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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.








THE MILE-LONG SPACESHIP



ALLAN NORBETT shivered uncontrollably, huddling up under the spotless hospital sheet seeking warmth. He stirred fretfully as consciousness slowly returned and with it the blinding stab of pain through his head. A moan escaped his lips. Immediately a nurse was at his side, gently, firmly forcing him back on the bed.


“You must remain completely still, Mr. Norbett. You’re in St. Agnes’ Hospital. You suffered a fractured skull in the accident, and surgery was necessary. Your wife is outside waiting to see you. She is uninjured. Do you understand me?”


The words had been spoken slowly, very clearly, but he had grasped only fragments of them.


What accident? The ship couldn’t have had an accident. He’d be dead out there in space. And his wife hadn’t even been there.


“What happened to the ship? How’d I get back on Earth?” The words came agonizingly, each effort cost much in pain and dizziness.


“Mr. Norbett, please calm yourself. I’ve rung for your doctor. He’ll be here presently.” The voice soothed him and a faint memory awakened. The wreck? His wife? HIS WIFE?


“Clair? Where’s Clair?” Then the doctor was there and he also was soothing. Allan closed his eyes again in relief as they reassured him about Clair’s safety. She would be here in a moment. The other memories receded and mingled with the anaesthetic dreams he’d had. The doctor felt his pulse and listened to his heart and studied his eyes, all the while talking.


“You are a lucky man, Mr. Norbett. That was quite a wreck you were in. Your wife was even luckier. She was thrown clear when the biwheel first hit you.”


Allan remembered it all quite clearly now and momentarily wondered how he’d come out of it at all. The doctor finally finished his examination and smiled as he said, “Everything seems perfectly normal, considering the fact that you have been traipsing all over space for the last five days.”


“Days?”


“Yes. The wreck was Saturday. This is Thursday. You’ve been under sedation quite a bit—to help you rest. There was extensive brain injury and absolute quiet was essential. Dr. Barnsdale performed a brilliant operation Saturday night.”


Allan had the feeling the doctor was purposely being so loquacious to help him over the hump of the shock of awakening after almost six days. He was in no pain now while he kept his head still, but talking brought its own punishment and he was grateful to the doctor for answering unasked questions. The doctor waited by his side for a second or two, then in a professional tone he told the nurse to bring in Clair.


And again to Allan: “She can only stay a few minutes—less if you begin talking. I’ll be in again this afternoon. You rest as much as possible. If the pain becomes severe, tell your nurse. She’s instructed to administer a hypo only if you request it.” Again he laughed jovially, “Don’t let her talk you into it, though. She is really thrilled by that space yarn you’ve been telling and might want to put you to sleep just to hear more.”


Clair’s visit was very brief and very exhausting. Afterwards he rested comfortably for nearly an hour before the pain flooded his whole being.


“Nurse.”


“Yes, Mr. Norbett?” Her fingers rested lightly on his wrist for a moment.


“The pain—”


“Just try to relax, sir. It will be gone soon.” He didn’t feel the prick of the needle in his arm. But the pain left him in layers, gradually becoming a light enough load to permit sleep. And the coldness.


Space was so cold. No winds to blow in spurts and gusts, to relieve the cold by their absence, only the steady, numbing same black, empty cold. He turned his head to look over his shoulder and already Earth was indistinguishable among the countless stars and planets. Never had man, he told himself, seen all the stars like this. They were incredibly bright and even as he viewed them, he wondered at the movement of some of them. There was a visible pulsation, sometimes almost rhythmically, other times very erratic. A star would suddenly seem to expand enormously on one side, the protuberance around it glow even more brightly, then die down only to repeat the performance over and over. Allan wished he knew more about astronomy. He had only the most rudimentary knowledge that everyone had since the first spaceship had reached Mars. He had been out of school when space travel had become possible and had never read past the newspaper for the information necessary to understand the universe and its inhabitants.


He shivered again and thought about the advantages of eyeless seeing. There was no pupil to dilate, no retina to burn or damage, no nerves to protest with pain at the brightness of the sight. It was, he decided smugly, much better to be here without his cumbersome body to hamper him. Then he suddenly remembered the ship—the mile-long spaceship. For an instant he sent his mental gaze deep into space all around him, but the ship was nowhere to be seen. He surmised it must still be millions of light-years from Earth. As he visualized it again he slowly became aware that once more he was aboard her and the stars he was seeing were on the giant wall screen.


He watched with interest as one planet after another turned a pale violet and became nearly invisible. He had grown accustomed to the crew of the ship, so paid little heed to them. Their voices were low, monotonous to his ear, never rising or speeding up or sounding indecisive. Completely expressionless, their words defied any attempt to interpret them.


“He’s back,” the telepath announced.


“Good. I was afraid that he might die.” The navigator in charge went calmly about his duties of sighting and marking in a complex three-dimensional chart the course of the mighty ship as it ranged among the stars.


“He’s recovering from his injury. He still can’t receive any impulses from me.” The telepath tried again and again to create a picture in the alien mind in their midst. “Futile,” he said, “the differences are too great.”


“Undisciplined,” said the psychologist who had been waiting ever since that first visit by the alien. “A disciplined mind can be reached by telepathy.”


“Can you see his world?” This from the astro navigator.


“Only the same intimate scenes of home-life, his work and his immediate surroundings. He is very primitive, or perhaps merely uneducated.”


“If only he knew something about astronomy.” The navigator shrugged and made a notation on his chart as two more distant planets registered violet.


“The names he associates with stars are these,” the telepath probed deeper, “The Dipper, North Star, Mars … no, that is one of the planets they have colonized.” A wave of incredulity emanated from him, felt by the others of the crew, but not expressed in his voice. “He doesn’t know the difference between single stars, clusters, constellations, only that they appear as individual stars to him, and he thinks of them as such.”


The navigator’s calm voice belied the fury the others felt well out from him. “Look at his sun, perhaps that will give us a hint.” They all knew the improbability of this. The telepath began droning what little Allan knew about the sun when the captain appeared through another wall screen.


He was accompanied by the ship’s ethnologist, the expert who could reconstruct entire civilizations from the broken remains of a tool or an object of art, or less if necessary. The captain and his companions made themselves comfortable near the star screen and seemed immediately engrossed in the broken lines indicating the ship’s flight in the three-dimensional reproduced outer spaces.


“Is he still here?”


“Yes, sir.”


“Is he aware yet that we discovered his presence among us?”


“No, sir. We have made no effort to indicate our awareness to him.”


“Very good.” The captain then fell silent pondering his particular problem as the ethnologist began adding to the growing list of facts that were known to Allan about Earth.


They would have a complete picture of the present and the past. As complete as the alien’s mind and memory could make it. But unless they could locate his planet they might just as well go home and view space-fiction films. This exploration trip had achieved very little real success. Only fourteen planets that could be rated good with some sub-intelligent life, several hundred fair with no intelligence and only one he could conscientiously rate excellent. This mind was of an intelligent, though as yet unadvanced humanoid race. The planet it inhabited met every requirement to be rated excellent. Of this the captain was certain.


Suddenly the telepath announced, “He’s gone. He became bored watching the screen. He knows nothing about astronomy; therefore, the course loses its significance to him. He has the vague idea that we’re going to a predetermined destination. The idea of an exploration, charting cruise hasn’t occurred to him as yet.”


“I wonder,” mused the captain, “how he reconciles his conscious mind to his subconscious wandering.”


The psychologist answered. “As he begins to awaken other dreams probably mingle with these memories causing them to dim at the edges, thus becoming to his mind at any rate merely another series of especially vivid well-remembered dreams. I believe much of what lies in his subconscious is dream memory rather than fact memory.” The psychologist didn’t smile, or indicate in any fashion the ridicule and sarcasm the others felt as he continued, “He has the memory of being always well fed. He has buried the memory of hunger so far down in his subconscious that it would take a skilled psychologist a long time to call it forth.”


The telepath stirred and started to reply, then didn’t. The alien’s mind had been like a film, clear and easy to read. Some of the pictures had been disturbing and incomprehensible, but only through their strangeness, not because they were distorted by dream images. The psychologists never could accept anything at face value. Always probing and looking for hidden places and meanings. Just as he did when told of the world democracy existing on Earth.


“Most likely a benign dictatorship. A world couldn’t be governed by a democratic government, a small area, perhaps, but not a world.” Thus spoke the psychologist. But the telepath had been inside Allan’s mind, and he knew it could and did work. Not only the planet Earth, but also the colonies on Mars and Venus.


The captain was still pursuing his own line of questioning.


“Has he ever shown any feeling of fear or repulsion toward us?”


“None, he accepts us as different but not to be feared because of it.”


“That’s because he believes we are figments of his imagination; that he can control us by awakening.”


The captain ignored this explanation advanced by the psychologist. A mind intelligent enough for dreams, could feel fear in the dreams—even a captain knew that. He was beginning to get the feeling that this Earth race might prove a formidable foe when and if found.


“Has he shown any interest in the drive?”


“He assumed we use an atomic drive. He has only the scantiest knowledge of atomics, however. His people use such a drive.”


“The fact that the race has atomics is another reason we must find them.” This would be the third planet using atomic energy. A young race, an unknown potential. They did not have interstellar travel now, but one hundred fifty years ago they didn’t have atomic energy and already they had reached their neighbor planets. It had taken three times as long for the captain’s people to achieve the same success. The captain remembered the one other race located in his time that had atomics. They were exploring space in ever widening circles. True they hadn’t made any startling advances yet in weapons, they had found decisive bombs and lethal rays and gases unnecessary. But they had learned fast. They had resisted the invaders with cunning and skill. Their bravery had never been questioned, but in the end the aggressors had won.


The captain felt no thrill of satisfaction in the thought. It was a fact, accomplished long ago. The conclusion had been delayed certainly, but it had also been inevitable. Only one race, one planet, one government could have the energy, and the right to the raw materials that made the space lanes thoroughfares. The slaves might ride on the masters’ crafts, but might not own or operate their own. That was the law, and the captain was determined to uphold to the end that law.


And now this. One mind freed from its body and its Earth roaming the universe, divulging its secrets, all but the only one that mattered. How many millions of stars lit the way through space? And how many of them had their families of planets supporting life? The captain knew there was no answer, but still he sought ways of following the alien’s mind back to his body.


Allan stirred his coffee slowly, not moving his head. This was his first meal sitting up, now at its conclusion he felt too exhausted to lift his spoon from his cup. Clair gently did it for him and held the cup to his lips.


“Tired, darling?” Her voice was a caress.


“A little.” A little! All he wanted was his bed under him and Clair’s voice whispering him to sleep. “I don’t believe I’d even need a hypo.” He was startled that he had spoken the thought, but Clair nodded, understanding.


“The doctor thinks it best to put off having anything if you can. I’ll read to you and see if you can sleep.” They had rediscovered the joy of reading books. Real leather-bound books instead of watching the three D set, or using the story films. Allan loved to lie quiescent, listening to the quiet voice of his wife rise and fall with the words. Often the words themselves were unimportant, but there was music in listening to Clair read them. They were beautifully articulated, falling into a pattern as rhythmic as if there were unheard drums beating the time.


He tried to remember what the sound of her voice reminded him of. Then he knew. By the very difference in tone and expression he was reminded of the crew of the mile-long spaceship in his dream. He grinned to himself at the improbability of the dream. Everyone speaking in the same metallic tone, the monotonous flight, never varying, never having any emergency to cope with.


The noises of the hospital dimmed and became obscure and then were lost entirely. All was silent again as he sped toward the quiet lonesome planet he had last visited. There he had rested, gazing at the stars hanging in expanding circles over him. He had first viewed the galaxy from aboard the spaceship. Interested in the spiral shape of it he had left the ship to seek it out at closer range. Here on this tiny planet the effect was startling. If he closed out all but the brightest and largest of the stars there was ring after ring of tiny glowing diamonds hanging directly above him. How many times had he come back? He couldn’t remember, but suddenly he thought about the mile-long spaceship again.


“He’s back,” the telepath never moved from his position, before the sky screen, nor did the astro navigator. Abruptly, however, the panorama went blank and the two moved toward the screen on the opposite wall.


“Is he coming?”


“Yes. He’s curious. He thinks something is wrong.”


“Good.” The two stepped from the screen into a large room where a group watched a film.


The navigator and the telepath seated themselves slightly behind the rest of the assemblage. The captain had been talking, he continued as before.


“Let me know what his reactions are.”


“The film interests him. The dimensional effect doesn’t bother him, he appears accustomed to a form of three-dimensional films.”


“Very good. Tell me the instant something strikes a responsive chord.”


The film was one of their educational astronomy courses for beginners. Various stars were shown singly and in their constellations and finally in their own galaxies. Novae and super novae, planets and satellites appeared. The telepath dug deep into the alien’s memory, but found only an increasing interest, no memories of any one scene. Suddenly the telepath said,


“This one he thinks he has seen before. He has seen a similar galaxy from another position, one that shows the spiral directly overhead.”


The captain asked, “Has this one been visible on the screen from such a position?”


“Not in detail. Only as part of the charted course.” The navigator was making notes as he answered. “There are only three fixes for this particular effect. A minor white dwarf with six satellites and two main sequence stars, satellites unknown.”


The captain thought deeply. Maybe only a similar galaxy, but again maybe he was familiar with this one.


The orders were given in the same tone he had used in carrying on the conversation. The alien had no way of knowing he was the helmsman guiding the huge ship through space.


The telepath followed the alien’s mind as he gazed raptly at the ever-changing film. Occasionally he reported the alien’s thoughts, but nothing of importance was learned. As before, the departure of the alien was abrupt.


With the telepath’s announcement, “He’s gone,” the film flicked off and normal activity was resumed.


Later the captain called a meeting of the psychologist, the telepath, the chief navigator and the ethnologist.


“We represent the finest minds in the universe, yet when it comes to coping with one inferior intellect, we stand helpless. He flits in and out at will, telling us nothing. We are now heading light-years out of our way on what might easily prove to be a fruitless venture, merely because you,” he held the telepath in his merciless gaze, “think he recognized one of the formations.” The captain’s anger was a formidable thing to feel, and the rest stirred uneasily. His voice, however, was the same monotone it always was as he asked, “And did you manage to plant the seeds in his mind as suggested at our last meeting?”


“That is hard to say. I couldn’t tell.” The telepath turned to the psychologist for confirmation.


“He wouldn’t know himself until he began feeling the desire for more education. Even then it might be in the wrong direction. We can only wait and hope we have hit on the way to find his home planet through making him want to learn astro-navigation and astronomy.” Soon afterward the meeting adjourned.


Allan was back at work again, with all traces of his accident relegated to the past. His life was well-ordered and full, with no time for schooling. He told himself this over and over, to no avail. For he was still telling himself this when he filled out the registration blank at the university.


“He’s here again!” The telepath had almost given up expecting the alien ever again. He kept his mind locked in the other’s as he recited as though from a book. “He’s completely over his injury, working again, enrolled in night classes at the school in his town. He’s studying atomic engineering. He’s in the engine room now getting data for something they call a thesis.”


Quietly the captain rolled off a list of expletives that would have done justice to one of the rawest space hands. And just as quietly, calmly, and perhaps, stoically, he pushed the red button that began the chain reaction that would completely vaporize the mile-long ship. His last breath was spent in hoping the alien would awaken with a violent headache. He did.





FEAR IS A COLD BLACK



FEAR IS a thing. It starts small and sharp, a pinpoint of cold black that pierces the surrounding envelope of courage and eats at it until there is only the black. A sliver on one edge of the light—a ray—a wide band—a heavy, menacing mantle of black. That’s fear, how it comes and stays and grows. Royle had watched it grow among the seventeen remaining passengers aboard the Criterion 111.


They were starting to crack here and there and it reminded him somewhat of a forest fire where sparks, wind driven bits of glowing destruction, would cross fire lines and threaten to become worse than the primary cause if not put down. Only in his case with the Criterion and her passengers, it was panic that could destroy them all. Of necessity he, Royle, was the fire spotter.


“Captain, sir.…?” Custens peered at him anxiously and Royle shot a quick glance at the door. He hadn’t heard it opening, or the man entering. “Are you all right, sir?” Custens asked hollowly, but rather as if sorrow, not fear, lengthened his naturally gloomy face.


“Shake it, Custens. I’m all right. What is it?”


“It’s Mailer, Captain. He’s starting to … to … Like the others, sir. He asks permission to blast off now.”


Captain Royle swore bitterly and rose wearily to his feet. “Temperature?” he asked hopelessly.


“Seventy-four, sir, dropping one tenth every two hours.”


“Hell! This will tear it. Anyone else know?”


“No sir,” Custens said hesitantly, “least I don’t think so. But they must all suspect that he’s already dead.”


“Yes, I know. All right, Custens, check the door and blast it off.” Mailer would die in open space, as had the last four of the victims of the disease, and with the doctored air supply it would be fast and painless. “And, Custens, you’d better lock yourself in one of the other staterooms. Give me a call when you’re established.”


Custens looked at his feet and mumbled, “I’ll go to the lifeboat, sir. If that’s okay. I figure I’ll be the next one and Mailer lasted two weeks in one.”


Alone again Royle automatically dragged out the log book and wrote, “Mailer’s temperature dropping, approaching convulsion, hallucinatory stage. Like other twenty-four. Disposing of him in life boat. No lab test.” No doctor, he added despairingly to himself and snapped the book closed. Nothing to show why the temperatures started dropping and continued until death took over. Next would be Custens and then who? Probably he would be it. He was the only one still leaving his cabin for any purpose whatever. The rest were sealed in tight, fear for company for those traveling singly, and fear as an unwelcome third for the two couples aboard.


His communicator flicked and he connected with the life ship where Custens’ dour face attempted a grin. His left hand was encased in what looked like a large mitten, the medic bag that would automatically record his physiological changes on the master computer.


“Okay, Custens, take it easy,” Royle said.


“Yes sir. Sir?” Custens hitched the bag and rested it on the seat beside him, “I’ve been wondering if the automat could perhaps be transporting the disease. Like when it sends out the food to various compartments, the germs could go too.”


“No germs,” Royle corrected absently and asked curiously, “And what could we do about it if that were the case? We have to eat.”


“Yes sir. Only the sick ones don’t, do they? I mean, it’s been one hundred percent fatal up to now and why keep a dead man alive with food?


“Custens!” Royle shouted, “what’s your temperature?”


“Ninety-four, sir. But I think it was still normal when I was with you. I had checked a very short time before that. And, sir … I’ve disconnected and sealed off the automat to the life boat.”


“Custens, you can’t just …” Royle started, but he stopped himself and very gently said instead, “Very well, Custens. I’ll be in touch with you. If you want to talk, I’ll be handy.”


“Aye, aye, sir,” Custens said properly.


You can’t just give up, Royle finished bitterly at the empty screen. But what else can you do? You’ll freeze to death, slowly, one degree at a time. You’ll scream for death, for help, for sleep, for warmth. You’ll convulse and pull muscles and maybe, like Tischner, you’ll break your back or, like Malthaus, watch gangrene claim your feet and creep up your legs.… Why couldn’t they just die?


Royle rubbed his burning eyes with the back of his hand and arose abruptly. He now had only three crew members and the seventeen passengers, but they were still his responsibility. He adjusted the message that would announce to a viewer who might call that he would be in the engine room and he walked solidly down the companionway, his footsteps setting up echoes in the semi-deserted ship that sounded like death stalking his next victim.


His glance about the room was cursory and for the first time since he had been assigned to her, he didn’t note whether or not the brass gleamed and the steel glistened. His look at the neatly printed message from Capella Four was just as brief and perfunctory. He had seen and answered it six days ago. “Isolate all new cases and maintain hyperbolic course. Will advise.” Will advise, he grunted, when? By the time they sent the next message he might well be having the chills himself. They were as stumped as his own doctor had been, but they were investigating and would advise. They would send medics to the infected world and if they didn’t all die, eventually they would solve it. Eventually. He sat down before the oversized screen and flicked a switch. Instantly he was outside the ship watching the unfolding panorama of speeding space. It was a sight that never failed to thrill him when the ship cruised along just under over-drive speed.


It wasn’t the speed that was used to get anywhere in particular, it was used mainly in adjusting a course or scouting an unexplored area of the still fathomless reaches of space. Here it seemed the ship stood firmly anchored to an invisible support while the black curtain of the heavens rolled along carrying with it the incredible lights of the stars. Each stately movement, in its own speed, independent of all others, was a graceful but invincible predetermined flight to keep a rendezvous with its destiny somewhere in the infinity that was time and space. Now and again one of the never faltering points would gather into itself added glory and for a time would glow more brightly, then it too would be gone from view and in its place might come a pair, a cautiously circling couple, much like two diffident male dogs becoming acquainted, unwilling to close in, unable to draw apart. Ever changing, but really changeless, that was the space Royle knew and loved.


The dagger of Orion at our back, he thought musingly, on a course that will take us ever farther from the glowing Milky Way clouds. He shook himself and then became aware of another spectator standing ten feet behind him gazing in awe at the sight of space.


“Mr. Giroden, you were not to leave your quarters,” Royle said, but not unkindly. He couldn’t blame the passenger for leaving. The stateroom offered no protection.


“Sorry, Captain, but I thought you should know about Perez. I think he’s gone mad.” Giroden’s eyes didn’t leave the screen however and his voice was casual as if he had come mostly to pass the time. He was probably the highest paid popular writer of all times.


“What’s with Perez?” Royle asked sharply, unable for a moment to recall the man. Then he had him. A little man. Fastidious to the point of phobic behavior. A semantics professor on a sabbatical gathering information for a forthcoming book.


Giroden drew in closer to the screen and watched it as he answered. It was the first time he had seen space outside the small monitor in the public lounge. “I called him a few minutes ago for his chess move and when he answered he was waving a knife around saying he would kill the devils himself. Quite gone, I should think.”


Royle studied the younger man thoughtfully for a second. “You don’t seem particularly affected by it. Why?”


“Perez? He’s well out of it, Captain. I envy him really. Now he has an enemy to fight.” Giroden grinned crookedly as he turned then to face Royle.


A faint frown cut the lines of Royle’s face a bit deeper and he sighed heavily. “I suppose I’d better go see about him,” he said flicking off the screen.


“Why? Let him alone and he’ll end up cutting his throat. It’s quick and merciful.”


“Come on, Giroden, out,” Royle said shortly, agreeing mentally, knowing he couldn’t sit by and allow it however. “He might get loose and start playing with the paying customers.” They left the engine room and he locked it as Giroden watched.


“Hmm. That reminds me,” Giroden said. “Are those staterooms fireproof?”


“Yes, why?”


“Just wondering. This thing, whatever it is, takes heat from its victims and when my own temperature starts nose-diving, I’ll give it heat.”


Royle stared at him hard, then turned abruptly and stalked away down the companionway. Perez’s door was locked, as he had expected, and he quickly selected a key and used it. Perez was huddled against the far wall, never a great distance aboard a stellar ship, brandishing a knife obviously from the galley. Royle leaned against the door easily and asked in a pleasant voice, “How are you feeling, Mr. Perez?”


“I know who you are. You can’t fool me. You brought him aboard ship, didn’t you?” Perez didn’t shift his position as his eyes darted from Royle to the communicator. “He’ll be there again soon and this time I’ll get him.”


“Mind if I wait also, Perez? I’m tired of being alone.”


“Aloneness, that is the curse of mankind. And men like him come with words. Words are the invention of the devil, and the devil is the invention of men like him. They want to frighten us and they use words. You can dissect them and they mean nothing. And in the end we have nothing but meaningless, sounds.” His eyes gleamed wildly but he was alert for a movement from the screen.


“I’ve always felt that way too, Perez,” Royle said, keeping his voice quiet.


“You!” Perez screamed at him. “What are you? An empty shell! Go away emptiness! You brought him. You brought it. Life in death … eternity in an inkling … imagination proposes, reason disposes. I am reason. Life in death! What does it mean?” His eyes were burning holes as he raved shrilly. “Do you know what words are? Inventions of the devils he conjured to keep our souls in subjection! No words can break through the shell of emptiness that is man.”


Royle nodded again and slid one foot out before the other one. As long as the man had the keen knife at waist height ready to slash out with it, he did not want to make any sudden movements.


“Truth is significant, but so is falsehood. Did you know that? It’s arrangement that turns them to nonsense. Words are true and real. Beautiful words. He degrades them. There is something—ghost or disease or devils—that is killing all of us and he calls them forth. By incantations of nonsense he summons them and I’ll kill him. They’ll go with him because they are only projections of his dark mind.”


He never even saw Royle leap at him and later, confined by the nylon webbing of his berth, he dropped into a deep sleep. Royle stood over him panting slightly, a pitying look on his face.
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