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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.







 


 


Chapter 1


 


 


He was standing under a white-gold sky, with brown shale under his feet.


Russell's image smiled. His red hair was a mane of curls around his white face. Emerald earrings matched the bright green of his eyes. He was holding out a hand in welcome. The illusion was perfect. Jimson's heartbeat quickened. He curled his fingers around the cold hard visicube until the edges bit into his palm. When he opened the fist, the image had not changed. It looked at him from arm's length, clear and small, as far away as the past.


He heard Raina's step outside the cubicle and shoved the cube into a pocket. She came through the sliding door, her dark hair set off by her white Senior's smock.


"Well?" he asked, impatient to be gone.


"All negative. I don't know, why you think you're sick." She always made the same joke.


"Same prescription?" he asked. Not that it mattered. He'd been on the damn drugs all his life without knowing even their names.


"Exactly the same. It's holding you well." She flipped the drug disc to him; he picked it from the air. It was round, like his old one, but red instead of sky-blue.


Shoving it in the pocket, too, he felt it click against the visicube.


"You'll be glad to get home," Raina said.


He shrugged. Clinic depressed him. No one got cancer anymore. Genetic predisposition to it could be detected in utero by the Kim test and treated at birth. There had been no false negatives on the test in twenty-five years. He hated being the freak, a body with a rare disease, to be needled and probed and lectured about to awed, gawking medical students.


"You don't have enough pictures on the walls," he said.


"There's a print of yours on the wall outside this office!" Raina pointed out indignantly.


"Is there?"


Her black eyes seemed to sharpen. "Famous artist in a slump?"


"It's lasted a little long to be a slump," he said grimly. "More like a slough."


"I saw your show four months ago. I liked it."


The praise made him angry. "There wasn't a new line in it," he said. "It was stale as old beer, and boring. My agent tells me it did very well, really well." He mimicked Samson's over-enthusiastic tones. Ah, it was no good raging at Raina. None of it was her fault. It was just—ah, stars, he was so bored!


Once Las Flores had been a place of magic, of escape. An artists' town! It had opened up the world to him at sixteen. From it he had traveled to every city on New Terrain. Now he was thirty, with nowhere to go, and the weight of time piling up behind him like the rubble of an old building made him want to gag.


He rubbed his hands together, caught himself doing it, and looked for something else to do with them. He fished the drug disc out of his pocket and snapped it into his bracelet. "You know," he said, trying to sound casual about it, "my best friend left New Terrain before I left the town I was born in."


"Your name is known all over the galaxy," she said.


"In places I've never seen. And never will see." He held up the bracelet around his wrist. It was fashioned of alternating clear and gold links. The clear links opened to hold I-discs. "See this? A friend made it for me. She's a goldsmith. She copied this from necklaces on Chabad. She spent a year there studying their work and techniques. Another place I'll never get to see." He wondered sometimes if she understood, could understand, his anger. Most of the people she saw and treated went home cured, and would live to be a hundred, and more. His cancer could be controlled—so far, Alleca, so far—but not cured. One day it would kill him.


Maybe Raina understands, he thought. She's known me a long time.


Raina said compassionately, "You must have a long list, Jim."


A long list, yes, and early begun. Always he pushed it out of his mind, and went back to his work. Plenty of people never saw a starship, never went into the Hype, their whole lives. But they had the choice, the chance. Lying alone at night, watching Epsilon Moon, the big moon, turning and turning in the sky, the notion of space gnawed at him, sharper than the ache in his bones.


"I'd like to go to Pellin," he said. "Yamaguchi is there, one hundred fifty years old, sitting with his brushes and ink as if he were two thousand years old, doing sumi-e. And Dakar. I have a friend on Dakar." He smiled with the pleasure of that memory. The sculptor Chudra, that great man, had come from Dakar to see him, Jimson Alleca, on the occasion of his second show. Jimson could still feel, round his shoulders, the hug that had swept him off his feet. "I know you do not leave New Terrain. I come to you." He'd warmed himself at that fire of praise. "You are a scribbler," Chudra had said, beaming at him. "Someday you must come and see our stone." Dakar had the finest marble quarries in the Living Worlds. Jimson had dreams about Dakar.


"Tell me about the research," he asked.


"Nothing's changed. The mutation rate of cancers sent through Hyperspace is still 96%. Jim—why can't you forget it? There's a whole world for you here."


"Because I've stopped working." He tried to be precise. "I'm a rat in a cage: an illustrious rat, and it's a plush cage, but I can still see bars." His left leg began to ache and he cursed it silently. "I think the bars would dissolve in my head if I could get off New Terrain. See something new. I'm tired of what I can see. I want to see something different. And it's been fourteen years since I've wanted anything as badly."


"You can go," Raina said evenly. "You can go off-world as soon as you get a renewable drug disc. And you can go through the Hype, and it will kill you."


Knowing the answer, he said: "Issue me the disc."


"I can't. Not without the examination. You know the law."


Yes. I know the law. He could not get an indefinitely renewable drug disc without telepathic examination. He could leave Las Flores, use up his present drug disc, walk into a clinic anywhere on New Terrain, and get another disc. But these discs would only function on New Terrain. Illegal drug traffic was still a problem as wide as the galaxy. It was curtailed, but not controlled, by the vigilance of the Hype cops and the motive-probing telepaths.


But everyone had heard, had grown up with, terrible stories about the examinations. His fear seemed as old as birth. He exhaled.


"It's not that bad," Raina said. "I've had one. Seniors must. So has every Hyper who's gone into space. They must. The Hype can drive you crazy if you don't start out very, very sane."


"I know that," Jimson said. He remembered the afternoon he had waited for Russell to come back from the examination. Not knowing if Russell would pass or fail, not knowing if he wanted Russell to pass and leave, or fail and stay.... But he had passed. Passed, and never talked about it. "No."


"Other places, other worlds—they just aren't all that different."


"Where have you been, Raina, besides New Terrain?"


"Well, I was born on Haven. I did my fieldwork on China III."


"What color is the sun on China III?"


"The sun?" She thought. "It's yellow, I suppose."


"Like New Terrain?"


"Not exactly. It's brighter, I think. Maybe a whiter yellow. I remember we wore sunshades a lot. It must have been a different light."


"I want to see a different light."


It was no good giving Raina a hard time, he thought, as he walked out of the clinic. She was just the bearer of tidings he didn't want to hear. Nothing's changed. Damn the research! He rubbed his hands together, feeling the hard thick knuckles, the calluses on his middle right finger that his pens had made; the one on his thumb from the brush. At least his hands were free. His leg ached sometimes, but he had been living with that ache most of his life. It was not true, though, what he had once read, that pain became like an old friend. Pain was never a friend.


Three years back it had struck him down; agonizing, bone-deep pain that had made him feel like raw meat, hung on a rack of jolting, diseased bones. Alone in his studio he had rolled on the floor, hands between his knees, knees to his belly, rolled without the strength to scream. They had raked him with tests, and changed the medication. That drug—a synthetic from Mira—had held him, so far. What would it be like the day that no drug, no treatment, could stop the pain? Let me get out of here before then. To see another sun, just once....      


It was a short walk to his home. The walls were covered with his favorite prints; a relief to his eyes after the smooth pastels of the clinic. He threw his pack onto the bed. It held a change of clothes, his notebook, pens—he drew from it the small print of the Polish Rider that he had brought with him to the clinic and tacked to the wall. During the nights, light seeping like water through the opalescent door had illuminated it enough so that, cheek on pillow, he could see it. Young man on horseback, pausing a moment in his journey, clothed in fur, his hat and tight pants a slash of red, ruins behind him fading into a brown and formless hillside.... Jimson looked over at the larger print on his wall. The pale rider seemed to smile. Had Death come to the artist so, as a beautiful redheaded youth? It was a gentle death to contemplate.


Easier than the nightmare that woke him, of a cancerous deformed skeleton that reached out its fingerbones to him, and spoke in his own voice....


The doorchime sounded.


He went to look. It was Dina. He opened the door. She came in wearing a long cloak that looked like gold snakeskin. Bracelets jangling, she swung in a graceful circle for his admiration. "Nice, huh. I'm a goldsmith, so I wear gold!"


"I like it." She looked splendid, with her crown of ebony hair, and skin which was the color—but exactly!—of old polished bronze.


"All's well?"


"All's well."


"I'm glad. You missed a party. We gave one yesterday for Kas, to celebrate his new pots. We drank wine and got potted."


"Got what?" he asked.


"Potted. It's a word from Old Terra. It means drunk."


"You made it up."


"I didn't!"


When she had gone he went to his desk and took out a fresh sketchbook. He played around the edges of the paper. What might a potted person look like? He drew a little picture of Kas the potter in one of his own tall pots, up to his knees in earth. He made a squiggle round the outside, like lace. He drew a small umbrella over Kas's head, and rain falling from a watering can over the umbrella. He set that sheet aside and took another one. There were some faces at the clinic that he'd itched to draw on the spot. That young medic who'd taken the first set of X-rays had looked a little bit like Russ....


It was dark out when he pulled away from the desk. His bones ached; not only from weariness but because he was late for his pill. Shaking out a capsule from the bottle, he walked to the wall fountain that he had designed and Kas had made for him. Fresh water bubbled continuously from its hollows, making a soft alive sound that was background to his working hours. He tossed the pill back and bent for a mouthful of water. It splashed across his face like a cool blessing. He left his clothes on the floor and dropped to the bed, reaching up for the light. As the ache subsided, sleep came on like a sweet drenching wave.


In the morning he went first, naked, to the desk. He went through the sketchbook. He set the cartoon of Kas aside: he would redo it, and give it to the potter as a gift. The rest of the sheets—he gathered them up to stuff them in the disposal, but at the last moment changed his mind and piled them into a corner. They were not bad, just mediocre, BORING. There was not a line in them that he couldn't have drawn six months ago.


The sky through his window was a deep ultramarine. Through his windows he could see the vines with their many-hued flowers that gave Las Flores its name pouring over terraces and walls of houses. His hands twisted and rubbed together, a gesture he had carried with him from childhood when it had seemed to relieve the ache in his leg. Putting sketchbook and pens into his bag, he slung it onto his shoulder. There was nowhere in Las Flores he much wanted to go, but he could not wholly waste the brilliant light. He went out to look at it.


 


 




 


 


Chapter 2


 


 


When he walked through the clinic door three days later, the medic on morning duty pretended tactfully not to know him. "Alleca, isn't it?"


"Is Senior Ramoz here today? I need to talk to her."


The medic asked no questions. Raina's chime sounded over the call system. "Would you care to wait for her in a cubicle?"


Jimson paced impatiently in the pastel box, waiting for the door to slide back. The sharp edge of the visicube, still in his pocket, rubbed against his thigh.


Raina came in. "What is it, Jim?"


He paced, and talked. She sat at the desk, straightening the papers.


He finished, and waited for her response.


"You're sure?" she asked.


"I'm sure," Jimson said. "I'm scared shitless—but I need a drug disc to go offplanet, and if that's the only way to get one, that's how I'll have to do it."


"All right," she said. "As it happens, I think Ensel is not very busy this morning. Have you the time? If he's willing, it can all be over in a little while."


There was challenge in her voice. Put up or shut up. Fear tightened Jimson's throat. Now? So soon? But he managed a nod. Raina went out the door and came back very quickly. "Come with me."


Jimson followed her. She brought him to a door and held it for him. "Here?" At her nod, he went in. He saw a bed with high sides, almost like a crib. There was someone in it, and a chair beside it. Automatically he sat down. Supported on pillows within the crib was a spindly-limbed boy, too big to be a child, with a grotesquely big head on a skinny neck. His eyes were black and shiny and the skin around them was puffy.


Had Raina led him to the wrong room?


"I'm sorry," Jimson said gently, "I didn't mean to disturb you."


"You have not," said the boy, and he tilted his heavy head forward and up to look into Jimson's eyes.


Eyes, crib slats, walls whirled back, away. Vertigo possessed him. His senses disengaged; there was a terrifying mélange in his mind. He felt as if his arms and legs were stretching far away from his torso; he fragmented, he disconnected. There was an otherness within him, a steady, purposeful sentience not his own inside his skull, sliding through the boundaries of his mind like a drill through slippery sand. It was a violation so complete and alien that he could not even name it as pain.


When the other withdrew and he could again recognize himself, arms and legs and head, he discovered that he was slumped in the chair, unable to move. He was so nauseated that it took all his minute control to swallow and not be instantly sick. Through the slats, black eyes watched him coolly. Savagely he thought at them: "I'd love to puke in your bed!"


The telepath's lips curved in a smile.


Then there were people around him, and he felt a needle prick his arm. Nausea lessened, and then surged back as he was lifted onto a cart. Thankfully he noticed a basin beneath his chin and vomited. His insides were heaving as if they were trying to get out. "So go," he muttered. Another needle.


As if he were falling down a long dark tunnel, he collapsed.


When he woke up he wondered if his body had been eviscerated and then reconstructed. Stars! But at least he was no longer sick. He tried to sit up, but his muscles refused to respond. His arms barely moved an inch. Raina leaned over him, fingers around his wrist.


"How are you feeling?" she asked. "Not so sick, eh?"


"No," Jimson said. "Better." The words slurred.


"I thought I'd give you a chance to curse at me."


Jimson tried to shrug. "Tired."


"I know. I remember."


Jimson looked his question.


"I've been through it three times," said the Senior Medic. "Ensel and I are old friends now."


Three times! Jimson forced himself to sustain speech. "You must have wanted something very badly," he said.


"I did. So did you." The medic held a disc close to Jimson's eyes. It was clear, with imprinted black characters. Deftly she snapped it into the bracelet link, and tossed the red disc into the disposal. "You'll be fine in about six hours," she said. "Until then you might try sleeping." She turned to leave. Jimson tried to beckon her back, forgetting that his hand wasn't working. She saw the abortive attempt and came to the bedside. "Something else?"


The words came so slowly: "Are they all like that?"


"No. One of the best telepaths I know of is an exquisitely beautiful nine year old girl. Ensel is good. Very fast. They can kill you if they stay in too long at that depth. Ensel admires you, by the way. He knows who you are; he's seen prints of your work. If you ever come back to New Terrain, you might stop by here and tell him about what you did and what you saw. All telepaths are compulsive voyeurs. He can't go himself."


"Why not?"


"He has so many things wrong with his body that increased gees would kill him," said Raina. "He could take the Hype—but he can't ride a fusion-drive shuttleship up to Epsilon Moon where the starship port is. He'll never leave New Terrain."


"Then he knows," Jimson said. "He's that kind of a freak, too." It made him feel triumphant. "But I think I'd rather be me," he added.


"So would Ensel," said Raina. And she left Jimson to reflect on that until he fell asleep.


 


 




 


 


Chapter 3


 


 


He was standing in a roomful of stars.


Absurd! No, he was suspended in space, and beneath his feet and over his head drifted the dust that made universes. He searched for familiar constellations: there were none, just darkness and more stars. They shone and shone. Somewhere among them swung Old Terra, Earth, his homeworld—though he had never been there. And Nexus Compcenter, in the center of the inhabited worlds, where the starship fleets were based. He recalled the names from the wall maps, but those were flat maps, and it was hard to transfer locations from those to the totality of a matrix map. He watched the stars blazing in a black so intense it hurt his eyes. When it faded to grey, and the grey dissolved into a square room with a bored official turning knobs, he looked at his hands as if he had never seen them before, and at the room as if it were only marginally there.


"Well, that's what it looks like," said the clerk, faking interest, not very well. He lifted the helmet from Jimson's head. "Innerestin', huh?"


The spectacle of the galaxy wreathed around his head preempted Jimson's visions. "How does it do that?"


"The helmet." He tapped it with his knuckles. "It cuts out sensory feedback, otherwise you'd hear your own breathing, heartbeat, and so on. Plugs into the brain."


Now, does he know what he's talking about? wondered Jimson. Or is that all he knows, that the helmet "plugs into the brain?" Don't be critical, he admonished himself.


He thanked the man and stepped out into the hall. You're a stranger here, remember? He thought back to the talk they all had heard before boarding the shuttleship from New Terrain to Epsilon Moon. The woman giving it had barely looked at the roomful of people. "Most of you," she had said, "have already booked passage through the Hype and won't stay at Epsilon Station more than a day. The rest of you have three days to decide if you want to go on through the Hype, or go back to New Terrain. While you are there, use common sense. If you're told by Station staff to do something, do it. Ask questions later. You haven't the experience to even recognize the emergencies that might occur. Don't go where signs say you shouldn't; same reasoning applies. Custom off New Terrain differs from what you're used to. Three things you ought to remember. First: Don't go where you're not wanted. Especially, stay out of the portions of cities where Hypers live. They don't like tourists. Second: Don't ask personal questions. You can ask about the Stations, the starships, the Hype, whatever you want to know, but don't be curious about the people you talk to. It's very bad manners in the Hype. Third: Offplanet, only Hypers wear jewelry. On stations, starships, and in cities where Hypers live, you should leave bracelets, earrings, all ornaments except very plain rings, behind."


When she had turned to leave them, Jimson had noticed the blue earrings sparkling in her ears. It had given him a start; she looked, maybe, twenty. They go young, when they go, he had thought. He'd examined the faces around him. There were no young faces, and he'd realized that most of these people, whether they were going through the Hype or not, would always be strangers to it—drugged passengers on the starships, gawking tourists on other worlds. He had climbed to the shuttleship observation deck on New Terrain to look at the bright ships—and suddenly he was sixteen again. Sixteen, in the first light of summer, watching Russell ride the movalong away from him, across the open field to the Gate. He'd wanted to follow, and had known he could not. But Russell had never wanted anything more than he wanted the stars. He had not even turned to look back.


Jimson reached out to touch the corridor wall, trying to detach himself from the sudden, painful rush of memory. They'd been friends for two years. Jimson had lost all memory of Russell's voice, but he recalled without difficulty Russell's walk, and his smile. He had a sexual drive like a firestorm, and a temper to match his hair. Jimson went to Las Flores. Russell said, "I'll be in touch."


"You'll have to write to me. I won't know where you are."


"I'll write."


But he hadn't. Jimson waited till he gave up waiting. He thought he'd given up waiting.


Then the visicube had arrived.


Fourteen years ago Russell had put on a matrix map helmet, stabbed a finger into the midst of the Living Worlds, and said, There.


Jimson thought, I've followed him now. I'm on Epsilon Moon. The Hype is waiting for me. All I have to do is go.


Ahead of him a sign gleamed in the wall. "Sector One," it read, and then an arrow, and then "Port." He walked in the direction of the arrow. A ramp led into a tunnel. The tunnel sides closed around him like the gut of a giant worm. It was a short walk, but Jimson was glad when he saw the lights from Port Sector reflecting off the tunnel walls. He shifted his bag on his shoulder and lengthened his stride.


He was up and out of the tunnel. Below him lay a glittering city. Above him hung blue sky.


In blocks and towers like a child's fantasy, Port spread out below him. He stood on a balcony. Above, translucent silver-blue marked where the dome interposed between airless space and the working Station. He tipped his head back to marvel at it. Now it seemed cloudy, now clear, and it trembled and shivered with the insubstantiality of an atmosphere. How could engineers' artifices, beams and girders and rivets, do what he could almost never do with ink and paint? The illusion of depth was superb. It gave him mental shivers to think that this sky came to an end, arching down from overhead to find its anchorage in the rocky surface of an airless moon.


He looked around for the way down—and found it. It was a Gate, with a scanner, hedged by signs which read: Authorised Entrance Only. Above the Gate a cage mechanism hung, ready to drop and imprison anyone trying to go through the Gate with no I-disc, or with the wrong one. Jimson's disc, as far as he knew, would only pass him through the Gate at Sector One. He didn't want to risk the cage. Anger stirred in him. His sense of déjà vu poured through him like a wine rush. He was sixteen again, and left behind, outside.


He pulled himself out of it, firmly, and glanced around. This was not a bad spot to be. He could watch the people. A veritable parade was passing him, coming from the complex of tunnels that connected Port with the other Sectors: Garden Sector, Comp, Sector One, Research. There, for example, was a green person. Pale green skin, smooth and hairless, head hair like fine coiled gold wire, six feet tall: Jimson knew he was looking at a Verdian. She (she?) was wearing a long robe that shimmered and changed colors constantly, but appeared to be mostly green, and, on long pendant earlobes, longer ruby earrings swayed. Behind her (her?) came a woman in purple coveralls, with purple shadows drawn around her eyes like a mask. She wore a silver bracelet high on her bare right arm. He hunkered down on his heels and set his back to the railing. Bright, arrogant, the wild parade marched through the Gate. Jimson's fingers itched for paper and a pen but that, he guessed, might be rude. I wonder how long it will be before someone gets tired of this crazy stranger staring, and punches me one?


 


* * *


 


At last he got tired, not of looking but of staying still: a subtle warning ache was starting in his leg. He walked back to Sector One and went searching for the dining hall. The big room had many different kinds of food, and one thing it had was a huge pot of dark, aromatic, strong coffee. Jimson carried a cup to a table. He stretched his legs and let his bag slide to the floor. He sipped with half-closed eyes.


A rustle of cloth made him open his eyes. A woman was sitting across from him, watching him. Her eyes were outlined in purple as if she were wearing a mask, and there was a silver bracelet on her arm. "Hello," she said.


"Hello."


"I saw you at the Gate to Port today." It was not a question, but it hung in the air as a question would. Jimson found himself volunteering the information she had not asked for.


"I was looking."


"But your back was to Port."


"I'd finished looking at Port. I was looking at people." She nodded. After a moment, he explained. "I'm an artist. I like to look at faces especially."


"I'd like to see some of your work."


He reached for the bag and pulled out his sketchbook. There were sketches in it which he had made while waiting for the shuttleship on New Terrain. "They're not very good," he apologized. They weren't, but they weren't quite bad enough to throw away.
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