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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.







AUTHOR’S NOTE


This book was born and chiefly written during the time when I lived in Las Vegas, 1999-2006. Of course, it is a work of fiction, and where the likenesses of real or fictional historical people appear in its pages, I present but shadows of those folk—no attempt at reflecting reality, but instead an attempt to show how perceptions of history and art overshadow the reality of what existed.


Much as the Las Vegas version of the world is a theme park, so this novel’s version of Las Vegas is a funhouse mirror reflecting and distorting even make-believe.


This is a book in large part about the history of Las Vegas, and Las Vegas is a city that relentlessly eats its own history. Because of that, One-Eyed Jack remains a period piece; I found it impossible to portray Sin City in a timeless fashion. It seemed more honest to anchor it in a specific moment in time. So in this book, it is eternally 2002 … except when it is 1964.


I had a difficult relationship with the city when I lived there: Vegas and I were not a comfortable fit. One-Eyed Jack is the pearl that grew around that irritation—an examination of the parts of Las Vegas that I could learn to love or value.


This book and its metafictional aspects owe their existence in large part to the often-pseudonymous ladies and occasionally gentlemen of the The Man from UNCLE and I, Spy fan communities, whose insight into fandom and how it processes transformative works greatly influenced my creative process. Thank you all; your generosity with your time and expertise is incredible.


It also could not have been written without the assistance of Kit Kindred and Dr. Michael Green, my sources for a great deal of Vegas lore and history. I also owe a debt of gratitude to Steven Brust, who generously shared his skill and insight with me when we both lived in Las Vegas. I would also like to thank Hannah Wolf Bowen, Kat Allen, Jaime Lee Moyer, Leah Bobet, Amanda Downum, Solomon Foster, Emma Bull, Sarah Monette, Jodi Meadows, Charles Finlay, Rae Carson, Chelsea Polk, and all the other critiquers and first readers whose names are lost to my failing memory—and the depths of failed hard drives.


The entire loosely conceived Promethean Age sequence of novels owes an enormous debt to Jennifer Jackson, my agent; to Michael Curry, her able assistant; and to Liz Scheier, the editor who first purchased Blood and Iron back in two thousand and mumble. The current volume was utterly graced to be edited by Paula Guran, whose suggestions much improved it, and I am indebted to her.


Well, that’s the book handled.


For support of the author, in addition to the above, I would also like to thank my mother, Karen Westerholm; Beth Coughlin; Stephen and Asha Shipman; Alisa Werst; Jeff MacDonald; Sheila Perry; and Heather Tebbs. And my brilliant and stubborn and startling Scott, who sustains me.




“You son-of-a-bitch, if you ain’t heeled, go and heel yourself.”


—John Henry Holliday to Ike Clanton, around 1:00 a.m.
in the morning, Wednesday, 26 October, 1881




One-Eyed Jack and the Suicide King.
Las Vegas, Summer, 2002.


It’s not a straight drop.


Rather, the Dam is a long sweeping plunge of winter-white concrete: a dress for a three-time Las Vegas bride without the gall to show up in French lace and seed pearls. If you face Arizona, Lake Mead spreads out blue and alien on your left hand, inside a bathtub ring of limestone and perchlorate drainage from wartime titanium plants. Unlikely as canals on Mars, all that azure water rimmed in red and black rock. The likeness to an alien landscape is redoubled by the Dam’s louvered concrete intake towers. At your back is the Hoover Dam visitor’s center, and on the lake side sit two art-deco angels, swordcut wings thirty feet tall piercing the desert sky, their big toes shiny with touches for luck.


That angled drop is on your right. À main droite. Downriver. To California. The same way all those phalanxes and legions of electrical towers march.


It’s not a straight drop. Hoover’s much wider at the base than at the apex, where a two-lane road runs, flanked by sidewalks. The cement in the Dam’s tunnel-riddled bowels won’t be cured for another hundred years, and they say it’ll take a glacier or a nuke to shift the structure. Its face is ragged with protruding rebar and unsmoothed edges, for all it looks fondant-frosted and insubstantial in an asphyxiating Mojave summer.


Stewart had gotten hung up on an upright pipe about forty feet down the rock face beside the Dam proper, and it hadn’t killed him. I could hear him screaming from where I stood, beside those New Deal angels. I winced, hoping he died before the rescue crews got to him.


Plexiglas along a portion of the walkway wall discourages jumpers and incautious children: it’s a laughable barrier. But then, so is Hoover itself—a fragile slice of mortal engineering between the oppressive rocks, more a symbol interrupting the flow of the sacred Colorado than any real, solid object.


Still. It holds the river back, don’t it?


Stewart screamed again—a high, twisting cry like a gutted dog. I leaned against the black diorite base of the left-hand angel, my feet inches from this inscription—2700 BC IN THE REIGN OF THE PHARAOH MENKAURE THE LAST GREAT PYRAMID WAS BROUGHT TO COMPLETION—and ignored the stare of a girl too hip to walk over and check out the carnage. She checked me out instead; I ignored her with all the cat-coolness I could muster, my right hand hooked on the tool loop of my leather cargo pants.


With my left one, I reached up to grasp the toe of the angel. Desert-cooked metal seared my fingers; I held on for as long as I could before sticking them in my mouth, and then reached up to grab on again, making my biceps ridge through the skin. Eeny, Meeny, Miney, Moe. Eyepatch and Doc Martens, diamond in my ear or not, the girl eventually got tired of me. I saw her turn away from the corner of my regular eye.


They were moving cars off the Dam to let emergency vehicles through, but the rescue chopper would have to come from Las Vegas. There wasn’t one closer. I checked my watch. Nobody was looking at me anymore, despite dyed matte-black hair, trendy goatee and the ink on the sunburned skin showing through my torn sleeveless shirt.


Which was the plan, after all.


I released the angel and strolled across the mosaic commemorating the dedication of the Dam. Brass and steel inlaid in terrazzo described moons and planets, stars: Alcyone, B Tauri and Mizar. Marked out among them were lines of inclination and paths of arc. The star map was left for future archaeologists to find if they wondered at the Dam’s provenance: a sort of “we were here, and this is what we made you” signature scrawled on the bottom of a glue-and-glitter card. A hundred and twenty miles north, we’re planning on leaving them another gift: a mountain full of spent nuclear fuel rods, and scribed on its surface a similar message, but that one’s meant to say “Don’t Touch.”


Some card.


The steel lines described the precession of equinoxes and define orbital periods. They marked out a series of curves and angles superimposed across the whole night sky and the entire history of civilized mankind, cutting and containing them as the Dam cuts and contains the river.


It creeped me out. What can I say?


THEY DIED TO MAKE THE DESERT BLOOM, an inscription read, across the compass rose and signs of the zodiac on my left, and near my feet, CAPELLA. And ON THIS 30TH DAY OF THE MONTH OF SEPTEMBER IN THE YEAR (INCARNATIONIS DOMINICAE ANNO MCMXXXV) 1935, FRANKLIN DELANO ROOSEVELT, 32ND PRESIDENT OF THESE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA DEDICATED TO THE SERVICE OF OUR PEOPLE THIS DAM, POWER PLANT, AND RESERVOIR. A little more than ten years before Bugsy Siegel gave us the Flamingo Hotel and the Las Vegas we know and love today, but an inextricable link in the same unholy chain nevertheless.


I try to be suitably grateful.


But Bugsy was from California.


I passed over or beside the words, never stopping, my ears full of Stewart’s screaming and the babble of conversation, the shouts of officers, the wail of sirens. And soon, very soon, the rattle of a helicopter’s rotors.


The area of terrazzo closest to the angels’ feet is called the Wheel of Time. It mentions the pyramids, and the birth of Christ, and the Dam. It ends in the year AD 14,000. The official Dam tour recommends you stay home that day.


Alongside these dates is another:


EARLY PART OF AD 2100


Slipped in among all the ancient significances, with a blank space before it and the obvious and precise intention that it someday be filled to match the rest.


Stewart screamed again. I glanced over my shoulder; security was still distracted. Pulling a cold chisel from my spacious pocket, I crouched on the stones and rested it against the top of the inscription. I produced a steel-headed mallet and measured it against the chisel’s butt. When I lifted the eyepatch off my otherwise eye, I saw the light saturating the stone shiver back from the point of my chisel like a prodded jellyfish. There was some power worked into it. A power I recognized, because I also saw its shimmer through my right eye where my left one saw only the skin of my own hand. The Dam, and me. Both something meant to look like something else.


Card tricks.


The lovely whistle-stop oasis called Las Vegas became a minor metropolis—by Nevada standards—in large part by serving gambling, whiskey, and whores to the New Deal workers who poured these concrete blocks. Workers housed in Boulder City weren’t permitted such recreations within town limits. On Friday nights they went looking for a place to spend the money they risked their lives earning all week. Then after a weekend in Sin City, they were back in harness seven hundred feet above the bottom of Black Canyon come Monday morning, nine a.m.


Ninety-six of them died on the Dam site. Close to three hundred more succumbed to silicosis and other diseases. There’s a legend some of them were entombed within the Dam, but that’s a lie.


It would never have been permitted. A body in the concrete means a weakness in the structure, and Hoover was made to last well past the date I was about to obliterate with a few well-placed blows. “Viva Las Vegas,” I muttered under my breath, and raised the hammer. And then Stewart stopped screaming, and a velvety female purr sounded in my ear. “Jack, Jack, Jackie.”


“Goddess.” I put the tools down and stood up, face inches from the face of the most beautiful woman in the world. “How did you know where to find me?”


She lowered tar-black lashes across cheeks like cream, pouting through her hair. The collar of her sleeveless blouse stood crisp-pressed, framing her face; I wondered how she managed it in one hundred-twenty degree heat. “I heard a rumor you meant to deface my Dam,” she said with a smile that bent lacquered lips in a mockery of Cupid’s little red bow. The too-cool teenager was staring at Goddess now, brow wrinkled as if she thought Goddess must be somebody famous and couldn’t quite place who. Goddess gets that reaction a lot.


I sighed. Contrived as she was, she was still lovelier than anything real life could manage. “You’re looking a little peaked these days, Goddess. Producers got you on a diet again? And it’s my Dam, honey. I’m Las Vegas. Your turf is down the river.”


Her eyes flashed. Literally. I cocked an ear over my shoulder, but still no screaming. Which—dammit—meant that Stewart was probably dead, and I was out of time.


“It’s not polite to ask a lady what she does to maintain her looks, darling. And I say Hoover belongs to L.A. You claim, what—ten percent of the power and water?” She took a couple of steps to the brass Great Seal of California there at the bottom of the terrazzo, immediately under the sheltering wings of a four-foot bas-relief eagle. California’s plaque was front and center among those indicating the seven states that could not live without the Colorado, and twice as big as the others. She tapped it with a toe. The message was clear.


I contented myself with admiring the way her throat tightened under a Tiffany necklace as I shrugged and booted my hammer aside. Out of my left eye, I saw her otherwise—a swirl of images and expectations, a casting-couch stain and a shattered dream streetwalking on Sunset Boulevard. “You still working by yourself, Goddess? Imagine it’s been lonely since your boyfriend died.”


Usually there are two or three of us to a city, though some places—New York, Paris—have more. And we can be killed, although something new comes along eventually to replace us. Unless the city dies too: then it’s all over.


Her partner had gotten himself shot up in an alleyway. Appropriate.


“I get by,” she answered, with a Bette Davis gesture.


I was supposed to go over and comfort her. Instead, I flipped my eyepatch down. Goddess makes me happy I don’t like girls. Even so, she’s still a damn hazard to navigation. “I was just leaving. We could stop at that little ice cream place in Boulder City for an avocado-baconburger.”


A surprised ripple of rutabaga-rutabagas ran through the crowd on the other sidewalk, and I heard officers shouting to each other. Stewart’s body must have vanished.


“Ugh,” Goddess said expressively, the corners of her mouth turning down under her makeup.


“True. You shouldn’t eat too much in a sitting; all that puking will ruin your teeth.” I managed to beat my retreat while she was still hacking around for a suitably acid response.


Traffic wasn’t moving across the Dam yet, but I’d had the foresight to park the dusty-but-new F150 in the lot on the Arizona side, so all I had to do was walk over and haul Stewart (by the elbow) away from the KLAS reporter to whom he was providing an incoherently homosexual man-on-the-spot reaction. He did that sort of thing a lot. Stewart was the Suicide King. I kissed him as I shoved him into the truck.


He pulled back and caught my eye. “Did it work?”


“Fuck, Stewart. I’m sorry.”


“Sure,” he said, leaning across to open the driver’s-side door. “You spend fifteen minutes impaled on a rusty chunk of steel and then I’ll tell you, ‘Sorry.’ What happened?”


“Goddess.”


He didn’t say anything after that: just blew silky blond hair out of eyes bluer than the desert sky and put his hand on my knee as we drove south through Arizona, down to Laughlin, and came over the river and back up through the desert wastes of Searchlight and CalNevAri. In silence. Going home.


We parked the truck in the Four Queens garage and went strolling past the courthouse. The childhood-summer drone of cicadas surrounded us as we walked past the drunks and the itinerant ministers. We strolled downtown arm in arm, toward the Fremont Street Experience, daring somebody to say something.


The Suicide King and I. Wildcards, but only sometimes. In a city with streets named for Darth Vader and for Seattle Slew, we were the unseen princes. I said as much to Stewart.


“Or unseen queens,” he joked, tugging me under the arch of lights roofing Fremont Street. “What happened back there?”


Music and cool air drifted out the open doorways of casinos, along with the irresistible chime of the slot machines that are driving out the table games. I saw the lure of their siren song in the glassy eyes of the gamblers shuffling past us. “Something must have called her. I was just going to deface a national landmark. Nothing special.”


Someone jostled my arm on my otherwise side, blind with the eyepatch down. I turned my head, expecting a sneering curse, but he smiled from under a floppy moustache and a floppier hat, and disappeared into Binion’s Horseshoe. I could pick the poker players out of the herd: they didn’t look anaesthetized. That one wasn’t a slot zombie. There might be life in my city yet.


Stewart grunted, cleaning his fingernails with a pocketknife that wasn’t street-legal by anyone’s standards. Sweat marked half-moons on his red-striped shirt, armholes and collar. “And Goddess showed up. All the way from the City of Angels.”


“Hollywood and Vine.”


“What did she want?”


“The bitch said it was her fucking Dam.” I turned my head to watch another zombie pass. A local. Tourists mostly stay down on the Strip these days, with its Hollywood assortment of two-dimensional mockeries of exotic places. Go to Las Vegas and never see it.


I’m waiting for the Las Vegas-themed casino: somewhere between Paris, Egypt, Venice, and the African coast. Right in the middle of the Strip.


This isn’t the city that gave Stewart and me birth. But this is the city we are now.


“Is it?”


“I don’t know. Hoover should be ours by rights. But I’m convinced that empty date forges a link between Vegas and L.A.”


He let go of my arm and wandered over to one of the antique neon signs. Antique by Vegas standards, anyway. “You ever think of all those old towns under the lake, Jack? The ones they evacuated when the reservoir started to fill?”


I nodded, although he wasn’t looking and I knew he couldn’t hear my head rattle, and I followed him through the neon museum. I think a lot about those towns, actually. Towns like Saint Thomas, where I spent a few very happy years around the turn of the century, before Laura and my old man died. Those towns, and the Anasazi, who carved their names and legends on wind-etched red rocks within the glow of my lights and then vanished without a whisper, as if blown off the world by that selfsame wind. And Rhyolite, near Beatty, where they’re building the nuke dump: it was the biggest city in Nevada in 1900--and in 1907 it was gone. I think about the Upshot Knothole Project: these downtown hotels are the older ones, built to withstand the tremors from the above-ground nuclear blasts. And I think too of all the casinos that thrived in their day, and then accordioned into dust and tidy rubble when the men with the dynamite came.


Nevada has a way of eating things up. Swallowing them without a trace.


Except the Dam, with that cry etched on its surface. And a date that hasn’t happened yet. Remember. Remember. Remember me.


Stewart gazed upward, his eyes trained on Vegas Vic: the famous neon cowboy who used to wave a greeting to visitors cruising into town in fin-tailed Cadillacs—relegated now to headliner status in the Neon Museum. He doesn’t wave anymore: his hand stays upraised stiffly. I lifted mine in a like salute. “Howdy,” I replied.


Stewart giggled. “At least they didn’t blow him up.”


“No,” I said, looking down. “They blew the fuck out of Bugsy, though.”


Bugsy Siegel was a California gangster who thought maybe halfway up the Los Angeles highway, where it crossed the Phoenix road, might be a good place for a joint designed to convert dirty money into clean. It so happened that there was already a little town with a light-skirt history huddled there, under the shade of tree-lined streets. A town with mild winters and abundant water. Las Vegas means the meadows in Spanish. In the middle of the harsh Mojave, the desert bloomed.


And there’s always been magic at a crossroads. It’s where you go to sell your soul.


I shifted my eyepatch to get a look otherwise. Vic shimmered, a twist of expectation, disappointment, conditioned response. My right eye showed me the slot-machine zombies as a shuffling darkness, Stewart a blinding white light, a sword-wielding specter. A demon of chance. The Suicide King, avatar of take-your-own-life Las Vegas with its record-holding rates of depression, violence, failure, homelessness, DUI. The Suicide King, who cannot ever die by his own hand.


“I can see why she feels at home here,” Stewart said to Vic’s neon feet.


“Vic’s a he, Stewart. Unless that was a queer boy ‘she,’ in which case I will send the ghosts of campiness—past present and future—to haunt your bed.”


“She. Goddess. She seems at home here.”


“I don’t want her at home in my city,” I snapped as if it cramped my tongue. It felt petty. And good. “The bitch has her own city. And sucks enough fucking water out of my river.”


He looked at me shyly through a fall of blond bangs. I thought about kissing him, and snorted instead. He grinned. “Vegas is nothing but a big fucking stage set wrapped around a series of strip malls, anymore. What could be more Hollywood?”


I lit a cigarette, because everybody still smokes in Vegas—as if to make up for California—and took a deep, acrid drag. When I blew smoke back out it tickled my nostrils. “I think that empty inscription is what locks us to L.A.”


Stewart laced his arm through mine again. “Maybe we’ll get lucky and it will turn out to be the schedule for The Big One.”


I pictured L.A. tumbling into the ocean, Goddess and all, and grinned back. “I was hoping to get that a little sooner. So what say we go back to the Dam tonight and give it another try?”




The Russian and the American.
Somewhere on the Island of Manhattan, 1964.


A tap on the Russian’s door: one he wasn’t expecting but recognized. He lifted his head, checked the gas on the stove to be sure the noodles wouldn’t boil over, and walked around the breakfast bar to the peephole. Shadows in the crack above the threshold told him one individual waited beyond; he checked the peephole out of habit and he threw both locks open, palming his pistol anyway before he slipped the chain.


Oh, he knew that look. The tilt of the head, the hopeful pout. The scent of expensive cologne and the fresh haircut and shave. The American’s date had stood him up, and he had decided an evening with his partner was preferable to a Friday night alone. His words confirmed the Russian’s suspicions.


“Can I buy you dinner, my friend?”


“I am cooking,” the Russian answered, slipping his pistol back into his shoulder holster. “Your date stood you up.”


“Am I so obvious?” The American slunk into the living room like a lean, self-satisfied cat, wrinkling his nose at the scents of charcoal and boiling pasta. “It’s burning,” he said mildly, turning to throw both locks and set the chain.


“No,” the Russian answered, going back to the pasta and picking up a wooden spoon. “That’s the charcoal.”


“You’re grilling in the living room, perhaps?”


The pasta had cooked. He drained it, clouds of steam wreathing his face and his broad scarred hands as he shook the colander. “Are you staying for dinner?”


“Not if it’s, er, charcoal—”


“It is casserole,” the Russian answered, and set about opening cans—cream of mushroom soup, tuna fish, green peas—while the American winced and turned away, picking a box off the counter.


“Kraft Macaroni? Partner.”


The Russian’s mouth quirked at the disappointment in his partner’s voice. He didn’t turn, but kept one ear tuned as the American poked about his living room. “Clear off the coffee table,” the Russian said. “There is clutter all over the dining room. We’ll have to eat in the living room.” He’d turned the stereo off and the evening news on before he started to cook, and the muted tones of Walter Cronkite underlaid everything he and the American said.


“Are you sure I can’t buy you dinner?”


“And let this go to waste?” He scooped canned goods into the emptied pot, added a double handful of grated cheese, fresh chopped parsley, garlic salt, pepper, and dried oregano, and dumped the cooked macaroni elbows back on top along with the contents of the faux cheese package. Stir well.


He couldn’t see the American’s shudder, but he could visualize it. “Mad Russian. Is there nothing you won’t eat?”


Ah, my friend. If only you knew. The American was remarkably worldly, for an American. But every so often the Russian was reminded of his friend’s nationality, usually with regard to some squeamishness or naiveté. “I prefer tuna fish to rats,” the Russian admitted, turning the flame down to low and covering the pot, knowing without looking that the American had glanced over his shoulder, considered the Russian’s impassive back, and decided the Russian was joking.


“Everything you own is black, or white.” An idle comment, following the sound of shifting clutter.


“Is it?” The Russian measured loose tea, but not yet into the pot. The British knew how to do some things properly, and tea was one of them. Of course, when it came to tea—chai—Mother Russia had advantages of her own.


“Are you sure I should be smelling something burning?”


“Absolutely,” the Russian said, and carried pot and tea around the breakfast bar and toward the darkened niche that served him as a dining area. “My friend, would you get the lights in the ‘dining room,’ please?”


The American hit the dimmer switch without looking. And then turned at the sound of water running from an unexpected direction. Hiding a smile, the Russian watched the American’s reflection in the darkened window; his eyes widened at the ‘clutter’ dominating the Russian’s serviceable Formica table.


“Good lord,” the American said with sudden reverence, as the Russian warmed the teapot and emptied the steaming water back into the top of the ancient, gilt-brass, red-enameled samovar that dominated the room. “Where did you get that?”


The Russian bit his lip to stop the laughter. “Greenwich Village, of course.”


“Of course.”


His partner strolled over as the Russian added the tea to the teapot and filled it again, setting it to steep. The American’s lips were twitching. “It must be two hundred years old. How long were you going to wait to show me this?”


“I had thought,” the Russian said, catching the American’s wrist a moment before he could brush his fingers over the crimson enamel, “that I would give it to you when I returned home. Be careful. That’s hot.”


“Go—home? You haven’t been recalled—”


The Russian didn’t miss how the American’s face paled when he said ‘go home,’ and it warmed his heart the way standing close to the charcoal brazier under the samovar did. “No,” he said. “But if I am, I could hardly bring that back with me. Would you like some tea?”


“Very much,” the American said, stepping away, although the American did not like tea.


The Russian fetched glasses. Two of them, ruby glass in gilt holders that matched the samovar. He shouldn’t have bought it, of course. But he hadn’t been able to resist. And it wasn’t as if an agent whose housing was provided had all that much to spend money on, unless he was a clotheshorse. Like the American. “Sugar?”


“If I’m going to do it I should do it right, nyet?”


The Russian set the sugar bowl on the coffee table and filled the glasses with tea while the American turned off the gas and spooned their yellowish-beige dinner into a pair of unremarkable bowls.


“Spoon or fork?”


“Fork, please.” He took a lump of sugar for himself and sat on the floor beside the coffee table.


“It’s very red,” the American said, settling down kitty-corner to the Russian and bending forward to examine the glass. He did not lift his fork, but reached for the sugar instead. The Russian stopped him a moment before he dropped the lumps into his glass.


“This is Russian tea,” he said. “You put the sugar between your teeth.”


“Rot your teeth doing that.”


“A good communist will be provided teeth by the state as needed—”


“—stainless steel ones—”


“—bah. See? Like so.”


Dubiously, the American followed his example, managing to sip his tea through the sugar without choking, much to the Russian’s surprise. More surprising still, he smiled. “It’s good.”


“It’s like home,” the Russian answered. “Except not.” He shrugged and picked up his fork. They did not speak again until they had finished eating.


“This is better than it looks,” the American said grudgingly, setting his fork down and picking up his tea.


“Peasant cooking American style.” But said without defensiveness, for once. The Russian leaned against the sofa. The tea had cooled enough to hold the glass between his hands instead of by the handle.


The American nudged his ankle with a foot. The American had always to touch people; he was also very European in that. Perhaps another reason the Russian felt comfortable with him. “Are you thinking about going home?”


I’ve really unsettled him. The realization delighted the Russian. “No,” he answered. He stared into his glass, and leaned forward to fetch himself another lump of sugar. The American handed it to him without looking, knowing what he needed before he knew it himself. “The glasses are very red,” the Russian said. He looked through the glass at the American, and then lowered it to take a sip. “You know, in Russia, red—krasny—also means beautiful. It is a very patriotic color, red. It reminds me of the Motherland.”


The American looked up at him and grinned and shook his head, obviously not understanding the conversation. Which was acceptable. He was only an American, after all.


The Russian took the dishes into the kitchen when they finished their tea. He poured vodka into two glasses and brought one to the American, turned off the television, found an LP of Monk’s Dream, and laid it on the turntable. Vigorous, intricate music: perhaps a little too intricate to support conversation, but the Russian did not think that tonight was a night for dreamy, drifting jazz.


He turned the lights up before he settled on the sofa, glass cupped in broad fingers, one knee drawn up. “Would you like to play chess?”


The American held his own glass between the flats of his palms and smiled. “Actually,” he said, “you benefit by more than a dinner companion tonight. I am the proud possessor of a pair of tickets to Fiddler on the Roof.”


“Fiddler on the Roof?” The Russian couldn’t stop the corners of his lips from curving this time.


“At the Imperial Theatre,” the American said triumphantly. “On Broadway.”


“I know where the Imperial Theatre is.”


The American grimaced as he tasted his drink. “Go get your dinner jacket on.”


They walked shoulder to shoulder through the weekending crowds, two handsome men, incongruous on foot in their mirror-bright shoes and velvety bowties. The American grinned at the women who turned to examine them more closely; the Russian pretended ignorance, but that smile wouldn’t stop playing at the corner of his mouth. He laughed at the musical more than he had expected, and found the Rabbi’s blessing for the Tsar particularly quotable, even as they left the theatre. “I don’t suppose that will work on, say, some of our opposite numbers, do you think?”


“May God bless and keep all counter-agents—far away from me?” The American held the door for the Russian, chuckling low in his throat. “I’m not ready to go home yet. I don’t suppose you’re hungry.”


“I’m always hungry,” the Russian answered. “Make me a match with a gyro, and we’ll talk.”


“I don’t suppose you know an all-night Greek deli?”


The Russian grinned. “Of course I do.”


“I do not believe there was a conspiracy,” the Russian said later, cupping a piece of lamb-stuffed flatbread in one hand, considering it more than he was eating it. He kept half his attention over the American’s shoulder, and knew his partner was performing the same office for him. “I think Oswald acted alone.”


The American laughed, swirling the dregs in his coffee cup. “Come on,” he said. “The KGB made you say that—”


“No, no. You see, I met Oswald.”


The American blinked. The Russian found it gratifying. “Met—” His voice trailed off. He tried again. “You met Lee Harvey Oswald?”


“In Moscow in 1962, when he planned to defect.” The Russian shrugged. “He was unimportant. I was one of the officers assigned, because of my English. We spent a fair amount of time together.” He took a bite of his sandwich, cucumber squeaking between his teeth, and chewed contentedly. “He was deemed … unsuitable for use.”


The American had that look again, the half-curious, half uncomfortable one he got whenever something reminded him that there had been a Russian before there was a partnership. Before there was the Russian and the American, inseparable. “Unsuitable. Really.”


The Russian grinned, and let the hand that wasn’t folded around the gyro describe a lazy circle by his temple. “You have no idea. They sent him to Minsk, so he’d be out of the way. He tried to kill himself, because the KGB wasn’t paying him enough attention. Is that insane enough for you?”


“It does indicate a certain, ah, lack of the self-preservation instinct.” Pause, chewing. “Still, do you think he could have made that shot?”


The Russian shrugged and finished his gyro, licking his fingers for the last bit of sauce. “I could have.” He enjoyed his partner’s slow, thoughtful blink. “Come on,” he said, standing. “I’ll walk you home.”


The American stood too, dropping money on the table. The Russian took his elbow to steer him out of the restaurant. “Walk me home?” Their eyes met. The American smiled, suppressed cleverness dancing in his hazel eyes. The Russian blinked and almost let go of his arm. Oh, clever Russian. This time you outsmarted yourself.


“There wasn’t any date, was there?”


“Not one that stood me up, no.”


“Oh.” The Russian chewed that over for a little while as they walked homeward. This time, he did let his hand fall. He stole a quick glance sideways. The American’s untied bowtie flopped lightly in the breeze. “If you wanted to spend the evening with me,” he said, shrugging, “you only had to ask. Save the elaborate charades for those who are not—”


“My partner?”


“I was going to say—your friend—” The Russian looked up before they paused at the street corner. Force of habit; the American scanned the left half of the arc and the Russian scanned the right. Something glittered, halfway up the side of a brownstone, in a window that was both dark and open. The Russian’s heart kicked hard in his chest—“Duck!”


He lunged against his partner’s side, knocking the American sideways, trusting his partner to anticipate his action and to break their fall. Something sharp stung the forearm that the Russian threw up in front of his eyes; stung, not burned. He heard the ricochet whine and strike metal, and a split second later the flat report of the gunshot, followed first by silence and then shouts and running feet as the few remaining pedestrians caught on and vacated the scene. No silencer, of course. He wouldn’t want to sacrifice accuracy—


They hit hard and rolled, the Russian lunging into a crouch, the cool crosshatched grip of his modified Walther P-38 heavy in his hand before he was even quite steady on his feet. The American sprawled in the gutter, using the curb for cover, his own automatic readied as well.


“Did you see him?”


“Window,” the Russian hissed, crouched behind a blue steel postal box. He jerked his head, pointing with his eyes, ignoring the thin, warm trickle of blood across his hand. The sleeve of his dinner jacket was shredded. Concrete was chipped from the lamppost base; the fresh gouge shone in the streetlight. “Any bystanders hurt? Any down?”


“I don’t see any,” the American answered. “I caught a glimpse of him hightailing up the fire escape when you took me down. He was aiming for you.”


The Russian nodded, adrenaline like a blow to the throat. Feeling his partner beside him like a paired identity, left hand and right, two bodies but one animal. As if he knew what the American would say, how he would move before he did it. “He missed.”


The American lifted his head from the gutter and glared at the bullet gouge, his luminous amber eyes narrowed as if it had done him a personal offense. He pushed himself to his knees under the cover of a Cadillac, sparing a moment of rue for the state of his dinner jacket before he settled into a runner’s crouch. “You moved. That would have drilled your head. Think Oswald could have made that shot?”


“I could have,” the Russian growled. “You didn’t return fire?”


“With a handgun?”


“Good point. He’ll be across the rooftop by now. Let’s move. Go on go—”


“Go!”


He didn’t wait; the American would be right behind him. He ran for the brownstone, scurrying crooked as a rat, and prayed the one with his name on it wasn’t already in the air, moving faster than the sound of its own firing. He flattened himself against the wall—small overhang, smell of pavement and soot.


“You’re hit,” the American said, slapping stone beside him.


“A scratch.”


“You lying?”


“Not this time. You said you caught a glimpse—”


“Tall,” the American said. “Three, four inches on me, maybe—” the American was five-foot-ten, and the Russian knew he would have measured the opposition against the flights of the fire escape. “Slender. Cat blacks, dark hair, not so well-groomed as some.” He patted his own forelock by way of example. “Nasty scar on the right cheek,” the American continued as the Russian turned, brows rising, eyes intentionally cold. “A mean-looking scowl. Gray eyes, bit of a squint—”


“I recognize the description, but I must say, your eyesight is certainly acute—”


“I’m not the one too vain to wear his glasses except for reading.”


“I’m farsighted,” the Russian answered, holstering his gun as a few over-bold civilians began to emerge from doorways and under cars. “You noticed all this from several hundred yards, at night, my friend?”


“No.” The American pressed his own pistol into the swing of his dinner jacket rather than put it away. “He’s hard to misidentify. Even from a distance. But the question remains.”


“Yes, my clever American?”


“What would an MI-6 assassin be doing gunning for a couple of lowly international law enforcement types on our side of the puddle, partner mine?”


The Russian swallowed, and raked both hands through his own bright hair. “Well,” he said, as dryly as he could manage, “we know he has a taste for shooting smart Russians, neh?”




The Assassin on the Run.
New York City, 1964.


He couldn’t remember the last time he’d missed, and now he’d done it twice in a row.


There was a reason for it, of course. He reminded himself of that as he scrambled up the fire escape—but reasons were not excuses, and his failure to kill both the English widow and the Russian secret agent would complicate matters, later.


Still, he hadn’t expected them to be so hard to kill. Certainly not as hard to kill as he was.


Apparently he’d been wrong, and there was enough of their legends left to afford them a certain amount of protection. Plot immunity; the hazard of taking on a hero the world hadn’t quite forgotten. At least it worked in his favor as well.


Which meant he would have to get closer, next time. But for the nonce, it meant he needed to lose them, because he had an appointment in Las Vegas, thirty-six years from now.




Tribute and the Witch Sycorax.
San Diego, Summer, 2002.


Sycorax smiled at me through the mantilla shadowing her eyes, eyes untouched by that smile. She lolled against a wrought-iron railing, one narrow hip thrust out, dyed red hair tumbling out of the black spider web of her shawl, looking like a Mac Rebenak song come to life.


The dead quickly grow thin.


She licked her lips with a long pale tongue and even the semblance of amusement fell away. “You’re white, Tribute. No coup tonight?”


“Nothing appealed.” Tribute wasn’t my real name any more than Sycorax was hers.


She leaned into me, pressed a hand to my throat. Her flesh lay like ice against the chill of my skin. “I told you to hunt.”


“I hunted.” Backing away, red nails trailing down my chest. I hunted. Hunted and returned empty-handed. It’s as much how you hear the orders as how they’re given.


“If you wasn’t a coward,” Jesse said in my ear, “you’d do a bit more than not followin’ orders. Even if you couldn’t take her out, you’d take yourself out of the picture.”


Suicide is a sin, I told the ghost of my conscience.


He snorted. Sycorax couldn’t hear him, of course. “So’s murder. And eatin’ people.”


She followed close on my steps, driving me before her. Ragged chiffon clung and drifted around her calves; she reached up to lace china fingers in the fine hairs at the nape of my neck. Her face against my throat was waxen: too long unfed. “You weaken me on purpose, Tribute. Give me what you have.”


“Pansy,” Jesse said.


Jesse, go away.


I still had the force of will to make him listen, as Sycorax pressed close. He went, growling. Somewhere down the alley, glass shattered. He was in a mood.


She needed me, needed me to feed. Old as she was, she had to have the blood more often and she couldn’t take it straight from a human anymore. She needed someone like me to purge the little taints and poisons from it first—and even then, I had to be careful what I brought home. So sensitive, the old.


She caught at my collar, pulled it open with fumbling hands. I leaned down to her—chattel, blood of her blood, no more able to resist her will than her own right hand, commanded to protect and feed her. At least this time, I knew what sort of predator I served, although I had less choice about it.


I figured things out too late, again.


Sycorax curled cold lips back from fangs like a row of perfect icicles. Her jaw distended, unhinged like a snake’s, and she sank her teeth into my flaccid vein and tried to drink. All that pain and desire spiked through me—every time like the first time—and on its heels hollowness. Sycorax hissed, drew back. She turned her head and spat transparent fluid on the cobbles. I smiled, spreading my hands like Jesus on a hilltop, still backing slowly away. I had made very sure that I had nothing to feed her.


Petty, I know. And she’d make me pay for it before dawn.


Down the narrow lane, a club’s red door swung open and I turned with a predator’s eye, attracted to the movement. Spill of light cut like a slice of cake, booted feet crunching on glittering glass. Girls. Laughing, young, drunk. I remembered what that felt like.


I raked a hand through my forelock and looked away, making the mistake of catching Sycorax’s china-blue eye.


“Those,” she said, jerking her chin.


I shook my head. “Too easy, baby. Let me get you something more challenging.” I used to have an accent—down home Mississippi. Faded by the years, just like everything else I worked so hard to lose, thank you very much. I suspected I sounded pan-European now, like Sycorax. Her lips, painted pale to match china white skin, curled into a sulk.
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