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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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“BEWARE THE UNEXPECTED—
IT STRIKES FROM THE DARK.”


CHAPTER ONE

AFTER ALDEN’S BURIAL the funeral limo took us back to the old Georgetown house. Marion, the children, and I. Beyond tears, Marion sat erect, bleakly staring straight ahead. Little Angela was in her lap, quietly sobbing. Beside me, Tim let his fingers creep into mine. To break the silence, I asked about his school.

“A charter school,” he said. “I like it a lot.”

He glanced up at his mother and back at me.

“I think I’ll be a surgeon. Dad said I could be, if I tried hard enough.” He frowned. “If I could find the money. He said medical schools cost a lot.”

“I’ll help you,” I told him. “If you try hard enough.”

I felt his fingers tighten, and my own eyes blurred. Alden had been my half-brother, ten years older and almost a second father. Tim was only ten, less my nephew than a loyal kid brother. When the bomb exploded I had been away, hiking on the Appalachian Trail with college friends. Stunned by the news when we got home, I had not long ago begun to feel Tim’s loss, his mother’s and sister’s, their pain suddenly more real than my own.

At the house, Marion stopped for a moment on the sidewalk, staring at the bed of roses that had been Al-den’s latest hobby. I offered to take us all out for dinner, but the children wanted to stay home. While she was slicing cold roast for sandwiches, Tim led me upstairs to see his father’s office.

Yellow tape was stretched across the room. The police had taken his laptop computer, but the big desktop machine lay mangled in the litter of books and papers under his shattered desk. A sheet was spread to cover the stains of his blood.

“The cops and the FBI are coming back tomorrow to look for more clues.” Tim was very grave about it. “It was a plastic bomb, they say. Very hard to trace.”

He caught my hand to lead me toward the tape.

“Dad was working on the printouts from his laptop.” He gestured at the clean-swept floor around the sheet. “The pages were scattered everywhere. Mom picked them up, and the cops let her copy them before they took them away. But I don’t think—”

He looked away to hide his tears, and spun the knob on the wall safe where Alden had kept his tax returns and the contracts with his publishers. Reaching inside, he found a worn brown leather wallet.

“Dad—Dad’s.” He tried to steady his voice. “Mom wants to keep it just like it was. To remember him.”

I gave it back, and he locked it in the safe.

“The second bomb,” he said. “The cops say the bombers were maybe the same, but the explosive was different. I don’t—” His voice broke again. “I don’t think they found anything.”

The first bomb, only weeks before, had brought down the Federal Building at Frankfort. The building was considered well secured, but evidence suggested that the plotters had smuggled the explosive a little at a time into a paint shop across the street behind it and used a curved barrier of sandbags and concrete blocks to focus the blast.

“In a terrible way,” Alden had told me at the time “it clinched my point that that home-grown terror is a major menace to the nation. Now my agent wants to make it the springboard for another infonet documentary. He’s calling it Terror: The Rising Wave. I don’t much like the title, but it should make another book and help spread the word.”

We sat in the kitchen. Marion had made hot cocoa for the children. Angela went to sleep with half her sandwich still in her hand, and Marion carried her up to bed. Tim answered the phone.

“Davey,” he told me. “I’m going over to his place to catch up my math homework. If you don’t mind.”

He thanked me when I said I didn’t mind, and came to shake my hand before he left. Marion lit the gas log in the living room when she came down, and brought a half-bottle of leftover wine.

Alden had found her on a Senate staff. My mother had called her plain. She wore glasses, and put her dark hair in a bun, but to him she had been beautiful. The kids adored her, and I ached for her now. When she and Alden were newly married, she used to tease me, calling me her baby brother. She still acted the elder sister, sometimes superior, but always kind and uncommonly wise. I loved and respected her enormously.

“I’ve been terribly worried since his book came out.” I saw her pale lips set. “People who read it quit talking to him. Mad about what he’d said or afraid of what he might say. He’d had phone calls warning him to get out of Kentucky. He never admitted he was afraid, but I begged him not to go back.”

She made a bitter face.

“He said he had to.” She shrugged in wry resignation and looked into my eyes. “Alden had an old-fashioned love of his country. He said he saw a breakdown coming unless men of good will did something about it. He died for what he was trying to do.”

She looked away to hide her eyes.

“Even here—” Her voice broke, and she stopped to pour the wine. “Even here I’ve had wicked phone calls. The worst was from a man with a snarly voice and an odd accent. ‘Get the shit-sniffing wolf out of Kentucky, or we’ll be shipping him back in a box.’”

The glasses trembled in her hand. She handed one to me.

“Clay, you know Alden was never a wolf. Sometimes a lamb in wolf skin, maybe, but nobody had any decent right to hurt him.” She caught an unsteady breath. “I couldn’t stop him from going back, but we tried to cope. He asked the cops to watch the house. I drove Tim to school. But the bombers—”

She flinched as if from actual pain.

“Cowardly bastards! I saw the thing when it came in the mail. The wrapper was printed to look like something from his publisher. The cops have found a scrap of it that shows a Kentucky postmark. Not much—” She shook her head. “Not much hope.”

She sat frowning at the gas log till I asked about her plans.

“I’ll carry on.” She set her glass down on the coffee table and turned to me with a tight-lipped smile. “I always managed our finances. We’d saved some money. Alden had good insurance. I can keep the house. The kids need me here till Angela starts to school. I’ll go back to work then, maybe part-time at first. I’ve kept up connections. A job should be no problem. But later, when the kids are ready for college—”

She bit her lip and turned to me. “Clay, I told the cops you’d been working in his office. They want to see you in the morning.”

“Not much I can tell them.” I sat groping dully through the emptiness of loss. “Alden kept his secrets, at least till he had them ready for print. The day he hired me for his research assistant, he told me not to ask too many questions.” I recalled his bleak little grimace and words I couldn’t repeat to Marion, not now. “Knowing too many answers could get you killed.”

At the time I’d wondered if he only wanted to impress me, but now the recollection left me awkwardly silent till she asked about my own plans.

“Alden had promised to help me go back to law school.” I had dropped out to take the research job with him. “Now I don’t know.”

“You’re welcome here as long as you want to stay.” She gave me a pale smile. “But that’s about all—”

She stopped, her voice quivering.

“I’ll be okay.” I sipped the wine to thaw a lump in my throat, wishing for something I could do for her and the kids. A shock of hatred hit me, hatred for the makers of the bomb, hatred for all the other haters Alden had feared. “I have a few dollars in the bank. There’s financial aid if I do go back to school.”

“It’s been a long day.” She set her empty glass on the table. “I’m going up.”

I asked to see her copy of Alden’s laptop files.

“They were on a disk he brought home from Kentucky,” she said. “Outlines for work in progress and notes on people he’d seen. Not many of them friendly. I had wicked phone calls while he was down there.”

Her face twisted, she hugged me silently and went up the stairs.

*   *   *   

I carried the printouts to the little apartment behind the garage that had been my room since I was old enough to want one of my own. I loved that place. Alden’s artist-father had built it for a studio. His portraits of our mother and her parents still hung on the walls, along with an oak-framed photo of him standing beside them in front of the house.

He had done his own parents, his father a sternly starched and bearded gentleman with a gold watch chain across his chest, his mother in the frills of the time, her eyes cast demurely down. And my mother again, done as a forest nymph, discreetly nude, save for a luminous halo. The old man had imagination.

I sat down with the copied pages. They were raggedly marked where the blast had torn them, and splotched black with spatters of Alden’s blood. A few were missing, but Marion had put the rest in order. I was soon lost in what they told me.

“Terror is a weapon,” he began. “A weapon of the few against the many. It attacks democracy and the freedom of speech by seizing the channels of information to turn those principles against themselves. By killing the innocent, it alienates those it was meant to sway, and so defeats itself. The worst of crimes, it must be countered. True information is our best defense against misinformation. I look for truth, a search that has earned me enemies.”

The term “muckraker” had angered Alden, though in another age he might have worn it proudly. An investigative journalist, he had spent his career probing for dirty little secrets people were trying to keep and being hated for it.

“If nobody hates your story,” he once told me, “it isn’t news.”

People enough had hated him for what he uncovered. The threats had begun with his infonet stories on anti-government dissidents: militant militias, religious extremists, hostile immigrants, unhappy special-interest factions, radical talk-show hosts and their converts. His book, Terror in America, summed up what he found.

It had brought a storm of angry denials, but also a generous contract for a new series to run in print and on the global infonet. The publishers had promised him an audience of eighty million on the infonet, scattered over forty nations.

“I’m going to call it Powderhouse or Promise,” he told me. “I want to explore the springs of trouble and look for ways to make things better. I’ve picked out McAdam County for one typical social sample. Conflicts make news, and it’s sure got big conflicts!” Emotion had quickened his voice. “Kentucky has had battles forever, beginning with the Shawnees and Daniel Boone, and then families split by the Civil War. These days there are a bunch of conflicts: the Feds hunting pot farmers, and pot farmers sniping at them; wealth against poverty; gangs in the schools; crooks in high office, militias on the march; infocrats—the masters of information science—against the idle ignorant. It’s the nation on a microscope slide, playing out the story of our time.” His jaws went tight. “Refugees from a dead past, trapped in the information age and slow to learn what it takes to survive.”

Alden’s head was angular and rugged under an untidy shag of black hair. Anger could put him into what Marion called his wolf skin. He wore it now, his lean face set hard and his black eyes shining.

“I’ve seen trouble brewing nearly everywhere, but that county frightens me. Its habits of violence date from the time of the first settlers. The pioneers got there with not much except their guns and the Scotch-Irish sense of honor they defended in their duels and their feuds. Their old folkways die hard. A lot of people, baffled and frightened by change they can’t understand, their instinct is to fight. I heard lunatic hotheads quoting Jefferson and the Constitution, ranting for rebellion.

“Yet the county’s still full of honest citizens.” Suddenly rueful, he let his voice fall. “Good people in church every Sunday, working hard, paying their taxes, listening skeptically to all the liars on the infonet, wondering who to blame for putting America on the road to hell. They need the truth about the information revolution, even the hard truth I told in Terror in America.”

Hot with a helpless rage against his killers, I read the files and read them again, searching for any clue that might reveal his killers. The last file was headed simply McAdam.


“McAdam County,” it began. “A little America, with everything from illiterate aliens to a fine liberal arts college. Old Calvin McAdam brought his wife and his wagons and his cattle and his slaves over the Cumberland Gap and up the Wilderness Road two hundred years ago. His descendants were big wheels in the county for generations, though their fortunes have fallen now.

“The current patriarch is Colin McAdam, a history professor till he retired. I found him in a white-columned Greek Revival mansion rebuilt rather shabbily after Civil War guerrillas burnt it to the ground. Though he’s no longer a power in the county, he’s still a gentleman. He served me a mint julep in a silver cup and showed me relics of the proud McAdam past. He’s tradition and the past.

“He has two sons. Stuart is the black sheep. He organized the Kentucky Rifles, a local militia that’s itching for any kind of trouble. He’s in prison now on a narcotics charge. He’s almost a living symbol of today’s dilemmas.

“His older brother, Rob Roy, is their hope for a brighter future. A computer wizard, he dropped out of college with a couple of his fellow nerds to write software. They’ve set up an outfit they call CyberSoft. Their star product is an encryption system that’s so secure the Justice Department is demanding a key.

“There’s a daughter, Beth. Unmarried, she’s a loyal McAdam. Still lives at home and teaches some of her father’s history courses. I’ve asked to see her when she gets back from a summer in France, though she may not want to talk. The McAdams guard their privacy. Most of what I heard about them came from one Sam Katz, though I take him with a double pinch of salt.

“He says the Katz clan came down through the Gap a year ahead of the first McAdams. Says his people claimed the best bottom land in the valley. Says the McAdams murdered old Gideon Katz and ran his family off their homestead. The feud went on for three generations. Colin McAdam snorted when I asked about that. He called Katz a worthless shyster, and firmly closed the subject.

“He is a lawyer. Perhaps he is a shyster; opinions seem to differ. I spent time with him because he knows county politics, but I never really understood him. He spoke freely about things past, but got nervous and clammed up when I tried to probe the here and now. He knows things he doesn’t want aired on the infonet. Things he seemed afraid to say.”



I went through the pages again, looking for answers. There were notes on a good many others who had willingly talked, and several who hadn’t. Sheriff “Bull” Burleigh had ordered him out of the courthouse. The district attorney, Saul Hunn, advised him to get his dirty nose out of Kentucky. He had met Rocky Gottler, “the power behind Burleigh and Hunn.”

I found a longer note.


“Juan Diego Gottler. Born in Argentina, son of a Kentucky horse breeder who went down there to raise Thoroughbreds on the pampas and married a local girl. The only horses, it turned out, were in the brochures he got up for investors here at home. He went bankrupt and disappeared.

“Rocky’s uncle raised him. Like Katz, he’s something of a mystery. He has money. I never learned where it comes from. He seldom shows it off, though he’s president and principal owner of the Border State Bank. Uses his money to buy power. A big backer of Senator Madison Finn. I heard him referred to by various folks as the invisible king of McAdam County.

“When I called him to ask for an interview, he took me out to lunch and a round of golf. He’s dark, heavyset, and he talks very fast in a high-pitched voice with a very faint Spanish accent. I thought he was surprisingly cordial, considering what I’d written about him in Terror. Turns out he’d read it, and he wanted to talk about the information age.

“‘Your infocrats may be about to inherit the earth,’ he told me. ‘But they don’t scare me. Myself, I don’t know scat about computers and your information age, but I do know who to hire. My uncle hired thugs to take out the pickets at his coal mines. I’ll pick up your info experts when I need them.’

“Gottler has gripes of his own against the status quo, though I could never pin him down on exactly what they are. He’s as keen as they come. He was wonderfully warm to me, so cordial he almost alarmed me. But he’s a wild card. He cultivates dissidents. One is Stuart McAdam. When McAdam organized his militia, Gottler paid for uniforms and rifles, and after Stuart was convicted, he campaigned to get him out of prison.

“All that may make the county look like a madhouse, but I did meet one sane man. He’s Cass Pepperlake, owner and editor of a little weekly, the Freeman. His masthead reads ‘The Truth Can Make Men Free,’ but he says he finds too few people ready for the truth. He warned me that my book had pretty well erased my welcome in the county.

“I trust him, but I met another man whose ambition troubled me. Kit Carson Moorhawk, a little man with big ideas. The son of a miner, he got his law degree and made a fortune when he helped a client get patent rights to a process for clean-burning high-sulfur coal. He lived high till his luck turned, built the Moorhawk Tower in the middle of town, married a beauty queen, bought a stable in the Blue Grass country, raced a winner at Churchill Downs.

“Till Gottler turned his luck. Gottler’s bank owns a coal company that beat Moorhawk in a long patent fight. He lost everything: his stable and his tower and his mansion on the horse farm. Gottler lives in the mansion now. Moorhawk’s wife went to Florida and sued for alimony he can’t pay. The IRS is after him for back taxes. He hates them and hates the courts and hates the whole national establishment, big business and big government.

“Yet I like him, in spite of myself. His misfortunes are not entirely his own fault. He has charisma and aspirations to fit a bigger man. In the last election, he ran for the senate as a Libertarian. Defeated, of course, but he’s not finished. He hates the past, and he has dreams that could make him dangerous. If our nation is a powder keg, Moorhawk is the match that could set it off.”



Marion had pieced that much of the mangled printout back together.


“… anomie.” I found the words on the copy of another torn, black-spattered page. “Confusion, depression, despair, and a paradox that makes me wonder. The common man has always been at the mercy of the ruling few who commanded technology. It’s been true from the stone axe down to the H-bomb, but it’s a different story now, with information technology free to every man who can run a computer. That’s the paradox. Suddenly we all have the means of power in our reach. It ought to set us free, but we’re afraid of it, afraid other men will use it against us because they’re afraid of us. It’s a threat to the status quo, to the old world order, on a wider arena than McAdam County.”



I frowned over that and the other mangled scraps till my head was aching. Finally I pushed them all aside and went to bed, wondering if I had overlooked some clue. Of all the men and maybe women in the county nursing private discontents or grudges, who might have feared my brother and been desperate enough to seek out the technology to build a letter bomb? I went to sleep with no idea.


CHAPTER TWO

THE POLICE CAME back next morning, a federal agent with them. They searched the crime scene again, photographed it, removed the yellow tape. Special Agent Botman was a tall gray man with shrewd black eyes in a pale hard face. He kept me in my own office, pausing now and then to answer the beep of a muffled pocket phone as he grilled me about Alden and my research job. His flat-voiced persistence finally vexed me.

“Alden never told me all that much,” I protested. “He kept his secrets for his books or the infonet. Most of my own work was done right here in this room, reading proof on his manuscripts and handling correspondence. I did bits of background research for him at the university and in the Library of Congress, but I’ve never been to McAdam County. Or even to Kentucky, except for one summer vacation, when I cruised from the Falls of the Ohio down to Cairo in an outboard motorboat with a college friend.”

He shrugged and kept me there with pointless inquiries about my life and my family and my schooling, till the police came to say they were through. Still in Alden’s office, they gathered up their notes and prepared to go.

“Sorry we haven’t got further,” Sergeant Hammond told Marion. “But you can see the problems. We’ve found nothing promising. A few bomb fragments. Bits of a nine-volt battery. Pieces of plastic and aluminum foil. A scrap of paper with a possible Kentucky postmark. And one odd thing—”

He paused, with a puzzled frown.

“Something you’d never expect. Shreds of an unusual vegetable fiber mixed with the fragments. We’ve had the lab look at them. Bits of an oak acorn, so they say, shattered by the explosive. You say you knew about no acorns in the room.” He stopped again, peering at her till she nodded. “Why would anybody put an acorn in a bomb?”

She shook her head.

“No sense to it.” He shrugged and stood up. “That’s about it. Nothing we can move on, except maybe the postmark. We’ll send everything to the forensic lab and keep the file open.”

While they were muttering their awkward words of sympathy and apology for troubling her, Botman drew me aside.

“Mr. Barstow, I must ask you to come downtown with me.” His tone was civil enough, but also commanding. “Director Garlesh wants to see you.”

That astonished me, but he gave me no time to ask why. In his car, he spoke briefly again on his shielded phone and drove in silence to the new FBI center on Constitution Avenue. A silent elevator shot us to the top floor. I waited with an armed guard in the anteroom till a sallow-faced male secretary called me into the director’s big bare office and sat down at a silent keyboard in the corner of the room, looking poised to record everything we said.

Bella Garlesh was a thick-set, ham-faced woman with heavy jet-black eyebrows and a low-pitched gravel voice that might have been a man’s. She sat stiffly erect behind a huge bare desk in front of a wall hung with enlarged photos of herself at official events.

“Clayton Barstow?”

I nodded.

“I regret your brother’s death. For many reasons.” Scanning me with narrow, steel-colored eyes, she left me wondering till her next words startled me. “Did you know he was reporting to us?”

“He wouldn’t!” I blinked into her wide blank face. “That would have ruined him, if anybody knew.”

“We agreed to keep it secret. He was never an official agent. Never took an oath or accepted funds. We can’t give him public credit for his sacrifice, but he knew the cost and willingly took his risks.” She paused with a solemn nod at the seal of the bureau on the wall across the room. “Your brother did perform a significant national service, Mr. Barstow. I think he died for it.”

“I don’t believe—” I shook my head. “His whole career depended on respect for his sources. He’d never break his word.”

“Alden Kirk was a loyal American.” She let the words float for a moment. “Loyal, and deeply troubled by all he was uncovering. His infonet articles revealed a disturbing state of affairs. His book was even more alarming. We asked him for confidential reports on matters he considered too sensitive for publication.”

“You say he agreed?”

“A reluctant compromise.” Her heavy shoulders twitched. “He never broke his word. I think not to anybody. Yet he did confirm that he was on the trail of something grave. Something that made him willing to bend his professional rules enough to give us useful help.”

Shocked at that, trying to grasp it, I had time to trace the dark shadow of mustache across her lip. Her colorless eyes fastened on me, narrowed to unreadable slits.

“Did you know he had had wind of a group that was plotting actual armed insurrection?”

She waited, grimly silent, till I spoke.

“All I know is what he published. He didn’t compromise his sources, even with me.”

“He hadn’t got to the bottom of it,” she said. “All he ever reported was hints and hearsay, but they were enough to disturb him. And to alarm us, when we take them with the whole atmosphere of rebellion that worried him. Enough to concern the National Security Agency and President Higgins when our reports went on to them.”

She paused to see how I was taking it,

“Something else.” Her cold stare grew sharper. “Did he ever mention rumors of a weapon? Some group working to develop an actual super-weapon?”

“Something atomic?” I groped for something that might make sense. “Maybe stolen plutonium?”

“We discussed that.” She shrugged off plutonium. “Your brother thought it was something new. Perhaps based on the new information technologies. He was never sure. And now—” Her lips set hard. “His death is a crippling loss.”

A loss perhaps to the bureau, yet her blunt voice held no hint of personal regret.

“If you can give us any kind of clue—” She had paused again, her steely eyes as narrow and intent as if she were accusing me of mailing the bomb myself.

“I can’t,” I said. “He wouldn’t have mentioned it to me. He never wanted to risk me or his family.” I searched her wide poker face. “So you think these plotters killed him?”

“That could be.” She shrugged, her dull voice suddenly harder. “We don’t know. We do have other information that seems to confirm it: militia activities, anti-government sermons from a dissident pastor, infonet traffic in codes we haven’t broken. There’s also big money banked, from sources we can’t trace. Rumors of secret research at CyberSoft that could shake up digital information technology. We were pressing your brother for more than he ever gave us. Names. Plans. Locations. Anything about an actual weapon.” She bent closer toward me. “We were hoping you would know more than you’ve been able to tell us, but I believe there’s still a role for you.”

“For me?” That took my breath. “I don’t see anything—”

She raised an imperative hand to stop me.

“As Mr. Botman reports of their last contact, your brother wanted to end his connection with the Bureau. He had picked up fresh hints of a criminal group—with no names for anybody he called it a shadow gang—organized to fund the would-be rebels. They were only hints, but he said McAdam County had got too hot for him since his book came out. Even the innocents, he said, were afraid to talk. Mr. Botman wanted him to send you there to carry on for him.”

“Me? I’ve told you—”

She halted me again.

“Your brother refused. Indignantly, Botman says. He didn’t want you there in what he saw as an ugly situation. The bomb seems to prove that his concerns were justified, but we’ve worked out something that ought to protect you.”

I’d caught my breath to speak, but she waved her thick-fingered hand.

“Here’s our strategy for you. The Barstow name will be your shield. In college, you had a history minor. We’ll arrange your admission to McAdam College as a graduate student doing research for a thesis on the history of McAdam County. That will be an adequate cover that betrays no connection to Alden Kirk. It should allow you to move freely, meeting people and gathering facts.

“What do you think?”

What could I think? She had turned my whole world upside down. I sat there feeling dazed, staring blankly at her impatient face and the photos of her triumphs till she spoke again. She raised her voice.

“President Higgins has read your brother’s book. Our briefings have left him deeply anxious for the safety of the nation. If those traitors are actually building a weapon and hatching rebellion, he wants them crushed.

“‘Now!’ He’s got a temper. He was yelling at us. ‘Squash ’em! If it takes a nuke!’”

“Why me?” I asked her when I found wits enough to speak. “I’m not Alden. I don’t have his know-how or his experience or his contacts.”

“The Bureau’s got the know-how. God knows we’ve got the experience, though it has got us nowhere in McAdam County. People are hostile to our agents and too often able to spot them. Even the local lawmen aren’t very helpful. That’s why we’re sending you.”

“I’ve not agreed—”

“You will.” Her voice had a flat finality. “Though not in any official way. You will work as your brother did, with nothing on paper to connect you to the Bureau. That ought to protect you, but it means we can give you no help or recognition if you run into trouble.”

A spy mission was nothing I wanted. It had hit me too hard for any quick response. The secretary coughed discreetly. I shook my head and sat peering blankly around the big room, looking for any way out. All I saw was bookcases filled with dark-bound, gold-stamped legal volumes, an American flag on a staff standing beside them, the big photos of the director’s bureaucratic victories.

“Think about it, Mr. Barstow.” Her voice had sharpened. “Think about your country. Think about your brother. Mr. Botman will call you in the morning.”

That was all. She waved a commanding hand at the secretary. He rose to show me out. Another agent drove me home.

I took a long bike ride that afternoon. I’d loved Alden. I knew the importance of his work, and the mission seemed a little less appalling as I rode. The autumn sky was brilliantly blue, with fallen leaves scattering the paths. Yet I had no eyes for the splendor of the turning trees. I came back feeling that my life had tilted. Suddenly I wanted no more of the comfortable sameness of the world I had known. My dread of the mission was fading into wondering expectations.

Marion was out, trying to settle her future with Alden’s agents and editors. I spent the rest of the afternoon reviewing his laptop files. Most of them were pointless now, but I circled the names of people I might hope to meet. Trying to imagine anything I might do where the federal agents had failed, I drew a blank. She asked me in for dinner. Afterward, when Angela was in bed and Tim had gone up to study, she made fresh coffee and we sat in the den.

“What now?” she asked me. “Have they got anything?”

“A few bomb fragments. Part of a Kentucky postmark. No fingerprints. Nothing, really.”

“What did you find in the file?”

“Nothing the cops didn’t. Alden was turning over rocks, the way he always did. He found good citizens, and uncovered scorpions. Maybe one vicious enough to sting him, but there’s nothing to tell us which one.”

“So the case is closed.” With a long sad sigh, she set her cup down. “His life gone for nothing.”

“Not yet.” That brought light back to her eyes. “Not quite.”

I told her about his reports to the Bureau.

“Alden?” She seemed as deeply shocked as I had been. “He was no spy!”

“Not willingly. Garlesh said he’d felt he had to do it. For America.”

“So he was a hero?” she whispered. “If it’s true.”

“Garlesh says it is. Not that she intends to tell anybody else.”

Her head sank for half a minute, and then she looked back at me.

“So they want you to take his place?”

“Not in any official way. I swore no oath. They will cover certain essential expenses, but that’s all. No badge, no papers, no pay.”

“So you’re all alone?” She made a quick little grimace of pain. “No support from anybody? No help if you run into trouble? They’ll just disown you, leave you to the wolves?”

“I suppose so. It’s no more than the risk Alden took.”

“Why go?” Her voice was sharp with protest. “You can’t bring him back.”

“They want me to carry on his work. Reach his sources. Look for the trouble spots that troubled him. Report whatever I can find. I don’t like it, but I must try. For Alden’s sake.”

She wiped her eyes and looked at me. “You think you can finish this new book?”

“Later, maybe.” I stopped to think about it. “He’d made a good start. I have his notes and drafts of the opening chapters. But all that’s for later. The bureau thinks he was about to uncover some kind of plot he never really knew much about. They want me to finish his job.”

“Clay, you shouldn’t!” She was suddenly my older sister, giving wise advice in an anxious voice. “You aren’t trained for it. I don’t want you dead, Alden is enough.”

“I want to know who killed him.”

“If you must go.” She shrugged, with a sad little grimace. “If you must.”


CHAPTER THREE

THE TELEPHONE RANG the next morning while we were still eating breakfast. Marion answered and handed the instrument to me.

“Barstow?” Agent Botman’s hard flat voice, with a note of emotionless authority. “I’ll see you in your own office at nine, to discuss our preparations for your duty in McAdam County. Can you be there?”

It was more command than question. I said I’d be there. He knocked on my office door at nine, precisely. A tall gaunt man in a gray business suit, he wore a narrow black mustache in a narrow, sallow face.

“Thank you, Barstow.” He gripped my hand briefly and seated himself as if he owned the place. “Director Garlesh is grateful for your service to the Bureau and the nation. She regrets that you can never be rewarded.”

I sat down at my desk.

“I am going to Kentucky,” I told him. “But not for the Bureau. I want to know who killed my brother. If I do work for the Bureau, what can you do for me?”

“Nothing.” He was crisply impatient. “Not for you as an individual. Of course we still have a very active interest in your brother’s case, and in all the elements of unrest he was investigating in McAdam County. At the moment, unfortunately, we have few promising leads. That’s why the director has asked you to undertake the mission.”

“As if I’d had a choice.” Muttering, I added, “I don’t want a letter bomb.”

“Better watch your mail.” He spoke without humor, dark eyes shrewdly squinting. “There is risk. The risk your brother took. The director hopes to keep you safer. She has created a special high-security unit for you. We are arranging your admission to McAdam College as graduate student in history. That should give you adequate cover. Here are your instructions.”

He laced his narrow fingers together and paused to let me listen.

“You may not see me again, but I will be your contact. You will report and receive further instructions on a secure telephone. I will identify myself with the code name Acorn One. You will be Acorn Two.

He gave me a scrambler and showed me how to use it.

“Keep it well concealed. It’s our own encryption system. We don’t want it compromised. We’ll expect a report from you at twelve sharp every Friday night. And at midnight anytime when you have anything significant. If I’m not on the line, you will hear recorded instructions.”

Waiting for word from the Bureau, I packed my bag, did what I could for Marion and played chess with Tim when he had time from his lessons. I heard no more from Botman, but the fax brought receipts for fees, meals, and housing at the Katz House for the fall semester at McAdam College.

Katz House! The name startled me a little when I recalled Alden’s laptop note on Sam Katz. No connection, probably, but I had questions for him if this led me to him.

Marion gave me Alden’s laptop and kissed me on the cheek. Tim shook my hand and hoped very gravely that I got home safe. I made the long drive down to McAdam City in a rental car with my books, bike, and baggage, and found the room the bureau had rented for me in a decayed mansion two blocks off the campus.

The house, itself a chapter of history, was a two-story brown brick set back behind a dying lawn. Faded letters on the dingy marble facade above a long verandah spelled KATZ HOTEL. The front door framed a stained-glass rainbow. A sagging swing hung on one side, with three battered white wicker rockers arrayed on the other.

Nobody answered the doorbell. Pushing inside, I found myself in a wide hall between a glass door lettered SAXON & KATZ, Attorneys at Law, and another door with the legend, KATZ GUNS AND AMMO. Ahead of me, at the end of the hall, a plump young woman with a pleasant round face and a towel wrapped like a turban around her hair faced me across a counter.

“Sorry, sir.” She was shaking her head. “If you want a room, we’re full up.”

She brightened when I showed her my receipt.

“You’re all okay, Mr. Barstow. Paid up in full for the whole semester. We’ve put you in Number One. It’s here on the first floor, back at the end of the hall.” She pushed a key across the counter. “We keep the back door locked, but your room key works it. What you do in the room may be your own business, but we do have rules.” She nodded at a sign behind her.


NO LIQUOR! NO KIDS! NO PETS!



“No problem,” I said. She stood waiting, and I asked about the history of the house.

“It’s old.” My interest in it seemed to please her. “Built by a Dr. Kerry McAdam, way back in the 1830s. His son went bankrupt trying to build a railroad, and Tim Katz bid it in at the auction. My husband’s people have owned it ever since. It was a button factory, a hospital in the Civil War, later a hotel. We’re proud of the place. My husband has his office here. The second floor rooms rent to college students only.”

“He’s a lawyer?” I glanced back at the door lettered Saxon & Katz.

Nodding happily, she gave me a card.


SAMUEL KATZ, ATTORNEY AT LAW

Tax Attorney

Patent Law

Confidential Investigations



I thanked her and inquired about Mr. Saxon.

“Dead.” Trouble furrowed her smooth pink face. “A tragic accident. Right here in the office. He was cleaning a gun. He and Sam had had a problem over their retainer in a big drug case. Saul Hunn—he’s the city-county prosecutor. A sneaky snake! He tried to nail Sam for the killing. Pure spite. We showed him up for the fool he is. Sam and I were out at a bar when the maid heard the gunshot, with witnesses to prove it.”

“An interesting story.” I wondered how much of it Alden had known. “I’d like to meet your husband.”

“He’s out of town,” she said. “Clean sheets and towels once a week. No maid service. You keep the room yourself. Trash cans out in the hall by seven Monday mornings. House rules are on your honor, but the maid has orders to report beer cans and empty bottles.”

I promised to be careful and asked when Mr. Katz would be back.

“Hard to say.” She turned impatiently. “He’s up at Lexington on a case.”

I drove around to the back door, moved into the room, returned the rented car, and walked back across the campus. Old Calvin McAdam, the family pioneer, had left a thousand dollars “to establish a Presbyterian seminary.” Not enough then, but his son Scott became a banker and invested it well. Bruce McAdam, a grandson and perhaps not so devout, took a Harvard degree and came home to become the first president of the McAdam Academy.

The original building, small and rather shabby now in spite of the ivied sandstone walls and the white Greek columns, still stood at the center of the campus, a mile from the downtown center. I stood in line next morning to show my transcripts to a counselor. He sent me to the history department.

“See Professor McAdam. In Liberal Arts.”

Liberal Arts was an old red brick with neither ivy nor marble, dwarfed by the Moorhawk School of Technology, an impressive pile of silvery metal and mirror glass built in the halcyon days before Moorhawk lost his patent battles.

Wandering down the hall, I found an open door beside a sign that read Elizabeth McAdam. A young woman sat at a computer inside. A student assistant, perhaps. My eye was caught by three large portraits hung on the opposite wall: a handsome blue-eyed boy happily smiling at a squirrel perched on his extended hand; a lean youth with both hands raised in wonder, his grave face smiling into sunlight; an older man with thick black hair and a flowing black mustache, his fine-boned features caught in a quizzical smile. All three were simply done, yet caught with verve and a sense of character.

“Are they McAdams?”

“My brothers and my father.” The girl turned from her computer as I spoke. “Done in a freshman art class, before I found I’d never be an artist.”

She had taken my breath with the clear ring of her voice, her sleek sheaf of honey-colored hair, the way she filled out a neat tan sweater. It took me a moment to ask, “You’re Professor McAdam?”

“I’m McAdam. And you?”

“Clay Barstow.”

“Barstow?” She studied me in a puzzled way with intense blue eyes. “Have we met?”

“I don’t think so.” I was certain we hadn’t; she was nobody I’d ever forget. “I’m down from Washington. A grad student in history.”

She frowned again. “I really thought you were someone I’d known.”

She tapped her keys and studied the monitor.

“Clayton Barstow.” She nodded as she read. “B.A. at Georgetown. Summa cum laude. History major, journalism minor.” She looked up at me, her eyes more violet than blue, and piercingly keen. “A nice record, Mr. Barstow, from a great school. What brings you to McAdam?”

That struck me silent. I wanted her to like me. The truth would do nothing for that.

“I want to work toward a masters in history.”

“Why here?”

“I had a school friend from Kentucky.” Actual fact, but then I was forced to invention. “His people had been pioneers. I was fascinated with all he told me about his family and the state.”

“Kentucky history has been done.” She gestured at the full shelves behind her. “Again and again.”

“New history keeps happening.”

“Too fast.” She nodded soberly. “In ways that sometimes sadden me. Ways too complex to be explored in a graduate thesis.”

“I know, but I have a limited topic in mind.” I began to quote from Alden. “We’re in transition from the industrial age to the information age. I want to study the process as it affects one small group.”

“What has that to do with Kentucky?”

“I’m looking for a test-tube specimen of America.” More from Alden. “I
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