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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.


      




“Thus it has pleased Allah (may His Name be praised forever and ever) to give all things in and beyond the realms of earth a number, from the beginning of all things to the end of all things, in all dimensions of things; and whosoever commands the number also commands the thing that owns it, be it benefic or malignant … and by the number is the thing which owns it summoned, from the least to the greatest of all things.”


Dabir Ibn Jamil, mathematician


(Fl. A.D. 940-955)




August 19, Baltimore, Maryland


Convenience be damned, thought Marianne Jenkins as she searched through the instruction booklet for the right combination of numbers to program her microwave oven. No wonder the thing was a bargain, given its impossible-to-remember programming.


“All right,” she said to the appliances in her kitchen as she opened the instruction book for her oven. “This time I’m going to get it right.” She switched the toggle to Delay and then read down the page. First there had to be the five-hour delay. That much was easy. Then there was a thawing sequence—she punched in the numbers for that—and after that, the cooking.


Outside there were shrieks on the street as a wedge of eight- and nine-year-old children raced down the block.


Marianne glanced toward the window and listened for Tony’s voice, but if he was part of the group, she could not hear him clearly; the hum of the air conditioning was too loud for that. She sighed and went back to her microwave oven. Her parents were coming to dinner and she wanted it to be right, to prove to them that she could handle her part-time job and her marriage without either suffering. She consulted the page once more and continued to punch buttons.


All that was left to do now was to program the last warm-up sequence. She checked the page for a third time and then put her fingers on the keys.


A sudden, acrid scent of charring filled the kitchen.


“What the hell …?” Marianne demanded, her patience exhausted. She reached for the cord to unplug the oven, but never touched it.


Consuming as a volcanic eruption, flames filled the kitchen, turning the tile countertops to slag and engulfing most of the apartment before a jerking, scarecrow figure that had been Marianne Jenkins collapsed to the molten linoleum.


In less than ten minutes, half of the apartment building was burning.


August 24, Phoenix, Arizona


It always came easier when he was stoned. Gary Winters crooned along with his keyboard, hearing the lovely, lovely notes blast out through his four enormous speakers. He had the first half of the melody, a nice, plaintive thing that would put him back at the top of the charts where he was two years ago. His hand-rolled cigarette gave off bitter smoke, and he paused to take another hit before working out the rest of the tune.


He leaned back, bringing the electronic keyboard from his knees to his lap. It was coming so easy now, one note right after the other, every single one of them right. He’d call Mike as soon as he was done and play it for him, so that they could get to work on lyrics. Just like old times. He liked the pattern that was building—short, double-short, long, double-long—as much as the melody.


The joint was still in his fingers when the speakers exploded as fire engulfed Gary Winters and most of his house.


September 1, Chicago, Illinois


Although the Labor Day holiday was just over twenty-four hours old, the casualties had been coming into the emergency room in an ever-increasing stream; this year threatened to break all records. Pete Washington and Gloria Symons already had more than their hands full processing the claims through the huge, new billing computer that took up a good portion of the basement, across the hall from Pathology.


“There’s two more drownings and bums from a runaway barbecue fire,” Gloria said as she looked over the paperwork that the harassed clerks had rushed to them.


“How many of them have insurance, do you know?” Pete asked. Outdoors, Chicago was a humid ninety-six degrees, but here both of the programmers wore light sweaters under their lab coats; it was sixty-three. “Computers and corpses do better in cold,” the chief administrator had quipped when the installation was complete.


“Most of them do. There’s also half a dozen more cases of that stomach flu. I suppose we’d better notify Atlanta. I’ll flag the charts going in.” Gloria reached for a cigarette but stopped herself in time.


“How many days is it now?” asked Pete as he started to work out the codes. He was not yet used to the new system.


“Twenty-four and nary a cigarette. I’ve gained five pounds.”


She patted her lean hips. “And who wants to jog in this weather? Besides, there’s as much crap in the air as there is in cigarettes.”


“So join a gym,” suggested Pete.


Gloria was tired enough to be grouchy. “Fine thing for you to say—you play basketball three times a week and you’re skinny as a pencil.”


“Uh-huh,” said Pete. “What’s the code for noncontagious and noninfectious diseases?”


“Nine-forty-three, I think,” said Gloria, reaching for their manual. “Yeah,” she confirmed. “Nine-forty-three. Which case is that?”


“Crohn’s disease,” said Pete with sympathy.


“You tack another three onto the list. Christ, all these numbers! I tell you, one of these days, I’m going to the deli and ask for a six-six-two with nine-seven-four and a fifty-one to go.” She sorted through the stack. “Here’re a couple more you can add to the current run. The first is a two-three-one.”


“Poor kid,” said Pete. “That’s anaphylactic shock, isn’t it? And a pediatric admit?”


“Right. Bee stings, I’d bet. The last is an eight-nine-eight. The cops must have brought that one in.”


“Gotcha,” said Pete, typing carefully and watching the monitor screen to be sure he had the order right.


“What’s that?” Gloria asked as the room began to smoke.


Her question was never answered; the entire basement was filled with an expanding fireball that roared and ravaged through most of the hospital before it was brought under control by almost a third of the city’s available fire fighters and their equipment.




PART I




September 5, near San Jose, California


Traffic had slowed almost to a stop on Highway 17. To the commuters bound for home in Felton, Scott’s Valley, Santa Cruz and Cabrillo this problem—overheating engines and tempers in the afternoon crawl—was familiar enough to be infuriating.


Carter Milne shifted down to first gear and adjusted her sunglasses, resigned to inching forward for the next ten miles. She had a low-grade headache, but it had little to do with the delay. Ever since her boss, Jeremiah Patterson, had dumped the Murchison Hospital fire on her desk that morning, she had been caught up in an ill-defined but persistent dread.


“Look, Carter, the fire department thinks that it might be sabotage, and that makes it our business,” he had said when she asked what the fire had to do with Patterson Security Systems.


She had spent three hours going over the file, and could find nothing in the preliminary material to justify sabotage as a cause. The trouble was that there was nothing to rule it out, either. She honked at a shiny Mercedes that prodded in ahead of her. What worried her was the report that had come in at 3:48 that the Coglin Optics factory near Fort Worth had caught fire, and the profile—sudden and almost total “involvement in flame”—was the same as the Murchison Hospital fire.


In the next hour, as the snake of cars wound over the summit and down toward the northern end of the glistening crescent of Monterey Bay, Carter reviewed all that she had read that day, looking for similarities and dissimilarities. When she finally reached the turnoff for Highway 1, she had done nothing more than escalate her headache.


At her house in Aptos she noticed that Greg’s car was not in the driveway. No lights shone in the house, and she could hear Winslow, their four-year-old Chow, whining at the back door.


“Just a minute, fella,” she called out as she locked the Mazda’s door. Automatically she tucked her brief portfolio under her arm and paused at the mailbox to see what was there. It was empty; she assumed that Greg had been home earlier.


And the house was empty. The Macintosh in the alcove off the living room was where she looked first, since it was Greg’s habit to leave her notes on the computer.




Hi, hon, it said as she turned it on. I’m taking off a day early for Reno. Stanton is coming with me, so I can’t lose. If nothing else happens, I’ll clean him out. Be back late on Sunday. I’ll call you if I change my plans. Have a good weekend.


   Love and kisses, Peanut.


   Greg





She sighed as she filed the note in the electronic innards. Peanut. The old nickname used to please her, and seemed amusing. Now, she thought it was inappropriate. It wasn’t as if they were still grad students. As she let Winslow into the house, she had to hold back vexed tears. Why did Greg insist on living this way? There was no point in crying, she told herself. Greg was the way he was, and that was all there was to it.


“Here, fella,” she called to Winslow, patting his black ruff. She had filled his bowl with food and now stood back to watch him eat. As the dog started to gulp down his food, she heard two plaintive feline voices; Pyotr and Modeste, her Russian Blues, were waiting anxiously at the back door. She went to let them in, glad to be of use to someone, even if it was only a pet. “Come on, guys,” she said as they raced into the kitchen. “Suppertime.”


When the pets were fed, Carter turned her attention to something to eat for herself. Nothing really interested her, and she could not bring herself to get into the car and drive a mile or two to a restaurant. Finally she took out a cup of yogurt and made a supper of it, talking to her cats to keep the illusion of company.


A little later she wandered into the living room and turned on the TV, catching part of a baseball game. Who was playing whom did not matter, since she ignored it while she read through the reports in her brief portfolio until the game was over and Simon and Simon came on. She set her work aside and watched Jameson Parker and Gerald McRaney romp through a lighthearted adventure, her worries momentarily upstaged by the entertainment.


At ten she put the dog and cats out and went to take a bath, the TV set still on but the sound turned way down. The flicker of the screen and the occasional buzz of dialogue was oddly comforting, taking some of the loneliness out of the evening. She lay back in the tub, indulging in honeysuckle-scented bubble bath, and did her best to unwind. She had almost succeeded when the spot-announcement of news caught her attention.


There was a brief follow-up about a bank fire in Santa Fe that the reporter implied was a mystery. Carter heard this with growing apprehension that made her body turn chilly in the warm water. Another fire. She got out of the tub and wrapped herself in her terry-cloth robe and padded into the living room.


At eleven, she watched dutifully while the nightly news team recapped the major stories of the day and added a report on a five-car pileup on Route 101. Finally the Santa Fe story came on, and Carter listened to various speculations about the origin of the fire. The consensus was that it was an attempt to influence the New Mexico State Legislature in some way, but there was no agreement as to who was doing it, or why, or how.


Carter listened attentively to the baffled comments of the Fire Marshal and a few of the politicians. Everyone decried the act and vowed that those responsible would be dealt with severely. So far no person or group had claimed credit for the blaze, but it was only a matter of time until someone came forth. The FBI was already looking into it. Fires aren’t accidents, happening for no reason, said the Fire Marshal. It was very suspicious.


“It sure is,” said Carter to the television screen. She hit the off switch and stood staring at the darkness. “It sure is,” she repeated as she wandered toward the bedroom.


Patterson Security Systems occupied three buildings in the northwest corner of an industrial park that boasted two creeks, over fifty oak trees and a small stand of young sempervirens redwoods. The buildings were all low and inconspicuous, the largest three stories tall, the others, two. They were done in what Carter called “California natural,” with large exposed wooden beams and a great many windows, some of them oddly shaped. Each had an atrium in its center, with huge potted plants reaching past the gallery of the upper floors to the skylights above.


Carter’s office was in the largest building, and boasted two windows, one overlooking a creek, the other facing the atrium. She was one of six statisticians with so favored a location, and it still gave her a touch of pride to open her door in the morning.


There was a note on her desk, the slanted emphatic handwriting as familiar as it was illegible. Her boss wanted to see her at eleven, she deciphered. Under this memo was a new stack of printouts, more information on the Coglin Optics fire. Carter put her brief portfolio down and took her place at the desk. “No rest for the wicked,” she remarked to the air before she buzzed the secretary she shared with Hank Edwards and asked for a large cup of coffee.


“Right away, Doctor Milne,” said Dena Ottermeyer, sounding even brisker than usual.


Carter had long since given up trying to get the girl to use her first name. “Thank you, Miss Ottermeyer,” she said, and drew the new material toward her. With a shift of mental gears, she started to read.


At ten minutes to eleven, Dena interrupted Carter with the reminder that she had a meeting with J. D. Patterson. Carter thanked her and gathered up her notes and the printouts. She wondered who else would be there, and how urgent the meeting was. With Jeremiah Dermott Patterson, there was no way to tell.


At the elevator, she found Cynthia Harper waiting, which relieved her. “You, too?” asked the attorney.


“Me, too,” said Carter. “Do you have any idea what this is about?”


“The Coglin Optics fire. Apparently there’s some doubt as to cause, and the question is whose responsibility it is. I’ve already had a long talk with Glen Lewis.”


“What does he think?” Carter had tried to like the head of the legal department, but had never quite succeeded. She often wondered how Cynthia stood him.


“Oh, Glen thinks six impossible things before breakfast, just for the hell of it,” she said. “He won’t have anything so concrete as an opinion until we have more information.”


“Well, from what I’ve seen, we still have a long way to go.” The elevator doors opened, and the two women stepped in. Cynthia pushed the button for the third floor, and they started their upward journey.


“Why’s that?” Cynthia asked.


“There was a lot of destruction—and you know what that does to evidence. Apparently, most of the usual signs of arson are lacking, but that could mean a very experienced professional set the fire, for some reason or another.” Carter tugged on the knot of the silk scarf she wore loosely over her lacquer-red blouse. “I don’t know what to make of it yet.”


The elevator doors opened and they stepped out together. The door to J.D.’s office was only a few steps away and the outer door was open.


“Good morning,” called out Phylis Dunlap, looking as neat as her office.


“Morning, Phyl,” said Carter. “How’s the boss?”


“Irked,” said Phylis succinctly. “But not too annoyed.”


Cynthia rolled her eyes upward. “Can we go in?”


“He’s waiting,” said Phylis as she buzzed them through.


J.D. Patterson was not behind his wide redwood desk as the two women came in; he was making espresso by the wet bar; he waved them to chairs, saying, “Want a cup?”


“Please,” said Carter.


“No thanks,” said Cynthia.


“Barry and Scott and Dave Fisher will be joining us,” he said as he cut a section of lemon peel. “The meeting should be lively.”


“Wonderful,” Cynthia said to the air.


At fifty-four, Jeremiah Patterson had learned to take such remarks in stride. “Be nice, Cynthia. The man can’t help it if he doesn’t understand the law.”


“No, and he makes no effort to change,” said Cynthia with a pained expression. “His last mistake cost us a lot of money, J.D.”


“And I’ve told him to be more careful.” He said this affably enough, but it was no secret that Scott Costa’s job was on the line if he bungled again.


“Why anticipate trouble?” asked Carter. She had taken one of the straight-backed chairs and was sitting at attention. She hated meetings like this—they always made her feel ten years old.


“We don’t have to anticipate it. We’ve already got it.” J.D. came away from the wet bar carrying two demitasses. He held one out to Carter. “It’s hot.”


“Good. Thanks.” She inhaled the penetrating aroma that rose in steam from her cup. She watched J.D. as he took his place behind his desk. There were times she almost envied his supreme self-confidence, but today was not one of them, because she knew he was as baffled as any of them.


“We’re going to have to get some more figures from various of the fire departments who have dealt with inexplicable fires and find out what similarities they have, if any. I leave that to Dave’s crew of merry men, but I expect you, Carter, to sift it for us.” He folded his hands on the desk in front of him. “That’s for openers.”


“But we haven’t got nearly enough data yet. I wouldn’t rely on anything I could learn from the little we’ve got. I’ve spent a couple hours on it already, and—” She was cut short as the door opened and two of the men came in.


“Morning,” said Dave Fisher. “Nice day for a fire.”


“Not funny,” Carter murmured.


Scott Costa waved uncertainly and took the chair farthest away from J.D.


“We had a call from Coglin yesterday that worried me, and I want you all to get to work on it before the weekend,” said J.D. without any introduction. “That means I want all of you to be aware of what the others are doing, so you’ll know who to call without wasting time and energy.”


“Isn’t Barry supposed to be here?” Dave Fisher asked, not truly interrupting—he was not the sort who interrupted—but concerned enough to speak up,


“He will be,” said J.D. “He’s checking on something for me now; there’s a Fire Marshals’ Task Force in the East that he’s been trying to reach. That’s more in his line, in any case.” He looked over the four people in his office. “You’re not going to like some of this.”


“Why?” asked Cynthia.


“Because it’s messy. And from what little we’ve found out so far, it’s a real mystery.” He leaned back, shifting his focus and emphasis. “It’s never easy, trying to find the best way to address a security problem where fire is concerned. So much of the evidence you need isn’t there anymore. And fires are so costly, in every sense of the word. Coglin Optics won’t be able to operate for at least three and possibly four months, and that is going to be hard on many of their employees. Their insurance company is trying to claim that they aren’t protected, and naturally there are questions about the fire itself.”


“Two men died,” Carter said in the silence. “A night-watchman and a fireman.”


“That’s the worst of it,” J.D. said. “Anytime someone is killed, it’s a very dicey thing. I wouldn’t want to think that we had been lax, or that our security had in any way contributed to the loss of life or property. For what it’s worth,” he added thoughtfully, “the alarm system in the smoke detectors worked, but the fire spread very rapidly and was extremely hot.”


“The system was destroyed before it could do any good, really.” Dave Fisher shook his head slowly. “I saw that in the report this morning.”


“That appears to be the case,” said J.D.


“Appears?” Cynthia asked, more attentive. “Whole cases have risen or fallen on appearances. Why is there a question?”


Finally Scott Costa spoke. “They haven’t been able to determine what started the fire, and in this case they’re discussing materials. Whatever was burning burned very fast and hot, and there was nothing in that part of the plant that ought to have done that. According to what we know about the plant, the fire couldn’t happen at all.”


“And unfortunately for Coglin Optics, it did.” J.D. got up and went to the east end of his office where he had a blackboard concealed behind tall redwood panels. As he slid these panels open, he said, “We mustn’t overlook any possibility. We want this client satisfied that we took every reasonable precaution against the fire, and that so far as it was possible, our systems worked. Otherwise, there might be a hint of culpability. Mightn’t there, Cynthia?”


“It’s possible,” she said. “There’s also the case of Westminster, where it was discovered that the company was causing minor security problems that would magically stop when their systems were installed.”


“High-tech protection racket,” said J.D. with disgust. “I know it’s possible, but it galls me to think about it. We don’t want the least hint of that to touch us, and therefore, I’d like it if you’d all bend as far over backward on this one as you can. I want to be ready to assist anyone researching this fire or any similar to it, I want every one of you to take time to develop every possible lead to the fullest. If you have other projects, pass them on to someone who can handle them. Is that clear?”


Dave Fisher cleared his throat. “What about the mine-safety study we’ve been doing, and the security development?” This was his pet and he had already devoted close to a year to it, trying to show that with proper detection and security devices, mine safety could be improved at least thirty percent, and loss of life reduced by forty percent. It was just beginning to show real promise.


“I don’t like to ask you to do it, but frankly, Dave, I have to.” J.D. was truly sympathetic, but it was clear he would not tolerate any questioning of his orders.


Carter thought of the material waiting on her desk. “I think I’d like to spend some time getting more information on these unexplained fires,” she said abruptly. “It’s clear that something is going on here, and I want to take time to find out what it is.”


“How do you mean?” asked J.D.


“You said you wanted me to go over the incidents of fires with profiles similar to this one at Coglin,” she said, flushing as she spoke.


“Yes. And if you’ve found a pattern, tell me now,” J.D. ordered.


“I don’t know if it’s a pattern, but it is something that bears examining further, I think,” she said with a trace of a stammer.


“Tell us more,” J.D. said, giving her his full attention.


This was the sort of thing she hated, but she tried to sound and appear unconcerned. I’m not a child, she said inwardly, and this isn’t Miss Manning’s class. “I went over the various reports on recent fires, and about half a dozen, scattered from one end of the country to the other, have started suddenly, been unusually hot and the cause is still in question. That’s enough like the Coglin fire to make me think that there might be other bits of data we can use. I can give you a rough statistical profile on Monday or Tuesday.”


“You do that,” J.D. approved. “Now, that’s what I’m hoping for from all of you,” he went on expansively. “I want you to try to find something that we can use.”


“You mean that can get us off the hook,” Cynthia said, not at all cynically.


“That’s a factor,” J.D. allowed. “And it’s more than that. If there are going to be any more of these fires, if there’s the least hint that there might be more of these fires, then we’re going to have to take the possibility into account with our clients. Anything less would have some very unpleasant repercussions.”


The others nodded, and Scott Costa looked upset. “I hate fires,” he said. “I just hate them.”


“No one likes them,” Dave said, stating the obvious.


“Arsonists do,” J.D. pointed out. “If this turns out to be arson, then Coglin will have some claim against us, and rightly. I don’t want to deny any client damages if those damages are our fault, but I’m damned if I want to shell out a dime for a fire that has nothing to do with Patterson Security Systems.”


His four employees were nodding in agreement when the door opened and Barry Tsugoro walked in, saying, “I’m sorry the calls took so long.”


“Did you reach anyone in the Fire Marshals’ Task Force?” asked J.D.


“I talked to one of the administrators in Detroit, and he’s agreed to share information with us in return for anything we come up with. He said that they were worried.”


“I can imagine,” said Dave.


J.D. clasped his hands together, in what Carter thought of as his battering-ram position. “We have to work hard on this one, and I can’t reiterate that enough. Barry, we have to get everything the Task Force will let us have, as quickly as they will supply it. If it might speed things along, send them everything we’ve got and any developmental material we’ve got.”


“All right,” said Barry with a quick glance at the others for signs of their cooperation.


“I also want each one of you to be very careful about checking out any questionable new fires, no matter where they are. I want to have all the information as up-to-the-minute as possible, and I want your efforts coordinated so that no one will be left behind simply because no one gave them the morning update. Is that understood?” He paused, not expecting an interruption, but he had one from Scott.


“J.D., what if there are political implications? You know that the feds could put a lid on the information faster than a hooker’s—” Scott stopped himself as he saw Cynthia’s warning gesture.


“That might happen,” J.D. conceded. “If this is the result of terrorism, then there’s a good chance that one of the federal agencies will get involved. Hell, if a pattern shows up, they’re likely to take a hand, no matter what. Which is all the more reason to get as much done right now as we can, so that if anything develops that way, they’ll have to include us in some way.” He reached for a piece of chalk and started to sketch one of his organizational charts, labeling boxes and connecting them with lines. “Anything with legal implications goes through Cynthia, no matter who else might be involved. Got that? All facts and figures, and I do mean all of them, go to Carter. Barry will get all the information he can from all the outside sources we can find. If there are any marginal cases, check them out with me, Barry.”


“Fine,” said Barry.


“And Dave, I want you to go to Texas and run a complete check on as much of our system as there is left. I want a thorough going-over of the site, and I want reports with every single witness you can get your hands on, including the firemen and the factory workers who had jobs in that part of the building. I expect to have a full report by next Tuesday at the latest.” He squinted at the blackboard. “We also have to develop our contingency plans, and that means you, Scott, will have to get together with Cynthia this afternoon and come up with something that will get by for the time being.”


“Right after lunch,” Scott promised.


Ordinarily, Cynthia would have objected to the wait, but Scott was diabetic and had to eat at regular intervals. “Okay, I’ll be waiting for you in my office.”


“There are a few things I want all of you to keep in mind,” J.D. said, beginning his closing. “Lives were lost in the Coglin fire. We have more than a professional obligation to determine the cause and responsibility, we have a moral one.” He met the eyes of each of the others in turn. “If you find yourself getting stale, keep that in mind, will you.”


“How often are we to report to you?” Barry asked, his manner as serious as J.D.’s.


“I want to hear from each of you at least once a day. Call in on Saturday and Sunday; I’ll tell you what I’ve heard, and you can arrange any necessary conferences.”


“You’re shooting down the weekend,” Cynthia pointed out.


“Yeah,” J.D. agreed. “I sure as hell am. And I’ll probably go on doing it until we know what’s the cause of these fires and we’ve established responsibility once and for all. And then we can start adapting our security to cover contingencies of this nature, so our clients won’t need to worry about being burned out.”


“I don’t mind the extra work,” Carter said, more to herself than the others.


“Good,” J.D. said, his face creasing as he smiled. “Listen to her.”


“I’ve got relatives coming for the weekend,” said Cynthia in a measured tone. “I’ll try to work around them, but no promises.”


“Do the best you can,” said J.D. “Barry? Dave? Scott? Any problems from you?”


Barry shook his head, Scott looked troubled and Dave said, “I’ll be in touch while I’m in Texas.”


“Good, then it’s under way,” said J.D., clearly wanting no argument about it.


“J.D.,” said Scott, “how much staff will we need?”


“Who knows. You ought to be able to determine that for yourself, and if you have to make changes, so be it.”


Carter looked out the window, toward the trees and the cool green swath of lawn. She had planned to spend her lunch hour sitting outside, enjoying the sun, but she supposed now that she ought to cut that short and spend as much time in her office as possible.


“That’s it,” said J.D. “Get to work, everyone.” It was his standard dismissal.


The first one to rise was Scott, who hesitated, glancing once at the blackboard as if hoping to memorize what J.D. had written there. He checked his watch and gave a terse nod, as if satisfied that the time was proper for leaving.


“J.D.,” said Dave, “should I ask Phylis to arrange my tickets, or would you prefer I call Executive Travel?”


“Phylis will take care of it; she’s faster. I’ll have one of the company drivers standing by to take you to the airport whenever you need to leave.” He cleared his throat. “If you don’t mind, I’ll arrange for your family to have dinner on me while you’re gone.”


“Why should I mind?” Dave asked. “Just call Jeannie and make your plans. The kids are going through a pizza- and-calzone phase, by the way. They like pesto.”


“I’ll keep that in mind,” said J.D. “Gary’s the same way.” Gary was J.D.’s son by his second marriage and unlike his other two children, lived not far away, with his mother in Los Gatos.


“I should be ready to go by midafternoon if I pack right now. If I stick around for a couple more hours, then a flight after seven would be better—it would get us behind the commute traffic.” Dave moved restlessly, unwilling to leave without settling his plans, but at the same time preoccupied with what was coming up for him.


Carter caught Cynthia’s eye and the two of them rose together.


“Back to the law books.” Cynthia sighed. “You have time after work for a drink?”


“Sure,” said Carter.


“I’ll stop by your office when I’m through,” said Cynthia, then addressed J.D., who had just arranged with Dave that he would take an evening flight to Houston. “If it’s all right, I’ll call you in the afternoon tomorrow and Sunday. I’m pretty sure I’ll have a little spare time then. Is that okay?”


“Certainly,” said J.D. “I don’t mean to break up families, Cynthia, but I do want the job done.”


They were drifting out of the office, and J.D. was already going back to his desk, running one large hand through his thick, graying hair. “J.D., what’s so special about this fire? You don’t usually pull out all the stops this way.”


“I don’t like fires,” J.D. said. “And fires like this give people ideas.”


“What kind of ideas?” Carter asked, trying to imagine what she ought to be looking for in the figures that were crossing her desk.


“Panic, for one; imitation for another,” J.D. folded his arms and looked at the two women. “And a fire, when it’s done, takes almost everything with it, including a lot of evidence. We can make security systems that guard against many things—thieves, sabotage, intrusion, malicious mischief, industrial espionage, breakdowns, tapping, computer raiding, production hazards, and the like—but fire, unless the cause can be identified and traced, is one of the things that we’re not well prepared to handle, no matter how advanced the system. When I was in the Navy, we had one bad fire at our base, and I don’t think I’ll ever forget what I saw then.”


“We’ve got one of the most advanced sprinkler systems and smoke alarms around,” Cynthia pointed out. “Everyone agrees.”


“Everyone can agree as much as they like; it obviously isn’t good enough or Coglin Optics would still have that building.” J.D. paused. “I know you’re more concerned about the legal aspects, and that’s what I pay you for, but there’s more going on than the chance of a lawsuit. That’s why I want Carter to get all the material she can, because the more we know, statistically, about this fire and others like it, the better chance we have to make sure it never happens again, not to Coglin and not to anyone else.”


Cynthia clapped lightly. “Great speech, boss.”


“Because I mean every word of it,” J.D. said, unruffled. “Now, get back to your law books and find me some legal parameters.”


“You bet,” said Cynthia, executing a smart about-face and winking at Carter as she did.


“J.D.,” Carter ventured, hesitating near his desk.


“What?”


“How far back do you want me to go for statistics? A year? Two? Five?” She fiddled with the end of her scarf as she waited for her answer.


“Use your own best judgment. Check our records and see what else we have on file about fires, okay? And Carter, don’t worry if you can’t come up with the analysis you’d like to prepare. Statistics deals in generalities, not absolutes, remember.” He had taken a stack of printouts from the top drawer of his desk and had set them out in front of him. “You’re conscientious to a fault; don’t let that keep you from giving me information simply because you’re afraid it’s incomplete. I expect it to be incomplete.”


“And the Murchison fire? What about that one?” she asked, raising the question of the hospital yet again.


“By all means. There’s a limit on the information we can get until the Fire Marshal is satisfied that they’re not dealing with terrorism, but I’ll see if we can get some cooperation through our Cleveland or Madison offices. Murchison is a special case until we hear otherwise.”


“But it is an unexplained fire, just like Coglin Optics,” she reminded him. “What if they’re connected in some way?”


“A hospital in Chicago and an optics plant in Texas? I hope you’re not on to something,” said J.D.


“Let me run a comparison, will you please?” Carter asked, the end of her scarf now hopelessly knotted.


“Fine. Go to it. I just hope you come up empty on that hunch.” He tapped the printouts on his desk. “I’ll go over the Murchison Hospital material, too. Just in case.”


“I’ll call you tomorrow,” Carter promised, satisfied that she had enough leeway in her work to present a reasonable report.


“Good hunting,” said J.D., waving Carter to the door. “I have work to do, and so do you.”


Cynthia was waiting in Phylis’s office, her impatience showing in the vertical line between her brows. “What was that last all about?”


“Nothing, probably. But I reviewed the Murchison fire yesterday, and now this … I can’t help feeling that they’re similar, somehow,” said Carter inadequately. When she was developing a line of thought, she often had trouble putting her notions into words.


“Don’t forget that drink. The traffic’s going to be awful in any case, and I think we ought to talk.” She gave a thumbs-up sign to Phylis as the two women left her office.


“I’ve got a dog and two cats who’ll be hungry,” Carter warned Cynthia, but it was not a serious objection.


“They’ll be hungry if you sit in traffic or if you have a drink with me; big deal. I’ll come to your office, otherwise you might forget that it’s quitting time.” They were at the elevator and as Carter pressed the button, Cynthia added, “If you’re feeling guilty, call Greg and ask him to take care of the animals.”


“Greg’s out of town,” Carter said in a neutral voice.


The elevator doors opened so Cynthia’s silence passed unnoticed.


It was cool and inviting in the restaurant where Cynthia took Carter. The waiters were not too busy to be attentive, so the drinks and the appetizer that Cynthia ordered for them arrived promptly.


“Ah!” said Cynthia as she sipped at her generous strawberry daiquiri. “Andy can say what he wants about girl drinks, but this is wonderful.” She indicated the plate of nachos. “Have some of these, Carter. I’ll make a pig of myself if you don’t.”


Carter, who was staring into the middle distance, gave herself a little shake and obediently took one of the chips. “They’ve put everything but sweet-and-sour sauce on these.”


“Um. That’s what makes them so good.” Cynthia set her drink down and said, “Okay: what is it? You look like Little Orphan Annie on a bad day.” She kicked off her shoes and tucked her feet up under her.


Carter’s eyes were forlorn.


“I don’t know what to say—it’s just more of the same, and after a while it bores even me.” She picked up her drink but did not bring it to her lips. “It’s no better and no worse than it was a month ago, or a year ago.”


Cynthia tossed her head, her dark hair swinging around her face. “I remember that part. That was when I kept telling myself that it wasn’t as if I had a bad marriage, and that I could handle almost anything Wally did, and that I never expected marriage to be perfect anyway, et cetera, et cetera.” She regarded Carter seriously. “Now listen to me: you’re kidding yourself. You don’t have a good marriage; you have a rotten marriage and there’s nothing you can do about it. You can’t go back to being happy grad students together. You’re thirty-eight—”


“Thirty-nine,” murmured Carter.


“Okay, thirty-nine years old, and you’ve been married for sixteen years, nine of which were okay and seven of which were the pits, am I right?” She paused without expecting an answer. “You’ve said that Greg doesn’t want to get counseling, and when you’ve gone, he’s been angry about it. Carter, that’s very bad news. I know what I’m talking about. Wally told me everything was just fine until the day I took the overdose of sleeping pills.”


“You did what?” Carter asked, startled out of her inattention.


“Took an overdose of sleeping pills,” Cynthia said in the same even tone. “That only made him mad, because I was embarrassing him. I was so depressed that I didn’t care.” She ate another nacho chip, studying Carter. “I’d dropped out of grad school the year before, it seemed such a waste of time, and Wally needed me to help him, or so he insisted.”


“You’ve never told me about this,” Carter said, aghast.


“You didn’t need to hear it. And it’s not a part of my life that I’m very proud of. I don’t like advertising my problems any more than you do.” She took a deep breath. “J.D. knows, of course. He asked me about it when he interviewed me. I thought I was a goner when he did, but he was in the middle of his third divorce, and I guess he had some understanding.”


“I guess,” said Carter. She continued to watch Cynthia, feeling almost unreal.


“Anyway, what I’m saying to you is that you can’t get away from your problems with work. It’s no answer. All you’ll do is end up exhausting yourself and it will still turn out the same way—one or the other of you will leave.” She leaned back against the upholstery. “Right now you’ve got the Coglin and Murchison Hospital fires to deal with, and that gives you a place to hide. But what about next weekend when Greg takes off for Reno or Las Vegas again? What then?”


“I don’t know,” said Carter. “He doesn’t usually gamble more than a weekend a month.”


“That you know of,” warned Cynthia.


“I think he’s being honest.” Carter was feeling very defensive. “We had a real showdown last year when he lost his car in that twenty-one game. Now he’s more careful; losing the car really scared him.” She could hear the petulance in her own voice and it shocked her. She remembered all the times her mother had insisted that “your father is really a very good man, Carter” when Carter had fought with him. All her life she had sworn she would never become like that.


“Oh, that’s swell.” Cynthia made no excuse for her sarcasm. “And just how do you think you’ll manage if it turns out that he’s lost something else, like the house. And don’t,” she went on without permitting Carter to interrupt, “tell me that it can’t happen. You know better than I do what it’s like to live with a compulsive gambler.”


“He’s not a compulsive gambler; he just likes to gamble,” said Carter, repeating what Greg had told her so many times.


“Yeah, and the Great Pyramid is a real neat headstone.” Cynthia glared at the food between them. “You know better than that. You are much too bright to kid yourself, no matter what you say to me. But it just makes me furious at Greg—and you—to see what’s happening to you. Damn it, Carter. Why don’t you leave him while you’ve got something to hang on to?”


“What’s that?” Carter asked. “Two cats and a dog?”


“A career. A house. Self-respect.” She took a deep breath and had some more of her drink. “If I hadn’t been through it myself, I wouldn’t talk to you like this. At least Greg only gambles. Wally did coke, and after a while, it was costing him over twenty thousand dollars a year. To say nothing of what happened to his job and everything else. Maybe gambling isn’t as bad as coke, but it’s just as much a habit. And in the end it will eat up everything. I just don’t want it to eat you up along with the cars and the house. That’s all.”


“It’s not going to come to that,” Carter said, not nearly as confidently as she would have wanted.


“I hope you’re right,” said Cynthia. “But don’t get yourself too far out on a limb. And if you need a place to get away from it all, you know where to come. Ben would be happy to have you for a weekend, and so would the kids.”


“He’s a nice guy,” Carter said, glad to be shifting the subject.


“Ain’t it the truth?” Cynthia asked of the air. “Sometimes I want to pinch myself, just to be sure I really have found him. He says the same thing about me, and that floors me.” Cynthia hesitated, then recklessly said, “That’s one of the reasons I’m talking to you. I’d like you to have the same chance that I did.”


“With Ben?” Carter laughed.


“Someone as good for you as he is for me,” Cynthia said at her most unperturbed.


“I …” Carter wanted to be able to say that Greg was that, but the words would not come. Her face turned scarlet, and she looked away from Cynthia toward the door as if seeking escape.


Cynthia gave her a weary smile and said, “I know the feeling. You’re not being disloyal, or whatever you’re afraid you’re being. You can tell me to shut up and mind my own business, if you want.”


“Shut up and mind your own business,” said Carter without anger.


“Okay. What about the fires?” She gave a quick, short sigh. “You have any ideas about that?”


“A few,” said Carter, picking up her drink. “They all scare the hell out of me. There was another strange fire last night in Santa Fe, at a bank. I want to know about that one, as well.” Now that she was on safe ground, she went on with more force. “I think there’s a pattern, and if there is, then the problem is a lot worse than it appears right now, because who knows how many other fires are involved?” She helped herself to the nachos. “I hope that we can get enough information that I can prepare some figures that have some bearing on the case.”


“And what do you think it is?” Cynthia asked, a glimmer of professional curiosity in her large brown eyes.


“It could be terrorism. It makes a certain kind of sense. A hospital, a factory, a bank, all potential targets for various of the weirdies out there. If the figures hold, then I think we’re going to have to look at a vast and well-organized terrorist conspiracy.” The words, now that she spoke them aloud, sounded so melodramatic that she almost laughed. “Sounds like a Stallone movie, doesn’t it?”


“I hope it does,” said Cynthia, the beginnings of a frown creasing her forehead. “If you’re right, it’s not going to be pleasant.”


Carter had more of her drink, wishing that Cynthia had made a joke or told her she was crazy. “I’ll know more by Monday,” she said.


“Figures all weekend?” asked Cynthia.


“Probably. I might go for a walk on the beach. Providing it’s foggy. Somehow it’s hard to be reflective with surfers all over the place.” She had more of the nachos. “These sure are good.”


“Filling, though,” said Cynthia. “I still have to do something about dinner. Maybe I’ll stop on the way home and pick up a pizza or … oh, I don’t know. There’s that Hunan place on El Camino.”


“Does Ben like Hunan food?” asked Carter. Small talk, that was what she hoped for. Between her worries about Greg and the new problem of the fires, she needed a diversion.


“Anything edible. It’s one of the nicest things about him. He knows what the good stuff is, but he’s not a snob. I wish we didn’t have relatives coming tomorrow, or I’d say stay the weekend with us right now, and the hell with walking on foggy beaches.” Cynthia set her glass down. “That’s enough. I’d rather have my calories in corn chips and cheese.” The glass was little more than half empty, but she moved it aside. “Now, that’s one thing about Ben that I do dislike; he can stuff himself and not gain an ounce.”


“Unfair,” said Carter.


“Hey, you’re another of the skinny ones,” Cynthia said, though she was as slender as Carter. “Sometimes I wonder why I bother about it, but I guess vanity has a price, and it’s paid in calories, at least for me.” She took another small helping of nachos. “Thank goodness I’m almost finished. I have to cook for our visitors this weekend, and that’s always dangerous.”


Carter, who had not done much entertaining at home for the last three years, said, “It can be a problem, can’t it.”


“What’s your method of dieting? I do all kinds of salad without any dressing but vinegar.” Cynthia had her last bite of nachos and resolutely moved the plate aside. “You want the rest?”


“I just don’t eat,” Carter said, answering the first question. She put her glass down. “That’s enough for me, too.”


Impulsively Cynthia turned to her. “Look, why don’t you come with me? We’ll stop at the Hunan place, you can have dinner with us, we can go over the fire material one more time, and then you can head for home. Your pets can stand waiting a few hours, can’t they? I hate seeing you going off by yourself.”


“Why?” Carter was touched and for a second or two she was afraid she might start to cry. Talk about overreacting, she chided herself.


“Because you’re all alone in that house most of the time, and Greg wouldn’t give a damn if it burned down around you, or half the crazies in the state broke in and wrecked the place.” Cynthia saw Carter straighten up, and went on, “I’ve been in practice long enough to know things like that do happen, and with what we’re doing at P.S.S. I’ve got fire on the brain.” She cocked her head. “If you want to take a rain check, that’s okay, providing you redeem it before too much time goes by. But if you decide to go home now, call me when you get home, will you?”


“Because I’ve had about half a drink with you?” Carter inquired politely, to show that she felt insulted.


“Of course not,” said Cynthia. “Because this is a Friday and there are all kinds of nuts on the road. Because I want to make sure that you’re all right. Because I’m a fussbudget. Okay?”


Carter nodded, feeling relieved and faintly chagrined. “Sure. If you like being den mother.”


“It’s my nature,” said Cynthia gruffly. “And no wise-cracks about that, if you please.”


Carter was able to grin for the first time that day.


At nine-thirty, Carter sat down to go over the printout that she had prepared from the first rough statistics. Reading glasses perched on her nose, she sat on the king-size bed, Pyotr and Modeste curled up in a bundle near her feet. With her pencil in hand, she stared at the columns and let her mind drift. At first nothing occurred to her, but gradually she began to get a sense of the questions she would have to ask next. She did not have anything close to enough data to work with, but she decided that there were a few avenues that would not be worth exploring at the moment. Almost all the unexplained fires she had studied had been in institutional buildings—a hospital, a factory, a bank—and that one fact stuck out, as it had from the beginning. Other than their institutionality, Carter wanted to find things that the buildings had in common. Slowly, almost playfully, she began to make lists, starting with the first and most obvious similarity: all of them had security systems.


Sometime after midnight, when the house was chilly and the cats had grown restless, Carter put her pages aside and wandered into the kitchen, vaguely hungry. Nothing she saw appealed to her, and she finally settled for a cup of camomile tea. She sipped at it, prolonging the moment before she would return to the empty bedroom. Her throat ached and her eyes felt scraped and raw. “I must be getting a cold,” she muttered, and at the sound of her voice in the stillness, she started to cry.


Winslow’s barking woke Carter; she sat up abruptly, her thoughts jangled. She had the vague impression that she had been dreaming or that someone had been speaking to her, but this faded at the dog’s insistent clamor.


“All right, fella,” she called, reaching for her worn terry-cloth robe as she got out of bed. She glanced at the clock as she tied the belt and was appalled to see that it was nearing eleven. “No wonder,” she said, trying to account for her long and heavy sleep. “I’m coming, Winslow!”


The Chow was scratching at the back door, showing more animation than usual. His black tongue lolled over his teeth and he whined as Carter let him in.


She had given him his breakfast and was about to turn on the shower when the phone rang. She heard it with dread, and hurried to answer it.


“This is Scott checking in,” said the voice on the other end. “Are you okay? You sound out of breath.”


“I was outside,” she lied. “What is it?”


“Just following Jeremiah Douglas’ orders, that’s all. Do you have anything you want to tell me, or am I off the hook for today?”


“You’re off the hook so far as I’m concerned,” said Carter. “But you’d better talk with J.D. first.”


“I’m saving him for last. These days, I don’t like to push my luck with him.” Scott hesitated. “Did you come up with anything that could help?”


“I’ve got a few early guesses. Nothing concrete, but I think there are a few things we can eliminate, and that could speed up our investigations.”


“God, Carter, I don’t know how you do it. You take all the crap Patterson dishes out and chug along as if there’s nothing wrong with what he demands. Taking up a whole weekend, just like that, no question about convenience.” There was an aggrieved sound to his voice now, and he was clearly about to launch into a tirade. “He’s too hard to work for, that’s what I think.”


“No one’s insisting that you do work for him,” said Carter softly. “If you have so much trouble, you might consider changing jobs.”


“And you think that Patterson would give me a recommendation? Not on your life. He likes his little fiefdom the way it is and he won’t let anyone leave it, that’s for damn sure. He likes his serfs in place.”


“Scott,” Carter told him in a sharper tone, “you shouldn’t be saying these things to me. I wish you wouldn’t.”


“Why? Corporate loyalty and all that bullshit? What’s the risk for you? You’ve got a safe job, a doctorate and a husband. What have you got to lose if Jeremiah Dermott kicks you out?” He paused and then said, “You can tell him everything I said, if you want to get a few more points with him. Not that women have trouble doing that.”


“That’s enough, Scott.” It was all she could do to continue her work with her own life in turmoil; she did not need to listen to Scott’s complaints as well.


“That’s enough, Scott,’” he mocked. “Very good. Patterson will be proud of you.” Without warning, he hung up.


Carter stared at the receiver, her hand beginning to shake. “Good-bye, Scott,” she said to the air. She thought fleetingly of calling Cynthia, and then changed her mind, remembering that her friend had weekend guests. Finally she went and took her shower and did her best to return her attention to the figures and notes she had worked on the night before.


About seven-thirty, when it was starting to grow dark and the redwoods cast their tall shadows across the deck, Carter put aside the adventure novel she had been reading—not that she had paid any attention to the predicament of the hero—and went into the house. She fed her pets and turned on the TV. The sounds it made were comforting, better than music or the radio in making her think she was not entirely alone.


She was making an omelette when something caught her attention. She hardly dared leave her eggs and cheese to burn, but the random mention of fire brought her up short. She hurried to the living room and hoped she would catch the end of the news bulletin. All she heard were a few words, indicating that authorities in Las Vegas were investigating.


“Las Vegas,” said Carter to herself. “Las Vegas.” While she went to salvage her supper, she wondered if she ought to call J.D. and ask him to get her information about the fire, and decided that might be misinterpreted. But the notion that this new fire might be connected to the others would not leave her, and finally, when she had washed her few dishes and set them to dry, she phoned Phylis Dunlap.


“Goodness, I didn’t expect to hear from you, Carter,” said J.D.’s secretary when Carter identified herself.


“How’s it going with you?” Carter asked, hoping to make the call sound less urgent.


“Well enough,” said Phylis. “We’ve got a mare with a problem, but that’s Carol’s worry. These Arab-Saddlebred crosses can be hellishly delicate. But you’re not calling to find out about the horses, are you?”


“No, that’s not why I called, though I hope the mare’s all right.”


“She will be. The vet’s on his way, and Carol’s out there with one of the stablehands. What’s the matter?” Phylis managed to maintain an attitude of good humor in the face of almost any crisis, and this was one of the many reasons she had been J.D.’s secretary for as long as she had.


“I heard on the news that there was another fire, this one in Las Vegas. Do you think that there’s any way I can get information on it, if it turns out that it’s like the others?”


“I don’t see why not, unless the authorities there put a lid of one kind or another on it. Why?” Phylis asked.


“Because I don’t want to create more alarm than we’re already feeling. I don’t know how to broach this with J.D.: Murchison and Coglin are bad enough, but I keep thinking that there’s much more to it, and if this latest fire fits the profiles, it could give more needed information as well as adding to the pressure. It might mean things are worse than we think, but I don’t want to cry wolf.”


“Unless it’s justified, of course,” appended Phylis. “Yes, I understand your caution, but I think that perhaps you need not be so reluctant to follow up on your hunches, at least not right now. Jerry has always said that you’re the only one who doesn’t overreact when the pressure is on.”


“That’s very kind of him,” said Carter, more touched by this unexpected vote of confidence than she was willing to admit even to herself. Was her life so barren, she asked herself, that a minor compliment seemed terribly important?


“Nonsense,” said Phylis. “It’s nothing more than good sense. So, in answer I’d say there’s no reason not to check with him and request as much information as can be had. You could tell him what you’ve developed so far, if you don’t think it’s too early.” There was a commotion on her end of the line. “Excuse me a sec, Carter.”


Carter waited, hearing a garble of conversation, then she heard a door slam. “Phyl?”


“I’ve got to go lend a hand,” said Phylis to her. “The mare kicked the stablehand and Carol needs someone to take up the slack, as she puts it. I’ll talk to you on Monday. In the meantime, call Jerry and don’t worry.” Without a word more, she hung up.


“Okay,” Carter said to the receiver. “I’ll call … Jerry.” Never in the world could she bring herself to call J.D. Patterson Jerry. As she dialed his number, she caught herself rehearsing her opening remarks, trying to find the most diplomatic way to phrase her questions to him.


“Pattersons,” said the young voice answering the phone.


“Uh …” Carter responded, unprepared. “This is Carter Milne. I’d like to speak to Mister Patterson?”


“Just a sec.” There was a muffling sound, and then, “Hey, Dad! It’s your statistician!” This was followed by a clatter as the girl set the phone down.


A short while later, Carter heard it moved again, and then the familiar growl. “Hello, Carter.”


“Yes, J.D.,” she said, now almost completely flustered.


“Don’t mind Cheryl—she’s right at the age when everyone over twenty-five makes her impatient,” her father said proudly. “What can I do for you? Do you have any more suppositions you want to try out on me?”


“Not exactly,” Carter ventured. “I have a request, though.”


“Oh? What is it?”


“There was another fire; I heard about it on the news. It took place in Las Vegas, and it sounds like it might be like the fires we’re investigating. I was wondering if it would be possible to get the basic information on the fire. I know that it isn’t one of our cases and that it—”


“If it has a bearing on the fires we’re investigating, it’s one of our cases whether we did the security for the building or not,” J.D. cut in. “It sounds as if you’re staying on top of the whole thing. I’ll make a call this evening and see what we can get to you before Monday. You’ll be home tomorrow?”


“I might go down to the beach for a while in the afternoon, but other than that …” She let the words die.


“All right, I’ll do what I can to get the figures to you in the morning. Does the office have the access codes to your computer at home?”


“I think so. I’ll call and give them, if you like.” She was glad that she had insisted on the modem when she and Greg had purchased their computer.


“That would be good of you. Talk to Jack; I’ll put him in charge of handling this for you. Is there anything else?” He was abrupt without being brusque.


“I don’t think so, not yet. We’ll see when we have the meeting on Monday morning,” she said, wanting to apologize for the lack of answers.


“Great. You’re doing a fine job.” He paused long enough to let her add something, and when she did not, he said, “I appreciate your call, Carter. I’ll talk to you tomorrow and look forward to hearing your report on Monday.”


“Thanks. Yes, thank you, J.D.” She took a deep breath. “Well, good-bye.”


“Till Monday,” he said as he hung up.


Carter ran his few words of praise through her thoughts. J.D. had actually approved of what she was doing. Part of her mind, the older, more experienced and sophisticated part, chided her for being worse than a little girl, lapping up Daddy’s casual flattery as if it were sustenance in a wasteland. “Pull yourself together, lady,” she said in her sternest manner. “You’ve got work to do, and there are lives at stake. It doesn’t matter what your boss says if you can’t deliver the goods. Got that?”


Self-chastened, she called Jack at the office and gave him the access code for her fire files, and reminded him of her telephone number, in case he did not have it handy. That done, she fought down the urge to go out for some ice cream, and instead took Winslow on an extra-long walk.


Fog snuggled against the bluffs and hid the beaches. Only a few adventurous windsurfers and skin divers were venturing into the chill waters of Monterey Bay. Carter could barely make out their shapes in the gathering mists, but she could hear the surge and splash of the ocean. Winslow kept her company, sometimes loping beside her, occasionally running off to investigate promising scents and people.


“Winslow,” she called out to him when he had been gone longer than usual.


A soft bark answered her, and shortly afterward, he came at her out of the fog, a large garland of seaweed clamped in his jaws and trailing after him.


Carter got this prize away from him with a little effort, and then resumed her walk along the beach, lost in thought. Her running shoes were soaked and cold from the occasional kiss of the spent waves. That morning, she had learned of a fire in Dearborn, Michigan, that had taken out most of a warehouse storing imported glassware. From the first reports, she assumed that this was yet another unexplained fire, and one that fit the information curve she was trying to establish. The warehouse was a total loss.


Winslow came bounding up to Carter with another trophy: a piece of a tire.


“Good dog,” Carter said absently as she took this from her pet and flung it away, watching the Chow disappear into the fog as he chased joyously after the treasure.


Coglin Optics, Murchison Hospital, the bank in Santa Fe, the Las Vegas thing, and now Steiner Imports: they had their fires in common, but what was the rest of it? Commercial and business implications, certainly. Carter could see why terrorists might want to do away with a bank, and possibly a hospital, but an optical factory and importing firm? She knew that she had to look deeper, and perhaps from a different perspective. “I’m overlooking something,” she said to herself, in the hope that hearing the words aloud, she might shake herself into a more receptive frame of mind.


Winslow emerged out of the enveloping whiteness with his piece of a tire in his jaws, carrying his head up the better to show off. Carter took it from him and threw it again, watching as Winslow leaped after it.


It was chilly, and Carter began to feel the cold turning her face stiff and making her huddle more deeply in the Irish fisherman’s sweater she had pulled on over her shirt. She would have to end her walk soon and return to the warmth and solitude of her house. In a way she was disappointed to have gleaned so little from the information she had assembled, and in spite of her patterns of the past, this time the walk at the water’s edge had not shaken loose an intuition for her to pursue. Reluctantly she turned back and watched for the narrow trail to the parking area.


Black tongue lolling, Winslow padded after her, his piece of tire abandoned for the time being.


Greg’s TransAm was in the driveway when Carter got back to the house, and she found herself regarding it as an intruder, another reminder of the problems that surrounded her. She did her best to fix a welcoming smile on her face before she went inside.


There were flowers and a bottle of champagne on the dining room table, and Greg caroled out a greeting as Carter came through the door. “Hey, Peanut, guess what?”


“You won,” she said, wishing that she could imbue her voice with enthusiasm.


“Thirty-three thousand, eight hundred seventy-three dollars and twenty-one cents, to be precise.’” He strolled in from their bedroom in a new and obviously expensive robe. “My best to date.”


“Congratulations,” said Carter, dread settling in her chest like a lump of ice.


“Not bad for two days’ work,” he boasted. “I’ve got two perfect filet mignons in the kitchen. Or is that filets mignon? And the fixings for a salad. Where’ve you been?”


“At the beach,” said Carter, indicating her shoes, which squished with every step she took.


“Have a good time?” he asked without waiting to hear her reply. “I tell you, honey, I was hot. I couldn’t do anything wrong. Another couple weekends like this one and I can retire.”


“Oh?” Carter was careful to keep all feeling out of her tone.


“It was something else, Reno was. You should’ve been there. Every card was perfect. I tell you, there were people making bets on my bets because they knew I couldn’t lose. I wish I had another day to spare. Maybe next month.” He went into the kitchen and began opening cupboard doors. “Where do you keep the wineglasses?”


“Second shelf over the sink,” she said as she finally managed to untie her soaked shoelaces. “I have to get out of these clothes and I need a bath.”


“Champagne first. Then you can have a bath while I make dinner for a change. How’s that?”


“Fine,” she said, holding her shoes in one hand and going through the kitchen to the laundry behind it.


Greg caught her around the waist as she passed behind him. “Hey,” he said, turning her toward him. “Don’t I get a kiss?”


Carter felt their mouths touch with almost no emotion, and tried to bring some passion to their embrace. She was subtly ashamed that she could not respond to Greg as she had done before, when they were younger.


If Greg noticed her lack of response, he gave no sign of it. “Get out of those things,” he whispered. “There’re wet.”


“And I’m half frozen,” added Carter.


“If you can wait a while for dinner, I can warm you up,” he suggested.


“Umm,” said Carter. “Let me put these in the wash, okay?”


“So long as you don’t put anything else on.” He nuzzled her neck and slid one hand down her back and over her buttock. “Better hurry up.”


“I will.” As she opened the door to the laundry, she paused, her mind still on the fires and figures that had haunted her for the last three days. It was strange, she thought, that she could not awaken even the most perfunctory desire for Greg. Whenever he won, she recalled, he had been eager to make love, to celebrate his victory with her body. When he lost, he was sullen and withdrawn. Perhaps it was the pattern, she decided, that had taken so much of the joy from their intimacy, and turned it into something else.


“Hey, I’m waiting for you, Peanut,” he called out.


Guiltily, Carter peeled off her clothes, stuffing all of them into the washing machine. Naked, she was colder than before, and she felt gooseflesh rise on her skin. She did not like the feeling. “I’m coming, Greg,” she said, going back into the kitchen.


“Not bad for the brink of middle-age,” approved Greg as he stared at her. “You’ve lost a few pounds; I like that. It looks good not on you.”


“Thanks,” she whispered, stifling her anger.


“Let me look at you,” he ordered, holding her off from him so that he could inspect her with a lascivious eye. “Not bad—not bad at all.”


“But damned cold,” she said, hoping he would take the hint.


He did not. “I want to open the champagne now. I want to lick champagne off your nipples.” It was clear that his words excited him and he quickly bolted for the dining room to grab the champagne bottle. “Wait a sec,” he told her as he struggled with the cork.


“Greg—” she began.


“Almost got it,” he said, cutting her off. The cork popped and foam welled out the top of the bottle. Greg whooped and reached for one of the wineglasses he had set out.


“I’m freezing, Greg,” she protested, but not very loudly.


“Almost ready,” he said as he filled the two glasses and took the champagne bottle by the neck. “Come on. Let’s go to bed.”


With more relief than she expected, Carter nodded. “Good idea,” she said with feeling, anticipating the warmth.


As he led the way through the house, Greg went on, “I want you to lie on top of the bedspread, just lie there and let me do all the work. You’ll like that, won’t you?” He grinned back at her. “All you have to do is lie there. That’s all.”


This choreographing was something new that had come into their lives little more than six months ago, and at first it had been a pleasant diversion in a foundering marriage. Carter soon saw that Greg was fascinated with setting his ideas in motion, in the scenario and its enactment, and at first she found it amusing; now it was starting to repel her. Yet she tagged along after him, as much out of habit as hope that there would be any change.


“Go lie down, face up,” Greg said breathlessly as he held out a half-filled glass to her.


“Greg, can’t we just—”


“Go on,” he said sharply. “Lie down. I’m going to get undressed.” He had set the champagne and his glass aside and was busy trying to get out of his clothes. “Face up. Just lie there,” he reminded her.


Sighing, Carter did as she was told. She wished she could get under the covers, but that would only make things worse.


Greg tossed his clothes aside and pulled his robe out of the closet as he came toward her.


“Hey, Greg, I’m cold, too,” Carter said in what she hoped was a provocative tone. Sometimes that worked with Greg.


“I’ll warm you up in a little while,” he promised her as he picked up his glass of champagne. He dipped his finger in the fizzy wine and then pinched her nipple, watching the bright drops slide down her breast. “Turns you on, doesn’t it?”


“Damn it, Greg, it’s cold,” she hissed.


He paid no attention to her as he prepared to anoint her other breast. He smiled as the wine ran over skin and traced its progress with one finger. “Feels great,” he said dreamily.


“It feels like ice,” Carter said bluntly. “Greg, please—”


“Give it a chance; it’ll turn you on,” he said, tipping his glass and grinning as the champagne dribbled along the arch of her ribs.


“Greg, stop.” She moved back. “I’m cold and if I don’t get under the covers, all I’ll do is shiver.”


“Shit!” Greg burst out, pushing away from her. “You’re turning into a first-class ball-breaking bitch, you know that, Carter?” He threw what was left of the wine at her. “Satisfied?”


“Greg, don’t—” she began, but he cut her off.


“Turning up nice now, the real prick-tease, right?” He strode the length of the room, his face darkened with anger. “I want to do something nice for us, something out of the ordinary, and you ruin it. Makes you feel good? Is that it? You like to spoil things between us? If you don’t want to fuck, just say so.” His words were hurled at her like rocks, and most of them struck home.


“I didn’t mean I didn’t want … to have sex with you. I only wanted to get warm and to …” She could not go on faced with his scorn.


“What?” he asked when the silence had dragged out. “So get under the covers and get warm: who’s stopping you?”


Obediently she reached behind and dragged one edge of the comforter around her shoulders. She wanted to cry, but would not let the tears come for fear of the contempt Greg would show for them.


“When do you think you might condescend to let me touch you? Carter?” He rounded on her. “And what makes you think I’d want to?”


She shook her head, trying to put her thoughts elsewhere. “I hoped we could—”


“Don’t give me that. It’s bullshit and you know it.” He came and picked up the champagne bottle by the neck and swung it suggestively toward her. “I’m going to finish this myself, since you aren’t willing to celebrate with me. Go on, get warm. I’ll come to bed later.” With that he stormed out the bedroom door and noisily went to the living room.


A little while later while Carter was blotting her tears with the edge of the pillowcase, Winslow came in, whining softly, and curled up on the bed—which was strictly against the rules—by her feet.


Listening to the news on the car radio the next morning, Carter learned that there had been a large and unexplained fire in Toronto: three blocks of warehouses destroyed, and the losses well into the millions of dollars. Two of the warehouses had belonged to U.S. companies, and the Canadians were handling the matter with a great deal of caution.


Listening to this, Carter gratefully turned her attention from the breakfast-table discussion she had had with Greg, who was full of plans to quit his job in Silicone Valley in order to gamble full-time. It was easier to think about these appalling fires than worry about the shambles of her marriage.


When she arrived at work, she found a note on her desk; J. D. Patterson wanted to see her at once.


September 9, near Tacoma, Washington


Jack Middleton watched the figures on the screen, studying them intently. “Tulsa, Tulsa, Tulsa,” he said softly, waiting for the records from the offices there to appear. He had promised the Otterlys that he would have a choice of listings for them by noon, and it was after eleven now.


“Hey, Jack,” called one of his associates at the next desk. “Are you handling that four-bedroom with detached garage, or is Hilda?”


“Hilda’s got it,” Jack said curtly. He had to make this sale; his commissions for the last two months had been low, and with Sandra’s mother living with them now, he needed every penny he could earn. Making that sale for Tulsa and the listing in Tacoma would help a lot.


“What range of price are we talking about for that Tulsa deal?” the senior manager asked Jack as he came out of his office.


“They’re pretty well off. He brings in about sixty-five thousand a year and she has a partnership in a catering business,” Jack answered, grudging his superior so much information about his own clients.


“There’s a listing for a three-bedroom on last week’s sheet. It hasn’t been picked up yet.” Chuck Andrews, the senior manager, gave his very best friendly smile, the sort of smile that had sold hundreds of houses over the years. “Why not check it out? If it looks like it fits the bill, then get ahold of Tulsa and get the information on it.”


“Thanks, Chuck,” said Jack, who knew he ought to have thought of it himself.


“Any time,” Chuck said, and went back into his office.


Jack inhaled deeply in order to keep from being angry. For some reason, the sympathy he received was more irritating than a reproach. He hit the codes for last week’s listings and then for the Oklahoma listings. He ran the material through as quickly as he could, needing to be busy.


Finally he saw something promising—not the one that Chuck Andrews had mentioned, he saw with satisfaction—and started the process to get the current status of the house and the asking price.


Somewhere in the sequence of numbers there was a short in the system, or so the fire department guessed later on, and in the next instant, the office was caught in a firestorm that gutted most of the south end of the mall.


September 12, Miami, Florida


Dale Albermay was pleased as could be with the changes in his factory. It wasn’t simply because he was gadget-happy—although he was—but he felt that he had taken a very important step in automating the more hazardous processes of his plastics business. He was convinced that his workers would benefit and he would be able not only to show off the waldos as the state of the art in remote assembly, but also to show how the human workers were being protected.


“Smithers is on the phone,” said his secretary, breaking into his mood of self-congratulation.


“What does he want?” Albermay asked, knowing full well that the man was determined to spoil his day. With a sigh he picked up the phone. “Yes, Smithers?”


“We want to know if you’re really going through with it,” said Smithers in the sullen tone that had become habitual.


“You know the answer to that. Is it really necessary for us to pick at the scabs again?”


“Scabs is right,” Smithers declared, and Albermay winced at the opportunity he had provided the other man. “That’s all that you’ve got left, Albermay, and all you’ll ever get unless you’re willing to arrange compensation for those workers you’re putting out of business with your damned toys.”


“They are not toys,” Albermay insisted, knowing that Smithers would ignore this.


“Waldos, then. They’re nothing but electric trains for grown-ups.” Smithers jeered.


Since Dale Albermay’s wife had said much the same thing, he reacted with more heat than he might have done. “You reactionary imbecile! You ox-headed nincompoop!” He knew worse things to call a man but even now, at age fifty-two, he could not break away from the soft-spoken tyranny of his childhood.


“Mister Albermay,” Smithers began, sounding huffy.


“You listen to me, Smithers. Your men were offered retraining, and they refused. They were provided generous severance pay, and I’ve had the office here doing what they can to find jobs for all those who want our help. If you want to blame the machines, go ahead, but if I hadn’t brought them in, we’d have all gone down the tubes, thanks to foreign competition.” His face was flushed now and his collar felt unusually tight. “Do you understand what I’m telling you, Smithers?”


Smithers replied with equal indignation. “Fine. You get us jobs, and in two years at the most the new job goes pffft, and then what? Everyone in management has an obligation to see that we’re not turned out to pasture on a pittance so that you can play with your robots. That’s what this country is all about.”
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