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Enter the SF Gateway …

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


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



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

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

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

Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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ONE

REBIRTHDAY





LONDON, APRIL 1773

To Jacques Dubourg.

Your observations on the causes of death, and the experiments which you propose for recalling to life those who appear to be killed by lightning, demonstrate equally your sagacity and your humanity. It appears that the doctrine of life and death in general is yet but little understood …

I wish it were possible … to invent a method of embalming drowned persons, in such a manner that they might be recalled to life at any period, however distant; for having a very ardent desire to see and observe the state of America a hundred years hence, I should prefer to an ordinary death, being immersed with a few friends in a cask of Madeira, until that time, then to be recalled to life by the solar warmth of my dear country! But … in all probability, we live in a century too little advanced, and too near the infancy of science, to see such an art brought in our time to its perfection …

I am, etc.,

B. Franklin.
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ALEX

Hold on, he thought. That’s all we can do, for now.

Alex Cowell took a deep breath, sucking in the dry chaparral scent of the arroyo around him. A red squirrel scolded him from atop a gum tree. A palm farther up the slope clashed its fronds in the warm, shifting breeze.

He had gone for a walk to clear his head. Usually it worked, sharpened him anew. But today he had slid into the past and snagged on that moment in Tokyo. It had haunted him for years. He saw now that he would never be rid of it. That slicing, brutal instant had led inevitably across more than a decade, to this quiet, yet exciting moment.

He shook his head and turned back toward the boxy white two-story building. A warm wind came gusting down from the ridge, curling his black hair and plucking at his shirt sleeves with dry caresses, as though hurrying him along.

He had come back here among the gangly pepper and eucalyptus trees hundreds of times before, taking a break from work, tossing worn tennis balls for Sparkle. The big, gangly Irish setter had fetched with glee, bounding into the mesquite and manzanita, ignoring the barbs that caught her coat and lashed her muzzle. She had never lost her enthusiasm for the bouncing yellow prey, had seemed convinced since she was a puppy that they were a rare, delicious game animal. Her look of quiet pride and accomplishment as she bounded back to him, tennis ball compressed in powerful jaws, had always struck him as both noble and comic. Out here, racing through the underbrush, her simple joy had picked up his lagging spirits many times, jollied him out of passing depressions. He had missed that simple rite this last month.

He went back inside the building, threading his way through the chugging pumps near the rear door. He washed up carefully and pulled on his Angels baseball cap; maybe not medically orthodox but a comfortable way to keep his hair out of the surgical zone. Quietly he slipped into the operating room. Susan Hagerty nodded abstractly, busy adjusting the complex liquid crystal displays on the artificial kidney machine. The moment Alex stepped into the room he shed the memories of Tokyo, of Sparkle as a pup, and saw her as she was now.

An old dog lying on her side. A tad comfortably overweight. But her russet coat was still sleek, her long muzzle giving a comic look of professorial intelligence. Her abdomen and chest had been shaved for her operation, and that area was swathed in white bandages. Her lungs labored under the artificial stimulus of a respirator.

You’ll fetch those tennis balls again, Sparkle. Just hold on. Then he slipped into his professional persona.

He automatically checked the kidney procedure the old-fashioned way, by judging the color of the cylinder that carried out the heart of the job: exchanging Sparkle’s blood with the dialyzing fluid. The thick tube was a deep, rich red – good. Still, he set to work running a careful check on a humming ultracentrifuge.

A Dixieland number came on their six-disc CD player, rattling drum riffs through the austere operating room. Jelly Roll Morton from 1927, the spotty old plastic recordings digitized and precision-tuned so that the full-bodied bass and piercing trumpet sliced through the decades, sounding more pounding, alive, and vibrant than ever, the past recaptured. The bouncy beat put a touch of zest into their labors. Susan would have preferred a Mozart symphony and Alex favored sixties classic rock, maybe Jefferson Airplane’s Surrealistic Pillow, so they had compromised on a hefty stack of Bix Beiderbecke, King Oliver, Preservation Hall, the sassy Barrelhouse Boogie Band, and Louis Armstrong.

Dr. Susan Hagerty hovered over Sparkle. She was a solidly built woman, good-looking in a homespun way, with a level-headed, calm expression that Alex found particularly reassuring now. She was the first woman he had ever had a true, professional relationship with, the joys of involving labor without any sexual nuances. That aspect was particularly welcome; he was still recovering from his divorce and needed to see women in a different light.

Susan ran on the beach regularly and had a quiet physical energy about her, the focused gaze of a woman who had made her way in life through concentration. As he watched she changed one of the IV bottles that trickled fluids into Sparkle and said crisply, “No sign of pulmonary edema.”

“Great. Let’s hope …” His voice trailed away. The unexpected plaintive note in it embarrassed him.

Hope seemed of little use here. His old friend seemed to be a small, fragile splash of color encircled by banks of shiny medical equipment. Hope was a soft, vague thing compared with the hard metallic grays and greens of the OR.

Pulmonary edema was, as usual for medical terminology, a long term for a simple problem. Sparkle’s lungs could accumulate fluids as Susan gradually brought her body temperature higher. Too much, and she would drown.

“I had some danger signals in the latest blood chem readings, though,” Susan said in a flat, almost matter-of-fact voice.

Alex looked at the digital readouts on the bank of screens and knobs opposite Susan. The welter of information was confusing, and he was still trying to unravel the numbers when Susan said, “Traces of damage in the pancreas. Blood glucose was jumping around. Electrolytes were acting funny, too.”

“So you –”

“Straightened out the electrolytes right away. Glucose is coming back, too. The pancreas has me worried.” Susan worked steadily as she talked, calm and steady after many hours here. It had been a long, tough operation, and it wasn’t over. They had started the day before, bringing Sparkle’s stiff body in from the freezer where she had lain for days.

It had begun weeks earlier, when Sparkle began dragging her hind legs. The cause turned up when Susan, who worked on research at Immortality Incorporated, had done a routine angiogram, injecting contrast dyes and taking X-rays. Sparkle had a blood vessel tumor pressing on her spinal cord. It was a mass of small vessels buried deep, a fibrous tracery that pinched nerves and brought lancing pains. Not cancerous but growing, it had spread all through her before Alex had noticed that she wasn’t eating very much, didn’t go outside anymore, even to play ball, and slept more and more.

Susan had shaken her head in despair when she looked over the X-rays. She had worked with dogs as experimental animals and knew the dimensions of their problems. An operation to remove all the fine filaments would have been too much of a strain on the animal. A veterinarian whom they called in to consult had shaken his head and offered with a sad, kindly smile to put Sparkle down immediately.

It had hit Alex hard. No more would his big friend come bounding up to him after a tough day at work, slathering him with tongue-kisses, woofing greetings and complaints, eagerly snatching up a ragged ball for fetching, yelping out her transparent joy. No more.

So Alex had decided to try a long shot. As general manager and technician at Immortality Incorporated, he had access to methods and equipment denied to most people. And he knew Susan Hagerty, whose research in low-temperature preservation at I2 was slowly bearing fruit.

He had to spare Sparkle the slow agony of the tumor. She was more than a pet, somehow. She had gotten him through his strident divorce, through his mother’s dying, through innumerable evenings of wine-deepened depression, sitting alone and dateless in his apartment. But he could not accept her “merciful” murder.

They had cooled Sparkle down to twenty degrees below freezing, carefully adjusting her internal chemistry, injecting noncellular blood substitutes that acted like antifreeze. Her firm old head had trembled at first as Alex held her and murmured softly, almost like singing a lullaby, stroking her belly the way she always liked, avoiding the shaved and swathed patch where the cannulas connected into her. She had peered up at him with luminous deep amber eyes that held an eternity of loving patience, utterly trusting that this spreading chill in her was going to be all right somehow. With her last remaining energies she had licked his hand. She had gone without a whimper.

Auto mechanics can fix cars easily because they don’t have to work on them while the engine is still running. The delicacy of surgery comes from the fact that patients have to remain alive while hands and instruments thrust deep into them. Surgery is itself a major, life-threatening trauma.

Matters are far simpler if the patient has already died.

Sparkle had gone on a voyage no other being had ever attempted. Held in stiff, chilled stasis, she suffered none of the slow erosion that living beings endure. Susan and Alex had used new drugs Susan was developing, “transglycerols” that allowed a body to avoid freezing even though it was colder than the freezing point of water. This gave Susan time to study the results of Sparkle’s surgery. She had used the days to carefully trace the path of the tumor threads, dark strings like coiled snakes that had wriggled deep within her. It had been long labor, consulting the inner maps of X-rays, of PET and CAT scans, and of tissue samples. Susan had rooted out every fibrous remnant, taking biopsy specimens, cutting away with a laser scalpel, stitching up the widespread damage. She was an adequate surgeon and had worked on dogs and cats. The luxury of time at low temperatures, free of the need to keep the patient’s body functioning, let her take meticulous care.

Ironically, it was only through killing Sparkle that she had any scrap of hope. She was now free of the insidious growths that had riddled her. Heart stilled, brain waves stopped, her purple eyelids lying so flattened it seemed that she had lost her corneas, Sparkle had glided through days of changeless time, dead by all the standards of medical science.

They had prepared her rewarming by injecting membrane stabilizers, to hold cell structure together. Then they had brought her up from the icy domain that claimed her by using carefully controlled radio frequency rewarming. The glycerols that gave antifreeze protection to her cells were hard to coax back out. Susan had developed new, simpler procedures and taught them to Alex. He knew biochemistry, but better, he knew how to listen, which usually is more valuable than bookish lore. Hand-eye coordination proved to be especially important in the bleached-light intricacies of the operating theater.

“Dura mater seems fine,” Susan said. “No big surprise, though. It’s just the sort of tissue the cryoprotectants should work best on.”

Alex nodded, adjusting the ventilator settings. The dura mater was the tough membrane covering Sparkle’s brain. Before Susan had developed her new methods, they had seen previous frozen animals develop fatal damage there as they cooled down. Ice expanded between cells, caving them in. This was a more insidious problem than “freezer burn,” which was simply the loss of water from tissue in ordinary refrigerators. The major enemy of cooling as a method of saving patients came with rewarming, when cell walls could not reexpand naturally because they had been damaged. Susan’s research had perhaps offset that. Perhaps.

Alex found himself petting Sparkle, stroking her fine pelt, hands seeking some sign of life from her familiar body. The coat was tangled and matted, and her shanks were chilly beneath her gray warming blanket. The respirator kept forcing the worn old body to go through its mechanical motions, but Alex wanted to feel some tremor of that mysterious other, the essence that changed a laboring mechanism to a living spirit, a mind capable of knowing joy.

Susan leaned over, fatigue lining her oval face. She had given more this day than he had, yet her hands remained steady, her voice calm and free of the skittering tension he felt, as she said, “She’s in there somewhere, Alex.”

“I hope.”

“The memories that made her all that you loved – they’re preserved.”

Down in the cells of Sparkle’s brain, hard-wired by chemical processes science was only beginning to fathom, she was waiting for him. The ravages of warmth and pressing time had not gotten to her yet. Or so their theories went.

He sighed. “Yeah. I know.”

“And it’s looking good.” Susan tapped the liquid crystal display of Sparkle’s internal temperature: 27.7 centigrade.

Alex worked in centigrade constantly, but somehow for matters close to the throb of living things, his mind reverted to the scale he had learned as a boy, just as he dutifully swallowed drugs for a cold but took his true, deep solace in chicken soup. “Let’s see – that’s eighty-two degrees Fahrenheit. She’s almost there!”

“Try her brain waves.”

He checked the electrodes attached to Sparkle’s head, then scanned the screen. Soft hash, green lines jittering against a black field. No clear result, but the complexity of the traces alone tightened his throat. The last time he had looked there had been nothing; an ominous flat line.

This is all a research project, remember. An experiment. Chances are slim. Susan laid out the odds. I knew that going in.

He caught his breath. The green hash, which showed activity levels in portions of Sparkle’s brain, now showed complex waves. They spiked up out of the spaghetti jumble, vanished, then returned.

“Hey. Alpha rhythm, good and strong.” Waves snaked steadily across the ’scope face.

While I was outside, day-dreaming, he thought, the old girl was fighting her way up from the cold. Coming back to me.

He massaged Sparkle vigorously, as if life could ooze like a fluid from him into her. C’mon, girl. Up from the dark depths … Her flesh was torpid and sluggish. Beneath his kneading fingers his old pet felt like chilly meat in a supermarket. But he knew that in medicine appearances can lie. That was especially true here, in a surgical procedure never tried before.

C’mon … just give us a flutter of life, anything, the most feeble stirring. We’ll hold a party for you, throw a barrel full of fresh bright yellow tennis balls, take you rabbit hunting up the arroyo. A rebirthday party, Sparkle. His hands began to ache from the massaging. Did Sparkle’s muscles seem a fraction more supple?

Susan said compassionately, “Don’t expect a lot. This is the first time, Alex.”

“I know, I know, but –”

“Totally new technology, and I’m doing it all by the seat of my pants. Don’t expect –”

“She moved.” He said it in a flat, factual voice, as though excitement might scare the tremor away.

Susan smiled sympathetically. “You’re sure? The respirator sometimes induces an autonomic response in the rest of the body, and –”

“There! There it is again.” He bit his lip. Eagerly he massaged Sparkle’s legs with fingers that were beginning to ache. Her legs had twitched the way she did when she dreamed, chasing tasty rabbits over green summer fields.

Susan’s eyes darted over the complicated displays that crowded around the operating table. They stood for long moments watching the shifting liquid-crystal numbers and graphs. Sparkle’s brain waves showed fresh ripples, growing complexity.

“Blood chemistry is coming around. Her pH looks better,” Susan said. “The perfusate is completely exchanged out.”

“She’s trembling.”

“You’re sure?”

“Look.” Alex let go of Sparkle’s legs. They began to jerk visibly. “My lord,” Susan whispered.

“See? She’s –”

“That could be a simple discharging of –” Susan stopped, gazing at rippling digital indicators. Her look of rigorous scientific skepticism fell away like a mask slipping from a warmer, more vulnerable face. Susan was a handsome woman with chestnut hair and a square face that gave the impression of solidity. Even now this came through, despite the red bags under her eyes and a network of fine lines that webbed out from the corners of her mouth. Lipstick and powder and eye shadow might have hidden much of this, but not the leaden notes in her voice. Yet these, too, were banished in the next moment. “Heartbeat. Look.”

A monitor now showed a steady pulse.

Alex glanced at the brain-wave spectrum. It was alive with shifting structure.

“Let’s get her breathing on her own,” Susan said.

Alex’s eyes widened. “You’re sure?”

“Come on. I’ll show you.”

It took a while to attach a plastic bag in place of the heart-lung machine. Alex rhythmically forced air in and out of Sparkle, following Susan’s directions in concert with her own quick, expert work. He stopped regularly to see if Sparkle would start breathing on her own.

“Think it’s safe?” Alex felt a lump in his throat. The dangers of taking her off the machine suddenly loomed before him. But then, he reminded himself, he wasn’t the surgeon. Here his lofty Ph.D. in biochemistry qualified him to be a simple medical assistant, little more than a handyman with the equipment. The doctorate had been fun to earn, but even before he finished it, he knew he didn’t want to do research in conventional areas. This was his calling. He liked working with his callused hands, fixing balky machines, doing the grunt labor around Immortality Incorporated, where something needed patching up all the time. He enjoyed understanding circuits, putting up drywall, framing in wooden supports for the suspension vessels, anything that transformed lines on paper into something solid that worked. And at this moment he was heartily glad that he did not have to make the decisions here.

Susan watched the displays closely, then nodded. “So far.”

“Whoosh, this is hard work.”

“You’re tensing up, that’s all.” Above her surgical mask she gave him a wink. “Don’t force it.”

“Right. Right.” Alex eased off, watching Susan for guidance at every step of the procedure. She carefully adjusted a dozen other settings. The body had to be restarted smoothly, letting the heart and lungs strike up their own rhythms. For long minutes he watched the regular rise and fall of Sparkle’s chest, driven by his hands, and it was only when Susan touched his arm softly, much later, that he realized that his hands were no longer breathing for Sparkle. He let them drop to his side, aching. The gentle rush of air through her now seemed subtly different, almost like a repeated sighing, effortless, a natural flowing.

“She’s back.” Alex felt stunned, dumb.

“Back from the other side,” Susan smiled, and Alex saw how pale and wan she was. He glanced at the clock and automatically made an entry in their operation log. Every detail of the procedure had to be exact, recorded.

Susan puffed out her cheeks, popped her eyes, and let out a great “Whoosh!” Then she sagged, leaning against the operating table. He realized that she had been on her feet, taking no more than five minutes away to gulp down some tacos, for ten hours.

“She’ll need rest, therapy, constant monitoring.” Susan had relaxed physically but was still plainly holding her emotions encased in a professional reserve.

“Sure, sure …” He stared down in wonder at Sparkle. Her chest rose and fell smoothly, and he knew in the silent, sliding moment that he was watching a quiet, profound miracle.

“Back from freezing,” Susan said. “A whole, intact, higher mammal. Never been done before. Never.”

Alex swallowed hard. “Never. Goddamn.”

“All the dreams, the stunts, the half-baked ideas …”

“And here it is.”

“Got anything to drink?” Susan grinned, and as if on a signal, the tension broke. They embraced each other, whirling away from the operating table in a lurching dance, whooping and laughing and crying. The rebirthday party had begun.
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GEORGE

An illegal panhandled him on the corner of Bristol and McFadden and he shot back, “Go with God, brother.”

But his tone might as well have said, “Go to hell.” He wanted to say, “You got more than me, Mexo,” because that was the plain truth.

The illegal didn’t speak enough English to understand him so he shoved the guy and spat on the sidewalk and walked on, knowing that it was dumb to draw even that much attention to himself.

Cops might see a chance to roust the illegal and check him out, too. Word could be out on him, even this far from Arizona. He doubted it. Hitchhiking didn’t leave leads. Still, he couldn’t get into police files until he got set up in a secure place again, with all his gear and interfacing software.

He walked down the broad street that was empty and asphalt-anonymous beneath the ceaseless, piercing morning sunlight, the way only California streets were, bland and strangely, quietly beautiful, and promising to become a slum the next time you looked.

His fingers curled back to touch his palms as he strode heavily along, arms swinging easily like beams carved out of hardwood by a sculptor who thought big and liked muscles. The veins in his neck bulged as he ground his teeth, thinking for the thousandth time about the mistakes he’d made, the ones that had put him here on the street, watching his back to see if a squad car was pulling alongside the curb nice and easy, just to take a look at him.

He was the kind of man who got that sort of attention. It was useful sometimes, kept people from getting in your way. It was a God-given gift, and he just had to suffer the side effects. The Lord gave no boon without some trial coming along with it, his saintly mother had said.

The early morning traffic growled and muttered beside him on McFadden. Except for keeping an eye out for cops, he gave it no notice. The men on their way to work noticed him, though. His suit was a light gray wool showing the wrinkles and wear of two days on the run. It held off the morning chill but hadn’t been enough last night. His black hair was cropped close, neat and under control. His two days of beard bothered him, made him feel like trash, a grimy yellow newspaper in the gutter, but he would have to deal with it when he had toilet articles again. He wore the fifties-style white nylon shirts that you could launder and hang up in the shower of your hotel room. He liked them because they had a clean, functional feel. The white of them did nothing to lighten his face, which was like chipped concrete. His gray eyes absorbed the slanting spring sunlight and gave nothing back.

He knew what the men in the passing cars thought. They were mostly Chicano, a lot of them driving pickups and wearing baseball caps. To them he was an Anglo without a car, obviously a bum. Maybe he had stolen the suit somewhere, along with the black shoes that needed a polish but looked expensive. Any Anglo walking here had no money. They would remember the time when they had nothing, took buses to work, were still dodging la migra, angling for a green card or straight papers, and holding down two sweatshop jobs at a time – in places where the first thing you learned was the exits.

It had been okay for them to walk, back then, but they had been on their way up and knew it. This Anglo was on the way down. Had to be.

George watched their quick glances and read in their expressions all of that. With the women it was different. He crossed with the light at McFadden and Main, and a mousy woman waiting at the crosswalk in a Honda watched him stride solidly along, her eyes veiled by false eyelashes that made her look ridiculous. About one woman in twenty would take notice of him, and he knew just from their looks what they were wanting. They usually watched his hands, which were big and veined. His power often came through his hands and women knew that, sensed it, felt a stirring. He had used those hands on women before, to caress them and sometimes to slap them when they wanted too much.

He ignored the mousy woman, even though she turned to watch him march past. He had learned to pass them by when he had important tasks, and always when he was about God’s work.

Today had to be devoted to himself. God helped those who helped themselves. He had spent the night sleeping under the Santa Ana River passover at Edinger and needed something to pick himself up, take the bitter chill from his bones. A good breakfast, like the ones on the farm when he was a boy, thick pancakes and plenty of molasses and big warm biscuits, maybe. But that would take money.

He found the Bank of America on Flower Street, just where the telephone book had said. He walked up to the twenty-four-hour teller and pulled out his first-line credit card holder. This was one of the old tellers, its keys worn, because this was a poor neighborhood. The banks never kept up the maintenance on these, even though from his reading he knew they made a big profit off the accounts serviced in places like this.

He took out his top-of-the-line set of cards, a full constellation for all major banks, in the name of Gary Pinkerton. He had been in a playful mood when he’d set them up, and now he ruefully saw that maybe that little joke, using the name of the first detective agency, had tripped him up. Some beady-eyed security hacker might have caught on.

He slipped the card into the slot, and the slit-mouth ate it eagerly. ENTER USER CODE, the video display commanded. He punched in his call letters and drummed his fingers on the spotted metal counter. PLEASE WAIT.

The words held there while he counted to ten. He figured maybe the phone lines were full, this was an old machine, and plenty of people all over Southern California were stopping off on the way to work, hitting the machines for shopping or lunch money. That would slow down the whole system.

But then he reached twenty, and finally at thirty he knew it was sour. He was turning away when the video screen flickered to blank. The slot did not spit his card back out.

He walked away fast. The banks were getting sharper all the time. Even this crummy old teller might be able to call the police. In a neighborhood like this they could be pretty hardnosed with customers and get away with it.

He went five short blocks down Chestnut and around a beat-up high school, turning regularly to see if any cop cars showed up behind him. He passed by a Denny’s and felt in his pockets for change. Three quarters. He went inside and sat at the counter.

A woman at the end in a pink uniform one size too small noticed him and came over, even though he was sitting in another waitress’s area. Swaying, lots of hip action. He ordered coffee and noticed a pack of Marlboros in her skirt pocket. He bummed one from her, making himself smile.

She smiled back, showing irregular, stained teeth, and lit the Marlboro for him with a Bic. She had to lean over the counter a little to do it, making sure he noticed her breasts, which were average size but pushed up by one of those special wired bras. He could see the boning through her uniform.

“You look like you’ve had a tough night,” she said.

“Got the job done,” he said because he couldn’t think of anything else.

“What kind of job?”

“Uh, you know.” He shrugged, hoping she would go away.

“Ummm.” A broad smile, not showing any teeth. “Sounds like the kind of work I might like.”

He grunted and she left. While she went for the coffee he twisted off the filter and dropped it on the floor. He hated those things. With relish he drew in a big chestfull, not caring about getting the tobacco fibers in his mouth. The waitress gave him another too-broad smile when she brought the coffee. She had dirty-brown hair and a lot of lines around the eyes, lines that makeup just crinkled around without concealing. Plenty of glossy purple lipstick, with chipped fingernail polish to match. Late thirties, he guessed. Showing the wear. Or maybe for a woman like her, the right term was use. Any woman who was interested in him now, the ragged way he looked, had to be desperate.

She licked her purple lips. “You new around here?”

George tried to think of a way to get rid of her while he watched the street. “Just passing through, sort of.”

“You’ll find there’s a lot to do at night” – a significant look – “if you know the right places.”

“Maybe I’ll work nights.”

“Yeah.” The stained smile again. “You said.”

He had made the cigarette last through the bitter cup of coffee. Just as he took the last drag, he saw two black-and-whites going down Chestnut headed toward the Bank of America. They were moving pretty fast but with no blinkers or sirens on.

The counter waitress started talking to him about the weather or the Angels or something as he watched the patrol cars turn toward the bank. He guessed they wouldn’t figure he was on foot. But somebody could have seen him, and on top of that there weren’t many places a guy on foot could go this time of morning. A prickly pressure built up in him, pulsing in his ears, thumping loud and strong so that he couldn’t make sense of what the waitress was saying. His chest started to heave, tight and fast.

He threw the three quarters onto the counter, jerked to his feet, and started out. The waitress stopped talking, her mouth half-open to frame the next word of mindless patter, surprise turning to irritation. “Hey.” She glared. “Hey.”

He went out the back exit and trotted down an alley behind a Vons Market. It felt good to move. Muscles working, eyes dancing. He went half a block in the clean morning air and slipped into a doorway to think.

He knew this was probably not the smartest thing to do. He could have sat out the next hour in the Denny’s listening to the waitress tell her life story, could have cadged some free coffee while she steered the discussion around to what movies he’d seen lately, using her eyes to suggest a whole lot more, and then she would have started hinting about doing something together tonight. But he liked to move when his body told him to. His instincts had kept him out of a lot of bad stuff and this time they told him to get some distance, fast. He never questioned his instincts – they were the work of God, and the Lord knew what was best for him. Maybe cops used the Denny’s for a hangout, and after they answered the stop-and-question call at B of A they’d go there, notice him. His subconscious had a reason, his instincts, God’s plan – it didn’t matter what he called it, he had to follow it.

Down the alley a kid was unloading a truck onto the Vons dock. Boxes, dumpsters, trash. The kid looked like he was nearly through. George sized up the timing. He kicked at some packing material in impatience, slamming some two-by-fours against the wall. The alley danced in the pale blades of morning sunlight, colors popping in the air.

“Hey, you cleared out pretty fast, bud,” the waitress said at his elbow.

He was startled, alarmed. She had approached on rubber soles while he was trying to plan, all caught up in his head, not on guard. He blinked and his mouth moved, but nothing came out.

“Guy like you, a girl notices, you know?” A sluttish smile, weakening at the corners with wobbling uncertainty. “Best thing I seen in a long time. Don’t want to let a guy like you get away.” He looked at her nervous twitching lips, and his breath came in gasps. A girl notices. Would remember him if anybody asked.

“Well, you duck out like that, I take it kind of personal.”

The trash-lined alley whirled around him, planes and angles sheeting up to the gray sky.

“And I liked you right off. Thought we might get together later?”

Bloodred patches flashed in the air around the woman’s uncertain smile.

“Hey, look, I guessed you were keepin’ outa the way of the cops.”

Tight. His chest tight. “How?” He had trouble getting the word out.

“You got the look, y’know?” She seemed encouraged by his finally saying something. “Needing a place to maybe hole up?”

Colors arced like veins, burnt orange coronal streamers bursting out of her and dissolving into crimson stars. He opened his mouth, closed it. Watching the colors.

“You could come over to my place, rest up. Man like you needs his rest.” The slanting morning sunlight showed the crinkled cosmetics in the lines of her face. Her bright red lips slid into a hesitant leer. “Not that you have to rest all the time. Y’know, you can have what you like.”

Gaudy light, colors sluicing down from an oyster-gray sky and running in rivulets around her mock-coy, painted face. Don’t want a guy like you to get away.

He sucked in a deep, fulfilling breath. Everything was clear now. The Lord had drawn His coat of many colors around her, and that made things simple.

“So hope you don’t mind me comin’ on to you like this, but long time back I learned the hard way that you see somethin’, you go –”

He bent over and kissed her. It felt good to let the tightness steam out. Woman like this, that’s what she wants. A shot of the hot ’n’ heavy, they’d called it in high school.

She blinked with surprise and then returned his pressure. Her tongue slithered into his mouth, muscular and slick and wriggling. All the spit and goop with it.

Warm and quick and alive.

A moist, thick snake.

Then she was limp in his arms, and he was staring down at her loose face. Something had happened to her and he did not know what, or how, but as he shook her the neck and spine wobbled, no resistance. Face empty, pale. Arms dangling. No sound.

Long ago there had been the girl in the field, the one he met at night out there on one of his walks, and she had taken him into the hot ’n’ heavy, too, and the next thing he had known then was her shrieks ripping open the thick night air. She had raked him with her fiery fingernails and staggered away in the Arizona dark, and he had not known then what had happened before between them. Just like now. Only this woman with the crows’-feet spreading away from her eyes, the brown eyes staring up at him, this woman did not scream.

Enough of this. He looked up and down the alley.

Nobody there. The kid working the Vons dock was out of sight.

No sirens in the distance. Just trash blowing in the breeze.

Big industrial-size dumpster beside the cinderblock wall.

Puffing, he crouched and picked her up. Surprising weight to her, but he rocked her up easily into a hug. He carried her to the dumpster. Had to move fast now. Yeah, heavier than she looked. Hoisting the body up onto his shoulder and then standing up was work. Grunting, he pulled the sheet-metal lid up. Setting his feet, getting the angle. He threw her in with one movement. Backward over the top, her head snapping back as if to look at him as she went over. Hair frayed with the momentum, face open, then gone.

Flattened cardboard boxes under his feet. He scooped up two, threw them in to cover her. The lid banged down as he sprinted away.

His thinking had been interrupted there, but now his head was clear. The strands and snaking threads of color were fading, crisping and fizzing in the slanting sunlight. He had trouble walking for a moment, his jimmy-john stiff against his leg, but he was proud of getting away, free.

He thought of a broad valley strewn with bones baked white beneath the rich sun. Faces flickered before him, faces forever stilled in expressions of surprise, fear, confusion. And colors sizzling around the wrecked heads, fiery plumes frying the faces, crisp, hot, vibrant.

The Vons Market was getting ready for the day. He slowed to a walk as he passed the piles of cardboard boxes and pine loading flats and more dumpsters. The kid had finished unloading. He was backing the Mack delivery truck out from the loading dock, grinding its gears. It had a steel tailgate, and George grabbed for that as the kid gunned his motor and started up. George pulled himself up easily and stood on the rear chrome bumper, holding on to the tailgate. The back doors were locked. The truck accelerated, the driver shifting through the gears as if this were a sports car.

He rode the truck for a fast few miles. The kid was hot to get somewhere and the smell of carrots filled George’s nose as he hung on, the truck jouncing lightly on the turns.

He thought about the woman a little and knew he had been right. She had said she was going to try to hang on to him – Don’t want a guy like you to get away – and she had guessed the cops were after him.

Well, she couldn’t hang on to him. He had proved that. In mathematics, once a proof is done, you drop it and go on to the next problem. That was the way he wanted to run his life, and lately he had been getting better and better at that. George firmly put the woman from his mind and concentrated on the ride, on his plans, on this day. This day he had to dedicate to himself. And through him, to the Lord.

George jumped off at a traffic light because he saw a Security Pacific building down the block. He had a principle that God had given him when he was a boy, when he had learned to fight back against the bullies at school: The one sure way to get danger on your tail was to turn your back on it. People against you, you had to go right back at them, show them some spirit. If you got thrown, then right away you got back on the horse. He was going to ride Security Pacific.

He sat at a plastic table outside a Dunkin’ Donuts, holding a Styrofoam cup he had fished out of the trash, so he would look as though he belonged there. Not long to wait for Security Pacific to open. That gave him time to strip all the Gary Pinkerton cards from his plastic accordion carrier. He said a fond good-bye to all twenty-three cards as he sliced them in half with a pocket knife and dumped them in the trash. Leave intact cards, and somebody would for sure try to pass them. He took out his backup, a small folder that had cost him several thousand dollars to set up and that had lain fallow for over a year.

The Security Pacific card of one Bruce Prior was virgin, just like the other dozen in the folder. He slipped them into his first-line plastic windows, enjoying the crisp feel of them. George felt the familiar tingling in his hands as he tuned himself up. Bruce Prior now had to take on an identity.

He rearranged his face so that the anger and irritation went out of it. When he was pretty sure he looked worried, he went into the men’s room of Dunkin’ Donuts and checked. Not bad, but he started to scowl as soon as he thought of anything else.

He kept working on his expressions while he did the job he had to get through first. Down with the pants, out with the jimmy-john. He wasn’t sure what he had done with the woman back there in the alley, there were gaps in his memory of it. But it never hurt to get clean right after, that was for sure. He remembered the minister telling him that, many years ago, when he got caught in the church rec room, doing the hand-love with his jimmy-john after the Andrews girl felt him there and ran away. How good it had felt to clean it after, in the church men’s room, all the foul smells gone. Same as now. He caught the musky reek coiling up from himself and figured that was from the woman exciting him down there. They carried filthy diseases, too. He used eight paper hand towels to be sure and felt better right away.

Back to business, all fresh. Time for repairs.

He washed his face and hands without soap because there wasn’t any, just cold water and a wall-mounted blow dryer that was so low he couldn’t stoop enough to get his face under it. He wet his hair and combed it with his fingers until it looked pretty good, like a guy who had just been in a hurry this morning. His black tie was still in his coat pocket but he had managed to mess it up by sleeping on that side. He wetted it a little and stretched it and put it on. The wrinkles still showed.

People always thought better of you if you dressed conservatively, plenty of serious blacks and grays. He stuck the tip of his tie under his belt and fiddled with his zipper until the tie got caught there, holding it tight so the wrinkles went out. With his jacket buttoned you couldn’t see that or the dirty smudges on his shirt. He wet his fingers and stroked his pants legs until most of the creases came out. Lucky he hadn’t been wearing one of his pleated outfits when he had gone out to a church dinner three days ago. They’d look like hell by now.

He had nearly walked straight into the cop screen around his apartment. A neighbor was having a loud party across the boulevard from his stucco apartment building, and there had been no street parking left at all. He’d seen that a block away and so had parked under an oak tree and started walking home, frowning at the loud rap music booming out of the party. Rap music! – gutter talk, no kind of music at all, and years out of date. It had irritated him to hear that trash cutting through the dry, cool Tucson evening. Especially after the sweet, flowing hymns he had been singing, songs that meant something and lifted you up on choruses of beauty.

But the party had saved him, because he saw the plainclothes guy walking away from it, maybe having just asked them to quiet things down a little. Mr. Plainclothes had cop all over him, plenty of stiff swagger and a third-rate suit.

George had slipped down an alley, fading into the shrubbery, and doubled around. There were two unmarked cars at the rear of his building and guys sitting in them, with one more standing in the shadows of the back stairs. They looked like serious trouble. Not local law, who were so dumb they’d park in front, probably under a streetlight so they could read the newspaper.

He had gone away and stayed overnight with a fellow parishioner family, good folks, giving them a story about a sudden need to fumigate the whole apartment house. They’d been kind of edgy about things, the way most people were around him, but they let him sleep over. The next morning he’d approached his place from three different directions. He did it on foot, in case they had an all-points out on the plates of his car.

Sure enough, from each direction there was a guy trying to look casual within a half block of the apartment. He had tried again that night, and they were still there.

Which meant the Feds, for sure. They could field special teams, take their time. Probably the interstate banking morons with their big computers. Which meant he was finished there.

But not finished for good, he thought, as he studied himself now in the men’s room mirror and worked on his expression some more. Two days of hitching from Tucson had given him reddening sunburn and a mean squint. He got his mouth and eyes set so that he looked like a guy who had done plenty of manual labor and had the muscles to show but was basically just your average Joe. Worried, maybe a little confused.

He went into the Security Pacific with the opening door crowd. There were five desks to his left, two marked off with a little wood and brass fence, which meant the president and VP worked there. He looked over the three account managers at their desks. The best would probably be a young guy at the end, but he was already talking to a weathered Chicana woman in a sweater who was having trouble with her English.

George picked the next youngest account manager, a woman who looked to be midtwenties. The older they were, the more sharp and suspicious they’d gotten. As he sat down she gave him the neutral business smile they taught everybody these days and said, “How may I help you?” like a recording.

“Well, it’s kinda funny,” George said sheepishly. “I got one of your cards, but I don’t have a local account yet.”

“Oh, that’s no problem.”

“Kind of backward, I guess.”

“Well, we probably sent you the card as an invitation, Mr. –”

“Prior. Bruce.” He handed over the card, fishing it from his vest pocket so she could not see the plastic windows full of other cards.

She gave the card three seconds and said, “Let me just enter you and see.”

He sat for five minutes while she clumsily went through her memorized routine, typing his card number in and looking for specs on the account, going through their national net. He casually moved his chair around so that he could see some of her screen. She had an obsolete monitor and made two mistakes with access codes.

He’d done nothing but charge a hundred bucks or so every month to keep Bruce Prior active and had paid off right away. It was a long five minutes, though, because there was a chance the cops at his apartment had somehow traced this identity. They’d had time to alert the networks. He had paid off the Prior with checks on Gary Pinkerton accounts, part of his perpetual cycling of money that kept him going. But unless the Feds did a thorough retrieval on every account he had, there would be no alert on Prior.

Unless they were on to him for more than that. There was always the chance that some stuff he’d covered up years back wasn’t really buried. He put that thought out of his mind and watched the woman, ready to get out of there fast.

She smiled approvingly. “You’ve moved, Mr. Prior?”

“Right. New to the neighborhood.”

“I see your previous address was in Tucson. A post office box.”

“Got a better job out here.”

“Congratulations. Well, then, perhaps you would like a checking account with us?”

“Sure. But I need some cash right away.”

“I’m sure we can arrange that, too.” She started taking out forms from her files.

“Don’t have a steady address yet.”

She frowned, then brightened. “You can use your employer’s address.”

That was what he got for departing from his standard story. He held his face steady, still working on the worried look, and added a little nervous touch of guilt. “They don’t like us doing that.”

“I quite understand. I’ll bet Security Pacific wouldn’t like it if I got all my bills here – there are so many!” Her merry little laugh had a mechanical edge to it, as if she had used it too much.

“How about I just come back in, say in a couple days, and give you my home address, once I’ve got one?”

“Well –”

He could see the cogs going around: Customer’s left his card billing address, a P.O. box, no way to find him. Maybe something funny going on with the employer. Could be he didn’t have a job at all now.

She said, “The assistant manager will probably …”

Now was the time to show the plastic. An embarrassed bobbing of his head while he held out his plastic accordion card holder, letting them unfold: Optima, Neiman Marcus, American Express, Broadway, MasterCard, Sears, Fuji, Visa, Nordstrom.

“Look, if these’d be any help …” He didn’t have a dime in any of them, of course.

“Well, my, you do have a lot.”

“Yeah, I travel plenty in my business.”

She pushed back her chair, started to get up. “I’ll just ask –”

“Do you
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PROLOGUE

The bomb exploded three yards away.

Alex’s father had often quoted an obscure philosopher’s saying, “God is in the details.” Alex had gathered that meant some abstruse point. Maybe that if you looked hard enough, God’s fingerprints showed up somehow.

The bomb taught him another meaning.

He was standing just around a corner of a steel kiosk, one of those little booths that sell chintzy last-minute gifts and cheap candy and utterly unmemorable memorabilia. Only this was Tokyo’s Narita airport and nothing was inexpensive. He had been annoyed to find that he had to cash his last travelers’ check to pay the airport tax, a stiff two-thousand-yen goodbye kiss from the Land of the Rising Sun. It was the last of his summer money. He decided that he might as well spend the leftover bills on a miniature samurai sword that he supposed would work either as a letter opener or as an assault weapon for midgets.

He had handed the tired-looking Japanese woman the bills. She had been busy arranging some plum blossoms for sale and turned to him, distracted, crow’s-feet carved deeply in her face. She held a blossom in one hand.

Later, trying to recall the moment, he seemed to see his hand moving with languid, slow-motion grace toward the woman’s worn, outstretched palm. In memory, something had alerted his subconscious, lending the events a sliding grace. The woman touched the bills, her hooded eyes dulled by fatigue, and then a wall of pressure struck her. Her face seemed to smear and dissolve an instant before he had the sensation of somebody hitting him in the head with a baseball bat wrapped in goose down. No sound, just massive impact. Then he was weightless, buoyant, the world beyond a blur of soundless velocities.

No smack of landing. No sudden jar. But then he was lying in utter silence on a granite floor as cool as an angel’s kiss, staring up at the high, ribbed ceiling far, far away.

He had turned his head. Legs flicked across the milky foreground of this curiously flat, dimensionless scene. The disembodied legs seemed in a tremendous hurry for no apparent cause. Certainly he felt no great urgency himself. He turned his head again, finding it a great effort, the vertebrae going rak-rak-rak like a rusty crank-driven machine.

How had he gotten tired so fast? Steel sheeting lay curled next to him, its jagged edges glinting in the enamel-gray fluorescent light. The woman’s kiosk, still helpfully if redundantly sporting a large yellow KIOSK sign, was now a shredded box lying on its side.

The Japanese built to last, and the rolled steel kiosk walls had lasted just long enough to blunt the explosion. He sat up, little chilly slivers running through his legs, ice in August. Bodies lay like rag dolls all around him.

It was odd, he thought, how wounded people look like heaps of clothing, as if calamity were a confused fashion statement. They were tousled lumps – slick raincoat, wool suit, a polished brown shoe turned at the wrong angle – but somehow no longer people anymore, just collections of their wrappings that had failed to protect them from the shrapnel weather here.

Pain started to seep into his elbows. His shirt was torn and bloody. Abstractly he noted the cuts and bruises where steel had peppered him. Metal was cold, so the icy threads he felt up and down his legs were steel. Logical.

The ethereal fog around him began to retreat, letting in movement, damp air, faces wide-eyed, pale, their O mouths beginning to shape screams. Daytime television with the sound off, he thought numbly. Everything happened beyond the glass wall of silence.

He got to his knees. A gliding, soundless world.

He stood up shakily. Rubbery legs. The woman was there with him in the silence. He found her a few feet closer to the shattered kiosk. She had been cut nearly in two by the blast. Blue-black guts trailed from her like fat sausages. Gray bones poked through her skin where the shock wave had crushed her ribs.

Yet her face was blank when he rolled her head up, her eyes open and still dull and tired and wanting to go home. In her hand she clutched a single plum blossom. Her body was already a cooling island in a spreading red-brown lake. He noted that her seeping blood smelled like freshly sheared brass, startling, pungent.

He had stepped back, his shoes sticky with congealing blood, when he saw dumbly that he could do nothing for her. Her body was limp and relaxed but her pale, knotted fingers would not release the fragile, perfectly formed plum blossom.

Don’t let go of that blossom.

There is a moment that comes to everyone and changes them forever. No one ever forgets it.

Usually the moment comes in the quickening years of adolescence. For him it had been that frozen instant in Japan when he retreated from the spreading stain. The darkening rust-red pool seemed to grow a brown crust, hardening before his eyes into the soil that would soon yawn moistly open to accept her body, to enclose the corpse in a grip that would never end. The earth would suck her down into it, make her a part of it, dissolve her with its licking tongues.

The hungry earth. Mold, rot, rust. Gray deep ponds reeking of rotten eggs. Decomposition. Dust.

Among all the people in the milling airport he had been alone with a terrible fact he had now discovered – that the earth devours everything. That it swallows all life, finally, just as before his eyes a sticky emissary of the dank soil now oozed out of the torn woman and licked across the granite slab floor, searching for him, for anyone, for the fodder that could feed this organic mud-hunger but never satisfy it.

Yet the woman’s rigid hand with its yellowing nails held vainly to the blossom. Somehow in his confusion he thought that if she held it, there might be some hope of hauling her back, even though the spreading brown pool had already claimed her.

Hold on, he had thought. Hold on.

Her body had taken some of the blast that would have ripped into him, shredded him, taken everything from him in one compressive instant. The kiosk and the tired woman had absorbed the worst of it. The fact that he was using up his last yen and that he stood at just a certain angle – that was a meaningless detail.

God is in the details.

An odd saying for his practical father, a white-haired man who didn’t believe in God. But the details of their momentary geometry had made him live, to stride the green fields, happy above the underlying slag layers steeped millennia-deep in bones and rot, while the small, worn woman died.

She had given him time to heed the sign, the warning.

His hearing took a day to come back. He read about the terrorist attack in The International Herald Tribune, propped up in a Tokyo hospital. By that time the frozen, eerie moments had already begun to seem unreal.

As he lay on starched sheets for days afterward, he had plenty of time to think. He knew little Japanese so his mood was unbroken by casual chat. He had spent the summer as an American Field Service guest with a Japanese family, and they came to visit him, of course. That did not lessen his solitude. When they left after visiting hours there were still the long nights to get through. He had spent them staring at the white-tiled ceiling, thinking of the ribbed steel heights of the Narita vaulting, of the moment when he had seen what he now thought of as the Black One spreading out from the woman, searching for him.

It was coming to get him. To get the clever and the stupid, the glossy rich and the starving poor. Everyone knew it. That simple truth lay behind every event of every day, yet no one mentioned it. The Black One was the best-kept nonsecret of all time.
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