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    Chapter 1


    Summer in the City


    


    Hot night glowed red on a skyline of tenement blocks, jagged like black broken teeth. A thin, distant wail of police sirens pierced the thud-thud-thud of jungle drums and pulsing bass, the call-to-war song of ghetto funk and soul. Fires burned on street corners and across great scars of waste ground. The flames made pools of light in a vast maze of darkness where fleeting figures darted, seeking the shadows. There was a hint of tear gas in the air. Smoke seeped up from heaps of rubble, a simmering volcano that was set to explode.


    


    The long limo took forever to glide to a halt, the bright lights sheening on its polished flanks, its tinted windows as black as jet. It had twin escorts, like fast tanks, armored with chrome.


    The convoy’s arrival triggered a reflex of chattering shutters and a constellation of flashbulbs. There were always cameras, waiting at the Glitter Dome, and a crowd, jostling behind a cordon of red velvet ropes, craning for a glimpse of a famous face. The Glitter Dome —


    “where the Scene comes to be seen” — its façade a monumental jukebox of blazing neon, a polished marble forecourt transformed into a lake of rainbows.


    “Hey!”


    “Here he comes!”


    Towering doors of glass and steel swung outwards effortlessly. The crowd let out a great collective sound of anticipation. The shutters clattered and flashbulbs detonated like a bombardment of star shells.


    “It’s him!”


    Two tall, broad-shouldered dark men strode into view, out onto a ribbon of red carpet, stretching from the doors to the waiting limo. Their hair was cropped close to the skull, eyes masked by identical, impenetrable shades. They wore the same black suits, with the same leopard-skin lapels.


    The crowd murmured, impressed. Then a collective shout rose up, amidst another volley of flashbulbs.


    He was a coal-black, blue-black African, a handsome man mountain in gorgeous, flowing robes and pagan gold. Tribal scars etched on his cheeks made him all the more imposing. He stepped out with a slow and stately measure, as his advance guard accelerated till they reached the doors of the limo.


    Tall men in shades and leopard-trimmed suits flanked the African as he made his regal progress along the red carpet. Clenched black fists rose above the bobbing heads of the crowd and the war cries rang out. Watching from the fringes, white faces in blue uniforms looked nervous. The African looked neither right nor left, and merely raised a golden baton, like a twig in his massive fist, in acknowledgment of the excitement he was generating.


    


    There was someone with him, in the procession. Whose presence prompted another surge of sound from the crowd.


    At the African’s side, a precise half-pace behind, there was a woman. A beautiful blonde woman, in a revealing white silk halter top and billowing flares worn perilously low on her hips. A large, white leather shoulder bag with decorative tassels was draped casually over her shoulder.


    She shone in the glare of the flashbulbs. She was young, in her early twenties. Her fair hair hung down to the small of her back, framing green eyes over high cheekbones, eyes like a cat’s, slanted just a little, just enough to make her fascinating. Her nose was slightly tilted, just enough to be bewitching, and her lips were ripe and pouting, just a little, just enough to make her ravishing.


    She was tall, not too tall, but tall enough to make her formidable. Her shoulders were strong and supple and her breasts filled the daring halter-top to perfection. Lightly tanned and golden, her bare midriff was superbly trim and toned. Her fine hips swung with a kind of lazy insolence as she moved past the gaping crowd with a lithe, athletic swagger.


    “Jeeee-sus!”


    The white cops groaned out loud as the woman paused, striking a pose with one hand on her naked hip, not condescending to look at anyone in particular, but seeing everything that was going on, aware that now everyone was looking at her.


    Synchronized, dark-suited bodyguards opened the doors of the stretch limo. The great African made one last flourish with his baton to the crowd, as the chanting began and the clenched fists rose again. With a courtly gesture, he ushered the blonde woman into the car. Stooping, she vanished behind the black glass. As the remainder of his entourage formed a watchful semi-circle around him, the African followed her.


    With military precision, the bodyguards split into two groups, moving swiftly to the hulking escort cars, stationed front and back. Doors slammed, engines revved. The white cops stepped forward to wave them away but the convoy was off before they had a chance, and left them stumbling in its exhaust, to a flurry of clenched fists and cheers, in one last fanfare of flashbulbs.


    


    The road wound on and on, through the plush wooded hills. Below, the city sprawled to the glowing horizon as a grid of lights and twinkling towers, stained by blotches of pulsing deep red where the ghetto burned.


    The progress of the limo and its escorts was marked on the dark road by the long splashes of their headlights. The road, a snake of deep blue shadow twisting between the dark slopes, was deserted. Occasionally, they passed tall gates fortified with spikes and razor wire, caught the glimpse of a sprawling mansion stark amongst the trees, bathed in bright security lighting.


    Ahead, rear brake lights showed red as the lead car slowed in anticipation of a tight bend.


    In the limo, the African glanced at a heavy gold Rolex, its dial surrounded by diamonds. Across from him, the blonde woman appeared to be dozing. Behind his shades, a bodyguard watched the regular rise and fall of her half-exposed breasts.


    A second bodyguard was riding beside the driver. He pressed the button to lower the glass partition.


    “We’ll be there soon, Sir,” he said back over his shoulder.


    “Just a — ”


    A spear of orange fire hurtled down from the dark, thickly wooded slopes above. Descending in a shallow arc, it struck the lead car amidships. First there was a dull thud. Suddenly weightless, the vehicle appeared to levitate, all four wheels leaving the ground. Then there was a shattering roar, an enveloping ball of flame, which rose up like a writhing bubble, shrinking as it vanished upwards. A mangled, smoking ruin, the car came crashing down.


    The woman’s eyes flashed open. A small hole appeared in the limo’s windshield, fine cracks radiating from it like the spokes of a spider’s web. The driver grunted, sagging forward onto the steering wheel. The limo slewed sideways and slid to a ponderous halt.


    An identical hole materialized in the windscreen of the following car. The door opened and the driver fell out sideways onto the road. The bodyguards came leaping and tumbling out, gleaming automatics in their hands, moving protectively towards the trapped limo. The muzzles of their guns probed the dark slopes. Muzzle flashes twinkled in the surrounding darkness. There was a prolonged rattle of machine-gun fire. Sparks and spurts of dust danced around the bodyguards’ feet. Their guns clattered on the tarmac. One by one, they crumpled and fell beside them.


    


    Silence. Somewhere, a night bird clucked nervously. Crackling tongues of flame licked at the charred wreckage. The bodies lay twitching in a spreading lake of blood.


    


    Men walked out of the darkness, wading into the deep blue pools of shadow on the road. They wore olive drab and mottled camouflage, chests criss-crossed with ammunition belts, their identity concealed by black hoods. One carried an elegant sniper’s rifle, fitted with a long scope. Another balanced a short, portable rocket-launcher on his shoulder. The rest cradled business-like AK-47’s.


    One had the bearing of a leader. He stepped forward, approaching the stationary, silent limousine.


    “Mr President…?”


    There was no reply. The leader lifted the muzzle of his AK-47 and fired a single shot into the night sky.


    “Out of the car!”


    The car door opened slowly.


    “Hands in the air!”


    The two surviving bodyguards edged out awkwardly, their hands up above their heads. A short burst cut them down.


    “Sir…?”


    A pause. Then the resplendent African rose slowly into view. He gazed at his assailants impassively.


    Two hooded men stepped forward to drag the dead driver from the limo.


    “Mr President, you will be continuing your journey with us. You will — ”


    For the first time, they noticed the blonde woman, sitting motionless in her seat.


    The hooded men gasped, their eyes, through the slits in their hoods, roving all over her.


    “You!” said the leader.


    “Come out, now!”


    Her face expressionless, the woman slid out of her seat and exited the limo lithely. Her flesh was pale and glowing in the moonlight. The hooded men sucked in their breath with an audible hiss.


    “What a waste,” the leader murmured, lowering the muzzle of his AK-47 till it centered on the woman’s chest.


    The blonde’s right hand was deep in her fancy shoulder bag. Suddenly, the bottom of the bag charred, flamed briefly and burst. There was a short and muffled ripple of machine-gun fire, a spitting muzzle flash.


    The leader dropped on the spot with a surprised look in his eyes. The men behind her let the dead driver fall and struggled to un-sling their AK-47’s. The woman spun around and dropped smoothly into a crouch, firing again. One man flung up his arms with a yell and fell backwards. The other fired his AK-47 over her head and there was a yelp behind the woman, from the man with the rocket launcher. The woman fired another short burst.


    A sophisticated sniper’s rifle is a clumsy weapon at close quarters. The woman shot the sniper as haste made him fumble with the bolt. He was dead before he hit the ground.


    The last man threw away the rocket launcher and clutched at his leg, cursing loudly. With his free hand, he clawed a big pistol from a holster at his belt. Hobbling towards the woman, he opened fire. Unflinching, the woman flicked away the charred remains of the shoulder bag. A compact 7.65 Skorpion machine-pistol was revealed, clutched in her hand, a wisp of smoke curling from the muzzle. She fired. The hooded man stopped shouting and fell flat on his face.


    The pale and ghostly image of the yacht billowed gently, reflected in the calm, dark waters of the Bay. Its lights glowed like amber, against the black velvet of a summer night.


    Soft candlelight gleamed on exotic wood, crystal twinkled. Slow music played seductively. Sheathed in a silken kimono, the blonde woman reclined on a colorful confection of deep cushions. She was in a waking dream. On the mirror top of a small side-table there were some scraps of foil, and fine lines of white powder. In her dream, the woman made a soft sound and stirred, arching her back lazily. A deep rumbling seemed to fill the large, luxurious cabin.


    The mighty African stood and looked down at her, chuckling. His bass resonance made the crystal chandelier tinkle.


    “Do you like my candy…?”


    The woman said “mmmm…mm…” and squirmed deeper into the cushions. Her hair fell across her face in a fine veil of gold.


    “I have a present for you.”


    His sumptuous robes flowing, the African crossed the expanses of the cabin, ankle deep in the plush white carpet. He opened a drawer, then took something out and brought it back to her, draped in his hands.


    The woman laughed, a mellow sound, like honey. She rose in one long, fluid motion and as she soared, the silken robe slithered from her shoulders and puddled at her feet.


    “Aaahhh…!”


    The African groaned, deep in his chest, ecstatic.


    Her nakedness was spectacular. In the candlelight, she had a golden aura. Reverently, the African decorated her with a leopard skin sash, hung with tassels of gold and adorned by a great star of flashing sapphires and diamonds.


    “My country thanks you…”


    The night was alive with the sparkle of champagne and gemstones, and the glow of a woman’s skin.


    


    The fizz was Coca-Cola and the only perfume was the spicy tang of a red hot chilli dog.


    “Boy, I needed this!”


    The cops took a break. They stood on either side of the parked black-and-white, stretching their legs, easing the kinks out of their spines. One sucked on a cigarette while his partner took a chunk out of the oozing chilli dog.


    The patrol car was drawn up to the chipped kerb, by the empty yard of a derelict warehouse, ringed by a teetering wire fence that was hanging loose in places.


    “Another busy night,” the smoking cop looked up at the red sky.


    His partner nodded, mouth full, wiping his chin with the back of his hand.


    “Yep,” the smoking cop continued.


    “That radio will be — ”


    Suddenly, a spray of something hot and sticky splattered his face. He wiped his hand across it and stared at the thick red smear on his palm. He thought his partner had flicked chilli sauce at him.


    “Hey!” he complained.


    “Grow up, will ya…!”


    His voice trailed away. He couldn’t see him.


    Yanking his pistol from its holster, the cop threw away the cigarette. It skidded across the broken slabs of the sidewalk, making sparks.


    He ran around to the other side of the patrol car. His partner was lying on his back with his legs splayed out crookedly. One hand was on his chest, still clutching the chilli dog. His eyes were wide and staring.


    There was a small dark hole in his left temple. The right side of his face was gaping and raw. A black puddle was spreading across the asphalt.


    “Jesus!”


    The cop twisted about, his gun jabbing in all directions.


    There was a sharp Whack! Whack! Whack! and dust and bits flew off his dark blue shirt, in a neat pattern between his shoulder blades. With a grunt, the cop fell on his face and lay spread-eagled. The pistol rattled on the ground.


    


    “G RLS — GIR S — GIRLS!!! ! SEE T EM DANCE !!”


    The broken neon flashed intermittently, in red, white and blue.


    “RUDY’S AR”


    On the wrong side of town, the night throbbed with a dull red glow. A smell of burning drifted from the empty lots. Waste paper skittered fitfully in the gutters. The wail of the sirens ebbed and flowed. Hunched figures moved urgently, like ants, on a mission. They met briefly to rub antennae in the shadow of a boarded-up doorway, hand over cash and grab a little packet of fleeting happiness, then darted off in opposite directions.


    Rudy’s Bar was a long low single-story grubby white shack that stood on a bleak street corner. A slash of waste ground piled high with building rubble divided it from rows of derelict tenements with barred doorways and glassless windows like empty eye sockets. Metal grilles protected its windows, where the light pulsated in time with the muffled thump of music.


    A shadowy figure opened the door a sliver, making a thin slice of light spear the dirty, dark sidewalk, just wide enough to slip inside, in a brief gust of sound.


    “Heeeyyy, my man, what’s happenin’?”


    The bar-room was a warm blast of voices and the jungle beat. With a sepia glow, a pall of tobacco smoke and the sweeter stuff made the hanging brass lamplight fuzzy. The long bar with its twinkling Christmas trees of bottles and glasses and illuminated beer signs had a chrome top covered in swirls and scratches that looked like bundles of copper wire in the lamplight. Serious drinkers rubbed hunched shoulders, side by side on scuffed plum-colored leather swivel stools, not talking much, just drinking. Across from the bar, divided by a narrow alley of floor that was a tiled checkerboard of yellow and brown, the social drinkers reclined in the curve of padded booths in the same plum hide tacked down with brass studs. The varnished, tarnished wooden walls were hung with mottled pictures of half-remembered ball players and boxers. At the far end of the bar there was a floor space, with some small round tables crammed together and plain wooden chairs wedged around the tables. The tables were crowded with men, some playing cards, some doing deals. Some watched a scantily clad Hispanic girl as she gyrated on a small platform beneath a display of alternating colored lights that pulsed in time to the bumping and grinding beat.


    “Yo! What’s goin’ down, brother?”


    Rudy was a squat butterball, his beer belly straining a red T-shirt emblazoned with a huge gold star. In the lamplight, his broad, flat face looked like smooth brown leather topped by a ragged mop that stood bolt upright, in permanent shock.


    “Solid, man, everythin’s cool.”


    The new arrival was a lean mean dark man, a man in black. His jaunty jockey’s cap was shiny black leather. His jacket was rugged black leather and he wore it over a high collared black silk shirt with pearl buttons up to his chin, tucked into soft black leather trousers as supple as a second skin. His shoes were black snakeskin, with pointed silver toecaps.


    “Yo foun’ dat quail…?” Crooked yellow teeth slurred Rudy’s ponderous diction.


    The lean man slipped off shades with narrow octagonal lenses. His eyes glittered viciously, like hard black pebbles. His face was narrow, the dark skin stretched taut over sharp bones.


    He reached into his jacket pocket and produced an old-style cut-throat razor, its ivory handle inlaid with silver wire.


    “I done that bitch, fo’ sure,” he said.


    With a practised flick of his wrist, he made the blade flash like brass in the lamplight.


    “I carved her good. No bitch o’ mine gonna think t’go running to the Heat no mo’…”


    


    The cop in the driver’s seat looked at his watch for the hundredth time.


    “Will you cut that out!” his partner complained.


    “Our shift don’t end for another hour!”


    The patrol car rolled up in front of a small corner supermarket, with a sign that said “Open All Night.”


    “Aw, now what?”


    “I need some smokes. I’ll just be a minute.”


    “Jeez!”


    He came running out again when he heard the blare of the horn, long and unbroken.


    “What the — !”


    The driver was slumped forward, his head come to rest on the hub of the steering wheel. His partner grabbed his shoulder and hauled him upright. The horn went silent.


    “Oh fuck!”


    There was a small hole just above his ear, the hair matted and dark. His partner jumped back from the car, pulling his gun.


    Whack! Whack! Whack!


    


    The music faded. The Hispanic girl waved to acknowledge a raucous ovation and left the stage.


    New music blared from the PA system, a raunchy groove. The hubbub choked suddenly, and then swelled up again, in a concerted exhalation of astonishment and delight.


    “Ow! Mama!”


    Curtains at the back parted and the new dancer took to the small stage with a long and gliding swagger.


    “Ooooo! Ooooo! Ooooo!”


    She was tall and and obviously athletic, her eyes masked by mirror shades, her pouting lips scarlet. She wore a snow white Stetson hat from which a mane of auburn curls flowed down to her strong, bare shoulders.


    Her costume was a star-spangled blue brassiere with a short white fringe; a red G-string and white boots. Girdling her naked hips, was a narrow silver gun belt, with twin holsters from which protruded toy gun butts in dark plastic, embossed with long-horned steer’s heads.


    The music was a dirty low-down, rhythm ‘n blooze bump and grind. Spreading her long sleek thighs the girl flexed her body slowly, making her hips swing and rotate.


    “Oh, baby!”


    In the tobacco glow of the lamplight, her bare skin shone like pale gold, the red curls like burnished copper. Barely contained, the quivering mounds of her breasts glistened. Her toned belly and smooth strong thighs gleamed, as she lithed and writhed and undulated.


    “Oh yeah!”


    “Go baby go!”


    Even some of the serious drinkers made the effort to swivel frontward on their stools. In the booths, the social drinkers twisted and craned and stood up for a better view. At the tables up front no one was playing cards anymore. Everyone was staring bolt upright at the stage.


    “C’mon, red! Oooooh, mama! Gimme! Gimme!”


    The man in black was at the front now, standing amongst the tables.


    “Gimme, baby! Gimme! Show me yo’ stuff!”


    The sheen of her pale flesh lit up the room, her whole body working. She plucked the left-hand gun from its silver holster.


    “Yeah!”


    They could see it was a small, tin-plated cap pistol, with the little red tongue of the caps protruding from the top.


    “Aw, watch out! She’s dangerous!”


    “A bad momma!”


    She raised the little gun above her head and popped a cap at the ceiling. Hip-swaying, she pointed the muzzle here and there, all around the room.


    Pop-pop-pop…


    “Mercy!”


    She holstered the cap pistol and took its right-hand partner from its silver sheath.


    “Aw no!”


    “She got’s more!”


    “Ooooo, mercy, mama!”


    Fixated by her shimmying breasts, her undulating belly and flexing thighs, they didn’t notice that this gun, with its silly plastic handle, was different, blue-black.


    Her lips parted slowly. Her tongue tip teased her perfect white teeth. The man in black could see his reflection twinned in the lenses of her mirror shades, as she looked straight at him, where he stood between the tables.


    “Oh yeah, baby. I’m yo’ man!”


    She lifted the gun high in the air, held that pose for a moment and then brought it down slow. All he could see was the straining, glistening tops of her breasts and the sheen of sweat on her thighs.


    “Yo Baby! Yo’ mine!” Her smile was dazzling.


    Bang!


    A black dot appeared on the man’s forehead, right between the eyes. The leather jockey cap took flight as the back of his skull erupted in a pale pink halo. For a second the man in black stood there, still posing, thumbs hooked into his expensive belt. Then his knees turned to water and he buckled, crashing down across a table before rolling onto the tiled checkerboard floor.


    The card players sat there stunned, splattered in blood and brains. Everyone stared at the corpse, twitching in a spreading puddle of blood.


    When they thought to look back at the stage, it was empty, nothing but the blank curtains at the back, swaying slightly.


    


    The unmarked car cruised the dark streets, patrolling the grid map of its territory, looking for trouble.


    “No way,” said the thin detective.


    “No way are the Forty-Niners gonna take the Packers. Not in Green Bay.”


    The fat detective kept one hand on the wheel, digging into a jumbo bag of potato chips wedged onto the dash.


    “You just wait and see,” he mumbled through a mouthful of crumbs.


    “The Niners are goin’ all the way to the Superbowl this year.”


    His partner snorted.


    “Fifty says they ain’t.”


    “Fifty? Make it a hundred and you’re on.”


    “A hundred it is then.”


    “I’ll look forward to spendin’ it.”


    “In your dreams, buddy. The Niners ain’t — ”


    A line of neat holes was drilled across the windscreen, a web of thin cracks radiating from them.


    Whack! Whack! Whack! Whack! Whack!


    The detectives were slammed back in their seats. The potato chips fell on the floor.


    The car made a slow turn and mounted the sidewalk with a jolt. It buried its nose in a boarded-up storefront and came to a halt, the engine grinding, grey smoke billowing from the exhaust.


    Potato chips floated in a lake of blood.


    The toilet window swung open onto a dark and narrow alley. The window was small but the dancer slithered out comfortably, without effort. A light rain was falling. Pausing, she savored it on her hot and crawling skin. With a “huff,” she expelled the fug of the bar, emptying her lungs. She sucked in a long, deep breath, her breasts rising, filling herself with fresh air. But the air in the alley wasn’t very fresh and had a tang of trash and stale urine, and she laughed, grimacing. She heard urgent voices. A head jutted from the toilet window. Snatching the black pistol from its holster, she took aim coolly and parted the head’s afro. There was a yell of alarm and the head vanished.


    At a trot, the dancer moved down the alley, her feet scuffling scraps of paper and grazing empty bottles and tin cans.


    “Err…uumm…phhh!…wha…whazzat…?”


    A shapeless bundle of rags lay sprawled on a heap of rotting cardboard. It was roused from an alcoholic fog.


    “W-who…wha…whaddaya wan…?”


    The bum’s blurred vision cleared somewhat. He struggled to sit up straight, gawping at the near naked vision standing over him. The dancer looked down at him. Holstering the gun, she reached behind her and unhooked the starry brassiere.


    The derelict’s eyes crossed and then uncrossed slowly as he strained to focus on the impossible feast displayed for him. His mouth opened and shut but all that came out were tiny strangled noises.


    Leaning down till the spectacular tips of her breasts were inches from his bulging eyeballs, the dancer draped the bra across the greasy top of his head, so he wore the warm cups like earmuffs.


    “No one will ever believe you.”


    There were muffled voices far behind her. She turned on her heel and moved on to the end of the alley. Beyond lay a broad scar of bulldozed, flat waste ground, and beyond that empty streets with no streetlights, the jagged gap-toothed skyline and the pulsing red glow in the night sky.


    She came to a tall fragment of wall with holes where windows had been. In its shadow there was what appeared to be a mound of garbage. The dancer bent to tug with both hands, the muscles cording down her strong bare back. The garbage was clever camouflage netting and slid away like a blanket.


    The dancer stood back, smiling.


    “Hello, sweetheart.”


    In the night, it was a pale phantom. A yellow T-top Corvette ZL-1, its shark-like snout traversed by a broad black stripe that tapered dramatically as it raced rearward. In their chrome sheathing, the gleaming side exhausts proclaimed extravagant power.


    “Did you miss me?”


    The roof panels had been removed and she reached into its dark interior. On the passenger seat there was a fat brown paper parcel. It disgorged a pale blue sweatshirt and grey tracksuit bottoms, a pair of pink tennis shoes.


    “Oh.”


    Reaching up, she took off the white Stetson. She fiddled for a second, and then tugged. The red tresses detached.


    “Ow.”


    She paused to look around. The wasteland was deserted. Nothing moved on the dead streets.


    The blue-black gun was wrapped in the wig which was stuffed into the hat and the hat was dropped on the ground.


    “Oops!”


    She plucked off the red G-string, wrapped it around the mirror shades and shoved them into the hat with the wig and the gun. Bending, she unzipped the boots and tugged them off, laying them on top of the hat.


    She froze. Three men were sprinting down the street that bordered the far side of the waste ground. Guns glittered in their hands. They skidded to a stop and turned this way and that, looking all around. They were cursing, gesticulating. She stood stark naked by the Corvette, submerged in the deep pool of shadow. Her blood was racing. Excitement was a hot and cold electricity that tingled up and down her spine.


    A big black sedan with blank windows came barrelling round the bend and accelerated towards the three men. Brakes squealed. Doors slammed. The engine revved and tires smoked. The car was gone. The street was empty again.


    Delving into the Corvette, she came out with a tin of lighter fluid.


    The wig flared up into a fireball, consuming the G-string and corroding the shades. The hat and boots charred slowly. She kept adding squirts of fuel until all was ashes. The plastic gun butt had melted and the gun was now an untraceable ruin.


    She touched the ashes with her bare big toe.


    “Goodbye, ‘Candy’. It was fun.”


    Reaching up again, she felt for the last few pins. Long blonde hair like golden silk descended to her naked shoulders. She shook her head and ran her fingers through it.


    Suddenly, she was very cold, fingers of ice playing over her bare skin. She looked at her hands. They were shaking.


    She laughed.


    In an instant, she was dressed, and was cinching the drawstring of the tracksuit bottoms. She didn’t bother to bury the wrecked pistol. Like all the rest, this patch of waste ground was littered with discarded guns and knives, and body parts. The all-black cockpit of the Corvette fitted her like a glove. She inhaled deeply, revelling in leather and all those car smells. She wanted to hear the engine’s roar, but she just started up and let it rumble away gently.


    


    When she was far away, she took it onto the freeway and drove for miles to nowhere in particular, out to where there was nothing but a vast empty darkness in all directions. She made motor music, up and down through the scales, with the wind in her hair. And then suddenly, in the middle of nowhere, she turned round and rode home with Sly and the Family Stone.


    


    The phones rang at exactly the same time in every newspaper office and TV station. The message was the same:


    “Six pigs died tonight. More will follow. The Power will be destroyed. The black man is a slave no more!”


    


    The beach house was a bright white one-story affair with a sloping roof that shaped it like a blunt wedge. It stood on stilts, all the way back from where the rhythmic tides lapped at the sandy shore, up against a rust-colored cliff topped by a thatch of tall grasses.


    A balcony with a wooden rail ran all along the front of the beach house. The blonde woman was standing there, gazing out at the sea.


    She wore an Indian headband embroidered with multi-colored beads; a tan leather halter top decorated with whorls of tiny silver studs; and faded blue jeans secured low and snug on her hips by a silver and turquoise belt buckle, tucked into suede boots.


    There was a white plastic table and chair on the balcony. On the table was an oblong tobacco tin. The woman looked at her watch, a chunky, steel military piece on an olive drab GI strap, with a black dial and luminous markers. She smiled. She sat down and opened the tin. Everything she needed was there.


    With practiced dexterity, she manufactured a joint, just a small one, a mild one, a morning joint. The sun was climbing into a flawless sky and the sea and the sand were like pale pink gold, the red cliffs glowing. It was going to be a beautiful day.


    Inside, the beach house was simple and sparse, woven mats on the bare wooden floor, a few large cushions thrown down casually here and there. Beaded curtains masked a small, functional galley and a bedroom bare except for a tall wardrobe and a Japanese-style bed on the floor. Posters on the walls advertised bygone jazz festivals. A portable TV stood on a stool in the corner, covered in dust. The telephone was on the floor, with the receiver off the hook.


    A tangle of cables was connected to a hi-fi deck and its twin speakers, spread wide apart in opposite corners of the main room. Mellow funk oozed from them, the horns like spooned honey. With the joint in her hand, the blonde woman came dancing in from the balcony, making her hips swing slowly from side to side. She hip swayed and bellied around the room, laughing as she surfed on the mats, sliding on the polished floor.


    She looked at her watch again.


    “Fuck!”


    With a flick of her finger, she propelled the stub of the joint in an arc, through the wide open sliding doors, out over the balcony and onto the sand.


    “Sorry guys…”


    Stooping, she killed the music. She drained the lukewarm dregs from a chipped enamel coffee mug, making a face and wiping her mouth with the back of her hand.


    “Ugh!”


    Snatching a baggy canvas satchel from on top a heap of cushions, she slung it across her shoulder and vanished through the beaded curtain that led to the bedroom.


    She crossed to the tall wardrobe, plain and functional. She opened the doors. She stepped inside.


    The room behind the wardrobe was a polished steel strongbox. Neon strip lights lit automatically as she entered, her movements making crazy, jangling reflections.


    “Hmmm…”


    Racked securely on the wall there was a lightweight .25 Colt automatic carbine, fitted with a sniper scope; the stumpy black Skorpion; a Remington pump shotgun with folding skeleton butt; and a government-issue M-16.


    She walked past these and the steel shelves packed with cartons of ammunition, the stack of wooden boxes stencilled with military specs and codes that denoted smoke and gas and fragmentation grenades. She ignored the compact, portable rocket launcher and its attendant missiles.


    She reached a steel cabinet mounted on the far wall and opened it, twiddling the combination lock briskly.


    No, not the Smith & Wesson .357 Magnum; nor the .45 Colt automatic; or the 9mm Beretta. Today, she felt like the chromed Walther PPK, with its pearl grips. She plucked the cartridges from their little box and thumbed them one by one under the lip of the magazine. She slapped the magazine into the butt with the flat of her hand.


    She looked at her watch again.


    “Damn!”


    A flight of wooden steps led down sideways from the balcony to the golden sand of the beach. She came flying down two at a time.


    The way to the garage was under the house, mounted on its lofty stilts. Long grey steel doors were set into the wall of the cliff. A concrete driveway turned sideways sharply and vanished in a twist. Hidden from view behind rising mounds and tussocks, it climbed in a spiral, up a notch in the rock face, to the highway that ran along the cliff top.


    The woman pressed a button on a little black plastic gizmo in her hand and the doors whispered open, rising smoothly. Passing through, she broke the beam of a magic eye and the lights came on.


    So many choices, so little time. The yellow Corvette was sleek and seductive.


    “You’ve had your turn, baby.”


    The Chevy Chevelle SS 454 was midnight blue with white racing stripes streaking along the hood and basic black inside with few frills and trimmings. A brute with its massive prow like a battering ram, it was just the thing when you were in a hurry. If you saw that filling your rear view mirror, you got out of the way quick.


    She never let anything get in her way.

  


  
    Chapter 2


    Family


    


    The mansion at the end of the long leafy driveway was mock-Southern Plantation, with white columns and climbing ivy. Every blade of grass and bush and tree on its sun-dappled lawns was planned meticulously. It had decoratively wrought porch swings and hanging baskets of flowers and a stately silver-grey Bentley parked outside.


    “Be it ever so humble…” she grinned, turning up the volume so the sultry beat boomed out of the rolled-down windows, as the bullish Chevelle shouldered its way down the drive, shredding the tips of the lush rhododendron bushes. The dark blue brute came barrelling onto a broad gravel forecourt, much too fast, leaning over, wallowing on its suspension. It skidded perilously before sliding to a sudden halt, stopping with a jolt and scattering pebbles that pinged on the grey flank of the Bentley.


    She let the music pound for a few more bars, then flicked it off, flung open the car door and swung gracefully out of the driver’s seat. A pale, disapproving face was watching from a downstairs window. Laughing, she waved jauntily. The face frowned and disappeared.


    Her long blonde hair swinging, she bounded up the porch steps. The polished doors opened as she reached for the ornate brass bell pull. An ancient oriental bowed low before her. With skin like parchment, thin as a rake and with a few wisps of grey hair combed across his skull, he was a bygone figure, in a baggy frock coat, striped pants and white gloves.


    “Hi, Hiroshi!” she breezed by, slapping him on the shoulder and nearly knocking him over.


    “Haven’t they driven you mad yet? I don’t know how you put up with them.”


    Winded, the old man leant on the doorframe.


    “Hey? Where is everybody? Where are you hiding?”


    She sailed through the vast entrance hall with its cascading chandeliers and broad, soaring staircase. Entering the main drawing room, she stood with her hands on her hips, drinking it all in. Like the rest of the house, it was all in the best possible taste, wealthy conservative, good solid Republican taste. Crowding the marble mantle over the impressive fireplace, there were the same old pictures: Dad shaking hands with the Vice-President; Dad with a fraternal arm around the shoulder of Senator so-and-so; Mom and Dad with the grateful President and his First Lady, at yet another campaign fundraiser.


    There wasn’t a single picture of her.


    Smiling, she shook her head.


    “You’ve never liked this place, have you, Catherine?”


    Catherine. He always called her Catherine. It sounded so unfamiliar. She took a deep breath, and then turned around slowly.


    “Hi, Dad.”


    He was a tall, handsome man in his early fifties, wearing an immaculate blue blazer, crisp cream flannels and heraldic club tie. His tan was expensive and his perfectly groomed iron grey hair was all his own. He had the hard, chiselled, patrician look of a man who knew what he wanted and how to get it, the look of a successful man, a man who subjected himself to a rigorous physical regime, who had never had a day’s illness in his life.


    They stood looking at each other. Their eyes locked, until with a tiny twitch of anger at the corner of his mouth, he looked away.


    He glanced at the window.


    “Another new car?” His voice was pure Harvard Law School.


    “Yes, another new car.” Her voice was the sun and the sand and the surf.


    “It’s an obscenity. That kind of thing is driven by oafish louts, by Negro drug pushers and pimps…”


    She smiled.


    “Well, I like it. It’s fun.”


    Her father sneered.


    “Yes, you appear to be getting a great deal of pleasure out of spending your Uncle John’s money.”


    She shrugged.


    “Well, Dad, that was the idea. That’s what he wants me to do.”


    “He must be mad. I can’t believe he’s my brother! He must have gone out of his mind. He had it all, prestige, a career, a position…to throw it all away like that…!”


    She turned away and moved to the window. The light was soft on her face.


    “He’s happy.”


    She turned back suddenly.


    “Are you happy, Dad?”


    He stared at her.


    “What would you know about happiness? You who’ve never done anything with your life!”


    She made a face, looking down at her feet.


    “Yes! You who wasted all the benefits and privileges that you were born with, all the gifts that were given to you!”


    Her father looked her up and down, at the beaded headband, the skimpy leather halter-top and the low-slung jeans.


    “And look at you! You dress like some sort of beatnik, like a street corner prostitute!”


    She raised her head and gazed at him sadly.


    “Is Mom here?”


    The anger faded from his face and was replaced by a kind of blankness.


    “She couldn’t wait for you any longer. She had an important meeting to go to.”


    Cat nodded.


    “I see.”


    Suddenly, he looked defensive and embarrassed.


    “Your mother doesn’t tell me her plans…I’m not responsible for — !”


    His daughter smiled.


    “Don’t worry, Dad. I didn’t expect her to be here.”


    She looked back at the window, moved her feet, making the strap of her bag more comfortable on her shoulder.


    “Anyway, I only came to let you know that I’m going to be away and you may not hear from me for a while, so not to worry.”


    Her father made an exasperated sound.


    “What is it you do exactly?” he demanded.


    “Where do you go? You never tell us anything!”


    She laughed, rolling her beautiful eyes.


    “Oh, this and that. Here and there. You know…”


    She sprang forward, light on her toes, to plant a quick peck on his cheek.


    “Bye, Dad. Be seein’ ya.”


    She was gone. He heard the rumble of the engine, the crunch of tires on the gravel. He stood by the fireplace, next to his pictures, a blankness in his eyes.


    


    Brown fingers blurred. Long gold-glitter fingernails clicked rapidly on the keys.


    Glowing green characters marched out onto the blank screen, forming ranks and filling it with words:


    


    PERSONNEL FILE


    (Classified Level 1)


    


    “Field” name — Cat


    Real name — classified


    Age — 23


    Nationality — American


    Base of operations — Bay City HQ


    Place of residence — classified


    


    Cat took the road that ran by the beach, where she could taste the salty tang in the wind that washed her face, rushing through the rolled-down window, and watch the brassy ball of the late afternoon sun race parallel to her and the inviting, glittering froth of the surf roll onto the glowing sand.


    The road was the long way to anywhere and in a world where everyone was in a hurry, it was almost deserted, in the middle of a working day. She passed some kids hanging out their arms and laughing, in a psychedelic Beetle with surfboards strapped to the roof. They waved and she grinned and waved back, envying them.


    She shifted gear and the blue Chevelle’s engine changed key, climbing a notch in intensity. The sun slipped behind her shoulder.


    


    Special skills — all-collegiate heptathlon champion in her freshman year: can swim, ski, ride, fence and shoot; proficient in several of the martial arts


    Weapons — authorized: Colt .25 automatic carbine; Smith & Wesson .357 Magnum unauthorized: no information available


    


    A colored speck in her rear-view mirror began to grow. She watched it close the gap and expand until it identified itself as a candy-apple red open-top Porsche.


    “Hmph!”


    The Porsche pulled out and slid alongside her, matching her speed. The driver sat with one hand resting casually on the wheel, a slim man with long sandy hair and a cowboy moustache, wearing blue-tinted shades and a gaudy Hawaiian shirt over denims cut off at the knee. He had Rock Promoter written all over him.


    “Hey, baby…” He called out to her.


    She ignored him.


    “You in a band, baby? You oughta be in a band. You got it, baby.”


    She tilted her nose skywards and made the Chevelle draw ahead. Instantly, the Porsche was alongside. Some lost salesman in an anonymous sedan, coming in the opposite direction, had to swerve to give them room and honked his horn in alarm, its diminishing whine disappearing behind them.


    “You wanta be in a band, baby?”


    The Promoter reached into his glove compartment and produced a little plastic bag sealed with a rubber band, full of white powder. Holding it up between his fingertips, he waved it at her.


    “You wanta meet the band, baby? Any band…I know ‘em all.”


    Amusing herself, Cat nudged the Chevelle forward and sure enough, the red Porsche was beside her. The Promoter was still flourishing the little bag. Cat gave it a quick glance, which made the man laugh knowingly.


    “Ya want some, sweetheart?”


    


    With a flick of the wrist, he tossed the bag through the open window of the Chevelle. It landed in her lap.


    “Yeah! Let’s party, baby. Plenty more where that came from!” Imperceptibly, she made the blue monster go faster. The needle was climbing towards 100. There was a slight hesitation from the Porsche, but then it was right there again.


    


    Education: all the best schools — classified. Was inevitably expelled from most of them; dropped out of college in search of excitement and adventure


    


    Rock steady, Cat twisted to lean her head towards the open window. She kept it like that, looking at him. When the Promoter turned his shoulders to look right back at her, the Porsche wavered and he had to put both hands on the wheel.


    “Whoo! Your place or mine, baby?”


    Smiling, keeping the Chevelle as straight as an arrow, she looked the Porsche over from stem to stern.


    


    Same old story, too much car and not enough man.


    


    Slowly, elegantly, she gave him the finger.


    “Drive American, numbnuts!”


    Her head snapped back inside. The Chevelle gave a little nudge sideways and then roared, leaping forward.


    


    Homes — a fashionable penthouse apartment — classified, but tends to live at the beach — classified


    Transport — classified. Made an impressive debut and considerable impact on the local racing circuits at the age of 18 but was banned after only five races for over-aggressive driving


    


    “What the f — !”


    The Porsche swerved, dipped down the shallow grassy embankment at the side of the road and careered, its back end bouncing, onto the beach, its engine grinding shrilly, crunching to a sudden halt, its spinning, sinking wheels raising a yellow cloud of sand.


    


    Status — agent in final phase of probation. Has performed all of her assignments with conspicuous success. Agent is cool and resourceful. However, her flair for improvisation has a tendency to spill over into reckless self-indulgence


    


    Cat played a parting fanfare on her car horn, a derisive bugle call. She plucked the bag of white powder from her lap and stowed it in the secret place.


    “The best things in life are free.”


    


    She came into the city by the back way, with the late afternoon sun beating like a brass gong on a scene of destruction and dereliction. An industrial wasteland, empty warehouses, vandalized with spray cans, every window shattered, silent factories slowly corroding or reduced to charred bones, gutted by fire. Waste paper swirled in the wake of the blue Chevelle as she weaved down the avenues that ran between the hollow warehouses, swerving to avoid heaps of tumbled bricks and lumps of concrete with rusted spars jutting from them. The open windows sucked in the smell of decay and Cat wrinkled her nose, longing for sea breezes.


    The avenues became alleyways. She slowed down and squeezed the big car down ever-narrower passages, with an inch to spare, looking left and right, worrying about her custom paintwork. With a surge of relief, she saw the light at the end of the tunnel, which expanded into a broad plain of glaring concrete with tall weeds sprouting in its cracks, strewn with rubbish and rubble.


    Rolling to a halt, she let the motor idle, delighting in its deep grumble. On the far side of the bleak concrete, where once fork lifts had scurried and trucks lined up to load, there was the towering, corrugated frontage of a massive warehouse. Its high windows were sightless pits, its bristling hoists and cranes rusty. Corporate banners emblazoned on its vast doors were faded and ghostly, green livery scarred and flaking.


    Cat shook her head, smiling. The Chevelle rumbled across the broken concrete, bits of debris crunching under its wheels. She let it roll on and on and just when it looked like there was going to be a collision a section of the corrugated wall swung inwards and the car vanished into the inner darkness. The wall swung shut behind it.


    The Chevelle rolled into a huge steel cage. She switched off the engine. Iron shutters descended, closing off the way she came.


    The cage was lit by a baleful yellow light. Cat looked at her reflection in the rear-view mirror and teased her hair a bit. She felt the swift descent in the pit of her stomach. It lasted for a full minute.


    


    There was a slight jolt as the cage stopped. Then a muffled beeping and the front gates of the cage rose quickly. The beeping was louder, insistent.


    “Okay, okay!”


    With a last glance at herself, Cat opened the door and swung out of the car. Striding out of the elevator, she advanced into a white world, a half-circular area with stark walls and a snowy carpet, from which long gleaming corridors, punctuated by polished doorways, radiated like the spokes of a wheel, as far as the eye could see.


    All that brightness made her blink, as it always did, but she quickly got used to it.


    “Ah, Cat. There you are.”


    There was a young woman walking briskly towards her, down one of the corridors to her left. Cat smiled when she saw her, a Japanese girl with a face like a deadly kitten, in a crisp pale blue blouse and dark blue skirt, carrying a thick clipboard under her arm.


    “Oh, hi, Aiko,” Cat hoped she looked appropriately apologetic.


    “How are you?”


    The Japanese girl frowned.


    “It would be much appreciated, Cat,” she said.


    “If just once you could be on time.”


    Swivelling neatly, Aiko set off rapidly down the central corridor that ran straight ahead of the exit from the elevator, tapering to a far distant vanishing point.


    “The Boss is waiting for you.”


    The blonde had to jump to catch up with her. The white corridor was very bright, and all along its length young women in pale blue blouses and dark blue skirts were exiting one door and entering another, laden with files and documents. They all gave Cat a long, interested look as she passed by, looking her up and down, in her revealing halter top and bold, low-slung jeans.


    “We don’t often get a
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