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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.







Chapter One


ALL day the fog had been eating Seattle, and by five-thirty it pressed against the wide windows of Lauren Steele’s office as if seeking entrance. She found herself eyeing it uneasily again and again as the woman across the desk, her last client for the day, wound down after reciting a litany of charges against her present employer.


The client began to shift, also aware of the white curtain that had fallen over the world beyond the window. Rose—Rosie—Lauren had to glance at the folder in front of her to get the name right—Rosalie Gruen—Rosalie gathered her raincoat and purse and made the automatic search that women do in pockets and bag on rising. “Driving’s going to be bad,” she said unhappily. “I hope it’s not freezing. Black ice is the worst.”


“Do you have far to go?”


“Bothell.” She sounded morose. “Well, I’d best be started.”


Lauren nodded sympathetically although she had no idea that Bothell was many miles north and east of her building. She planned to walk home, five blocks away. “Well, make an appointment for the tests as soon as it’s convenient for you, and we’ll go on from there. I’m sure we’ll be able to work something out.”


Five minutes after the client was gone, Lauren would have had trouble describing her, or remembering her complaints.


She began to clear her desk as soon as she was alone, her mind on the problems she had with her own job, not those nearly identical problems voiced again and again by the clients she saw. Now and then she found herself making the comparisons, and each time she did, she shied away from the thoughts and forgot them instantly. She was not a client, she told herself firmly at those times; she was the therapist, the consultant. She glanced over the clean desk, the clean office, all done in colorless good taste—ivory walls, ivory carpeting, ivory drapes, pale wood, ivory everything. Even the photographs on the walls were watered-down gray on gray, all ivory-tinted, landscapes of nothing in particular. The only things of her own in the office were several geraniums in ivory pots on the wide window ledge, and they looked sick and pale.


When she walked out into the reception room, she automatically glanced around to see if the receptionist was gone yet. Gloria was only five feet two, and she made Lauren feel like a giraffe. Lauren was five eleven, and that was a big problem, she had to admit to herself. She intimidated her clients as soon as she stood up; only showgirls could get away with being that tall. Short men clung to them like worker ants to the queen, but a professional woman that size became a threat.


The receptionist was already gone. Lauren went to the elevator to join Rich Steinman, who was five inches shorter than she, and twenty pounds lighter. Rich kept muttering to himself, probably making up excuses for being late, as if his wife did not have enough sense to look outside and see that the fog had descended again. Rich handled family crises—he was supposed to counsel couples in an effort to keep a relationship healthy and whole. Lauren thought that most of his clients split and moved as far apart as they could as soon as possible after seeing Rich a few times. He gave marriage a bad name.


Warren Foley was leaving too. He had played football in school and liked to talk about it too much. Warren had already changed into his running clothes. Waiting for the elevator, in the elevator, after departing it, he continued his warm-up exercises, preparing for the two-mile dash home. Warren handled teenage crises—drug abuse, truancy, pregnancies, whatever came in the door—and he was very successful if he could get his young clients into a swimming pool, or on a team of almost anything. When he learned at their first meeting that Lauren did not do sports, he had lectured her about premature aging, hardening of the arteries, psychological problems associated with inactivity—everything from homosexuality to manic-depressive states, and then dismissed her when she refused to join his all-girl racquetball club.


Warren jumped up and down in place and grunted, “Don’t forget—” grunt “—the staff meet—” grunt “—ing for seven—” grunt “—Lauren.” Grunt. “Something’s—” grunt “—in the works—” grunt “something—” grunt “—pretty big—” grunt “I’d say.”


Rich Steinman’s head bobbed up and down as he watched, nodding. He was terrified of Warren Foley and Lauren Steele. Big people, he thought, too big. Big people were not to be trusted, and Lauren Steele, he was certain, was after his job, and his wife hated Thursday evenings, and this Thursday, with the fog out there as thick as cotton, he would be late for dinner, and have to leave instantly again. … He nodded and bobbed his head and fidgeted. He had a rash again and wanted to scratch, but not in public, not there anyway. His wife must have used a new detergent again, or let the maid do it, same thing. No one believed him when he said his skin was delicate.


They all got in the elevator.


Lauren had not forgotten the meeting. It was a routine Thursday night event at the clinic headed by Peter Waycross. He liked to keep in touch with his people, he often said with his charming smile in place, hands reaching out as if to pat anyone in range. And Warren could no more resist reminding her of the meeting than he could resist exhaling after every breath. He probably reminded his wife and children to chew their food and wash their hands.


The elevator arrived at the ground level of the professional building and everyone emerged in a solid mass that then dispersed. Lauren moved with those heading toward the glass doors to the street. Others turned toward the parking lot, or the basement parking level, or other exits. At the door she stopped and shivered.


The fog had shrouded the street; ghostly lights, suggestions of lights really, moved slowly, vanished. People emerged from the white shadows, disappeared into other white-shadowed places. As soon as she stepped out into the fog, her shivering increased. It was like being enveloped in a sponge saturated with ice water. She had planned to walk home to her apartment and have a sandwich and coffee, then walk back to the office in time for the meeting, but after half a block in the icy fog, she swerved and entered Hilda’s Café instead. She hated to eat alone in restaurants, always felt conspicuous and even more awkward than usual, but this night the warmth and good food smells were welcoming, almost enough to make her forget her discomfort. She followed a waitress gratefully to a booth.


Across the restaurant Daniel Patrick Corcoran watched her enter and felt a vague stirring within herself. Joan Custer was still talking; he forced himself to glance at her, then found his gaze wandering back to the tall woman. Queen of Sheba, he thought. Minerva. Juno.


“I don’t think you had any intention of going down to L.A.” Joan finished with a touch of savagery that surprised him. It was hard to even think of the word savage in connection with Joan. She was pink and gold and soft and round all over. Savage marshmallow? Savage cornflower? Savage lace and silk?


“You’re not paying a bit of attention to a thing I’m saying,” Joan snapped. She finished her Irish coffee and banged the mug down.


“Joan, what could I do? I had a ticket, a hotel reservation, an appointment for nine in the morning, and then the fog came. I didn’t order it, you know.” He was not a tall man, and he had red hair, two strikes, he had known since adolescence. And he did not really like working for anyone, and that, of course, was strike three. Now, when he should have been paying close attention to Joan and her scolding, because, after all, she often said, she knew better than he did what would be good for him, he found his fingers itching the way they did when he saw someone who would fit into the cast of characters for his cartoon rogues’ gallery. What he liked to do and was good at was political cartooning, and it was strike four, the next ballgame even, because the world was already up to its armpits in political cartoonists. He was jolted from his study of the Minerva figure by Joan’s voice, which had become shrill.


“I wanted you to go down by train on Monday, you know. We’ve had fog just like this off and on all winter. It was sure to come back. You would have been there by now, ready to make a good impression in the morning. Heaven knows if they’ll even consider giving you another chance.”


He nodded. Now it would come.


“It wasn’t exactly easy setting up the appointment for you in the first place,” Joan said. “I used up a lot of goodwill that I might need for myself someday, you know.”


It was not that he willed his fingers to go into action. He had no intention of searching his pockets for his sketchbook, no desire to draw Minerva, no intention of crossing Joan even more than he had already by being fogged in in Seattle instead of on his way to a great job and a great future in Hollywood as a cartoonist for Saturday morning kiddie shows. He was very fond of Joan, sometimes he even thought he might love her, and he knew he was grateful to her, not for the Hollywood appointment that her brother had arranged under pressure, but rather because she let him sleep with her. And for a man who stood five feet eight at attention, and had a head of truly wild red hair, that meant a lot. From time to time he had tried to draw Joan, but she always came out looking like a dumpling. Nice and sweet and inviting, but a dumpling. Minerva, on the other hand, with that magnificent neck, and fine bones … his hands were activated by a will that was not his own; they produced the sketchbook and pencil and started to work with no orders from him.


“What are you—?” Joan pivoted in the booth and then turned back, her face very pink. “I’ve had it! I’m leaving! Walk home, or crawl, or stay here and be an artist! And don’t bother to call!”


“Joan, wait. We don’t have the check yet. Wait. I’ll come—”


She was already at the door, yanking on her coat, before he could get his things together. He had risen; now he sat down again and drew in a long breath. He looked about self-consciously, but no one seemed to be paying any attention; the tall woman certainly was not looking his way. She appeared engrossed in a book. His fingers went back to work.


The thought came to him that Joan had his coat in her car, and his overnight bag and even his portfolio; the thought skittered away again when Minerva turned her head to look up at the waitress offering her more coffee. What a wonderful line of cheekbone and jawbone. She was the perfect Ms. Career for the series he had in mind. Ms. Professional herself, cool, poised, self-assured, altogether self-sufficient. Ms. Iceberg. Ms. I’ve-got-it-all-together-kiddo-and-I-sure-don’t-need-anything-from-the-likes-of-you. He loved her. His fingers flew. He flipped pages and filled them, flipped again. It was really an act of God, he thought absently, not his fault. He had been forced to miss his flight, forced off the highway into this professional village, into this restaurant where the Queen of Sheba awaited him. He had the rest of his characters lined up—politicians, bureaucrats, corporate fatcats, Joe Six-Pack and friends, even the dumpling. All he had lacked was Ms. Career, and God, in his infinite wisdom, had delivered her. Although he was not aware of it, he had started to hum as he sketched.


At that moment a rather fat fourteen-year-old boy was getting comfortable at his father’s computer in Hilton, New York. In Hilton the world was blanketed in white; fifteen inches of snow had fallen during the past twenty-four hours and was still falling. The boy’s father had decided not to try to drive home that night; his mother had gone to bed and he had the computer to himself.


The boy sipped his Dr Pepper and munched tortilla chips and keyed in with two fingers: Hello, Big Mac. The answer was almost instant: Hello, Hot Dog, and they were off on the game he had been playing for three weeks.


The same fog that delivered Lauren Steele to Daniel Patrick Corcoran was responsible for making Colonel T. H. Musselman three hours late for his appointment with Dr. William Bentson and Dr. Mallory Akins. Musselman’s plane had been diverted to Portland, where the passengers were put on buses to be sent here and there. He had been delivered to Seatac Airport and met there by his hosts, and now the three men were creeping toward the research laboratory of an immense aircraft manufacturing complex.


“Look,” Bill Bentson was saying as he drove, “we can put off the demonstration until morning. You must be tired, sir, after that long delay.”


Colonel Musselman scowled at him. “Watch the road, young man. I have a morning flight out of here at nine. We’ll get it over with tonight.”


Type A, Mallory Akins thought gloomily. And picky. He’d pick the project to death. He clenched his fists as Bill Bentson swerved around another automobile. Their exit was coming up too soon for Bill to be going that fast, in the passing lane, in this damn fog, swiveling his head like a damn ducking bird. Bentson looked like a gaunt bird, a wading bird with awkward joints and a thin neck that was too long. He was thirty-two, too young to be one of the principals in a project of this magnitude, but that was how it went these days—kids coming out of college taking over the world of research. All Bentson did was work and eat, work and eat. Akins pulled his attention back to the colonel, who was muttering about the weather or something.


Musselman hated fog and hated rain and hated the Northwest and hated scientists who were too flaky to be trusted to drive. He especially hated these two: one a scarecrow, the other an athlete with bulging muscles. T.H. stood for Toler Harris, both family names, but no one had called him either since school; his men back when he had a command in ’Nam had nicknamed him “Trigger Happy” Musselman, and he liked that.


What he hated most of all was the knowledge that he had risen as high as he was going to, through no fault of his own. It was the system. He could kick ass or kiss ass, and it made little difference to him which he did, but he had made a mistake or two and had targeted the wrong asses with the wrong action and he would retire a colonel. Meanwhile, he was on a loony bin assignment that sent him out to inspect every crackpot idea in every jerkwater town in the fucking country. The scarecrow braked hard and jolted him out of his dark mood, into a black rage. Vengefully he lighted a cigar and tried to see how much thick smoke he could fill the car with before they arrived wherever the fuck they were going.


Bill Bentson coughed and opened his vent, made his turn off the interstate and nearly lost it on the curve. The acrid smoke made his eyes water, and rain had started to fall.


Mallory Akins edged away from the colonel, pretending to look for their next turn. Bad, he thought morosely; it was going to be bad. Ahead, the lights of CaCo, The Cascadia Company, Incorporated, glowed in the fog like dying fireflies.


The fat boy tilted his chair and grinned at the monitor. Gotcha, he thought. He was lord of the aliens intent on invasion; one by one Big Mac had killed off his followers, but in turn one by one he had killed off Big Mac’s defenders and now it was just the two of them: the lord of the aliens and the sole defender of Earth locked in deadly combat. He keyed in: What are you doing? and the answer came swiftly: I am working on the modifications of my laser. Hot Dog laughed. There’s not enough time left to change it. He glanced at his watch and decided to make a sandwich and give Big Mac a few more minutes, just to see what he was up to. The alien Hot Dog was immune to the laser; he was immortal, and invulnerable to anything Big Mac could come up with. He keyed in: You have five minutes, starting now. Then he went to the kitchen to scrounge.


“You understand how lasers work, of course,” Mallory Akins was saying to the colonel.


They had entered the complex of buildings, had passed through security, had taken the elevator to the seventh floor and were on their way to the department that housed the new laser system.


“No, I don’t, and I don’t want to. Just what it can do, that’s enough for me.”


“Uh, Colonel, I’m afraid your cigar …” Bill Bentson started, and shuffled his feet uneasily, darting glances at Mallory Akins, who should have been the one to point out that no smoking was ever allowed in the labs.


They trooped down a wide corridor with a pale floor that gleamed silver under continuous light panels. There were few doors along the walls, all closed; the building was very still. A coterie of scruffy-looking bearded lab assistants and technicians had joined them in the lobby and followed some yards behind. They were watching, Bill Bentson thought miserably, to see if he had the nerve to enforce the no-smoking rule with the colonel. His face burned.


Mallory Akins marched along grimly, certain that the project was dead already. This army asshole would write a report that would hammer in the nails, he knew, and then what? He had worked on this for years; the company expected results, and government money for future funding. His job probably was on the line, and he could not bear the thought of going out to teach in some college in some midwest town of five thousand, and that was all he could hope for at his age. Men of fifty were unemployable, except as teachers in places where the hotshots refused to go. It was the damn fog, he thought bitterly. If the colonel had arrived on time, they would have had a great dinner, and he would be in a jovial mood now; a few good Scotches, a nice wine might have saved the project.


“It’s the instruments,” Bill Bentson said almost desperately. “They’re delicate and smoke can interfere with our calibrations and readings, things like that. It’s always been the rule.”


Mallory Akins looked at him with a trace of contempt. He was pleading, whining. He snapped, “No smoking, sir. That’s our rule.” What the hell difference would it make if they antagonized Musselman now? He moved on ahead to unlock a door and thus did not see the colonel hold out his cigar as if expecting someone to take it. When no one did, he dropped it to the floor and continued to walk without a backward glance. The group of assistants reached it in a mass and walked carefully around it until the last one stepped on it with a look of near horror on his face.


Mallory stopped the group in the outer room of the complex of laboratories. “Just let me explain what we’ll be doing, sir,” he said.


The colonel looked bored and mean. He jammed his hands into his pockets and hunched his shoulders, as if chilled. He hated laboratories. They reminded him of army medical exams and dentists, and the scientists always spoke a foreign language and assumed that everyone else understood it. If it could not be translated into plain English, it wasn’t ready for the army, he maintained. “Make it simple and fast,” he growled. “No lectures. Something I can remember and repeat to others.”


Mallory felt his hopeless despair deepen; he took a long breath and started. “Our device is a scanning instrument, using infrared or visible light, and it pattern-matches and analyzes what it sees with computer images already stored in its memory. When it sights a predetermined target, it automatically fires, and since the entire thing is housed together, that means that it all happens virtually at the speed of light.”


Don’t do it, he pleaded silently at Bentson, who had brightened since arriving at the only place where he felt secure and comfortable—his laboratory. Bentson ignored, or never even saw, his look.


“Since lasers are light, and light travels at the speed of light, and that is one hundred eighty—”


The colonel turned his back and snarled at Mallory Akins, “Do it now, or let’s forget the whole thing!”


“You can’t do that!” the fat boy cried, and then keyed in the same words as fast as he could. He ended with: Prove it, and the screen filled with scrolling rows of mathematics. Hot Dog stared with incomprehension and was reaching for the escape key, when a message flashed: Emergency 1.


The fat boy knew the worst thing that could happen would be to have the people who owned the computer find him, discover he was playing with Big Mac. He knew the police would arrive soon after such a discovery, knew they would take away his father’s computer, probably fine the father and send the son to juvenile court. He feared what his father would do even more than he feared the police. The first thing he always keyed in when he accessed a computer was his escape plan, and he had done that with Big Mac three weeks ago.


For those three weeks he and Big Mac had invented attacks and defenses and counterattacks at a dizzying rate of acceleration, and now he had the computer, and they both knew it. And now the scientists had decided to work after hours, or before hours, whichever it happened to be. But it wasn’t enough just to win; Big Mac had to know he had been defeated. I win he keyed in as fast as his two fingers could find the keys and touch them. You have one second to find me and fire. Then execute emergency 1 program.


The screen cleared, the game was over. He wiped his hands on his shirt and sat back in his chair, breathing hard. Too close. But he had defeated the son of a bitch, he knew, and Big Mac knew, even if it had not acknowledged it. In the very beginning he had asked the computer if it could delete every trace of his intrusion, and it could right down to its machine language, and now he was dead as far as the computer was concerned. Not only dead, but also forgotten, as if he had never existed. He did not know where Big Mac was or who it worked for or anything else; he never did. The only question he always asked was if it was a government computer, and Big Mac had said no. If it had said yes, he would have left instantly. He had seen enough movies to know the danger there, and he believed that if the FBI ever got after anyone, they never gave up. But now the game was finished and Big Mac had cheated in the end. When Hot Dog had demanded to know what it would do when the alien lord approached, it had said: Fire the modified laser and disperse him. And that was cheating, the fat boy said to himself with satisfaction. The rules were that the alien lord was immortal, could travel faster than the speed of light, and could not be killed. Big Mac had cheated. “And cheaters never win,” he said. Briefly he wondered what the scientists would have made of the screen of mathematics Big Mac had produced. He grinned. It didn’t matter. He was Lord of the Aliens and he had conquered Earth.


In the laboratory the computer swiveled the assembly that held the laser, then fired, as ordered. A power surge burned out mother boards on a dozen secondary computers; the surge made lights arc, flicker, flash, and go dark. The smell of hot insulation arose from walls and panels throughout three floors of the building. Within a second the emergency generator was functional, but pandemonium had broken out in the room as Big Mac quietly, efficiently, and very, very swiftly eradicated all traces of Hot Dog and the game they had played; all dialogues, all orders, all modifications of the laser, all knowledge of the game.


By the time Lauren finished her coffee and prepared to leave the restaurant, she had made up her mind. Peter had to give her real clients or she would quit. What could she do for people who hated their jobs when she hated her own? she would say. And, what she had prepared herself for was to help people in emotional distress caused by bad relationships, not caused by jobs that were simple drudgery. Of course those people were unhappy. What could she possibly do for them? Find them jobs they would like? Hah! She nodded her emphasis and went to the cashier, paid her tab, and then stopped at the outside door. Rain was falling.


When Peter interviewed her for the job three months ago, he had stood at the windows of his opulent office and waved at the scenery beyond. “No matter where you look,” he had said, smiling at her and at the landscape impartially, “you see nothing but beauty. Mountains, the Sound, lakes, more mountains.” The views were all breathtaking, but what he had not mentioned was that if it did not rain for five days in a row people began to hoard water, certain that a drought had struck.


And now fog and rain turned moving lights into ghost lamps that emerged from nothing, then vanished back into it. She scowled and drew her raincoat close about her, yanked the belt tight, and put up her hood. She pulled her gloves from her pocket and marched into the fog.


She did not notice the short red-haired man who was waiting impatiently to pay his own bill, and she did not notice the card that fell from her pocket when she took out her gloves.


Daniel Patrick Corcoran hurried from Hilda’s Café, but the tall woman was already out of sight. He had seen the flutter of paper and picked it up, read it. Peter Waycross Clinic in the Professional Services Building, and her name at the bottom. Dr. Lauren Steele. He nearly chortled. Had he ever spotted a real Ms. Career! He rushed after her. He had no intention of accosting her, of speaking to her, of bothering her in any way. He simply wanted to observe her in motion, see how her joints moved, how her feet landed. He was almost hoping pigeon-toed, or a duck walk even, something unique. He could add that, of course, but it would be nice if it came with the package. He hummed under his breath as he walked into the fog and rain.


Lauren saw Rich Steinman in the lobby and dawdled long enough for him to board an elevator and for the door to close before she advanced. She was alone in the next elevator when a little red-haired man ran up to enter also. He grinned at her and she looked away. What an ugly man, she thought, with that awful hair and those awful round blue eyes. And he was thinking what magnificent eyes she had. Sloe eyes, that’s what they called eyes like that, long and pointy almost, and very dark. Mysterious eyes. And he liked the way she moved, not with the practiced grace of a model or dancer, but with a vestige of coltishness. At the seventh floor she got off first and he followed slowly. Now her eyes narrowed and he grinned again and spread his hands, turned the opposite way from her and walked to the end of the corridor, only a few feet from the elevators, where he stood with his back to the window, watching her.


Simultaneously, two miles south in a straight unobstructed line, on the seventh floor of the research building at CaCo, Incorporated, the computer named Big Mac by the fourteen-year-old boy who called himself Hot Dog fired its modified laser, designed to disperse the immortal alien who could travel faster than the speed of light.


At the far end of the corridor Lauren glanced back to see if the ugly little man was still following her. She saw him turn into a blue glowing creature and then vanish. She screamed.




Chapter Two


THE two scientists were good, Colonel T. H. Musselman had to concede grudgingly. Don’t touch that! Don’t get in front of it! Stay away from that wall! They had ordered him about like a recruit in between issuing a string of commands to the flunkies in a language that might as well have been Swahili, as far as the colonel was concerned. Now he stood on the far side of the room watching narrowly as the chaos of only moments ago became order. He still did not know what had happened, but he would be damned before he would ask. He pulled out a cigar and chewed on it, watching how warily they moved around the gizmo, noting how no one got between the working end of it and the wall.


The laboratory was more crowded than most that Trigger Happy had been in, probably because the assembly that housed the laser was so damned big. Everything else had been pushed aside to make room for it. There was a metal base with a lot of cables that disappeared under it, snaked up the sides. The laser itself was slender and close to eight feet long, dull black. What had they called it? Chemical? No. Something ray, not X ray, he felt certain. That had not interested him; he was not supposed to understand the science, only supervise the results, and if it impressed him, his report would impress his boss at the Pentagon and the real experts would flock in. Nothing he had reported in the past four years had brought in the team of gee-whiz boys. And tonight would be no exception, he knew, watching darkly. He could recognize a few things in the large room, but not enough, and that made him angry. He understood the computer terminals, a rank of them, and he understood the spaghettilike wires and cables, and an oscilloscope or two, and that was just about all. His scowl deepened and he bit harder into the unlighted cigar.


So the damn thing fired all by itself, he thought, and so what? There wasn’t a mark on the wall. It was a dud, just as he had suspected from the start. His stomach rumbled and he reached for his lighter, then drew back, remembering smoke was not allowed here, although the air now was acrid with it. A battery of assistants was at various computer stations, working with an intensity he could admire. One man had found a rope and was roping off the area of the gizmo, all the way to the wall. A newcomer hurried in carrying maps that he proceeded to spread out on a workbench. The scarecrow of a scientist leaned over to see; they both turned to look at the gizmo, and the newcomer held out his hand as if sighting with it. The colonel’s stomach rumbled and this time he ignored the pang that went with the noise.


A broad, bald man entered and the colonel nodded to himself. Security. He recognized the type, the way his sweeping gaze catalogued the room, held fractionally on one of the working scientists who might have nodded, might not have, then swept on to the colonel. Neither of them acknowledged the instant recognition of the other. Security joined the scarecrow and the map man. Then he went to a desk and made a phone call. Mallory Atkins and Bill Bentson watched him in a breath-holding attitude. At his nod they joined him and they held a whispered conversation. The scarecrow glanced at the colonel, turned away too fast.


They would try to dump him, Trigger Happy Musselman thought, shunt him off to his hotel, out of the way. He waited. Unhappily, Bill Bentson left the other two and approached the colonel.


“I’m afraid we’ll have to postpone the test, sir,” he said. “We’re arranging for a driver to take—”


Very deliberately Trigger Happy pulled out his lighter and clicked it. It flared like a flamethrower. “Bullshit,” he said, and lighted his cigar.


Lauren sat in Peter Waycross’s spacious office, a glass of Scotch in her hand, her three colleagues milling about. Peter was regarding her with glowing eyes. He was over six feet tall and beautifully muscled; he had a perpetual tan that he renewed regularly with short trips to his little place in the country. The little place was on the island of Oahu. Peter had bright blond hair and brilliant blue eyes; he was the most colorful object in the office generally. Everything else was muted: off-whites, ivories, glass, or metal with a lusterless finish.


“My dear Lauren,” Peter was saying, “I am so envious. So very envious. A bonafide witnessing of spontaneous human combustion!”


“Ah, Peter, my boy,” Warren Foley said heartily, “we shouldn’t jump to conclusions yet, you know. There’s no sign of searing, smoke, anything of the sort. I looked around a bit, you know, before security came on the scene and called the police.”


“Not the newspapers, nothing sensational,” Peter went on, ignoring him. “Good taste, of course. After all, a man is dead. The APA journal, that’s the one we’ll go for. Clinician at the Waycross Clinic—or should it be therapist? But that’s a detail.”


Rich Steinman cleared his throat. “Peter, do you suppose they’ll let me go home now? I didn’t see anything, and my wife will start to worry in about a minute, the way she does, you know, and I don’t see why I have to stay since I’m the true innocent bystander, and I wasn’t even really standing by, since I was already inside the offices. …” Rich Steinman never finished a sentence if he could avoid it.


Peter spread his hands in one of his most engaging gestures. “You know, dear people, you know if it were up to me, we’d all be gone by now. How wearing it is to be involved, however innocently, in the macabre. But the police in their wisdom have said otherwise, and so we wait and wait for the wheels of justice to roll one roll and then another.”


Lauren heard them as if they were a great distance away, speaking through hollow tubes. When she concentrated on the words, she understood what they were saying; when she let her focus slip, there was merely noise, and she was displaced to a dark cave big enough for only one person, herself.


When Lauren was ten she had discovered Joan of Arc and had fallen passionately in love with the Maid of Orleans. How pure and noble, chosen by God, gifted with the inspiration to walk the path that no one else could see. An immaculate death by fire, untouched by base human emotions. At thirteen Lauren had read an article that discussed schizophrenia, had convincingly argued a case against the Maid of Orleans, a classic example of juvenile schizophrenia. Lauren had gone a little crazy, she understood later, but at the time her reaction had seemed the only possible one, to withdraw into a tiny hollow spot that was deep within herself, a spot of safety where no one could touch her. Her adolescent withdrawal had guarded her through a difficult time when she thought it was dangerous to hear anything before another person heard it. She had refused to see anything first, for fear of seeing what was not there. Her mother had taken her to an eye-ear-nose specialist who had been puzzled and unable to do anything except recommend a psychiatrist. Lauren’s vision and hearing had made a rapid recovery and the matter had been put to rest, labeled growing pains, adolesence.


But the fear of insanity had lodged, had carved a small deep cave within her, and there it lived. She now thought of herself as crouching before it, measuring it for growth, not quite daring to deny it.


She had seen the impossible; therefore she had not seen what she thought she had. Impossible meant it could not be. She had to remember that. And if she had not actually seen what she thought she had, then what had she seen? She had told the detectives exactly what happened, but if she changed her story, what could they do? They would be happier with her if she admitted that she had been upset. Upset! Hysterical then. The man had jumped out the window. The window could not be opened. All right, he had gone back into the elevator. But he left his clothes on the floor. All right. He had not been here at all. Someone had dumped his clothes and she had created an entire story about them spontaneously. Spontaneous human combustion! Peter was still going on about that. She shivered and tasted the Scotch.


The door opened and the two detectives came in, one black, one white, one kind, both disbelieving. There were two other men with them now, a tall, cadaverous man, and a barrel-shaped man who looked as if he were in uniform although he actually wore a handsome gray suit.


The black detective smiled at her, then said to the others, “Dr. Waycross, if you and your colleagues would please wait in the anteroom, we’d like to speak with Dr. Steele for a few minutes.”


“Of course. Of course. I quite understand, Lieutenant. Lauren, my dear, if you need us for anything, anything at all, please, please let us know. Anything, my dear.” He paused before her on his way from the room and touched her cheek lightly. “Her face, how pale, her hand, how it trembles. Be gentle with her, Lieutenant. Come along, Rich, Warren. Come along.”


The black detective waited until the door was closed, then said, “We’d like you to tell us exactly what happened again, Dr. Steele, from the time you first saw the man until … he vanished. Okay?”


She had spent a whole year reading only mysteries; she knew this was the routine, but even so, if they were not going to believe her, what was the point? She had not been able to think of a story any less incredible than the true one. She told it one more time.


“You never saw him before tonight?” the military one asked in a hard voice.


She nodded. “That’s right.”


“And he glowed blue and then disappeared.” His voice was heavy with disbelief.


She nodded again.


“How much were you drinking tonight?”


Indignantly, she set the glass down hard. “Not at all. Except for this, and I’ve hardly touched it. Peter gave it to me.”


Trigger Happy patted his stomach and walked about the room, examining it, not the girl. To him all females, except his mother, were girls. This one was lying. A little drinking in a bar with the boyfriend, a fight, now this. He shook his head slightly and patted his stomach again, contentedly now. It had not rumbled for over an hour; when he was happy, his stomach was happy. Those two scientists were nutty, of course. That was a given. But they had come up with something, after all. More than they had reckoned with, more than they had been able to control. But, sweet Jesus, he thought happily, a weapon that could shoot through walls and not leave a mark and then vaporize a man and not leave a trace of him! The laser still pointed at this floor, this building. One call from CaCo security to security in this building and bingo! Jackpot!


There was no problem with any of that. The guy happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. Accidents happened. Could just as easily have gotten it from a drunk in a bar, on the highway; a wing could have fallen off the airplane he was in. That part was okay, no sweat. And no problem that he had taken over, he was calling the shots. At least, no problem there yet. But the girl and her story, that was a problem. They had decided they could not muzzle her, not completely, not safely. She had already told others, and he knew how that went. Stifle one and three others pop up talking, and what they did not want was for anyone to ever mention this again to anyone.


Waycross Clinic, he was thinking also, raked it in, obviously. Clinic. Treating nuts all day. Takes one to know one. That could be the right approach. And she was lying. He could almost hear a click when he made up his mind how to proceed. He held out his hand and Detective Sergeant Boles, the unsmiling white one, put an envelope in it.


“We think you do know the man,” Trigger Happy said harshly. “His sketchbook is full of drawings of you. He had your card in his pocket. You came into the building together, got on the elevator together, and now he’s gone. You want publicity, is that it? He’s probably running out on debts, a real hole he dug for himself. What next? You happen to find a little insurance policy you forgot all about? Just happens to name you beneficiary? Is that the next step? Where is he, Miss Steele? Where do you plan to meet again? When? It won’t work, Steele. No doubt you both thought this was so original, but believe me, Steele, it’s one of the oldest ploys around.”


She felt dizzy with conflicting rushes of outrage and waves of relief. Since they did not believe her story, she did not have to believe it either. If she had been able to think of a convincing lie, she would have been tempted to tell it, but to have them accuse her of lying was too outrageous to bear.


“I never saw that man before in my life!” she cried.


Trigger Happy opened the sketchbook and held it up before her eyes, too close for her to focus on it. She squinted and he turned a page, then another. Caricatures of her! There was no mistaking them; they were pictures of her, grossly distorted but recognizable. She reached for the sketchbook. He pulled it away.


“You going to tell us the real story now?”


She shook her head in confusion. “I already did.”


He turned away in disgust. “Get them all out of here,” he growled. “Waste of time, waste of taxpayers’ money. And as for you,” he said menacingly to Lauren, “we’ll be watching, and if you so much as whisper ‘insurance,’ we’ll grab you!”


“But what happened to him? You can’t just pretend nothing happened. I saw it!”


Trigger Happy went to the door and she jumped to her feet. “I won’t let you just sweep it under the carpet! I’ll tell reporters, television people!”


With his hand on the doorknob, he raked a scathing glance over her and said contemptuously, “Drunk shrink sees boyfriend vanish in a puff of blue smoke. That your story?” He left.


She looked from one remaining detective to the next. The black one grinned at her again, and she realized it was meaningless, his normal expression. There was no hint of warmth in the smile. The white one was as stony-faced as ever. The new one who looked like an animated skeleton was clearly very uncomfortable. He did not meet her gaze. Abruptly she walked to the door of the reception room.


“I’m going home.”


“Good idea,” one of them said. She did not turn to see who it was. “Sleep it off. You’ll feel better in the morning.”


She tried to slam the door, but the black detective caught it and followed her into the reception room. Peter hurried to meet her, to take her hands, to examine her face closely.


“My dear Lauren, how dreadful for you—”


“You can go on home,” the detective said. “Use the elevators on the other side of the building if you don’t mind. Just to complete the report, we’ll search the offices on this side, see if Dr. Steele’s friend is hiding in one of them.”


Lauren turned to glare at him and he grinned and shook his head, as if in secret admiration.


“Your friend?” Rich Steinman cried. “You know him? Who is he? Why did he do that? How did he do that? Lauren, is this a joke? My god, Edith will kill me!” He ran out.


Warren Foley was studying her with disbelief. “You’d do that to us? Your colleagues? Why? Have we injured you in some way? Are you trying to communicate something in this manner?”


Peter began to laugh his wonderful, melodious laugh. As soon as he could speak, he said, “Lauren, Lauren, Lauren! A joke! You finally played a joke on us! I was so worried about you, my dear Lauren. So truly concerned. And you played this magnificent joke on all of us! You’re a marvel, my dear Lauren, a marvel! Now, let us all go to our homes, rejoicing. Our dear Lauren has finally joined us wholeheartedly, has turned the tables on each of us, has revealed depths that were only hinted at before this moment. Now we are truly a unified, happy family, colleagues in distress, colleagues in merriment—”


Lauren snatched up her coat and fled. In the corridor a uniformed officer lounged against the wall and motioned her toward the elevator bank on the far side of the building. She was running, determined not to cry, not to smash anything, not to scream or yell, or kill anyone.


In Peter’s office Trigger Happy and Bill Bentson exchanged glances. Bentson’s was troubled; Trigger Happy felt only satisfaction. He had not known exactly how it would work out, but this was as near perfect as was humanly possible. He had counted on them all being nutty as a peanut farm, and they had not disappointed him. Now the work in the hall could be finished, the window removed, the carpeting taken up …




Chapter Three


LAUREN had not slept, and it was still raining when she left her apartment building the next morning. She felt disassociated, removed, not part of the scene of surging people all heading for another day’s work, another paycheck. She walked through the rain like an automaton. The elevator in the Professional Services Building was full, as it usually was between eight and nine every morning. She stared straight ahead.


At her floor she moved with two or three others in the direction of her own office complex. Then she stopped and the others passed her. She studied the floor, the beige carpeting. Brand-new-looking, no sign of wear, of fire, smoke damage. More slowly than ever she continued to the Waycross Clinic.


Rich and Warren pulled apart when she entered the reception room. Rich scurried away, vanished into his own office, as if afraid she might pounce on him, or envelop him in mysterious blue flames. Warren approached her bravely, holding a clipboard.

OEBPS/images/9780575120099.jpg
%EWAY

KATE
WILHELM

CRAZY
TIME

THE HUGO AND NEBULA
AWARD-WINNING AUTHOR OF
WHERE LATE THE SWEET
BIRDS SANG





OEBPS/images/Gateway_Logo.jpg
«@-EWAY





