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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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ONE

Halliday climbed the path to the highest point of the headland and stopped. A huge boulder was embedded in the sandy soil beside the path, and as usual he leaned against it and took in the view.

The sky had the silver-blue sheen of burnished aluminium, merging at the horizon with the deeper blue of the ocean. The coastline was an intricate series of islands and inlets, and directly below was the bay beside which Halliday had his camp. The circular surface of the bay fitted perfectly between the twin headlands like the lug of a jigsaw puzzle piece, no movement discernible at this elevation but for the occasional ripple as the warm wind raked across the shallows.

Perfection, Halliday thought. There was a time when all North America looked like this, unspoilt in its natural beauty.

He came to this stretch of Virginia coastline on average three times a week, leaving behind New York and his life there. His only regret was that he could not leave his memories of the city, too. They were a constant nagging presence, preventing his total appreciation of the scenery.

He closed his eyes, felt the warm wind against his skin. The scent of the pines, the juniper bushes that flanked the path, hit him like a drug rush. He heard the rip-saw cawing of a bird, and when he opened his eyes he made out, high above the shelving foreshore, the majestic sight of an eagle soaring stiff-winged on a thermal.

Perfection.

He heard the sound of voices behind him and turned. A family of four was making its way along the path towards him, junior and sis leading the way, thwacking at the high grass with custom-made sticks. They looked African. At least, they dressed that way; the mother and father wore psychedelically-patterned djellabas. But they might have been from anywhere. They might even, for that matter, have been any nationality: whites trying on Senegalese personas for the hell of it.

They smiled and said hi as they passed him in single file. Halliday turned away, ignoring them. He watched as they disappeared down the precipitous path, stung by a ridiculous feeling that they had trespassed on his territory. Even here he could not leave the world behind without being followed.

He gave the family ten minutes to lose themselves in the vastness of the coastline, then stood and made his way slowly down the track.

He stopped from time to time and left the path to examine the occasional tree that caught his attention. He gave every specimen its common name, and rummaged in his memory for their Latin titles. He still had the Natural History DVD his father had bought him for his tenth birthday, one of the few possessions he had kept from his childhood. He’d been obsessed with trees as a kid. They had filled him then, as they still did now, with a sense that he could never be alone when in their presence. There was something mighty and powerful, and at the same time mysterious, about the giant lifeforms: they existed in a kind of self-sufficient disdain of the materialistic doings of humankind.

The path dropped towards the bay and deposited Halliday on the pebbled foreshore. He picked up a small, flat stone and skimmed it across the water. It hopped once, twice, a third time, and then sank.

He continued around the curve of the bay. His tent was a hemispherical crimson blister pitched in the shade of a fir tree, and beside it Casey was crouching over a heater, frying bacon.

Halliday felt a sudden, surging regret that his allotted immersion time was almost finished.

She looked up as he approached and gave him a dazzling smile. “There you are, Hal. Breakfast’s up!”

She stood and hurried over to him, and the feel of the seventeen year old in his arms was the physical equivalent of the smell of the cooking breakfast, the beauty of the surrounding scenery.

Casey pulled away. “You hungry, Hal? I’m starving!”

They sat beside the tent and tucked into plates of bacon and eggs.

Casey wore denim shorts and a red-checked lumberjack’s shirt. She was blonde and pretty in a thin-faced, waif-like kind of way that Halliday found enchanting.

“Hey, guess what!” she managed past a mouthful. “We got neighbours.” She jerked her thumb inland, towards an emerald family tent erected beyond a stand of spruce.

“The Africans? I saw them earlier.”

She shrugged with off-hand teenage unconcern. “Guess the place is big enough for all of us.”

Halliday wanted to argue with her, but knew better.

He’d booked this stretch of Virginia coastline for exclusive use, and had expected just that. He’d demand a partial refund when he got back, but he knew what the operators would say. Sometimes, exclusivity could not be guaranteed. The system became so overloaded that visitors had to be shunted into already-occupied sites. He knew he was being small-minded, but he had paid well over the odds to be alone.

Alone with Casey, that was.

After breakfast, she sat on his lap and lay her head on his shoulder, and Halliday held the girl in his arms, marvelling at her reality.

He’d programmed a platonic relationship with Casey. The parameters of her persona stipulated a full and trusting friendship, and no more. He could have programmed a sexual relationship with her, of course, and had sometimes wondered what had prevented him from doing so.

He told himself that it was because to have initiated a physical liaison with Casey in virtual reality, without the knowledge of her real-world self, would have been betraying her trust… But he knew he was kidding himself. He knew himself well enough to understand the truth. The only reason he wasn’t making love to the ersatz Casey right at this moment was because to do so would remind him that she was unavailable in the real world.

As ever, virtual reality only served to point up the inadequacy of the real world – in this case, though, the inadequacy was wholly his own.

Not long ago, after a well-paid job had given him the cash to spend on the luxury of VR, Halliday had surfed the various cyberverse realities on offer. He’d used the sex-zones to excess, until the pleasures palled and reminded him of his isolation in reality. He’d travelled in space and time, experiencing wonders he had never thought possible. But again and again he’d returned to VR’s more prosaic delights: nature sites and historical zones which showed the world as it had been in a more pristine, earlier era. He’d often come to be alone, to walk in the natural splendour of oak forests and jungles.

Then it came to him that he was missing something. Casey had stopped visiting him months ago – too busy enjoying life with her new boyfriend – and he admitted to himself that she was the only person he really missed from his former life.

So he’d invested in an expensive program and synthesised Casey’s persona from the computer data he had of her on file, visual and aural. He’d come up with a pretty faithful likeness, even down to the content of her conversation, her irreverent teenage sarcasm.

“Hey, sleepy!” she called out now. “Let’s walk, okay? Show me the trees. Tell me all their funny foreign names!”

She pulled him to his feet with both hands, straining comically as if taking on a tug-o-war team.

They strolled towards the pines, away from the bay, and up a winding, shadowed track.

Over the past year, the legally-allowed immersion time in VR had risen from four hours to twenty-four. One day was as long as a citizen could spend in a jellytank, though there were measures underway to increase the upper limit. Halliday had heard that volunteers had spent weeks fully immersed. It was only a matter of time, according to those in the know, before people would be able to live indefinitely in virtual reality.

Halliday spent perhaps every other day in his own tank, which he’d bought with the proceeds of the Artois case. After twenty-four hours sunk in the jelly, he felt wrung-out and wasted. In the early days he’d maintained a regime of physical fitness to combat the effects of so many inactive hours; he’d eaten well and worked-out down the gym… But laziness had got the better of him. He’d stopped putting in the hours on the running machine, and he’d gone back to snacking at the local Chinese and Thai stalls.

He’d even wondered about getting a pirate tech in to tamper with his jellytank, fix it so that he could spend longer than the stipulated twenty-four hours away from the horrors of the real world – but the thought of the heavy fines, and the physical dangers involved, had stayed his hand.

In the meantime he wondered when he’d become tired of the nature sites, and his paternal relationship with Casey, and want something just a little bit more exciting.

She danced ahead of him. “What’s that, Hal?” she asked, pointing to a stately spruce.

He stared at her small, denim-clad bottom and thought: Oh, Christ, give me strength…

They climbed through the forest, up the steeply inclined hillside to the ridge path, Halliday making Casey laugh with his knowledge of Latin arboreal nomenclature.

When they reached the path, they paused and gazed out to sea. Casey slipped an arm around his waist, and Halliday found himself caressing the nape of her neck.

She made a small, kittenish sound.

“This is my favouritest view in all Virginia,” she said.

This simulacrum of the real-life Casey looked like the real thing, and sounded like the kid, but its verisimilitude was limited by the degree of information Halliday had been able to supply to the identity program. The VR Casey had none of the real girl’s memories, though the program running her was stocked with banks of popular current knowledge the programmers assumed would be within the ken of an average seventeen-year-old New Yorker. Halliday had had to supply Casey’s intelligence quotient, and he thought he’d erred on the low side. It had been difficult: she was uneducated, almost illiterate, and knew next to nothing about the arts and sciences – but to counter that she was a sharp, wise-cracking street-kid who’d lived by her wits for years before Halliday had befriended her.

They walked along the ridge path, Halliday pointing out things he thought might interest her. She responded with genuine-sounding enthusiasm, and then, like the kid she was, began prattling about the last time they had been here. “Remember the grizzly we saw by the fallen pine, Hal? You think he’ll be there today?”

He laughed and told her that he was sure it would have moved on by now.

He smiled as he listened to her chatter. He wondered what he’d do if the speculation was right and the VR companies did come up with the technology capable of sustaining citizens in virtual reality for extended periods. Would he turn his back on the real world, sign up and live out a life of dreams in some fabulous ersatz reality?

The trouble was, of course, that no matter how realistic the physical reality of a VR site, no matter how convincing the world appeared to the senses of the participant, you always knew where you were. You knew that you were living an incredibly realistic cyber-dream… Your memories of who you were would not be banished.

That would change, of course, if the VR companies succeeded in producing memory-suppressant drugs. Then, in the not too distant future, a citizen would be able to enter VR and live a life in blithe ignorance of who and what they had once been. VR would effectively become the real world.

Halliday considered losing himself in such a reality, being able to forget his worries, assume a new, carefree identity in a perfect world. Perhaps after a while he’d become tired of who he was and desire a change, become yet another person… Wasn’t it a dream that everyone had considered, at some point?

He wondered if his real life had become so destitute that he was serious about signing on the dotted line, come the day.

They followed the path as it dipped towards the small, sheltered cove where Halliday often bathed when he came here by himself. The blue sea shrugged itself ashore with a rhythmic, lulling susurration.

“Hey!” Casey cried, skipping across the sand towards the waves. “This is great!”

Halliday was aware that his mouth was suddenly dry. “Why don’t we go for a swim, Casey?”

She twisted a frown. “Haven’t brought my costume, Hal.”

His heartbeat thudded in his ears. “Neither have I. So what? Come here…”

She came, innocently. He reached out and began unbuttoning her shirt. She bent – at first he thought she was attempting to avoid his hands: then he saw that she was enthusiastically unfastening her shorts.

She unbuttoned the rest of her shirt and shrugged it off, and Halliday saw that she was wearing no bra. She lowered her shorts and panties together, kicked off her sneakers and, naked, skipped into the shallows.

Halliday stared at her skinny nakedness, her small breasts and tuft of pubic hair, as she danced laughing in the waves.

He wondered how the program that was Casey might react when he undressed and joined her in the sea, pulled her to him and kissed her.

He was aware that what he was about to do was somehow wrong, but for the life of him he could not stop now.

He was unbuttoning his own shirt when he was alerted by the tingling of his right hand. He stared at the metacarpal quit decal: it was flashing on and off with the upper time-limit warning. He had been in the Virginia site for twenty-four hours, and in seconds he would be automatically ejected.

He smiled to himself as he stared at the naked girl frolicking in the sea, and a surge of regret was replaced by relief that he had been saved from what could only have been a harmful and demeaning intimacy.

Seconds later he made the transition.


TWO

Halliday stood up, forcing his way through the cloying medium of the amber suspension gel. He pulled off the face-mask and the electrodes that adhered to his limbs. He felt weak, and as he stepped from the tank he was forced to reach out and make a grab for the wall as his legs buckled beneath his weight. He pushed himself across the sticky carpet, trailing goo, and made it to the shower-stall.

He stood beneath the spray with his arms braced against the tiled wall, head hanging. He took a series of deep breathes, fighting the urge to vomit.

Ten minutes later, revived by the steaming jet of water, he turned under the blow-drier. As the condensation evaporated from the glass of the stall, he caught a quick, unexpected glimpse of his face. He looked as bad as he felt: a two-day growth of beard lent a desperate quality to the dark, sunken eyes that stared back at him.

He looked down the length of his body, his flesh sallow, his arms and legs wasted. He was developing a pot-belly from all the junk food and beer he was putting away. He was thirty-six and he looked, if he were honest with himself, about fifty.

He thought of the naked simulacrum of Casey in the Virginia site, and experienced only a bitter feeling of self-loathing at the thought of what he had been about to do.

He would scrub her program from his files, he told himself, spend time alone in the site, next time. Yet, even as he thought this, he knew that he would be too weak to do anything of the kind.

He quit the stall, dressed in an old pair of beige chinos and a frayed white shirt, and stepped from his bedroom into the office.

Dust coated every surface. The fan on the ceiling turned languidly, doing nothing at all to cool the room’s stifling humidity.

He walked around the desk and opened the window. A panting wind, freighted with a chemical cocktail of varied airborne pollutants, added to the office’s intolerable heat.

He brewed himself a strong coffee, then sat on the swivel chair and lodged his feet on the desk.

He recalled some good times here in the office with his ex-partner. He’d worked with Barney for eight years, Barney doing days, Halliday taking the graveyard shift through the night. He’d preferred it that way, had liked the anonymity of darkness, when the buildings of Manhattan wore gaudy holo-facades like Cinderella’s magical fineries. Days in New York were depressing; even in summer the sunlight rarely made it through the smog, and in daylight the holo-facades were wan ghosts, doing nothing to conceal the architectural decay and dereliction beneath.

Now, night or day, Halliday never ventured further than Olga’s bar on the corner, or the closest fast-food stall. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d left El Barrio for a trip into Manhattan.

He realised that he had no idea whether it was morning or night. He switched on his desk-com. The screen read: 11:59. Midday, then. A full day in the Virginia site… No wonder he felt like he’d died and been brought back to life against his will.

He took another swallow of coffee. The caffeine began to kick.

Yeah, there’d been good times. He pulled the bonsai tree across the desk and sat with it in his lap. A miniature English Oak, its infinitesimal leaves coated with dust. Despite the heat, the pollution, it seemed to be thriving.

He recalled the day the VR-star Vanessa Artois walked into the room, a year ago now. Walked in like a predatory animal and demanded that he find her sister, and left the oak as a gift. It had been his last big case. Kim had been six months gone from his life at the time, Barney likewise – riddled with bullets in a darkened back-alley.

His thoughts were interrupted by the chime of the desk-com. Halliday accepted the call.

A familiar lean, swarthy face stared out, seemingly looking through him.

He leaned forward. “Wellman?” he said, surprised.

“Halliday,” the executive said, “I hope you can hear me?”

“Why shouldn’t I?” he asked.

Wellman went on, “This is a one-way communiqué, by necessity, as I’ll explain later. Please listen.”

Halliday sipped his coffee, wondering what the hell the Cyber-Tech exec might want.

“Okay,” Wellman said, “this is what’s happening. Any minute now two of my men will come around to your office. They’ll supervise your tanking and you’ll meet me in VR, and I’ll tell you more then.” He smiled. “Apologies for the amateur theatricals, but you’re a very difficult man to track down. You seem to spend most of your time in VR, though I’m gratified to see that you patronise Cyber-Tech.”

“This is a recording, right?” Halliday shook his head. “I don’t understand, Wellman. Why-?”

But the executive was saying, “… done some detective work of my own. I’m concerned that you haven’t taken a case in six months. And you’re spending too much time tanked.” He paused. “I have a job I think you might be interested in. This might just kick-start your career, my friend. And before you tell me where to stick my job, let me tell you that it involves someone who was once close to you. And that’s quite enough for now. I’ll fill you in later.”

The image on the screen vanished, and Halliday was left shaking his head in confusion. Who could he be referring to – someone who was once close to him? Kim? Vanessa Artois?

Why hadn’t Wellman been able to communicate with him in real time? Why the pre-recorded message?

And why the hell hadn’t the bastard the decency to leave him alone?

He looked across the room. The door was locked, the shutter down. The green paint that Kim had so meticulously applied, after insisting that the office needed a make-over to boost its flagging chi, was beginning to peel. The stand of flowers she’d installed in the south-west corner to bring good luck had died months ago. The wind chimes worked still, though, tinkling sporadic melancholy notes in the hot breeze.

He was surprised by the sudden rattle of the door handle as someone tried to enter the office. Then impatient knuckles rapped on the pebbled glass.

He stood and walked around the desk. A sharp pain shot up his left leg, as if he’d strained a muscle while standing. By the time he reached the door he was limping and out of breath.

Two heavies in silver-grey suits stood in the gloom of the landing. They had the build of thugs but the faces of executives, bodies inflated through steroid abuse and skin the unnatural bronze that comes from too much artificial sunlight.

“Halliday?”

He left the door open and limped back to the desk. He picked up his coffee and watched them as they entered.

They looked around the room, taking in the squalor without comment. When their eyes came to rest on Halliday, he could sense their contempt.

“Wellman contact you?” the first guy asked.

Halliday sat back in his chair. “What does he want?”

“That’s between you and him, buddy,” the heavy said.

The second guy moved to the bedroom. Through the door, Halliday could see him checking the monitor at the head of the jellytank.

What had Wellman said? That his men would supervise his tanking? He smiled to himself: he wouldn’t be doing any more tanking in this unit for another twenty-four hours, sadly.

The heavy stepped from the bedroom, shaking his head. He conferred in a lowered voice with his side-kick, who turned to Halliday.

“Wellman needs to see you in VR,” he said. “We can’t use your tank, so we’ll have to take you downtown, okay?”

“And if I don’t want to go?”

The heavies exchanged glances.

“Look,” Halliday said. “I no longer work in the business. I’ve retired, okay? Tell Wellman to find someone else to do his running around.”

“Wellman said you’d want this case.”

“Would I? And why’s that?”

The first guy shook his head. “Like I said, that’s between Wellman and you.”

The second guy spoke. “Listen, Halliday. Wellman’s ill. He’s dying. Word is he has a matter of weeks. He wants you on the case before he goes.”

Halliday stared at the heavies. “What’s wrong with him?”

“We’re not his doctors, pal.”

He hesitated, considering. Wellman was dying… He owed the executive a visit, at the very least.

He stood and moved to the bedroom. He shrugged on his body-holster, then picked up his jacket from the back of the chair beside the bed.

He followed the heavies from the office and locked the door behind him. They’d left their silver Mustang parked in the street. He climbed into the back and sank into the genuine leather seat. The interior was air-conditioned, and the sudden chill after the midday heat sent a shiver across his exposed flesh.

The car started almost without a sound and eased its way through the crowds.

He stared out at the food-stalls that lined the street. He saw faces he recognised, stall-holders and street-kids and refugees. So many people, he thought. The sight of the packed crowds, so soon after the vastness of the Virginia site, filled him with despair.

The driver craned his neck to look at him in the rear-view mirror. “What line of work you in, pal?”

“Like I said, I’ve retired.”

“So, what did you do?” the passenger asked.

Halliday ignored the question. He saw the heavies exchange a glance, but his silence had the desired effect. They got the message and quit the interrogation.

It was a while since he’d last ventured further south than 96th Street. As the Mustang wafted down Park Lane, one of the few private vehicles on the road, he stared out at the families encamped on the sidewalks, homeless refugees who’d fled to the city after the Raleigh and Atlanta meltdowns. There seemed to be as many refugees living rough these days as there had been years ago, despite the government’s routine promise to allocate funds for accommodation.

They turned left, and left again, and headed up Madison Avenue.

He leaned forward. “Where’s Wellman?”

In reply, the passenger pointed ahead, indicating a mirror-fronted skyscraper that gave Halliday vertigo merely looking up the length of its towering façade.

“Hospital?”

“Private apartments. Wellman has the penthouse.”

Great view, Halliday thought as the Mustang eased into the kerb.

The hot air hit him like the backblast from a jet engine as he climbed from the car and crossed the sidewalk. He was sweating, more from the unaccustomed exertion than the heat, by the time he limped up the steps to the sliding glass doors.

In the arctic chill of the air-conditioned elevator, he rested against the panelling and watched the numbered display as they rose through a hundred floors.

The doors opened onto a carpeted corridor. They stepped from the lift and turned right. The first heavy produced a keycard and swiped open a pair of genuine timber double doors.

They entered a lounge with the floorspace of a basketball court. He was right about the view. Floor-to-ceiling windows on two sides gave a panoramic vista of Manhattan’s crammed, man-made canyons.

“Take a seat. Drink?”

Halliday selected a minimalist rocking-chair positioned before a south-west view of Staten Island. “Orange juice.”

A minute later the heavy passed him a tall glass of freshly-pressed juice. He heard a door open and close. He looked around and saw that he was alone in the room.

He sipped the juice and stared out at the view. He wondered what state Wellman might be in. Pretty bad, if the medics had given him only weeks to live. How old was the Cyber-Tech exec, anyway? Halliday guessed around fifty. Too young to be given a sentence of death.

He tried to analyse his feelings. He’d hardly known Wellman, worked with him for a week eighteen months ago. He was more surprised than shocked that a rich exec was dying of some incurable disease. Death comes to us all, he thought, even the filthy rich.

A door opened. “If you care to step this way, Halliday.”

The heavy was standing in the entrance of another room almost as vast as the lounge. Halliday drained his juice and stepped through. The second heavy was kneeling beside a jellytank positioned like a catafalque in the centre of the room.

Halliday looked from the tank to the guy beside him. “Where’s Wellman?”

“Just strip and enter the tank,” the heavy said. “It’s pre-programmed. All you have to do is go through the usual procedure.” His gaze scanned the length of Halliday’s body. “I can see that you’re familiar with VR protocol.”

The heavy at the tank stood and nodded to the first guy. They left the room. Halliday heard the clunk of the lock as a keycard was used on the other side.

So if he was to meet Wellman somewhere in VR, why hadn’t the exec simply communicated with him in real-time?

He undressed and piled his clothes on a nearby chair. Naked and suddenly self-conscious – he imagined the heavies watching him via a hidden camera – he applied the electrodes, pulled on the face-mask and stepped into the jelly. It gave, almost reluctantly, beneath his foot like soft rubber. He sat down and sank slowly into the goo. Fully submerged, he spread his arms and legs and floated free.

His vision blacked out. He soon lost all bodily sensation. He felt a quick heat pass through his head as he made the transition.

He opened his eyes. He was standing in a room identical to the first lounge. He was wearing a default suit, a smart black side-fastening affair, with a crisp white shirt and black laceless shoes. He raised a hand before his face. As far as he could tell, he was here as himself.

And, most amazing of all, he was free of aches and pains. He felt as though he had been lifted from his old body and dropped into a younger, fitter version. Only then did he notice the view through the wraparound window. He no longer looked out over the grey sprawl of twenty-first century lower Manhattan. The scene showed a rocky terrain of snow and ice, and canted at a rakish angle just above the near horizon was the planet Saturn.

The door though which he’d entered the lounge in the real world opened suddenly, and the man he recognised as Wellman, unchanged in eighteen months, stepped through.

He wore a dark suit, almost funereal in its sombreness, with a blood-red carnation in the button-hole; Halliday wondered if the suit was a macabre comment on the man’s impending demise.

Wellman advanced across the room, hand outstretched. “Halliday, it’s good to see you again.”

They shook hands. Wellman had chosen a persona that betrayed no sign of his having aged in the intervening eighteen months, nor of having suffered the ravages of disease.

He gestured to the armchair, and as Halliday sat down Wellman seated himself on a settee opposite. “You’re spending a lot of time in VR, Halliday.”

He sensed a note of censure in the executive’s comment. “Isn’t that what it’s there for?”

“Of course, but there are… shall we say drawbacks, to spending so long tanked.”

“That’s quite something, coming from the head of one of the world’s biggest VR companies. Can I quote you on that?”

Wellman smiled. “Only if you quote my full comment,” he said. “I was going to say that there are drawbacks to spending twenty-four hours out of every forty-eight, as you do, in VR without taking the necessary care of yourself when you detank.”

“Is that why you got me here, to lecture me on my health?”

“I understand why you took to VR,” Wellman said. “You haven’t had an easy time of it, what with Barney, and then Kim…”

“The past’s the past,” Halliday said, aware of the cliché as soon as he’d said it. “There’s nothing we can do to change it.”

“But you lose yourself in VR in the hope of forgetting the past, no?”

“That doesn’t work, Wellman. The past is still up here.” He tapped his head. “I use VR because it’s easier than the real world. And I can afford it now.”

Wellman stared at him. “Perhaps the question I should be asking you isn’t why you use VR, but why you can’t use the real world.”

Halliday lifted his right hand, looking for an exit decal. He tried his left…

Wellman was shaking his head. “You’re not getting away that easily.”

“What do you want with me, Wellman? Why the hell couldn’t you tell me what you wanted back at the office?”

“That was impossible.”

“Why the elaborate charade? The recorded summons, the heavies, all this…?” He waved at the surrounding spacescape.

“What do you think of this site? This is Tethys, a moon of Saturn. I always wanted to travel the Solar system.”

“Wellman…”

The executive stared across at Halliday. “Okay, no more games. Did Roberts tell you I was ill?”

“The heavy?” Halliday nodded. “He said you had a few weeks.”

“If I’m lucky I’ll see out three weeks, perhaps. Leukaemia. The medics have done all they can.”

“I thought nowadays…” Halliday began.

Wellman smiled. “Not the form of the disease I’ve contracted. They can cure some patients, but not me.” He stared across at Wellman without the slightest trace of self-pity. “That’s why I couldn’t talk to you directly at your office,” he said.

Halliday frowned. “Because you’re ill?”

“No, because I’m here, in this site. It’s somewhat special.”

Halliday shook his head. “You’ve lost me.”

“Did you notice what time it was when you tanked?”

Halliday shrugged. “Not especially. Around twelve-thirty?”

“Actually it was twelve twenty-seven precisely.”

“I don’t see–”

“And when you quit the tank, only a few minutes will have elapsed. Two, three minutes at the most.”

Halliday stared at the executive. He knew what Wellman wanted him to say, so he said it, “But I’ve already been in here what, five minutes?”

“If you remain in this site for one hour, subjective, only fifteen minutes will have elapsed in the real world. That’s why I couldn’t make the link, because of the time difference.”

“Christ…” Halliday combed his hand through his hair. “That’s why you’re here, right? You said you had a few weeks out there, but in here you be able to live for…” He shook his head, the arithmetic beyond him.

Wellman smiled. “Maybe two, three subjective months. I’ll live without pain while my body is tanked, pumped full of analgesics and whatever else the medics recommend to keep the meat alive a while longer. Every day in the real world is approximately four in here – or in the other sites I’ve had customised for my use.”

“I didn’t know this was possible.”

“We’ve kept it under wraps, Halliday. We know that other companies are working on it, but we’re ahead of the field.”

Halliday pressed his thumb and forefinger into his eyes, massaging. He looked up and gave a laugh. “This’ll revolutionise VR, the way people use it.”

“The ramifications are manifold,” Wellman agreed. “Business will benefit, of course. Think of all the man hours of work done in the real world, which could be accomplished here in minutes. The field of theoretical science will never be the same again. We’re expecting some exponential leaps in research and development when we get the requisite sites up and running.”

“What about the general user? I mean, I could spend twenty-four hours in a site and be gone from the real world just six hours. I wouldn’t feel so wrecked when I came out.”

Wellman laughed. “Think about it, Halliday. What would happen? Users like you would spend twenty-four real-time hours in the tank, and live in a site, or various sites, for four days.”

“But it’ll cost, right? I mean, you won’t be charging the usual rates for this service?”

Wellman cocked a finger at him. “You got it in one, my friend. Cyber-Tech isn’t a charitable institution, after all.”

“So when will it come on-line?”

“For businesses, we’re thinking about a year or thereabouts. It’ll be maybe eighteen months before the first time-extended site is open to the public. If, that is, some other VR company doesn’t beat us to the draw.”

The way Wellman was looking at him suggested to Halliday that this was where he came in.

“And you think that might happen, right?”

“We’re increasingly worried, after recent developments.”

“Go on.”

“I’ve had a team of programmers working on time-extension for the past year. We’ve always been on the verge of a breakthrough, without actually getting there. Then about six months ago I transferred a kid from the matrix division, on the recommendation of the matrix director. She was one hell of a brain; my assessment team bombarded her with problems, and this kid just came up with the right answers time after time. A child prodigy.”

“How old.”

“You won’t believe this, but she’s thirteen.”

“Whatever next? Cyber-Tech exploiting child labour.”

“She was doing a PhD at MIT when we discovered her last year. She worked part-time at Cyber-Tech, three days a week.”

“Worked?” Halliday said. “Past tense?”

“Right. She vanished last week.”

“I can smell the distinctive scent of déjà vu, Wellman.”

“But I hope this isn’t going to end like the Sissi Nigeria case. No messy deaths and assassinations with this one.”

“So what happened?”

Wellman shrugged. “One day she was at work, the next she wasn’t. She was due to come into the labs last Friday, and she didn’t show. She left the house where she lives with her mother in White Plains and caught the train south. Eye-witnesses saw her alight at Grand Central, but after that, nothing. She vanished.”

“You’ve had people looking for her?”

“We called the police in, naturally. They didn’t get very far. I’ve also put a company detective on the case.”

“What’s the worst-case scenario?”

“You mean, looking at this from Cyber-Tech’s perspective?” Wellman sighed. “Well, of course we fear that she’s fallen into the hands of one of our competitors, either defected, or been forced against her will… Then again, speaking as a concerned citizen, I simply fear that some schizo out there might have–”

“But at least that’d leave you high and dry with the time-extension golden egg.”

Wellman stared at him. “I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that, Halliday.”

He reached out and took a manila envelope from a small occasional table. He drew a photograph from the envelope and passed it across to Halliday.

“Susanna Charlesworth. She prefers Suzie. Thirteen last May.”

Halliday stared at the image of the teenager: she looked young for her age, but otherwise pretty typical of your average white American rich kid: blonde hair in bangs, braces strapped across smiling teeth. Halliday would never have guessed that she was a computer genius.

Wellman said, “You can’t tell from the photograph, but she’s autistic.”

“She is?”

“She has severe socialisation problems. She doesn’t mix, hardly communicates, other than with the other techs, and then only about work. She finds it hard to function on an interactive personal level, but give her a complex program to write…”

Halliday considered what the exec had told him. “If she’s autistic… I don’t know, would she be able to travel alone on a train?”

Wellman nodded. “She had a fascination about trains,” he explained. “Timetables, specifications, the engineering… You could say she was obsessed. She used them all the time.”

Halliday regarded the pix of Suzie Charlesworth. He looked up. “You said she disappeared three days ago, so why the delay in getting in touch?”

“We called the cops in a few hours after she didn’t show up. Next day I thought of you. But you weren’t taking calls. It took my techs the better part of another day to trace you to the Virginia site.”

Halliday nodded. “You didn’t know I’d retired?”

“That’s news to me.”

He recalled what the recorded image of Wellman had told him. “You said that someone I was close to is involved in the case, right?”

“That’s right.”

“You going to tell me, or you want me to guess?”

“I’ll tell you, and I think you’ll be interested enough to come out of retirement.”

“Try me.”

“The night before she disappeared, she was seen in Carlo’s, a restaurant in White Plains. She was with a silver-haired guy in his sixties–”

“That doesn’t sound like anyone I know.”

“Let me finish. With the guy was a woman, a young woman, about twenty-five. Eye-witnesses report she was Asian. The cops did some digging, learned she was known at the restaurant. She owns a string of her own restaurants in the city.”

Halliday felt his pulse surge. “Kim?”

“The cops questioned her a few hours after the kid vanished. She said she didn’t know the kid, but she was friendly with the old guy. She said the guy was a writer, a scientific journalist, doing a story on child prodigies. When the cops tried to find this guy, they drew a blank. They went back to Kim and she played dumb, said she’d known the guy a week, and that the name she’d given the police was the name the guy had given her. She knew no more, or so she claimed.”

“You think otherwise, right?”

Wellman spread his hands. “Come on, Halliday. Kim’s seen dining with Mr X and the kid, and the following day the kid vanishes, and Mr X can’t be found. What do you think?”

Halliday nodded. “You’re right – about the retirement. Premature. I’ll see what I can do, okay?”

“You don’t know how pleased I am to hear that.”

“And since last time, my rates have gone up. I’ve got a VR addiction to pay for, after all.”

“Name your price.”

“How about five grand per hour and two hundred thousand when I find the kid?”

Wellman nodded. “Very well. I think we can see our way to footing the bill.”

Halliday tried not to let his surprise show. “How do I contact you?” he asked.

“Roberts will give you my private code when you detank. He’ll also have photographs of the kid.”

“You were pretty confident I’d accept the case.”

The executive smiled. “And another thing, Roberts will equip you with a few state-of-the-art devices you might find useful. You wouldn’t believe some of the technology developed over the past year.”

“Can’t wait.”

He meant it sarcastically, but Wellman just smiled, stood up and held out a hand. “It’s good to have you back on the team.”

Halliday took the executive’s hand in a firm shake, and a second later the plush lounge, and the panoramic view of Tethys, dissolved like a dream.
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