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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.


      




CHAPTER 1




Good afternoon, podheads. I’m Maya, this is Reality Sucks, 89.7 on your dial, and we’re surging, 24/7, so don’t go to sleep. You might miss something. Need a reason to live until the nighttime? Stay alive ’til five for Trendarama when we discuss hot fads of the moment. Can’t wait? Want to pull ahead of your friends? Okay, I’ll give you a hint: ripped socks. Don’t have any? Well, just so happens, Reality Sucks is running a special for the next fifteen minutes: three pairs, pre-ripped, pre-worn, for $7.95, overnight delivery charges extra. How hot is that? You know what to do, pod-heads. Grab that pod and swipe that hypercard. Can you afford to miss this deal? I think not. Now, for those of you incarcerated in the classroom and watching the best seconds of your life tick away, it’s two-fifteen. For the hardy souls among your who have liberated yourselves, it’s party time, and here to help you on your way are the Psycho Twins with their latest hit, “Bite The Hand That Feeds You”





A dead body.


It was a dead body, half-hidden by dried leaves, old newspapers, and other roadside debris.


Face up, eyes closed, it lay pale and still, just like in the movies. A dead body on the side of the road, discarded like an old apple core, left to rot in the September heat.


Jaz Andrews knew it as soon as she spotted it.


She wanted to run all the way back to school, back to the Chem lab she had just cut, back to the minute before she had come around the bend on Rutts Bridge Road and seen it. She pulled off her earpod—Surge’s voices babbled, barely audible—took a deep breath, and inched closer to the corpse.


Eyes closed, unmoving. A boy. He looked dead, all right.


Great. Just what I needed.


Should she check for a pulse? No, she had no idea how to do that. But she had to do something, didn’t she? Otherwise, she could be arrested. Or something. Maybe she should plug back into the Surge and ask for advice.


Summoning all her courage, she moved closer and crouched down, way down, until she was mere inches from him.


The thick dark eyelashes cast a purple shadow on the pale cheeks. The dark cap of hair looked as dense as her grandmother’s old mink jacket. The face was as finely chiseled as a marble statue, one of those old Greek statues she’d seen in Art History. Delicate. In fact, maybe a bit too delicate.


A thrill of horror tiptoed up her neck, lifting each blonde hair, one by one.


Maybe it wasn’t a dead boy at all. Maybe it was a dead girl. The work of a serial killer who was hiding nearby.


Jaz looked over her shoulder.


The road behind her was empty. Dust motes danced in the Indian Summer sunshine. A bluejay scolded from its hidden perch in a stand of pine trees.


If there was a serial killer lurking in the woods, he didn’t seem to be in much of a hurry to make her his next victim. Which was just as well. Her mother would never forgive her if she got killed and couldn’t make dinner.


A voice in her head said Stop looking around and call the police. Now.


Jaz reached for her pod phone.


The dead boy/girl’s chest heaved. He/she sighed.


“Shit!” Jaz nearly fell over backward. She throttled her shriek of surprise until it became an embarrassing mouse-like squeak.


The eyes blinked, then opened. They were blue, no, grey, no, both. The face was clear, no chevrons or tats to show alliances or neighborhood. No earpod; in fact, the stranger wasn’t wearing any bodytech at all.


“Hello? Hey, can you hear me?” Jaz’s voice was half an octave higher than usual before she got it under control. “I said, are you okay?”


The boy/girl sat up.


“Do you need help?” She waved the pod, ready to activate its emergency frequency.


The stranger raised an elegant hand and touched long, graceful fingers to his/her forehead as if taking inventory. Full lips curved upward in what might have been a smile of relief.


In the midst of her panic, Jaz began to feel a little pissed off. Was she dealing with a mute? A mime? “Hey. Hey!” She waved the earpod again. “Are you deaf? Can’t you understand me?”


The large eyes swung toward her. “Yes. I can understand you.” The voice was a rich alto, the words precisely, carefully spoken, with the trace of a slight, unplaceable accent. “I understand you very well.”


“Are you okay? Do you need help? I can call an ambulance.”


“No. Please, I’m unhurt. Intact. Apparently.”


The clothing didn’t give her a clue to the stranger’s gender or origin: A loose collarless moss-green shirt and softly draped pants. Soft boots. Yoga gear, Jaz decided. No help there. I can’t just say, excuse me, are you a boy or a girl, can I?


Without thinking she held out her hand to help the stranger clamber to his—or her—feet.


As their hands met Jaz began to tingle. The sensation ran up her arms and over her body. It felt like the time she had touched her father’s old amplifier before it had been grounded, and all that ticklish, shivery electricity had danced across its slick shiny surface and over her fingers.


She looked into his eyes, into grey pools whose depths held blue-green flecks that winked and sparkled. She could swim in those pools, in those cool grey shadows …


SKWAARK!


Jaz reentered reality with a jolt. It was that damned blue-jay, yelling raucously. Stupid bird.


On his feet now, the stranger loomed over her.


A boy, she thought. Definitely a boy. He was tall, at least a head taller than her, and at 5’6” she wasn’t exactly a dwarf. She brushed her blonde bangs out of her eyes and smiled up at him. “My name is Jasmine Andrews,” she said. “Jaz for short.”


“Hello Jaz. My name is Corilanus.”


“That’s an unusual name.”


“Is it? Call me Cory.” He released her hand.


As the contact broke Jaz felt a moment of piercing disappointment and loss. Hello? You are losing your mind. You take the short-cut from school, see a dead body, and when it comes to life you want to hold hands. Run, girl. He’s probably a serial killer who traps his victims by playing dead.


He didn’t look like a serial killer. He looked like a prince out of a fairy tale, one who rode flying carpets and summoned genies from lamps.


“What happened? Did you fall down?” He didn’t seem to be bleeding. “You weren’t hit by a car, were you?”


A spasm passed through him and he grimaced, showing straight white teeth. His features seemed to swell, blur, then sharpen.


Instinctively Jaz reached out but he pulled away from her as though afraid.


“Hey,” she said. “I won’t hurt you. Promise. But maybe you do need a doctor.”


“No!” His voice shook. “I’m really all right. I just fell down and hit my head. I was lost, and I got tired. And dizzy.”


He probably had a concussion, she thought. That would account for his kind-of-out-of-it behavior. “You should see a doctor.” Jaz plucked at her earpod, still dangling at her waist.


“No, please.” He grabbed her hand, and again she felt an odd tingly buzz. “That’s not the sort of help I need.”


Jaz pulled free. “What do you mean?”


“I came here to get away from a … a very dangerous place. Enemies.”


“You mean you’re a refugee?”


“Yes. Truly. I don’t know anyone here.”


“Where are your parents?”


“My … parents?” He paused, as though locating the appropriate reference. “They’re probably dead by now.”


Jaz felt a pang at that. He was lost, an orphan, a refugee. “God, I’m sorry.” For a moment she didn’t know what to say. The fervency of his tone and the look of anguish in his eyes touched her.


Maybe he came from the Middle East or one of those former Soviet countries that were forever having civil wars and atrocities. The precise way he spoke English betrayed his foreign roots. Nobody who grew up on it spoke it that well.


A refugee. Jaz knew it was crazy but she wanted to help him. And he looked like he really needed a friend. “Where are you staying? Is it around here? I can walk you home.”


“I really just arrived. And, well, I don’t really have a place to live.”


“Wait. You’re telling me that your family just dumped you down in the middle of Douglaston and said so long, good luck?” Maybe she really did need to wonder about his sanity.


“We didn’t have much time. There was great, great danger. I came alone. I’ve been traveling all day.”


“Is somebody chasing you?” Jaz couldn’t help looking over her shoulder. “Are you being followed?”


“I don’t know.”


“Well, you sure picked an odd place to run to. Parts of this town are probably more dangerous than wherever you come from.”


A shadow passed over his face. “I doubt it.


“That bad, huh? Wow.” She imagined corpses half-covered by rubble, children bleeding, women wailing for their lost loved ones. “Are you saying that you’re homeless?”


“Yes,” he said. “Yes, that’s exactly what I am.” He seemed almost proud of the fact. “Can you help me find a safe place where I could stay?”


Jaz was caught short by the request. What did he expect? That she would suggest he move in with her and her crazy family?


She started to shake her head. It was too much. Too weird. She had just met him. How was she supposed to find him a place to live? All she knew about him was that his name was Cory, and that he was all alone. Five minutes ago she had thought he was dead. What if he was an escapee from a locked ward somewhere? That would account for the weird green pajamas he was wearing, and his spacey attitude.


But he didn’t seem crazy, just odd. There was something about him that inspired trust. She couldn’t help feeling drawn to this tall pale stranger whose name sounded like something out of an ancient play.


“Let me think.” Okay, he was in trouble, on the run, and needed a place to hide. But where? And who wouldn’t ask him too many questions?


Mrs. Sedlow. Yes, yes, yes. Big, good-natured Zena Sedlow, the high school librarian. Jaz had often daydreamed of running away to live with Mrs. Sedlow in her rambling yellow clapboard bungalow on the outskirts of Douglaston.


Mrs. Sedlow was always talking about “back in the day when the people were together,” and quoting from weird old folk songs. Half the kids thought she was a head case, with her long streaming grey-blonde hair, huge hoop earrings, and bright tie-dyed skirts. But many would confide in her, and hang out in the library when they were cutting class. Mrs. Sedlow was good at keeping secrets, and she was forever taking in strays, both animal and human. Kindness was her rule: she wouldn’t tolerate cruelty shown to anyone.


She was always smiling, always cheerful. And why not? After all, she didn’t have family members who were losing their minds, or little children who didn’t understand the meaning of private property, or a constant need to discuss her own emotional state of mind. In other words, Mrs. Sedlow was absolutely nothing at all like Jaz’s mother.


That was it. She would take this Cory, this weird stranger, to Mrs. Sedlow. If he was an escapee from a mental institution she would know what to do. And then she could tell Adria and all her others friends on the Surge about it.


“C’mon. There’s a person I want you to meet. She should be home by now.”


*   *   *


You could hear Mrs. Sedlow’s house before you could see it: wind chimes set up a jingle jangle chorus audible from a block away. Whirligigs and pinwheels stuck randomly in terracotta pots lined the top rail of Mrs. Sedlow’s porch, cycling in dizzying circles. The yellow paint was peeling from the front gate and the stairs leading to the door groaned under each footstep, but no one had fallen through yet.


A sign beside the door commanded “Peace!” in huge purple letters. And next to that: “Please take off your shoes, turn off your earpod, turn on your brain.”


Jaz pulled the cord on the cowbell that served as a doorbell, and before the jangling had died away the door had opened and Mrs. Sedlow was beaming out at them. Music—Phish? The Grateful Dead? Jaz knew it was some ancient folkie group—pounded away from deep inside the house.


As usual Mrs. Sedlow wore a medley of colors and patterns. Her thin blonde hair floated around her face like a halo. She would never listen to the Surge, which was just as well, Jaz thought, because she wouldn’t like what she heard there about her clothing. On the other hand, she probably wouldn’t care.


“Jaz! I just got home and I need somebody to help shell peas. I knew that if I put the need out there it would be answered.”


Jaz grinned. Mrs. Sedlow always said weird things like that. “Hi, Mrs. S.”


“Come in, come into the kitchen. Who’s your friend?” Mrs. Sedlow’s cheeks were bright pink, probably from leaning over the stove. She never wore face paint even though the Douglaston chevron was one of the best. Jaz was glad her mother had managed to find a house in the Douglaston foothills, enabling her to claim the rainbow chevrons. She wore them across her cheekbones and from her eyebrows up to her hairline. In a year and a half she would get them tatted, when she turned 18, and her mother couldn’t say anything about it.


The warm, fragrant kitchen filled the back of the house. The windowsills were crowded with plants and stray bottles, pebbles, and driftwood. A large black and white cat slept in a pool of sunlight on top of a well-used wooden table in the center of the room.


Jaz stared at a music pod readout in the corner. She’d been right. Grateful Dead. Positively antediluvian.


The stereo seemed to fascinate Cory. He stood motionless before it, eyes wide.


“Music too loud?” Mrs. Sedlow turned down the volume. Cory shrugged as though released from a spell.


“Interesting,” he said.


“Here.” Mrs. Sedlow handed Jaz a bowl and indicated a pile of unshucked peas on the table and a chair. “So, are you going to introduce me to this mystery man?”


“His name is Cory. He’s new in town.”


“Namaste, Cory.” Mrs. Sedlow pressed her palms together and lowered her head.


With a quick feline gesture, Cory copied the greeting. Jaz wondered for a moment—there was something so delicate and, well, girly, about that motion. She knew she wasn’t supposed to think things like that. Maybe it was just some sort of yoga thing, or maybe he was a dancer. Just because a boy was graceful didn’t mean he was gay, did it?


Mrs. Sedlow grinned. “Sit.” She dropped a pail in front of Cory and pushed a dozen ears of fragrant fresh corn at him. He picked up one of the ears and stared at it with evident fascination, sniffing it, stroking the golden corn silk, lifting the leaves.


What was up with that? It was an ear of corn, Jaz thought. Not a weapon of mass destruction. He was acting as though he’d never seen corn before. Was he kidding? Was he stoned?


Mrs. Sedlow, having evidently realized Cory’s cluelessness, mimed tearing the leaves off and dropping them in the pail. After a moment’s hesitation Cory began to do it with a smooth expert rhythm, as though he’d been shucking corn forever.


“And do you have a last name, Cory?” Mrs. Sedlow’s eyes were bright blue behind her glasses. No corneal implants or iris dye-jobs for her.


“Uh, Yes. Lanus. My name is Cory Lanus.”


“And where do you live, Cory Lanus?”


“I have no home.” He turned to Jaz with a questioning glance.


“Well, that’s just it,” Jaz said. “He needs a place to stay, Mrs. Sedlow. Kind of urgently. Like now.”


“Homeless? So you brought him here.” It wasn’t really a question. Mrs. Sedlow peered over her half glasses at her potential boarder. “Are you in trouble with the law, Cory? I want a straight answer, yes or no.”


“No.”


“Are you on drugs?”


“No.”


“How well do you clean house?”


“I’m sorry?” Cory leaned toward Mrs. Sedlow as though he might understand better if he were closer to her.


Jaz shook her head. How could anyone be so obtuse? What was so difficult to understand?


“You know, sweep. Dust. Vacuum.” Mrs. Sedlow mimed the actions. “Do laundry?”


“Uh, I’m sure that I can learn.”


Learn how to clean? Jaz stared at him in dismay. Of course, what could you expect from a spoiled Saudi prince? He’d probably had grapes washed and peeled for him all his life. Probably had solid gold toilets that somebody else cleaned, too.


Mrs. Sedlow’s seemed more amused than surprised. “If you stay here you can bet you’ll learn. How long have you been on the street?”


“Ever since I got to town.”


Mrs. Sedlow opened her mouth. “And everybody knows …”


“… this is nowhere.” Cory finished the phrase. “Neil Young?”


“Exactly.” Mrs. Sedlow’s smile got wider. “Don’t suppose you bothered to enroll at school.” It was more a statement than a question.


“Not yet.”


“What are you, a junior? Senior?”


Cory’s eyes went wide. “I’m not sure. These terms have no meaning for me.”


The look Mrs. Sedlow gave him was sharp bordering on suspicious. “Excuse me?”


Jaz jumped in again. “I think Where he comes from, they don’t make those kind of categories for grade levels. You know, the way they figure it differently in England?”


“Where are you from, Cory?”


“I … can’t say.”


“Why?”


“I’m hiding from some other … people.”


Mrs. Sedlow was suddenly very concerned with the pots on the stove. “I see.” Her voice sounded constricted. “Well, people have all sorts of reasons for hiding. I understand that, and I’ll respect your privacy. You speak English very well.”


“Thank you. I studied it carefully.”


“How old are you? You look like a senior to me. Or maybe just a long, skinny junior.”


Cory gave her another deer-in-the-headlights stare, then seemed to regroup, calculating. “Um, I guess I’m sixteen. No, I’m sorry. Seventeen.”


“A senior.” She nodded, her spirits visibly reviving. “Good. Just as I thought. And I like being right. We’ll get you signed up at Griffith tomorrow. I’ll find a way to get around sending for your old school records.”


For some reason this struck Cory as funny. “My old school records? Yes, that would be difficult, to send for them.” His smile was wide and feline. “Very difficult. Thank you for helping me. I would very much like to enroll at the high school.”


“Reserve your enthusiasm until you’ve had a chance to see the place.” Mrs. Sedlow winked at Jaz. “I assume you’ll be staying for dinner, Jaz?”


“I’d better not. Teddy probably needs babysitting.”


“Before you go, tell me, how’s your grandmother?”


“Hovering between mineral and vegetable.”


“Sorry to hear it.”


“Yeah.” Jaz swiped at her bangs, a nervous habit. “My mother spends most of her time off work with her. Like she’s expecting a miracle or something. Or to make up for all the years she ignored her.”


“Sometimes I think that Alzheimer’s is harder on the family than on the one who has it.”


“Tell me about it.”


Cory broke his fascination with the corn to ask, “Teddy? Who is Teddy?”


“My obnoxious little half-brother. He’s nine. And I wish he’d hurry up and get old enough for Reform School so I could stop being his jailer.”


“It won’t last forever,” Mrs. Sedlow said. She had such a sad look on her face that Jaz felt the urge to hug her.


“No,” Jaz said. “But it sure feels that way.” She thought, not for the first time, that Mrs. Sedlow really understood a lot, for an adult. It was pretty awesome.


The grandfather clock in the hallway bonged in a cracked, off-key voice. Five o’clock.


With great reluctance Jaz pushed back from the table. “Sorry. Got to go.” She longed to stay in this warm, friendly room where she felt understood and cared for, and never ever leave.


Cory stood up, a look of alarm on his face. “You’re going? When will I see you again?”


“Tomorrow,” Mrs. Sedlow said. “Why don’t you meet us at the school office before classes begin, Jaz? You can help show Cory around.”


Even though she hated to get up early and was usually the last one to class, she nodded. Something about this strange guy made her want to help him. “Okay.”


“Thank you,” Cory said. He reached out his hand and Jaz took it. That strange buzz tingled pleasantly all the way from her fingertips to her clavicle. “Tomorrow, then.”


“Yeah. See ya. Peace out, Mrs. Sedlow.”


Jaz could feel Cory’s current dancing along her fingers all the way home. She didn’t even remember to put in her ear-pod until she was halfway there.




CHAPTER 2




[It’s ten past seven on 99.9, and you’re surging with Shena, queen of the night. We just listened to the Dead Hippies do “Pre-Life Support” and I’m taking requests by phone, fax, instant message, or smoke signal. You should have our number on your pod speed dial, but if you don’t–and why don’t you?–it’s 555-1314. Here’s the Arrhythmia Trio and “Pull The Plug.”]





Cory was in the small room called The Bathroom. The door was closed and he was attempting to discover how the various devices in the room worked.


The silver handles above the basin—were they to be pulled up or pushed down?


Nothing happened, either way.


On his third try he managed to scald himself with the hot water before he could turn off the flow.


Disgusted, he retreated to his room.


Darkness. Silence.


He was alone in the night with his fear.


Alone.


In this strange room, in this strange house, alone on this strange, terrible, alien planet.


He lay huddled like an infant on the bed, shaking.


So much preparation. So much study.


No one had mentioned the fear.


He had thought he was prepared, and yet he was trembling under the terrible weight of his aloneness, his terror of this foreign place, the exhaustion from the journey. His agitation threatened to send him into a complete Phasing.


No. No. No!


He had almost Phased right in front of the girl. That would have been a disaster. He had to control himself.


Searching deep within the fear he found anger and concentrated on it, pretending it was strength. It would do for now. It would have to do.


If only he had not had to run.| If only he felt better prepared. But he had not finished his preparations when the breach came, and only had time to grab a few items nearby. The crucible, of course, and its case. But he could have brought so much more. It could have been so much easier.


Death trailed behind him, death and ghosts. He wore those ugly memories like an invisible cloak. So many ghosts.


Yes, he had been the one chosen to run, to hide, but why? Why? Wasn’t it more honorable to stand and fight, and die if necessary, with one’s own brethren? He had not chosen this exile—it had been chosen for him. An honor, he’d been told. To be torn from one’s kin and cast out into the dark unknown.


A bitter honor.


The anger was not helping.


Survival was all. He must survive.


He forced his mind away from his angry, desperate thoughts and toward a few shards of hope.


He had survived the long, difficult journey, despite the rough arrival.


The girl, Jaz. There was hope there, too. She had accepted him. Even better, she had been kind. He had sensed that in her when she first touched him. It was a spark worth kindling. He did not want to frighten her. Perhaps she would be an ally. He needed allies, badly, desperately. She was his first.
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