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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.


      







Prologue


AFTER THE FIRST hundred years, some people stop taking chances. With a new young body—or at least a healthy one—every ten or twelve years, there’s a strong temptation to go out and use it. But if you did try to occupy centuries climbing mountains, skin diving, abseiling, and so forth, sooner or later the force of statistics would catch up with you. The Stileman Clinics will cleanse you of cancer and sclerosis and make your vital organs and muscle and bone think they’re brand-new again—but lose a wing in a sudden storm and you’re as dead as any mortal. Any “ephemeral.”


Dallas Barr had ignored this reality for almost a century. He had sailed around the world in a forty-foot sloop, had braved vicious currents to swim the lonely corridors of the Titanic, had come to terms with himself in a winterlong Antarctic vigil. On the Moon he had climbed the Straight Wall and tramped the Plato desert in search of fairy lights. He’d bought his way onto the first team to climb Olympus Mons, on Mars. Then just before his ninth rejuvenation he had been rappeling down an easy cliff in Australia’s Blue Mountains when a foolproof rope snapped to give him three seconds of weightlessness and then a broken back.


That almost killed him, twice. It’s hard to amass a fortune immobilized inside a body cast and either distracted by constant pain or dulled by analgesia. The ninth fortune is easier than the first, though, and a person without a knack for making money has to get used to the idea of growing old.


(Lord Stileman himself had lived only to a hundred and five, dying in the fiery wreckage of an antique racing car. By then his clinics already were the second-wealthiest foundation in the world and only a few years away from first place.)


The only people who got immortality for free were King Richard, a few politicians and administrators, and about a hundred medical people, each of whom guarded one part of the complicated secret that was the Stileman Process. Everyone else bought the next dozen years on the same terms: all your worldly goods signed over to the foundation. And don’t even reach for your checkbook if you have less than a million pounds.


Your perennial million pounds didn’t buy true immortality, not in the absolute sense. The Stileman Regeneration Clinics could slow down the decay of brain tissue, but couldn’t stop it altogether. Nobody had lived long enough to put it to the test, but from the clinics’ extrapolations, it looked as if the upper limit would be less than a thousand years. Sooner or later your brain would fog up, and when your time came around, you wouldn’t be able to find a million pounds. You would grow old and die.


Dallas Barr didn’t spend much time mulling over that, even though he’d been in the first Stileman group and was therefore one of the oldest people in the world. Tightrope walkers don’t worry about distance records.


When he’d hurtled down the side of that cliff, Dallas had been in the ninth year of his current rejuvenation. A disastrous poker game in Adelaide, which he’d hoped would put him over the million-pound mark, had left him with less than fifty thousand Australian dollars. He had about two years to multiply that by sixty.


Most of the people he dealt with over the next eighteen months did not know him as Dallas Barr, the rather conspicuous American playboy. Many of them did not know he was an immortal. He had a number of personas scattered around the world, most with impeccable credit references, even if they were currently short of liquid assets. He vouched for himself and then at usurious rates lent himself borrowed money, some of which was invested quietly, some conspicuously, weaving a complex skein of notes and handshakes and whispered confidences that eventually, inevitably, began to generate real money. He made his million and put it in a safe place and then spent a couple of months ensuring discreetly that when Dallas Barr walked out of that clinic young again and nearly flat broke, he wouldn’t stay broke for long.


He did decide to be Dallas Barr a third time, though it meant public immortality. (He had been public once before, as Georges Andric, who “died” attempting to scale Everest alone.) The notoriety was sometimes pleasant and always profitable, though it involved some risk. Despite all the evidence to the contrary, there were people who thought the Stileman immortals made up an underground cabal that ruled the world. There were no statistics—if the clinics kept records, they didn’t release them—but it seemed likely that the second most frequent cause of death among immortals was assassination, usually spectacular, by some crazy who thought he was saving the world from a conspiracy.


No immortal ever remembered exactly what happened during the month of rejuvenation therapy. This was for sanity more than security. The first three weeks were sustained agony, beyond imagination, being pulled apart and put back together; the last week was sleep and forgetting. When he left the Sydney clinic this ninth time Dallas Barr felt, as always, renewed but deeply rattled: a strong man of a hundred and thirty who couldn’t remember the nine times he had begged for the release of death.


Stileman, Geoffrey Parke, MP, 1950-2055




Lord Stileman is, of course, best remembered as having founded the immortality clinics that still bear his name, but even before that accomplishment he was a prominent (perhaps notorious) public figure.


Born into considerable wealth, Stileman was nevertheless, from his earliest years, an outspoken enemy of privilege. As a New Labour MP, though, he turned out to be anything but doctrinaire, apparently following the dictates of his conscience even when that led him into the Tory camp. So he was never a great success as a practical politician, not being willing to compromise, but his rhetorical ability and striking camera presence made him a valuable asset to a variety of liberal and libertarian causes.


In 1991 a group of medical researchers approached him with the outline of what the Stileman Process (q.v.) would be. It was one of them, not Lord Stileman himself, who had come up with the idea of using the process as a way to delimit the accumulation of private wealth: past a certain age, in order to stay alive, a wealthy person must become a relative pauper every ten years.


Once the process had been demonstrated, Lord Stileman was in a position to effectively blackmail any person who preferred life over wealth. (Not all did at first; many fortunes were carried to the grave.) He didn’t use this power to greatly increase his own wealth, but rather encouraged donations and investments in areas he was passionately involved with—the encouragement being the complex legal instrument one must sign for the second and subsequent treatments. This not only requires a large payment to the clinic, for services rendered, but disallows “certain modes of divestiture”—in plain language, you can’t lend anybody, or any corporation, a significant amount of money that would be paid back after your treatment. You can’t even give it away, except to approved charities and industries.


It’s no exaggeration to say that, through this selective encouragement, Lord Stileman financed the British and American presence in space in the twenty-first century. Neither the Britannia satellite complex nor the ill-fated lunar colony Downside—not to mention the immortals’ own quixotic enterprise adastra—would have been possible without the billions transferred from the estates of millionaires unwilling to give everything to the Stileman Clinics.…


—American Encyclopedia, 2068 edition





The clinic gave him a cheap bag with a change of clothes and two thousand dollars in small bills. He had a pub lunch (using the pub phone to make arrangements with a local bodyguard agency) and checked into a fleabag hotel. He sat in his room for an hour of concentrated thought, then punched up a long number from memory and had a brief conversation in Japanese. A few minutes later the phone rang, and he talked for a while in French. Then he checked his watch and went out for a paper and a pint.


Though Dallas was a fairly well-known personality in America and Britain, he felt comfortably anonymous here. The Aussies were not as easily impressed by playboy money, and at any rate the stay in the clinic had disguised him with a generally haggard look and a month of beard. He looked forward to drinking some real beer and catching up on the news unmolested. He bought a sleazy London paper and looked for an appropriate bar.


There were several places within a couple of blocks of the hotel, but none of them looked particularly safe. His love of adventure didn’t extend to making himself a target for griefballs and dizneys, so he headed crosstown toward the Rocks area. The beer was more expensive there, but you wouldn’t have to sit with your back to a wall.


It was broad daylight, and Dallas looked stronger than he felt, so no one gave him any trouble beyond the occasional shouted offer or challenge. He found an upper-middle-class bar with an interesting format—1930’s Art Deco American—and the bouncer let him in for a mere ten dollars.


He threaded his way through the chrome and glass clutter of mostly unoccupied tables to the bar, placed his order, and unfolded the newspaper.


He didn’t even get to read the headlines. While the barmaid was drawing his brew, a fat man squeezed onto the stool next to him. “Mr. Barr,” he said, not a question.


Dallas sighed and looked at the man. The bodyguard wasn’t due until afternoon, and probably wouldn’t be fat. “I don’t know you,” he said, noting that the man’s sloppy business suit could conceal a large weapon or two, measuring the distance to his trachea, right hand automatically tensing into a stiff blade. He had been kidnapped before.


“I don’t expect you would remember. We met in Chicago.” His voice dropped. “Seventy years ago.”


Dallas gave the barmaid a five and told her to keep the change. He sipped the strong dark brew and studied the immortal’s face. “The conference?”


“That’s right. You were Andric then.” The Chicago conference had been one of the last annual get-togethers before the Singapore Bombing ended the custom. Several thousand immortals in one place were too tempting a target.


“If this is a touch, you’re a little premature.” Immortals did borrow from one another, though it was done carefully; that had been the purpose of Dallas’s call to Japan. “You must know I just got out of the clinic.”


He nodded. “I’ve only been out a year myself.” He saw Barr’s look and pinched a huge wad of fat. “It’s not real. Foam implant, protective coloration.”


“Glad to hear it.”


“There’s going to be a meeting.”


“I don’t go to meetings anymore.”


“We know. This time you must.”


The barmaid came by to draw another beer. Dallas waited until she was out of earshot. “Who are ‘we’? You and your implant?”


“We don’t have a name. Just a group that meets here and there. Every three months or so.”


“Not interested.” He opened the paper and gazed at the pinup on page three.


“Maria Marconi,” he said. “She’ll be there.”


Dallas stared at the picture. The girl was not slim or dark-haired and was probably a good deal less than a century old. “Marconi,” he said. “She’s still alive.”


“She would like to see you.”


“And I her.” He turned the page noisily. “Be a good chap and tell her where I am.”


“Our group has been meeting almost since Singapore.”


“Do tell. How can you have gotten along all this time without me?” He started to turn the page again and the man put his hand on it. He looked up. “I’m tiring of your company.”


“You can afford to be patient. Most of us would have contacted you long ago. But the group is conservative that way; if one member objects to a new person, that’s enough.”


“The person who was blackballing me died?”


“Yes.”


For the first time Dallas showed some interest. “Was it Lobos? Sandra Bell?” The man shook his head. “Not Jimbo Peterson?”


“No. I don’t think you knew the man personally. A Russian, Dmitri Popov.”


“A Soviet? Stileman must be turning in his grave.”


The man smiled. “We didn’t know he was a Soviet when he was asked to join. In fact, he was a deputy administrator of the American CIA.”


“Ah.” Dallas returned his attention to the paper. “This group of yours. I suppose you don’t sit around and eat little sandwiches. Discuss poetry or footie scores.”


“Nothing so wholesome.”


Dallas nodded soberly. “You know what I like about this newspaper? The people who put it out know what’s really important in the real world. Gossip. Sex. Small human dramas like ‘I Killed My Baby and Ate It.’ Like them, I don’t have much stomach for politics.” He shook his head. “If you people are an underground organization running the world, I wish you’d get into another line of work. You’re doing a really bad job.”


“If we were running the world, it would be a much safer place.”


“I’ve probably been hearing that since before you were born. It’s not true. Stileman immortality doesn’t confer wisdom. We have more than our share of rich sociopaths.” Dallas looked at his watch and took a deep breath. “In five minutes I’m going next door for a shave and a haircut. I’m going alone. Until then, I’ll listen.”


“Fair enough.” The barmaid drifted by and he ordered a glass of Bundaberg. He stared at Dallas for a moment, thoughtful. “Do you worry about getting old? The brain death?”


“Not much. They say I’ve got another seven or eight hundred years, at least. By then they’ll probably come up with something—hell, I gave a half million to that fund.” The Nervous Tissue Preservation Prize was the result of a rare instance of solidarity among the maverick immortals. Each one had given 10 percent of his assets to it; the research team that could come up with a cure for entropic brain dysfunction would split a billion pounds. Immortality for a thousand people. Real immortality, barring accidents or violence.


“Yes, that’s what they used to say, ten centuries, more or less.” He paused, staring at Dallas. “They’re wrong.”


“What?”


“You don’t have six or seven—” He stopped talking while the woman served him his rum. He left it untouched and continued. “You may not have even a hundred years left. Maybe not fifty.”


Dallas studied his newly young hands. “Okay. You’ve got my attention.”


Transcript
The Lloyd Barnes Show
20 June 2064
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DALLAS



The cabby apologized to us for the noise. Before the rotor got up to speed, it made a deafening clatter. Once we were over the water it wasn’t too bad.


He read back the address that he’d punched into the dash. “On the water, eh, mates?”


“I don’t know. We’ve never been there.” I’d picked up my night shift bodyguard, Merle Browning, an hour early, rather than have him find his own way to the party.


“Yeah,” Merle said. “Gotta be on the water.” He was an American but knew Sydney like a native. “She’s got some money, livin’ there.”


“She a Stileman?”


“Don’t know,” I said quickly. Merle shot me a sleepy look.


“You guys?” asked the cabby.


“Sure,” Merle said. “Couldn’t find the keys to the Mercedes.”


“Right,” he said broadly, and shifted into overdrive. We tilted forward slightly and lifted another half meter off the water, slowly weaving around sailboats. The Opera House and skyline receded.


It was going to be interesting, though probably not as life-and-death as Lamont Randolph had made it sound initially. When I pressed him for details about the brain death emergency, he had to admit that he didn’t have any; it was essentially a rumor he thought he could use to “get me interested.” Not necessary, really. I would go anywhere in the world, three worlds and fifty rocks, to see Maria again.


“I got naught against ’em,” the driver said. “I mean, you or me’d do the same, we had the money. No?”


“Can’t take it with you,” I said.


“Pre-zackly.” He frowned, tapped the dash compass, steered a little to the right. “I wouldn’t be so bloody stuck up about it, though. You know, most of ’em? God’s gift.”


“You got that right,” Merle said, with a little too much sincerity.


The cabby tapped the compass again. “Goddamn computer.” He reached under the dash and flicked a switch. “This is fixed fare anyhow. Swing by the free beach?”


“Anytime,” Merle said. That was the nude beach on the southwest side of the Harbour. Somewhat out of the way. But of course I didn’t know that.


I watched the water while the driver and Merle exchanged obvious comments. Immortality did complicate your sex life. Merle could joke about “losing track.” After a hundred or so years, though, it was no joke. You meet a woman socially and, more often than not, the first moment is a mutual hear-the-wheels-turning, did-we-or-didn’t-we exercise in sorting memories. Then perhaps a conspiratorial wink or squeeze—“Majorca, back in ’23, wasn’t it?”—or a carefully neutral friendliness while the wheels keep turning.


I was mentally reviewing the list of women I’d be likely to meet at Claudia’s party—I do try to keep the past fifteen or twenty years’ worth straight, anyhow—when I realized Merle had said something. “Sorry?”


“Ever come down to the beach here?”


“No… always mean to. Happy hunting ground.”


Cabby shook his head. “Ah. All look an’ no touch. Every slit brings ’er own cob, she does.”


“Cob” was an oddly direct word in that context, but I knew what he meant. We were getting close enough to see a few pink dots on the rocks. Sunbathing in shadow, this late in the afternoon. The cabby said the female population, though he didn’t use that term exactly, doubled when the beach was in shade. Made sense to me.


“You Yanks don’t have anything like this, eh?”


“Not so public,” I said, “except in California.” He angled into the southernmost part of the beach, and dropped speed to where we were just barely off the water; then cruised slowly up. He and Merle waved and the shade-bathers waved back. The polite gentlemen waved their hands.


Claudia’s place was about two kilometers north of the beach. It was conspicuous even from that distance. Cantilevered out over the water with no supports below, an extravagant display of space stuff. No earthly material could take the strain; it must have been those carbon filaments or something. I don’t keep up on it.


A bright red warning strobed on the windshield: APPROACH LANDSIDE. With a noisy surge the cabby banked to the left and climbed, missing the roofs of cliffside dwellings by a few meters. People who had moved out here for peace and quiet.


Another red strobe: HOVER UNTIL GREEN. “God damn,” he said. “Wonder what they’d do if I tried to come in?”


Merle was fascinated. “Wanna try?”


“Let’s not,” I said.


The cabby laughed. The vehicle bobbed in a good imitation of a small boat in a heavy sea, the rotor building up to a banshee scream. An impressive entry. APPROACH NOW the green strobe said.


He set it down pretty smoothly on the redwood deck; blessed silence when the rotor disengaged. The tab was fifty dollars; I punched sixty, and the driver nodded vacantly, staring at our welcoming party. There was an exceedingly pretty woman, wearing about five square centimeters’ more clothing than the shade-bathers, and a nice smile—and two frowning gorillas cradling H & R assault lasers. It wasn’t legal for private citizens to own them in Australia.


“Mr. Barr,” the young lady said, “come with me. Everyone is having drinks by the pool.” She looked at Merle. “Mr.… ?”


“Browning. I’m Mr. Barr’s bodyguard.” The cabby raised a couple of eyebrows at this, and noisily engaged the rotor.


“Go with these gentlemen, please.”


“Uh, I don’t think—”


“It’s okay, Browning,” one of the gorillas said. “Bodyguards got their own party.” I nodded, and Merle went off, looking doubtful.


The pretty one introduced herself as Cynthia—“Call me Sin,” all right—Claudia Fine’s mate. Unless my instinct was off, she wasn’t immortal, not yet. All original equipment. Low mileage, one owner. Oiled regularly.


The pool was spectacular, a crystal bowl a couple of meters deep by twenty in diameter, floating suspended at eye level in an elaborate sprawling rock garden. Pretty things of both genders swam naked in the clear water; whenever someone dived from the edge, the pool bobbed slightly. So it was held in place by a tractor/pressor field. Expensive.


“Dallas. It’s been forever!” Claudia was dressed in her usual restrained style, or undressed: nothing from the breasts up, and only a silver sheen of body metal from the bottom of her breasts down. Head shaved up to a medusa ruff crown (some electrostatic thing kept it writhing slowly).


Her kiss was strawberry. She turned around and stood gracefully on one toe, displaying. “How do you like it?”


“The face? It’s… different.” The back of her head was shaved as well, and decorated with a holo tattoo, gargoyle face with pearl teeth and shining ruby eyes. “That’s the style now?”


“Not yet, dove.”


Exactly one buttock was bare, healthy pink over hard muscle, but with dozens of puncture marks on the side. “What’re you poking?”


“Mostly grief; a little cream tonight. Want some?”


“You know I’m not…” I shrugged.


“People change.” She took my arm and steered me toward the bar. A nipple brushed my bare bicep and immediately sprang up hard. She giggled. “That’s the cream. You should try a little. What it does to men…”


“I’ve seen what it does. No thanks.”


“Regular men. Not the bangoff creeps.” Terminal cream addiction leads to pretty bizarre behavior. “Now you’re gonna tell me not to poke.”


“Your business. I never did understand poking, though, not when you can afford to pop or punch.”


“Yeah, well. You don’t understand pain.”


“Tell me about it.” We came up to the bar and I pointed at a small box of Foster’s. “Spent nine months last year in a body cast, broken back and neck, crushed rib cage. Liver, spleen, and heart transplants. I do know pain, Claudia.”


“Not the same. Not like wanting it.”


“Guess not.” The lager was so cold it hurt my teeth. “How much grief?”


“Forty if I cocktail it. Fifty straight.”


“Good God, Claudia.” Fifty-grief would be lethal to a nonaddict.


She laughed. “You’re such a plank, Dal.” She stirred through a silver bowl of poppers, stamps, and needles and pulled out a ten-cream. “Cream’s hard to find once the party gets going. Be a gent here.” She unripped my breast pocket and slipped an ampule in. “I’ll come get it later.” She gave my crotch a friendly squeeze and glided off. The bartender took a sudden interest in rearranging his bottles.


She stopped abruptly and walked back, standing at an awkward distance. “Uh, you just got out?”


“Tuesday.”


“Need some?”


“Don’t think so. Thanks for asking.” Delicate business. I was almost broke, but you had to be careful about the markers you put out. Claudia wouldn’t have let herself get addicted unless she was going in pretty soon. So if I took her money now, I’d be giving it back in a few months, technically in defiance of the Stileman contract. That would unnecessarily complicate things, so early in my own tenth career.


Claudia and I had lived together in New Orleans about forty years ago. She used to share my caution toward drugs. They didn’t have cream back then, though, and grief was a sure killer.


Nowadays, a lot of people let themselves become addicts before they check in for rejuvenation. The Stileman Process does cure you of physical addiction, but if it’s a manifestation of some deep psychological problem, you’ll of course still have the problem when you get out.


There can’t be many immortals who are “natural” drug addicts, their chromosomes lined up so as to make them need it no matter what. People with that affliction don’t put together their first million. People like Claudia just get physically bored, I guess. Grief turns you inside out, but nobody was ever bored by it. Cream just makes you into a sex machine, as far as I can tell: very intense orgasms refreshed at will. After a few years you’re impotent without it, though; not a great selling point.


I would have thought Claudia would go for dizney, if any drug. She always liked exotic places. With dizney you can visit a dozen solar systems without leaving your chair, always different ones. Some people never quite get back, of course.


Dizney and grief are more potent to immortals than phems, they say; a lot of drugs affect us differently. And it varies from individual to individual; aspirin deadens my sense of smell, but I’ve never heard of that happening to anybody else. Eric Lundley, an Australian immortal who once was my business partner, got auditory hallucinations from antihistamines.


I wondered how many of the forty or so people here were immortals. A few I recognized; a few more were obvious from physical modifications, hardheads and strongarms. My own skull was a Kevlar replacement, but with bone and skin culture grafted over it. Real hair. If I wanted to look like someone other than Dallas Barr, it was relatively easy. Wouldn’t be if the top third of my head was a shiny silver dome.


I realized that the man I was staring at, a hardhead, had detached himself from a conversation and was walking toward me. Just in time, I recognized him, and bowed ten and a half degrees.


“Sun of friendship breaking through mist,” I said in pretty bad Japanese.


He answered my bow and greeting and we shook hands. Atsuji Kamachi, the first person I’d called after I got out of the clinic.


“Hardly recognized you with the silver skullcap.”


“Platinum. You should have one.”


“Maybe someday.” I kept the Kevlar secret. “Feel different?”


“It is colder to the touch, of course, and a bit heavier. When I hit my head on something, the sound is like a temple gong.” He tapped his head twice but it just sounded like knuckles. “Inside, of course.”


He looked around and lowered his voice. “I did complete the transaction that you requested.” Inscrutable half-smile.


“A hundred thousand pounds?”


He shook his head. “More than ninety, less than ninety-five. As I told you, steel is soft this quarter, not only in the East.”


“Which made people eager to do business, eh? Some people?”


“Some.” He stroked a wisp of white beard. American and Australian immortals tended to look like tennis players and models; Oriental ones, like sages and empresses. “This Frenchman I dealt with, M. Neuville. He does not really exist, true?”


“Well…”


“I know the law firm is real.” He spoke in an amused, conspiratorial whisper. “But that supposed fortune is so much gossamer. More margin than substance.”


“Kamachi,” I said with real pain in my voice.


“Ah.” He held up one finger. “I ask you no questions, you tell me no lies. Is that how the saying goes?”


“Exactly.”


“Know this, then.” He looked to the left and right, elaborately. “A lot of steel will be sold for gossamer this week, perhaps next week. Singapore.”


“Thank you.”


“I am not being totally unselfish. If it were necessary for your M. Neuville to appear—in the flesh—in Singapore or Hong Kong this week, would that be possible?”


I thought fast. “What would he have to know?”


“Something about the marketing of steel—”


“Military?”


“No. General construction … plus the details of your late transaction.”


“This Paris-Bonn-Tokyo-Singapore one?” He nodded. “By when?”


He pushed a button on his watch. “The twenty-fourth, Greenwich date. Evening in Singapore.”


That was more than two days. “No problem. I may have to go to Paris tomorrow. You’re still with Demarche there?”


“Immortals stay together.”


“Yeah, sometimes. She can be trusted?”


“With everything, yes.”


I wasn’t so sure, but then I didn’t have to tell her everything. “One detail. I can’t fly for free—”


“Verify,” he said, making a tent with his fingers, or a cage. “The transaction should have been completed by now.”


I thumbed my credit card, and it flashed almost a quarter-million Australian dollars. “Okay. I’ll get right on it.”


Kamachi bowed and left. There was a phone by the pool, but that might be too distracting. I asked the bartender, and he directed me to a private phone in a small grotto uphill.


It was a voice-only, sitting on a concrete mushroom, too cute. I decided that in terms of security it was about as private as shouting from the rooftops, but I could make my secure call later. All I did was punch the bank and have it transfer most of the money to Switzerland, and then call a travel agent to unravel a visa for me by tomorrow. France was difficult. I had him book both the 1:00 and 6:00 P.M. suborbitals from Woomera.


When I set the receiver down, I noticed a slight tremor in the left hand. My heart was beating fast. A little adrenaline song. It felt good to be back in the saddle. Wheeling, dealing. Have to call Gabrielle LeCompe and see about hiring an actor. It wasn’t quite 9:00 A.M. in France. I could call after the meeting. An actor who could learn fast and forget faster.


The beer was still cold. Almost a tenth of my fortune nailed down, and the beer was still cold. Start money rolling, and it picks up money. I probably owed Kamachi about a third of it—he wouldn’t be so crude as to mention that now—but he might forgive it if this “Neuville” ruse made him enough. A good man to work with. His only principle was honor among thieves.


I sat in the grotto, finishing the beer, figuring out various angles … How could I use the Singapore information without jeopardizing Kamachi’s margin juggling? Of course if I were a crook, and stupid, I could undercut Kamachi. Make my million, possibly, and go hide. And be found.


I had no ambition to be sushi.


The party had about doubled in size while I was gone. A little annoying; this semisecret meeting wouldn’t happen until all the ’phems got liquored up and left.


Maybe not. Claudia was not known for her subtlety. Maybe at eight o’clock she’d ring a bell and chase out everyone less than a hundred years old.


I picked my way down the hill toward Lamont Randolph, the American who’d invited me here. In the bar, wearing a business suit, that artificial paunch had given him a sort of gravity. Here, wearing fluorescent shorts and huge Hawaiian shirt, he just looked outrageous. And harmless, which he’d claimed was the point.


He was talking to a beautiful woman, a head taller than he, who looked amused. I had to cough to get his attention.


“Ah, Dallas—Dallas Barr, this is Alenka Zor. She’s Yugoslavian.”


She touched my hand. “Slovenian, actually. We’re a separate country now.”


“Or again,” I said. She smiled; two points.


“I’ve heard of you,” she said. “You do all that mountain climbing and so forth.”


“That’s right.” She was wearing an odd scent, like cumin.


“I’ve never understood that. An ephemeral, yes, I could see him doing that, because he’s not risking so much; decades.” She took a sip of fruit juice, staring at me over the glass. “You risk centuries. A millennium. Why?”


“If I could answer that, maybe I could stop doing it.” Too glib.


“I’m sorry. An obvious question deserves an obvious answer.”


“Maybe it’s because you’re a Texan,” Randolph said.


“But I’m not. I was born in New Jersey. My mother never would tell me why she named me Dallas.”


“More interesting than ‘Hoboken,’” Alenka said. “Maybe it was the TV show.”


“No, I was over thirty when that came on.” She nodded and lapsed into that familiar counting-back-and-subtracting look. “A hundred and thirty-some?”


“One of the oldest,” Randolph said.


“As far as I know, there’re only four older. Not counting clinic doctors, of course.” Most of the hundred-odd doctors had to be among the oldest, but they all were supposed to be anonymous. I’d met several through the years, who ostensibly came to me for confidential advice. Actually, I think they just had to tell someone that they were immortal.


(I used to wonder about these doctors. They have to stay near the clinics in Sydney or London, but they must have to move every ten years or so, or their neighbors would notice they weren’t getting older. Surely they must sometimes run into an old chum who recognizes them from fifty years before.)


“So this meeting,” I said to Randolph. “We’re going to—”


He held a finger to his lips. “Not everyone here knows.” Alenka nodded slightly. “Not even all the immortals.”


“Do we have a secret handshake?”


“We just … know each other,” Alenka said with an ambiguous smile. While I was absorbing that, wondering to what extent it was an invitation (and an invitation to what?), she hurriedly excused herself, looking off to the right.


A tall man approached from that direction, watching her go. He looked vaguely familiar.


Randolph greeted him. “Briskin.”


The name clicked as I shook his hand. “Sir Charles. You were, uh, secretary of the exchequer.”


“More than forty years ago. One does drag one’s past around.” He looked in Alenka Zor’s direction and shook his head slightly. “A pity we can’t truly start over each time.”


There was an awkward silence. “You would be Dallas Barr.” I nodded. “And Lamont Randolph.” To me: “We talked for a while, where was it? … Grenoble.”


“You have a good memory.”


“Oh yes. Quite.” He looked around, a little nervous, and lowered his voice. “Forgive me for being mysterious. I have to talk to both of you. But not at the same time.”


Randolph nodded, perhaps knowingly, and walked off. We headed in the opposite direction, away from the crowd. “This is your first meeting,” Briskin said.


“Yes.”


“What do you think?”


“Reminds me of the old annual get-togethers, before Singapore. Some of them were no larger than this. Before your time.”


“Yes. Same sorts of things went on?”


“Wheeling and dealing. Old friends. Maybe a little more. I take it there’s some of that here, too.”


He smiled. “Now you’re the one who’s being mysterious. Some of what?”


“You know. Political stuff, power stuff. I think Randolph believes we should be running the world. It’s a shared delusion, I’m sure.”


“They talk a lot about politics.” He was staring at me in an odd way. “But it’s all kaffeeklatsch noise. They’re mainly concerned with making their million and keeping it safe until it’s needed.”


“Can’t criticize anyone for that.”


“But you don’t do it.”


“Yes, I do. In a way.”


“What you don’t do is make your million the same way each time. Almost everyone else does—contacts, special knowledge, and so forth. It makes sense.” I shrugged. I’d heard this before. “You’ve made nine fortunes nine different ways.”


It was more than nine fortunes, and only seven actually different ways, but I didn’t correct him. “A lot of people have died of overspecialization. All the oil fortunes back in the twenties. People who bankroll fashion and entertainment enterprises. So I diversify.”


“What you do is gamble. Every time you leave the clinic, you go off in a new direction.” I just smiled at that. Actually, I’ll often have spent several years setting up the next decade’s fortune, using various identities. Learning things and making contacts. Sometimes it’s just like setting up dominoes to fall. Other times … there can be accidents.


He was right, though, in that most people continually repeat the same basic patterns. They turn over all their assets to Stileman and then, when they walk out of the clinic, just return to the board positions or vice-chairmanships they’d vacated four weeks before. The boards would always be tickled pink to have them back—since the alternative would be their defecting to a competitor, with all those decades of inside knowledge and expertise.


I had done variations of that safe process a few times, to speed the transition from poverty to a reasonable state of wealth. But I didn’t want to become an actual millionaire the same way over and over. There’s real power in knowing different ways to go about it, and besides, it’s diverting. I’ve met a number of immortals who were worse drudges than any ’phem punching a time clock, endlessly repeating the same ten-year cycle—until something goes wrong. Several hundred immortals died in the decade after cheap inertial confinement fusion was demonstrated. The world didn’t immediately shut down all the fossil fuel and fission power plants, but there was rapid “negative growth.” You can’t make a million pounds without something to sell.


So I knew about twenty ways to climb up the ladder, and had actually made the million in seven of them. As it turned out, though, that wasn’t the only reason Briskin had sought me out. He was a “power” bedbug, too, even worse than Lamont Randolph. But he had a more solid base for his delusions: an underground within this underground.


“I know some people who admire your spirit very much. They would like you to join them.”


“No, thanks. This bunch uses up my ‘joining’ quota for the decade.”


“This,” he said with a gesture of dismissal, “is just a way to get together with other people who aren’t going to die tomorrow. It also serves as a sort of examination area. That’s why we set it up originally.”


“This gets confusing. Randolph used that mysterious ‘we,’ too. Your ‘we’ is a subset of his?”


“No. Many of us are not known to other immortals.” Quietly: “Some of us work for Stileman.”


“Interesting.” Stileman employees are given immortality on a different basis from ours. They don’t have to make a million, but their rules include a prohibition against knowingly making contact with any of us clients. That’s supposed to minimize corruption.


“How would you like to be independent of the necessity to make a million pounds every decade? Receive the Stileman Treatment free and clear?”


“And legally, of course,” I said. He shrugged. “I don’t know. I enjoy the challenge. What would I do with my time if I wasn’t busy making a million pounds? More to the point, what would I have to do for your nameless bunch?” “We have a name, the Steering Committee. It’s hard to say exactly what you’d be asked—”


“What do they make you do? Steer?”


“Recruit, primarily. English-speaking people.”


“And I would recruit Americans.”


He didn’t get the joke. “I don’t think so. Perhaps financial policy. All they told me was that they thought the time had come to approach you.”


We had walked off the lawn, onto the rocks that tumbled down to the water’s edge. I dusted off a boulder and sat down. Briskin stood over me.


“They thought my time had come?” The water lapping on the rocks was a soothing sound, just louder than the party murmur.


“That’s right.”


“So where does Fatso fit into the equation? Lamont Randolph? He seems to think my being here was all his doing.”


“He agreed to be our agent, our ‘blind,’ if you will. He’s telling anyone who will listen how clever he was.”


“He’s one of your Steering Committee, too?”


“Under consideration. He knows about as much as you do.”


“Getting me here was a test for him?”


“In a way. We could have acted directly.”


“Sure. Just give me a call.”


“You told one of our members about Marconi some years ago. We found her through some… Italian, shall we say, connection. Lamont Randolph had done business with her last year, without actually knowing her identity, and he was on our ‘possibles’ list. So we used him to approach her, knowing that you’d be going into the clinic soon.” He put his hands in his pockets and looked up.


“And frankly, we’d hoped you would need a little help with your million, because of the accident.”


People who say “frankly” make me glow with trust. I skimmed a stone out over the water. “I don’t understand why you went to all this trouble.”


“If we’d simply asked, you would have refused. As you say, you’re not a joiner.”


“Yeah, maybe. Nothing you’ve said makes me real hot to make an exception.”


“Well, I haven’t explained—”


“Let me explain something,” I said, standing up. “My life is already at the mercy of one secret outfit, the Stileman Foundation. So Fatso grabs me as soon as I get out of the clinic, and shoves me into the middle of another secret organization… the one that’s out there drinking Claudia’s booze.


“Now you tell me that they are just a front for the real secret organization, your Steering Committee. So now you’re going to tell me there’s a secret cabal in the middle of the Steering Committee?”


“No. The committee is the last of the Chinese boxes.”


“How can you be sure? Anyhow, there’s this Russian guy who’s been blackballing me—”


“Who told you that?”


“Randolph.” He nodded slowly. “So this Russian had to change his mind or die, and once he did one or the other, you were able to give Fatso the word and have him dangle Maria Marconi in front of me. And have it all timed so that I’m just out of the clinic and theoretically vulnerable to wealth.”


“No one thinks you can be bought.”


“I see. You did all this to get my attention. So you can present a carefully reasoned argument that I will find irresistible.”


He looked uncomfortable. “Not just to get your attention, no… but I suppose we did want to demonstrate to you that we were more than an elitist debating society. That we could make things happen in the real world—like finding the woman you had lost for more than half a century.”


“Okay. Let’s assume Maria does show up and, therefore, you have impressed me and earned my undying gratitude. Then what? You tell me the secret password?”


“You’re not making this easy, Mr. Barr.”


“Sorry. I don’t have much practice at it.”


He took out a cigarette and blew on its end. It sparkled into life, but he just looked at it for a moment, not smoking.


“All I can really say is that we are profoundly dissatisfied with the state of the world, we feel we have the capacity to change it, and we are currently engaged in carefully developing a consensus as to what must be done and how we should go about it. We’ll work covertly within governments and transnational corporations to precipitate slowly—I emphasize, slowly—the changes we feel are necessary.” He flipped the cigarette down toward the water, unsmoked. “We will do it with you or without you.”


“When do you start?”


“We’ve begun. Asking you and a few others is part of this stage of the plan.”


“How many are you?”


“I’m not sure. Perhaps a hundred actual members, and half that number under consideration for membership.”


“Doesn’t sound like very many people, to rule the world.”


“We only want to guide it. Forget the Star Chamber power fantasy the ephemeral papers are always dragging out. We don’t have to do anything sinister. Just work collectively with our wealth and knowledge of the world.”


“The knowledge better be worth a lot,” I said, doing some mental arithmetic. “Because you’re not talking about a great deal of wealth. Less than half a billion pounds, even if all hundred-fifty are unusually well off. You couldn’t buy off the legislature of Rhode Island with that.”


“You’re right and wrong. We couldn’t buy much with five hundred million, and we have a great deal more.” He stared at me, letting that sink in. An annoying mannerism. “Do you understand? We aren’t accountable to the Stileman Foundation. I’m far from being the wealthiest among us, but I personally control nearly fifty million pounds.”


“Congratulations.” I kicked at a rock and failed to dislodge it. “I don’t know. Your outfit offers wealth, immortality, and a chance to save the world. But I already have wealth and immortality, and I never agreed with anyone’s agenda for saving the world.


“You’re right, though, that I had a close one last time. Being independent of the foundation’s rules would be worth a lot. Maybe worth helping out with this scheme, if it’s not too outrageous.”


“There are other things I could tell you that would make you more enthusiastic. But the committee was quite specific as to what I was not to tell you. Until we know that you’re committed.”


“Fair enough. What’s the next step?”


“Someone will contact you. Meanwhile, of course, you will keep this to yourself.” He started back up the path. “Oh, one thing. There will be some disturbing news tonight. If you join us, it need not affect you.”


I followed him. “The business about premature brain death?”


He looked startled. “Randolph told you that?”


“He said something. Then backed off on it.”


“I’ll speak to him.” We attempted small talk on the way back to the party without too much success. Nice weather we’re having. Want to live forever?


From the edge of the lawn I scanned the crowd. There, over by the pool: a shyly raised hand, a smile breaking into a grin. “Excuse me.” Maria.


I remembered holding her seventy years before, a lifetime before. Delicate, almost awkward, like a large soft bird. She was the same. I tasted salt on her cheek.


“I thought you were dead.” She nodded wordlessly, her face buried in my shirt. “What happened?”


She wiped her eyes and looked up, face glowing. “This and that. What happened when?”


“You could start with after Singapore.”


“Tell me what you think happened.”


I took her hand and walked her over to a stone bench. I wasn’t going to let go. “All I knew… well, I knew you had either gone underground or been… blown to smithereens. I looked at all the bodies and parts of bodies they found.”


She grimaced. “Parts.”


“Yes. There were nearly four hundred people unaccounted for. Most of them had probably been so near the blast they were simply vaporized. Some undoubtedly used the confusion as an opportunity to fade into the woodwork. I hoped that’s what you had done.”


“As you did, of course. ‘Harlan Fitzgerald’ was listed among the dead.”


“Of course.” She didn’t continue. “You mean… you thought…”


“How could I think otherwise? The police said you were dead. They showed me—”


“The body. I’m sorry.” It had been some hotel employee about my size, decapitated and burned beyond recognition. “I left you messages. I tried to get in touch with you everywhere.”
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