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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.







THAT OLE GALLAGHER
VOODOO-HOODOO BE
COOKIN’


JOE R LANSDALE


FIRST BOOK I read by Stephen Gallagher was Valley of Lights. Blew me away. I knew that the writer was British writing about the US, but that feeling didn’t last long. I was soon absorbed in the story.


I wasn’t the only one blown away by Valley of Lights. In fact, that novel gave Gallagher his name here in the States, made him a writer of prominence. I know I was impressed, and was more than a little proud to share a Night Visions anthology with him some years later.


I think I wrote better material because I knew Stephen Gallagher was going to be in the anthology with me, and I didn’t want to look like a goober beside him, though I may have anyway.


A goober standing beside Stephen Gallagher may not be an image you want in your head, so we’ll just let that one lie and move on.


One thing I especially liked about Valley of Lights, and for that matter everything I’ve read since by Gallagher, is his style. He writes with a rhythm.


My guess is he can’t actually write a story or novel until he feels this rhythm in his head. Which is not to suggest he’s dancing around his work room to the inner drums and rhythm guitars inside his skull, though that’s highly possible, but his work has that kind of beat and boogie that only writers of character and style have. He plots well. But his strength is in the purity of his storytelling and in the development of his characters, and these are out-growths of, well, The Storyteller’s Boogie, and only a true story teller can do it. It’s a kind of mental mating dance by which the writer seduces the reader and they can still feel good about themselves in the morning.


Stephen Gallagher can also take a pretty regular idea and just plain old beat the tar out of it, remold it, and make it something unusual, totally unexpected, and riveting.


Which brings us to the novel at hand.


First off, White Bizango is written in the first person. My favourite form of storytelling. It has an immediacy, as well as an intimacy, that I enjoy. When I was a kid I read a novel by Edgar Rice Burroughs, (A Princess of Mars) written in first person, and it was so convincing that somewhere, deep inside of me, I truly believed the story, and from that time on I have preferred this approach.


Burroughs was a master storyteller, but not a master stylist.


As I have already pointed out, Stephen Gallagher is both. This book is so easy to read, so riveting, that you are briskly pulled into the story. I have to say it again. Man, this book is easy to read, and it’s wonderful. Its seemingly simple approach belies its true complexity.


Here Gallagher has captured the taste and feel of Louisiana in a style that can only be called American, and he has also written the best book of his career. It’s short and swift. A small package. But as they say, dynamite comes in small packages.


Here’s a box of it now.


Did I say this is the best novel of his career?


Okay. I might have missed one of his novels, maybe two, but this one made the hair on the back of my neck stand up.


White Bizango’s mood wraps around you like a warm blanket. Gave me the kind of sensation I used to have as a kid, watching some monster movie late at night, rainy and windy outside, sitting on the couch, or in front of it, tenting a blanket over me, feeling wonderfully and pleasantly terrified.


How to describe it further without giving away its prizes?


Fast paced?


Oh, yeah. That’s good.


Rich and evocative of location?


That works, big time.


Pumping with the rich warm blood of a true storyteller?


Said that already, but it bears repeating.


Got that voodoo-hoodoo going?


You betcha. Classic voodoo stuff. But kicked in the ass by Gallagher to give it a feel reminiscent of voodoo stories and films you may have encountered, but, somehow … different.


But is it creepy?


Yeah. Creepy, folks. Real damn creepy. Old style creepy. A kind of creepy you don’t get much anymore in books or films. And, I think I should point out, this would make a great film. A real chilly-billy of a deal. Best read late at night, when the day’s concerns are past, but just before you get too tired, and if you are tired, you won’t be long. This dude will hook you and drag you along and keep you awake better than a shot of caffeine.


What else?


Oh, I know. The most important thing of all.


It’s as readable as they come.


So, let’s cut to the chase.


Quit screwing around. I’m just getting in the way, gushing all over the place. So quit listening to me.


I’ll shut up now. And if I don’t, push me aside.


It’s time to start reading.


Joe R Lansdale
July 2002




WHITE BIZANGO


Bizango: A secret society of practitioners who operate outside of accepted vodoun practice, often performing harmful services for their clients in exchange for payment. Using various techniques that include natural poisons, hallucinogens and psychological conditioning through ritual, these individuals are largely responsible for the public misconception of vodoun as a religion of supernatural evil.


Christopher Speaks: American Voodoo and the Modern Mind
Carolina Chapter House Press, 1987


Practising magic to get what you want is like laughing at the TV to make Frasier come on.


Abraham Shapiro, IPD




ONE


NOBODY SHOPS on Row Street any more. For that we have the Iberville Mall, out between the town and the lake. It’s our civic showpiece. They built it on land where the battery works used to be.


Amy had taken the car, so I was driving the Jeep. In the Detective Division we use our own vehicles and claim mileage. Missing child reports don’t often get passed to us from the mall; in most cases their own security people resolve the situation. Usually it’s just a matter of the child going astray, or hiding from its parents out of mischief or pique.


But unless he’d been found since I took the call, this child had been gone for almost an hour. That made it more serious. As I came in on the perimeter road, I couldn’t see anyone searching the parking lot; they should have been securing it by now, but all I could see were a couple of our cruisers by the main entrance and a small crowd outside.


I turned in at the first opening and cut across the empty asphalt. They were supposed to have cleaned up the ground before they laid it, although I’ve been told there are cracks that leak a kind of orange goo when the water table rises.


Iberville, West Louisiana. Some parts of it aren’t too pretty, but it’s home.


I parked and went over. To the officer on the doors I said, “Did the boy turn up yet?”


“They’re looking at tape in the store,” he said, and told me where to aim for.


It had the usual interior arrangement—one of everything, a food court, multiple sportswear shops and a Sunglasses Hut. One end of the complex was dominated by an upmarket department store where people went to look at the expensive brands before buying copies elsewhere. The store had entrances on both levels, and it aspired to class. It was the smart place to register your wedding list and its coffee shop was the choice of the ladies who lunch.


The mall would have been quiet at this hour anyway, but thanks to the security operation it was almost deserted. Some of the salespeople had emerged from their units and were chatting in the concourse, arms folded, eyes wary, ready to head back to their posts at the first sign of a return to commerce.


The department store had no doors, just a wide walk-in entrance. From the greeter I got directions to the customer service desk on the upper floor, where a woman was waiting. Someone had brought her a chair, but she was standing. They’d assigned a young sales associate to look after her and I think she’d been looking for someone bigger to get her teeth into.


Well, I suppose that’s unfair. But when she sensed my approach and turned to face me, the look in her eyes was one of readiness to attack. I thought about how I’d feel if I was in the same position over one of my daughters. We’d lost one of them for a few minutes in a branch of The Gap, once. Aged five, she’d sidestepped into the middle of a rack of jeans and stayed there to enjoy our panic.


“My name’s John Lafcadio,” I said. “I’m a detective. Are you Mrs Boudreaux?”


She got straight to it.


“My son’s been kidnapped,” she said.


“I understand he’s missing,” I said, “but what makes you think he’s been taken?”


“I’m certain of it,” she said. “He knows the dangers. He wouldn’t walk away.”


I looked around for someone in authority; but there was only the sales associate, a short-haired, brown-eyed girl who looked like an eager child in a grownup’s uniform. I said to the woman, “I need to ask you a couple of things. Do you live with your son’s father?”


“Of course I do.” Then she checked herself, as if there was something she’d forgotten for a moment. “Well, it’s more complicated than that.”


“Meaning what?”


“We’re not separated, but he’s hospitalized. Kenny is not the man who took my son. There are no custody issues here, Detective Lafcadio. Please don’t waste your energy in that direction.”


“Nine times out of ten we find the child and they’ve just wandered off and got themselves lost.”


“And one time in ten you find what?”


For which I didn’t have a ready answer.


She was in her early thirties (thirty-two, I later learned), with cold blue eyes and blonde hair in a precise, expensive cut. If it was a dye job, it was one of the best I’ve ever seen. A tad skinnier than was good for her, making her shoulders look bony and square but giving her the kind of dress-up-doll figure that gay couturiers love.


I said, “Have you received any kind of a threat that leads you to think someone’s taken your son, Mrs Boudreaux?”


She spoke across me. “Someone was talking about closing down the mall and letting nobody out. Has that been done yet?”


“We’ve got people watching all the exits.”


“That won’t stop him!”


“Stop who, Mrs Boudreaux?”


She checked herself, and took a moment to choose her words.


“Whoever it was that took Christopher,” she said.


So there was some kind of a backstory that she was determined not to give me. It would have to be drawn from her eventually, but there were a few more immediate things that I needed to do. I asked the associate about their security tapes, and she told me how to find the office where they kept the machines. She said that the manager was checking them now.


Julie Boudreaux said, “I want to see the tapes.”


“I need you to hold on here a while longer,” I said. “I’ll send for you if there’s anything to see.”


She still wanted to go with me, but I managed to get her to stay on the sales floor while I went off to talk to the store manager.


“WE JUST found it,” the manager’s deputy said. She was a young woman with dark red hair in gel spikes, and eyes that gave you the feeling they rarely saw daylight.


“How does it look?” I said.


And the manager himself said, “Not good.”


They rewound the tape and played it back for me.


We were in a windowless office suite, backstage behind the crystal ware section. The two of them were reviewing the morning’s images on an cheap-looking portable TV set with a built-in video slot under the screen, the kind you usually see out on the sales floor running infomercials about kitchen appliances.


The associate must have called ahead, because they’d been expecting me when I arrived.


The screen was divided into four. Their surveillance wasn’t state-of-the-art, but one of those systems taking single frames every second or so. There’s no sound and the quality’s not great, but you can get several days’ worth of sampled activity onto the one tape.


The deputy pointed to the top left-hand quadrant of the screen. The timecode showed today’s date and a time of 10.03.


There they were. A boy and his mother. The boy was fair-haired and aged around nine or ten, but you couldn’t say much more about him than that. His mother was on the edge of the screen and in two frames had left it completely, so the boy was on his own.


Suddenly a man was there with him.


You didn’t see him walk in, he just appeared. This was like a drama where the story was all in the missed moments and you had to fill in the gaps for yourself. Three still frames of conversation and then they were walking out together, in the opposite direction from the woman. At no time did the man face the camera. In one shot, his hand was on the boy’s shoulder.


They knew each other. Had to. Nothing else made sense.


I said, “How long before the mother raised the alarm?”


“Seconds,” the manager said. “See for yourself.”


There she was, onscreen again, looking for her son in the aisle where she’d seen him last. Now she was spinning in panic, now she was flying out in a blur. I glanced at the other angles on the screen and in one of them I thought I saw what might have been the man and boy crossing a different part of the floor together, but I don’t know. At that resolution it could have been anyone.


I said, “And how long before you started your missing child protocol?”


“Just as long as it took us to get a description from her,” the manager said. “Three, four minutes. No more.”


His deputy said, “The way she acted, it was almost like she’d been expecting it to happen.”


“That’s not an appropriate speculation,” her employer said sharply. “Keep it to yourself, please, Jill.”


“Sorry.”


I said, “I’m going to call my boss and tell him we need a team out here. Where’s Mall Security based?”


Spike-haired Jill, slightly chastened by her reprimand, was assigned to take me there.


This meant leaving the store, crossing the hall by the fountain and the central bank of escalators, and waiting to be buzzed through into another behind-the-scenes stairway down at the far end of a rest room corridor. She was subdued, and said very little.


“Got any more inappropriate speculation for me?” I said as we waited to be let in.


“I’m sorry about that. I spoke out of turn,” she said. Out here where the light was better, I could see that her night-owl look was mainly due to the combination of a pale complexion and heavy eyeliner. I’d estimate she wasn’t much more than twenty years old.


“I’m not putting you down,” I said. “I’ll take any idea that’s going.”


“It really did happen as fast as he said. It’s not the greatest place to work but I won’t criticise the people. There would have been someone on every door within five minutes. Police callout after another ten when the boy wasn’t found.”


“And how long to walk out of there? Less than two?”


“Two at the most. Depending on which exit you made for.”


Stable doors, and bolting horses.


The door clicked open and she left me to descend the stairs on my own. I’d never been in this part of the complex before.


Down here it was no-frills, bare and functional, with painted cinderblock walls and exposed ducting. I could hear fans running somewhere, but the stairway felt airless and warm. I could feel myself breaking into a light sweat as I reached the door to the security suite and pushed my way in.


It was cooler in here. Lots of screens, lots of phones. Three men in uniform and a radio console with tags hanging on a hook board above it, each tag representing a guard on duty. One was scanning the real-time screens, another appeared to be reviewing the entire morning’s recordings on fast playback. The third man swung his chair around to get a look at me.


I knew Bill Stevens from when he’d retired and gone to run site security for Colonial Sugar, but he didn’t appear to remember me. He said he did, but the recognition wasn’t there in his eyes. No matter. It had been ten years at least, and I’d been in uniform then. He’d lost a significant amount of weight, and I wondered what had caused it.


He said, “We’ve got four main entrances and they’re all covered. At first we just stopped anyone we saw leaving with a child. Now we’re more or less in lockdown. I believe there’s a good chance they’re still somewhere inside the building.”


“What about other ways out?”


“Deliveries come in by a network of tunnels down on this level. It’s like Disneyland, you never see the trucks come and go. Each store has its own numbered loading bay and each store’s responsible for controlling access to it from above.”


“Controlling it how?”


“Keys or swipe cards or keypad codes. You name it. Everyone has their own system.”


“What if there’s one sloppy joe who won’t play the game right?”


“We still control the gates where the trucks enter and leave.”


I looked over the shoulder of the man who was watching the screens. Some of them showed those delivery tunnels, and two showed the parking lot outside.


I said to Bill, “And how good are your people?”


“On the budget they give me? Most are okay, but some of them …” He glanced around and lowered his voice, but not by much. “To call them pond life would be an insult to bacteria.” He indicated the screen that showed the western side of the lot. “Your cavalry’s here,” he said.


And he was right. Four cars converging, all detectives pulled from other jobs and reassigned.


I went up to meet them and to tell them what I’d found so far.




TWO


YOU MUST have heard this one. A child goes missing. Sometimes it’s in a shopping center, sometimes at the beach or in an amusement park. The alarm is raised and the staff respond with surprising speed, following a well-drilled protocol that has all the exits covered in minutes or less. The child is then found quickly; drugged and abandoned by its kidnapper, usually in a bathroom cubicle or the changing rooms. If it’s a boy, he’s been put into a dress and there’s a wig lying somewhere close to hand. If a girl, her distinctive long hair has been partially hacked off. In some versions they’re being walked out of the building in a disguise when the parent spots them by recognizing their shoes.


It’s one of the classic urban myths. Only one element of it happens to be true, and that’s the existence of a protocol. Sometimes it’s called a Code Adam, named for a boy murdered in Florida in 1981. Not every store follows it, but this one had. I hoped that Bill Stevens was right and that there was a fair chance that Christopher Boudreaux might still be within the mall somewhere, but I had my doubts. They’re such big, sprawling places, with too many ways in and out and too few people controlling the access.


I met my boss and the others by the fountain, which had water running down a slate rock face into a pool surrounded by exotic plants. Glass-sided elevators rose and fell while hidden speakers played birdsong. Strange, strange, strange. Outside these walls, the surrounding terrain resembled dead paddy fields and the only song was that of the distant truck horn.


My boss was Major Bob Lambert, silver-haired and pugnacious-looking, usually seen around the office with his reading glasses on top of his head. He listened to what I’d learned, and to my certainty that I’d been given less than the full story.


“So where does she say the father is?” he asked.


“Hospitalized, she says.”


“Did she say where and for what?”


“It was a struggle to get that much out of her.”


“Find out. Can you do that for me, John? There are hospitals and there are hospitals. I’d like to know what kind he’s in and how close an eye they’re keeping on him.”


He gave Jimmie Noone the job of organizing roadblocks, and told Wade Bourgeois to arrange a parking lot search while everyone else concentrated on a top-to-tail of the mall complex itself. I went and sat in the empty food court for the five minutes it took me to call the office and set one of the civilian workers on the search for Kenny Boudreaux and the nature of his delicate condition. Then I went back to the store.


I could hear Julie Boudreaux from the other end of the sales floor. Bob Lambert was getting the blasting that she’d been working up to with me, and I didn’t envy him for it.


I’ve already told this three times … I heard her saying. For God’s sake how many more …


I made my way across the floor to the spot from which Christopher Boudreaux had been taken. It was by the lingerie aisle. I never know where to look in those places. The way they display all that sexy underwear on headless, limbless torsos, it’s like they invited Henry Lee Lucas to design himself a theme park.


I already had a rough idea of the direction they’d taken. My thinking was that they’d have headed straight for the nearest exit and been out of there even before the Code Adam was called. From what I’d seen it had been that quick, that purposeful. Downstairs there were doors leading directly into the parking lot, but those would have taken longer to reach. For speed they could only have gone out onto the mall’s upper level.


A junior manager in a white shirt and dark necktie was standing by what I reckoned to be the most likely exit. He had a pleasant smile and plague-of-boils skin.


I asked him, “Does this door get watched all the time?”


“Only when we’re busy at weekends,” he said, “or if there’s a special reason like now.”


“So if the child was brought out this way, you wouldn’t be here to see it.”


“Not if it happened before the staff call. But I can tell you it hasn’t happened since. I’ve been here all the time.”


I went out into the mall and looked around. Country music was playing softly, seeming to come from nowhere. Daylight came down from tinted glass panels high above. This was the closest we were going to get to the domed cities we’d been promised in the story magazines of my childhood. They weren’t domed and they weren’t half as exciting as they’d seemed back then, either.


This was a quiet side-spur of the mall, where at least half of the units hadn’t even bothered to open for business this morning. Their internal lights were out, their shutters down. Only one was trading, a furniture store. Its entrance was almost directly opposite. I crossed and went inside.


It was a modern-looking showroom for third-world chic. Imagine the kind of furniture that would have been taken upriver into the tropical jungles by nineteenth-century planters, and then imagine that same furniture copied by cheap labor working on crude logs with nifty axes. There was a lot of recycled Indonesian hardwood and beaten brass; it looked like a prop store for The Swiss Family Robinson. And birdcages. Impractical birdcages everywhere, like painted wire pagodas.


What I didn’t see was a sales assistant, nor did anybody appear until a good half-minute after I’d stood in the middle of the place and called out for one.


He had a slight stoop and long forearms, and he made me think of a mantis. I asked him if there was a way to the outside other than the main door, and he didn’t understand me.


So I said, “Where would I have to go to meet a delivery truck?” and he led me into the back.


The first thing that I noted was that the sales floor was separated from the service areas by a two-inch door with a chrome deadbolt that even a gunshot wouldn’t dent. It was operated by a state-of-the-art keypad lock, a five-digit model that could neither be hacked nor picked in a hurry. It represented the highest grade of security. Or it would, had the door not been propped open with a fire extinguisher.


“How long’s this been like this?” I said.


The mantis shrugged.


“That’s the way it always is,” he said. “It gets awfully sticky down below.”


Down below proved to be a complex of storerooms and office space lit only by fluorescent tubes and yes, he was right, the atmosphere was not the best. There was one big room for stock, a smaller room for packing up outgoing deliveries, and a corridor between them leading to staff quarters. By the stockroom was a freight elevator and alongside the elevator was an arrow pointing off to an emergency stairway in some other part of the area. I was taking an interest in this when I saw a man swing into sight at the corridor’s far end. He was heading for one of the doorways but then he registered me and swung right around again to head back the way that he’d come.
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