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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.


      





ONE



When the matter of the flying werewolf first surfaced in Washington, D.C., I never once thought of the dinosaurs.


It was midautumn, a time I hate worse than any other in the year. Yeah, I know there are folks who rhapsodize over the colorful leaves and lots of people crowd the rural highways and parks to see these bursts of color, but, let’s face it, autumn is the season of dying, of death, of the end of hope. It’s when those leaves change color that they die, and then they fall in big heaps that somebody has to deal with or they clog drainage and begin to rot. Autumn is when the days grow progressively shorter and the nights take over, when the cold blasts of the north come down and drive happy people inside. Death and decay, that’s autumn. Even winter is better; everything’s already dead, snow sometimes covers up the evidence, and the days grow longer, giving promise every morning that something better is coming.


The question, after this day, would be whether or not what was coming truly was better, or just … different.


It was a gloomy, gray day in Washington, and the light, cold rain that went through you to the bone had slacked off just a bit, allowing me to turn off the wipers for once and get rid of the dancing dead leaves that had wedged under the wiper and caused nothing but a massive smear. I was headed up Connecticut Avenue to the Wardman, to meet somebody I’d never heard of before that morning, in hopes that his claim on my voice mail that he had the “story of the century” was even a slight bit true. Everybody always had the story of the century, but it was a long century and most of it hadn’t happened yet.


Even the old nation’s capital had seen better days. Oh, it kind of looked okay, but if you stared close you could see the occasional gap in buildings where there shouldn’t be gaps, and the peeling paint on the signs. You’d notice that all those formerly quaint little shops lining the avenue were now imported junk shops run by people who’d come here from someplace far away in hopes of realizing the American Dream and were discovering that a 7-Eleven was the same the world around.


We old-timers and natives still thought of the Wardman as the old Sheraton Park, a weird hotel built by a madman of geometry driven nuts with government regulations, but it had long ago passed into the hands of other chains. The old hotel used to sit between the National Zoo and Rock Creek Park, built right into the side of a hill; you could enter on the bottom level, go up seven floors, walk down a corridor, and find yourself in the basement of a different but related seven-story hotel. You still did that, but some genius had figured out how to disguise that fact when they redid the hotel back in the late seventies and it wasn’t as obvious anymore. Even so, I never felt that I was going where the button on the elevator said I was going in that building until the doors actually opened. There was always this weird, crazy feeling that I’d step out on another planet or a parallel world or something. It was often said that half the people you passed in the halls were old guests trapped there for decades, still trying to find the way out.


Development had long ago moved downtown and the Wardman and its twin, the Shoreham, were now kind of isolated out in the middle of nowhere. Nobody went into Rock Creek Park after dark these days, and the zoo wasn’t great company after closing.


As I turned to go toward the upper parking lot I saw all the flashing red and blue lights, and I had this sinking feeling even though there was no reason for me to think that it had anything to do with me. Well, hell, maybe it was a better story than the one I was there to get, I thought. Might as well see what’s what.


The cop had been there a little while; he looked wet and miserable and in a very rotten mood. I put the window down and he bent down a bit to examine me. “Sir, are you a guest in the hotel?”


“No,” I responded. “I’m here for a business appointment with a guest, though.”


“Sorry, sir. The main entrance and lobby are blocked off and probably will be for a few more hours. If you turn around, though, and go to the lower level, you can enter through there and there’s access from the convention level to the main hotel elevators.”


I nodded wearily. “What’s the problem?”


“Nothing that need concern you, sir.”


I reached down and stuck the press card on the dash, then tried to get my wallet out from where the seat belt secured my pocket. “After many years, son, I find that whenever a cop says that to me it’s exactly something I should be concerned with.”


He looked at the card and my press pass. “Baltimore Sun, huh? A little far from Baltimore, aren’t you?”


“Forty minutes up I-Ninety-five,” I told him, careful not to say how fast I really took it. “I’m with the Washington bureau anyway, though. Times Mirror syndicate. L.A. Times, Sun, lots of others. Do I get a parking spot now?”


“You couldn’t get in there with a tank,” the cop responded. “But it should be good enough to get you into the lobby. The rest of them have set up there.”


“The rest of who?”


“You know—Channel Seven, Channel Four, Channel Nine, Channel Five …”


“Mere TV, no depth. What about the Post?”


“Not yet, although there’s a half dozen from the Times in there and even the National Enquirer. The way this one’s going, I wouldn’t be surprised to see Oprah and Geraldo.”


That was a lot of media, even without the Post, which so far had probably decided it was a local story unworthy of the nation’s paper. You always could find out more about the president of Albania than the D.C. City Council by reading the Post. “Somebody dead?” I asked him.


“Yes, sir. You’ll have to move along now, find a place to park it, and come in like I said. I have to keep this street clear.”


Good luck, I thought, noting that they still allowed parking along here and you could barely move in the best of times.


Going forward rather than turning around, though, I saw that there was a whole side of the street just beyond the hotel that was clear. Sure, it was labeled “No Parking,” but that was what a press pass was for, wasn’t it?


Actually, the last time I’d thought that I’d been towed the boss made me pay the pickup. Still, I wasn’t about to play round and round under these conditions, and if they’d blocked off the parking up here, there wasn’t a chance in hell that you could find anything below either in the lower entrance or over at the Shoreham. I picked up my recorder and my cell phone and was off to work.


The first thing I noticed as I walked to the upper entrance was the lack of any ambulances. You usually had several, even for one stiff, at this stage of the game. I did spot the medical examiner’s car, but that was strictly for carrying around his or her equipment and evidence bags detached from the corpse. It sure wasn’t a hearse, of which there wasn’t one, either.


The cop hadn’t acted like they’d taken the body away, so was I just on the wrong side of the hotel or was there something odd here?


No, I couldn’t be on the wrong side; the cop had directed me to the other side. Okay, so there was something odd, and that made it all the more interesting. Dr. Samuel Wasserman would have to wait.


They were having a bad time of it in the vast lobby, particularly with a hotel that, even in the off season, had several hundred guests, maybe more, and was nearing the evening hour when people were either returning to the hotel or going out to dinner. They’d managed to seal off the area and elevator to the right while keeping traffic elsewhere okay, but clearly guests were being encouraged to walk a bit and go down to the grand entrance far below. I couldn’t help but notice that they had used hotel ropes and stanchions rather than police tape for this, which made the whole thing look like a janitorial decision.


The TV people had all their little setups going. Whatever happened had been quite nice to them, allowing at least brief stand-ups during the last part of the evening news. I didn’t spot anybody on the print side who looked familiar—local crime stories weren’t my normal beat—but I got near where Jan Carleton was about to give her last stand-up before they went to national news over on Nine and that would at least give me a summary as a starting point.


“Police have not yet released the name of the dead man, although he is said to be a biologist with the National Institutes of Health, in town for the American Association for the Advancement of Science convention and symposiums that start this weekend at the convention center. At the moment, all the police will say is that the death was extremely violent and that there are no suspects. We hope to have more details on this brutal slaying at eleven. Back to you, Gordon.”


The moment the little earpiece told her she was off and the red light on the camera died she was looking around, frowning. “Anybody seen Jennene? Has she gotten the name and details yet?”


The new age of pseudojournalism, I thought, not for the first time. The poor little anonymous producers go and dig out the facts and get the stories for them, then they write them up in real big letters using words even an ex–beauty queen like Jan could understand, or at least read, and then the photogenic “reporter” would be the mouthpiece of the producer for maybe twenty times the producer’s salary.


“They ain’t lettin’ nobody up there yet, Jan,” Harry Lapisky shouted over to her. Harry was one of the few good guys still doing general reporting for TV; he sometimes even dug out his own stories, but he really loved that camera.


“Yeah, well, they’re either gonna give us something or we’re gonna make everybody who goes in and out of there famous,” she snapped back, looking anything but amused.


“Jennene! Where the fuck are you, you incompetent little bitch? We’re on again in twelve minutes and I haven’t even got a goddamn script yet!”


Yeah, that’s right, baby. Tear the ass out of that poor little producer for not giving you the words to say.


Harry spotted me and came over. “Well! Hello, stranger! Don’t usually see you out on the geek patrol anymore. The body isn’t some big shot politician, is it?”


I shrugged. “Hi, Harry. No, beats me. I’m not even here for this, whatever it is. I had a meeting with a source set up, but it doesn’t look like it’s gonna happen, at least not today.” I looked around. “So what’s going on to bring out the stand-up troupe?”


“Jeez! You didn’t even have your scanner on? Oh, yeah—I forgot. You don’t do that kind of shit anymore. Well, the word from the initial call-in was that some guy had been torn to pieces screaming horribly the whole way, and they got a couple of witnesses squirreled away who were down the hall waitin’ for the elevator and who swear that nobody went in or out of the room or up and down the hall. One of ’em used a house phone to call the hotel dick, and when they got to the door, they said, the chain was actually on. They had to break it down. Got in, and found the window open and the guy in the room in a condition that’ll require blotters to get up the remains. We all got that much. Anything more I can’t pass on until after my stand-up. You understand. I got to give the public some reason to keep tuning in to a guy like me when Miss October is over on Channel Seven.”


I nodded, but I didn’t think he had to worry much. In this town they tended to keep the old folks around. Hell, just between Channels Four and Nine the combined age of the two main anchors was a hundred and forty if it was a day. To Jan, this was just a stopover to Good Morning, America.


“Harry!” somebody called from across the lobby, and Lapisky turned and gave him a wave. “Got to go! Nice seeing you! Let me know if we can work something together sometime!”


I just gave him a smile and nodded, but I appreciated the respect. These days I’d be lucky to come up with anything dramatic; I was coasting and I knew it, but it wasn’t really fun anymore. It was just that I didn’t know how to do anything else.


The cops were keeping a rigid guard behind the roped-off gateway to the elevator, but I noticed that a couple of uniforms had been pulled and replaced by officers who really looked the part. They knew that the scene was going to be all over local TV in about five minutes and even if the D.C. police couldn’t catch flies they always managed to look good for the cameras.


There was, however, clearly more than just the locals involved. Lots of nice dark suits around, kind of FBI Standard, and there were a couple of obvious Feds I couldn’t peg just from looking at them.


Most of the bystanders were probably AAAS attendees themselves. The guy I was supposed to meet was here for it, too, but God knew where he was at this point. Well, he had my cell phone and pager numbers if he wasn’t spooked by this.


I didn’t know how good the absent Jennene was at digging out facts, but I figured Harry and his producer had huddled, so maybe he had something. I made my way over close to him to listen to his sixty seconds of fame for today.


“Memememe … Youyouyouyou!” Harry sang into the mike. “That a good enough sound check for you, Tom?” He looked back down at a paper in his hand and muttered, “In case you think The X-Files and The Twilight Zone are just fairy tales, D.C. police tonight have one for the Sci Fi Channel right here at the Wardman …”


Now that lead got my attention, and I waited for him to go on, feeling impatient. If this thing lived up to its billing I might get on this story myself after all.


They cued Harry, the lights went on, and he began, barely glancing at the paper. It was a nice contrast with Jan over there, who was waiting for her producer to finish her extra-large-print cue cards.


Harry, though, was on. “In case you think The X-Files and The Twilight Zone are just fairy tales, D.C. police tonight have one for the Sci Fi Channel right here at the Wardman. Shortly after six this evening hotel guests waiting for an elevator heard what they described as ‘horrible screams’ from a room down the hall. Frightened, they did not investigate but called hotel security, who reportedly had to break in the locked and chained door.


“Witnesses off the record called what they saw inside a ‘charnel house,’—the body of a man variously described as ‘torn to shreds’ or ‘splattered all over the hotel room.’ Shaken police call it the most violent murder they have ever seen, but there was no one—and no thing, either—in the room, other than the victim’s remains and an open window with a sheer six-story drop to a concrete patio below. People who were on the patio at the time report that they heard the screams but saw nothing. Pending positive identification of the body and notification of next of kin, the identity of the victim is not yet being released. We’ll stay on the scene as developments in this bizarre case warrant. Jim?”


I couldn’t hear the follow-up question that was transmitted from the studio to Harry’s earpiece, but he looked serious and nodded. “Yes, there’s some sort of government secrecy involved, although they can hardly hush this one up. There are representatives here from at least five agencies, including the FBI, CIA, Secret Service, and one or two of those agents for places you can’t find, as well as the D.C. police. In fact, it’s so crowded with various cops and agents up there, I wouldn’t be surprised if Smokey Bear came out of the elevator wearing a big yellow marshal’s badge. Until and unless they release more on the victim, however, it is impossible to say if he was with NIH or just associated with them. He certainly wasn’t local; locals don’t take two-hundred-a-night hotel rooms.”


Well, it was beginning to sound more and more interesting. Not that I thought I could outdo the major media crowd here; there were even some network types nosing around, or at least their producers, and they had a hell of a lot more people and money to go digging than I did, but there might be something here, some angle my old contacts might help uncover that these folks might miss.


My claim to fame was that, years ago, I got a Pulitzer. Or, at least, I got half of one, for a series now long forgotten that unmasked some pretty nasty dealings between a couple of unlamented now ex-senators, a House committee chairman, and some pretty ugly foreign government types. Much of it was what we used to call the Sieg Heil Brigade, those politicians who’d get in bed with Hitler Jr. if he said he hated commies, but some of it was also bribery and blackmail. It was big news back in the days of the cold war, but it was just about as forgotten now as the names of those dirty politicians.


Most of us old-timers thought of the cold war period as the good old days, really, when scandals meant something and weren’t just who was sneaking into bed or on or under desks with who or what. The nation hadn’t been the same since it no longer had a common enemy to battle. Hell, these days you run into a few crazy terrorists here and there, a bunch of shady drug types, and you just know it’s a non-story until they kill a bunch of people, and then it’s good for a week or two tops. When my dad grew up, way back in the Dark Ages, or the idealized fifties, they had duck-and-cover A-bomb drills. You had to know where your nearest fallout shelter was at all times, and you expected Armageddon on twenty minutes’ notice. I always get a kick out of these young wimps who think it was Ozzie and Harriet and the Beaver back then. I knew from the stories, the pictures, and some of Dad’s old gang who stopped by, that they grew up in the New York tenements dodging zip-gun bullets from guys in leather jackets whose territories were marked out on concrete jungles. Dad still had scars from switchblades, but, never mind. Always made me wonder about this “power of the media” crap. Grow up in Blackboard Jungle one step from nuclear destruction and the kids say, “Gee, they didn’t have any worries back in those peaceful days.” I guess that’s why I grew up so cynical myself. Heck, the running gag in Father Knows Best was that the dumb schmuck didn’t know anything at all …


I remember when the people who were now in the lobby trying for angles on their two and a half hours of afternoon and early evening news actually had to be reporters and go get the news and dig out the information. You know, Woodward and Bernstein, two kids on the D.C. crime beat, bring down a president when the White House Press Corps hadn’t a clue, that kind of thing. Now everybody’s the WHPC, waiting for handouts and vamping in between while checking their makeup, but so long as you had that reddish blond hair and pouty lips like Jan there, people were going to watch anyway.


I was jolted back to the twenty-first century by my own Buck Rogers gadgets both going off at the same time. It drew nasty looks from the sound men even though it was a Tower of Babel in there anyway.


I checked the pager, which had a number to call and a name, “LT MONAGHAN,” a name I recognized as being one of D.C.’s finest. I clicked it off and looked at the cell phone, and it said the same damned number was calling, so, what the hell.


“Chuck Vallone,” I said. “Speak to me.”


“Vallone? This is Lieutenant Monaghan, D.C. Homicide. Where are you right now?”


“In the lobby of the Wardman,” I told him. “What’s up?”


“Christ! You’re already here, then! I want you to go to the elevator and tell the patrolman there who you are. He’ll want a picture ID. Give me a couple of minutes to radio your clearance. Then come through and take the elevator to six. I’ll have somebody bring you in from there.”


Now this I wasn’t used to. Inviting the press to a sealed-off scene? Something was fishy here. For the first time, I got the sinking feeling that maybe I wasn’t going to be able to do the background interview after all under any circumstances.


“Okay, Lieutenant. Be up as soon as your boys will let me.”


I pushed “End” and then ambled over toward the guard, who looked very much like he used to be the nose tackle for the Washington Redskins. You know—three-hundred-plus pounds, mostly muscle, face like African chiseled stone, hands about the size of cantaloupes. Trouble is, he was looking at me like I was the opposition quarterback.


I stalled for a moment and then heard his walkie-talkie squawk. He picked it up, said something into it, it said something that, at this distance, was more distortion than voice, and then he reclipped it on his belt. I figured that had to be the clearance, so I proceeded, hoping that none of these Boys in Blue or Men in Black knew or remembered me. It had been a long time since I’d done anything local, so there was a chance that none of them even realized I was a newspaperman. At least I hoped that was the case.


I pulled out my wallet, ignored the press card, and pulled my Maryland driver’s license and approached the cop. “I’m Vallone. Lieutenant Monaghan said to show you ID and come on up to him.”


The big cop was impassive for a moment, then reached over and took my license and looked at it, then at me. I wasn’t sure if he was reading the stats or comparing features, but he finally seemed satisfied.


“Okay, go on up, but no walking around by yourself up there,” the cop warned me. “Go where you’re not supposed to be and you might wind up stepping on evidence or having evidence step on you.”


I got the message, and couldn’t help but feel an inward smirk as all of my colleagues back there were watching me go under the ropes, pass by the guardians of law and order, and punch the “Up” button on the elevator.


It was a quick ride; they had a cop in each elevator with a key override. They couldn’t exactly seal off the whole wing of the hotel for this, not with it basically full, but they could ensure that you had to go up by one of the banks in the other wing and walk over to your room, and that you showed a key to go up to your floor, and down was the only way you could go if you left your room.


There were the usual goings-on on six; lab boys dusting practically the whole hall, various forensic equipment here and there, and a human gate blocking off the room in question and the elevator bank. I could just imagine what these folks were going through who had expensive rooms up here.


Well, at least they could feel safe that their rooms weren’t going to be robbed.


“Mr. Vallone? I’m Agent Chomsky, FBI,” a fellow in a gray suit and perfectly correct tie said to me as I stepped into the hallway. He put out his hand and I took it, even though it seemed pretty silly. As I suspected, he had a handshake like a dead fish.


I looked around. “Pretty crowded and noisy here. Should we go someplace?”


“We have a room over here that we can use, if you like,” the agent said, gesturing away from the direction I wanted to go in. “You can wait there until Lieutenant Monaghan and a few other law enforcement people get the chance to speak to you.”


This I didn’t much care for. “Agent Chomsky, I was downstairs, in the bar, crowded as it was with reporter types, nicely munching nuts and enjoying a beer when I got mysteriously summoned up here. Now, I don’t want to be uncooperative, but unless you’re ready for me, I’d much rather go back to the bar.”


It threw him. It really did. I was amazed, but, then, he was a little young for the big time. He probably had a hundred patters for folks who wanted to be elsewhere but not for somebody who wanted to wait it out in the bar. As expected, he froze for a bit, did a Stepford Wives–type click-whirr, then reset.


“I’m sorry, sir, but you’ll have to wait in the room. I’m sure it won’t be long.”


“Sonny, I’m sorry, but unless I’m under arrest or being held for some reason, I want to wait in someplace comfortable. I’m not going anywhere. Or, we can go see the nice lieutenant now. Maybe he needs a drink, too. I bet he does, by the looks of this.”


The young man swallowed, then said, “Wait right here. I’ll go get him.”


I wasn’t used to seeing an FBI man doing legwork for the local cops. Either this homicide cop was a double dipper with a secondary job or the kid was vamping for a much higher superior who was way beyond Monaghan. Looking around and seeing guards keeping people from using the elevators or stairwell but none of them preventing movement of the technicians and cops who were inside the barriers, as I was, I simply followed the young agent down the hall and right into the hotel room, looking like it was what I should do.


It had been a really nice business suite before this. Now, it looked like they were going to have to strip the thing to bare walls and start all over again.


Even with forensics guys all over, it was a mess. I knew the human body had a lot more blood than you’d think, but this was giant sized. It was all over the place. Walls, ceiling, rug, furniture, you name it.


At least whoever did this wasn’t a vampire.


Even if master cleaners could get out the blood, which I doubted, they also had to contend with the smell. Not just the smell of death, but an odd, acrid, unpleasant, yet somewhat familiar odor, like, well, like that of a kennel. No, not a kennel. The dog pound during a heavy rain.


They had removed the body, or at least what parts of it they could reassemble, but the marks on the rug and furniture showed that he’d not merely been killed, he’d been literally ripped to pieces. Jesus! I thought, and for a change I wasn’t being the least bit sacrilegious. What kind of monster could do this?


And not leave a sign of its own self.


The young agent was speaking with an older guy in a much cheaper blue suit, whom I took to be the lieutenant. I assumed from his look that he was years beyond getting sick of the black Irish jokes. Dark brown, very weathered features, with short gray hair and bushy, snow white eyebrows. It gave him a look of world-weariness that matched his baggy clothes.


If this guy was also something higher up, he sure didn’t do it for the money.


The young man nodded back, turned, started walking toward the door, and then stopped dead in his tracks as he saw me standing there.


“You can’t be here, sir!” he protested, shocked.


“But I am here, son. Quite a mess.”


“But—but you’ve got to leave! Please!”


By this time Monaghan had noticed me and with one of those sighs he wandered over to us.


“That’s all right, son. I’ll take it from here. Go notify Inspector Barnes.” He looked straight at me then. “And you must be Charles Vallone? Sounds familiar, somehow. Why is that, Mr. Vallone?”


I shrugged. “I’m a writer, Lieutenant. You might have seen something of mine someplace.” I decided to hold back the fact that I wrote for a semilocal newspaper as long as possible.


“Maybe. Don’t get a chance to read much these days. I see that gruesome scenes don’t put you off.”


“No, not really. I’ve been in my share of combat zones over the years. Never saw or smelled anything quite like this, though.”


“Yeah. Well, neither have I, and I thought I’d seen ’em all. Let’s step outside in the hall, anyway, though. I’m through here and these people still have a lot of work to do.”


I complied, and we wandered down toward the elevator once more. “I told the eager young agent that I’d just as soon wait at the bar downstairs. Want to join me?”


The old cop chuckled. “Wish I could. It’s not the drink that would get me, though, it’s that wall of reporters downstairs. Let’s go in this room over here and I’ll see if I can requisition the minibar.”


The room, which I assumed was the one I was originally supposed to have gone to, was a mirror image of the murder scene, only this one hadn’t had much exciting happen in it.


I sank into one of the padded chairs and Monaghan produced one of those all-purpose police key rings, selected a particular small probe, and stuck it in the minibar lock. He turned, it turned, and he asked, “What’s your pleasure?”


“You missed your calling, Lieutenant,” I told him. “They got any decent beer in there?”


“Heineken, Sam Adams, the usual.”


“Give me the Heineken. I never did see much difference in Sam Adams and a dozen other beers.”


He handed me the beer after opening it, then got a Bud for himself. “I’m a working man. Working man’s tastes,” he commented.


I took a swig, then asked him, “So, Lieutenant, are all the rumors swirling on the Five O’Clock News true? I mean, locked room and everything?”


“Yeah, but you probably saw for yourself. They broke it in and found that. Victim was Dr. Samuel Wasserman. Know him?”


“Never met him, but I figured it was him. I was supposed to meet him for dinner. When they said sixth floor, NIH, and then I saw the room number, it didn’t take a lot of imagination.”


“We found his notebook computer with your name and numbers and a notation that you’d be meeting,” he told me.


“That’s why both my phone and pager went off. You called both.”


“Had no idea which was which. Like the usual brainy type, he was a mess in his files.” He paused a moment, taking a long draw on his beer. “So, when was your appointment?”


“We were supposed to meet here, in the bar, at six,” I told him. “Funny—I guess that would have been right about now, huh?”


“Yeah, well, he won’t make it. And you were here strictly for that? You didn’t know anything about the murder?”


“Not a bit until I pulled up and couldn’t get in to park. I still didn’t really know it was him until I began to listen to the TV people downstairs and then confirmed it up here.”


“What did the two of you intend to talk about?”


“I really don’t know. I wish I did, particularly now. He apparently knew me through my writings or something—it was one of those things I meant to ask him—and called me and said he had information that was so frightening and incredible that he didn’t know what to do and that he had to tell somebody, somebody they wouldn’t necessarily have covered but who might be able to act on it. That’s not the kind of thing you can ignore, even if it does sound paranoid as all hell. I checked him out, of course. Found that he was a leading man in his field, that he’d been nominated for a Nobel in biology but didn’t win, and he’d been a big shot academic and researcher. That was enough for me. I mean, hell, what did I have to lose? And, at my age, it seemed like one last big potential for a payoff. I mean, what a book if it lived up to its billing, right?”


“Yes, I see. And what exactly was his field?”


“He was a geneticist. Worked for years on the Human Genome gene-mapping project right here, then when that was pretty well done he’d gone into some kind of high-tech computer project with Carnegie Mellon that nobody seems to know much about or wants to know much about, if you know what I mean, and then he pretty much vanished. Hadn’t been seen or heard of in the past two or three years, although he would pop up now and then at some big-shot conferences. Never gave papers there, but seemed to be conferring or recruiting. That was kind of consistent with this meeting here. I figured he had to be on some kind of government hush-hush project, probably not the initiator or boss, and from the looks of the Fed presence lurking around here I’d say that was true.”


“It pretty much checks with what we know,” the cop admitted. “If he had other scientists in mind, though, he didn’t record any names in his notebook.”


“Kind of falls into ‘conspiracy theory heaven,’ doesn’t it, Lieutenant?” I commented. “I mean, he’s murdered just before he can talk to a writer about something that obviously scared him and was top secret.”


Monaghan chuckled. “That may be great for one of your books, but it’s not the way things happen around here. It’s tough to keep anything secret, let alone conspiratorial, in this town. Besides, if it was a government job, why be so showy? He could have just vanished, or have taken ill—there’s a lot of ways to kill someone without drawing the news media of the world to it.”


“Not if you wanted to advertise his death,” I speculated.


“Huh?”


“Well, let’s say you have a big black job. Let’s say you’re reverse engineering the Roswell flying saucer, taking for a moment that they really do have one. Tons of people, many major brains in science and engineering, even technicians, heavy equipment operators, guards, you name it. A ton of people, enough for a small Air Force base. And if one of them talks and has anything to back it up, you’re stuck. That’s why I never thought there was anything to that Roswell stuff. All those people and not one piece of evidence in all those years. Not only against human nature, it’s against history. But, let’s say it’s true. And one guy decides to talk. Not to the news—for one thing, he just sounds like another nut and the reporter would have the weight of counterpropaganda dropped on him to make sure he stays a nut. So you call somebody like me instead. Give me the leads, hope I can turn up some money to follow his information and break the story without having an eleven o’clock deadline. He’s been in public before, there was no reason to think he’d crack, but when you did it was late and he was already here and already had an appointment with me. So what do you do?”


“Take him out, or make him vanish and put him on ice, maybe, but not this sort of thing.”


“Or, maybe you go the other way. Not knowing how many folks he’s contacted, or what else he’s said, you’re faced with the fact that there are hundreds of people, maybe thousands, who might also be tempted. If he just vanishes, well, you never know, and he’s a blip on the local news. Take him out in spectacular fashion, super gory and in public, and you get maximum publicity. If you’re sure that they can’t trace him back to you, then let him go out in the most awful way possible. Headlines. All that. You’ve got a really nasty object lesson there that everybody who knows anything is gonna find impossible to miss, but what have you lost? In the end, he’s still just the four hundredth or so unsolved murder in the District of Columbia.”


“So you think it’s the government-conspiracy-type equivalent of a mob hit, huh? Broad daylight, messy, send a message. If I really believed in those kind of conspiracies, and that they could hold up for a long period of time, I might agree with you, but I just don’t believe it.”


I finished off the beer. “Well, it sure beats the alternative.”


“What do you mean?”


“Well, let’s see. The alternate scenario is that a man-sized, or larger, flying carnivorous doglike creature flew in the open window of the suite, attacked and dismembered the man, then flew out again with nobody seeing any trace of it.” When he didn’t immediately respond, I got curious. “There wasn’t any trace of such a beast, was there, Lieutenant?”


The old cop sighed. “I think that’s enough for now, Mr. Vallone. If you get any more information, if this man sent you something or whatever and you receive it later, you will call and tell me about it, won’t you?”


“You didn’t answer my question.”


“And you didn’t answer mine.”


I got up, stretched, and went over to the windows, pulling back the curtains and seeing right away that something else hadn’t been mentioned. “Well, then, I guess that makes us even.”


Monaghan didn’t think that was funny. “Listen, Mister Writer. We’ve got a dead man here and the kind of death that makes people paranoid. And you’ve got no special status here. For all I know you’re a suspect. Right now you’re the only name I can link to him closer than three to four years ago. And what the hell are you looking at?”


“The window wasn’t open,” I commented, looking out into the darkness. “These windows are the kind that are made to not open, the better to keep the climate control in. So, tell me, Lieutenant. Was it kicked in? It sure as hell wasn’t kicked out, since there were people below.”


“You’re a little too smart for your own good, aren’t you? I can see why he might have called you.” It was grudging respect from a pro, and I appreciated it. “Still,” he continued, “you’re not immune, you know. Whoever or whatever did this might well think that you know more than you’re telling. They might not stop to figure out why you and not somebody else. You think about that?”


“Not until now,” I responded seriously. “I don’t know any more than you do, probably less. But now that I’m up to my waist in this, I intend to try and find out. Want to trade information as we get it, Lieutenant?”


“No deals, Vallone. I won’t write your book for you. But you better clue us in on anything you find and tread very, very softly on this. You have no idea how high up this has gone.”


“Oh, I think I’m beginning to figure that out on my own,” I told him. It was pretty easy to figure that there were lipstick cameras all over this room and mikes that could probably measure my blood pressure. I’d already spotted a couple, and they were either being redundant or there was a turf battle going on between agencies.


“You need me anymore, Lieutenant?”


The cop took out an old-fashioned notepad and handed it to me with a pencil. “Name, address, all your phone numbers, and where they reach,” he told me. “We’ll be in touch.”


I gave him what he wanted. “Can I go now? If I don’t have an appointment, then I’m going to have to figure out someplace else for dinner, and I’m starving.”


“Smart-ass. It’s amazing to me somebody hasn’t gotten to you by now with that kind of attitude. Okay, though. Go.”


“What’s the secret back way out?” I asked him. “Anybody who comes out of that elevator down there and doesn’t immediately go to a cop car is gonna be mobbed by media.”


“Ask Brown at the desk station on the right as you go out. He’ll get you an escort to the back service elevators. Where are you parked?”


“On the street, a couple of blocks away off Rock Creek.”


“Well, we’ll get you outside. After that, it’s your problem.”


I wondered if he would find out what the folks on the other end of those cameras and mikes undoubtedly already knew from just looking me up in their own databases, and, if so, when.


It was really hard to keep that calm-and-steady routine going when all I wanted was to get to my laptop in the car, type out the specifics, and get it to the City Desk in Baltimore. And, by God, this better be a front-page byline!





TWO



To tell you the truth, I really didn’t have time to get spooked about the facts in this story until after I’d filed the whole thing and really was looking for a place to eat.


Okay, a lot of that conspiracy stuff was just the kind of crap everybody thinks—otherwise, I’d either be dead long ago, or a town that can’t keep two secrets for a week can keep the big ones for decades, something history denies. Since you can’t disprove a negative, though, it sure makes money and it sure sells papers and pumps up ratings. It’s why being in the media is kind of scary: you have no sense of the power you might wield and there’s only your peers to keep you honest. And, heck, most people believe that stuff. More people believe in flying saucers, I saw in one poll, than believe that anybody ever walked on the moon. Go figure.


Not that there weren’t black projects. Oh, there were always plenty of those. They got all that lovely money, almost nobody to be accountable to, and so long as you spread the pork around a little bit they will ask no questions. Sometimes something comes out of it. The ultimate black project was the Manhattan Project, of course, and it was also the ultimate example of what I mean.


The project was enormous, the most expensive black project ever in terms of real money, and the head of the Senate Intelligence Committee was a good old boy from Knoxville who could make or break the project. The story goes that Roosevelt and his aides spent a good hour or so on the hard sell, and the senator just sat there, impassive. Finally, when they were done and all looking at him as the man who could get that much money for national security through Congress on his word alone, he suddenly brightened up, smiled, and said, “Hell, Franklin, that sounds great! Now where in hell in Tennessee are we gonna put it?”


Stealth bombers, laser-guided smart bombs, you name it, they come from a long tradition. What’s also traditional is the flip side nobody ever talks about: the hundreds of total, complete and utter idiotic flops and disasters that were also funded as black projects and died leaving mostly holes in the budget. Those were the ones that could get you a great story, either on TV or on the front pages, and those were mostly buriable, as it were, only because so many projects that were done in the light of day were so awesomely wasteful that nobody had to work to dig out the really secret flops.


Technology was the key, of course. Ever since the industrial revolution mucked things up we’ve been increasing our knowledge in all fields exponentially every decade, and by the end of the twentieth century it was accelerating out of control. Hell, we were already arguing by then, not whether we could clone people, but only if it was right and proper to do so. Sliding into the twenty-first century headlong made me happy sometimes that I never had kids, at least none that I knew of. What kind of world would theirs be?


Nuclear, chemical, and biological weapons, that’s what everybody worried about, and they should, but they were old stuff, passé, and besides, everybody knew about them and worried about them. Dog bites man. They were a big story only when they went off when they shouldn’t, or went off when they were aimed at lots of innocent people. Otherwise, they were back in the technology section.


I’d started off in this business covering local politics, then graduated to covering national politics, all the backroom deals and dealings, and it finally became like shooting fish in a barrel. Besides, I was getting old, out of touch, or so they said, and there was more than one move to ease me out, but I’d been careful not to price myself out of a job and, I thought, resourceful enough to find a new niche. I don’t know how I eased into science and technology, but it seemed a way to keep up and maybe prove that I was still young. Nobody else wanted to take the beat unless it was to uncover some vast new conspiracy to turn us all into the Pillsbury Doughboy or something like that. Nobody much cared about space, unless somebody died, and everybody already thought they knew computers, so let the old boy have his fun.


I’d been on this beat for some time, zeroing in on the Beltway Bandits, those huge corporations ringing the D.C. beltway and the interstates that fed into it, that had wonderful names nobody had ever heard of and did God knew what. It proved to be a really interesting time. They were evenly divided between companies that specialized in figuring out what various branches of government wanted and providing it, even if they had to invent it to do it, and those who figured out what kinds of research they could continue to own, and someday profit from, that the government would mostly pay for them to develop. It was both highly speculative and cutting edge. It had a lot of failures, and some spectacular successes. Advances in everything from biotechnology to robotics were getting scary even to me. And if these were the ones I could get interviews on, I could just imagine, and occasionally lucked out and discovered, what might be going on in some of the black projects.


I’d gotten interested during the days of the Human Genome Project. That’s old news and old hat now, but back in the nineties two companies, one pretty much universities-and-government and the other private-industry-and-government, started off to map every single gene in the human body. What it was, what it did, how it got turned on and off, and so on. They were already curing at the genetic level diseases that nobody dreamed could ever be cured, and they were already facing lots of opposition from scared groups, activists, Luddites, and congressmen in particular, who were convinced that Doc Frankenstein was alive and well and working in Rockville, Maryland.


Of course, that fear was also the only reason any of us could still buy life and health insurance anymore, too, since the insurance companies needed only a throat culture to be able to tell just what diseases you were most likely to die from and exclude those from your policies. And who said we didn’t need government?


I guess it was those same guys who told us for a decade that the stock market simply couldn’t crash again. I just wish those guys would do the proper thing when they screw up: go up to the top floor of their fancy office buildings and take a flying leap. It was those folks who ensured I’d still be working into old age.


I went over to Sixteenth Street and ran out toward Silver Spring, figuring I’d find some little hole in the wall to eat at. I’d just settled on Eddie’s, an unfancy steak and burger joint, when the phone rang again.


“Yeah?”


“Chuck? Adam Hall. We’ve had some surprising pressure on us in the past hour to keep most of the details out of your story. In other words, to edit out the descriptives and make it look like the rest of the handout stuff. They even called the big man out in L.A. Said we were going to give out details they had deliberately suppressed in order to nail the killer, that sort of thing.”


“Yeah, I expected that and warned you about it, Adam,” I replied, knowing that he’d understand I was using the collective “you” in this case. I usually didn’t hear from Adam unless it was to discuss things like salaries, bonuses, and whether or not the editorial board really liked me. “Still, there’s not a lot there. Wonder what they don’t like? I mean, I fingered a couple of agencies, I guess, and I gave a firsthand description of the murder scene, but that’s about it.”


“Apparently that’s enough. At least the firsthand description. You have to admit it’s pretty weird.”


“Weird? You oughta been there if you think what I turned in was weird. I don’t know what this is, Adam, but something kicked in a sixth-floor window where there’s no balcony or ledge, did it in broad daylight, and ripped a guy to shreds, then left the same way he got in. Sherlock Holmes may have some ideas on it, but I’m just a poor dumb reporter. Besides, they can’t sit on anything over there. If we don’t get it in the early edition it’s gonna leak all over the morning news anyway.”


“Okay, just wanted to hear that you had no second thoughts.”


“Why the hell should I have any second thoughts?”


“Well, maybe because if the cops knew about his appointment with you, then maybe whoever killed him knew it, too. And has no idea that you don’t know anything about what he was going to talk about.” He paused for a moment. “You don’t know, do you?”


“Not a clue, but I’m sure gonna be working on it.”


“Fair enough, but, for the time being, watch your back.”


I chuckled. “Hey, if this thing can fly through windows and do that, then if it wants me it can get me. Not much I can do about it. Can I go eat now?”


“Yeah, sure. But keep us informed of what you’re doing so if anything does come up we can follow up on you. Coordinate with—oh, how about Karen Reedy on the City Desk?”


“Karen? Okay, will do. Again I ask, can I go eat now?”


“Yeah, sure. Talk to you soon.” And the line went dead.


Hell, we’re already anachronisms, I thought. Print news in the era of the nonreader whose concept of news is what rock star overdosed on what this morning. With the dozens of cable TV news operations, the big nets, and even the computer nets, what were we, anyway, except something many people still felt essential in the morning because otherwise they’d have to talk to their husbands or wives over breakfast. Nobody read a newspaper for news anymore. In fact, if they didn’t trim it, my story was already on the Internet edition just as I finally found a parking place and locked up and headed for Eddie’s.


The trouble is, I couldn’t enjoy my food. Damn it, I never spooked easily, and I didn’t get grossed out by scenes like the one I’d seen that evening, but when your own boss is worried enough to call and do a pro forma warning, then you feel like there’s something to it, almost like he knew more than the poor reporter he was jerking around.


I mean, reporters didn’t get whacked very often except maybe in combat zones, but it did come with some of the territory. Calls like Adam’s to me just about never took place, not in that kind of context. Sure, giving me a handler was one method of operation—they expected an expense account, and some investment in me as well, to develop a story that would take time, and they wanted to be sure that they weren’t getting conned. It didn’t happen often, but the fact that it did only signalled that they thought this story had real potential. But the warning …


Well, I’d been totally honest with him on that score, anyway. Anybody who could bring off the scene that had killed poor Dr. Wasserman was beyond my ability to stop. On the other hand, there were so many Feds up there that I was surely being watched, followed, monitored, and who knew what else. I only hoped they’d be there to intervene if need be and wouldn’t be too busy taking pictures of whatever it was.


That whole line of depressing thought gave me a bit of heartburn that went way beyond what Eddie’s usually did, and I decided it might be time to go home, get online, find some promising new directions, and hope that nobody flew through my window. On the other hand, a visit the next day to my old friend down at the Spy Shop in downtown might be in order. If they were going to be bugging me, I wanted to know it, and, most important, I wanted to know when they weren’t.


I had a small condo not far off I-95 just north of Laurel, Maryland. It was reasonable, the association tolerated a slob like me if I wasn’t too cruddy, and it was about equal distance in drive time between the Sunpapers in Baltimore and Capitol Hill, allowing me to be most places in an hour or less. It wasn’t much, but I didn’t really need much. Not much to show for a guy looking backwards at fifty. Hell, I even had the awards, most of the prestige photos, that kind of thing, in the small office I had in the Sun building, an office I was only in once or twice a week for a few hours. It was my showplace; this was my hideout.


I’d parked in the same space a thousand times, and walked up the same walk, went into the same main door, and then up to the same front door I’d always used, but this time it felt different. Damn it! If you’re gonna be paranoid at least get more information and really scare yourself! I scolded my inner psyche.


Jeez! I’d gotten myself so spooked I kept feeling like I was Ebeneezer Scrooge coming home on Christmas Eve to be haunted.


I opened the door and nothing leaped out at me from the darkness. I put down my briefcase, which included the memory module from my car’s computer, and the lights came on as movement was sensed in the entry hall.


I stopped and looked around. Maybe I hadn’t been so dumb after all to be paranoid.


Somebody had been here. Oh, they hadn’t wanted the same kind of example as with the good doctor, and maybe they hoped I wouldn’t even notice, but a lot of stuff had been taken out, examined, and then put back without a lot of rehearsal on how it had originally been arranged.


The place was essentially a two-bedroom apartment with a living room, kitchenette, and bathroom, all on one level. It was also supposed to be guarded by a gate guard at the entrance, then by a central alarm system for the building, and then again by motion sensors I’d installed inside the apartment. If any of that had gone off, nobody had bothered to tell me about it, not even a note.


So, that meant pros, and probably not burglars, but what kind of pros would be so messy but not that messy?


“I told the association I should be allowed to have a dog,” I grumbled, then did a thorough check of all the rooms. There was also a patio door that led out to a small balcony, but since I was on the second floor it wasn’t a place I’d felt needed a full alarm system. Silly me. The alarm still should have gone off in the guard’s shack and in the central system’s headquarters when they opened the patio door. There was no sign of forced entry on it, no broken glass, nothing. Since, allegedly, there were only two magic keys that could silence the alarm without one of the system techs coming here and the second key was in the hands of the alarm company, I had to figure that whoever this was had the clout to pick up that key and use it. Hell, even I couldn’t get in without making an incredible racket if I lost my key. I knew that by embarrassing experience. And yet, here somebody had just waltzed in. I had my key, so …


Scratch thirty bucks a month for my share of this alarm system, that’s for sure.


Nothing had been taken, I was sure of that. At least, nothing I’d notice. One of the bedrooms was my bedroom, of course, and the other was a kind of home office with my computer and such. Since I took the sensitive stuff with me when I left each day, I assumed they’d enjoy my attempts at the great American novel and all those sexy holograms. I had no doubt that they had copies of everything, and I hoped it took them forever to break the superencrypted paranoia disk I always kept around as a joke in case this happened but never really figuring it would. It used encryption systems that I’d been assured were used by banks and spy agencies and it would be hell to crack, and I’d had it made up for me by one of the top criminal hackers in the business as payment for not identifying him directly in a column. Nothing was uncrackable, and I suspected that these types had the best National Security Agency computers and techs at their disposal—NSA was just a few exits down the highway, after all—but the hacker had assured me that it would do damage as well and would contain some wonderful bombs for the system that opened it.


Of course, all that would lead ultimately only to my mother’s old recipe book, but that was part of the fun of it. At least I could sleep tonight dreaming of all those guys over at the NSA battling the Neptunian Deathstalker’s wonderful traps and tricks and finally winding up with the best spaghetti sauce you couldn’t buy.


Still, it was worth calling in again on the cell phone—I assumed my regular phone was tapped and this one probably was, too, but what the hell—and got a worried editor.


“Jeez, Chuck! You want to stay at a hotel or something for now? We’ll pick it up.”


I thought about what I’d seen and where I’d been. “Um, no, I don’t think a hotel would make me feel any safer, Adam, thanks anyway.”


“You call the cops?”


“No, I don’t think that would make much difference, either. There’s no forcible entry and as far as I know nothing’s missing. Be nice to know what they thought I had that was worth this, though. I mean, the guy never said more than ‘Let’s get together for dinner and I’ll give you the story of your life,’ and he was dead when I got there, so I don’t know what he was going to tell me and I don’t have anything from him. Go figure.”


If anybody was doing an intercept, that ought to at least buy me a little time. The fact that it happened to be true also helped, but paranoids didn’t always take truth for what it was.


I signed off fairly quickly and decided to get some sleep. I mean, what the hell could I do if they came in? I half expected to wake up in some cell in deepest Washington with some guys shining bright lights on me, but I also knew that this would bring down the whole press corps on whatever this was about in a way nothing else could. I might not have any privacy from now on, but I was pretty damned sure they would watch rather than touch, at least for now, if only in hope that I’d lead them to whatever it was they were looking for.


In the meantime, staying awake all night and staring into the darkness in fear and trepidation would only make me miserable without doing anything at all to advance the problem.


I do admit that, after I turned out the last of the lights, I went over to my patio doors and peered out at the parking lot. It was stupid, I knew—if they wanted me they could get me easily and if it was the kind of folks who tore the doc limb from limb then being in front of these patio doors was an open invitation. Still, it was just something I had to do before nodding off.


All quiet, of course. But, then, maybe not … What was that, way the hell over at the far end of the lot, keeping just out of the streetlights? It looked kind of like a man, average height, in some kind of trench coat. How … obvious, I thought. Like they wanted to advertise.


Still, something looked a little off, even though I couldn’t put my finger on it. Something in the way the guy was standing, or in the way he moved a bit. And then he came close enough that the light shined down and partly illuminated him, and I drew back. That face—like some weird animal’s face, not really human at all …


I drew back instinctively, but then had to look again.


Nothing. Nobody there.


Either I was letting my imagination get the best of me or I’d seen whoever or whatever it was who’d visited the doc at the Wardman.


Stupid me. No matter which explanation was right, I lay there in the darkness and had a really tough time nodding off, half expecting those patio doors to burst open at any moment and some monstrous man-sized creature to burst in …


In the morning’s light, I had to admit that my imagination was most likely the villain. The distance to that lamppost was a lot farther than it had seemed, maybe too far to really have seen any details in a face, and it was most likely one of the neighbors in a robe or housecoat putting out the garbage. Still, it was hard to get that face, that presence, out of my mind.


I checked with some of the neighbors but as usual nobody saw or heard a thing. I didn’t want to make them paranoid, but I didn’t like somebody just walking in and throwing stuff all around. I mean, if they’re going to really search a place they ought to at least be decent enough to put stuff back.


The mail was the usual bills and junk, but just as I was working the phones trying to find out some lead that would at least point me in the right direction—hell, even the wrong direction, the way things were going—the bell rang and it was the FedEx man with a parcel that required a signature. I took it, not expecting anything, and when I noted that the airbill’s return address was the Wardman Hotel Business Center I got very interested very fast.


It was a pretty small package inside one of the courier envelopes, and when I took off the lid I saw, first and foremost, a computer disk, and, under it, some tiny glassine envelopes containing God knew what.


I decided to take a look at the computer disk on my laptop; this I have with me at all times so it was unlikely to have been compromised, and, with its satellite cellular link, I could upload anything interesting to places it would be tough to track.


What it was, was a compiled program that, when I activated it, produced a bizarre video display that made no sense at all unless maybe you were on some really strong drugs, and below that, tons and tons of letters and numerical sequences with no obvious key. I had no idea what the hell I was looking at, but, at the same time, I had every expectation that I was looking directly at what everybody was searching for. It was upload time—and to several dozen places. I wanted to make sure that nobody was going to be able to deduce all the locations of the copies, even if the doc had neglected to include the secret decoder ring.


While that was running, I took a look at the envelopes. Weird looking stuff, but, then again, every medical sample I ever saw was of something I could never identify, even if it had come from me. They looked like dried hair and skin samples, but from what? At least one of the short tufts of hair was dark green.


I wasn’t sure I liked where this might be leading. Did little green men have little green hairs?


A tiny card with the lot, written in obvious haste with a simple hotel ballpoint, said, “Mr. Vallone—have the samples checked by a good DNA lab. I think it will interest you if we cannot meet.” The signature was the simple initials “S.W.”


Okay, Doc, I’ll bite. You got killed over some hair and skin samples?


Still, somebody went to a lot of trouble to look for something in my place, and the doc was dead, so if it was some kind of lead then I’d follow it. Besides, if I was being watched, then it was a sure thing that they saw the delivery, and since they didn’t get what they were looking for the night before, well, the assumption would be pretty clear. I had to move before they decided to come and take it from me.


Wasserman wrote like the kind of geek he’d been. Have it checked by a good DNA lab indeed. Okay, so the Human Genome Project had been based in the Maryland suburbs of D.C., and one of the biggest private DNA crime labs was over in Gaithersburg, but it wasn’t like you could look up DNA labs in the Yellow Pages or just walk in off the street.


“Hey, fellows, I got this weird material in the mail. Can you tell me if it’s Martian skin?” Yeah, sure. Well, okay, not Martian. We knew better than that now, but maybe from farther out?


And did they masquerade as us and walk among us in the dark, wearing trench coats, able to disguise all about themselves except maybe their weird ratlike faces?


Great. Maybe I was getting caught up in a real-life version of The X-Files or something like that, but everybody knew what happened to people like me who found out too much, right?


Hell, I didn’t mind a war or a nest of spies or something, but I was too damned old for this shit.


Well, I had it, whether I wanted it or not, and I knew deep down that I couldn’t drop it at this point if I wanted to. The dear departed doctor had seen to that. They’d never believe that I didn’t know more than the zero I did, and they’d never believe I gave ’em all the copies. Nope, it wasn’t a great choice but it was the only one open to me: I had to go for another Pulitzer.


Funny thing was, so few people read the few remaining daily papers these days that if they’d done nothing, nobody would have noticed, and everybody, including me, would have gone on to other things in a day or two. Now that it was my ass, I was going to get to the bottom of it if I could.


The real problem was, how the hell could I get these samples analyzed? Those who were looking for them would naturally cover any DNA testing labs, and they didn’t sell Test Your Own DNA Junior Science Kits at the nearest Toys “R” Us, or even at the National Science Foundation, so I’d have to go to one anyway. The trick would be to keep my involvement at least one step removed, at least for now.
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