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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.


      




I


Over the years the nightmares had grown less intense, but this summer they’d returned with a vengeance. Though six years had passed since the accident, in her sleep she saw it as clearly as if it had taken place yesterday. Dreaming did nothing to blur the details.


In some ways they were worse now than they’d been immediately following the disaster. Time slowed remembrance, making each second pass in slow motion. Everyone bled in slow motion as they died repeatedly in her mind. Died slowly.


Squeal of brakes and shockingly uncharacteristic curse from Mrs. Robish as she fought vainly to make the old schoolbus do things it was never intended to do. Thunderous overwhelming shriek from the train whistle warning of imminent doom. A sensation not unlike being caught in a big wave at the beach, tumbling her over and over inside the bus. A wetness salty but not of the sea as blood spurted from dozens of tiny torn bodies as the locomotive ripped broadside into the stalled bus.


Above all she remembered the calm which had enveloped her. She hadn’t screamed like the rest of the children. She remembered thinking how like snow the inside of the bus became. She’d never seen snow, but imagined from pictures that it must have been something like the million shards of glass that filled the bus’s interior as the windows caved in explosively.


The wave striking her again, tossing her around the back of the vehicle. She’d been sitting in the last seat. She remembered putting bb’s in a tin can and shaking them around, making a crude musical noise. Shaking and bouncing them, the way her friends were flying around the inside of the bus that afternoon. Little soft bodies suddenly no longer alive, making wet sounds as they struck the unyielding walls. And then the bodies coming apart and her outraged little-girl mind blanking the sight out as best it was able, not letting her acknowledge the pieces of arms and legs richocheting around her.


She remembered watching Jimmy Lee Cooper go floating past her, his face kind of sad (what was left of it). Then a wrenching, numbing pain in her back that startled her even more than it hurt as she flew (just like the superheroes on the Saturday morning cartoons) through the broken-out rear window.


It was warm that day, even for the South Texas coast country. She recalled the warmth around her as she floated through the air, recalled watching the mangled wreckage of the school-bus recede down the tracks as the mountain that was the train pushed it along. She never saw Jimmy Lee Cooper again. Only his casket, at the mass funeral.


Then she’d hit the ground and stopped bouncing and rolling. She’d been thankful for that because she was starting to feel kind of sick. She was numb all over, as though the dentist, Doctor Franklin, had given her novocaine all over instead of just behind the one bad tooth he’d fixed earlier that year. Drowning out every other noise was a sorrowful sharp screeching as the train fought to bring itself to a halt.


Soon there were people coming, coming down the road the bus had been on. They were getting out of their cars and running up the tracks toward the nearly stopped train and what remained of the schoolbus. The screech of the train’s brakes was replaced by multiple softer screams. She’d never heard adults scream like that before and it scared her badly.


She never knew whether she’d tried to get up or not. She only knew that she didn’t get up. Besides, she didn’t feel much like moving. There was nowhere to move to. They were all going to be late for school, she thought, and wondered if a train hitting the bus would be enough of an excuse for Mrs. Romero.


She looked down and saw that her dress was all torn up, and that she was dirty all over. There was a lot of blood, too, but it didn’t seem to be hers. She wasn’t sure how she knew that but as it turned out she’d been right.


Then there was someone bending over her, looking down at her. A man dressed in blue coveralls and a white workshirt and a broad western hat. He just stood there staring at her, talking to himself fast. She didn’t know why he’d been mentioning Jesus’s name over and over because they weren’t in church.


He knelt close and she remembered thinking that he had a nice old face, burnt brown by years in the South Texas sun. He pushed back the brim of his hat and then used it to shade her face.


The screaming continued somewhere far away. Then there was a new sound; the rising complaint of hurrying sirens. She hadn’t been sure at first that that’s what they were because she’d never before heard more than one siren at a time. When they all wailed together like that it was hard to identify them.


The man touched her then, running his fingers along her left side from her shoulder down to her leg. He pulled the hand away suddenly as if he’d touched fire and looked real funny. Then he stood up and spoke. She recalled his words very clearly, even though it had been long ago and she’d been very tired.


“Now don’t you worry, little girl. You’re going to be alright. I’m going to get some help and I’ll be right back. Just don’t try to move. Understand?”


She nodded. She wanted to say, “I’m not going to move, mister. I’m very tired and I don’t want to get up.” But she said nothing.


He smiled at her, a funny kind of smile not at all as comforting as he’d intended it to be, and went running away back toward the road. Back toward the sirens, she thought.


Soon there were other people bending over her along with the nice man. They were all panting hard, like they’d been running a lot. The farmer who’d found her was talking to one of the younger men in the clean white coats.


“I told her not to move,” he said. “I don’t think she has.”


Then the young men were inspecting her, running their hands over her, and one of them looked at his friend and said quietly, “We’ve got to get her on the gurney.”


The other man nodded agreement. Then there were hands under her. Gentle, careful hands, lifting. She remembered herself telling them, “It’s okay. You’re not hurting me. It doesn’t hurt.”


One of the men in the white coats had smiled down at her. He seemed to be trying real hard not to cry, which was a funny thing to see in a grown-up. She’d only seen it once or twice before when her mommy hadn’t known she’d been awake. But she’d never seen it in a grown-up man before.


Then they were putting her on something flat and white. She almost started to scream when they lifted her, because it reminded her of that moment of flying around inside the tumbling schoolbus with her coming-apart friends, reminded her of flying out through the back window. But she relaxed a little when she realized she wasn’t flying anymore, only being carried.


They slid her into a big car with a red light on top. An ambulance, she thought. She’d always wanted to ride in an ambulance. She remembered asking one of the nice men, “Will I be able to hear the siren?” He smiled back at her through his anxiety and preoccupation and said, “Sure you will, honey, sure.”


They waited for the longest time. Then another pallet was brought and slid in next to hers. It had another little girl on it. Amanda thought it looked like Lucey Huddle, but she couldn’t be sure because the face was all messed up.


About halfway through their ride (they were going very fast, she knew) the nice man who’d told her she’d be able to hear the siren pulled a clean sheet over Lucey Huddle’s head. When he saw Amanda watching he whispered to her.


“It’s okay. She’s just sleeping. She’ll sleep better this way.”


Amanda nodded slowly, her first movement in a long time. She didn’t reply because she didn’t want to make the nice man feel bad because she knew he was lying and she didn’t want him to know that she knew. He didn’t say anything else, just kind of stared off into the distance. Every now and then, though, he’d bring himself back long enough to check on her.


It was strange, she thought as the ambulance careened down the highway. For a moment back there, lying on the grass near the cottonwood, she’d thought she’d been able to see herself from up in the air. That was a funny way to see things, she thought. She giggled, startling the nice man. Lying on the ground, it was kind of neat to be able to see yourself. She remembered seeing herself covered with blood. Her blue dress was shredded and both her shoes were missing (now where did they get to, she thought).


She’d been all twisted up like a rag doll, a real Raggedy Anne. Then the farmer and the men in white coats looking down at her.


She remembered it all vividly, much too vividly, as she woke up breathing hard and in a cold sweat.


She knew what had happened, made herself sit up in bed until she regained control of her breathing. She used the edge of the sheet to wipe away the sweat. A bad one, she thought. At least this time she hadn’t woken up screaming. It hurt her to see the expressions on her parents’ faces when she did that and they came running into her room.


She listened for them, but there were no sounds from their bedroom up the hall. Only the summer concert provided by the crickets outside, interrupted occasionally by the alarming drone of a cicada. When the crickets relented she could hear the faint slap of water against the seawall that protected the yard. Sometimes her dad snored and she could hear that, too, but not tonight.


She used her left hand to lift and push her legs over the side of the bed. Her arms were slim but far more muscular than those of the average sixteen-year-old girl. She used them to drag herself into the wheelchair. Her nightgown clung momentarily to one of the brake handles. She tugged irritably at it and it pulled away cleanly.


Twist and turn and wheel over to the window to sit staring thoughtfully at the night. The moon was nearly full, its glow like the beam of a flashlight on Lavaca Bay.


She remembered the strangest thing about the “incident,” as her parents carefully referred to it. It had been there in the nightmare too, the only thing not nightmarish about it. There had been someone else standing there looking down at her little twisted body, only that someone hadn’t been there. She knew him. An old man. Her Uncle Jake.


She frowned to herself as she always did at the memory, brushing long black hair away from her forehead. The moonlight pouring through the window gave her face an angelic cast, setting alive the coppery skin and sharp features that reflected her mixed anglo-hispanic heritage.


He’d been sorry, so sorry that he couldn’t have prevented the “incident,” couldn’t have helped her somehow. But he had helped her, simply by being with her. Uncle Jake had always been with her. It was their little secret. When the hospital people had turned her mom and dad away outside the operating room, Uncle Jake had been able to go in with her.


She was thinking of him now, and she was worried, and she didn’t know why she was worried, and that worried her more. He hadn’t been hurt, hadn’t been in an accident. If he had she would have known about it immediately. It would have awakened her faster than any nightmare because it would have been real. Everything that happened to Uncle Jake was real to her.


She’d known when he’d gone into the social security office that time and let his temper get the better of him. He’d gotten himself all worked up, which he wasn’t supposed to do, and his heart, which was the weakest, oldest part of him had started to hurt.


The indifferent expression of the bureaucrat behind the desk had turned to alarm, and other people had been summoned. He’d come out of that okay. Then there was the time he’d been watching the Superbowl and his television had gone on the fritz. He’d gotten real excited and angry at the same time. His heart didn’t hurt as badly that time, but it had scared her anyway.


She hadn’t seen her Uncle Jake in person in many years. Only twice, in fact. Once right after the “incident” when he’d come to visit her in the hospital, and once a couple of years ago when he’d stayed for most of the summer. But he always sent her something for Christmas and her birthday, and he was always there when she needed to talk to him. That was their own little secret, their special secret, her and Uncle Jake, the crippled teenager and the arteriosclerotic old man.


She thought about her unfounded concern and wondered if she shouldn’t ought to try calling him now. No, not until she thought about her feelings some more. Besides, it was late and she didn’t like to wake him. An old man needed his sleep.


She put her hands on the smooth, cool chrome wheels, turned herself and rolled toward one of the two bookcases that rose from floor to ceiling. Both were full, their shelves lined largely with used paperbacks. That had never mattered to Amanda. After all, a book was a book, whether it had a fancy leather binding or a torn paper one. All that mattered were the words.


It was quite a library. Tucked innocuously between the tomes on plants and people and school subjects were books with funny titles, books even her mom and dad didn’t pretend to understand. But at a quarter a book they didn’t care what she bought on their family trips up to Houston.


She studied the shelves and used the mechanical picker to reach up and pluck out one particular volume. It had given her some understanding of herself. Maybe it would help her understand why she was concerned for her Uncle Jake. She worried about him a lot, because she loved him, and because he was special in a way not even her parents suspected.


She wanted above all to protect him. That was ironic, because except for his bad heart Uncle Jake was a robust, energetic man. No matter that he was already into his seventies. At least he could walk, which was something Amanda hadn’t been able to do since the incident. It’s in her back, the doctors had told her parents. It’s in her back, nothing we can do, nothing anybody can do, sorry and shrug and good-bye.…


She remembered what walking was. A fading memory now, a sweet innocent remembrance that was one with all her other childhood memories. Pre-incident memories. Her legs now and forever more would be round and chromed and cold.


She turned on the little reading light over her desk and angled it on its gooseneck. Then she leaned back in the wheelchair and began reading. There were a lot of big words in the little book, words that wouldn’t mean much to her parents, but she’d become comfortable with them. She was a good student, at times an exceptional one. But then, when one doesn’t go out on dates or go to parties or go dancing or spend the weekend cruising, one has lots of time for study.


The sonorous dirge of the insects rose over the familiar complaint of the air conditioner and dehumidifier. Something was about to happen, Amanda felt. It somehow involved her Uncle Jake. Perhaps it might reach out to involve her as well, because she was linked as tightly to her Uncle Jake as he was to her. It’s something bad, she thought anxiously. Very bad.


But at least it didn’t feel like it involved trains, though she wasn’t sure about buses. That thought let her relax a little. After a while she fell into a calm, nightmareless sleep. The book slipped from her limp hand to close itself against the floor.




II


The same fat, silver moon that gleamed on Lavaca Bay off the South Texas coast also lit a tiny valley just outside the city limits of Riverside, California. As only the moon watched, sixty and not six hundred rode down into the little valley of death. They were mounted on steel and rubber instead of horseflesh. There were no cannons waiting to blaze away at them. These were not the Crimean heights and the assault on the valley was being carried out with the utmost stealth and silence of which the invaders were capable.


The general who directed the attack held Ph.D’s in chemistry and business administration. His soldiers were armed with graders and backhoes, diesel trucks and tracked dozers. The enemy they fought was as deadly as it was unseen. It did not inhabit the valley so much as permeate it.


Nothing lived in that bowl-shaped depression in the hills east of the sprawling Los Angeles metropolis. A few twisted, gnarled forms thrust bleached fingers toward the moon: the skeletons of the mesquite and cottonwood and scrub oak that had once thrived in the valley bottom. For the past fifty years the water table from which their roots had once drawn nourishment had been poisoned by a bewildering variety of industrial wastes. Now not even a weed could grow there.


A deceptively innocent-looking pond of amber liquid flecked with dirty foam had collected at the valley’s lowest point. The small army of heavily clothed soldiers treated the pool with especial caution. It was a mixture of rainwater and acids, sludge and things with long, tongue-twisting names. Around the central pool rusted and broken metal drums stood guard like heavily ribbed ghosts.


Quietly, quickly, the men and machines went to work. No one spoke. For one thing, the respirators and masks they wore made conversation difficult. For another, continued silence was vital not only to the success of their operation but to the issuance of triple-overtime bonuses for each worker. Those who worked with shovels and suction hoses pulled instinctively and often at the thick gloves protecting their hands.


On the hillsides to east and south a few lights shone dim against the late summer night. Once a backhoe’s gears ground loudly in protest against its operator’s too hasty shifting. Attentive mechanics rushed to mute its complaints, packing extra insulation around the transmission.


The attack had been well-rehearsed in advance. It proceeded with admirable speed. It was already well after midnight. Before the first light of the sun rose over San Gorgonio every worker and machine had to be out of the valley and the work had to be completed.


While the assault continued, similarly masked workers leaned against their trucks up on the east ridge. They conversed in low tones, watching the intense activity taking place below while they waited their turn. The beds of their vehicles carried an odd assortment of vegetation, parodies of the landscaper’s art. There was young mesquite, some prickly pear, jumping cactus, manzanita … a cross-section of the wild chaparral which encrusted the dry hills of Southern California. No rose bushes, no delicate geranium beds this time. The landscapers who’d been hired to replace the natural vegetation murdered by industrial poisons thought the whole business was absurd. But they had been made to comprehend the urgency, and they certainly understood the money.


As the men watched and waited they occasionally glanced across the valley at the sources of the unwinking lights. But no one emerged from any of the tiny, ramshackle houses lining the opposite ridges to stare curiously at the work going on below. It was the middle of the week. Tomorrow was a work day, crucial to the survival of those inhabitants of the shacks and stucco homes lucky enough to have jobs. They ignored the faint noises in favor of more necessary sleep.


The valley was nothing to them, a dirty but seemingly safe playground for their numerous children. The parents were too occupied with the business of survival to trouble themselves about the valley. Most of them could not even read the long English words which were printed on the sides of some of the broken drums and cannisters lying on the valley’s slopes.


Despite the lack of activity in the homes, other men waited opposite the clean-up crew and the landscapers. These men carried money and solid wood, to be used to discourage attention as the situation dictated. The hours went their way toward morning, however, without interruption from the sleepy citizens snug in their beds above the valley.


In less than an hour the vicious little pond had been sucked dry. The men who had drained it carefully folded up their hoses, mounted their trucks, and drove their armored tankers up the single dirt and gravel road. Intact crates and drums had been loaded into the backs of unmarked trucks which followed the tankers upward.


The graders and dozers went to work. Dump trucks were quickly backed into position. With speed and precision the top fifteen feet of lethally contaminated soil was excavated and loaded into waiting trucks. Thick plastic was used to cover the dirt and seal the loads from sight. Dumpers followed tankers and semis out toward the desert.


Now a perverse parody of the process by which the little valley had been poisoned was played out. Trucks rumbled down into the vale and fresh chemicals in benign combination were worked into the exposed soil. When this was finished it was the landscapers’ turn. They came in with their pickups and flatbeds and proceeded to replace the flora which had once thrived here. As they did so they were careful not to come in contact with the recently treated earth.


Water trucks and men with tanks strapped to their backs moved among the gardeners. Each bush and shrub and patch of carefully manicured weeds was given a healthy dousing of clean, fresh water mixed with concentrated nutrients. Circulating among them all were men and women of different mien. They moved more slowly, more thoughtfully. The jeans and flannel shirts they wore hung unnaturally on them.


They avoided the gardeners and waterers as they stuck things into the ground as seriously as any doctor taking a patient’s temperature. They extracted fragments of soil and crumpled roots, put them in test tubes and added liquids from ready droppers. They whispered the results to one another through their protective masks.


Here and there a few mop-up squads of laborers attacked isolated pockets of still unhealthy soil. The excision had to be total or the cancer might spread enough to ruin the whole night’s work. Nothing could be left for the inspectors, not the slightest hint that fifty years of industrial sewage had been poured into this valley untouched and untreated.


The earth here had been horribly, callously injured. The repair work was thorough and expensive. But the repair was more cosmetic than absolute. The valley could never be the same again. The backhoe operators and landscapers and engineers were morticians, not resurrectors. When they were done the valley would look natural enough. Good embalming always does. But underneath, the substance of the valley, the thing that had made it a healthy, normal piece of the Earth, would still be just as dead.


Benjamin Huddy checked the sky, then his watch. The watch was very expensive and very accurate. Close to four. They’d have to wrap this up soon. The Board of CCM’s western operations would be awaiting his report, back in the tall clean tower the company owned in West L.A.


It would be a pleasure to give that report, he mused. Nothing serious had materialized to challenge the work. There had been no unexpectedly deep pockets of sludge to excavate, no indications of subsurface volatility to avoid, no sign of a shallow aquifer to divert. Judging from the speed with which the landscapers were doing their job, within ninety minutes the valley would once again resemble its undisturbed neighbors which marched off in chaparral-covered anonymity to the east and south.


Nearby the twin bulks of Mounts San Gorgonio and San Jacinto rose nearly twelve thousand feet into the still dark sky. Huddy wished he were atop the latter instead of standing above the valley rubbing sleep from his eyes. It would be nice to take the tram down to Palm Springs. Check into the Lakes or some other resort, take a shower, maybe get in a little tennis. He deserved the rest after this job. Palm Springs and rest would have to wait a while longer though, he knew. The report to the Board and post-operative processing would have to come first.


When the first notification had crossed the desk of some CCM supervisor that the Riverside County inspectors had routinely included the valley on their list of suspected unauthorized chemical dumps, there had been panic stretching all the way back to corporate headquarters in New York. Someone had slipped up. All company dumping was supposed to have been contracted out to subcontractors who couldn’t be tied solely to CCM. But the dump had been in use by CCM local operations for half a century and in all that time, no one had thought to discontinue its use.


Then the report showed up and some employee noted the potential danger to the corporation. Frantic outcries within the hierarchy of CCM’s chemical division had been met by calm responses from those few who’d kept their heads. It was only a problem, albeit a serious one. It required only a solution.


Having risen just high enough within the company to be privy to such dangerous information, Huddy had been the one to come up with an answer. Sensing one of those rare opportunities which occasionally present themselves on the corporate battlefield, he’d worked all night and had appeared at the hastily convened board meeting with charts and statistics detailing his plan. He didn’t mention that Ruth Somerset had helped him put it together.


The board had been impressed. Even Webster, the nephew of CCM’s Chairman’s son-in-law, had found himself shut out. With some reluctance but more relief, the board had agreed to turn the project over to him and an associate. That’s when he’d mentioned Somerset’s name.


Actually, as far as Huddy was concerned, the actual cleanup work was anticlimactic. The hard part had been the intricate maneuvering necessary to set everything up and to delay the inspection team. Persuasion and threat, argument and bribery had done their work, however. Tomorrow, maybe the next day, the county inspectors would arrive to find a simple, uncluttered little valley much like its neighbors instead of an ancient and ill-used dumping site laced with enough toxic chemicals to kill several thousand elephants.


Perhaps it wouldn’t appear quite as lush as the valley next to it, but it would still look healthier than the homesites which ringed it. Not even mesquite grew up there. Only old tires, broken-down fifties cars, beer bottles and cans in ripe and rusted profusion.


CCM would then be able to point out with considerable corporate pride and not a little righteous outrage that the valley in which they were accused of dumping illegal chemicals was a far healthier place than the inhabited dirt road which ran along the surrounding ridges.


Huddy watched contentedly as the landscapers concluded their assignments and the monitoring/test crew moved efficiently among the newly planted trees and bushes. In less than six hours his crews had sanitized both in content and appearance over fifty years of unregulated dumping from Consolidated Chemical and Mining’s Riverside, Barstow and Perris operations. None of the employees involved elected to protest the secrecy. Most of them were full-time CCM personnel who’d do exactly as they were told. For those who were not, large bonuses bought both silence and loyalty.


Besides, even if the operation was somewhat irregular, the end result, the cleaning up of the dump, was beneficial. Wasn’t that all that mattered? No need to penalize the company for the mistakes of the past. If somebody spoke out, workers from the thirties and forties weren’t the ones who’d pay with their jobs. The logic employed varied, but the result was the same. Each employee managed to rationalize the operation to his or her own satisfaction.


Why bring trouble down on themselves? If the dump was all that dangerous it would have been noticed by now, wouldn’t it? Better just to keep one’s mouth shut and do the job. Especially when a negative comment could result not only in losing that job, but in being blackballed by every large company in America.


It’s tough to be outraged when your colleagues don’t feel the same, or when you’ve a family to feed. No, better just to do your work and try not to dream about it later. The work crews operated with a unity of purpose, fueled by fear and greed.


Huddy could have checked on such matters himself but preferred to leave that phase of the operation to subordinates. He disliked talking to manual laborers. Beer and football were limiting topics for an intelligent conversationalist like himself.


He looked younger than his forty years, though the greying at his temples (carefully maintained by his barber to give him that distinguished young-executive look) hinted at his real age. He was tall and limber, an elegant scarecrow brandishing a pleasantly boyish grin which had gained him admittance to as many feminine chambers as corporate ones.


Ten years he’d been with CCM now. If everything went as planned and the county inspectors didn’t find enough left in the valley to raise a stink about (he smiled to himself at the pun) there should be at least a senior vice-presidency waiting for him. When word was sent to New York, he might even get the call to move to Headquarters.


His gaze shifted toward the road slightly below. A blue-jeaned figure was climbing toward him. In shape it differed considerably and deliciously from most of the workers cleaning up beyond. In addition to the success the operation promised him, there was also Ruth.


She was ten years younger than he was, wiser in some ways, much less so in others. She was not his assistant. But as assistant chief programmer for CCM’s Western States computer operations in West Los Angeles she had access to information outside his own department. Information to which he would ordinarily be denied access. She was his mole, his eyes and ears on the rest of the corporation’s activities. On more than one occasion he’d used her information to outmaneuver his colleagues and competitors at the meetings and board room warfare where corporate chiefs were made or broken.


It wasn’t unnatural that she be out on such a field expedition. Her own department would be busily altering dates and records and bills of lading to confuse inspectors and bureaucratic watchdogs.


Huddy planned to be present when the county inspectors finally got around to checking out the valley. He wanted to enjoy the looks that would doubtless come over their faces. They couldn’t completely obliterate the history of the dumpsite, of course, any more than they could do so to the chemicals which had leached into the ground. But it would be enough. When the sun finally rose here there wouldn’t be enough poison left in the valley to threaten anything bigger than a butterfly.


“Almost finished, Benjy,” she told him.


“Almost.” No one was watching them, so he allowed himself the luxury of a long embrace, a lingering kiss, and a delightful grip with both hands on her derriere.


“That was nice,” she murmured as she pulled away and smiled saucily up at him. “Have to do it again one of these days.” They’d been lovers for as long as they’d been inter-corporate conspirators. “How about right now?” She reached for him again.


He put up his hands in mock defense. “Too many eyes around. Too many of the supervisors know me.”


“It’s dark.” Her hand traveled up and down his thigh. He backed off. Slowly, smiling to show her that he wasn’t irritated.


“Not here, anyway.”


“Listen, everyone knows we’ve been working together on this project.” She could be downright coquettish when she wished to, he thought.


“Yes,” he admitted, “but not how closely we’ve been working together.”


“Or exactly how we’ve merged our positions.” She turned serious for a moment as she glanced back down into the valley. “Be done inside an hour and out of here before sunrise.”


Huddy nodded. “It’s gone well. Look, in addition to the triple over, I want both of the foremen on the heavy machinery crews… what were their names?”


It didn’t surprise him that she recalled them instantly. Ruth was a lot like her computers. “Larson and Kilcallen?”


“Yeah. I want extra bonuses for them, on top of the promised.”


“I’ll mention it to payroll.” She frowned slightly. “I don’t know that they’ll buy it, on top of everything else. This is costing the company a hell of a lot.”


“Anderson gave me a blank check to go with the go-ahead I received from the board. You know that.”


“No need to be profligate,” she argued.


He shrugged. “A few individual bonuses won’t make a dent in the overall cost. I may want to make use of Larson and Kilcallen some day. It’s always a good idea to bind men like that tight to you when you have the chance.”


“If that’s what you want, Benjy.” She made a mental note to inform payroll. Mental notes were the only kind that were necessary for Ruth Somerset to make. It was one of the things Huddy valued most about her. He disliked committing decisions to paper. Other people might read them someday.


Such a pretty head, too, he thought, though her coiffure hardly went with the sweatshirt and blue jeans. She’d forgotten to change that. He wouldn’t mention it. Ruth could be funny about having her mistakes pointed out to her.


Not for the first time he thought how fortunate he was. Already he was farther up the corporate ladder than most men half again his age and better connected than most. A beautiful, devious woman stood at his side to assist him. At a discreet distance from his side, of course. She was as intelligent and ambitious as he was. Yes, he was lucky.


He thought back one more time to the board meeting. Ridgeway had told them that New York had bounced the whole problem right back in their laps, and they’d damn well better come up with a solution fast. Hesitation among his colleagues, confusion as they filed out of the meeting room. His hasty call to Somerset to join him at his condo that night.


Then the working up of the plan. The myriad details to be attended to, the careful timing, the methods by which they would delay the county’s inspection: everything intricately plotted and graphed and then computer-printed and copied out.


Ridgeway’s expression the next morning when Huddy had confidently handed up the bound summary of the project. Waiting for word from New York. The official go-ahead with Ridgeway’s reluctant but nonetheless admiring blessing.


And now it was nearly finished. All the weeks of worrying and planning, the concern that a late summer rain would ruin everything, were behind them. Even the last-minute scramble to locate sufficient quantities of a certain chemical neutralizer when it was discovered that none was available in company warehouses hadn’t thrown them off schedule.


He chuckled at that memory. They’d been forced to purchase the neutralizer through a third and fourth party from one of CCM’s biggest competitors, who would have been delighted to withhold the stuff if they’d known it would have resulted in CCM’s public embarrassment.


Everything had gone as planned. Barring any last-second hitches the operation would be completed half an hour ahead of schedule.


He turned his attention from the valley where activity was beginning to diminish to the few lights from the small homes lining the far ridge. Streetlamps, mostly, he knew. It was too late for television and too early for coffee.


Greasers and wetbacks and bums, he thought dispassionately. He knew the names of every family that owned property bordering the dump. They’d been thoroughly and intensively researched. None seemed likely to make trouble about the dump. If any were so inclined they would have likely gone to the media long ago. None had.


A few of the houses had been here as long as the dumpsite. They were largely stucco over wood, with roofs of cracked red tile patched in places with corrugated steel. To Huddy’s early dismay he’d learned that a couple had small gardens facing the dump, which the poor owners cultivated assiduously. But he’d relaxed after seeing the photographs. The gardens were up high on the ridge line. Surely a few struggling heads of lettuce or celery stalks couldn’t send roots down far enough to encounter toxic wastes. Surely not.


No one had bothered to convey that information to the already frantic board. Huddy wasn’t about to enlighten them. Anyway, it was a false concern, as he’d already decided.


“I know for a fact there’ll be promotions out of this.” Somerset’s gaze was still on the magically changing landscape below. “If the bonus that comes with ’em is large enough I’d like for us to take off someplace.” She had the features of a movie star, he mused as she turned her face up to him. And behind it, the mind and morals of a piranha. “Let’s take a real vacation for a change. Tahiti. I’ve always wanted to see Tahiti.”


“You wouldn’t like it,” Huddy informed her. “Much too frenchified.”


“Well, someplace else, then.” She threw both arms around his neck, heedless of who might be watching, heedless of corporate propriety there on the hillside at sunrise. “Just the two of us on an island all to ourselves. The Bahamas, if you want to stay close to home. Jamaica. Barbados. I don’t care. As long as it’s got a warm beach and some privacy.”


He smiled down at her and put his arms around her back, pulling her close. “Alright, I surrender, sweetness. As soon as this is all wrapped up and put to bed and our promotions are finalized.”


“You know something yourself, then.”


“Enough,” he assured her. “It’s only logical. We’ve saved the corporate ass, and that’s always worth a step or two up the ladder.”


“Stennet’s job,” she murmured, her eyes glittering expectantly. “I’ve wanted that sucker’s job for more than a year. And when I’m head of all programming for Western Regional Operations and you’re Senior Vice-President—”


“Why stop there?” he interrupted her. “Ten years,” he said confidently, while admiring her aggressiveness, “give me ten years, and I’ll be Chairman. And not just of Western Operations.”


“What about me?” Her expression was full of mock-anxiety.


“You? You’ll be Assistant Chairman, of course.”


“How droll.” She tapped him lightly where she loved him. “What about Webster?”


“Forget about him. He’s a turkey, and no relatives in high places can change that. Not that he’s a dope, he’s not. But no guts. Hesitates to commit himself. New York would never name him to an important post because they know he’d vacillate over any deal he came in contact with.”


“Five years,” she decided, watching him. “You won’t need ten.”


“If we’re lucky. If CCM isn’t interested, there are other companies. When word of our success with this leaks out … and I’ll make sure it leaks all over the place … our competitors will fall all over themselves offering me switch bonuses and perks. But I’d rather stay with CCM. I know the operation. Of course, if Exxon gets really serious. …”


She looked surprised at that. “You didn’t tell me you’ve been in touch with them.”


“Don’t get excited. Just a couple of friendly lunches is all. Shop talk. You know how I always like to cover my rear.”


“Not as much as you like to cover mine.” The glittering eyes again, only different this time.


He looked one last time across at the small homes across the valley. She followed his gaze, turned abruptly serious.


“There’s been no trouble with any of them?”


“What kind of trouble could they make, even if they knew enough and had the inclination? Niggers and trash. But no, not a peep out of any of ’em. When I came through here a week ago to make the final sweep I contacted those who aren’t getting welfare checks. I told them we were going to do some landscape work around here and that I’d appreciate it and so would my company if they’d make sure to keep their kids out of the way. Gave them fifty bucks a head. You should have seen them take off in their junkers. Straight for the nearest liquor store.” He made a gesture of disgust.


“Of course, there were one or two I couldn’t buy off, but we didn’t have any trouble shutting them up. I had some friends pay them visits. Been no trouble. No problems at your end?”


She shook her head. Blonde hair rippled in the fading moonlight. “Below board level no one even suspects what’s going on. All costs and equipment procurations are filed under ‘Baja Exploration and Development,’ along with our phosphate operations down there. It’d take a better programmer than the County retains to separate truth from fiction, and he’d have to know Spanish anyway. Es verdad, amore. Even if somebody tripped over the actual figures, the substance of the operation’s as well hidden as a real Gucci bag in a truck full of Hong Kong fakes.”


Huddy nodded and gently stepped away. A man was mounting toward them. He was a big, beefy individual a few years older than Huddy. It was hard to tell. Physical labor aged you faster than desk work and his beer belly made him look even older.


This was Larson, and he had four kids and a wife prone to illness, Huddy remembered. All four kids still lived at—and off—home. None of them had a dope problem. He smiled to himself. He liked to know all about his subordinates. It helped him to identify with their petty personal problems. It also provided him with the wherewithal to wield more than just corporate power over their lives.


As one of the supervisors of the clean-up, Larson was in a position to have a pretty good idea what was going on. And to testify in court about it, too. But that would never happen, Huddy knew. The foreman needed this job too badly.


“Pardon me, Mr. Huddy,” the foreman said, properly deferential. Big football star in college, Huddy thought. Second-team all Big-Eight at offensive guard. Didn’t look much like it now. The only sweeps Larson led these days were with a broom. Good man, though. That’s why Huddy had brought him in on this one. He’d keep his trap shut.


“What is it, Larson?”


He jerked a thumb down toward the valley. “We’re just about through here, sir. As you can see.”


“Any trouble on the way out?”


“Not that I’ve heard. Hang on. I’ll check.” The foreman extracted a radio unit from his belt, muttered at it, listened, then clipped it back in position.


“No sir. None of the outgoing trucks have been stopped. Every driver’s under strict orders to stay within the speed limit on penalty of forfeiting every nickel of their bonuses. No complaints from any of the local yokels, the Highway Patrol hasn’t noticed us, and I’ve made sure the trucks are well spaced on the Interstate. The last of the dumpers is already out at the ’Springs. By rush hour they’ll be on Highway Twenty-five and beyond any traffic. By tonight they’ll be near Mexicali.”


“You’re sure our people at the border know what to do?”


“Everyone’s been taken care of,” Larson said delicately. “The right people have been paid. The trucks’ll go over, then cut through to the coast and rendezvous at the dumpsite we picked on the Gulf. By tomorrow night everything we trucked out of here will be a problem for the fish to worry about. Not yours any longer.”


“Not ours any longer,” Huddy corrected him.


“Right. Not CCM’s, I mean. Excuse me.”


“No sweat. You’ve done a great job, Larson, you and the others. There’ll be an extra surprise in your paycheck next month, on top of what’s already been agreed upon. I’ve already authorized it and Ms. Somerset here will make sure of it.” She nodded at the foreman. He didn’t acknowledge her smile. Being around her made him nervous and tend to forget his wife and family.


But he couldn’t conceal his pleasure. Replace the old Datsun six months early, he thought. A new stereo, maybe. Maybe even enough money to help Frank out at the J.C.


He wanted to express his thanks to Huddy but held himself back. He knew Huddy didn’t much like talking to him. That suited Larson just fine. Privately he thought Huddy a stuck-up asshole. Knew his business, though. Had to admit that. Anyway, you didn’t have to like the guy. Just follow his orders and it was Christmas in September.


“I’ll see that things are cleaned up proper, sir.”


“I know you will, Larson.” He said nothing else, ending the meeting. The foreman nodded once, then turned and headed back down the path.


As soon as he was out of sight Huddy put his arm around Somerset’s backside.


“My place or yours?” she asked, running her tongue over her lower lip.


“Ours,” he told her.


“Oh no.” She slumped against him, disappointed. “Not more work. I thought we were through.”


“Not quite yet. You know that, sweetness. Come on, you’re twice as thorough as I am anyway. Let’s not blow this by overlooking something important at the last minute.”


“Oh, alright. But I’m damned tired of it, Benjy. Two days almost without sleep.”


“I promise we’ll make up for it. Starting tomorrow night, after I’ve been through the site in the daytime. I’ll make up for everything else, too.”


She snuggled a little closer.




III


The path led to a graded parking lot just over the hilltop. Down below lay the lights of Riverside and off to the north, San Bernadino. Huddy stepped up into the motor home and flicked on the light. No family recreational vehicle this, but thirty feet of sybaritic corporate luxury. Even the captain’s chairs forward were padded leather.


He drew a couple of drinks from the-bar and added a few tablets from the pillbox he always carried with him to his own glass. They’d helped keep him going for the past week. Somerset plopped herself down in the chair opposite the computer terminal. Her fingers ran lithely over the keyboard, calling up figures and names which should not have been in CCM’s corporate files.


That was the beauty of computer work, she thought. It was so quick and clean. No need anymore for bulky paper shredders or furnaces. You could wipe out illegal information at the touch of a finger, vanquish it forever from the realm of possible prosecution.


She knew what Huddy wanted her to check now. The dump itself was clean. The county inspectors would find only healthy vegetation and fresh air in its depths. Only people could cause them trouble now. Huddy would want to make absolutely sure of potentially troublesome people. He’d want to double-check to make sure everyone had been bought off or threatened into submission.


Huddy handed her the drink. That was one area where their tastes differed. He couldn’t understand what she saw in the taste of gin, which to him had the flavor and consistency of machine oil.


He leaned close to her as she operated the remote terminal. The list she had conjured up contained the names of everyone, adult or child, who lived within a hundred and fifty yards of the dump site’s outermost boundaries or had lived there within the last thirty years. It was not the kind of list that ought to be in the hands of a private corporation.
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