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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



Tell it all,” Doctor Eileen said. “Just as it happened, before you have time to forget anything.”


“Why?” I didn’t want to. For one thing, I didn’t know how.


“Because people will want to read about this, a hundred years from now.”


“But it’s …” I paused. Boring? It wasn’t boring to me, but maybe to other people … “Who will want to read it?”


“Everyone. It’s danger and deception, and daring and death. There isn’t a man or woman born who wouldn’t want to read it.”


“But why me? I don’t know how to describe things. You would do a lot better job.”


Doctor Eileen put her hand on the top of my head and ruffled my hair. I hated it when she did that. If I hadn’t been sitting down she couldn’t have. “If you mean I could do a smoother, more experienced job, you’re right. I could do it better in that way. But you’re a lot younger than me, and your memory ought to be ten times as good. Most important, a lot of what I said would be what they call hearsay. That means I heard about it, but I wasn’t in the thick of it from start to finish, the way that you were—and only you were. You are the right one, Jay. You have to tell it.”


She left, abandoning me to the recording unit.


A quarter of an hour later she was back. I had got as far as, “My name is Jay Hara.” And there I had stuck. My head spun with thoughts of Paddy’s Fortune, and Dan and Stan the two-half-man, and Muldoon Spaceport, and the Maze, and Mel Fury, and the Godspeed Drive and Slowdrive. But I couldn’t talk about them.


Doctor Eileen sat down next to me. “Problems?”


“I don’t know how to tell it.”


“Sure you do. Just start anyplace. You see, Jay, you’re not building a house, where the foundation needs to go in before the walls, and the walls before the roof. You can start anywhere you want, and go back and fill in where you like, or change whatever sounds wrong. And if there’s any place that needs smoothing, I can help with that. But the main thing is to get going. No more excuses. Do it.”


She made it sound easy. To Doctor Eileen, it probably was easy. But I hated the idea that she might come in after I was done, and change what I said, and leave my name on it. So I made her promise that she wouldn’t do that, only add here and there if I left out some fact needed to make things clear. And then I began, at the only place that I could imagine beginning.


My name is Jay Hara. I am sixteen years old. My earliest memories are of my mother and Lake Sheelin. Mother would lead me onto the porch of the house, facing out across the lake, and we would watch the winter sun glint off the windblown water, or laugh at the clumsy flying fish skimming across the surface. Some of them finished on the shore, and then in the frying pan. But there were always plenty more.


The lake was wide and, when I was little, I thought it reached to the edge of the world, but now and then, when the air was calm and unusually clear, there would be a hint of domes and steeples across on a distant shore. And most magical of all, when the sky was darkening towards night and the winds had died to nothing, Mother would sometimes take me outside and say, “Look, Jay. Look there.”


She would point, to where there was nothing to see. After a few minutes a bar of glowing purple would start to rise across the lake and grow taller until it split the sky.


“You can’t see it,” Mother would say, as I stared at the topless column. “But there’s a ship sitting on top of that.” And then she would laugh, and add, “Up, up, and away, to the Forty Worlds. When you grow up, Jay, that’s the place for you. You’ll be an explorer, the best there ever was.”


By the time that I was nine I had learned a good deal more about exploration, and it seemed to me that it was not nearly as wonderful as Mother painted it. For one thing, I had met some of the explorers. Every month or two, strangers would visit us, wandering in along the dusty road that led from the town of Toltoona, half an hour’s walk away along the lake shore. They were always men, all different, and yet in some ways all very similar. I came to recognize the trembling, muscle-weak limbs, or the red, veined faces, or the horrible throat-tearing coughs.


And these were the famous explorers of the Forty Worlds! I could see how sick they looked, but it seemed that Mother could not. When they arrived, she became a different person. There was nothing like the appearance of one of those wheezing strangers to change her from a strong, self-sufficient woman to someone apparently too delicate to breathe.


“If you could just help me with this basket,” she would say, her hand laid gently on a man’s arm. “If you would carry it for me into the house …” And she would laugh, mocking her own weakness.


The man always carried it, although the chore was often far harder work for him than it was for her (or even for me). And once he was in our little living room, Mother blossomed. Her pale face took on a blush of color, her red hair floated free like a glowing crown, and her walk became an easy rolling of hips. In the evening she would go down to the cellar and reappear with a selection of wines, to accompany foods far more elaborate than usual, and Duncan West, Uncle Duncan, who was normally at the house almost every evening, mysteriously vanished.


Look, I don’t want to sound like an idiot, even if no one is ever going to read this. I know now, very well, what that was all about. But I didn’t know it then. To me, Uncle Duncan had been a fixture in our house since my earliest days. He was a big, easygoing man, always smiling, and known to me as “Unkadunka,” because when I was only a couple of years old I could not pronounce his name. And if, when a stranger appeared, Duncan West disappeared, and came back a few days later when the man was gone … well, those were separate facts. I never related them inside my head.


Stupid? Maybe. But I think most nine-year-olds would have done no better.


As for me, I just loved it when the strange men came to stay at the house. It was not just the different and exciting food. Part of it was also the change in Mother. She became a laughing girl, full of fun and charm, all flashing eyes and tossing curls. And part of it was the excitement caused by the men, too, for no matter who they were they came to our house filled with tales from beyond the edge of the universe.


In fact, it was a tall, gaunt man with fiery-red burns all the way from his lower neck, where his shirt ended, to the top of his thinly haired head, who first told me about the Maze.


“They call the planets the Forty Worlds,” he said. We were at the end of a long, leisurely dinner, and between them he and Mother were finishing a second bottle of wine. The newcomer’s name was Jimmy Grogan, and although he talked mostly to Mother I suspect that I was his real audience, for I’m sure she had heard it all before. “But that’s true only if you count the Maze as one world,” he went on. “If you count the Maze at its true numbers, then our system is more like the Four Thousand Worlds, or maybe the Four Million.”


The Maze. Mother’s hand was on Grogan’s bare upper arm, stroking it where new baby skin was still growing to replace the old scar tissue, but his face stayed worlds away. “There’s untold treasure out there,” he said, “if only we knew how to find it. I think that’s what keeps a man going out, time and again.” He sighed, and took a final big swallow of red wine. Suddenly he stared directly at me. “Imagine it, Jay. A great jumble of little worlds, more worldlets than you can count, all with nearly the same orbit, so that a ship has to skim and hop and scamper in the cloud of them, never sure from one hour to the next if there’s a collision on the way. But if you dare to stay there in the Maze, and if you are lucky enough to hit the right worldlet, you come home to Erin the richest man in the Forty Worlds system. And you never have to work again.”


At that time I was still sorting out in my head the difference between sun and stars and planets and worldlets, so I did not really follow his discussion of the Maze. But one word of his spoke to me loud and clear.


“Treasure,” I said. “You mean—gold?”


He hardly gave me a glance, before he was turning to mother and laughing that creaking, wheezy laugh. “Gold!” he said. “Now, Molly Hara, you’ve been filling the boy’s head with the old fairy tales. Next it will be leprechauns, and the Pot of Gold at the end of the rainbow.”


He turned back to me. “Rarer than gold, Jay, and a damn sight more precious. There’s gold aplenty to be had right here on Erin, but out in the Maze there’s every light element in creation, including the ones that we never find here. I know men who’ve struck lucky on lithium and magnesium and aluminum. And that’s only the start of it. There’s the treasure of old times, too—some say it’s out in the Maze we’ll find the Godspeed Drive, the—”


“Godspeed Drive!” Mother broke in. “Now, Jimmy, and you accuse me of filling his head with fairy tales. Enough of that.” She stood up, supporting herself by one hand on Grogan’s shoulder and stroking his cheek with the other. “All right, Jay, it’s getting late, and you ought to be in bed. Off upstairs with you. Mr. Grogan and I have things to talk about.”


I did not argue. The table was a dreadful jumble of dishes and glasses and bottles, and it was a rare day when I was not made to clear and wash and put away. I would ask about the Godspeed Drive in the morning, when mother was unlikely to be around. After we’d had visitors, she always stayed late abed.


But as it turned out I couldn’t ask Jimmy Grogan anything, for the next morning he was away very early, back around the lake to the spaceport on the other side.


Soon after midday, Duncan West stuck his broad, smiling face in through the front door. I had learned long ago that it was pointless to ask Unkadunka for information, about Godspeed Drives or anything else to do with the distant past. My questions had to wait.





CHAPTER 2



So far as I know, Jimmy Grogan never came back to our house. He had stayed only that one night, but from my point of view he was an important visitor. He awoke my sense of curiosity. It was after his arrival that I noticed how Uncle Duncan always disappeared when other men came to see Mother, and how he popped up again at the house as soon as they left.


And of course, it was from Grogan that I first heard the word that started this whole thing: Godspeed.


Mother’s spacer visitors kept on coming, never more than one man at a time, sometimes a guest every couple of weeks, sometimes no one for half a year. They stayed as little as a night, and as long as a week. As I grew older I became more and more keen to talk to them and ask them about things “out there.” But I was thwarted. For when I reached my tenth birthday, Mother, as though deliberately preventing me from asking questions of her guests, sent me off to old Uncle Toby’s house in Toltoona whenever a visitor arrived. I was not allowed to return home until the man had gone. “You’re growing up, Jay,” was all the explanation that mother or Uncle Toby would ever give me.


Well, over the years I picked up information about space and the Forty Worlds anyway, but it was in such little bits and pieces that I’m often not sure just what I learned when. That doesn’t matter, because Doctor Eileen told me I could set things down any way that I wanted to. I’m going to take her at her word, and tell what I knew—or thought I knew—by the time that I was sixteen years old, and Paddy Enderton rolled onto the scene.


Mother and the house and Lake Sheelin, and the town of Toltoona farther along the shore, had been my childhood world. Then I learned that it was one tiny piece of a great universe. We lived on the western shore of Lake Sheelin, which is long and narrow and extends much farther to the north of us than to the south. A person on foot could start from our home, walk around the southern end of the lake, and in three days reach the spaceport. The same journey by the northern route would take twelve days or more. And a journey around the whole great globe of Erin, if a man or woman could find a way of crossing great seas that would swallow up Lake Sheelin and not even notice it, might take a thousand days.


It was a shock to me to learn that there were aircraft able to make that round-the-world trip, moving so fast that the sun was always overhead, in a single day.


And Erin was just the beginning. Our world was one of many that circled our sun, Maveen. Moving outward, we were the sixth of twelve worlds before a great planet, Antrim, swept the space around it clear, to form the Gap. Well beyond Antrim lay the narrow band known as the Maze, where floated worldlets so numerous and chaotic in orbit that they had never been tagged and named. Then came another gasgiant, Tyrone, and finally the twenty-four frozen and lifeless bodies of the Outer System completed the Forty Worlds.


For the spacers out beyond Tyrone seeking the particular light elements that were so rare on Erin, that was all. But once, ten generations ago, there had been the Godspeed Drive. Travel to the far-off stars, and commerce between them, had been an everyday event. Until one day, quite suddenly, no more ships from the stars had arrived in the Maveen system.


It may sound odd, but having learned so much, my interest was less in the Godspeed Drive than it was in the space travelers who risked their lives on and around the Forty Worlds. The Drive, if it had ever existed, was long-dead history—Mother, when I asked her, denied that there had ever been any such thing; Uncle Duncan and many other people said the same. But the spacers were here, real, undeniable. They were today, they were excitement. I could not have Godspeed. But I could have space.


When I reached my fifteenth birthday, I was at last allowed to use our little sailboat that sat on the jetty downhill from the house. The rules were simple: I must stay close to shore, I must never venture out in anything but light breezes, and I must never sail after dark.


If I am going to be as honest as I know how in telling everything that happened, here is a good place to begin. I broke those rules, all three of them. But I did not do it when I was at the house, with Mother there to keep an eye on me.


When she had a visitor on the way, and I was ready to be packed off to stay with Uncle Toby, I always asked if I could go to Toltoona by water, sailing along close to the shore of Lake Sheelin. Provided that the weather was good, Mother would agree. Then I would be out of her sight for anything from a day to a week, and old Uncle Toby, blurred of vision, hard of hearing, and unsteady on his legs, was happy enough to see me away early in the morning, and back as late as I pleased.


I gradually learned by trial and error what I could and could not do on the lake. The ideal situation was a strong and steady breeze from the north. That would allow me to sail right across Lake Sheelin without tacking, and come back the same way. I thought that I could be at the eastern shore in two hours and home again, when I chose to come home, in two more. That would give me most of the day to be where I wanted to be: at the Muldoon Spaceport.


On my first trip across I was too nervous about what I was doing, and too worried about my return, to enter the port itself. I hove to just offshore, ate my lunch, and stared at a baffling complex of buildings. There were scores of them, and I could not guess what they were for. What I most wanted to see, of course, was a launch or a landing, close up, but there was never a sign of one. After an hour and a half of goggling at everything, and pretending to be fishing or busy with my boat whenever anyone came down one of the jetties where the cargo boats were moored, I reluctantly headed back to Toltoona. I arrived at Uncle Toby’s house, to his annoyance and mine, with most of the day to kill.


On my next visit I was much bolder. With no signs telling me to keep out, I moored my boat at the end of a jetty and went ashore. One of the first things I came to was a board showing a layout of the whole Muldoon Port. It had been placed there for the convenience of people from the lake cargo vessels, but it served me just as well. I stood there until I had a general feeling of where everything was. Then I started walking. The rest of the day was like a dream.


The great launch circles were my first target. Even from a distance I had seen the sky towers and the communication systems surrounding them. Invisible to me were the open grids beneath their bases, awaiting the surge of energy that would power landings and take-offs. After a few uncertain minutes I moved close to the guarding fence. I watched and waited for a long time, and finally realized what I ought to have deduced from my own experience: The launch activity happened close to sunset. All I would see now were preparations.


I moved on, to the monster domes of the maintenance shops. I did not dare to go in—there were too many people whose job seemed to be only to watch what others were doing—but I hovered at the hangar doors and thrilled to the sight of the repair men swarming over the bowl-shaped ferry ships, each as big as our house. I stared in fascination at the glittering cushion plates being fixed underneath them. They could be removed after launch and left in high orbit, whenever a ferry ship was needed for use farther off in space. To most people those cushions might seem no more than big round concave dishes, but because I knew their purpose I thought I had never seen anything so beautiful.


On that visit I hardly noticed the dents and scars and patches and the mended metal seams. It certainly never occurred to me that ships so battered on the outside might be no better within.


But one of the men near the door finally had his eye on me, and was starting to edge in my direction. I had done nothing wrong, but I felt guilty, and walked away toward one of the huge, metal-roofed rooms that served as combination marketplace and restaurant.


I went in, and saw more spacers in the next thirty seconds than I had dreamed existed.


They lounged at tables covered with food and drink, or stood leaning on bare walls. And they were talking, talking, talking. The whole room buzzed with spaceman chatter. I wanted to hear every word.


Except that the heads turning casually to glance at me did not move away. I was conspicuous, not because of my age—there were dozens of boys no older than me, serving food and drink—but because of my dress. Everyone else was either twice my age, or wearing the service uniform of white coat and blue tight pants.


More people were staring at me. It was time to leave. I walked quickly out of the restaurant and retreated to the shore, determined to talk Mother into making me a white coat and blue pants when I got back.


When I got back. There was the hitch. I had lost track of time, and I had also not allowed for the fact that the wind usually dropped in the late afternoon to a light air. I set sail for the west shore, but the boat crept along, hardly creating a ripple in the still lake water.


That is how I came to see my first close-up space launch.


Darkness had fallen across the lake almost before I left the jetty. I had no problem with my destination, because Toltoona was a sizable patch of lights on the other side. But when I was no more than a tenth of the way across the lake, there was suddenly light behind me. A strange violet glow lit my white sail, and everything in the boat changed to peculiar and unnatural colors.


I turned. A ship was going up, balancing on top of a violet column of light. The ascent was slow, almost stately. I was close enough to see the return beam, a thin stream of matter that I knew was moving at close to the speed of light. It was a paler blue, and its line followed exactly back into the center of the power laser. A faint crackle of ionization carried to me across the water.


And suddenly the boat was picking up speed. I could not tell how much was natural wind, and how much I was feeling a byproduct of the huge energies being generated and dissipated back at Muldoon Port. But by the time the launch was complete and the violet beam had vanished, we were finally moving at a decent speed. Two long hours later I was tying the boat up alongside one of the Toltoona wharves. I sneaked up the hill, on into Uncle Toby’s house the back way—and learned that he was not nearly as blurred in vision or hard of hearing as I hoped.


“And where in the name of Kevin do you think you’ve been?” he asked, when I was hardly in the door.


And then, before I could say a word, “And don’t you be giving me any of your made-up stories, either, Jay Hara. You’ve been away across the lake, you have, and that in the dark. And poor Molly worrying herself sick about you.”


“Mother knows I’ve been away?”


“And why else would she be worrying? She was here earlier. She wants you home as soon as you can get. And how do you think I look, with never a word to offer her as to where you were, or when you might be back?”


“How did you know I’d been across the lake?”


“Where else would a boy be, who eats and drinks and sleeps space, and has a boat? Did you have dinner, then?”


“No. I’ve had nothing since before lunch.”


I was expecting food, or at least sympathy. But Uncle Toby sniffed and said, “Well, that’s your own fool fault, isn’t it? Dinner has been and gone. Get on home now—and not in the boat. Along the road.”


“But Mother has a visitor. I thought he was going to be at the house for three more days.”


“He is. This is different. Home you go, Jay. If you’re lucky, Molly might give you something to eat when you get there.”


Uncle Toby had my little backpack all ready to go. I started out for home. It was cloudy and pitch-dark, but there was no chance of getting lost. The lake was on my right hand, the embankment on my left. The road ran from Toltoona to our house, and ended just beyond it. There was hardly ever any traffic. I walked briskly, because it was late autumn, and the nights were already turning cold.


My head was filled with visions of Muldoon Port and that nighttime space launch, and the memory of the sail back to Toltoona through ghostly darkness. I doubt that I gave one thought to Mother’s odd change of mind, suddenly wanting me home even though she had a guest staying with her.


And once I arrived home, and had a chance to talk with Paddy Enderton, it seemed the most natural thing in the world that Mother should want me there with her.





CHAPTER 3



It was more than five years since I had stayed at the house while Mother entertained one of her visitors. In that time I must have changed a lot in how I saw things, for it seemed to me, as soon as I stepped inside, that the man sitting in our best chair was quite different from all the others that I had met.


As I opened the door he gave a great nervous jerk upwards in his seat, then abruptly swiveled in the chair to find out who had come in. I saw a huge head, thick-bearded and dark-haired. It surmounted massive shoulders, and a bigger chest than that of any spaceman I had ever seen. His face was very pale, and free of the usual spacer broken veins and burns. Instead it wore an odd expression of surprise and caution.


But the biggest difference was in Mother.


“About time,” she said. “Mr. Enderton, this is my son, Jay. He’ll give you a hand to carry your things upstairs. He’s big and strong.”


Not one word about where I had been, or what I had been doing until so late. Which was just fine by me. But odder than this was Mother’s attitude towards the visitor. There was none of the glow about her that I had always seen with other men guests, no sideways cocking of the head, no little touches or quick glances. Instead she sounded very practical and businesslike as she pointed behind me to the doorway.


“Get to it, Jay,” she said. “It’s too much for me.”


I had noticed the great box when I came in—I could hardly miss it, the way that it filled half the entrance. If I was supposed to carry that upstairs, I would need lots of help. But Paddy Enderton was already standing up and coming toward me. Seated, his size had been deceptive. He possessed the head and torso of a giant, but his legs proved to be so short that he was no taller than me.


“You’re Jay, then,” he said gruffly. He stared hard, measuring my build, but made no move to shake my hand. “Aye, you seem strong enough. Let’s do it.”


I could see the remains of dinner still on the table, and that would have been my first preference. But Enderton had gone past me, and was already reaching down to a handle on the side of the box. He lifted it easily, one-handed. I took the other handle without much hope that I would be able to move it at all. To my amazement, the chest came easily off the ground.


I wondered, had Enderton really needed my help?


Yes, he had. We headed up the stairs without my feeling much strain, but Enderton gasped and gulped at every step. At the top, to my surprise, he took a turn to the left along the landing.


To explain that surprise, I have to say that our house had three bedrooms. The one at the front, looking out over the lake, was my room. The two at the back were Mother’s bedroom and a small guest bedroom right next to it, where visitors always slept.


The left turn off the landing led to my room, and only to my room. And when we went into it, I found that all my belongings had disappeared.


“It’s all right.” Mother had followed us up the stairs. “Mr. Enderton said he absolutely had to have the front room. You’re in the guest bedroom, Jay. I moved your things. It won’t be for long.”


“How long?” It was ridiculous, moving me out of my own room for just a couple of days.


Now mother did look at Enderton, but it was nothing more than simple inquiry.


He had put down his side of the box and straightened up, the breath rattling in his throat. “I told you,” he wheezed at last. “I’m not sure.” He had one hand pressed to his massive rib cage, and his face was even paler than before.


“I’m not sure,” he repeated after another long pause. “Maybe three or four weeks.”


He said nothing more, but stood there scowling and panting, and glancing every second or two at the sealed box. He was clearly waiting, and after a few more seconds Mother nodded at me. “Come on, then,” she said, and led the way back downstairs.


“He’s horrible,” I burst out, as soon as we were in the living-room and out of earshot. “Why are you letting him stay with us for even a night, let alone a month?”


Mother hesitated. She had been loading a plate with cold meat and bread. “Now then, Jay,” she said mildly. She handed me the plate. “Paddy Enderton is not what I expected, that I’ll admit. But he’s going to pay more than anyone ever paid. And for nothing, too.”


“It’s not for nothing! You’re feeding him, aren’t you? And you let him have my room.”


“That’s … different.”


“It sure is. Why didn’t you leave me with Uncle Toby until he was gone?”


“So you could go sailing off across the lake again, and worry your old uncle sick?” But Mother sounded more thoughtful than angry. “I just feel better with you here, and Uncle Duncan, too. Eat your dinner, now, and clear up afterwards. I’m going off to bed.”


So there was another surprise, something for me to ponder as I ate a rapid and solitary meal, and then washed up. Not only was I going to be around while Mother had a visitor, but Uncle Duncan would be dropping in, too. That had never happened before.


None of this was enough consolation, though, for my being deprived of my own bedroom. My dislike of Paddy Enderton grew when I went up to the guest room and found all my things scattered around haphazardly on shelves and floor.


That was not enough to keep me awake, once I lay down on the bed. The day had been too long, and too full. I relived the visit to Muldoon Port, the grandeur of the space launch, and the night journey back, with the boat whispering its way across the dark lake. My final thought was again of the sailboat. It was still moored at Toltoona. Tomorrow I would have to walk over there, and sail it home.


That thought came into my head again as soon as I awoke. It was barely light. The house was quiet. If I hurried I could be to Toltoona and back before Mother even knew that I had gone.


I dressed quickly, stole downstairs, and headed for the door—and jumped a foot in the air when a silent form came at me from the kitchen.


It was Paddy Enderton, a big sharp-pointed carving knife in his right hand. “Hah!” he said. “It’s you.” He lowered the knife. “I’m just getting myself a bite of breakfast. What are you doing up so early?”


“I left my sailboat over at Toltoona last night. I have to go and get it back.”


“You sail, do you?” he said, after an awkward silence. “Going to be a sailor, are you, or a fisherman?”


“I hope not.” I wanted to be away, but I had to be civil. This morning he was at least talking to me as though I was a human being. “I’d rather be a spacer,” I added. “Like you.”


“What’s that?” The knife jerked upward again, its point toward me. “Who said I was a spacer?”


“Nobody.”


“Do you think I look like a spacer?”


“No, you don’t.” I was scared by his eyes even more than the knife. “But you sound like one, the way you have trouble breathing. And all Mother’s other guests, they’ve been spacers.”


“Other guests?” His pale face reddened, and the breath wheezed in his throat. “You have spacer guests here?”


I wished that Mother was around to explain, but it was long before her usual rising time. So it was up to me. I told him the simple truth, that we had guests now and again, ever since I remembered, and that they had all been spacers. But it had been four months since one was here.


That last fact seemed to calm him, and he slowly nodded his massive head. “I should have checked,” he said, “before I came. Too late now.”


“Are you a spacer?” I asked.


Instead of answering he walked through into the kitchen and came back carrying a sandwich of bread and hot bacon.


“Here.” He handed it to me. “Eat that. I don’t have the appetite now.” He studied me as I took a first bite. “So you’re often in Toltoona, eh? And you’re a sailor, too, who wants to be a spacer. Did you ever think to sail right across Lake Sheelin, to Muldoon Port?”


“I did it just yesterday,” I said proudly. “I saw a space launch, close up.”


“Did you now.” He smiled for the first time, an awkward grimace of stained teeth. “Well, Jay Hara, you’re quite the adventurer. Would there be any problem if you sailed across again, for me?”


Problem? It would please me more than anything in the world, but still there was a problem, a big one.


“Mother doesn’t like me to sail far away from the shore.”


“That’s for pleasure. If it was well-paid, though, that would be another matter.”


My reluctance to discuss the idea with Mother must have showed, because he went on, “Of course, I’d be the one asking her. And if you did a little something extra for me now and then, there’d be other stuff coming your way that’s more than wages. Things you’ll like, you wanting to be a spacer. See here. I’m giving you this right now.”


He pulled from his pocket a coin-sized flat circle, like a tiny plate of stiff paper, and handed it across to me. I examined it on both sides, and saw nothing.


“Well?” said Enderton.


“It’s just a flat piece of cardboard.”


“You think so?” He seemed pleased. “Grab your jacket and come with me.”


He led the way outside the house. It was a fine morning of late fall, the temperature hardly risen above freezing. In another week or two winter would arrive dramatically, with biting north winds and soon after that a thin coat of ice along the shallows of the lake. But today we could still stand outside without discomfort.


Enderton stared along the road to Toltoona, and then across the deserted surface of Lake Sheelin. He examined them closely, before he moved next to me and pointed his thick finger at the disk.


“Now, you want to be a spacer and not a fisherman, I know that, but I’ll bet you still like to fish?” He saw my nod. “So let’s say you’re out on the lake, fishing. And suppose you’re still out when it gets dark, and you come across a place where there’s something good on your line every time you stick it down in the water. You’d love to be able to find the same spot again, but there’s not a landmark visible to fix your place. Then you press this.”


His index finger stabbed at a little red patch on one side of the card. So far as I could see, nothing at all happened.


“So now you go away, anywhere you like. Come on.” Enderton started walking along the road. I followed him, swallowing down the last of my sandwich, until we were a couple of hundred paces from the house. There he stopped.


“Now, say that tomorrow night you want to find your way back to that same place. Then all you do is press this.” He touched a blue patch on the opposite side of the card. “And see what you get.”


The front of the card had suddenly changed. Before it had been blank, now it was divided in two by a bright yellow arrow. In the middle sat a number.


“That points the direction you have to go, to get right back where you want to be.” Enderton rotated the card, to show that the arrow turned to point always in the same direction. “And the figures in the middle, they tell you how far you have to go to reach your starting point. You just follow the arrow. Go ahead. Do it.”


I did as he suggested, and found myself led right back to the place were we had started. When I arrived at the right point outside the house, the arrow vanished and the little disk buzzed softly.


I turned the card over. It was thin as a fingernail, and the underside was no more than a repeat of the top. Paddy Enderton laughed, then doubled over with a horrible coughing fit.


“You’ll see nothing there,” he said, when he had recovered. “And don’t try to break it open to look, or it will never work again.”


“I’ve never seen anything like this.”


“Of course you haven’t.” He gave me a leer and a wink. “And no more has anyone else around here. That’s spacer work—and not the sort you’ll find around Muldoon Port, either. But you see how useful it would be, to fix a position in space. And it’s yours. You help me when I need it, and there’ll be more things like this for you. Are we on, Jay?”


He held out his hand. After a few moments I took it. His big black-haired paw swallowed up my whole hand, and I pulled away as soon as I could.


“If Mother says it’s all right to cross the lake, I’ll do it.” Attractive as it had sounded at first, I was having second thoughts. I hadn’t liked Paddy Enderton when I first met him, and gifts or no gifts I decided that I didn’t like him now. “Mother will have to agree.”


“Sure. I’ll square that with her, no problem. But there’s other things, too, that your mother doesn’t need to know about.” He leaned close to me. “You’re going off to Toltoona, right?”


“I should be on the way already.” I glanced at the sun. “I wanted to be back before Mother was up.”


“Don’t worry about that. I’ll tell her that you ran a little errand for me.” He reached into his pocket, and handed me more money than I saw in a good month. “This is for today’s work. Before you collect your boat, take a walk right through Toltoona. Every street of it. How many inns are there?”


“Three.”


“Take a look in each one. You’ve seen plenty of spacers, right?”


I nodded.


“Keep your eyes open for anyone who looks or sounds like a spacer. If you see one, take a good note of him—how he’s dressed, what he’s doing, if he has any scars or strangeness. Don’t tell anyone what you’re doing, and don’t make it obvious. And when you come back, you tell me all about what you’ve seen and heard.”


He gave me a hard push, as though urging me along the road to Toltoona, then just as sharply grabbed my shoulder and pulled me back again. He leaned very close and turned me to him, so that I could see every whisker around his full mouth, and every vein in his bloodshot eyes.


“And there’s one more thing, Jay.” His voice was a hoarse whisper, and his stale breath filled my nostrils. “One more thing to look out for real special. And if you see it, or you hear talk of it, you come right back here at once, without waiting one second for anything. Look for a man with no arms, carrying on his back another man with no legs. The two-half-man, they call him. Anyone says those words, or talks about Dan and Stan, you let me know real quick. And then there’ll be more money for you than you’ve ever seen in your life.”


Just what Paddy Enderton told Mother, I don’t know. But a careful walk through the middle of Toltoona, and a slow sail back against the wind, kept me away from the house until lunchtime. When I hurried in Mother was standing at the stove; she said not a word about my lateness.


Duncan West was sitting with his long legs under the kitchen table. He nodded to me. “Food. A healthy young lad can smell it a mile off.”


Not quite true, but I could certainly smell it now. And I could see it, too, smoking hot and ready to serve. It was my favorite, peppered lake shellfish.


I went across to join Uncle Duncan.


“So, Jay,” he went on. “How’s life for my bold sailor lad?”


As usual he treated me like a six-year-old, and a none-too-bright one at that. Typical, although before I was ten I’d become sure that Mother was a good deal smarter than Duncan West. She didn’t seem to notice, or at least to mind, because he did a lot of repairs around the house and when he was dealing with mechanical things even I admitted that he was unbeatable.


Fortunately I didn’t have to answer, because before I could even sit down Mother was in front of me with a loaded tray.


“Second sitting for you, Jay. Ten more minutes. If you’re going to be an assistant to Mr. Enderton, you can start assisting now. He want to eat in his room. Take this up to him.”


It was another difference from Mother’s usual visitors. Everyone in the past had eaten with her, and usually there had been a good deal of talk and laughter and fancy ceremony.


“Eat in my room, you mean,” I said, not quite under my breath. But she did not respond, and I took the tray from her and hurried upstairs. If it was going to be another ten minutes before I could get anything to eat, I could brief Enderton on what I had been doing.


The door was closed, and with no hand free I banged on it with my elbow.


“Who’s that?” Enderton’s voice was gruff and unfriendly.


“Me. Jay. I’m back.”


“Ah.”


The door opened, a hand grabbed my elbow and dragged me sharply in, and the door slammed behind me.


All he was wearing above the waist was a sort of leather vest, unbuttoned all the way down the front. It made the power of his arms and shoulders and chest even more obvious. It also showed, running from above his left nipple all the way down to the bottom of his right ribs, a deep, rough-edged scar. The ribs that it crossed were broken and twisted and gnarled in among the thick layers of muscle. The wound, whenever and wherever it had happened, must have healed without medical treatment. It was a wonder that Paddy Enderton had survived.


But he had, and there was still power in those great hands. He grabbed the tray from me, and at the same time pushed me easily back into a chair.


“What did you see?” He leaned over me. “Tell it quick.”


I did, but there was not much to tell. I had walked along every street, and into each of the three inns, and nowhere had I seen anything remotely suspicious. There was the occasional sprained ankle, and even a merchant with his arm in a sling, but that was a long way from armless and legless men.


While I talked, Enderton picked up the tray, ate, and grunted. He ignored all utensils and worked with his hands and teeth, cracking the hard pink shellfish cases casually between thumb and finger, then noisily sucking out the tender white meat.


“Good enough,” he grunted when I was finished. “You sure you covered every street?”


“Every one in the town.”


“Here, then.” He fumbled clumsily in his pocket, and seemed surprised when he came up empty-handed. “I’ll pay you later. Tomorrow, I want you to sail across and take the same sort of look at Muldoon Port.”


“If the weather’s good,” I said, “And if Mother says it’s allowed.”


“Mmph.”


That hardly sounded like agreement, but I stood up. I was keen to go back downstairs, and not only because I was hungry. This didn’t feel like my room any more, filled as it was with the smell of stale sweat and liquor.


“She’ll say yes.” But he stood between me and the door, and he showed no sign of moving. He was breathing heavily, and snorting through his nose. “You may not always see them together, you know. Sometimes they do things separate, quite ordinary things. You have to watch out for each of them. Understand? Each of them.”


I finally realized who he was talking about. “What do they look like?”


“Why, like each other. Understand? They’re brothers, and they were a whole lot alike. More in looks, though, than in behavior. But then there’s the accident, see, and one loses his arms, and the other his legs. Understand? Not alike any more. Two years ago, that was, out on Connaught, same place where I got mine.” Enderton rubbed at his twisted rib cage, then turned to pick up a half-empty glass of dark liquid from the dresser. He took a big gulp. “We all three got mangled—and we were the lucky ones. We lived. Understand?”


I said nothing, and he went on with never a pause, “So if you see a man with no legs, that’s Stan. Not too bad, he is, compared with the other. But you come and tell me about it anyway. Understand?”


I understood at least one thing. Paddy Enderton was drunk, dead drunk, more drunk than I had ever seen anyone.


“But if you see the man with no arms,” he went on, snuffling and snorting and rubbing at his tangled beard. “The man with no arms, that’s Dan. And then it’s God help me.”


He put his hands up to cover his face, and I took the chance to edge around him and to the door. I opened it as quietly as I could, but he heard me, and turned around to grab my arm.


He pulled me close, and glared into my eyes. “If it’s Dan, see, then it’s God help me. And it’s God help you, Jay Hara. And it’s God help everybody. Because nothing else can.”


He released my arm. I stumbled backward through the door and almost fell downstairs.


His final words followed me. They were just what I needed to put me off my dinner.


Except that they didn’t, not the way they might now, because at that time I didn’t know what Dan and Stan were. They were just names.


And anyway, the food was peppered lake shellfish. I hadn’t found anything that could put me off that.


Not then. I wonder if I would still eat it, knowing what I do now.





CHAPTER 4



If there’s any place where what I’m saying is likely to get interfered with, I guess that this is it. Because I’m going to be talking about Doctor Eileen Xavier—the same Doctor Eileen who made me start working on telling what happened.


But before I get to that, let me say that before I knew it, Paddy Enderton had been staying with us for over five weeks.


I hated having him in the house, and so I think did Mother, although he demanded little enough as a guest. He did not have his meals with us, or go outside for walks, or even bother to clean his room or wash himself. He wouldn’t let me or Mother in to clean, either. He seemed to do nothing but sit upstairs, cough and wheeze, make strange drawings that were scattered all over when I took him his meals, and stare out across the lake.


But he paid, and he paid well. So every few days I went along the shore to Toltoona, mostly in the sailboat unless the weather was rough, and when I got back I reported to Enderton that there was nothing out of the ordinary that I could see. He never thanked me, just nodded in a satisfied sort of way. I felt I was taking his money for nothing, but nothing was apparently what he wanted to hear.


About once a week, when the wind was right, I sailed all the way across to Muldoon Spaceport and docked there. With funding from Paddy Enderton, Mother had made for me the blue trousers and white jacket of junior service staff. Wearing those I wandered nervously into the restaurants, and soon learned that provided I didn’t go into the kitchens, no one paid me the slightest attention.


After my second visit I became bolder. I broadened my travels to include the repair shops and warehouses and, finally, greatly daring, I went into the launch lounge, where never a launch was to be seen during the day, but where the old retired spacers seemed to spend all their time. There, sitting on the outskirts of those groups and saying not a word, I learned more about space and the Forty Worlds than anyone at Toltoona ever dreamed.


For Mother and Uncle Duncan, the idea that we had once been part of a great commerce between the stars seemed hardly more than a legend. Even if it’s true, Duncan once said to me, what does it matter? There’s nothing like that now, is there?


He was right, of course. Our real world was Erin, and, to a lesser extent, the rest of the Forty Worlds.


But the spacers could not discard the past so easily. They talked, while I listened open-mouthed, about the great deserted structures that floated free in space out beyond the Gap, beyond the gasgiant worlds of Antrim and Tyrone, beyond the Maze. Some of the speakers had visited those empty shells themselves. All of them agreed that no technology on Erin, today or in the past, could have been enough to build those monster habitats. The structures had employed, and now were cannibalized for, elements and alloys hardly known in the Maveen system.


No doubt about it, said the old spacers. Those structures were built using the Godspeed Drive. And somewhere out there, who knew where, there might be a structure that was not deserted and empty. Somewhere maybe was El Dorado, the Pot of Gold at the end of the rainbow, the supply base used by the Godspeeders themselves before, for whatever reason, they ceased to visit the system of the Forty Worlds.


Which was a great pity, agreed the spacers, because with the Godspeed Drive the stars, even the faint and distant ones, must have been no more than a few days away. The Drive had served ten thousand suns. And the ships at Muldoon Spaceport today, even our best ones, were no more than a faint shadow of the ships that must have wandered the Forty Worlds, a few hundred years ago.


I had never in my life heard anything half so interesting. After my second visit I spent almost all my time sitting in the launch lounge. It’s a good thing that Paddy Enderton had no way to check on me, because there could have been armless and legless men by the dozen wandering around the rest of Muldoon Spaceport, and I would never have known it.


My sail home became later and later, as the season moved steadily on toward winter. On my fifth trip across, Muldoon Port was more packed with newly arrived spacers than it had ever been. The place had the atmosphere of one giant reunion party. I could hardly bear to leave, and I stayed there until after dark. But I paid for it on the journey home, when I shuddered and shivered all the way back. It was not just the cold. The squalls that ripped the lake’s surface twice came close to capsizing me. By the time that I tied up the sailboat at our home pier, I had decided that this must be my last trip across Lake Sheelin.


That was a great shame, because for the first time in my life I had money. It was hidden away in a bag beneath my bed. Paddy Enderton was often late now in paying Mother, but never in paying me. Usually it was cash, but sometimes other things—a little timepiece, that showed the passage of hours and days for a place that was clearly not Erin, or a tube that I could place on my skin and see the pattern of veins and sinews and even individual cells, deep inside.


It would sadden me to give up more of these wonders, but it had to be done. I headed up the path, where a thin film of ice was already forming on the puddles. I intended to tell Paddy Enderton that I could not cross the lake again until the spring.


But although he was in his room, he was already asleep when I sneaked upstairs. Through the locked door I could hear him snoring and wheezing, with a rattle in his chest that was sounding worse and worse as the weather grew colder.


No matter, I thought. I would tell him first thing in the morning.


But next morning, before Paddy Enderton and Mother were up and about, Doctor Eileen paid a visit.


The day dawned late, under heavy grey skies. With it came the first real snow of winter, drifting down in big, soft flakes. It made perfect snowballs. I went outside, throwing the icy spheres at trees and birds and bushes, and laughing at our tame miniver, Chum. He was a bit witless, and he didn’t understand the game. He tried to catch everything in his mouth, and he was scooting around looking a bit like an oversized snowball himself when Doctor Eileen’s car came floating in along the northern path.


I pretended that I was going to chuck one at her when she turned off the engine and got out of the little runabout. She stood her ground and faced me down, grinning out from the fur hood that muffled her so only eyes to mouth were visible.


“I don’t know about you,” she said, “but I’ve been up all night. I decided to cadge something hot from Molly on my way home. Your mother up yet?”


It was her first visit for a few months. Doctor Eileen’s patients were scattered over a big area west of Lake Sheelin, the “poor side,” as she called it, and when she had been working to the north of us she had the habit of dropping in unannounced. The official reason was to perform a routine check on my health and Mother’s, but I thought that was a waste of time, because it seemed to me that both of us were healthy as ticks. The real reason, I decided, was that Mother and Doctor Eileen got on well, and liked to sit and talk. And talk and talk.


But now I have to take a break, and point out that when I sat down to describe the quest for the Godspeed Drive, it was Doctor Eileen herself who told me that I must not take anything for granted. I had to describe everything, she said, people and places and things, even ones so familiar to me that I had never really looked at them before. In fact, especially ones that I had never really looked at before.


So she can hardly object when I apply that rule to her.


I don’t remember a time when I did not know Doctor Eileen Xavier. She had been prodding and poking and making me say “Ah” since I was an infant, and probably before that. I thought of her as big, but she wasn’t. By the time I was twelve, we were eye to eye. She was little and old, with a brown, wrinkled face that somehow stayed tanned summer and winter, and she was sort of roly-poly, a little bent forward and kind of thick through the middle. She was not strong, not in the way that people usually mean, like lifting things, but I had never seen her tired, even when she rolled up at our house after a day and a half on the road.


What she was, she was there, at all hours and in all weathers, whenever people needed a doctor. Mother said there wasn’t a man or woman within thirty miles of Toltoona who wouldn’t give Doctor Eileen anything they owned if she asked for it.


So there was never a question, on that brisk, snowy morning, that I would take Doctor Eileen into the kitchen without consulting anyone, set her cold outer clothes to warm and dry, and give her hot cakes and a mug of sugary tea, the way she liked it. And only after that did I start upstairs to tell Mother that she was here.


“What is that?” said Doctor Eileen, before I could set my foot on the first step.


I had to listen for a moment before I knew what she was talking about. I had become so used to it, that awful lung-collapsing cough.


“It’s Mr. Enderton,” I said. “He always sounds like that when he first gets up. I think it’s the cold air. It gets to him.”


The front bedroom, looking out over the lake, did not benefit much from the house’s heating. It was always freezing in winter. I hadn’t said anything to Mother, but as the weather became colder and colder, my objections to sleeping in the guest room were less and less.


“I’ll tell Mother you’re here,” I went on. But before I could stop her, Doctor Eileen was stumping up the stairs behind me, her mug of tea still in her hand.


“I’m going to take a look at him,” she said. She reached the top of the stairs, set her mug on the landing rail, and started toward the guest bedroom.


“Not that way.” I grabbed her sleeve. “He’s in my room.”


That earned a quick, questioning look, then she had turned and was moving to bang on Paddy Enderton’s door.


“Who is it?” The coughing had stopped for the moment, but his voice was a husky croak.


“This is Doctor Xavier. I’d like to take a look at you.”


“I don’t want no doctor.” But the lock was being turned, and after a couple of seconds the door opened. Paddy Enderton peered out. He looked even worse than usual, face pale as chalk but eyes bloodshot and lips purple-red.


He glared at Doctor Eileen. “I don’t want no doctor,” he repeated, but then he started to cough again, in a fit that doubled him over and left him groping at the wall to support himself.


Doctor Eileen took the opportunity to advance into the room. “You may not want a doctor, but you need one. Sit down, and I’ll examine you.”


“No, damn it, you won’t.” Enderton was recovering from his attack and straightening up. He knotted his fists. “I’m doing fine, and I don’t want any old woman in here, doctor or not. Get the hell out.”


His eyes flicked across the room, and I followed his glance. The big box that usually sat closed and locked had been opened, and a lattice of dark-blue tubes and bars stood next to the window. Enderton took a step to the right, so that his body was between Doctor Eileen and the blue structure, then he slowly moved closer to her. “Out of my room.”


She stood her ground. “I can’t examine a man who refuses to be looked at. But I’ll tell you this. The weather here is going to get colder and colder for the next four months, and if you don’t seek medical treatment you’re going to be flat on your back before spring arrives. And that’s not the worst that might happen to you.”


He grunted, deep in his chest, and shook his tangled bird’s-nest of dirty hair. “I won’t be here for any four months. And you don’t know the worst that could happen to me. How I feel is my business. Get out of here.”


“Molly Hara knows how to get in touch with me if you need me,” said Doctor Eileen, as she turned and urged me back through the doorway. “Only make that when you need me. If you’ve not spent a winter by Lake Sheelin, you have an experience coming to you.”


The door slammed behind us. The lock went into position, violently. And before either Doctor Eileen or I could say a word to each other, Mother came hurrying along the landing.


“You’ve hit a new low, Molly,” Doctor Eileen said, by way of a greeting. It was as though the two of them were continuing a conversation from an hour before, but Mother just laughed and said, “With that one? Never in this world—or any other. Come on in, and bring your tea with you.”


They went straight into Mother’s room and closed the door, leaving me alone on the landing.


I could have gone downstairs, and back out into the snow. If it hadn’t been for Paddy Enderton, I probably would have done. But his face had been full of anger, and I was afraid that he would follow me outside and blame me for telling Doctor Eileen that he was there. I didn’t want to be alone with him.


I sneaked into my bedroom, the one that used to be the guest room, and closed the door as quietly as possible. Just a few seconds later I heard Enderton’s door open, and his heavy tread on the landing and the stairs.


There was only the one way down. I was stuck. I settled on my bed, ready to stay there until I heard him come back up. It might not take long. Maybe all he wanted was a hot drink, to which he could add from his own supply of liquor. That was his usual breakfast these days.


In the next room, Mother and Doctor Eileen were talking together. That was nothing new, it was all they seemed to do when they met. What was a surprise was the ease with which someone in the guest bedroom could hear every word that they said.
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