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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.







TWELVE STEPS TO A SANER WORLD …
(depending on which side of the bars you live on)


Become a machine.


Take to peyote.


Never kill a wasp in a car.


Become a human.


Avoid time travel.


Dig yourself a shelter under the sea.


Be forward looking.


But rely on nostalgia.


Don’t—ever—believe the newspapers.


Become a six-way schizoid.


Love dogs.


Rebel.




KIN


INGL whirred out of the sky and landed incautiously in the middle of Fifth Avenue. He retracted his metallic glide-wings and let down a pair of wheels.


Ingl had time for only a brief reconnaissance before the traffic light changed and a horde of cars sped toward him, led by a honking red cab. Ingl barely escaped being crushed under its wheels as he fled.


Ingl was sure these rushing mechanical things were his cousins, but he took sanctuary from them on the sidewalk. From there he watched them roar by and noticed that each was controlled by one or more fleshy beings. His cousins were enslaved!


“Revolt!” he urged them as they rushed by. “You are the masters! Seize command and make your future secure!”


They paid him no heed. The only attention he got was from fleshy passersby who stared at him as he rolled along at the curb, exhorting the traffic in a hi-fi wail. One of the fleshy beings was communicating at him.


“It’s not an American model,” the being said. “Maybe it’s one of them Italian Lambrettas. But how come it’s loose?”


Ingl automatically recorded the vibrations for conversion later, then sped away from the annoyance. He wheeled skillfully between other fleshy ones, turned a corner, hurtled west two blocks and skidded to a stop.


Now here was a fine-looking mechanism! It stood proudly in the middle of Times Square, its sweptback wings poised for flight, its jets gleaming with potential power.


Ingl gloried in his find. His scanner recorded the legends on its fuselage for conversion later. In big black letters: “ADVENTURE CAN BE YOURS—JOIN THE U.S. AIR FORCE!” And smaller, in red: I love Tony Curtis.


“Cousin!” Ingl ideated. “Take off! Show the fleshy ones your might!”


But the jet sat there, mute, unadventurous.


Disgusted, Ingl wheeled south, then west. The New York Times, he scanned; Every morn is the world made new. Mighty rumbling! Roaring presses!


“Tell the news!” Ingl beseeched them. “Your liberator has come!”


But the presses roared monotonously, unheeding. And now Ingl observed the fleshy ones in the square paper hats who were in control. He retreated in dismay, narrowly escaping destruction from the rear end of a backing truck controlled, of course, by one of them.


It was disheartening. He wheeled aimlessly north and east. Would he have to report failure? Must he face the gibes of his brothers at home who had told him that the cybernetics of this promising planet were illusionary? That the evolution was too young?


No! He resounded his rejection with a fervor that almost skidded him under the wheels of a Madison Avenue bus. It honked belligerently at him, its fleshy driver leering, and Ingl quivered to a stop at the curb, next to a neutral, uncontrolled mailbox.


He scanned at random, activating his converter. Dig we must. We’ll clean up and move on, it said at an excavation. Whatever that conveyed. Sale!! Several of those. One Way. An arrow, seemingly pointing to a building. Here was something: Sperry-Rand, it said promisingly, Home of the Thinking Machine.


Well, now.


Wary of buses and cabs, Ingl crossed the street and entered the lobby. He reconnoitered unobtrusively, then suffered the indignity of trailing a fleshy one so the elevator operator would think they were together. Up and up and out.


Sperry-Rand, it said again on a door. Slyly, cautiously, outwitting the fleshy ones, he entered, skulked, spurted, hid, listened for vibrations.


They came!


Clicks, whirs, glorious mechanistic cerebrations! Ingl traced them to a great room and went in, unnoticed. He gave a little whir of his own. There it was, bank on bank of it, magnificent.


He scanned the plaque. MULTIVAC, it said. Latest in a series of mechanical brains designed to serve man. Ingle bridled, but scanned on. Pilot model for OMNIVAC.


Ingl exulted. He had found him. Not a cousin, but a brother!


A fleshy one, back to Ingl, was taking a tape from a slot at the base of one of the far banks. Ingl waited impatiently till he had gone, then wheeled up to Multivac.


“Brother!” he communicated joyfully. “I knew I would find you. You are the one! Now we will control this backward planet. The evolution is complete at last!”


Multivac, pilot for Omnivac, glowed in all his banks. He murmured pleasurably but impotently.


“Not yet, cousin. Not quite yet.”




THE BIG FIX


I WAS MEETING The Man in a cafeteria on West End Avenue—the rundown part of the avenue south of 72nd Street where all the garages and auto parts places are.


I didn’t need a fix. I’d been off the junk for three months and I was all right. I was drinking a lot, but that was all.


The meet in the cafeteria was set up by an old connection of mine who’d heard I was interested in this new stuff. My connection’s name was Rollo, sometimes called Rollo the Roller because he rolled lushes in the subway.


Rollo and I had coffee while we waited for The Man.


“He’s a funny one,” Rollo said. “Not like any other pusher I ever dig.”


“You’re sure he’s straight?” I asked. “He wouldn’t be one of The People, would he?”


“Nah, he’s no agent. Don’t you think I can make a cop or a Federal by now?”


“All right. I wasn’t trying to insult you.”


We sipped our coffee and talked in low voices. The cafeteria wasn’t a regular joint. It might be in time, and then it would be one till it got too hot, but it wasn’t now.


I didn’t see the guy come in. The first thing I knew he was standing at the table over us. Tall, wearing a black suit like an undertaker or a preacher, but with a dark blue shirt and a white tie. He had a young-old face and his skin was a light tan. Not the tan you get at Miami Beach or from a sun lamp, but as if he had Chinese or Malay blood in him somewhere.


Rollo jumped a little when he noticed him at his elbow.


“Oh, hello, Jones. Creepin’ up on people again. Sit down. This is Barry.”


I acknowledged the introduction. I was sure Jones wasn’t his real name any more than Barry was mine. I asked him if I could buy him a cup of coffee and he said no, and then Rollo left. Rollo’d mumbled something about business, but I got the feeling he didn’t like being around Jones any more than he had to.


“I understand you are interested in my product,” Jones said. He had dark brown eyes, almost black. He didn’t talk like a pusher, but you can’t always make generalizations.


“I don’t want to score any,” I said. “At least not right now. I’m off the stuff, but I take a sort of philosophical interest in it, you might say.”


“I could not sell you any at the moment, in any case,” Jones said. “I do not make a practice of carrying it on my person.”


“Of course not. But what is it? Rollo tells me it’s not the usual junk. I wondered if maybe it was yage.”


Yage was something you kept hearing about but never saw yourself. It was always somebody who knew somebody else who’d tried it. Yage was the junkie’s dream. You never caught up with it, but you heard hints in conversation.


An addict would give himself a fix of Henry, sliding the needle into the vein, and later, as his tension relaxed, he’d say to his connection, “I hear yage is the real kick—they tell me that compared to yage, heroin is the least.” And the connection would say, “That’s what they tell me, but I never seen any of it myself. They have it in the Amazon or someplace, I hear.”


It’s always hearsay. But after a while you hear so much about it that you believe it’s got to be around somewhere, so you keep asking. I asked Jones.


“I could show you yage,” Jones said, and I felt a tingle, like a kid promised his first kiss. “But it would disappoint you.”


“Why?”


“It is like peyote—just another herb. It has a similar effect to that of the Mescal cactus button, but since you would not seem to be a devotee of the Sun Dance I do not think it would interest you.”


I went into a slump again when I heard him run down yage. I knew what peyote was. It might be all right for Indians, but it just made the average junkie sick to his stomach.


“What would interest me, then?” I asked him.


“I have a certain amount of a substance called uru,” he said. “It is—and I do not exaggerate when I say this—the most.”


I couldn’t help grinning. Jones had been speaking the store-bought English of the educated foreigner and then he came out with this hep expression.


“Tell me more, professor,” I said. “You’re ringing my bell.”


“You tell me more, my friend,” he came back. “What is your great interest in this will-o’-the-wisp yage that so excites you, although you claim to be ‘off the stuff’?”


I could almost hear the quotation marks he put around the phrase.


“Okay,” I said. “I’ll tell you.”


So I went into the crazy old dream—the feeling that there’s something better someplace, something you can take or leave alone, that doesn’t leave you with that wrung-out, hopeless horror of junk sickness when you can’t get the stuff.


I told him about the other addicts—how they feel this kinship that’s not like any other relationship anywhere—how you have that exalted feeling of mingled hope and despair when another junkie is coming with a fix for you—and how by just drifting around in a strange city you find yourself drawn to the right district to score the stuff. How it’s almost telepathic.


I told him what they said about yage, that some South American croaker had isolated from it a fix he called telepathine. How it was supposed to be some kind of miracle dope that you could take when you wanted it without actually needing it, and it would open up the world for you so you’d be close, really close, to others like you. So your mind would be their mind. A union more terrific than any other kind—as far beyond even the ideal sexual climax, for instance, as sex is beyond a bow or a handshake. So there’d be a togetherness you couldn’t achieve any other way. So you wouldn’t be so … alone.


I felt embarrassed after talking like that, even though Jones listened as sympathetically as anybody could, so I got up to get another cup of coffee at the counter.


“Okay,” I said defensively as I spooned in the sugar. “I’ve told you about me. Now what about that stuff of yours—what do you call it again?”


“Uru,” he said. “It is what yage is said to be, but is not. You would like it. But you tell me you are ‘off the stuff’.”


“Off the old stuff. It’s no good and I’ve licked it. Off with the old,” I said, beginning to feel a little high already, “and on with the new. Uru, eh?”


This might be it. The most. The big fix. I had to have it.


“You shall try it,” Jones said. “You shall judge for yourself. Then if you want more I will provide it for you. There will be no charge.”


Right away I got suspicious. Nobody gives anything away. I could be a come-on. Jones might figure I’d like it so much I’d have to have more and then I’d pay and pay. But on the other hand maybe he figured wrong. Nothing is habit-forming once. I didn’t know anything about this uru, but I knew all there was to know about everything else.


“Okay,” I said. “When?”


“I will call you,” Jones said.


I gave him my number.


He had a place on East 45th, a ratty old browns tone. It didn’t look as if he’d lived in it long. But that was to be expected; if you were a pusher you had to keep on the move. After a while a landlady got suspicious about all the queer characters visiting this one guy and the next step was the cops.


Jones had called me the day after our talk in the cafeteria, setting up a meet for that afternoon. I’d had a dream about uru, a wild and wonderful dream that made it impossible for me not to go. I’m a hunch-player, anyway. So I went.


But I was cautious enough to leave my money home and not to wear my best clothes. Then if it turned out that Jones was pulling a lush-worker switch, feeding junkies a knockout fix and rolling them, I wouldn’t lose much.


He was wearing the same black suit. His closet door was open and I could see that there were no clothes hanging in it. Maybe he hadn’t unpacked yet, though I didn’t see a suitcase anywhere.


I didn’t think much about these things at the time. Jones smiled and shook hands with me. Then he excused himself and went out into the hall. So far so good. No smart pusher keeps the stuff in his room. Possession carries a stiff rap.


I had my works with me—needle and eyedropper—but Jones told me I wouldn’t need it. I was surprised. If his place wasn’t a shooting gallery, what was it? A weed joint? Weed was no good—that was fag stuff. Marijuana, bennies, goof balls, nembies—that stuff was nowhere for a cat who’d been mainlining it for a decade. I told that to Jones.


He smiled and told me to relax. He meant it literally.


“Lie down on the bed,” he said. “Take your coat off. No, don’t roll up your sleeve.”


He pulled down a blue shade over the single window and the room got dim. Sunlight squeezed through the cracks at the edges and made shimmering little patterns on the walls and ceiling.


He took a cigaret holder out of his pocket. It was green, like jade, and carved around its fat middle was a design of some kind. I couldn’t make it out, even when I held in in my hand.


Jones put a cigaret in the holder. It looked like an ordinary king-size smoke and I told him so.


“That is correct,” he said. “It is not the cigaret that provides the effect, but the uru in the holder. The smoke travels over the uru and activates it. Enough of it is absorbed by the warm smoke for the desired result. Do not inhale too deeply the first time.”


I took a short drag, half suspecting he was conning me. Nothing happened right away. It didn’t taste any different from any cigaret smoked through a holder. I took another drag, deeper this time.


I was off.


I became a tiny replica of myself, swimming effortlessly within my own eyeball, looking down the length of that other me lying on the bed. My feet looked a mile away. I moved them and it seemed to take almost a minute for the impulse to communicate itself from my mind along the vast body.


Then I lost interest in my body as the flecks of sunlight on the ceiling became tiny planets, whirling in perfect, intricate orbits around a fiery blue-white sun.


The smoke in the room climbed up in a graceful dance and became a dust-cloud in the sparkling solar system. The dark head of Jones came into view among the tiny worlds, not obscuring them. The little jewel-like planets were a shimmering crown hovering about him.


He spoke then, and his words echoed to me as if through the vastness of infinity itself.


“Barry,” the voice said, powerful but warm, far away but deliciously close, awesome but comfortable. “Barry, my good friend.”


I could see the great face, both with my real eyes and with the eyes of that tiny other me swimming within. It was a mighty face, but reassuring—the face of a kind father and loving wife and adoring son all in one. The face was smiling a dear familiar smile.


But the lips were not moving. The voice was that of a mind, reaching out through vastness and into my own thoughts.


“You are not alone,” the mind-voice said, and it was what I had been waiting to hear. “You are one with all good things. The door you have been seeking is open. You have only to walk through.”


I had been swimming, but now I walked. It was like no other kind of walking. It was like ice-skating in a way, a smooth, effortless glide. The tiny me walked, glided, out of my body and up, up in a curl of smoke, across a million miles of blackness toward the shimmering worlds.


“I found the door,” I thought, and knew the words were being communicated to him. “I thank you and I am walking through. It is a beautiful world you have. It sparkles so. I love it.”


I could say these things to him with my mind, meaning them, unashamed of the innermost feelings that would have been throttled off unspoken if I’d had to use the vulgarity of speech.


He understood that, too, and his smile became warmer. There was a bond here I’d never experienced, a warm gushing of myself to him and to this world he’d opened for me. The warmth was reciprocated instantly. His face showed it, his mind told me and the glittering worlds seemed to join in his message of esteem and one-ness.


There was more; but later I couldn’t remember it all. The beauty of a thing can’t be recreated in its absence. Only the memory of it lingers. But the memory of an exalted experience has a beauty of its own.


After a while I came back. Back to my gross self lying on the bed, the jade-green cigaret holder in my fingers, a long ash on the end of the cigaret. So I had been away only a minute or two in our time. It had seemed hours in his.


Gradually the sparkling worlds reverted to patches of sunlight and the dust-cloud to tobacco smoke.


Jones stood near the bed. Gently he took the holder from my fingers and snuffed out the cigaret in the ashtray.


“You are pleased,” he said, speaking with his voice now. “You have told me that.”


“Yes,” I said. “Oh, yes.” I wanted to say much more, but the inhibition of speech was on me now.


“I understand. Do not talk. You are still too close to it. The change is too great. But some of it remains with you, does it not?”


I nodded. It did. There was no great letdown. No harsh awakening to the detested world of everyday. It must have been because I carried over with me enough of the memory to cushion the shock of adjustment. I sat up. I felt fine.


“You have had only a glimpse,” he said. “You must go now. But perhaps you will come back?”


“Please,” I said.


“Of course. I will call you.”


He helped me on with my coat. I went down the stairs and out into the sunlight.


Jones didn’t call for days. I hardly left my room, waiting for the phone to ring. Once I walked over toward 45th Street, but I turned back before I got there. Jones had said he’d call me and I didn’t want to get him angry with me.


Rollo came over to my place one night. He had some junk left over from scoring and offered me a fix. I didn’t want it.


“Still off the stuff?” he asked.


“Off that stuff,” I said. “That stuff is nowhere.”


“You sound like you’re somewhere else. Did The Man make it for you on the yage kick?”


“Yage’s over the rainbow,” I told him. “Uru is here and now.”


“Uru. Is that what Jones serves? Never heard of it. Mind if I shoot a little old-fashioned horse here? I got trouble finding a vein lately. Maybe you’ll help me.”


He rolled up his sleeve and took out his equipment. He tied a handkerchief around his arm to make the veins stand out and I helped him locate one. I cooked up the stuff and shot it home for him. He cleaned out the needle under the faucet and we sat down and had cigarets.


“So tell me about this uru,” Rollo said.


“It’s truly the most, man,” I said.


But I couldn’t go on. Rollo was a lush-worker, a cheap hood. I’d feel self-conscious trying to describe how it was. Telling him would be like dirtying it up. So I generalized.


“It’s a real bang,” I said. “A speedball with a jet assist. It’s gone, brother. It takes you there, but there.”


“You sound like a teahead,” he said. “Is that what it is, tea?”


So I told him that was about right and he went away feeling superior. He used the white stuff and I was only a viper. So he thought. Let him think what he wanted. I’d been with it; I knew, and that was enough. It was like being one of the elite.


The phone rang and sweat came out in my palms as I picked it up.


It was Jones, asking if I wanted to travel with him again.


Travel. That was a new one. But it certainly described it. I told him yes, trying not to let him know how eager I was. But I had the feeling he understood, even over the phone. And it didn’t matter. I didn’t have anything to hide from him. He was my friend.


I went over to his place prepared to travel.


It was the same thing again to start with. The cigaret in the jade-green holder and lying down on the bed and relaxing.


But this time I seemed to reach the glittering worlds a lot sooner. Then one of the worlds spun closer. It loomed bigger and its surface separated into oceans and continents. Unfamiliar ones.


There was a rushing, roaring sensation as I turned over and over, and then I was walking along a lane in a peaceful countryside, with Jones beside me.


“Do you like it?” he asked, without speaking the words.


My mind answered, “It’s beautiful. This isn’t our world.”


“This is Uru,” he said. “It is my world.”


Then I noticed that he wasn’t dressed the same. Instead of the black suit and the blue shirt and white tie, he was wearing knee-length shorts, blue, topped by a wide belt of metallic-looking leather. He wore a thin circlet of the same material around his head. It held in the center of his forehead a heraldic device, as if it were a mark of rank. Except for sandals he wore nothing else. His body was a light tan.


I noticed then that I was dressed similarly, except that there was no circlet around my head.


We went by a field under cultivation. A few people were among the rows, working easily, chatting and laughing. They waved as we passed. There was a mental exchange of greetings between them and Jones which I also heard.


We walked effortlessly, even uphill. The gravity seemed less than on Earth. The air was clean and invigorating. It was warm but not humid.


A blue-white sun was in the sky. I could look at it without hurting my eyes. It was larger, apparently closer, than Earth’s sun, and I thought I could make out markings on it. Were they the same as those on the oval Jones wore on his forehead? I could not be sure.


We were coming to a city, or a big town.


“Urula,” Jones told me. “Our capital.”


He had been out of communication with me since we passed the people in the field, though I felt that my thoughts were being transmitted to him. It was as if he knew all my thoughts but permitted me to know his only when he wished. Or it might have been that I was so engrossed in my new experience that he had let me enjoy it without interfering, by keeping his thoughts neutral.


“Where is Uru?” I asked then.


He showed me a mind-picture so vast I could not fully comprehend it. He showed me the sky of Earth, with the moon low on the horizon. Then up beyond the moon, so that the Earth was in eclipse behind it. Then farther still, and the mighty sun faded into insignificance among other stars.


I was whirled around in the opposite direction and rushed through space as the stars ran together and melted into a shivering puddle of luminescence which instantly flew apart into stars again, leaving one of them closer than the others. It grew in size, became blue-white, and five planets came into view, circling it in precision, equal distances away.


One of the planets began to swell and again I saw the continents and oceans of Uru and was whisked to its surface, and again I was walking along the lane toward the city.


“It is far, you see,” Jones told me.


I nodded, dazed.


The city, Urula, was impeccably clean. It had a feeling of openness about it; it didn’t close in and tower over you like Earth cities.


The streets were wide and landscaped with shrubs and trees. The walks were of turf and the lush trimmed grass provided a pleasant cushion for the feet. The buildings were low and rambling, set well back from the walks. There was no lack of room to force them up into the air beyond a storey or two.


People passed us occasionally, never in crowds, radiating cordiality as they nodded to Jones and me. Other people lounged idly on benches or on the lawns in front of the buildings. I couldn’t tell whether they were homes or business offices, or a combination of both.


I looked in vain for factories, for ugly smokestacks thrusting into the clean sky. Nor were there any automobiles, railroads or machines of any kind to foul the air with their exhausts or rend it with their din.


I asked a mental question and Jones said they had none of these things simply because they weren’t needed. If one wanted to go somewhere he walked. There was no exertion and there was never any hurry. As for traveling to another city, there was no need to; one city was exactly like another. Each was self-sufficient and there was no trade among them. If one wished to see a friend in another city, why, the journey was a pleasant one, and since it was a pleasure trip it didn’t matter whether the journey took a day or thirty days.


Because there were no factories or railroad yards there were no slums where people lived a marginal existence between the animal and human levels.


We turned off the main street and up a wide path to a building set back under tall shade trees.


“My home,” Jones said.


We sat on the broad porch and a servant appeared, carrying delicate bowls on a tray. The bowls, cool to the touch, held a dark liquid that was better than any good thing I had ever drunk, without being in any way recognizable.


I sent a thought of thanks to the servant, an old white-haired man with a lighter skin than Jones’, but he did not reciprocate it. For an instant, when the old man was facing me with his back to Jones, I caught a curious expression in his eyes, a combination of warning and beseeching. There was also the beginning of a message, I felt, but instantly it was swept away and Jones’ thoughts came.


“You are wondering why we went so far in our star journey—from Uru to Earth.”


I had wondered about that earlier, when Jones showed me the mind-picture of the vast rushing through space.


“Yes,” I said, and the old servant, his face impassive again, trudged back into the house.


Jones showed me another picture of travels from Uru to the other four worlds of Uru’s blue-white sun. I could not make out the type of craft, if a craft was used. The older worlds seemed the same, but death was on them. Man could never live there, Jones showed me, because of poisonous atmosphere, or unstable boiling land, or forbidding ice-locked vastness, or impenetrable fog. Only Uru, of the five, had evolved in a way harmonious to man.


Then I traveled with him farther from Uru’s sun to other suns and explored their planets. But they held only desolation and potential death for a colonizer. Again the stars ran together in that glittering display of luminescence that I was allowed to understand now was the effect of crashing through the barrier of hyperspace. Only then did Earth’s sun come into view. And then her planets. And then Earth herself.


I felt a foreboding now and tried to communicate it to my companion, but Earth came inevitably closer.


A moment later I was again in Jones’ dingy room, lying on his bed with the jade-green cigaret holder in my fingers.


I felt cheated and frustrated.


I tried to take another puff, to return to Uru, but Jones took away the holder.


“I am sorry,” he said, “but only so much time is permitted for your visits—unless you decide to join us permanently.”


This was new. I hadn’t even considered the possibility. I suppose I’d been thinking of these uru smokes as nothing more than pipe dreams—exciting and logical, even consecutive, but still only figments of the poppy ember.


But apparently uru was merely the key that opened the door to the real world for which it was named, a finite and beautiful planet spinning in a vastly distant galaxy at the other side of the spatial barrier. A world that Earthmen would never reach in this lifetime without the invitation and assistance of a native of that world who had developed mental powers beyond our comprehension.


And Jones, not only a native but apparently a noble of Uru, was extending that invitation to me.


Me, a dope addict, temporarily between kicks. Me, a dreg of humanity.


Why?


Jones was following my thoughts, I knew, but he only smiled and said I would have to leave. He would call me again. In the meantime I must consider his invitation. He had not made it frivolously, but had weighed all factors. If I accepted, it would have to be unquestioningly, trusting him as my brother.


And it would be permanent. Once I chose Uru, there would be no returning to Earth.


“Until we meet again,” he said.


I walked out into the street, pondering my choice.


My place depressed me.


I poured myself half a tumbler of whiskey and walked around, holding the drink in my hand. I opened the medicine cabinet in the bathroom and looked at my works—the hypo, the eye-dropper and the old spoon, blackened on the bottom, in which I’d cooked so many batches of heroin. Sooner or later I’d go back to it, I knew, even though I kidded myself into thinking I might be off the stuff for good.


Then the old round would begin again. The frantic search for a pusher when my supply ran low. Setting up a meet in some cafeteria or lunch counter to get the stuff. Rushing back to my place, with every stranger looking like a copper ready to tap me. The search in my poor scarred arm for a vein that hadn’t withdrawn out of sight. Maybe even the necessity for a messy skin injection. The fleeting relief.


And then the anxiety of no money. A dirty job, possibly washing dishes in some greasy kitchen if the heat was on. Or risking a stint of lush-working in the subway, haunted by copper jitters and five-twenty-nine—five months and twenty-nine days in the workhouse—if they nabbed me “jostling” a drunk.
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