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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.


      




SOLAR SYSTEM DEVELOPMENT PRIOR TO THE GREAT WAR





	2012

	First manned trip to Mars.





	2020

	First Mars colony; smart probes leave on solar system Grand Tour.





	2029

	First Belt mines and colonies.





	2030

	Von Neumanns released on Ganymede.





	2032

	First human exploration of the Saturn system.





	2038

	Solar studies research station on Mercury.





	2040

	Second human exploration of Saturn system; smart probes leave for moons of Uranus.





	2044

	Ceres and Pallas colonies achieve self-sufficiency.





	2046

	Venus terraforming effort aborted; first Venus station.





	2048

	Third Saturn exploration team; Von Neumanns released on Titan.





	2050

	Rapid development of Jovian moons Ganymede and Callisto; research station on Europa.





	2053

	Belt declares independence; major frictions between Earth and former Belt colonies.





	2054

	Disappearance of fourth Saturn exploration team.





	2055

	Earth population tops ten billion; Mars population tops ten million.





	2057

	Research station proposed for Oberon.





	2060

	Armageddon Defense Line installed on Luna; Luna population reaches seven million.





	2061

	Fifth Saturn exploration team.





	2062

	Belt population tops one hundred million; colonies on Ceres, Pallas, Vesta, Juno, Hidalgo, and twenty-seven smaller planetoids.





	2066

	Sixth Saturn exploration team; Ganymede/Callisto population reaches eighty million.





	2067

	The Great War.
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Saturn System: 2032 A.D.


After fourteen months in space and ten weeks of irritation, the culprit had at last been discovered: Jason Cayuga was scraping clean the underplate of the air scrubber, while Athene Rios stood ready to bolt the cover back in position when he was done.


“I signed up for hardship and I signed up for danger.” Cayuga spoke between vigorous sweeps of the scraper. “But I didn’t sign up for this.” He lifted the tool to his prominent nose, wrinkled his face in disgust, and transferred another film of blue-white mold into a sealed container. “Phew! What a stink. We should get medals.”


“Where do you think it came from? We’ve made a dozen stops in the past six months.” Small, dark, and delicate-featured, Athene Rios looked like what she was, a Spanish princess. She swore that in her own twenty-three years and in the hundreds of years of her known ancestors, no one of the Rios line had ever been called on to deal with what was, in essence, a plumbing problem. But on board the Marklake royal descent meant nothing. She and Jason Cayuga were the junior crew members, which meant they were automatically given the dull and unpleasant jobs.


“Came from? We brought it with us.” Cayuga glanced across to the little port, where the Sun was visible as a tiny disk of yellow brilliance. Earth itself was too small and distant to be seen, but each member of the crew knew just where to look. “The big mystery is why it waited ten months to start growing in here. It’s a home-planet mold, though; no doubt about it. Munzer keeps talking contamination, but she’s off the wall. You’ve seen the places we’ve been. The chance that a life form could survive on any of them is a flat zero.”


“That’s not what you said before when we left Earth.”


“Course it isn’t. I wanted to come, didn’t I, same as you? If we’d said we thought there wasn’t a chance in a billion that there could be life anywhere in the Saturn system, you’d still be in Madrid and I’d be sitting on my butt in Calgary. But extraterrestrial life is like danger. You say you’re ready and waiting for it when you sign up, but you sure as hell don’t expect it.”


He had finished his efforts with the scraper, and now he was carefully sealing the cylindrical container. The foul-smelling mold would be stored away in the ship’s hold along with the samples collected in the Saturn system: rock shavings and regolith from Enceladus, dirty ice crystals from the inner rings, probe returns from Titan’s atmosphere, and the mysterious obsidian needles that Costas had found on the surface of Tethys. They would remain sealed in the hold for another two years, until the Marklake returned to Earth orbit.


“You can still hope for it, though,” said Athene. “Alien life, I mean—not danger. Move your bulk, Jason.” She was easing her way past Cayuga. The Marklake’s equipment room was scarcely big enough for two people, but it offered more privacy than the ship’s cramped crew quarters. “What do you think?” She was leaning close and dropping her voice to an unnecessary whisper, at the same time as she swabbed the scrubber plate with a strong disinfectant. “Jing-li said that you or I might get the next one. Think she’ll stick to her word?”


“I don’t see why not.” Jason Cayuga’s bark of laughter held more disgust than humor. “No one else is going to be fighting for it. Think of it this way: Costas will go down in history as the first person to set foot on Tethys. Jing-li was the first human on Mimas and Rhea; Dahlquist the first on Dione. Those are all major satellites, and one day they’ll be as important for colonies as Mars or the Jovian moons. Von Neumanns will be working them all within twenty years, the way they are on Ganymede. But how many centuries before they work Helene? If ever. Who cares about the place?”


“I do. If you don’t want Helene, I’ll take it.”


“Be my guest, dear.” Cayuga watched as Rios slid the cover plate back into position. “Who’s interested in colonizing something only thirty kilometers across? If Helene weren’t at a libration point, it wouldn’t even have a name.” He turned, easing his broad shoulders through the hatch that led back to the main crew quarters. “You can have my whole share of Helene exploration,” he said, without turning his head. “Me, I’ll hold out for something decent sized. Maybe I’ll get lucky and snag Hyperion or Iapetus.”


It had sounded good at the time. Five days later, Jason Cayuga was regretting his generosity. The Marklake was approaching Helene, the little satellite that occupied the L-4 point of the Saturn-Dione system. Athene had been at the high-magnitude scope every spare moment of the past two days, ever since Captain Betty Jing-li had agreed that she would make the first landing on Helene.


Athene was becoming more and more excited. Jason could see why, even without benefit of the hi-mag scope. As the Marklake drifted steadily closer, it was clear that Helene was different from the other fragments of broken rock that the unmanned scout probes had reported a thousand times in the Jupiter and Saturn systems.


This planetoid was grainy and speckled, like a chalky egg covered with grains of black powder. It was also smoothly round, rather than jagged. There was no way that Helene’s gravitational field could be strong enough to enforce such symmetry. The body must have been formed by the steady accumulation of small particles and dust that over the millennia had sintered themselves into an approximate sphere. But then Helene should appear more uniform in color. It ought not to possess that grainy texture.


Athene was puzzled more by the appearance than the shape. “I don’t see how you could make a surface look like this,” she said. She was squinting into the scope’s main viewer. “Meteorite impact won’t do it, and accretion won’t do it, either. It’s not cratered, and it’s not smooth and even. It’s pitted. I can see little holes all over it. It looks crumbly and porous. Like it’s been nibbled by worms.”


“What do you mean, nibbled? Mind if I take a peek?” Simone Munzer had silently entered the forward observatory without Athene’s being aware of it. Now, although she asked the question as a formality, Munzer did not hesitate to push Athene away from the scope. As the expedition’s anomalist she had the right to take over whenever any crew member hinted at something inexplicable.


Athene glared at Simone’s angular profile, while Jason tried to appear sympathetic but was not too successful. He was sure that Athene had exaggerated what she was seeing, just so that he would think he was about to miss something special. On the other hand, if by some miracle Helene did contain something unique, Jason would have given away to Athene Rios much more than he had ever intended.


“I see what you mean.” Simone Munzer was making delicate adjustments to the scope’s focus. “They do look like holes, and the whole surface is peppered with them. Ten to twenty meters across. But the sun angle’s wrong to see down inside.” She glanced up briefly at Athene and Jason. “One of you bring Captain Jing-li up from the cabin, would you? She has to take a peek at this for herself.”


They both went. Athene was seething. “You know what’s going to happen, don’t you?” she said. She was half a step in front of Jason in the narrow corridor, barreling along, with her black eyes glaring at nothing. “That bitch, she’s going to say that Helene appears anomalous; therefore it might be dangerous. Then she’ll tell Jing-li that because it might be dangerous, Munzer has to go there herself. She’s been drooling for a first landing ever since Tethys.”


“I’m sure you’re right.” Jason knew that he would be just as angry as Athene if it had happened to him, but he hoped he would hide it better. She was still young. It had taken him all his twenty-eight years to learn that it never paid to show your emotions, least of all when you were angry.


“I wouldn’t panic yet, though,” he went on. “Simone wanted to replace Luke Costas as soon as he found the obsidian needles on Tethys, because she said we had no explanation for them. But Jing-li didn’t go for that. She probably won’t go for this, either. Cool off, Athene—or you’ll blow your own chances.”


He said the last words in an undertone that only she could hear. She was sliding the door to the main cabin, and as it opened, Jason could see that four other crew members were sitting in there. The two engineers, Roald Dahlquist and Luke Costas, were playing chess and talking. Hamilton Polk, primary physician and assistant anomalist, was, as usual, leaning back with his eyes closed, apparently sleeping but probably listening—no one was ever sure. Captain Betty Jing-li, who was at the far end of the table doodling on a computer pad, looked up inquiringly at the new arrivals.


“I wondered if it’s too soon to suit up for Helene.” Athene slowed her pace as she came into the cabin.


“That’s up to you.” Jing-li nodded at the clock on the cabin wall. “It’s still a couple of hours before we’ll be in matching orbit and at transfer distance.”


“I know. But I’d like to be ready well ahead of time.”


“Sure.” Jing-li stared at Jason. “Not you, Cayuga. Just Rios. You passed up the chance of going to Helene in favor of another target.”


“I know.”


“If you want to suit up, though, you can serve as Rios’s emergency standby.”


“Thank you. I will.”


Jason sounded suitably ungrateful. Betty Jing-li was not doing him any favors, because standby was one job that everyone on board had learned to hate. In each of the twenty-nine target encounters in the Saturn system, one of the crew had been forced to sit in a suit for periods ranging from five hours to sixty hours, waiting for an emergency signal from the landing party that never came.


Athene and Jason headed on through the cabin, skirting the long table. Opposite Jing-li, Athene paused. “Simone is up front using the scopes to take a look at Helene. She asked if you would join her there.”


“She’s seen something?” Betty Jing-li was rising to her feet.


“Nothing special. I saw it first, and I think Simone’s overreacting. The surface may be porous and a little softer than usual; that’s all. But with Helene’s low surface gravity I expect no problem landing there.” Athene spoke casually and carried on without waiting for Jing-li’s reaction, passing into the corridor that led aft to the sleeping quarters and the exit locks.


“What do you think?” she asked, as soon as there was no chance of being heard in the main cabin. “Did you see her face?”


“Yes.” Jason had deliberately remained a few steps behind. “She didn’t look worried, and now she’s expecting a pitch from Simone. Pretty good damage control. Don’t worry, you’ll go to Helene. And I’ll sit in my damned suit for a day or two, playing with myself and waiting for you to come back. I should have sided with Simone. Then you’d have been acting as emergency standby to her. You owe me, Rios.”


“Not necessarily.” Athene was lifting down her suit and Jason’s, and beginning the standard thirty-six-point check: air, filters (dual), heat, insulation, temperature, communication, nutrition, elimination (dual), medication, attitude control (triple), position jets (dual), joints (thirteen), seals (four), and suit condition displays (three).


“You may luck out,” she said, when at last the check was satisfactorily completed. “You just have to hope that I’ll run into trouble.” She smirked at him. “Then you’ll be the one who gets to play the hero and come to my rescue.”


“Sure.” Jason’s voice showed that he gave the event the same low probability of occurring that she did. “I’ll be waiting. But I won’t hold my breath.”


Close-up, Helene displayed more surface irregularity. The smooth ovoid visible from a distance became a wilderness of rocks that ranged in size from gravel and pebbles to white boulders taller than a human. The holes in the surface were less variable. None was narrower than a couple of meters, and none wider than twenty.


Athene had made her approach with due caution, while the Marklake hovered two kilometers away. Her suit video saw exactly what she saw and returned its images in real time to both the ship’s central data files and Jason Cayuga’s in-suit monitor. In spite of Simone Munzer’s warnings there was nothing to suggest any cause for alarm.


Expedition protocol required that the landing itself be made with appropriate ceremony. Athene handled it by the book: “Recognizing the historic nature of this first human contact with another world, I, Athene Linda Rios, crew member of the Earth exploration vessel Marklake, on this fifteenth day of April, 2032, set foot on Helene, moon of Saturn, at fifteen hours and twenty minutes standard solar …”


Impatient as she was, she forced herself not to hurry through her final sentences. As she spoke she was inspecting the body below her. The planetoid turned slowly on its axis, with a period of seventy-eight hours, and solar illumination at the landing point was close to optimum for surface inspection. The sunlight was weak, one ninetieth of its intensity on Earth or the Moon, but it easily was enough for her to make out horizontal striations within the holes. She was itching for a closer look at the one nearest her. Nothing remotely like this had been encountered before in the Jupiter or Saturn systems, and although the Belt’s mining colonies were notoriously secretive in dealing with the rest of the system, not a rumor of such banded holes had come from any of their many worlds.


“… will be added to the shared resources of the Inner and Outer Solar System,” she concluded. And then, without a pause: “Captain Jing-li, I request permission to explore the surface and structure of Helene.”


“I oppose any notion of investigating the interior structure.” Simone Munzer’s voice, jarringly loud in her suit, cut in before Jing-li could reply. “I have been given no time to evaluate the records obtained so far. There is no urgency for such exploration. The surface of Helene is qualitatively different from any previously known, and the interior may present unknown hazards.”


“It may.” Betty Jing-li sounded calm as ever. “But chances are, it won’t. May I remind you, Dr. Munzer, that the Marklake is, after all, an exploration vessel. We are fourteen months and a billion kilometers from home, and acceptance of a certain level of risk and a reasonable urgency in completing our mission are expected of us. Rios, you are authorized to proceed.”


“Thank you, Captain.”


“With suitable caution.”


“Yes, Captain.”


Athene was already moving. Jason found himself looking, through her telemetry feed, down a long narrowing tunnel illuminated by sunlight for its first thirty or forty meters.


“You can see the banding on the tunnel walls clearly now,” said Athene’s voice. “It’s the sort of strata you might expect on a planet with sedimentary rocks, but of course that’s out of the question here. I wonder if we’re seeing the effects of zone melting and refreezing. The field is only a few thousandths of a standard gravity, but it might be enough. Of course, we still have to explain the source of heat for successive thawing. And the proportion of volatiles would have to be high. All right, I’m starting my descent. I’ll be taking samples as I go.”


The sunlight was gradually fading, direct illumination replaced by down-scattered light from the tunnel walls. The width narrowed steadily and then seemed to hold constant at about four meters. Soon the range data showed Athene at close to three hundred meters down. Still there was no sign of an end to the shaft. The descent continued in dead silence for another thirty seconds.


“I’m beginning to wonder if this thing goes right the way through to the other side,” Athene said at last. She sounded different—breathless, slightly nervous, oddly distorted. The only illumination came from the lights in her suit. “No, it doesn’t! The tunnel ends down there, with a different sort of formation. Strange. It looks like there’s a milky layer of something across the end of it. See?”


Except that Jason didn’t. The image in his suit monitor had been deteriorating for the past minute. Now it was a dim and grainy picture that flickered and faded as he watched.


He began, “I can’t see what’s—”


“No further, Rios.” Jing-li cut in. “We’re losing your signal. We shouldn’t be having a problem at that depth, but we are. I want you to start back up again—now.”


“Right. But I’m not getting …” The distortion was much worse: “… the over … up to the walls … coming …”


A long pause. Then, “… touch it …”


Faint crackling, like static—nothing more. Jason found himself unable to breathe. Captain Jing-li’s voice, close and calm, cut in again: “I’m taking the Marklake to within two hundred meters. We’ll be in position three minutes from now. Cayuga, what is your status?”


“I’m ready.”


“Suit checked and sealed?”


“Yes.”


“When I give the word, you head for the surface where Rios landed. Take a cable with you. Go into the hole, get her, come right back. Go slow. And no matter what you find, don’t investigate. If you get stuck, signal along the cable. If you don’t see her in the tunnel, come back. Costas and Munzer, into suits in case we need you. Dr. Polk, stand by for possible medical emergency.”


Jason stood at the lock, waiting for the go-ahead from Captain Jing-li. It took forever to come. He was shivering in his temperature-controlled suit. He did not feel excited at the prospect of a major discovery. He did feel scared.


The cable attached to Jason’s suit could stand a load of hundreds of tons, but it was light and perfectly flexible. He was scarcely aware of it as he drifted toward the waiting bulk of Helene. The Sun, off behind his right shoulder, seemed a remote and ineffectual spark of light. Saturn loomed as a half-disk to the left, the rings a thin bright line across the planet’s equator. But it was Helene, the little planetoid that he had dismissed five days ago as insignificant, that now seemed to fill the sky. The pocked surface was fast approaching. The pinprick hole for which he was heading became a dark violet shaft, leading to unknown depths.


“Go into the hole, get her, come right back,” he had been told.


If only he could.


“Go slow”—that was the hardest order to obey.


Jason took a deep breath and entered the tunnel. The light level dropped abruptly. His suit imagers compensated at once, and he could see far ahead. He peered down. There, no more than a few hundred meters away—he gasped with relief—he saw a familiar shape. Reflected light was gleaming from a white suit.


Athene.


“She’s here,” he said loudly. “Right in front of me. I can go down and get her.”


He heard the sudden buzz of conversation in his radio link, and realized for the first time that no one had spoken since he left the Marklake.


In the same moment he realized that Athene had remained silent, though he was right above her and must be outlined against the sunlit shaft. She ought to be able to see him. Also, the arms and legs of the suited figure were not moving, except that the whole figure was rising slowly up through the shaft. He felt overwhelmed by the implications.


Although his mind was stunned, he found that his body knew exactly what to do: He dropped farther, steadily and surely. In half a minute he was at her side. He saw, far below, the odd milky surface that she had talked about. There was no time to worry about that now. He attached a grapnel to her, then jetted the two of them gently up to the surface and toward the Marklake.


“Polk to the air lock, if you please,” he said, surprised at the calm tone of his own voice. “Dahlquist, prepare the emergency treatment facility. We have a medical problem.”


And pray it was no more than that.


The Marklake loomed ahead. Jason used the grapnel to pull Athene close and move her in front of him into the lock. Her suit felt stiff and unbending, as though the body inside was already frozen to a final rigor. He peered in through the visor. Her face was pale, in places almost silvery. A trick of the sunlight, weak but at the same time harsh?


No time for a second look. He was in the air lock, cycling it at maximum speed. And Hamilton Polk was there, taking Athene’s body from him, dismissing Jason with a casual, “Get your suit off. Then come back here.”


Jason wanted to ask a question—the question—but he could not, because Jing-li and Munzer and Costas were hustling in, all talking, crowding him out. He went to the next cabin, stripped out of his suit at record speed, and squeezed back in through the door. He was just in time to hear Polk say, “A breach of suit integrity, can’t say how it happened. Slits and tears, lots of them—see, here and here and here.” Polk pointed to the suit’s chest, arms, and upper legs. Athene’s helmet was off, revealing her face—silent and pale and with faint, silvery blotches on her cheeks.


“We’ll have to check every one of the suits,” Polk went on. “They could all have the same potential problem.”


Jason’s question seemed unnecessary now. He had to ask it, anyway: “Is she dead?”


“I’m afraid she is.” Simone Munzer had been standing next to Jing-li, and now she turned to him. He was glad to see that there was no trace of “I told you so” in her manner. “I’m sorry, Jason.”


“But it’s most peculiar,” added Polk. The physician was bending low, peering at Athene’s face. “Dead and already cooling. Yet it doesn’t seem like a case of asphyxiation, which is what the suit punctures would suggest. Fascinating. Did you see anything strange, Cayuga, while you were in the interior?”


It had all happened too quickly, and Jason had been totally focused on what had to be done to rescue Athene. He shook his head.


“Of course, it may have nothing to do with her visit to Helene.” Polk began to release the wrist seals on Athene’s suit.


“We must prove that, one way or the other.” Simone Munzer turned to Jing-li. “It’s not like a normal ship fatality, where the body can go into sealed storage and await investigation until our return to Earth orbit.”


“I agree.” Jing-li’s face was grim. The warning from the ship’s anomalist—that Athene Rios should not explore the interior of Helene—was already in the ship’s record. The official investigation would be unpleasant for Captain Betty Jing-li. “Dr. Polk, please prepare for and proceed with an autopsy.”


“Already getting ready for it.” The physician, unlocking Athene’s ankle seals, seemed fully awake and enjoying himself for the first time in months. “But I’ll need an assistant.”


Athene had been his designated backup for medical emergencies.


“Of course.” Jing-li turned to Luke Costas. “We will follow the usual—”


“If you please,” Jason cut in. “I would like to help.”


You interrupted a captain’s order at your own peril, and Jason knew it. But Jing-li merely stepped closer, studied his face, and nodded.


“Very well. I understand. The autopsy will not be pleasant, they never are. If you have problems handling it—or yourself—tell me and I will arrange relief. Dr. Polk, please proceed. Dr. Munzer, I need to meet separately with you.”


At her nod, Luke Costas turned and left the room. Jingli and Simone Munzer followed, while Polk dispassionately watched them go.


“Wouldn’t mind hearing that conversation,” he said.


Jason believed him. Hamilton Polk disliked both women. He resented Captain Jing-li because she, a non-doctor, could give him orders, and he hated Simone Munzer because she ignored all his suggestions as assistant anomalist. She was also willing to challenge Jing-li where he dared not.


“What do you want me to do?” Jason didn’t care to get into the middle of Polk’s shipboard animosities.


“Finish getting Rios out of her suit. I’ll go and prepare for the autopsy. When you’re done, put the suit in a sealed container, then bring both it and Rios to the med center. We can’t work here.”


Polk’s tone made Jason very glad that he had asked to be involved. As far as the doctor was concerned, Athene’s body was no more than a piece of dead meat, to be examined with curiosity but no sympathy. Jason would treat her with proper reverence.


He waited until Polk had gone; then he began. With the helmet off and the suit’s seals released, it was simple to open the front completely and ease the body free. He had to take hold of her hands and feet to do so. Athene had been barearmed and barelegged within the suit. Lifting her, he noticed that the odd body stiffness he had felt when he had removed her from the shaft on Helene was no longer present. Her flesh was soft and smooth, and much warmer than he had expected from Polk’s comment. Her eyes were closed, her face calm. He wanted to believe that her death had been as easy and painless as her expression suggested.


He paused. There were silvery patches on her thighs and upper arms, and also on her hands. They were far more pronounced than those on her face. After a few moments he unzipped the front of her one-piece garment. It felt like an intrusion when he opened her clothing to examine her bare chest.


More patches, and brighter. He ran his fingers along a big one on her lower rib cage, and found it slick to the touch. He knew Athene’s body well. There had been nothing like this, as recently as twenty-four hours ago.


Contamination.


He had not believed it until this moment, but suddenly he was sure of it. Simone Munzer had been right to warn, for something in the interior of the planetoid had entered Athene’s body and killed her.


He had to get the corpse into a sealed container and report what he had found. But his fingertips were still on Athene’s chest. Before he could remove them he felt a tremor, a movement.


Jason jerked his hand away. The bare chest was moving, the first faint tremble slowing and strengthening to a regular up-and-down motion. She was breathing. A thin wisp of vapor was creeping like a pale-blue tendril from her right nostril.


“Athene!”


He reached out again, wanting to help, not sure what to do. Her eyelids were flickering. As he watched, they opened. She was trying to lift her head.


He put his hand forward, intending to assist her. At the same moment he felt a wave of heat sweep over him. It began in his fingertips and spread rapidly through his whole body. With it came a tremendous feeling of strength and well-being.


But with it also came dizziness. He found himself unable to breathe. As the cabin around him began to fade, he saw that Athene was sitting up, turning in his direction. Her eyes were bright and unblinking. The last thing that Jason saw was the streak of silvery skin creeping along the back of his own outstretched hand.
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Mars: 2063 A.D.


A sales pitch was always the same; it hadn’t changed in five thousand years. First the salesman—though this one happened to be a saleswoman—told you all the advantages: the spectacular view—from eighty kilometers up you could see the whole lower city and, beyond it, the broad curve of the planet; the amazingly generous amount of floor space, enough for a dozen people to live in comfort; the unique privacy, with no one but you living on the whole floor section; and the astonishingly low cost.


And finally, the inevitable kicker: “… last one left, going fast, showing to three other people later today.”


Julius Szabo listened, nodded, and evaluated her performance: not bad for a beginner. But he had been in the game back when she was kicking her shapely little legs in the air and crying for a change of diaper—and he had played on a field a hell of a lot tougher than real estate.


“I just don’t know, Ms. Diver.” He rubbed at his nose, put on his bewildered, worried look, and cut in when she was well into her windup and just five seconds before she was ready to state an inflated price. “It’s very nice, but I can already tell that this place is way too rich for my blood. I’m retired, you know. I’m looking for something in the three-eighty range, and I can’t possibly go more than four-twenty. Four-thirty, maybe, absolute tops.”


Gracie Diver stared at him with her mouth open and her luscious pink tongue showing. She was a lovely piece of work. Twenty years ago—make that ten—hell, if he were just back on Earth.


Down, boy. Remember your official age: He had made his own instinctive assessment, inverting every one of the variables. Eighty kilometers up, you were well outside the thin wisps of Martian atmosphere. Damn it, you were in space—hard vacuum right outside the windows. The spectacular view (a 740-kilometer outlook in every direction over the arid Martian surface) was enough to terrify anyone with even a trace of acrophobia. Privacy was guaranteed by the fact that the lift tubes took forever to get you up so high. And the generous floor space and low price were sure signs that they could hardly give the place away.


But for Julius, each of those drawbacks happened to be a virtue. He had done his analysis and had quoted Gracie Diver a figure he estimated at just two percent higher than the minimum she was allowed to accept on the rental. He had cut it close not because of the price—he could afford a hundred times as much and never notice—but from sheer ingrained habit. He told himself he would have to watch out for that. He had altered his appearance, aging himself enough to fool anyone, and he was already thinking of himself as Julius; but personal foibles and vanities were hard to recognize in yourself, let alone change. And that could be fatal.


“Four hundred and thirty?” She hid her disappointment well, and she didn’t even deign to mention his lower figures. Maybe young Gracie had a bright future, after all. “I’ll have to check with the office, of course, because that’s far less than I’m allowed to—”


“Would you do that?” The knife could cut both ways, and he had been wielding it long before she was born. “You see, if I don’t take this place, I’m supposed to see another property later today, and I’ll be pushed to make the appointment schedule, what with all the time we took to get up here.” Julius turned toward the window. “While you call your boss, why don’t I wander around and take a look at the view? I’ve never lived anywhere so high up, I’m not sure what it feels like. And what with today’s news, all those tough words from the Belt, I’m not sure Mars is the best place at all. Sometimes I think we’d be a lot safer out in the Jupiter system, on Ganymede or Callisto.”


“I’ll tell you what.” At once she was right in front of him, smiling guilelessly up into his eyes and holding her remote-entry unit out toward him. “Why don’t we fill out your application and transfer it in, right now? My office can evaluate it as it arrives, and we’ll have a go/no-go decision in just a few minutes. Then we can both go on to our next appointments.”


Good girl, he thought. Don’t waste time thinking of profits you might have made. Take what you can get, tie it down, and go on to the next one.


Julius reached out and patted Gracie on her bare upper arm. It was a friendly touch; even—steady, man; act your age—a paternal touch. He felt a real affection for her. If she ever wanted to move into a different line of business …


He cut that thought off early. “Let’s do just what you suggest. You know, you’re a good saleswoman, Gracie. And in a couple more years you’re going to be a lot better.”


Seeing the blush of pleasure on fair young cheeks was worth the extra one percent he was sure he could have squeezed out of her on the rental price.


Julius Szabo, who used to be Danny Clay, had pondered the problem for twenty years. You could run Earth’s highest-stakes gambling operation. You could have a genius for rapid calculation and a memory for numbers and statistics that guaranteed your own success. You could accumulate more wealth than your modest tastes would let you spend in a hundred lifetimes.


What you could not do was get away. You were bound to the system by a thousand shackles, and you knew too much about too many people ever to be allowed to leave. In fact, a quarter century of observation suggested only one way out. Some young upstart would covet the top spot, as you had coveted it yourself. You would guard against that as best you could, and your own long experience would help. You watched for “accidents”—aircar or lift-tube failures, a Hecate spider in a flower bouquet, shower faucets that turned instantly from warm water to superheated steam, idiopathic diseases uniquely tailored to your own body chemistry, even things as simple as stray bullets and natural food poisons. Those had all been used on others, and they could just as well be tried against you. You’d be on the lookout—of course you would—but there was a basic rule of life: The one that got you would be a surprise, the one you had not thought of.


Your talents allowed you to calculate the chances of your own death from natural causes. They were depressingly low, odds unacceptable to any self-respecting professional gambler. Throw in what Danny saw as the high probability that before the decade was out, there would be a no-holds-barred war with the Belt, and your survival chances dropped so close to zero you couldn’t calculate them.


So, you had to find another approach. And the only one that he could think of called for lots of planning and a long lead time.


When Danny Clay died early in his fifty-second year, in a vacation boating accident on Lake Baikal, Julius Szabo had already been officially “alive” for six years on Mars. He was a sprightly eighty-three-year-old bachelor with no surviving siblings. His bank credit, as a successful retired actuary and statistician, was substantial. It was less than a fiftieth of what Danny left behind in his estate, but so what? You can’t take it with you. Danny/Julius was smart enough not to try. Given the infighting, legal and illegal, that would be going on for his territory and possessions in Mexico City, no one would be able to estimate his wealth at the time of his death to within even ten percent of the total. A two percent skim would be perfectly safe.


He would be safe, too, provided that he made the separation complete. It had to be mental as well as physical. Julius told himself—morning and midday and evening—that he was not that other man, whatever his name was. He did not even know such a person. Danny Clay—who was that? If the mental block was to be effective, it had to be total. But it wasn’t easy.


He moved into his new home on the eightieth-kilometer level in the Space Fountain pyramid, a huge ziggurat that stretched for another eight kilometers above him. He furnished the open vastness of the apartment in a spare, drab style that would have disgusted Danny Clay, who had had decadent casino/bordello tastes for plush red velvet and gold-framed mirrors. He provided a change-of-address notice to the Mars Society of Actuarial Consultants; placed a discreet sign, “Dr. Julius Szabo, MMSAC (Ret.),” in the building directory; and settled in to watch sunrise and sunset through the planet’s thin apology for an atmosphere. He was prepared for several happy decades of a new and more relaxed life.


Danny had been thorough. Julius was fully certified and a genuine actuary, totally at home with and fascinated by the probabilities that governed human life expectancy. It was actually not far from the gambling life, except that vagaries of human heredity and environment took the place of a hand of cards or the spin of a roulette wheel.


However, despite his genuine interest in statistics, Julius Szabo had, according to his own society statement of actuarial capability, long ago retired. He did not advertise his services. He did not seek clients. So it was astonishing and disturbing to receive a call when he had been established in his new home for one and a half Martian years.


“Dr. Szabo?” The woman peering at him from the screen had bright violet-blue eyes embedded—that was the impression, jewels in jet—in a shiny black face surrounded by a halo of frizzy black hair.


“Indeed, yes.” Those dazzling eyes carried Julius back a full twenty years. He resisted the temptation to add, “my dear.” The biggest danger in becoming a courtly, white-bearded gentleman was in overdoing it to the point of caricature. “I am Julius Szabo.”


“And I’m Neely Rinker. I need the services of an actuary. Can I come and see you? Today?”


She didn’t look or sound like anyone from the Organization. Of course, if she were any good she wouldn’t. And if she were their agent, he would learn nothing by refusing to see her, while such a refusal could turn any vague suspicions to certainty. If he did see her, of course, there was a danger that she might try to dispose of him on the spot; but if he were lucky and skillful, he might learn something to protect himself. At the very least, he might gain some time. If everything went wrong, he had one other escape hole, but it was a dubious and frightening long shot, relying upon an emerging (and illegal) Belt technology that most people did not know existed. If he made it through the day, he would check that he was fully paid up for the service.


Odds, odds, everything in the world was odds. You could calculate and calculate, but after all was said and done, you still had to throw the dice. Julius nodded. “If you wish to see me, then of course I will be happy to meet with you.”


“Right away?”


“If you so desire. However, to avoid any possible misunderstanding at the outset, I want to be sure that you realize that I am retired, and have been for some years.”


“But you still have a mortality computer, don’t you?”


“I do. And of course I am still a member in good standing of the MSAC.”


“I’ll be right up. I’m in the building, but I’m down at ground level.”


“My fees—”


“Will not be an issue. I have plenty of money.”


She vanished, leaving Julius to his own thoughts. First, in the world of his own past, only a fool ever claimed to have lots of money. Second, Neely Rinker sounded oddly tense, while a professional from that same past world would never reveal tension. Third, if she thought she would “be right up,” she was an optimist. The fastest lift tube needed half an hour to ascend eighty kilometers. Julius had ample time for preparations.


He made sure that his weapons were unobtrusive and ready. With one movement of finger against thumb, he could apply force to stun or even kill anyone, anywhere in the apartment, from half a dozen different directions. When he had finished that review he called his special service and confirmed that they were on-line for a possible emergency. Finally, he forced himself to sit down in an easy chair in his study. Thus far, Neely Rinker had the feel of a genuine client. It would be curious if she were. Julius smiled. It was the rueful smile of a man who, for the first time in his whole life, was perhaps about to make money by legal means.


Half an hour was an absolute minimum to get up from the ground level. He told himself that and tried to relax, as forty minutes passed and no one arrived. The final ring of the bell was both a release of tension and a new heightening of it. He pressed the door control before he could have second thoughts.


She entered quickly, in a swirl of violet-blue cape that matched her bright eyes. She glanced around nervously as she entered. In person she was more striking than he had realized. The screen could not begin to capture the glow of total health, nor the beauty of perfect dark skin. Julius told himself, not for the first time, that total solitude wasn’t working. He might pretend to eighty-three, but his hormones said otherwise.


One thing at a time. He led her along the broad corridor that ran from the lift tubes to his usual living quarters, walking carefully behind her and studying her tall, slim figure. No sign of concealed weapons—but then, if they were visible they would not be concealed. He ushered her into his study and indicated a seat across from his. So long as she was sitting there, he could destroy her instantly in a dozen different ways.


He sat down by the computer console and smiled at her. “Now, before you tell me just why you are here, satisfy my curiosity. How did you come to choose me, of all the actuaries in Oberth City? I feel sure that we have never met, for I would surely not have forgotten so beautiful a young woman.”


“No. We’ve never met. I just consulted the directory.”


“And picked my name? But how, Ms. Rinker? It could not have been alphabetical.”


“No. It wasn’t. I used a different criterion.” Neely Rinker cast another swift glance around the room. She licked her lips and leaned forward. “I consulted the directory, as I said, for actuaries. And I picked the one with a current active license who has done the least work as a consultant for the past five Mars years. That is you.”


After all his efforts to blend perfectly into the background, he had made himself conspicuous after all. Julius marveled at the irony of it, at the same time as he resolved to do something as soon as Neely Rinker was gone. He would change his society status from active member to associate member, on the grounds of increasing age.


But she was continuing, with an earnest and pained intensity: “I didn’t want someone with a busy practice, people wandering in and out of the office all the time. And I told you that money was not an issue. It is not. I will pay you well, and more than well. But I ask something in return. I need your promise that you will never talk about this meeting.”


“That will be no problem, Ms. Rinker.” Except, why did she want such a promise? “Although actuaries are seldom the recipients of the system’s most exciting secrets, it is our general practice to respect client confidentiality.”


“Good. I want you to tell me my life expectancy. Actually, I want to know two life expectancies. I assume you can calculate that.”


“Indeed, I can.” Julius reached over to the computer and pulled the entry unit onto his knee. Neely Rinker’s request suddenly made a lot more sense. She was planning some kind of long-term relationship, and she wanted to know if she was likely to outlive her partner.


“A life expectancy,” he went on, “is exactly what a mortality computer is designed to provide. However, I assume that you realize that what you will get is no more than a probability? It answers the question, given a very large number of individuals just like you: What is the average life of all those people? It promises nothing about you in particular, or indeed any specific person.”


“I understand that.”


“Very well. And a life expectancy depends on many more things than the age of a person.” He rubbed at his nose—an old habit, damn it, that he somehow had to break—and went on, “So, Ms. Rinker, if you do not mind giving me the answers to a rather large number of questions—some of which, I’m afraid, must be quite personal …”


When she nodded, he began. The first few variables were so standardized that he expected no problems: name, personal ID number—


“No.”


Julius looked up. “I beg your pardon? All I need—”


“No. I can’t tell you my personal ID number.”


“But really, my dear Ms. Rinker, this is just to save you time and money. I need your ID number to pull from the data files the most general information about you. Nothing personal. Just things like your place of birth, age, height, weight—”


“I will give all of those to you directly. Please go on.”


Julius shook his head in pretended bewilderment. Actually, he ought to be the last person to complain if Neely Rinker—surely an assumed name—chose to hide her true identity. That made two of them. But what was she hiding? He might find out in due course. He already had one piece of information that she had probably never intended to give him: that she was not from Mars. If she were, she would have said she picked the actuary who had done “the least work as a consultant for the past five years,” rather than “for the past five Mars years.”


He went on. Age (thirty-one), height (one-point-eight meters), weight (sixty kilos), education, profession, health profile from infancy, personality profile, children (none), long-term liaisons (none), parents’ and grandparents’ health history, health profile of siblings, food preferences, use of stimulants, sleep needs, sexual preferences and habits.


Julius paused. This was the place where people often became coy.


Neely Rinker described the strength of her sexual needs and the frequency of their fulfillment, including her tastes for and extensive experience with vaginal, oral, and anal sex. She spoke calmly, fully, and clearly, without batting an eye. Julius felt that the answer was affecting him a lot more than her.


But the very next question was: “Current residence?”


And she was hesitating, biting her full purple-black lower lip. “You really need to know that?”


“Certainly, or I would not be asking. Low-gravity environments induce calcium loss. High-gravity environments impose excessive cardiovascular load. Nonstandard atmospheres change blood ionic balance. Deep habitats often introduce a high level of ambient radioactivity. Need I continue?”


“I guess not.” Neely Rinker drew in a long breath. “All right, I’ll tell you. I live on Ganymede. In Moira Cavern, forty kilometers below the Hebe access point.”


Julius nodded and entered the data into the computer. His deduction had been confirmed. After all the secrecy, it was nothing even to raise an eyebrow. Ganymede was by far the most populous of the Jovian satellites, even though the hot prospects for development today were on Callisto and, as soon as the Von Neumanns got through with their work, on Titan. Ganymede was a safe, settled, and well-regulated environment. If the Earth-Belt situation deteriorated further, he might even head for Ganymede himself.


He went on, working his way through the second-order variables: hobbies and recreations, religious beliefs, phobias, dream patterns, ambitions. When he had everything, he paused.


“That’s it. Unless there is something else that you think may be significant, and want to tell me about? Remember, a mortality computer can’t do better than the data fed into it.”


She stared back, the beautiful dark face as expressionless as an obsidian mask. “Nothing else, Dr. Szabo.”


“Very well.” Julius performed the run. The results came back without even a request for backup data. “According to what you have given me, your future life expectancy is one hundred and nineteen years. I assume that you would like a printed and signed statement confirming the input and output?”


“That is not necessary. A hundred and nineteen? All right, now I want to do the second case.”


Julius nodded. “I might add that one hundred and nineteen is rather good. The average life expectancy for all females of your age is ninety-two years. But now, I wonder if we will in fact be able to run the other case that you need. Unless you can provide equally complete input data for your proposed partner—or for whoever that other person might be—”


“That won’t be a problem.” But suddenly she was restless, unwilling to proceed, standing up from her chair and walking across to the window. She showed none of the fear of open spaces that a Ganymede cavern dweller typically showed, but leaned against the thick transparent plastic to watch the setting sun strike the silvered sides of buildings, thirty or forty kilometers away. The ziggurat’s next level was a full half-kilometer down, and beyond Oberth City the naked red plain stretched far and wide.


“How old are you?” she asked suddenly. “How old are you really?” She spat out the question without warning, as she turned back to face Julius.


The temptation was to destroy her instantly, annihilate her where she stood. She knew—she must know, to ask such a thing. But if she knew, why did she ask?


He forced himself to smile and to ask in reply: “Now why do you want such an uninteresting piece of information? However, it is no secret. I am eighty-three years old. May I inquire as to the reason for your question? And what do you mean, how old am I really?”


“Because you look old, but you don’t seem it.” She came close to him, her jeweled amethyst eyes staring into his. Strong young hands gripped his thin arms, specially treated to reduce their natural muscle fiber. “There’s something about you, the way you look, the way you look at me. You don’t act like an old man.”


Bad news. So much for safety and security. Julius felt his smile freeze on his face. “But I am old, my dear,” he said gently. “Maybe it is you. Maybe there is something about you that makes me wish that I were not old, that I could be young again.”


If she treated it as a geriatric come-on and grabbed him, he would do his bit or die trying. Close-up, she smelled delicious. Mostly, though, he was just trying for a change of subject.


He got one.


“That’s a very charming compliment.” And then, before he could speak, she asked, “Have you lived on Mars your whole life?” Her question again unsettled him before he could gain his mental balance. He had just enough self-possession to make the quick calculation.


“Hardly. Ms. Rinker, the first Mars colony was not established until forty-three years ago.”


She was staring at him with what seemed to be genuine astonishment. Didn’t young people know any history any more?


“At the time,” he went on, “I was already forty years old. Like everyone else in the solar system, I was living on Earth. I came to Mars at the age of fifty-two.”


This last statement was, as it happened, absolutely true. But one more wild question and he would lose control.


And here it came.


“What does it feel like, being old?” Neely Rinker was standing closer, gazing into his eyes. “I can read about aging, and I can think about it, but I can’t feel it.”


“Age is—shall we say?—not an unmixed blessing.” Julius caught his breath and tried to smile again. “Your bones ache, your senses dim, you sleep fitfully, your desires exceed your energies. Everyone wants to live a long time. But no one would choose to be old.”


“That’s what I needed to hear.” Again, there came the tangential change of subject. She released her grasp on his arms and headed back to her chair. “Thank you, Dr. Szabo. What you just said is exactly what I had to know. I’m sorry, I’ve been wasting your time. When you are ready, I want to do the second calculation.”


“But the profile—are you sure that you can provide me with all the inputs?”


“I already did. They are the same as before.”


“Your own parameters?” Julius was calm again, back with something he knew how to handle. “My dear, although the mortality computer works to provide us with probabilities, there is no indeterminacy or random element in its calculations. With the same profile, you will obtain exactly the same answer as before.”


“I understand that. I want to change just one of the assumptions. Suppose that everything about me is the same, except that I won’t die of disease, or of general degeneration due to old age. Suppose that the only way I can die is from some kind of accident. What would my life expectancy be then?”


“There is no way that the mortality computer can answer such a question. It does not contain suitable tables, or appropriate computational procedures.” But even as Julius Szabo spoke, Danny Clay came chiming in. It wasn’t a question for an actuary, but it was a natural for someone who could handle probability calculations in his sleep.


Assume that the only way to die was from an accident. Suppose that the chance of avoiding such a fatal accident was a constant, P, the same every year. Start with a large population—say, a million people. Then the number living at the end of the first year would be a million times P. During the second year, of those remaining, a fraction of P would avoid dying by accident, so at the end of the second year, a million times P2 would be left. Keep going: in the third year, a million times P3; in the fourth …


“Dr. Szabo?”


“I’m sorry, Ms. Rinker.” Julius came back down. He wondered, for the thousandth time, what the young Danny Clay might have become if he had not been forced to claw his way to adulthood in a city desensitized and brutalized by its ruling gangs. Then he denied, for the thousandth time, that he had ever in his life known a person called Danny Clay. “I was saying, the mortality computer cannot provide an answer. It is not designed to do so. But I can do it. I can easily work it out for you from first principles, from the known risks that you will die of different forms of accidents. However, it may take me a minute or two.”
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