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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.
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Doctor Leif Barker pulled the woman to him. She did not resist; she had not come to him to resist. Not at this point. Her actual intention, as he knew, was to yield so far and then scream until the men who were undoubtedly waiting nearby would burst in and arrest him. Or pretend to arrest him.


The woman looked up at him, her rouged lips half-open. She said, ‘Do you think this is real?’


‘It’s factual,’ said Leif, and then his lips closed over hers. She responded wildly – a little too wildly, for he knew that she was acting. Overacting. Or was she? Perhaps she enjoyed her job more than she would have wanted her superiors to know.


He reached up with his right hand. Before she knew what he was doing, he seized the ruffled collar around her neck and ripped open the back of her dress.


Her eyes opened, and she tried to pull away, to say something, but he kept his mouth over hers. Before she could move she was stripped to the waist. Then he released her, but his right hand was open, ready to chop against the side of her neck if she tried to scream.


However, she seemed stunned by the rapidity with which the seduction was taking place. And, perhaps, she had not been in the business so long that she was cynical about a lamech-wearer. Perhaps her conditioning still held, telling her that a man in Leif Barker’s position was irreproachable. Perhaps.


Whatever she thought, she was lovely. Whoever had sent her had chosen a woman who would make resistance difficult. She was a tall slim blonde with the body of a fully developed woman but a face that still suggested the innocent child. A passionate child, yet, but still a child. However, exposed as she now was, the large, firm breasts robbed her of the immature appearance and made it easier for Leif to do as he had planned.


Her hands had been hanging by her side; now, aware of his gaze upon her breasts, she put up her hands to hide them. He laughed.


‘What is the matter?’ he said. ‘Have you now decided that you do not want me to become your lover? That you have not always admired me from afar and that it was a mistake to come here and give yourself to me? That you have decided not to go against the teachings of the Sturch?’


‘No,’ she said, her voice trembling. ‘I – I just did not expect that – that…’


‘That things would go so fast you might actually have to go through with it before your friends could get here?’ he said, still smiling.


She turned pale. She opened her mouth to say something, but the paralyzed throat refused to allow the words to come.


‘It’s a sign of the times,’ he said.


‘What is a sign?’ she managed to say.


‘Once,’ he said, ‘a man who wore a lamech – ‘ he touched the large golden Hebrew L which he wore pinned to his shirt-front – ‘was regarded as above temptation. Being above temptation, he was also above suspicion. There were no attempts by the Uzzites to make him prove that his conduct was based on reality, by trying to seduce him into immorality. But these are degenerate times, and now no man is above suspicion.’


He paused and said harshly, ‘Tell me, did Candleman send you?’


She flinched; he knew that he had struck the truth. So – his own superiors in the Cold War Corps were not testing him. He was being trapped by Candleman, the chief of the Uzzites, the secret police of the Haijac Union.


‘How many men are waiting?’ he said.


She did not reply, so he took her by the hands and pulled them away hard, exposing her breasts. She turned her head away so she would not have to look him in the eye, and the paleness of her skin was replaced by a blush that spread from the hips upwards.


‘You won’t tell me?’ he said. ‘It doesn’t matter. Look!’


He released her and went to the wall, pressing against a section of it. Instantly, a square just above his hand flickered and became a screen, and the interior of the waiting room in the penthouse was revealed. Three men were slumped unconscious on the floor. They wore the black uniforms of the Uzzite.


‘As a lamech-wearer, I have many privileges,’ he said. ‘One of them is the right to take precautions against the violation of my person. So I have this. I press a button, and an anesthetic is released into the waiting-room.’


‘But the gas circuits were supposed to – ‘ She stopped.


‘Have been de-energized by one of your friends?’ he said. ‘They probably were. But I’m not such a fool that I didn’t install a duplicate circuit – one even Candleman wouldn’t know about.’


She was pulling at the front of her dress again, her blue eyes wide with fear.


‘Why are you telling me this?’ she said. By her question he knew she thought he was going to kill her.


‘Because you are going to continue to work for Candleman,’ he said. ‘And you are also going to be working for me. But your real loyalty will be to me. You’ll be afraid to expose me to him.’


‘What do you mean?’ she gasped.


He approached her slowly, reaching out for her dress again.


‘You know Candleman. He will not tolerate unreal sexual conduct, even on the part of his agents. I know that you were supposed to get me aroused and then call your friends. Candleman, who is so moral that he doesn’t mind killing a man or trying to tempt a lamech-wearer, would not tolerate one of his girls actually going through with the act.’


‘You don’t mean… ?’


‘Yes, of course. I’ll have you now. You’ll be in no position to betray me to Candleman. Besides, you’re lovely, and I’ve not had a woman for a month now.’


‘Your wife?’ she said, stepping back.


He laughed and said, ‘My wife and I have never even kissed each other.’


She continued retreating until she felt the cold wall against her bare back. Then, suddenly, she fell on her knees before him.


‘For the love of the Forerunner!’ she begged. ‘Do not do this! I will be forever lost!’


For a moment, Leif actually thought of allowing her to go. Then he told himself that would be the act of a fool. If he did not go through with this, he would have to kill her to prevent her from accusing him to Candleman. He certainly did not want to do that. Moreover, she was lovely.


‘Ingrid, my dear,’ he said, ‘I don’t think that you will find this as distasteful as you think.’


‘Please don’t!’ she said, her voice breaking. ‘I had to do this! Candleman would have had my father put in H if I did not!’


He hesitated. Perhaps her story was true. But he doubted it. Candleman would not trust an agent who did not have the same fanaticism as himself.


‘You are lying,’ Leif said. ‘And even if you aren’t, I want you.’


He put his hands under her armpits and raised her. Within five minutes she had quit struggling, and in another minute she was acting as wildly as before Leif tore her dress. This time Leif was certain that she was not pretending.
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The transparent QB cube upon the wall flicked. The miniature storm inside it flung itself about like a caged beast. Clouds roiled; lightning flashed.


Abruptly, chaos became order. The QB cracked and sputtered, and figures appeared in it. One of them was a man seated behind a desk. For a few seconds, the scene shimmered. Then, as if the essence of the tiny mind had decided to become existence, the figure became as hard and sharp-edged as fact itself.


The cube held the projection of a government gandy studio. The desk and the reporter behind it and the wall-sized portrait of Isaac Sigmen behind him were real as life, only a sixth as large.


Dr Leif Barker, sipping his breakfast coffee in his penthouse atop the Rigorous Mercy Hospital, sleepily watched his QB. The instrument was daily becoming less efficient. He could call in the overworked techs. If they could requisition the needed materials – a big if – they could have the QB working at ninety percent efficiency. But the shoddy materials they would get could not keep it from slipping back to its normal seventy-eight per cent.


No, there was no use calling the techs. These breakdowns were signs of the times.


He sipped the skin-searing liquid.


Very good signs of the times, too.


Leif liked them, for he was their prime mover, the spider who squatted in the center of the web and strummed the strands from time to time.


‘… and it may or may not be real that Timestop will occur within a year,’ the gandyman was honking. ‘But we’re authorized to say that events of the last six months seem to point to such a possibility. You all know what we’re referring to, the strange signs and portents that have been so numerous recently.’


Sleepily, Leif smiled. Yes, the Haijac Union’s government had itself started rumors of Timestop, the prophesied day when Sigmen would return from his travels through past and future to the present. That day could see the destruction of his enemies and the rewarding of his faithful. Every follower of reality would be given a universe of his own to play with; he’d have no more authority above him, no guardian angels to check on his every move.


The Haijac government had itself created events designed to take the citizens’ minds from long work and short pay. But the Cold War Corps of the nation of March had caught the ball and was rolling it downhill, where it was causing an avalanche. They had a plan to make the rank-and-file Jack a fervent believer in the close arrival of Sigmen, the Forerunner.


And when the citizenry was expecting Timestop every day, then watch out! For they’d not only get one Forerunner, they’d get a … and he drifted off into thoughts of the frantic efforts of the Jack bureaucracy to dam the flood they themselves had started. There would be nothing more upsetting, more revolutionary, than a man who sees his expected millennium proved to be a fraud.


That – plus one other important movement Leif was closely connected with – might wreck an empire.


Halfway through his second cup, the buzzer sounded. Annoyed, he flicked the toggle. Immediately the scene in the cube dissolved. The mist that replaced it flickered, was shot with quartz that ran the spectrum, and then cleared to a not-quite focus. The figure of his secretary was revealed, sitting behind her desk ten stories down.


Revealed, thought Leif Barker, wasn’t the right word. Not when a thick, high-necked, floor-length dress covered her presumed figure. The virtues stamped upon her wax-like character by the Sturch had not been smoothed out in rubbing against her boss. Rachel was a real girl. You’d not catch her in any behavior that might possibly lead to a pseudo-future. She was real.


He stared at her. She blushed.


‘Yes?’ He felt like growling, but he smiled instead. If he could break his face into the desired joviality, he’d be all right the rest of the morning.


‘Dr Barker, there’s a Zack Roe who insists he’s to see you.’


Leif didn’t permit his smile to change.


‘His appointment is not until ten this morning. Tell him he’s made a mistake.’


Another small figure entered the cube and looked at the little glass box upon Rachel’s desk. Zack Roe was a tall and stooped man with grey hair and the OD’s of a laborer. He spoke Icelandic with a slight Siberian accent.


He held his hat in his hand, and ducked his head as he said, ‘Please, doctor. I know I’m not here at the right time. But I forgot that today I start my purifications rites.’


‘What’re you doing here?’


‘I thought maybe you could give me my tests now. That way we’d both be satisfied. I know these tests are important, doctor.’


He ended with a giggle and a bulging of his blue eyes.


Leif sighed and said, ‘Shib, I’ll be right down. Rachel, tell Sigur to turn on the eegie, will you, please?’


Rachel said she would. Leif flicked the screen off, drank his coffee, though it scalded his tongue, and rapidly ate his seaham and eggs. Roe had given the key words – that way; they meant that Leif was to contact him as fast as possible.


Something big was up. Otherwise, Zack would never have broken the pattern of his ways and thus given his gapt a reason for investigating him. Fortunately, he had a good excuse. Purifications rites came ahead of everything else, and his role as a stupid shovelman would fit in with his apparent forgetfulness.


Leif strode through several rooms, furnished quite well for these drab and dismal days, and toward the elevator. His collie, Danger, leaped for him and was quite offended when his master only scratched his ears as he went by.


‘Later,’ said Leif, pressing the button that would take the car down to the eegie rooms.


There was no reason to be alarmed at the unusual pattern of events, but he felt uneasy. The Plan had been going well – almost too well. But he must not allow an expression of anxiety to cross his face. What had he, a lamech-wearer, to fear? Smiling he dismissed the thought from his mind and returned to the hospital routine.


He yearned for another coffee. And yawned. Yearn and yawn. He smiled to himself. He seemed to be doing a lot of both lately – though last night had taken the edge off the yearn.


The door opened. He walked into Rachel’s office.


She said, ‘Good morning, doctor.’


He said, ‘Forerunner bless you. Any important mail?’


He didn’t want to give the impression of haste. She might wonder about concern over a nonentity like Zack.


She said, ‘No letters, abba.’


‘Don’t call me father,’ he said. ‘I’m only ten years older than you.’


‘I respect you as a father,’ she said, eyes downcast.


He lifted her chin and kissed her on the mouth. ‘Here’s a fatherly buss. You get one every time you call me abba.’


He chuckled and said, ‘And as a reward for not doing so, you also get one every time you don’t call me father.’


‘Doctor Barker! You mustn’t do that!’ Her cheeks were flaming.


He grinned at her and said, ‘I’m taking unfair advantage of you because I’m a lamech-wearer. On the other hand, what’s the use of being one, if you can’t take advantage of it?’


Her mouth hung open. Leif resisted the temptation to close it with another kiss. Though beautiful, she was more cold candy than warm flesh. The man who broke down her defenses would find that he’d have done better to spend his time elsewhere. She wouldn’t be good business; the overhead would be large and the assets frozen.


Ah, well, she was a human being and not responsible for all of what she was. He stepped into the elevator, turned, waved Rachel a cheery good-by, and dismissed her from his mind. Something big was brewing; probably his life was involved.
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When Leif entered the eegie room, he found that Sigur had seated Zack Roe and had placed the tantalum helmet over the grey head.


Zack exposed his buckteeth in a smile and said, ‘Sigmen love you, doctor.’


‘A real future to you,’ replied Leif. He nodded, and Sigur pushed a button. The kymograph beneath the eegie machine began turning. Accompanying it was a beep-beep noise which, as part of the experiment, was supposed to distract the subject. The experiment was, ostensibly, an attempt to correlate the brainwave pattern of the subject with his vocalization. For some time Leif had been spending an hour a day on this project to read a man’s mind through electronic means.


Actually, he had been doing just that for the past two years. The lower half of the so-called electroencephalograph was what it was supposed to be. It recorded the subject’s brain-waves on the kymograph. But the upper half of the eegie was the machine which had been smuggled into Leif’s hands by the Cold War Corps. It did what the other was eventually intended to do. It could ‘read’ a man’s mind. And at this very moment it was detecting and amplifying Zack Roe’s thoughts and transmitting them through the supposedly meaningless beeps.


‘I’ll ask the usual number of test questions,’ said Leif. ‘Answer “yes” or “no.” I don’t care whether or not you tell me the truth. Later, I want you to indicate the true answers. Got it?’


‘Yah,’ drawled Zack. ‘I ain’t as dumb as you think, doc. We done that before, didn’t we?’


Leif glanced at Sigur. He was standing by the kymo, his back to them, watching the stylos inking the alpha, beta, gamma, and eta waves. The beeping continued; Sigur paid no attention to the noise.


‘When were you born, Zack?’


‘The third of Fertility, 190 A.R.,’ Zack said.


Leif checked that in his note book, then he winked at Zack.


‘Answer the same question in English, Zack. We want to check any difference in the waves effected by using different tongues.’


Zack complied.


At the same time, the beeps changed their pattern. Leif’s ear picked it up at once.


What took you so long, Leif? This is hot. You should have come running. Shib. Here’s the message. Halla Dannto, the wife of the Archurielite, was hurt at 7300 in an auto collision. She was taken to this hospital. You’re to get to her fast. Fast! Get the doctor on-call off the case and call Ava.


If Halla Dannto is dead, cremate her body without delay. Don’t let anybody besides Ava know you’re burning it. Then go back to her room and act as if she’s alive.


Get this! Don’t mention Halla’s death to the woman who’ll take her place.


She’ll be wearing an old-fashioned street veil when she comes in. Ask no questions. Accept her as the real Halla Dannto. Got it?


As if he were thinking of something, Leif nodded his head.


He said, ‘Now, Zack, next question.’


Rachel rushed into the room.


‘Doctor Barker!’ she said breathlessly. ‘Doctor Trausti just called me and gave me a message for you. Your QB didn’t seem to be working, so I brought it myself. You’re to come down to room 113 at once. The wife of Archurielite Dannto has just been brought in, badly injured. Trausti wants you to take over.’


Leif raised his eyebrows.


‘Can’t he handle it?’


‘I suppose he thinks she’s too important for him. Besides, she might die.’


‘And he wants me to take the responsibility for that?’ said Leif, smiling. ‘Tell him I’ll be right down. And, Rachel, get hold of my wife. Demand she drop everything, even if it’s a baby, and get down to 113. Shib?’


He turned.


‘Sigur, that cancels the experiments for the rest of the day. Tell the other subjects they can leave now.’


He strode from the room. Outside, he collided with a man who was standing just in front of the door. The fellow staggered backwards; Leif had a fleeting impression that the impact had not been that hard, that the man was exaggerating a little.


‘Pardon me,’ he said, and he went to pass on. A strong hand upon his arm stopped him.


The stranger coughed and then said, ‘Doctor Barker?’ His voice was high and had a slightly foreign accent.


‘I’m in a hurry. See you later,’ said Leif.


He absorbed the man with a glance. He liked to know who the people were around him, what they looked like, and what they were doing. Afterwards, he could give you the essential details.


Leif was struck. There was something strange, almost artificial about him. He was short and stocky and had a very light skin and hair and light blue eyes. The lobeless ears were large. The nose was a contradiction with its broad flaring nostrils and high arch. The lips were thick.


‘What’s your name?’ demanded Leif.


The fellow coughed.


‘We … I mean I’m Jim Crew.’


Leif caught the ‘we’ and looked at the others sitting in the waiting room. A man and two women, all young, their faces looking enough like Jim Crew to make them his brothers and sisters.


‘You’re all here for the eegies?’ he asked.


‘No, abba,’ said Jim Crew. He looked at the others. Two of them closed their eyes. Their eyelashes were long and thick as spider’s legs. Tension suddenly pulled up the slack in the air. Leif felt as if there were invisible threads drawing around him.


‘What do you want?’ he asked.


‘Abba,’ said Jim Crew, ‘we’ve come to you because you’re the only man in Paris who can help us.’


One of the women rose to her feet. Her face leaped at Leif with a blonde and savage beauty. At the same time, her expression was strangely abstracted. If you could picture flesh as such a thing it was like a cubist painting of an ancient saint.


‘Our child is dying,’ she crooned, low and throaty. Her thick lips trembled, slurring the words.


She held her hand out. Jim Crew took it. They said, together, ‘Our child has been struck by the same auto that killed Halla Dannto.’


The third woman, still sitting on the divan, her eyes closed, moaned, ‘Our child is dying. Her skull is cracked open, and there is a splinter of bone pressing upon her brain.’


The other man suddenly laughed. Contrasted with the evident distress of the others, the laugh was shocking, Leif winced.


‘It doesn’t matter,’ the man said. ‘In one way, no. In another, yes. But if you don’t come quick, our child will be dead.’


Leif felt as if he were in a dream. He was impatient to get to Mrs Dannto’s room. Yet, he couldn’t leave.


‘What do you know about Mrs Dannto?’ he said. ‘How do you know she’s dead?’


‘We know,’ said Jim Crew. ‘We also know she lives again.’


‘I have to go to Mrs Dannto,’ said Leif. ‘I’m sorry about your child, and I’ll do all I can for her as soon as possible. What room is she in?’


‘She’s not here,’ replied the standing woman. She opened her eyes. Bright and light blue, they shone with a glow that did not come from the light-panels.


‘Our child is in a room deep under the city.’


‘What is this all about?’ barked Leif. ‘Tell me quickly. I’ve little time for nonsense.’


The man on the divan said, ‘Nonsense such as we mean – ‘ he waved his hand to take in the two women and Jim Crew – ‘is the only real sense.’


Jim Crew smiled with big teeth and sad lips.


‘She was struck by the auto that crashed into Halla Dannto’s car. We did not bring her here because that would have meant her death – and ours.’


The savage beauty moaned, ‘And our child knew that she might be crushed, and that you might have to come to her and save her.’


‘I’m intrigued,’ said Leif in a deep voice, the cords on his muscular neck standing out. ‘But I don’t know what you’re talking about. And I’m beginning to wonder why you think I couldn’t call the Uzzites. You’re evidently a case for them.’


‘You wouldn’t do that,’ said Jim Crew.


‘You couldn’t,’ said the beauty. ‘We know. Our child knew.’


‘You’ll come to the sewers,’ said the second woman.


‘Like H I will,’ said Leif. ‘If you want me to operate on your child, bring her here.’


He strode away, brushing past Jim Crew.


As he went through the door, he halted in midstride, almost as if the air had jelled around him.


Out of the air had come an unsound, a voice that had no syllables borne on no air waves, yet unmistakably made itself heard.


‘Quo vadis?’


He turned around.


‘What are you doing?’


Jim Crew said, ‘Don’t feel violated, Dr Barker. We did it so you’d know we’re not … crackpots.’


‘Nor,’ added the savage beauty, ‘people to be slighted.’


She looked at him, and he was suddenly filled with a grief that he could contain only by the most violent effort.


He didn’t like it, and his face must have shown it, for in the next second it was gone, leaving him wondering if he had not been imagining it.


The man on the divan laughed loudly again. And Leif felt like laughing back.


He gripped the side of the door and squeezed. With the feel of strength came a summoning of rejection. They were looking at him now, all eight eyes blue with a glare that seemed to be a focus of something shining from inside them: a single light rayed through four pairs of peep-holes. He wouldn’t soak any of that light up! He was a mirror, reflecting it back at them, unabsorbed! Master of himself, the way he wanted it, the way he had to have it.


‘I truly would like to come,’ he said. ‘But if you know so much, you know I can’t.’


‘Ah,’ breathed Jim Crew through his high-bridged, Gothic-nostriled nose, ‘but you can. Halla Dannto is dead. You can do her no good.’


He felt as if the floor were slipping away from him. He was sure there should be only three who knew she had died; the interne, Zack and himself. And he and Zack weren’t sure.


But he didn’t have time to investigate them. Zack had been too insistent on the speed with which he got to room 113 and the secrecy he kept thereafter. Big, dark things were moving in the background, and he had no time to stop and talk.


He slammed the door and walked across the room to the QB. He dialed Rachel. The transparent cube projecting from the wall flickered into a miniature of her office. And at once began flickering again.


‘Rachel,’ he said, ‘did you get hold of Mrs Barker?’


‘Yes, sir. She’s coming right now.’


He twisted the dial and started to walk away when Rachel’s voice called. ‘Dr Barker. Wait! Rek calling.’


He turned and dialed her in again. This time her image came in clearly.


‘I’ll tune you in with Archurielite Dannto,’ she said. He saw her press some buttons on her desk, and then her office faded away. It was replaced by another, a far larger and more luxuriously furnished office. The desk was huge and dwarfed the man standing behind it. Absalom Dannto was a big man with enormous shoulders, a mountainous paunch, and two chins, the lower of which quivered like the bag of a frightened cow. Leif smiled at the thought and then wiped it off, for the Archurielite was not a man to be trifled with.


Dannto’s voice boomed through lips distinguished by their absence. ‘Barker? I’ve just been told my wife was in an accident and that she’s in your hospital. Is she hurt badly?’


Leif was surprised. The man seemed genuinely concerned.


‘No, abba. I’ve just been told. You interrupted me on my way to her.’


‘Barker, there’s nobody I’d rather have attending her than you. Get down there and save her.’


Leif veiled his eyes. ‘I always do my best. No matter who the patient is.’


‘I know that. But for the sake of the Forerunner, do better than your best.’


There was agony in his voice.


‘Whatever can be done, will be,’ said Leif.


He went to flick the switch that would cut them off, something nobody but himself would have dared do.


Dannto said, ‘Wait! I understand she was in an automatic taxi. I suspect unreal conduct on the part of the techs at the control center. So I’ve put Candleman on the case. He’ll probably be down very shortly. Give him every aid so that we may track down the culprits. I’ll be down in a few hours. Just as soon as I can get rocket-clearance. You’ve complete charge of Halla?’


‘Shib, abba‘ said Leif. ‘Does that include precedence over Candleman?’


‘I said complete, Barker.’
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Leif turned off the QB and strode through the halls, vaguely conscious that the nurses turned admiration towards him, that they liked his bigness, broad shoulders, curly yellow hair, easy smile. He talked and laughed without fear and did not try to catch them in some unreality or other. When he was around, they could unstring their muscles for a while and feel bright and human.


He halted an elevator going up and stepped in. The nurse standing in it said, ‘Have you heard that Mrs Dannto’s been hurt?’


‘That seems to be a very big secret,’ said Leif dryly. ‘I’m taking the car over because I’m on my way down there. You don’t mind?’


She raised her eyebrows. ‘Would it make any difference?’


He pressed the button that sent it sliding downwards at emergency speed. ‘Not just now, Sarah. What else have you heard?’


‘Dr Trausti says she’s dead.’


Leif cursed inwardly, but he smiled.


‘Mrs Dannto can’t die unless I give the official pronouncement, Sarah. And while I know it’s unethical to question another doctor’s judgement, it’s possible that being human, he’s made a mistake. Also, being too busy to do much reading, he may not have learned of a new technique that has been very successful in ferreting out the dying spark of life in patients who have already been pronounced dead.’


He lied, of course. But Sarah’s mouth was as big as it looked. In a short time after he’d gone into room 113, she’d have spread it all through the hospital that that wonderful Dr Barker was using a miraculous technique to bring Mrs Dannto back from the dead. By the time the story got to the ends of Rigorous Mercy Hospital, it would have Halla Dannto hurrying out the front door on her way to a tennis match.


Leif stepped from the car and sped down the hall. He found 113 closed and knocked on the door. A group of nurses and orderlies were standing near. He shot a look like buckshot. They scattered.


Trausti opened the door. His long black hair fell down across his high, narrow forehead. He brushed it aside muttering, ‘There’s something very strange here, Doctor.’


Leif stepped inside the room, noting as he did so the sheet-draped form on the cart beside the wall.


‘Something strange?’ he said to Trausti. He managed to put a slightly menacing tone in his voice as if he suspected that Trausti might be implicated in something not routine.


Trausti must have detected the tone, for the hands holding a strip of film trembled.


‘Pardon me, Doctor Barker,’ he said. ‘I mean, something definitely out of the ordinary. At least, I think it is. That is – well, I don’t mean anything. I will allow you to make the decision.’


Leif’s eyebrows rose. ‘Allow?’
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