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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.


      




There was a lofty ship


and it sailed upon the sea,


And the name of that ship,


It was the Golden Vanity.


And it was set upon by a Spanish enemy,


As it sailed upon the lowland, lowland, low,


Sailed upon the lowland sea.


Then up spake the cabin boy


Of the age of twelve and three,


And he said to the captain,


What will you give to me,


If I swim alongside of your Spanish enemy,


And sink her in the lowland, lowland, low,


Sink her in the lowland sea.


I will give you silver,


And gold, and much money,


And the hand of my daughter,


So very dear to me


If you will swim alongside of the Spanish enemy,


And sink her in the lowland, lowland, low,


Sink her in the lowland sea.


—English Folk Song




Openers


1


Creaser yawned. He scratched his belly, his cheeks, and his teeth, then glowered around at the dingy cabin of his ship. You would think, he thought, that a Worker important enough to run one-man space missions directly for his chairman deserved a live-zone with a little elegance. His eyes flickered across the bare yellow floor, the “bed” formed from blue Halian jelly, the control bank, grimy from years of sweaty fingers, the tall narrow cabinet jammed with souvenirs and junk from a hundred worlds (and also with a certain platinum box, but it was better not to think about that particular temptation, not with a job ahead), the holo console and the meager pile of tapes—he wished he could stuff it all through the dumphole.


All but the cargo. The huge pilot squinted at the light-density box, sitting in all its impenetrable black glory in the middle of the floor. What was in there, anyway? Jewels? It looked small enough, about four hands square. Nonsense. The chairman owned enough jewels to melt them into a river flooding half of Center. Some sort of documents, maybe, evidence against one of the other companies. Whatever it was, the chairman wanted it enough to smuggle it off Ktaner’s Planet in a very illegal three ship convoy. Creaser and two escorts, a Nirudian, and a Clickie. Creaser didn’t know their names; he didn’t care.


Creaser snickered. Maybe he should open the box and peek inside. Many years ago Creaser had killed a gobble-mouthed Grufan who had laughed a little too loud at the B’Lajjilite’s folds of flesh. When Creaser had rifled the dead Worker’s kit he’d found—and quickly hid—that rarest of contraband, a “light key,” a white disc that could open any LD box. How the Grufan had gotten it Creaser couldn’t imagine, but he’d hid the thing ever since, vaguely hoping it would somehow finance a retirement more endurable than the misery most Workers received when they couldn’t push their ships any longer. He’d never used the key though he’d freighted LD boxes three or four times before. He wouldn’t use it now. Suppose they’d rigged up an alarm or a mind print recorder? A Worker was better off not knowing his chairman’s secrets.


“This filthy hangover’s twisting my head,” he said out loud. Again his mind skittered to the little platinum box and its yellow pills. He belched and pushed himself up from his air couch. Time to work, not play. “I want to sleep,” he bellowed.


He should have told them to find someone else. Sure, and wind up “retired” on Luritti. Burst, if they’d had someone else, they wouldn’t have picked him in the first place. Creaser was a good pilot—for a hack—but he was no Loper. But the chairman wanted his LD box, and he obviously didn’t want to wait—or else he couldn’t wait with the SA hot after his little prize.


Creaser waddled across the cabin to his control seat, feeling his folds of flesh slap against each other as he moved. Creaser’s home planet bore the highest grav level of any humanhome. B’Lajjilites were built wide and low, and when they left home their muscles collapsed into saggy layers unless they worked out constantly—something Creaser had never bothered to do.


The pneumatic chair shuddered as he thudded into it. What time had he told the others to collapse orbit? Oh, right, 333. Symmetry. His black pin eyes peered at the clock face, so dirty he could hardly see it. Only three tenths. Thirty stinking hundredths. Maybe he should get on the ’mitt and order a delay. Uh, uh, the wise smuggler keeps radio silence until after the first jumps. Well, he’d make it. Except for the hangover, he wouldn’t even worry.


If he could keep away from the platinum box.


Creaser grinned as he allowed himself one hungry look at the cabinet that contained his “friend.” The Worker’s Friend, known also as Ktaner’s Ecstasy. Ghost. Angelshit. Little yellow podpills of joy, joy, joy. A wave of pain ignited Creaser’s eyes. Joy? Not the next day. He should have left his friend back on Kap.


Ah, but how could you visit Ktaner’s Planet and not bring away some of that sweet true genuine Ghost? Winds of blackness, what a ghostdance he’d sung the night before (or was it two nights?), stretched out on the floor of his cubicle in the Worker’s Refuge, fingers twitching, eyes rolled back into his skull, while the whole slimy universe flooded his body in orgasmic waves.


And now, if he paid the price—boiling stomach, eyes on fire—well, he’d paid that bill before, and he’d do it again. As soon as he delivered that bursting box to the mighty chairman.


Almost start time. Creaser pushed the food bar for a roll of nip, the bitter brown paste extracted from squat ugly trees on Kap. A couple of rolls would wake him up enough to at least hit the course correctly.


As the crawl engines started with a hiss Creaser could see, through the side viewers, his two escorts move away from him into the dark. One more tenth to collapse orbit and then the first series of jumps. Creaser’s thumb gestured obscenely at the fant wires lying in their case, ready to hook his mind up to the engines of the unknowable ship.


What is non-space? A shortcut? A dash across the hole of the doughnut? A slide between the threads of the fabric? Maybe a glide in the inertialess zone between universes. No one knows. How does a ship jump into the Great Nothing, and how does it emerge again somewhere far away, yet somewhere specifically set by the course channels? Does the ship warp space? Does it destroy space and recreate it somewhere else? Does it simply stop moving relative to the universe, then start again, when the universe has properly turned underneath it? No one knows.


Why can’t it jump infinitely? What ancient decree limits the jump distances and the number of jumps in any series? Any answers remained locked in the ships’ robot builders.


The galactic culture that operated the ship knew only two things about the jumps that made their culture possible. One is that the jumps take no time at all. None. The pilot, or “Worker,” may experience non-space as minutes, hours, even days—the amount of subjective time is apparently unpredictable, though usually short—but the most exact instruments from Kiiuu (a Centerized version of a name that sounds to non-Kiiuuans as a shriek of pain followed by a whistle), that planet where the craft of measurement exceeds all other branches of knowledge, indicates no elapse of time between the ship’s disappearance and appearance.


The second fact known about the ships is the peculiar connection between the jump engines and the Worker’s private thoughts, his fantasies. The engines generate their tremendous energy in the form of waves, and all waves, as Arbolian scientists have demonstrated, form “structures” whose efficiency is determined by their “completeness” or “perfection,” terms derived from Arbol’s aesthetic linkage of art and science.


By themselves, the jump wave structures are incomplete, imperfect. By themselves, the jump engines will not send the ship into and out of non-space but instead will build back upon themselves until they rip apart the ship and the space surrounding it. The engines require, for their completion, a complementary set of wave structures, much less powerful, like the tiny piece needed to complete a huge jigsaw puzzle.


Specifically the engines require structures generated by the human brain indulging itself in private selfish fantasies. Childish fantasies. Daydreams.


To serve his ship a Worker attaches himself to the engines by means of filament wires running from the control panel to a band that fits above the eyes. Then he drifts his mind into a private world of glory dreams and infantile desires. The content doesn’t matter—only the strength. A trained Worker can dissolve the world around him as he slides into his dreams. As long as he can maintain these dreams the ship can jump. If the dreams fail him, or if they turn into chaotic nightmares, then the ship loses control. And explodes.


The theorists (who grudgingly admit they know nothing) argue that the terror-fants fail the ship because they form wave structures essentially different from the balanced structure of desire-fants. The Workers see it in a different way. To them the ship is alive (a conceit possibly engendered by the scientists’ referring to the computer channels as “organic”), and the jump engines form a giant mind, but a mind with no awareness. An idiot. The pilot and his fantasies give the ship its ego.


Together they form a whole person. Just as in a human, when the ego breaks down the mind explodes in chaos, so the ship, without the Worker’s ego, goes crazy. The Workers call the raw chaos produced when the ship explodes by an old Center word for psychotic—a “shrieker.”


Once a shrieker starts only a special ship equipped with dampers can cut down and reverse the chain reactive process of space consuming itself. And those ships require pilots whose fant mechanisms can survive the strain of combat. As any Worker knows, better not to let a shrieker loose at all.


Creaser stuck his thumbs against his eyes and rubbed in slow circles. Though the nip had shaken him awake, it hadn’t helped his stomach any. Well, he thought, if every Worker who swallowed a little ghost the night before could call off his jumps no one would ever travel anywhere. He chuckled and slid back in his seat. A good solid series, and then he and the other two could give themselves a three day rest. Three days. “Enough time to dance a little ghost?” he asked and answered himself, “No. Absolutely not.” Creaser laughed and closed his eyes.


With the expertise of years the Worker let his conscious mind slide into images of desire. Lying in a “pool of cool,” the rich black mud he’d once seen on a faraway resort planet. Perfumed air. Trees dripping with alcoholic melonnuts. Rocks covered with warm moss, undulating into erotic pictures from secret company collections. Beautiful women, catlike, with diamond legs, waited for him under the dark clear light of evening. And beyond them, standing guard against the company that so desperately wanted him to return as their chief pilot, a troop of towering ghosts, rainbow fire fingers waving against the sky, clear high voices shouting tributes to Creaser the Magnificent, savior of the universe.


One of the women brought him a dark box. It sprang open at his touch and a tiny woman—an erotic demon from Arbolian myth—leaped onto Creaser’s belly and slowly worked her way between the folds of flesh.


“Oh, you dark blue lady, In your slimy green fountain, Don’t stick your tu-u-ubes in meeee.” Creaser’s absurd creaking voice boomed back and forth across the cabin as he bounced up and down on his pneumatic seat. Before him, on a tiny table with legs shaped like a woman’s breasts, lay his filigreed platinum box. Creaser really hadn’t meant to swallow any of the precious little pellets; he’d only wanted to look at them, just to pass the time between jump series. But he had to do something, didn’t he? Even when he placed them on his tongue, Creaser had only wanted to roll them back and forth. He would have spit the hard little things back in the box, only the crawl engines had lurched, or he’d hiccuped, something had happened, and before Creaser could grab them the yellow pills had vanished into his vast belly.


Of course, he hadn’t taken so much that he wouldn’t be sober when jump time came. Creaser knew his job; hadn’t the chairman trusted him with his special prize?


Do, do, do, what to do. No sense wasting two sweet days of ghost. Creaser half crawled, half waddled back to his cabinet, where his souvenirs cluttered the floor. He found a spectral jewel he’d once smuggled off Luritti and rolled it down his chest and belly, giggling as it tumbled over the ridges. He dialed his music box to the warbly voice of a Haniaan executioner. He turned it off immediately. What could he do?


Suddenly his droopy eyes focused on a white metal disc resting in a clear plastic case. He grunted, picked up the light key and licked the case, as if his tongue could decide whether to finally use it. His eyes flicked to the LD box. What did the chairman value so highly? Creaser had heard that a plant existed whose leaves would wrap around your sex and squeeze out unimaginable ecstasies.


The chairman wouldn’t miss just one small leaf, would he?


Creaser crawled back across the floor. Gingerly he placed the key on the top of the box, amazed when it didn’t slide off. The several dials spun around, a faint buzz tickled Creaser’s ears, then slowly, the side of the opaque box began to lighten, to dim, to grow translucent, like a cloud burning away in the sun. Creaser stared in slackjawed delight.


He squealed. Something was wrong. In place of a prickly or velvet leaved plant, an animal was staring at him, a small horny-skinned brown lizard with cloudy white eyes, a heavy round belly as if filled with eggs, and a green tongue that flicked back and forth like a horizontal pendulum.


Creaser shuddered. What did the chairman want with this filthy piece of slime? He plucked the key from the top of the box, and the total blackness slid into place.


But not before the lizard tongue darted out at Creaser’s wrist. Horrified, he slapped the skin, then stared at it, licked it. Only the smallest mark showed. A tingle crept up his arm, but that too disappeared after seconds. Creaser threw the light key at the cabinet, then crawled wearily back to his seat, where he sat weeping and cursing the universe. Soon he fell asleep, and when he woke, a short time before the next series, he felt nothing more than a vague queasiness. “Can’t be harmful,” he told himself, “or else the chairman wouldn’t want it.”


Maybe—maybe the venom produced immortal youth! He flicked a switch to change the right viewer into a mirror. Well, he didn’t look younger. Laughing, Creaser waddled back to his chair.


Something was wrong. As soon as he’d taken the first jump, he knew it. Burst, he knew it as soon as he’d hooked up the fant wires, though he’d tried to tell himself it was only another hangover. That numbness in his face and hands, that peculiar blankness of his sense impressions—the room kept flickering, and a constant noise filled his head as if he could hear the background radiation from the Dark. And then came the first jump.


The fants wouldn’t hold, they wouldn’t crystallize right. And the gray nothing beyond the ship, that every pilot learned to live with, pressed on him like an animal trying to break into the ship. “Get away!” he yelped. “Why can’t I concentrate?” As the ship came out of its first jump, Creaser’s breath exploded in relief. His hand reached for the transmitter switch to tell the others to kill the series.


But the company would break him if he arrived late.


As the ship set itself for another jump, the Worker set his mind to resurrect his private universe. If only that roaring in his ears would stop. Or was it laughter? His face burned and froze all at once, the sweat on his hands felt like blood. “Feed your head,” he ordered himself. “Concentrate.”


Earlier the images had shattered. Now they did something worse. Paradise became terror as the air stank of rotted bodies, thousands of them under the ground and pushing towards the black mud which hardened into ice. The diamond legs kicked and slashed his face and chest.


Creaser shouted, stamped both feet on the cabin floor, an old Worker trick to banish a “snake,” a fant that had turned against you. As the ship emerged again, Creaser stared wildly around the cabin. His eyes fell on the light density box. He remembered the milky eyes, the green tongue touching his wrist.


And he remembered something else. A rumor he’d once heard around the company.


A number of years back, a certain team of biological engineers on Ktaner’s Planet had developed something, a parasite, a plant or an animal that could act directly on the fant centers in the brain, numbing or destroying them so that an infected Worker couldn’t form his fants properly. To prevent this ultimate weapon from ripping apart the companies, the Space Authority had seized the parasites and destroyed the research. Supposedly.


What better prize could the chairman receive than a fant destroyer heavy with eggs?


Creaser had no more time to think of rumors. The ship was about to jump again and he needed a new fantasy. Something peaceful, simple, like the early ones years ago in Worker school. His mind constructed a long room safely underground, the floor soft like the skin of a woman’s belly. Around him lay golden plants, their leaves spotted with pods of crystal clear ghost, a purer form that would lift his body from this filthy universe into a bliss sweeter than death. No, not death. Don’t think of death.


Too late. This fant too had snaked on him. Creaser screamed and thought he heard an answering scream from outside the ship, a scream of laughter. Or the shriek of a maniac.


A jump course can end two ways. Either it runs through its schedule, in which case the jump engines shut themselves off automatically, or else the pilot can override and order a stop. If he does this he must shut off the engines manually or else the engines will continue to build power until. … until burst point.


To override, Creaser had to fight the training and experience of years. The company didn’t like overrides; it inevitably treated the best of excuses as unacceptable. And Creaser had a special reason for not stopping the series. What excuse could he offer that wouldn’t tell the company he’d opened the LD box?


His arms jerked wildly and he missed the switch twice before he jabbed it down. Alert the others, he ordered himself, but when he switched on the ’mitt all he could say was “Cancel … can’t … had to cancel,” before he fell back in his chair, the folds of his body slapping each other as he trembled in fear.


A coldness settled on him as he looked through the viewers for his companion ships. He thought of the green venom dissolving his fortress of fat as it marched towards the brain. Almost clinically he recalled the lectures years ago. “Ego collapse,” they called it. His mind was wearing thin, like a paper shield battered by wind.


And then Creaser saw. A light flickered from his instrument panel. He grunted in dull horror. He’d forgotten to shut off the jump engines. Without his fants to guide that great beast. …


Creaser tried to move his fingers. Useless. They ran like melted ice into his chair arms. Sweat leaked into his mouth; it tasted like blood.


If the ships had been designed right, the jump override would have automatically cut off the engines. If the companies or the SA could have designed the ships themselves they certainly would have made that a feature. The ship design, however, lay beyond their control, buried in history and the non-communicable minds of robots.


In the other two ships the confused pilots held position, waiting for some further word from their leader as to why he’d ordered a stop. If either of them guessed the truth he didn’t tell the other. Who wanted to be the first to run? Suddenly the pilots hunched up in pain as a telepathic sending flooded their minds. A body, indescribably fat—ripped apart—strange noises—a lizard gnawing on decayed flesh—yellow filth oozing through the spaceship walls.


The moment passed, leaving only a vast sense of horror. A broadcast. The techs had told them how the mind broadcasts under one condition, extreme ego stress. A broadcast meant a breakdown. And with the pilot being a shrieker anything could happen to the ship.


Inescapable death fascinates. Despite their rush to get away, both pilots were watching when Creaser’s ship blew. They saw flashes of light, like popping light bulbs. The flashes froze into balls of golden light while their own ships appeared to slow down. The lights congealed, became a spiral glow of fire with long whip-like tentacles that reached out to pluck the ships.


One got caught, one escaped. Crawl speed is the same for everyone and the Clickie was closer. The one who got away, the Nuridian, saw the spiral light spit angry flashes as the tentacle caught the other ship like a lizard tongue catching a fly. While the ship crawled to safety the pilot looked back to see the thing called “shrieker” grow larger and larger as it devoured first the other ship and then space itself. Stunned, she began the slow fearful journey back to Center.


2


Throughout the big ornate room robot puppets adorned the hours with repetitious actions. In a corner, puppet milk boys dressed in untanned roke leather squeezed the teats of miniature “cows,” those odd chunky animals from the newly discovered humanhome, Earth. Suspended from the ceiling a puppet acrobat did constant somersaults and twists on his nearly invisible softwire trapeze; in the room’s center, surrounded by a miniscule forest of living trees five centimeters high, a four armed puppet version of Lukmii, the legendary Arbolian mountain climber, scaled an exact model of Mt. Drusso, the highest mountain in the explored galaxy. Every time little Lukmii gained the summit, he leaped to the floor and started over again.


This was the chairman’s playroom, and the chairman liked movement, noise, action, more and more of it as he himself slowed down with age. The very carpets rippled in time to the faint music exuded by the trembling walls. The HgH(grunt)urian carpet weavers had woven the dark threads into an archaic battle scene in such a way that the floor ripples sent the warriors constantly crashing against each other in a charge that never climaxed.


Spaced around the room six real scale, real time projection “windows” showed random scenes on some of the different worlds owned entirely, “land, sea, air, and people” as the law phrased it, by Company One, the chief of the three primal forces in a cartel galaxy. The chairman’s chief assistant had urged, along with the windows, a “radiancewall” of constantly flashing channel-assessed information. The chairman had vetoed it. “Isolation, AAri,” he’d said, with that infuriating half smile of his. “Being alone. Away from information, urgencies, all the little crises you offer me like sweetcakes. I need to slice the universe for just one clock a day. You can understand that, can’t you? Yes, AAri, of course you can.”


Sitting cross-legged on a vibrating cushion (vibrations self-tuned by the cushion’s feedback “brain” to smoothpoint the chairman’s body waves), the narrowly built but thickmuscled man, splendid in his nakedness, looked—at first glance—the perfect image of young maturity. A second glance showed something else. Though his skin, smoothed daily by deep massage, showed as few wrinkles as a boy’s, his age and strength shone through like a fire behind a screen. Through the years his face and body had taken on a hardness, a stone-like quality that implied a great power in his most casual movements.


A girl, a teenager, sat on the floor with her back to him. Expressionless, she stared at the mouth of a giant tigerbird mounted across the room, while the chairman quietly stroked a brush down her long gold-red hair. “We’ll take a holiday soon,” the chairman said as he draped the hair, with more devotion than artistry, across her shoulders, then ran his fingertips down the insides of her arms.


Though the girl’s insides knotted at his touch, she kept her muscles motionless, her skin smooth. Because it annoyed the chairman when she didn’t react, she’d learned to control the trigger reactions—like gooseflesh or shivers—that most people considered automatic. Three “shields,” narrow elliptic rings of darklight, hung suspended in the air ten centimeters from her breasts, her waist, and her thighs. Homeostatic mechanisms tuned to her body radiation moved the rings when she moved. Against her skin she wore nothing but a necklace of small glittery black stones.


“Someplace new,” the chairman continued, “with unexplored territory where we can go alone in a surface plane.” The girl said nothing. His hands pressed her hips, breaking through the darklight like knives. “Or would you like someplace cold, full of dead trees and filthy winds? Would that match your gloomy fants? And your cold body?” His voice carried the thinnest recrimination, the softest of warnings.


The girl said flatly, “My body hasn’t gotten cold. Your fingers have. You better send to Arbol for another treatment before you shrivel up like a dead bork.”


His hands moved up to squeeze her waist. “Or maybe you should remember to put on your skin cream. Asser tells me you’ve ignored it or thrown it out the last two weeks. That’s not good for you. You know I don’t like it when your skin gets chapped and rough.”


She allowed herself a smirk. “It doesn’t get rough, Jaak. I make it that way. I take baths in Luritti dust so it’ll flake off on your fingers. Maybe I’ll strip off the skin altogether and graft knives onto my muscles like the Nashi warrior women. Then I could cut you every time I turn around.”


“You’re getting morbid again, Vanity. Didn’t Cixxa warn you that would happen?” Despite herself, the girl’s mouth twitched and she felt the blood level drop in her face. The chairman said, “That’s why I want to take you on a holiday. It’ll wash your head clean.”


The girl stood, twisting away from his hands. “I’ve got a better idea. Suppose I go somewhere alone and send you back a tape of my serene clean face glowing in the sunshine?”


He rose and walked towards her, his hands slightly in front of his body as if to grab her. “A holiday without you? Vanity, that’s no holiday at all.”


“How do you know? You’ve never tried.” She walked across the room where she pretended to watch the puppet cows. “What do you get from me, Jaak? What do I ever give you? All my fants include cutting you. Every one. I built one last week, a really long one, where I dismembered you, statted all the parts, and hooked them to your head. Then I acid-etched your brain with cyclic torture memories. It was very extravagant. Beautiful in a way. But all my fants are like that. Ask Cixxa.”


“I have, and I don’t believe you. Cixxa tells me viciousness wouldn’t feed your head.”


“Well, what if it isn’t true? What do I ever do for you? I just ridicule you. Why don’t you let me go? You’ve owned me for years.”


“I’ve owned you all your life, Vanity. That’s why I’m keeping you. If I sliced you now you’d run far away somewhere, then fall down whimpering until I came and brought you home.”


“Maybe. Let’s experiment.” He said nothing. “Oh burst, Jaak, I don’t want any holiday. Take someone else. Take AAri. You can chill me in a coffin-nest until you get back.”


He walked up beside her. His eyes moved along her body, the long legs, the narrow almost flat hips, the soft belly covered in fine golden hairs, the high small breasts with their deep golden nipples, up to the tight neck and the cold calm face. “You might as well not get sullen or resentful,” he said. “We’re going on a holiday together so why don’t you enjoy yourself? In fact, I insist on it.” One hand touched her chest above her breasts. She pushed away his arm, then leaped to grab the puppet acrobat’s trapeze, and a moment later had swung herself up to a cushioned platform mounted halfway up the wall. She crossed her legs and grinned down at him.


“Vanity, come back here.” He didn’t raise or sharpen his voice, but her grin twitched away and she raised her legs against her chest. “Come down here, Vanity,” he said mildly. “I want to talk to you.”


She dropped cat-like to the floor, then stood straight without pushing her hair away from her face. “Now walk back to me,” he ordered, and she glided towards him across the silent rippling armies.


At that moment the door opened. The chairman spun around, enraged, while the girl stopped and crossed her arms. A grin tugged at her mouth.


“AAri,” the chairman grated. “This room is closed, inviolate. Can’t you remember that? When I say ‘no one’ that includes you.”


The chairman’s personal assistant made a noise. “Slice the speeches, Jaak. You don’t have to recite your rules for me. I’m the lackey who keeps everyone away.”


“Wonderful. Then keep yourself away too.”


AAri sighed. “Something’s come in that can’t wait.”


“There is nothing that can’t wait until I’m ready for it.”


The girl laughed. “You’re believing your fants again, Jaak. Just because you own the universe doesn’t mean you control it.”


AAri said, “The convoy busted. Blew up. I don’t know how yet, but only one of the three survived.”


“The one with the prize?”


AAri shook his head. “Gone. Exploded with the ship.”


The chairman raised a fist as if to strike something, saw nothing available, and dropped his hand. “Filth,” he muttered. The girl laughed. “Vanity,” he hissed without looking at her, “be quiet.” He narrowed his eyes at his assistant. “Two years. Two years of searching, fighting—”


“Jaak, set yourself for a jolt. The bust-up isn’t all.”


“The loss of that prize is enough of a jolt. Slice the preliminaries.”


“All right. The pilot carrying the prize—I don’t know how it happened yet, but I suspect he might have opened the box somehow—anyway, he suffered an ego collapse.”


The chairman opened his mouth, closed it. “That’s how the ship blew?”


“What do you think? All over space, like a light bomb.”


“The pilot who got away, he’s sure about that?”


“It’s a she, and she certainly sounds sure. We’ll have to dismantle her head as soon as she reaches Center.”


“How the burst could he have unlocked a density box? Who was it anyway?”


“Not one of our top group. A Worker who happened to be on Kap when we needed him.”


“Why did Yuta trust him? Didn’t it occur to her, and you, to send for someone who could handle the job? Do you know what we could have done with that prize? We could have ripped Acina, we could have cut his insides like a slice-fish.”


“You know very well we didn’t have time. The thing just fell in our laps. It was send it out immediately or forget it.”


Jaak rubbed his forehead. “So now there’s a shrieker out there.”


AAri nodded. “A young shrieker, two days out from Ktaner’s Planet, gobbling up space and growing like a kura-lover. And it’s only a matter of what, weeks, before the SA finds out about it.”


“Can they trace it back to us?”


“Possibly. Though they can’t prove it.”


The girl said, “Unless they go poking around Kap. Once the people there find out a shrieker’s coming they’ll get too scared for you to bribe or threaten them.”


AAri made a face. “She’s right, you know.”


“Then we’ll just go after this thing ourselves, send out an executioner. We’ll fix up a ship with dampers, we can do it in twelve hours.”


“Talk sense, Jaak. Of course we can fix up a ship. I’ve already started one. The Worker’s the problem.”


“You know the rosters better than me. Who’ve we got?”


AAri searched his boss’s face. “You know whom we need as well as I do.”


The chairman looked at him curiously a moment; suddenly his face contorted in a burst of furious understanding. “No. Absolutely not.”


“We don’t have any choice. Do you want to run a talent search? Or maybe Cixxa could do a topographical head survey. That shouldn’t take more than a month. For burst’s sake, there’s a shrieker out there. We’re not equipped to handle it and we can’t ask the SA. That leaves one choice. Loper.”


“No. I told you when he left, that filth-lover will never work for me again.”


“No one’ll work for you if we don’t survive. We don’t have anyone else. We purged our lists last year, remember?”


“And that was Loper’s fault as well. Do you remember that? Now you want me to bring him back?”


“If we send some hack or trainee out there he’ll blow his ship too, before he can use the dampers. And that’ll make the shrieker grow some more, until who knows if even the SA’ll be able to kill it.”


“We could send out double ships. Back ups.”


“Nonsense.”


The chairman glanced at the girl, who was staring at the wall. He couldn’t tell if she was laughing. “All right,” he said to AAri. “All right. Get him. But you arrange it. I don’t want to see him or hear him or even know he’s here.”


“We’ll have to offer him something.”


“I hardly thought he’d do it to help humanity. You bargain with him. Just keep me out of it.”


AAri half turned, stopped. “There’s something else. You might as well face it now.” Jaak nodded. “Loper’ll want his old ship back.”


“No!”


“We can’t help it. I’m fixing up one of our other ships, just in case he’ll accept it. But you know him as well as I do. He won’t do it otherwise.”


“That filth isn’t going to work my ship.”


“It used to be his ship.”


“It was never his ship. I built it and I run it, no matter who sits hitting the switches. He worked it when I ordered him, that’s all, and he’s never going to work it again.”


“Then he’ll refuse.”


“We’ll find someone else.”


“We can’t find someone else. We’re too depleted. Loper’s the only one outside the SA and the other companies who’s good enough for that kind of work. This isn’t cargo hauling.” AAri’s voice was rising; he bit his lip.


“He will not work the Golden Vanity.”


“Stop the idiot act, Jaak. You’ve got no choice. You can’t throw away the whole company just because this Worker once—” He stopped at the sight of his boss’s twisted face.


For several seconds the two men glared at each other. Finally the chairman looked away. “If I’ve got no choice, I’ve got no choice.” He pointed to the girl. “She’s got to leave. I don’t want her anywhere near here when he comes to take the ship.” He tried to smile as he looked at her. “It looks like you’ll get your holiday alone after all.”


“I’ve decided I’d rather stay here,” she said.


“Really? I didn’t think you’d relish his return any more than I do. But it doesn’t matter. You’re going somewhere safe until we get this finished.”


“How about Ktaner’s Planet?”


“You’ll go where I want you to go.” Softening his voice he added, “I’m only trying to protect you.” He stood over her; when she looked away, his fingertips on her chin pulled her head around. “Vanity,” he said, “give your father a kiss.”


She didn’t move. While his cold lips pressed her mouth she stared over his shoulder at the puppet Lukmii doggedly climbing its miniature mountain.




Part One





Chapter One



Humphrey Chimpden Earwicker McCloskey wasn’t drunk. He certainly had been earlier, he knew, when he’d left the robot bar and the witty somewhat pedantic woman who turned out to be an android. He must have been very drunk to wander into this neighborhood on a Saturday night. Or any night. But now that he’d found himself here—too far inside to simply scurry out again—fear had sobered him.


Luckily the streets were dark, the lights all burnt out or broken, particularly away from the avenues. More important, most of the kids who lived in the crumbling brick five and six story buildings were out prowling the border where they hoped to find some man who didn’t know enough to keep to safe territory on a Saturday night. Judging by the emptiness it never occurred to rat fems that some drunk might actually stagger inside their own territory. No lights and empty streets gave Hump a thin hope; if he went north rather than east, the way he’d come in, he might make it to the spaceport.


The spaceport. “The great glory of our age,” as the government called it, the “monster” as everyone else called it, covered half of what used to be the Bronx (how eagerly the army had tossed out the people), filling the razed streets with wonderful searchlights, shiny new buildings—and four separate police forces marching along the borders like hunters protecting a settlement from wolves.


A piece of blackened glass scrunched under his feet and he leaped for a doorway; when no one came he let out his breath and started walking again. Glass and rubble filled the streets; oily sewer water ran through the garbage that lay next to the overturned empty flower pots. “What a goddamn shame,” he whispered. He remembered the women, his Aunt Marilyn among them, who had originally bought, rented, or occupied these old buildings years ago in the hope of building a “liberated community.”


“We just want some peace,” Marilyn had told him. “We just want to be left alone.”


For awhile it almost worked; when the government saw the buildings restored, crime lower than anywhere else in town, and the sidewalks adorned with red and yellow flower pots, it eagerly offered money and technical help in the hope the women would establish a peaceful alternative to the feminist bombings and assassinations of the late eighties.


The women were still arguing whether to accept when the first spaceships arrived and all such programs ended. Abandoned. They still might have survived on their own if the government hadn’t decided that a “liberated” zone of any kind threatened negotiations with the aliens; especially since Marilyn and some of the others had already joined the Earth Resistance Movement. When troops failed to clear the area, the government simply cut off all services. Without water or electricity the women finally left, in twos and threes, until the last holdouts got picked off in a dawn raid.


For a while the buildings stood empty, gutted, useless. So the government thought. Then the kids came in. Rootless, valueless, cut off from history by the arrival of the aliens, scornful of any recognized emotions, even hate, they drifted in one by one, joining together to scavenge food and victims. Apolitical, they didn’t threaten anyone who didn’t meet them face to face. If they wanted to live in buildings without floorboards or water, the government would let them stay.


Their apoliticism came through also in their attitude to the area’s previous occupants. Though they parodied the radical feminists’ name and always chose men for their “knifey-toys,” the rat fems, girls and boys both, cared nothing for any ideology. You couldn’t even describe them as anarchists or terrorists, only as a ragged gang stealing food, water, clothes, living for flashes of violence to light up their faces.


Hump remembered news stories about men who’d survived rat fem parties. He wasn’t sure he’d want to. How many blocks, three, four? He began to hope he might actually make it. He could write an article, “I Entered Rat Femland and Lived.”


He could go home and kiss the locks on the door.


The street ended at a t-shaped intersection filled with garbage and old junk, mattresses, chair arms, oil heaters, some of it originally thrown from windows in the riots that greeted the government’s decision to cut off services. Which way to go? To the right, he thought, it looked narrower.


He was halfway down the side street and smirking at his nearly consummated escape when he saw the girl. She sat on a stoop, her elbows on her knees, a bottle perched in front of her. She was staring at him. And grinning. As he turned to run, Hump’s throat made a noise between a gulp and a gag. The girl laughed. “Hey,” she called, “come back here.” He stumbled as if she’d thrown a knife in his back. “Come on, it’s simple,” she said. “Turn around and walk back to me. First one foot, then the other.”


Was she safe? Was she possibly safe? Her giggling laugh hardly sounded sinister. And what could he do? If he tried to run she could make so much noise the other rat fems would rise from the sewers. His mind jammed with prayers as he walked back to stand in front of her. Arms crossed, she looked him over.
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