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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.












“All things are changing:
and thou thyself art in continuous mutation
and in a manner in continuous destruction,
and the whole universe too.”


—MARCUS AURELIUS










Chapter One



Explosions in the dark vacuum of space are soundless but no less destructive for their lack of percussive accompaniment. Kayla John Reed stood poised by the air lock of the light cruiser Falstaff, a sleek silver disrupter rifle resting easily in her arms, waiting to board the freighter Megan II and, if necessary, cause several silent explosions.


She glanced back at her companion hovering just behind her, tall, blond, and blue-eyed, his arms full of lethal plasteel. He nodded his readiness. Good, steady Iger, her companion in danger, in play, and in love.


“On my signal.” The voice, a rich deep contralto, belonged to Salome, captain of the Falstaff. She was two floors below them, in ops, leaning above the winking orange lights of the com board, offering the captain of the Megan II several uncomfortable choices, the least violent of which was to prepare to be boarded and looted.


“Go.”


Kayla hit the air lock switch and the space doors parted instantly.


A black tunnel led from their ship to the dark gray air lock of the freighter, a long, rubbery tube snaking through the void between the ships. Would those doors at the far end open or would she have to risk a shot to force them and maybe puncture the tube? Kayla punched the wall com and said, “Salome, they’re still locked up tighter than the Arguillean treasury.”


“They’ll crack in a moment. Stay ready.”


Kayla sighted down the narrow barrel of the disruptor. She sensed Iger beside her, similarly poised.


The Megan II’s doors slid open.


“Let’s go!”


Running within the air lock umbilicus was impossible. Kayla and Iger took broad, crouching steps, clinging to the webbed handholds as the walls of the tube quivered.


“I hate this part,” Iger said.


“Me, too.” Kayla leaped through the freighter’s air lock onto blessedly solid floor plate and took a lungful of brackish recycled air. The corridor was deserted; scarred walls led to the massive doors of the lift. A faded blue numeral by the doors indicated that this was deck five.


Kayla’s green eyes took on a glassy, distracted cast as she sent out a tendril of farsense, searching for active minds nearby. Aside from a faint murmur coming from several levels above, she sensed nothing.


Brushing a strand of dark red hair out of her face, she keyed her belt com to her own ship’s bridge. “Salome, there’s no welcoming party here. And I don’t sense anyone around for at least two levels.”


“I don’t like it,” came the reply. “They’re probably bracing for a fight. I’m sending Rab over. Wait for him.”


But Kayla was in no mood to wait. She and Iger were easy targets out in the open air lock. They could wait in the lock tube, but it wasn’t a choice she liked much. Moving, they were much harder to hit. “C’mon,” she said. “Let’s go see if we can soften this place up a bit.”


“Salome said to wait.”


She cocked an eyebrow in Iger’s direction. “Since when are you such a good little soldier?”


“She’s the captain.”


“And if we get our rears shot to hell, she’ll still be the captain, but we’ll be the ones who won’t be able to sit down, won’t we?”


“Point taken.” Iger gave her a crooked smile, white teeth in a tanned face. “Lead on.”


The lift controls were old-fashioned, but Kayla managed to get them working with a little effort. The doors squealed open on their rollers. “I wish Rab would get here,” she muttered. The bridge was on the fourth level. Kayla cast her farsense ahead of them, reaching out until she sensed the five-member crew poised at their stations.


They were waiting, and, yes, they had guns.


“So how do things look?” Iger said. “Y’know, farsense-wise? Anybody home?”


“Not good at all.” Kayla reversed the lift. “I think I want to withdraw my previous suggestion. Let’s lock this thing down and go get Rab.”


“… for a breath I tarry …”


She turned on Iger, stared. “What did you say?”


“Nothing.”


“I could swear that you were reciting a line of poetry just now.”


“Are you going space batty on me?”


“… that once seemed a burning cloud …”


“I don’t think so.” She was dizzy, suddenly assaulted by lines of poetry that streamed past her, purple words dancing upon the brackish air. “Goddamn it, not again!”


“What is it? What’s going on?” Iger’s grip on his disruptor tightened.


“Some kind of weird mind thing,” she told him. “Third time this week. Never mind.” Kayla shoved the unwelcome words and images out of her mind. Concentrate on what’s happening here, she ordered herself. Rab. Cargo. The money that was needed to keep the Falstaff out of the hands of its creditors.


They were met at the lift entrance by the Falstaff’s burly first mate, bearded, towering Barabbas, Salome’s lover.


“About time you got here, Rab.”


He gave Kayla a sour look. Rab hated the air lock tube even more than she did. “What’s the story here? You got a fix on these clowns?”


“There’s a bunch of them sitting on the bridge sharpening their knives,” Kayla said. “I suggest we go elsewhere.”


“How about the cargo bay?” said Iger. “We could jam the lift doors at the bridge, lock ’em in, and take the cargo.”


“Take too much time,” Rab said.


“Watch out!”


A beam of light sizzled past their ears and vaporized part of a wall panel.


Rab ducked as Kayla and Iger dived onto the floor plates. Above their heads damaged circuitry spilled out of the wound, sparking and hissing.


“Where are they?” Iger said. “How did those bastards get down here? A maintenance chute?”


Footsteps clattered in the hallway, growing louder.


“Katie,” Rab said, sounding annoyed. “I thought your damned mindpowers were supposed to warn us before anything like this happened.”


“Let’s talk about that later, okay?” she yelled. “Here they come again!” She and Iger rolled across the floor as lasers crisscrossed the corridor, raking the spot where they had been just a moment before. Bright sizzling drops of molten metal splattered onto the floor.


“They’ve got us pinned down,” Iger said.


“Not quite yet.” Rab lifted his massive disruptor, held it steady, and got off a solid round of fire.


They heard a scream and the sounds of someone thrashing in pain.


“All we want is your cargo,” Rab yelled. “Nobody else has to get hurt.”


In answer came more gunfire.


“Okay, you asked for it.” Rab aimed his disruptor, indicating that Kayla and Iger should do likewise. “Now!”


The combined firepower bent the floor plates, raddling them into a humped mess that walled off the Megan II’s crew.


“The lift,” Kayla said. “Let’s grab that cargo and get the hell out of here.”


The echoing hold was dark and half-empty. Rab cursed in disgust as he surveyed its contents. “God’s bloody eyes! Broken screenbrains. A lot of good this’ll do us.”


“Someone will want them,” Kayla said. “Come on. Let’s get them loaded.”


It was hot and heavy work shifting the crates into the lift and dragging them back along the air lock tube. Seven crates. Seven lung-bursting, leg-wobbling trips.


“I’m glad that job’s done,” Kayla said. They stood grouped at the Falstaff’s air lock as Iger deflated the tube and sealed the doors. Rab punched his belt com. “Honey, can you hear me down here?”


Salome answered at once. “Loud and clear, Rab.”


“Give ’em a little goose with our light cannons. Slow ’em down a bit, just leave them sublight capacity.”


“Firing.”


As they watched, the Falstaff’s light armory took out the Megan II’s directionals in a silent hail of laser bolts. The freighter grew smaller and smaller in the viewport as the Falstaff’s engines drew her away toward safe harbor.


“Lousy job,” Rab said. “Lousy goddamn screenbrains. Let’s get ’em below.”


*    *    *


An unhappy crew brought the Falstaff in for landfall at the Bitter End on Kemel.


The Bitter End was not the choicest of establishments, which was what attracted the rougher edges of the intergalactic merchant trade to its bar and gaming tables.


It was dark and claustrophobic, the air thick with smoke and the smell of stale beer. Glowfloats drifted through the air, half of them guttering like spent candles. The floor was usually sticky, and patrons were loath to pick up any object they might happen to drop.


Salome leaned back in her battered chair and took a swig from the self-heating cider container in her hand. Her dark, pretty face was contorted with disgust. “I never thought I’d see the day when we raided other ships for scrap metal,” she said. “It’s worse than embarrassing. It’s stupid.”


“I don’t know which is worse,” Arsobades said.


“I’d settle for embarrassing,” Kayla replied morosely. She quickly downed a Red Jack and signaled Chloe, the barkeep, for another. Her few remaining credits jangled tinnily in her pocket. Times were tough, and getting tougher. The ever-tightening grip of Pelleas Karlson’s trade restrictions forced honest smugglers into piracy, and worse. Kayla knew that it must be eating at her captain, and whatever ate at Salome took a bite out of Rab, too. Sooner or later it would have the whole jolly lot of them for dinner.


“Damn Karlson,” she said. “This whole damn mess is all his fault.”


Down the bar and back, twice around the room, smugglers forced onto hard times held up their glasses, slapped their palms against tables, and roared, “Damn Karlson! Damn ’im!”


“And don’t forget his lieutenant in hell, Yates Keller!” cried a lone voice.


“Damn ’em both!” came the general response.


Yates Keller. The name brought a flood of unwelcome memories. The man had been responsible for the deaths of Kayla’s parents and the loss of her family’s holdings on Styx. Because of Yates Keller, she had lost every single thing, every person whom she had once held dear.


Kayla shifted edgily on her seat. She had thought Keller dead, mortally wounded and left on the paving stones of the grand plaza outside Vardalia’s Crystal Palace years ago. But no such luck. He had survived, the bastard—flourished even—to become the right hand of Prime Minister Pelleas Karlson and a power feared throughout the Trade Alliance.


“Damn them both,” Kayla said. “And while you’re at it, double-damn ’em.”


“Snappy phrase,” said Arsobades, passing behind her. “It’d make a good song title.”


Rab gave him a dark look. “If anybody happens to feel like singing. Which we don’t, thank you. Chloe, give me another just like the one before.”


Tall, thin Chloe, the Bitter End’s bartender, eyed Rab’s empty glass and said loudly, “Salome, I’m sorry, but I don’t run tabs for anybody these days. Can’t afford it. When we call time, we’ll be calling for payment as well. Nothing personal. Just want you to know.”


The frown on the Falstaff captain’s lovely face could have been carved from ebon stone. “Things have gotten that bad around here?”


“If you have to ask, then I guess you haven’t been paying attention.”


“Hey, Salome,” a grizzled captain shouted down the bar. “If you’re not good for your bar bill, I’ll front you the cash. Just sell me the Falstaff. I’ve always fancied that bird.”


Everybody in the Bitter End laughed. Everybody but the crew of the Falstaff.


“Why shouldn’t you fancy her, Franco?” Salome said. “Considering the rusting tub you’ve got. Your ship’s not even good for scrap.”


“You should know scrap,” Franco said, his smile turning mean. “That’s all I hear you’re running these days.”


“Hey, you,” Rab said, getting unsteadily to his feet. “Shut your ugly face.”


Disgusted, Kayla jumped up as well. “Stop it!” she shouted. “We’re all of us being squeezed to death by Karlson and dying by inches.”


Traders all around her slapped their tables in hearty agreement.


“We’ll be at each other’s throats soon. Which is just what Karlson wants.”


The room grew quiet.


Kayla felt the drink coursing like a hot river through her veins, loosening her tongue. “So go ahead. Play into his hands. Show Karlson that he’s got us figured right: We’re just a bunch of drunken fools.”


“Says who?” somebody yelled.


“Of course, it doesn’t have to be that way.” Kayla smiled craftily. “Why should so many suffer while a few rich politicians live well?”


“That’s right.”


“Tell it, sister.”


“I say we demand justice!” Kayla’s voice rose. “Let’s kick back at Karlson, disrupt the next Trade Congress! Fill that pretty hall with so many Free Traders—so many of us—that even Pelleas Karlson’s police will be overwhelmed. Let’s lean on him, hard, until he begs for mercy.”


A few cheers came from the back of the room.


“The hell with Karlson,” someone yelled. “And that bastard, Yates Keller.”


More cheers and table slapping. Chloe began to look alarmed as glasses crashed against one another.


Heart pounding, Kayla pressed them. “Why not now? What are we waiting for?”


Again, everybody cheered.


“Kick Karlson! Kick Karlson!”


Suddenly a woman’s voice cut through the din: “Hell, who can afford the fuel?”


“Yeah,” someone else said. “With St. Ilban a bloody two jumps away.”


“Drink’s cheaper.”


“And less dangerous!”


“Chloe, fill ’em.”


And the talk turned to mundane matters, traders shrugging and returning to their private conversations. Kayla watched in mounting frustration. She told herself that someday, somehow, she would have her revenge.


Someday, Karlson, she thought, I’ll teach you a hard lesson for ruining the mindstone trade, for setting Keller loose where he could kill my parents and enslave my friends. Someday there’ll be a reckoning. We’ll come for you and we’ll pull your grip off our necks if we have to break every one of your fingers to do it. I swear it on my parents’ graves!


Beside her, old Hiller Guillen muttered thickly into his cup, something about mindstones.


“What’d you say, Hiller?” Kayla peered at him, grateful for any distraction.


Hiller Guillen, whose green, tombstone-shaped teeth leaned one against the other in his rotting mouth. An ancient wreck of a man and merchant, he was. Guillen had seen the back end of too many deals gone sour and nowadays spent most of his time stationside drinking on somebody else’s credit.


“I’m telling you,” Guillen said, his voice rising steeply and cracking. “It’s bigger than a man’s fist and brighter than a star.”


“A mindstone?” Kayla said. “Don’t talk to me about those damned stones, Hiller. They bring nobody any good.”


Guillen fixed his rheumy eyes on her. “Stone. One you’ve never seen the likes of, girlie. The Mindstar. Best ever. Purple of the sky just past sunset, and a golden light deep within. A man would gladly kill for a stone like that. And believe you me, men have died for it already. Died for the Mindstar. Men and women, both.”


“Mindstar?” Kayla found herself getting interested. “What in the Three Systems are you talking about?”


A wily smile split Guillen’s seamed face. “Did I ever say it was in the Three Systems? Not me. Outside. Way outside. But worth the trip.”


“And?”


He held up his cup and tapped it. Empty. “Hard to talk on a dry throat.”


Kayla counted her credits. She had just enough left to buy another Red Jack. She could almost taste that beer. But Hiller’s words had intrigued her. And she could probably borrow the price of another drink later from Arsobades. Sighing, she signaled to Chloe to fill his cup once more.


The whipcord-thin woman squinted tired eyes at her. “Hasn’t he had enough? Most nights he’s falling-over drunk even before he gets here. We have to carry him out.”


Kayla gave the bartender a sharp look. “Fill it. Or do I have to pay extra for the advice?”


Chloe glared back at her, but she filled Guillen’s cup to the brim. Then, without a word, she turned and walked to the far end of the bar.


“Okay, Hiller,” Kayla said. “Drink up. You just cost me my last credits and maybe Chloe’s friendship. So drink your damned drink. This had better be good.”


Guillen gave her a conspiratorial smile and took a long, slow sip. Nodded. “The Mindstar, it’s Cyrilite.”


“Like every other mindstone.”


“But this one’s a super mindstone,” he whispered. “Big as my fist. Gives incredible powers to whoever owns it. Problem is, no one can ride it. Too powerful. Many’ve tried.”


“What happened?”


“Some burned out their minds, others died. Folks call it cursed. But even cursed, it’s worth all of Karlson’s treasury, and then some.”


“Is that right? And just where is this fabulous Mindstar?” Kayla kept her tone casual. No use letting Guillen see that he had really hooked her: he’d expect another drink.


“Yep, worth Karlson’s own treasure house. And doesn’t he know it? Karlson wants it, does our prime minister. He’s got scouts out all over the place. But nobody knows where it is. Nobody.” He smiled a green smile.


“Except you.”


“Maybe.” His look grew frankly lecherous. “Maybe I do, maybe I don’t. But you’ll have to do more than just fill my cup once to get that secret, darlin’. Much more, I should say.” He reached out a shaking hand and grabbed hold of her shoulder, massaging it.


Kayla controlled her temper and smiled sweetly. “I already spent my last credits on you, Hiller. But come give me a hug.” She leaned close, wound her arms around his neck, and bored into him with a mind probe, searching for what he knew about the Mindstar’s whereabouts.


Guillen shuddered, shut his eyes, and sagged helplessly against her under the mental onslaught. Kayla sorted impatiently through the jumble of his mind. Drink had roughened the outlines of his thoughts, and she had a hard time separating fantasies from reality. But she could make out, just barely, a bit of information concerning mindstones, and she saw the glowing image of a huge round purple stone, perfect, with a golden star glowing in its midnight depths. A small female hand stroked the stone as though it were a living thing. Then the slender fingers closed over it and it was gone.


The name of that hand’s owner burned briefly in the space where the stone had been: Shotay. As the name faded, a prison ship appeared, awkward in its gray bulk, ponderously making its way between planets. The Admiral Lovejoy.


The image faded.


Kayla pulled out of Guillen’s mind and released him. The old drunk tottered forward until his head came to rest on the bar. Kayla gave him one last mental command.


—Sleep.


Guillen began snoring gently.


Chloe walked over and picked up Guillen’s empty glass. “Told you.” Her nose wrinkled in disgust.


Kayla smiled. “Here’s the credits for the drink, Chloe. Keep the change.”


“Thanks. I can use it.”


“Can’t we all?”


She found Salome, caught her eye, and gave her the high sign: a raised eyebrow and nod. The captain of the Falstaff nodded back, excused herself from her drinking companions, and joined Kayla at the door.


“What’s up?”


“I think I’ve discovered the way to get the Falstaff out of hock.”


The expression on Salome’s lovely face shifted from cautious curiosity to annoyed disbelief. “Katie, just how much have you had to drink?”


“I’m serious. You interested?”


Salome tossed a strand of fine golden hair over her shoulder. “After your little rabble-rousing speech back there? I’m not so sure that your judgment is exactly what I would call trustworthy this evening.”


“Fine. Then I’ll sell what I know to the highest bidder. There’s bound to be one here.”


“All right, all right.” Salome held up her hands in surrender. “What did you have in mind?”


Kayla smiled. “Well, first of all, I’ve got to get myself arrested.”


*    *    *


The lights burned late into the night in the Falstaff’s mess. Eyelids were drooping around the table—Arsobades frequently jerked awake from the beginning of a full-blown snore—but Kayla and Salome were sharp-eyed and intent on their conversation even as their crewmates wilted in exhaustion.


“You understand?” Kayla said. “We’ve got to be clear about this.”


Salome nodded. “And you? You’re certain that you can find this so-called Mindstar by locating the owner of it on this prison ship?”


“Absolutely. Once I find out where it is, I’ll signal you directly to come and get me. And you’ll be shadowing the ship the whole time.”


“Right.”


Rab looked up from the cup of choba tea he was nursing and said, “This is all easier said than done, Katie. What are you going to do, march up to the bridge, introduce yourself to the captain, and say, “Excuse me, I’d like to make a long-distance call?”


“Don’t you worry about how I’ll do it, Rab. I’ll manage it. You can bet on it.”


“Use a code name,” Arsobades said, rousing slightly. “I like code names.”


“Cute,” said Rab. “Madame X calling? Please come and get me. And so we just come cruising in, knock on that floating armory’s air lock, and say, ‘Excuse us, warden, one of your prisoners has a prior engagement, thanks awfully.’ ” He shook his head, obviously giving them all up for hopeless cases. “We’ll get our asses shot into space dust.”


“I agree with Rab,” Iger said. “Katie, you’ve gone space-batty. Completely.” Beside him on the wallseat the dalkoi Third Child uttered a faint squeak in her sleep and turned onto her back, toes twitching.


The resolute expression on Salome’s face wavered. “What if something goes wrong?”


Kayla shook her head fiercely. “Nothing will go wrong. I won’t let it.”


“It’s a huge risk for you, Katie.” Amber eyes bored into her. “What if we can’t get you back?”


“I have faith in you. Besides, people escape from prison all the time.”


“If we weren’t right up against the edge, I wouldn’t listen to you.”


“But we are.”


“And this scheme is just bizarre and crazy enough that it might work. Might.”


Arsobades yawned, stretched, reached for his mechlute, and began plucking out random chords. Slowly a tune emerged, a faintly martial air.


“When will you do it?” Salome asked.


“Tomorrow.”


“And what’s your code name?”


Kayla tilted her head and listened to the song Arsobades was playing. Her lips curved in a faint smile. “War Minstrel,” she said. “I’ll be the War Minstrel.”










Chapter Two



“It’s cold,” Greer said. “Katieeee, it’s cold. How did you get here? What are you doing here?”


Kayla stared up at her former crewmate in amazement. “You of all people should know why I’m here. For the cause. Yours, ours: free trade.”


“Whose cause?” Greer’s smile flickered, gone almost before it had registered.


“I told you. Free trade.”


“So you say. If you ask me, you’ve just taken on a pile of kark.” She grabbed hold of Kayla’s shoulder and began shaking her, hard. “Wake up, Katie. Do you think you can really handle all of this? Really?”


“Of course.” Kayla wanted to tell her much more, to say that she was sorry for what had happened back in Vardalia, that it was good to see Greer. But it was cold, so cold that her teeth clamped shut in her mouth, so cold that Greer’s face was freezing and blurring, changing before Kayla’s eyes to a strange face, a woman’s face but an older, thinner one than Greer’s, with pale eyes and jagged scars running across the bridge of the nose and over the right cheek.


“Wake up.” The stranger’s voice was a broken chord. “You’ve been talkin’ in your sleep. Like to have drove me crazy. Thank the elder gods, it’s morning.” The woman released her grip on Kayla’s arm.


Kayla sat up, shivering, and took a lungful of sour, recycled air. Her thin gray stretchsuit was little protection against the chill. Distant clanks and strange murmuring voices made ghostly echoes above her head.


Bad air. Bad dreams. She remembered where she was now, and why.


Greer was years dead, shot down during the riot in front of Karlson’s Crystal Palace, and Kayla was aboard the Admiral Lovejoy, a prison ship bound for an orbital factory in the Demetria System.


She had been arrested for elaborately incompetent pickpocketing, arraigned by a mechjudge, and sentenced to five years’ hard labor. After the Falstaff’s sensors had tapped prison records to locate the prisoner Shotay, owner of the Mindstar, currently aboard the Admiral Lovejoy, a touch of Kayla’s farsense convinced the records clerk to assign her to the same vessel.


Stained walls enclosed her. Her bunk was hard, the air frigid, and the look on her roommate’s scarred face distinctly unfriendly. Gerdred, the old woman’s name was Gerdred, Kayla recalled hazily.


Keys jangled and the sound of approaching feet was suddenly loud in the corridor. Breakfast. The morning of her third day as a convict aboard the good ship Admiral Lovejoy.


The wide, opaque door clicked. Small plasteel trays slid through slots in the door, each holding flat bread, coffee, a tired sausage, and a small pile of pink and green pills.


“Palm the pink ones,” said Gerdred sotto voce. “They’ll knock you right on your ass.”


“And do what with them?”


“Flush ’em down the john during shower.”


“Thanks.”


“And if you don’t stop talking in your sleep, I’m going to save some and toss ’em in your open mouth all night long, pain in the ass.”


Kayla ignored the old woman’s tone. “What do the green ones do?”


Her only answer was a shrug.


The lukewarm coffee had a thin layer of grease floating on its surface. Kayla gulped it down fast. The food, colorless and cold, had little taste. It sat on her stomach, cold and heavy, like a stone.


Click.


A key in the door. “Showers,” said a simian-faced guard. “Move it!”


The slam of metal, and the murmur of voices. A slow shuffle with numbed feet along crowded corridors, left, right, left, into a large, cheerless room lined with gray tile. Water, when it came, was like liquid ice on her skin.


Wham!


The blow knocked Kayla into the wall near a showerhead.


“Where’d you get that tattoo, bitch?” The woman was large, with broad shoulders, short dark hair, and a wide face in which two small dark eyes shone with rabid ferocity. “That black starburst on your back. Free Trader! I hate the Free Traders! What good did they ever do me except get me an interview with Karlson’s mind spies and a reservation here?” She punched Kayla again, slamming her back once more against the slippery tile.


By instinct alone Kayla lashed out, using her Free Trader training to pivot quickly and hook her antagonist just above the ankle with a backward kick, knocking her to the floor of the shower. “Next one is in the face,” Kayla warned her. “If you’re looking for a flatter nose, keep asking questions.”


Their eyes met in hatred. The woman let out a snarled curse and started to get up, moving toward her.


Kayla pulled her concentration together—how reliable were her already shaky emphatic powers under the influence of these prison drugs?—and grabbed at the woman’s mind.


Nothing happened.


Freezing water rained down upon them.


—Come on, damnit!


She tried again, pouring all the energy she could muster into the effort.


The woman reached for her.


Nearsense kicked in and Kayla caught her opponent in a punishing mindgrip, bearing down until the woman gasped and sagged to the wet floor.


Kayla kneed her in the head. “My tattoos are none of your business, understand? They’re nobody’s business.” Glancing up angrily at the handful of wet and shivering women grouped around her, she said, “Well? Anybody else here have any questions she wants to ask?”


They backed away. She had won that point.


Kayla dried herself silently, shivering from the cold. The others gave her plenty of room as she dressed.


The gray-green stretchsuit she pulled on was worn at the knees and bottom. Might as well be naked, she thought, for all the good this miserable rag does me. Her skin puckered with chickenflesh and her spirits sank even deeper into a black pit of despair. Was she ever going to be warm again? Would she see any light and any color other than the yellow lamps in the prison corridors and the gray metal of the walls? No wonder so many of the convicts fought to the death, or killed themselves.


She shuffled along the grey hallways with the other prisoners and longed for a viewport, for something other than this eternal sameness, these worn beige walls and dirty floors. Even the cold light of the stars would be preferable to the windowless tunnels within the ship. Even the caves of Styx, her home world, would be more hospitable.


*    *    *


Make-work and routine, a dreary prison day: Shower, laundry, lunch, then back to the laundry. It was a high-ceilinged, steamy room filled with whirring machinery. Despite the mechs, the process needed human hands to sort the soiled gray prison garb, to move and stack the cleaned stretchsuits. Kayla moved like an automaton, part of the throbbing metal, as subdued and insubstantial as the other silent convicts.


I feel dead as a mech, she thought. This is no good at all. Got to be sharper, get with it. She gathered herself, trying for a farsense scan of the Lovejoy’s bridge, and managed a weak probe. But nothing registered save the distant mutter of a hundred minds. Damn! What’s wrong? Even on bad days I’m stronger than this. I palmed those meds, but I still feel drugged. Is it the food? Maybe there’re additional doses of the tranquilizers in the food they give us so we’ll all stay nice and docile, nice and dead. Last thing I need. It looks like this is one prisoner who just started a diet.


She pretended to eat dinner that night, watching hungrily as the others around her polished off their portions. Well, what did they care if they all went through their days and nights like zombies?


“Hey,” Gerdred said. “You gonna finish that stuff?” Greedily she eyed Kayla’s plate with its cold ragged cutlet sitting in congealed yellow gravy.


“Here. Have it.”


Her cellmate didn’t hesitate, reaching over to grab the food, tray and all.


A thin, sweet-faced girl with short pale hair and a scar over her left eye glanced at Kayla and said quietly, “You should eat. You’ll need it, where we’re headed.”


“You look like you could use it more.”


At Kayla’s words Gerdred glared and clutched the extra tray closer to her sagging bosom.


The girl smiled slightly. “Don’t worry, Gerdred. I’m not going to take your food from you. I may not look it, but I’m strong enough.”


“Oh, sure, you’re strong.” This from a big, muscular, androgynous-looking inmate with long silvery hair pulled back into a braid.


The girl made a face. “Evlin, don’t start.”


Heavy footsteps sounded behind their bench. The trusty Mogul was surveying the flocks. He was a short, heavy-featured man, brutal in his actions, and Kayla had taken an instant dislike to him. He stopped now, breathing down heavily upon her exposed neck.


“Number 172,” he said. “Come with me.”


“Why?”


She felt a sharp prod and a sudden shock in the small of her back from a flashstick. “No questions. Come along.”


A knowing look spread over Gerdred’s face. Kayla didn’t like it, but she had no chance to attempt a probe. As she followed the man from the hall, she saw her cellmate snatch up the remains of her coffee and down that, too. Gerdred the opportunist, wasting no time.


Mogul led her along the grimy hall and into the trusty’s office, closing the door behind them. It was a moderately well-appointed room with a few worn orange wallseats and a low table upon which sat a battered vid cube player and screenpad.


Kayla stared once into the trusty’s small, malevolent eyes, saw hunger there, saw madness, and looked away.


“You’re new,” Mogul said. “And you don’t know the rules yet, so I thought I would explain them to you.”


“Very kind.”


A sharp poke in the gut made Kayla gasp.


“I don’t like smart-asses. You’ll get along with me if you don’t play games. And you’ll get along even better if you give me what I want.”


“Which is?”


“Help.”


“Help you? How?”


“I like to know what’s going on in the cell blocks. What’s going through the prisoners’ heads.”


I could help you there more than you know.


“Something funny?”


“No, I just felt a gas pain. Must be from the wonderful food we eat here. You ever get any of those? Or maybe you eat better food.”


Mogul’s hand shot out, grabbed the front of her suit, and roughly pulled her close. “Shut up and listen. I can be a good friend. And a good friend can help you do easy time, understand?” His hand was straying now, moving down the front of her stretchsuit. “Are you interested?”


He’s a damned spy for the government, and he wants me to be his eyes. Bastard. Kayla dug her nails into his thumb, hard. The trusty hissed in anger and pain.


“Sorry,” she said. “Guess I really need a manicure. But you know, Mogul, you ought to be careful. Where you touch me, I mean. I’ve got Hendrick’s Syndrome. You wouldn’t want to catch that, would you? Oozing sores on your dick, under your eyelids and toenails. …”


Mogul scowled and took a step back from her. “You’ve got to be joking.”


“Check the medical records. I’m sure you can get hold of those.” Kayla shrugged cheerfully. “Just wanted to warn you. As a friend.”


The trusty swore softly. “Get the hell out of here, and don’t talk to me unless I talk to you first.”


“I thought you wanted to talk.”


Mogul pulled away until his squat bulk was practically crammed into a corner. “Out! Out! And keep quiet about this or I’ll make sure your time here is twice as hard.”


Kayla stepped out into the hall where two guards were waiting and let the door come between her and Mogul. Docilely, she followed them back to the prisoners’ mess.


But the universe seemed to lurch and the corridor bent away from her, stretched long and thin, and she went rolling along it like a marble, like a glass bead whizzing along a string in the middle of space. She was a fleck of space dust, mere gossamer shreds of thought. …


Gods, it’s happening again. What is it?


She had the sickening sense of falling through low-g, plunging through one mind and then another, enduring a torrent of assaulting images and emotions. Buzzing, relentless shredding filled her head.


Pink lights and then the rats come, the teeth, the claws …


Crawling back into the cave of my skull, finding the bones of old thoughts …


Kayla tried to halt her fall, to find some purchase, some character trait of which she could grab hold, but there was no texture, no specific memory, no distinct identity behind any of these images.


Whose minds are these?


She couldn’t even tell if the thoughts belonged to anyone aboard the Admiral Lovejoy.


And just as suddenly, it stopped.


She was in the prison corridor again, walking between blank-eyed guards back into the communal mess hall.


Kayla was convinced now that something was wrong, really wrong. It was as if the barriers between minds were dissolving, as though her mind were being flooded by a torrent of random thoughts, subconscious babble. She wished briefly that there were someone, some other empath, to whom she could tell this. But no. No. She had to stick to her plan, ignore all distractions, find this Shotay and, through her, the Mindstar. Anything and everything else would have to wait.


*    *    *


On her ninth day in prison Kayla began to think that she would die there, expire in that dim, gray place, that her entire plan had been some foolish suicidal gesture. Just five days more and they would be in the Demetria System, docking at Bryce Station, the orbital factory where the convicts would serve out their sentences—and their lives. Bryce Station, bristling with defenses and sensors. The Falstaff would never be able to get in under Bryce’s sensors, never be able to find her and bring her out. She had just five days left before she was trapped for good in her own plan. If only she could think straight. But hunger gnawed at her gut and fogged her mind.


“You’re not eating, are you?” It was the thin, sweet-faced girl sitting beside her who spoke, the sweet-faced girl with a scar that made a deep jagged line from above her left eye to the edge of her earlobe.


All along the communal table the convicts were bolting down their gray and tasteless food as if they found some pleasure in it. Kayla’s stomach rumbled.


The girl gave her a wise look. “Trying to avoid the meds? They’re not in everything, y’know. The bread is okay.” She shifted a biscuit from her tray onto Kayla’s plate. “Here. Have mine. I’m not really hungry.”


Kayla roused herself, made an effort, and was suddenly wolfing down the stale bread. Belatedly, she looked at the girl and felt shame for taking her food. “But you’re skin and bones. You should’ve eaten it.”


“I don’t seem to have much appetite these days.” A shadow crept into the girl’s eyes, tarried for a moment, fled. “Not that you could with this food, especially tonight.”


“Come on, Shotay,” a midnight-skinned inmate called down the table. “It’s no worse than last night’s.”


Shotay.


A chill went down Kayla’s neck, down her spine, and all the way to her feet. Shotay. The name of the person who owned the Mindstar. Her? This thin-ribbed slip of a girl? Was it possible? Kayla stared in amazement.


“Maybe your mouth has died, Toran. Not mine. Not yet.” Shotay smiled briefly, nodded at Kayla, and picked up her tray. “See ya. Remember about that bread.”


Kayla turned to watch her go, and saw Mogul come up behind Shotay and put his hand possessively on her shoulder. There was a quick exchange of words. The girl nodded sullenly, put down her tray, and followed him out of the room. The bitter, defeated look on her face made Kayla’s innards roil with anger.


What does that bastard want with Shotay? He forced her to go with him! I know it. What does he have on her? What does he know about her?


Kayla felt a sudden frantic need to protect her, to protect the frail source of the Mindstar’s location. A mind probe would let her know what was happening. She sent one whizzing after them and hooked onto Shotay.


They were in the trusty’s office. Mogul was handing the girl a cup. Frothy pink liquid. But there was something in the drink, something added. Shotay protested, Mogul insisted. She shook her head. He slapped her.


—No, Shotay! Don’t drink it, it’s mindsalt.


She drank.


Tied to Shotay on the nearsense probe, Kayla felt the first giddy exultant surge, the early flickerings of embryonic glee, and tried too late to escape. She was caught, mired in Shotay’s mind, saw what Shotay saw, felt what she felt, thought what she thought. Kayla and Shotay, two minds melded into one.


Their heart beat in heavy percussive waves. Blood flowed through their veins, burning like lava. They were brilliant, invincible, burning with incandescent powers. Anything and everything was possible to them. All doors were open. They could read the mind of a flea, see subatomic particles, swoop through the air with the ease of a feathered creature. They laughed, and musical notes fell out of their mouth to break melodiously upon the floor. They danced along gaily in midair with the thoughts of hundreds of open minds below them, mere paving stones far beneath their feet.


But the path shifted, turned inward, downward, and there were bodies strewn along the path, eyes open but staring sightlessly. They all had the same familiar, beloved, awful face. Golias, Shotay’s—their—brother.


Bones by the side of the road, bones underneath them, crackling as they walked. The bones of life.
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