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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


In the Dream, a storm was brewing: enormous, impossibly black clouds roiled at the horizon, flickering now and again with varicolored light. The wild and desolate landscape was transformed in this eerie prelude. Buttes became castles, rocks appeared to move as the lightning played over them.


The Troubadour, his lute held by the pegbox and slung over his shoulder so that he seemed a hunchback, paused on a promontory to stare in awe at the sky. His face was wan in this livid, unnatural illumination. He was at once caught in the fascination of tumultuous nature as much as he was repelled by the force of the coming tempest. Two songs burgeoned in him only to die on his lips as he realized how inadequate words and music were, how trivial even the best tune became when confronting the majesty of thunder. He felt the first drops spatter on his face and, shaken out of his reverie, turned his attention to finding shelter.


“This part is too slow,” Jehanne Bliss said critically as she reviewed the Dream. “Have production trim it by a minute or so. The part about the colored lightning can go.” She moved the contraption, which had engulfed most of her head, away and rose from her custom-made recliner. She was a tall woman, and quite attractive, though not truly beautiful and definitely not pretty. Most men called her stunning; women said she was striking. It was a subtle but telling distinction. “Come on, Tony. What’s the problem.”


Antony MacKenzie did not respond at once, and when he did, he spoke slowly. “Leave it.”


“Leave it?” Jehanne Bliss echoed him in disbelief. “Tony, this section is already dragging, and you’re trying to keep me from cutting it when you know it’s over length?”


He looked up at her, nodding once. “That’s right. Keep it the way it is.”


She made no attempt to conceal her irritation. “You’ve seen the whole tape yourself. You know that the advertisers won’t stand for so much cerebral stuff. They want more action, more symbols, more depth.” There were times that she felt Antony MacKenzie was a complete novice in the Dream field, instead on one of its pioneers. “The realities of this business,” she said with overly meticulous care, “—that’s business, Doctor MacKenzie—demand that Dream time not last much more than twenty minutes per episode. You’re suggesting that I waste six of those twenty minutes with this guy looking at the weather.”


“Yes, I am.” He got up from the small conference table. “You asked my opinion, Hank, and I gave it to you. That’s all.” Jehanne Bliss was five-foot-ten and used to being the tallest person in the room: Antony MacKenzie had a good five inches on her, and now he used them for emphasis. He stood quite near her, forcing her to look up at him. “There are considerations beyond the immediate ones. You’ve said so yourself. You remember the Dream that Eric Lowell did before he killed himself? You took on all the network brass to put that Dream on without any tampering whatever. It broke a dozen rules, but it is a classic. We both know that, and there’s hardly anyone in the field who doesn’t wish he could find another one like it. It was worth fighting for. So is this.”


“Maybe.” She folded her arms, contradicting the reasonable tone of her voice. “But this isn’t Eric Lowell. Eric had five solid years of top-selling Dream behind him. His following would watch anything he Dreamed. We all knew that Eric was one of the greats.”


“And you only bet on sure things?” Tony suggested, not quite able to keep the malice out of his voice.


Jehanne put her hands on her hips and strode across her office. The gesture was not the least provocative, though it should have been. “This kid—and that’s all he is, Tony—has done six, count them, six full Dreams. That isn’t very much. His track record so far is spotty, and our regional reports are incomplete. We have nothing to trade with. Do you still want me to keep this storm thing in?”


He shrugged, sighing a little. “I’ve noticed that once he picks an image, he uses it a lot. This is the third time he’s used lightning in this Dream, and every time it’s been more spectacular. I think he’s building up to something very powerful and that without this interlude, some of the force will be lost. If you don’t keep this part in, it will come back to haunt you later.”


“An aesthetic judgment, Tony?” Jehanne had stopped and was regarding him evenly. “A little out of your province, isn’t it?”


Tony answered her wearily. “You asked me; I told you.” He knew her well enough to recognize her frame of mind now, and felt it was useless to challenge her. “Do you want anything else, or should I leave?”


She went back to her recliner and pulled the viewing contraption forward again. “Stick around. I’m checking out the latest auditions. You might help me to spot someone worth developing.”


This was the part he liked least, and he made little attempt to disguise it. “If you insist.”


“Tony, for Chrissake!…” she said, exasperated. “You’re the one who worked out the screening technique, not me.”


“I’m aware of that.” His voice was heavy as he sank into one of the low, form-adapting chairs away from the small conference table. His face at that moment was unreadable, yet it was a beautiful face, like a saint in an icon. The austerity of his classic features only enhanced them. His large eyes were turquoise except when he was angry or fatigued: now they were the color of slate.


Jehanne had almost settled in for her next spate of Dream screening, but the look of him stopped her. “Look, Tony, I know that a lot of our commercial realities don’t mesh very well with the artistic integrity of some of the Dreamers, but hell, we don’t even know whether or not Dreams are art. After all, everyone dreams.”


“Small d,” he said quietly.


“But they do it,” she insisted.


“True enough, as far as it goes, but,” he reminded her, “not everyone dreams consistently or coherently. If they did, this industry, as you insist on calling it, would not exist. For one thing, there would be no need of it.” He crossed his arms and waited for her to dispute this, as he knew she would.


Surprisingly, she only shrugged and prepared to adjust her head to the monitor. This was a larger and bulkier version of the commercial receivers found in almost every home in the country, strictly a utilitarian model, but it had a number of functions not available to the average Dreamee, a few of which might have shocked the dreaming public. “Tony,” Jehanne said before she secured the sensors to her temples, “I know you don’t approve of some of the things I’ve done recently, but they are—”


“That’s neither here nor there,” he put in, hoping to avoid another needlessly painful discussion.


“But I want you to understand,” she persisted, and there was sincerity in her voice that he found difficult to ignore.


“I understand,” he assured her with a determined display of patience.


“No you don’t.” She moved the monitor aside. “You see, Tony, I know that you’re probably right about the compromises I have to make. They’re not very good decisions, really. I’m aware of that, truly. But try to see what I’m doing here, will you?” She had Tony’s full attention now. “The position I’m in, right now, could mean a lot. If I can show that I’ve got a good eye and a strong track record with my Dreams and Dreamers, I stand a good chance of being promoted to the Directorial Board. Once I’m there, I’ll be in a good position to help change things. For the time being, I’ve got to play it their way, so bear with me. It isn’t easy for either of us, Tony.”


“And if they’re stringing you along?” he could not resist asking.


“Don’t be silly. I’m damn good; you know it, I know it and they know it. They’re not going to turn away someone who picks winners most of the time.” Her smile was arrogant, but there was a curious fear at the back of her eyes. “Once I make Director, there are a lot of things I’ll do differently.”


“They’re cynical men, Hank. They’ve offered that carrot to a great many producers who never made it into the Directorial offices.” He said this mildly, since he was afraid for her.


“Figures don’t lie,” she responded promptly, though her smug insouciance was not entirely convincing, even to her. “Another two Dreams with six-month durability and a good repeat pattern, and they’ll have to give it to me. They’ll have to. Because if they don’t, one of the rival networks will.”


“If you insist,” he said, no longer wanting to challenge her. “Go ahead. Check out the auditions. If you find something you want me to have a look at, holler.” He reached into his satchel and pulled out a well-thumbed book.


“You and your reading,” Jehanne scoffed in an indulgent tone.


“I like books, remember?” He had already opened the volume to a marked page.


“I remember.” She drew the monitor over her head and set the sensors in place.


The first audition was not promising—simply a series of vignettes culled from previous popular Dreams and slightly altered into a familiar but new form. The second was hopeless. The third had potential—a great deal of imagination but no structure whatsoever. Jehanne made a note to herself to have this one checked again in six months, after the would-be Dreamer had taken a little more schooling. The fourth and fifth were hopeless. The sixth showed talent as well as a profound psychological disturbance. She tapped the hold button and called out to Tony, “You interested in incest fantasies? I’ve got a dilly of a one on.”


“No, thanks,” Tony said without looking up from his book.


“It’s really something,” she went on, “not just the usual mother-son fixation, but the whole family is involved. Some of it is pretty sadistic, some of it masochistic. You ought to have a look at it. You could do a fantastic monograph on it for one of the journals.”


“I have already,” he said quietly, not looking up from the page. “And see what it got me.”


“Suit yourself.” She went back to her viewing. The eighth audition was something special, and she ran it twice before she said with awakening excitement, “Tony, I think we’ve got one.”


He flinched at the “we,” and took a moment to close his book so that he could compose his thoughts. “Sorry,” he said by way of excuse when he turned to her. “I wanted to finish a paragraph.”


“Take a look at this. It’s promising,” she said with a caution born of previous disappointments. “Have a look. Tell me what you think.” She got up and moved aside so that he could use the recliner and monitor.


The recliner was uncomfortable for him, but he was secretly glad of it. He slid into the chair, familiar dread working a knot into his stomach. This was the part that he hated most. He adjusted the monitor sensor contacts and leaned back, letting his mind go blank. It was a pleasant sensation, he thought, but he knew it would not last. The monitor picked up his eye tension and breathing rate, humming into life as he relaxed. The Dream audition erupted into his mind.


At first there was a figure in the distance, a dark speck in the fulvous landscape. This was high desert, with bleached scrub and tawny rocks and dusty sand blowing. The figure, a black blot in the colorless world, stumbled through it with the automatic, lurching movements of utter exhaustion. Slowly the figure became clearer. Now it was possible to see that it was a man of early middle age, stalwart, but with a countenance marred by dissipation and cynical indulgence. The tattered clothes had once been velvet finery and, though it was now empty, the rapier scabbard that hung at his side was gold-inlaid. He looked up once toward the sun, stifled a cry, and forced himself to go on.


Far in the distance there were three figures emerging from a steep-sided ravine. These men were mounted on fast horses. Their capes billowed out behind them like scraps of night. They came with the determination and singleness of purpose of hunters. Though they were too far away to make out their features, still, it was impossible not to see the fixed expressions on their hard faces.


Tony breathed in sharply. This was something very special. He gave the totality of the images his entire attention, thinking that the vision of this Dream was so complete that he could feel his eyelids become hot and grainy as he let the Dream continue.


The dark riders drew nearer, pursuing the lone figure, their pace increasing as the distance between them narrowed. The fleeing man heard the approaching hoof beats but would not permit himself to turn, to look back and see those inexorable men coming down on him. Malevolence radiated from the riders, chilling the day, bringing winter to this furnace landscape. Against his will, the lone man broke into a shambling run, acknowledging in his futility his own defeat.


The heat.


The parched land.


His desperation.


Terror closed in with the riders as they caught up with the man, drawing around him. Their prey fell as they flanked him; the gilt lacings on his ruined jacket gleamed through the dust. He lay face down, sobbing now as the first of the mounted men leaned out of his saddle and prodded him with the butt end of his whip.


“On your feet!” he ordered.


The fallen man could not speak, but he shook his head. He lifted himself from his prone position. His face was bruised and ravaged, but his eyes were clear, unforgiving. His breath came roughly and though he did not stand and dust smirched his body, though he was as tattered as his clothes, still he was defiant. As the whip-butt prodded him again, his fingers closed on it and he made a last, hopeless attempt to strike back as he pulled the whip sharply down.


The rider swayed in the saddle, then tugged the whip from his captive’s hands. “Take him!” he cried to the others. “But remember that His Eminence wants him alive.”


As the hunted man was dragged to his feet by the other two riders, he began to curse.


Tony pulled the monitor from his head and sat for a time, staring at the wall, his eyes almost the color of lapis lazuli.


“Well?” Jehanne said after a few minutes. “What do you think? Have we got a Dreamer or not?”


He nodded slowly. “The Dream is damned unpolished and the focus isn’t very steady, but yes, this sure as hell is a Dreamer. Who is it?” In spite of himself he could feel the old enthusiasm awaken in him. Sternly he tried to master it, but had to admit that he was not successful. Raw talent excited him: he could not change that.


Jehanne consulted the audition cards. “Name of Honor Gordon. The first name’s okay, but we’ll have to do something about the last. It ought to be more powerful if this is the way she’s going to Dream.”


“A woman?” Tony asked, startled. He was generally able to pick out the women’s auditions but this one surprised him. Most women did not present images so uncompromisingly stark as this one. There would have been, he thought inconsequently, a lizard on a rock, or a desert rat running for its burrow.


“Is it? Yeah, I guess it is.” She turned the card over. “Honor Gordon, 18 Galveston Plaza. What a shitty place to live. No wonder she Dreams like that. City, State, et cetera, et cetera. Education completed: fifteenth level. Not bad. She’s probably bright. Employed by Corso Brothers Seed Company as a plant inspector. Great. She’s a gardener.”


“Hardly that,” Tony corrected her. “Have you seen the Corso Brothers factory? Miles of hydroponic installations, artificial lights and all the allowed growth promoters. It’s no different than working in a factory making microchips except that the end product is plants, not calculators.” He leaned back again in the chair. “Does the Dream hold up? Is it just this one image, or is there more? Does she know who that victim-protagonist is and what he did to be hunted? Who is His Eminence?”


“It’s not on the audition,” Jehanne said. “There’s not enough time for that. But given a chance, I bet you she’ll fill in the blanks. You must think so, too, or you wouldn’t be asking those questions.” She had drawn up a chair opposite him and now she sat down, elbows on her knees and chin propped on her linked hands. Her smile was eager. “What do you think, Tony? Do I go with it?”


Again Tony was silent, his beautiful face deceptively serene. It was tempting to veto the Dreamer to save her from the life that those with Dreaming talent led. He chided himself for thinking that it would be best for Honor Gordon. The woman lived in Galveston Plaza and worked for Corso Brothers and this was almost certainly her only means of escape from that dreary, dangerous life. Not all Dreamers burnedout in the end. It might not happen to her. “Why not give her a trial run?” he suggested as if he had been evaluating what he had seen instead of thinking of Honor Gordon. “Remember that guy Kramer found last year who did all the great beginnings and could never develop or end the scenarios? She might have the same problem.” In his bones he knew this was not the case, that he was offering a sop to his conscience. This cautioning was calculated because Patrick Jonas Kramer was Jehanne Bliss’ greatest rival in this network.


“Sure, I remember him,” Jehanne said at once, with a tinge of gloating in her eyes. “I warned him about the guy, but Pat doesn’t listen to me. You know that. I told him that the guy couldn’t support his plot lines, which he couldn’t. And look what happened.”


“He burnedout,” Tony said heavily. A large part of his job was taking care of those Dreamers who had reached the point where their minds had permanently fled the rigors of their work, and the world itself as well. Most of them were catatonic, and the few who were not made the catatonic ones seem fortunate.


“I didn’t mean that,” Jehanne said sharply as she straightened up in the chair. “For Godssake, Tony, that wasn’t what I meant at all.”


“Sorry,” he said, feigning contrition. “I had him as a patient. It’s hard for me to forget him.”


“Oh, Tony,” she sighed. “You’re impossible. If you didn’t take all of this so much to heart…”


“Someone has to,” he said primly, wishing he could find a way to tell her how he really felt. He had tried before and failed, and was afraid to fail again. This painful self-realization still made him squirm.


“Someone has to,” she repeated coldly. “And of course it has to be you. No one else can do it, right, Tony?” She refused to let herself touch him. “If only… Tony, we might—”


He knew what came next—“We might not have broken up”—“We might still be married”—“We might have worked things out”—whichever variation she intended to use, he did not want to hear it. He cut in before she could finish. “Someone has to care about them, Hank. Right now, that someone is me, because no one else is willing to do it.” He got out of the recliner chair, walked across her office, and reached for the doorknob as if it were a lifeboat in heavy seas. “Bring her in for screening. I’ll give you a report when I’m through with the tests. If she has the talent and the resiliency, I’ll clear her for you. But if either is missing, then—”


“We know she has the talent,” Jehanne interrupted.


“We think she has the talent, on the basis of a ten-minute Dream audition.” His protestations were absurd, and he knew it as well as Jehanne did. He felt the power of Honor Gordon’s Dream the moment it began. A woman from Galveston Plaza would not refuse the opportunity to Dream for the networks. Even the burnout risk would not deter her, not when Dreaming would get her away from Galveston Plaza. The burnout hazard would be a small consideration next to the murder statistic in her neighborhood.


Jehanne Bliss gave her former husband a long, faintly amused look. “Saint Francis of the Dreamers, Tony?”


He refused to be goaded by her. “Whatever you want to call me, I’m the best shrink on this network, and we both know it. Most of the psychologists you’ve hired have been trained just to work with Dreamers and haven’t any clinical experience at all, and that’s taking a big chance, Hank.”


“Oh, Tony, you can be damned infuriating sometimes. You were the one who insisted on the shrinks in the first place and now that we’ve got them, you’re protesting that they aren’t the right ones. You’re not thinking very clearly about this, you know.” She was not yet angry, but there was an irritated line between her brows. “You’re the best, there’s no doubt about that, but you’re still not thinking clearly.”


“Nobody’s thinking clearly about Dreaming. It hasn’t been going on long enough. We don’t even know why some people can Dream and some can’t, or why those who can burnout. Part of it is that we push them too hard, and it’s getting worse—” He was cut off by her gesture.


“Tony, will you stop mother-henning those Dreamers. They need protections, and that’s why they have Muses and shrinks. They’re working under contract, and we have certain obligations, remember? to the people paying for the subliminals.” She held up her hands. “And don’t, for Lord’s sake, start in on the subliminals. I know you disapprove of them, but how else can commercial Dreaming survive? There are subscription networks, and you know what nickel-and-dime operations they are, and then there are the Big Five. At least we take decent care of our Dreamers, we make sure they have Muses and shrinks and as much recognition as they want for what they do.”


“That doesn’t justify the manipulations,” Tony said, knowing that Jehanne was not giving him her full attention.


“How else do we keep them producing? And they want to produce. Ask any of them.” She chuckled. “But that’s what you do, isn’t it?”


“Yes, Hank.” Why was he wrangling with her again? They had been over the ground so many times before and neither of them had changed their minds. He thought that perhaps the arguing gave him an excuse to be in her company. He met her eyes, and the five years since their divorce melted away. He could remember now the night she had been refused a well-deserved promotion for the second time and had been torn by fury and despair. He had held her while she wept at the futility of it. There had been so little he could do to comfort her. Why, he wondered, was he able to deal so well with the hurt and confusion of others but had failed so completely with Jehanne? Physician, heal thyself? Before you attempt to heal the daily wounds of your wife. They had separated soon after that, and when she had been denied the promotion for the third time, she had gone to live with Nash Harding. Six months after that, she was made a producer, and seemed to be stuck there as she had been earlier as a scout.


“I wish you wouldn’t look at me like that,” she said in a quieter tone.


“Sorry.”


“You know,” she went on, resuming her train of thought, “I’ve got the best production record now of anyone here. That’s why you’re still working for me, in spite of Nash’s objections.” She did not smile as she mentioned her current lover. Though it was oddly tempting, she did not want to be cruel to Tony, who had tried, she knew, really tried. There had been times when she hated his kindness and his willingness to accept her unrelenting demands on him. If only he had met her ire with his own. No, she admitted to herself, that would not have made a difference.


“And how is Nash.” He had met the senior programmer of this network precisely five times and each time his dislike of the man had grown. Now he made a point to avoid the sharp-featured Nash Harding.


“He’s fine. I talked to him this morning. He’s in Chicago this week, then goes to New Orleans and then spend three days in Boston. He’s got a meeting in Houston, and then he’ll be back for about a month before he goes on the road again.”


“What about the riots? Did he have any trouble with them?” The news for the last few days had been full of accounts of the latest riots in Chicago and Detroit, and from the carefully worded reports, Tony knew that the situations were very touchy in both cities.


“He missed the worst of it. It’s mainly the housing towers where the worst of it happens, you know, and he was not in that area.” She did not like to talk about the riots; they made her feel vulnerable.


“We’re lucky we haven’t had any yet. That last one in Phoenix was pretty bad.”


“But that’s Phoenix. Since they went on water rationing two years ago, they’ve always had some kind of trouble there.” Her mouth pursed with distaste.


“What’s he doing?” Tony asked.


“Recruiting, of course. Why else would he go to all those places?” She made a face at him, then said in a coldly provocative tone, “I have a few empty evenings, for old time’s sake?”


“Hank, don’t start.” Tony was on his way out the door. “You can send this Honor Gordon to my office some time this week. And I’ll check out Sig’s problem on the Troubadour, just in case there’s anything really wrong. Will you save the Dream as it is until then?”


“I guess so.” She was pouting a little, but not enough to drive him from the office.


“Will you do it?” he persisted, recalling how absolute she could be.


“Okay, okay, I will. But I can’t hold it much more than three days. The thing has to be aired on the twentieth and Production hasn’t had a crack at it yet.”


Tony was startled. “That soon? I’ll do what I can.” He began to review his schedule in his mind. “I can arrange a prelim on him on Tuesday, if that’s soon enough—day after tomorrow?”


“If that’s the best you can do.” She got up from the chair and went back to her recliner. “I’m going to review the Gordon audition again, to see if I can work out a strong development.”


“Let her do it, Hank. It’s her Dream.” His protest was useless, as he knew it would be.


“I want to help her shape it, Tony, make it as powerful as possible. New Dreamers need guidance. They want and expect it. It’s part of my job to show them how to make their Dreams more effective.” She had told him this before, and as always, it grated.


“You mean commercial,” he corrected her, not bothering to conceal his contempt.


“Will you stop?” She turned on him, her face set with anger. “You and your piety! Of course that’s a factor. It has to be. This kind of Dreaming requires it.” She stood still, hands behind her back, like a precocious child caught playing with infant’s toys.


He studied her face. “Hank, is it worth it?”


“It will be,” she said in her usual brisk manner, “if I make Director. You don’t have to tell me you disapprove. We’ve been through that.”


“All right.” He felt defeated as he saw her humorless smile. “Send Gordon to me and I’ll check her out. I’m making no promises. If you can arrange for it, I’d like a look at her dossier before the interview. Scholastic records, medical history and police reports in particular will be the most help.”


“Will it speed up the testing?” Jehanne asked, though she was not paying a great deal of attention: she did not concern herself with Tony’s department if she could help it.


“It should,” was his guarded answer.


“I’ll do what I can, but don’t expect much,” she said, knowing full well all she needed to use was Nash’s access card and the information would be hers within the hour.


“Good enough.” He opened the door, letting in a blade of light. “Hank,” he said quietly, “do you know how many Dreamers have burnedout so far this year?”


“For this network or all five?” She was seated in her recliner, adjusting the monitor once more.


“Either or both.”


She thought about it, trying to recall the figures Nash had given her. He would not like it if he learned she had passed the figures on, but in this instance… “Sixteen suicides total this year—that’s as of July tenth. Forty-four burnouts, of which nine are from our network, which is about right, statistically.”


“Forty-four men and women are in catatonic shock and you say it’s about right?” His outburst was a mistake but he could not stop it.


“I meant that out of forty-four, nine is about average for each network to have,” she explained with meticulous, stony care.


He started to object, then fell silent. It was not Jehanne’s responsibility. If he truly wanted to challenge the networks, he would have to go to those in authority instead of venting his anger at his former wife.


Jehanne had almost settled back on the recliner, but looked up at him. “Do you remember ten years ago, when we did those first trials of Dreams? There was one Dreamer… Dreamer Twenty-six.”


Tony’s hand was rigid on the doorknob. “I remember.”


“It’s a pity those were anonymous auditions back then. That guy—was it a guy?”


“I… don’t know,” Tony answered, his voice carefully neutral.


Jehanne sighed as she lay back. “I’ve never seen anything like that audition. I wish I could get my hands on that Dreamer Twenty-six. I’d have the world by the balls.”


As Tony closed the door he had to resist the urge to flee, forcing himself to walk at a sedate pace to the elevators. He was in the lobby of the building when the uniformed page caught up with him.


“Doctor MacKenzie,” the young man blurted out. “I’m glad you haven’t left the building.”


Tony scowled. “What is it?”


“It’s…” The page was white about the mouth. “It’s that woman in A-1660. She’s… she’s getting worse tonight. Doctor Alizon said that…” This lame attempt at an explanation filled Tony with dread.


“Doctor Alizon said what? Is the woman going into a trance state? Is that it? Tell me.” The words came out quickly, angrily.


The page nodded, unflustered by this brusque treatment. “A deep trance, she said. I didn’t get the details. She said that she needed you right away, so I just—”


“A-1660,” he repeated, already turning back toward the bank of elevators. “That’s Leonie Detrich. That’s bad.” Leonie Detrich was the most recent burnout. As the door to the farthest elevator opened, Tony was already running toward it.









CHAPTER 2


“I don’t know what’s the matter,” the young man insisted truculently as he glared down at his interlaced fingers. Since he had entered Tony’s office forty minutes before, he had not looked up once and had refused every attempted eye contact. His face was drawn, giving him the look of far greater age than his twenty-one years.


“Do you want a leave of absence? It can be arranged, if that would help. I’ll file the papers on it at once,” Tony offered kindly, reading the growing distress in every angle of Sigurd Bernwald’s slight frame.


“What good would that do?” Sig said slowly. “They’d insist on sending a Muse along with me, and when I got back nothing would change at all, would it? The Muse would send in her reports and those harpies who dance attendance on us would alter their behavior just enough to provide the right kind of stimulus. Look what they did to Leonie, and where is she now?”


There was no answer Tony could give him. He slumped back in his chair and wished, futilely, that he had had more sleep the night before. He studied the anguished young man across the desk from him with deep compassion and a great deal of worry. “What do you want to do?”


Sigurd Bernwald—born Simon Bernstein—laughed harshly. His twenty-three months as a Dreamer had taken the life and the youth out of him, siphoning it off in thirty-five minute segments.


“Sig, would you like a different Muse?”


“What for?” Sig twisted his fingers as if seeking a way to detach them from his hands. “No. Annie’s all right. They’re trained to be that way. No. It isn’t her fault that I’m…”


“You’re what?” Tony prompted as gently as he could when Sig fell silent again.


“You know.” Sig got out of the chair and paced across the small office. “I walked through the old part of the city last week. I like those old houses. It used to be that walking there, I got ideas, all kinds of ideas about all kinds of things. Those gaslight things everyone at the network was so happy about, last year, most of those came from walks in the old part of the city. This time, it didn’t do anything for me. Nothing changed. There were just a bunch of old houses that needed paint and would probably get torn down in a little while. Maybe I’m like those old houses now, and there’s nothing left.” He stood in front of the window and looked out over the sprawling complex that housed the network. “I wish it would rain. I like the rain.”


“Sig,” Tony said in a voice that required attention, “there are some tests we’ve got to run on you. You know that. It’s for your own sake as much as ours. There are a few questions that have to be answered fairly soon. You’re aware of that, aren’t you?”


“You mean you have to know if I’m burningout.” Sig did not turn from the window, but Tony had the distinct impression that the younger man was no longer looking at anything outside. After a moment Sig folded his arms; his face was still averted.


Tony studied the uncluttered top of his desk. “Not necessarily. It could be many things.” He went on with some difficulty. “There are other considerations. It may be that you’re overtired. That happened to Elinor Watson, remember. She was badly frightened, and that’s unfortunate because it wasn’t necessary. That’s why the sooner you do the tests…”


“… the sooner you can start looking for my replacement.”


“… the sooner we can arrange for whatever you need. Elinor got rest, and she got better.” He had been to see the Dreamer Elinor Watson just five days before. She was living away from the city in a small, protective community where she was regarded with a combination of superstition and awe. He had seen the unhappiness in her eyes and knew that she would never be free of her Dreams.


“Oh, come on!” Sig said, his face darkening with anger. “You know as well as I do that those bastards in the Directors’ office don’t give a damn about any of us. If they thought that tying me down and pulling out my nails one by one would give them the most salable Dreams, they’d do it—you know they’d do it—without a moment’s hesitation. They’d call it pragmatism, I’m sure, and they’d make sure I got a few extra privileges for it, but they don’t care. You know they don’t care.”


“But I do,” Tony said, so quietly that Sig barely heard him.


“But you go along with them,” Sig said.


“The alternative is leaving you alone. I… I can’t do that.”


“And what about Daisy? Did you help her?” Sig was lashing out now, the fury and fear that he had concealed for months coming fully to the surface.


“I wanted to,” Tony muttered, finding the pain still fresh in him. “I did try, Sig.”


“She still jumped out that window,” Sig reminded him nastily. “Whatever you did wasn’t good enough.”


“I know.” Tony sighed, letting his breath out slowly. Maybe Sig was right; maybe he should leave the networks, let someone else handle the Dreamers. He doubted he had the strength to walk away. “That was later. We were able to help her, at first. The first time she got overtired, we made sure she got enough rest, and tested her before she went back to work. She was too pressured the last time. We arranged for leave, but she refused to take it. It’s easy for Dreamers to be overworked. I’ve heard every Dreamer I work with complain about it, and I don’t mean senseless bitching. There’s too much demanded of you because there are so few of you who can do it. I think that all the networks ask too much of you, every last one of you.”


At last Sig turned to look at him. His weary eyes held Tony’s for the better part of a minute. Finally he shook his head. “I’m not that kind of worn out. You’ve done my tests, and you should realize that. I don’t sleep. It’s not the work that does it, at least not the way you think.” He was fiddling with the shiny fabric of his sleeve. Like all Dreamers, he was encouraged to dress in fashionable and expensive clothing. The networks wanted their Dreamers to look successful and prosperous. It was good for business.


“Why don’t you sleep?” It was a question he had asked other Dreamers on the edge of burnout, and had yet to get an answer to it. In the last three years he had begun to evolve a theory, but had nothing to confirm it.


“I don’t know. Maybe another Dreamer could tell you, maybe not.”


“Try, Sig.”


The young man breathed deeply, as if he had just emerged from a deep dive. Once again he was gazing out the window. “It’s as if all those Dreams start to catch up with you. If you sleep, they take you over. The inside becomes the outside. I can’t explain it any better than that.”


This was more than Tony had ever been able to coax out of any other Dreamer, and it confirmed some of his fears about the pattern of sleeplessness. His theory was probably correct: it depressed him to think so. “Can you tell me anything more?”


“No.” Sig put his hands on the windowsill and stared farther into the distance. “What is it doing to them?”


“What do you mean?” Tony seized Sig’s question, his sense of unease growing.


At first Sig pretended not to have heard him, then answered rather distantly. “Nothing, really, I guess. Just my ego acting up. I still have an ego. I want someone to notice me for me, not for all the things I Dream. And I know that if I ever stop Dreaming, no one would give a shit about me, or what happened to me, or who I was, or what I did, or any of the rest of it. I know that sounds like self-pity. It probably is self-pity. This damnable job can cause a lot of it. But it doesn’t change anything, though. I’m a Dreamer, and that’s the end of it until I burnout, and then it won’t matter anyway.”


Tony knew that the usual tactic for dealing with this maudlin turn of mind was to take the most bracing stance possible and encourage the morose Dreamer to think of his good fortune, his recognition, his luxurious life. Seeing the vacancy in Sig’s face, he could not do it. He waited, saying nothing.


“Aren’t you going to cheer me up?” Sig asked cynically a few minutes later. He folded his thin arms over his chest and cocked his head to one side.


“No.”


“Why not?” He shrugged when Tony said nothing. “I haven’t forgot where I came from. I know what most of the people I grew up with think of me—they think I’m the luckiest son of a bitch alive. They’d give anything to trade with me. Anything, Tony. And maybe they’re right. I’ve seen my brother recently, and he’s worn down already. My mother died three years ago from that industrial stuff that rots the lungs, and I don’t know what happened to my sisters. They just left, first Lyn and then Becky and then Esther. The housing supervisor said they’d been taken care of, and that was all I could get out of him. I couldn’t transfer them more than a certain amount of money without disqualifying them from government housing, and I can’t afford to keep them in open housing, not with the rents the way they are, and there isn’t enough room for them at my place. What do I do?” He put one hand over his eyes. Tony could see that he was shaking. “Look, Tony, they didn’t like me. I was the weird kid. They were all relieved when the networks took me on. The foreman at the paper reclamation center where I used to work was glad to be rid of me. I was sure that Dreaming would make a difference. Oh, it did. But I thought…”


“You thought what, Sig?” Tony asked when Sig did not go on.


“You’ve heard all this crap before, haven’t you? Not just from me, but I bet every Dreamer who comes through that door tells you the same shitty story. So what does it matter?” His eyes had turned hard and he spoke with an assumed nonchalance.


“If it bothers you, no matter how many times I’ve heard it, it matters.” Tony had said that many times, to many troubled Dreamers. It had never ceased to be true.


“Really? Because it’s your job.” Sig was challenging him now, trying to create an argument so that he would not have to speak about the things that troubled him most deeply.


“Yes, it’s my job.” His eyes had turned the color of storm clouds. “Would you prefer someone else? I can arrange for you to work with another shrink.”


Sig was still a moment. “No. I want to work with you.”


Tony nodded. “Do you still want to talk, or would you rather stop for now?”


“I don’t know. What can I say that doesn’t sound like a tapeloop? You’ve seen my records. You’ve listened to me for the better part of two years. You see my Dreams. What good does it do, talking like this?” Sig’s shoulders slumped and he stared at Tony.


Tony gave a minute shake of his head. “I’ve never figured that one out, myself. But once in a while it helps, and so I keep trying. When it stops doing any good, then I’ll quit.”


“Unless they fire you first,” Sig suggested.


“I doubt it’ll come to that,” Tony said with an assumption of ease that could not entirely conceal his apprehension. As long as he kept Jehanne’s Dreamers in good shape she would tolerate him, but if ever there were too many burnouts, then he would be lost along with the Dreamers.


“Sure,” Sig said, his flat tone contradictory. “You’re on our side. That’s not the safest place to be.”


“But someone has to be,” Tony said reasonably. “In the long run, they need what I can do.”


“The long run? Are you blind? There isn’t any long run for Dreamers. There’s only till we stop Dreaming.” Sig started abruptly toward the door. “They need me down on Editing. They’ve got a few questions about the latest Dream.” He was almost into the hall when he turned back. “Tony, maybe it isn’t worth it. Maybe it’s just as well to let us go. We get a few good years, and maybe that’s enough.”


Tony felt his jaw tighten and his hands suddenly clenched. “I helped found Dreaming. I want to make it work if I can.” It was only part of his feeling, but it was all he could say to Sig. He did not look up as the door closed.


“Ms. Bliss,” said the self-effacing voice on the intercom, “can you come down to Production for a moment?”


“What’s the matter, Danny?” She resented this intrusion, coming as it did at the end of the day. And she feared that her position could be endangered if anything was wrong.


“It’s Sig, Ms. Bliss. We’re doing his raw tapes, the ones he did this afternoon. I really think that you ought to have a look at them.”


Jehanne knew that tone of voice and at once her alarm increased. Danny was worried, which meant something was very wrong.


“What’s up?” she asked, stalling for time.


“I’d… rather not say.”


Jehanne bit her lip. “Danny, is anyone with you?”


“My tech adviser, that’s all.”


“Steve?” She hoped it was he. Most of the others would not be willing to keep bad news to themselves.


“Yeah.”


“Who else?”


“No one, Ms. Bliss. No one but Steve and I has seen them.” He said this pointedly, as if anticipating her next question.


“Good. Let me talk to him.” She trusted the older man’s judgment more than Danny’s, hoping that Danny had been needlessly worried. She waited while there was a muffled conversation at the other end of the connection, then, as the sound cleared, she said, “Steve, what do you think of Sig’s condition?”


“Well,” he said, then paused a moment, “the black market would have a field day with what he’s given us so far on this installment.”


“Oh, that’s great.” She rolled her eyes upward, recalling the two black market Dreams she had seen. They had been too hard to endure. One had been a first-person experience of evisceration, the other devoted to the graphic and wanton slaughter of animals. “Can you be more specific? What’s unacceptable?”


“Better not,” Steve cautioned her quickly. “You should check this out for yourself. We’ll set it up for you.”


“Okay.” She stood up, stretching against the sudden onset of fatigue. “Give me five minutes to get down there. I’ll meet you in the monitoring room.”


All the way down in the elevator she could not bring herself to believe that Sigurd Bernwald was burningout. Not Sig, who had such great potential, such a rich imagination. He ought to have at least another three, perhaps five years of Dreams left in him. She tried to lean back to rest against the back of the car, but the current fashion for slatted wood with heavy, ornamental bolts made this impossible. She was jarred out of her reverie as the elevator doors opened on the bright yellow walls of the reception area for Production, which was, at the moment, deserted. Jehanne arranged her features into her well-practiced smile and started down the hall.


Steve met her at the door to the monitoring studio. “Come on,” he urged her in an undervoice as he stood aside to let her enter the room.


“What couldn’t you tell me on the intercom?” she asked as soon as the door closed behind her.


“He’s developing very… strong sexual fantasies. They’re not the kind we can edit, the way we’ve done before. These are… well, Ms. Bliss, they’re too… distorted for that.” He took a deep breath, then hurried on. “He’s going on about women with prehensile breasts and men with hooked phalluses that suck.” Steve looked at his companion. “Danny hasn’t seen these extreme cases before. They bothered him, these tapes.”


Danny was seated at the monitor console; he shuddered. “It was the feel of it. I can’t describe it. You know how Sig makes things so real… I can’t tell you.” Nor, from his expression, did he want to. He stared down at the dials.


“We think you’d better have these tapes gone over, and then you might arrange to erase them, unless the shrink wants to see them. The black market would pay a lot for them, though. An awful lot,” he added with a sly, sideways glance at Jehanne.


“How do you know that?” she asked him sweetly.


“I hear things. We all do. People make offers,” was Steve’s evasive answer.


“You’d be making a big mistake if you sell an illegal copy of Sig’s Dreams, any of them.” Jehanne knew her warning was plain. “If nothing else, we’d get you for copyright infringement, and you’d never work as a technician again, at this network or any of the others.”


“Hey, Ms. Bliss, I’m not as dumb as that. Black market tapes are way out of my league. Really.” He gave an insincere, ingratiating smile. “You don’t have to worry about me. Hell, I know when I’m in the annuity seat.”


Jehanne wondered fleetingly how much she would have to pay Steve and Danny for their cooperation, then turned her attention to the more immediate situation, though she decided to ask Nash if she could arrange to transfer Steve to the Chicago office. “You’re very wise,” she said, smiling at him loftily.


“Besides, stuff like this from a popular Dreamer, with a recognizable style, it would be dangerous to try to peddle it I know how many people are familiar with Sig’s Dreams, and they’d spot him in a minute.” He chuckled and it was like the sound of gravel falling on glass.


“Sure,” Jehanne said. “It would be very dangerous.” She would check the computer that night before she left the building to find out how many copies had been made of the Dream.


“Do you want to have a look at it?” Steve asked dubiously.


“It would probably be a good idea. I have to know what’s gone wrong, in case the Board asks about it.” She dreaded that moment, because it would place her in a much-weakened position. With feigned indifference she took a seat at the console. “Choose the roughest part. That way I’ll know how serious the problem really is.” She had long since lost the thrill of watching illicit Dreams. At first, years ago, it had been strangely exciting, but now it only created worry.


“You don’t want to see that, Ms. Bliss,” Danny said sincerely.


“Probably not, but it’s my job.” She set the monitor controls in place and gave her attention to the viewer. There was no sound this way, and none of the Dream ambiance, but if the Dream was as bad as she feared, she would be grateful for the lack of scent, texture and sound.


The woman was enormous—tall as a good-sized building, dark blue of skin. She had three sets of breasts and incongruously wide hips and her swaying walk was both ludicrous and terrifying. She paced down a street of ruined buildings, her feet leaving deep impressions in the pavement as she passed.


“Oh, brother,” Jehanne sighed as she watched. Sig had really built himself a fantasy this time. She did not take her eyes off the screen, but asked of Steve, “How much of this is there?”


“About forty minutes, all total,” Steve answered. “I thought at first there was less but both tapes we made last week had bits of this in them. It didn’t come out until now.”


“Forty minutes.” She shook her head and made up her mind to call Tony when she was through here. “Are you sure there’s that much?”


“Maybe a little less, but not much,” Danny answered. “I timed it when I did the rough run of the tape. The official time is thirty-eight minutes and seventeen seconds, if you want precise figures.” He cleared his throat and sat back.


A man of ordinary size approached the woman and after a few unsuccessful attempts, began to climb her leg. When he reached the midpoint of her thigh, the woman plucked him off her as she might remove an annoying insect, and casually broke him between her huge fingers before tossing the halves far away from her. She was starting to walk more quickly and her eyes shone like searchlights.


“Who’s Sig’s Muse? Do either of you remember?” Jehanne asked.


“It was Kathy Stillman last year, but she was offered a better deal at BTA. I don’t know who took her place.”


She gave Steve one swift, hard look. “Find out. Now.” Whatever the new woman was doing to Sig, it had to stop at once. “Sig likes brunettes about a head shorter than he is, doesn’t he? That’s what the profile we took on him said. Has he changed?”


“I don’t know. All I know is that he Dreams about them, or he used to. Maybe he hates them.” Steve had taken one of the other chairs behind the console where he had access to the records terminal. From time to time he looked up at the screen in laconic disgust. Burnouts were nothing new to him.


As night came on, the woman lay back into the sky, her flesh spreading out over the stars. Her expression was a grimace of terrible voracity. From her great height, she searched the distant earth.


Jehanne knew that Tony should be called at once. This was no minor difficulty, but a real disaster. Sig was going faster than she had thought possible, and Tony had not warned her.


“The Muse Sig has now is Annie Patterson. She’s got an oh-six rating and a fair track record. Her first job was with Hardy Balfour, five years ago,” Steve said, reading from the display on the terminal. “She’s twenty-eight, no previous marriages and no applications in now. A nineteenth level education. She’s worked for us a little over a year. Before that she was with GDT for two years. Before that, she was at BTA while Musing for Balfour.”


That was standard enough, Jehanne thought, and a woman with that degree of experience should know what she was doing. But still, Sig had Dreamed this horror, without warning. She gave the screen another thoughtful glance.


The man spread out beneath her, arching upward, as if drawn to her by his immense, engorged penis. There were trees growing out of the palms of his hands.


“It’s vivid enough,” Jehanne said as the male figure on the screen dropped back to the earth, spent, with spine-shattering impact.


The woman, sated, disappeared into the sky, vanishing in the area of the constellation of Scorpio. From the blood-sodden earth, creatures began to emerge, shambling toward the mountainous corpse of the man, their cumbersome limbs dragging in the red-tinged mud. The night enveloped them as they entered the shadow of the man’s body.


“Is the rest of it like this?” Jehanne asked as she turned away from the screen.


“More or less,” Danny said nervously. “There’s a pretty awful castration episode with those creatures.”


“Charming.” She looked at the two men. “I want that raw tape. I want MacKenzie to see it tonight so we can find out what’s going on with Sig before he tapes again. I don’t want to waste any more of your time on this stuff.” She also did not want to run the risk of someone telling one of the Board members what was going on, and having Sig declared no longer fit for work. There was a scheduling meeting in two days, and if she could conceal how precarious Sig’s mental state was until then, he still might be salvaged, if Tony would agree to hold off reporting to the Board. If Sig burnedout now, she would have to find another Dreamer to fill his place, and so far the results were not promising, except for that woman Tony was supposed to test soon. With a new, stronger Dreamer, she could buy some time for Sig without jeopardizing her own position with the Board.


“Ms. Bliss, what about the other tape, do you want them both?” Steve’s question broke through her thoughts and she started at the sound of his voice.


“The other tape? Better let me have that one, too. We don’t want to leave any more of these things than we have to lying around. You might not use them for the black market”—she gave a grim smile and saw the answering cynicism in their eyes—“but there are others here who don’t have your… good sense.”


“Okay,” Danny said, his face suddenly glum. “But you know that this guy is burningout. It’s only a matter of time, and not very much of it.” He saw the challenging look she gave him. “Take a look at the tapes of the other burnouts. You know what they’re like. Sig’s still pretty coherent, but the pattern’s there. He’s getting distorted now, and in a little while, you won’t be able to make any sense out of more than ten percent of it.”


“And it won’t be pretty when it happens,” Steve warned her.


Jehanne frowned. “Well, keep an eye on anything he tapes. But I think it’s just a case of overwork. You said yourselves that he’s coherent, and that’s a promising sign. It’s hardly fair to Sig to start predicting his failure just because he’s had a few bad tapes. Everyone gets them now and then.” She knew better, but dared not admit it to these two men, not until she was certain that Sig could not be brought back, not until she had another Dreamer to take over Sig’s time.


“You’re kidding yourself, Ms. Bliss,” Steve told her with an arrogant smile. “He’ll be in the A wing before summer’s over. Be sure that you tell the shrink everything because half-measures won’t help.” He went to the door and held it for her. “I know you’re grateful for this chance to see the tapes in private.”


“I told you I was when I got here.” She spoke sharply, hearing his threat more clearly now.


“I wouldn’t want you to forget it. It might slip your mind, and that would be a great disappointment to Danny and me.” His mouth twitched upward at the corners but there was nothing of a smile in it. He was insolently close to her, so that as she left the monitoring room she had to brush against him.


As she hurried down the empty hall, Jehanne felt her anger rise. The effrontery Steve had shown infuriated her more than it frightened her. Her shoes made little noise on the deep carpets, and when she reached the elevator bank and touched the call-button, a spark flew from her finger and she swore at the mild shock. She waited impatiently as the wind moaned through the closed doors, announcing the approaching car. She sensed she was being watched, but did not turn to check on the two men she had left. That, she knew, was not part of the allowed behavior. If Steve and Danny saw that she was suspicious, they would quickly take action to protect themselves, and the first thing they would do was inform the Board of the content of Sig’s latest Dream.


Jehanne got out three floors up, above the computer level. She was reasonably certain that it was safe to use an access terminal on this floor, which was primarily devoted to the network’s extensive library. There were terminals and display screens in several locations here, and their use was not as closely watched as those on other floors. Jehanne went to the terminal at the far end of the second room, which was devoted to art history. She punched in her access number and added the key for Sig’s records. Most of the Dreams were accounted for, and their duplication and record of use was dutifully shown on the screen. There was nothing surprising in those records and Jehanne waited while the computer ran through them. Finally the most recent Dream was indicated, with only a date to identify it—titles were assigned later by another department—and below it, the timing and the standard biographical and copyright notice, followed by:


Copies made: 5


Jehanne looked at the greenish glare of the screen. Five copies. Five! She had assumed that Danny and Sig had not told her the truth about two copies, but five was ominous indeed. If Danny and Sig had kept one copy between them, that left two unaccounted for. Jehanne touched the query key and asked to know who had the copies.


That information is not available


She put out one hand to steady herself, though her shock was more emotional than physical. She stared down at the screen and shook her head. Her hands were not quite steady as she typed in her personal code for specialized information. Sig was her Dreamer. She had a guaranteed right to know who had access to his Dreams. Carefully she repeated the query.


That information is not available


Fear, and then outrage surged through her. This was simply not possible. Jehanne grabbed the edge of the display and shook it in a futile attempt to force it to tell her more. Then she closed her eyes a moment and tried to be calm once more. The machine did not respond to emotion or threats, she reminded herself. Obviously there had been some sort of mistake. Programmers made them all the time. In the morning she would make a call and it would be taken care of promptly.


She stood up and smoothed the wrinkleless front of her jacket, telling herself that she was letting her worry about Sig interfere with her good sense. She walked quite slowly and deliberately to the library door.


But where, a small voice persisted in the depths of her mind, where were those unaccounted-for tapes? And for that question, she had no answer, only anxiety.
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