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ONE


SINS AND EVILS

 


Vaughan was in scan-mode when the kid found him.


He leaned against the enclosure rail and stared down at the Bay of Bengal a kilometre below. A dhow cut a shark's-fin shape through the darkness, its triangular sail illuminated by the watch-light burning on the deck. The crew, three fishermen from the slums of the lowest level, appeared silhouetted behind the canvas like figures in an Indonesian shadow play. Vaughan sensed their minds, a tangle of thoughts and memories that impinged upon his consciousness in waves of words and images, too weak and impressionistic at this distance to cause him distress.


As the dhow passed from sight beneath the façade of the Station, to dock at the burning ghats far below, Vaughan looked towards the horizon. To the west, over India, constellations rose in the indigo expanse of the hot night sky. Many of the stars harboured inhabited worlds, planets settled from Earth or occupied by sentient alien species--but they appeared tonight as they had for aeons: bright points of light scintillating in the interstellar darkness. As hard as it was to envisage life teeming beneath those distant suns, so it was almost impossible to imagine the many voidships vectoring in on Earth from all over the galaxy. The proof of their arrival, if he needed any, was here to see. He turned and narrowed his eyes against the halogen brightness of the spaceport. A dozen ships of all sizes occupied the docking berths across the five square kilometres of the 'port, and many more were garaged--in storage or undergoing repairs--on the deck below. On the other side of the 'port, arrivals and departures came and went with muffled thunder and strobing flight lights, moving like burdened behemoths from the Station and out over the bay. There they negotiated the phase shift into the void with the visual equivalent of a stutter and vanished in utter silence as if they had never existed. Watching their departures, he often wondered if he had made the right decision; perhaps he should have run off-world years ago as his head had told him, and not listened to his heart, his instinct, which had counselled him to remain on Earth.


A hundred metres across the deck, the Pride of Xerxes was secure in its berth, the captive of a hundred magnetic grabs and grapples--a monstrous praying mantis fashioned from grey steel, its company colours excoriated by passage through the void. To complete the image of a captured insect, a dozen engineers swarmed over its carapace like tiny predators.


Five years ago, when Vaughan arrived at the Station, he'd found something thrilling about these vast interstellar ships. But familiarity had fostered, if not contempt, then certainly apathy. There had been a time when he looked forward to his shift aboard a ship, curious about its make and origins--even curious about the mindset of the disembarking colonists. The repetition of the years, though, the incessant scanning of minds that displayed the same old set of human sins and evils, now made every shift a test of endurance.


For three hours at the beginning of this stint Vaughan had mingled with the crew in the exit foyer of the Xerxes, scanning the minds of the weary travellers for evidence of crime aforethought, the give-away guilt of illegal immigrants. For the most part he had merely skimmed the surfaces of the passing minds, reluctant to delve too deeply into the neuroses, psychoses and other mental aberrations of his fellow man. From time to time, detecting a flash of ill intent, he had probed further--but this shift he had discovered nothing more than the usual array of hatred, anger, and self-loathing.


When the ship had emptied, he'd taken his team through every deck in search of stowaways, scanning for the telltale cerebral signature of frightened free-riders. As ever he had hurried ahead of his six-man cadre, not wanting to eavesdrop on the thought processes of the men in his command. He'd known these security guards too long, too well, and what passed for intellection within the confines of their skulls--their shallow hopes and desires, their suspicion and even dislike of him--he found almost unbearable. He recalled the words of a fellow psi-positive at the Institute twenty years ago, "Prepare yourself for a lonely life. No one likes a telepath." Well, he'd not expected much from anyone even then, and his experience after the cut had merely confirmed his assumptions about life, humankind and the universe. Whenever he found himself loathing his current job, he reminded himself that it could be, and had been, much worse.


The Pride of Xerxes had proved clean, and Vaughan had hurriedly quit the ship and crossed the deck to the rail, to be alone with his own thoughts for a while. With luck, he would have no more ships to board today: if there were any arrivals in his sector, Weiss would hail him on his handset soon enough. Going by the book, Vaughan should seek out Weiss to report on the Xerxes and receive further duty instructions, but Weiss could wait. He'd report in three hours when his shift was almost over.


He often sought escape in this sector of the 'port. The perimeter deck was cantilevered way out over the ocean, and so in theory, and often in practice, the most sequestered area of the entire spaceport. Here, the minds of the twenty-five million citizens of the Station were modulated to a manageable, low-level hum. If his personal space was invaded, either by the arrival of a ship or the passing of an engineering team, and he was besieged by the manic static of skull-chatter, he would slip the augmentation-pin from the console at the back of his head. Then, the millions of minds would be modulated to background noise, and those close at hand in the 'port would be muted, an unreadable fugue of mind-sound he likened to music played far off.


The city that sprawled across the upper-deck of the Station was invisible behind the halation of lights that bathed the deck in a silver-white glow. Beyond the 'port, the city was a patchwork of residential apartments, hotels, parks, and gardens, shot through with long roads and pedestrian walkways. Bengal Station was a cultural amalgam of Calcutta and Bangkok: on the upper-deck the latest polycarbon architecture designed in India and Thailand created a state-of-the art skyline, while overhead fliers mach'd along colour-coded air corridors.


The nineteen levels below were enclosed, each shelf a claustrophobic hive-city of corridors, walkways, and roads between cramped, two-storey structures, inhabited by citizens who never saw the light of day for years on end. Over the years a definite hierarchy had stamped itself on the Station, with the lower, industrial decks inhabited by the poor, while the upper levels were the preserve of the rich and influential. Vaughan supposed that in this it was like most cities, except that here the divisions were emphasised by the literal stratification of society.


The culture shock that hit all new arrivals was that such disparity could exist in such close proximity; later, after a week or so, amazement turned to indignation that wealth and poverty could commingle without reaction, like oil and water. If the traveller stayed long enough, he found himself accepting the situation with the same resigned apathy as the citizens of the Station. Vaughan had arrived here in '35 with no plans to stay above a day or two, but that day or two had stretched to a month, then three months, and he'd found himself adapting to the way of life, by turns appalled and fascinated, accepted by the locals if he in turn was willing to accept. After six months it came to him that the Station was the ideal place to go to earth, and he had found employment, an expensive sea-view apartment on the fourth level, and slipped into a routine of work, sleep, and occasional drunken binges--a present without a discernible future, haunted by the spectres of the past.


Vaughan watched a cow shamble beneath the great prow of the Pride of Xerxes, something about its nonchalance indicating that it took for granted its sacred place in Hindu theology. As it clopped across the ringing deck, its head swinging and jaws chewing in syncopated rhythm, Vaughan was aware of the animal as barely conscious beside the cerebral noise of the two guards pursuing in an armoured car. They drew alongside the animal, and Vaughan read their indignation--they'd been watching a skyball game back at the mess--and at the same time their patient affection for the holy animal.


Visually, it was a contradiction that seemed to typify the place. The security guards, squat and powerful beneath slabs of body armour, bearing arms enough to wipe out a battalion, looped a nylon leash about the creature's head, boarded their vehicle and proceeded to lead the cow slowly from the 'port.


He was about to make his way over to the terminal building when he heard a roadster approach from behind him. The open-topped vehicle swerved around the bulk of the Xerxes and braked.


Director Weiss sat at the wheel, staring at Vaughan with an expression that appeared habitually aggressive. He was a big man, his athleticism gone to fat, with a full head of silver-grey hair and great fists bedecked with ostentatious rings like gold nuggets.


More disturbingly, Weiss was shielded--an odd static existed where his thoughts should have been--and Vaughan could not get over his suspicion that the Director had something to hide. Especially since his ban on boarding the last three ships from Verkerk's World. Vaughan smiled to himself: he was on to the bastard. Last week he'd contacted an old acquaintance in the Station police force and asked him to run a few checks on the Director.


"Vaughan." Weiss's manner was always brusque to the point of discourtesy. "Everything AOK? Anything to report?"


"The ship's clean." He passed Weiss the screader on which he'd logged his report on the Xerxes.


"You working tomorrow?"


"For my sins."


Weiss nodded, started his roadster, and drove off.


Vaughan was about to cross the deck to stores and hand in his pin when he became aware of another mind, close by. He turned and stared at where he thought the mind should be, but the stretch of deck to his left was deserted. Then he had a blast of a kid's identity, his whereabouts, and the reason for his presence. The sudden flurry of images blazed in his awareness, threatening his own perception of self. Quickly he fumbled at the console at the base of the skull: he felt the thread of the pin unscrewing through bone, and the pain of having such a vibrant mind within his own ceased instantly. He slipped the pin into its case in his inside pocket, then traced the progress of the mind, now modulated to a tolerable hum, on its course beneath the plates of the platform.


He'd read the kid's apprehension at trespassing on the precincts of the 'port--even though he'd tricked the guards with the decoy of the cow--and he'd read something else, too. An image of a mutual friend in distress and the desire to reach him, Vaughan, with the news.


An inspection cover in the deck hinged open a grudging three centimetres, and a pair of jet black eyes stared out. "Mr. Jeff Vaughan! Please come with me immediately, right now!"


Vaughan glanced around the 'port, then knelt and hissed, "What's wrong with Tiger?"


"I am telling you that I don't know. Dr. Rao was telling me to find you immediately."


"Is Tiger sick?"


The boy blinked. "Yes, she is sick. She is wanting to see you immediately."


Without augmentation, Vaughan discerned no coherent thoughts in the boy's mind, just the vague music of emotions.


"Quickly, Mr. Vaughan!"


"Stay there. I'll be back." He set off at a sprint, crossing the deck to the terminal building, and handed his pin to the bored clerk in stores. He hurried back to where the boy was waiting and, ensuring he was unseen, slipped through the iron cover. He was in the lighted crawlspace between decks, hunkering down before the buck-toothed grin of a stringy Sinhalese boy in a chequered dhoti and a soiled vest.


"How the hell did you get in here?"


"No problem. I know all fastest routes around Station. That why Dr. Rao send me." As he spoke, his head rocked like a metronome and his grin expanded with pride. "Now we go. Follow me."


The kid turned and waddled awkwardly along the narrow crawlspace, oiled hair steaming in the heat of the occasional fluorescent. Vaughan followed, having to bend almost double to squeeze his bulk down the corridor. The lights increased the hothouse temperature. He felt rivulets of sweat trickle down his face. "What's wrong with Tiger?"


"All I am knowing is Tigerji is sick. Dr. Rao told me she want see you."


The kid stopped and hauled open the wire-mesh front of a cage elevator. Above the lift, Vaughan made out the glare of the spaceport lights and the kiosk where the elevator delivered men and supplies to the deck. The stench of liquid manure in the cage indicated that the kid had brought the decoy cow this way. He stepped inside, back muscles protesting as he stood upright. The kid manned the push-button controls, and the lift dropped with a squeal of cable and pulleys.


They fell through the second deck, a dimly lit chamber occupied by the bulking shapes of quiet spaceships, and continued their descent. The kid concentrated on the controls, paying him no attention. Vaughan knew he would elicit no more information from the boy. He leaned against the mesh wall and closed his eyes.


He had known Tiger for three years--a skinny, one-legged street kid with a mind as pure and simple as a Thai folk song, a mind that filled him with joy at its innocence, and at the same time swamped him with regret.


In his mind's eye Vaughan saw her big eyes laughing at him beneath the high fringe of her jet black bob.


They dropped into the depths of Bengal Station, falling so fast that the lighted levels flicked by between the dark bars of the decks like the individual frames of old film. Vaughan caught frozen glimpses of frenzied activity on every level. Avenues stretched into the distance, narrowing with the perspective, and even at this midnight hour each channel was thronged with citizens. Noise strobed as they descended, the collective hubbub of a thousand citizens about their business. Along with the noise came the tidal wave of their emotions; unaugmented, he was unable to read individual minds, but he caught impressions, whiffs of subtle emotion, too fleeting to probe. He likened the effect to hearing a myriad individual musical instruments in the distance, each one playing a different tune so that the overall effect was a clashing discord.


The kid brought the lift to a halt between levels. He opened the cage door and hurried along a flimsy catwalk. Vaughan followed, able to stand upright this time. He could see nothing in the blackness, and judged his distance from the boy by the strength of the kid's mind emanations. He trailed his hands along the rails to right and left, his boots ringing on the metal walkway. The stench of oil added to the humid atmosphere, a fetid miasma he found difficult to inhale.


The boy's diluted emotions grew stronger: he had halted. Vaughan paused behind him. Light spilled from a rectangular aperture in a broad pillar, revealing the boy swinging aside a heavy metal hatch. He climbed down, and Vaughan followed with difficulty. He was inside one of the columns that ran through the Station from top to bottom, anchoring the construction to the seabed. He climbed down a narrow metal ladder welded to the condensation-slick wall, a meagre light every five metres illuminating the way.


"Hope we don't get caught," Vaughan muttered.


"Maintenance fellows no problem, Mr. Jeff. Dr. Rao pays them and they say nothing. Everything okay."


Vaughan descended until the muscles of his arms and legs tightened in pain. He stopped from time to time and stretched, then began the monotonous, measured routine again. Rather than stare at the scrolling rungs that demarcated the passing of endless seconds, and the occasional welding scars that provided visual relief, he closed his eyes.


He recalled the first time he had met Tiger. Five years ago, when he'd started regularly dropping into Nazruddin's bar and restaurant on the upper-deck, she was just one of the many street kids who sheltered from the monsoon downpour beneath the red and white striped Mylar awning. Their outstretched, importuning palms were at once a nuisance and a nagging reminder of his privilege.


That night a piping voice offered him chora, and a young girl came close enough for him to catch the melody of her innocent mind. He was hit by a wave of familiarity, quickly followed by pain. Her cerebral signature reminded him of Holly's--and he was taken back years, to a time he would rather have forgotten.


He'd turned on the threshold of the restaurant and looked down at a girl of perhaps ten. The first thing that struck him was her seamless Thai face beneath the universal bowl haircut; big eyes, snub nose, lips that seemed swollen beyond sensuality to the point of pain. She wore a shrunken T-shirt and soiled shorts.


Then Vaughan saw the hatchet job some backstreet surgeon had made of her amputation. Her right leg terminated above the knee in an ugly, criss-crossed pudding of scar tissue.


Vaughan had fled into Nazruddin's, determined to have nothing to do with the girl, afraid of the emotions and memories her mind provoked in him.


She was there the following night, as if waiting for him. She leaned on a crutch, staring up at him with beseeching eyes. It was almost as if she were the telepath, could see into his mind and read his memories of the past.


"You want chora, mister?"


He had weakened, and hated himself for doing so. But her mind was so sweet, reminded him so much of Holly's. He told himself that he would talk to her briefly, just this once, and then never again.


"You've got chora on you?"


He'd used the drug back in Canada in a bid to blot out the emanations of everyone around him. The drug had worked, though at a cost. Since the first few days of using chora, he had felt not the slightest stirrings of sexual arousal. He considered it a small price to pay for the cessation of the mind-noise that had made his waking hours intolerable. He'd had few meaningful relationships in his life before becoming psi-boosted, and the loss of his libido served only to reinforce his voluntary isolation.


The girl beamed. "Tiger can get it!"


"How much a gram?"


"Hundred roops."


"Fifty."


Her pretty face pantomimed disappointment. "Eighty."


"Okay. Eighty. I'll be inside. Right at the back."


Her big lips slipped out of alignment with a lop-sided twist. "Tiger can't. Nazruddin's no-go."


"It'll be fine. I'll talk to the boss, okay?"


He watched her hike herself off down the street, the stump of her right leg swinging.


Thirty minutes later he was eating dhal and rice and drinking beer in the booth he had made his own. Inefficient fans turned on the ceiling like the stalling propellers of ancient biplanes, stirring the sultry air above the long tables of packed diners. The raised gallery of booths that framed the floor on three sides were reserved for high caste members or those with significant baksheesh. As a foreigner Vaughan was untouchable, but rupees talked and the restaurateur, a fat Sikh called P.K. Nazruddin, listened.


When the girl stumped through the open door Nazruddin, all belly and belligerent walrus moustache, ran around the counter flicking his dusting cloth at her. "Chalo, chalo!"


"No problem, P.K.," Vaughan called.


"A friend of yours?" The Sikh was sceptical.


"Ah-cha. No problem."


The girl hobbled past the restaurateur, a smug expression on her face. She slipped into the booth, facing Vaughan, and he closed his eyes briefly as the music of her mind overcame him. She rolled a vial of blue powder across the table. His hands shaking, he opened the vial and tasted the powder on the tip of his finger. "Eighty roops?"


The girl's gaze dropped from his face to the bowl of spiced lentils before him. "Eighty roops and meal for Tiger."


"You drive a hard bargain." He gestured to the waiter.


They ate in silence for the next thirty minutes. The effect of the powder, and the girl's sweet mind cancelling the more frantic brain-vibes of the diners below, allowed him to relax.


When she scooped up the last of her rice, squashed it expertly into a ball and launched it into her mouth, Vaughan sensed her desire to leave. He was seized by a surging disappointment. More than just her mind reminded him of Holly. Her movements, the way she had of glancing at him quickly from the corners of her eyes...


She slipped away without a word and disappeared into the crowd outside.


A week later when Vaughan approached Nazruddin's, washed out after a long shift, Tiger fell into awkward step beside him and tugged his sleeve.


His heart skipped at her reappearance. The melody of her mind was like a balm. He realised that for days he had been watching out for her.


"Chora, mister?"


"Could use a barrel load."


They ate in his booth, Vaughan lacing his beer with a dose of the drug. The encroaching minds retreated; the world became a more tolerable place. Just Tiger's humane mind-music remained, playing at the edge of his consciousness.


At one point Tiger looked up. "You 'dicted?" she asked.


"Do you care?"


She frowned, eyes downcast, and shrugged her narrow shoulders.


He said, "I'm not addicted. I just use it from time to time."


"You telepath?"


He stared at her.


"How the hell do you know that?"


She did her best to hide her smile. "Tiger knows people who know people. They see you working at the 'port."


"So I'm a telepath." He regarded the girl. "Does it bother you?"


Tiger made a moue with her lips, considering. "Nope. Tiger got nothing to hide."


After that, they ate together two or three times a week for the next five years. He sensed her need of him after the first few months, and for more than just the drug money, but he kept his emotional distance. He met her only at the restaurant and stayed with her only for an hour: by limiting physical proximity, he thought he could keep his emotional proximity in check, too. He feared giving too much of himself and receiving too much of her in return: most of all he feared the possibility of becoming so reliant on her as a source of affection that he would only suffer when she left.


Then, a year ago, she'd turned up at his apartment.


"Mr. Jeff!" his guide's call broke into his reverie.


Vaughan looked down. The kid had disappeared through a hatch in the wall of the column. The ladder continued downwards, diminishing in perspective. He tried to guess what level they might have arrived at, but admitted that he had no idea. He stepped off the ladder and squeezed through the hatch, then leaned against the column in the half-light to regain his breath.


"Hey..." he said to himself. As his eyes adjusted to the gloom, he saw that they were standing in a vast, low chamber that seemed to spread for kilometres in every direction, empty but for a forest of supporting columns. He was mystified. So far as he knew, every level of the station was inhabited.


He made out shapes on the floor, outlines of what looked like buildings and roadways, like some great, life-sized blueprint of a city never built. On closer inspection he saw that the lines on the floor indicated where metal walls and bulkheads had once stood.


"Where the hell are we?"


"Level Twelve-b, between Level Twelve and Thirteen. Long time ago, this upper-deck. Then they built upwards. Took down all buildings and made this level strong with extra columns."


Vaughan imagined the weight of the city above his head, another eight levels, many millions of people. "Is all this level deserted?"


"Not all. Some areas to east let out to engineering companies."


The kid set off at a brisk walk into the shadows.


"I wouldn't mind knowing where we're going," Vaughan called after him.


His guide turned. "We are going to see Tiger," he said. "We are going home."


A year ago, shortly after arriving back at his apartment from the 'port, he heard a tiny knocking at the door. He was justifiably suspicious: he didn't know his neighbours, and his few acquaintances never called. He peered through the spyhole, but the corridor was deserted. He returned to his bunk and the chora he had been about to take, and the knocking began again. This time he snatched open the door before the perpetrator could flee.


Tiger leaned against the door-frame, beneath the level of the spyhole, blood running from a gash above her right eye. He carried her across the room and sat her on the bed, then attended to the injury. She was dazed and unresponsive, her mind still in turmoil. He cleaned the wound and applied antiseptic cream, tore an old shirt into strips to make a bandage.


"What happened?" he asked, knotting the bandage above her ear.


In a small voice she told him that she'd had a fight with a boy called Prakesh, and that Dr. Rao had thrown her out.


"Dr. Rao?"


"He looks after us, makes sure we're okay."


"He threw you out with your head like that?"


"Nai. Later, some kids, they attack Tiger. They took money, chora. I was bringing you chora."


She sat glumly on the edge of the bed, the outsized dressing giving her an appearance of woeful vulnerability.


Vaughan was torn by the urge to tell her to go, and to allow her to remain with him.


That night she slept next to him on the bed, the stump of her left leg warm against his thigh.


In the morning, before he left for the 'port, he knelt before her and said, "Tiger, you can't stay here. I'm sorry." He paused, considering what had occurred to him last night, the plan he had evolved as a sop to his conscience. It would take a good chunk of his savings, but it was money he could afford. "I'm taking you to a surgeon, someone who can repair your leg, okay?"


On his way to the 'port he took her to the nearest rehabilitation surgery. He had left a silent Tiger sitting on a seat in the waiting room, her fingers closed around a thousand credits.


He did not see her for a month after that. He scanned the gangs of kids in the streets of the upper-deck, but she was not among them. Then in the early hours of one night during Diwali, with firecrackers detonating outside Nazruddin's, Tiger appeared.


The expression on her face as stoic as if carved in wood, she limped towards his booth and stood silently before him, leaning on her crutch. She held out a small hand. Vaughan accepted the vial of chora. She made to turn and go, but he stopped her, took her hand.


They ate in silence. He had never asked her what had happened to the credits, but for the next year, whenever she delivered his drug, she would refuse to take his payment.


They arrived at a riveted bulkhead and the kid pulled open a hatch as thick as a furnace door. He jumped inside and crawled off. Vaughan squeezed his shoulders through the gap and found that the pipe was no wider than the entrance, and pitch-black. He crawled on hands and knees, taking deep breaths to extract oxygen from the humid soup that passed for air at this level. His mind raced with the possibilities of what might have happened to Tiger. He had last seen her at Nazruddin's for their customary meal five days ago, and Tiger had been full of enthusiasm about the skyball game she was going to see the following night. She was a 'ball fan, was never without the latest magazine. The game left Vaughan cold--all sports depressed him with their display of microcosmic futility--and he had viewed her fanaticism with amused tolerance. She had failed to turn up last night, but she had gone missing often in the past, and he had not worried himself at her absence.


Up ahead, light showed around the crawling form of his guide.


The pipe terminated abruptly. The kid climbed down, revealing a scene that stopped Vaughan in his tracks. They were looking down into a cavernous chamber, lit haphazardly by jury-rigged arc lights and stolen halogens that created a mosaic of silver light and yawning shadow. The chamber was draped and festooned with strange plants and growths, a phantasmagoria of anaemic horticulture. Great rafts of pale fungus grew from the walls like shelves, and etiolated vines garlanded struts and spars that criss-crossed the cavern. Vaughan found the display of sun-starved plant-life amazing enough, but as his eye was drawn to the centre of the chamber by the web of spars, like vectors indicating perspective, he was struck by the image of the voidship. A bulky freighter of antique design, it hung in the centre of the metallic web like some imprisoned insect.


He sensed the hum of minds emanating from the approximate direction of the ship.


The kid held out a hand. "Home," he said.


Vaughan climbed down beside him.


He'd heard about the ship that had crash-landed on the Station fifty years ago. Rather than remove the wreckage, the authorities had considered it safer to leave the ship where it was, precariously balanced between decks, and weld it in position with girders. The overall effect, with the silver light, the colourless plants strangling the nexus of spars, and the ship as the centrepiece, suggested an optical illusion.


In explanation, his guide said, "Ship was carrying seeds from Speedwell. Cargo hold split and seed grew all over. This way."


A bridge fashioned from rope and slats of metal spanned the gulf between the sheared pipe and the voidship. Vaughan held on to the rope rail and followed the kid, taking care to place his feet on the dead centre of the precarious walkway.


They passed into the freighter's shadow. Vaughan looked up and saw a dozen urchins perched like observant monkeys on the great curved cowling of an engine nacelle.


The rope-bridge terminated at the entrance hatch of the ship's hold. His guide hurried him inside and down a long corridor. They passed dozens of children sitting on the floor, playing games with stones or, if fortunate, expertly moving chessmen around boards painted on the deck. Others slept, bare limbs outstretched and vulnerable. Only when Vaughan saw a legless girl propelling herself down the corridor in a wheeled box, did he suddenly realise.


He stopped and turned to look back down the corridor. All the children were in some way deformed, paralysed, or handicapped. Most were missing arms and legs, some were blind, others facially disfigured.


He glanced at the boy who had brought him so far. His right hand ended in a white-bandaged stump.


"This way, Mr. Jeff."


They turned right, and immediately confronted a Buddhist monk in saffron vestments standing sentry outside a sliding door. His eyes were closed, his lips moving in a silent mantra.


"In here," the boy said, sliding back the door. Vaughan stepped inside. Two children scurried from the room. His guide said. "I will go and find Dr. Rao." The door closed behind him and Vaughan found himself alone with Tiger.







TWO


TIGER

 


Vaughan stood by the door, unable to move. Tiger lay on a narrow bunk that almost filled the room. She wore shorts and a shrunken T-shirt, her bare left foot stained with oil.


The music of her mind was faint, sweet as ever.


She was sixteen, but she looked about twelve. She had always been slim, but she was skeletal now. The waistband of her shorts hung between the jutting bones of her pelvis. To cool herself she had pulled up her shirt to expose her concave belly and fleshless ribcage. Her face was gaunt, cheekbones an angry chevron stretching jaundiced, sweat-soaked skin.


"Jeff..." Barely a whisper. It was all she could do to lift her hand a couple of centimetres off the bed and wave her fingers in greeting. "Knew you'd come."


"Tiger." He knelt by the bed and repeated her name, taking her hand and squeezing fingers. She winced, as if in pain, and then managed a smile.


"I've got to get you out of here, into a hospital."


"Dr. Rao looking after Tiger," she whispered.


"Where is he? I want to know what's wrong--"


"Tiger was silly," she whispered, and then laughed. The sound was tiny, cut short with a wince of pain.


"What happened?"


The words came, soft as her breath, "...was silly."


"Tiger..." Something like desperation gripped him. Where the hell was Rao? "What did you do?"


She gathered her strength, said, "There, in pocket." She glanced towards the foot of the bed. A tiny pair of shorts hung from a hook on the wall. Vaughan grabbed them, squeezing the greasy material to locate the pocket.


He pulled out a clear plastic pouch full of crimson powder. He snapped the seal, sniffed. The stench brought tears to his eyes.


"You took this?"


Her lips made a downward curve that signalled assent and a terrible admission that she knew she had done wrong. She tried not to cry.


"Tiger, you must tell me. What is it? Where did you get this stuff?"


"Kid sold Tiger it. Tiger took too much. Dr. Rao say I very ill. Feel bad, Jeff."


"Don't worry. I'll get help."


He pushed up his sleeve and punched the surgery code into his handset, a lightweight polycarbon device that enclosed his forearm like a splint.


A voice from behind him said, "I'm afraid you'd be wasting your time, Mr. Vaughan."


A small, silver haired Indian, severely upright in a Nehru suit, stood in the doorway. He clutched a walking stick in arthritic fingers.


Vaughan regarded Dr. Rao, realising instantly that he did not like the signature of the man's mind; it made a noise that Vaughan through long experience had learned to associate with xenophobia and suspicion.


He stood and hustled Rao into the corridor. "What the hell do you mean? Why aren't you doing something for her?" He glanced back into the room. Tiger was staring up at the ceiling.


"Mr. Vaughan, please. I appreciate your concern. Your desire for the welfare of the child cannot be greater than mine. But we must face certain realities. Fate conspires to bring down events upon our heads which we must face with fortitude--"


"If you don't tell me what's wrong with Tiger..." His grip on the little Hindu's upper arm tightened.


"Mr. Vaughan, Tiger overdosed on a drug, colloquially known as rhapsody, a substance imported from one of the colony worlds."


"What's it doing to her?"


Rao stared into his eyes. "Mr. Vaughan, I'm sorry. There is no antidote, no cure for doses as massive as that which Tiger took. The drug is corroding her major organs, heart, liver, even her brain. She was comatose for a day after taking the substance, then wracked by severe internal pains. She is relatively comfortable now. I have treated her with a powerful morphine cocktail."


Vaughan heard himself saying, "How long?" A ridiculously matter-of-fact statement at odds with the pain he was experiencing,


"I am truly amazed that she is still with us."


Vaughan pushed Rao away and stepped back into the bedroom.


Tiger was smiling, something knowing in her expression. He sat down on the bed beside her.


"Jeff..." Her big eyes stared up at him. "You never told me..." She paused, marshalling her breath, her strength. Then, after a delay of ten seconds, "Never told me about you... Always so secret."


A sharp pain like laryngitis gripped his throat. He managed, "What do you want to know?"


She said, "Want to know... why?"


"Why? Why what?"


"Why me?"


Because... How could he make her understand his enigmatic psychological obsessions? How could he explain that because of her similarity to someone he had once known, he had been compelled to seek solace from her, and at the same time driven to push her away?


She would not, could not, understand. The truth would only hurt her. He shook his head.


She smiled up at him, something martyred in her expression now. Her eyes were soft-focused with tears. He felt the tune of her mind fading, slipping away.


He sat with her for an hour while she slowly died.


He cursed himself for not letting her stay with him a year ago. He knew it was impossible to look back and say what he should have done, but he could not help the retrospective wish-fulfilment, the fantasy in which he had been able, then, to let her remain with him.


He felt self-pity and grief lodge like a pain in his chest.


He held her insubstantial hand while her eyes lost focus and her breath became laboured. Her mind drifted away, became almost silent, but for the occasional soft sound, a grace note played far off, and then nothing.


He gave thanks that he was not augmented, could not ride her mind towards the ultimate annihilation that put an end to all identity, all vestiges of consciousness.


He stared at her stilled face. Where before had been life, music, there was now the terrible silence of oblivion.


The thought of it brought back terrible memories and filled him with horror.


He slipped his hands beneath Tiger's shoulders and pulled the lifeless child to his chest, buried his lips in the fragrance of her hair.


Later, he lay her down gently and closed her eyes, then looked around the room at the pathetic collection of her belongings: a dozen tattered posters of skyball heroes, two faded Calcutta Tigers T-shirts, a pile of 'ball magazines, and an effigy of Siddhartha Gautama.


He saw the bag of rhapsody on the bed and slipped it into the inside pocket of his jacket. Behind him, the door scraped open.


Dr. Rao stood on the threshold, the Buddhist monk behind him. He glanced at Tiger's body. "I'm sorry, Mr. Vaughan," Rao said. "If you would like more time alone..."


"I'm fine." He looked back at Tiger, but found that he could not contemplate her face. He stared at her small hand, palm up, fingers slightly curled.


"I'd like to attend the funeral."


"We had not planned an official ceremony, Mr. Vaughan. The monks are taking her for Contemplation. Perhaps, in a month, a small service might be arranged."


His heartbeat loud in his ears, Vaughan stared up at the doctor. He could hardly believe what Rao had just told him.


"Contemplation? You've sold Tiger for Contemplation?"


"Not Tiger, Mr. Vaughan. Tiger is no longer with us. Her essence has moved on. I have merely sold her remains."


"No way." Vaughan was shaking his head. "No, you can't--"


"I have the welfare of the children to think of, Mr. Vaughan."


He could not let the monks take Tiger for Contemplation. He imagined Tiger's naked corpse laid out for the inspection of the monks, the subject of an exercise in which they contemplated the body and in so doing came closer to understanding their own mortality, the fact of their own place in the passing show called life. The remains would then be taken away, and ten days later brought out again. This time the monks would contemplate not only the fact of death, but the stench and corruption of the flesh. It was considered a worthy deed to sell the corpse of a loved one to the monks. The very idea sickened Vaughan.


"I'm sorry, I can't let you do this."


"Mr. Vaughan--"


He stood and pushed Rao and the monk from the room. Rao tried to brace himself in the doorway, but Vaughan took his wrists and twisted. The old man capitulated and backed into the corridor. "Mr. Vaughan! You are making a grave mistake. In the name of an ancient and noble religion, please think again. It is an honour to be the subject of Contemplation in the Buddhist faith."


"Damn you!" He wanted to go on, shout that Rao would know the sham of all religions if he could only look into the human mind as he had, read the fear and the guilt and the universal desire to be saved.


Something in Vaughan's stance caused Rao to back off further, raising his hands in a gesture of self-protection. "Mr. Vaughan, I am not a violent man..."


Vaughan turned and stared into Tiger's room, repeating Rao's claim and trying to summon a suitable reply. He turned and stabbed a finger at the doctor. "You're not violent?" he said. "Are you trying to tell me that what you did to those kids out there--what you did to Tiger--do you mean to say that wasn't violent?"


Rao spread his hands. "Mr. Vaughan, I ensure that my children suffer no pain. It is a sacrifice they willingly make. I look after them, take care of all their needs."


Vaughan dropped his head and closed his eyes. He let the seconds build up, fought to control his rage. "I'm sorry. I can't let you go through with this." He paused, contemplating Rao, then said, "How much?"


Rao blinked. "Excuse me?"


"How much is the monk giving you? I'll give you more if you'll let me arrange Tiger's funeral.


The monk tipped his head towards Rao's ear, whispered something that Vaughan didn't catch. Rao replied with a whisper of his own. The monk bowed with impeccable serenity, first to Rao and then to Vaughan, and retreated down the corridor.


Dr. Rao said, "I can see that Tiger's funeral means much to you, Mr. Vaughan. The monk would have paid me five hundred Thai baht."


Vaughan felt nothing but contempt for the Indian. "I'll give you six hundred. I want Tiger taken to Level Eleven where she can be collected. I'll make all the arrangements."


Rao placed his palms together before his face, performed a servile bow.


Vaughan took out his wallet, counted out six one-hundred-baht notes, and thrust them into Rao's palm.


He turned and stared through the door at Tiger's small body laid out on the bed. He wanted to run, to get as far away from here as possible, but something, some absurd notion that do so would be to show Tiger disrespect, forced him to step into the room and sit down beside the dead girl.


He took her hand, tried to find the words to express what he was feeling. His throat was constricted; words would not form--not that any expression of sentiment would mean anything now. Images of Tiger in life came back to him, and he saw in his mind's-eye brief flashes of Holly.


At last, in silence, he released the cooling hand and stepped from the room.


Rao was nowhere to be seen. Vaughan retraced his steps through the ship and found his guide squatting in the entrance. The boy jumped to his feet. "Dr. Rao told me show you out."


"Take me to the nearest inhabited level."


Thirty minutes later he was riding a crowded upchute to the surface, packed between dozens of Indians on their way to work, the unintelligible noise of their minds loud in his head. He left the upchute station and walked into a warm dawn, the wash of brightening sunlight dazzling after the gloom of the lower levels. He felt as if he had just awoken from a nightmare, that if he went to Nazruddin's and sat in his booth then sooner or later Tiger would turn up.


He boarded a mono-train heading west and alighted at the edge. There was a quiet park above his apartment where he sometimes went to be alone.


He sat on a bench overlooking a greensward that sloped towards the edge of the Station. The sky was still dark out over India; the sun was rising behind him, streaking the shadow of his head and shoulders far out across the sloping grass.


When the morning became too hot he would make his way home and go to bed, first taking a good dose of chora to help him sleep. Later, when he awoke, he would attend to the arrangements of Tiger's funeral.


A voidship rumbled overhead, a great freighter in the orange and green livery of the Chandrasakar Line. Its shadow took minutes to slide over the greensward; Vaughan looked up and regarded the passage of its great curving underbelly. Through long viewscreens he made out the tiny figures of the ship's crew, going about their work, oblivious of his presence, of Tiger's death.


The ship moved out over the sea and circled south. Minutes later it was a kilometre from the Station and could begin its phase-shift manoeuvre.


The ship shimmered like a mirage, gained solidity, became faint again--and then transferred into the void and did not return. There was something spectacular in the disappearance of so colossal an object; it was as if the laws of physics had been disobeyed, as if magic had occurred.


A year ago, when Tiger had tried to get closer to Vaughan, she had followed him to the park and sat quietly beside him, her unsure silence suggesting that she knew she was invading his privacy. They had watched the ships for hours, and every time one gave itself to the void Tiger would gasp with delight.


It came to him that there would be many things now that she could no longer witness.


In his mind's eye he saw again the image of her tiny body lying on the bed. Like a persistent phrase of remembered music, he recalled the failing, fading music of her mind.


He told himself that it was over now, that Tiger had confronted the fact of her oblivion and passed on. But he could not banish from his mind the terror Tiger would have experienced upon apprehending the oblivion which awaited her.


His handset chimed. He pushed up his sleeve and accepted the call. Jimmy Chandra's smiling face stared up at him. "Jeff. When can we meet?"


Vaughan said, "You've got something?"


"Something?" the cop said. "I have discovered enough about your Director to cause him severe distress." Vaughan smiled at Chandra's quaint use of English.


"I just got off shift. I need to sleep. How about tonight, around nine? Meet me at Nazruddin's?"


"I'll be there, Jeff."


Vaughan contemplated what Chandra had said. Then his thoughts were replaced by the image of Tiger on her deathbed, the feel of her in his arms.


Then, against his will, his thoughts slipped back down the years, and he tried in vain to recall the special signature of Holly's mind.







THREE


DEATH OF A VIP

 


Jimmy Chandra hunched over a glowing com-screen in his office at the Law Enforcement Headquarters. The room was darkened and insufferably hot, the ceiling fan doing nothing but stirring old air into a slightly more breathable mix.


What Jeff Vaughan had asked him to do was not, strictly speaking, legal--but he owed the telepath a favour and had, a little reluctantly, hacked into the police file core.


And he'd discovered some interesting things about Director Weiss.


He sat back and considered Vaughan. He'd met the telepath four years ago, when he'd worked briefly with the security team at the 'port. Their friendship, such as it had been, had soon dissolved in the acid of Vaughan's caustic world-view. He'd tried to come to some understanding of Vaughan's cynicism, discover the incidents and events in his past that had made him who and what he was. But Vaughan had blocked all his questions, reluctant to let anyone into the locked room that was his earlier life.


"If you were cursed with the ability to read minds," Vaughan had once said in a drunken outburst, "then you wouldn't be blessed with that damned Hindi optimism that I find so sickening."


Chandra had said, "Hindu."


"What?"


"Hindu optimism," Chandra replied. "Hindi is our language." He had been dodging the issue. He'd found Vaughan's bitterness so disturbing and difficult to understand that he often refused to be baited, and instead sidetracked the argument or ignored Vaughan altogether.


Perhaps, of course, he feared that Vaughan was right, that humankind was evil and self-seeking. Perhaps he feared that Vaughan's ability had given him an insight that he, Chandra, could not possess.


His handset chimed.


"Chandra." Commander Sinton peered up from Chandra's wrist-screen, his ruddy Caucasian features and oiled silver hair bright in the gloom. "Get yourself on to the flier lot right away. Take Lieutenant Vishwanath with you."


"What is it?"


"A respected citizen was reported dead less than twenty minutes ago. Tread carefully, understand? Extend my sympathies to his widow."


"Murdered?"


Sinton glared at him. "No, he passed away peacefully in his sleep. What the hell do you think, Chandra? Of course he was murdered. I want a report in my files by dawn."


Sinton cut the connection.


Chandra downloaded the relevant files on Weiss into his handset and left the basement room.


As Vishwanath climbed into the flier beside him, Chandra went through the familiar process of readying himself for what was likely to be a gruesome business. He cleared his mind and slowed his breathing as the flier rose, banked, and burned away from the Station, inserting itself into a red fast-lane. He told himself that the deceased was no longer suffering, had passed on to another existence, and that the corpse that would greet him at the scene of the crime, no matter how bloody, was merely the exhausted remains of an incarnation that had reached the end of its tenure in the here and now.


The preparation helped, he knew. But, no matter how well prepared intellectually, he could not prevent his body's visceral reaction to what he was about to experience.


"Details, Vishi."


The young lieutenant relayed the facts from a screader, his face washed crimson from the light of the fast-lane. "Victim is Rabindranath Bhindra, aged seventy-five, resident of the Sapphire complex, Wellington district, mid-eastside."


"Exclusive." Chandra whistled. "Sinton said he was a VIP."


Vishi looked up from the screader, glanced across at him. "You've never heard of Bhindra?"


"I must work too hard. No time to spend noting celebrities. Screen star?"


Vishi shook his head, smiling. "Politician. But that's not what he was famous for. He was one of the first voidship explorers, fifty years ago."


"Ah, that Bhindra. Didn't he write a book about his days in space?"


"It was made into a film, theatre drama, virtual-tape, holo-movie."


"I'll remember it the next time I play charades. What was its title?"


"Pass. Had 'stars' in there somewhere, I recall."


Chandra nodded. He gazed down at the lights of the Station's upper-deck as they streamed by below. "How was he killed?"


"Shot through the head with a high velocity projectile."


"Oh, lovely, Vishi. I hope you haven't just eaten."


"No, sir," Vishi said. "Bhindra was in his apartment at the time. One theory is that the assassin was in a flier."


"So someone just flew by, sighted him, and blew him away?"


"Something like that, sir."


They came to the eastward edge of the Station and Chandra exited the fast-lane, slipped into a blue slow-lane, and turned the flier in a tight, downward loop. The façades of the upper-deck buildings flashed by. The open-ended third level came into view: a spacious, floodlit plaza surrounded by multi-level gardens and pyramidal apartment buildings. Chandra brought them past the Sapphire complex, reducing airspeed.


"The killer probably came in this close," Vishi said. "All the assassin had to do was lean out of the window, aim and fire." He pointed to the lighted square of a French window, open to a trim lawn on the shoulder of the pyramid. The room was full of officials going about the business of investigation, the efficient machine of law enforcement at work.


"Any witness reports of fliers passing at the time?"


"There was a constant progression of traffic going through this way just before midnight, when the killing occurred. We're tracing them on surveillance cams."


Chandra nodded. They landed in the plaza below the Sapphire building. Already reporters and vid-film crews were encamped on the sidewalk beneath the blue and white striped awning. Chandra pushed his way past the mêle, ignoring questions. They crossed the foyer to the central elevators and rode to the penthouse level.


"Do you know if Bhindra had any enemies in politics, Vishi? Opponents who wanted him out of the way? Vested interest groups he might have been opposing?"


Vishi shook his head. "He was a well-liked and respected member of the centre-left opposition. One of those politicians whose celebrity got them into power, but who then worked hard to justify his position. I think the phrase is that he was a 'man of the people.'" Vishi paused. "Of course, we've yet to conduct a thorough investigation of his affairs. Something might turn up, then. We usually find dirt if we dig deep enough."


"You remind me of an old acquaintance of mine."


The elevator doors swept open and Chandra stepped into the corridor. Bhindra's apartment suite was cordoned off by officers. A small crowd of residents, shocked but nevertheless curious, blocked the corridor. Chandra eased his way through, nodded to the salutes of the attending officers, and entered the apartment.


The suite consisted of half a dozen spacious rooms, any two of which would have contained Chandra's own humble dwelling. The lounge beyond the hall was the focus of attention: the troupe of forensic officials, ballistic experts, and photographers engaged in a careful post-mortem choreography around the corpse.


"Go in there and collate whatever information's to hand, Vishi. I'll join you later. I'll just wander about."


Chandra moved from room to room, more to kill the time before the experts packed up and left than to look for crime-related evidence.


The first three rooms were what he expected to find in a residence this exclusive: two tastefully decorated bedrooms and a bathroom the size of an average lounge. The rooms spoke of wealth without too much ostentation, giving no clues at all to the character of the owner. The fourth room, a study, was more personal. The walls were lined with racks of science and space-exploration discs, and photographs and graphics occupied the few remaining spaces. The visuals showed landscapes of a dozen planets, most with a uniformed figure in the foreground: Bhindra, presumably, in his exploration days. From the ceiling, in a touch at once juvenile and affecting, hung half a dozen model voidships, everything from small three-man exploration vessels of fifty years ago to modern superliners.


The desk was loaded with the mementoes of a lifetime: alien rocks, exotic insects encased in solidified resin, holos of extraterrestrial landscapes--and the glove of a spacesuit, mounted on a plinth, like a forlorn wave.


The treasured objects of the dead, collected over years, always spoke to Chandra of their owners' too fond attachment to the physical, which they were now without. The sheer redundancy of the objects themselves made a mockery of man's materialism.


Chandra had long ago learnt to attach no importance to material possessions. He owned nothing other than the necessities of life. Unburdened by objects, unbeguiled by the physical, he told himself that he was closer to the next life--and therefore more accepting of the fact that this life was only temporary.


He was about to leave the study when he saw, on the desk, a solid-looking rectangular object--that increasingly rare artefact, a book. He picked it up, turned the weighty object in his hands. No wonder they had fallen out of favour over the years, superseded by the screaders. Books were heavy, awkward objects--yet at the same time they had a certain... authority.


Chandra read the title: The Stars Beyond, by Rabindranath Bhindra. The cover showed three explorers in some exotic jungle landscape. On the back, Bhindra's jovial smiling face stared out at the world, a face of wisdom and experience.


Chandra replaced the book and left the study.


The various experts had packed up their equipment and were filing from the lounge. Chandra waited until the last of them had left before venturing a glance at the scene of the murder. He might have prepared himself mentally for the sight, told himself that the body in there was just a vacated shell, but he wished he could have communicated the same logic to his stomach.


The scene was particularly messy.


Chandra joined Vishi in the centre of the room, cast a quick glance at the corpse, then looked away and kept his gaze resolutely averted. Bhindra had been sitting in an armchair by the open French window when the assassin struck. The body had retained in death the position it had last adopted in life: seated upright, feet crossed at the ankles, hands placed on lap. What made a mockery of the body's posture was the absence of its head. The dark orifice of the windpipe and a notched stub of backbone showed in cross section. The impact of the projectile had blasted the skull and its contents in a liquidised spray across the room and against the far wall.


"Where's his widow?"


"She was taken to hospital suffering from shock."


"So she was here when it happened?"


Vishi nodded to a vacant armchair. "Right there."


Chandra sighed. "Okay. I want you to question her, find out if she noticed anything. Talk to the neighbours. You know the routine. I want a report ready by the next shift. Did the experts come up with anything?"


Vishi passed him a screader. "Everything's in here."


There was a tap at the door. A white-coated Indian poked his head into the room. "The clean-up boys," Chandra said. "I'll leave you to it."


On the way back to headquarters, Chandra put the screader on read-out and listened to the monotonous computer voice as it reeled off the gruesome statistics. In his office, he downloaded the contents of the screen into Sinton's files, added a brief report of his own, and sat at his desk for a minute.


He was about to leave for home when he recalled Vaughan.


He tapped the telepath's code into his handset. It was almost four, and the first light of dawn was making grey rectangles of his office window. If Vaughan kept to his old routine, he should still be up.


He got through to Vaughan. The telepath looked tired beyond words, haggard and desperate--the type of character you would not wish to establish eye contact with in a crowd.


He told Vaughan about Weiss, then signed off, quit his office, and took the flier home. First, he would grab a few hours' sleep, then enjoy a leisurely breakfast. Sumita was due back from the university at noon today, and he'd promised to take her out that afternoon.


As he piloted the flier towards the blood-red dawn, he considered his wife and tried to push images of the dead man to the back of his mind.






End of sample
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