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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.







“Our life passes in transformation.”


—RAINER MARIA RILKE





Chapter One



Darkness meant morning in the caves. Deep beneath the furious, deadly surface of the world called Styx, stalactites cast purple rippling shadows across the hand-hewn passages as Kayla John Reed swung her coldlight lamp back and forth like a starry pendulum. The air had the cold tangy stone smell which Kayla had always associated with the beginning of a day in the mines. She took an appreciative sniff and her green eyes glowed with anticipation. Today was going to be a busy day. A good one.


“Yeouch! God’s Eyes!”


White-hot pain shot up the length of her calf, forcing tears from her eyes. She had slammed her toe against a root outcropping of the glossy black stalagmite stump that the miners called “Old Bart’s Nose.” Cursing, she hopped, one-legged, long red hair bouncing, until she reached a niche where she could comfortably sit and massage her poor foot.


—Kayla? What’s wrong?


Her mother’s nearsense query, in narrowed mind-to-mind mode, came from a spot three kilometers down and to the right, from the deeper tunnels where her parents were prospecting.


—Nothing. Just stubbed my toe. Kayla was careful to modulate her nearspeech. Her empathic powers, already much stronger than those of her parents, were oddly amplified in the caves and she had been reproached more than once for giving her mother and father headaches during their telepathic conversations.


—Watch where you’re going. The caves aren’t a playground.


—I know that, Mother! Privately, Kayla wondered when her parents were going to stop overprotecting her. After all, hadn’t they bought her a new cutter for her sixteenth birthday last year? She was an independent prospector now, searching for mindstone ore just like her parents and their parents before them. Why couldn’t they respect that? Being an only child could be such a mammoth responsibility. Her thin shoulders had to bear the combined weight of both parents’ worry. It would have been nice to share the burden with a sister or brother.


Her toe had stopped aching. She got up, dodged nimbly around Old Bart’s Nose, and set down her gear.


The laser cutter looked shiny, almost brand new. She pulled it out of her sack and stroked the glossy casing as though it were a sleek animal pelt. Holding her breath, Kayla peered through the ultrasound scanner until she had located the marker she had left behind yesterday. Ah, there it was, a faint red circle that throbbed slightly on the yellow screen.


She pressed the trigger button and a thin, coruscating ray of green light surged from the mouth of the laser to melt away the smooth rock face. With practiced skill Kayla made clean, neat slices, wasting no movement, controlling the beam perfectly until she had carved an opening the size of a man’s head.


She shut off the cutter and waited impatiently for the glowing incision to cool. When the sides of the rock cut had cooled to purple and brown, she inserted a probe. The readings made her whistle. The vein was even better than she had suspected, a find of the highest quality mindstone.


Her parents would be delighted. Kayla could imagine the look of barely-concealed pride on her father’s face when she told him about her new stake. She paused, cocked her head, and used her empathic farsense to listen for the mental footsteps of her mother and father. There: they hadn’t moved. Her mother was fretting over a balky laser while her father was puttering around, sifting through a pile of mindstone salt. Just another day in the midnight caves of Styx, where three generations of Reeds had been digging for mindstones.


The eighth planet in the Cavinas System, Styx was a fierce and icy demon of a world. Its surface was uninhabitable, swept by violent electrical storms and dotted by active ice volcanoes. But beneath its roiling skin, Styx was honeycombed by crystalline caves. Determined pioneers, Kayla’s grandparents among them, had carved shelters out of the living rock, and fortunes out of the veins of rich minerals which laced the interior of Styx.


Although the earliest prospectors had merely hoped to eke a living out of their toil, they had become as rich as Midas through the discovery of an intriguing gem-hard crystalline stone. Ruby-blue with acid green striations, it was suitable, when cut, for costume jewelry. Called Cyrilite after its discoverer, Cyril Magnus, the rock was sold as pretty baubles, considered a curiosity until its first mind-altering effects were detected.


Something about the faceted stones affected the perceptions of some—but not all—of those who wore them. A savvy trader dubbed them “mindstones” and quickly made a fortune. Soon the entire Cavinas System was clamoring for the mind-altering jewels, and Styx was the only known source.


Kayla had grown up in the caves, wandering freely. Her parents were never worried that she would get lost. No one on Styx was ever lost for long, thanks to the miners’ extraordinary empathic powers of near- and farsense: the ability to communicate telepathically over long distances, through layers of rock. These unique abilities seemed to have developed from their long exposure to the raw mindstone ore. Studies had yielded nothing more than confusing, tantalizing clues to the source of the miners’ powers. All that was known was that the powers could not be duplicated in clinical tests elsewhere.


—Kayla!


It was her father, loud for nearspeech. His thoughts were clipped and there was a cold, unfamiliar feel to them that set Kayla’s teeth on edge.


—Quake, Kayla!


She heard it before she felt it, a strange, low growl, as though a huge, famished animal had awakened. Kayla swept her equipment into her pack and pulled it across her back. Now she felt the deadly vibration. A hungry animal, yes. The planet Styx was awake and hungry, looking for miners to devour.


—Get out. Hurry …


But she was already moving, running as fast as she could on the slippery cave floor. It shifted and surged, bucking beneath her feet as stalagmites shivered and bounced, cracking all around her. Deadly pieces of blackened stalactite arrowed down from above, aiming for her back, her legs, any exposed and vulnerable part.


The cave mouth, where was the cave mouth? She couldn’t see. Mindstone salt filled the air, getting in Kayla’s nose, her mouth, making her cough, blinding her. Another few meters and. …


Something growled, roared, and knocked her sprawling in the suffocating dust. She fought to get up, to reach the safety of the braced and beamed outer passages. But even as she groped toward the light, the world went dark, dark and silent around her.


*    *    *


Kayla opened her eyes to blackness. Her body ached as though it had been pummeled. She felt, but could not see, an immobilizing weight which sat upon her left shoulder. Where was she? In the caves? No, the ground was too soft. A tentative touch revealed soft bedcovers. At home? Had she just kissed her father good night?


No, not at home. Not in her bed.


Memory came rushing back, pricking her mind, filling her eyes. The smell of the room was sharp, medicinal, no dream. She was in the hospital. But how?


“You’re awake?” queried a soft voice. The familiarity of it put a huge lump in Kayla’s throat.


A wall lamp came to life, casting a cool yellow glow across the small room, and Kayla saw Dr. Ashley standing in the doorway, strong, no-nonsense Carol Ashley, who had brought Kayla into the world. Her lips were a hard, white line in her ruddy face.


“How do you feel?”


Kayla tried to sit up, winced, and lay back again. The weight upon her shoulder was a pressure cast. “Terrible. Where’re my mother and father? When can I see them?”


Dr. Ashley started to speak, stopped, shook her head gently.


“No!” Despite the pain, Kayla wrenched herself into a sitting position. Her head throbbed and the room swirled around her.


“I’m sorry,” Dr. Ashley said. Her voice was suspiciously thick. She seemed unable to say more.


“Let me at least see them.”


“I can’t. We couldn’t find them.”


Kayla refused to believe what she was hearing. “If you couldn’t find their bodies, then you don’t know that they’re dead, do you? You don’t have any proof.”


Dr. Ashley’s face was a mask of pain. “We’re reasonably certain.”


“We could search …”


“No, Kayla. Two tunnels collapsed. The entire fourth sector’s been sealed off.”


“With my parents inside it? You can’t do that! That’s most of our stake.” Kayla took a breath. Her throat felt raw and painful, as though she had been screaming in her sleep. “Under whose authority was it sealed?”


“Beatrice Keller’s.”


“What? How could she?”


“Some sort of emergency powers act, agreed to long ago by the Guild.”


“How convenient. But I still don’t see how she gets off making decisions about the Reed stake. And if my parents are still alive in there, she’s condemned them to death.”


Dr. Ashley shook her head.


“They might be,” Kayla said. “They might be unconscious.”


“Don’t you think we’ve been scanning for them? The strongest farsensers haven’t detected a flicker from either Redmond or Teresa. Face it, Kayla. By now we’d have heard something, even the mental babble of delirium. But there hasn’t been anything, not a whisper. No one could have survived this long under all that rock. If the initial cave-in didn’t kill them, then the lack of oxygen would have. They’re dead. Gone. They’re not coming back.”


“How did you find me?”


“Blind luck. You were close to the cave mouth and your mind was cycling loudly enough for Yates Keller to hear you.”


Yates. The name brought uncomfortable associations, unwelcome longing, and confusion. There was no time for that, now. She closed her eyes. She didn’t want to think about Yates, she didn’t want to think about anything, but she didn’t have that luxury. She took a slow, deep breath and stared up at Dr. Ashley. “What’s my next move?”


An approving smile lit the doctor’s face. “You’d better push for being declared a legal adult. It’s your best bet for cutting through any red tape. And that way you’ll avoid having somebody appointed as your guardian. You’ll inherit all of your parents’ claims immediately, and, I imagine, your father’s seat on the Guild of Styx as well.”


“My father’s Guild seat!” Kayla winced. She wasn’t ready for that, not at all.


Dr. Ashley took Kayla by the shoulder. “Do you want to see the Keller faction take over your father’s seat? You’ve got to face up to your responsibilities, Kayla.”


“But the Guild …”


“Yes, I know.” Dr. Ashley’s tone softened slightly. “It’s difficult, a terrible shock. You’re very young. But people have lost parents when they were younger than you are now. And you mustn’t abandon the Guild to the control of the Kellers. Every seat that’s absorbed by their faction limits the miners’ power. That’s the last thing Redmond would have wanted.”


Kayla remembered sitting beside her father in the Guild Hall. How could she sit there alone, without him? She heard herself saying, “I guess you’re right.”


“All of us who were loyal to your father will be loyal to you. You know that.”


“Yes.” Yes, of course they would be. Who else was there for them? Who was left? “I wonder how the Kellers will react.”


“Beatrice will probably expect you to align with her, now, or to sign over your voting rights until you come of age.”


Not bloody likely. “I’m sure she’d like to get my voting rights.”


“She wouldn’t mind having your powers at her disposal, either,” Dr. Ashley said.


Despite herself, Kayla smiled. It was common knowledge that she was one of the most gifted empaths of the younger generation, a tripath at the very least. The only one who even approached her skill level was Yates Keller. But he was only a duopath with near- and farsense capabilities, and the latter so weak as to be nearly latent, vestigial, useless. Not that that had prevented Beatrice Keller from crowing about her son after the testing. She had boasted for a week, until Kayla’s results had come back.


Tripath. At the very least.


Her parents had warned her against pride—and the recklessness that accompanied it. But she was proud that she had such power. And that she was strong, stronger, even, than Beatrice Keller’s precious son.


But Dr. Ashley was speaking, saying, “I think Beatrice will try to cooperate with you, Kayla.”


“Why?”


“For starters, she’s offered to cover all of your hospital expenses.”


“I can pay my own bills,” Kayla said sharply.


Dr. Ashley’s mouth quirked. “I thought you might feel that way.”


“Beatrice Keller must really want my cooperation.”


“Don’t cast her aside lightly,” Dr. Ashley said. “An alliance with her might be useful. For all of us. But there’s plenty of time to sort that out later.” She pressed a derm patch against Kayla’s wrist.


“What’s that for?”


“So you’ll sleep.”


“I don’t want to sleep. I want to go home.” But her eyelids were already so heavy she couldn’t keep them open. She thought she heard Dr. Ashley whisper, “Tomorrow,” but that might have been just the beginning of a dream.


*    *    *


The entrance to her home looked exactly the same. What if she pushed it open and found Mom in the kitchen tending her hydroponic plants, or Dad fussing with a clogged ore cleaner? Would she yell, “Surprise!”?


No. They weren’t there. They would never be there again. Kayla took a deep breath and unlocked the door. The familiar scent made her throat grow tight. Home. It was still home even if there was only her left to fill it.


The warm familiar rooms cut from translucent green crystal were a welcome refuge, the very stone from which they were cut seemed to emit a comforting glow.


Shimmering lavender bambera-fur rugs, the finest grade from the best weavers of Liage, the plains planet, cushioned Kayla’s footsteps. She had always loved their softness and had spent hours sitting on them, staring into their mandalalike patterns, dreaming of the bambera herds that roamed Liage, tended by their mysterious nomadic keepers under open skies where wind actually blew and rain fell from clouds.


But now they were just rugs. She walked over them blindly, and settled slowly into her father’s big padded chair. The green and blue embroidered cushions smelled like him, and, for a moment, if she closed her eyes she could believe that she was a child again, sitting in her father’s lap. Kayla opened her eyes and tears began to trickle down her face. She let herself go, huddling into the chair as though it were a human being, sobbing until she ran out of tears and a dry, cold grief filled her.


I’ve got to be strong, she told herself. They’re gone and there’s nothing I can do about it.


All around her were bits and pieces of her family’s life: holopics, mine probes, the wall-hung tanks of hydroponics which her mother had so patiently tended under their pink growlamps. The imported wooden table and chairs, shipped all the way from the Salabrian System, which her father had ordered to surprise her mother on her thirty-fifth birthday—and paid for with the credits which would otherwise have purchased a new cutting rig. She didn’t have the heart to put anything away. But the longer she looked, the less capable she felt of living with the painful reminders of her mother and father.


Stick to business, she thought. The quake had closed down a major portion of the Reed stake. She had to see how much was left, and what portion of that provided her with liquid assets. She picked up her father’s strongbox: it was made of scented golden wood, elaborately carved into whorls, knots, and twining arabesques. She tried to open it, but the lock was set to her father’s thumbprint and wouldn’t budge. Dismayed, Kayla stared at the recalcitrant hardware and wondered what to do. She didn’t want to smash the lid, but how else was she going to get at the family papers? Her eye fell upon her mining equipment and suddenly she remembered her laser. Use the cutter on the lock? If she were careful, she might be able to do it without even singeing the box.


She grabbed up the cutter and checked the levels. It was fully charged. She took careful aim and depressed the stud.


ZZZZZAT! A green-yellow bolt shot out of the laser’s mouth, right at the strongbox lock. Kayla took her finger off the button and the cutting ray disappeared. The lock glowed white-hot, then red, then orange. Kayla tapped the side of the lid experimentally.


Snick.


It came halfway, nearly falling into Kayla’s lap before she caught it.


Not a bad shot, she thought. I wonder if Dad ever realized just how weak his strongbox was? Of course he did. He could have gotten a nice little safe just like the one in her bedroom, but he loved old-fashioned things. Form had been just as important as function to Redmond Reed.


She paged through the files and vid cubes. It didn’t take her long to realize that Reed Enterprises had just barely been keeping its head above water. All of their expensive equipment had been paid for with loans from the Keller family. Even their house was mortgaged to the Kellers.


Mortified, Kayla bowed her head. Oh, Dad. Why didn’t you tell me? But of course she knew why, knew that her father had not wanted to worry her, had always believed that the next strike would yield enough money to cover everything.


Kayla felt hollow, drilled out by the discovery. Mortgaged to the Kellers. If she was lucky and worked nonstop, she might be able to pay everything off by the time she was ready to retire.


The box was nearly empty save for a cloth sack made of a surprisingly dense, soft blue material. She picked it up and nearly dropped it, surprised by its weight and heft. Something clicked musically from within.


Kayla tipped out the contents.


“Omigod.”


Blue-red and green, gently winking in the light of the glow lamps. Mindstones. She had a fortune in finely cut mindstones sitting in her lap. There was enough here to settle all of the debts Kayla had just discovered.


Why hadn’t her father used them? Why had he left them sitting at the bottom of a dark box?


She picked up a handful and felt the powerful effect of the stones begin to work upon her. The very air seemed charged, dancing with coruscating particles of yellow and red and gold and no-particular-color-at-all. Everything in the house had an aura, a nimbus around it of soft glowing light.


Across the room, something moved. She whirled and saw her parents climbing down out of their holopics and off the shelves to come sit beside her.


“I saved them for you, honey,” her father said. “I couldn’t just use those stones to pay off Beatrice Keller. They’re the best stones ever cut from our mines. Your inheritance, Kayla. All for you.”


Beside him, her mother beamed and nodded. They both looked so young and healthy. So alive.


Kayla laughed and wept at the same time. “Daddy. Mom, I love you so much. Why did you have to go?”


They didn’t answer her, merely stared lovingly at her and smiled.


Somehow she remembered the mindstones in her hand. She allowed them to spill back into the bag.


When she looked up, the room was as it had been. The holopics were in their places on the shelves. The air was clear. The house was silent. Kayla grasped her father’s precious gift, resealing the mouth of the sack.


“I understand,” she said aloud. “Don’t worry. I’ll be okay.” She tucked the sack beneath her pillow. For tonight, at least, it would be safe. She would figure out what to do with it tomorrow, or the day after that.





Chapter Two



Vardalia, a soaring metropolis of white domes and towers, was the capital city of St. Ilban, sole moon and offspring of the gas giant planet Xenobe.


Vardalia filled the only landmass on St. Ilban. Its towers spiraled up toward Xenobe’s great purple belly, which hung in the sky like a swollen sack about to burst. At dawn and sunset an aurora of green, pink, and gold clouds wove strange and beautiful patterns against Xenobe’s somber bulk and cast pale bronze shadows upon the city. At night, the many orbital suburbs winked down from above like tiny stars, friendly firefly companions.


Prime Minister Pelleas Karlson, head of St. Ilban’s government and leader of the Trade Alliance, sat alone, locked away from the platoons of secretaries and undersecretaries, the petitions of the importunate, the querulous, and the needy, the crises and scandals of various dignitaries, in short, all the noise that filled the waking hours of a busy and powerful man engaged in public life. He had decreed that he not be disturbed, explaining that he was involved in business of the highest importance and delicacy, and now he sat in delicious isolation in his office, the largest suite of rooms on the highest floor of the loftiest tower in Vardalia.


A short man with a look of softness about him, Karlson might have been taken for someone’s jolly, balding uncle. Only his dark, nearly-black eyes gave a hint of the dynamic mind behind the rounded flesh, the determination and will to power that had brought him control of the Trade Congress and politics within the Cavinas System for nearly fifteen years.


Karlson bobbed gently in his padded null-g chair, all of his attention fixed on a video cube whose multiscreened surface showed the meticulous procedures involved in cutting Styxian mindstones. A hunk of cloudy reddish stone was being masterfully shaped, faceted, and polished while spinning in the cool green low-ion bath that prevented cracks from splintering the rock during the delicate cutting process.


Mindstones, Karlson thought, maddening mindstones. It became a litany, a chant he could almost hear, a rhythm to which he could tap his toe. Such lovely, unpredictable gems, glowing blood red and blue in the lamplight, edging toward glorious purple when set, facets winking, in precious metal.


The stones were the key to the greatest power in the galaxy, Karlson felt that in his bones. Whoever controlled them controlled the worlds of the Cavinas System and worlds beyond that. And what if such power were to fall into unscrupulous hands, say, the wrong faction? Terrible, to think that all of his careful work to create and maintain the Trade Alliance could be unbalanced by misguided management of the mindstone trade. It was crucial that this industry be administered carefully. Given their controversial effects upon people, mindstones should really be restricted goods. And who was better suited than Karlson and his government to regulate all dealings in mindstones?


Of course, he reflected soberly, it would be a great pity if his government were forced to seize all mindstone stakes and holdings for the good of the Trade Alliance. Sad, yes, but government control of Styx might become necessary, if, for instance, there was even a hint of illegal hoarding in an effort to force already exorbitant prices higher. Yes, he would have to look into that.


Mindstones. What was their secret? People who could afford the jewels often wore them constantly—even to bed—in the hope that they would develop empathic powers like the miners of Styx. But that never happened.


What exactly did happen varied: Some wearers swore that the stones increased their latent extrasensory perception. Lunatics, obviously. But some folk claimed that their aesthetic senses were sharpened, their appreciation of beauty refined. For a lucky few, sex was reportedly better, deliriously better. Some claimed that the stones gave them terrible headaches. Others went into trances. For the unluckiest of the wearers, a strange shattering of personality and sanity seemed to take place. And for still others, there was no benefit, no effect at all.


Karlson had heard the tales of euphoria, the bonding between wearers, the ecstatic communion which the gems seemed to facilitate. He had also heard the darker reports of flawed gems which induced madness, paranoia, even death. But which was truly flawed, he wondered, the stone or the wearer?


And what really caused it all? Light frequencies, oddly refracted, or subsonic sounds rebounding off the gems? Whatever it was, obviously, something about the stones triggered strange reactions in some—but not all—of their wearers.


Even stranger, even more frustrating: the damnable things didn’t last. At least, some of them didn’t. From the moment the gems were separated from their parent rock, their potency apparently ticked away until eventually—no one could calculate when it would happen—most of them would blacken and crumble like dust. Most, but not all.


And what about the miners, those molelike folk who worked and lived near the stones, day in and day out? Their long-term exposure resulted in tangible and seemingly permanent benefits: extraordinary, startling telepathic abilities about which rumors abounded. Why didn’t some of them go mad? Or did they, and was that all hushed up somehow? Even the Styxians who handled the stones directly, cutting them and preparing them for market, seemed to remain untouched and safe from psychic nightmares.


The buying public ignored the possible dangers. The stones drew the attention—and money—of anyone who could afford them.


To Karlson, mindstones presented endless questions and tantalizing possibilities. He knew that it was only a matter of time before the stones’ secrets were unwound, analyzed, and employed. Once their power was tapped, they would become the most valuable material in the Trade Alliance. Whoever controlled them would wield unfathomable power. Pelleas Karlson fully intended to be that person.


He stared in fascination at the emerging gem with its graceful sweep of whorling facets and green striations. Hypnotic, attention-capturing.


The sparkling, hypnotic facets.


Karlson stopped rocking and sat bolt upright, nearly pitching himself over and out of his floating chair while one thought echoed in his mind: Could the pattern of the facets have something to do with the unpredictable effects of the stones?


Quickly, Karlson ran the vid sequence back and played it once more, and then again, Why not? Why in the nine worlds not? It was a plausible theory, as plausible as any he had heard. Yes. Yes, he must look into it right away.


A yellow light flashed from the recessed pad on his desktop: the prime minister’s private line. He pressed a button on the side of his chair to throw a shield around all communications in the room, and switched on his personal screen.


“Yes?” Karlson snapped. “What is it?”


“Good morning, Excellency.”


The voice was deep, its tone both insolent and insinuating.


“Merrick,” Karlson said. “I expected your call yesterday. Where were you?”


“I couldn’t get to a shielded screen, alone, before this. And it’s important, all right. I’ve got what you asked for.”


“Information?”


“Yes. As you suspected, the miners are experimenting with the tailings. They call it mindsalt.”


“Mindsalt?”


“That’s what I said. They crush it to powder and eat it.”


Karlson’s eyes widened in surprise. “You don’t say. How … unexpected. Any conclusive results?”


“Too soon to tell consistently, but it seems to have a certain, shall we say, potency.”


“Very, very interesting, Merrick. Please keep me informed on this mindsalt. Now, what about the stones themselves?”


“I’ve got a hold full of ’em. Way beyond the legal shipment weight.”


“Do you, now. And where did you get them?”


“I thought we agreed, Prime Minister, that we wouldn’t ask too many questions.”


Karlson smiled sourly. Merrick was almost as able a fencer as he. “Which means you probably didn’t just stumble over them by chance in some dark alley. Well, I don’t need to know their pedigree. Just get them here.”


“The usual drop point?”


“No,” he said. “I’ll send you new coordinates. Screen to screen.”


“And payment?” the trader said.


“As always, unless you’ve changed accounts …”


Merrick chuckled. “No, but the price has gone up, Karlson.”


“What?”


“It’s harder and harder to arrange these shipments,” the smuggler said, his voice gone hard and flat. “When I take on more risk, you pay more.”


Karlson hesitated, debating what to do. If he rejected Merrick and his shipment, he would waste time and probably credits before he found another shipment of contraband mindstones. “Very well,” Karlson said. “How much do you want?”


“Two hundred thousand credits.”


“You must be joking.”


“No, sir.”


“You’re a pirate, Merrick. This is outright robbery.”


“Whatever you say, sir.”


“Don’t be so smug about it. I could have you arrested, you know.”


“So? Cage me and I might sing.”


The prime minister’s voice softened dangerously. “Singers need tongues, yes?” Karlson disliked resorting to overt threats, but this bandit needed to be slapped down. “You’re not irreplaceable, Merrick, and you know it. I have at least five people lined up and eager to do your work. Remember that. And I’ll pay you one hundred and eighty thousand credits, not one credit more.”


There was silence.


Finally Merrick drawled, “It’s a deal.”


“Good.” Without further discussion, Karlson relayed the location of the drop point and switched off his screen.


He bobbed slowly in his chair, floating before the floor-to-ceiling window. Outside, Vardalia was putting on its show of lights and shadows, but Karlson might as well have been staring at a stone wall.


So the Styxians were experimenting with ground mindstones, were they? What effect would this peculiar condiment have on people? If the stones themselves were believed to enhance the intellectual, sexual, and psychic prowess of the wearer, why, then, not the eater as well?


But to eat mindstones? For a moment Karlson was repelled. He was fastidious in his dining habits and ingesting crushed rock had little appeal for him. Nevertheless, he was intrigued as well. What would it be like? Would there be hallucinations? Fabulous dreams? Might he discover untapped mental abilities?


But what if something went wrong and he was reduced to imbecilic babbling? No, no, no. He couldn’t risk himself, that would be foolish. But he would like to see its effects on someone else. Yes, he would enjoy that very much.


His office com line chimed two liquid notes and the voice of his secretary, Norris, came over the speaker. “The trade delegation to Styx is ready for their briefing, Prime Minister.”


“Send them in.”


The door slid open and Coral Raintree, chief negotiator, solidly built and blonde, and Robard Fichu, her lieutenant and rumored lover, sleek and handsome, walked in. They were wearing their official gray uniforms with the gold shields at either shoulder.


Both were quite tall, at least a head taller than the prime minister, forcing him to raise his chair a full five inches until he was hovering with his knees at their waistlines.


“Please sit,” he said. “I want to show you something.”


Without further introduction he activated the vid cube and both negotiators watched closely. Everyone, no matter how sophisticated, was fascinated by mindstones.


When the clip ended, Karlson asked, “How large a shipment of stones can Styx muster at any given time?”


Raintree and Fichu exchanged startled glances. “Well,” Raintree said. “I’m no expert, but I think they send several kilos.”


“Let’s say three.”


She shrugged. “More or less. I wouldn’t want to be held to that estimate.”


“You won’t be. Just for the sake of discussion, let’s imagine that such a load is worth three hundred thousand credits. What if we doubled the amount of mindstone ore brought to market? Tripled it?


The agents stared at him. “The market would be flooded,” Fichu said. “Practically destroyed.”


“But that couldn’t happen,” Raintree interjected. “There simply isn’t enough stone available at any one time.”


“What if there were?”


“I don’t understand.”


“Suppose the mining of Styx was done by state of the art techniques rather than the slug-slow methods currently employed by those telepathic tunnel rats?”


“We should tell the Styxians how to do their work?” Raintree’s tone suggested, politely, that her employer had taken leave of his senses. “Aside from the fact that Styxians are notoriously clannish, they shun all outside interference in the mines.”


“And what if they thought it was being spurred by an insider?”


“Such as?”


“Beatrice Keller. She seems like an ambitious, progressive-minded woman. I’m certain she would welcome some support of her mining operations.”


“Not if it meant relinquishing control.”


“She can be made to see reason.”


“I don’t know …”


Such negative thinking infuriated Karlson. “It’s in the highest interests of the government that we maintain some sort of control over the mindstone trade. If the Styxians won’t allow us to purchase mine rights directly, then we must do so through a third party. I think that Beatrice Keller is our best bet. But if she won’t cooperate, we can and will take control.”


Robard Fichu squirmed in his seat. “Seizing those mines might not be easy as you think. Don’t forget those empaths—those miners and their mind powers. A spooky bunch, if you ask me, living in their tunnels like rats, reading each other’s thoughts. Who knows what they could do to normal people?


Raintree leaned toward the Prime Minister. “Are you actually suggesting that we take over? Interfere directly with the miners’ operations?”


Karlson looked pained. “No, not yet. We would aid, direct, persuade. Perhaps the rumor could be planted, gently, that efforts at synthesizing the gems are nearing fruition. That might spook them.”


“You want us to lie during negotiations?”


“It won’t be the first time, will it?”


“What if they don’t believe us?” Raintree said. “We have no proof.”


“You’re a resourceful negotiator, one of my best agents,” Karlson said. “I’m sure you’ll find a way.” His voice was caressing, almost obscene in its silken intonations. “And be on the lookout for any signs of hoarding.”


Raintree’s smile was sardonic. “Look as in find?”


Karlson pinned her down with his gaze. “I think you understand me clearly.”


Fichu and Raintree nodded. They knew that if they didn’t produce the desired results, the prime minister would find others who would. And they would quickly find themselves back among the rank and file of Karlson’s security force.


Fichu said, “With all due respect, Prime Minister,” he said. “I don’t see how we can convince the Styxians to turn out more stones. They know it will lower the price they get at market. In all my years of negotiations I’ve never met a tougher bunch.”


“Of course it’s difficult to deal with the miners. I’m not saying it isn’t. But you’re seasoned people, the best I have. I couldn’t imagine anyone else better qualified for this job. And I’m counting on you to get it done right.” He paused, watching the flattery do its work. He didn’t bother to add that what was important here was gaining control of the mines, not the increase in stone production. “So,” Karlson said. “The Styxians simply must improve their output, with our help. Surely they don’t want to be labeled uncooperative isolationists. If that happened, certain parties might call for tariffs against them, raise prices on the goods they need, and so on.”


Raintree sighed. “We could always imply bottle-necking. Restricting the flow of necessary goods throughout the systems.”


“I think the key here is Beatrice Keller,” Karlson said. “She’s always been a reasonable woman, and she controls a large interest in the mines.”


“But it’s not her decision alone,” said Fichu. “There are other miners with major holdings.”


“None so large as hers. She must be made to understand that Styx simply doesn’t produce enough stones and people are in need because of it,” Karlson replied. “Other market forces could close in and force her to sell her interests. Stage a hostile takeover. Surely that’s simple enough to convey?”


Fichu blinked as though wondering whether he had been insulted.


“Honestly,” Raintree said. “You’d think anybody in the Trade Alliance would be delighted that we were literally begging them to increase their output and offering them the means by which to do so.”


“Don’t make it sound like we’re holding out a blank check,” Karlson said. “It will mean more expense for us than I like to think about, even if we act through a third party. Bea Keller is smart enough to figure out where her best interests lie. What I’m interested in is the increased stone production which we, not Keller or the other Styxians, will ultimately control. I don’t want them swinging their weight around at the next Trade Congress.”


Raintree nodded, but her smile was cynical. “Difficult to have one without the other, isn’t it? But we’ll see what we can do.”


“For the good of the market,” Fichu said.


“For their own good,” said Raintree. “After all, if demand for the stones is increasing steadily while output remains level, there’s potential for a market imbalance and retaliation by other traders. Better that Beatrice Keller ride the wave of the future—into our hands.”


“That’s the ticket.” Karlson gave her an approving look. “Concentrate on Beatrice Keller. If you can convince her to agree to our participation, then she’ll convert the other miners in their guild.”


He swept them cordially out of his office and turned back to his video cube. Mindstones, lovely mindstones. It was a friendly refrain in his head. Sooner or later, he would control them.





Chapter Three



Kayla made a desultory search of her parents’ possessions, flipping through old vid cubes and equipment, but she didn’t really have the heart to take a total inventory. Not yet. Not until she could move through the house without crying.


She saw him before she heard him, saw Yates with her mind before she heard him fumbling at the front door.


His smile was sheepish but still potent at only half-power. “Hi, Kayla.”


She felt her heart leap. “What are you doing here?”


“I wanted to say that I’m sorry. About your folks. I wanted to know if there was anything I could do.”


Yes, she wanted to say. Yes, there’s something you could do for me. Bring them back, Yates. Get your mother to take all her millions and buy my parents’ lives back. Buy yesterday, and the day before, and make it all come out differently. Could you do that for me, Yates? Could you do that, please?


Instead, she said, “Thanks. Do you want something to drink?”


His smile went to full wattage. “Great.” He looked down at the rugs and his eyes widened. “Hey, that’s a nice rug.”


“Yes, my parents had good taste. Even if they didn’t have money.”


“I didn’t say that.”


Kayla felt her cheeks heating up. “No, I know. I’m just all confused. I’m angry and I’m looking for somebody to blame.” She pulled a fat red bulb of flavored nectar out of the wall-hung cooler. “Here.


Yates slid his fingers into the handhold and opened the bulb’s seal. “Thanks.” He took a long, appreciative pull.


What was he doing here? Kayla’s mind reached out toward his. But just before she touched him, she recoiled. Long training made her cautious. She knew better than to probe, uninvited. But what did Yates want? He sat in her house, big, handsome, unreadable. A Keller, here. Why?


Even among empaths, Kayla was an anomaly. Not only could she employ nearsense and farsense, both sending thoughts and listening at great distances, she had the much rarer capacity to use shadowsense as a means of confusing the minds of others.


Her mother, Teresa, had been a monopath. Her father, Redmond, a weak duopath. Despite their repeated warnings that Kayla rein in her powers, both of them had been proud of their daughter’s abilities. Hadn’t she read that emotion clearly, seen it glowing like a beacon in their minds?


Kayla’s parents had been proud, yes, but they had discouraged her from flaunting her skills or condescending to her friends and classmates.


Don’t mind-peep.


Don’t show off.


Don’t give your friends headaches.


Protect them.


Protect yourself.


It was an endless litany. What good was it, Kayla had often wondered, what good to be the strongest empath in the class if all it got you was a list of things you shouldn’t or couldn’t do? The message was clear. With great ability came great responsibility. And she might be exceptionally skilled, but she still had to do her allotment of work each day, help her parents clear away the rocksalt tailings, test their ore for the best and purest stones, and carry their cuttings home. Those were the rules.


But everything was different now.


“Kayla? Kayla, can you hear me?”


She came to herself with a shudder. Yates was staring at her, frowning. He probably thought she was some sort of greeb, staring off into space, ignoring him. She felt a pang of embarrassment and irritation. What did he want anyway?


“Sorry,” she said. “Guess I just sort of wandered away.”


“I understand.”


“Do you?”


“Yeah. I was that way, myself, after my father died.”


Their eyes met in a quick and easy bond. Kayla had forgotten that Yates’ father had died, suffocated in a dust pit. And that her father, Redmond, had helped rescue Yates’ mother before she suffered the same fate.


“That was a long time ago. You were maybe nine years old.”


“Yeah,” he said. “But you never forget something like that.” He reached out and took her hand. “I know what you’re going through, Kayla. I’m sorry.”


She got a sudden, intuitive flash that Yates not only identified with her but felt the loss personally. She squeezed his fingers. “Thanks.”


“Do you want somebody to go with you tomorrow?”


“To the funeral?” She made herself say the word.


“Yeah. I could come get you, to walk you over.”


“I’d like that, Yates. I really would.” She squeezed his hand again.


“Good. Me, too.”


The two of them stared, suddenly out of words. Yates leaned closer.


Kayla shut her eyes.


He kissed her, gently, on the forehead. “See you, then.” He moved toward the door. “About noon?”


Kayla started breathing again. “Right.”


She stared until she could no longer make out his shape in the empty air. Then she turned back to the silent, empty house.


*    *    *


They sat in rows, Kayla with Yates beside her, his mother Beatrice and the other miners behind them, in the cavernous chapel carved from living rock.


Chaplain Emery, bald-headed and round-shouldered, worn to bone and skin by a lifetime of caring, murmured the ritual phrases.


“Life is given and life is taken away …”


Kayla hardly paid attention to the words he said. There were no graves nor graveyard. Space was too precious. Usually, bodies were cremated, ashes scattered in space, and the names were added to the plaque of the dead. This time, there hadn’t even been bodies to burn.


She stared dully at the names and dates: Redmond Reed, 2938-2978. Teresa Reed, 2942-2978. What did they mean? What, really, did they signify? Her parents weren’t here. They would never be here. Missing in action, lost somewhere just out of sight.


“Ashes to ashes,” said the chaplain.


Ashes? Kayla thought. There were no ashes to tuck away under a mattress or shoot out into the clean vacuum of space. But there was plenty of dust in the tunnels of Styx. Dust and tears.


She felt obligated to weep, but her eyes were dry, her heart numb. Yates squeezed her hand and she smiled briefly. The memorial service was unsentimental: Death was a given in the mines and the people who lived and worked on Styx were a stoic bunch, accustomed to hardship and peril. She felt her attention wandering and told herself to pay attention.
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