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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.
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BERNIE’S SPENT SO MANY years in that wooden chair ruling his shit little kingdom, the carpet’s worn threadbare from the wheels rolling back and forth. He burps, and Lucy catches his eye, delivers disgust in her stare. He lets out a theatrical sigh. His sausage fingers deal another hand of solitaire. The cards are old and stained and look soggy. The barred window over his desk gives onto the main hallway, where Bernie’s expended the effort to set up a crappy plastic Christmas tree with blinking lights, as if he’s actually vested in running this dump. To the right of Bernie’s window hang all the keys to Hotel Paradise. About half the keys are gone, due to the upcoming holidays, everyone with a little extra to spend and a need for philandering.


The stroller is parked in the corner with the brakes on. Lucy’s stashed her small suitcase in the storage basket below the seat, that way she doesn’t have to push one and pull the other at the same time. The arrival is about eleven or twelve. He’s in an adult diaper and a threadbare Spiderman tee shirt that clings to his sweaty skin, his temperature still near boiling point. His mouth hangs slack, drooling. He was walloped into la-la land the instant he came into this world, and the only sign of life is in the crazy blue of his half-open eyes. Even in their drugged state they’re startling against the white freckled skin and dripping black hair.


He shifts abruptly, one skinny arm twitching. Lucy feels dread looking at the knobby knees poking the blanket, the rigid little fingers. She can practically feel the bruises already. This one looks really scrawny and weak, though, a thin, bony lump in the too-small stroller.


She looks away. Bernie shakes his head in resignation. For all his grossness, he’s got a vat of pity and sorrow inside him; don’t they all. He says, “Nothing you can do, Lucy.”


She stares him down, sickened by the powerlessness they share. He shrugs, goes back to his card game. The pipes clank deep in the basement, and the vent gushes lukewarm air into the room, heating up the odors of Bernie’s crap dinner of chicken, potato chips and beer, and of his sagging sweating body, and underneath it all pot smoke and vomit, pervasive throughout the hotel.


“He better show up soon,” Bernie warns.


Lucy lifts an eyebrow at this. “Or what?”


“I can distribute to anyone I please,” Bernie whines, but he’s already retreating from his dumb remark. He gathers up the cards and shuffles, sighing with impatience, as if what, as if he has better things to do? This is it, this is his life, ever since the Gate handed down notice that he’d be this district’s overseer. He’ll be processing arrivals and mediating petty bunk conflicts till he drops dead.


Bernie shifts his bulk, settles deeper into the chair. Lucy imagines him fusing with it, sitting there getting fatter and fatter like some kind of Jabba the Hut, his thick lips splattering chip crumbs all over his greasy cards. His letting himself go like this is deliberate, it proclaims his freedom as an overseer: no regular serv could ever get away with it. She can’t stand looking at him, but she can’t stop, either. It’s like she needs the hate she feels and pours all over him in this dead silence. She drags her eyes away. On the wall over the antediluvian plaid couch hangs a poster of a snowy, mountainous vista, Switzerland, maybe. When he’s alone shooting up, Lucy supposes, Bernie sits and stares at that scene, dreaming himself out of his existence here. It’s the number one dream of every serv, to get the hell away.


Whatever. No one ever does. Servs get tagged with a titanium anklet on arrival, GPS encoded, setting off alarms at the slightest damage. Even if you get around that obstacle, you still have to watch over your shoulder the rest of your life. Snitches get paid with reduced Services, coveted above all else in this world: hence the old joke about the serv who got away, but was so dumb he snitched on himself.


The reality is there’s hardly a corner on earth a serv can escape to, except maybe the deep hot heart of the Amazon jungle or some sweltering African or Indian village. But that kind of heat’s as intolerable to servs as it is to the Nafikh. You might as well just kill yourself.


Barring that, the only way to get out of Service is to make quota, then you’re wiped off the roster. Lucy could make her 303 quota in about eight years: she’s down to 127 remaining, putting her survival rate at over 50%. She’ll be thirty-seven if she makes it out, which used to feel like light years away. Maybe she’s the one moving to Switzerland, she fantasizes with vindictive pleasure. She’ll learn to ski, fly down icy mountains with the wind on her cheeks. She’ll have a chalet with those big wooden chairs and a chandelier made from antlers. When the Nafikh come, she’ll hunker down indoors, drinking cocktails and shooting pool in her spacious game room.


She’s only seen such opulent places, of course, because of Service. But that’s a serv’s life right there: a string of sick ironies.


The buzzer goes off, making her jump. Bernie plants one fat finger on the button without consulting the grainy black and white screen, the image further obscured by the blowing snowstorm. Lucy makes out a figure standing on the stoop, then it vanishes. The noise of a hard-slammed door reverberates down the corridor, sending a shudder through the walls. Julian thumps past the Christmas tree. Lucy’s Source spikes new slivers of pain, though she barely notices, she’s already in agony just being near the arrival. She takes a few deep breaths, which does little to control the searing nugget within her chest. The Source burns hard and mean for the duration of a serv’s existence, like a battery indicating life. At some point, the Source goes on the fritz and the serv weakens, gets sick, and then drops dead. It could be today, tomorrow, or in a decade.


One of many reasons not to bother making friends.


The pain is generally tolerable, gets aggravated in the proximity of other servs, is way worse near an arrival, and is mind-blowing in the presence of the Nafikh. Bernie’s status earns him a sweet painkiller regimen handed down from on high. Then there are the likes of Julian, able to afford his own cocktail, while Lucy, bottom-feeder that she is, has to make do with White Label, or Jack as the case may be, which latest bottle is currently stashed in her suitcase.


Julian comes into the office, closing the door behind him. The fresh scent of wet snow fills up the room. He pulls his hat off, spiking up his black hair. He’s got a narrow, bony face and green wolf-eyes, always suspicious, like the world’s out to screw him and he’s ready to fight back. Once upon a time, Lucy was crazy in love with him.


He addresses Bernie: “How long’s he been under?”


“Not even an hour,” Bernie replies, a little smug about his promptness.


Julian couldn’t give a fuck. “Come on,” he commands Lucy.


She grasps the stroller handles, struggles to release the brake. The arrival’s body jostles, and his left arm slides off his belly and dangles. Lucy lifts it by the wrist, the bones like two hot pebbles between her fingers. Julian counts out the bills under Bernie’s greedy, nervous gaze. Now that everything’s moving along, Bernie just wants it done. Overseers aren’t supposed to sell. They’re supposed to set up every arrival with a bunk, an ID, and some crap job scrubbing toilets or serving burgers to help foot the bill of their existence. Once newcomers are adjusted, insomuch as that’s possible, they get greenlighted for Service and the merry-go-round begins. Overseers who risk selling on the side do so intermittently, so as not to attract attention. They make the deal, then log the arrival as deceased. No one ever checks, especially if it’s a kid. The Gate doesn’t get involved in details, so long as there are enough servs for calls.


Bernie folds up the bills and stuffs them into his pocket. The buzzer rings, startling them.


“Come on, chop-chop,” Julian snaps.


“It’s been busier than usual,” Bernie mutters, handing over the room key. “You see what I mean?” he adds, as the buzzer goes off again. He slams his palm down on the button. Lucy grabs a blanket and drapes it over the arrival. No human would think he’s anything other than a normal sleeping kid, albeit way too old for a stroller. But then, they’d assume him to be helpless in some way, autistic or something. People see what’s put in front of them and nothing more. That’s how servs get by every day undetected.


Too late, Lucy takes note of the hurt sparking anew inside her chest. Julian tenses, on alert. The serv who enters the office is wearing a long camel coat and no hat, her snow-flecked black hair pulled back, accentuating her angular features.


This is followed by the shock of recognition: Margot. They bunked together years ago. By the narrowing of her eyes, Margot recognizes her, too, but makes no comment. Instead, she nods at the stroller. “I’m not too late, then?”


“Indeed you are,” Julian says. “You can get going.”


“Just who’s in charge here?”


“You didn’t get notification,” Bernie tells her.


“I get dibs on kids, and I’m down two. That’s two empty beds, Bernie. He should go with me.”


“Are you joking?” Julian scoffs.


Are you joking is right—Margot running a kid bunk, who would’ve thought? Lucy’s amazed, and a little envious. Bunk bosses get a fat stipend, and they hardly ever Serve, hence her fancy duds and superior air. Though that, she always had.


“I am not joking,” she informs Julian coldly. “What do you want with him? Look at him. Skin and bones. Let me take him.”


Julian’s not used to being defied. “Everyone gets a turn. That’s how it works.”


“I have funds.”


“I don’t need your funds.”


Margot leans around him to address Bernie. “I can double whatever he paid.”


The idea lights Bernie up for a second before reason prevails. He waves his fat hands in protest. “You better head on out now. You’ll get the next one, I promise. Settle down,” he warns, but Julian grips Margot’s arm, pushes her backwards out the door.


“I can’t stand your type,” he says. “You’re so goddamn righteous.” He makes the word sound like a sickness. “Get the fuck out before I smack you.”


“Get off me!” Margot cries, twisting her arm free.


Julian’s hand clenches into a fist.


“Go, Margot,” Lucy blurts. “Just go.”


“You know this bitch?” Julian exclaims.


Margot turns on her. “I can’t believe this is how you ended up!”


Shame fills Lucy, but also resentment. Margot always did think herself so much better.


“He’s just a boy,” Margot hammers on. “How will you use him, running drugs? Whoring? What’s the matter with you? How can you do this?”


Julian whips his hand up within an inch of her face, silencing her. “The distribution’s done. Leave.”


Margot hesitates a second longer, pink-cheeked and furious. She slaps Lucy with one last look, then turns and strides out. They listen to her fast, angry steps, the creak of the front door swinging open. The noise of the storm howls down the hallway, then the door slams shut. Lucy lets go her breath.


“You have got to be fucking kidding me,” Julian starts.


“Give it,” Lucy says, snatching the key out of his hand. She pushes the stroller past him, turns left down the hallway towards the elevator. Margot’s accusations smart awfully. She wishes she’d fought back, said something. But what? She had no case to make, is the reality, which compounds her shit feeling.


“If she’s going to be a problem, tell me now, Lucy,” Julian threatens, hovering close. “We don’t need some friend of yours digging around, do you understand?”


“I don’t have friends.”


“Well, there’s a surprise.”


“Look, I haven’t seen her in years, O.K.?”


“Oh, really?”


Lucy keeps her focus straight ahead. She parks the stroller and hits the button to call the elevator. There’s a ding from way up in the building. Once Julian starts, he never can stop. His anger is like a wire running off its spool.


“I am finding it hard to believe you haven’t seen her till now, till right now, when she shows up here. That’s bullshit.”


“Now you’re being paranoid.”


“Watch your tongue.”


Lucy grips the stroller handle, her knuckles whitening. “Listen. I can’t even remember the last time I ran into her. It was years ago.”


He considers this, appears somewhat mollified. “Will she come looking for you? Ask around?”


“We barely knew each other.”


“Huh,” Julian nods. “I can see why. Holier-than-thou.”


The elevator arrives with a whoosh and a thump. The door clunks open. They step inside. Julian lights a cigarette. The smoke blows out in a fine steady stream, filling up the small space at once. “I can’t believe she talked back like that. What the fuck,” he marvels.


Lucy can’t believe it either. Margot used to be such a priss in her patterned dresses and pink lipstick. They’re all older now, she supposes. Everyone changes.


Julian doesn’t say anything more, but he’s got that anxious look about him, foot tapping, cigarette clenched in his fist. He’s never been good with blips in plans. She used to joke he had Asperger’s, that the Nafikh screwed up making him. He’s turning this incident over in his mind, sharpening it, and no doubt he’ll come at her again.


Whatever. She’s got the hell of the next few days she needs to focus on. Deep under her ribs the Source flares knives of hot pain. If she could afford it, she’d buy high-end stuff from Julian to get through these jobs. But she can’t waste the money, and he’ll never offer it for free. She hunches her shoulders, sucking breaths, aware he’s watching her struggle. Bastard.


TOP FLOOR, FAR WEST corner, number 1215: one of a handful of rooms used for processing arrivals in Hotel Paradise. Bernie will keep the rest of the floor vacant from now till it’s over, but still, they go down the hall fast, and Julian’s got the door open and closed in a matter of seconds. Not that anyone who patronizes Hotel Paradise would give two shits, but there’s never any telling when an arrival will wake up, what it might say or do.


They shrug off their coats and hang them in the closet. The economy bulbs take forever to brighten, so the dismal rooms come into view with the slowness of a scene opening on stage. It’s a two-room suite, though that’s a generous-sounding description. The South End’s been on the up and up over the last several years with art galleries and swank restaurants opening all over the place, but the hotel’s not in one of those hip zones, and the Gate’s hardly going to sink funds into renovation, anyway. The whole building is crumbling to pieces with rot and roaches in the walls, decaying furnishings, and the cloying odor of room freshener seeping from plug-ins. This suite is no different, decked out in faded puke-green and pink vine patterns with a tired painting of a house on a river nailed to the wall, like someone might care to steal such a masterpiece.


Lucy flips the switch in the bathroom, checks for enough towels and a first aid kit. The front room has a double bed with a striped comforter, and a wooden chair tucked under a writing desk. The attached smaller room has a fridge bar, a TV, and a sleeper sofa. The crate’s in the corner next to the sofa, already stocked with a clean mat, a fresh stack nearby for when she needs them. There are also diapers, garbage bags, and cleaning supplies. On top of the pile lies the signature blue-tinted baggie of narcotics the Gate delivers with every arrival.


Julian stubs out his cigarette in an ashtray, leaving a spray of smoldering flecks and a thin stream of smoke snaking towards the ceiling. Lucy gathers up the arrival’s legs, waits for Julian to lift him by the armpits. They carry him across the room with crab-like steps, uncoordinated, Julian cursing under his breath.


“Leave him,” Lucy says impatiently. “I can do it alone.”


Julian’s only too happy to comply. He crosses the room and pops open the window, does the same in the bedroom. Arrivals can’t take heat, not at first, so that’s part of the reason; but this one’s also already stinking up the room with his sweat stench, to be followed soon enough by shit and vomit. Julian parks himself at the desk near the cool air pouring into the room. He lights another cigarette.


The arrival starts moaning, utters a cry, his face twisted up in pain. His leg jerks, kicks out, nailing her in the chin. Julian looks away, exhaling smoke. The pain of arriving is monumental, Lucy’s been told. She must have endured it, too, but the Nafikh made her an infant, and she has no memories of that time.


She swiftly unwraps a syringe, inserts it into the tiny vial marked with the numeral one. The minuscule doses seem ridiculous, but if she popped one into her own vein she’d be dead in seconds, which isn’t to say the notion hasn’t crossed her mind. But arrivals are possessed of a phenomenal constitution, and the dose will serve; at this stage, he’s still in in the throes of creation, though it’s finishing up fast.


“Anesh ay?”


The thin cry is pitiful, and shocking to the arrival himself, who gapes at her. Where am I: the first thing usually out of their mouths.


“Alee,” Lucy says. “Alee. Alee.”


It’s O.K., one of her rudimentary stock of Nafikh phrases. It’s pointless, of course. He’s going into a panic. Lucy grabs his arms, pinning him, but this makes it worse. “Alee!” She barks, and the arrival flails harder.


“Nafikh ay? Nafikh ay?” the arrival wails. Where are the Nafikh?


“Osh Nafikh,” she utters through clenched teeth, her strength consumed by keeping him still. No Nafikh.


Julian crosses the room to help, pinning the legs down. She grabs the syringe, taps up the air bubbles and makes the jab. The arrival goes rigid, then slackens. His face looks tiny, dominated by the limpid, uncomprehending blue eyes brimming with tears. He stares up at her, lost.


“Alee,” Lucy mutters.


She hates doing this job. She has to process three or four arrivals a season. The older ones present challenges, being way stronger and prone to fits of rage, but she’ll take that any day over this pitiful, teary-eyed kid. She can’t help thinking if he’d gone with Margot, he’d be in a clean bed, transported by cutting-edge narcotics that speed compression. When he woke, he’d be taught to speak. He’d learn basic reading and writing, how to ride the T from here to there, how to use cutlery. From what she’s heard of kid bunks, he might even see a playground now and then, in between Services, if he made it.


“You got a problem, Luce?”


“No, I do not.”


She drags the arrival into the crate, arranges him on his side in case he throws up. She draws the latch, gets to her feet, trying to keep her expression neutral, but no such luck Julian will drop it.


“You wish he’d gone with her,” he accuses. “Isn’t that right? Maybe he’d make quota, get himself a nice little real-people life, go to school with his happy people friends?”


“Julian, come on.”


“Ridiculous, isn’t it.”


She clamps her mouth shut. She throws her suitcase onto the stand and unzips it.


“Thing is,” he says, “those kid-bunks aren’t all that. Even with cut quotas they barely get a 1.5% starting rate, and that’s being generous.”


“It’s still better than the regular kid rate.”


He shrugs that off. “You know what those numbers mean on the ground. You really think that twig would make it?”


She can’t help glancing at the crate: no meat on him, no muscle. Why did the Nafikh even bother creating him? “I heard their quotas can be cut up to half.”


“So what? They still hardly ever get out.”


“I wasn’t the one bringing this up,” she snaps.


“And you better not.”


He slouches down in his chair with an air of having scored, what she doesn’t know, but at least he’s finally finished with the topic. She lays her suitcase on the rack and unzips it. She’s brought food, coffee, whiskey, cigarettes, a sleeping bag, which is an extravagance she indulged in so she doesn’t have to sleep on the hotel bedding. She gets two shot glasses from the bar and fills them with whiskey, per their routine, though all she wants is for Julian to leave now. She chugs hers right away, desperate to dull the pain in her chest. It’ll take a lot more than that, but she doesn’t want to keep sharing with him. She waits at the opposite end of the table while he drinks and smokes, scrolling through emails on his phone, punching out replies.


A memory flits up of her bedroom in Charlestown, the sheets tangled around their legs. Open window, pale blue sky with wisps of cloud. Springtime, years ago, when everything was just beginning.


He looks up, says, “There’s one thing you have to remember, that’s all.”


“What’s that,” she obliges.


“At least what Theo does, it doesn’t hurt. They just arrive, they float around a bit, then it’s over.”


“Sure,” she nods. “I know.”


“So quit torturing yourself.” His cigarette makes a hiss when it falls into the shot glass. He shrugs his coat back on. At the door, he turns to warn, “Don’t screw up the recording again.”


Then he’s gone. Without him, the room feels wide and empty. Except for the creature breathing heavily in the crate.


LUCY PILES THE FEW clothes she brought in a drawer, then lays out her toiletries on the tiny bathroom counter, rinsing out the cup before putting in her toothbrush and toothpaste. She rezips the suitcase and stashes it in the closet. She checks the burner Julian left on the table, makes sure it’s on in case he feels the need to harass her about some detail. She digs through her purse, pulls out her personal cell. No messages, which is a relief. If the temp agency calls, she’ll have to turn down whatever they offer, because there’s no way she can leave this room even for a few hours. It sucks, because every time she says no, which happens a lot during Service season, it’s a black mark against her. But she’s got no choice. At least the Service cell won’t ring, as Bernie’s got her blocked. It’s the only positive of having to do this awful job.


She makes sure the digital recorder is working, sets it on the desk, and directs the microphone towards the crate. The arrival’s sound asleep now, and will stay this way for a few hours at least, but she starts recording anyway, because last time she didn’t and her pay got docked.


The Source feels like a smoldering ember revolving in place, shedding hot razors through her body. She pours another shot, downs it. Her temperature is way up—nowhere near what it must have been when her screaming infant self dropped into this world, but still, it feels like being boiled alive. She leans out the window into the frigid air, jams her fists hard against her ribs, taking deep breaths. She remains in this pose for several moments until the pain starts to abate. All servs are used to the subtle tugs alerting them to each other’s presence, but an arrival is a whole other ball game; it’s almost as bad as being near the Nafikh Themselves.


She sinks down at the desk. Her body sags with exhaustion. She’s been coiled with tension ever since Julian’s call earlier in the evening. She should take this chance to nap: the next two days will be brutal. The moaning, the nonsensical begging, the weeping. The ferocious violence turned against the naked, helpless body. For all the grief she’s ever gotten for having arrived an infant, she’s still glad she can’t remember what it was like. She gets enough of a taste during these jobs.


She drinks methodically, one shot after another. Her bleary gaze falls on the notepad under the brass lamp, emblazoned with the words HOTEL PARADISE. It’s a relic from another era. Early on, she used to record falling temps on these pads, then phone in. These days, she just texts the readings as she takes them.


His temp is 137, coming down a touch faster than usual. She uses the burner to text the three digits to yet another burner that Julian, or someone, is monitoring. Even though the Gate will never check, Theo has a system everyone has to follow. The reply comes in: O.K. When the number hovers around 120, that’s when they’ll get interested.


She stares at the boy’s curled-up form, the arms flopped over each other, hands slack and open. His skin looks so soft, sprinkled with freckles. His chest moves up and down rapidly, the breaths still coming fast.


She won’t sleep, she knows it. She sits shivering in the bitter cold breeze blowing through the open window, staring out at the dawn sky, listening to the traffic starting up.


A THUMPING SOUND. OVER and over. And something else. A voice.


Darkness. The ache in her shoulder.


She becomes aware, so slowly, of her cheek mashed on the table, drool seeping from her mouth. Her first attempt to sit up results in pain shooting down her back, so she tenses, breathing. She registers that it’s still dark out, though the snowstorm’s abated. The bedside clock informs her that she’s slept more than an hour, with her back to the arrival, completely vulnerable. Her breaths turn harsh with anxiety. She whips around in her chair, hands up in self-defense.


There is no one there.


He’s still locked up, she realizes, awash in relief. Last season, one of them got out. Nothing she wants to see happen ever again.


The insistent thumping that woke her resumes.


“Oh, Christ,” she mutters. She grabs the ziplock bag and creeps forward, each step tense, slow, toe to heel. Stands rooted, aghast.


I can’t deal with this, an inner voice wails. I can’t I can’t I can’t.


The arrival’s backed up against the crate bars, shoving at the bunched-up comforter with his feet, over and over. That’s the noise that woke her, his heels thumping the plastic crate pan. She has no idea why he’s freaking out about the comforter. He’s ravaged himself. Blood speckles his white skin, his mouth is a wet red gash. His crazy eyes flick-flick-flick constantly. There’s a ragged wound in his thigh. He chewed it, she understands, making the connection with his stained mouth. Like an animal trying to free itself from a trap.


He opens his mouth wide, lets out a high-pitched wail.


There’s the pain of arriving, and then of the body being hurt for the first time: it is an absolute shock. His hands hover over the ugly wound, the blue eyes stricken.


“Alee, alee!” she says. She averts her eyes from the contorted face, unpacking the syringe. “This will help,” she continues in English, her Nafikh too limited. “You must try and control yourself. Don’t do this again.”


She talks even though he can’t understand. Her voice has a soothing effect. She unlocks the crate, murmuring softly, mindful of the rage that might whip up and smash into her. He squirms and jerks, lets out a howl. His body goes rigid, a bony, scrawny plank, the abdomen sucked all the way in so every rib stands up. Lucy stabs him with the needle, backs away on her knees. He’s fading fast. Stilled by the drugs, he’s no more than a sad little boy again, black hair falling over his heart-breaker deep blue eyes, the lids heavy, almost closing then darting open as he tries to focus on her. Misery leaches from his gaze, reaching towards her in mute appeal.


“Alee,” she tells him.


He passes out. His breaths shorten, then he exhales a deep sigh.


If he’d gone with Margot—


She shuts off the thought, gets up off the floor, her knees aching from crouching for so long. So what if Margot had taken him. He’d still have to Serve. And if he fell afoul of her bunk’s rules, he’d end up on the street, shunted around, preyed upon, sold as a dupe or prostitute. She’s seen it. She’d never wish it on him, on any of them.


The truth is, no one wants to deal with the kids. Even do-gooders like Margot, even with their fat stipend, they can crack and give up. We arrive perfectly made, is how the saying goes, and kids fuss and whine, they blubber and freak out. They just can’t cope.


It’s a gift, what Theo does. Painless and fast. That’s the reality she has to hang onto, whenever this shit job feels like too much to bear.


She slides the pocket door almost shut, sits at the desk and pours herself another drink. She checks the recorder. In a few hours, the arrival will be able to talk.


SHE CROUCHES IN FRONT of him with the recorder. “Safreen am ay?” What do you remember?


His eyes flick. Strands of dried spit hang between his slack lips. There’s a gurgle in his throat, then he coughs, his small frame racked violently. She hurries to the bathroom, fills the small paper cup, comes back and holds it to his lips. He slobbers and drinks, eyes wide with surprise at this first, pathetic pleasure.


“Safreen am ay?” she repeats loudly, to make sure Theo hears her putting in the effort.


He’s got his hands on his mouth, like he’s looking for the water he just swallowed. He looks like a little bird perched inside a bird cage. She closes her eyes.


“Dabaar,” he whispers. “Dabaar.”


Ice.


One down, two to go. Why Theo imagines he’ll ever hear anything more than ice, endless, and dark, she’ll never know, other than he’s a relentless son of a bitch, and even after the umpteen years he’s been at this, he won’t give up looking for details about Before. He believes servs were once Nafikh, that they’ve been condemned to this mortal existence. So he wants to hear why, he wants to hear how.


But as far as Lucy can tell, he can keep asking till every arrival drops dead and he’ll never hear anything more than this. If servs were indeed once Nafikh, then that’s all their memories boil down to and all that remains: the abiding sensation that all servs share, deep inside, of an empty, eternal, freezing darkness.


Given the evidence, it could be argued this world is better. Maybe that’s why They come here all the time.


“Safreen am ay?” she repeats, checking the recorder.


The arrival holds himself, a tightly meshed mess of knobby arms and legs. Tears pop out his giant eyes and he begs, “Nafikh ay?”


Lucy draws in her breath, forcing patience. It’s going to take hours till the meds wear off and he gets sucked back into the maelstrom of pain. In that time, he’ll eat, probably vomit, defecate, urinate, and beg for the Nafikh again and again. He’ll also eventually answer her question with endless and dark. And then finally, he’ll crack, get a massive dose, and she’ll get some sleep.


She drags herself backwards, leans against the wall. His sobbing fills the room. She lifts the bottle to her lips, takes an obliteratingly deep drink.


“Safreen am ay?” she asks again, during a lull.




[image: images]


LUCY’S HEART IS BEATING so hard it feels like her ribs will explode. She gasps for air, fighting the tunnel that sucks her straight back in a whoosh to her own infantile cries, Aah, aah, aah, drenched in sweat, crushed by a boiling heat that threatens to make her mind explode—


She wakes. She’s on the bed, in the hotel, the sleeping bag rumpled around her legs. It was the nightmare, she has it all the time.


She focuses on her short, harsh breaths in the dark, trying to calm herself. The nightmare’s always so real, so immediate, she can’t help thinking it’s not just a dream. She feels it in her body, that acute, physical rush of recovered memory, the sensation of being trapped within a tiny blob of skin and fat, crooned at and swaddled and stroked, and the stench of her diaper, the putrid taste of the bottled milk, the body’s hideous, cloying need—it has to be real. Though like a dream, it’s already receding, fading out of body and mind, wisps of nothing.


Gone.


She turns onto her side, chewing on her knuckles, staring into the dark. She can’t hear the arrival. She should check on him, but she’s so damn exhausted. She presses backwards in her mind, striving to remember. She’s heard the stories so many times it’s like she does. She screamed and did not stop screaming, and her adoptive parents Frank and Eva bobbed their baby girl on their forearms, bouncing and humming, all their efforts doomed. The overseer who left her in the Children’s Hospital parking lot must have been out of his mind: how the hell were humans supposed to care for an infant serv? Lucy screamed until she vomited, then screamed again, and her clueless parents bounced and cooed to no avail.


You were a colicky baby, Eva likes to reminisce.


Lucy grew into an introverted, awkward kid who didn’t fit in no matter what. She did try, she really did. But she was who she was. Blurting out weird stuff, driving everyone away. Skinny, pale, tall, wispy-haired freak, scurrying along the walls like a cockroach, trailed by mean laughter. Ghost-girl, they called her, because she was so pale. Eva’s nephew Sean, technically Lucy’s cousin, ended up in detention for getting in scrapes over her: Family sticks together, he said.


And there was the pain: the steady, boiling hurt inside her chest. Her temperature always hovering around 100, no matter what. It hurts, she wept to Eva. The doctors listened to her heart, they administered EKGs, they tested her for every disease they could think of to explain the temperature. They found nothing. Stress, they said, and so began the parade of shrinks and meds that did nothing to help. At night Lucy curled up tight, she dug her nails into the hurting place, she wept.


The day she learned the truth of what she was, she was skipping pebbles on the unfrozen part of an inlet out in Hull, where she grew up. She was nine years old. Her chest seized, she felt like she was choking. A decrepit grizzled guy in a tweed coat and rubber boots crossed the ice-encrusted beach, peering at her hard.


Well, lookey what I found! he said, gripping her chin and turning her face this way and that. You’re the Hennessey girl, ain’t that right?


Get away from me!


This amused him greatly: he chortled, the noise carrying on the still winter air. Lucy wished Sean was with her. She looked around frantically, but their only company was some seagulls standing on the ice formed from the frozen wavelets. To her horror, the old guy grabbed her by the arm, bent down, and started pulling at her jeans.


Aaah! she screamed, emitting just a puff of air, she was so terrified.


But all he did was push up the jeans past her ankle, then he let her go. I’ll be damned, he said in amazement. You ain’t been tagged.


If you do anything my da will kill you! she blurted.


Oh, yeah? Frank Hennessey up and left this past summer, I heard. Probably all because of you.


This was about as close to the truth as a stranger could get. Lucy’s eyes smarted and she blinked fiercely, ready to fight with all her strength, the way Sean had taught her: fists like windmills.


Do you even know what you are? You’re not one of them real people. You’re a serv.


I’m gonna tell my ma about you, Lucy threatened.


He guffawed. Ain’t no serv ever had a ma!


I do so have a ma!


You’re a serv, you twit. You can’t have family. You can’t be loved: it ain’t your lot.


Those words flew into her like bullets. They exploded inside her, leaving black jagged wounds that never healed.


Drunk Pete was all twisted up and rotten in the heart, no different than many of the old-timer servs she’s worked with since. If you survive so far as to make quota, it’s surely not on qualities of kindness and empathy. He got so hung up on her not being tagged that he called in an overseer from Boston. She had to make the appointment, he told her, or she’d be killed.


Lucy doesn’t know how she managed to ride her bike all the way down to the parking lot at Nantasket Beach, she was so scared. The wind whipped frigid spray onto her cheeks, and she huddled in the lee of the boarded-up refreshment stand, waiting for ages. She expected a sleek black limo, a guy in a shiny suit and dark glasses. Instead, a rented Corolla pulled up, and a middle-aged guy with a briefcase stepped out, gazing around like he’d just landed in Timbuktu. Her chest hurt awfully now that he was here, and she stood there panting with her fists pushing her ribs.


You really are clueless, huh, he said. You shouldn’t be drawing attention like that. Straighten up. Get your hands down.


It hurts, she stammered.


Damn right it does. But it’s how we know each other. Otherwise, how could we tell? We look just like them.


Them: meaning her ma and da. Sean. Everyone at school. It still sounded nuts to her, but deep inside, she was starting to understand it was all true.


He told her to get in the car, to get out of the wind. Lucy felt awkward, like they were up to something wrong, but she obeyed so he wouldn’t kill her. All he did was ask for whatever details she knew, which were meager at best: she’d been found in the parking lot at Children’s Hospital on December 2, 1983, assessed to be no more than a week old. The date helped narrow things down. He dug through a huge binder, opening file after file, his annoyance visible—how overseers coped in the pre-computer era, Lucy has no idea.


Finally, he concluded she’d never been officially logged. He explained there actually weren’t baby servs anymore; in fact, the last on record was the year prior to her own arrival. Lucy had been a mistake, and most likely, no one had wanted to deal with her.


She blinked and tears blobbed down her cheeks.


No reason to cry, he admonished. It’s a miracle you were dropped off at a hospital like that. The way things used to be, babies were usually, well—he paused to look at her sideways from under his brows. Let’s just say, you’re a very lucky little serv.


Lucy saw in her mind her small dark house, the air thick with her ma’s grieving and shame, the rooms empty of her da’s bluster and projects. She didn’t feel lucky at all.


There might be a record at the Gate, the overseer continued, but it’s not likely to be found. No one would bother. There’s always the next one to process.


What’s the Gate?


It’s where the Nafikh come through. All the places in this world that the Nafikh like to visit, there’s a Gate.


Lucy pictured a gate with a door swinging open onto the heavens. She couldn’t fathom how records were kept there.


It doesn’t matter, he waved away her questions. You don’t need to know about all that. I’ve made my decision: you just stay here and have a normal life.


She was aghast. She’d wanted him to say, Come on, we’re going to your real home. Instead, he listed rules she had to follow. The number one rule was: never divulge. She couldn’t ever, ever tell anyone what she was. She could be hurt, experimented on. There were stories of people hunting down and killing servs, thinking they were ridding the world of demons. Did she want to bring that on herself and the rest of her kind? No. So she had best keep her mouth shut, at all costs.


Also, she couldn’t complain about her Source, so as not to draw attention. And she had to stay away from Boston, in case she ran into other servs. If you do come across one of us, he warned, you just keep right on walking. Don’t talk, don’t engage, or you’ll get hauled in and tagged, and trust me, you don’t want that. Don’t ever forget how lucky you are.


Then he let her out and drove away.


Even after all these years, even knowing what a gift he made her that day, she can still call up the desolation she felt watching his car go off in the distance.


Drunk Pete didn’t take this development well. He couldn’t bear her getting off scott free, just like that. She deserved to suffer, he said. Still, no matter how mean he was, she sought him out: he was all she had.


Tell me about the Gate, she begged. How does it work?


Who the fuck knows? Ain’t no regular serv knows anything about the Gates.


But how do people not see them?


They’re inside buildings, stupid.


The closest Gate was in a Chelsea warehouse, as it so happened, nondescript, no attention drawn, which was the way the serv world liked it. Every Gate was protected by two servs called Qadir who were made just for that, and who ran the show. Only a special class of servs, the sentries, got to interact with the Qadir: Ain’t no regular serv ever met one that came back to tell the tale, Drunk Pete said, but in her fantasies, she was brought to the Gate and the Qadir were kind and took care of her. They waved magic wands and the hurt in her chest vanished.


Drunk Pete found this hilarious. You are one dumb skinner, he mocked.


Skinner was what servs called each other. It was because they were fake, their skins a disguise. She wasn’t a person like her ma or Sean or any of the kids in school. She wasn’t even really a serv, because she was here, living among people. She was nothing, a dumb skinner that everyone teased, and she’d never fit in, not ever. She didn’t even have God to talk to anymore. She was made by the Nafikh, and Drunk Pete told her servs didn’t have no god other than Them, and They would smite a whining little skinner like her dead.


One day when she was ten, she incised cuts into her chest, to try and let out the hurting, just scratches really, but enough to send Eva into a panic. Things progressed from there into years of ambulance calls, shrinks, pills of all shapes and sizes. By the time Lucy turned fourteen, she refused to go to school; most days she wouldn’t get out of bed. Even Sean couldn’t coax her out of her dark room. She curled up in a ball under the sheet, hands over her eyes.


The state stepped in, alerted by her truancy. Eva was unfit, they said. Lucy needed special care. Eva should give her up, for everyone’s sake.


You never let yourself be ours, Eva blubbered in a shocking display of emotion, snot pouring out her nose. You never let us love you.


They were in a conference room in the courthouse, with social workers and a cop. Lucy looked across at this woman who had dressed her and fed her and, she now realized, tried so hard, and she felt a huge sadness engulf her. She tried to speak. She tried to say no, she’d be good, that she wanted to go back to the ramshackle house on the bay, to the shed with all the ratty old lobster traps and the boat growing barnacles because there was no money to fix it. She wanted to beg them all, Let me go home.


Instead, she built up all her courage and said what was truer than all that: I don’t belong with you.


Eva shook her head in sorrow. She kissed Lucy on the forehead, gathered up her stuff, and went out the door.


Lucy spent her teenage years in a string of foster homes, with spells at McLean Hospital for her tendency to self-harm. Maybe what sorted her out was living with so many kids who were fundamentally more fucked up than she ever could be—sure, she was a serv stranded in the human world with a boiling hurt inside her chest, but she was used to that. She’d never been beaten unconscious, or abused by an uncle, or been forced to live on the street. She’d grown up poor, but always had enough clothes and food and toys, and she was smart, could read and write no problem. Above all, she had a ma who stayed in touch. All the other kids envied that. Eva sent pretty cards with a few dollars tucked inside and news about the cats and what she’d cooked for dinner. Sometimes she called. During those calls, Lucy stayed mostly quiet. Eva’s persistence weighed heavy, sucked the breath out of her so she couldn’t speak. She wasn’t supposed to have a ma or be loved, just like Drunk Pete had said. She’d never be able to live up to Eva’s faith in her.


She kept trying, though. At seventeen she was placed in a group home where she buckled down and passed her GED. Eva was over the moon: she sent a whopping twenty-dollar bill tucked into a pink, gushing card: You’re a one-of-a-kind daughter. The card both pleased and embarrassed her, and made her housemates jealous. She slipped it into the rubber-banded pile she kept in the back of her drawer. She filled out an application to Bunker Hill Community College, put in for loans, took a job as a barista. She visited Eva in Hull, bringing specialty coffees in fancy tins. Eva kept the tins in a row on the mantelpiece, like trophies.


In those days she hardly ever ran into her kind, the home being in Quincy, far outside the radius of serv activity. But she had some run-ins in town. One time going across the park headed for the T, she felt the slow hot creep of pain radiating from her chest. Before she knew it, the other serv was on her. Hey, you, when did you get here? she demanded. What bunk you in?


I’m not, Lucy said without thinking.


What do you mean, you’re not? The serv edged in close, her grip hard as a rock. Bloodshot eyes, swollen bruised cheek. I haven’t seen you around. Who’s your boss?


Lucy wrenched her arm free. Fuck off, she snapped. She ducked the furious serv’s grasping hands and ran. For days she replayed the incident in her head, her adrenaline pumping anew. She wondered what a bunk was, if it was a boss that had socked that lunatic bitch. The few other times she ran into servs, they were always like that, pissed off and run-down, hungry for trouble.


That overseer had been right, she had to stay away.


So that’s what she did. She rented a cupboard-sized room near the college, sharing with three other students. To her barista job she added regular stints as a Kelly girl, stuffing envelopes and filing. Eva insisted on taking out a home equity loan to help with college tuition and all her expenses: My Lucy Belle is a freshman in college! she announced to anyone who would listen, per Sean’s reports from home. Lucy was proud of herself, too. She relished the crisp new notebooks and sets of pens in blue, black, and red; the textbooks so carefully selected from the second-hand section in the bookstore; the reading assignments, the schedule, the grades. She sat in the front row taking notes and asking questions, brimming with the thrill of all her plans for the future.


And then, along came Julian.


He walked through the coffee shop doors and the Source burst its pain, sending fiery tendrils through her flesh. Panic flared: she couldn’t just duck out, she had to work. She zeroed in on the serv, a guy in jeans and a button-down approaching the counter. He looked different from the others she’d run into: clean-cut, at ease. He smiled crookedly with all kinds of knowing in his eyes as she tried to remain aloof, parked behind the espresso machine. He gestured that she meet him at the end of the counter. She pretended not to see, but he just stood there with no shame, waiting for her to comply. Her workmate giggled, elbowed her. Lucy had no choice.


Well, well, well, he leaned on the counter, looking her up and down. She felt herself blushing like an idiot. He asked, When did you arrive?


She was so used to dodging questions and taking off at a run, she had no ready answer. A few years ago, she fumbled.


He raised an eyebrow, bemused. You don’t sound too sure.


I really have to get back to work.


What is there to hide? What bunk are you in?


I’m not, O.K.? she blurted.


Not in a bunk, he marveled, sliding a little closer on his elbows, gazing at her as if she were the most fascinating creature he’d ever seen. I wonder how you’re pulling that off, you sly, pretty thing.


In the pause, any number of meanings tumbled out of this remark, all of them ugly. I’m not—I don’t—get out of here, O.K.?


She never stood a chance. He had her sussed out right away, like he’d reached in and closed his fist around the lonely girl who used to pedal down to the shore in tears, stare at the Boston skyline because she yearned so badly to live among her kind. How she’d longed for this, exactly this: him waiting outside when she got off her shift, falling in step, dogged in his pursuit. The first time he came over to her place, she gazed in mute anguish at his cruelly scarred chest, where he must have tried to stab out the Source when he arrived, she knew without having to be told. They did not speak. She was acutely aware of their silence. Of their profound communion, impossible in the real-people world. He reached out and slipped his wiry, powerful fingers into her hair and dragged her close. When he discovered she’d never been tagged, she told her story, all the years of confusion and loneliness tumbling out.


You won’t turn me in, will you? she whispered.


I will not, he said. His thumb stroked the razor scars on her wrist. He kissed one. But you’ll never be one of them, he told her. Do you understand? No one suffers like us, even you. You can’t run away from it.


I don’t want to run away, she whispered.


Lucy heard his breaths and her own, and felt the Source throbbing hurt, but now she craved it, because it meant he was near. He mesmerized her. The sharp slant of his cheekbones, his broken nose. His scarred hands spanning the taut, pale width of her stomach. Her housemates thought he was hot. Little did they know how much he disdained them. They’ve got no idea there are gods right in front of them, he sneered.


It’s greatly embarrassing now, but Lucy enjoyed thinking of herself as a fallen immortal, her true identity hidden from oblivious passersby. It became a thrill just to walk down the street. They tromped through the apartment, smug with their secret, and closed the door on her silly housemates. After making love, they lay on her bed, sweat drying on their bare bodies. He lit a cigarette, dragged a book off her bedside table, flipped through the pages, saying, All this reading you do, it’s of no use to us. It’s a complete waste of time.


Until the instant Julian disparaged them, Lucy had been so proud of her books, evidence of her status as a bona fide college student. She shrugged and said, It’s required.


You need to get out of here.


Why would I go? she teased. I like my pad.


You really think you belong here, palling around with people, going to classes?


Yeah, maybe I’ll go to law school, too.


Law school, he chuckled. You are too much.


She bristled at his mockery, but he said she was missing the point. The laws she fancied herself studying had no meaning. Servs inhabited a whole other world she couldn’t begin to grasp, with a whole other set of rules. She was the one who complained that no matter what, she couldn’t shake the deep-down feeling of not belonging. And yet here she was, still trying to stuff the square peg of herself into the round hole of life among people.


You just don’t get it, he concluded, which infuriated her.


So show me! All you do is tell me I don’t get this and I don’t get that!


What, you wanna get tagged? He barked a laugh. Don’t even go there. You really don’t get it.


She could have socked him in the face, she was so pissed. First he goaded her for being so stupid about serv existence, then balked at bringing her into it. Not that she should be so eager to go. He had cigarette burns up and down his arms, and his left hand was crooked from an encounter with a steel-toed boot, as he joked. Those injuries were just from the time after arrival, when he ended up in a really bad bunk. The broken nose, the faded scars, the slight blindness in his left eye, that was all from Service to the Nafikh.


About Them, she had a curiosity she couldn’t settle. What are They like? she asked. Why are They so cruel?


You can’t see it that way. You have to think of Them as gods. They can do whatever They want. They come and go, They make us, They break us.


But there has to be a reason. Everything has a reason.


Not with Them. A Nafikh would just as soon break your arm as have an ice cream and watch the traffic go by.


Then how does anyone get through, if it’s so unpredictable?


He tapped his forehead. It takes brains, and guts. You figure out, eventually, how to work Them. Most of the time. The rest, anything could happen.


He told her about the Faithful, who ran towards Service like lemmings. They were crazy as shit, they believed if they just did their best, like trained dogs, they would one day all be Returned, meaning the Nafikh might take them back to the home world. How they carried on believing when there was zero evidence it would ever happen just proved how loony they were.


Lucy, though, could kind of understand. There wasn’t much difference between that and hoping to be swept up to heaven by Jesus, which she’d always assumed would one day happen, right up until Drunk Pete told her she wasn’t God’s child.


Julian made it through several seasons, then he met Theo, which changed his life. He’d been with him going on five years now. Talk about brains, he said admiringly. Theo had arrived in St. Petersburg. He started out on the bottom in a drug bunk, and within a handful of years, he’d stuck a knife in the bunk boss’s neck and taken over. Then he made a fortune in the arms trade, bought himself out, and set sail for America. Theo Elander wasn’t his slave name, as he called it: that would never be uttered again. Theo was a visionary, a rebel. He’d bought Julian out from Service, given him his freedom. Those who worked for Theo, that was just one of the perks. He’d created a world within a world, Julian said, a space where servs could live free and strong, and no one could take that away. The lowliest grunts in his bunks might not get bought out or even duped up, but they were paid for their work, and every one of them got three square meals and a roof over his head.


Lucy wanted to meet Theo, but Julian said she had to be patient. Theo knew about her, and now she’d just have to wait for an invitation.


It got under her skin, to be treated like that. He kept going off to meet Theo, but she had to stay behind. He’d cancel dates at the last minute, because Theo needed him. And then one morning, he told her to wait at the bottom of a hill on the Common and trudged up towards a lone figure standing in the sun. It was spring, the air heavy with the smells of wet bark and earth and grass, and children’s cries carried across the open spaces. Lucy grew increasingly furious at being left standing there. Her anger boiled into her legs and before she knew it, she was marching up the hill, hands jammed in her pockets, chin up in defiance.


Julian was about ready to have a cow. Theo just looked her up and down, said, So this is the famous Lucy.


She shrugged and said yes, pretending nothing could faze her, though truth be told, she was jittery inside and regretting her bold move. It wasn’t anything about how he looked; in fact, he wasn’t what she’d imagined. He was short and stocky with thick black hair combed to the side, a round pale face, eyes so dark the pupils disappeared. Dressed in jeans and a loose cotton sweater, he could’ve been anybody just out for a stroll. Except he wasn’t: he’d knifed his boss through the neck with those same hands now tapping a smoke out of a pack and offering it to her. She accepted, grateful for something to do, though her fingers shook a little, to her embarrassment.
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