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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.







1. Sravasti


THEY came for him in the violent ward.


He lay writhing on the padded floor, thrashing in fury against his restraints. His arms were immobilized in a canvas camisole. His hair, drenched with sweat, whipped with each jerk of contorted neck muscles.


His chin was flecked with foam.


Between incoherent grunts and moans he shouted fearfully. “Project … engineering specs … performance bond … someone….” He hunched himself to a seated posture, propped against the wall. His eyes blazed furiously as he cast his gaze around the padded room, but he seemed, nonetheless, to grow slightly calmer with the passage of the raging spasm.


A fresh torrent of words tumbled dispiritedly from his lips. “You could have … not like other … Satvan you could have….” His head flopped onto his shoulder, sudden exhaustion overcoming him. His blond hair hung flaccidly before his eyes as they began slowly to glaze. His breathing, previously a series of ragged, nearly explosive gasps, grew slower.


He moaned once loudly and slid to the floor. A blackness fell before his eyes, a rushing filled his ears and in some small surviving corner of his mind sanity told him that it was happening again. He fought to retain control, forced his fingers to knot into fists inside the tapering canvas sleeves, commanded his eyelids to snap open, to return to him vision and contact with his surroundings.


But the blackness advanced inexorably until he felt himself fading into a tiny, impotent point of semiawareness only vaguely able to perceive his actions, quite incapable of controlling his body or his speech.


He rose from submersion in the black mind-sea where he had floated since his last period of dominance, possessing the memories of the period between, expecting the hateful feel of the canvas restraining jacket and the softness of the floor of his hospital room.


Instead he found himself standing on a circular platform surrounded by strange devices, light sources and rods, conduits and oddly shaped panels covered with indicators that made no sense whatever to him. The plate upon which he stood seemed bitterly cold to his feet, which he realized with a start were bare. He swung his hands around freely, looked down and discovered that he was naked.


Startled, he swayed dizzily, found himself steadied by unexpected helpers, led unsteadily from the platform across a hard floor to some sort of chair. The room he was in was lighted oddly, as if for eyes attuned to a different spectrum from that in which he had grown up.


Strange shadows and unfamiliar forms seemed to materialize and fade before him. There were sounds, but they came from all directions. They seemed to contain words, but he was not able to tell what they were.


He raised his hands to his brow, suddenly trembling. He looked around. An incoherent gargling sound escaped from his throat. He started to speak. “I … I….” He gathered his strength and managed to blurt the sentence.


“I—they were right after all! I’ve gone crackers!”


He examined himself, studying his nude body. Paunchy, soft, with a roll of excess flesh around his middle that stopped well short of grossness. He raised his eyes, trying to pierce the shadows around him.


“Who’s there? Hello! Hey, what’s happening?”


Whispers and uncertain cracklings.


“Hey, where is this place? What’s going on?”


He jumped to his feet. No one, nothing tried to interfere with him. He swayed momentarily and again there was support from the vague forms that appeared and disappeared around him.


“Is this some new treatment?”


Hisses, something with a sound somewhere between a hiss and a moan, something with a sound somewhere between a moan and a grunt.


“Oh, I can’t be—” He doubled over with wracking laughter. “I’m not dead! Oh, no, that’s too freaky! Nossir, I won’t believe that! Who’s there?”


He leaned forward, peered deeply into the almost tangible murk that seemed to hang in the air like swamp gas over a stagnant pond. Amazingly, a face materialized before him, peered back into his own eyes. Black, vague, a wavering oval with features visible only as differently textured blurs against the vague background.


“Yeah, that’s better. This is old Buddy here. I’m grateful you got me out of there, but where is here? Who are you?”


More faces, forming and fading behind the first. That one rising and growing nearer to him. A voice, a sound something like a voice.


“Old Buddy?”


Liquid burblings. Humming.


“Yeah, it’s me all right!”


He felt perspiration beginning to form on his face. It ran from his armpits down his naked sides despite the chill of the … room. “You’re not—” He cracked a smile, held his voice jocular despite a quaver halfway through. “You’re not working for the despicable Doctor Anubis? Because if you are, ah—”


“Doctor Anubis?”


“Yeah. No, you’re not. I could always tell that.”


“We are not … Doctor Anubis. You are …?”


“Yeah, yeah, right.” He nodded twice, too quickly. Dizziness threatened to return. He clutched the arms that offered themselves.


“You are?”


“Yeah, I’m old Buddy all right. Buddy Satvan. You know, I do Diamond Sutro.” He looked around, trying to find faces in the gloom, trying to find acceptance and understanding of his statement.


The hiss.


“You are Diamond Sutro? You are Buddy Satvan?”


“Uh, no … and yes. I’m Buddy Satvan and I draw Diamond Sutro.”


“And Doctor Anubis, the despicable Doctor Anubis? You are also he?”


“Uh, no, I—”


“You had best come with us. You appear addled.”


Strong hands guiding him, not roughly but not leaving any question that he would comply.


“Uh, okay. You did, uh….” He allowed himself to be led farther away from the platform where he had first found himself, away from the seat he had used when he had left the platform.


They passed—Buddy and his guides—through a portal of some vague sort. Buddy felt himself beginning to slip away as he struggled to stand upright, keep his legs working properly. His vision grew faint, the murky room grew even darker, the rushing came to his ears again.


He cried out. “This isn’t right! I haven’t had my turn! I was only here a few minutes. Dang-crack you, who’s coming? Let me—leave me—let me….”


Darkness became complete. Buddy felt his control of his body lapse, thought he heard the voices of strangers, muffled and incomprehensible. Then he was gone.


Strong arms carried the portly blond man onward, reaching a raised pallet of some smooth material, cold as the platform he had stood upon, gray and dull. They lowered him onto it and vague figures clustered, conferring, raising dim faces to cast dismal looks upon the man lying, breathing heavily, naked upon the pallet.


Suddenly the figure rose upward from the waist. He swung his legs off the edge of the pallet and sat upright, balancing himself with his hands on the edge of the gray slab. With one hand he swept his hair back from his brow and then spoke sharply.


“Thank you, my friends. You have freed your leader from the imprisonment into which he was betrayed. Now we will proceed.”


A dark figure loomed near him. “Are you—well?”


“Well? Your concern is appreciated. I will need some appropriate garments. At once. Have you a uniform or other suitable clothing?”


The figures conferred. One spoke. “You must….” The voice faded out and in, nuances lost in the rushings of sonic vagaries. “…. our understanding … data available to us. Are you Old Buddy?”


“The name of the leader is Roland L. K. Washburn.” He slid his thighs over the edge of the pallet and stood on the floor facing the dark forms. “Don’t you know what clothing is?”


He peered at them, straining pale eyes against the darkness and the murk that filled the place. “Trousers. Tunic. Boots.” He indicated the parts of his body where each garment would be used, gesturing with pudgy hands.


“Don’t you—?” He reached out to grasp the nearest figure by the shirtfront. His hand encountered a vague, cool springiness.


He drew back, shocked. He held his hand against his chest with his other hand. He looked down at it, flexed his fingers, saw that no injury had been done.


He fixed the nearest dark form with a commanding glare that took in the others as well. “Identify yourself,” he ordered.


They bent together, swaying and flowing in alien communion. Washburn heard sounds, fragments of unfamiliar syllables, unidentifiable interjections.


The central figure loomed forward again, features visible by their texture that contrasted with the rest of each being. Rush and gurgle of fluids, a distorted voice speaking. “We are … tell you … help understand … Yakshis [some word like Yakshis]… help us … save us … save you….”


The sound subsided gradually rather than reaching a definite end.


“You are incoherent,” Washburn snapped. “I require clothing. Look here! This floor is cold! It is entirely inappropriate for the leader to stand around naked on a cold floor!”


Heads together, the figures swayed.


Washburn pantomimed the act of donning clothes, slowly calling out the name of each garment as he mimed adjusting it in place.


“Ah …” sigh, “… ouh….”


A shadow detached itself from the cluster, flitted into the murk. Washburn heard rustling sounds, thought he might be seeing vague movements in the darkness. The shadow returned carrying shards of some formless stuff. It held it toward Washburn, touched him with it.


Washburn recoiled from its touch. It was as if the vague figures had pressed a nothingness onto his naked flesh. The texture was a nontexture, the temperature a nontemperature. He peered at the stuff: even its color was a kind of characterless lack rather than a positive attribute.


Still, his eyes interpreted it as a dark, dull gray.


The … Yakshi … moved in a circle around Washburn, pressing the gray, flaccid stuff against him. It conformed itself loosely to the shape of his body, forming into baggy shirt and trousers. Washburn raised one foot and felt the stuff become a crude heavy-soled shoe.


“That’s better,” he grunted. “Now, let’s get down to the matter at hand. Which of you is commander of this group?”


The shadows clustered, flitted, seemed almost to swoop. From them came the cold voice Washburn had heard before.


“We are … Yakshis are….” Fade-out, watery rushing. “Welcome you here leader Roland L. K. Washburn … urgent assistance … all benefit or….”


The voice faded out.


Washburn stepped forward toward the vague … Yakshis. They seemed to flitter away from his approach like dry leaves before a puff of wind.


“I want to know your names. You have names? And what is this organization? You are called Yakshis?”


“Yakshis … called, yes. You are Washburn.”


“Dammit, yes!” Washburn clenched his fists, holding himself in rein. “Yes, I am. And I want to know your names. Each of you!”


He pointed angrily at the central figure confronting him.


“This Yakshi … yes, Washburn … called….” The figure swayed, seemed to confer with another to either side, then resumed. “Called … Asoka. Washburn, Asoka.”


“Good! And the others?”


“Yakshi….” A sound like wind swishing through willow whips. “Nanda.” A shadowy form rose, swooped forward and back.


“Yakshi … leader Washburn … Yakshi called … Kalinga.”


They seemed to sigh together liquidly.


“All right, now we’re getting somewhere. You in the middle, you seem to be the spokesman. Very well, ah, Asoka. You come with me and we can sort this out.”


He strode past the vague shapes, headed for some edge of the room, some doorway to a place where he could command the situation beyond the murk and gloom that surrounded him. He turned back to see if Asoka was following him. The Yakshis stood still, wavering vaguely where they had been.


Washburn stamped back, tried to grab the central Yakshi by its shoulder. His hand jerked involuntarily away from the feel.


“Come on, then,” he grunted. He gestured forcefully.


One of the Yakshis rose straight toward the indistinct dome above them, towered momentarily over Washburn as if it were going to swoop on him, but another spun and rose and interposed itself between the looming shadow and the man.


“Come along,” Washburn repeated. The remaining Yakshi glided after him. Snorting, Washburn marched in a straight line, his hands held slightly before him to ward off any obstruction, his eyes straining to pierce the gloom and murk surrounding him.


“Washburn….” The Yakshi’s watery voice burbled.


He continued. His hands encountered an obstacle, a surface that felt strangely as if it were smooth as glass yet corrugated at the same time. He felt around, searching for some sign of a doorway or window. “Open up!” he commanded.


A section of the wall swung away.


Washburn took half a step through the portal before the blinding flash of sensory overload smote him. Dazzled, deafened, assailed by odors and flavors, the nerve endings of his skin set atingle. Up and down lost their meaning. He staggered backward, screaming “Betrayed!” and collapsed.


He lay on the floor crouching like a fetus, holding his head between his knees and his arms over his blond scalp. He moaned.


“Washburn….” Asoka piped, “Not harm … allow … show….”


Washburn let the Yakshi uncurl him carefully, aiding him to his feet. In a few minutes he was upright, fighting down a roaring in his ears and a darkness that threatened momentarily to cut off even the strange dim murk of his surroundings. He clenched his teeth, gritted out words in a bitter hiss. “Not now, I won’t let go now!”


Asoka guided Washburn, walking him confidently. Clearly the gloom of the environment provided no obstacle to his vision. Washburn held one hand out laterally, touching the strange smooth-rippled wall as he walked. After a while they came to a place where the murk seemed to grow thinner, the atmosphere marginally brighter.


The Yakshi stopped Washburn, guided him to a vaguely chair-shaped object, pressed him gently down upon it.


Washburn sat.


He was still shaken from the moment of total input. “What was that—that door I started through? I demand to know what this place is!”


“Yess … regret your … hurt … difficult … maintain … form … speech.” The figure seemed to sink into itself momentarily, as if gathering strength to continue. “Washburn … permit….” The figure writhed in some alien gesture. “Permit … demonstrate….”


“All right!”


From the murk-covered floor beside the alien a pedestal rose to waist height. Washburn followed as closely as the diffused lighting permitted. The Yakshi moved, bent over the pedestal and manipulated small objects on its surface. He—or it—gave the impression of a machine operator setting controls.


Washburn’s seat slid beneath him, stretching and distorting itself like a dentist’s chair. Washburn clung to its sides, ready to leap up and make his escape.


The darkness above him cleared. Mist rolled away, leaving a clear view of the sky above. Washburn could not tell whether the chamber had opened to the sky or was covered by a perfectly transparent dome. He peered upward.


The sky was black with night, dotted with an array of bright points, swirls and clouds wholly unlike any Washburn had ever seen before. No familiar constellation showed itself, no recognizable object—only uncountable stars and unrecognizable distant galaxies.


In a far quadrant of the sky, surrounded by a glowing border of deep orange, an irregularly shaped blob of utter blackness writhed.


Washburn blinked. Against the blackness of the Yakshis, the dim murk of the chambers he had walked through, the blackness of the sky offered a still darker contrast. And against that blackness, the bright-edged blob—its shape had now become suggestive—was still blacker, an ultimate blackness that seemed to negate not merely material objects but even vacant volume.


The glowing orange edges writhed and curled. Washburn felt himself mimicking their movements with his body. He fought down a faint attack of the ear-roaring, the eye-dimming that he knew so well. He gazed at the black shape above him.


It resembled a great winged creature flapping angrily across the sky. It was a huge malevolent face peering down into the wickedness of the world. It was a hooded serpent prepared to devour the world, a monstrous famished maw ready to swallow all.


Washburn was falling upward into its yawning depths, clutching frantically at the edges of his couch, crying out to be saved.


He sat up, sweat pouring from him, holding a hand over his eyes to blot the horror from them. He scrambled off the seat and ran to Asoka. “Take it away! Cover it up!”


The Yakshi manipulated the controls on his console. Overhead the mists rolled back obliterating the sky. Washburn and Asoka stood and faced each other.


“Can you … we cannot … understand….” The Yakshi gestured toward the section of roof above them where the orange-edged thing had appeared. Beside him the console had sunk back into the floor. Asoka and Washburn stood as they had earlier, shrouded in murk and gloom.


“You’ll have to do better than that,” Washburn glowered. He felt automatically of his new clothing, searching for a weapon of any sort.


There was none.


“Come then … leader Washburn.” The Yakshi looked smaller, as if he had been drained of energy and of hope. “Understanding … is….” A gurgle and rush. “One Yakshi, less Yakshi….”


He took Washburn by the elbow, led him firmly through the murk. Washburn was unable to tell what course they followed. But shortly when Asoka stopped Washburn could sense the alien’s companions, Nanda and Kalinga, swaying and fluttering in the gloom. Again they seemed to confer, almost to blend, swaying and nodding, indistinct susurrating sounds emerging from them.


They separated and moved to surround Washburn. He slid between them suspiciously, spun to face them again. “Watch it!” he commanded.


They moaned. “Not … will not … Washburn … afraid … hurt … will not harm….”


He allowed them to shepherd him to another chamber, another seat. He crouched tentatively on the edge of it, watching the Yakshis. One of them—he guessed Asoka—lay back on a moving couch. The other Yakshi fetched a circlet of gloomily flashing metal and placed it on their companion’s head.


Then they turned to Washburn, a similar circlet extended toward him. “No, you don’t!” he shouted. He started to flee but was caught by one of the Yakshis and forced back onto his seat.


“Not … harm.” Roar and sweep. “Not … hurt you … leader.”


Gingerly, Washburn let the creature draw the circlet over his head.




2. Hollywood


“CHRIST, will you look at that crap in the sky! No wonder this place is called the smog capital of the world!”


Cantrowicz had the window seat so Burt Bahnson had to lean over his shoulder to see out the window of the 747 circling LAX. All he could do was shake his head in appalled agreement.


“Well, here we go. You reset your watch yet?”


Burt looked at the dial of his electronic Seiko. “No. I’m still on New York time.” He pulled out the stem and reset his readout for LA time, then slipped the watch back on his wrist.


“Better finish up, eh?” Burt tilted his drink, ran his tongue around the inside of the rim savoring the last woody burning of the whiskey, then lowered the plastic cup. He buckled himself into his seat belt in obedience to the letters that flashed across the overhead message board.


“Number one just better have that car waiting,” Cantrowicz growled as the 747 banked into a long, thundering turn to make its final approach and landing. “Christ, if there’s one thing I hate it’s having to fight car rentals. Maybe we should have had somebody meet us instead.”


“No, I thought we’d agreed. That is, I mean, it’ll be more convenient for us to have a car for ourselves while we’re here. To go to the hotel and all.”


“Yeah, yeah, we did work it out. Okay, Burt. I’d as soon have settled this in New York, but you know these Hollywood types—hate to get off their own turf. I think they all have some kind of inadequacy syndrome. Work out their hangups on the screen instead of where they got ’em. If a weekend with a hot broad and a case of Scotch doesn’t take care of ’em they ought to see a shrink, not drag us across the continent for one meeting!”


“You’re right,” Burt said. He picked up his empty glass and ran his tongue around the inside of the rim again.


The plane touched down heavily, its engines reversed to brake its momentum. It slowed and rolled to a stop.


Burt stood up and waited for Cantrowicz to thread his bulk out of the big first-class seat and lead their march to the exit. The smiling stewardess handed each of them his hat and Burt his briefcase—Arch Cantrowicz liked to travel light and Burt kept track of both their papers when Arch wasn’t actually using them.


Hertz had a new LeMans ready for them and they threaded their way from LAX onto the freeway, keeping the AM radio on the airport’s low-powered traffic control station until the signal disappeared into a roar of static.


“Nice car,” Burt said. “Handles nicely.”


He pulled the LeMans into the northbound lanes, found a niche in the off-hour traffic and began to watch for exit signs. They didn’t have too far to go on the freeway. “Too bad Buddy Satvan couldn’t come along. He’d really enjoy this trip. Kind of the star of the show, don’t you think?”


Burt cast a glance at Arch Cantrowicz. Cantrowicz had bitten the tip off a cigar and spit it onto the floor of the LeMans. He leaned forward and punched the car’s electric lighter. The only answer he offered Burt was a grunt. Burt wasn’t sure whether that indicated agreement or disapproval.


“Well, maybe he’ll pull out of it. Meanwhile Albertson is keeping up the strip. Buddy has this secretary, you know her? Tara something-or-other. Very nice person.”


“Yeah,” Arch growled around his cigar. “Gone with the wind.”


Burt laughed nervously. “Uh, anyway, she goes down there to that hospital in Virginia where they have Buddy. They let her in for story conferences. Willy Albertson doesn’t go. Buddy works with Tara, dictates into a cassette machine, you know. He does some sketches, too. Then Tara types up the cassettes and Willy draws from the script and Buddy’s roughs.”


Arch grunted.


Bahnson rotated a switch on the dashboard and the Pontiac’s air conditioner whirred into action, sucking away the cigar smoke and replacing it with washed and filtered air. The pungent smell of the cigar gave way to an odor of exhaust fumes that managed somehow to triumph over the charcoal and fiber filters of the air conditioner.


Arch grunted and gestured with his cigar.


“Right,” Burt responded, “here we go.” He fought his way over to the exit lane and dropped from the freeway onto Pico. “Should I head for the hotel?” he asked. “Or would you rather—?” He looked at his watch.


“Studio,” Cantrowicz said.


Burt maneuvered the LeMans through rows of local traffic on Pico, craning for sight of the studio sign on the left where his travel directions said it would be. “Aha!” He swept into the left-turn lane and pulled up at the traffic light in front of the studio. A minute later he was through the front gate and rolling the hardtop through the outer parking lot.


The studio road led past a row of turn-of-the-century storefronts and under the First Avenue El. “Will ya look at that!” Arch Cantrowicz laughed. “Christ, you’d think you were right back—I grew up in this neighborhood. Henry Street, Chatham Square. Isn’t that incredible!” He laughed again.


Burt smiled, mirroring Arch’s pleasure. If the mood continued it would make for a pleasanter time for him, he knew. He pulled the car to a stop in front of Tony Pastor’s restaurant where a yellow-and-black barrier had been lowered from a guard’s cabin. He turned and saw Arch gazing happily at the painted building fronts, then looked back at the uniformed man who’d stepped from the cabin and was peering in the car window.


“Ah, Mr. Sugarman is expecting us,” Burt said. “Mr. Cantrowicz and Mr. Bahnson from, ah, New York? Mrs. Shapiro, Mr. Sugarman’s, ah, secretary, said just to give our names?”


The guard stepped back inside his cabin and consulted a clipboard with a sheaf of pages attached to it. He picked up a phone and dialed, then mumbled a few words.


He stepped out of the cabin again and leaned into the car, pointing. “Just turn left at the beer garden,” he said, “and park in the little lot about seventy-five yards inside.”


Burt nodded.


“You’ll see a red brick building, it’s actually the back of Tony Pastor’s. Go in the main entrance and you’ll find a building map. Mr. Sugarman’s office is three twenty-eight, that’s third floor.” The guard reached in his pocket and pulled a day-glo placard from it. He handed it to Burt. “Leave this on your windshield, sir, and please return it when you leave the studio.”


He stepped back inside the cabin.


The barrier lifted and Burt pulled the car forward.


“You’d be amazed at how many greats started in places like that,” Arch Cantrowicz reminisced. “Would you believe, when I was a kid I actually saw Al Jolson in this neighborhood? And Fanny Brice? And Eddie Cantor and George Jessel and Jimmy Durante, every one of ’em! They all got their start around here.” He gestured with his cigar. “They were all big machers by the time I saw them, but they all came back, every one of them! Every one!”


Stuart Sugarman stood up when Cantrowicz and Bahnson entered his office. He introduced them to the others already assembled, then asked if they’d eaten yet.


“Uh, yes, on the airplane, thanks,” Burt said.


“Fine, fine. Now, if anybody gets hungry, Mrs. Shapiro can call down to the commissary and they’ll make up a tray. Don’t be shy, anything you want just ask, all right?” He grinned, flashing bright, Hollywood-perfect teeth. His hair was silvery white and thick, dropping to his velour shirt collar with just the hint of a flip to the ends.


“Let’s see.” Cantrowicz checked the hour. “I’m still on east coast time. Hah. Well, snacks are nice, but I didn’t jet three thousand miles for corned beef. What do we have?”


Sugarman laughed and made a placating gesture. “I see you’re a very blunt man, Archie. Good, I like directness. Okay. We like Diamond Sutro a lot. The network agrees.” He inclined his silvery head toward Melody Warwick, a trim redhead wearing huge tinted glasses and a pale tan slack suit. Melody nodded agreement.


“The network is willing to put up some front money and we’re willing to drop in some cash of our own.” Sugarman leaned back in his chair, resting his elbows on its pale kid arms and spreading his manicured hands in the air. “Of course there are a few little hurdles to clear, but I’m sure we can handle them.”


Cantrowicz grunted. “Ah-ha. How come Diamond Sutro? We have a lot of other strips. What about Big Pro?”


Melody Warwick leaned forward and spoke in a cool, polished voice. “Mr. Cantrowicz, we examined our ratings and trends for the past ten seasons and projected them for the next five. Personally I was doubtful of the value of going back that far or of projecting ahead that far, what with the volatility of our audience.


“But our statisticians were very eager to look for long-term trends and they got funded out of Seventh Avenue so we gave them their heads.


“Well, all for the best.” She smiled. “They did pull some interesting cycles out of their computer printouts. And one thing that was very definitely indicated was that we’re going to have a slot coming up for a good fantasy adventure. Everything converges, you see—we can spot five or six cycles with their curves moving up and down in different periodicities. Sometimes a couple of them coincide and reinforce each other. Sometimes three or even four of them coincide and you get a super hit.”


She stopped and reached into a leatherette folder on her lap, pulled out a sheet of graph paper with multicolored lines running across it. “What our computer people found is a coming convergence of at least six cycles. And that means—jackpot!”


She laid the folder on Sugarman’s desk. “If we know how to cash in on it, of course.”


Cantrowicz leaned forward and examined the chart. After a minute he said, “What’s this all mean?”


A black man in an ultaconservative business suit adjusted his narrow polka-dotted tie and cleared his throat. “I’ve been tapped as executive producer of the Diamond Sutro series. If we get to the series stage, of course.”


Burt Bahnson watched his chief study the black man. Finally Cantrowicz said “Yes. Amos Elliott. I’m good at names. Never forget one.”


“Very well,” Elliott said. “Now then, what the network people worked out, and our own statisticians checked their conclusions and agree, is that the public is about ready for something that will combine fantasy with suspense and adventure. And with a touch of nostalgia.”


He leaned forward, intense. “Maybe a tincture of camp as well. For comic relief, you see. A little sex appeal. Some hot special effects and extravagant costumes and sets.” He sat nodding agreement with himself.


“And this adds up to Diamond Sutro?” Cantrowicz grunted.


“Exactly,” Sugarman said.


Cantrowicz glared at Bahnson for a minute. Finally Burt said, “Ah, I wonder, Mr. Sugarman, if we might have a little refreshment. Ah, liquid refreshment, that is, ah-ha.” He grinned.


Sugarman buzzed for his secretary. He spoke a few words and she disappeared into a side office.


“I’ll tell you, Stuart—it’s okay if I call you that? You call me Arch, okay, not Archie?—I’ll tell you,” Cantrowicz resumed, “I don’t want anybody fucking up a valuable property. You know? I don’t know why some shows you do so good and some you just bitch up.”


Sugarman inclined his silvery head toward Amos Elliott. “One of our brightest men. Fine credits. And it won’t hurt any in getting minority market exposure, you know.”


“That isn’t what I mean. Look—” He stopped talking as Mrs. Shapiro reappeared with a tray.


“Here, let me help you,” Sugarman said. He served drinks all around, then raised his glass. “Success!” he said.


Cantrowicz downed half his drink and deposited the glass on the edge of Sugarman’s desk. “I don’t watch TV myself,” he said. “Too busy earning a buck. But my kids have a color set and they tell me what’s going on. Now if you want Diamond Sutro, aside from making the bucks right—”


“We won’t go less than first class, Mr. Cantrowicz.” That from Melody Warwick.


“Okay, good, we’ll see about getting into some solid figures in a little while. You know, adjectives are nice, but I like numbers better.”


He clenched a fist and struck the top of Sugarman’s desk with it. “But you aren’t going to butcher Diamond Sutro the way you killed that Shazam show. It’s written for two-year-olds! And no Saturday morning ghetto, either! Prime time, and adult scripts! And the syndicate has to retain a veto over casting and stories or it’s no deal!”


Sugarman looked at Elliott, then at Melody Warwick.


They both shook their heads.


“We’ll have to see about that. I mean, we definitely appreciate getting your inputs, Archie, but we won’t try to tell you how to run a comics syndicate and you mustn’t try to run our studio. They’re completely separate areas of expertise, you see.”


“Sure I do. I saw what you did to Shazam, too!”


“Actually, we didn’t do it,” Amos interjected. “It was another studio.”


“And another network,” Melody added.


“All right, all right. You know what I mean.” Cantrowicz tossed down the rest of his drink, held the glass to Sugarman for a refill.


“I do understand your concern, sir,” Amos Elliott put in. “And I assure you, this will be a prime-time production with a top budget.”


Cantrowicz shook his head. “I don’t understand one other thing, though. Look, you guys did Batman—”


“I wish we had!”


“I mean, you guys, you guys in Hollywood. You guys in TV.” He plucked his cold cigar from the ashtray where he’d dropped it. Burt Bahnson leaned over to hold a match for him. Cantrowicz puffed the cigar back into life. “Can’t beat a Garcia and Vega,” he sighed.


Sugarman leaned back and pressed a button on the window air conditioner behind him.


“What I’m telling you guys,” Cantrowicz resumed, “is that you did right by Batman and then you turned around and botched the Green Hornet. Same trip, same kind of production. But one of ’em had it and the other didn’t. Now if you want Diamond Sutro you’ve got to do a show that has it. You see?”


He looked around at the others.


“Because it’s a successful strip,” Cantrowicz continued, “it’s picking up papers, picking up subsidiary sales. It’s turning a lot of bucks and I want it for the long pull, not for a flash in the pan and tomorrow it’s dead on its feet, you see? Back to a handful of papers. I don’t want that. I won’t put up with it.”


Sugarman said, “Okay. You want to dump Amos? We’ll put somebody else on the show.”


Amos Elliott choked.


“Nah, that’s all right. But we keep our hand in or you can go buy somebody else’s super hero.”


“I know that. Frankly”—Sugarman leaned across his mahogany-topped desk—“we’ve taken options on a couple already. Eh?” He grinned, reached across the desk, closed his fingers around Cantrowicz’s biceps for a moment. “But the quiz kids say Diamond Sutro has the best chance to make a real breakthrough.”


He inclined his white head toward Amos and Melody.


“And,” he continued, “it’s my favorite strip!”


Cantrowicz got out of his chair and walked once around the room. He pulled back a curtain and looked out onto the New York of seventy-five years before. “Absolutely amazing.”


He pointed down at a painted storefront. “See that candy store? I bought the Forward in that store. A few years later, I think, than the way you have it. But the same place. I drank egg creams there. They had a cat in the store, a big black and white tomcat.


“He had a white face with a little dark place like a mustache and a little goatee. We used to call him Trotsky.”


He turned around and faced the others. “Okay, those are my conditions. I want to hear some numbers and if I like what I hear we can turn the legal beagles loose.”


Sugarman beamed. “There is one little problem from our end, Archie. We can leave the other things for the lawyers and the accountants, eh—as long as we like each other we can work together. But there’s one little thing that we have to get out of the way.”


Cantrowicz grunted an interrogative.


“This, ah, this thing that happened in Virginia,” Sugarman began.


Cantrowicz looked at him stony-faced.


“This whole mess with your cartoonist and that murder case.”


Burt Bahnson said, “But Buddy was acquitted. The judge ruled that it was temporary insanity, he had experts in court. Besides, that fellow Schrieber—”


“Of course, of course.” Sugarman nodded, looking sympathetic. “Who could blame him anyway? Scum like Schrieber, huh! But this involvement with that Nazi group, that fellow Washburn. Very bad. Very, very bad.”


Melody put in: “Negative exposure. Could push us right off the screen. Bad for other network shows, too.”


“What we need to know, Archie,” Sugarman said, “is whether you can get rid of this Satvan. Quietly. If you can, we’re ready to go ahead with a two-part pilot and the network will commit themselves to prime time. If the pilot draws any kind of audience—which I’m sure it will—then Melody says they’re prepared to take the series.”


He steepled his fingers, peered over them through glittering gold-rimmed glasses. “Except for this fellow Satvan. We can’t have a killer hanging around our necks like an albatross.”


“But the court,” Burt countered, “and the psychiatrists. They ruled that Buddy and this Washburn character were both victims of a mental disorder. They’re both fragmentary segments of an, ah, of a dissociated personality. There was no conviction!”


“Doesn’t matter,” Melody Warwick purred. “Bad publicity. The old saw that all publicity is good may apply in some businesses but not in ours.”


She smiled at Arch Cantrowicz. “Who owns Diamond Sutro, Mr. Cantrowicz? The syndicate? Or this little cartoonist?”


“Little cartoonist!” Bahnson exploded.


Cantrowicz silenced him with a hand on his arm. He put his cigar down and signaled to Burt for some papers from the briefcase. Cantrowicz shuffled folders, picked up his glass and sipped from it.


“I checked that out before we flew out here. We own Diamond Sutro. The syndicate does. We can dump Buddy Satvan in a minute. But he’s our talent. We’re in the same boat that you are—a million people with technical competence but just a handful with what you’d call real talent.”


Stuart Sugarman beamed benignly. “Dump him, Archie. You have anything lined up for tonight? I’ll ask Mrs. Shapiro to phone my house and have them set an extra place. Do you mind pot luck?”


Melody Warwick said, “I have to issue a caveat, Mr. Sugarman, Mr. Cantrowicz.” She was fishing in her own folder, pulling out interoffice memoranda and typed reports.


“Eh? What’s the matter?”


“Our legal department—at the network—checked out some recent court actions at my request. Not that I expected any problems.” She smiled at Sugarman, then at Cantrowicz. “But just in case.”


She slid a manila folder out of the leatherette cover. “You see, there’ve been some challenges to the whole system of publishers buying characters. It goes all the way back, you know. The whole question of what a publisher is buying—limited rights, outright title to a specific work, and so on. But the precedents for buying a story and them claiming ownership of the characters are in jeopardy.”


Cantrowicz turned toward Bahnson. “God damn it, Burt, get on the horn and get our lawyers off their ass! What the hell are we paying those bastards for?”


“Maybe you could buy him off,” Sugarman suggested. “Could you do that? Or kick him upstairs, just get him out of the spotlight.”


“We’ll have to see about that.”


“Well, it’s getting late,” Sugarman announced. “Shall we ask Mrs. Shapiro to type up a little memorandum of today’s meeting? And then I suppose we can continue some low-budget exploratory work while we settle this other problem.”


Bahnson turned and saw that Arch Cantrowicz was perspiring heavily. “I’m sure we can get it settled,” Arch said, “I’m really very sure we can.”




3. Sravasti


HE could see and hear what was happening, and gradually he found himself able to control his body. Could blink his eyes, wiggle his toes, flex his hands into fists and then relax them again.


It would have been almost pleasant to lie there savoring the returning control of his muscles, but there was a rush of information pouring into him. Pictures and sounds from some source seemed to well up in his brain. The sensation was like that of ancient, faded recollections rising spontaneously to consciousness.


He tried to sit up and was pleased that he could. What strange place was this? He had no idea. He had only limited access to Washburn’s memory, and the dim, purply-gray murk in which he found himself was vaguely familiar. Washburn’s recollections, to which he looked for some inkling of what was happening, were blurred and jumbled with the information still welling up so disquietingly within his mind.


He raised one hand, put it to his forehead in a characteristic gesture, and found the metal band. The band was connected by a wire or lightweight cable to—he couldn’t tell. The other end of the thin conduit was lost in dimness. But he was sitting on some sort of table or raised pallet, and he could see, not far away, a similar platformlike device with another figure lying on it.


The figure was black, not as a black man was, but as if it had been coated in a dull, nonreflective substance like lampblack, then shrouded in billows of soft, funereal gauze. The result was a shape only vaguely human, visible as little more than a silhouette more intensely dark than the darkness around it. But he could see that the figure lay motionless, a band of metal around its head and a cable stretching from it into the gloom where it was lost like his own.


“Phew!” he hissed. “Thanks for bringin’ me back! I don’t know what’s goin’ on here, but I thought we were maybe gettin’ someplace before, startin’ to get someplace anyhow, when I blacked out.” He peered into the gloom, searching the room, saw a couple of indistinct figures standing in apparent observation of himself and the reclining shadow.


“It’s me, Buddy. I’m back again.”


The welling of memories ceased. One of the shadowy forms standing and observing stepped to the platform where the other lay. It bent to its dark companion, touched the metal circlet on its head, then remained bent over, moving slightly as if engaged in agitated conversation.


It rose finally and turned toward Buddy. “You are … Satvan. You are … Washburn.” The figure made a gesture. The movement was not quite human, yet it was clearly indicative of puzzlement.


“I’m Buddy. Yeah, Washburn, too, I suppose. I’ve been, ah”—he ran a hand nervously through his disordered hair—“ah, sick. Yeh. There’s this, you know, ah, it’s called multiple personality, right? You understand? Like, ah, there was even this movie about it one time, people say, well, you understand your, ah, condition, can’t you just get over it?
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