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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.






Prologue

 

Dummar Aircraft Co, Research Lab Malibu, California

July 10, 1990—Tuesday, 8:29 A.M. Walnut Conference Room

Opening the conference room door and stepping in from the fluorescent brightness of the hallway, I walked into the shadow-filled room. Running my hand along the wall I flicked on the lights and walked directly over to the room's bay window. Perched high in the hills, the lab had an unbroken view of ten miles of California coastline. Breakers rolled in, crashing against the sea wall that protected the multi-million-dollar beach homes of the Malibu Colony. Far out beyond the white water, out where the sea glimmered gold and orange, one lone surfer bobbed in the swell.

Ting ting...

I flicked off my watch's alarm and tossed the folder that had been tucked under my arm onto the conference room's table. It slid several feet before coming to rest on the high-gloss lacquer surface. The Silicon Integrated Circuits lab status meeting was permanently fixed in time and space: always held in the Walnut Conference Room and always called for eight-thirty on a Tuesday morning. Same station, same time, and unfortunately usually the same, meaningless problems discussed.

Sitting, I switched on the overhead projector that was sunk into the tabletop. Behind me, a projector screen dropped from the ceiling and covered the bay window. I slipped my first transparency onto the overhead, looked over my shoulder, and twiddled with the focus knob until I got some minimal level of crispness. Leaning back in the Naugahyde chair, I propped my feet up onto the corner of the table. Since I'd never been able to start the meeting before eight-forty, I had at least eight minutes to kill. I stared at my feet.

My brown leather wingtips looked like shit. I'd bought them over three years ago when I had first gotten this job, wore them every day to work, and had never bothered to shine them—not once. Shining shoes was a waste of time. It didn't get one more circuit pushed through the lab or a single line completed for a Journal of Applied Physics paper. Normally I would not even waste the time considering the state of my shoes, but they had degraded to such an extent that it was obvious that their days were numbered. The fact that a great deal of the stitching no longer seemed to remain, and that my brown socks poked through between leather uppers and plastic soles, implied that they were on the verge of total disintegration. That mattered. My only other shoes were a pair of currently gray, but at one time white, tennis shoes. If I wore those to work I'd offend the sensibilities of the three-piece-suit crowd. In the good old days, before I had been put in charge of the Integrated Circuits lab, I would have simply considered that an added bonus. But no longer. I had become politically astute. When I pitched a program to the suits, or needed more hands in the lab, things like footwear, color-coordinated ties, and buttoned-down collars, seemed to mean more to the bean-counters that ran this company than the actual technical content of my request. There was no escaping it, I'd have to get a new pair of shoes. An image filled my head. I saw myself squirming through a mall, choked full of people who were incapable of taking more than two shuffling steps forward without halting directly in my path, or even worse, pinning me up against the window of a frozen yogurt parlor, holding me captive, and then exposing me to detailed discussions that revolved around the merits of pink versus purple hair, or the grim details of stuffing a forty-two-inch ass into a thirty-six-inch pair of jeans. My stomach tightened in a knot. Suddenly my shoes didn't look quite so disgusting. With a little luck, I could probably get another few weeks out of them. Maybe, just maybe.

The conference room door snapped open and images of fat asses, new wingtips, and frozen yogurt on a stick vanished. Kent Cooper lurched in. He held a styrofoam cup in each hand. Half falling and half sitting, he seemed to collapse in a chair at the far end of the table. He blew on one of his coffees and then took a quick sip. He grimaced and his eyes narrowed to slits. Apparently the cafeteria was maintaining its high level of culinary excellence.

He looked like hell, and I doubted that even two cups’ worth of caffeine would make any real difference. His new baby had been home for almost a month now, and judging by his appearance his body had not yet adjusted to that organic alarm clock firing at not quite periodic two-hour intervals.

“Morning,” he said to me, grinning as he always did.

I just grinned back at him. In many ways I found him quite remarkable, but on mornings when he looked like this I was in flat-out awe of him. He and his wife had survived two years with their first kid and, apparently having so enjoyed the pain, suffering, and sleep-deprivation associated with the process, had opted for a second. It was just one of the many amazing facets of his masochistic personality.

“Tube three has a crack in its hydrogen injector, and I had to kill it last night,” I said by way of casual conversation.

He nodded, but didn't look up. He seemed to be intently studying something floating in one of his coffees. So I left him alone and let him contemplate whatever it was he saw in his coffee.

I could suddenly hear an argument in the hallway.

The door eased open, then closed without anybody's having entered. It opened again and a leg popped in, but a body didn't follow. I recognized that perfectly polished penny loafer digging into the shag carpet. I shook my head, trying to rattle my brain. I seemed to be suffering from a shoe fetish today.

“If I don't get twenty gallons per minute of deionized water flow through those back hoods, we'll be eating silicon wafers like they were potato chips,” said Jack Behnke as he hung out into the hallway. “And those chips go for eight bucks a pop.”

“Have to redesign everything to do that,” said some distant voice.

“Not my problem,” said Behnke, sounding somewhat happy about the pain he was inflicting. “I speced the requirements, and you guys signed up for it.”

“We're out of money,” said the distant voice, now starting to sound panicked.

I laughed quietly to myself, Behnke was obviously talking to someone from plant facilities. It was the one department at Malibu that seemed to have the unique ability to not only spend all their allocated funds before a job was completed, but on many occasions the money would evaporate to nothing before they had so much as laid a single length of pipe, or even opened up a tool box.

“It has to be completed before first shift tomorrow morning,” said Behnke. He walked quickly into the conference room and slammed the door behind him before anyone could tell him why that request was impossible to meet. Jogging around the end of the table, he jumped into a chair next to Cooper. His knit tie flew up and disappeared over his shoulder. “That entire department is brain-dead,” he said as he smiled. Behnke possessed a dazzling set of white teeth. The tips of his over-large canines seemed to twinkle. I think his teeth maintained their high luster because of the large number of asses that he continually chewed on.

The door banged open.

I glanced up at the clock. It was eight-forty.

Behnke shut up.

Techs and the rest of the staff engineers walked in.

I gave Behnke a smile that he returned. Cooper, Behnke, and myself were a team. Between us we could say anything, and most often did. But it never went beyond us. The environment at Dummar was far too political for loose lips.

“I want to be out of here by nine,” I said as people slowly found their seats. In actuality, I would have liked to have never been here at all. Nothing was ever really accomplished in a meeting. The real decisions were made while scurrying down a hallway or while standing captive with a section head in front of a urinal. But management was of the mindset that progress and output had a direct correlation with the number of meetings held. Actually, I tended to agree with that. But where they saw a positive correlation I saw a negative one. But mine was not to reason why, mine was but to work and die.

Several had not yet seated themselves, but I wasn't about to waste any more time. Pulling a pen from my top pocket, I pointed at the first line on my overhead transparency.

“I want to prioritize the circuit lots that are about to hit the nitride deposition tube, so we can open a time slot to take it down for cleaning. It's flaking so badly now that it's going to start affecting chip yields.”

I looked up, getting ready for the barrage I knew was about to come. Everyone was going to demand that their project deserved Number One Priority.

Nobody spoke.

Nobody moved.

The room had suddenly taken on a sick green tint, and something buzzed in my ears. I didn't seem to be breathing.

I tried to speak, but my lips wouldn't move.

I didn't have long to consider the strangeness of all this. The room went black.

And I knew what'd happened.

There wasn't the slightest doubt in my mind.

I had just dropped dead at the start of the eight-thirty Tuesday Silicon Integrated Circuits meeting. Unbelievable. Deaths in the workplace always peak on Monday mornings and Thursday afternoons. That was a scientific fact.

I had no right to be dying on a Tuesday morning.


CHAPTER 1

Welcome

 

I wondered what had gotten me. Thirty-four-year-olds who didn't smoke or drink weren't supposed to drop dead. My heart was good, and my blood pressure a respectable 78/115. I shouldn't have died, and especially not on a Tuesday. I didn't even have a will. But of course, it wasn't as if I had actually needed one. There hadn't been anyone to leave anything to. My folks had died almost fifteen years earlier when a drunk in a Cadillac, who couldn't tell right from left, had made it almost a mile on the wrong side of the Santa Monica Freeway before he caught my parents’ little Toyota head-on. There were no relatives. I was single, and didn't really have what one could call friends. I had acquaintances, people to say hello to while racing down the hallway, or someone to share a cafeteria bench with while trying to down a greaseburger and a Coke.

There wasn't anyone crying at my tombstone. Hell, I doubted that there even was a tombstone. I was probably planted in the far corner of a ten-acre patch of green in some place like Van Nuys or Mission Hills. I'd be right out there at the intersection of row 876 and column 239. Beneath smoggy skies, and within earshot of a freeway, a little brass marker in the overgrown grass would mark my eternal resting spot:

 

JOHN SMITH

BORN MAY 21, 1956

DIED JULY 10, 1990

 

My estate, including the life insurance that the company insisted I carry, was probably worth a couple of hundred grand. Every last dime of that would go to the State. My legacy to mankind would probably be the funding of twenty yards of sewer line on the outskirts of Barstow. Thousands would be indebted to me whenever they flushed.

I coughed.

My lungs were congested, full of liquid.

Very strange. Dead men shouldn't be coughing, and they certainly shouldn't be worrying about congested lungs. My head pounded as if I'd just caught a speeding two-by-four above the eyes. I felt feverish and my joints throbbed. It felt an awful lot like the flu.

Flu?

Being dead was certainly bad enough, but to also be subjected to the flu was adding insult to injury. My throat was dry, and I couldn't swallow past what felt like some large glob of mucus. What I really needed was a drink of water. A beer would have gone down just great.

I opened my eyes.

I was seated in a soft chair, with my elbows propped up on the table in front of me. I was in a room in which the walls were covered with walnut paneling. A mental clutch, buried somewhere deep beneath my frontal lobes, popped into first gear.

I was in the Walnut Conference Room.

I was not dead.

My joints were on fire. Bending forward, I let my head rest against the tabletop. The lacquered wood felt cool. Sweat dripped down my face, gathering at the tip of my nose in large fat drops, until they fell, splattering into the carpet.

I wasn't dead, but I was as sick as the proverbial dog. Hell, any dog that felt this bad would simply have curled up and died.

That didn't sound like such a bad idea.

I must have been hit with one of those new-and-improved mutated flu strains that had floated in from some Third World germ factory. Right now I was probably eyeball-deep in viral nucleic acids courtesy of Katmandu, or some damn swamp in southwest Cameroon. Coughing something up from deep in my lungs, I sloshed it around my mouth for a few seconds and then spit it out beneath the table. The janitors would just have to earn their money this week.

If I had been sick enough to have passed out, it made absolutely no sense that I was still in the Walnut Conference Room. My comatose butt should have been hauled down to Malibu Emergency. Right now, some beefy nurse named Gretchen should have been sternly telling me that if I didn't quiet down and keep the thermometer tucked under my tongue, she'd happily find another place to stick it.

Sitting up quickly, I watched the room tilt from side to side. I stood, and the joints in the small of my back popped. It sounded like corks exploding from champagne bottles. The conference room was dark—much darker than when I had first awakened. I glanced up, trying to ignore the stabbing pains in my neck. The fluorescents were dead, with one entire bank dangling down, having crashed through the overhead grillwork. Ceiling tiles littered the far end of the conference room table.

Someone's ass in plant facilities would fry for this.

Walking slowly, and taking shuffling steps so I wouldn't find myself facedown in the dusty shag carpet, I moved toward the window.

A bloated orange sun sat on the horizon. The ocean was gray. I leaned against the window and, shivering, listened to the buzzing insects that seemed to fill my ears. The last sliver of sun quickly vanished beneath the water.

I blinked, squeezing my eyelids tight, trying to force my pupils to dilate. It was dark, far too dark. Staring down the black coastline, I couldn't see a single light. Those multi-million-dollar beach homes, filled with movie stars and Vid preachers, usually blazed as if lit with searchlights.

A power outage.

That had to be it. No power—no lights. I nodded to myself, banging my head against the window. That was the answer. I had the flu, and there had been some sort of monstrous power outage. I could rest now. It all made sense. I stared out into the dark.

Think you moron!

The voice echoed in the back of my head.

The Pacific Coast Highway should be a sea of cars. Cars have headlights and taillights.

I smiled. Of course. The answer was obvious. The road must be closed. There had probably been another damn rock slide that had shut down all four lanes. Suddenly all the pieces came together. There must have been an earthquake. Just as the flu had nailed me and I had passed out, an earthquake had hit. It had knocked the power out and rock slides had closed the highway. It even explained the state of the conference room.

What timing. I never got sick. But the day some killer flu snuck up on me and kicked me square in the ass had to be the same day that “the big one” hit.

Carefully walking back to the table, I dropped into a chair. I would wait until someone returned for me. Wrapping my arms around my chest, and trying not to cough, I closed my eyes.

Pzzzzt!

Reflexes tossed me out of the chair and threw me onto the floor. Rolling on my shoulder, and feeling no pain, I came to my feet. My body was crouched low, my hands reaching forward, and my fingers flexing. I felt the wall at my back.

Lights were on.

Sparks shot out from the wiring of the dangling bank of fluorescents. The arcing and hissing wiring had been what had startled me.

Standing, I could feel that my head was almost clear. For the first time since waking, I was able to take a deep breath without my lungs burning. Smoke began to drift down from somewhere in the ceiling. Trotting over, totally amazed at how well I was feeling, I went toward the door and ran my hand along the wall in the direction of the light switch. If I killed the power, it might just stop whatever was smoking in the ceiling.

The light switch by the door was gone.

Every Tuesday morning for the past three years I had flicked on that light switch.

I suddenly felt dizzy.

“Where's the goddamned light switch?” I leaned against the wall, feeling hot and flushed. The fever was on me again.

“Light request?” asked a sweet, feminine-sounding voice.

I turned, still leaning against the wall. The room was empty. That was a bad sign, a hell of a bad sign. I was hearing voices.

“Light request?” asked the voice again.

I then realized that the voice was coming from somewhere above me. I looked up, peering through the thickening smoke that was drifting down. A speaker grille. Someone from the Central Security Station must have been listening in on the conference room. She might have control over the power.

“Kill the lights!” I shouted.

The room was thrown into darkness.

The door was practically at my back. Fumbling, I searched for the doorknob, grabbed it, and pushed the door open.

I stumbled out and leaned against a wall in a hallway that I'd never seen before. The wall at my back was soft and warm, nothing like the hard steel-sheet walls that should have been there.

Obviously, I had not been in the Walnut Conference Room. The missing light switch should have told me that, but this flu was scrambling my brain. After I had passed out they must have taken me to some other room.

I stared down the long hallway.

The labs were not all that large. I had never seen this hallway, or come across anything that even resembled these strange walls. I turned my head, looking down the opposite direction. It was identical, and just as featureless as the other end of the hallway had been.

Not quite.

Almost sunk into the wall, and colored in the same cream color, was what looked like a phone. Hugging the wall, and dragging my cheek along its warm surface, I worked my way toward it. Grabbing it, I popped it from the wall. A remote. No cord. I looked at it closely. No buttons, no dial, no nothing. Desperate, I put the receiver up to my ear. It was dead. There was no dial tone—not even a hiss.

“Shit!” I said into the phone.

“No one of that name is listed in the directory,” said the same voice that I had heard in the conference room. “Are you trying to reach an outside party?” she asked.

I took a deep breath, that is, as deeply as someone could breathe who felt like they had a quart of slime filling each lung.

“What's happened around here?” I asked. I leaned my forehead against the wall and closed my eyes.

“Can you be more specific?” she asked.

In that instant, I realized that she had to be one of the many morons from the Plant Facilities Department. We had just had an earthquake that had probably flattened Los Angeles and she didn't seem to have noticed it.

“The big quake,” I said cynically. “Can you remember back to a few hours ago, when your ass was being bounced around your office?”

“Define big?” she asked.

I reopened my eyes, pulled the phone away from my ear and stared at it, then pushed it back up against the side of my face. “Larger than 5.0 on the Richter scale,” I said with a surprising degree of calmness.

“The last quake of that magnitude or larger occurred 854 days ago, measuring 5.8, and was centered on the Paso Robles fault.”

I just shook my head. Then I realized that she must be in shock. A ceiling tile had probably smacked her on the head and she was still woozy. That had to be it. She was suffering from a concussion.

“Let me speak to someone else,” I said.

“There is no one else,” she answered.

I was getting mad now. I needed a doctor, and didn't have time to play games with a delirious woman. “Am I supposed to believe that there is no one else in this entire building?”

“The man responsible for the reactivation of system lighting has just entered the building.”

Now I was getting somewhere. The damn building must have been evacuated and somehow, in all the confusion, I had gotten left behind. I'd be tearing someone a new asshole when I found the idiot responsible for that slipup.

“How can I get to him?” I asked.

“Simply follow the red arrow,” she said.

Red arrow. She was a certifiable loon. This hallway was one unbroken, cream-colored tunnel. “What red arrow?” I snapped at her.

“The one below your left foot,” she said.

Like an idiot, I looked down at my feet. Like an even bigger idiot, I lifted up my left foot.

I damn near dropped the phone.

Where my foot had just been there was now a red arrow. It was somehow beneath the floor, or possibly even within it. It pulsed on and off in about one-second intervals.

I felt sick. Things gurgled deep in my gut.

Somehow the phone was back up to my ear. “I don't understand,” I said in an almost inarticulate mumble.

“When you hang up the phone the arrow will lead you to the man who has just entered the building. I suggest that you do this while the lights remain on. As a result of the large power drain from systems activation earlier this day, there has not been sufficient time to recharge. I estimate less than five minutes of lighting remain.”

I nodded stupidly at the phone for a second, then hung it up. The instant it hit its cradle the arrow flitted across the floor and pulsed its way down the hallway. It got about six feet in front of me and then halted.

I shuffled a few steps in its direction, then stopped.

It pulsed a few more feet down the hallway, then stopped.

When I caught up with it, it made a turn at the first corridor intersection it encountered. I followed. It traveled down another long, featureless hallway, then turned a corner and led me into a dead-ended hallway. The arrow pulsed momentarily at a blank wall, then vanished.

The wall I faced hissed, and then detached itself, quickly sliding into the section of wall next to it. I looked down at the floor, beyond where the wall had been, expecting to see the arrow, but it was still gone.

I looked up, saw something, and then looked right back down at the floor. My fever must have been a lot higher than I had imagined. There was no doubt about it, I was delirious.

I looked back up. What I had thought I had seen was still there. He stood at the end of this new hallway. I had hoped that he would have vanished in a puff of smoke, or perhaps dribbled into the floor. No such luck. It was amazing what my delirious brain was capable of generating. The guy was completely decked out in a space suit. However, it was not one of those form-fitting white NASA jobs, but an aluminum-foil special that sprouted a wild array of coat-hanger antennas. His left arm had been replaced with some sort of manipulator that looked a hell of a lot like a lobster claw. He wore a leather belt with two holsters, one of which held a pearl-handled pistol and the other what had to be his ray gun. This guy looked like a refugee from a fifties sci-fi flick that had been shot over a weekend in someone's basement. All that was missing to make him the perfect alien invader was the bubble space helmet. Instead, he wore a red beret.

I watched him reach his right hand over his shoulder and tug at something that must have been strapped to his back. Moving so quickly that he seemed to blur, that something was now in his hand. Colored a dull gray, it looked like a toaster—two slices. He pointed it at my head.

Something finally leaked through to my brain. That voice that had earlier echoed in the back of my head now told me that I was about to receive something much more lethal than a faceful of toasted raisin bread.

His fingers seemed to have melted into the toaster's dull aluminum sides.

“Good night!” he screamed in a screechy voice.

I wanted to jump, to find cover, but there was no place to hide. The corridor at my back didn't turn a corner for at least fifty feet.

I just stood there. If killed in this nightmare, I hoped that I'd simply wake up.

The tendons flexed in the exposed parts of his hands.

I squinted, gritted my teeth, then closed my eyes. I wondered if I'd feel anything when my brain was splattered against the cream-colored walls. For just an instant, an image of someone from Plant Facilities wiping down the red-stained walls filled my head.

Something tickled deep inside of my head.

I opened my eyes.

His hands were flexing convulsively.

“Crash hard!” he screamed. “The Supreme wills it!”

Every time his hands flexed that same something tickled inside of my head.

“Shielded,” he said, while sneering at me. He re-slung the toaster across his back and pulled his ray gun from its holster. The gun's tip shimmered a deep purple.

It was one thing to take it like a man, and accept your fate when faced with the prospect of being raisin-breaded to death by a toaster, but it's something totally different when you're threatened by a loon in a space-suit who's waving a ray gun. Blind instinct finally took over.

I turned and ran.

“Stop!” he screamed.

Once I started moving it was going to take a hell of a lot more than the screech of a NASA-induced nightmare to slow me down. I seemed to eat up the hallway. Never had I run so fast. My head cleared, my lungs sucked down air, and before I would have thought it possible I'd started my turn into the hallway corner, dropping down to all fours as I did in order to increase traction.

Fzzzt!

Hot air fanned the side of my face.

With the added incentive of ray-gun blasts I was certain that I'd practically fly down the next hallway.

Wrong.

My hands grabbed the wall just as I rounded the corner. And I mean grabbed. My fingers bit into the soft wall and sank almost knuckle-deep. I shredded a five-foot length of the cream-colored material before I came to a stop. It seemed to turn to goo in my hands, and I threw the now slimy stuff onto the floor where it hit with a wet-sounding smack. I crept slowly back toward the corner I had just rounded.

And I didn't have the slightest idea why I was doing this. Inside I was screaming, demanding that my body turn tail and run down the hallway. I was getting no response. My body continued to creep up to the corner. I had no idea why I was doing this. Something else was apparently calling the shots—something that was going to get me killed in this nightmare.

The spaceman's galvanized lobster claw jutted from around the corner. I wanted to crawl into the wall, but my body had other plans. My right hand grabbed the claw, and instead of trying to push it aside pulled it straight toward my chest, I wanted to close my eyes, but no such luck. I was sharing directly into the spaceman's now startled face. Pulling him toward me had thrown him off-balance and he was now falling, with that claw hand leading the way.

I'd be skewered for sure.

Then, at a speed that I would not have believed possible, I sidestepped like a matador skirting around a bull. This move sent him sailing down the hallway, but apparently my body did not consider that sufficient. My left hand shot up for his face—palm open. I caught him square in the nose. I could feel things break, almost shatter. With a final flick of my wrist, my hand pushed his splintered nose up into his brain.

Suddenly looking extremely limp, he flew past me.

I turned.

I was back in charge. Whatever had been running my body by remote control was gone. I collapsed to the floor.

Then I looked over at the spaceman. It appeared as if he had been kneeling, perhaps praying, and then had simply fallen over, landing flat on his face. His ass was still propped up, pointing straight at me.

I had just killed a man.

My only experience with fighting had been in the fourth grade. The result of that encounter had been two black eyes, six stitches, and a cracked rib. All mine.

The spaceman wheezed.

I scrambled down the hallway on all fours, moving like a scuffling crab. I only stopped when my head smashed into a wall and I fell back on my butt.

He had to be dead. I'd felt him die.

Sweat dripped down my face and my vision began to tunnel. I told myself that all I had heard was trapped air in his lungs gurgling up through his throat. That explanation didn't seem to reassure me.

Then, without the slightest warning, my stomach exploded. I didn't even have time to get to my knees, but threw up in my lap. My already bruised throat burned, and my nose stung as stuff backed up through my nostrils. One explosive burst was all there was. Putrid green slime ran down the front of my shirt and dribbled over my pants. The stuff that now covered my clothes had absolutely no resemblance to the waffles and eggs I had eaten for breakfast.

Standing, I felt the muscles in my legs start to twitch, and my left knee turned to jelly. Again I was on the floor and again I tried to stand, this time almost crawling up the wall. I locked my knees and took several deep breaths.

Somehow, I did not faint.

Mercifully, he had not moved. He was dead, there was no doubt about that. I hoped.

“Shit!” I managed to scream, just as I launched myself from the wall I was leaning on, bounced off the opposite wall, and once again hit the floor. I had seen something—several somethings—move.

Pushing my way up the wall, this time only sitting, I looked at the dead man. He was still dead, but things continued to move.

The claw that had been his right hand had detached itself and was now crawling across the floor. As I watched, it jerked and spasmed, and a small cloud of smoke quickly engulfed it. Little puffs of blue smoke were also rising from his ray gun.

Something else was moving. Where I had ripped off a large patch of wall covering and thrown the goo to the floor, the torn wall had almost repaired itself. It wasn't that the wall had simply closed the rip. No, by comparison that would have been far too easy. The goo that I had tossed onto the floor had almost vanished. Only a small pile of the stuff remained. The rest of it was undulating in a narrow line, like a long column of ants marching single file, working its way up the wall to fill in the gouge. As I watched, the pile on the floor grew smaller and smaller and eventually vanished. There was not the slightest indication that the wall covering had ever been ripped out.

I just closed my eyes and banged the back of my head against the wall. I shivered. Again I could feel my face flush and my lungs clog. A stabbing pain sliced through my chest with each breath.

Before I even opened my eyes I'd stood, in one quick jerk. Opening my eyes, I ignored the fact that the hallway had taken on a green tint and was listing back and forth like a boat in a hurricane. I went down to the end of the hallway and pulled a phone out of the wall.

“Get me out of here!” I screamed into it.

“Specify the destination,” the female voice said sweetly.

I could handle no more of this. “Get that damn red arrow back here, and take me outside of this building by way of the nearest exit!”

At my feet the red arrow appeared again, then darted down the hallway in the direction of the spaceman. I dropped the phone and stumbled forward. Nothing was left of his smoking possessions but little piles of gray goo. Not a weapon left. Not quite. The pearl-handled pistol hadn't melted.

Bending over, and risking fainting, I tugged at his belt buckle. My fingers felt almost boneless, as if made of rubber. After I'd tugged at leather and brass, from all possible angles, the buckle finally popped open. Standing, I leaned against the wall for support, planted the toe of my black boot in his side, and pushing, rolled him over.

A small little piece of myself, detached and hiding somewhere deep in the back of my brain, wondered about the black boots that I now seemed to be wearing. I had never owned a black pair of boots. God, how I suddenly missed those familiar, ratty brown wingtips. Those old shoes seemed a world and a lifetime away.

My hands, which seemed to be controlling themselves, strapped the gun belt around my waist, managing to rebuckle it on only the fifth or sixth attempt. The red arrow still pulsed, seeming to patiently be waiting for me. I shuffled forward, my feet not so much walking as scraping against the floor with each step I took. Down hallways, through door panels, past twists and turns, I wandered for what felt like hours. It was probably only minutes.

I stared down at thick brown carpeting. I looked up. It was the lobby—the lobby at Dummar. That big polished obsidian block that made up the guard's desk filled the adjacent wall. In front of me, across the lobby, stood the front doors.

Walking, even though my feet seemed to catch in the thick carpet, I worked my way into the center of the lobby. I tried to show my badge at the guard's desk but I no longer seemed to have a badge. No problem. Dummar Research Labs no longer seemed to have a guard. I didn't have to lean on a door to get it open. One was already propped open, probably courtesy of my dead friend from outer space.

Outside.

It was a warm Malibu summer night. In the distance, surf pounded. That was wrong. The beach was at least a mile down the hill. The background buzz of Los Angeles, twenty miles away, always drowned out the sounds of the ocean.

But apparently, no longer.

Starlight lit the night.

I walked. First I shuffled over concrete, then packed dirt and weeds, and finally through chaparral and gravel. Loose rock crunched under my boots.

One more step and I could rest. One more step and I'd be safe. I took that one more step. There was no ground beneath my boot. I fell, sliding down in a torrent of rock and dead brush.

I came to a bone-crunching stop.

On my back, I watched the stars flash across the sky. North, south, east, and west they raced. The stars produced only feeble light, but holding up my hand I could see every bloody scratch that covered it. More than just starlight lit the night. I twisted around, as rocks tore at the skin on my back.

There it was, far to the north, almost over the rim of the canyon I had just slid into. A large, glowing number blazed in the sky: 27.

I felt myself smile. How nice, I thought. The night

sky is numbered. What a wonderful place this is.

Rolling onto my belly, I crawled.

Darkness came.


CHAPTER 2

Tom

 

My mouth felt as if I had been chewing on gravel and wood chips. I kept my eyes closed, not yet willing to risk opening them, hoping that when I did I'd be looking up at the white paneled ceiling of a hospital room. Except for the debris that seemed to fill my mouth I felt far better than I had any right to. Taking a deep breath, I was able to completely fill my lungs without invisible steak knives stabbing me in the back. I had no headache, and my joints didn't throb. Whatever virus had gotten ahold of me, it seemed I'd finally fought it off.

Shifting ever so slightly, I expected to hear the crackle of starched cotton sheets, but it sounded more like shifting gravel.

Oh God.

My hands were palms up, held closely by my sides. Turning my right hand slowly over, I tried to grab a handful of cotton sheet. I didn't have to look, I could feel it. My hand was full of pebbles and dirt. Sucking down a deep breath I held it, then opened my eyes.

Above my head, visible in a gray light, I could see a cracked concrete ceiling that was only a few feet above me. Dried spindly roots, thick with spider webs, poked through the shattered concrete.

Please let me sleep, I begged.

Something invisible seemed to reach into my brain and squeeze. My body tensed. I willed it to relax, but my arms turned and my hands opened. I felt my palms press into the gravel.

Don't move! I screamed to myself.

I felt myself sit up.

Again, something else seemed to have taken control of me.

“Hi,” said a deep voice.

My body didn't so much as twitch, even though I thought the shock of hearing that voice was going to melt down my brain. My body continued to sit up, and I felt something cold and firm in my right hand.

The pistol.

I was pointing it squarely at the chest of someone who sat in front of me. He sat at the entrance of what looked like a drainage pipe. Bright light from outside framed him in a golden halo.

“Hi,” said the man in front of me once again.

My index finger squeezed down.

I could not kill again. I refused. I absolutely refused. My finger continued to squeeze. My extended arm shook.

“Hi,” he said for the third time.

Please, I begged. This man is no threat.

My hand slammed down into the gravel. I dropped the gun. That invisible something that had been in my head vanished, and I was in control again.

The man scrambled toward the pipe entrance, seemed to decide that he couldn't reach it, then dropped down, trying to hug the inside of the cement pipe.

“Hi,” he whispered in a squeaking voice.

He was now in the shadows, no longer just a silhouette.

He wore no red beret. Whoever, or whatever he was, at least he wore no red beret. Barefoot, and wearing what looked like the remnants of a blue jumpsuit, he smiled at me with a wide, stupid-looking grin. He clutched a large bundle of rags to his chest. It was only then that I noticed his hands. They looked as if they had been dyed red. I didn't like the look of that. It was too reminiscent of a red beret.

I opened my mouth to ask him who he was.

“Urmph...” I mumbled in a cracked whisper. My throat was bruised, swollen and dried. It felt as if I had swallowed a bottle of furniture polish and then let it dry on the inside of my throat. I tried to force down some spit but there was nothing to force down.

The man moved, and reached out toward me. He held out a silver-colored flask. It looked about quart-sized, and when he shook it something inside sloshed.

I almost tore off several of his fingers as I pulled it from his hands. It looked like a standard canteen that you'd find in some army surplus store, but where it narrowed down at its neck it didn't have a cap. It was a single piece of continuous metal.

I looked up at him and shook the canteen.

He just smiled.

Holding the canteen in front of my lips I upended it, then shook it, showing him that nothing was coming out.

He continued to smile.

I was damn near dying of thirst. I shook the canteen a few more times out of sheer frustration, then tossed it at him. Deftly catching it, he put the canteen's neck up to his lips. His Adam's apple bobbed up and down and a thin stream of water dribbled from the corners of his mouth.

I felt my eyebrows arch. It was impossible.

Reaching for the canteen, I pulled it from his mouth. It was still upended, but nothing poured out. The top surface was still a solid, unbroken piece of metal.

With his sleeve, he wiped the water from his chin.

Wrapping my lips around the neck of the canteen, I upended it. Water, cool and unbelievably refreshing, poured into my mouth and trickled down my throat. Only after I'd almost completely emptied it did I stick my tongue into its neck, trying to feel the release mechanism. I could stuff my tongue almost a half an inch into the canteen, but all I felt was smooth metal. Pulling it from my mouth, I could see that the top of the neck was once again a solid, smooth surface.

I shook the canteen in his direction. “How does that work?” I asked. It hurt my throat to talk, but at least I could now.

He only smiled. His eyes looked blank.

Shrugging, I tossed the canteen back toward him. He caught it and stuffed it inside his bundle of rags. I had much larger mysteries to deal with than trick canteens. If the canteen's operation was too complicated a question for him, I'd keep it simple. “What's your name?” I asked.

The smile slowly faded from his face. His eyes narrowed, and he clenched his jaw. His lips moved slowly, then twitched. He said nothing. Reaching up with one hand he rubbed his mouth, then tugged at a lock of long blond hair that hung over his right eye.

It looked as if he was going to start crying.

He squirmed, then began to smack the sides of the pipe with the palms of his hands. His face turned red, and he suddenly wrapped both hands around his throat. It looked like he was strangling himself.

“Tom!” he screamed. Then, almost instantly, the smile returned to his face. He dropped his hands into the dirt.

I wasn't sure exactly what was wrong with him, but I was fairly certain that he wouldn't be answering too many of my questions. Sticking out one of my legs, I began to prod him with the tip of my boot. Before he went into some sort of convulsive fit I wanted to get out of this pipe. He seemed to understand, and quickly backed out. I crawled out after him.

I had to shield my eyes, the sun being so dazzlingly bright. Tom sat in the dirt about a dozen feet from me, tossing a pebble from hand to hand. A stupid-looking grin still filled his face.

Leaning against the drainage pipe, I looked around. I was about halfway down a narrow draw. Far below me I could hear the sound of rushing water. That had to be Malibu Creek. Above and behind me I could see the path of broken brush and ripped-out weeds where I'd slid down the side of the hill last night.

After I'd killed she spaceman.

I dropped to the ground, my suddenly rubbery legs collapsing beneath me. I looked up into the crisp blue sky, then stared down at the back of my right hand. It was my hand. It didn't wobble, didn't shimmer, or have any ghostly appearance. I wasn't dead, and this wasn't any delirious dream. Things were too crisp and far too clear.

This was real. And it was insane.

“What the hell happened to me?” I shouted over at Tom.

Looking up, he smiled, then quickly returned to tossing the pebble from hand to hand.

I breathed deep, then blew the air out through my clenched teeth. Relax, I told myself. I wasn't hurt, didn't seem to be sick any longer, and judging by the familiar surroundings I was in Malibu Canyon.

I took a quick glance around, just to reassure myself of that. I looked up along the entire lip of the canyon. It was familiar in shape, looking like the same wall of rock that I'd seen countless times on my drive into work, but something was different. Something hovered above it. Bright red, it hung motionless up in the sky. It was what I'd seen last night: 27.

At first I thought it was written in wispy smoke, but the edges of the two numbers were crisp and far too sharply defined. It had been there last night and was still there this morning. It couldn't be made of smoke. “Tom!” I called out to him.

He dropped his pebble, stood, and walked over to me. He grinned as if he knew some hilarious secret. Perhaps he did.

I pointed toward the numbers.

His gaze followed the direction of my pointing finger. Looking into his eyes, I could tell that he saw it. I wasn't imagining it, unless of course I was also imagining him.

“What is it?” I asked, not really expecting an answer but still hoping for one.

“God,” he said quickly and simply.

I turned and looked at him. “What is it?” I asked again.

He continued to look into the sky. “God,” he said without the slightest hesitation.

I shook my head. Asking him his name had caused him to choke himself, but asking him about numbers in the sky didn't seem to faze him. His answer made absolutely no sense to me, but he seemed pretty damn definite about it.

“God?” I said.

Smiling, he nodded.

I'd had enough of this. Talking to him was getting me absolutely nowhere. The answers I needed were back at Dummar. Turning, I walked up the draw, kicking at dead brush and rocks, and began to crawl up the side of the hill. Tom scrambled up beside me. I was about to tell him to stop but saw no reason why I should. He continued to grin at me. If he had been a dog his tail would have been wagging, pounding at the ground.

I felt really good, better than I had any right to. It was still early morning, but the summer sun was hot and sweat ran down my face. My damp arms became dirt-streaked. I was working hard but breathing easy. The muscles of my forearms looked corded and rock-hard. I hadn't realized I was in this good shape. Hitting the gym a couple of times a week hadn't exactly been a part of my standard schedule. My only real exercise had been giving the candy machine a swift kick when my Mars Bar got hung up inside of it.

Nearing the top, in a final burst of speed, I leapt up, trying to jump up onto the plateau. But all I managed to do was to get my leg caught on something, fall flat on my face, and then get the wind knocked out of me.

Pulling down a breath I looked over my shoulder, back down the side of the hill, to see what had caught me. Tom held on to a handful of my pant leg. That perpetual grin of his was gone. Not letting go of my pants, he slowly crawled up beside me. Only then did he let go. He then moved another half foot above me and peered over the top of the hill. Reaching back down he tugged at my shoulder, pulling me up.

I slowly crawled forward.

At first I didn't even recognize it. Then I saw a familiar low-slung building nestled into the side of an adjacent hill. It was Dummar Labs. But it was a lot more than just that. Yesterday morning when I had driven into work, Dummar had been two buildings and a half-dozen small parking lots. This morning the parking lots were gone, and in their place stood buildings I had never seen before. They were big buildings, almost ten stories tall, made of what looked like gray smoked glass and chrome. The hills behind the labs should have been nothing more than barren, weed-strewn stretches of rock. Not today. Row after row of chrome-and-concrete buildings were packed tightly onto those hills. Several of the buildings had crumbled and collapsed on themselves.

I was looking at Dummar, but it wasn't Dummar.

Tom pointed toward one of the unfamiliar buildings.

At least a dozen figures wandered around its front entrance. It was hard to make out much at this distance, but one thing was certain: Several of those figures wore red berets.

I'd not be returning to Dummar, not as long as anyone with a red beret was milling around. I slid a few feet back down the hill. What would I do now?

Tom slid down toward me, looked me in the face, looked back down the hill, and then stared back at me.

“I'm some sort of goddamned Rip Van Winkle,” I said in a whisper, barely realizing that I was saying it. Sweat dripped down my face, running into my eyes, stinging me. Time had passed. I wasn't talking days or weeks, but years and decades. I'd nodded off during a meeting, only to wake up decades later to be greeted by a spaceman with a ray gun. It was totally insane, totally impossible, but I knew it was true. Those buildings made it true.

I looked over at Tom. He had known those red berets were hanging around Dummar, and he had known that they were bad news. He obviously didn't want to have anything to do with them. In my book, that made him a friend.

“I need help,” I told him slowly. “Can you take me to someone who can help me?”

He smiled, but from what little I'd learned about him that meant absolutely nothing. He didn't so much as nod but began to slide back down the hill. I didn't like going off blind to somewhere I didn't know with someone who could barely remember his own name, but it seemed to be my only option. And of course, by grabbing my pant leg he had probably saved my life. When someone saves your life it does give them an air of credibility.

I slid down the hill, following him.

A single crack of thunder echoed far in the distance, I looked up, but couldn't see a cloud in the sky.

I lay on my back, on a massive slab of speckled granite, while Malibu Creek, a torrent of white water, raced wildly around me. The sun soaked into my naked body.

Sitting up, I poked a toe at my drying clothes, then turned to Tom who, sitting cross-legged on the same granite slab, tossed another pebble from hand to hand. He was easily entertained, like a child—a not too bright child.

“I figure one of two things!” I said, having to shout to make myself heard over the roar of the water. “Either I've blown every gasket in my head and right now I'm imagining all this while I'm actually bouncing off the walls in a padded cell at the State Funny Farm, or else all this is real.” A fly buzzed around my head, and suddenly dive-bombed toward my left ear. Entirely instinctively, my hand flashed out, trying to grab it. The fly buzzed in my fist. I'd never been able to do that before. I opened my fist and it flew away.

My reflexes were not that quick.

Tom smiled at me, then tossed his pebble into the white water. Looking up into the sky and shielding his eyes with his hands, he quickly glanced up at the sun, which was almost directly overhead. As I watched he stood and reached his hands high above his head. At first I thought he was simply stretching, but he wasn't. He hung his head down, closed his eyes, and with his hands still reaching into the sky flipped them back, so that the palms were exposed to the sun.

Then he spoke. Actually, it was more of a whisper. Above the roar of the water I could barely hear him.

“Know me, God. Know me, God. Know me, God...” he said in a soft chant.

He was praying. The sun was still as warm as it had been only seconds earlier, but I felt myself shivering. Religion, with all of its trappings and mysticism, always made me feel a bit uneasy. There was a core of irrationality about it that just went against my grain. He continued to chant for about fifteen seconds, then opened his eyes and sat back down. Smiling, he reached over toward me and touched my hands. I felt my muscles tighten, almost coiling, getting ready to launch me from this rock if things got really strange. Religious types were capable of all sorts of weirdness.
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