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      Enter the SF Gateway …

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

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

      

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

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

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

      Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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For the Angel of Death spread his wings on the blast.
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Two o’clock in the morning in San Francisco.

The policeman’s name was Reynolds but because of his shock of red hair the boys at the station called him Foxy. Reynolds didn’t like it much, he preferred to be called Ray, but he found out early in his career that the guy who is given a nickname has very little to do with its choosing. If the guys wanted to call you Dumbo or Goofy, they would do it, and the more you lost your cool over it, the more likely it was they would keep it up. It was best to wear a resigned expression and smile it off.

Foxy was off duty and on his way home, which took him through a dubious neighborhood where he parked his car and lit up a cigarette. He needed to think over his marriage, which had begun derailing itself. The cause and effect he knew was in himself: in his need for alcohol to blur the day’s events before going home. Clementine knew that he had to work long shifts, and tolerated the cop’s lifestyle, but she would not put up with his off-duty hours being eroded by booze. So here Foxy was, trying to choose between a happy marriage and the life of a single, drunken cop. Most people would not have found the choice difficult, but Foxy, with his dire need for a drink after work, could not contemplate life without either his wife or his bourbon. He was perched on the horns of a dilemma, and they were hurting him badly.

It was a chill, depressing morning and the mist was clinging to the walls of the alleys, drifting down the gutters to mingle with fumes from the effluence around the drains. A man stood on the corner of the street, looking up at the lighted window of a sleazy apartment building, just a few feet from Foxy’s car. He looked like a mary, with his long eyelashes and nails. There were other lights on, but he seemed concerned only with this one room. The rigidity of his expression showed the intensity of his interest. He might have been taken for a voyeur, except there was nothing to see, not even a silhouette on the blind.

“WHADDYA TAKE ME FOR?”

The shout, from one of the other apartments, was muted, as if the caller had his head under a pillow, or some thick blankets. There were other noises, from other rooms. This was a neighborhood that was never quiet: at least a third of its inhabitants was always awake, kept that way by the barking of the dog nobody was supposed to be allowed to keep in the building, by the eternal moving of furniture above, by the clattering of dishes and cutlery, and, worst of all, the laughter. He-he-he-he-he-he-he-he. Some unknown castrato, laughing in a high-pitched voice at something others could not see, could not hear—laughing at nothing.

Laughter. Murmur murmur murmur. Laughter. Murmur murmur murmur. Laughter.

Just when the neighbors thought the insane laughter had died, it began again, shrill and persistent, drilling through the thin walls. No one could understand why someone hadn’t killed him before tonight. With a laugh like that, he deserved to die. It drove everybody mad, it had everybody yelling, SHADDUP FOR CHRIST’S SAKES WHAT’S SO GODDAMN FUNNY YOU KNOW WHAT TIME IT IS YOU ASSHOLE? until there was pandemonium and even Laughing-boy was screaming for quiet. QWAI-YET! Jesus!

This was a neighborhood that had a shift system for annoying those who were trying to sleep. Those who couldn’t sleep kept those who wanted to awake, so in the end nobody slept and peace only descended with the dawn, when everyone was out of their mind with frustration.

The watcher was silent, however, and maintained his vigil without moving, though it was bitterly cold. The one remaining street light that hadn’t been broken threw a dirty yellow light from its dirty glass bulb onto the face of the watcher.

A woman seeing him there, whether hooker or society hostess, would have agreed he was a beautiful young man. His eyes were pale gray, his full lips the texture of pink rose petals. His flawless complexion was as soft as the skin of women who advertise cold cream on the TV. Perhaps it was not a man at all but a woman in a man’s clothing? Or a transsexual? But somehow Foxy sensed a hardness beneath the soft-looking exterior, a terrible physical strength, that made him think this was not a woman. He couldn’t explain why, because he had met some tough females in the course of his work, but this one just felt like a man.

The man turned and looked at Foxy with languid uninquisitive eyes for a minute or two before turning away again, and fixing his stare on that certain window. Foxy felt a sudden tremor of fear run through him when those gray eyes settled on his own. Something was deeply wrong and the cop in Foxy felt urged to accost the guy, find out what he was doing there so early in the morning. However, some feeling held him back. That feeling was probably fear, though the policeman would not admit it to himself.

Foxy told himself he was glad the man had not attempted to speak to him. Foxy, unhappy with questionable genders at any time, would have hesitated before challenging this man about anything, anything at all. Still the physical appearance of the man fascinated him, held his attention as well as his unacknowledged fear. He saw before him the type of beauty English poets used to describe: the kind of good looks which frightened his manhood back into its shell.

The man stepped a few paces forward and Foxy was able to study the movements of the figure inside the white suit. As he had guessed, it was trim and athletic: a dancer’s body. Even through the cloth he could see the ridged muscle: smooth, elongated, not bulging rocks. The fingers that rested on the wall, right where a piece of graffito said RED SCORPIONS RULE, were long, slim and almost translucent.

When he moved it was with the grace of a cheetah. There was a power in that movement, as if a great engine was purring away beneath the rib cage. An engine of grace. Foxy got a chill feeling, of something savage beneath the comeliness, just looking at this character.

Foxy stared, wondering what the hell this mary was doing just standing on the street at three thirty in the morning. Maybe he was watching his own window. Maybe someone was up there with his wife. Or more likely his boyfriend. Maybe there was going to be a murder. Foxy tried to care, but couldn’t summon the energy to concern himself. His energy was all wrapped up in leaving the force, opening a restaurant. That was all he dreamed about. Him and Clem with their own bistro. Foxy fancied himself a chef. He had studied cordon bleu cooking at night school, all last year, and had been practicing since. People said he was pretty good, that you couldn’t tell the difference between one of his dinners, and one at Rannouf’s, the French restaurant, on the corner of Williams and Venus. Foxy didn’t want a restaurant, as such, with all the snooty stuff that went with such a place: what he wanted was a bistro, plain and simple. A place where he could put some can-can posters on the wall, with “Moulin Rouge” in balloon letters, like the kind painted by that French artist with the baby legs.

The man on the sidewalk moved to the doorway of the building and entered.

The screaming and shouting between the apartments continued unabated. Somewhere on the roof the alley cats were calling each other out, adding their own brand of noise to the discord. It was bedlam, but normal. Soon some uniformed cops would drive by, look up at the tenement, shake their heads and keep on going before they got a call and became involved in a domestic fight. At least if they were six blocks away, and got the call, there was a chance the ruckus would be over by the time they reached the apartment concerned. Someone would have hit someone, maybe killed someone, but it would have quietened down somewhat. There would be blood and tears, but a lull in the storm.

Foxy stubbed out his cigarette in the car’s ashtray, and reached forward to start the engine. His hand never reached the key. Instead, he was blinded by an intense white light. There was the sound of a muted explosion, and glass rained on the roof of Foxy’s Ford, like out-of-season hail. Through the bright haze, Foxy saw flames belching from the building, which appeared to spread very rapidly.

He heard the crackle and crack of metal and stone under sudden intense heat, followed by the roar of the fire rushing down hallways, devouring oxygen, eating inflammable objects in its path. Through the shattered window came a long whiplash of flame, which flayed the building opposite above Foxy’s head.

Foxy was stunned by the sudden ferocity of the fire, the swiftness of its progress and how quickly it reached such intensity. He was shocked at the speed at which it spread. It was as if hell had burst a blister, right there in that room: exposed an open wound which revealed the heart of its furnace.

Christ, he thought, another incendiary bomb! It had to be the mary that had been standing on the sidewalk.

I saw the bastard. I saw the bastard go in. I could’ve reached out and touched him.

He felt for the catch on the door, and fell out of the car onto the sidewalk. Getting to his feet, he stumbled along, half blind, feeling his way using the wall. The screams coming from the building were different now. No one was shouting SHADDUP WILLYA SHADDUP! Instead they were shrieking HELP ME SOMEBODY FOR GOD’S SAKES HELP ME!

Someone staggered from the doorway ahead, his clothes on fire. Foxy couldn’t reach him: the heat drove the policeman back. He could smell his hair singeing, his skin burning. The figure fell with a moan to the concrete and writhed around like a wounded snake, then finally lay still. The crackle of burning timber, the fumes of melting plastic and flaming rubber flowed out into the street. Foxy paused, began a coughing fit, as the gases went down into his lungs. For a few seconds he convulsed and heaved, until he managed to stagger across the street to cleaner air, and propped himself up against a post.

The heat reached him even there, with its red-hot fingers. It burned the side of his face and once more he had to retreat to find a cool doorway. He stared at the conflagration, amazed at how quickly the inferno had got out of all control. Like many people, Foxy was terrified of fire. Fire was a live thing, an entity that knew no boundaries, no friends, no aliens. Fire was the ultimate destroyer of life and property. It formed many of his nightmares.

Then something happened which caused a bolt of fear to sear through Foxy’s body. Like something from a dream, out of the doorway of the flaming building stepped the man in the white suit. Foxy couldn’t be sure, because his vision was still blurred, but he could have sworn the man’s clothes were smoking, perhaps burning. Yet the guy did not even pause in his stride, stepping over the body on the ground, and walking purposefully along the street.

“Hey, you!” Foxy yelled. “Stop right there!” He fumbled for his gun. “Freeze!”

But in his confused state he mishandled his weapon, and it fell with a clatter to the sidewalk. The figure half turned, stared. A strong draft of wind came down the funnel of the street to feed the fire and carried with it an odor which for a moment overpowered the smells of the fire. It was a scent which seemed incongruous with the situation. It was a smell which Foxy normally associated with one of those candlelit dinners which Clementine arranged for them, when she was in a romantic mood.

Then the figure moved on, swiftly, before Foxy could gather his mental reserves. Across the street his car was already in flames, the sounds of shrieking metal mingling with the screams of the hurt and dying.

There was no phone nearby. There was nothing more Foxy could do, except listen to these terrible cries, and hope that the ambulance and fire services would be along soon. He sat on the steps of the house outside which he was forced to wait, knowing what he was going to say to Clementine when he finally got home that night.

Clem, I’ve had enough. I’m leaving the force.

In a short while he heard the wail of the sirens.
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The yellow truck with the Nebraska plates was stuck across the railroad tracks. There was no sound from its engine. A locomotive was hurtling down the line toward it. Inside the cab of the truck, the driver was frozen to the wheel. The passenger was also in a petrified state. Neither made a move to open their doors and escape from the oncoming train. They simply sat there, waiting for the impact.

The locomotive continued, without slowing down, toward the vehicle directly in its path. A crash was inevitable. Still there was no stirring from the interior of the truck. Suddenly, just before the impact, a hand reached down out of the sky, and eight-year-old Jamie Peters, god of this universe created by him, saved from certain damage the yellow truck and its two plastic inhabitants.

A detective sergeant was observing him from the other side of the room: his dad, Dave Peters.

“One day you’re going to let those guys down.”

“Naw. I’m real quick, Dad. I can do it a split second before the crash.”

“Superman, huh? Well, I’m telling you, one day—”

There was a ring at the doorbell. Jamie said, “That’s Mom,” and ran to open the apartment door. Dave listened, to make sure he was right. He heard Celia’s voice, then went back to thinking about what Foxy had told him.

There had been a fire the previous evening in a downtown district. Three people had died. It was another case of arson. In fact Foxy, from Dave’s precinct, had been a witness and could describe the arsonist, though he hadn’t been able to make an arrest. It was a sophisticated burning, according to Forensics, the starter probably being an incendiary device of some kind, though the investigators admitted that no residue casings had been found. It was the only way they could account for the sudden intensity of the ignition. Metal objects in the starter room had been twisted into weird and wonderful shapes as if someone had molded them like putty. The ignition flash had blinded Foxy, and the doer had got away during the time it took him to recover.

That no bomb debris had been discovered did not worry Bates of Forensic, who guessed that the casing and primer had probably melted in the intense heat of the fire, which had been fed by cheap synthetic furniture and had reached furnace temperatures. By the time Bates had been able to enter the smoking, gutted building, the incendiary casing was probably a dribble of alloy among all the other melted and twisted hunks of metal on the site. It was unusual not to find any starter debris, but not impossible.

The report on the crime was buried in the middle of the newspaper, among petty crimes, arson being a frequent news item in these firestorm days. It was the most common cause of accidental death, murder and manslaughter in the city, topping both traffic-death figures in the state of New York and the numbers of people who died from gunshot wounds in the state of Texas.

Dave sighed, knowing there was probably no immediate resolution. The politicians in their ivory towers were going berserk trying to find an answer to the situation. The mayor’s son himself was one of the most recent victims, having been caught in a conflagration when a night club burned to the ground. What the press had not discovered, and what the police had managed to conceal from them, was that the young man’s body was found fused with that of a stripper, in what remained of her dressing room. Their genitals were “locked together” as Dave’s partner, Danny Spitz, put it, “tighter than a rivet in its hole.”

Dave threw the paper aside at his wife’s dramatic entrance through the doorway.

Celia Peters staggered into the living room and collapsed in a heap on the floor. Her hat fell off, and rolled over to the sofa, where it stopped. Celia liked hats, even when they were out of fashion. She lifted one leg, kicked, and her shoe went flying in the same direction as the hat. The second shoe hit a lampshade, which wobbled, until Jamie rushed over and steadied it.

Dave Peters stared at his wife’s upside-down face.

“Tough morning’s shop at the supermarket, huh?”

She sneered at him with her famous Mexican sneer.

“Listen, you cops don’t know what tough is. Come with me next Saturday, and I’ll show you real low-life vermin. They may look like nice women from good homes, but underneath, they’re killers. You got to have elbows as sharp as knives to get to the bread, and the fruit counter—forget it …”

He laughed and reached down to pull her to her feet.

“I thought you wetbacks were used to that kind of hassle?” he said.

“Wetbacks? Watch it, gringo, my old man’s a pistol-packing cop. How was your morning, husband? Pretty rough having to sit in that chair reading the newspaper, while I’m out having a good time.”

“Somebody has to stay and look after Jamie. You know,” he said as she sat opposite him, “I think that kid’s got criminal tendencies …”

Jamie smiled at his father, knowing he was being kidded.

“… he likes to crash trucks.”

“Not me,” cried Jamie. “I save ’em.”

“You set them up, then you save them.”

“So long as he saves them. Look, hon,” said Celia to her husband, “how about a cup of coffee for a lady back from the wars?”

Dave climbed to his feet. “Coming right up, ma’am.”

He left the room and went to the kitchen.

Detective Sergeant David Wilson Peters was a tall man, a little too willowy to be called tough. He had a kind of Jimmy Stewart leanness about him, and he tended to stoop slightly when he was talking to someone smaller. It was only when you stared into his eyes, that you realized he could give you trouble, even though you might be several pounds heavier. They were not so much hard, those eyes, as uncompromising. They were the eyes of a man who has his own code of conduct all sorted out, with no woolly edges, and if you were on the right side of the law, you saw in them a man you could trust. If you weren’t, you saw that he was the type of cop you could beat to a pulp, and he would still get off the floor and fight like hell.

Celia Peters, on the other hand, was small and feisty, with the eyes of a puppy or a panther, depending on which mood you caught her in. She had seven brothers and three sisters, all small and feisty, who still lived down in Mexico City. Dave had met her while he was on vacation, and they married after three weeks. Her brothers and sisters visited every so often, but, much to Dave’s relief, usually one at a time. He liked them, but when they got into a bunch they chattered in their own language, and it nearly drove him out of his head. The time he liked to hear Mexican-Spanish was when he was making love to Celia, and she got so distracted when she climaxed that she slipped into her mother tongue. It amazed him then, and he had to admit, turned him on. He never told her this, because it might make her self-conscious, and stop doing it.

“Here’s the coffee,” he said, coming back with two cups. “What would you like, Jamie? Lemonade?”

“Coke.”

“No Coke,” said his mom, “there’s too much caffeine in it. Do you want to end up like your mother and father, drinking coffee till it comes out of your ears? Go get some lemonade.”

“Aw, Mom.”

“Let him have a mix,” said Dave. “Half and half.”

Celia glared at him, shook her head as if to say “You can’t win” and then nodded. Jamie ran from the room to the refrigerator. They heard him clattering with the bottles. Celia didn’t like cans of anything, because they were made of aluminum, deposits of which over a lifetime were believed to cause senile dementia. She had all steel pans in the kitchen, plastic toothpaste tubes, and would not use foil for wrapping up the sandwiches. Celia was into alternative therapies, like homeopathy and acupuncture, and against red meat, white bread, sugar, chocolate, and would not have a smoker in the house. She had her vices, though. She drank coffee by the gallon, and she was addicted to late night TV.

Dave sipped his coffee and said, “How about we take in a movie this afternoon?”

“Jamie should get some fresh air.”

“Okay, we’ll walk to the movies, and take deep-breathing exercises as we go, filling our lungs with all the ’Frisco traffic fumes.”

“Funny. Let’s go to Golden Gate park first, give him a run, and then to the movies early evening.”

“Great idea.”

As they left the apartment block, they heard the wail of sirens. Another fire, thought Dave. When was this current spate of arson going to stop? Sure, these things went in cycles, and a downturn always came round eventually, but this had been going on for over six months. And not only in San Francisco, but in other cities in the States too. A year ago arson had been a big problem in European cities: London, Paris, Rome. They still had fires over there, but not nearly as many as American cities were getting. The whole scene seemed to have crossed the Atlantic to the USA.

The trouble with crime of this kind, Dave thought dispassionately, was that it became fashionable. One or two big blazes, and the eyes of all the fire-bugs in the country lit up, and sales of matches and cigarette lighters began to climb. If he had been a gambling man, or had a few dollars to spare, he could have made a fortune on the stock market.

Now all the copycats were out of their dark holes and torching the cities of New York, San Francisco, others. Some of them would be old-time offenders, the kind that liked playing with matches, the sort of people who needed therapy more than they needed jailing. But there would be others. People with hate in their hearts for the whole human race: the sociopaths and psychopaths. People with revenge on their minds, evening up ancient scores with their enemies. People who wanted to collect the insurance on their failing businesses. People who created diversions with fires, while they robbed some other part of the city. The whole thing blossomed like an ugly scarlet bloom, until the fire department was working night and day, losing men to the fumes and flames, getting stretched beyond their capabilities of dealing with calls. And the police too, working over-overtime, pulling in suspects, questioning them, writing out reports, getting the shit thrown at them from the politicians.

The movie was a family comedy with, of course, a happy ending, and Dave came out of the cinema feeling good and warm inside. He had Celia on his arm, and Jamie holding his hand. They were almost skipping along the sidewalk, Celia laughing gaily, and Jamie peeking up at his parents, knowing everything was all right, his face suffused with pleasure.

When they got back to the apartment, Jamie tried to push his luck, and stay up that extra hour, but Celia was having none of it.

“Bed, young man, you’ve had a good long day. Don’t spoil it. Your father will come and read to you in a minute.”

Although Jamie could read by himself, he still clung on to the storyteller in his father, who (Dave freely admitted) liked the sound of his own voice. He enjoyed making up the different voices and accents, British, Italian or French, as well as Deep South. At that moment they were halfway through Harper Lee’s To Kill a Mockingbird which was, on one level, too adult for Jamie, but he could identify with Scout and the other kids in the story, and Dave hoped the racial message was going in subliminally, if not consciously. He had no qualms about indoctrinating his kid with worthwhile values.

Jamie dropped off to sleep half-way through a chapter, and Dave finished it himself, reading silently. Then he put out the light, kissed his son on the cheek, and joined Celia in the living room.

“Hell of a kid you’ve got there,” he said.

She looked up from her own novel.

“Thanks. You too. You want to watch some TV, or what?”

“No,” said Dave. “I think I’ll get an early night. Danny and me are on a stakeout tomorrow. I may not see you for a couple of days.”

Her brow wrinkled and she tucked her feet under her skirts.

“Don’t you get relieved?”

“Sure, eventually. You know how it is at the moment, with all these fires. The guys are running every which way, and the manpower …”

“Oh, God,” she muttered.

“No, listen, hon, it’ll probably be okay, and I’ll get back by Tuesday morning, but I’m just giving you the worst scenario. Two days. That’s the worst.”

She bumped her head against his arm.

“Damn you, Peters.” She smiled, and added, “And don’t think I don’t know why you’re going to bed early. You know I don’t like staying up without you.”

He put on his best innocent look.

“I don’t know what you mean. If you want to come to bed at the same time, that’s great, but I’m sure I’ve got no ulterior motives. Look into my eyes, and tell me what you see. Pure innocence?”

“Ulterior motives,” she said.

Actually, Celia went into the bedroom first. She liked to get ready as if she were going straight to sleep, with one of her full-length nightdresses on, and her raven-black hair tied up at the back, knowing that it would only take about five minutes for the nightdress to be decorating a bedpost, and the hair to be flailing loose over the pillows.

They made love gently tonight, without the sense of urgency that sometimes overtook them. Dave found his wife’s body a continuous source of wonder. She was so rounded, so soft, he couldn’t imagine what kind of delicate business went into the making of a woman. It didn’t matter if they went at it hell for leather, until the bed had to be completely remade afterwards, or they took it slowly, looking into each other’s eyes, he was filled with spiritual love for her. Sometimes he held her face in his hands as she climaxed, and it was the face of an angel surprised by ecstasy. Sometimes though, she was a demon, using her Spanish to urge him on, telling him now now now now, until he nearly went out of his mind with passion, and they finished hot-skinned and breathless, and he would say something like, “Were there any dirty words in there? Were you talking dirty? God, I wish I could speak Spanish.” And she would smile one of her mysterious smiles and leave him guessing.

They never asked if it was good for one another, knowing that sometimes it was out of this world, sometimes it was good, sometimes not so good, but it was always worth the effort. Knowing that there would always be a next time, and that each next time would be subtly different from the last, or any other occasion.

When he switched out the light, she curled into a fetal position with her back to him, and he put his right arm around her, hugging her to him, thinking, If anything ever happens to Celia, I’m lost forever.

In another household, Ray Reynolds was having a heart to heart with his wife. She was persuading him to remain on the force for just a while longer, just until they got their mortgage into shape, and some of the furniture paid for.

Ray’s wife Clementine had hair of burnished copper: a bouncy woman with a mass of freckles gathering to a dense multitude around the bridge of her retrousse nose. During the day the hair was up in a thick ponytail, but sometimes, in the evening, it was unleashed and spread over her shoulders in a Pre-Raphaelite loveliness that took Ray’s breath away.

Between Ray and Clementine, both with obvious Celtic ancestry, their two kids didn’t stand a chance. The children were called names like Carrots and Red at school, just as their dad had a nickname at work.

“It’s your genes,” said Carol, the older of the two, “you gave them to us straight. You could’ve diluted them a bit, if one of you had married someone else.”

“But I love your dad, and he loves me.”

“I know,” said Carol miserably, “it’s too late now.”

“When you’re older,” said Ray, “you’ll think it’s great. The men will go crazy over you, like I did over your mom.”

“Well, one thing,” Carol retorted, “I’m not marrying any redhead …”

This conversation had been over just an hour before, and the kids were now in bed, and hopefully asleep. Ray had told his wife about the fire early that morning, and had made his bid at leaving the force, but she told him it would put them into too many “difficulties.” Then she had another go at him about his drinking, and he told her she couldn’t have it both ways. If he stayed on the force, he would keep drinking, because that’s what the job did to him.

Clementine retorted, “You’re a cliché, Ray. The drinking cop. One day you’ll put the barrel of your thirty-eight in your mouth and I’ll be a widow.”

He was sitting on the floor at her feet, facing the TV, his head on her knees. She had been stroking his hair, but had stopped. Ray sat bolt upright.

He cried, “Don’t say that.”

Clementine’s voice softened.

“Ray, I don’t want you to hurt yourself. I’m just trying to shock you into a realization. And I don’t want you to be unhappy. I love you. The kids love you. The booze will help you toward those things, not me. Six months, Ray. Six more months and we’ll be on our feet. Stay away from trouble. Take that desk job you were offered at the station. Never mind if the boys sneer at you for driving a desk. You’ve got a family to think of. They’re not going to bail you out of debt or visit you in the psychiatric ward.”

Ray nodded, his head down.

“Yeah, that’s what I’ll do. I’ll take the desk job. Safe.”

She hugged his head. “That’s my baby.”

He sighed. “Yeah, I don’t want to see another fire like that one this morning. Jesus, the stench of those burning bodies—”

He stopped, abruptly, remembering something about the time of the fire, about the incident.

“What is it?” Clem asked.

He shook his head.

“I dunno, but this morning, I could’ve sworn I smelled something … what are those nuts you put on the rainbow trout when you grill them?”

“Almonds?”

“Yeah, almonds. I could’ve sworn I smelled almonds, coming from the doer, the guy that started the fire.”

“Maybe it was his aftershave?”

“Who the hell wants to walk around smelling of almonds?”
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The two cops were parked a street back from Fisherman’s Wharf. One was drinking coffee and studying the dashboard while the other was staring intently through the windscreen.

Detective Danny Spitz licked the edge of his plastic coffee cup, a habit that always irritated the hell out of Sergeant Dave Peters.

“Do you have to do that?” he asked, gripping the wheel of the car and shifting his position so that his head wasn’t brushing the drooping sunshield. The trouble with police vehicles was that when you put them in for repair or servicing, they never fixed the things you would have done yourself, like a broken sunshield hanging right before your eyes. Any other cop would have snapped the damn thing off, and thrown it in the trunk, but Dave was not any other cop. He was an angel compared to most of them. Wrong was wrong. You didn’t take graft, free meals or damage public property. A police car was public property.

“What? Do what?” cried Danny, knowing exactly what was getting under Dave’s skin. When you got a coffee from the machine, it always left a film of raw powder round the rim, and Danny liked to lick it off.

Dave ignored him, and went back to studying the character standing in the doorway of the amusement hall. Alternately picking his teeth with a matchstick, and performing surgical operations on his auricle region with the same blunt instrument, the guy was obviously undeterred from this activity by the bitter taste of ear wax.

Dave let his gaze wander from the revolting character to some still-smoking ruins two blocks down the street. Seven shops and eighty-one apartments had gone up in that particular conflagration. It never ceased to amaze Dave that a single match-head flame could cause so much damage, so much loss of life. All over the city there were charred gaps in the landscape, often visible in a place like San Francisco with its several heights. Some of these gaps were huge, some just single buildings. Not that they were all started by matches. Gasoline bombs, incendiary devices, oil fires—every inflammable substance known to man, it seemed, had been used at some time or another.

San Francisco residents were particularly chary of fire: in 1906 the three-day fire that raged following the earthquake had all but destroyed the entire city. Only dynamite had saved them from complete annihilation. Explosives had been used recently, to blow fire-breaks between the closely knit buildings. The fire a few weeks back in Noe Valley had needed a few pounds of plastic explosive to prevent its further spread. Residents do not take kindly to having their perfectly sound homes blown to matchwood and lawsuits were falling like confetti on the heads of the city fathers.

Danny Spitz suddenly growled like a terrier, bit a chunk out of his plastic cup with a crunch, spat it out the window, and looked defiantly at his partner. Dave continued to ignore him, knowing Danny was bored, was trying to get some sort of response. Danny was like a child in many ways, though he would turn twenty-eight come July. Unlike a child, he was prematurely bald on the crown of his head, and this coupled with his rounded features, gave him a monkish appearance. The boys at the station called him Friar Tuck, but never to his face because he had the temper of a witch crossed in love. Some cops were given two nicknames: one which was used openly, and another which was used when they weren’t around. The open and generic name for Danny and Dave as a team was “the D&D.” Under the counter they were Friar Tuck and Mother Teresa.

The guy they were watching, whose name was Caspar Greenaway, a bearded white Caucasian in a leather raincoat and jeans, suddenly straightened up. He almost came to attention in his worn Nikes as a Ford drew up to the sidewalk. Greenaway flicked away his match and leaned forward. Words were exchanged, and a furtive movement took place.

“That’s it,” said Danny, “he’s taken the stuff. Let’s go get the bastard. You take the pusher in the car, I’ll get Greeny.”

“Right,” growled Dave. He gunned the engine, skidding the car across the street, to stop at an angle in front of the big Ford. Both cops leapt out, and immediately Greenaway took off down the street, heading south. Danny went after him while Dave went to the car window, hand on his gun which he had not yet drawn.

“Can I see your driver’s license, please, sir?”

“Fuck you,” cried the driver, a black youth.

The young man started to reverse the Ford, and went straight into another car which was coming to rest at the curb behind him. He panicked, fumbling with the gears, and the Ford shot forward ramming the police car. It leapt back again, then forward, crunching each time. Dave drew his police special and flipped his badge in front of the Ford’s windscreen.

“All right,” he yelled, “that’s enough. Now unless you can drive this sucker sideways, you’d better step out nice and slow, hands where I can see them, Petey.”

The youth got out of the car with his hands in full view, crying, “Who th’hell gave you th’idea you can call me by ma fust name? Only my momma calls me Petey, not some asshole cop.”

Dave shoved him against the wall of the amusement hall and kicked his heels back.

“This asshole cop will call you what he likes, when he likes, until you stop peddling dope and become a useful citizen, Petey my boy. Then he’ll call you sir and mister if you like, but you have to earn respect, you little creep.”

Danny had arrived back, with Greenaway in tow.

“Don’t struggle or I’ll crack you one,” said Danny, breathlessly, his hand gripping Greenaway’s collar.

“Okay,” said Dave to the two men, “you have the right to remain silent—”

“Bullshit,” interrupted Greenaway. “Big bust. A coupla ounces. Why ain’t you two out chasing fire-starters? They’re the bad guys now. You should be ashamed of yourselves, busting us while people are getting burned to death …”

After the pair were handcuffed and shoved into the police car, Dave had to deal with the irate driver of the vehicle that had parked behind Petey Jakes. The man was screaming about compensation, suing the police department, and personally kicking Petey up and down a football stadium. It took ten minutes to calm him down.

They took their suspects to the station and booked them, first making sure that the Marlboro pack that had changed hands contained crack, and not cigarettes. They had made that mistake before, and come away with their tails between their legs. The damage to their own vehicle was another depression in the front fender, which already had so many craters it could have doubled for the topography of the moon.

Greenaway’s accusation turned out to be prophetic. Danny and Dave were summoned before the Captain to learn that they had been put on fire-chasing patrol.

“The whole issue is getting out of hand,” said Captain Reece. “Three more fires this morning. We’re pulling them in, but we can’t keep up with them. Look at that one there …”

The two men turned to see a woman sitting by a detective’s desk. She was tall and willowy, with long, straggly, mousy-blonde hair and large glasses. She had that faded look of a garment that has been put through a washing machine too many times. Dave sensed she had been through some pretty harrowing experiences.

“What is she, a librarian or something?” asked Danny, obviously having come to his own conclusions.

“She set light to her boyfriend’s apartment,” replied Reeves. “Nobody was hurt, but that was just lucky. She looks like a quiet one, doesn’t she?”

“They’re the worst,” said Danny, unnecessarily.

The Captain shook his head slowly.

“I don’t understand these people, I really don’t. That woman’s got everything going for her. She’s not a bad looker, if she straightened her back a bit and wore some decent clothes. She’s got a degree in theology, lectures at the university when she’s not starting fires.”

Dave coughed and said, “Maybe she likes the clothes she wears. Maybe that’s why she wears them.”

The Captain looked at him closely, his brow knitted in puzzlement.

“What?”

“You said, ‘If she wore some decent clothes.’ They look okay to me.”

Reece shook his head wonderingly.

“Sometimes, Peters, you amaze me. What the hell have her clothes got to do with the fact that she’s an arsonist?”

Dave shrugged. “That’s what I was thinking, but you brought it up, not me.”

Reece stared at him, stone-faced, for a long while, until even Danny began to get uncomfortable. The Captain and Dave Peters were so far apart in thinking, they might have been Neanderthal and Cro-magnon man, meeting on a bridge in time.

“Okay,” grunted Reece at last, “let’s get down to business. I was just trying to show you what we were dealing with here—not street-wise punks, or mobsters, but ladies with degrees in theology. We’ve also picked up a banker, a housewife and a kid of thirteen. Fire seems to fascinate across the spectrum. It’s got to stop. The city is going up in flames and the mayor with it. I’ll be surprised if he doesn’t spontaneously combust before the month’s out. You two get out there and stop it happening, hear me?”

“We hear you,” said Danny, eager to get out of the office. “Come on, Dave, let’s to it.”

Dave was thinking that the arson attacks were increasing in frequency. Earlier, Reece had dumped some computer stats on his desk, which read like a horror story.

In 1980 there had been fifteen fires per thousand people in the USA, at a cost per fire of $2,000. That was approximately 3,000,000 fires at a total cost of $6 billion. The USA led the table for fires in that year, but not for costs. Though in West Germany there were only two fires per thousand head of population, West German fires cost their country $14,000 each: seven times as much as U.S. fires. America had many more small fires than somewhere like Germany, whose fires were big and expensive.

In 1990 the situation in the U.S. had not changed a great deal, with 3,200,000 fires, though the costs had risen with inflation. Fires, like shoes, do not go down in price, but keep pace with the rising cost of living.

But since the date of the first reported “white fire,” in 1996, the annual fire rate had leapt to an incredible 21,000,000, at a total crippling cost of $102 billion, the higher sum reflecting the inflation rate, but also how stretched were the fire departments. Hidden in there somewhere were also the higher costs of buildings and goods going up in smoke: such as newly built Japanese department stores full of overpriced articles.

Presumably in giving Dave the data, Reece was trying to tell the D&D something: like, catch the doers.

It was as if a fire fever had gripped the public, and that everyone who had a grievance of any kind, sought to bring notice to that complaint by setting fire to something. Never before in the city had there been so many fires in so short a time. It appeared to be a disease which had reached epidemic proportions and in whose grip the city was powerless. There was indeed speculation among the medical profession that perhaps a virus was responsible: a biological newcomer that attacked a certain area of the brain and caused the victim to act on a previously latent urge to torch the environment, a fascination with a primal force.

A group of psychiatrists had proposed the alternative idea that it was not improbable that somewhere in the minds of modern men there were secret forbidden desires, inherited from prehistoric ancestors, which were being unlocked by the pressures and stress of contemporaneous society. These learned gentlemen pointed out that the captivation with fire was deeply embedded in the brain, and that throughout history people had worshiped fire as a source of mystery. Emperors had started conflagrations in their own backyards, conquerors had razed enemy cities to the ground, warriors had set forests and vast areas of grassland alight, kings and commoners had burned people at the stake, from martyrs to witches. In England they still celebrated the foiling of a seventeenth-century gunpowder plot to blow up Parliament, by burning effigies of a political criminal named Guy Fawkes (an explosives doer) on thousands of bonfires throughout the land.

These theories apart, it was certain that more people were indulging in the childlike games of starting fires, some of which got out of control by accident, and others which were deliberately intended to destroy life and property. The fire-starters were of all ages, ranging from infants to geriatrics. They lit their matches and lighters and set fire to anything, even to their own houses.

That evening, as Dave was driving home, he heard a bulletin on his car radio. A large new Japanese department store had erupted in flame that afternoon. There were still people trapped inside, but the fire department said there was little hope they were still alive. A spokesman was being interviewed.

“The fumes from stuff like plastic furniture … hell, they don’t stand a chance. I sent men in there, but you can’t see a thing. Lost one man already …”

The loss of life was sickening, and Dave turned off the radio, rather than hear any more. What he really needed, he decided, was a long vacation. If he and Celia, and Jamie, of course, could get away somewhere—but it was impossible at the moment. Maybe in the summer. They could go to Alaska. Most of the time Celia wanted to visit her folks in Mexico, but it was time to start branching out.

When he got back to the apartment, he found that Celia and Jamie were out somewhere, so he made himself a sandwich and switched on the TV. She was probably visiting her best friend Susan, on the other side of the park, and wouldn’t be back until about seven. He sometimes enjoyed a quiet half-hour, when he got in from work, without having to talk about his day and listen to Celia tell him about hers. He enjoyed that well enough, later, but he needed wind-down time first, and that wasn’t always possible. She was usually a little too eager, and Jamie would want to show him things too. Work he had done at school.

Dave settled down in front of a sitcom, prepared to put up with the canned laughter, letting the inane jokes wash over him. Then the news came on, and he was shown a raging inferno: the store that had been fired earlier in the day. It was grisly. There were smoking bodies on the sidewalk. Others had tried to jump, from too high up, and had hit the sidewalk like dummies, crumpling sickeningly on impact. One man was shown leaping out of a tenth-story window. Trying to run in mid-air, his legs bicycling on nothingness, his face revealed his terror, until he whacked into the concrete and ended his terrible fall.

Dave picked up the phone and dialed Danny’s number. When Danny answered, Dave said, “Have you seen the news?”

“Yeah,” said Danny. “Look what Reece’s gotten us into.”

“I don’t wanna do this, I really don’t. There’s too much pain in it.”

Danny said, “What about me? I’m Catholic.”

Dave, who was a nothing, though married to a Catholic, said, “What’s that got to do with anything?”

“Hell’s fire and all that. It scares the shit out of me. It gives me a taste of what’s coming after I wave farewell to the flesh.”

“Come on, Danny, you go to confession at least three times a week.”

There was a long pause at the other end, then Danny said, “Sure, but you know, I think I’m going to get it on the job one day, and I sin every morning. I’m a morning man, Dave. My dates are usually too drunk to do it when we get back to my place, so we do it in the morning. Chances are, I’ll get it during the day, before I can get to confession in the evening, and I know I’ll get it in the heart or head, so there won’t be time for the last rites.”

“You’ve got too much imagination,” said Dave, getting confused between which was sex and which was death, since Danny would not mention either, but used it for both. Maybe he didn’t know the difference himself. Maybe he thought they were one and the same thing.

“I knew you wouldn’t understand,” said Danny accusingly. “That’s the trouble with having an atheist for a partner.” He sounded hurt, so Dave soothed him with some comforting words, sounding like a priest himself, then rang off.

He went into the kitchen and made himself a coffee, glancing at the clock and thinking that his family was a little late in getting home. Perhaps Celia had decided to go on to her art class, leaving Jamie with Susan?

He picked up the phone and rang Susan. Her husband Bill, an advertising executive, answered.

“Hello?”

The voice was cautious. You didn’t give away your name or your number until you received a positive identification from the other end.

“Dave Peters, Bill—is Celia there?”

“Just a minute, Dave.”
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