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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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A FINE DAY IT WAS; CLEAR AND CLOUDLESS, bright (oh, how bright!) and cheerful, a day on which all things seemed possible. Even dying. Dying had not been on Evan Orgell’s schedule for the day, but that was the result he was on the verge of achieving. And there wasn’t a damn thing he could do to prevent it.


Because his suit was broken.


All around him the extraordinary, phantasmagorical world called Prism teemed with life. His visit to Prism was supposed to set him up for life. Now it appeared likely it was going to set him up for something else.


The air centimeters from his face was rich with oxygen he couldn’t breathe. Nearby burbled a stream of fresh, cool water he couldn’t drink. It flowed through a forest full of plants and animals he couldn’t eat.


Prism’s sun warmed his face. It was intensely bright but no hotter than the star which circled Evan’s own world, Samstead. At midday the temperature was positively benign. He could breathe the air of Prism, drink its water, eat his own rations, and yet he was going to die. He was going to die because his suit was broken.


It shouldn’t be. It was a very special suit, even by the unique standards of Samstead. It had been built especially for this visit. The engineers and designers had constructed it to protect him from every imaginable danger, every conceivable threat a world like Prism could pose. What the suit’s builders did not foresee, could not have foreseen, was the utter alienness of Prism’s inhabitants, not to mention their insidious cleverness.


It wasn’t entirely their fault, he had to admit. The engineers were used to building survival suits for work on worlds whose lifeforms were nothing more than variations on a familiar theme, that theme being the carbon atom. Prism was different. There evolution had proceeded from a different beginning to wildly different conclusions.


It was that evolution which had broken his suit.


The bright sun continued to beat down on his unshaded form. While the temperature outside his artificial epidermis remained pleasant, it was starting its inexorable upward climb within. Evan desperately wanted a drink of water. He tried to roll over. The permanently sealed servos refused to respond and he stayed as he’d fallen, flat on his back.


His left arm wouldn’t move at all. The right groaned as he stretched for the water. It was a radical break with procedure, but he thought he might cup some water in his one operable hand instead of trying to draw fluid from the helmet tap.


Assuming he could do this, though, how could he deliver the water to his mouth through the suit’s impenetrable visor? His right arm went limp and he gave it up, exhausted by the attempt, just as he’d been exhausted by Prism ever since he’d touched down on its glittering, disorienting surface.


It had all seemed so simple and straightforward back on Samstead. An unparalleled opportunity for advancement within the company. There was no way he could fail to carry out the assignment. He’d never failed before, had he? Not Evan Orgell.


Methodical, brilliant, incisive, overpowering. Also impatient, overbearing, and arrogant. All those descriptions had been applied to him from the beginning of his career by those who admired him as well as those who hated or simply envied him. All were to varying degrees accurate. Failure was not a term which applied to Evan Orgell.


Until now. Because his suit was broken and survival suits just didn’t break. Until now. It was something that did not happen.


As Prism shouldn’t have happened.


He lay there on his back, trying to gather his remaining strength and regulate his breathing while he considered what to try next. The first thing was to get out of the direct glare of the sun. Using his right arm as a lever, he slipped it beneath him and pushed. The servos whined, his body lifted, and he managed to roll a couple of meters to his right, beneath the torus of a cascalarian. A tiny triumph, a very minor achievement, but it made him feel a little better.


The cascalarian occupied the same ecological niche on Prism as a shade tree on Earth or Samstead, but it was not properly a tree. It possessed neither leaves nor chlorophyll. The tripartite central trunk was three meters high. From there stiff spines grew parallel to the ground. These supported a transparent glassy torus which was filled with a great variety of life, some of it motile, all of it part of the parent growth. It reminded Evan of an imploded Christmas tree.


Everything grew toward the central trunk and the center of the torus. There was no outward expansion. Competition for living space within the torus was fierce and constant, yet all of it was part of the cascalarian’s own closed system. The various shapes were competing for food. Which was to say, for sunlight. Like the majority of lifeforms on Prism, the cascalarian was a photovore.


The thin outer shell of the torus magnified the sunlight falling on it. Within the protective magnifying shell the internal lifeforms were colored lapis blue and aquamarine. Here and there a few patches of royal blue—something twisted and throve. There were also unhealthy-looking patches of pink sponge, but they were rare.


The cascalarian was an organosilicate structure, as were most of the dominant lifeforms on Prism, for it was a world based as much on silicon as carbon. A world of glass, beauty, and confusion.


No matter. Shade was shade, he mused.


By turning his head he could look down at the stream. The cool, pure, fast-running stream that could save his life, if he could get to it. The stream was alive with snowflakes. Twenty of them would fit easily in the palm of his hand.


Snowflakes had tiny transparent legs which ended in broad flat pads. Attached to their backs was a single curved sail about the size of a thumbnail. They congregated where the water was still, partying on the surface tension. As the sun rose or fell they adjusted their stance to receive as much of its light as possible, crowding and shoving each other for the best place. Each photoreceptive sail was a different metallic color: carmine red, cobalt blue, deep purple, emerald green. A pair of tiny crystalline eyes marked the location of each head, and the eyes were colored the same intense hue as their owner’s sail.


Powered by Prism’s sun, the creatures dashed silently back and forth across the water, using tiny vacuuming mouths to suck up the mineral-rich silicoflagellata washed down from above Thoughts of predation began to worry Evan. He was in no danger from the cascalarian or the brightly colored snowflakes, but he knew that Prism was home also to creatures which would gladly take him apart. Not for meat, but for the valuable store of minerals his body contained. The human body was a mine of highly prized trace elements. So was his suit. A big scavenger would draw no distinction between man and clothing and would devour both with equal pleasure.


His body was particularly rich in iron, potassium, and calcium. A mine. My mine is mine, he thought, too tired to laugh. The sun continued to raise the suit’s internal temperature, despite the cascalarian’s shade. He blinked against his own sweat. He had to do something soon.


No. He had to do something sooner than that, because something was coming toward him. He was sure his vision wasn’t that far gone. Whatever was approaching wasn’t very big, but then, it wouldn’t have to be to do some real damage, given his helpless semicomatose state.


He couldn’t see it clearly because the special discriminatory visor of his suit helmet wasn’t functioning properly. The visor was necessary because many of Prism’s lifeforms were organized according to fractal instead of normal geometry. They tended to blur if you stared at them for very long, as the human eye sought patterns and organization where none existed. Fractals existed somewhere between the first and second dimension or the second and the third. No one, not even the mathematicians, was quite sure.


It didn’t matter so long as you looked through the Hausdorf lenses. They were built into the visor of his suit helmet. Which was broken. As a result, fractally organized figures didn’t look quite right when viewed through unadjusted transparencies. Like the whatever it was that was slowly coming toward him.


It was more than merely disconcerting. You could go crazy. Fortunately he was too tired to care. So very tired. He could feel himself drifting, falling asleep or fainting, he wasn’t sure which. Not that it mattered.


He only hoped that the alien entity stalking his motionless form would start by eating the damn suit instead of its helpless occupant.
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THE STORM RAGED AS EVAN STRODE BRISKLY down Korbyski Avenue. He was enjoying it. Powerful thunderstorms were a frequent visitor to this part of Samstead. The wind, heavy rain, and lightning were exhilarating. Naturally, the weather didn’t affect him at all because, like everyone else on Samstead, he was wearing a suit.


He happened to be clad in a developmental engineer’s duty suit, status semiformal. Its internal stabilizers allowed him to stride without strain into a seventy-kph gale. Evaporators and dispersers kept his face visor clear. The thermosensitive weave kept him warm and dry. The light, flexible material was dyed dark green. Black stripes ran diagonally across his chest, left shoulder, and left leg. Two bands of lighter green crossed his right shoulder. Evan was partial to subdued attire.


The street was crowded with citizens rushing about their daily errands. Each wore a uniquely decorated suit and none paid any attention to the near hurricane battering the city.


Suits were comforting not only to those who wore them but also to everyone else, since a suit reflected not only its wearer’s personal taste, but also his or her profession, wealth, or private interests. Evan passed one woman who was having trouble controlling her offspring, who were fiddling with their stabilizers in order to float freely in the wind a meter above the pavement. He could hear her shouts clearly over the omnidirectional universal communicator. She was late for some kind of business lunch and didn’t have time to indulge naughty children. Besides which if they didn’t settle down, behave, and walk properly, they were going to miss ballet class.


That threat convinced the youngsters to reset their stabilizers. They dropped gently to the street and toddled along silently in their mother’s wake—though every so often the boy would rise a couple of centimeters off the ground until a sharp backward glance from his mother would force him to return quickly to the pavement.


Evan smiled at the byplay between mother and son, turned another corner, and found himself confronting a towering structure with a concave facade. He started through the central courtyard toward the imposing entrance. Over the doorway was the legend THE AURORA GROUP, rendered in blue crystal. In the center of the open courtyard and dominating it was a three-story-tall fountain in the shape of the company logo, three worlds forming a pyramid. The fountain played smoothly despite the constant wind. The water was contained by carefully programmed hydrostatic charges.


The door recognized him and let him through. As he entered the foyer his suit automatically adjusted to the warmer temperature inside. At the touch of a button on his right wrist, his visor and hood folded back into the neck of his suit, forming a neat high collar of the style favored by British admirals of the seventeenth century. By the time the elevator deposited him on the fortieth floor the suit had dried itself and removed its own wrinkles.


Nothing in his appearance suggested that he’d spent the previous half hour strolling through a whirlwind. Samstead’s weather was the reason for the invention of the Samstead duty suit. What had evolved from necessity had been metamorphosed by custom and fashion into something considerably more elaborate. Scientific invention had unintentionally paved the way for the establishment of a social convention that was unique to Samstead.


Seram Machoka was waiting for him. Since no desk was visible in the president’s office, it was apparent that the meeting was going to be conducted on an informal basis. That suited Evan just fine. He was at his best when the diplomatic niceties did not have to be observed.


He walked right in, unchallenged by human or mechanical intervention. It all looked very casual, but his progress was being monitored by company security. There was no reason to stop him. He was a known company man, in a known company suit.


Machoka smiled and waved Evan to a couch without rising from the lounger on which he reclined. Then he turned away as if suddenly disinterested to look through the transparent outside wall at the storm still engulfing the city.


He was wearing a supervisorial communicator’s suit modified to resemble leather. A series of concentric circles and alternating bands of yellow and white decorated the upper half of the suit, rising from his waistband to his right shoulder. The left side of the suit bulged slightly. It was stuffed with tactile controls and contact points. A desk was nothing more than a quaint formality. Machoka’s suit could put him in contact with every division of the company.


Evan waited patiently, supremely confident as always but hard pressed to restrain his curiosity. He’d never met Machoka before. There had been no reason for the two men to meet. Evan was an employee of the company and Machoka its president. They moved on different levels. Now there was reason for those levels to interact, and he was intrigued.


His colleagues at work had teased him about the summons though Evan wasn’t easy to tease. That was part of his personality, the part that sometimes angered those who didn’t know him and put off those who did. He couldn’t understand why he could gain everyone’s respect but not their affection. He was friendly and outgoing, always willing to help anyone with a problem. Could he help it if he was smarter than them? His tall frame didn’t help in cozying up to acquaintances. Tall people intimidated, short people ingratiated. We’re still primitives at heart, he always reminded himself.


A few close friends understood him well enough to take his daily Olympian pronouncements with a grain of salt and to joke with him about the drawbacks of his personality. They were there to congratulate him on his summons. It might involve a big step up the corporate ladder.


At least Evan’s size wouldn’t put Machoka on the defensive. The company president was as tall as Evan, though much darker of skin and scarcer of hair. He wore spiral tattoos on his forehead and neck, and big round metal earrings. A titanium arrowhead was glued to his shaved forehead. His personal adornment was confined to the skull. He wore no rings or bracelets and nothing on his suit. The suit was all business.


Eventually Machoka turned away from the storm to regard his visitor. “Do sit down, Orgell.”


Despite the office owner’s admirable efforts to convey a feeling of ease and relaxation, Evan sensed the tenseness in the president’s voice.


He folded himself into the couch. It was close to the transparent wall. A couple of meters from his left side the gale smashed raindrops against the plexalloy.


Something in Machoka’s suit beeped softly. Irritated, he threw Evan an apologetic half smile while his fingers danced over the rightside controls. He whispered toward his chest and Evan heard him say quietly, “No more calls for the next hour, please.” There was no way of telling whether he was commanding a machine or a person.


Several telltales on the right side of his suit immediately went dark. Only one remained active. It glowed a steady red.


“It’s a pleasure to meet you, sir,” Orgell said politely. He had not expected to be more relaxed than the company president, but it was becoming clear such was the case. It only left him feeling that much more confident. He had not the slightest doubt he would be able to carry out whatever assignment the company had in mind for him. He always had.


There is a small group of people who are convinced that they can do anything, absolutely anything asked of them. Evan Orgell was one of them. Of course, he wasn’t omnipotent. He couldn’t do everything. But he was convinced that he could. That kind of conviction carries a power all its own.


Machoka tugged at his left sleeve until he’d revealed a slim bracelet. So Evan had been wrong about the absence of body jewelry.


“What do you think of this?”


Evan leaned forward to study the bracelet. It was bright yellow and faceted all the way around. “I’m not a gemologist. I couldn’t tell you if it was a natural stone or artificial, much less if it’s worth anything.”


“It’s natural.” Machoka seemed to be trying to hide his amusement and it occurred to Evan there might be more to the adornment than first met the eye. The president rose, walked over to stand close to Evan, and stuck out his arm, palm up. “Here. Take a closer look.”


Evan did so, wondering what he was supposed to be looking for. Many facets cut by a steady hand, he decided. A dark wire appeared to run through the center of the crystal with smaller wires branching out from it. Inclusions of some sort, or an integrated support matrix added by the jeweler to strengthen the stone. He said as much to Machoka.


The older man couldn’t conceal his pleasure any further. “No, you’re not even close.”


Evan was a little miffed. He had serious work of his own to do, and if the president of the company wanted someone to play guessing games with, he could damn well find another candidate.


Machoka sensed his discomfort, adopted a more serious mien. “Touch it.” He gestured with his wrist. “It has a most interesting feel.”


Frowning, Evan reached out with his right hand. He received the impression of something slick and waxy before a sharp sting made him jerk his hand back. The bracelet twisted slightly before resetting itself on Machoka’s wrist. As it twisted, it separated for an instant. Evan could just make out two small yellow imperfections at the point of separation: eyes. Then the head slipped neatly back into a groove in the tail and the bracelet relaxed once more.


Machoka raised his hand and admired the ornament. “Not much of a charge, but I imagine it’s enough to scare off the majority of predators.”


“If it was supposed to be funny, it wasn’t.” Evan nursed his tingling hand.


Machoka looked down at him. “I was told that you had a terrific sense of humor—except when the joke was directed at you.” This time Evan wisely said nothing. “We’re calling it a Spanset. It’s an organosilicate life-form.”


Evan’s curiosity quickly overcame his upset. “Like a diatom?”


“Far more advanced than that.”


The Spanset clung to Machoka’s wrist without moving, looking exactly like a chunk of cut citrine. “So it’s alive. What do you feed it? I can see right through it and I don’t see anything like a stomach or normal internal organs.”


Machoka turned to the transparent wall and held up his arm. The light passed cleanly through the Spanset’s body. “They can be trained to recognize individuals. It identifies me through my body’s electric field. That’s what the biologists tell me, anyway. Feed it? It’s a photovore.”


“A what? I mean, I know what that should mean, but I’ve never heard the term used before.”


Machoka turned back to him and shrugged. “It’s the best thing we’ve been able to come up with. It’s a light-eater. It lives on sunlight.” He ran an affectionate finger over the crystalline surface, which did not stir. “It possesses its own little photovoltaic system. Instead of converting sunlight into chemical energy, as plants do, it converts light directly into electricity. That’s fine for a machine, but not for a living creature, and the principles are driving our research people crazy. Mathematically it’s all possible, but applying the math to a living thing is something else again.”


“Where did it come from? What’s the world like?”


“Easy. One miracle at a time, Orgell.” Machoka resumed his seat. “As to what its home world is like, we don’t know yet. But we do know where it is. Prism.”


Evan’s expression twisted. “Are we talking physics, philosophy, or the beautiful eyes of the new Records Department Comptroller?”


“It’s a world. A new world.”


“Sure is. First I’ve heard of it, and I don’t miss much.”


“It was intended that you and everyone else miss this. One of the company’s hunters stumbled across it. Very few people within the organization know about it, and we’ve worked hard to keep the discovery out of the media. Now one more person knows about it.”


Conscious of the small honor just received, Evan proceeded cautiously. “I can see why you’re trying to keep it a secret.” He nodded toward Machoka’s wrist. “If that’s an example of the commercial possibilities—imagine jewelry that defends itself against thieves.”


Again the president gestured with his wrist. “This is nothing, nothing. A bauble, a toy. According to what little we’ve learned about this place thus far, the possibilities there are …” He swallowed, started again. “We can’t even begin to imagine the possibilities. I certainly can’t. Scientifically I’m little more than a layman. I’m an administrator, not a chemist, not a products analyst.” He rose abruptly and began pacing back and forth in front of his visitor.


“Orgell, we don’t know what we’ve got here except that it’s big. Bigger than anything anybody’s dreamed of. Bigger than any single project the company’s ever tackled before. This world is not just new; it’s radical. It’s so strange my people are still arguing over whether biologists or geologists should be in charge of exploration and initial development. This business of organosilicate lifeforms is not unique. Some exist here on Samstead, some on Earth. But not on this scale. And the whole class of photovores is brand-new.”


Evan eyed the Spanset again. “It exists solely on sunlight?”


“No. It does ingest modest doses of certain minerals and salts. Call it a kind of food.” He hesitated. “You’ll get a full briefing before you go.”


“Before I go where, sir?” Evan asked quietly, even though he’d already pretty well divined the answer.


“Prism, of course.”


“I’m neither a biologist nor a chemist, sir.”


Machoka turned to his right and touched a panel on his chest. A leather-backed video screen about ten centimeters square emerged from the arm of the lounge-chair. The president rested his chin in one hand while he studied the display thus presented, spoke without looking up from the screen.


“No, you’re not. You’re an interdisciplinarian, a jack-of-all-trades. You take a little from this field and a little from that and come up with solutions to problems.” He looked up from the display. “We already have specialists working on Prism. Evidently they are not getting the job done. It seems they are in some difficulty.”


“What kind of difficulty?”


“We don’t know. That’s part of our problem. We don’t know because we haven’t been able to make contact with the station there in quite a while. If it was something easily repaired or coped with the station staff would have handled it by now. They haven’t. It may be nothing more than a simple breakdown in communications requiring a part they don’t happen to have in stock.”


“Then why bring me into it? Send in a communications crew.”


“You were one of those responsible for the development of the Avilla Off-World Exploration software, weren’t you?”


“Not exactly. I was the one responsible for its development.”


“So even though your in vivo off-world experience is limited, you have via computer and the software you designed actually been on and coped with literally hundreds of difficult and complex new world crises?”


Evan nodded. “That’s right.”


“So in that regard you’re probably better prepared to deal with whatever problem has arisen on Prism than most of our field people.”


“Perhaps. That still doesn’t explain why you don’t send in a crew. If you want to send a generalist, then I’m your man, but I don’t see why you don’t surround me with a few specialists.”


Machoka was drumming the fingers of his right hand on the arm of the couch. Suddenly he gave the top of the video screen a hard slap, driving it back down into its cubicle.


“You asked why you haven’t heard about Prism’s discovery. You deserve an answer.”


“I think I’ve already inferred one.”


“Then you deserve confirmation. You haven’t heard about it because the Aurora Group’s presence there at this time is, well, let’s call it semilegal.”


Evan tried not to smile. “Does that mean someone else might refer to it as semi-illegal?”


“Only if he were less than tactful,” said Machoka quietly. “We’ve managed to set up a small research station on the surface. That’s all, so far. That’s where what little information we’ve acquired to date has come from.”


“Along with your pet.”


Machoka admired his wrist. “Yes. Communications at best were infrequent and subject to heavy coding. Despite such precautions I fear they are being monitored. It’s not easy keeping the discovery of an entire world hidden from the rest of the Commonwealth.


“If we announce our discovery, then by Commonwealth law Prism is thrown open to development by any company or individual that wants to go to Terra or Hive-horn and file a Research and Exploration Claim. Soon you have government types from the Standards Bureau running all over the place making sure that you’re not abusing your permits, infringing on the claims of others, and generally making it difficult for your own people to do business.”


“I understand.”


Machoka nodded slowly. “I was certain that you would. The point of all this is that if the project is being monitored, we have to keep our activity to a minimum. That precludes sending out a fully equipped evaluation team. That’s just the kind of activity those bastards at Reliance, or Coway-Thranx, or the Helvetia Consortium, or any of our other less principled competitors would be likely to take notice of. And if we hire a freelance team from outside the Group, we risk our secrecy further.


“But it’s most unlikely that the presence in the area of a single Aurora executive would spark any undue interest. Since we don’t know the nature of the trouble on Prism, we have to send in a generalist to find out what’s going on before we can decide how best to rectify it.”


“Meaning me.”


“Meaning you, yes. The very fact that you are not known to our competitors as an off-world specialist works in our favor. They cannot be aware of your work on the Avilla software.” Machoka considered the section of lounge which had swallowed the video screen, decided against resurrecting it.


“I don’t have to tell you that this is not to be discussed with anyone else. If any of your coworkers ask where you’re off to, tell them you’re being sent to Inter-Kansastan to attend and report on the semiannual conference on genetic manipulation of cereal grains. You’ll be going in that direction in any event and so your passage shouldn’t arouse any suspicions. The crew of the ship you’ll be traveling on has instructions to make a single fast pass by Prism to drop you off. You’ll be picked up when you request it and not before.”


“Just a minute. How can I request pickup if the problem is with the station’s communications system?”


Machoka smiled broadly. “Wait until you see the suit you’ll be working with. Unless their deepspace beam has been snapped by an earthquake or something, you’ll be able to tie right into the base generation system with your suit electronics. There’s a lot more to this suit than your Avilla software. Our engineers are rightly proud of it.” He paused, steepling his fingers.


“There are some on the Board who say I’m being too cautious in this matter. I think not. There’s too much at stake here. This is too important to the company, to me, to all of us. There are fortunes and futures aplenty to be made from this discovery and its subsequent exploitation—if we can keep it quiet for a year or two. That means keeping greedy s.o.b.’s like the people from Reliance and Helvetia in the dark. It also means keeping everything secret from the Commonwealth Council. Not to mention the United Church. I don’t want that bunch of pious moralists poking around Prism until we’re thoroughly established there.


“If we can keep it quiet for a year or so we’ll be set. After that it won’t matter if the whole Commonwealth knows about Prism. We’ll have such a lead in research and exploration that any other company that wants to go into Prism will have to pay for the use of our knowledge, if only because it’ll be cheaper than starting from scratch themselves. That goes for the government and the Church as well.”


“And if we’re found out?”


Machoka shrugged. “If by a competitor, we lose a great deal of money. If by the government or the Church, we may lose our freedom. Looked at from any angle, Prism is a great risk.”


“Risks hold fascination. Prism sounds fascinating to me, not risky.”


“Your confidence again. May it stand you in good stead. Then you accept?”


“Of course I accept. Did you think I might refuse? I’ve never turned down a company assignment yet.”


“They told me this was how you’d react. I know about your attitude.”


“There’s nothing wrong with my attitude,” Evan replied defensively.


“No? I was told that you’re arrogant as hell.”


“I am not arrogant. Just confident of my abilities.”


“Well, that’s what’s needed here.”


“I’ve already handled more than a thousand theoretical off-world problems during the development of the Avilla software. I doubt that there’s anything on Prism that I haven’t already dealt with in theory if not in practice. I’m sure I’ll be able to isolate the problem and compose a solution for it.”


“I hope so too, Orgell. I hope that this world doesn’t present you with that thousand-and-first problem, the one you haven’t had to deal with yet.”


Evan found he was growing impatient. If Machoka was trying to scare him he was failing. “Don’t we know anything about this world except that it’s ‘different’?”


“Certainly. The usual predevelopment basic information. I am told that the climate is agreeable, the air palatable, and that there are no native diseases that can affect us. Not germ-based, anyway. Of course, research is still in its infancy, but from everything that’s come through so far the place sounds like an exotic paradise. This may turn out to be a holiday for you.”


Sure, Evan thought. Except that the holiday-goers who’d preceded him to Prism weren’t communicating with anyone anymore. He rubbed absently where the Spanset had stung him. The unexpectedness of the jolt had shocked him more than anything else, but still—what if that was just a sample of the defensive mechanisms employed by the local lifeforms?


“I wish I could tell you more, but you’ll be given all the information you’ll need to carry out your mission. After all, you’re not going to be thrashing around the planet’s surface. That’s what the specialists at the station are there for. You’re really going to be a glorified courier though I’m hoping you’ll be able to solve the problem by yourself and save the company some time and money.”


“I’ll certainly do my best, sir.”


“Yes, that’s what the reports all say. Don’t let it give you a swelled head.”


“Not unless the atmosphere there is lighter than you’re telling me.”


“So you do have a sense of humor. Good. You’ll have help right up until drop-off time. Don’t hesitate to ask for anything you need. We’ll give you proper cover. You’re traveling first-class to an important interworld conference on genetics. Better bone up on your Mendelian mantras in case you have to sound professional. If you need anything from the company library …”


“My own is well equipped, sir, but thanks for the offer.”


“Another one of those voracious readers who devour information on a plethora of subjects, eh? I wish I had that kind of luxury time. Unfortunately someone has to run this company, and I’m him. All I have time to read are columns of figures and personnel analyses. Dry, dead stuff.” He held up his arm to admire the Spanset one more time. “Nothing exciting like this. I envy you your visit. I want to see this world more than I can say, but I can’t trust the day-to-day operation of the company to anyone else. Even if I could, it’d be impossible to keep my comings and goings a secret from our competitors. So—you’ll have to be my eyes and ears on this trip, Evan.” It was the first time he’d used his visitor’s first name. A ploy, Evan knew.


“Any particular suits I should pack, sir?”


“Standard private traveler’s comfort suits. The company will provide you with some new ones, if you like. You may as well be comfortable during the civilized portion of this trip. It’s a long way.”


“How will my nonappearance at the genetics conference be explained?”


“I see that you’re taking this in the proper spirit. Don’t worry. A suitable explanation will be provided, in case anyone bothers to track your movements that far. I don’t think anyone will, but we’ll play it safe just in case. Don’t start worrying yourself with details. They’ll be taken care of. Just get to Prism, find out what’s going on, compose a report that even I’ll be able to understand, and tell us what those people need so they can get back to work.


“I said that we’d like to have Prism to ourselves for a year or two. We’ll be very lucky to keep it secret for a year. We may not have half that, no matter how careful we are. That means that every hour, every day, is one more hour and day to widen our advantage over our competitors.”


“I can leave tomorrow, if necessary.”


“Good.” Machoka rose from the lounge. Evan sensed that the meeting was at an end. He stood, and the two men shook hands.


“I’ll be interested in a firsthand report when you get back,” Machoka said as they walked to the elevator. “Maybe you can make some of what I’ve been shown comprehensible. I’ve run back the chips from Prism at slow freeze and I’m damned if I can understand half of what I’m seeing.”


“I’ll be looking forward to that meeting, sir.”


Evan was provided that same information to peruse on his home reader, and he could sympathize with Machoka’s confusion. Despite his remarkable store of personal knowledge he found himself having to halt the playback and refer constantly to his reference texts.


The straight science was bad enough, all this business of a world inhabited by photovores and organosilicates, but there was also the matter of the creatures’ appearance. The lifeforms depicted in the preliminary report could not exist. Surely they’d been invented by a coterie of drunken artists trying to pass off their ravings as reality.


Part of the problem was that so many of the recorded images were indistinct. The report apologized for this, saying something about photographing fractal geometries without the aid of Hausdorf lenses. Fractal geometries? Hausdorf lenses? Back to the reference books.


His mind was spinning when he reported the following day to a branch of the company he hadn’t even known existed. It was housed in a small factory complex on the outskirts of the city. From the outside the building looked quite ordinary. Inside it was anything but.


That’s where they showed him the MHW.
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HE’D HEARD ABOUT THEM BUT HE’D NEVER seen one except on the occasional news report dealing with the exploration of a new world. Certainly he’d never expected to be fitted for one. Yet the MHW standing before him was to be his.


The Mobile Hostile World suit, of which his was the latest and by far the most advanced model (or so the engineers who were showing it to him boasted), was designed to provide an explorer on a dangerous world with complete life support and protection. It was solid and stiff instead of flexible like the day work suit he was wearing.


They put him in the MHW, let him get comfortable, and then ran him through a complete checkout of suit systems. Even that little instruction and preparation was unnecessary, since the suit could instruct its wearer on how best to utilize it. He had no trouble with the instrumentation, and the majority of controls were operated verbally. The suit was a true marvel of modern engineering, an extension of his own body. Its operator would be well protected on the surface of Prism or any other world. His last concerns about the forthcoming journey vanished.


Another storm was battering the city as he returned home, but he couldn’t see it. He could see only his future expanding before him. A vice-chairmanship perhaps. First company consultant. He might be perceived by some as arrogant (honestly, he would never understand where people acquired such notions!), but that wouldn’t slow his climb up the ladder of success. Achievement was what mattered to men like Machoka, and Evan Orgell would deliver. His twenty-five years with the company were coming to a head. All he had to do was locate a problem, propose a solution, and file a simple report.


What Machoka didn’t know was that Evan would have paid him just for the chance to visit a place that promised to be as fascinating as Prism.


He made his way home as rapidly as possible, ignoring the rain. The streets were crowded as usual. Several city employees were working nearby to clear a clogged drain. One wore a suit full of plugs through which he delivered power to two coworkers, whose suits were equipped with repairing and reaming arms.


He passed a doctor and nurse. They looked like candy canes in their familiar red-and-white-striped medical suits. The red stripes were softly aglow, indicating both were off-duty. Their suits contained sufficient medical equipment between the two of them to enable them to perform anything up to medium-difficulty surgery on the spot. A more serious operation would require the addition of specialized suited technicians.


Evan had once read about something called a “hospital” in an old history text. Apparently the ancients had actually hauled even the severely injured all the way to factorylike buildings for the purpose of treating them, instead of doing the necessary work on the spot. Imagine, subjecting an accident victim to the trauma of movement!


A civil policeman in his armored pale blue suit stood chatting with a media vendor. The latter’s suit boasted several flashing tridee screens, each equipped with a hard-copy printout for those who wanted to purchase. While staring at one screen Evan almost bumped into a woman advertising a forthcoming tridee. The flexible screen she wore from neck to knees wriggled with scenes from the forthcoming play. To ensure that preoccupied passersby looked at the ad, the video playback would disappear at unpredictable intervals and the screen would become completely transparent—but only for a second—before the advertisement resumed.


Three kids had halted outside a confectionery shop. He noticed them only because they were bawling and crying loud enough to drown out everything else coming over his communicator. The adults hurrying by ignored their cries, for the children were already being attended to—by their suits, which wouldn’t tolerate unprogrammed or unnecessary digressions. Only a parent or school administrator could alter that programming, and so the children would have to learn to be satisfied with the fruit juice and milk their clothing would readily provide.


Such musings reminded Evan that he was hungry himself. He nudged one of the controls set into the left arm of his suit. The small dispenser mounted on the right shoulder slid forward until it was properly positioned. A few cassava chips were followed by a dose of hot Samsteadian tea, heavily sugared. The snack was more than enough to put spring in his step for the rest of the walk home.


Naturally he didn’t unsuit until he was safe and secure within his apartment. No use courting arrest for outraging public morals.


The spacious rooms were cluttered and disorganized, in sharp contrast to their occupant’s mind. Tapes and chip files were piled in corners, on furniture, even in the kitchen. And the books, of course. Evan’s few visitors never failed to remark on the presence of the books. Real books, printed on tree shavings.


A storage chip might hold a hundred, a thousand times as much information, but there was no pleasure to be gained from holding one in the palm of your hand. A real book provided tactile and visual enjoyment as well as information.


One of these days he’d have to get the place cleaned up. He’d been telling himself that for ten years. His lady friends tried to do it for him, without success. Possibly his ferocious response that he wouldn’t be able to find anything discouraged them from pursuing the long-range excavation necessary to complete the work. Or maybe it was because none of them hung around for more than a few months. Eventually they all drifted off into the company of less brilliant but more amenable men.


Except Marla. Marla kept coming back. She was a structural designer, and a good one. She was smart enough to understand Evan’s profession and hold up her end of a conversation with him. What differentiated her from the others was that she also could see deep enough into his psyche to realize that for all his intelligence he was basically as insecure as everyone else. Their relationship grew slowly and steadily. Each preferred to dance at arm’s length from the other, both afraid of commitment while desperately desiring it but wary of making a serious mistake this late in their lives.


Another year, maybe less, and he’d propose. If nothing else, they were too practical to continue paying for two homes when they spent so much of their free time in each other’s company.


The depth of their maturing relationship was defined by Evan’s kitchen.


He’d allowed her more leeway than he ever had any of her predecessors in cleaning it up. As a result, it was now possible to use the cooking facilities to prepare a halfway hygienic meal. The bathroom was next on her agenda. When she reached the front door they would get married.


She deserved to know how the meeting had gone, now that he was comfortably ensconced in his apartment. He used the wall relay to call her. She was quietly pleased for him, recognizing how important the assignment could be to his career and their future. She was also as cautious as ever, identifying potential problems and pitfalls he’d overlooked in his first rush of excitement. There was no yelling and shouting; only quiet discussion and thoughtful analysis. That was something else that set Marla apart from the many women who’d visited Evan’s apartment. There’s much to be said for youthful passion, but when one reaches his forties it’s time to consider more than physical abilities. Living with someone is, after all, very different from loving someone, and requires a good deal more patience and understanding.


She promised to look after his collection of tropical fish and other personal matters, wished him success and a speedy return without any display of tearful emotion. She told him how very much she would miss him. He felt very warm and secure inside when the monitor in the wall finally winked off. A couple of touches on the controls filled the room with reassuring Mozart and changing pastel patterns on the screen.


Then he went through the ritual of unsuiting, placing the empty metallic cloth skin in its holding slot in his copious closet and setting the storage unit for a standard clean and check. There were the usual few seconds of discomfort at being unsuited, though of course he was still tightly sealed within the larger inflexible suit that was the apartment. One could buy a bulky life suit, essentially a mobile apartment, but locally they were banned due to the population density of the city. Strictly a novelty for nomads and country folk.


A check of his console revealed a long list of company-coded information awaiting his attention. Pulling up a chair, he started running them through the decoder.


He’d only been offworld on two previous occasions. Once to Earth for an important company conference and once to New Riviera for an expensive company-provided vacation. While coordinates for Prism weren’t given, time of travel was. It shouldn’t have surprised him, not given the dimensions of the Commonwealth, but he was still a bit stunned. It was farther from Samstead than he’d ever expected to travel. He was going to be a long way from home.


With nothing to worry about, he told himself. Not with that advanced MHW surrounding him.


As he stared at the monitor he considered going over to Marla’s before he left. He wasn’t sure she’d be pleased. Neither of them cared much for unexpected surprises. Both of them were planners. It was another reason they got along so well together.


No, they’d said their good-byes. The next time he spoke to her he would be home, ready to regale her with tales of grand successes on alien worlds. He would attack Prism as he had every other complex problem the company had handed him, solve the research station’s troubles, relax until his pickup ship came for him, and work on the presentation speech he would doubtless be asked to make for Machoka and the board of directors.


He was already planning how he and Marla would spend his bonus.


The KK-drive ship which picked him up from the orbital station ran irregular routes. Its passage close to the sun of an unexplored system would cause no comment. His section was heavily populated by company employees being sent hither and yon, to be planted like seeds on this world or that in the hope profit would blossom in their wake.


He was relaxing in the first-class lounge, watching the antics of the otters and fish in the central tank, when she interrupted his viewing. She was blond, what they called straw blond. Her skin was almost transparent, and her eyes just kissed with blue. As if to belie the delicacy of her coloring she was strappingly built. Feminine for all that, though.


She wore a mauve dress that covered her from ankles to just below her chin. Garnets sparkled around the hem and neckline, worked into the material in a few simple designs. What made the outfit especially interesting was the intermittently variable opacity of the material. It would change from a solid mauve to a kind of red smokiness that concealed while revealing. Evan was reminded of the advertising girl he’d encountered not long ago. He wondered if the degree of opacity could be varied or if it was a fixed attitude of the material itself.


She noticed his attention, smiled, and walked straight toward him.


“Hi.” Her voice was surprisingly deep. “First trip out?”


“No. Third. That’s a lovely outfit you almost haven’t got on.”


She giggled. That was unexpected and forced him to revise his initial estimate of her age downward. She’d been walking by herself since she’d entered the lounge. Unmarried, no boyfriend traveling with her. Parents?


Either she read his mind or else his expression was more predatory than he thought. “Don’t worry. I’m by myself and I’m of age. You want to see my ident?”


“Why would I want to?” There. That was sufficiently ambiguous so that she could take it any one of several ways.


Her reply was equally duplicitous. She sat down next to him and they chatted like old friends. She seemed content merely to flirt and tease. That suited him well enough. The verbal play was welcome, particularly since the rest of the passengers seemed an unusually dull lot. Interesting conversation can be hard to come by when you’re a lot smarter than everyone else. Especially if you tend, as Evan did, to spend most of the time talking about yourself and your own achievements.


The girl, however, seemed more than willing to sit and listen to him for as long as he chose to spin stories of his admirable accomplishments. Her name was Mylith.


“So you’re going all the way to Repler?”


He laughed. “Nobody goes that far.”


“This ship does.”


“Just some of the cargo.”


“Oh. I hadn’t thought of that.” In one hand she held half a dozen glass straws. They were fused together. Each was a different color and each contained a different liqueur. She would sip from one straw and then move on to another as he talked.


The dress never became more than milkily translucent. Never transparent. The guessing game it forced on his eyes was still intriguing.


“Where are you getting off?” she asked.


“Inter-Kansastan. Genetics conference.”


She made a face. “Sounds dull.”


“It probably will be. Ours not to reason why, though. Just to do what the company tells us to.”


“I suppose. I’m not quite so enthusiastic.” She put a hand on his knee. “Where else have you been? You said this was your third trip out.”


He told her about the conference on Earth and the vacation on New Riviera, and she didn’t ask him about his destination again, but for some reason he still felt uncomfortable. No reason to. He was just nervous. Asking a fellow traveler his destination was perfectly normal shipboard conversation.


Eventually they returned to the subject of her unique attire. With a sophistication that belied her age and which he found slightly off-putting, she allowed as how since he found it so interesting, he might like to see the rest of her wardrobe. He thought about the invitation long and hard before explaining that he was really very tired and had a lot of reading to catch up on before retiring. If she was disappointed she didn’t show it, but she didn’t approach him again. From time to time over the next few days he saw her talking to other passengers and occasionally a crew member. He wondered if she’d made any successful assignations since he’d turned her down.


By the time she departed on an intersystem shuttle he was mad at himself for having passed on what might have been a memorable opportunity. He’d always been overcautious. His mind assured him he’d done the right thing. It was not the time for extracurricular involvements. Secrecy and a low profile at all costs. But the rest of his body was pretty upset at the decision.


The great ship drove on through space-plus, following a course through a region of abstruse mathematics only advanced computers could understand, passengers and crew confident that they would emerge in the right place relative to the rest of the universe when they dropped below light speed and back into normal space. Two more such jumps relieved the ship of all its passengers save one.


A last jump put them in orbit around an unnamed world.


The company officer who came for Evan as he was using his window scanner to examine the cloud-shrouded world below looked like a gnome misplaced in time. A tall gnome. Save for a few lingering brown patches, his hair was pure white. He wore a neatly pointed beard and walked with a slight stoop, further enhancing his fairytale appearance. That is an impolite analogy, Evan told himself. There is nothing fairy-talish about a spinal defect modern medicine couldn’t fix.
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