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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







Chapter One


‘Have you ever been a woman before, Mr Pryce?’ the Body-Chop med-tech asked.


Pryce only half heard the question, being preoccupied with examining his new body in the recuperation room’s full-length holo ‘mirror’. ‘Pardon?’ he asked distractedly.


The med-tech repeated the question as she closed the lid of the cylindrical recuperation unit.


‘No,’ he told her. ‘Never. Why do you ask?’ He was pleased with the job the Body Chop had done on him. The woman he could see in the holo screen was slim, neat … compact. The same applied to her face. Neat features. She wasn’t unattractive but there was nothing about her that would draw undue attention. There was nothing flashy about her. He himself would not have looked twice at her if he’d encountered her on a street or a beach. He turned around and peered over his shoulder. Neat bottom as well.


The woman med-tech, her arms folded, watched him as he admired himself. ‘Because you will no doubt experience some emotional difficulties while you adjust to your new self. You’re not just wearing a woman’s body, Mr Pryce. You are a woman now. You have a woman’s brain and that brain is being saturated with a woman’s hormones. You will no longer think as a man.’


He laughed. ‘Bullshit. I’m still the same.’ He tapped his head. ‘In here I’m still me. Michael Vincent Pryce.’


‘You may think you are, but gradually you’ll come to realize you’re not. For example, you were a heterosexual male. How are you responding sexually to the body you can see before you?’


‘Well … I wouldn’t kick it out of bed,’ he said, and laughed.


‘Seriously, how do you feel?’


He stared at himself. ‘It’s a perfectly normal, youngish, desirable female body.’


‘But do you desire it?’


‘No,’ he finally admitted. ‘I don’t.’ Then he laughed again. ‘Guess it proves I’m not a lesbian.’ He grinned suggestively at the severe-faced tech, the unspoken question being, Are you? She didn’t smile back. ‘Sorry,’ he said and went over to the couch where new clothes had been laid out for him. He began to dress.


Then he said, frowning, ‘I’m not going to suffer from any messy female physical things, am I? You know, like periods and so on?’


‘Of course not. There is a sub-dermal synthetic hormone implant on your left forearm. It lasts for a year. Apart from preventing menstruation it also renders you infertile.’


‘That’s good to know, though I won’t be needing the second part of the service,’ he said with a laugh. ‘This is going to be one very celibate young woman. And please, though I appreciate your advice, my present female condition is only temporary. I won’t be a woman long enough for any problems to arise.’


‘So you believe,’ said the med-tech doubtfully, ‘but you should still be aware that you will definitely experience emotional confusion during the period of your adjustment to your new body …’ She paused, then said, ‘And in your … profession that might be dangerous for you.’


He finished pulling on a T-shirt and looked at her. ‘And what would my profession be?’


‘Your bionantech aroused a lot of interest here when we started working on you. Nobody had ever seen anything like it before.’


‘You tried to analyse it, of course?’ he asked as he pulled on a pair of tights covered in black and white checks.


‘Of course. And then we discovered it was changing its basic structure. Constantly, and apparently at random, on an atomic level, yet retaining its overall integrity as a system. So then we began to speculate about you. We think you’re “him”. Personally, I thought you were a myth.’


‘Who is “him”?’


‘You know. The Ghost. The Ghost in the Machine. Are you him?’


‘I’m Michael Vincent Pryce. Freelance irrigation systems expert.’ He put on a white synthetic satin blouse with balloon sleeves.


‘You were,’ she pointed out. ‘Now you’re Marion Van Hacker. A public relations officer for the Hydra Communications Corporation. We ran another identity check on you while you were in recuperation. There is no trace of Michael Vincent Pryce on any of the Corporation computer files that we have access to. He’s vanished, including his bank account.’


He smiled at her as he put on a skirt made of black synthetic leather. ‘But the important thing for you and your colleagues is that the money I transferred from his account is still real, correct?’


‘Yes. The twenty thousand yen is still in our account. I don’t see how it can be but it is. I guess it’s all down to your unique bionantech. How did you come by it?’


‘I did someone a big favour once. He gave it to me as a reward. And you’re right – it is unique. My benefactor never made a similar system before he died.’ He sat on the couch and pulled on a pair of knee-high black synthetic leather boots.


‘That’s all you’re going to tell me about it?’ the med-tech asked.


‘That’s all.’


‘So are you the Ghost?’


He went back to the holo screen to adjust his new clothes. ‘The Ghost? The so-called scourge of the Corporations? The mystery man rumoured to be number one on IRC’s “most wanted” list? No, I’m afraid he is probably just a myth, as you said he was. An invention of the media. They thought the public wanted a hero figure so they created one.’ He smiled. ‘A Robin Hood for the modern age. Though from all the stories I’ve heard about the Ghost he doesn’t go around spreading his ill-gotten gains to the underfunded. He keeps it all to himself.’ He went back to the couch and investigated the contents of a large shoulder-bag that lay upon it. He nodded with satisfaction. ‘Yes, everything that I asked for is here. Very good.’ He draped the bag over his shoulder and smiled at her. ‘I’m ready to leave now … unless you have any more womanly advice for me?’


‘No.’


‘Then let’s settle up the remainder of the fee …’


‘One last thing,’ said the tech. ‘As you predicted, the scanner detected a genetic irregularity in a cell in the cornea of your left eye. The computer’s prognosis was a major aberration in the cell’s DNA and suggested the cell was possibly in a pre-cancerous mode. But as per your strict instructions we left it untouched.’


‘I certainly hope so.’


‘I don’t suppose you will enlighten us as to what it is?’


‘No. And you should think yourself fortunate that I don’t. Now, I really must be going.’


In the reception suite the tech and other members of the Body-Chop staff, including the manageress, watched with interest as he put the tip of his right forefinger to the terminal receptor plate. He subvocalized his instruction for 20,000 yen from the account of Marion Van Hacker, account number 85719759347193576684-088846, to be transferred to the account of the Singapore branch of Body Chop Incorporated. There were murmurs of surprise and wonder from the staff when they saw the transaction confirmed on the terminal screen.


‘Amazing,’ said the manageress. ‘You are the Ghost, aren’t you?’


‘As I told your med-tech, the Ghost is a myth,’ he said and smiled.


‘Don’t worry. We promise one hundred per cent confidentiality.’


His smile vanished. He knew, better than anyone, that they could promise no such thing. He walked quickly to the door. ‘Goodbye all, and thank you for everything.’


As the door slid shut behind him he felt a twinge of guilt over what would surely happen to the Body-Chop staff but he quickly suppressed it. Practice, after all, makes perfect.


The Body Chop was located on the forty-seventh floor of a Singapore subscraper. He caught an elevator to the surface and then travelled by monotrain from Singapore across the Strait of Malacca to Sumatra, his destination being the Clarke Elevator Terminal at Lubuksikaping. From there he caught the Elevator up to the Indo-Transit Station in synchronous orbit some 35,000 miles above the terminal. There he booked into a hotel while he waited for the next shuttle flight to Habitat K6BTL, also known as ‘Purgatory’. That wouldn’t be until the following day.


Alone in his hotel room he spent some time inspecting his new self, this time in an ordinary mirror which, unlike the holo ‘mirror’, reversed his features, though he didn’t notice any real difference. His facial features were apparently perfectly symmetrical. As for his body, he had adjusted remarkably quickly to its changes: to the mild novelty of having breasts and the more drastic change of having a vagina instead of penis and testicles. He was surprised that the lack of the latter hadn’t been more traumatic for him. He was unsure of the psychological significance of this …


Travelling as a woman had been interesting; he’d noticed many subtle differences. First, he’d been aware of how men looked at him now. It wasn’t anything overt – he had, of course, taken deliberate care not to be physically striking as a woman – but it was definitely there. An automatic response from them, in fact, in the way they briefly appraised her sexually. And he’d slowly become aware of the subtle difference in the way he now regarded men. Naturally, he’d always been able to tell a good-looking man apart from a skeed but that had been on an objective level.


Now, interestingly enough, he was also beginning to appreciate, and evaluate, men on a sexual level. He’d even felt vaguely sexually attracted to three men he’d been travelling with on the Elevator. This development worried him a little as he hadn’t really anticipated it. He could see now what the Body-Chop tech meant in her warning to him. What if he lost control of his new set of female emotions at a crucial stage of his scheme … ?


But the enforced wait on the Station was his chief source of concern for the moment. He didn’t know just how far behind him his pursuers were. But everything would be all right once he reached Purgatory. It would give him a breathing-space while he put the finishing touches to the next step of his plan. And how appropriate that Purgatory would be his hiding-place, considering the identity of one of his most regular pursuers.


Philip Craner knew there was something very wrong with his life but he couldn’t put his finger on it. He sometimes believed that the fault was with him. He just couldn’t emotionally engage with anything, and that included his wife and two children. And his job. He was a salesman. He travelled around the department stores of Perth, Western Australia, pushing lines of haberdashery to the buyers in the haberdashery departments. It was a very boring job and he had no idea how he’d ended up in it. He was sure that once upon a time he’d had much more ambitious aspirations, but like so much in his past they had grown very fuzzy in his mind. Remembering anything was hard work these days. It had occurred to him yesterday that he couldn’t even remember the first time he’d met his wife, Daphne. Was it at some party? A barbecue? At work? No, he couldn’t remember. The past was all just too vague.


But it wasn’t just him. It was everything and everyone around him. Daphne was distant too; always frowning and preoccupied. He would ask her – apathetically, true – what was wrong but she could never say. And the children: uncommunicative and dull. In fact, he realized, they hardly spoke at all. And the people he worked with, the buyers he had to deal with every day in the shops, what a dull lot they were.


On top of everything else he was plagued with feelings of déjà vu. Every day he had flashes where it seemed that everything he was experiencing he’d experienced all before only a short time in the past. OK, it was true he worked by a pretty set routine but these flashes occurred at home and in the pub as well …


Like the one he was having right now as he was getting out of his FJ Holden with his sample case. He was in Hay Street and heading for the entrance to the big department store called Foys. He hadn’t paid a visit to the store for a couple of weeks, he was certain, but it seemed like only yesterday he had done exactly the same thing. Yes, as he paused, brushing bush-flies from his face, by the newspaper kiosk to buy a copy of the Daily News, he felt positive he’d done the same thing only yesterday. And yes, he even recognized the headline on the paper: KENNEDY GIVES RUSSIANS ULTIMATUM OVER CUBA! He looked at the date on the paper. The seventh of January, 1958. That seemed familiar too.


I’m being ridiculous, he told himself as he entered the air-conditioned coolness of the shop. If I keep on this way I’ll go mad. Maybe all I need is a good long holiday.


He went up the escalator to the haberdashery department on the first floor. He spotted Miss Dickson, the buyer, sitting at her desk. She saw him and rose to her feet. She was a thin, plain woman in her mid-thirties. She looked concerned. As she approached the counter Philip suddenly knew what she was going to say, and what he would say to her. It would be ‘Hello, Mr Craner. Isn’t it dreadful about this missile business? Mr Hargreaves from Lingerie said in the cafeteria at lunch today that this might start the Third World War … ’


Miss Dickson reached the counter. ‘Hello, Mr Craner. Terribly hot day, isn’t it? And isn’t it dreadful about this Cuban missile crisis? Mr Hargreaves from Lingerie said in the cafeteria today that …’


Well, not exactly the same but close enough. I definitely need a holiday, Philip told himself miserably as Miss Dickson continued to follow the script more or less faithfully.


*


Sebastian Chimes entered the boardroom of the Shinito Corporation in Sydney, Australia. The four top Shinito executives sitting around the vast oak table quickly stood and bowed towards him. ‘Welcome to Shinito headquarters, Mr Chimes,’ said Kondo Izumi, the chief executive, ‘and thank you for responding to our invitation so swiftly. Please sit down.’


An aide ushered Chimes to a chair. Chimes sat. In contrast to the conservative gun-metal grey business suits worn by the four executives, Chimes’s clothes could only be described as … unconventional. He wore a tall top hat, black, a tight-fitting Victorian frock coat, black, a waistcoat, silver, tight Victorian trousers, black, ankle-boots, black, and spats, silver. He also carried a wooden cane with a round silver knob on top. He was a tall, thin, cadaverous-looking man. His endocrine system had been subtly modified in order for him to be able to concentrate all his energies on his job. He had no sexual desires and was capable of being totally unemotional in the execution of his duties. His only sensory luxury was food. He was a gourmet with a prodigious appetite but, thanks to his modified endocrine system, never put on an ounce of weight. Sebastian Chimes was the top investigator for IRC, the Interplanetary Revenue Corporation. In essence he was the most efficient and ruthless tax-collector who had ever existed.


‘Anything that involves the Glitch automatically receives my full attention,’ said Chimes. His voice was deep but nasal. He sat there, slightly hunched forward and leaning on his cane, with both of his long-fingered hands clasped over its silver knob.


‘The “Glitch”?’ asked Izumi, puzzled.


‘It’s the term we use for the Ghost at IRC,’ said Chimes. ‘You have new information about him?’


‘We believe so,’ said Izumi. ‘Someone penetrated security at our bio-research space habitat, Takata, and stole something that is literally priceless. From the way he easily manipulated every computer system he encountered we could only conclude it was the Ghost.’


‘I see,’ said Chimes. ‘And what exactly is this priceless item that he stole?’


The four executives exchanged uneasy glances. Then Izumi said, ‘I’m afraid that we cannot divulge that information. Not at this stage, at least.’


Chimes gave a slight shrug of his thin shoulders. ‘That is your prerogative, of course, although it would have been helpful to know. As it came from Takata I can only presume it is some genegineered product on which you are anxious to establish copyright.’


Izumi cleared his throat. ‘No, it is much more important than that.’


‘Really? Then why has the Shinito Corporation not informed IRC of its possession of this extremely valuable … item?’


‘Uh, when we say it is invaluable,’ said Izumi hurriedly, ‘we are referring to its potential once it has been developed. Of course at that point we would have followed correct procedure in relation to keeping IRC fully informed.’


‘Of course,’ murmured Chimes. He glanced idly around the boardroom. The oak-panelled walls were hung with photographs showing Mount Fuji in different seasons of the year. One wall was made entirely of glass. Cirrus clouds drifted by. He looked at the four executives. One of them wasn’t Japanese, but though obviously occidental the man had had facial modification, including the creation of epicanthic folds in the inner corners of his eyes, in order to appear Japanese. It wasn’t an attempt on the executive’s part to become a real Japanese, which was strictly forbidden by Corporation law, but simply an honourable gesture of respect towards his beloved Japanese company. Chimes knew that the executive had also adopted a Japanese name for the same reason. Previously called Daniel Urich, he was now known as Araki Hyuga. Chimes said, ‘Then let us drop the subject and talk of the Ghost himself. Do you have any idea of his present whereabouts?’


‘We think so,’ said Izumi.


Sebastian Chimes leaned slightly further forward on his cane. The nostrils of his long nose flared. ‘I have been leading the hunt for this man for over three years now. He has so far been the only blemish on my successful career. It would mean a lot to me to finally get my hands on him.’


‘We realize that, Mr Chimes.’


‘I must admit, however, to being somewhat surprised that you have succeeded in tracking down the Ghost while all my efforts, and those of IRC, have failed.’


‘Well, we haven’t exactly pinpointed his exact whereabouts,’ said Hyuga, ‘but we are fairly confident we know his general location.’


‘Which is?’ asked Chimes.


‘The Interplanetary Revenue Corporation’s very own habitat, K6BTL,’ said Izumi.


Chimes’s eyes widened slightly with surprise. ‘He’s in Purgatory? Are you sure?’


‘We have good reason to believe so. He is masquerading as a tourist, we believe. A woman tourist.’


‘He’s disguised as a woman?’


‘No. He is a woman.’


‘I see. A Body-Chop job. And how did you come by this piece of information?’


‘We tracked him to a Body Chop in Singapore. The staff were arrested under the Corporation Emergency Law and subjected to intense interrogation. They told of a male customer who possessed unique bionantech. It had to be the Ghost … ‘


Chimes leaned forward excitedly. ‘You’re saying these people had the opportunity to analyse the Ghost’s bionantech?’


‘They had the opportunity,’ said Araki Hyuga then added regretfully, ‘but failed to unravel its secrets. It constantly changes its structure, they told us … and we know they are telling the truth. We are at a loss to explain its origins.’


‘So am I,’ sighed Chimes. ‘So how did you manage to track him to that particular Body Chop, and from there to Purgatory?’


‘When we realized we were dealing with the Ghost we adopted different, if rather old-fashioned and very expensive, tactics,’ explained another of the executives. Chimes knew him to be Shimpei Murakami. ‘We employed the services of Yakuza Inc. We had a good physical description of the Ghost, from the female Chief Security Officer on Takata whom he had seduced so … ’


Chimes held up a hand to halt his flow. ‘Forgive the digression, sir, but does the Ghost’s seduction of this security officer have any relevance to the situation?’


‘Indeed it does,’ said Murakami. ‘It was from this unfortunate officer that the Ghost acquired the access code that gave him entry into the sealed-off section of the habitat in which lay the object of his attentions.’


Chimes was puzzled. ‘From my experience, no computer can resist the Ghost’s command to divulge an access code.’


‘Ah, yes, that may be so,’ said Murakami, ‘but in this case the code related to a mechanical combination-lock, manually operated. It was the idea of the security officer concerned. We were impressed with the way she thought. That’s why she had been made Chief Security Officer on Takata.’


‘And after he seduced her she simply gave the Ghost the code, knowing that she would be ruining her career and putting her very life in jeopardy?’ Chimes smiled wryly. ‘The Ghost must be some considerable lover. Perhaps his unique bionantech is even more versatile than I imagined.’


Izumi gave a polite cough. ‘He told her that he loved her.’


Chimes uttered an understanding ‘Ah.’


‘He promised he would smuggle her out of the habitat and that they would start up a new life together.’


‘And she actually believed him?’ asked Chimes with a sigh.


‘She thought she was in love with him. She is of Western cultural origin, you understand,’ said Izumi.


‘I see. Pray continue with the method by which you tracked the Ghost.’ Talk of sex and love always made Chimes hungry. He wondered what was on the menu of the executive dining room today.


‘We used Yakuza Inc. and practically all of their members throughout the System. We flooded every possible stopover point on all the possible route variations that the Ghost might take with Yakuza members familiar with his appearance.’


‘That must have been expensive,’ said Chimes, appreciatively.


‘As we said, what the Ghost has stolen from us is, potentially, priceless,’ said Izumi. ‘We will spare no expense or effort to recover it.’


‘But surely the first thing the Ghost would have done on leaving your habitat would be to modify his appearance?’ asked Chimes.


Izumi looked pleased with himself. ‘We anticipated that, of course. But the degree of change he could make by himself was bound to be limited. Our Yakuza spies were instructed to check on any male who fitted the general description of the Ghost that we had given them.’


Chimes frowned. ‘But by what means could they positively identify the Ghost? I know for a fact that, by means of his bionantech, he is constantly altering his retinal pattern.’


Izumi practically glowed with pride. ‘We used a much older method. We identified him by his fingerprints.’


‘His genetic fingerprint? But how could you have possibly got that … ?’ asked Chimes, still frowning.


‘No, no! The fingerprints on his fingers!’ said Izumi excitedly.


Chimes was genuinely taken by surprise again. He stared at the tips of his own fingers for a time. ‘I’m impressed. No one has used that method of identification for … for centuries, I would presume.’


Izumi nodded. ‘Exactly. So we counted on the Ghost never bothering to change his fingerprints.’


‘And you obviously had a set of his prints?’


‘Yes. They were provided by Takata’s former Chief Security Officer. They were on a drinking-glass from her apt that the Ghost had used. It was she who came up with the idea of identifying him by his fingerprints. She was naturally angry with him once she realized what he had done to her. And she was also trying to make some amends for her act of treachery towards the Company.’


‘Traitor she may be but I must admit I admire the way she thinks,’ said Chimes.


‘So did we. It was a great pity about what she did.’


‘And what will be her fate?’


Izumi looked uncomfortable. ‘It won’t be pleasant,’ was all he said.


Chimes gave an understanding nod. Then, ‘So when one of your Yakuza agents spotted a likely suspect at any shuttle terminal he would surreptitiously obtain the suspect’s fingerprints?’


‘Yes,’ said Izumi. ‘And there were many, many false alarms, of course, but finally, at Asimov City, two of our Yakuza agents struck gold. They found the Ghost.’


Chimes felt his pulse-rate quicken. He rapidly brought it down again and said, ‘And?’


Izumi looked uncomfortable again. ‘He was disguised as a priest, travelling under the name of Father Antony Stefano. He had booked on to the next available shuttle to the habitat Vahimagi.’


‘And why did your people fail to apprehend him?’ asked Chimes.


‘Ah … ’ Izumi looked down at the table-top, avoiding Chimes’s gaze. ‘They weren’t supposed to, er, apprehend him. They had orders to kill him.’


‘Surely you would have realized that IRC, and I, want him alive?’


‘Yes, but our highest priority was the recovery of our … property. Killing him would have been the most efficient and quickest way of achieving this.’


‘But presumably your agents failed?’ asked Chimes.


Izumi briefly met his eyes then glanced away again. ‘Yes. We lost all contact with them. They were later found dead.’


Chimes sighed. ‘And the Ghost got away. Then what?’


‘We didn’t know what to do at first. All trace of Father Antony Stefano had instantly disappeared from the Net, of course.’


‘Of course.’


‘Then we reasoned that, because he would now be aware of our tracing him by some aspect of his physical appearance, the logical thing for him to do would be to undergo a complete physical transformation at a Body Chop. We sent a team to the Body Chop at Asimov City, and then to every other Body Chop on the moon. Nothing. We widened the search. We included the Earth. But by the time our people reached the Singapore branch of Body Chop the Ghost had gone.’


‘Naturally,’ said Chimes.


‘However, we had a new physical description of him – or rather, her – and his new identity. We traced this new identity, Marion Van Hacker, through the nets to the Clarke Elevator Terminal. From the Indo-Transit Station above it she booked on to a tourist shuttle heading for your punishment habitat, Mr Chimes. Purgatory. Officially, she never arrived at Purgatory. All trace of Marion Van Hacker has been wiped from the Net. The Ghost’s bionantech had obviously created a new identity for his arrival at Purgatory but at least we still have a reliable description of his new physical self. We have sent a Yakuza team to infiltrate the many tourist groups visiting Purgatory but … ’ Izumi paused.


‘But you thought it would now be expedient to inform us of what was going on, especially as the Ghost was on IRC territory? And you want our help, of course.’


Izumi gave a quick bow of his head. ‘Yes.’


‘I will inform my superiors immediately. The Ghost will be found and captured within hours. I guarantee that, gentlemen. You will get your property back and I will experience the ultimate rush in job satisfaction.’ Chimes smiled widely, revealing unusually long teeth. ‘Now, what’s for lunch?’


Philip Craner was driving down St George’s Terrace and wondering what was wrong with his life. He knew that something was wrong but he just couldn’t put his finger on it. Though one problem that he could identify was the fact that he couldn’t emotionally engage with anything, and that included his wife and two children …


At that moment a young woman wearing a ridiculously short red skirt darted across the road in front of him. He was astonished. How could she go around in a skirt that short without being arrested? He turned and looked at her as he went past. And hit something with his car. The thud sounded messy and bone-crunching. ‘Oh fuck!’ he cried as he slammed his foot down on the brake-pedal. The car skidded to a halt. He looked around wildly but couldn’t see anything. Whatever he’d hit, or whoever, was probably under the car. That bloody woman and her short skirt! Thanks to her he’d killed someone. He got out of the car. Other cars sounded their horns as they swerved around his. Couldn’t they see that he’d run someone over?


He went to the front of the FJ Holden. The radiator grille was stoved in. He had definitely hit someone. But where were they? He took a deep breath and looked under the car. Nothing. And nothing behind the car either. He felt mystified. Then he felt a tug on his arm. He turned. It was the girl in the very short skirt. She was carrying a large shoulder-bag. She looked relieved. ‘Thanks. You don’t know it but you just saved my life.’


‘I did?’ He noticed she had grey eyes and was quite pretty.


‘Now you can help me some more,’ she told him as she glanced quickly behind her. ‘Drive me away from here. Fast.’


His confusion grew. ‘But I think I hit somebody … or something,’ he told her worriedly.


‘You did, but don’t worry about it,’ she said as she pushed him towards the car. ‘We’ve got to get moving. I’m still in danger … ’


He realized she must be crazy. That explained her clothing. ‘I can’t see anybody,’ he said, helplessly.


‘No, of course you can’t. Your neural implants prevent you from seeing a lot of things.’


‘My what?’


‘I’ll explain everything later, but for now just believe me when I tell you that you’re not living in Australia in the twentieth century … ‘ She waved her arms, gesturing at their surroundings. ‘All this is fake. In reality you’re on a space habitat in the twenty-third century and you’re being punished for tax evasion. Now let’s get in your car and get the hell away from here!’




Chapter Two


It had begun on 27 June that year when asteroid prospector Joyceen Magwood, with the assistance of her tug’s computer, made an unusual discovery …


Joyceen Magwood enjoyed being alone, which was just as well as the nearest human being was usually millions of miles away from wherever she happened to be working in the Belt at any given time. With one notable exception, she hadn’t seen another human for fifteen years. Her supplies were delivered by drones and drones carried her refined metals to whatever industrial habitat happened to be closest at the time of shipment. The one exception was nearly two years ago when a tax-inspector from IRC had made a surprise visit to make sure she wasn’t committing tax fraud by holding back any precious metals that she had failed to declare on her shipping documents. The investigator, a pompous little man with a pronounced body odour – at least, to her sensitive nose – had carried out a thorough search but found nothing. There was no way he could have. Her secret cache of gold was hidden in a small asteroid in an area of the Belt that was very distant from her tug, the Shattered Dream, at the time of the inspector’s visit.


Joyceen was only alone in the sense that she lacked human company but she wasn’t really alone. She had eight cats. She’d always had lots of cats. After some fine-tuning to the systems of balance in their inner ears her cats had taken to life in a gravity-free environment. So much so that they were loath to enter the centrifugal section of the ship, which was where their toilet facilities were located, for obvious reasons. When she had her daily one-hour work-out in that section she was obliged to lock them in with her for the sake of their physical well-being. They simply didn’t like gravity. They much preferred to float lazily – usually asleep – in the air in the non-gravity sections of the tug or, during their brief periods of activity, spring madly back and forth between the walls and the webbing.


But there were drawbacks to living with cats in space. Housebreaking them when kittens was always a major chore – they had to learn that there was absolutely no crapping or pissing in the free-fall sections of the ship, and until they learnt that important lesson the situation could get very messy – and there was also the problem of cat hair regularly clogging up the filters in the air-recycling system.


Joyceen was a lean, even stringy woman of fifty-six years. She looked her fifty-six years because when she reached her fiftieth birthday she had come to the unusual decision to stop her anti-ageing gene therapy. She wasn’t sure why she’d done that. Maybe it was to experience the sheer novelty of growing old. She intended to resume therapy sooner or later – she had seen vids of really old people and she had no intention of going that far. But for the time being she couldn’t care less.


If you could stand the isolation – and Joyceen relished it – you could make a good living as an asteroid prospector. Of course, all the largest asteroids – ones with diameters of more than sixty miles, of which there were 260 – had been already claimed by the various Corporations, and many of the biggest asteroids contained mining installations and Company habitats, which provided the Corporations with all the iron and nickel they required; but that still left plenty of rich pickings for freelance prospectors like Joyceen who concentrated on finding rare and precious metals. However, while a freelance operator in theory, she was obliged to operate under licence to one of the Corporations. The particular corporation she worked for was Shinito.


At 0807 hours on 27 June, while Joyceen was just about to begin a routine scan of a virgin asteroid about a half a mile in diameter, her computer said, ‘Joy, check this out, will you?’


She kicked herself over to the wide-scan radar display unit, pushed a sleeping cat, Pickles, out of the way and stared at the screen. ‘What am I looking at?’


A red circle appeared around one of the many small blips on the screen. ‘That.’


‘What is it?’


‘Haven’t a clue,’ said the computer, jauntily, ‘but I do know what it’s not. It’s not an asteroid.’


‘How do you know?’


‘For one thing, it’s perfectly spherical. You ever seen a perfectly spherical asteroid before?’


Joyceen shook her head.


‘And the signal-bounce I’m getting from it suggests that it’s made from some sort of alloy.’


‘Interesting,’ said Joyceen. ‘Must be a piece of old space junk. A NASA probe, maybe. How big is it?’


‘Just under eighteen inches in diameter. But I don’t think it’s a space probe. There are no antennae or sensors.’


Joyceen whistled through her teeth. She was beginning to feel vaguely excited. She could be on to something here. ‘How far away is it?’


‘Only fifteen miles.’


‘So send out a mech to go fetch. I want to have a look at it.’


When the mech had returned she suited up and went to B hold, which was unpressurized, where the mech was waiting with the object. She entered the hold and told her suit to take her closer. She saw that the object was definitely not an asteroid but an artefact. Coloured a dull matt black that seemed to suck light into it, it was perfectly spherical. The surface was heavily pitted, suggesting that it had been out in space a very long time. But what proved without a doubt that it was not natural were the symbols deeply engraved into its surface.


The symbols meant nothing to her. ‘Any idea what these markings represent?’ she asked. The computer replied via her helmet radio, ‘No. I’ve already checked. Can’t correlate them to any known language, nor are they mathematical symbols.’


‘What about an analysis of the thing itself?’


‘I can only give an accurate breakdown of its outer surface at this point. It is an alloy. I’ve detected traces of iron, nickel, thallium, carbon, beryllium and an unidentifiable element.’


‘An element!’ she exclaimed.


‘A synthetic element, of course,’ said the computer. ‘And a very dense one. I put the atomic weight at 334.’


‘But that’s impossible! Such an atom would be incredibly unstable!’


‘So it should be, but this one clearly isn’t. I don’t have the resources for a detailed subatomic analysis of this substance so I can’t give you any further information at this point.’


Joyceen thought it over. Two things occurred to her. One was that this object could be extremely valuable. The other was the possibility that the thing wasn’t a human artefact. If this was so the implications were staggering.


She asked the computer for confirmation. It said, ‘Yes, I agree. It seems the most likely explanation is that the object is an artefact of non-human origin … ‘ The computer paused and then said, ‘ … As unlikely as this may be.’


‘Shit!’ She stared even more intently at the sphere through her visor. ‘Where could it have come from?’


‘The only logical conclusion is that it came from outside the solar system.’


She thought some more. Then, ‘Can you tell how old it is?’


‘Yes. Its outer surface was made approximately twenty million years ago.’


She said shit again.


‘Do you want me to penetrate below its surface?’ asked the computer.
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