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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.









Someone is burning down America …


Two people have ten days to find out who …
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Al Andrade took a seat in the Palm Court of New York’s Plaza Hotel without the slightest thought of getting laid.


Well, that wasn’t entirely true. Not much else had been on his mind since he hit town on Thursday to attend the International Rail Transport Exposition.


With the devotion of a man who’d put in ten years solid service as Amtrak’s Passenger Service Manager in Stockton, Cal., he’d made the rounds of the convention stands, filled his pocket with business cards and handed out dozens of his own. He’d attended seminars where Basil Enderby from British Rail talked about Revised Ticketing Procedures for Combined Rail/Boat Traffic, and Dr Henrich Lemkow explain what happened to Enderby’s passengers when they transshipped at Stuttgart.


But most of the time he thought about getting laid.


Not just a casual poke. He could get that back in Stockton any time from Helen, his secretary of eight years, or from the waitress in his local bar whom he’d dated casually ever since his divorce two years earlier. Hell, there was always snatch if you listened long enough to their synopses of office politics and didn’t flinch when they ordered a double Chivas Regal and Coke.


But it wasn’t New York snatch.


That was different. Had to be different, Al reasoned, if only because everything in New York was the most sophisticated, the most elegant, State of the Art. He couldn’t shake the memory of Manny Levine, rep for the local Honeywell office, drooling, dammit, as he described how he’d called up from his New York hotel room for a girl.


‘Just picked up the phone. Easy as that. And half an hour later, there was this knock on the door. Jane Fonda! I’m tellin’ you, Al. Only younger. And bigger tits. She came in and looked me up and down and she said – and this is the absolute truth – she said, “Well, I think I’m going to enjoy this.”’


Then there had been the details. Deliberate. Graphic. Manny didn’t make it in computer sales by being inexact. For weeks after, Al could almost feel that warm, wet, all-enveloping …


‘Tea for you, sir?’


Andrade felt the blush rising out of his collar, as if his fantasies had been audible to everyone in the crowded Palm Court. But the waiter standing over him hadn’t even looked down.


‘Oh, yeah. Tea. Sure.’


‘We’re featuring Earl Grey today, sir. A delicate large-leaved tea scented with Jasmine and Oil of Bergamot.’ He gabbled it out, for the hundredth time that afternoon.


‘That’s fine.’


‘Milk or lemon?’


‘Lemon, I guess.


‘Selection of cakes or a pastry from the cart?’


‘Uh, well …’


But he was gone. The cart arrived a few moments later, and Al took a large prune Danish, more to look inconspicuous than because he felt hungry. Struggling to dissect it with the tiny fork, he put this experiment down as yet another bad idea.


He’d booked into the Plaza because that was where Manny had his big night. But he’d never had the courage to pick up the phone and use the number Manny had so carefully written for him on the back of his business card. And no matter where he went in New York, he could feel the tab mounting up on his American Express card.


After the crowds of midtown Manhattan, the Palm Court had looked pleasant – a leafy, half-shadowed open restaurant, a cut above the average hotel coffee shop. His feet were killing him after the long cross-town walk to save cabfare, and he didn’t feel like facing the stifling mid-afternoon stuffiness of his room or the accusing telephone jeering at his cowardice from the night table.


A low barrier and a fence of greenery divides the Palm Court from the Plaza’s eastern entrance. But anyone on his way through from Fifth to the main lobby could glance in. From the moment he sat down at the little table and realized he was the only man in the place, Al felt as conspicuous as the bouncer at a drag ball.


And a glance at the menu didn’t help. This whim was going to cost him better than $25.


All around him, groups of women gabbled and chattered in a clinking of cups that all but drowned the tinkle of the pianist who valiantly kept up a non-stop Jerome Kern medley from somewhere on the far side of the central fountain. Al recognized ‘All The Things You Are’, and felt the years rest their weight on his shoulders like a sodden overcoat. His ex-wife made him watch the movie in which Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers sang that. What was it called? Jazz Time? No …


He was still trying to remember the film’s name when the girl next to him dropped her cup.


It didn’t drop far. Maybe a couple of inches into her saucer. But the noise was enough to attract his attention. He looked at her for the first time.


She was gorgeous.


Not more than twenty-five or twenty-six, and dressed in a neat dark blue linen suit and a white blouse, like some French schoolgirl. There was nothing schoolgirlish, though, about the breasts that pouted under the ruffles of the blouse, or the ankles he glimpsed beneath the table.


She looked flushed. But Al took that for the hot red make-up he’d got used to after the first day or two in New York. The dark blusher along the cheekbones emphasized the planes of her face, and brought out the flash of her dark eyes under the tight pulled-back hair.


None of this registered at once. What Al Andrade did see instantly was the expression on her face.


She was terrified.


He opened his mouth to speak without even thinking about it.


‘You OK, miss?’


She had been looking over his shoulder. He tried to follow her gaze, but saw only the queue of three or four people waiting for tables. When he looked back, she was staring directly at him.


‘Are you staying here?’ Her voice was soft, educated, tight with fear.


‘Here? In the Plaza, you mean? Yes. Yes, sure.’


‘What room?’


‘It’s …’ He almost reached for the key, stopped himself and with an effort of will concentrated on picturing the door. ‘Uh, 1117.’


‘Go up. I’ll see you there in a few minutes.’


Al looked blank. His heart pounded. This wasn’t happening. Couldn’t be happening.


‘Please!’ The quick smile made a stab at coquetry. ‘You won’t be sorry. I promise you.’


He was in the elevator, watching the numbers flick towards 8 before he stopped trembling.


Had he lucked out? Incredibly? Accidentally? And for free?


In the room, Al pulled down the shade on the view of the Plaza’s airshaft that was all his expense account could run to. Hurriedly he cleaned his teeth, and rubbed on a stinging slap of Brut after-shave.


Then he looked at his drawn forty-eight-year-old face in the mirror and told himself to stop taking himself for a sucker. That girl was no hooker turning a quick trick; and what would any straight girl with those looks want with …


The phone rang. Al watched it shrill for six rings. Was she calling from downstairs to mock him? Maybe it was the House Detective. If they had such things in real hotels, not just in cheap Hollywood private eye movies. Had someone heard them talking? New York had the Sullivan laws against handguns. Maybe getting laid was illegal …


The phone stopped ringing abruptly. In the silence that followed, he hardly heard the soft knock on his door.


The dim light of the hallway deepened her flush. She looked even more feverish than she had downstairs. She walked past him, silent, and watched as he closed the door. Only then did she seem to relax.


Al cleared his throat. ‘Say, you look awful.’


Dumb, dumb.


‘Could you use a drink? I’ll ring down.’


‘No.’


She sat down on the bed, hunched forward, elbows on knees, face in hands. When she looked up, she was more composed. ‘No, don’t bother. What’s your name?’


‘Andrade … Uh, Al. Listen, it’s no trouble to get that drink.’


‘Al, I need to … keep out of the way for an hour or two. Can I stay here?’


‘Sure. Of course. As long as you like.’ A vestigial caution made him regret it even as he said it. If this was a shake-down, he had left himself no means of escape.


‘Only … well, I’m here for this convention. I should catch the evening session.’ Without his eyes registering the time, he stared at his watch.


She stood up and matter-of-factly kicked off her shoes.


‘I don’t expect you to do it for nothing.’ She turned her back. ‘Will you unbutton me, please.’


His hand trembled too much to more than fumble at the tiny cloth-covered black buttons. But he loosened enough of them to open the back of the dress, and reveal her naked back. It was flushed too, he noticed, the skin mottled over the shoulder-blades.


She wriggled the dress down to her ankles, hooked thumbs into the waist of her pantyhose and skinned them off along with the coffee lace briefs he could see drawn tight across her ass under the nylon.


Without turning, she crawled across the wide bed, tits swaying, the pale cheeks of her ass jiggling in the gloom. Collapsing on her back, she rested one forearm across her eyes and lay waiting, one knee bent, eyes closed.


Al’s fingers refused to function. He undid his tie, but his fingers were as recalcitrant with his own shirt buttons as they had been with those on her dress. Giving up on the shirt, he fumbled open the buckle on his belt. The jut of his erection caught the elastic of his underpants as he struggled to haul off underwear, socks and loafers with the ease she had shown. They came to rest as a tangled rope around his ankles.


On the bed, the girl moaned.


Now he understood the flush, the humid look around her eyes. A nympho! Couldn’t wait for it. Needed it, like dope. Anyone would do. Any casual pick-up. Contempt replaced his awe, and contempt fuelled his lust.


In blue socks and half-unbuttoned drip-dry white-on-white shirt, Al scrabbled his way across the bed and threw himself on her.


She didn’t struggle. Her body was limp, though it seemed to shudder as he ran his hands over it.


Tits. Glorious. Young and full. Tight. Nipples puckered to nubbins. The body slim, but ripe at the hips and thighs. His fingers prised her open, felt the heat, the wetness.


Grabbing her knees, Al thrust them almost level with her head and, kneeling, felt his penis slide deep into her.


Two strokes, and he was on the brink of orgasm. He looked down into the flushed, blind, beautiful face a few inches below his.


The eyes opened. He had time to see they weren’t black but a deep, deep evening blue, before she gaped at him. And screamed.


Instinctively his hand went to her mouth. The scream became a muffled gasp, almost a choke.


Even through the tunnel vision of arousal, he could see something was wrong. The girl looked … sick. No, more than sick.


In the corner of his eye he caught a movement. With the window shade drawn, the room was in half-darkness, but something was throwing a shadow on the ceiling above him.


His shadow.


Her mouth was still tight closed almost as if she was getting ready to throw up. And as he watched, her whole face began to … glow. Like a candle-lit pumpkin on a Halloween window-sill.


His nostrils caught the wisp of some disgusting stench. Al remembered as a kid throwing the stiff corpse of a dead cat onto a backyard fire and smelling that same throat-closing stink.


He lifted his hand in disbelief from the girl’s mouth. Her lips sagged open.


A curl of vapour wisped from the pink cavity, like the last thread of smoke from an extinguished cigarette.


At the same moment he felt the thighs pressed against his own become feverishly hot. And warmth played over his shrinking erection as if he stood only a few feet from an open blaze.


The girl coughed – a last, racking death rattle that turned to a long exhaling sigh.


And flame gushed out between her teeth into his screaming, incredulous face.
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The place stank.


Three hours earlier it had been the premises of a small publisher. Two levels of warehousing, filled with books, and two floors of offices above. Old and rickety, held up mostly by the identical buildings on either side, and stuffed with paper, chemicals and its own accumulated dusts, the place had burned as if that was what it was built to do.


Richard Grierson left his car at the corner, by the police barricade, and walked the length of Dock Road, avoiding the litter of hoses and the occasional needle spray of water jetting from a poor join. The moon was down, and it was two hours to dawn.


The Thames that crawled along blackly behind this row of converted harbourside warehouses on London’s South Bank, betrayed its existence neither in sight nor sound. Just another of London’s ghosts.


Further down Dock Road, the blue flash of a rotating police Rover’s lamp and a knot of people huddled around the open door of an ambulance showed that law and order had already been imposed on the chaos of the fire. A tall, thin, balding man seemed to be the centre of attention; draped in a blanket, and clutching a mug of tea, he spoke animatedly to the three blue-uniformed policemen who ringed him. One took notes.


Grierson ignored the group. There’d be time later to talk about the fire. First, he needed to reacquaint himself with his adversary, introduce himself personally to this newest incarnation of his ancient ancestral enemy.


With the river so close, there’d been no problem putting it out. Water, black with ash, still rivered through the wide goods entrance on the ground floor, guarded now only by the few remaining inches of the wooden doors, hanging drunkenly on heat-twisted hinges.


Hands in the pockets of his raincoat, head tucked well into his scarf, Grierson stepped into an environment as familiar to him as the bedroom he’d left an hour before.


With practised skill, he closed his nostrils to the smell of the burned building, breathing shallowly through a mouth that would, he knew, carry its reminders of smoke and soot and accelerated decay for the rest of the day.


Breathing like that was just another survival characteristic for a fire insurance investigator. It went with the pair of black wellington boots that never stayed in the closet long enough to get cleaned, and so still bore on their soiled soles and insteps the accumulated mud and ash of a dozen sites like this one.


It went with the ability to wake alert from a deep sleep made deeper by Valium, haul on heavy clothing against the London winter night, brew and drink a mug of scalding tea, climb into the ancient Daimler and drive ten miles through the wet empty streets without really waking up until you turned into the street roped off by police and criss-crossed with the fat worms of firehoses.


It went with being able to forget what it was like when the street you turned into was your street, with all its familiar landmarks – Morelli’s fruit shop on the corner, the bus shelter with the graffiti halfway down the block and the house turned to a black decayed tooth in the neat suburban smile of Macmillan Crescent your house …


Grierson kicked savagely at a black hump of debris. It disintegrated into a blizzard of white paper; pages of a book, each eaten by fire around the edges, so that the text was vignetted neatly by black edging, like the invitation to a state funeral.


One wool-gloved hand awkwardly picked up a page, and held it at an angle to the light from the street lamp just outside.


‘… came to a horrible sight. The body of a white man was staked out on the ground and disembowelled. There yet remained the embers of the smouldering fire that consumed him. If the Indians are hurried for time, and cannot stay to witness the prolonged torture of their victim, it is their custom to pinion the captive and place hot coals on his vitals.


The horror and fright this gave us women …’


Grierson crumpled the paper and dropped it back on the heap. Once the irony of that quote in this setting would have surprised, even amused him. But he hadn’t been surprised or amused for years now.


A London Fire Service man crunched down from the floor above and stared curiously at his shape in the darkness of the first floor.


‘Can’t come in here, sir.’


Grierson lifted his face to the light.


‘Oh, Mr Grierson. This one of yours, is it? I didn’t think Ipswich and Midland handled this kind of property.’


Grierson looked out through the door, towards the policemen grouped round the balding man.


‘That the owner?’


‘Tall chap. Yes.’


‘Find anything up there?’


‘Shouldn’t go up till I have a word with the Superintendent, sir.’


Grierson headed for the stairs. ‘How many?’


‘Looks like two. But you can’t…’


Not much remained of the stair risers, but the concrete and metal structure was firm enough. Keeping close to the wall, Grierson climbed to the first floor. A few seconds later, the Brigade man joined him.


‘Over here,’ he said resignedly, leading him to the furthest corner of the gutted building.


Two featureless lumps three feet long lay on the floor. Only an expert would immediately have identified them as human corpses.


Humanity had disappeared with the first searing touch of the flames. The limbs were grotesquely distorted. The hands, feet and other extremities had been burned off. So had the scalps. It was impossible to tell if they had been male or female, old or young, black or white.


Grierson’s face remained impassive as he noted the other familiar characteristics of human incineration.


The ignorant observer might think a crazed Jack the Ripper had used a razor to slash the long lacerations running down the bodies. In reality, they were caused by the burning of the body’s fatty tissues. As fat and grease burned, the intense heat split the skin.


The abdomens too were ripped open. Heated gas trapped in the intestines expanded – and exploded – from the heat. Both skulls showed signs of fracture, with fragments of bone protruding through the carbonized skin. Heat had boiled the brain fluid, and steam split open each cranium like an old kettle.


Splinters of bone could also be seen protruding from the blackened limbs – more after-death fractures as the bones cracked during the fire or afterwards when the corpses cooled and contracted.


Grierson bent over them, took off one glove, and, using a pencil point, probed through the ash beside one of the bodies. He held up a twisted, partially melted length of spring steel and glanced at the fireman.


‘Yes, they were lying on a mattress.’


He reached into his pocket and produced a blob of metal fused to the remains of a thin chain. A medallion.


‘Found this nearby too. The owner says it belonged to one of his employees. A young warehouseman. Looks like he used the place as a late-night love nest. Of course, we won’t know which is him and which is the girl until the autopsies …’


Grierson didn’t dignify the observation with an acknowledgment.


There was nothing this boy could teach him about burned bodies.


The prostate and the uterus, because of their deep-seated and therefore protected position in the pelvic region, were usually among the last organs to be completely destroyed by fire. Even if they were, bones could reveal gender; the pelvic girdle, the knee joints were different in men and women. Even the way muscles attached to the bones … Grierson looked wryly around the walls. We are defined by our sex to the bitter end.


‘Unless they’re both male, of course.’


The fireman shrugged but didn’t say anything. Grierson glared at the young man.


‘Well, what’s the official version?’


‘Cigarette seems the most likely bet to me. One of them must have dropped it on the mattress before he … she … went to sleep.’


Grierson’s lips twisted in a mirthless smile.


‘Well, they say it’s bad for your health. Certainly was for them, if your guess is any good.’


He walked off a few paces, wiped the end of the pencil on his glove and put it back into an inside pocket.


‘But your guess isn’t any good, son. In fact it’s fucking useless.’


He waved at the blackened planks under their feet. ‘If the fire started with the mattress, the char patterns on the floor would show it. Right, son?’


The emphasis on ‘Son’ made the young man flinch. He glanced down.


‘Well, with the wood in this bad a state it’s difficult to tell exactly where …’


Grierson cut him off sharply.


‘Don’t they teach you anything in that school these days? Can’t you read the signs of something as obvious as this?’


He waved at the blackened walls. ‘It’s not just the floor. Look at the burn patterns up there. There’s nothing in them to indicate that the fire even started on this floor.’


‘So where did it start, Mr Grierson?’ the fireman asked with forced politeness.


‘Ground floor, of course. Didn’t you notice those patches where the inflammable liquid gathered in puddles, like it always does even on brand new floors that look perfectly flat? Petrol, probably. And how could you miss those inverted-cone burn patterns on two of the walls down there? The fire had to begin at floor level and spread upwards. Hell, the arsonist practically wrote his signature on this job.’


He walked to the window and looked out on Dock Street. The owner was still sipping his tea by the ambulance. Even allowing for the blue/grey light of the sun rising out of Poplar, the man’s skin was deathly pale.


He could imagine him sneaking in here around midnight, parking miles away, keeping to the shadows, avoiding car headlights and street lamps. For perhaps half an hour he’d have cowered across the road, building up courage until the thought of the unpaid bills, the red ink on the books, the Final Notices and threats of legal action had been outweighed by the thought of a fat insurance cheque and the prospect of a new life.


He would have sneaked the petrol in litre by litre – maybe in a thermos flask, maybe all at once, boldly, in a metal can; they’d find one or the other when they searched later. And light it? How did he do that?


An educated man who’d seen enough films and read enough thrillers would know better than to splash around the gas and drop a match. There would be the remains of some tricksy mechanism, a tangle of melted wires and welded plastic whose analysis and reconstruction would be Grierson’s only pleasure in this case. Perhaps it had been triggered by a ringing telephone, when the man was well away from the site. Or maybe he used clockwork – the guts from a cheap Woolworths alarm clock, or even a watch, relying on the fire to consume it totally.


But fire never consumed anything totally. It blurred the edges, as it had blurred the edges of those corpses. But there was always something left – marks, fumes, scraps and shards, a record of noises, of the colour of smoke, the intensity of heat. A fire’s fingerprints. Its character.


Some of Grierson’s best friends were fires. But this one had been cheap, nasty, the kind of fire he never wanted to hear from again.


‘Didn’t think it out, did you, my friend?’ Grierson spoke half to himself, half to the owner who was too far away to hear. ‘Didn’t know one of your boys sneaked back here after hours for a slice of hearth-rug pie. Thought you had it all sorted out.’


He grinned without humour. ‘Well, I eat chaps like you for breakfast.’


The phrase seemed to strike a responsive chord in Grierson. He turned to look for the Brigade man. ‘Any chance of a cup of tea and a sandwich? I’m starving.’
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They were shooting a TV commercial in front of Insill House, the Ipswich and Midland building. Grierson idled his car just outside the boom gate leading to the underground car park and watched the crew adjust lights until the water-stained green tiles around the main entrance gleamed as they had not gleamed for ten years. There was water, too, in the fountain. It had swilled away most of the dirt and old ice-cream wrappers accumulated in the same decade of disuse.


‘Hardly recognize the old place, would you?’


The car park custodian had walked up from his concrete tunnel for a look. Grierson glanced up at him, and felt the familiar shield going up. After Mary, nobody. Nobody ever again. He’d made the promise to himself and stuck to it. Nobody close. Nobody to lose. Nobody to hurt him.


‘Skip the socializing and lift the barrier, will you?’


He made no attempt to make the request sound polite. His voice held the grating tone they all knew well.


The man’s mouth firmed. As the arm lifted and Grierson drove past, he thought he heard a muttered obscenity – proof that his guard still worked.


Someone had parked in Space 93, despite the lettered sign ‘Reserved for Mr Grierson.’ Grierson pulled in two spaces down, where the board read ‘Reserved for Mr DeVries.’ From the trunk of his car he took a bundle wrapped in soiled canvas, and thumbed the elevator button.


Stepping out at the 29th floor, Grierson looked around with distaste at the new decor of the company’s main reception area.


Since Ipswich and Midland were taken over by the international Insill Group eight months before, a lot had changed in the old company. The glossy new foyer, with its strip lighting, huge Morris Louys abstract and a desk that swooped towards the elevators like the prow of a cabin cruiser were just cosmetic changes; he could live with them by staying away from the office as much as possible.


Others, like the new administration brought in by the mainly American board of Insill, were less readily digested. DeVries, for instance; Grierson felt his stomach knot in contemplation of yet another run-in with the genially inflexible general manager.


He intercepted a grin from the little brunette on the desk, and felt a reflexive smile tug vestigially at the corners of his mouth. But he let it die there and swung down the corridor towards his office.


‘Mr Grierson?’


Reluctantly he turned back.


‘Mr DeVries would like to see you. As soon as you come in.’


Grierson grunted.


‘Will you be going straight through? I could check if he’s free …’


There was no avoiding it. If DeVries had left a message to catch him here, there would be a dozen of them with his own secretary and, for all he knew, a memo taped up over the urinal in the executive washroom.


Turning on his heel, he headed across the foyer to the suite of executive offices Insill had installed almost before the ink was dry on the merger documents, or the 736 employees excess to Insill’s requirements after the takeover had time to cash their redundancy cheques and figure out what had happened to them.


Some of those people had been old friends. Something else to hold against Insill. As if there wasn’t already enough to keep Grierson’s dislike topped up and brimming over.


He stood in front of the secretary who guarded the entry to DeVries’s office, dropped his bag on the floor and waited for her to notice him.


She had already, but Sheila Westberg knew better than to show she had. Her eyes remained on the VDU set at an angle into her desk, and the data on the rate of automobile accidents as related to phases of the moon. There seemed to be good evidence that drivers, like the mentally disturbed, took leave of their senses more readily when the moon was full. Or perhaps it was because the moon’s influence made them drink more.


These cyclic patterns could be found in other categories of accident too. Most heart attacks at work took place, for instance, on Mondays, when the tension between work and home, between leisure and labour, was most intense. Accidents in the home, industrial accidents, sporting accidents, light aircraft crashes all had their patterns, their human signatures.


But in one category insurance claims remained at a steady and continuous rate. House fires. True, there were seasonal variations. An increase during the winter months when oil heaters and the like added to fire hazards already present in the home. But on average, whether it was summer, winter, autumn or spring, there was a fatal house fire somewhere in Britain every day.


Reasons weren’t hard to find. The density of British housing in most towns and cities meant that people were often trapped in upstairs rooms with no avenue of escape. Most were ignorant about both fire safety and how to cope with a fire once it started. And the presence of dangerous materials in the home, like the polystyrene and polyurethane products that can fill a room with lethal gas in under a minute, provided plentiful fuel.


Add to this the bewildering variety of triggers for the fires themselves – faulty electrical wiring, cooking accidents, dropped cigarettes, gas explosions, unprotected open fires and, of course, the occasional arsonist – and one had the makings of a national epidemic.


When Sheila looked up, she was ready for Grierson – ready for the cold, hurt look in the grey eyes, the caved-in bitterness of a face she had seen animated, even loving.


‘Hello, Richard.’


‘Sheila.’


‘How have you been? We don’t see you much any more.’


He let that one pass.


‘Giles asked about you just the other night.’


‘What is he now? Ten?’


‘Almost eleven.’


Eleven. Peter would have been eleven this month. On the 8th. He and Giles had gone to the same school …


Sheila saw the eyes harden, and tried to head off disaster.


‘Come over to dinner some night. He’d love to see you.’


But the shield was back in place, just behind the eyes.


‘I might do that. Ask me sometime.’


Picking up the clanking canvas bag, he glanced towards the door behind her. ‘I gather my presence is demanded.’


Resignedly Sheila thumbed the button on her desk. ‘He’s expecting you.’


Going into James DeVries’s office always reminded Grierson of stepping into the living room of a show apartment. No personality marred its panelled walls or beige carpet, no human agency ever intervened in the care of the Ficus and the Floribunda Bresciae that added a green gloom to the corner nearest the view of central London.


The scribbled Topolski views of London law scenes on the wall were no doubt programmed for the space – chosen for their colourful inoffensiveness by the same software that chose the carpet, the drapes, and – for all Grierson knew – DeVries’s own Savile Row suit, Turnbull and Asser shirt and Lobb shoes, a programme run through the Hewlett Packard 2700 series computer sitting on the desk.


As the computer was the room’s only concession to its role as an office, its sole concession to personality in the whole office was a Benin black iron figure. DeVries’s lone acknowledgment of his birth of a South African mother and an American father, it squatted sarcastically among the greenery, its naked rump turned derisively towards St Paul’s in particular and London in general.


If Grierson needed an excuse to dislike DeVries, that figure would have provided it. But the American-appointed General Manager had done more than enough in his eight months to earn Grierson’s animosity all on his own.


‘Richard!’


DeVries wasn’t at his desk, but at ease in his shirt-sleeves on the couch that, with two deep armchairs, made up the working corner of the paperless office. He waved him to one of the chairs, and held out his hand. Grierson shook it, sat down, and glanced at his palms.


‘I just came from a fire over on the South Bank.’ He sniffed his hand. ‘You can still smell it.’


‘One of ours? What was the loss?’


‘We won’t have to pay. Arson and murder.’


He opened the canvas bag and lifted out some scraps of fire-twisted debris, placing them delicately on the coffee table, beside the engraved plate that said, ‘Thank You For Not Smoking.’
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