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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.









Among twenty snowy mountains,


The only moving thing


Was the eye of the blackbird.







Wallace Stevens


Thirteen Ways of Looking At A Blackbird







Chapter 1


Lucien St. George was a born cook.


In his hands the most ordinary provisions were transmuted into rare delicacies. Eggs blossomed into fluffy omelets, meats luxuriated in aromatic sauces, salads bloomed plump and fresh—even chipped beef on toast exuded the scent of exotic spices. Each dawn, the rich fragrance of his coffee wafted like musky perfume through the stale confines of his submarine.


That was what he’d miss most, Captain McGinn reflected wistfully. St. George brewed the finest coffee on the seven seas. But St. George’s tour of duty was nearly over, and McGinn hadn’t been able to convince his chief cook to re-up. To make his day complete, two new seamen were reporting for duty.


Sam McGinn hated changes in personnel. It disrupted routine and shifted the fragile balance of personalities that fused his crew into a battle-ready unit. His fondness for order was probably why he enjoyed being a sub commander, McGinn speculated. Cruising beneath the ocean surface for months at a stretch imposed a discipline that remained undisturbed by the passage of sunrise and sunset. Beneath the sea a submarine carried its own time.


A familiar tap at the door interrupted McGinn’s thoughts. St. George entered, a wide smile breaking across his usually solemn expression as he set the tray on McGinn’s desk.


“Here it be, Cap’n.”


McGinn made a show of slowly lifting the white napkin covering the tray, but the succulent odor told him what was underneath.


“Your favorite, Cap’n,” St. George said proudly. “Honey-fried chicken, Cajun coleslaw, black peas, corn buns, and strawberry shortcake.” He leaned closer and lowered his voice conspiratorially. “I fried up three extra birds and stuck ‘em in the freeze box—so you got somethin’ to remember me by.”


“Oh, I’ll remember you all right, St. George. Who could forget the best damned cook in the Navy?”


“That’s real nice of you to say, sir.”


“I also said it in a letter of commendation that’s now in your permanent file.”


St. George beamed. “Might come in real handy when I’m lookin’ for a situation.”


“Well, if you ever decide to re-enlist, make sure you contact me before you sign anything,” McGinn said gruffly “I don’t want to lose you to some chickenshit admiral.”


“Don’t you worry, Cap’n,” St. George assured. “I been teachin’ my cousin Harold everythin’ he should know. Come a week or so, you won’t know I’m gone.”


But as McGinn savored a moist slice of chicken, he was far from convinced. From what he’d observed, cousin Harold was a bit of a dolt. Still, if his new Chief Cook Harold Patterson proved to be half as good as St. George, he’d be grateful. Right now he was forced to hurry an excellent lunch because of two blasted seamen who’d been assigned to his command. Some whiz brain in Washington had the brilliant idea of sending two lubbers with no undersea experience to serve on the Navy’s most sophisticated, and expensive, submarine.


The U.S.S. Blowgun was a Sea Wolf class attack sub, slightly larger, faster—and much quieter—than the older Los Angeles 688 class submarines. McGinn had commanded the vessel since its shakedown cruise and had grown to love it. In his opinion it was the most dangerous weapon in the armed forces. But for some inane reason the boys in the Pentagon insisted on using it for absurd experiments. Such as the one they were about to undertake within the next forty-eight hours.


McGinn poured himself a fresh coffee and reluctantly called Lieutenant (jg) Craig Early.


“Okay, Early, send up the new guests.”


“Not to worry, Commander, they look shipshape.”


“I’ll be the judge of that, Lieutenant.”


“Aye, sir.”


Cursing his foolishness, Lieutenant Early replaced the phone and hurried off in search of the new crewmen. He should have known better than to try to buddy-up the old man. Commander McGinn hadn’t been exactly pleased with him since he learned the news about the damned experiment. At the moment, Early wished he’d never gotten involved.


Too late now, turkey, he fumed. Just stay cool and make the best of it. The old man could change his mind yet. And maybe this sub would learn how to fly.


As St. George eased his lanky frame along the cramped corridor, he had no regrets. He had accomplished everything he’d set out to do. The Navy had expanded his horizon and now he intended to explore it fully. He had almost finished packing when Harold dropped by to say his farewells. As usual, his cousin had been nipping at the rum bottle. And as usual, he was complaining.


“I still don’t feel so good. Maybe I need some more of that sour-sap,” he added hopefully.


“You’d do better for yourself if you lay off that overproof. The cap’n’ll have you in the brig if he finds out.”


“Shee, Lucien, I know what to do. Ain’t I always done right by you?”


Normally the whining insinuation in his voice never failed to grate on St. George’s nerves. But today he could afford to let it pass. He was about to kiss the Navy—and cousin Harold—good-bye. So he smiled and jerked his thumb toward the nose of the sub. “Look in the back of the freezer. I left a quart of soursap there for you.”


Harold beamed appreciatively. Back in Jamaica, where both of them had been born, soursap juice was held in high esteem as an all-purpose tonic. Especially to counteract the wicked hangovers incurred by drinking overproof rum. “I thank you kindly, Lucien.”


“You damned well should. You got yourself the coolest berth in this man’s Navy. So don’t blow it.”


Harold ignored the advice and leaned closer. “Say, cuz, could you let me hold a hundred or so? Just until payday.”


“What the hell you need money for underneath the water, like you gonna be the whole next ten days?”


“Oh, you know, Luce, boys and me like to roll them dice just to pass the time. I swear I’ll send you the bread first thing I get it.”


St. George reached into his shirt pocket and extracted a tight wad of bills. He carefully peeled off two fifties and held them just out of Harold’s reach. “Now you best remember one thing,” he said quietly. “I don’t like people that call me Luce.”


“Sure, Lucien, sure,” Harold said uneasily. He gingerly snatched the bills from St. George’s hand and began backing out of the small compartment. “You have a nice trip home, now. And don’t you worry. The money be in the mail next week.”


St. George wasn’t at all worried. He was certain he’d never see that hundred again.


He finished packing and headed topside, pausing frequently to shake hands with his shipmates, who seemed genuinely sorry to see him go. During his two-year stint aboard the Blowgun the tall, gaunt-featured cook had gained a modest reputation as a healer. He used native Jamaican herbal remedies to treat minor ailments, and his notable success with the more common social infections had earned him the admiration of half the crew.


St. George was approaching the control room when he spotted Lieutenant Early escorting two strange seamen to the captain’s quarters. He’d already heard the scuttlebutt about two men coming aboard for some secret experiment, but he didn’t believe the rumors. It didn’t make sense to assign a pair of lab sailors to a high-megaton piece of hardware like the Blowgun.


Either the Navy Department was crazy or these men were aboard for another reason, St. George speculated, stepping into an alcove to let the trio go by. He studied the new crewmen as they passed, and decided his doubts were justified. They looked more like SEALS than lab rats. One was a blond surfer type with a goofy smile that didn’t fool St. George. There was little goofy about the man’s alert blue eyes, or the karate calluses decorating his knuckles like tiny leather patches. The other one was shorter and thick around the chest, like a wrestler. But there was an air of intelligence about his glum, vaguely pugnacious expression.


Whatever they were, it didn’t matter anymore, St. George reflected as he ambled toward a narrow shaft of sunlight spearing through an open hatch. By the time the Blowgun pulled out of King’s Island, Georgia, he’d be long gone.


Actually, when Commander McGinn finally met his new crewmen, he was forced to agree with Early’s brash appraisal. Both Kent and Garin seemed seaworthy enough in their crisp white uniforms. They carried themselves with an air of confidence befitting submarine men. And he was pleasantly surprised to learn they’d qualified in the upper percentiles at computer school. He always needed hands who knew the right buttons to push. However, as far as he was concerned, they had yet to prove themselves where it counted. Under the sea.


“Welcome aboard, men,” he said brusquely. “As you’ll come to learn, this submarine is a highly sensitive vessel. So until you get used to her, keep your hands in your jeans or you may live to regret it. Am I clear? Good,” he added without waiting for an answer. “Now, then. You’ll find I’m hard but fair. How hard, how fair, is up to you. Understand? Now, until further notice you’re both assigned to the torpedo room.” He nodded to a short, amiable figure standing in the doorway. “First Mate Blum will show you the ropes. Any questions?”


Lieutenant Early knew there wouldn’t be, but he held his breath until they were outside. Apparently the old man had approved. Otherwise he would have given them his Woe Unto Those Who Screw Up routine. Suddenly feeling much better, he delivered his charges to First Mate Blum and went off in search of a cold beer. In his haste he failed to note the look of smug amusement that passed between Kent and Garin.


“Candyass,” Garin muttered, watching him depart. “Stow it,” Blum cut in. “The lieutenant’s good people.” Garin tilted his head and scowled. “I’ll let you know.” Blum scowled back. “You’ll soon know who’s who on this ship, mister.”


“Don’t pay no mind to my bonehead buddy here,” Kent said affably. “He’s got an attitude about officers.”


Blum relaxed a bit and nodded. “Yeah, most of ‘em’s chickenshit for sure. But McGinn is fair enough. And Early’s better than most. In fact, he’s got a kind of secret weapon.”


“Yeah, that kid?” Garin said, glancing at Kent. “What the hell’s he got?”


But Blum caught the look, and since he was still put off by Garin’s arrogance, he decided to go by the book.


“I said too much already. Anyway, you’ll know all about it by the time this cruise is half over. C’mon with me. I’ll show you your berths and get you squared away.”


“Uh, any chance we can get some chow?” Kent ventured. “We didn’t get but a snack on the damned plane.”


Blum’s natural dislike for airplanes softened his disposition. “Sure, the crew’s mess is open. At worst they’ll rustle up some leftovers.”


“Good cook?” Garin inquired, hoisting his sea bag.


“Dunno yet. Matter of fact, he just took over today.”


“No shit. What’s his name?” Kent said. “In case we have to butter him up. It’s a joke, get it? Butter up the cook.”


“I got it.” Blum sighed, moving toward the corridor. He couldn’t decide which annoyed him most, Garin’s arrogance or Kent’s phony good humor.


As it happened, the chief cook wasn’t in the best of humor himself that afternoon. Patterson’s eyes were red-rimmed and his voice was hoarse. “Goddamn dinner bell ain’t for two hours yet,” he replied gruffly when Blum requested chow for the new arrivals.


“Hey, look, anything will do,” Kent persisted. “Sandwich, leftovers, anything. We’re starvin’, man. We’ll be glad to cover you for the inconvenience,” he added, lifting a folded bill into view.


Patterson squinted at the bill, then at Kent. “Keep your damn money, boy. I’ll rustle up somethin’. But don’t acquire no habit. I run a tight burner.”


He turned toward the galley, then stopped. “Where you think you’re goin’?” he snapped at Kent, who had started to follow.


“Well, uh, I thought you said …”


“I said I’d rustle somethin’ up. I didn’t invite you inside. ‘Less you want KP, my galley is permanently off limits. That clear?”


“Hey, sure. No problem.” Kent’s boyish grin was wasted on Patterson’s departing back.


Blum didn’t say a word, but he had a feeling he was going to get along with Patterson just fine.


Later, while unpacking his gear, Kent was still fuming.


“If you hadn’t been so fucking pushy with Blum, he might have told us what’s up with Early.”


“Who cares?” Garin retorted. “What could he tell us that we don’t already know?”


“Now we’ll never know, will we?”


“Anyway, we got to meet Patterson.”


“Hey, easy,” Kent hissed. He looked around at the deserted bunks. “No need for names. Not for what I got for him.”


“He really pissed you off back there, didn’t he?”


“So what if he did?”


“So remember. We wait until we’re at sea. We want a captive audience.”


Kent sat on his bunk and studied his nails. “Don’t worry. I plan on taking my time on this one. He’ll be beg-gin’ to tell me long before I’m finished.”


“Outstanding,” Garin grunted.


“What about …” Kent lowered his voice, “… the skip?”


“What about him?”


“Well, we do have to tell him his shit-heeled cook is busted, don’t we?”


Garin leaned closer. “We’re not here to bust him, homeboy. Once we get a full confession, orders are to terminate. Any problem with that?”


Kent eased back in his bunk and cradled his head in his hands. “You know the thing I like best about submarines? The weather’s always good.”


Harold Patterson hadn’t taken a drink for forty-eight hours, but sobriety seemed to disagree with him. Ever since the Blowgun had pulled out of King’s Island, he’d been as sick as a swamp hog. He’d guzzled the entire bottle of St. George’s soursap juice to no avail. After serving breakfast he’d been forced to check himself into sick bay, well away from his rum supply.


Since then he had dozed fitfully, feverish dreams galloping across his brain and pain twisting his belly. Albano, the pharmacist’s mate, had diagnosed the ailment as intestinal flu and administered a combination of antibiotics and mild sedatives. But when he checked later that evening, Patterson’s condition had worsened. A pasty gray pallor dulled his dark, sweat-glistened face, making his yellowed pupils seem like distant beacons in a fog. And although he was still conscious, his hoarse responses to Albano’s questions were barely audible.


“Where does it hurt?” Albano droned.


Patterson passed his hand from his chest to his groin.


“All down here … pain keeps movin’.”


Albano cursed his Sicilian luck. He didn’t relish having to tell Commander McGinn they’d have to scuttle the cruise because he couldn’t make a proper diagnosis. Especially if Patterson’s complaint proved to be minor. The old man would bust him down to deckhand and send his ass to the Gobi Desert.


“Listen, Harold, there’s a couple of buddies waitin’ to see you,” Albano said hopefully. Perhaps a friendly visit would aid his recovery.


Patterson squinted as if hearing news from another planet.


“You know, the new dude Kent and his pal,” Albano prompted.


“Kent says he knows you from the Blue Parrot bar.”


Patterson’s eyes suddenly went wide. “Water, man … get me water.”


After he drank he seemed calmer, and more alert.


“Tell that boy I’ll see him in a few minutes, okay?” the cook whispered, settling back on his pillow.


“Is he feeling better?” Kent asked when Albano came out of sick bay.


“He said he’ll see you. But he’s real weak. Don’t excite him. Maybe only one of you guys should go in.”


“Anything you say,” Kent assured him. “We’re here to cheer up the poor bastard.”


Garin put his arm around Albano’s shoulder. “You like good scotch, old buddy?”


Albano perked up. “Do boats float?”


“So happens there’s a thirty-year-old jug of Ballantine standing at attention in my locker, which happens to be unlocked. So why don’t you just help yourself to a snort or three while we bullshit with ol’ Harold.”


“Well, okay, but don’t overdo it. I’ll be right back.”


“Think the scotch will hold him long enough?” Kent asked when Albano was out of earshot.


“Don’t worry, it’s jacked up. One drink and he’ll still be smiling when we get back. Now let’s squeeze this scumbag for some names and numbers.”


Patterson stared in wide-eyed fascination as they entered sick bay and approached his bunk.


Kent gave him a mischievous wink. “Hello, Harold. We’re here to talk about Blue Parrots. We can do it the fun way”—he lifted his hand to show him the hypodermic—“or the hard way.” He smiled and produced a serrated combat knife. “It’s up to you.”


Patterson continued to stare at him blankly.


Kent stopped smiling and moved closer. “Think fast, Harold. You’re looking at permanent damage plus life at hard labor—if you’re lucky enough to get past me. And I hate traitors.”


“Hold it a second,” Garin muttered. Kent shot him an annoyed glance. “What the fuck for?”


“Look for yourself, homeboy. You are talking to a dead man.” Kent studied the unblinking figure for a long moment. “Dammit. Now what?”


“First we lose the needle and the blade,” Garin said coolly. “Then we join Albano for a drink, and tell him Harold seemed very depressed.”


In a way, Patterson’s sudden demise solved Albano’s dilemma. Even though he had erred in his diagnosis, at least he hadn’t been forced to abort the cruise. Procedure was quite specific in these cases.


In the event of death at sea, subject is zippered into a body bag and kept on ice until the submarine returns to port. Since McGinn’s orders were to maintain absolute radio silence for seventy-two hours, he ordered Patterson’s body to be stored in the large freezer on the lower missile deck. And since Albano mentioned that Kent and Garin were friends of the deceased, McGinn assigned them to look after the remains.


“He must weigh three hundred pounds,” Kent groaned as they heaved the body bag onto a shelf in the food freezer.


“It does give us an excuse to shake down his personal effects,” Garin reminded him.


“Horsecock. Now we’re stuck with this stiff during the whole experiment.”


“So what? It’s no damned secret. Our friend in Washington approved it to begin with.”


“Yeah, well, suppose this Lieutenant Early is some kind of scam artist,” Kent persisted. He nodded at the body bag. “You know it’ll look bad if we come back empty-handed.”


Garin sighed and slammed the freezer door shut. He knew there was a certain logic to what Kent said. “All right, I’ll stay and cover you while you nose around. But be extremely careful, homeboy. Empty-handed is bad. Fucking up is terminal.”


Both Garin and Kent had been briefed on the Blowgun’s experiment before they left Langley Code-named Earlybird, it was a low-priority project initiated by Dr. Shandy’s department, which was well known for its brainstorms. Such as training dolphins to plant magnetic tracking devices on enemy submarines.


But Earlybird was the dippiest yet Kent reflected as he made his way to the upper deck. The way he’d heard it, Shandy met Lieutenant Early at some embassy cocktail contact and Shandy bought the package. Somehow Shandy managed to sell the Pentagon on giving it an expensive test. Still, Kent had to admit the project idea touched one of the Navy’s most sensitive nerves—the crucial problem of maintaining total silence on a nuclear sub to avoid detection. So if Early actually did succeed in making telepathic contact with someone on shore, the Navy would have an ace up its sleeve.


Ass is more like it, Kent gloated. It shouldn’t be difficult to hang Dr. Shandy, and maybe even Early, for misuse of official funds on this harebrained ESP scheme. He’d raise enough of a smoke screen to obscure their bad timing with Patterson.


The project was simple enough. The Blowgun would set a completely random course in the Caribbean. In fact, every move the ship made would be recorded on tape, called the “white rat” by the crew. After each patrol the tapes would be sent to civilian specialists for study to see if the ship had fallen into detectable patterns.


At the same time, Lieutenant Early had a navigational chart of the local waters in front of him. His contact in New York had the same chart. At thirty-minute intervals Early was to transmit the Blowgun’s position telepathically. At the end of a three-day period, the results would be checked against the sub’s actual course.


The odds were against him, Kent calculated. And when Early blew it, they’d have Shandy by the balls. The first thing they’d do would be to leak the details to the press.


While the ship was in its ultra-quiet mode, all non-essential machinery, including the ice-cream dispenser, would be shut down. And all crew members not on watch were to be confined to their bunks. However, because of the special nature of their duties, Kent and Garin


were always on watch. With the exception of the radioman, the crew manned their normal stations during the experiment.


For this reason Kent was alerted when he saw Blum hovering near the captain’s quarters, a long distance from the torpedo room.


“Sorry to hear about your buddy,” Blum said, emphasizing the last word.


“Yeah, well, he wasn’t exactly … uh, have you seen Albano?”


“If he ain’t in sickbay, try the head.”


Kent ignored his abrasive tone. “Say, what about this ESP stuff? Is that the secret weapon you meant?”


Blum suddenly looked worried. “I never said nothin’ about ESP.”


“Of course you didn’t. But scuttlebutt is that there’s some kind of mental telepathy stuff going on. So after what you said, or never said, about Early …”


Blum put a finger to his lips and pulled Kent into an alcove.


“Nothin’s ever secret on a sub,” he muttered. “Okay, c’mon back to my quarters before you get us both in trouble. You tell me what you heard and I’ll tell you what I know. Maybe between the two of us we can figure out what the hell we’re really doin’ on this patrol.”


Garin was having second thoughts about letting Kent walk around unattended. His partner had a tendency to be impulsive. Better to wait until things settled down. After all, the experiment would last seventy-two hours. If Kent made a rash move, the Patterson thing could blow up in their faces.


He flipped through an old Penthouse, but his mind kept going back to the corpse in the freezer. The bastard was lucky, Garin thought ruefully. At least he croaked at the right time…For him. If only he’d lived another thirty minutes. … Garin’s dour speculations were interrupted by a scraping sound behind him. Knowing the area was off limits to most crewmen, since it housed both provisions and half of the sub’s twenty-four nuclear missiles, he assumed it was his partner.


“Kent? So what’s the scoop?”


But when he turned, there was nobody there. He put the magazine aside and checked the corridor. It was deserted. As he returned to his chair, he noticed the freezer door was slightly ajar. Thinking it might have popped loose when he slammed it, Garin tried to push it shut.


The door didn’t budge. Apparently something had lodged in the jamb. He slid the door open and checked, but the runner seemed clear. As he stepped inside, Garin caught a shadowy movement in the corner of his vision. Then something cold gripped his throat.


The hands were terribly strong.


And icy.


Like frozen metal cables choking off his breath. Reflexively he lashed back with an elbow and connected with solid flesh, but the hands crushing his windpipe did not relent.


With desperate quickness he dug his thumbs underneath the fingers clamped around his neck, grabbed one—and yanked down hard.


He felt the sharp snap of broken bone, just like he’d been taught. But when he tried to twist free, the pressure on his neck increased. Panic swam through his brain and he kicked back wildly as waves of agony pounded at his lungs.


The realization that he was about to die swelled inside his belly and he thrashed from side to side, mouth gaping in a soundless scream for air. Suddenly he felt his bladder void and his awareness collapsed, sucking him into the black, bottomless silence.


The first thing Kent noticed when he returned to the storage area was that the air purification system wasn’t functioning properly. Then he saw the black shoe protruding form the half-open freezer.


“Not funny, Garin,” he muttered, moving closer. “C’mon, I got something to tell you.”


As he neared, recognition jolted his instincts and he reached for the knife holstered at his ankle. Garin was sprawled on the floor, eyes bulging in sightless surprise and tongue stuffed through rigid blue lips.


A faint shuffling sound jerked Kent’s head back. There was someone in the missile room. Crouching slightly, he moved to the open door. He saw a tall, naked figure bend over a missile tube. He wasn’t ready for what he saw next.


The man who turned toward him was Harold Patterson.


Kent’s thoughts ricocheted crazily from Garin to Patterson. This isn’t real, I’ve been drugged, he told himself, watching Patterson lurch closer. As the dark shape loomed in front of him, Kent jabbed blindly with his knife. He felt the blade punch flesh but the figure pressed forward. Patterson swatted the knife out of Kent’s hand and grabbed him by the hair. Clamping a huge hand over Kent’s mouth, he smashed his skull against a steel beam.


He let Kent’s inert weight slip from his fingers and pushed the outer door shut. He moved directly to the missile tube and slid open the metal housing to reveal the solid-fuel base of a nuclear rocket cradled in its electronic nest.


After a momentary pause he located a panel marked “Caution/ Range Safety.” There were three buttons on the panel. He pushed the two outer buttons, then the center and right buttons in sequence, activating a tiny, flashing red light.


Then he closed the housing and shuffled back to the freezer compartment.


The first to notice that a small Sea Hornet missile had been primed was Computer Technician Kislak.


“Jesus, Commander,” he blurted, staring at the screen. “We got a problem in lower missile.”


“Deactivate the entire section,” McGinn barked when he saw the blinking light on the graphic. “Disarm all warheads.”


“All systems disarmed,” Kislak droned, rapidly punching the keyboard. “Still getting an alarm signal, sir.”


“Probably a computer glitch,” McGinn decided. After all, it took four keys to launch a nuclear missile. And three of the keys were in a safe to which not even he had the combination.


He was only half right.


The commander had forgotten about the Range Safety Package on the Sea Hornet. This was the control mechanism used to destroy the missile in the event it went off course. There was very little he could have done, in any case. The device detonated the rocket within ninety seconds. As it was, McGinn’s order to disarm all warheads prevented the sub from being dissolved into radioactive soup.


The explosion ignited the rocket stage, blasting the missile through the tube. Both the lower and upper compartments were immediately vented to the sea, and the main electrical system failed a few moments later. The Blowgun listed to one side as a huge fist of water rammed through the gutted hull, and the half-darkened submarine began tilting slowly toward the ocean floor.




Chapter 2


“… And when he got up to go into the street, he found the world had changed.”


The line had stuck in Orient’s mind ever since he ran across it in a story by Paul Bowles. Over the years it had returned to him often, in many tones of meaning. But never with such cold clarity.


The city had changed in ten years.


In better times it had always managed to retain a certain wit, which endowed the massive skyline with a shade of dignity as it passed through its countless incarnations. Today, however, the glass towers seemed barren and dull, as if New York’s legendary spark had been snuffed under its own weight. The city’s style had been corrupted by pomposity, its curiosity consumed by excess, its rare intelligence reduced to base cunning.


Most likely it was simple attrition, Orient speculated unhappily. In a thousand years the city would be a field of ruins like Pompeii. An odd side trip for tourists on their way to Disneyworld.


Orient stared out the window as the cab threaded through the evening traffic on Park Avenue. Even the deep sunset light cascading down the cross streets like liquid gold failed to rouse his usual admiration for New York’s natural wonders. He had barely been in the city two weeks and he was nearly broke. At the moment, he had enough money for a ticket back to Rome and three months of frugal glory.


Of course, he could always resume practicing medicine at some understaffed hospital willing to overlook his erratic professional history. But he wasn’t sure his long-dormant skills could rise to a life-and-death test. And anyway, he felt too burned out to deal with the paperwork.


With all his misgivings, Orient was looking forward to seeing Sybelle again. Uppermost among the things he had missed during his self-imposed exile were close friends. And while he often disagreed with his flamboyant colleague, Orient considered Sybelle Lean to be one of his most cherished allies. On numerous occasions she had pulled him out of a tight spot with the timely delivery of a scented envelope stuffed with cash to some remote corner of the world. She had a knack of reaching out when he most needed it. Like tonight, for instance.


Orient wasn’t really clear about how Sybelle knew he was staying at the Chelsea Hotel. But he expected she’d explain over drinks and one of her sumptuous dinners.


When the cab stopped for its second red light in two blocks, Orient paid the driver and strolled leisurely to Madison Avenue. He browsed the sleek shop windows as he walked uptown, marveling at the sheer bulk of riches warehoused on the stretch of concrete between Sixty-first Street and the Whitney Museum. The men and women promenading on the avenue were also sleek and richly attired, making him aware of his own well-worn black jeans and scuffed leather jacket.


He didn’t mind the contrast, but a few of the opulent matrons seemed pained when they glanced at him in passing. Then again, Orient mused, it was quite possible their pained expressions were a permanent fixture, like bobbed noses and tummy tucks.


Orient was comforted by the knowledge that some things hadn’t changed in his absence. Sybelle still resided in an immodestly elegant town house off Seventy-fourth Street. The squat, red brick structure had been converted from a defunct fire station, allowing plenty of space for Sybelle’s esoteric lifestyle. The pale blue card above the brass bell read:


SYBELLE LEAN
Psychic Consultant
BY APPOINTMENT ONLY


 


He pressed the button and heard what sounded like wind chimes somewhere inside. Moments later the door swung open, and Orient saw the familiar mass of frizzy red hair framing Sybelle’s cherubic features. But their reunion fell far short of his expectations. Sybelle’s face was sickly white, and the dark circles around her green eyes overshadowed her wan attempt at a smile.


“Owen, darling, at last.” She gave him a hurried kiss. “I’m so happy you’re finally here. Come in, everyone is waiting.”


“Everyone?” Orient echoed as he followed her down the hall. “Is something wrong? You seem out of sorts.”


Sybelle paused. “Right on both counts. There is something wrong—and I feel like hell. Now come along, darling. Time is of the essence.”


“Who’s waiting for us?” Orient persisted, but she had already opened the door and was ushering him into the library.


As soon as he entered, a large, white-maned gentleman with a dour, bulldog expression lurched to his feet and extended his arms.


“Let’s get goin’, Owen,” he blared. “We missed you.”


Orient would have recognized the foghorn voice and shopworn greeting in the midst of a typhoon. Former U.S. Senator Andy Jacobs had been a family friend since childhood.


“Good to see you, Senator,” he said as they embraced. “It’s been too long.”


“Damned right. You’ve been out of circulation for a dog’s age, boy. You planning to stay?”


Orient was about to answer, then noticed the two men sitting quietly on the couch. Both were strangers, but he knew who they were instinctively.


Sybelle cleared her throat. “I, er, don’t believe you’ve met Mr. Westlake and Dr. Shandy.”


Both men stood at the same time. The older of the two, a barrel-chested man with a receding hairline and piercing gray eyes, extended his hand. “An honor to meet you at last, Doctor. Sybelle has been telling us some fascinating things about you.”


“No doubt she has,” Orient said, giving Sybelle a tight smile. “Now perhaps someone will explain why we’re all here.”


“Of course, Owen. Of course,” Andy Jacobs said gravely. “You see, Mr. Westlake and Dr. Shandy are with the Navy Department. Naval Intelligence, to be precise.”


Orient’s expression didn’t change, but he felt a perceptible rise in his pulse rate. He continued to stare at Sybelle, who wavered for a moment, then met his gaze squarely.


“They’re here at my invitation, Owen. And so is Andy. I thought the senator could serve as a sort of counsel, or mediator …”


“Counsel? Am I on trial here?”


“No, dear. I am,” she said wearily.


Something in her voice penetrated his confusion. For the first time he realized Sybelle desperately needed his help. “Perhaps I can explain …”


Orient turned in time to catch Westlake scowling threateningly at his associate. The younger man ignored him and resolutely went on. He had a tendency to squint, which, along with his Vandyke beard, gave him the air of an enthused diamond cutter examining a prize gem.


“I’m Dr. Ashton Shandy, scientific liaison for Project Earlybird, which Commander Westlake heads up. I’m also a great admirer of your research work.”


“Well, that explains everything.” Orient said curtly. He moved closer to Sybelle and took her hand. “What’s all this have to do with you?”


“It so happens Project Earlybird has to do with telepathy.”


Orient let her hand drop. “And you’re advising them.”


“Not her, Doctor,” Shandy interjected. “The subject in question was Lieutenant Craig Early. Ah … is Lieutenant Early,” he amended hastily, noting Sybelle’s stricken look.


“I taught Craig your technique,” she blurted out. She watched Orient’s face for a reaction. There was none.


But all of Orient’s senses were suddenly aware of the silent undercurrents circling the room. The tensions between Westlake and Shandy. Sybelle’s desperate fear. Shandy’s smug certainty. Westlake’s hostility. Only Andy Jacobs stood apart, like some gnarled oak tree at the edge of a whirlpool.


The senator regarded Orient glumly. “Give her a break, Owen. It’s not entirely her fault.”


“I’m afraid it is,” she murmured.


“Give me a break,” Westlake cut in. “We’re getting way off base. Human lives are at stake here.” He jabbed a finger at Orient. “Listen up, Doctor. We’ve got a crippled submarine with one hundred and forty-three men aboard, stranded somewhere between Florida and Cuba. And we need you to help locate it. In fact—ridiculous as it may sound—you’re the only chance those men have.”


Shandy’s back stiffened. “An accuracy rate of seventy-seven percent is hardly ridiculous.”


“Shove your percentages. All right, Dr. Orient, those are the facts. Right now the men on that sub have a forty-hour air supply. So whatever your decision, please make it fast. The Navy has better things to do than wet-nurse a goddamn séance.”


Orient studied him for a moment, weighing the possibilities. Some deep instinct harbored an intense distrust of the commander. He glanced at Andy, who shrugged mournfully.


“How can I refuse such a heartfelt appeal?” Orient said finally. “Of course I’ll do anything I can. For the men down there—not the almighty Navy. So, Commander, since the time is our common enemy, I suggest we get to it. First, I’ll need to have a brief conference with my colleagues. In private.”


Westlake seemed disappointed. “Please make sure it’s brief.”


“You and Dr. Shandy must be famished,” Sybelle fluttered, herding the two men toward the door. “Let me fix you a marvelous snack. Everything’s all prepared.” She glanced at Orient uncertainly. “I’ll be right back, darling.”


“Now, exactly what the hell is going on here, Andy?” Orient demanded as soon as they were alone.


The ex-senator jerked his head toward the door and put a finger to his lips. “Place may be bugged.”


“I’ve got nothing to hide. How about you?”


Andy Jacobs shook his head. “I cut a deal on your behalf, Owen. In return for your help in this matter, the Pentagon is willing to drop any outstanding criminal charges and curtail all surveillance at once. And oh, yes, I’ve also put paperwork through on the release of your complete file under the Freedom of Information—”


“Does the fact that I’ve committed no crime have any bearing on this marvelous deal?”


Andy managed a bleary-eyed smile. “None whatsoever, my boy. I know what you’ve been through and I’m proud of you. But it’s time to come home now. Time to forget and go on with your life … your work.”


Orient looked away. “Perhaps you’re right, Senator. Anyway, there’s no time to argue the point, is there? But I still don’t understand how you and Sybelle got involved with Naval Intelligence.”


“Well, you might say I got into this through the transom.”


“The fact is I called him,” Sybelle declared, striding into the room. “I was the one who got mixed up with Project Earlybird. And I was the one who betrayed your trust.”


“Listen, Owen, she’s—”


“Please, Andy, I have something very personal to discuss with Owen.”


His jowls bulged with indignation. “Great,” he muttered, stalking to the door. “I get to eat with the sharks while you two kiss and make up.”


Sybelle took a glass from the shelf above the bar. “When the intelligence people told me you were … available, I asked Andy to represent your legal interests. I hope I wasn’t too presumptuous.”


“Presumptuous,” Orient repeated. “You watch me burn my bridges and go underground for ten years to protect my work from the CIA. Then you turn around, break your vow of secrecy, and deliver me to the very people who have been trying to destroy me. And you write it off as presumption.”


“More like despair. You see, my partner in Project Earlybird—Lieutenant Craig Early—is my son.”


She tried to pour herself a brandy, but the glass slipped from her trembling fingers. “I know it was terribly wrong, Owen … but he’s down there …”


Orient slowly reached out and took the decanter from her hand. “I’ll do everything in my power to find him,” he said softly. “We can sort the rest out later. Right now we’ll need some place more secluded where we can get to work.”


Relief flooded her pale features. “Yes, of course. My studio. It’s already set up. I’ve been trying to … reach Craig on my own.”


Orient managed a tight smile. “Good. I can use your experience. I’m a bit rusty these days.”


The studio proved to be ideal for their purposes. Since Sybelle used the room to conduct her psychic readings, it was both comfortable and well-equipped. Among the amenities were various charts of the area where the Blowgun had been cruising.


“Actually, the first stage of our little experiment went quite well,” Sybelle explained, setting down in a black leather chair.


Orient gestured at the nautical charts littering the table in front of her. “Are these part of the project?”


“Yes.” She pointed to a chart marked with a red fluorescent pen. “We were using this one when they told me about the accident.”


“Are they certain there was an accident? Sometimes subs lose contact …”


“I know. When they dive too deep underwater. That was exactly the reason for Project Earlybird. To find alternate means to communicate …”


Sybelle took a deep breath and shook her head. “Anyway, the whole thing was simple, really. Like a little game.”


Orient fished a silver cigarette case from his pocket and extracted a hand-wrapped cigarette. “Tell me about it.”


“The Blowgun set a totally random course, complete radio silence. Every fifteen minutes for a six-hour period, Craig would transmit his position to me telepathically. They have some sort of tape device aboard that registers their position. Craig and I have the same charts. When I received his message I marked the position on my chart.” She slid an ashtray across the table. “Anyway, they said we did quite well the first day. Over seventy percent accuracy. I should have known something terrible was going to happen when they told me one of the crewmen had died.”


“Why didn’t the sub turn back to port?”


“They said the deceased was being shipped back home. Somewhere in the Caribbean, I think.”


Orient studied the burning tip of his cigarette. “Who’s ‘they’?”


“Ash Shandy. He was the original head of the project. Westlake stepped in after the accident.”


“There’s one thing I don’t understand. If the submarine was maintaining total silence, how do they know there was an accident?”


“Apparently the Blowgun managed to radio for help for almost three minutes before it … went dead. Oh God, Owen, I could feel it when it happened. My blood went cold.”


“Exactly where was the sub before they lost contact?”


She leaned across the table and pointed to a large red X marking the black swirls of a nautical chart. “Their last tape reading was eighteen hours before the accident. It put them right here—between Florida and Cuba.” She indicated another X, a short distance away. “This was my last telepathic reading, but it can’t be verified. West-lake has planes searching the area now.”


Orient stubbed out the cigarette and studied the chart. Its intricate lines were difficult for a layman to decipher. To complicate matters, they also had to consider charts of the surrounding waters. The Blowgun could be anywhere within a radius of one hundred miles. He looked at Sybelle. “Any luck with your recent efforts to contact Craig?”


“I don’t know. Since this happened … I can’t be sure.”


“What about the seventy percent?”


“I don’t follow.”


“You had a seventy percent accuracy rate, correct?”


“What about it?”


“Then you should know if you contacted your son or not. Relax and think back. It’s important.”


Sybelle made a visible effort to compose herself. After a few minutes she shook her head. “I thought I did once. But maybe I just wanted it very badly At any rate, whatever I sensed was awfully faint.”


“Do you have something in the house that belonged to Craig? An article of clothing, a toothbrush, anything he might have used?”


“Why, yes. He left some T-shirts in the guest room.”


“Please fetch one. The most worn.”


“Oh, Lord. That means running the gauntlet past Westlake and Shandy all over again. Westlake keeps insisting you allow them to observe.”


“Just as well,” Orient said, unbuttoning his shirt. “While you’re busy keeping them at bay, I’ll have time to warm up.”


When Sybelle left the room, Orient removed his shirt, shoes, and trousers, then knelt on the thick blue carpet. Limited by time, he focused totally on his spine as he went through an abbreviated set of stretching exercises designed to tune body and mind. As his concentration deepened, he began a four-count breathing pattern that pumped oxygen into the brain and sent pulses of electricity through his bloodstream.


Slowly, as if carefully banking a glider, he swung his concentration to the base of his skull and he felt the brain cells light up like runway flares. He took the silver case from his shirt pocket and placed it beside him on the floor. The case had been given to him by the master Ku when he had completed his studies in the Tibetan mountain retreat and was ready to resume his place in society. The curious mandala design etched on its face was the symbol of his destiny as a monk of the cities. It was his function to seed the telepathic technique among those few who qualified. It was also his duty to preserve its integrity at all costs, Orient reflected. He could only pray he wasn’t being


duped into betraying that sacred trust.


He picked up the nautical chart and spread it out on the floor. He had just lit a pair of candles when Sybelle returned with a stained, gray athletic shirt.


“I should have thought of this myself,” she said, easing down onto the rug. “Of course it will be easier to contact Craig by using something personal of his as a point d’appui. Thank God you came.”


She pulled her dark red smock over her head and tossed it aside. The black leotard she wore underneath attested to the Yoga regimen that kept her plump curves firmly toned. Without any preamble, she took a few moments to stretch out her limbs, then deftly slipped into a lotus position.


“Owen, I’m still worried about something,” she confided. “Even if we do manage to reach Craig—how will we pinpoint his location? I don’t really understand these charts, and there’s a distinct chance I may misinterpret any numbers or coordinates he sends.”


Orient fingered the pendant hanging from a thin gold chain around his neck. It was a shard of ice-blue crystal set in a black metal collar. “We can solve that problem by using the dowsing method. First stage, we contact Craig. Then we let him guide us directly to his position on the chart.”


Sybelle clutched Craig’s old shirt against her chest. “I pray to God you’re right.”


Orient took her hand. “We’ll give it our best, and more.”


He continued to hold her hand as they began the primary breathing pattern, focusing on the faint throb of her pulse. He cleared his mind of everything else, letting their pulse-beats merge into a single rhythm.


His senses embraced Sybelle’s aura, fusing with her tentative orbit. He mentally probed the vibration emanating from Craig’s shirt and felt a surge of momentum as Sybelle locked on her son’s energy. Their momentum gathered intensity as she swung out in search of the energy source. For a sickening instant they dropped through the void. And suddenly it was there.


A faint, oddly familiar vibration tugged at their orbit. Sybelle’s quick surge of emotion tilted their balance, but Orient managed to steady their teetering link with Craig.


Without waiting to test their fragile connection, he immediately projected an image of the nautical chart Sybelle had marked. At the same time, he removed the gold chain and held it in his outstretched hand, letting the pendant dangle over the chart.


The crystal shard hung motionless as they remained fixed on the tenuous thread of energy binding them in time. Then, very carefully, Orient shifted poles from active to passive.


As he tuned his senses back on himself, a flicker of tension leaped across the momentary vacuum, and the crystal pendant began to sway back and forth.




Chapter 3


Lieutenant Craig Early was having trouble keeping his nerves from coming unwrapped. The emergency generators were maintaining their life-support systems, but the radio was still malfunctioning. Although he knew the accident hadn’t been his fault, he couldn’t overlook the fact that the rescue team would have their accurate position if not for his damned telepathy experiment. What started as a game had become the Blowgun’s albatross.


A stillness had settled over the crippled submarine, and Early had the impression the crew was waiting for him to perform some sort of miracle. Having no other option but to keep trying, he stayed with the pre-agreed schedule. Every fifteen minutes he transmitted their position telepathically to his mother. Even before the accident blew out the missile room, Early found that the effort required to focus his concentration left him drained. But now, as he faced sure death, it took all his strength just to stay in the cramped compartment and stare at the chart.


So he felt a deep sense of relief when the timer signaled his shift had ended. Unfortunately, as soon as he stepped into the corridor he ran into Commander McGinn.


“Any progress?” McGinn growled.


“It’s hard to know, sir.”


“Well, keep trying.” McGinn started to move past, then paused. “You feeling well, Lieutenant?”


“Yes, sir. Why do you ask?”


“Because unless we’ve sprung another leak, you seem to be sweating bullets.”


Early looked down and saw that his shirt was drenched to the skin. “Guess it’s a little stuffy in there, sir.”


“I can imagine. Carry on.”


“Uh … sir?”


McGinn eyed him impatiently. “What is it, Early?”


“Sorry about the radio.”


“How do you mean?”


“If it hadn’t been silent so long, because of my experiment …” He let the sentence dangle, waiting for McGinn to come down on him.


Instead the commander shook his head and chuckled. “You know, Early, about a year before you came aboard, the Navy Department had us under radio silence for forty-three days to test a new air conditioner. Anyway, Sparks managed to send out a Mayday for almost three minutes before the radio went dead. The accident wasn’t your fault. And you can do more for us than air-conditioning. Bight now you’re our lifeline. Luckily we also managed to send up a disaster beacon. All you have to do is lead them to it.”


The exchange left Early feeling encouraged. McGinn’s little pep talk made a strange kind of sense. For the first time he actually believed his experiment had value. He thought about what McGinn had said while he toweled dry and changed his shirt.
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