He was more than confused: he was extremely doubtful about the nature of this particular frame of reality. The whole thing might easily be no more than a kind of dream within a dream—metal prison, inscrutable typewriter, chicken salad and all.


There was something worrying its way up into his conscious mind. Something about a crystal. … A glowing crystal. … Somewhere, somehow, he had seen a tiny crystal that glowed coldly with an intense point of frozen fire at its centre. But perhaps that, too, was part of the dream. …


He gave up the frail attempt at correlating thoughts and memories and deductions, and concentrated on the brandy and coffee. Something would sort itself out, sooner or later. It had to!


The brandy wasn’t so great, but the coffee was quite good. Avery smacked his lips appreciatively. Then he knew there was something missing. Something vital. He wanted a cigarette.


He fished in his pockets and found his gas lighter. But no cigarettes. Then he suddenly realized that somebody must have taken off his fleece-lined leather jacket. He looked round what he had already come to regard as his cell, but it was nowhere to be seen.


He went to the keyboard and tapped out: Cigarettes, please.


The response was immediate. There is a supply in the trunk under your bed.


Irrationally, Avery cursed himself for not having looked under the bed in the first place.


He hauled out the trunk. It was heavy and large and obviously new—the kind some travelling major or lower-echelon diplomat might buy for himself at the Army and Navy Stores. There were six heavy brass clips and a lock, but none of them were fastened. Avery lifted the lid back and peered inside. He was amazed.


There were several tropical shirts, three pairs of drill trousers and a couple of bush jackets—all new. There were two old pairs of leather sandals which he instantly recognized, and a couple of new pairs rather similar. There were vests and socks and a first-aid kit—all new.


His amazement became so great that it expired under its own weight. The whole thing was just too fantastic for words. He began to tip things out of the trunk untidily on to the floor as he delved deeper.


Together with his own toilet gear were some loaded razor-blade dispensers and about a dozen cakes of soap. Side by side with these was a small lightweight record player (mechanically operated as he discovered later) and a pile of new L.P. records. There were the Beethoven Fifths (symphony and piano concerto), the Bach Toccata and Fugue and Double Violin concerto, some Strauss waltzes, selections from My Fair Lady, several Chopin pieces, the New World symphony and a recording of ‘My Love is Like a Red, Red Rose’ that held too many memories because it belonged to a special world—the one that he had shared briefly with Christine.


Avery stared at the collection helplessly. Somebody must have done a pretty good job of reading his mind, because each piece was a favourite. Each was assigned for a special mood or a special occasion in what used to be the neat and tidy life of Richard Avery.


He was momentarily frightened. Whoever knew this much about him already knew too much. His unseen captors already held a majority of aces.


But then he realized that his fear was not only futile, it was—for the time being, at least—inappropriate. Although he was a prisoner, so far the indications were that he was a privileged prisoner. He could only hope it was not simply a case of fattening up the goose. …


Some of the other things he came across surprised him even more. There was a tattered wallet in which he had kept a few photographs it seemed worth keeping—various shots of Christine, faded and rather formal shots of his parents, snaps of himself as a baby, child, youth and Second World War merchant seaman. There was a great quantity of tubes of oil paint, a palette, brushes and several canvas boards. There was a bundle of paperbacked novels, a couple of old diaries, about a ream of writing paper and a box of pencils.


And underneath everything were the cigarettes. Not just a packet. Not just a carton. But about five thousand. In fact the layer of packets—several deep—covered the entire bottom of the vast trunk. His favourite brand, needless to say!


Avery opened a packet, went back to his chair at the table, sat down and began to smoke in quick nervous puffs, surveying the debris by the bed.


Strewn about on the floor the contents of the trunk looked most incongruous. They gave the impression of either being impractical supplies for an absurd safari or the means by which a man might endure a stiffish prison sentence without going completely insane.


Avery poured himself a second cup of coffee, emptying the pot. As he sipped it he became aware of an intense weariness that seemed to crawl internally up his legs like some secret miniature alpinist, determined to reach the icy citadel of his brain.


Suddenly the cigarette tasted terrible, and he stubbed it out on his plate. He yawned and stood up, intending to put all the things back in the trunk just as he had found them—an exercise that at least might help to keep him awake.


He took two steps forward, yawned once more and realized that he was in no condition to start re-packing the trunk. The fatigue hit his brain with an almost physical impact. The room—the cell—began to ripple slightly. He knew that he would be very lucky if he managed to get as far as the bed.


He made it, but only just. Even as he slipped down the long tunnel of darkness he knew, oddly, that he had just remembered something important. But the memory and his awareness of it gently dissolved.


Avery was completely exhausted. Recent experience plus the after-effects of influenza had produced an overdraft of nervous energy that could only be reduced by sleep.




THREE


He awoke with the feeling that he was not really waking at all, that he was merely re-entering a dream within a dream. But, he asked himself, what was the original dream? Answer: Kensington Gardens, London, teaching, the monotony of years without meaning. This dream at least was more vivid. It had an element of the absurd that was beginning to appeal to him.


He got up and inspected the cell. The remains of the meal had been cleared away, the contents of the trunk had been re-packed, and the trunk itself was back under his bed! There was one small change, however. His toilet things had been placed by the wash-stand. He decided there might be some virtue in freshening himself up.


Having used the lavatory with some relief and the oblique satisfaction of performing such simple animal functions, he stripped to the waist, gave himself a thorough wash in very hot water and shaved. After that, he felt ready for anything. More or less.


The packet of cigarettes he had opened was lying on the table. An ash-tray had been provided. He reached for the packet, took a cigarette, lit it and inhaled deeply. He began to think back.


But thinking back didn’t seem to provide any useful information. He was at a loss. Eventually he seated himself beside the conversational typewriter, determined to get something out of it.


Question: How long have I been here?


Response: No comment.


Question: Who the hell are you?


Response: No comment.


Statement: I think you are mad.


Response: No comment.


Statement: I don’t really believe you exist.


Response: No comment. A series of questions has been prepared, to which it is hoped you will provide written answers. If you do, you will be rewarded.


Statement: To hell with your questions! I want a pot of tea. No food, just a pot of tea.


Response: It will be provided. Do you take sugar and milk?


Statement: Both.


Avery began to pace about restlessly. The joke—if it was a joke—or the dream—if it was a dream—was getting just a shade too elaborate. He glanced at his watch, then he held it to his ear. It had stopped, of course. He felt totally disorientated. He might have been in the cell hours or days. He had no means of knowing.


He was about to ask what he knew was another ‘no comment’ question when the serving hatch opened. In the recess was a tray with a pot of tea, cup, saucer and spoon, milk and sugar. There was also a small sheaf of quarto sheets of paper and a pencil.


Avery took the tray to the table, sat down, poured himself a cup of tea and studied the papers. He snorted with disgust. He had seen papers like that before—hundreds of them. They contained fifty questions relating to number manipulation, spatial relationships, pattern recognition and verbal facility.


Suddenly, he was amused. It seemed poetic justice that, after so many years of inflicting them upon children, he should be faced with an intelligence test himself.


Do not agitate yourself, said the instructions at the top of the first sheet. These questions are designed only to provide information. Your performance will not affect your future adversely or otherwise. Answer each question as quickly as possible. Do not return to any question you have failed to answer. Your co-operation will be appreciated.


Do not agitate yourself! Avery laughed aloud. It sounded like some phrase from a foreign language smatter-book. Your co-operation will be appreciated! The devil it will, he thought cynically.


Then he remembered the bit about being rewarded, and wondered curiously what kind of reward they could possibly have in mind. The only worthwhile reward he could have would be freedom—but he was oddly sure that freedom was not even a remote possibility.


‘Humour the bastards,’ he told himself. ‘Play it their way and see what happens. After all, there isn’t much else to do.’ He picked up the pencil.


Then he put it down again. First of all there was the small matter of providing himself with a time reference. He wound up his watch, set the fingers arbitrarily at twelve o’clock, silently declared the existence of midday on Day One (he had to begin somewhere) and at the same time resolved that he would create a time-sheet/calendar by making a mark on a piece of paper for every twelve hours that passed. There was writing paper in the trunk. As soon as he had finished the fool intelligence test that was what he would do. It might not be a bad idea if he kept a diary as well. Just in case he was in for a rather long stay.


Avery sighed and picked up the pencil once more. He looked at the first problem. Routine stuff. A number sequence. 5 8 12 17. He wrote down 23 in the space provided for the answer.


He did the first ten in about three minutes. Then he began to slow down.


Mingled with the increasing difficulty of the routine stuff were one or two that struck him as odd.


Sex is to Life as Fire is to: Furnace, Forest, Fluid, Fulfilment, Flame.


After some hesitation, he wrote: Furnace.


Then again, a little later.


Mountain is to Hill as Man is to: Ape, Woman, Child, Foetus.


He wrote: Ape.


And then, after half a dozen more conventional problems, another joker.


Power is to Wisdom as Religion is to: Devil, Hope, God, Salvation, Love.


God seemed to be the answer to that one.


There were several mathematical and pattern problems that Avery could not solve—or, at least, that he was not prepared to give the time and energy to solve—and he skipped them as instructed. Altogether, it took him a little over three-quarters of an hour to work through the questions. At the end of which he found that he had attempted to solve thirty-three of the problems—more or less satisfactory, he thought.


But the last one was the most intriguing of all. It was divided into three parts.


(a) If you were the Supreme Being, it said, would you endow living things with infinite potential or would you set a limit upon their evolution?


(b) If you were the Supreme Being, do you think you would understand the meaning of death?


(c) If you were the Supreme Being, would you care more for the death of a virus or the birth of a galaxy?


Avery wrote: (a) endow with infinite potential, (b) no, (c) the death of a virus.


And when he had put his pencil down, he came to the conclusion that the joke was very subtle. Very subtle indeed.


He lit another cigarette, then went to the talkative typewriter and punched out: The monkey has earned its banana, gents. Test completed, IQ lamentable. I now chime the priceless reward.


Back came the response: Please return the test papers and tray to the recess.


Suppose I don’t?


You will be anaesthetized while they are collected. In that case it is recommended that you adopt a comfortable posture.


Goons! tapped Avery. He put the tea things back on the tray, childishly screwed the question papers into a tight ball and placed them in the recess. The panel closed.


Then he sat on the bed waiting for something to happen.


Nothing happened for about ten minutes.


Then suddenly, almost instantaneously, one metal wall of his cell disappeared, revealing another cell exactly like his own. Except for one thing.


This one contained a woman.




FOUR


She was blonde and in her mid-twenties. At least, thought Avery, she looked as if she might be in her mid-twenties; for she had the sort of vaguely attractive and subtly ageless face that might belong to a mature teenager or a youngish woman of forty.


She wore a red silk shirt and a pair of tight black slacks—and enough make-up for a party. Avery was sadly aware that the top two buttons of his shirt were undone—he only wore a tie when absolutely necessary—and his trousers displayed unmistakable signs of having been slept in.


All this passed through his mind—this ridiculous adding up of unimportant details—in the couple of seconds it took for the barrier of silence, surprise and immobility to crumble.


She was the first to move. She was the first to speak.


She came running towards him as if she were making a practised entrance.


‘Oh thank God! Thank God! I don’t know who you are or why we’re here. … But at least you’re human. I was beginning to think I might never see another human face again.’


Her voice was pleasant, her delivery was excellent. And when she had finished, she burst into tears. Before he really knew what was happening, Avery found that he had put his arms around her and that she was clinging to him tightly.


This, too, was so improbable that it could easily be part of a dream.


‘Take it easy,’ he heard himself murmuring. ‘Take it easy.’ Then, idiotically: ‘Neither of us are dead yet.’


She broke away. ‘Hell, I’m ruining my make-up. … What’s your name?’


‘Richard Avery. What’s yours?’


She smiled archly: ‘Don’t you ever watch TV? No, that’s stupid. You can’t watch TV here, of course.’


Recognition dawned. ‘I used to watch quite a lot. The only thing I ever conscientiously tried to avoid was that endless hospital series. You’re Barbara Miles, of course.’


‘In the flesh,’ she said.


Avery smiled. ‘Not necessarily. I have a theory I may be dreaming.’


‘The nightmare is mutual,’ she retorted. ‘What in heaven’s name is it all about?’


‘Damned if I know. Have you any idea how you got here?’


She shook her head. ‘The last thing I remember was this wretched diamond. I thought it might have fallen out of somebody’s ring—though goodness knows it looked too big for that. I remember bending down to pick it up. Then lights out.’


The information gave Avery a jolt. He remembered about the crystal instantly, and saw it once more in his mind’s eye—cold and lustrous and blinding.


‘Well, say something,’ she said nervously. ‘I didn’t make it all up.’


Avery looked at her and noticed the lines of tension at the corners of her eyes. The nightmare was decidedly mutual.


‘This diamond,’ he said, ‘it wouldn’t have been in Kensington Gardens by any chance?’


She stared at him. ‘Hyde Park, as it happens—but how would you know?’


‘The dividing line between Hyde Park and Kensington Gardens is more or less imaginary,’ he said without humour. ‘Mine was in Kensington Gardens. Not a diamond—at least, I think not. Just a crystal.’


There was a pause while each of them considered possibilities—and got nowhere.


‘I need a cigarette,’ she said at length.


He gave her one and then took one himself.


She inhaled deeply. ‘What did you say your name was? It just shows what a state I’m in. Can’t even remember a name.’


‘Richard Avery.’


She laughed shrilly. ‘Pleased to meet you, Richard. And welcome to the club.’


‘I’m more than glad to meet you,’ he retorted with conviction. ‘I was rather afraid the membership was restricted to one.’


‘Say my name,’ she said. ‘Please.’


‘Barbara.’


‘Say it again.’


‘Barbara.’


She sighed. ‘It doesn’t sound too bad I’m sorry. You must think I’m going round the bend. I probably am. For a while—in fact until that wall disappeared—I was beginning to think I might not be me. … Sorry again. That doesn’t make much sense, does it?’


‘It makes a lot of sense.’


‘In fact,’ confided Barbara, ‘I wasn’t really sure I was me until I saw you. Then for some damn silly reason there didn’t seem to be any doubt about it.’


A thought suddenly struck Avery. ‘Before we start nursing each other—no, I don’t mean that nastily—we’d better pool our information, such as it is. God knows how long it will be before the Goons put the wall back or get up to some other dodge. We may have another ten minutes or we may have all day—I mean several hours, anyway. So let’s make the most of it.’


‘Nothing to report, sergeant,’ said Barbara. ‘Except that I feel a bit better.’


‘Have you seen anything of them?’


‘Who, the mad scientists?’


‘Is that your theory?’


‘It’s as good as any. … No I haven’t seen a damn thing. … To tell the truth,’ she added hesitantly, ‘I had an idea they might be watching. I got so neurotic and bored that I took all my clothes off and lay down in the classical position for rape.’ She giggled. ‘Nothing happened. Either they weren’t watching or they weren’t interested—or both. … I’m beginning to think I really may be going round the bend after all.’
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