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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.


      




BOOK ONE


Whatever I Can Carry
 in One Hand




And suddenly there’s no meaning in our kiss,
 And your lit upward face grows, where we lie,
 Lonelier and dreadfuller than sunlight is,
 And dumb and mad and eyeless like the sky.





– Rupert Brooke




1


Crouched way up at the top of the wall in the rusty bed of the Rocking Truck, Modesto tugged his jacket more tightly across his chest, pushed back his hat and squinted around at the city. At the moment there was no one in particular that it would be lucrative to watch for, but just to keep in practice the boy liked to climb up here and keep track of the comings and goings in general. Below him to his left was the South Gate area, not quite its usual crowded self because of the recent rains and beyond that to the southeast – the direction that was nearly always downwind – he could see the ragged shacks and black mud lanes of Dogtown, canopied by the snarls of smoke rising from the eternal fires in its trash-filled trenches.


The boy clambered over the collapsed cab to sit on the hood and look north. The broken-backed truck, as immovable as the age-rounded concrete wall it straddled, didn’t shift under him; nor had it ever moved in the memory of anyone now living.


The towers made ragged brushstrokes of black down the gray northern sky, and at the skeletal top of the Crocker Tower he could see bright orange pinpricks that he knew were torches, the night watch was coming on duty early, and Modesto knew that their various spyglasses would be turned to the east, watching for any sign of the army that was rumored to be approaching from San Berdoo. And though even Modesto couldn’t see them from here, he knew that out beyond the north farms there were armed men on horseback patrolling the Golden State Freeway from the Berdoo Freeway in the north to the Pomona in the south.


Thirty feet below his perch he noticed a grotesque vehicle moving south down Fig Street toward him, and with a grin half-admiring and half-contemptuous he identified it as the carriage of Greg Rivas, the famous pelican gunner. Like most kids his age, Modesto considered gunning a slightly embarrassing historical curiosity, conjuring up implausible images of one’s parents when they were young and foolish … Modesto was far more interested in the more defined and consistent rhythms of Scrap, and the new dances like Scrapping, Gimpscrew and the Bugwalk.


With a creaking of axles and an altered pace in the clopping of the horses’ hooves, the vehicle turned west onto Woolshirt Boulevard, and Modesto knew Rivas was just arriving early for his nightly gig at Spink’s.


Bored, the boy turned his attention back to the thrillingly ominous lights in the Crocker Tower.


The carriage was an old but painstakingly polished Chevrolet body mounted on a flat wooden wagon drawn by two horses, and though the late afternoon rain drabbed the colors and made the streamers droop, it was by far the grandest vehicle out on Woolshirt Boulevard. Old superstitions about rain being poisonous had kept the usual street crowd indoors today, though, and only two boys emerged from a recessed doorway and scampered up to cry, somewhat mechanically, ‘Rivas! Hooray, it’s Gregorio Rivas!’


Rivas pushed aside the beaded curtain that hung in place of the long gone door, stepped out onto the flat surface of the wagon and, squinting in the light drizzle, braced himself there as his driver snapped the reins and drew the vehicle to a squeaking halt in front of the building that was their destination.


Like most of the structures that stood along the north to south midcity line, this one was a well-preserved shell of old concrete with neat sections of woodwork filling the gaps where plate glass had once fabulously stretched across yards and yards of space. The building was three stories high and, again typically for this area, the wall at the top, now decorated with a profusion of spikes and ornaments and sunfaded flags, was jaggedly uneven with an ancient fracture. Over the doorway strips of metal and colored glass had been nailed to spell out, in letters a foot tall, SPINKS.


‘Here,’ Rivas called to the boys, ‘never mind it today, no one’s around. Anyway, I think I need a couple of new prompters – lately the goddamn parrots sound more enthusiastic than you guys.’


As if to illustrate his point, one of the parrots nesting in the top of the nearest palm tree called down, ‘Rivas! Rivas!’


‘Hooray!’ added another one from a tree farther up the street.


‘Hear that?’ Rivas demanded as he reached back inside the car for his hat and his vinyl pelican case. ‘I think it’s because they work free, just for the art of it.’ He put on his hat, glanced around below him for unpuddled pavement, spotted an area and leaped to it.


‘We don’t, though, man,’ one of the boys pointed out cheerily. Both of them held out their palms.


‘Mercenary little mules,’ Rivas muttered. He dug a couple of small white cards out of his vest pocket and gave one to each boy. ‘There’s a jigger apiece, and you should be ashamed to take so much.’


‘You bet we are, man.’ The pair dashed back to their sheltered doorway.


Rivas paused under the restaurant’s awning to set his antique hat at the proper angle and comb his fingers through his dark Van Dyke beard. Finally he pushed open the swinging doors and strode inside.


A moment later, though, he was pursing his lips irritably, for his careful entrance had been wasted – the chandeliers, which had been lowered after the lunch crowd, still sat on the floor unlit, and the room was so dim that if it weren’t for the faint smells of stale beer and old grease the place could have been mistaken for a between-services church.


‘Damn it,’ he yelped, stubbing his toe against the edge of one of the chandeliers and awkwardly hopping over it, ‘where are you, Mojo? How come these things aren’t lit yet?’


‘It’s early yet, Greg,’ came a voice from the kitchen. ‘I’ll get to ’em.’


Rivas picked his way around the wooden wheels of the chandeliers to the bar, lifted the hinged section and stepped behind it. By touch he found the stack of clean glasses, and then the big room echoed with the clicking of the pump as he impatiently worked the handle to prime the beer tap.


‘There’s a bottle of Currency Barrows open,’ called Mojo from the kitchen.


The edges of Rivas’s mouth curled down in a sort of inverted smile. ‘The beer’s fine,’ he said in a carefully casual voice. He opened the tap and let the stream of cool beer begin filling his glass.


Old Mojo lurched ponderously out of the kitchen carrying a flickering oil lamp, and he crouched over the nearest chandelier to light the candles on it. ‘That’s right,’ he said absently, ‘you’re not crazy about the Barrows stuff, are you?’


‘I’m a beer and whiskey man,’ said Rivas lightly. ‘Fandango or the twins here yet?’


‘Yeah, Fandango is – them’s some of his drums on the stage there. He went for the rest.’


There was a shuffling and banging from the direction of the back hall just then, and a voice called, ‘That you, Greg? Help me with these, will you?’


‘Whatever I can carry in one hand, Tommy.’ Tucking the pelican case under his arm and sipping the beer as he went, Rivas groped his way to the back hall, relieved the puffing Fandango of one of his smaller drums and led the way back across the already somewhat brighter room to the stage.


Fandango put his drums down carefully and wiped sweat from his chubby face. ‘Whew,’ he said, leaning against the raised stage. ‘Spink was askin’ me this morning when you’d be in,’ he remarked in a confiding tone.


Rivas put down the drum he’d been carrying and then glanced at the younger man. ‘So?’


‘Well, I don’t know, but he seemed mad.’


‘How could you tell? He probably sleeps with that smile on.’


‘He said he wanted to talk to you about something.’ Fandango avoided looking at Rivas by concentrating on tightening a drumhead screw. ‘Uh, maybe about that girl.’


‘Who, that Hammond creature?’ Rivas frowned, uneasily aware that Fandango had been seeing the girl first, and had introduced her to him. ‘Listen, she turned out to be crazy.’


‘They all do, to hear you tell it.’


‘Well, most of them are crazy,’ Rivas snapped as he climbed up onto the stage. ‘I can’t help that.’ He untied the knots that held the vinyl case closed, flipped up the lid and lifted the instrument out.


Though not even quite two feet long, it was said to be the finest in Ellay, its neck carved of mahogany with copper wire frets and polished copper pennies for pegs, and its body a smoothly laminated half sphere of various woods, waxed and polished to a glassy sheen. The horsehair bow was clipped to the back of the neck, and in profile the instrument did look something like a pelican’s head, the body being the jowly pouch and the long neck the beak.


He put the case on the stage floor, sat down on a stool with the pelican across his knees, and plucked out a quick, nearly atonal gun riff; then he swung it up to his shoulder, unclipped the bow and skated it experimentally across the strings, producing a melancholy chord.


Satisfied, he laid the instrument back in the open case and put the bow down beside it. He picked up his glass of beer. ‘Anyway,’ he said after taking a sip, ‘Spink wouldn’t be bothered about any such crap. Hell, this is the eleventh year of the Seventh Ace – all that chastity and everlasting fidelity stuff left by the Dogtown gate before you and I were born.’


As was very often the case, especially lately, Fandango couldn’t tell whether Rivas was being sincere or bitterly ironic, so he let the subject drop and set about arranging the drum stands around his own stool.


‘Say,’ he ventured quietly a few minutes later, ‘who’s the guy by the window?’


Mojo had got several of the chandeliers lit by now, and the kitchen corner of the room glowed brightly enough to show a heavy-set man sitting at a table just to the right of the streetside window. Rivas stared at him for a moment, unable to tell in that uncertain light whether or not the man was looking his way, or was even awake; then he shrugged. ‘Jaybush knows.’


‘And he ain’t tellin’,’ Fandango agreed. ‘Say, is it still gonna be mostly gunning tonight? I’ve been practicing some newer songs, some of these bugwalk numbers, and it seems to me –’


Rivas drained his beer. ‘Catch!’ he called, and tossed the glass in a high, spinning parabola toward Mojo, who looked up wearily, clanged his lamp down and caught the glass before it could hit the floor.


‘Goddammit, Greg …’ he muttered, getting to his feet and shambling toward the bar.


‘Yeah,’ said Rivas, frowning slightly as he watched the old man’s progress, ‘it’ll be gunning. They don’t pay to hear Rivas doing bugwalk.’ No, he thought. For that you want those savage kids coming out of the southeast end of town – Dogtown – the kids who rely on the ferocity of their voices and ragtag instruments to make up for their lack of musical skill. ‘Why?’


‘I still can’t get the hang of the beat on it,’ Fandango complained. ‘If you’d just let me bang away in the same time as what you’re playin’, or even the time of what you’re singin’, I could handle it, but this third and fourth layer stuff, all at different paces but having to touch the peaks and bottoms together …’


‘We’re going to gun,’ Rivas said firmly.


After a few moments, ‘Are you gonna do “Drinking Alone”?’ Fandango persisted. ‘It’s the hardest.’


‘Christ, Tommy,’ said Rivas impatiently, ‘this is your job. Yes, I’m going to do that song. If you don’t want to learn the whole trade, you may as well grow a beard and beg out on the street.’


‘Well, sure, Greg, except –’


‘Think I moved back here from Venice working like that?’


‘No, Greg.’


‘Damn right. Maybe we’d better go through it now, before the show, to give you some practice.’


Before Fandango could reply, a chair rutched back in the corner and the man at the windowside table stood up and spoke. ‘Mr Rivas, I’d like to have a word with you before you start.’


Rivas cocked a wary eyebrow at the man. What’s this, he wondered, a challenge over some despoiled daughter or wife? Or just a bid for a private party performance? The man was dressed respectably, at least, in a conservative off white flax shirt and trousers and a dark leather Sam Brown belt – in contrast to Rivas’s own flamboyant red plastic vest and wide-brimmed hat. ‘Sure,’ said Rivas after a pause. ‘Shoot.’


‘It’s a personal matter. Could we discuss it at the table here, perhaps over a drink?’


‘… Okay.’


Mojo bumbled up to the stage with the refilled beer glass just as the pelicanist hopped down. ‘Thanks,’ said Rivas, taking it from him. ‘And a glass of whatever for the citizen yonder.’


Mojo turned toward the stranger, who said, ‘A shot of that Currency Barrows, please.’


Rivas walked over to the man’s table, holding the beer in his right hand so that his knife hand was free, and when he got there he hooked back a chair for himself with his foot.


Mojo arrived with the glass of brandy a moment later, set it down in front of the stranger, then stepped back and cleared his throat.


‘On my tab, Mojo,’ said Rivas without taking his eyes off the stranger – who, he noticed, had no hair on his head at all, not even eyebrows or lashes.


‘No, I insist,’ the man said, ‘and Mr Rivas’s beer, too. How much?’


‘Uh … one ha’pint.’


The stranger took a bugshell moneycase from his belt pouch, snapped it open and handed Mojo a one-fifth card. Mojo took it and lurched away.


‘Never mind the change,’ the man called after him.


Mojo slowed to a more comfortable pace. ‘Thank you, man,’ he called back in a voice from which he was unable to keep a note of pleased surprise.


‘Well?’ said Rivas.


The man gave Rivas a distinctly frosty smile. ‘My name is Joe Montecruz. I’d like to hire your services.’


Though still a little puzzled, Rivas relaxed and sat back. ‘Well, sure. You want a backup band too, or just me? It’s twenty fifths a night for me, and for this band it’s seven fifths ha’pint extra. If I put together a better group it’d be more, of course. Now I’m booked solid until –’


Montecruz raised a hand. ‘No no. You misunderstand. It’s not in your musical capacity that I wish to hire you.’


‘Oh.’ I should have guessed, he told himself. ‘What, then?’ he asked dutifully, just to be certain he was right.


‘I want you to perform a redemption.’


He’d been right. ‘Sorry. I’m retired.’


Montecruz’s not quite friendly smile didn’t falter. ‘I think I can make an offer that will bring you out of retirement.’


Rivas shook his head. ‘Look, I wasn’t being coy. I’ve quit. I make plenty now with the music – and anyway, I’m thirty-one years old. I don’t have that kind of reflexes and stamina anymore.’ Or luck, either, he thought sourly. ‘And it’s been three years since my last one – the country will have changed. It always does.’


Montecruz leaned forward. ‘Rivas,’ he said quietly, ‘I’m talking five thousand Ellay fifths.’


Rivas raised his eyebrows in genuine respect. ‘That’s handsome,’ he admitted. ‘There can’t be fifty people in Ellay that can even hope to borrow that much.’ He took a long sip of beer. ‘But I’m retired. I just don’t want to risk my life and sanity for strangers anymore. There’s other redeemers around, though. Hell, five thousand would buy Frake McAn ten times over.’


‘Is McAn as good as you?’


‘Infinitely better, since I don’t do it at all now. Thanks for the beer – and now I really should try to show that damn fool drummer what I want.’ He got to his feet.


‘Wait a minute,’ Montecruz said quickly, holding up a pudgy hand and beginning to look a little less confident. ‘You’re the only guy that ever performed eight redemptions –’


‘Six. Two got to the Holy City before I could catch them.’


‘Okay, six. You’ve still got the record. The girl’s father wants the best, and listen, this won’t be as difficult as the others. All you’ve got to do is locate her, her family will do the kidnap and breaking –’


‘Her family can do the whole thing,’ said Rivas, straightening up. ‘I’m not kidding about being out of that game. Hire me as a pelicanist or songwriter anytime – they’re my only occupations nowadays.’


He turned and started back toward the stage, but Montecruz, agile for a fat man, scrambled around the table and caught Rivas’s elbow when he’d taken only four paces.


‘We’ll go ten thousand!’ the man hissed.


Exasperated, Rivas turned back to face him. ‘I told you my answer.’


For a couple of seconds Montecruz’s face was expressionless, and looked oddly childlike; then, ‘To sing?’ he demanded, his voice shrill with incredulous scorn. ‘You’d stop saving lives – souls! – to sit in a bar and sing? Oh, but you only did it while you needed the money, isn’t that right? And now that you can fiddle for it, everybody else can … can be gutted and skinned, and it won’t disturb your self satisfaction even as much as a wrinkle in your precious costume would, huh? It must be nice to be the only person worthy of your concern.’


A crooked, unmirthful grin had appeared on the pelicanist’s face during Montecruz’s speech, and when the man had finished, Rivas said, ‘Why don’t you go home and just deal with things you know something about, sport.’


He’d spoken quietly, but Mojo and Fandango heard him and looked up in alarm.


The insult, especially deadly in view of Montecruz’s hairlessness, hung in the air for several seconds and hardened jaw muscles made Montecruz’s suddenly pale face seem even wider.


Rivas yanked his arm free and took two steps back, the skin over his cheekbones taut and his left hand near his knife sheath.


Finally, Montecruz, whose hand had darted for his own knife, took a deep breath, let it out, and then whispered, ‘I don’t take that, Rivas – I’ll just hold it for a while.’ He turned and stalked out of the building.


When the swinging doors had creakily flapped shut after him Rivas looked at the ceiling and exhaled a long, descending whistle. That, he told himself, was loss of control. Better slow down on the beer, old buddy – you’ve had enough already, at home and here, to keep you oiled for the rest of the evening.


‘God, Greg,’ said Fandango in some awe as the pelicanist walked back to the stage, ‘you were mad, weren’t you? I just realized, I never seen you mad before – just, you know, grouchy about something not being done right. What’d he say to make you call him out that way? That stuff about singing, and your clothes? And whose life did he want you to –’


‘Oh, shut up, Tommy,’ said Rivas wearily. Mojo had got the bright lamps lit at the front of the stage, so he put on a look of only mild annoyance as he climbed back up onto it. ‘He didn’t make me mad, all right? I’m tired of everybody thinking they’ve got a right to my time, that’s all. And I didn’t mean to call him out.’ He picked up his instrument and the horsehair bow, and was embarrassed to notice that his hands were trembling; he lowered them quickly and shot a freezing look at the drummer, but Fandango was shaking his head and tapping out a quick burst on one of his drums and clearly hadn’t noticed.


‘But you called him a sport,’ the drummer said. ‘I mean, sure, you call me that when I screw up sometimes, but that guy was one – I could see from here he was a baldy.’


‘I’m going to think you’re a mental one if you still can’t grasp the tempo of this,’ said Rivas. ‘From the beginning now, and make it rattle.’ He tapped his foot three times while Fandango frowned attentively, then began playing.


They had to stop a few minutes later when Mojo began turning the noisy, ratcheted wall cranks that hoisted the lit chandeliers up to the ceiling, and in spite of his earlier resolve Rivas put down his pelican and went to the bar for another refill. He came back and perched cross-legged on his stool and then just stared absently into the still dim corners of the ceiling, where long, dusty festoons of paper dolls were draped like huge cobwebs around three of the walls.


Only a few customers had wandered in and sat down by the time Mojo finished his tour of the wall cranks, and Fandango glanced inquiringly toward Rivas, but the pelicanist seemed to have forgotten his dissatisfaction with the drummer’s playing. More people drifted in, and the chandeliers slowly stopped swinging as the ripple of conversation grew louder and the laughter and clinking of glasses more frequent; but Rivas remained oblivious, and when the pair of typically mute Chino twins who were the steel guitarist and chimes-banger arrived and climbed onto the stage, Rivas’s hand-jive greeting was as unconsciously automatic as the twitch of a horse’s flank when a fly lands on it.


Finally Fandango had to nudge him and hiss, ‘Heads up, Greg!’ when the owner appeared and began threading his way around the tables toward the stage.


Steve Spink and Rivas were of about the same age and build – thirty or so and rangy but tending a little toward plumpness over the belt – but Spink with his ready smile and undisciplined tumble of blond hair fairly radiated boyish cheer, while Rivas’s dark hair and beard and deeply lined cheeks gave his face in repose an almost theatrical look of disdain.


Spink leaned toward the stage as Rivas, looking only startled at the moment, hastily hopped off his stool and picked up his instrument and blinked around in some surprise at the filled room.


‘You okay, Rivas?’ Spink asked pleasantly.


‘Uh, what?’ Rivas stepped to the edge of the stage, inadvertently kicking over his forgotten beer glass. The glass broke, and beer spattered Spink’s expensive leather coat.


‘Damn it, I asked if you were all right. You don’t act like you are. Can you still perform?’


Rivas scowled and straightened to his full height. ‘Of course I can perform! What do you mean still? My God, just because I kick over one cheap beer glass –’


‘Since when is glass cheap? There was an old guy in here at lunch talking to me. Said you were a Jaybird once. Any truth to that?’


‘Yes,’ Rivas said haughtily. ‘I don’t make any secret of it. I’ve been a lot of things in my life.’


‘You talk about all the other things, though. Did you take the sacrament very often?’


For the second time that evening Rivas felt real anger kindle in him. ‘Just what are you trying to say, Steve?’


Spink let his habitual eye-narrowing smile relax into a frown. ‘I’m sorry, Greg. But you can understand my concern, can’t you? I can’t have any of the people I rely on going birdy.’


‘Start worrying about it when I can’t fill your damn place to overflowing for you anymore.’


‘You’re right, Greg. Sorry. I shouldn’t have listened to the old guy.’ He turned to the audience, and Rivas glimpsed the smile flashing back on. ‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ Spink said loudly, ‘tonight once again we’re privileged to have with us Gregorio Rivas, of Venice.’


The applause came right on cue and was satisfactory in volume and duration, and Rivas grinned as arrogantly as ever as he bowed in acknowledgement – but under it he was uneasy. How would the applause sound, he wondered, if I didn’t have a few paid prompters in the crown to lead it? And how much longer can the dangerous glamor of Venice plausibly cling to me? I’ve been out of Venice for five years, after all, and while it’s true that Steve’s standard intro still gets raised eyebrows and shocked whispers from strangers, old Mojo the other day was actually surprised when I mentioned having worked at the Bom Sheltr Bar in Venice – he said he thought that story was just flash for the tourists, like the fake hooter skulls on spikes on the roof.


As the clapping and whistling was tapering off, Rivas turned to Fandango and the twins and impulsively hand-jived the signal for ‘Everybody Wants to Smoke My Comoy,’ his trademark song, which he usually saved for reviving an apathetic audience. Fandango hammered out the staccato opening of the song and the crowd reacted with unmistakably genuine enthusiasm, and for the next few minutes Rivas forgot his doubts and let his singing and playing absorb him totally.


During a lengthy alternation between the steel guitarist and the drummer – a sequence Rivas knew they had no trouble with – he took the opportunity to scan the audience – a little nervously, for he was afraid the Hammond girl might have shown up to make a scene. Spink might have liked it, as being evidence of what a genuine Venetian rake-hell the pelicanist was, but Rivas dreaded such encounters, inevitable though they seemed to be. He peered at each face that he could make out by the illumination of the chandeliers and the tabletop candles, and was relieved not to see her.


And she’d be sure to sit where I would see her, he thought with a slightly drunken shiver. Damn her anyway. Why can’t a girl grasp the fact that a breakup can’t look tragic to the one initiating it? It can only seem tragic to the one being ditched; to the one doing the ditching it’s … fresh air, a load off the shoulders, a spring in the step and a whistle on the lips – the very opposite of tragic.


And hell, he thought, it’s not as if I haven’t drawn that hand as well as dealt it; only once, granted, but I had naively invested so much that time – much more than this Hammond creature ever could have – that I carry the loss with me still, as helplessly as I carry my skeleton, and like the old-time stainless steel it doesn’t rust away with time into camouflage colors, but is always as bright as new, and mercilessly reflective.


Rivas turned to the chimes-banger and hand-jived, Remind me later – stainless steel – rust – camouflage colors. The man nodded.


Yes, thought Rivas with some satisfaction, a nice image. Ought to fit well into a song, with some dramatic way of having lost the girl … death, maybe … suicide even, sure …


… Anything but the way I actually did lose Urania …


He shied away from the memory of himself at the age of eighteen, crouched behind a bush, in the ruins of a rented suit that stank of brandy and vomit, and, to his everlasting horror, barking like a dog.


Once or twice in the years since, during unusually objective moods, it had occurred to him that he might someday find the memory funny. It had certainly not happened yet.


In any case he was glad the Hammond girl seemed willing to disappear painlessly. He’d found her interesting for a while, but she was no Urania. None of them ever were.


It was nearly time for the pelican to re-enter, and he had just gripped the neck and poised the bow over the taut strings when he noticed at the bar a well-dressed old man who was watching him; and his belly went cold several seconds before he even consciously realized who it was, and he missed his cue.


The steel guitarist looked up in mild surprise and without a falter smoothly began the phrase again.


He had to begin it one more time, though, and let the more attentive members of the audience catch on that something was wrong, for Rivas had now remembered who the old man was and was staring at him with astonishment and hatred and, even after more than a decade, a bit of fear.


‘Greg!’ whispered Fandango urgently. ‘Hop aboard!’


Rivas blinked, returned some of his attention to the music, and then at the correct moment slashed the bow across the strings, and the song continued as usual.


He signaled to the other musicians to drop the time-consuming flourishes from the end of the song this time, and, as Fandango obediently rattled out a quick conclusion phrase, Rivas, much soberer now than he’d been a minute ago, lowered his instrument and stepped to the front of the stage.


‘We’ll be taking a short break now,’ he said curtly, and leaving the pelican beside his stool, he hopped down and strode to the bar – and he was able to do it fairly, quickly, for even the bleariest of the drinkers seemed to sense a dangerous tautness in him, and pulled in their legs and scooted their chairs closer to the tables to get out of his way.


By the time he stopped in front of the old man his shock had receded enough for him to have deduced what must have happened to bring the man here.


‘There’s a private room off the kitchen,’ Rivas said to him in a voice from which conflicting emotions had leached all inflection. ‘Wait till we get in there to tell me about it. Whiskey,’ he added, more loudly, to Mojo. ‘Double, with a chaser, now.’


Mojo provided the two filled glasses quickly, and Rivas picked them up and led the old man away from the bar to a door in a shadowed corner.


‘Go fetch us a lamp from somewhere,’ the pelicanist snapped at the old man as he held both glasses in one hand to open the door with the other. ‘Hurry now – chop chop!’


The old man’s face had been pinched into the expression of someone who has learned that his dinner will consist of the stable boys’ leftovers, and the change it underwent now was as though he had been told that he’d have to express gratitude for it too; but he silently did as he was told and went back to get a lamp from the corner of the bar.


Rivas stood by the door and shut it behind them when the old man had returned with the lamp and carried it into the little room. All but filling the chamber was a plastic table with half a dozen chairs around it, and Rivas sat down in one of the chairs and set his drinks in front of himself.


‘You should have told Spink who you were this afternoon,’ he said. ‘He’d have been impressed to meet the man who distills Ellay’s money.’


The lamp clanked down onto the table and the agitated flame made the two men’s shadows fragment and then reform on the wooden walls. ‘It would do neither of us any good,’ came the rasped reply, ‘to let people know that Irwin Barrows has business with Gregorio Rivas.’


Rivas took a gulp of the whiskey and chased it with a long draught of the beer. ‘Right,’ he said coldly, ‘in fact why let even Rivas himself know, eh? Who was your touchy negotiator this evening? Some jumped-up vineyard foreman? He didn’t handle the approach in a terribly businesslike way – almost wound up challenging me to a duel.’


Irwin Barrows stared at him speculatively. ‘I considered not telling you this,’ he said finally, ‘but I will, because I don’t think it will alter your decision. Montecruz can be excused, perhaps, for showing some heat – you see, he’s her fiancé They’re to be – they were to be – married next month.’


Rivas was surprised by the gust of unhappiness that battered at his control – and even shook it, for he could feel the color draining from his rigidly expressionless face – and he realized wearily that the grief he’d been tending like a garden for thirteen years had gradually become domesticated, ceased to be the wild, naturally occurring sort. And then a moment later he was disgusted with himself for having such an obsessive focus on the feelings of Gregorio Rivas. My God, he told himself, that Montecruz son-of-a-bitch was right: for you, everything exists only to the extent that it pleases or displeases your favorite person – you.


Still, I won’t fetch her back for him.


He hastily downed the remainder of the whiskey, but instead of the obscuring fog he’d hoped for, it brought an unwelcome clarity to his thoughts; and he knew, despairingly, that he couldn’t let the Jaybirds have her.


If only I didn’t know, he thought, if I hadn’t been one myself for almost three years, I could probably turn him down. If I hadn’t seen for myself Jaybush’s methodical disassembly of human minds, his consumption of souls as if they were firewood, I could probably spit in Barrow’s face this minute and stalk out of here in a grand gesture of rejection. You exiled me from her thirteen years ago now I exile you from her. How do you like it? Yes, to rub his hitherto celestially superior nose in it … to send his smug complacency out the Dogtown gate … to let him beg me for her, and be contemptuously dismissed …


If only I didn’t know!


But when he replayed that last thought and considered the several things it indicated about himself, he had to suppress a shudder, for it had momentarily sickened him simply to be Gregorio Rivas.


Finally he looked up. ‘You’re right,’ he said, wishing his voice hadn’t hoarsened for the occasion. ‘It doesn’t alter my decision. I’ll do it.’


Barrows inclined his head. ‘Thank you.’


‘So when did they get her?’


‘Last night, late. She was at a party north of here, at Third and Fig, and somehow she wound up alone out front, and a gang of them started talking to her – I guess you should know their stinking arguments and tricks as well as anyone – and when her lazy and now unemployed bodyguard finally caught up with her, it was just in time to see Urania climbing into the back of a Jaybird wagon as the horses were being whipped up.’


‘It took off in what direction?’


‘East on Third.’


‘One wagon only?’


‘That’s what the bodyguard said.’


Rivas sat back and drummed his fingers on the table and his eyes lost their sharp focus as, for the first time in three years, he began planning one more redemption. ‘You should have come to me right away,’ he said, ‘and not wasted time trying to undermine my job here and sending that down in here this evening. Still, it’s a good sign that it was a single eastbound wagon; that implies the shepherd wanted to recruit at least another one or two people before returning to his caravan camp. They might still be in the area, camped in one of the neglected districts outside the wall.’


‘Can you find out tonight?’


Rivas smiled at the naive question. ‘No way. You don’t just ask the nearest Jaybird where one of their wagons went. And even if they are right outside – even if there were a full moon out tonight, instead of this rainy overcast – do you know how many square miles of ruins there are out there?’


‘Tomorrow morning, then. Now as Montecruz evidently started to explain to you, all you’ll have to do is –’


‘ – Locate her. Yeah, he did say that, but that’s not how it’s going to be. I’ll do the kidnap and breaking too.’


Barrow’s eyes narrowed and his face assumed the stony cast Rivas remembered so well. ‘No,’ he said firmly. ‘That is simply out of the question.’


Rivas pushed his chair back and stood up. ‘Frake McAn lives over Mister Lou’s on Sandoval Street. Don’t tell him I sent you – it’ll only prejudice him against you. And don’t waste time,’ he added, poking a finger at Barrows. ‘Some of those recruiting caravans go directly to the Holy City.’ He picked up his beer glass and reached for the door latch.


Barrows raised a frail hand. ‘All right,’ he said tiredly, ‘wait, sit down, you can have it. The whole thing, like you say.’


Rivas opened the door and leaned out. ‘Mojo!’ he called. ‘Another beer here!’ He closed it and resumed his seat. ‘Then I guess we’ve got a deal, Barrows.’ Unconsciously he ran his fingers through his hair, disarranging it. ‘Ten thousand fifths of your Currency brandy; a bank draft for five thousand now, and another of the same when and if I can bring Urania back inside the Ellay walls.’


‘You misunderstood. Five thousand is the total price.’


‘Montecruz went up to ten.’


‘Montecruz must have got carried away in his anxiety. I think that’s understandable. But there’s no –’


‘That’s something you can take up with him later,’ Rivas said. ‘I’m taking the offer that was made to me.’


‘The price I’m offering,’ said Barrows angrily, ‘is still much more than you’ve ever been paid before.’


The door was pulled open from the outside and Mojo hobbled in, set the fresh beer on the table, took the old glasses and exited.


‘Evidently she’s worth five to you,’ Rivas remarked matter-of-factly, ‘but not quite ten. Did you catch McAn’s address? Over Mister Lou’s on –’


Barrows was staring at him with loathing. ‘This is interesting,’ he interrupted in a tight voice. ‘I had thought that extended use of the Jaybird sacrament always simply eroded the intelligence of the communicant, but I see it can do far worse than that – I see it can destroy the person’s empathy, his very humanity, leaving just a … sort of shrewd, cunning insect.’


Rivas knew that anger was what Barrows wanted, so he leaned back and laughed. ‘Not bad, Barrows! I like it, write it down so I can use it in a song sometime.’ He leaned forward and let his smile unkink. ‘And I hope you realize that a “shrewd, cunning insect,” as you so diplomatically put it, is exactly what you need right now. Yes, I was a Jaybird for nearly three years after that night you drove me off the Barrows estate, and I have taken their devastating sacrament a number of times – as Urania is probably doing at this very moment, quite a thought, hmm? – though I pretty quick figured ways to blunt its effects, make my mind inaccessible to it. But that’s why I’m the only guy who’s been any kind of successful at prying people out of Jaybush’s hands … or off his dinner plate, let’s say; I’m sure you like that better, you being such a fan of colorful metaphors, right?’


The door was pulled open again, but this time it was the furiously grinning Steve Spink that leaned in. ‘You gonna get back out here, Greg? People are beginning to leave, and I remember what you said about always filling the place to overflowing.’


Rivas had a quick, involuntary vision of himself as he’d probably be if he lost this job and blew the Barrows redemption deal – a no longer young man Addling for jiggers on a Dogtown corner, his beard thick and bushy and no longer a daring, carefully trimmed symbol of straddling the line dividing the upper classes from the lower – but he took a leisurely sip of the beer and managed to sound unconcerned when he said, ‘I’ll be back up there in a minute, Steve. They aren’t going to forget who I am between now and then.’


‘Hope you’re sure of that, Greg,’ Spink said with a couple of extra teeth showing in his grin. Then he noticed Rivas’s companion. ‘Say, that’s the old guy who was –’


‘I know, Steve. One more minute.’


The door closed again, muting the crowd sounds, and Rivas turned to Barrows with raised eyebrows. ‘Well?’


‘Okay,’ the old man said quietly. ‘Ten. Five now and five when you bring her back.’


‘Done. See me after the show tonight to set up the details.’


Barrows nodded, got to his feet and edged around the table to the door, but paused. ‘Oh, by the way,’ he said uncertainly.


Rivas looked up, clearly impatient.


‘Uh, there’s something that’s been … puzzling me for thirteen years. Maybe I shouldn’t ask.’


Rivas was afraid he knew what was coming, but he said, ‘Yes?’ casually.


‘Why – excuse me, I don’t by any means insist on an answer – but on that night I had you driven off, why were you behind those bushes on your hands and knees, throwing up and … barking?’


Rivas was humiliated to realize that his face was turning red. Why, he thought, can’t he and I forget that damned incident? ‘You’ve been wondering about that for thirteen years?’ he asked.


‘Yes.’


Rivas shook his head and waved at the door. ‘Keep on wondering.’


After Barrows had left, Rivas sat back and tilted up his glass again, and then, gingerly, he gave in and allowed himself to remember that disastrous night – the first and last time he’d ever tasted the Currency brandy.


It had been in the fall of – Rivas counted the years on his fingers – the sixth year of the Sixth Ace, and Urania Barrows had decided to invite Gregorio, her fieldboy lover, to her gala seventeenth birthday party. Though only the son of one of the tenant farmers, the eighteen-year-old Gregorio had managed to save some money – a fifth and some change, big money to a field hand – and on the day of the party he spent it all on renting a suit and getting a haircut and a presumptuously aristocratic shave. And he went to the party, and in spite of being terribly nervous in the sophisticated company, he had made a good impression … until the brandy was served.


Young Gregorio had been drinking wine since childhood, but distilled spirits were new to him, and he didn’t know that one was supposed to drink them more slowly. He eventually realized that he was foolishly drunk and embarrassing Urania, so he left the party … and as soon as he was out in the fresh air, it occurred to him that he was sick.


Not wanting to be seen vomiting, he’d reeled off the path into a tiny clearing behind some bushes and then, on his hands and knees begun the lengthy process of expelling the brandy from his stomach.


And at one point, when he’d paused for breath, he heard a lady on the path asking someone about the peculiar noises coming from behind the bushes. A man’s voice replied that it sounded like a dog.


Rivas shuddered now, and drained his beer. He remembered that he had desperately wanted the people to forget about the noises and go away, and somehow he’d concluded that the best way to accomplish that would be to convince them that it was indeed only a dog, and not anything that needed investigating. So he’d begun … barking.


He stood up now and opened the door, but he was unable to avoid remembering the rest of it, his last conscious moments of that disastrous evening … when he’d finally opened his eyes and seen Irwin Barrows’s boots six inches from his face.


He left the little room, swinging the door shut behind him, and as he reeled back toward the stage – the alcohol had caught up with him again – his eyes only half saw the dim bar and the stage ahead and the uneasy faces watching him; overlaid on that scene like a second transparency he was seeing again the One-a-One Freeway, seeming because of the thick fog to be a solitary track across the chilly sky, down which he’d fled on foot on that awful dawn thirteen years ago. He’d been shivering with cold and dizzily sick from a concussion as well as a hangover, for the outraged Irwin Barrows had given him a solid kick in the head before dragging him out from behind the bushes and ordering the kitchen crew to carry him away and dump him somewhere outside the Barrows land boundary.


He’d walked all that day, and as the sun rose and gradually scattered the fog, he’d seen for the first time the weathered and vine-hung ruins of big old Ellay, noisy now only with the chatter of parrots and monkeys. Decrepitude lent the still imposing building shells an air of tragic grandeur that they couldn’t have had in life, and the sheer number of them – they stretched like ranks of uncared-for tombstones to the horizon – awed the young Gregorio; several times his curiosity had outweighed his sickness and haste and numb sense of loss, and he’d gone exploring through old rooms and up and down alarming, rubble-strewn stairways. By the time he finally sighted the high west wall of Ellay, only its top trim of crenellations was still lit by the low red sun. The summer-shrunken river beyond the city was invisible in the darkness, and fear of hooters and hemogoblins made him ignore his headache and cover the last couple of miles at a run.


That had been the first night he’d ever spent out of his father’s house, and, after a couple of hours of unhappy wandering through the streets, he’d spent it in a corner of a shed in Dogtown. He hadn’t been the only vagrant to seek shelter there, and he was awakened several times by the abrupt awareness of, and then the weary effort of refusing, the affectionate attentions of one or another of his shed-mates. One young man, offended at having been rebuffed, had asked Gregorio if he’d care to leave the city right at that minute by the Dogtown gate. Rivas had politely refused … and been very glad of his refusal when he learned, years later, that there was no such gate, and that the phrase ‘leave by the Dogtown gate’ meant to disappear, figuratively or literally, into one of Dogtown’s ubiquitous, feculent trash trenches.


The next morning, stunned by hunger and exhaustion, he’d set out walking, and in the South Gate area by Sandoval Street he’d met the group of the zealots popularly known as Jaybirds … the wonderfully concerned, shoulder-patting, sympathetically smiling Jaybirds.


Steve was right, he thought uneasily when he stepped back up onto the stage and surveyed the crowd – quite a few people have left. How long was I in that room talking to Barrows? It’d probably be an error to ask, admit I don’t know. Goddamn whiskey. No more beer or anything for you tonight, man!


He started to signal for ‘Everybody Wants to Smoke My Comoy,’ and then remembered that he’d already used it and signaled instead for ‘Drinking Alone.’


Fandango sighed audibly as he started the song. Oh, look on the bright side, Tommy, Rivas thought – the next main attraction performer they get in here will probably want to do nothing but Scrap and Bugwalk.




2


Somehow the clear blue sky visible through the unglassed windows only made the interior of the Toothtalker’s room look shabbier. The Toothtalker herself, it occurred to Rivas, looked like just one more piece of faintly morbid antique trash to avoid tripping over. The thought made him smile in spite of his headache. Yes, he thought, among all these pictures and specimen jars and rotted books and bits of incomprehensible old-time machinery, she looks like a desiccated old mummy. The lower jaw, perhaps due to some error in taxidermic technique, had gradually pulled away from the face as the unwholesome memento dried out, finally leaving the effigy frozen forever in a stressful but inaudible scream.


A mummy which, he added as once again she treated her guests to some of the eerie low gargling she was so good at, has become inhabited by baritone mice. In spite of being irritable and grainy-eyed from a nearly sleepless night, Rivas had to strangle a chuckle. The effort made his headache worse.


He glanced at the chair beside him and saw that Irwin Barrows was sitting hunched forward, anxiously watching the motionless, gargling old woman. Rivas was surprised – he had thought that Barrow’s insistence that they consult a Toothtalker before Rivas embarked on the redemption was nothing more than a formality, a traditional gesture like letting a wagon ‘warm up’ for a few minutes on cold mornings before flicking the reins and getting started … but the old financier was obviously as credulous as the stupidest scavenger who ever shambled up these tower stairs to hear the judgment of the spirit world on which beyond-the-wall districts were particularly favored or imperiled by the configurations of the stars.


Rivas felt almost betrayed to realize it. Come on, he thought, you’re one of the wealthiest men in Ellay, surely you can see through this nonsense if I can.


He leaned back and looked out the window at the sunlit but still damp landscape. To the west he could see a green band that was the edge of the south farms, but to the south was nothing but the spread of tumbled, empty buildings, a scene lost somewhere between cityscape and landscape, animated by rolling tumbleweeds and, once in a while, the ragged figure of a scavenger too weak to venture very far from the city walls. Further to the south he could see the gleam of San Pedro Harbor. And beyond that, he knew, was Long Beach Island and then the open sea, and, way down the coast at the mouth of the Santa Ana River, Irvine.


I hope I can catch her, he thought, before having to travel too far in that direction. He shuddered, remembering one redemption – one that had not succeeded – that actually brought him within sight of the high white walls of Jaybush’s Holy City at Irvine. I never, he thought firmly, want to be that close to that damned place again. It wouldn’t be so bad if I didn’t more than half suspect he is some kind of messiah. My father used to swear he’d seen ‘the spray of shooting stars that lit the sky on the night of Jaybush’s conception, thirty-some years ago – and even rival religions admit that before he retired from public life he several times did, verifiably, bring dead people back to life … though of course the rival religions claim he had Satan’s help.
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