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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.









“In a certain sense, every single human soul has more meaning and value than the whole of history with its empires, its wars and revolutions, its blossoming and fading civilizations.”


—Nicholas Berdyaev







Chapter One


The planet Styx had seen difficult birth, and its early life could be read in many volcanic scars which swirled across its icebound surface.


Inside, it was habitable. Barely.


Natural tunnels had been expanded by the patient work of miners long gone.


The planet would have been unremarkable save for the unusual nature of the crystals found within its heart.


Mindstones. Red-blue and bronze gems with acid-green striations that amplified esper powers and were coveted in every corner of the galaxy. Even more coveted was the by-product of mindstone mining: mindsalt. Dangerous. Addictive. Consumed in liquid, it produced unpredictable mental effects. Mindsalt could give euphoria or agony. With time and continual use, it hollowed a person out, left nothing but a vestigial personality, a shell.


Styx had been a matter of recent concern to Kayla John Reed, known to some as Kate N. Shadow. She was returning to her birthplace after many years’ absence, but the homecoming would not be joyous. She was going to meet her old enemy, Yates Keller. Only one of them would walk away. She had vowed it upon the deaths of her parents years ago, and on all the blood she had spilled since then.


*   *   *


The stars were a familiar sight to Kayla, companions to her many journeys in the dark vacuum of space. She was accustomed to charting new routes through unknown places. But the route she charted now was one that she knew only too well, and the place she was going was the place she had come from.


Styx. Would she truly walk through those cold and shining tunnels once again, weaving her way between glittering black stalagmites that thrust up from the cave floor like dark teeth in a giant mouth?


This would be a solo landing, but en route she had the comfort of her companion, Iger, and the dalkoi, Third Child. Twice now, Iger had tried to convince her to allow him to come with her into the heart of Styx.


“No,” she had replied, and continued to reply each time he asked. The instructions she had received from her old enemy, Yates Keller, were explicit: “If you’d like to see your friends again, come meet me on Styx. Alone.”


“I’ll be watching for you,” Keller had said. “Come in a single shuttle. One passenger. Anything else will get blasted out of the sky.”


Kayla was going to Styx because she had no choice. Keller had kidnapped her close friends, the crew of the good ship Falstaff: Salome, Barabbas, and Arsobades. It was her fault they had fallen into his hands. She had to save them. Nothing, nothing was as important.


In a way, she looked forward to grappling with Keller and settling accounts once and for all. Her parents’ deaths were on his head, and her comrades’ misfortune. Yates Keller had a bad habit of destroying everything that he touched.


But not me, she thought. He tried, and failed, and I’ve only gotten stronger. This time I’ll finish him. Finish him and get out of this godforsaken system once and for all. Put light-years between me and the double suns of Cavinas, take a one-way zigzag course through jumpspace, good-bye. And bring along as many of the War Minstrels as care to come with me.


The War Minstrels. She smiled at the thought: a ragtag group of former prisoners who had shaped up into a formidable fighting force, bringing an end to the despotic rule of Prime Minister Pelleas Karlson, and forcing the reform of the Trade Alliance along fair trade practices. She had led them through the darkness. Soon she would lead them toward the light.


Keller first, though. It had always been leading to this, an inevitable collision between them, from the first time they met, two green kids in the tunnels of Styx. A fitting return indeed.


“We’re beyond Xenobe’s orbit,” Iger announced. “And Mac is still begging us to come back.”


“Maintain radio silence,” Kayla said. “He knows I have to do this.”


The gas-giant planet, Xenobe, filled the viewscreen with its purple bulk. Barely visible was the twinkling mass that was St. Ilban, Xenobe’s only moon, the center of the Cavinas System, and the heart of the Trade Alliance.


*   *   *


Lyle MacKenzie paced the communications center in the Crystal Palace in the heart of Vardalia, capital city of St. Ilban and the Trade Alliance. The chief commander of the War Minstrels in Kayla’s absence, MacKenzie was a tall rangy man who moved with sizzling energy. As he strode from one side of the room to the other, his bristling gingery hair flew upward in tendrils. Pausing, he snapped his fingers in irritation. “Get me their frequency again, goddammit. Get me the Antimony’s frequency, and Kate!”


“We never lost their frequency,” Mepal Tarlinger, the com board operator, shot back. “We’re sending. But they’re not sending back.”


“Damn her!” MacKenzie said. “Why is she running off on this crazy mission?”


“With us left behind, holding the fort for Her Highness. As usual.” The voice, a deep basso, belonged to Merrick the Blackbird, former bounty hunter, most recently a commander of the War Minstrels. Large of body, dark of mien, Merrick leaned his imposing bulk into a webseat and placed his booted feet upon the com board frame. He watched his smaller colleague with barely concealed amusement and friendly contempt. “What’s the matter, Mac? You really think we can’t cope without her?”


“That’s not the point, Blackbird. We need her here. People trust her. They listen to her.”


“They listen to us, too. Or else.” Merrick slapped the disruptor he wore on his belt.


MacKenzie glared at him. “That’s exactly my point. People listen to her without fearing her. Besides, she’s throwing herself into God-knows-what kind of dangerous situation.”


“That’s her choice, isn’t it?” Merrick said. “Kate’s a big girl, Mac. And she asked us to look after things. So relax. I can think of worse postings. We’re in the heart of the Three Systems, with more food and drink than I’ve seen in a year, every comfort a man could want, and then some. You might need Katie.” His gaze darkened. “I sure as hell don’t.”


MacKenzie stared at his colleague, irritation igniting in his hazel eyes. “You think that running this place is going to be fun? A real cakewalk?”


Merrick gave him a sharp, mirthless smile. “I think it can be. But I didn’t exactly have cake in mind.” He rose, nodded. “You want me, I’ll be in the Amethyst suite.”


“But those were Karlson’s rooms.”


“Were.”


Before MacKenzie could protest further, Merrick the Blackbird put his booted feet on the floor and swaggered out of the door.


Damn the man! MacKenzie had no great love for his co-commander and knew the enmity was returned. For the sake of the War Minstrels and Kate, he would force himself to get along with Merrick, but the sooner he could jettison that bastard and get back to the peace and quiet of space, the better.


*   *   *


Aboard the Antimony, Kayla was remembering:


In the middle of the room, a cloud of light coalesced, slowly forming itself into a holoimage of a dark-eyed, dark-haired man, good-looking in a slick, arrogant manner.


Yates Keller.


“I knew you’d come here,” the holoimage had said.


Kayla remembered how tempted she had been to put a laser bolt right through the replica of that smug face.


“You’re looking for me, Kayla, aren’t you? If not, you should be.”


The image had blurred for a moment and quickly re-formed to show perfect ebony features framed by swirling golden hair. Amber eyes stared defiantly. Salome.


And the image had faded, to be replaced by the faces of Salome’s lover, bearded leonine Barabbas, and his friend, the red-haired minstrel and weapons master, Arsobades. Then they were gone and the picture blurred one more time, to re-form around Keller’s grinning visage.


“Obviously, I’ve got something that I think you want. And you have something I want. You know what I’m talking about, Kayla. The Mindstar. I want it.”


The Mindstar. A huge, unusually potent mindstone which several people had killed for—and been killed by owning. Kayla had put herself at great risk to find it, had nearly been overmastered by the thing, and only with the help of Iger and Third Child had she managed to use it. The use she had put it to had destroyed the Mindstar’s power although the stone had remained intact. But. Yates Keller didn’t know that.


“Meet me, Kayla. The Alliance can be ours. You weren’t meant to be a rebel. Join me. Save your friends and yourself. I’m offering you much more than they can.”


The image swirled back into mist and dissipated. But the threat it had made reverberated in Kayla’s mind:—If you try any tricks, I’ll begin killing your friends, one by one.


Kayla could repeat that part of the message in her sleep.


So Yates Keller wanted the Mindstar, did he? Then she would bring it, oh, yes, count on it. Nothing could stop her.


*   *   *


On the viewscreen, Styx was growing, changing from a speck of light indistinct from all the other gems glowing in the night sky to a larger, more specific orb. It filled the viewscreen with its greenish bulk until Kayla could see her reflected image upon it: pointed chin, determined mouth, green eyes, and red hair sheared in a short, boyish cut. Kayla’s face, superimposed on Styx. A planet’s face. She grinned and the planet grinned with her.


And Yates Keller was waiting there.


The grin deepened, became feral.


“Kayla, we have to talk.”


She jumped. It was rare that her companion, Iger, could sneak up on her: her empathic powers prevented many surprises. But she had been so absorbed in the image of her home world that she had not heard Iger’s footsteps.


She smiled at him, admiring yet again the strong lines of his face, the blue eyes, and the long blond hair pulled back behind his neck. She squeezed his arm affectionately. “What’s up?”


“It’s Third Child. Something’s wrong with that dalkoi.”


Kayla’s smile faltered. “What do you mean?”


“She’s not interested in eating.”


Not interested in eating? It was Third Child’s favorite activity. “That is strange. And alarming.”


“I know. She doesn’t come when I call. She doesn’t respond when I address her.”


“Let me try.” Kayla was on her feet and moving quickly toward the door.


“She’s in her quarters. Good luck.”


Kayla approached the dalkoi’s room cautiously, buzzing first to be admitted. The door opened and she saw the two-limbed dalkoi sitting curled upon the bunk, sleepy-eyed, barely acknowledging her presence. Yet again the oddness of its appearance struck her: the triangular head, rounded body, violet flesh, lipless mouth, and huge purple eyes.


“Third Child, may I use mindspeech?”


There was no response, which she took to mean yes. Odd, that the dalkoi didn’t respond.


—Dear friend, what’s wrong?


—Wrong? Nothing is wrong.


The mental emanations were familiar, and yet there was something altered and strange about them.


—You sound peculiar.


—Peculiar is not the correct word. I am paan-hansi.


—Paan-hansi? What does that mean?


—In your language: with child.


—Are you joking?


—Why would I joke about this?


—But how? How is it possible? Don’t you require a breeding group? Liagean foods?


—Usually. But in unusual circumstances, we dalkoi are adaptive. We change.


—You do? Then who were your breeding partners?


—You. And Iger.


—What?


Kayla sat down on the bunk, her mind refusing to take in the new situation.


Calmly, Third Child continued to explain.


—My people can breed parthenogenetically, under great mental stimulation from other species.


—I don’t believe this, Third Child. It can’t be true!


Stunned, Kayla cut off their mindlink. She needed time to consider this.


Third Child, pregnant, with a little help from Iger and herself? It was too weird, too unbelievable. Third Child’s sense of whimsy was getting out of hand. Perhaps she was trying to get more attention from her friends, feeling neglected. Yes, that had to be it.


Irritated, Kayla mindspoke the dalkoi once more.


—Look, I know that Iger and I have been pretty busy, preoccupied with getting to Styx, but it’s unnecessary to pull a stunt like this to get our attention.


The vehemence of the dalkoi’s response overwhelmed her.


—I am pulling no stunt. Don’t condescend to me, Kayla. Look, for once, at what is squarely before you!


Kayla recoiled. Third Child had never addressed her in such anger. Something had changed. Could what the dalkoi said be true? Was she pregnant?


—I’m sorry, Third Child, but it’s so difficult for me to believe this.


—Believe what you like. The fact remains.


Kayla wanted more time to think this through. But there was no time, with Styx looming ever larger. She hit the com link, hard.


“Iger! Get down here!”


“Katie, somebody has got to steer this bus.”


“Put it on autopilot.”


“You sound upset.”


“Just get here.”


He was there faster than she would have thought possible. Strands of his dark blond hair were escaping from the thong with which he had tied them. His blue eyes were wide with apprehension. “Okay, I’m here. What’s happened? What is it?”


“Third Child is going to have a baby.”


“Very funny.”


“I’m not joking.”


Iger took a step backward. “How can she have offspring?”


“I don’t know. That’s what she told me.”


“Third Child?” Iger said. “Third Child, is this true?”


Third Child gave a languid chirrup of affirmation.


“Are you sure?”


Another chirrup.


“Wait, Iger. There’s more.” Kayla’s voice sounded thin in her own ears. “She says that we’re the parents. You. And me. We three.”


“What? You can’t be serious.”


“I find it kind of hard to believe myself. But that’s what she says. All of our mental connection and such seems to have, well, stimulated her.”


“She’s got to be mistaken.” Iger shook his head. “I’ve never heard of such a thing.”


“How many dalkois spend their time off Liage, away from their breeding groups?” Kayla asked. “Maybe this is the only documented time that this has happened.”


“You’re taking this pretty calmly,” Iger said.


“It’s shock, not calm. But you know all about dalkois, don’t you?”


“I don’t know anything about playing midwife to one!”


“Better start learning. How long is their gestation period?”


“It varies, depending upon the security of their surroundings and food supply.”


“How long has she been pregnant?”


“Who knows? She probably doesn’t.”


“I thought you were an expert on dalkois.”


“You thought wrong.”


“Then we’ve got to get her medical attention.”


“What for? She looks healthy.”


“But we don’t know what to expect. What if she needs special food and such?”


“You think a doctor will know? Most of them have never even seen a dalkoi before.”


“You’ve got a point.” Kayla subsided, thinking. “Well, get the knowbot to research Liagean exobiology records. And try to keep an eye on Third Child while I’m on Styx.”


“Of course. But who’ll keep an eye on you?”


The telemetry klaxon went off, hoarsely announcing their final approach to Styx, and there wasn’t time to consider the dietary needs of pregnant dalkois or much of anything else.




Chapter Two


MacKenzie stared sourly at the array of blinking lights, buzzers, and com links in his new office. Never had he longed more for the freedom of open space and the privacy of a small cruiser. Instead he was a prisoner again, confined by his sense of honor and responsibility, by his promises to Kate, by the noisy, demanding, bustling, chaotic, bloody city which sprawled many stories below his windows. Vardalia, beautiful, desperate Vardalia, capital of the Three Systems Alliance.


His glance fell upon a holoimage of the office’s former occupant: Prime Minister Pelleas Karlson. MacKenzie glared at the picture.


“You can have this job, Karlson! Have your-blessed city and then some.” He grabbed up the cube but the image went dark. Cursing, he tossed it to the floor where it flickered dimly, sometimes flashing an eye, a nose. Pieces of Karlson.


A com link line chimed. “Ti-ling to see MacKenzie,” announced a high, fluting mechvoice.


“Who? What the hell does she want? How does she know I’m here?” MacKenzie hit the entry key. No, that was the coffee dispenser. Maybe this one.


The door flew open.


A beautiful dark-haired woman stood on the threshold staring at him from almond-shaped eyes. She was tiny, no larger than a child, and exquisitely formed. Her skin was golden, her mouth a curved series of red petals. She moved with elaborate self-assurance. Her robes, green silk shot through with metallic threads, were of the finest quality. A fancy woman. Very fancy.


Mac stared. “How did you get that door open?”


“It’s easy when you know the secret access code,” she said. “I’m Ti-ling.” She paused. Obviously she expected him to recognize her name.


MacKenzie stared at her in growing annoyance. He didn’t have time to play games. “Is that supposed to impress me for some reason? You’re intruding.”


She let out an exasperated-sounding sigh and sauntered deeper into the room, hips swinging. Not a child, no. She settled into a webseat with a proprietary air and smiled again. She was good at it. “I had a special relationship with Pelleas Karlson.”


“I see. So now you expect me to help you in some way? Lady, I don’t care who you were or knew, the damned line forms to the right. Wait your turn.”


Ti-ling’s smile widened. “I don’t think you understand me, MacKenzie. The question is, how can I help you?”


“Who said I needed your help?”


“You can’t even operate the door in ‘your’ office.”


MacKenzie wrinkled his nose. “You’ve got me there.”


“Here, you push that button, and that one.” She leaned over his desk, indicating molded inset panels.


“Thank you. But you didn’t come here just to tell me which buttons to push. Are you looking for a job?”


“I just want to be helpful.”


Somehow I doubt that that’s all you want, Mac thought. “That’s very kind of you. However, I’m sure I’ll be able to figure things out here on my own.” He opened the door. “Now, I really am very busy.”


Her smile faded. “I still don’t think that you understand all that I’m offering you.” Her eyes were as black as space.


“Oh, rest assured that I do, miss. But I think that your style of help went out with Pelleas Karlson. Good day.” He turned his back on her and began shifting reports from one screen to another.


When he turned back around, she was gone.


*   *   *


In a different wing of the Crystal Palace, Merrick the Blackbird was acquainting himself, with some of the perks of his new position: aged and marinated smoke sticks. Pelleas Karlson had kept a goodly supply well-sealed and Merrick was quick to liberate one and trigger its self-ignition.


Puffing up a cloud of lavender smoke, he inhaled, sighed, and nodded. A man of rich tastes, Karlson.


A selection of liquors in elaborately faceted decanters lined two curved and fluted shelves. Merrick mulled over his choices. Red? Black? Bright green? He decided to sample a thimbleful of silvery stuff that pooled in odd shapes within its container. The sensation on his tongue was that of frozen violets, followed by a molten surge, with an aftertaste of spice. He nodded as the liquid burned its way down into his stomach, and poured a more generous portion into a carved purple goblet.


Pelleas Karlson’s state apartments were a faded shadow of their former glory owing to long neglect as the former Prime Minister’s mindsalt addiction took its course. The gemstone walls were in need of polishing, the draperies were cobwebbed and sooty, and most surfaces had a soft sheen from a fine layer of dust.


Merrick told himself that everything could be put to rights by a little spitting and polishing. He sank down onto the velvety cushioned wallseat. Dust spewed upward in clouds.


Coughing, he added dusting to the list of housekeeping chores that needed attending to.


The door chimed, and he palmed the control. A panel slid noisily open; he made a mental note to get it oiled.


On the doorsill stood two former members of Karlson’s elite security force. A tall, big-boned blonde woman named Coral Raintree and Robard Fichu, a short, foppish man with slicked-back dark hair and sharp features, had presented themselves at his doorstep.


At the sight of Merrick, they pulled back, recognition dawning in their eyes.


“Raintree, isn’t it?” Merrick said, squinting. “Raintree and Fichu. You were part of Karlson’s enforcement network. Yeah, I remember. Negotiators.” He let out a rasping guffaw. “Which meant that if people didn’t agree to what you asked, you’d threaten, you’d warn, and then you’d send in the shock troops. Now what the hell do you want?”


Fichu blanched, but Coral Raintree took a deep breath. She has guts, Merrick thought. Always did. “An alliance,” she said. “We want to discuss an alliance with the new powers of Vardalia.”


Merrick’s eyebrows arched in surprise. Interesting, he thought. These two could be useful. But they seemed too eager and he mistrusted that. “Your former boss left this city in a mess and all the new brooms are busy. Why should I waste time on a partnership with you?”


“We have many interests in common.”


Merrick grunted noncommittally.


Raintree frowned. “We can be useful. Surely you can see that for yourself.”


“Well, now, there’s useful and then there’s useful. How do you know what I need, or want?” Merrick asked. He wondered if Lyle MacKenzie had sent these two stooges over as goads, to get him to admit his own plans, to test him. Karlson would have done it. But Mac wasn’t that subtle.


“For example,” Raintree said, “We know the finest dealers in luxury items on the planet.”


“I’m listening.”


Fichu tossed a hank of lank hair back out of his eyes and warmed to his work. “Tonnoso liquors, both the green and the exceedingly rare black. Magnificent pearls from the White Sea, prized throughout the Three Systems. Mindstones. Or salt.” At this last, the excitement in Fichu’s voice was obvious.


Merrick gave him a crooked smile. “I wouldn’t touch that salt if you held a disruptor to my right ear, a blowtorch to my left, and kicked me in the ass.”


The smaller man blanched, but recovered quickly, laughing too hard and long.


“Well,” Raintree said. “What about cloth spun from the belly fur of bambera pups, or priceless artifacts found at the bottom of the Miklos Chasm, or …”


A buzzer went off, interrupting her recitation. It took Merrick some little time to locate its source. The viewscreen. He hit a button that he thought might activate the viewer and got a squawk from the com board. He hit another and a series of chimes began to ring. On the next try, he got the master control for the office.


“Can I help you?” inquired a low mechvoice.


“Yeah,” Merrick said. “Turn on the viewscreen and turn off all those other damned noisemakers!”


The viewscreen came to life. It spanned one entire wall of the office, and it was suddenly filled with a network of angry faces, all speaking at once.


“Rand Koobin here, machinists’ union. We haven’t been paid in weeks. No pay, no play, and I don’t care who’s in charge there. Somebody’s got the keys to the money box. Don’t tell me different. You want things to work, you get us our credits.”


Another face, a thin, bald man, who spoke with a gruff woman’s voice: “If you want your lights and heat, you’d better approve the new contract we’ve sent you. No more of these hardship wages. Karlson is gone. We all get a living wage now.”


And another: gray-haired, tough-eyed, in a cook’s stained neckpiece. Beside him, a woman with short yellow hair and a slash of a mouth, and next to her, a fat man with a greasy black pompadour.


The com union. The water treatment engineers. The street sweepers. Nobody in Vardalia had been paid in a fortnight and the din of dunning filled the room.


“Computer,” Merrick yelled, “tell those complainers to contact Lyle MacKenzie. Better yet, transfer all calls to his office. And kill that sound!”


On screen every mouth moved angrily, but all else was still. A moment later, block by block, the angry faces disappeared and the screen went blank.


Merrick glanced at his visitors and jerked his head toward the now-silent screen. “You heard all that. Demonstrate your usefulness and perhaps then I’ll demonstrate my gratitude.” He paused. “The labor unions are threatening to strike, testing us. You’re trained negotiators, yes? Negotiate with them. Get them settled down. Then we’ll talk.”


Raintree gave her companion a significant look. The two rose, nodded, and walked swiftly to the door.


Merrick smiled and toasted their departure, raising his purple goblet high. “I might just get to like this job.”


*   *   *


Kayla was in her pressure suit, awaiting the final shove out of the Antimony’s belly, a cold birth for her little shuttle. She checked the relays one last time and gave Iger the go-ahead.


“You’ll stay in radio contact?” he said.


“I promised, didn’t I?”


“If you don’t rendezvous with me in twelve hours, I’m coming down there after you, regardless of what Keller said.”


“Iger, we’ve been through this.”


“I don’t trust him.”


“Do you think I do? But I’ve got no choice if we want to find Salome, Rab, and Arsobades.”


“If they’re even still alive. Our scans of the planet sure didn’t turn them up.”


“Don’t talk like that. Don’t even think like that. Of course they’re alive. And we’re going to find them.”


There was a brief silence, then Iger said, “Sorry.”


“Shuttle launching now.” That cut off all further conversation.


She could feel the increase in G’s as the acceleration of the shuttle forced her back into her seat. The small pod ship cleared the side of the Antimony and was flying free in space under its own power.


Kayla looked down and was startled by the scarred face of Styx filling the viewscreen. It was an angry, intimidating sight: a reddish, mottled, ice-encrusted landscape dotted with extinct volcanoes. And it was getting closer with every beat of her heart.


Home? That was the face of home? That frozen, ugly, forbidding world? No. At least, not in Kayla’s memory. When she thought of home at all, she remembered warm, glowing interiors. The translucence of green crystal. The scent of hydroponics. Life. That had nothing to do with the outside of this planet, nothing at all.


She remembered life inside Styx, and what had made her leave it. She bared her teeth in a grimace of anger.


“You’ll be sorry, Yates,” she said. “Even if I have to crawl through every tunnel in the planet to find you.”


She might have said more, but there was a flash of orange light, a shrill beeping, and the shuttle’s speed increased.


“Kayla, what’s happening?” Iger called.


The face of Styx was getting larger, faster. Too fast.


“Don’t know.” She pushed buttons, slammed her palm against the keypads. The lights blinked blue-red-orange, but nothing happened.


“Can you fire retros? Slow down?”


“Negative. Controls are frozen.”


“Kayla, if you can’t slow that shuttle, it’ll crash on the surface of Styx.”


She couldn’t respond. All she could see was the face of her own home world, pink and white, coming up to kill her.




Chapter Three


Kayla stared, transfixed, at the viewscreen. Then the spell broke and she unstrapped herself. Reaching up she grasped one of the ridged wall holds, and pulled herself out of her seat. Hand over hand in the shuttle’s light gravity she made her way across the tiny craft to the jet pack and escape-suit stowage. With sure, quick movements she pulled the suit on over her pressure suit, shrugged into the harness of the jet pack, and locked it closed over her shoulders. The power levels showed bright yellow in her visor readout. Full power. The suit’s oxygen system hissed air into her lungs:


“Abandoning ship.”


“I’ve got your suit mike locked in,” Iger said. “Switch that homing signal on, too.”


Kayla triggered the tracking signal and pressed the switch that blew the hatch. Before she had time to think, she was pulled out amidst a cloud of whitish vapor: oxygen.


Silently the shuttle fell away from her, dwindling down toward the surface of Styx and annihilation.


“Reading your signal, Katie,” Iger said. “Nice and strong. Can you hear me?”


The universe was whirling and Kayla spun with it.


“Katie, answer me!”


Her stomach was rebelling. Another minute of this and she would surely vomit. Where were the controls for the jet pack?


“Katie, please.”


She fired the jet pack and the universe slowed down. Stopped. That was better.


“Iger, I’m all right.”


“Thank the gods.”


She was a speck, a tiny bit of protoplasmic flotsam against the immensity of an entire planet. Iger’s voice was her only link to the human realm. “Keep talking.”


Iger’s voice shook with his relief. “Just maintain that altitude. I’ll bring the Antimony in for you.”


It was tempting. Stay put and wait for him to come scoop her up. But Styx filled the sky beneath her. She had made a promise. She would keep it.


She took careful aim.


“Katie, you’re drifting from my coordinates.”


She fired her jets.


“Katie, what are you doing?”


Fired them again.


“Katie! Wait!”


But she was moving too fast to respond, arrowing down and down toward her home, where she had promised to meet her oldest enemy. The cooler packs in her suit repulsed the heat buildup as she flew through Styx’s vestigial atmosphere. She felt the planet’s gravity grabbing for her.
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