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It was a time of giants.

There was no roomfor themto breathe and flex their nuscles in mankind' s
spraw i ng Denocracy, so they gravitated to the distant, barren worlds of the

I nner Frontier, drawn ever closer to the bright galactic Core like noths to a
flane.

Oh, they fit into hunman franmes, nost of them but they were giants nonethel ess.
No one knew what had brought themforth in such quantity at this particul ar
moment in human history. Perhaps there was a need for themin a galaxy filled
to overflowing with little people possessed of even snaller dreanms. Possibly it
was the savage spl endor of Inner Frontier itself, for it was certainly not a

pl ace for ordinary nmen and wonen. O nmaybe it was sinply tine for a race that
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had been notably short of giants in recent eons to begin producing them once
agai n.

But whatever the reason, they swarned out beyond the furthest reaches of the
expl ored gal axy, spreading the seed of Man to hundreds of new worlds, and in
the process creating a cycle of |egends that would never die as |ong as nen
could tell tales of heroic deeds.

There was Faraway Jones, who set foot on nore than 500 new worlds, never quite
certain what he was | ooking for, always sure that he hadn't yet found it.

There was shadowy figure known only as the Wistler, who had killed nore than
one hundred nmen and aliens.

There was Friday Nellie, who turned her whorehouse into a hospital during the
war against the Setts, and finally saw it declared a shrine by the very nmen who
once tried to close it down.

There was Jamal, who left no fingerprints or footprints, but had plundered

pal aces that to this day do not know they were plundered.

There was Bet-a-Wrld Mirphy, who at various tinmes owned nine different gold-

m ning worlds, and | ost every one of themat the gam ng tables.

There was Backbreaker Ben Ami, who westled aliens for nmoney and killed men for
pl easure. There was the Marquis of Queensbury, who fought by no rules at all,
and the White Knight, albino killer of fifty nen, and Sally the Bl ade, and the
Forever Kid, who reached the age of nineteen and just stopped growi ng for the
next two centuries, and Catastrophe Baker, who nmade whol e pl anets shake beneath
his feet, and the exotic Pearl of Maracai bo, whose sins were condemmed by every
race in the galaxy, and Father Christnmas, and the One-Arnmed Bandit with his
deadly prosthetic arm and the Earth Mther, and Lizard Mlloy, and the
deceptively m | d-nmannered Cenetery Smith.

G ants all

Yet there was one giant who was destined to tower over all of the others, to
juggle the lives of nen and worlds as if they were so nany toys, to rewite the
hi story of the Inner Frontier, and the CQuter Frontier, and the Spiral Arm and
even the all-powerful Denocracy itself. At various tines in her short,

turbulent life she was known as the Soothsayer, and the Oracle, and the
Prophet. By the tine she had passed fromthe galactic scene, only a handful of
survivors knew her true nane, or her planet of origin, or even her history, for
such is the way with giants and | egends.

But she had an origin, and a history, and a nane.

This is her story.

Part 1:
THE GRAVEDANCER S BOOK
1.
A hot, dry wind swept across the surface of Last Chance, a renpte world on the
edge of the Inner Frontier. Dust devils swirled up to heights of 60 feet,
breat hi ng becane al nost inpossible, and the few indi genous ani nal s burrowed
into the ground to wait out the duststorm
A lone figure, his clothing nondescript, his face protected against the
el ements by a dust mask, wal ked down the main street of the planet's only
Tradertown, |ooking neither right nor left. The door of an abandoned buil di ng
suddenly buckled fromthe force of the wind, and he quickly crouched, withdrew
a hand weapon, and fired at the source of the noise. The door briefly turned a
bright blue and then vani shed. The man renai ned notionl ess for a nonent, then
hol stered his weapon and continued wal king toward the brightly-lit building at
the end of the street.
He cane to a stop about twenty yards fromhis destination, then placed his
hands on his hips and studied the structure before him The walls were nade of
atitaniumalloy with a tight nolecul ar bonding, finished to | ook |ike wood.
The front veranda possessed two | arge doorways, both | eading to the crowded
interior of The End of the Line. Fromwhere he was standing, he couldn't tel
whi ch section was the bar and which was the casino, though he suspected the
casino was at the back, where it could be nore easily protected agai nst any
potential robberies.
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A door slid open for a nmonent, and the man ducked behind a vehicle and withdrew
hi s weapon again as a tall woman energed, took one step into the dust, then
shook her head and went back into the building, coughing heavily.

The man strode back out into the mddle of the street and continued staring at
the building. Finally he began wal king again, turning to his left after a
monent and circling the entire building. There weren't any w ndows, which
didn't surprise himgiven the force of the duststorm but he hadn't survived
this long by not being thorough, and he nethodically checked out every neans of
ingress. Al the various doors were closed, probably |ocked, certainly tied in
to a security system Briefly he considered clinbing to the roof 4+t was not
beyond his capabilities to scale the side of the building, nmade rough by the
abrasive action of the wind and the dust—but he couldn't see any advantage to
be gai ned, and he rejected the idea.

He finally decided that he had no choice but to enter through one of the
doorways at the front of the building. He was unhappy about it-—ot that he

m nded being identified after his work was done, but he preferred not to cal
any attention to hinself before he'd earned his nbney—but no viable alternative
had presented itself, and the dust nmask nade himfeel constricted, even

cl austrophobi c.

He realized that he was still holding his weapon in his hand, that he had been
holding it since the woman had tenporarily energed fromthe building, and he
once again replaced it in his holster. Then he clinbed the three stairs to the
veranda, wal ked across it, entered The End of the Line, and renoved his mask.
He woul d get the feel of the place, spot his quarry, wash the dust in his nouth
away with a beer or two, and then go to work.

The place was as crowded as he had anticipated. A long chrone bar lined the

| eft side of the front room wth perhaps a dozen tables scattered around the
right side. The clientele was primarily human, for this was a human out post
worl d, but here and there were Canphorites, Lodinites, and a pair of beings of
a type he had never seen before.

The back roomwas as large as the tavern, and even nore crowded. There were
roulette tables, dice tables, poker tables, two tables boasting alien ganes of
chance. He scanned the faces at the tables, wondering which of them if any,
was his quarry. Then, finally, he turned and wal ked over to the bar

A bal di ng, overweight man with a slight |inp approached himfromthe other side
of the bar.

“Good evening,” he said. “What can | get for you?”

“A beer.”
“Coming right up,” said the man behind the bar, placing a nug under a tap and
activating it. “lI haven't seen you around here before.”

“l just got here.”

“Sorry we have such | ousy weat her today,” continued the bartender. “Usually
Last Chance is a pretty pleasant place, even a bit on the cool side.”

“I didn't come here for the weather.”

“Good. Then you won't be di sappointed.”

The man lifted the nug to his |ips and downed half of it in a single |ong
swal | ow.

“I need a little information,” he said, wiping his nouth with the back of his
hand.

“If it's mne to give,” replied the bartender

“I"m 1l ooking for soneone.”

“Well, 1 know al nost everyone here. Who is it?”

“A man naned Carl os Mendoza. Sone people call himthe Iceman.”

“Mendoza, eh?” said the bartender. He | ooked around the room “You owe him sone
money? | can give it to himfor you.”

“Just point himout to ne.”

“l hope you're not |looking for trouble,” said the bartender. “They say Mendoza
is a pretty tough custoner.”

“What |'m 1l ooking for is none of your business,” said the man coldly.

“Fine by ne,” said the bartender with a shrug. “I just figured that since you
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don't know him probably you've been hired by soneone who does know him
Thought | could save you a little misery.”

“Save your thoughts for Mendoza.”

“Well,” said the bartender with a shrug, “at |east you've been warned.”

“All right, |I've been warned,” said the man. “Now point himout to me.”

“See that fellow sitting by hinself in the corner?” asked the bartender. “The
one dressed all in black?”

The man nodded. “He's arned like he's going into battle,” he said. “Laser
pistol, sonic gun, projectile pistol. Probably got a knife tucked into that
boot, too.”

“Actually, he's got a knife in each boot,” said the bartender. He paused. “Are
you really sure you want to go through with this?”

“I't's ny work,” said the man, turning to face his prey.

“You could talk,” suggested the bartender. “The Icenan's always willing to talk
i nstead of fight.”

“He is, huh?”

“That's what | hear.”

“l don't get paid to talk,” answered the man.

He took a few steps toward the man in bl ack, then stopped.

“Mendoza!” he said in a loud voice.

Most of the action at the gami ng tables stopped as the nan in black | ooked up
at himcuriously.

“Are you talking to nme?”

The man's fingers hovered above the hilt of his sonic pistol

“Time to die, Mendoza.”

“Do | know you?” asked the man in bl ack

“Al'l you have to knowis that I'mthe last thing you re ever going to see.”
Suddenly the newconer flinched, and a puzzl ed expression crossed his face. He
blinked his eyes rapidly, as if trying to conprehend what had happened, then
groaned once and pitched forward on his face, a large knife protruding fromhis
back.

The bartender linped over to him wi thdrew the knife he had throwm with deadly
accuracy, and wiped it off on a bar towel.

“They get younger and dunber every week,” he said, turning the dead man onto
his back with a foot. “No problem friends,” he announced, raising his voice.
“Just our weekly visitor from wherever.”

And because of who he was, nobst of the patrons took his word for it and
returned to their drinks and their ganbling.

The man in black wal ked over and stared at the corpse.

“Ever see himbefore?” asked the bartender

“No,” said the man in black. “You know who he is, |ceman?”

The | ceman shook his bal ding head. “No idea. But that's four of themthis
mont h. Sonebody really wants nme dead.” He paused. “I just wish | knew why.
haven't been off the planet in dammed near four years.”

“I'f you hadn't killed him naybe we could have found out,” said the man in

bl ack. “After all, that's what you hired me for. You're not making ny job any
easier.”

“l made your job easier,” replied the Iceman. “He woul d have taken you.”

The man in black frowned. “Wat makes you think so?”

The | ceman knelt down, gripped the corpse's left hand in his own, and displayed
the index finger.

“Prosthetic,” he said. “lI spotted it at the bar, and when he turned his back,
saw t he power pack under his shirt. Wile you were drawi ng your weapon, he'd
have just pointed at you and burned a hole right through your chest.”

“Well, 1'll be dammed!” nuttered the man in black. “l guess you did rmake ny job
easier, at that.”

“I1'"lI'l take it out of your pay,” said the |Iceman wyly.

“You know, one of these days sonmeone's going to conme out here who knows what
you | ook like,” said the man in black. “What are you going to do then?”

“Duck, | suppose,” replied the Iceman. “In the neantine, let's nove our |ate
friend here into ny office and see what we can |l earn about him”
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“l have a feeling he's going to be just |like the others you described to ne,”
predicted the man in black. “No identification, no fingerprints, surgically-
altered retinagram”

“Probably,” agreed the lIceman. “But let's do it anyway.”

The man in black shrugged and gestured for a couple of other nen to pick up the
corpse. They began carrying it toward the casino.

The Iceman imedi ately barred their way. “Qut the front and around to the
side,” he said. “W've got custoners here. How would you like it if someone
dragged a dead body right in front of you while you were drinking?” He paused,
then sighed deeply. “Don't answer. Just do it.”

They reversed their direction and carried the dead nan out the front door
“Well,” said the nman in black, “are you finally going to tell nme what this is
al | about?”

“I wish to hell | knew,” answered the Iceman, |inping back to the bar and
pouring hinself a beer. He offered one to the nan in black, who turned it down.
“Don't kill the next one and maybe you'll find out.”

“Anyone who cones after ne on Last Chance dies,” answered the Iceman firmy.
“That's part of the myth | spent three decades creating. If | |let even one of
these bastards live, the nyth becones a fairy tale and they' || be com ng after
me every hour instead of every week. Lord knows |'ve made enough eneni es over
the years.”

“Then why did you hire ne at all?” asked the man in black in frustrated tones.
“As you say, one of them may know who | am-and | happen to be a 71-year-old man
with a beer belly and an artificial leg. Wien | finally need you, you'll earn
your noney, never fear.”

“You ought to let nme cripple one of them” said the man in black. “Then we'd
get sone answers.”

“You want to cripple one?” asked the Iceman. He gestured to the door. “You've
got the whol e damed pl anet on which to do it. But once they wal k through that
door, ny first concern is staying alive.” He finished his beer. “Now, if you
want to practice on nen who are here to kill you, that's your privil ege and
good luck to you—but | didn't get to be this old by taking chances.”

“They say there was a tine when you took chances,” replied the man in bl ack
“Lots of 'em
“l was young. | learned better.”

“That's not the way | heard it.”

“Then sonmeone nust have lied to you,” said the |ceman.

“They even say,” continued the man in black, “that you're the only man who ever
took on the Oracle and won.”

The Iceman grimaced. “I didn't w n anything.”

“I's she still alive?”

“l suppose so,” replied the Iceman. “I can't inagine anything being able to
kill her.”

“Has the thought crossed your nind that she's behind all this?”
“Not for an instant.”

“Why not ?”
“Because if she was, |'d be dead,” said the Iceman with absolute certainty.
“You faced her before, and you're still alive,” persisted the man in bl ack

“Forget about her,
“You're sure?”

replied the Icenan. “She's got nothing to do with this.

“To her, I'"'mabout as insignificant as a grain of sand on a deserted beach.” He
paused. “If she's still alive, she's got nore inportant things on her nmnd.”
“What kind of things?”

“l hope to hell | never find out,” answered the Icenan seriously. “Cone on,” he

added. “Let's take a | ook at the body.”

They wal ked over to his office and entered it, where they found the corpse laid
out on a broad wooden desk

The man in black exam ned the corpse's fingers closely.

“No prints,” he announced. “Dammed nice job on that fake finger. | never
spotted it.” He | ooked down at the dead nman's face. “Got an opht hal nboscope?”
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“A small one, inside the center drawer of the desk,” said the Icenan, going
over the body for scars or identifying marks. “But it's not tied into any
computers.”

The man in black wal ked to the desk and returned with the instrument. “l have a
feeling that tying into a conputer won't do you a bit of good with this guy—but
let's see.” He stared through the scope for a nonment, then put it away. “Yeah,
there's some scar tissue on the rods and cones. Five'll get you ten they' re not
on record anywhere in the gal axy.”

“No serial nunbers on any of the weapons, either,” noted the Icenman. “Strange.
Qut here on the Inner Frontier, nost killers pick colorful nanmes and brag about
their acconplishnents. But this is the fourth one in a row who has no nane, no
identification, no reputation.”

“Ni ce boots, though,” said the man in bl ack

“l suppose so.”

“Very nice.”

“l checked for labels or manufacturer's marks,” said the Iceman. “There aren't
any.”

The man in black continued staring at the boots.

“Do you see sonething |I'm m ssing?’ asked the |Iceman, suddenly interested.
“It's possible,” said the man in black, taking a boot fromthe corpse's foot
and examning it.

“Looks sort of blue when the light hits it,” commented the |cenan.

“I know,” said the man in black. He handed the boot to the Iceman. “There
aren't a lot of blue reptiles on the Inner Frontier—and | only know of one
that's got this circular pattern of scales.”

“ Ch?”

The man in bl ack nodded. “Big sonuvabitch. It lives on a world called
Greycloud, out by the Quinellus Cluster.” He paused. “They call it a Bluefire
Dragon. It could swall ow you whol e and then | ook around for the nmain course.”
“How big a world is Greycl oud?”

“About the size of Last Chance, naybe a little snaller.”

“Oxygen worl d?”

“Yes.”

“Any sentient life forns?” asked the Iceman.

“Not since we colonized it a few centuries ago,” answered the man in bl ack
“How many Men?”

“Maybe seven thousand, nostly niners and aquaculturalists. It's nostly
freshwater ocean, with a batch of islands and one very small continent.”

“Does it do nuch exporting?”

The man in black shook his head. “Too snmall. Probably doesn't get a nail or
cargo ship nore than seven or eight tines a year.”

“So,” continued the Iceman, “if our killer was wearing boots nade fromthe
| ocal lizard...”

“There's a pretty good chance that he bought themthere,” concluded the nan in
bl ack.

“They |l ook relatively new,” said the |ceman, studying the boots. “I think nmaybe
you'd better pay a little visit to Geycloud. Take a couple of holos of our
friend here before we bury him and see if anyone knows who he was or who he
wor ked for.”

“l assume you'll be all right while |I'm gone?”

“I''l'l make do,” replied the Iceman dryly. “By the way, if Geycloud is so far
of f the beaten track, how come you know about this Bluefire Dragon?”

“I've been there.”

“When?”

The man in black shrugged. “OCh, about eight or ten years ago.”

“On busi ness?”

“I'n a manner of speaking,” said the man in black noncommittally.

“Cood,” said the Iceman. “You'll have sone contacts there, some people you can
talk to.”

The man in bl ack shook his head. “Everyone | knew there is dead.”

“Recent|y?”
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“About eight or ten years ago.”
The Iceman snmiled in grimanusenent. “No wonder they call you the G avedancer.”

2
Hs real name was Felix Lomax, and he used it for the first 26 years of his
life. But nanes have a way of changing on the Inner Frontier, netanorphizing to
fit the natures of the nmen and wonen they're attached to.
Oiginally he'd been a Pioneer, one of that group of highly-trained specialists
that opened new worlds for the Denocracy, terraform ng them when necessary,
cataloging the various life forns, designing settlenents, analyzing soils and
m nerals and water sanples to determ ne exactly what type of col onists would be
the nost productive: mners, farners, aquaculturalists, whatever. His specialty
was Pacification, a euphenismfor decinmating native popul ations until such tine
as they were willing to allow col onization—er, in sone instances, until there
were none left to object.
During that period of his |ife he had been known as Double X, an easily-
i dentifiable code nane based on the spelling of his given name. (It was best
not to use one's true nane, just in case there were sone survivors of the
paci fication process that resented the instrunent of the policy rather than the
formulators who were in their mle-high offices back on Deluros VIII, the
capital world of Man, snug and secure in the heart of the Denocracy.)
After four years of pacifying alien popul ations, sonething happened on the
pl anet of Innesfree. He never spoke of it, never referred to it in any officia
docunent, but right in the mddle of the canpaign he quit and went off to the
I nner Frontier. He bought a large ranch on Backgamon |1, and spent the next
two years raising nutated cattle, huge, 3,000-pound specinens that he sold to
the Navy. During this tine he was Felix Longface, for he never smled, never
j oked, never seenmed to take nuch of an interest in anything.
Then he finally put whatever denons were bothering himto rest, and went
further into the Inner Frontier, returning to the trade he knew best: killing.
For a while he was known as The Man in Black, for it was the only color he ever
wore, but there were four other Men in Black on the Frontier, and before |ong
he picked up the sobriquet of the Gravedancer, and that was the nane that
stuck. Not that he ever danced or visited ceneteries, but when he | anded on a
planet, it was only a matter of tinme before soneone would be visiting a
graveyard, never to return
His personality didn't change nmuch. He still didn't smle, and he seened to
take no pride in his craft—which was strange for a man in his occupati on—but
before long his reputation preceded him and he didn't |lack for custoners. He
pi cked and chose those that interested him which was how he cane to work for
the Iceman, who was as close to a living |l egend as a nan coul d becone on the
I nner Frontier, where nost |egends died just about the tine that they were
recogni zed as | egends.
He didn't know nmuch about the |ceman—Ao one di d—but he knew that he had, in his
day, faced both the Soothsayer and the Oracle and had lived to tell about it,
whi ch was nore than anyone el se could claim He woul d have thought that the
I ceman woul d be the very |last person on the Frontier to require protection, so
when the offer came, his interest was sufficiently aroused to accept the
conmi ssion. He hadn't realized at the tine that it would require himto pay a
return visit to Greycloud, but it wouldn't have made any difference to himif
he had known it.
As his ship braked to sublight speeds and the water world canme up on his
vi ewscreen, he checked out his arsenal, selected those weapons that he thought
woul d be nost effective in this environnent, and requested perm ssion to | and
on the single continent's tiny spaceport.
“Please identify yourself,” said a netallic voice, crackling with static.
“This is the Peacekeeper, Felix Lomax commandi ng, five days out of Last
Chance.”
“Perm ssion denied.”
"\ 2"
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“You are the Felix Lomax who is al so known as the G avedancer, are you nhot?”
“I'"ve been called that, yes.”

“There are nine outstanding arrests warrants in your name, each for the crine
of murder.”

“All the nore reason why you should want to get your hands on ne,” replied
Lomax.

“We have no one here capable of taking you into custody against your wll,

G avedancer,” said the voice. “lI assume you have not cone to give yourself up
to the authorities.”

“A fair assunption.”

“Then permission to land is denied. If you attenpt to I and on G eycloud, we
will fire on your ship and destroy it before it can touch down.”

“One noment,” said Lomax, breaking the connection.

He had his conmputer scan the spaceport and surrounding vicinity, searching for
weaponry. |t found none, nor had he expected so thinly-populated a world to
have any defensive capabilities.

“Nice try, Geycloud,” he said, reactivating his radi o. “Now pl ease give ne

| andi ng coordi nates.”

“Deni ed.”

“I'"'m | andi ng whether you like it or not. If you won't give me coordi nates,
you' d better clear the sky or risk a collision over the landing field. This is
t he Peacekeeper, over and out.”

He broke out of orbit and entered an elliptical path toward the spaceport,
touchi ng down about twenty ninutes later. Once on the ground, he had the ship's
sensors scan the area for armed personnel, found none, activated a nunber of
security devices, and finally enmerged through the hatch, the boots and a

hol ograph of the dead man secured in a |leather holdall that he slung over his
| eft shoul der.

He wal ked about half a mle, past two snall hangars, to the nain traffic
control and reception building, and entered warily. There were four clerks
goi ng about their business, one man and three wonmen; none of them | ooked up at
hi m or gave any indication that they were aware of his presence until he
cleared his throat and three of themfidgeted nervously. He wal ked up the
fourth, a grey-haired wonan, and stood before her

“Yes?” she said coldly.

“l need transportation into town,” he said.

“Do | look Iike a chauffeur?” she demanded.

“I'f 1 can't find one, you'll do.”

“Co away and | eave nme alone, M. Lomax,” she said. “lI want nothing to do with
you.”

“Do | know you?” he asked.

“No, but | know you,” she said, her eyes reflecting her hatred.

“Then tell nme where | can find a ride into town, and you won't have to keep
| ooking at ne.”

“I wouldn't help you if you were bleeding to death on the street,’
He stared at her for a | ong nonent.

“Have it your way,” he said at last. “Before |I |eave, though,” he added, “I
shoul d point out that if anyone touches nmy ship, the ensuing explosion wll
flatten the spaceport and everything else within a radius of two mles.”

Then he turned on his heel and wal ked out the main entrance. The parking | ot
was al nost enpty—the planet had a tiny population and relatively little
comerce with the rest of the gal axy—but as he stood, hands on hips, wondering
what to do next, a small groundcar pulled up. He wal ked over to it before the
driver could get out and opened the passenger's door

“What's goi ng on here?” denmanded the driver, a young man in his early twenties.
“I"'mpaying you fifty credits to take ne into town,” said Lomax.

“The hell you are!” snapped the young nan. “l've got a shipnent of conputer
parts to pick up.”

“They can wait.”

Lomax opened the door, sat down next to the driver, pulled out a sonic pistol,
and pointed it at him

she sai d.
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“That wasn't a request,” he said calny.
“Who are you?” denanded the driver. “What the hell is this all about?”
“I"'mjust a guy who needs a ride to town,” said Lomax. “Now drive.”
“Why don't you take an aircab?” said the young man, turning the car around.
“l wasn't aware you had any.”
“We do. | can drive you to their hangar.”
“I wouldn't want to put you to the trouble,” said Lomax. “Just get going.”
The young nman stared at him and suddenly his expression changed.
“You're him aren't you?” he said.
“I'" m whon®”
“The G avedancer.”
“Sonme people call nme that.”
“Dam!” said the young nman, grinning and slanmm ng his hand agai nst the
dashboard. “The Gravedancer hinself, in ny groundcar!” He turned to Lonax.
“What are you here for?”
“Busi ness.”
“Who are you going to kill?” asked the young man eagerly.
“No one.”
“You can tell ne,” persisted the young man. “I'mon your side.”
“I"'mjust here to talk to the |ocal bootnaker.”
The young nman snorted contenptuously. “Come on, G avedancer—€o you expect ne to
believe you flew all the way to Greycloud for a pair of boots?”
“What you believe nmakes no difference to nme,” said Lomax. “Just take ne where
want to go.” He paused. “You can start by driving into town.”
The young man put the vehicle in notion, and a nonment |ater they were traveling
on a road that paralleled an ocean shoreline.
“I"ve been wondering if you'd ever cone back.”
“You're too young to renmenber ne,” said Lonax.
“I was twelve when you were here the last tine,” replied the young man. “l saw
you take on nine nen at once.” He paused, then extended his hand. “My nane's
Neil. Neil Cayman.”
Lomax | ooked at his hand for a nonment, then took it briefly.
“I'"'m Felix Lomax.”
Nei|l shook his head. “You're the Gavedancer.’
from here?”

He paused. “Where are you going

Lomax shrugged. “It all depends on what | learn while |'mhere.”

Nei |l seenmed lost in thought for a nonent, then spoke up. “Do you want sone
conpany?”

“Wher e?”

“Qut there,” he said, waving his hand toward the sky. “l've spent ny whole life
on this world. 1'd like to see sonmething different.”

“l work al one.”

“l could be useful to you.”

“Every dammed world | touch down on, there's always sone kid who wants to go
out and rmake a nane for hinself on the Inner Frontier,” answered Lomax. “Most
of them die before the undertaker knows what nanme to put on their headstones.”
“I"'mdifferent,” said Neil

“Yeah, | know,” said Lomax. “You're all different.”

“I'"ve spent ny whole life on Greycloud,” continued Neil. “I want to see what's
out there.”

“Book passage with a tour group,” answered Lomax. “You'll live longer.”

“l don't want to see what tourists see,” persisted Neil. “I want to see the way
the worlds really are, the way the people really live.” He paused. “I've got
sonme noney saved. | could be ready to go by this afternoon.”

“Not with ne,” said Lonax.

“I1'"d do any kind of work you asked ne to do, anything at all.”

“Not interested.”

The road turned inland, and was now lined by thick tropical foliage, which
began thinning out as they noved farther away fromthe ocean.

“There have to be places where your face is known, where people run when they
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see you conming. | could go to those places and get information for you.”
“Today is an exception,” said Lomax. “Usually |I'mafter nen, not information.”
“l could spot themfor you, |let you know what their habits are, where they're
likely to be. | wouldn't ask for any pay or anything like that,” continued the
young man. “Just a chance to get off this boring little world and travel with
soneone |ike you.”

“l admire your persistence,” said Lomax. “But the answer is the sane. | work
al one.”

“You' re making a nistake, G avedancer.”

Lomax shrugged. “lIt's possible. |I've nmade them before.”

“Then let nme conme with you.”

“I"ve also learned to live with the consequences of ny mstakes,” said Lomax.
“The subject is closed.”

They came to a tiny town, conposed of a broad single street lined with sone
four dozen stores and shops, an old hotel, and a pair of restaurants, one of
whi ch was serving its custoners in a shaded outdoor patio area. Neil drove nore
than hal fway down the street and pulled up to a storefront.

“I''l'l wait here for you,” he announced.

Lomax | eft the groundcar without a word, and entered the store, a warm dusty,
single-story building that displayed a number of |eather goods in the w ndows:
coats, jackets, belts, hats, boots. Toward the back were sheets of various

| eat hers, and hanging carefully fromthe walls were a nunber of pelts.

“Yes?” said a thin, balding man, wal king out froma back room “Can | help
you?”

“Possibly,” said Lomax, reaching into his |l eather holdall and w t hdrawi ng one
of the dead man's boots. “Do you recognize this?”

The old man held it up to the light for a nonent.

“Made froma Bluefire Dragon,” he said.

“You made it?”

“I'f anyone else on the Frontier nmakes 'em | sure as hell haven't heard about
it.” He examned it further. “This was a customjob, too. My label's not in
it.”

“How many custom boots do you nake in a year's tinme?”

“Ch, maybe fifty.”

“From Bl uefire Dragons?”

“Maybe two or three.”

“Good,” said Lomax, pulling out the hol ograph and handing it over to the old
man. “Do you recogni ze hin®”

“Looks dead,” noted the old man.

“He is. Do you know hin®”

The ol d man nodded. “Yeah, | made sonme boots for himmaybe seven, eight nonths
ago.”

“What can you tell ne about hin®”

“He wasn't real talkative,” said the old nan. “Seens to me he spent nost of the
day waiting in the bar across the street, then picked up his boots, paid for
"em and left.”

“Did he have a nanme?”

“Let me check ny records,” said the old nan, activating his conputer. “Yeah
Hs name is ... was ... Cole. Jason Cole.”

“Did he pay cash?” asked Lonax.

“Yes.”

“So you don't know what world he banked on?”

“Probably A ynmpus,” answered the old man. “That's ... let ne think, now ..

Al pha Hayakawa |V.”

“Why nmekes you think he did his banking on dynpus?”

“He liked the boots so much he ordered a second pair. Had ne ship themto an
address on dynpus.”

“What address?”

“Well, now, that's privileged information, isn't it?” said the old nman, staring
at Lomax.

“I1"d call it expensive information,” said Lomax, placing a pair of 200-credit
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notes on the counter

“Wel |, considering that the poor man has passed on, | suppose there's no harm
init,” said the old man, greedily snatching up the noney and stuffing it into
a | eather pouch that he wore around his neck. “Conputer, print out Jason Cole's
address.”

The address energed an instant later, and the old man handed it to Lonax.

“I'"d say good hunting,” said the old man. “But it appears to ne that your
hunting is already done.”

“l have a feeling it's just starting.”

“Well, in that case, good |luck, G avedancer.”

“You know ne?” said Lonax sharply.

“It'd be hard to forget you,” said the old nan. “You were the only exciting
thing to happen to Greycloud in half a century.” He paused. “Don't worry about
me alerting the authorities or nothing. First, they probably couldn't stop you
from what ever you're doing; and second, nobst of themyou killed deserved what

they got.”

“Thanks.”

“But let ne give you a word of advice, G avedancer.”
“What is it?”

“Whuld | be right in figuring you plan to take a trip to A ynmpus next?”
“You m ght be.”
“I1"d be real careful there if | were you.”

“ Ch?"
The ol d man nodded. “Now and then | hear things from people who are passing
t hrough.”

“What kind of things?”

“Ch, | don't put nuch stock in the details,” answered the old man. “You know

how people tend to exaggerate out here. But those who are willing to tal k about
it at all don't make it sound like a real friendly place.”

“I'"l'l keep it in mnd,” said Lomax, wal king to the door

“Can | interest you in a pair of boots while you' re here?” the old man call ed
after him “Or maybe a new holster for all those weapons?”

“Maybe next tine,” answered Lonmax.

“Men in your line of work don't usually live |long enough for there to be a next
time,” said the old man with a hal f-anused smile. “This is your second trip
here, so you're already on borrowed tine.”

“Next time,” repeated Lomax, wal king out into the street.

Neil was waiting for him and opened the door

“Did you find out what you needed to know?” he asked.

“Possibly,” said Lomax, settling back on his seat. “At least | know where |I'm
goi ng next.”

“Wher e?”

Lomax | ooked over at himand sniled. “El sewhere,” he said.

They drove to the spaceport in silence. Then Neil parked the groundcar

“You're sure you won't take nme?”

“You'll live longer on Greycloud, kid.”

“l thought the quality of life was supposed to be inportant,” said Nei
sardonical ly.

“You' ve been mi sinfornmed.”

Neil left the vehicle and wal ked to the cargo area while Lomax entered the main
bui | di ng.

The gray-haired wonman who had refused to help himearlier glared at him but
beneath the mask of hatred he thought he saw a certain snmugness, a brief |ook
of triunph before the nask was fully in place

He wal ked slowly to the door leading to the landing field, scrutinizing the
area carefully. A pair of |ead-suited nechanics were gingerly bringing out a
smal | packet of plutoniumto fuel an ancient cargo ship that was still powered
by a nuclear pile, and a crew of three men were fixing a couple of cracks and
pot holes at the adjoining | anding strip, but otherw se the place seened
deserted. Then, suddenly, he saw a brief novenent out of the corner of his eye,
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coming fromthe roof of a hangar. He turned to face it, but couldn't spot

anyt hing out of the ordinary.

He Iit a cigar, leaned lazily against a wall, and continued scanning the strip.
A nmoment |ater the sun glinted off sone metal on the roof of another hangar

He wal ked to a vi dphone directory and picked out a nane at random then
approached the gray-haired woman.

“Call Jonathan Sturmand tell himthat the G avedancer's on his way,” he said,
wal ki ng out the front entrance before she could utter a reply or a refusal
“He's got until dark to put his affairs in order and nake his peace with

what ever god he worships.”

He wal ked directly to the groundcar, entered it, and waited for Neil Cayman to
energe fromthe cargo area, carrying a box of conputer parts

“l thought you'd be gone by now,” said Neil, surprised.

“Change of plans,” said Lomax. “Do you own a ship?”

Nei |l seened anused. “Where would | get a spaceship?”

“How about your parents or your enployer?”

“Wel I, yeah, ny boss has a little four-man job.”
“Her e?”
“Yes,” said the young nan. “It's in one of the hangars.”

“WIIl they let you nove it out to the landing fiel d?”
“l suppose so.”

Lomax peel ed off five |arge-denom nation notes. “It'Il be sundown in about
three hours. Do it then.”

“Once they find out that | helped you, I'll be arrested.”

Lomax shook his head. “You'll have plenty of tine to fabricate an alibi. Al nost

every cop on the planet is going to be waiting for me at Jonathan Sturmnis
house.”
“Sturn? What have you got agai nst hin®”

“Not hi ng,” answered Lonax. “l never net the man.”

“Then why—=2"

“Just do what | said, okay?”

Neil stared at him “I take it they' ve set a trap for you?” he asked at |ast.

Lomax nodded. “WII| you hel p nme?”

“l can't believe soneone |like you couldn't take themall out.”

“Maybe | could,” agreed Lomax. “But no one is paying ne to do it, and when you
put your life on the line often enough, you learn just how val uabl e a conmodity
it is. If I have to fight ny way to nmy ship, | will—-but if there's an easier
way, |'Il take it.” He paused. “l need to hide until sunset, and then | need
you to nove your ship.” He stared at the young nman. “Now, are you going to help
me or not?”

“Yeah, 1'lIl help you, Gavedancer.”

“Cood.”

“On one condition,” added Neil.

“« Ch?”

“Take me with you. I've had it with this planet.”
“l told you...”

Nei | handed the noney back to him “That's ny price.”
Lomax gri nmaced
“All right, it's a deal,” he said at |ast.

3.
Neil withdrew all his noney fromhis bank, then parked in a secluded spot where
he and Lomax waited until nightfall
Then they drove back to the spaceport, where Neil approached the hangar and had
them bring his enployer's ship out onto the reinforced pavenent of the take-off
strip. Wiile the ship's conputer was waiting for takeoff clearance, the young
man raced out of the cockpit and stopped the first security man he could find.
“Sonet hing's wong!” he panted.
“What ?” asked the man.
“Someone's hiding in the cargo conpartnent of mny ship; the conputer spotted the
extra weight. | just got a glinpse of him He's dressed all in black.”
“You keep away fromthe ship,” the security man instructed him “W'Ill take it
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for here.”

Lomax wat ched fromthe shadows until he was convinced all the security
personnel had surrounded Neil's enployer's ship. Then he wal ked, briskly and
silently, to his own ship, where he found the young man waiting at the hatch
“Nothing to it,” grinned Neil as Lonmax uttered the proper code words to open
the hatch without detonating the security systemw thin the ship.

“Let's go,” said Lomax, entering the ship. “The second | activate the ignition,
they're going to know they were duped. Grab a seat, strap yourself in, and keep
your fingers crossed that no one is approaching on our exit path.”

“No one ever cones here,” said Neil, seating hinmself in the cranped cockpit.
“That's why | want to get the hell out of here.”

Lomax fed the coordinates of Aynpus into the navigational conputer, waited
until it had chosen a flight path, then hit the ignition. As he had predicted,
it brought all the armed security nmen back fromthe other ship, but he nanaged
to take off before they could get off any damagi ng shots.

“So where are we goi ng?” asked Neil Cayman when they had left the system and
achi eved |ight speeds.

“dynpus,” answered Lonax.

The young nman had the conputer cast a cartographic hologramin the air above

his seat. “I can't find it,” he announced after a nonent's scrutiny.
“Try Al pha Hayakawa |V,” suggested Lonax.
“Right. Here it is. | wonder why the difference in nanes?”

“Standard,” replied Lonmax. “Most of the planets are named after the head of the
Pi oneer teamthat opened them up. Roman nunerals indicate how far out fromthe
sun it is; any other nunber tells you how many prior planets the man had
opened.”

“l don't follow you.”

“This is Al pha Hayakawa |V,” explained Lomax. “That neans it was first charted
by a man or worman naned Hayakawa, and that it's the fourth planet froma binary
sun. But if you | ook el sewhere, you might also find that it's Jones 39 or Jones
22, which neans that it's the 39th or 22nd pl anet opened up by some guy from
the Pioneer Corps naned Jones.” He paused. “And of course, the first thing the
settlers did was change the nane. Probably it's got some nountain that |ooks
like a holo of Mount O ynpus back on Earth, or maybe the first Governor was a
Greek scholar, or maybe they had a civil war and the general on the w nning
side was naned A ynpus.”

“I't gets confusing, doesn't it?” said Neil. “All these nanes to learn.”

“Even nore so when the native lifeforms have their own name for their world,”
said Lomax with a smle. “You get the hang of it after awhile.”

“I like the notion of the inhabitants choosing their own nane for their world,”

said Neil. “Now that I'mgoing out to the Frontier, | want to pick ny own
name. ”

“You' ve got one.”

“lI don't like it. I want sonething colorful, |ike G avedancer or Catastrophe
Baker or Cenetery Smith.”

“That's your right, | suppose.” Lomax converted to auto-pilot, unstrapped

hi nsel f, and stood up, stretching his arns.

“You suppose?” asked Neil, followi ng himback to the cargo area, which he had
converted into a small lounge, with a pair of confortable chairs secured to the
deck.

Lomax sat down and lit a thin cigar. “If you're any good at anything, usually
you'll find someone has picked your nane for you, and you're pretty nmuch stuck

with it whether you like it or not.”

“l could wait a long tine,” said the young nan ruefully, as he sat down
opposite Lomax. “The only thing I'mreally good at is wishing | was sonewhere
el se.”

“That's a start.”

“It is?”

“Ever hear of Faraway Jones?” asked Lonmax.

“No. Who is he?”
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“An old man who's probably been to six, seven hundred worlds.”

“I's he an explorer?”

“No. "

“A cartographer?”

Lomax shook his head. “People say that when he was as young as you are, he fel
inlove with a girl on Binder X. Nobody knows what happened, but evidently he
did sonething to make her leave him and he's been hunting for her ever since.”
Lomax paused. “He nust have been searching for her for, oh, close on to seventy
years now.”

“Do you think she's still alive?” asked Neil dubiously.

“Probably not. Seventy years is a long time for anyone to survive on the |nner
Frontier.”

“Then why does he keep | ooking?”

Lomax shrugged. “You'd have to ask him”

“WII | ever see hin®”
“Ht enough worlds out there and you'll run into himsooner or later.”
“Who else will | see?” asked the young man eagerly.

“l don't know. Who do you want to see?”

“Everyone. All the colorful characters |'ve heard about and read about.” He
smiled at Lomax. “They all seem so much bigger than life.”

Lomax returned the smile. “I know how you feel. Wen | was your age, | wanted
to go out to the Frontier and see all nmy heroes too.” He paused. “After awhile,
you learn that they all bleed and they all die.”

“What about the Prophet?”

“Who' s he?”

“l don't know. Just soneone | heard about on the video.”

“This year's outlaw hero,” snorted Lomax. “Take ny word for it, kid: sone
bounty hunter will bring himdown, just |ike they brought down Santiago and all
the rest of 'em”

“Still, I want to see themall for nyself.” Neil paused. “You're the only
famous person |'ve ever net.”

Lomax smiled ruefully. “Let nme tell you, fanme isn't everything it's cracked up
to be—especially out on the Frontier.”

“You say that because you see fanous people all the tinme,” protested the young
man. “But no one el se special has ever come to G eycloud.”

“There's nothing very special about pointing a weapon and killing people,” said
Lomax.

“Sure there is,” argued Neil. “How nany nen can do it?”

“Too dammed nany.”

“Still, I want to go out there and see themfor nyself.”

“You nmay be di sappointed,” said Lomax.

“l doubt it.”

“What do you think—that there are a couple of thousand worlds out there

popul ated only by killers and fol k heroes? Kid, the Inner Frontier is filled
with miners and farners and nerchants and doctors and everything el se you need
to run a planet.”

“I know that,” said Neil irritably. “But they're not the ones who interest ne.”
“Something tells me that you' Il find all the colorful characters you' re | ooking
for.” Lomax paused. “Kids like you usually do.”

“Maybe | can even becone one nyself,” said Neil, trying to hide his eagerness.

“If you live long enough,” said Lomax. “Now let's start taking care of

busi ness.”

“What busi ness do we have before we reach O ynpus?”

“Well, to begin with,” said Lonax, “they've probably issued a ki dnapping
warrant for nme. | want you to radio Aynpus and tell themyou've conme with ne
of your own volition.”

“They won't believe ne.”

“Perhaps not, but | want it on the record.”

Nei |l nodded. “All right.”

“And then, since you're going to have to start earning your keep, | want you to
go into the galley and nmake me up some dinner.” He paused. “Soya products only.
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No red neat, no dairy products.”

“l don't see how that nakes you a better killer,” said Neil

“I't nmakes ne a healthier one,” responded Lonax. “l've got high blood pressure
and a high chol esterol count. No sense letting these control patches | wear do
all the work.”

The young man smled. “You're Kkidding.
“Way shoul d you think so?”

“l just can't imagine the Gravedancer sticking nmedical patches in his body for
that stuff.”

An anused snile crossed Lomax's face. “You probably can't inmmgine that |'ve got
a prosthetic eye, and that ny current set of teeth are three years old,
either.”

“I's that true?”

“Kid, there are very few whole nen wal ki ng around the Inner Frontier,’
Lomax. “Now go send those nessages.”

Neil activated the radio and spoke briefly to his father, who was alternately
di stressed and enraged, but finally realized that there was nothing he could do
about the situation, and even volunteered to send sone noney ahead to O ynpus,
an offer the young man refused.

Then they ate, the young nman insisting on having the sane bland food as Lonax.
Finally they strapped thenselves into the bunks that folded out fromthe

bul khead in the short corridor between the galley and the cargo area, and went
to sl eep.

Lomax awoke with a start an hour |ater

“Shit!” he muttered.

“What is it?” asked Neil, sitting up abruptly.

“l put us on auto pilot, but |I forgot to activate the Avoi dance Sensors. W're
probably okay, but it'd be just nmy luck to smash into the only damed neteor
within five parsecs.”

answer ed

“I'"lI'l take care of it,” said Neil, walking to the control panel

“Wait a minute and I'Il hit the lights,” said Lonmax.

“Not necessary,” cane the answer.

“Even if you know where the sensor control is, you still have to be able to see
it to make the adjustnent.”

“It's done,” said Neil, returning to his cot in total darkness.

“How the hell did you do it?” asked Lonmax.

“I thought | told you: I work with conputers. | was picking up sone parts when
I nmet you.”

“ gpo
“A couple of years ago | programmed a pair of mcrochips for infrared vision
and had themsurgically inserted in nmy eyes.”

“You can really see in the dark?”

“Sure,” said Neil.

“Amazi ng!” nmuttered Lonmax.

“Ch, that's nothing. |I've got chips in ne that enhance ny hearing and ny sense
of smell, too.”

“You desi gned yoursel f?”

“It's what | do.”

“l suppose if you had to, you could probably design one that would speed up all
your reactions,” said Lonmax.

“G ven enough tinme, | probably could. Wy?”

“I't mght prove useful where you're going.”

“You know, it never occurred to ne,” admitted Neil thoughtfully.

“Well, it's an idea, anyway,” said Lomax, |aying back down on his cot.

“It's a dammed good idea, Gravedancer,” said Neil. “If I'"'mgoing to live on the
Frontier, | ought to be ... well, prepared.”

“Nothing wong with that,” agreed Lomax. “Qut here you need any edge you can
get. | just went up against a nan who had a laser built into a fake finger
Never spotted it. If the fat old man I'mworking for hadn't been a little nore
alert than | was, | wouldn't have lived |ong enough to get to Geycloud.”
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“A weapon in a prosthetic finger...” nused Neil. “I could do that.” He

consi dered the proposition. “Hell, | could turn ny whole body into a killing
machi ne.”

“Who do you plan on killing?” asked Lonax.

“No one.”

“Then why bot her ?”

“Because one of these days sonmeone may want to kill nme, and it's best to be
prepared.”

“Contrary to what you nmay have seen on the video, life on the Inner Frontier
isn't one prolonged gunfight,” said Lonax.

“Yours is.”

“My Iife is Iike anyone else's in ny profession,” replied Lomax. “Endl ess
stretches of boredom punctuated by very brief periods of danger that make you
wonder what was so wong with the boredomin the first place.”

“Well, it can't hurt to be prepared,” said the young man stubbornly. “After
all, you suggested it.”

“l know,” said Lonmax sleepily. “You do what you want to do.”

“I'"lI'l start designing what | need on the ship's conputer in the norning.”
“Fine,” yawned Lonax. “At least | know what to call you now.”

“You do?”
“Yeah. Fromthis day forward, you're the Silicon Kid.”
Neil smiled happily in the darkness. “I like that!”

“Somehow | thought you might,” said Lonax.

4.
A ynpus was a rugged little world, filled with too many nountains and too
little farnm and, saltwater oceans that tended to produce tidal waves and
freshwater | akes and rivers that tended to dry up every sunmer. At first view
there was no reason why anyone shoul d have wanted to settle there, let al one
produce a sprawl i ng negal opolis between two of the |arger nountain ranges, but
it happened that the planet was al nost ideally | ocated between the Denocracy
and that section of the Inner Frontier dom nated by the Binder system
Oiginally it housed a single Tradertown, but as conmerce grew between the
Denocracy and the worlds of the Inner Frontier, the Tradertown began growing in
all directions—ncluding up—and one day, w thout anyone knowing quite how it
had happened, it had becone a huge city enconpassing alnost two million humans
and perhaps fifty thousand aliens of various races, a shipping and trading
center of truly Honmeric proportions. There were four spaceports, two orbiting
hangars each capabl e of acconmodating nore than one thousand ships that were
too big or too heavy to land on the planet's surface, and sone forty square
mles, just to the north of the city, for storing grain that was en route to
t he Denocracy.
The city was named, appropriately enough, Athens, and nost of the ngjor

t horoughfares bore nanes taken fromthe Iliad and the Odyssey. It possessed
many of the conveni ences of the Denbcracy, but despite its size and affl uence,
it still retained nore than a little of the feel of a Tradertown. Gily

costumed miners and ganbl ers rubbed shoul ders with conservatively-cl ad

busi nessnmen, grimfaced bounty hunters and killers inhabited the bars and drug
dens, entrepreneurs of all types were constantly schem ng to share in sone of
the billions that sat in the vaults of two dozen mmj or and mi nor banks.

“This is sone place, this AQynpus!” said the Silicon Kid as he and Lonax rode a
slidewal k down one of the main thoroughfares. “Look at these buil dings,

G avedancer!”

“They're just buildings,” said Lomax with a shrug.

“You aren't inpressed?”

“They bl ot out the sun.” Lonmax paused. “It |ooks |ike any other gateway world.”
“Gat eway worl d?”

“Between the Inner Frontier and the Denobcracy,” answered Lonax. “There are
about fifty of ’'em
“Well, 1've never seen anything like this.”

“One world's pretty much Iike the next,” replied Lomax. “This one's a little
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warm for my taste. Could use a touch nore gravity, too.”

“I like the lighter gravity,” enthused the Kid. “I feel like I"'mfloating.”
Suddenly he paused. “You have to nake adjustnents every tine the gravity
changes, right?”

Lomax nodded. “On a world like this, your tendency is to shoot too high.”

“Yeah,” nmused the Kid. “I hadn't thought of that.” Another pause. “Maybe | can
come up with some chips that will nmake all the worlds feel the sane to you.”
“You come up with a chip like that and you'll never run out of friends,”

replied Lomax.

“Where are we goi ng?” asked the Kid, watching a nonorail race above them

“To see where Jason Cole used to live.”

“He's the guy with the laser in his finger?”

“That's right,” said Lonax.

“Then what ?”

“Then | ask sone questions.” Lomax turned to the Silicon Kid. “You don't have
to cone along. W can nmake an arrangenent to neet somewhere.”

“And m ss the chance of seeing you in action?” said the Kid, watching a pair of
silent hovercrafts race for a single |anding space atop a nearby roof. “Not a
chance.”

“Not nuch action involved in asking questions.”

“What if they don't answer?”

Lomax stepped aside as two young boys raced past him toy guns blazing. “Cole's
dead. Wiy shoul dn't they?”

“Maybe whoever he lived with will be just a little upset that you killed him’
answered the Kid.

“I didn't kill him”

“Maybe they won't believe you,” said the Kid. “After all, you're the
Gravedancer.”

Lomax grinmaced. “If he lived with anyone, they nust have known what kind of
work he did.” He lit a thin cigar. “In this business, if you go out often
enough, there conmes a tinme when you don't return. That's a given.”

“1'"I'l come along anyway,” said the Kid. “You just mght need sonme help.”

Lomax shrugged. “It's been known to happen.”

The Kid frowned as they passed a nulti-environnental hotel that seenmed to
specialize in chlorine-breathers. “You know,” he said, “every tine | think |I've
got you pegged, you cone up with an answer that throws ne.”

“ Ch?"

“You're the Gravedancer! You shouldn't want hel p from anybody.”

“You see enough nmen get blown to bits and before I ong you find that you're
willing to take all the help you can get,” answered Lonmax, checking each street
sign as they came to it.

“Well, it seems wong.”

“l suppose it'd make a | ousy video,” agreed Lomax with an anused smle.

“I't sure as hell would,” agreed the Kid seriously.

“Wel cone to the real world.”

They rode in silence for a few nore mnutes, until Hector Boul evard crossed
Hel en Street. Lomax managed the change of slidewal ks easily, but had to reach
out and steady the Silicon Kid, who had never been on a slidewal k before and
al nost | ost his bal ance.

“Thanks,” nuttered the Kid. “That'd be a hell of a way to get killed, my first
day on a new world.”

“Don't junp,” Lomax cautioned. “Just step onto the thin strip of pavenent
between themw th one foot, and then step onto the next slidewalk.”

“Stupid way to travel.”

“Easier than wal king five mles,” answered Lonax.

“Do all the Frontier worlds have these things?”

“Hardly any of themdo,” said Lomax. “Aynpus isn't really a Frontier world.”
“The charts say it is.”

“Ch, it's in the Inner Frontier,” agreed Lomax. “But it's too built up, too
civilized. The real Frontier keeps noving toward the Core, while the Denocracy
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keeps absorbing the worlds on the outskirts.”

“That's what | want to see,” said the Kid. “The real Inner Frontier.”

Lomax jerked his thunb in the direction of a travel agency they were passing.
“Be ny guest.”

“I can wait a few days.”

“How conforting.” Lomax checked a street nunber. “W're com ng to another
change of slidewal ks. Get ready.”

This time the Kid noved as gracefully as Lonax, and after a short interval they
st epped onto the pavenent in front of the Hotel Apollo.

“I's this the place?” asked the Kid, |ooking at the steel-and-glass structure
confronting them

“I'f nmy information is correct,” said Lomaex.

The Kid grimaced. “Who could live in buildings Iike this? There's no roomto
turn around.”

Lomax | ooked anused. “Ch, no nore than thirty or forty trillion people. You
belong to a race of social animals, Kid.”

“Not me,” answered the Silicon Kid. “Living like this would drive ne crazy.”
Lomax wal ked up to the nmain entrance. The Kid was about to try to step into the
| obby, but Lomax reached out a hand and restrained him

“What's the matter?” asked the Kid.

“Wait,” said Lomax. “You're not on Greycloud any |onger.”

An alien doorman, reddish and nmildly humanoi d, nodded a pl easant greeting and
uttered a single command, dispersing the energy field that protected the
entrance.

“Wel cone to the Hotel Apollo, the finest hostelry on all of AQynpus,” it said
in heavily-accented Terran. “How may | be of assistance to you?”

“W've cone to visit a friend,” said Lomax.

“Excellent,” said the doorman. “Everyone should have friends.”

“H's name is Jason Cole.”

“Alas, Jason Cole is not in residence at this nonent.”

“W'll wait.”

“He has been gone for 23 days,” answered the doorman. “He nay be gone for 23
nore.”

“No problem”

“I amafraid that we enpty the | obby every night at nidnight,’
doornman. “You cannot wait here.”

“That was never our intention,” said Lomax. “W'll wait in his room”

“That is not permitted.”

“Sure it is,” said Lomax, pulling out a |arge bankroll and thunbing through it.
“Hardly ever,” said the alien

“You' re sure?” asked Lomax, peeling off a pair of bills.

“l am al nost certain.”

“What a shane,” said Lomax, adding a third bill to the two.

“Except on special occasions,” answered the alien, grabbing the bills and
tucking theminto its uniform “How |ucky for you that this is a special
occasion.”

“What ' s his room nunber?”

“I will take you there nyself,” said the doornan.

“It's not necessary.”

“Ah, but it is.”

“\Nhy 2"

“Because if you do not need my help to gain entrance to Jason Cole's room then
I cannot permit you to wander the corridors of our establishnent without
supervision.”

Lomax smiled. “W'll follow you.”

“This way, please,” said the alien, waddling off to the airlift. They fl oated
up to the 43rd floor, then energed into a slownoving corridor that took them
past a nunber of roons until they reached the one they wanted and stepped off.
“We are here,” it announced, allow ng the door's sensors to exami ne his palm
and retina. Finally it uttered a code in its own tongue, and the door dil ated,
revealing the interior of a small apartnent.

conti nued the
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“I will leave you now,” said the alien. “But | rmust warn you that | will have
our security forces nonitor your novenents once you energe from Jason Cole's
apartment.”

Lomax nodded. “I would expect no less fromthe finest hostelry on all of

A ynpus.”

The alien bared its teeth in what passed for a grin.
“One question,” said Lomax, as the alien was about to |eave.

“Yes?”

Lomax hel d up anot her banknote. “Who is Jason Col e' s enpl oyer?”

The doorman eyed the note with al nbst human sadness. “I do not know, sir.”
“Pity,” said Lomax, putting the bill back into one of his many pockets.

He and the Kid entered the room and a noment |ater the door closed behind

t hem

“Well,” he said, “let's see what we can | earn about the late M. Cole.”

Lomax wal ked into the bedroom and checked the closet. There were two rather
gaudy outfits there, and nothing else. The dresser had some undergarnents, but
three of the four drawers were enpty. The bathroom | ooked |ike it had never
been used; the nedicine cabinet was conpletely bare.

He wal ked back into the Iiving room where he found the Kid going through a
hol odi sk library.

“The guy |iked pornography,” announced the Kid. “If he had any other interests,
you can't prove it by what's here.”

“You checked the kitchen and the foyer?” asked Lonmax.

“Yes.”

“What do you find?”

“There's sone beer in the kitchen, nothing else; and a pair of thermal garnents
inthe closet. Either this world has a hell of a winter, or he sonetinmes goes
to a planet that's a lot colder than this one.”

Lomax doubl e-checked the roons the Kid had inspected. “As far as | can tell,”
he said at last, “he just used this as a mailing address, and maybe a place to
spend an occasi onal night when he was on the planet.” H's gaze fell on a
conputer screen that was built into the wall. “Okay, let's check his nmail.” He
wal ked over to the screen. “Conputer, activate.”

“Activated,” replied a netallic voice

“Please bring up all mail that you've received since | |last activated you.”
“There are 87 parcels, M. Cole.”

“Elimnate all advertisenents.”

“There are two parcels, M. Cole.”

“Read the ol dest of them”

“Wrking ... ‘Once you have proof that your assignnent has been successfully
carried out, report to nme in person at ny office, and paynent will be nmde in
the usual way.'”

“Who signed the letter?”

“There is no signature.”

“I's there a return address?”

“No. "

“Wonderful ,” nuttered Lomax.

“I"'mdelighted that you are pleased,” said the conputer

Lomax grimaced. “Now read the second letter.”

“‘Dear M. Cole: This is to informyou that you have exceeded your credit limt
of 2,500 credits. Until this has been nmade good, we can no | onger accept your
custom Pl ease nmake arrangenents to have the noney transferred to our account
#30337, First Planetary Bank of O ynpus. Thank you for your pronpt attention
and paynent.'”

“I's there a signature?”

“The Manager.”

“I's there a return address?”

“The Blue Pavilion, 37 Achilles Street.”

“Thank you. Deactivate.”

“That's our next stop?” asked the Silicon Kid.
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“I think so,” said Lomax. “Did you notice anything peculiar about the wording
of the first letter?”

“Not especially,” answered the Kid. “Just that he's done business with this guy
before.”

“I't sounded formal,” said Lomax. “Like whoever wote it is a businessnan, and
makes this kind of assignnment all the time.”

“Probably he does,” answered the Kid. “After all, killing's a business, just
i ke any other.”

Lomax shook his head. “That's not what | neant.”

“Then | don't follow you.”

“l have a feeling that my enployer is up against a very professiona

organi zation,” said Lomax, “the kind of organization that authorizes killings
every day. Paynent will be nade in ‘the usual way', fromsone guy's office?
That's the last place you'd want a killer to show up for his nbney—unl ess your
primary business is hiring killers.”

“That still doesn't tell us whether this guy is a mddlenan, or whether he's
the one who initiated the assignnent.”
“I know.”

“So what do we do now?” asked the Kid.
“Let's find out what Col e knew.”

“How do we do that?”

“I'f we're lucky, we just ask the conputer.’
“Conputer, activate.”

Lomax turned back to the screen.

“Activated.”

“Pl ease bring up the last letter | posted fromthis address.”

“Wrking ... ‘Tell the Anointed One | accept the assignnment, for the usua
price."”

Lomax frowned. “The Anointed One?”

“That is correct.”

“What is the address on the letter?”

“El ectronic mail box #804432J."

“I'n whose nane is it registered?”

“Wrking ... | amunable to retrieve that information, M. Cole. The owner of
the box has asked that his nane be unlisted.”

“I's there any way | can find out who owns it?”

“If you are a legitimate creditor, you can go to Clains Court and fill out a
Form 86-F. After an appropriate investigation, the authorities will release the
nanme to you.”

“There's no faster way?”

“No, M. Cole.”

“Thank you, Conputer. Deactivate.”

“The Anointed One?” repeated the Kid as the screen went dark. “You ever hear of
anyone with that nane?”

“Never.”

“What about your enpl oyer?”

“He'd have told ne if he'd ever cone across it.”

There was a nonentary silence, which was finally broken by the Silicon Kid.
“Now we go to the Blue Pavilion?” he asked.

Lomax nodded his agreenent. “Now we go to the Blue Pavilion.”

5.
The Bl ue Pavilion was a nightclub atop one of the taller buildings in the city.
An enornous glass wall, sone forty feet high, afforded a breathtaking view of
Mount O ynpus; the other three walls were covered with mirrors that reflected
the deep blue sky, the nountain, and the huge pool that dom nated the middle of
t he cl ub.
The pool itself was filled with dozen dol phin-like creatures that had been
inmported fromSylestria Il; they were thought to be sentient, but as yet no
common | anguage had been devel oped, and, in comon with all aquatic species,
their inability to work with fire had hindered any attenpts they m ght have
made to devel op a recogni zabl e technol ogy. Still, they were capabl e of
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intricate maneuvers that seened al nost |ike precision dancing, and just about
the time the audi ence was becom ng bored or jaded, a dozen nude girls dove into
the water, clinbed aboard the creatures, and rode them as they perforned yet
anot her water ballet.

There was a | ong chronme bar on one side of the room and a nunber of tabl es,
nmost of themfilled with patrons who were dressed nore for show than for
confort. Chviously the Blue Pavilion was a place to see and be seen

Waiters and waitresses, all in elegant silken outfits, noved rapidly about the
room filling enpty gl asses, taking orders, occasionally bringing out dinners
as well as drinks. A 6-piece orchestra hovered above the pool, their glittering
platformfloating in md-air.

As Lomax and the Silicon Kid wal ked up to the entrance, a tall, formally-clad
man approached them

“May | be of service to you, gentlenen?” he said, his expression displaying his
di sapproval of their clothing.

“W'd like a table, please,” said Lonax.

“I"'mafraid we have no available tables this evening.”

“There are five enpty tables,” said Lomax.

“Al'l reserved.”

Lomax pulled out a hundred-credit note. “Not too close to the pool,’
“I"'mafraid it's out of the question,” said the man.

“Hey, this is the Gravedancer you're talking to!” snapped the Kid

“I amaware of his identity,” answered the man calmy. He turned to Lonmx.
“Your reputation precedes you, M. Lonmax.”

“Pl ease excuse ny friend,” said Lomax, adding two nore notes to the origina
one. “He's new to your world.”

“You really must teach himsone manners, M. Lomax,” said the man, taking the
banknotes and | eading themto an enpty table near the bar

As they were being seated, Lomax laid three nore notes on the table.

“We could use a little information,” he said.

The nman eyed the notes, then bowed deeply. “If it's mne to give.”

“l gather that Jason Cole used to frequent this place.”

“That's correct, sir,” said the man, reaching for the notes.

he said.

Lomax covered the notes with his hand. “I know that,” he said. “I need to know
who he used to neet here.”

The man | ooked nervously at the noney. “I would |ove to help you, M. Lomax,
but...”

Lomax added three nore notes to the pile.

The man | ooked again, then sighed and shook his head. “He woul d probably kil
me if | pointed himout to you. I'd love to do business with you, M. Lonax,
but I'd | ove to wake up tonorrow norni ng even nore.”

“Tell you what,” said Lomax, picking up the pile of notes and placing theminto
the man's hand. “You tell himthat | know Jason Cole and I'd like to speak to
him and let himdecide whether to come over and talk to ne. WIIl that get you
of f the hook?”

“Admirably,” said the nan, pocketing the noney. He signaled to a waitress, who
i medi at el y approached the table.

“What can | get you gentlenen to drink?” she asked, as the maitre d' wal ked
of f.

“Chanpagne,” said the Kid.

“Chanpagne for him fruit juice for me,” said Lonmax.

“What type?”

Lomax shrugged. “Whatever's available.”

“You don't drink, either?” asked the Kid as the waitress wal ked away.

“Not when |'m working.”

“I think it's alnmobst crimnal, comng to a place like this and not having a
drink.”

“You just watch the naked | adies and | eave the thinking to ne.”

“I"ve been watching them” said the Kid. “W don't allow nudity on Geycl oud
Is it common on the Frontier?”
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“I't varies fromworld to world,” answered Lonmax. “There are even a coupl e of
colony worlds run by nudists.”

“I'd like to see them”

Lomax shrugged. “Take it from me: nost people | ook better with their clothes
on.”

“Still...”

“You do what you want. No one's keeping you here.”

“Why do | get the feeling that you're trying to get rid of me?”

“Look,” said Lomax. “l brought you here. That ought to be enough. Any ninute
now it could start getting dangerous.”

“l can take care of nyself,” said the Kid. “You don't have to protect ne.”

“l have no intention of protecting you,” said Lonmax. “l just don't want you
getting in nmy way.”

“That's a hell of a thing to say,” replied the Kid, nore than hal f-seriously.
“l thought we were supposed to be friends.”

“Friends aren't conpatible with the business ['min.”

“What about the man you're working for?” persisted the Kid. “You nmake hi m sound
like a friend.”

“The |l ceman? He's nme 35 or 40 years fromnow. If | survive.”

“The | ceman?” repeated the Kid. “You're working for hin®”

“Yeah.”
“Why does he need you? He's the nman who beat the Oracle!”
“He's an old man now, with a bumleg. If it's his leg at all; ny guess is that

it's prosthetic.” Lomax paused. “And according to him he didn't beat her. He
seenms to think he was lucky to cone out of it alive.”

“No, he beat her!” said the Kid firmy. “Everyone knows the story.” He could
barely contain his enthusiasm “Just think of it—the |ceman! What | woul dn't
give to neet him Are all the other stories they tell about himtrue?”
“Probably not.”

“They say he killed Three-Fisted Alie, and that he found the Soot hsayer when
hundreds of bounty hunters couldn't, and—=>

“Lower your voice and cal mdown,” said Lomax in amused tones. “Or the band just
m ght sue you for unfair conpetition.”

“I"'msorry,” said the Kid. “But the Iceman! He's one of ny heroes!” He paused.
“What is he Iike?”

“He's a fat, balding old man with a linp,” said Lomax. “But |'ll give himthis:
he's sharp. He doesn't miss a trick.”

“Why are you working for hin? | would think that of all the nmen on the
Frontier, the Iceman would be the last to hire someone |ike you.”

“People get old, Kid. Even the Iceman.”

The waitress returned with their drinks, and a nonent |ater the nmaitre d'
approached them

“l delivered your nessage, M. Lomax.”

“And?”

The man shrugged. “And now it's up to the gentlenman you wi sh to speak to.”
Lomax nodded. “All right. You did your part.”

“One nore thing, M. Lomax.”

“Yeah?”

“We are civilized people here, and Aynpus is a civilized planet. The lawis
enforced very strictly here. If there is to be violence, it would be nost
unfortunate for all parties concerned if it were to occur in the Blue
Pavilion.” He | ooked neaningfully at the security caneras, which were clearly
vi si bl e above each tabl e.

“I'l'l keep that in nind.”

“Thank you, M. Lonex.”

The man retreated toward the kitchen, and Lomax took a sip of his juice, then
made a face.

“I's sonething wong?” asked the Kid.

“I've tasted this before,” said Lomax. “Sone kind of mutated citrus fromthe
Altair system |t probably costs nore than your chanpagne, but | can't stand
the stuff.” He pushed the glass to the mddle of the table. “You want it?”
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The Kid shook his head. “I'll stick with what |'ve got, thanks.”
“That's up to you,” said Lonmax.

The Kid downed half his glass in a single swallow “Good stuff.”
“You ever drink chanpagne before?”

“Sure,” said the Kid defensively. “Lots of tines.”

“Yeah, | could tell by the way you gulped it down.” Suddenly Lonmax tensed.
“Take a walk, Kid.”
“What ?”

“You heard me.”

“Why? What's goi ng on?”

“I think 1"mabout to have a visitor,” said Lomax, staring at a dapper, niddle-
aged man who was naking his way across the floor toward their table.

“1"d rather stay.”

Lomax stared at him “All right. But you don't say a word, you don't contradict
anything | say, and you don't nake any sudden novenents.”

“You got it.”

Lomax studied the nan as he approached them He was of medi um hei ght and buil d,
with neticulously groomed gray hair and nustache, pale blue eyes, and an
aquiline nose. There was a bulge in his pocket that he made no attenpt to hide,
but if it was a weapon it | ooked like it would be very difficult to withdrawit
wi thout a great deal of funbling around.

“You are M. Lomax?” asked the man, conming to a stop behind an enpty chair.
“That's right. And this is ny associate, M...”"

“The Silicon Kid,” interjected the young man.

“l don't believe |I've heard of you, sir,” said the man.

“You will,” responded the Kid.

“I am M| o Korbekkian. May | sit down?”

“Pl ease do,” said Lomax.

Kor bekki an seated hinself. “Do you mnd if | snoke?”

“Be ny guest.”

The dapper man |it up a thin cigar, and Lomax wrinkled his nose.

“I't contains a mld stinulant,” expl ai ned Korbekki an. “The odor is an

unfortunate side effect. | can put it out if you wish.”

“Suit yourself,” said Lomax. “l can stand it if you can.”

“Then, with your kind pernmission, | shall continue to snoke.” Korbekkian | eaned
forward slightly. “1 understand that you are an acquai ntance of Jason Col e' s?”

“That's right.”

“Dear Jason,” said Korbekkian, signaling to a passing waiter to bring hima
drink. “The last | heard of himhe was |leaving for sone little world on the
Inner Frontier.” He paused. “How is he getting al ong?”

“About as well as nobst corpses, | suppose.”

“Poor boy,” said Korbekkian with no show of surprise or regret.

“You shoul d never send a boy to do a man's job,” continued Lonax.

“ Ch?"

“He never had a chance against the |ceman.
“Neither did the other three you sent.”
“What ot her three?” asked Korbekkian innocently, as his drink arrived.

“M. Korbekkian, we're never going to cone to a satisfactory arrangenent unless
we put our cards on the table. | know you' ve sent four nen to kill the |ceman.

I know that all four are buried on Last Chance.”

“Assuming that | did send four nen out there, why should the notorious
Gravedancer—f | may use your professional sobriquet—onme all the way to
Oynpus to tell ne that they've fail ed?”

“You can keep wasting your noney sendi ng cannon fodder out after the Iceman,”
said Lomax. “Or,” he added, “you can buy the best, and get the job
acconpl i shed.”

The Silicon Kid seened about to say sonething, but Lomax stared hi m down.

“l see,” said Korbekkian, finally lifting his drink to his lips and downing it
in a single swall ow. “You have cone seeking enpl oynent.”

“I"ve come to discuss the matter,” replied Lomax. “1 don't cone cheap.”

Lomax stared into his eyes.
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“No, | imagine you don't.’
intently at it.

“On the other hand, you've seen what happens to those who do.”

“Atelling point, M. Lonmax,” agreed Korbekkian, |ooking across the table at
Lomax. “A telling point indeed.” He paused. “How nuch would you require, and
when coul d you be ready to | eave?”

“I'"l'l want two million credits, or it's equivalent in Maria Theresa dollars,”
said Lomax. “And 1'll be ready to | eave as soon as |'ve spoken to the Anointed
One.”

Lomax studied himcarefully for a reacti on—surprise that he knew t he nanme of
Kor bekki an' s enpl oyer, shock, fear, anything—but the man's face was an
enoti onl ess mask.

“That may be difficult to arrange, M. Lomax.”

“No nore difficult than ternminating the Iceman, |'ll venture,” responded Lomax.
“The Anointed One does not |like to be directly involved in such natters.”

“I don't like dealing with mddle nen.”

“l assure you that | amfar nore than a nmiddl e man,” said Korbekki an.

“What are your assurances worth?” asked Lomax.

“l don't believe | understand you, M. Lomax.”

“I'f I deal directly with you, ny fee is three million,” said Lomax. “Now, is
ten minutes of the Anointed One's tine worth a million credits or not?”

Kor bekki an stared at himfor a |long nonent. “Wiy do you wi sh to see hin®”

“l have ny reasons.”

“I' will be happy to transnmit themto him’

Lomax shook his head. “That's not the way | do business.
“May | give you a piece of friendly advice, M. Lonmax?”
“I'"'m al ways happy to get advice,” replied Lomax easily.
“I'f 1 were you, | would not nmake any denmands or set any conditions that night
annoy the Anointed One,” said Korbekkian. “Even soneone as acconplished as
yoursel f cannot withstand his anger.”

“I"'ma lot nore acconplished than the Iceman, and he's withstood it pretty
well,” noted Lomax.

“He is a mnor irritant who probably does not even know of the Anointed One's
exi stence,” answered Korbekkian. “He lives on the Inner Frontier, and his

i nfluence on events is absolutely mninal.”

“Then why have you gone to such lengths to have himkilled?”

“That, M. Lomex, is none of your business.”

“I'f I accept the Anointed One's conmission, it is,” said Lomax.

Kor bekki an put out his cigar and imediately Ilit up another one.

“l do not think we can do business, M. Lonax,” he said at |ast.

“CfF course we can,” said Lomax. “You just take ny nessage to the Anointed One
and bring nme his answer.”

Kor bekki an shook his head. “I don't think so, M. Lonax. You ask too many
questions, you make too many demands.”

“l can be very demanding when it's nmy life that will be on the line,” responded

He pl aced his glass down on the table and stared

Lomax. “If the Iceman was easy to kill, he'd be dead by now.”

“I don't see what killing the Iceman has to do with neeting the Anointed One,”
sai d Korbekkian irritably.

“You don't have to,” answered Lomax. “l see it, and that's enough.”

“l very much doubt that he'll speak to you, M. Lonax.”

“Yes, he will.”

Kor bekki an made no attenpt to hide his curiosity. “Wat nmakes you so certain,
M. Lomax?”

“Because you're going to tell himthat if he doesn't, | just mght offer ny
services to the |Icenman.”

Kor bekki an stared at him expressionlessly for a long nminute. “Were can | get
in touch with you?”

“Ri ght here, tonorrow night.”

The dapper man stood up. “lI'll have an answer for you at that tine.”
He turned on his heel and wal ked out of the Blue Pavilion
“You're not really going to hire on to kill the |Iceman?” said the Kid.
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“Don't be stupid.”

“Then why didn't you kill himright here?”

Lomax smiled. “lI promised the nmaitre d° that we wouldn't get any bl ood on the
tabl ecl oths.”

“What's to stop us fromfollow ng himout right now and bl owi ng hi m away?”
“Not hi ng but common sense,” answered Lomax. “He's just a hireling. If | take
himout, this Anointed One will just find soneone else to hire his killers.”
“So what do we do now?”

“l stay here and enjoy the show”

“What about ne?”

“You?” said Lomax. “You take your see-in-the-dark eyes and foll ow M.

Kor bekki an.”

“Where do | follow himto?” asked the Kid.

Lomax shrugged. “To wherever he's going.”

“Then what ?”

“Then remenber how to find it, in case the Anocinted One decides not to neet
with ne.”

The Kid left the club, and Lomax, feeling he had put in a useful evening,
settled back to watch the entertai nment.

6
It was just after sunrise when the hotel room s vidphone began buzzing.
Lomax sat up, swung his feet to the side of the bed, and ordered the machine to
activate. An instant later a holograph of M| o Korbekkian stared out at him
“Good norning, M. Lomax.”
“How did you find ne?” asked Lonmax. “I didn't use ny real nanme when | checked
in.”
“l have ny sources.”
“What's up? | thought we were neeting at the Blue Pavilion tonight.”
“That won't be necessary. | have spoken to him and he has agreed to see you,
M. Lomax.”
“When?”
“I'"l'l pick you up in front of your hotel at noon, precisely,” said Korbekkian.
“Just you; no one el se. Have your |luggage with you. You will not be returning.”
“He's not on O ynpus?”’
“Just be ready, M. Lonmax.”
“Right,” said Lomax.
“One nore thing, M. Lomax,” said Korbekki an.
“What is it?”
“l do not appreciate being followed. If your comnpanion ever attenpts to do so
again, | cannot be held responsible for what happens to him”
Lomax al l owed hinself the luxury of a smle. “He's very young.”
“If he wants to get older, he had best heed what | just said.”
“I1"1l pass your nmessage on to him” Lonax paused. “Do you want himto renmain on
A ynpus?”
“Whet her he stays on Aynpus or not is of no inport to ne, M. Lomax. But he
cannot acconpany us.”
Lomax nodded. “I'Il see you at noon.”
“At noon,” echoed Korbekki an, breaking the connection
Lomax got up, wal ked into the bathroom took a brief shower, ran a conb through
his hair, and began getting dressed. Wen he was finished, he left his room
took the airlift dowm two |evels, rode the corridor to the Kid's room and
knocked at the door
“Open,” said the Kid' s voice, and the door slid back
“Good norning,” said Lomax, wal king into the room
“Good norning,” answered the Kid, who was fully dressed and watching a
hol ogr aphi ¢ video. He commanded the set to deactivate. “Was the address | gave
you |l ast night any use to you?”
“Not yet,” said Lomax. He stared at the Kid. “You were spotted.”
“Inmpossible!” said the Kid. “I was never within a hundred yards of him 1'1lI
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swear he never saw ne!”

“Probably it was one of his bodyguards, then.”

“He has bodyguards?” said the Kid, surprised. “lI never saw any.”

Lomax smiled. “They're the best kind.”

“He told you that?”

Lomax nodded.

“When?” asked the Kid.

“He called ne about ten mnutes ago.”

“How did he find you? W're using phony nanes.”

“dynpus is his home world,” replied Lomax. “If he wasn't good enough to find
us, he wouldn't have lasted this long at his job.”

The Kid stared at Lomax for a nonent, then spoke. “So what's the story?” he
asked. “Are we going to neet the Anointed One?”

“1 am”

“What about nme?”

“Kor bekki an says no.”

“What am |, then—a hostage?”

Lomax chuckl ed. “He doesn't need a hostage. He has ne.”

“Then what do | do?”

Lomax stared at himfor a nonent. “Do you really want to get involved in this,
Ki d?”

“I aminvol ved.”

“I'f you wanted to back out, this would be a good tinme,” said Lomax. “Ri ght now
you're a civilian. You stay in, you becone a warrior, and you're fair gane.”
“I"'min,” said the Kid firmy

“Ckay,” said Lomax. “Let's get some breakfast and discuss it.”

They left the room took the airlift down to the nezzanine | evel, and wal ked
over to a small restaurant. The Kid ordered a full breakfast, while Lomax
contented hinself with a cup of coffee and a roll

“l never saw a restaurant like this!” enthused the Kid, referring to the

hol ographi ¢ representati ons of the various dishes that hovered above the table.
“This is really interesting.”

“Comonpl ace,” said Lonmax. “Wat you saw | ast night—printed nmenus and |ive
waiters—s the rarity.”

“Maybe for you,” answered the Kid. “But G eycloud doesn't have anything |ike
this.”

Lomax shrugged. “Whatever nakes you happy.”

Their neal was conveyed to their table on an automated cart that waited unti
they had renoved all their dishes, then rolled back to the kitchen

“Well,” said the Kid, “let's get down to business.”
“Just a minute,” said Lomax, pulling a snmall oblong nmechani smout of one of his
pockets.

“What's that?” asked the Kid.

“Just a scranbler,” answered Lomax, activating it by pressing a snmall button
“There are security devices all over the nmain floor here,” he continued,
jerking his head in the direction of a canera that was positioned in a corner
of the restaurant. If anyone's trying to listen to us, this will stop them”
“You think sonmeone's trying to nonitor us?”

Lomax shrugged. “Who knows?” He paused. “You'll live a lot longer if you assume
the worst and try to prepare for it.”

“I'"I'l remenber that,” said the Kid.

“See that you do.” Lomax | ooked around casually, scanning the faces of
passersby, trying to match themw th anyone he had seen at the Blue Pavilion
the night before. Finally he turned back to the Kid. “You're sure you want to
get involved? There's still tine for you to walk away fromthis.”

“Not a chance,” said the Kid.

“All right,” said Lomax, taking a sip of his coffee. “There's nothing further
to be | earned on A ynpus, so there's no reason for you to wait for nme here.”
“What do you want nme to do?”

“You al ways wanted to neet the Iceman, didn't you?” said Lomax. “l want you to
go to Last Chance and deliver a nmessage.”
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“I want to neet him sure,” said the Kid. “But it sounds |like you're sending ne
there just to make ne feel useful. Wiy can't you just send it via subspace

radi 0?”

“Personally, | don't give a damm whether you feel useful or not,” answered
Lomax seriously. “I'msending you in person because it will alnost certainly
cost ne ny life if it's intercepted. Is that reason enough for you?”

“What's the nmessage?” asked the Kid.

“I want you to tell himthat no matter what he hears, |I'mstill working for
him?”

“What is he likely to hear?”

“If he hears anything at all, it'll be that the Anocinted One hired me to kil
him?”

“Why shoul d he believe nme?”

Lomax took a ring off the little finger of his left hand. “Gve himthis. He
knows it belongs to ne.”

“All right,” said the Kid. He stared across the table at Lomax. “Mdre to the
poi nt, why should he believe you?”

“Damed good question,” admtted Lonax.

“Have you got an answer?”

Lomax grinmaced. “Not really,” he said at |ast.

“Sounds to ne |ike you could have a problemon your hands,” offered the Kid.
Lomax sighed deeply. “That's what | get paid for overcomng.” He finished his
roll and got to his feet. “lI've got a couple of things to do. I'll pay for your
roomthrough noon; if you stay any longer, it comes out of your pocket.”

“What about the hangar and exit fees?”

“I1'"I'l take care of them” answered Lomax. “1'l|l see you around, Kid.”

“Right.”

Lomax held a credit cube up to a scanner, waited until it registered, and then
left the restaurant. He settled his bill at the hotel desk, then stopped by a
vi dphone and took care of the charges at the spaceport.

Then he checked the directory, paid a connect fee for the main branch of the
pl anetary library, and accessed the newstape division

“Bring up any information concerning the Anointed One,” he ordered.

“There are six articles about the Anointed One, dating from3445 GE. to the
present.”

“Gve ne hard copies of all six.”

“That will be an extra fee of 24 credits, 16.2 New Stalin rubles, or 4.78 Far
London pounds. |f your horme bank deals in any other currency, there will be a
three percent conversion fee. Do you accept the charges?”

“l do.”

“Wrking ... done.”

The six articles energed froma slot beneath the screen, and Lonmax broke the
connecti on.

He found a confortable chair in a corner of the | obby, sat down, and started
readi ng them

The earliest nmention of the Anointed One identified himas the | eader of a
small religious cult, far out on the RRm He had been arrested for nurdering
one of his subordinates, but the case was dismissed for |ack of evidence, when
the two eyew tnesses di sappear ed.

Five nonths |ater he had noved his base of operations to the Spiral Arm not
that far fromEarth itself, and now the Denbcracy was after himfor the
nonpaynment of sone 163 million credits in taxes.

A year later he had set up tenples and “recruiting stations” on sone twenty

pl anets in the heart of the Denobcracy, and was said to have a follow ng
nunbering in the mllions. No nention was nade of the disposition of the tax
suit.

The final three articles, each spaced a nonth apart, concerned politicians and
other public figures speaking out against the Anointed One, his sect's supposed
excesses, his refusal to pay taxes (again), and his growi ng power. In the nost
recent article, there was a list of five people who had publicly opposed him
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and had since vani shed.
There was no hol ograph or photograph of the Anointed One, nor any information
or even conjecture about his origins. Lomax was mldly surprised that he hadn't
heard about a man with such a |l arge organi zati on, but of course that

organi zation had started on the Rimand had spread only to the Denocracy, hot
yet reaching those worlds toward the Galactic core that fornmed the | nner
Frontier, and the nen and wonen of the Frontier paid scant attention to those
devel opnments that didn't directly affect them

The real question, decided Lomax, was not how the Anoi nted One had gat hered
such power so quickly, but rather what the |Icenman, a sal oon owner on an obscure
Frontier world who hinself hadn't set foot on a Denbcracy world in al nost three
decades, had done to attract the attenti on—and the obvious ennity—ef a man who
had yet to get within 5,000 |ightyears of the Inner Frontier

Lomax checked his tinmepiece, saw that he still had a couple of hours before he
had to nmeet Korbekkian, and strolled out into the cool, crisp O ynpus norning.
He wal ked aimessly for a few bl ocks, pausing to | ook at a wi ndow here, a

hol ographi ¢ display there, a street vendor selling exquisite alien stone
carvings, a psychic forecasting the fall of the Denocracy, a street nusician of
an unknown race playing an atonal but haunting nmelody on a string instrunment of
strange desi gn.

He stopped at a weapon shop, studied their display with an expert eye, saw
not hi ng superior to his own armanents, and finally began wal ki ng back to his
hotel. He noted with approval that A ynpus, |ike nost Inner Frontier worlds,

di sdai ned nost of the new nanotechnol ogy of the Denocracy, and swept its
streets with sleek machines rather than using the new dirt-eating m crobes that
had been devel oped on Deluros VII|I

He reached the hotel about twenty ninutes before noon, had a quick cup of
coffee, and stood just inside the front entrance. A few nonents |ater a

spl endi d, |ate-npdel groundcar pulled up. The door opened, and M1 o Korbekki an
summoned himwith a gesture.

“Good norning, M. Lomax,” said Korbekkian as Lonmax entered the vehicle.

“CGood norning.”

“l assume you had the good sense to tell your young conpanion not to follow
us.”

“He's lightyears from here by now. ”

“He had better be. W have your ship's registration nunber, and if we should
encounter it during our voyage, we will not hesitate to blowit to pieces. Is

t hat under st ood?”

“I't's understood,” said Lomax, |eaning back on the plush seat.

“Have you any questions?” asked Korbekkian, as his driver pulled the vehicle
away fromthe hotel and into the light morning traffic.

“I'"l'l ask themas | think of them”

“You will be thoroughly scanned before boarding ny ship, and any weapons you
are carrying will be confiscated.” He paused. “If you reach an accommpdati on
with the Anointed One, they will be returned to you.”

“Fair enough.”

“lI think we understand each other,’

sai d Korbekkian with a satisfied smle.

“No reason why we shouldn't, M. Korbekkian,” answered Lonax. “After all, we're
going to be on the same team”
“l sincerely hope so,” said Korbekkian. “I would relish working with a man of

your qualifications.”

“I think | can say the sane about your boss.”

Kor bekki an | ooked idly at the onconing traffic. “Wat do you know about the
Anoi nted One?” he asked at | ast.

“Just what | managed to read on the newstapes,” said Lomaex.

“I wouldn't believe everything | read in the public press, M. Lomax,” said
Kor bekki an.

“NO?”

“Definitely not.”

“Does that nean he pays his taxes?” asked Lomax with a snile.

Kor bekki an turned to Lonmax. “One does not joke about the Anointed One, M.
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Lomax. The press doesn't begin to understand what they're dealing with.”

“l got the inpression that they thought he was a pretty powerful man, if not an
al t oget her desirable or | aw abi ding one.”

“If 1 told you the true extent of his political and financial power, M. Lomax,
you would think ne either a fool or a liar.”

“It's possible,” agreed Lomax pleasantly.

“If you believe nothing else | tell you, believe this, M. Lonmax,” said

Kor bekki an. “You would be wrong.” He paused. “Dead wong.”

Lomax had been confined to his quarters aboard the ship, and hence had no idea
of how many nultiples of the speed of light they were traveling or how far they
had gone, when the ship finally touched down.

“We have arrived, M. Lomax,” announced Korbekkian, unlocking his door. “Please
do exactly as you are instructed once we | eave the ship.”

“What about ny weapons?”

“They will be returned to you after your interview”

“Your boss may want to see if | know how to use them?”

Kor bekki an smled. “You are the Gravedancer. That is sufficient.”

Lomax shrugged and wal ked out of his cabin.

“What's the gravity here?”

“97.2% standard. You will require no protective outfit, no breathing apparatus,
no stimulants or depressants.”

“l assume that if you wanted nme to know what world I was on, you'd have told
me,” remarked Lomax.

“That is correct.”

“Well, let's get going.”

“Fol | ow e, please.”

Kor bekkian I ed himto the hatch, and a nonment |ater he found hinself standing
on a bl eak, sun-baked patch of ground. There were enornous sand dunes in the

di stance, and the wi nd created reddi sh dust devils near the horizon. The air
was hot and dry. It nmay or may not have been a desert worl d—probably there was
an ocean sonewhere, for the air had a fair oxygen content—but there was no
question that he was in the mddle of a desert, one that extended in every
direction as far as the eye coul d see.

“You'll adjust to the heat,” said Korbekkian. “If you should begin feeling
|'i ght headed, |et ne know.”
“Where are we goi ng?” asked Lonmax. “It |ooks awfully enpty.”

“We're going to neet the Anointed One,” answered Korbekkian. “Please bear with
me, M. Lomax. Qur transportation will arrive shortly.”

Lomax noved out of the direct sunlight into the shadow of the ship and lit a
smal |l cigar. Wien it was hal f-done, a sleek arnored vehicle approached them
comng to a stop about ten yards away.

Kor bekki an gestured Lonmax to enter the vehicle, then joined him It imediately
took off at high speed, and Lomax settled back and rel axed, watching the
seem ngly endl ess desert | andscape go by. Neither Korbekkian nor the driver
said a word, and the silent journey continued for the better part of thirty
m nutes, at which tine the vehicle suddenly slowed down and cane to a stop.
Kor bekki an and Lomax got out, and the vehicle inmedi ately sped away.

“I take it we're here, wherever here is,” said Lonmax.

“That's right, M. Lomax.”

Lomax stood, hands on hips, and surveyed his surroundi ngs. They were at an
oasi s, whether natural or man-nade he could not tell. There was a |arge tent
sone thirty yards away, made of a netallic fabric that seened to soak up the
sunlight and reflect it back in all the colors of the spectrum Each tine a
breeze woul d pass over it the colors would change, deepen, conbine and then
separate again, as if the tent itself were sone kind of giant prism

The tent was surrounded by sonme two dozen arned guards, each with identica
sonic rifles but possessing no common uniform About a mle to the west, on a
flat strip of sun-baked ground that ran between two snall dunes, was a | arge
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bui I di ng, though Lomax could not tell if it was a garage or a hangar. There was
no landing strip, but the ground was so flat and hard that he suspected none
was really required. Atop the building was a very tall, cylindrical antenna,

the sign of a subspace sending and receiving station, which was doubtless tied
into the nearby tent.

“l expected sonething a little nmore el aborate,” conmented Lomax.

“This is only one of sonme fifty outposts we have throughout the Denobcracy and
the Inner Frontier,” answered Korbekkian. “It is nmerely a conveni ence.” He
paused. “I would be surprised if the Anointed One spends as nuch as three days
a year at this location.”

Lomax nmade no reply.

“Let's move to the shade of a tree, M. Lonax,” said Korbekkian. “There's no
reason why we shouldn't be confortable while awaiting your audience.”

“Makes sense to ne,” said Lomax, follow ng Korbekkian as the |atter sought out
a shady spot beneath the sparse branches of a desert tree that grew a few feet
fromthe water.

“Not that we shall have to wait |ong,” added Korbekkian after a nonment's

sil ence.

“ Oh?”

“I"'msure he will want to conclude your interviewin time fromus to depart
fromthe planet before dark.” He smled. “There's no sense giving you a chance
to see the stellar configurations and possibly determ ne where you are.”

“l plan to be working for himlong before dark,” answered Lomax.

“I certainly hope so. I"'mtired of sending overrated inconpetents agai nst the
I ceman. The man shoul d have been dead two nonths ago.”

A young worman energed fromthe tent and approached them

“He will see you now,” she said.

“Good,” sai d Korbekkian, starting forward.

“Just M. Lonmex,” she added.

Kor bekki an turned to him “Good luck. | hope when you energe that we are on the
sanme team”

Lomax followed her to the doorway of the tent, where she stopped and turned to
hi m

“You will address himas My Lord,” she said. “Because you are not yet a nenber
of the faith, you will not be required to kneel before him” she continued.
“You will bow when you are introduced, and you will never turn your back to
him but will back out of the tent when your neeting is concluded. Do you
under st and?”

“l understand,” answered Lomax.

“Then enter,” said the wonan, stepping aside.

Lomax | owered his head and stepped through the doorway, where he was

i medi ately greeted by two burly nen who wore | oose-fitting outfits of sonme
gleaning netallic fabric. They indicated that he should wal k between them and
they escorted himthrough anot her doorway to the inner section of the tent.
The floors were covered with exquisitely-woven rugs froma dozen worlds, and
the walls, conposed of a titaniumalloy which nmade the roomvirtually

i mpervious to assault, displayed paintings and hol ograns from human and alien
worl ds. There was a faint scent of incense in the air, and the soft nel ody of
an exotic alien synphony emanated froma silver cube that hovered a few feet
above the floor near one of the hol ograns.

In the mddle of the roomwas a jeweled chair, and upon it sat a tall, ascetic
man with an aquiline nose, high protrudi ng cheekbones, and | arge, coal-bl ack
eyes. He wore a robe of white, and around his neck hung a single gold chain,
fromwhi ch were suspended a nunber of jeweled religious charns.

Sitting next to the chair was a huge animal, basically feline in character,
possessed of sleek, rolling muscles, w cked-Iooking claws, and enornopus fangs.
Its green eyes narrowed as Lomax approached, and it began uttering a series of
deep grows. The nan in the white robe uttered a sharp command, and the ani nal
lay down, still glaring at the bounty hunter.

When Lomex finally cane to a halt a few feet away, the man in the white robe
st ood up.
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“Wel cone to ny hunble quarters,” he said in a rich, deep voice. “lI am Moses
Mohamred Christ, known to true believers as the Anointed One.”

“I"'m pl eased to neet you, My Lord,” answered Lonmax, bow ng deeply at the waist.
“Does ny pet disturb you?”

“Not if he's a pet.”

“No one el se may approach himw thout losing a linb,” said the Anointed One,
gently stroking the creature's head. “But as you see, | touch himwth

i mpunity.”

“So | see,” said Lomax.

“I'f 1 were to tell himto attack you, he would tear your throat out in |ess
than a second,” continued the Anointed One.

“Per haps,” agreed Lomax. “But if you told himto attack ne, who will you get to

kill the Iceman for you?”

The Anointed One smiled. “I |like you, M. Lonmax.”

“Thank you, My Lord.”

The smile vani shed. “Wiy do you wish to kill Carlos Mendoza?”

“l don't especially want to kill him” replied Lomax. “Killing people is
dangerous work. |'d be just as happy to take a mllion credits fromyou not to
kill him... but I don't suppose you'd care to pay ne for not working, would
you?”

“This is not a matter for levity, M. Lonmax,” said the Anointed One sternly,
and the feline creature, sensing his anger, fidgeted uneasily. “It is essential
that Carlos Mendoza be elimnated.”

“\Nhy 2"

“That is none of your concern.”

“Before | accept a commssion, | always |like to know why |I'm being asked to
kill soneone.”

“Thus far you have accepted conmi ssions only fromnornmal nen.”

“And you are not a nornal man?”

The Anoi nted One opened his nouth. “Between ny teeth is the space.” He pointed
to his ear. “On ny left ear is the nmole, on ny right shoulder is the birthmark.
I was born on the fourth day of the fourth nmonth, and the sun was hidden by the
nmoon. There can be no doubt that | amthe Anointed One.”

“Meani ng no disrespect, My Lord,” said Lomax, “but granting that you are the
Anoi nted One, just what exactly does that nean?”

“l am he whomthe race of Man has awaited for | o, these nany eons. It is ny
destiny to unite the race, to bring order out of chaos, to expand Man's

dom nion to the farthest reaches of the gal axy.”

“l though the Denpbcracy was doing just that.”

“l forgive you your disrespect, for you are not yet a true believer,” said the
Anoi nted One. “But know that the Denobcracy is nerely ny forerunner, that now
that | have arrived upon the scene, the Denobcracy's days are nunbered. God has
chosen me to be His conduit to the race of Man, to rule themas He w shes them
ruled. Do you see the throne upon which | sit?”

“Yes.”

The Anointed One's face took on a fanatical glow. “God has instructed nme to
rule the galaxy fromthis throne, to bring it with ne to Sirius V and to Earth
and ultimately to place it in a palace that | will build upon Deluros VIII,
fromwhich | shall finally fulfill my destiny and rule H's vast domain.”

“I't sounds as if you've got your work cut out for you,” said Lomax

nonconmm ttally.

“I amcloser to conpletion of the Alm ghty's design than you m ght think,”
replied the Anocinted One with absolute conviction. “Mre than 200 worl ds have
al ready pledged their allegiance to ne, and even as we speak ny followers are
converting the masses upon thousands nore.”

“Why should a man who controls hundreds of worlds and tens of millions of

foll owers, and who plans to take over the capital work of the Denobcracy, be
concerned with a tavern owner far out at the edge of the Inner Frontier?” asked
Lomax, honestly curious. “Wat kind of threat can the |Icenan possibly present
to you?”
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“Mendoza?” repeated the Anointed One. “He hinself presents no threat at all.”

“Then why do you want hi m dead?”

“l told you before: it is not your concern.”

“Perhaps not—but if you want me to kill him you' re going to have to tell ne.”
“Do you dare give orders to Mdses Mhanmed Christ?” denmanded the Anointed One.
“No, My Lord,” said Lonax, bowi ng once again. “Please be assured that | neant

no of fense.” He paused. “I thought we could do business together. | was

nm st aken.”

The Anointed One stared |long and hard at Lonax. “Wy should | believe that you
can kill himwhen so many ot hers have fail ed?”

“First, because |'mthe best there is,” answered Lonmax pronptly. “And second,
because |'ve been to Last Chance before. My presence won't alert him”

“l can hire other nmen who have been to Last Chance.”

“True,” agreed Lonmax. “But Last Chance is the Iceman's world, and he's well -
protected. They won't be able to kill him” He paused. “I wll.”

The Anointed One placed a fist to his chin and stared at Lomax again, even
longer this time. Finally he spoke.

“If you carry out this assignment successfully,” he said slowy, as if weighing
each word, “there will be others. You will find that | can be as generous when
rewardi ng success as | can be unforgiving when dealing with failure.” He
paused. “Because you cannot yet conprehend the true extent of ny power, and
because you are not yet conversant in the ways of the One Faith, and because
Carl os Mendoza nust die, | shall forgive you your transgression this one tine,
and tell you what you want to know.”

“Thank you, My Lord.”

“But thereafter, should you fulfill your conm ssion, you will never question an
order or an assignnment again,” continued the Anocinted One. “Is that clear?”
“Perfectly, My Lord.”

“Then listen closely, for | will not repeat nyself,” said the Anointed One.
“Eventually the Denocracy will yield to my will. Even the billion ships of its
vaunted Navy will be unable to oppose ne.” He paused for a nonment, |ooking at
sone distant point that only he could see. “In the entire galaxy, there is only
one force capabl e of standing agai nst nme, of subverting the will of God and
stopping me frombringing ny throne to Deluros VIII.”

“The | ceman?” said Lomax, frowning in disbelief.

“l told you to listen, not to speak,” said the Anointed One harshly. “Carlos
Mendoza presents no threat to nme whatsoever. But he is the only person ever to
survive an encounter with nmy only true opponent. If she has a reason to let him
live, then | care not what that reason is—+ want himdead.”

“She?” asked Lomax.

“Li ke nyself, she is conmitted to the death of the Denobcracy, and yet she has
chosen to align herself against ne as well, which will eventually cost her her
|ife—but not before mllions have spilled their blood,” answered the Anointed
One.

“Who are you tal king about ?”

“Her given nanme is uninportant,” he continued, “but in the past four years she
has energed from obscurity and assuned her true identity. She is the Prophet.”

Part 2:
THE | CEMAN S BOOK
8.
The Silicon Kid, resplendent in a colorful new outfit and shining black boots,
wal ked into The End of the Line tavern, waited for the doors to slide shut
behind him and | ooked around. This was nore what the Inner Frontier was
supposed to | ook |ike, he decided; ganblers and whores, mners and adventurers,
all of themarned, all of themreal or potential killers. The Blue Pavilion
really belonged in the Denocracy; The End of the Line bel onged exactly where it
was, in a Tradertown on a tiny Frontier world called Last Chance.
He | ooked around the roomonce nore, happily aware that a nunber of the clients
were staring at himcuriously, and nodded his head in satisfied approval
Finally he wal ked over to the bar
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“What' Il it be?” asked the Icenan, |inping over to serve him

“A beer.”

“Coming right up.”

The I ceman took an enpty glass over to a tap, nurnmured “Pour"”, waited a nonent,
ordered it to stop, and slid the glass down the bar to the Silicon Kid.

“WAnt to run a tab?” asked the |cenan.

“No, one beer's all | want,” said the Kid, sliding sone hexagonal coins down
the bar. He paused and stared intently at the |cenan.

“I's sonething wong?” asked the Icenan, eyeing the Kid suspiciously.

“That's funny,” said the Kid.

“What is?”
“You sure as hell don't look like a living | egend.”
“Well, to tell you the truth, | don't feel nuch |ike one,” answered the |ceman.

“But just out of curiosity, what does a living | egend | ook Iike?”

“l don't know,” said the Kid. “But not like you.” He paused. “Still, you nust
be as form dable as they say, just to get as old as you are.”

“Son, let nme give you a little friendly advice, if | may,” said the |cenan,
studying the Kid intently.

“What is it?”

“Whet her or not I'mas form dable as they say, |'m form dable enough.” He
paused. “You can't see them but there are four guns trained on you at this
very nmonent, so ny advice to you is not to do anything you might not live |ong
enough to regret.”

“Four?” said the Kid, surprised. He | ooked around the roomonce nore. “Were
are they?”

“That,” said the lceman with a grimsmile, “would be telling.” He paused again.
“And speaking of telling, perhaps you' d like to tell ne just what you're doing
on Last Chance?”

“l canme here to find you.”

“Ckay, you found ne,” said the |Iceman. “Wat now?”

“Now | deliver the Gravedancer's nessage.”

The Iceman stared at him “Wat do you know about the Gravedancer?” he asked at
| ast .

“You might say that we're partners, in a manner of speaking,” answered the Kid.
“No, | don't think I'd say that,” replied the Iceman. “Men |i ke Lomax don't
take on partners.”

“Well,” said the Kid, mildly flustered, “he gave ne his ship and he trusted ne
to deliver a nessage to you.”

“Ckay,” said the lceman. “What is it?”

“Ri ght here?” asked the Kid. “At the bar?”

The | ceman | ooked anused. “There's no one within thirty feet of us. Wuld you
rather tell nme next to the roul ette wheel —er maybe in the nen's roon?”

The Kid shrugged and | eaned on the bar. “The man who put out the hit on you is
a religious cult |eader called the Anointed One.”

The Iceman frowned. “lI never heard of him Wy does he want nme dead?”

“l don't know.”

The | ceman began drying a glass with a bar towel while he considered what he'd
been told. “Wy didn't Lomax just radio nme the nmessage?” he asked. “Wuy send
you?”

“He was going off to neet with the Anointed One, and, well...”

“And you weren't invited?”

The Ki d nodded his head.

“Well, that's what conmes of being a junior partner.”

“There's nore,” said the Kid.

“ Ch?"

The Kid pulled out Lomax's ring. “He said to show you this.”

“All right, 1've seen it,” said the Iceman. “It's his. Now, what's the rest of
t he nessage?”

“That no natter what you hear on the grapevine, he's not out to kill you.”

“Am 1 going to hear that on the grapevine?” asked the |cenan.
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“He seems to think so.”

“So he met with this Anointed One under the guise of a freelance killer?”
“You're very quick.”

“Well, let's hope the Anointed One didn't offer himso much noney that he
forgets where his loyalties lie.”

“He woul dn't do that,” said the Kid.

“You' d be surprised what people would do for noney,” said the Iceman. He pulled
a bottle out frombehind the bar, picked up a couple of glasses, and |inped
over to an enpty table not too far fromthe doorway. “Cone on, young nan,” he
said. “We've got sone talking to do.”

The Kid followed himto the table and sat down opposite him

“Have a drink,” said the Iceman, filling both glasses and shovi ng one over to
the Kid. “On the house.”

“Thanks. What is it?”

“A whi skey they nmake over in the Binder system”

The Kid took a sip. It burned his tongue and throat, but he forced a smle to
his face. “Cood,” he nuttered.

“Don't ever take a job as a diplomat or a politician,” said the |Iceman wyly.

“l beg your pardon.”

“You're a lousy liar.”

“I said |l liked it,” said the Kid irritably, downing the rest of the drink in a
single gulp, then fighting unsuccessfully to stifle a strangled cough

“How the hell did Lomax ever hook up with you?”

“What is that supposed to nean?” denanded the Kid.

“I't means | want to know how the hell Lonmax hooked up with you,
repeated calmy

“I did hima favor back on G eycloud.”

“What ki nd?”

“l saved his life.”

The | ceman stared at him “You?” he said with open disbelief.
“Me.

“I1'"d ask how, but you'd probably tell ne.
“You think I'mlying?” asked the Kid heatedly.

“Let's just say that | think you' re exaggerating,” said the Iceman. “You'd
better be,” he added. “If Lomax needed you to save his life, | hired the wong
man—and | didn't get to be this old by misjudging the people | hire.” He
paused. “Where did you cone across the Anointed One?”

“We didn't. We made contact with one of his nmen on dynpus, but | don't know
where the Anocinted One hinself is.”

“What do you know about hi n”

“Not much. Just that he's sonme kind of cult |eader, and he wants you dead.”
“You're sure it's a he you're tal king about, and not a she?” asked the |cenan,
finally taking a sip of his drink.

“Yeah. At |east, Korbekkian—that's his man on O ynpus, the guy who keeps hiring
men to kill you—Korbekkian kept calling himhe. Wy?” asked the Kid. “Is there
some woman with a grudge agai nst you?”

the | ceman

“Anything's possible,” said the Iceman. “I just want to nmake sure she's not
calling herself the Anointed One these days.”
“So there's a wonman out there somewhere who wants to kill you,” repeated the

Kid, his face alight with interest. “Wat did you do to her?”

“It's a long story,” said the Icenman, downing the remainder of his drink
“I"'mall ears.”

“I't's al so none of your business,” said the |cenan.

“You know, you're not the friendliest guy | ever net,” said the Kid.

“Look,” said the Iceman. “l've had five nen try to kill ne in the past couple
of months, nen |'ve never seen before. Now you show up out of the blue to tel
me that sone religious nut |'ve never heard of wants ne dead, and that any day
now | ' m going to hear that the Gravedancer is working for him Now, sone people
m ght feel friendly under these circunstances, but | don't happen to be one of
them”

“But I'mhere to help you,” said the Kid.
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“You?” said the Iceman with an anused smle. “Wat can you do?”

“You' d be surprised.”

The 1 ceman shrugged. “Probably | would be.” He paused. “Wat's your nanme?”
“They call ne the Silicon Kid.”

“Who does?”

The Kid swal |l owed hard. “Anyone who's net nme since | left Geycloud,” he
answered | anely.

“All ten of "em eh?” said the Iceman. “Wll, it's an interesting naneg,

especially for a young man who seens to be all flesh and bl ood. How did you
come by it?”

“The Gravedancer gave it to ne.”

“In that case, |'mproperly inpressed,” said the Iceman. “Wiy are you the
Silicon Kid?”

“I"ve got inplanted chips that let ne see in the dark, and into the infrared
and ultraviolet spectruns. And while | was on ny way here from d ynpus,

created one that will give ne the fastest responses of any man in the gal axy.”
“You haven't had it inplanted yet?”

“No, but it's sinple outpatient surgery,” said the Kid. “If you' ve got a doctor

on Last Chance, | can have it done in |less than an hour.”

“W've got one,” answered the Iceman, “but he hasn't been sober for the better
part of ten years. If | were you, I'd wait until | hit a bigger world.”

The Kid | ooked his disappointment. “I was kind of hoping to have it done here,

so | could protect you.”

“l thank you for the thought,” said the Iceman, “but | don't need protection on

my own world.” He paused. “Besides, |I'mleaving this afternoon.”

“Ch? Where are you goi ng?”

“Into the Denobcracy.”

“ Ny 2"

“Because if | stay here, |'ma sitting duck for this Ancinted One's killers,”

answered the | ceman. “Maybe Lonax can handl e the situation, and naybe he can't
but | don't plan to wait to find out.”

“But why the Denpbcracy?” asked the Kid. “I never said the Anointed One was
there.” He paused. “Hell, | don't know where he is.”
“Neither do |I,” said the Iceman. “But | dammed well intend to find out.”

“And you think soneone in the Denpbcracy can tell you?”

“Ch, yes,” said the Iceman with certainty. “There's soneone there who can tel
me.”

“Why travel all that way?” asked the Kid. “Wwy not just send hima subspace

nmessage?”
“l didn't say he'd want to tell ne,” replied the Iceman. “Just that he could.”
He paused. “And he will,” he concluded griny.

“I"'mcomng along,” said the Kid suddenly.

“l don't recall asking you to.”

“There won't be any action here at all once you |eave.”

“Kid,” said the Iceman seriously, “the graveyards are full of young nen who
came to the Inner Frontier |looking for action. Believe ne, you'll be nuch
better off just waiting here until Lomax shows up.”

The Kid shook his head. “There's a whole gal axy out there, just waiting to be

seen.” He smiled. “I plan to see it.”

“Go tourist class. You'll live |longer.”

“If you don't take ne along, I'Il just follow you in the Gravedancer's ship,”
said the Kid.

“That's your prerogative,” answered the Iceman. “Try not to weck it.’
“Dam it, lceman!” said the Kid. “Wiy can't | make you understand that |'mon
your side!”

“Kid, you don't even know what the gane is.”

“Do you?”

“No,” admitted the Icenan. “But I'mgoing to find out.”

“You m ght need ne.”

“l doubt it.”
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“Once | get ny chip inplanted, 1'Il be the fastest gun anyone ever saw.”
“Fast is good,” said the Iceman. “Accurate is better.” He paused again. “And
knowi ng when not to shoot is better still.”

“I'f 1I"'mwith you, you can tell nme when to shoot and when not to.”

“Telling you what to do isn't ny responsibility,” said the Iceman. He stared
into the Silicon Kid' s eyes. “You don't know what you're getting into. If you
have a brain in your head, you'll go back to Geycloud and stay there.”

“You don't know what you're getting into, either,” retorted the Kid.
“I"'malready init,” replied the Iceman. “Five nmen have cone out here to kil

ne.
“What nakes you think they' |l stop, just because you | eave Last Chance?” said
the Kid. “I could help you.”

13 \My?)!

“Why what ?” asked the Kid, confused.

The |l ceman stared at himwith open curiosity. “I never laid eyes on you unti

ten mnutes ago. Wiy do you want to risk your life for ne?”

“I"ve heard stories about you since | was a kid. You probably aren't going to
believe it, but you' re one of ny heroes.”

“I"'mtoo old and fat and | ane to be anyone's hero,” said the |cenan.

“All the nore reason why you need ne. You may be invul nerable on Last Chance,
but you're fair ganme once you | eave.”

“Look, Kid, even if you get your inplant, all it neans is that your reaction
time is quicker.”

“I'sn't that enough?”

The | ceman | ooked anused again. “It means you can miss twi ce as nany shots as
nmost normal people.”

The Kid got to his feet, picked up the bottle, and wal ked over to the bar. He
placed it down at the far end, then returned to the table.

“Can you shutter the windows and kill the lights?” he asked.

“I"ve got a couple of dozen customers who won't appreciate it.”

“Just for a few seconds.”

“\Nhy 2"

“So | can prove to you that you need ne.”

The Iceman stared at him then shrugged. “W're going to darken the room for
just a nonent,” he announced to the assenbled drinkers and ganblers. “There's
nothing to worry about. |If you've got cards or noney on the tables, place your
hands over them?”

He waited a few seconds, then nodded to one of his men, who went into his
office. A nonent |ater the doors closed, the wi ndows becanme opaque, and the
lights went off.

“Now what ?” asked the |cenan.

“Now | show you what | can do,” said the Kid.

There was an instant of silence, punctuated by the explosive sound of a bullet
being fired froma handgun, and then a crash.

“What the hell was that?” denmanded the |Icenman, as a wonan shrieked and a few
men yel | ed obscenities.

The lights came on imedi ately, and the |cenman saw that about half his clients
had drawn their own weapons.

“I't's okay, folks,” he said reassuringly. “Nothing to get excited about.”
“Take a look,” said the Kid proudly, pointing to the shattered |iquor bottle on
t he bar.

The lIceman |inped over to the bar and stood a few feet away fromthe bottle,
staring at the glass shards that lay atop the bar. “You can see in the dark?”
The Kid nodded. “And | can hit what |'mainmng at.”

“How do | know you didn't just renmenber where it was?” asked the | ceman.

“Do you really think that's what | did?” asked the Kid. “W can do it again,
and you can place it anywhere you want once the room s dark.”

The | ceman consi dered the proposition, then shook his head. “No, it's not

necessary. | believe you.”
“Wel | ?” said the Kid, grinning confidently.
“All right,” said the Iceman. “lI'minpressed.”
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“How i npressed?” asked the Kid

“Fromthis nonent on, you're working for nme.”

“What does the job pay?”

“I't depends on what | want you to do,” answered the Iceman. He pulled a wad of
credits out of a pocket and handed themto the Kid. “This'll hold you for
awhile.”

“Thanks,” said the Kid, taking the noney. “Wen do we |eave?”

“After | have lunch and pack nmy gear. You can neet ne over at the hangar.”
“Thanks, Iceman,” said the Kid. “You won't be sorry.”

“That remains to be seen,” said the | ceman.

9
The nane of the planet was Sweetwater, and it was a relatively new concept in
interstellar real estate: a retirenent world for the Very \Walthy.
Sweet wat er boasted a golf course for every 50 of its 35,000 residents, indoor
and outdoor pools in every house, quick honme delivery fromlocal stores, a
doctor for every 200 people, a guarantee of one nmle of coastline along a
freshwater ocean for every property owner, inported birds of every shape and
color, daily spaceliner service to nore than a dozen major worlds of the
Denocracy, literally hundreds of private hangars, half a dozen brokerage houses
that were tied in to every major stock market in the Denobcracy, high security
fences around every piece of property, and a | arge but unobtrusive private
security force for the entire planet.
“I't nmust cost a bundle to set up housekeeping here,” said the Kid as he and the
Il ceman energed fromtheir ship.
“Most of the people who live here can afford a bundle or two,” replied the
I ceman dryly.
“Who does |ive here?”
“Anyone who can afford it.”
“Must not be a | arge population,” remarked the Kid.
“There isn't,” said the |ceman.
They wal ked t hrough the spaceport, which housed an el egant restaurant and two
very upscale gift shops, one of which dealt exclusively in rare and expensive
pi eces of alien art, then enmerged into the bright sunlight and warmdry air of
Sweet wat er .
“The man | have to see isn't going to talk in front of strangers,” said the
lceman, turning to the Kid. “Doctors aren't exactly an endangered speci es on
this planet. Wiy don't you get your chip inplanted while | take care of ny
business, and I'Il neet you back here in front of the restaurant in about five
or six hours. W can have a decent dinner before we take off.”
“Suits me,” agreed the Kid.
The Iceman pointed toward an airlift. “That |leads to a nonorail platform from
whi ch you can get into what passes for a town in about ten minutes. You won't
have any trouble finding a doctor once you get there.”
“You're not going into town?”
The 1 ceman shook his head. “My man lives in the opposite direction. I'Il rent a
groundcar and drive out there.”
“Ckay,” said the Kid. “See you later.’
The young nman wal ked off toward the airlift, and the |ceman nade arrangenents
for his vehicle. In a few mnutes he was driving through the carefully-
| andscaped countrysi de, passing one oceanfront estate after another, until he
finally came to the one he sought.
He turned into a driveway, proceeded for perhaps a quarter of a mile, and then
came to a high-voltage electronic field.
“Who's there?” asked a nechanical voice emanating froma hol ographic inmaging
station. “Carlos Mendoza.”
“Checking files...” said the voice. “Positive identification nmade.”
Then anot her voice was heard, a human voice. “Wll, |'Il be dammed! Cone on
inl”
The field dissolved and the Icenman drove the remai ning three hundred yards to
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an angul ar house constructed of an alien material that seened to reflect
hundreds of changing colors in a continuous pattern. It was surrounded by
pool s, decks, and exotic gardens filled with tinkling crystalline flowers, and
one long glass wall offered a panoranic view of the blue-green ocean

He brought the vehicle to a stop, then stepped onto a noving cushion of air
that brought himgently to the second | evel of the house. When he arrived at
the front door, he found it open, and he stepped into a mrrored foyer where an
old, balding man with spindly arns and | egs but sporting a small pot belly,
greeted him

“Carl os Mendoza! It's been a long tine!”

The | ceman nodded. “How have you been?”

“l can't conplain,” said the old man, |eading himthrough the foyer into a
large, circular roomthat afforded a fantastic view of the shoreline.

The I ceman's gaze swept the room and he smiled. “They'd | ock you away if you
did. This is sone place.”

“Haven't you been here before?”

“Once, just when you noved in.”

“Ah, yes—ny retirenent party.” The old man paused. “Can | get you sonmething to
dri nk?”

“Why not ?”

“What' Il it be?” he said, walking to a bar that rose out of the floor as he
approached it.

“What ever you're having.”

“Well, 1've been saving a bottle of Cygnian cognac for a special occasion,”
said the old man. “Since you're ny first visitor in nore than a nonth, | figure
that nakes it special enough.”

“Sounds good to ne,” said the Icenman, wal king over to the wi ndow wall and

| ooki ng out at the ocean. “Ni ce view"”

“Isn't it?” agreed the old nman with a show of pride.

“Nice world, for that natter. Makes nme think |I could learn to adjust to
retirenment.”

“There are a couple of properties for sale up the road,” said the old man. “No
reason why you shouldn't consider it.” He touched a button on his wistwatch
and a shining netallic robot entered the room “Two Cygnian cognhacs, please,

Si dney.”

The robot bowed and left the room

“Si dney?” repeated the lIceman with a snile.

“Beats the hell out of calling it Mdel AU 644,” answered the old man. “Have a
seat, Carlos.”

The I ceman wal ked over and sat down on a chair that instantly adapted itself to
hi s body, while the old nan seated hinself a few feet away. The robot reentered
the rooma nonent later with two cognacs on a shining tray nade of some all oy
the Iceman didn't recognize

“Thank you, Sidney,” said the old man. “That will be all.”

The robot bowed agai n.

“How nmuch did the little piece of machinery cost you?” asked the |cemnan.
“Plenty.”

“Does it do anything besides serve you drinks?”

“I't does—en those rare occasions when | can think of sonmething else for it to
do,” answered the old nman. He took a sip of his cognac. “Excellent! They stil
make it better in the Cygni systemthan anywhere else.”

The | ceman sipped his own drink. “You'll get no argunment fromne.”

There was a nonentary silence, as the old man stared at him

“So, Carlos,” he said at last, “are you really thinking of retiring?”

“I think about it all the time.”

“No reason why not,” agreed the old man. “You've certainly put in your tinme out
there on the Frontier, and Lord knows you' ve nade enough noney. Wat's to stop
you?”

“Five different men have tried to stop nme in the last two nonths,” said the

| ceman.

“l don't think I follow you.”
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“Sonmeone's put a hit out on nme,” said the Iceman. “1 thought you might be able
to help ne find out why.”
“I"ve been retired for alnost four years, Carlos,” said the old nan. “I don't

know what's happening on the Inner Frontier—er anywhere else, for that matter.”
“But you can find out.”

“ How?”

“l know the nane of the party that wants nme dead.”

“l told you—+'mout of touch.”

“Conme on,” said the lIceman. “You were in the service for half a century. You
can't nmake ne believe that they don't still call you to pick your mind, or that
you haven't got a conputer that's tied in to the Master Conputer on Del uros
Vil.”

The ol d man | ooked annoyed. “You're asking a lot for a man who just showed up
out of the blue.”

“l gave you a lot, 32,” said the |Icenan.

“I"'mnot 32 anynore,” said the old man. “They retired ny code nane when | quit.
These days |'mjust plain Robert G bbs.”

“If 1 hadn't agreed to go up agai nst Penel ope Bail ey six years ago, you'd have
been fired before you had a chance to quit,” said the Icenman firmy. “It was
32's fat | pulled out of the fire alittle over six years ago, and it's 32 who
owes nme a favor. I'mhere to collect it.”

“You were well-paid for that incident,” said G bbs.
“So were you, as your current surroundings go to prove.
“You still owe me.”

“l don't see it that way, Carlos,” answered G bbs. “I was working for the
governnent. You were a free-lancer who extorted an enornous fee for your
services.”

“And gave you val ue recei ved when no one else in the gal axy could have done
so,” said the Iceman. “And don't give ne that holier-than-thou attitude just
because you stayed in the service. | put in fifteen years with them before
went nmy own way. They got their pound of flesh and then sone.”

“Neverthel ess...”

“Dam it, | wouldn't ask for this favor if | didn't need it!” snapped the
lceman. “l told you: there have been five attenpts on ny life!”

“You've made a | ot of enenies over the years.”

“True. But the Anointed One isn't one of them and he's the one who's after
me.”

G bbs | ooked at him startled. “The Anoi nted One?” he repeated.

“That's right.”

G bbs got to his feet, wal ked over to the wi ndow, and | ooked out at the ocean
“Why does he want you dead?”

“That's what | want to know. | need whatever information you have on him”

“l don't have anything.”

“But you can get it,” said the |Iceman.

G bbs nodded. “I can get it.”

Now it was the Iceman's turn to frowm. “Wiy this sudden change of npod?

t hought you were digging in your heels and telling nme | had no busi ness asking
you for information.”

“This is different,” said Gbbs, turning to face him “The Denbcracy's been
after the Anointed One for close to three years.”

“\Ahy 2"

“Because he's grown froma mnor upstart into a serious problem” answered

G bbs. “The man nmay have as nany as two hundred million followers.”

“Why haven't | heard of him then?”

“He began his operation on the Quter Frontier, out by the RRmand in the Spira
Arm He just reached the Denobcracy about a year ago. That's why |'m surprised
that he's after you: to the best of our know edge, he hasn't nmade any inroads
on the Inner Frontier yet.”

“Tell me about him” said the |Iceman, taking another sip of his cognac.

“He purports to be a religious |leader,” answered G bbs, finishing his own drink

The | ceman paused.
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and wal king over to a small table, where he deposited the enpty glass. “He had
sonme tax problenms, and one day the governnent's wi tnesses showed up dead.
That's when we started keeping an eye on him”

“Go on.”

“We don't know what his eventual goal is, but we can tie himto nore than fifty
murders. We know he's been buying arns at a phenonenal rate, we know he's got a
fair-sized arny in his enploy, and we know he finances them through a nunber of
illegal businesses. W've taken himto court on tax charges on nore than eighty
wor | ds, and ninety percent of those cases are draggi ng on through endl ess

post ponenents while he clainms that he's a tax-free religious institution.”

G bbs snorted contenptuously. “How many religions do you know of that possess a
si zeabl e arny?”

“What do you think he's after?”

G bbs shrugged. “I don't know, hell, no one knows. At first we thought he
actually planned to take over a nunber of worlds out on the RRmand set up his
own little enpire, but then he began expanding into the Denocracy itself.”
“Surely he doesn't plan to go up agai nst the Denpcracy?”

“For a while we thought he did,” said G bbs, staring out at his terrace, where
a trio of gold-and-purple avians had | anded at an automated feeding station.

“But the Navy's got a billion ships,” said the |cenan.
“And they're spread out over fifty or sixty thousand worlds. One quick strike
at Deluros VIII could cause so nuch chaos that we might actually be willing to

strike a deal with him”

“l very nuch doubt it.”

“Wel |, that was our original assessnent, anyway,” said G bbs. “In fact, we
pulled the 23rd fleet back to help defend the Del uros system agai nst an
assault, even though he's years away from havi ng enough firepower to seriously
consider it. But in the last year or so, he seens to have changed his focus.”

“ Ch?”

G bbs nodded. “Yes. According to our informants, he seens obsessed wi th another
religious figure called the Prophet, who is probably a rival in the cult
business.” He smled and shook his head in wondernment. “1 don't know where they
get these nanes—er these followi ngs, for that matter.” He paused. “Anyway,
these days he seens to be skirting the Denocracy and expandi ng toward the

Gal actic core, which neans he'll reach the Inner Frontier any time now.”

13 \My?)!

“lI was hoping you might tell nme,” said G bbs. “After all, you're the one he's
trying to kill.”

“l never heard of the man until two days ago,” said the Icenan, staring through
the wi ndow wall as two of Sweetwater's three nobons noving rapidly across the

sky.
G bbs shrugged again. “Wll, |1've told you everything I know about him"”
“But not everything the Denocracy knows,” said the Iceman. “I want to know

where he's at right now”
“I'f we knew, we'd go in after him”

“I still want to know what the Denpbcracy knows,” said the Icenan. He stared
directly at G bbs. “I want his confidential file.”

G bbs ordered Sidney to bring himanother cognac. “I don't think there is one.”
“Come on,” said the Iceman contenptuously. “l used to work for the service,

r emenber ?”

“I'"'mnot kidding, Carlos. They don't know a dammed thing about him?”

“They' ve got to have phot ographs, hol ographs, a past history, a list of current
associ ates...”

“That's classified material, Carlos,” said G bbs, accepting the cognac from

Si dney. The robot bowed, picked up G bbs' enpty glass, and retreated to another
room “l can't give you that.”

“Sure you can. Just tie in to Deluros and tell themyou want it. You're stil
cleared for it.”

“There's bound to be some sensitive material that could enbarrass the
governnent and wouldn't help you at all,” said G bbs. “The service is not
without its own elenments of corruption. If there are any agents or officials
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under investigation who have not fornally been charged, | won't turn their
nanes over to you.” He paused and stared at the Iceman. “That's ny deal: if |
do get the file fromDeluros, | insist that | go through it first—and in
private—and give you only what | think is safe for you to have.”

“Fair enough,” replied the Icenman. “1'd like a file on the Prophet, too.”
“Can't help you there, and that's the truth,” said G bbs. “W don't have a
thing on him In fact, if our informants hadn't nmentioned that the Anointed One
is obsessed with him we wouldn't even know t he Prophet existed.”

“Cbvious he considers the Prophet a threat,” said the Iceman. “If a man of such
obvi ous power is worried about the Prophet, how the hell can the Denbcracy not
know a thing about hin®”

“Beats the hell out of ne, Carlos,” admtted G bbs. “But if anything turns up
on him I'Il nmake it available to you under the same conditions: | won't

rel ease any material that m ght enbarrass the service.” He paused. “That's the
best | can do.”

“Al'l right,” agreed the |cenman.

G bbs left the room wal ked down a long corridor, entered his study, activated
his conputer, and put through his request for the Anointed One's file, while
the Iceman got out of his chair and wal ked around the room adniring the pieces
of alien and human art that G bbs had acquired—er, nore |ikely, had purchased
fromhis decorator.

A few nonents later the old man reentered the room “It should be just a couple
of mnutes,” he announced.

“What | mainly want,” said the Iceman, “are a list of the places |'m nost
likely to find himor his chief underlings, a couple of hol ographs, sone

mat eri al concerning his past, and a list of the hit nmen he's used in the past.”
“I think he hires free-lancers whenever he can,” answered G bbs. “And I'Il| tel
you right now. there aren't any photos or holos of him He's always had his
associ ates represent himin court.”

“Then how do you know he's a mal e?” denmanded the | cenan.

“Why do you think he's not?”

“Because no one seened to have heard of himsix years ago.”

G bbs paused, trying to followthe Iceman's train of thought, and finally
smled. “You think he's Penel ope Bail ey?”

“It's possible,” said the Iceman, taking his seat again.

“You're wong, Carlos. H's nane is Mdses Mohamred Christ, which I think you
will agree is a nost unfenmi nine nane. Al so, we've taken a nunber of his
followers into custody, and they've testified that the Ancinted One is a nale
in his forties.” He paused. “Besides, Penel ope Bailey is dead.”

The Iceman | eaned forward intently. “Say that again.”

“She's dead, Carlos.”

“Not a chance,” said the Iceman with absolute certainty.

“She was confined in a cell on Al pha Crepello Il1.”

“Last time | saw her, yes,” said the Iceman. “The locals called it Hades.”
“Wel |, Hades no | onger exists.”

“What are you tal king about?”

“I't was struck by a huge neteor about eighteen Standard nont hs ago,” answered
G bbs. “There's nothing left of it except some dust and a bunch of asteroids in
orbit around Al pha Crepello.”

“You're sure?”

“Fl'y out there yourself if you don't believe ne.” G bbs got to his feet. “The
file should be here by now. If you'll excuse ne...”

The |l ceman sat, silent and notionless, for the entire tinme that G bbs was
censoring the Ancinted One's file. Finally the older man re-entered the room
and handed the Iceman a hard copy in a fol der

“l hope this file proves useful to you,” said G bbs. “I'"mno | onger enpowered
to make such assignnents, but the Denocracy would be very grateful if you found
a way to termnate the Anointed One.”

“The Denobcracy has got a bigger problemthan sone hal f-baked religious fanatic
with delusions of enpire,” said the Iceman grinmy. He stood up and wal ked to
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t he door.
“What are you tal king about?” asked G bbs.
The I ceman reached the doorway and turned. “None of you ever understood what

you were dealing with.” He paused. “You still don't.”

“Perhaps you'd care to enlighten nme,” said G bbs, his voice reflecting his
annoyance.

“Why bother? You won't believe ne.”

“Try me.”

The | ceman stared at him “Penelope Bailey is alive.”

“You' re mistaken,” scoffed G bbs.

“The hell | am” said the |cenan.

“I told you: Al pha Crepello Ill was destroyed by a neteor.”

“l don't doubt it.”

“Every living being on the planet was killed—ncluding her.”
The | ceman | ooked at G bbs for a | ong nonent and sighed deeply.

“You're a fool,” he said, and wal ked out to his waiting vehicle.

10.
The Kid was waiting in front of the restaurant when the |ceman returned to the
spaceport.

“Everything go okay?” asked the |ceman.

“I"'ma little bit sore,” replied the Kid. “He used a |ocal anesthetic, and it's
starting to wear off.”

“Smal | price to pay to be the fastest gun in the galaxy,” said the |Iceman
wyly. “Now if you were only the npbst accurate gun as well...”

“I"'mworking on it,” the Kid assured him

“I't'1l take a |ot of practice.”

“Practice is for losers. I'll do it with chips.” Suddenly he grinned. “lI'mthe
Silicon Kid, renenber?”

“I''l'l try not to forget again,” said the |Iceman sardonically.

“How was your day?” asked the Kid after a nonentary sil ence.

“Not good,” said the Iceman, frowning. “Not good at all.”

“ Ch?”

“There's no sense standing here talking,” said the Iceman. “Let's get sone
dinner, and then we'll take off.”

He summoned the nmaitre d', who |ed thempast a nulti-colored fountain in the

m ddl e of the floor and escorted themto a secluded table toward the back of
the restaurant.

The Kid inmediately picked up a nenu and studied it. “Everything seens
imported,” he noted. “You'd think a tenperate world like this could growits
own food.”

“That's not what this world was created for,’
“But it's so expensive to do it this way.”
“If you live on Sweetwater, you don't worry about prices.”

“l suppose you're right,” said the Kid, surveying his surroundi ngs and toying
with his crystalline wine and water glasses. “It's a pretty nice place.”
“I"ve seen worse,” said the Iceman. “See those shellfish in that tank?” he
added, pointing to a saltwater tank that was discreetly place agai nst a wall
“Yeah?”

“Those are nutated shellfish,” said the Icenman. “They cone fromthe Pinnipes
system” He paused. “l can't pronounce their nanme, but they're supposed to be
the best-tasting seafood in the gal axy.”

“I"ve never been a seafood fan.”

replied the |cenman.

“Well, take nmy word for it,” said the Iceman. He | ooked across the room *“And
those are real Hesporite paintings on the wall, not fakes,” he continued.
“How can you tell?”

“Watch when a waiter passes in front of them” said the |Iceman. “They' Il gl ow
wherever his shadow falls.”

“How come?”

“They use the | arvae of sonme phosphorescent insect in their paints,” answered
the Iceman. “They look like oils in the daylight, but they glowin the dark.”
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“l never knew that.”

The Iceman sniled. “There are probably a I ot of things you never knew. Live

| ong enough and you'll learn some of them”

“l get the feeling that you don't have nuch use for anyone younger than the
Gravedancer,” said the Kid wyly.

“Not nmuch,” agreed the Iceman. He signaled a waiter and ordered an Antarrean
wine, while the Kid requested a beer

“You know, |I'd never seen a live waiter until | left Geycloud,” remarked the
Kid. “Now | 've seen themtwi ce in a week.”

“They're |like nost luxuries,” responded the Iceman. “You pay for what you
get—and you pay plenty at a place like this.”

“Unh ... until | figure out exactly what I'mgoing to do on the Frontier, |I'mon
a budget,” said the Kid.

“No problem” said the Iceman. “Wen you travel with ne or work for ne—and

ri ght now you're doing both—+ pick up the tab.”

“Are you that rich?”

“As a matter of fact, | am”

“How does soneone get to be as rich as you?” asked the Kid

“Live a long time and don't do anything too stupid,” replied the Iceman with a
sm | e.

“There it is again,” said the Kid.

“There what is?”

“This contenpt for people ny age.”

“Not for all of them” answered the Iceman. “Ri ght now t he nbst dangerous
person in the galaxy is a 28-year-old worman naned Penel ope Bailey. She's
probably been the nbst dangerous person since the day she was born.”

“l never heard of her.”

“Yes, you did,” said the Iceman. “You just never knew her real nane.”

“Who is she?”

“At various tines she's been known as the Soothsayer and the Oracle.”

“The Oracl e?” asked the Kid, suddenly enthused.

“Right.”

“Tell nme about her.”

“In a mnute,” said the Iceman, as their waiter brought themtheir drinks and
recited the day's special off-the-nmenu selections. The Kid had a plain steak,
and the | ceman ordered a shellfish in a cream sauce

“Wuld you like to select your own, sir?” asked the waiter.

The 1 ceman shook his head. “I'll trust to your taste.”

“Very good, sir.”

“l do love seafood,” said the Iceman when the waiter left. “You sure you don't
want to have sone? You can get steak anywhere.”

“No, thanks.”

“You're making a big mstake,” continued the Iceman. “The sauce alone is worth
the price of the neal.”

“Get back to the Oacle,” said the Kid inpatiently. “Wat is she |like?”

“She's a young wonan with a gift,” answered the Icenman. “I first nmet her twenty
years ago, when she was just a frightened little girl—but even then, two
hundred of the best bounty hunters on the Inner Frontier were no natch for
her.”

“You're telling me an eight-year-old girl stood off two hundred arned bounty
hunters?” said the Kid skeptically.

The |l ceman sniled and shook his head. “You make it sound |like she beat themin
a shoot-out. Her gift doesn't work like that.”

“How does it work?”

“She's precognitive.”

The Kid frowned. “Wat does that nean?”

“I't nmeans she can see the future,” said the Iceman. “Mre to the point, it
means she can see a nunber of futures, and through her actions she can bring
about the one that's the nost favorable to her.”

“ How?”
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The | ceman shrugged as a string quartet wal ked over to the fountain and started
filling the roomw th their nusic. “I don't know how it works. | only know that
it does work.”

“Gve ne an exanple,” said the Kid.

“All right,” said the Icenan. “Let's say she's hiding fromyou in the cargo
area here, and you' ve been hired to kill her.” He paused and | eaned forward.
“What ever approach you take, whatever entrance you use, she'll know it even
before you do. She'll see an infinite nunber of futures. Maybe you kill her in
all but three of them She'll figure out what she has to do to bring one of
those three favorable futures into being.”

“How?” asked the Kid.

The | ceman shrugged. “Maybe it'll be sonething as sinple as her wal ki ng out one
door while you walk in through another. Maybe it will be nore conplex, like
positioning you under a crate that will drop on you and kill you once in a
mllion tinmes, and doing whatever it takes to nake that mllion-to-one
possibility come to pass. Maybe she'll see that of all the possible futures,
there's one in which you die of a sudden heart attack; she'll analyze every

facet of that future, see howit differs fromall the others, and do what she
can to bring it into being.”

“But surely there nust be sonme futures in which she doesn't survive,” said the
Kid. “What if | surrounded the building with fifty gunmen?”

“Probably she'd still nanage to find a future in which she escaped.”

“Hah!” said the Kid, and one of the violinists glared at him

“Keep your voice down,” said the Iceman. “Mst of the diners would rather hear
the nusic.”

“Sorry,” said the Kid. “But you said ‘probably.” Wat if she couldn't?”

“Then she'd surrender to you, and find sonme way to escape an hour or a day or a
week fromnow.” The |ceman paused. “Not all problens are capable of imediate
solution. She was a prisoner of sone alien bounty hunter, chained to a bed in
his room when a friend of nmne first found her.” He paused. “To this day, |
still haven't decided whether ny friend actually found her, or if she
mani pul ated events so she would be found.”

“That's sonme gift, that—what did you call it? —that precognition,” said the

Ki d.

“That it is,” agreed the Iceman. “That's why the Denbcracy was so set on
exploiting it.”

“The Denpbcracy?”

“Who do you think hired all those bounty hunters?” said the |ceman. “Think of
what soneone who could not only see but nmanipulate the future could do. They'd
never |lose a war, or even a battle. They'd know exactly how to handle a

gal actic econony. They could probably just stand her on a new world and have
her tell them whether it was worth the effort to set up mining operations or
not.” He paused, then snmiled. “And of course, if they found a way to contro
her, they'd never |ose an election, never nmake a bad investnent in the narket,
never cheat on their spouses if there was a chance of being caught. They'd know
before they contracted cancer or sone other disease, and take whatever
precauti ons were necessary to avoid it.”

“l begin to see now,” said the Kid. “Hell, she'd be worth billions.”

“That's what they thought,” answered the Iceman. “That's why they were so hot
to get their hands on her.”

“You nmeke it sound |ike they were wong.”

“They didn't know what they were dealing with,” said the Iceman, |owering his

voice still further as the quartet's violinist began wal king slowy throughout
the room playing romantic solos at those tables where he thought he night
cadge a tip.

“What did they think they were dealing with?” asked the Kid.

“Fromtheir point of view, this was a little eight-year-old girl who just
managed to elude their grasp. Frommine—and | think tine has proven ne
right—+his was a child who managed to rermain free despite the best efforts of
the | argest and nost powerful government in history to capture her. A lot of
| egendary bounty hunters caught up with her at one tinme or anot her—Cenetery
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Smith, Three-Fisted Alie, Jimy Sunday—but when the dust cleared, they were
dead and she was still free.”

“She killed themall?” asked the Kid, his voice filled with disbelief.

“Not directly, but yes, she was responsible for their deaths as surely as if
she had killed them herself.” The |ceman paused again, thinking back to the
first time he had encountered Penel ope Bailey. “The thing was, she didn't | ook
i ke the nost dangerous human being in the gal axy. She | ooked |ike a frightened
little girl who was always hugging a rag doll for confort. But in the end,

everyone who was associated with her—those who tried to capture or kill her and
those who tried to protect her—was dead, and she was still free.”

“What about you?”

“I was lucky.” The Icenan patted his prosthetic leg. “Still, this used to be

flesh and bl ood.”

“But she didn't kill you.”

“She was very young, and her powers weren't fully devel oped,” answered the
Iceman. “She left ne for dead. She couldn't see far enough ahead then to know
that 1'd survive.”

“And that was your experience with the Oacle?”

The 1 ceman shook his head. “She was just Penel ope Bail ey back then, though sone
alien who had | atched onto her—practically worshipped her, for all the good it
did himin the I ong run—al |l ed her the Soothsayer, and for a while the nane
caught on.”

The waiter brought their salads out. The Kid pushed his aside, while the |Iceman
began eating his own.

“Needs a little pepper,” said the |ceman.

“Certainly, sir,” said the waiter, supplying it and then wal king off to the

ki t chen.
“How did she becone the Oracl e?” asked the Kid
“Well, as | said, she was very young and her powers weren't mature,” answered

the lIceman. “She and her alien friend sought asylumon a planet called Hades.
Sonehow the race that lived there figured out what she was, and nanaged to

i mprison her in a roomprotected by an inpenetrable force field—as | said, her
powers weren't fully developed at the tinme.” He took another bite of his sal ad.
“Anyway, they nade a deal with her: they would feed her and keep her alive, and
she would direct themin their attenpt to renmmin i ndependent of the Denbcracy.
Over the next fourteen years pronouncenents would conme forth fromher cell, and
the government of Hades woul d act upon them that's how she becane the Oracle.”
“How did you get involved with her again?”

The Iceman sighed. “It's a long story. Basically, a man naned 32, who worked
for the Denpcracy—he's the sane nman | saw earlier today-hired me to kill her.”
He took a last bite of his salad and pushed the bow aside. “And since | knew
what kind of threat she represented, | took the conmm ssion—but because she knew
who | was, | farned it out to soneone who was younger and tougher than | was.”
“You don't take any risks if you can avoid it, do you?” said the Kid.

“Not if | can help it,” said the Iceman, showing no irritation at the question
“l didn't get to be this old by looking for trouble.”

The waiter arrived with their dinners, and both nen fell silent again until he
left.

“Excellent!” said the Iceman, taking a nouthful of his shellfish. “I'"'mgoing to
have to nake a point of visiting 32 nore often.”

“Ckay,” said the Kid as soon as the waiter was out of earshot. “So you hired
soneone else to kill her. Where do you cone in?”

“You had to go through a lot of Blue Devils—that's what we called the aliens—to
get to her,” said the Iceman, taking a taste of his neal and nodding his
approval . “She was very valuable to them so she had | ayer upon | ayer of
protection. It was when | realized that my man was working his way to her too
easily that | went there to try to stop him”

“To stop hinP” repeated the Kid, frowning. “Wy?"

“The fact that no one el se had been able to stop himer even appreciably sl ow
hi m down—eant that she wanted himto succeed, not in killing her but in
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reaching her prison. And if she wanted it, then | didn't.”

“So you saved her life.”

The | ceman shook his head. “Her |ife was never in danger. It probably hasn't
been in danger since the day she was born.”

“But if your killer made it to her prison...”

“You still don't understand,” said the |Iceman. “Stand her against that wall"—he
gestured toward a wall of the restaurant—and program a dozen | aser weapons to
fire randomy at her, and she'll know when each one will discharge and where
each beamwi Il hit, and she'll sinply avoid them And if you fired so nany
beans from so many weapons that she couldn't avoid themall, then she'd find a
future in which one of the weapons was a dud and expl oded in your face before
you could activate the rest of them”

“So what happened on Hades?”

“My man had certain informati on she needed, sonething that could effectuate her
escape. He was killed before she could make use of him” The |Icenman stared

bl ankly out the w ndow across the landing field. “He was a damed good man.”
“So she was still a prisoner on Hades?”

“That's right.”

“And now she's free agai n?”

The | ceman nodded.

“When di d she escape?”

The | ceman shrugged. “1 have no idea. At |east eighteen nonths ago.”

“How does soneone escape froma force field? | didn't know we'd even devel oped
the technol ogy.”

“We haven't. The inhabitants of Hades weren't human; they developed it.”

“So how did she escape fromit?”

“l don't know.”

“Where i s she now?”

The | ceman shrugged again. “l had rather hoped she was the Anointed One, but
I"ve got a feeling she isn't. Too nany people have seen himand testified that
he's a man in his forties.”

“Just a minute,” said the Kid. “You don't know when she escaped, you don't know
how she escaped, and you don't know where she is. |Is that right?”

“That's right.”

“Then how do you know she's escaped at all?”

“Because a neteor crashed into Hades ei ghteen nonths ago and bl ew t he whol e
dammed world to smithereens. No survivors.”

“Well, then, that's it. She died when the neteor hit.”

The | ceman shook his head. “Not her. If there was one future in a trillion in
which the nmeteor didn't hit Hades, in which it mssed the planet or was bl own
to bits by a weapon or another neteor, she'd have found a way to nake it cone
to pass.”

“But that doesn't nmeke any sense,” said the Kid. “If she could make it miss the
pl anet, how cone the planet was denolished?”

“Because it was payback tine,” answered the |ceman with utter conviction

“Sonmetime before it hit, she found a way to escape fromthat forcefield ... and
just as she could have chosen a future in which the neteor missed Hades if she
were still on the planet, she could also choose the one-in-a-mllion future in

which it smashed i nto Hades once she had left. This was a race that had

i mprisoned her for close to two decades; there was no way she was going to |et
them off the hook with nerely a reprinand.”

The Kid considered what the Iceman had said. “You really think she had the
power to do that?” he asked dubiously.

“l know she has,” said the Icenman firmy.

The Kid finally tried a piece of his steak, and nade a face.

“What's the matter?” asked the |cenman.

“It's cold.”

The | ceman, who had been eating while they had been speaking, took the |ast
bite of his owmn neal. “Pity,” he said. “You probably won't eat this well again
for nmonths.”

“You think she'll be coming after you?” asked the Kid, chewing on a piece of
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no- | onger - war m neat .

“No,” said the Iceman. “I'mno nore to her than an insect. No man is.”
“Good,” said the Kid. “Leave her to the Denpbcracy, and let's worry about the
Anoi nted One.”

“After twenty years, the Denpbcracy still doesn't know what they're dealing
with,” said the Iceman. “Besides, they think she's dead.”

“Fromthe neteor?”

“Yes.”

“Wel I, who knows? Maybe they're right and you're wong.”

“I"'mnot wong!” said the Iceman angrily.

“Ckay, you're not wong,” said the Kid. “Wat do you plan to do about it?”
“Nothing,” said the Iceman. “Yet.”

“You're not going to go after her?”

“CGo where?”

“So it's like | said: let's concentrate on stopping the Anointed One.”
“The Anointed One is nothing but a minor irritant,” said the |Iceman.

“Amnor irritant who's paid five nen to kill you,” the Kid pointed out.
“Lomax will handle him” said the Iceman, dism ssing the subject. “Or at |east
he'll warn me if anyone else is coning after me. W have nore inportant things

to worry about.”

The Kid frowned. “Like what?”

The Iceman stared at him “Haven't you heard a word |'ve sai d?” he denanded.
“There is a nonster |oose in the galaxy, and no one else is aware of the threat

she presents.” He paused. “I've got to find out where she is, what nane she's
usi ng, how well protected she is.”

The Kid frowned in confusion. “l thought you just said you weren't going to go
after her.”

“I"'mnot. She knows who | am what | look like. I'd be dead before | could get
anywhere near her.”

“Then what —=2”

“Once | locate her, the next step is to find out what she's planning to do.” He
stared at the Kid. “That's when | send you in.”

“ B2

“You want to be a genuine Inner Frontier hero, don't you?” said the Iceman with
a grimsmle.
“Yeah,” said the Kid, suddenly excited. “Yeah, | do.”

11.
“There it is,” said the Iceman as his ship braked to light speeds in the Al pha
Crepell o system
The Silicon Kid wal ked over to the viewscreen. “You nean, there is isn't.”
The 1 ceman | ooked away fromthe whirling dust and rocks that were the only
things left in Alpha Crepello Ill's orbit.
“I had to nake sure,” he said. “Wll, now |'msure.”
“And this Penelope Bailey did this just by wishing it?” said the Kid, staring
at the dust and trying to inmagine a planet in its place.
“Essentially,” replied the Icenman. “It's much nore conplex, but that's the gist
of it.”
The Kid let out a low whistle. “That's sonme |ady,” he said. “She nakes you and
the Gravedancer | ook |ike pikers.”
“Have you got yourself a new hero now?” asked the |ceman, anused.
“Not me,” said the Kid. “She scares the shit out of nme.” He continued to stare
at the viewscreen. “People just can't do things like that.”
“She's not a person,” said the Iceman. “Not anynore. She hasn't been for a | ong
time.” He paused thoughtfully. “Maybe she never was.”
“They say she killed the Forever Kid when she was the Soothsayer. Is that
right?”
“Not exactly.”
The Kid frowned, confused. “l don't understand.”
“She didn't kill him” explained the Iceman. “She could have saved him but she
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chose not to. Legally it's not the same thing; nmorally it is.”
“All these | egendary men and wonmen—and you're the only one who survived,” said
the Kid. “What's your secret?”

The | ceman shrugged. “1 was |ucky.”
“Maybe once was |uck. Not twice.”
“Kid, if | knew the answer to that, 1'd be willing to go up agai nst her again.”

“Maybe you' ve got some kind of power, too,” suggested the Kid. “One you don't
even know about.”

“I'f 1 had it, I'd know about it by now.” The |Icenman took one | ast | ook at where
Hades had been. “She killed one hell of a lot of Blue Devils,” he remarked. “A
| ot of Men, too.”

“I didn't know any Men lived on Hades.”

“They didn't—but Hades had three terraformed noons that were all popul ated by
Men: Port Maracai bo, Port Marrakesh, and Port Samarkand. You don't see them
now, do you?”

“What happened to then?”

“They probably fell into the sun when the planet blew, ” answered the |ceman.
The Kid was silent for a |ong nonent, and then spoke. “Well, to be fair about
it, she had sone justification,” he said. “She'd been a prisoner there for 16
or 17 years.”

“And that justifies killing every living thing on Hades and all its noons?”
“They didn't have any reason to inprison her in the first place,” said the Kid.
“Fromwhat you told nme, they just spotted her talent and | ocked her away.”
“What woul d you have done?” asked the |cenan.

The Kid shrugged. “I don't know Talked to her, tried to find out what her

pl ans were, seen if there was any way to get her to work for ne.”

“You're a fool.”

“How do you know t hat she doesn't plan to use her powers for good?”

“Whose good?” responded the Iceman. “Hers or ours?”

“They m ght be the sane.”

“They' ve never been the sane,” said the |ceman. “You' re maki ng the sane mi st ake
32 and all the rest made. You think because she | ooks human and had hunman
parents, she must be human.” He paused. “Take it fromne, Kid-she hasn't been a
human being for a long, long tine—f indeed she ever was.”

The Kid turned in his seat to face the Iceman. “How can you be so sure of

t hat ?”

“Because | know the way her mind works—as nmuch as any Man can know, anyway,”
answered the |Iceman. “Wat frightens me—and what ought to frighten the shit out
of you and everyone el se—sn't that she has the power to blow Hades to bits;
hell, the Navy can do that, too.” He shook his head. “No, what frightens me is
that | know she did it without a single regret or second thought. By the tine
she becane the Oracle she had evol ved past all human reference points: we nean
no nore to her than a grain of sand neans to us.”

“She was human once,” said the Kid doggedly. “You told ne she was just a
frightened little girl when you first met her. There nust be a shred of that
humani ty still remaining somewhere within her.”

The | ceman sighed heavily. “Fine. You search for it.”

“I plan to—f | get the chance.”

“I wish you luck,” said the Iceman, closing the subject. He commanded the
ship's conputer to break orbit and take them out of the Al pha Crepello system
“I"ve seen everything | needed to see. No sense staying here any |onger.”

“What do we do now?” asked the Kid.

“Now', said the |Iceman, selecting a world fromthe hol ographic display of the
Inner Frontier and directing the navigational conputer to lay in a course for
it, “we head for Confucius IV.”

“Never heard of it.”

“I't's an ugly little world on the edge of the Frontier.”

“Why are we going there?”

“Because you can usually buy information there.”

“What kind of information are we after?” asked the Kid, staring at the

hol ographic display until it faded into nothingness.
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“We're trying to get a line on the Prophet.”

“The Prophet?” said the Kid, surprised. “lIsn't he sone bandit on the Frontier?”
“Possibly.”

“Possi bl y?” repeated the Kid. “You think it m ght be Penel ope Bailey?

“l don't know,” answered the Iceman. “That's what | plan to find out.” He

wal ked carefully to the galley, pulled out an exotically-shaped bottle and
poured hinself a drink. “You want sone?” he asked.

“Sure,” said the Kid. “Wat is it?”

“Al phard brandy,” said the Icenan, handing the bottle and a glass to the Kid.
“Not as good as the stuff they nmake in the Terrazane system but it keeps
better at |ight speeds.”

“Thanks,” said the Kid, filling his glass and returning the bottle to the
lceman. “Do you mnd if | ask you a question?”
“CGo ahead.”

“You didn't pick the Prophet out of a hat,” said the Kid, taking a swall ow of
the brandy and deciding that he liked it. “There's hundreds of bandits with
strange nanmes out there. What nakes you think the Prophet m ght be Penel ope
Bai | ey? Why not Father Christmas or Undertaker McNair or the Border Lord?”
“Well, the nane fits,” said the Iceman, returning to his seat and setting his
gl ass down on a panel in front of the navigational conputer. “But that's
secondary; there have been Prophets before. There will be again.” He paused.
“I't was sonething 32 told ne.”

“What ?”

“That the Anointed One was thought to be building up his forces for sone
mlitary action against the Denocracy, but during the past year he seens to
have changed his target. Now he's hunting for the Prophet.”

“So what ?”

“Think it through,” said the Iceman, returning to his seat with his glass in
his hand. “Here is this fanatic with two hundred mllion armed followers, all
set to take on the Denpcracy—and suddenly he decides the Prophet is a greater
threat.” He stared at the Kid. “The Denbcracy's got a navy of alnpbst a billion
shi ps, and a standing arny of maybe ten billion nen. Now, what do you think
coul d possibly pose a greater threat than that?”

“You nake it sound | ogical enough,” admtted the Kid. “But it's also possible
that the Anointed One decided that he wasn't up to defeating the Denocracy ..
or maybe he's out to assimlate all the Prophet's followers into his fold.”
“What followers?” demanded the |Iceman. “According to 32, the Denpbcracy hasn't
got any hard information on the Prophet. Don't you think they'd know if she had
mllions of nen ready to fight on her commmand?” He paused again. “You say that
the Prophet is just a bandit on the Frontier. Al right. W has she robbed?
What sector is she operating out of?”

“l don't know,” said the Kid. He stared at the Iceman. “But neither do you. For
all you know, the Prophet is just sonme small-tine bandit.”

“Like | said, it's possible.”

“Then why go on sone wild goose chase after her—er him as the case may be?”
“I'"mgoing after Penel ope Bail ey because the Denocracy thinks she's dead. They
sure as hell aren't going to go looking for her.” He paused. “And the reason

I"mgoing to try to find the Prophet is even sinpler: | don't have any ot her
| eads.” He took a deep breath and released it slowy. “And there's one other
thing.”

“Ch? Wat ?”

“I"ve never nmet the Anointed One in ny life,” said the Iceman. “lI never even

heard of himuntil a couple of weeks ago.”

“What has that got to do with the Prophet?”

“Maybe nothing,” admtted the Iceman, picking up his glass and taking anot her
sip. “But if we've never net and | haven't hanpered himin any way, then | can
think of only one reason he wants ne dead.” He paused again. “l'mthe only
person ever to neet Penelope Bailey and live to tell about it. That could inply
that I'mworking for her.”

“But you're not,” the Kid pointed out.
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The Iceman sniled. “You know it and | knowit, but the Anointed One has no
reason to knowit. The only thing he knows is that |'ve been in her presence a
nunber of tines, and I'mstill alive.”

“You' re working with even less information than he is,” responded the Kid,
finishing his brandy in a single gulp. “Both in regards to the Anointed One's
nmot i ves and Penel ope Bailey's identity—f she's still alive.”

“You' re supposed to sip your brandy,” said the |cenan.

“I'l'l remenber next tine,” said the Kid.

“Pl ease do. It's expensive stuff. If you're just thirty, |I've got water and
beer.”

“All right,” said the Kid irritably. “I said I'd renenber, and | will.” He
paused. “So how do we go about learning if you' re right or wong about the

Pr ophet ?”

“We assune that |'mright, and that she's Penel ope Bail ey, and we proceed based
on that supposition,” said the Iceman. “W'Il|l start on Confucius IV. | don't

know anyt hi ng about the Prophet, you don't know anythi ng about the Prophet,
even the Denocracy doesn't know anythi ng about the Prophet. But we do know t hat
the Prophet exists. People have heard of her. People talk about her. You've
heard of her. Even Lonmax nentioned her to nme back on Last Chance. And we know
that the Anointed One is searching the Inner Frontier for her.” The |cenan

paused and drumed his fingers on the conputer panel. “So we start going from
one likely world to another, until we find soneone who knows somethi ng nore
about her than her name. Maybe we'll get a l|ocation, naybe the scene of a
recent crine, maybe the name of an associ ate—but sooner or |ater we'll get
sonet hing.”

“And t hen?”

“Then we keep piecing together bits of information until we know if she's

Penel ope Bailey or not.”

“l don't know about this,” said the Kid doubtfully. “This whole scenario you' ve
built, everything you' ve said—+t's all supposition.”

“True,” agreed the Icenan. “But it feels right.”

“So we're going all over the Inner Frontier chasing sonme bandit because it
feels right?” said the Kid displaying a sardonic snile.

“When you pay the bills, we'll do it your way,” said the lIceman. “In the
meantime, if you have any objections, | can let you off on the nearest oxygen
wor |l d.”

“No, I'Il stay with you,” said the Kid. “I've still got a lot of worlds to see.
I might as well see themon salary.” He paused thoughtfully. “And if she really
is alive, | want to see her.” Suddenly he smled. “Wo knows? Maybe I'Il go
down in history as the man who killed Penel ope Bailey.”

“I wouldn't bet ny last credit onit,” said the Iceman dryly.

12.
Confucius IV wasn't much of a world. It consisted of three abandoned
Tradertowns, a handful of mines which were nostly played out, sone enornous
flat fields that didn't have rich enough soil or get enough rain, and one snall
city.
The city, New Macao, was pretty uni npressive even by the standards of the Inner
Frontier. Its cobbl estone streets, created to be charnming, were in dire need of
repair and caused equal havoc to feet and tires. The nmmjor hotel resenbled a
st eel - and- gl ass pagoda, and the roons were furnished with the sanme | ack of
taste displayed by the architect. Another hotel resenbled an enperor's pal ace,
as conceived by soneone who had never seen either an enperor or a palace. The
streets were narrow and wi nding, with an abundance of bars and drug dens and an
absol ute mini num of of ficial supervision.
“I likeit,” said the Silicon Kid, as he and the |Iceman wal ked down the main
street, past the two hotels and a trio of overpriced nightcl ubs.
“I't's filthy and dangerous,” replied the |ceman.
“That's what | like about it. It's exotic.”
“Your definition of exotic and nmine differ considerably,” said the |Iceman

wyly.
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“Look at the nmen standing in the doorways of sone of those buildings!” said the
Kid excitedly. “I'lIl bet I've seen half of themon wanted posters!”

“Probably,” said the Iceman. “1 suppose | should warn you that that doesn't
necessarily make them desirabl e conpani ons.”

“1'"ve been rubbing shoulders with farmers all ny life,” said the Kid. “At |east
these guys figure to be nore interesting.”

“When's the last tine a farnmer took your wallet, cut your throat, and left you
for dead in the street?”

“1"d like to see soneone try it, nowthat |'ve got ny inplants,” said the Kid
confidently.

“You woul d?” said the Iceman with an anused smle. “Wll, maybe | can
acconmodat e you.”

“What are you tal king about?” asked the Kid, suddenly tense.

“When we turn off of this street, just keep twenty yards behind ne. | guarantee
you'll have a chance to try out the New | nproved You.”

“What about you?”

“Me? | gave up showing off half a century ago.”

“No,” said the Kid. “I nean, if this place we're going is so dangerous, why
won't they go after you, too?”

“Because they want to live.”

The Kid laughed. “You're a fat old man with a linp.”

“That's right.”

“Then why shoul d they | eave you al one?”

“Because |'mthe Iceman,” cane the reply in such a cold voice that the Kid

deci ded his agi ng conpani on was nore form dabl e that he | ooked.

“So, where are we goi ng?”

“A place even the police don't go,” answered the Iceman. “It's just a couple of
nmore bl ocks.”

“Has it got a nane?”

“Nightmare Alley.”

“Picturesque,” renarked the Kid.

“Accurate,” replied the I ceman.

They wal ked for another fifty yards, then turned down a narrow si destreet.
“This is Nightmare Al ey?” asked the Kid.

“Soon,” said the Iceman.

They wal ked past two dil api dated buil dings, then cane to a w nding all eyway—and
suddenly the character of the area changed from sonething that the Kid thought
was exotic and |ceman thought was nerely rundown, to sonething that both agreed
was deeply weird

Club after club lined the alley, nost with their own barkers. There was a drug
den, a betting parlor, a bar, another drug den, a pornographic stage show, a
whor ehouse for nmen, a whorehouse for wonen, a whorehouse for aliens, and a

whor ehouse for those desiring that nost taboo of vices—nter-species sex.
Taverns, each darker and nore disreputable than the last, catered to all races.
Shrill screans and raucous |aughter cane fromthe whorehouses, and terrified
screans enanated fromone of the drug dens. There were a pair of weapon shops,
one specializing in laser pistols and rifles, the other in projectile firearnms,
and the Kid had the feeling that not a single weapon in either shop possessed a
serial numnber.

Every fifteen feet or so they came to a body Iying on the pavenent. Sone
appear ed drunk, others comatose; the Iceman paid themno attention

“I think | just saw Lizard Malloy in that bar across the alleyway!” whispered
the Kid excitedly.
“Well, this is a good place to stay when there's a price on your head,” replied

the I ceman.

A few faces peered out at the Iceman and the Kid fromthe interiors of the
bui | di ngs they passed, but no one nade any nove to hinder them and even the
barkers stepped aside as the | ceman approached them

“They seemto know you,” said the Kid, inpressed.

“They know enough not to bother ne, anyway,” answered the |cenman.
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“l thought you hadn't |eft Last Chance in four years.”

“That's right.”

“You nmust have nmade quite an inpression the last tinme you were here.”

The I ceman made no reply, but began slowing down. “We're going in there,” he
sai d, gesturing toward a doorway. “Once we're inside, keep your nouth shut and
your eyes open. Got it?”

“Right,” said the Kid. He paused uncertainly. “Wat am | |ooking for?”

“You'll know it when you see it,” said the |cenan.

He entered the doorway, followed by the Kid.

“Wel cone to the House of Usher,” said a tall man dressed in faded formal garb
He stared at the lIceman, and suddenly a | ook of recognition crossed his face.
“It's been a long time, M. Mendoza. W heard runors that you had been killed.”
“I can only be killed with a silver bullet,” replied the Iceman with a wy
smle. “lI thought everyone knew that.” He pulled out a hundred-credit note and
handed it to the man. “I'mrenting a table near the bar. It's ny office for the
next two hours.”

The man grabbed the note and nodded.

“There's anot her hundred credits for you for every person you bring to ny

of fi ce—+f they have anything useful to sell.”

“What are you buyi ng?”

“Information.”

“There's all kinds of information, M. Mendoza.”

“Pass the word that the Iceman is interested in informati on about the Prophet.”
The man rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “That nmay be nore difficult than you

i mgi ne, M. Mendoza. |'ve only heard the Prophet nentioned twice in all the
time |'ve been here.”

“This is Nightmare Alley,” said the |ceman. “Someone will know sonmething.” He
pul l ed out two nore notes. “Put the word on the street, too. Tell theml|'Il be
here for two hours, and then |I'm| eaving Confucius.”

“I'"l'l pass the word as soon as | take you to your table.”

“Don't bother,” said the Iceman. “lI know the way.”

As the tall man wal ked out the door, the Iceman turned to the Kid.

“Foll ow nme, and don't stare.”

“At what?”

“At anything you see. It's in bad taste.”

The Iceman | ed himthrough a |l abyrinthian corridor that passed a nunber of
dimy-lit rooms. In one, a nunber of nen and women, all addicts of the

al phanel l a seed, lay in various states of stupor and catatonia, their pupils
dilated, their eyes wi de open, their faces contorted in nightnmarish smles. In
anot her three green-skinned aliens, nmldly apelike in appearance, sat naked on
the floor, surrounded by perhaps two hundred bl ue-gl owi ng candl es, each

di ssecting a small animal. The kid tried to ignore the little animals’ screans
of pain, and wondered if he were observing a religious ritual or an illega

di nner, or both.

They passed three nore cubicles, each with humans or aliens doing things that
they were never neant to do, and finally they came to the bar. There were a
dozen tabl es evenly spaced throughout the room all but three of them occupied
by a relatively equal nunber of humans and aliens, and the |Icenman picked the
one that was farthest fromthe corridor through which they had entered. The two
men who were sitting there took one ook at himand left hurriedly as he

appr oached.

“\Wel cone back, M. Mendoza,” said the bartender, a grossly obese bald man with
a handl ebar nustache that had been dyed a bright blue. “It's been a long tine.”
“Not |ong enough,” said the Iceman distastefully, and the bartender chuckl ed.
“Bring us a pair of beers.”

The bartender nodded, and waddl ed over with their drinks a monent |ater.

“Sure | can't interest you in a Dust Devil, or a Blue G ant?” he asked, panting
fromthe effort of wal king across the room

“Just the beers,” said the Icenan, tossing a pair of Maria Theresa dollars on
the tray.

“Maybe | ater,” said the bartender.
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“Maybe,” said the Iceman, and the bartender retreated to his station

“This is sone place!” said the Kid, unable to keep the excitenent fromhis

Voi ce.

“You like it here?” asked the |ceman.

“Don't you?”

“The scum of the Inner Frontier, if they sink | ow enough, eventually wi nd up on
Confucius IV—and the worst of themturn up in Nightmare Alley. If | didn't have
busi ness to transact, you couldn't pay me to spend two seconds in this place.”
“It's got atnobsphere,” said the Kid.

“Yeah,” said the Iceman. “Well, if you scrub hard enough in the shower, nobst of
it'll wash off.”

“You' ve got no sense of adventure,” said the Kid with a smile.

“This isn't an adventure, Kid. It's a business, and a deadly one at that.”

The Kid | owered his voice. “See that wonan at that table over there? The skinny
one with the red hair?”

“Yes.”

“I think it's Sally the Knife!”

“So what ?”

“She's killed 30 nen, naybe 35!” said the Kid excitedly.
“I know.'’

“Do you know her personally? I'd like to nmeet her.”

“Why don't you just wal k over and ask for her autograph?” said the |Iceman
caustically.

“Maybe | will.”

“Don't.”

“Why not ?”

“You don't conme to the House of Usher to neet starstruck farnmboys,” said the

I ceman. “You cone here to conduct business. That man she's with isn't here just
to buy her a drink and talk her into bed—and | don't think he'd appreciate
havi ng a stranger cone up and start talking.” The |Iceman paused. “He m ght even
think you had sone notion of blackmailing himonce Sally does what he's paying
her to do.”

The Kid considered the Iceman's statenent. “All right,’
you don't have to make fun of ne.”

“Just keep your mind on business,” said the Iceman. “W're here to find out
about a wonman who destroys entire worlds as easily as Sally slits throats.”
They sat in silence for perhaps ten minutes. Then a very snmall man, his face
di sfigured by sone skin disease that had gone untreated, wal ked up to them and
sat down.

“Wrd is that you're | ooking for the Prophet,’
“That's right,” said the |Iceman.

“What are you payi ng?”

“Depends what you're selling.”

“For three hundred New Stalin rubles, | can put you next to a guy who works for
him?”

“On this planet?”

“No,” said the man. “But he's not far fromhere. You can reach himin half a

he said sullenly. “But

he said in a hoarse voi ce.

day.”
“And when | find out he doesn't exist, or that he's never heard of the Prophet,
how long will it take ne to find you agai n?” asked the |ceman.

“Are you calling ne a liar?” denmanded the man heatedly.

“No, just a lousy salesman,” said the |Iceman. “Now go away.”

“l ain't going anywhere til you pay ne sonmething for ny tine,” said the man.
“Kid,” said the Iceman. “Gve himsonething for his tine.”

The Kid drew his sonic pistol so fast that even the |Iceman, who was expecting
it, couldn't follow the notion. A fraction of a second later it was pointed
directly at the man's head.

“You want the down paynent now or |ater?” asked the |cenan.

The man glared at him trying to keep the fear fromhis face, then nuttered a
curse under his breath and scuttled off toward the corridor
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“l assunme that was what you wanted ne to do?” said the Kid.

The | ceman nodded. “But don't shoot anyone unless | tell you to,” he said. “W
won't be able to do any business if word gets out that we're killing the
custoners.”

“We don't need customers like him”

“We're passing the word to the dregs of humanity,” replied the Iceman. “Five
out of six customers are going to be exactly like him O fer them enough for a

drink and a fix, and they'll swear to anything, sell you any information you're
| ooki ng for—and be | ong gone, or dead, by the tinme you find out they were
lying.”

“So how will you know who's telling the truth?”

“There are ways,” said the |cenan.

He got to his feet, returned their enpty glasses to the bar, and ordered two
nmore beers. Before he could take his first swallow, a well-dressed nan with

I ong, flow ng golden hair sat down next to him

“You're the Iceman?” he asked.

“That's right.”

“I know a little sonething about the Prophet.”

“What about hinP” asked the |ceman.

“First of all, it's a her.”

The I ceman pulled out a roll of banknotes, peeled one off, and laid it on the
table in front of the blond man.

“Keep going,” he said.

“She's on the Inner Frontier,’
“Wher e?”

“I'"'mnot sure what world. At various tinmes |'ve heard she was on Cceana, Port
Raven, and Prinrose.”

The |l ceman | aid another note on top of the first.

“What' s her gane?”

“Wrd is that she's raising an army, that she wants to take over sonme of the
Frontier worlds.”

The Iceman didn't pull out a note this tine.

“Wrd is wong. She doesn't need an arny.”

“Hey, I"'mjust telling you what |'ve heard.”

“What el se do you know, or think you know, about her?”

“She nmust have access to sone awful |y powerful weapons,” said the man. “They
say she blew up sone alien world.”

“dd news,” replied the Iceman, refusing to peel off another note. “You got
anyt hing el se?”

“That's it,” said the nan, picking up the two banknotes.

“Just a minute,” said the Iceman as the man started to get up

“Yeah?”

“I'"l1'l double what you've got if you can give ne a nane.”

“A nanme?” The nman | ooked puzzl ed.

“The name of the person who told you the Prophet is a wonan.”
“Wn't do you nuch good. He's dead.”

“I'l'l pay a hundred credits for the nane, anyway.”

The man paused and stared at himcuriously. “Zanzi bar Brooks,
“Who was he?”

“He did a little of everything, you know what | nean?”

“l know what you nean,” said the Iceman. “WAs there paper on hinP”

“Yeah. 50,000 credits, dead or alive.” He paused. “He died in sone bar brawl on
Port Raven a couple of nonths ago.” Suddenly he smiled. “If |I'd have known it
was goi ng to happen, |I'd have shot himnyself and cashed the reward.”

“He actually saw t he Prophet?”

“He said he did.”

The | ceman gave hima final banknote. “Thanks.”

“My pleasure,” said the man. “If you have anything else to ask nme, 1'll be in
one of those roonms down the hall.”

He got up and left the table.

“Did you believe hin?” asked the Kid.

sai d the man.

he said at |ast.
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“He answered the first question right,” said the Iceman. “As for the rest, it's
just hearsay—and if there's one thing Penel ope Bailey doesn't need, it's an
army.” He took a long swallow of his beer. “But if we don't find out anything
nmore, we'll send a nessage to Port Raven and see if we can |earn where this
Zanzi bar Brooks spent the last year of his life.”

Two nore nen and a worman approached themin the next hour, none of themwth
anything to sell except sob stories about how t hey needed the nobney. The | ceman
was about to | eave when a tall, |lean man entered the room | ooked around, and
approached his table.

“You' re Mendoza?” he asked.

“Right.”

“My nane's Quinn. Mnd if | sit down?”

“Be ny guest.”

The man nanmed Quinn seated hinself. “Who's he?” he asked, gesturing toward the
Kid with his head.

“A friend. Anything you have to say, you can say in front of him”

Quinn smled. “For what you're paying ne, I'll say it in front of everyone.”
“You don't know what |'m payi ng you.”

“If it's less than five thousand credits, we've got nothing to tal k about.”
The Iceman stared at himappraising himcarefully. “Wat do you think you know
that's worth five thousand credits?”

Qui nn | eaned back on his chair and sniled confidently. “I know where you can
find the Prophet.” He paused. “Are we in business, or do | wal k?”

“W're in business,” said the |cenman.

“l haven't seen any noney yet.”

The Iceman pulled out his roll and counted out five thousand credits, then laid
it on the table in front of him

“Start tal king,” he said.

“She's on Mzart.”

“Mozart? | never heard of it.”

“There's a star in the Terrazane sector called Synphony,” said Quinn. “They
naned all the planets after conposers, even the ones that weren't habitable.
Beet hoven and Sondhei m are gas giants. Mzart is the third planet out fromthe
star.”

“What nmakes you think she's on Mdzart?” asked the |cenman.

“Because |'ve seen her,” said Quinn

“What does she | ook |ike?”

“Bl onde, nedium height, late twenties, rather pretty actually.”

The I ceman shoved the pile of notes over to Quinn

“What el se can you tell ne about her?”

“She's one very strange lady, | can tell you that.”

The Iceman laid his roll of notes on the table. “Keep talking.”

“I work on a cargo ship,” said Quinn. “Two weeks ago we devel oped engi ne
troubl e near the Synphony systemand went into orbit around Mbzart while we
made repairs. Sone of us got to spend a day on the planet.”

“And?”

“It's not much of a world, just an agricultural colony that supplies food to
hal f a dozen nearby mining worlds. But she rules it as if she were sone kind of
goddess. | nean, her word is law, and God hel p anyone who di sobeys her, who
even thinks of disobeying her.” He paused. “She nust be sone kind of nutant or
sonet hi ng, because she seens to know what they're thinking even before they do.
They've tried to kill her a couple of tines, and even though she doesn't have
any bodyguards, they've never gotten close to her. | nean, hell, | saw her
nmysel f, plain as day, wal king through town |like she didn't have a care in the
wor |l d. She never even asked what we were doing there; it was |ike she already
knew. ”

“How | ong has she been there?” asked the |cenan.

Qui nn shrugged. “Maybe four or five nonths.”

“\Ahy 2"

“Why what ?”
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“Wiy is she on Mozart? What's her purpose there?”

“That' || be another five thousand.”

The | ceman counted off the anount, and Quinn grabbed the noney greedily.
“She plans to set up her own enpire in the Inner Frontier,” said Quinn
“She told you that?”

“No, but she told sonmeone on Mdzart that | spoke to.”

“You're sure?”

“l got no reason to lie to you.”

“How does she plan to go about it?”

“They say she's pretty tight with a bunch of nercenaries,” replied Quinn
“Maybe she plans to use them and pick up one colony world after another.”
“Do you know anyt hing el se about her?” asked the | ceman.

“That's it.”

“Wel I, you've been nost helpful, M. Qinn. Let ne buy you a drink before you

| eave.”

“You' ve done enough for nme already,” said Quinn, smling and hol ding up the wad
of money.

“It's no problem”

“I really have to be going.”

“But | insist,” said the Iceman.

“l told you, | have to—=

Suddenly Quinn was |ooking into the barrel of the Kid s sonic pistol

“Try to be a little nore gracious, M. Qinn,” said the |Iceman, getting to his
feet. “I'Il be right back with your drink.”

He wal ked over to the bar, whispered sonething to the obese bartender, then
returned a nonent later with a drink.

“Here you are, M. Qinn,” he said pleasantly, placing the drink down on the
table in front of Quinn

“I'f you think you can poison nme right here in front of everyone, you should
know that | have friends,” said Quinn

“How very conforting,” said the Iceman. “Now, drink up.”

Qui nn | ooked at the Kid' s pistol once nore, and then, very slowy, he lifted
the glass up to his lips.

“Now swallow it,” said the Iceman sternly.

Qui nn closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and downed the drink in a single
gul p. Then he | eaned back, hal f-expecting to die in hideous agony. Wen not hing
happened, he blinked once, then | eaned forward, seened about to say sonet hing,
and then becane al npst rigid.

“It's all right, M. Qinn,” said the Iceman. “You can hear and understand
every word |'msaying. Let ne assure you that you have not been poi soned, nor
do | intend to rob you. | just want to repeat a couple of nmy questions.” He
paused. “What is the Prophet's purpose on Myzart?”

“l don't know,” rnurmured Quinn, his words slurred slightly.

“And no one on Mozart told you that she planned to set up her own enpire, did

t hey?”

“No. "

“But you did see her there?”

“Yes.”

“Thank you very much, M. Qinn,” said the Icenan. He | eaned over and took hal f
of his money back. “You earned the first five thousand credits ... but you

really shouldn't be so greedy. | didn't get to be a rich nman by payi ng peopl e
tolietome.” He got to his feet and notioned the Kid to do the sane.

“We're going to |l eave now, M. Qinn,” he continued. “Your nuscles will respond
to your comands in about ten minutes, and you'll suffer no side effects from
the drug | had placed in your drink. It's a powder that encourages you to tel
the truth, with just enough of a narcotic added so that you should enjoy the
next couple of nminutes i mMmensely.” He gave the notionless man a friendly pat on
t he shoul der, and suddenly his voice becane | ow and om nous. “I would strongly
suggest that you enjoy your five thousand credits, and that you nake no attenpt
to foll ow us when you are once nore capable of novenent.”

Then he and the Kid wal ked back through the Iabyrinthian corridor and out the
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mai n entrance of the House of Usher

“What do we do now?” asked the Kid, as they began wal ki ng down N ghtrmare All ey.
“Now?” repeated the Iceman. “Now we follow our lead as far as we can. W try to
learn a little nore about Mozart, and we try to find sonme nore people who have
been there and seen the Prophet. Then we try to find out what she's done that
has alerted the Anointed One to her presence and nmade hi m deci de that she
presents a greater threat to himthan the Denobcracy does.”

“I'f she does,” the Kid corrected him

“Ch, she does, all right,” said the Iceman with absolute conviction. “I'mjust
surprised that he's figured it out.”

“And once we do all that,” said the Kid, “then we go to Mzart?”

“One of us does,” answered the |cenan.

13.
The I ceman renmi ned on Confucius IV for another day, but could | earn nothing
further about the Prophet. However, the Silicon Kid managed to learn a little
sonet hi ng about the | cenan.
They were sitting in the | obby of their pagoda-like hotel, having breakfast
prior to going to the spaceport, when Quinn entered the building, wal ked across
the | obby, and confronted them
“l see you're feeling better,” said the Icenman pl easantly.
“You son of a bitch!” snarled Quinn, attracting considerable attention fromthe
ot her diners. “You doped nme up and took ny noney!”
“You sold information you didn't have,” answered the Icenman. “That made it ny
noney.”
“It's mne, and |"'mhere to take it back! If |I have to kill you for it, |
willt!l”
The Kid tensed, but the Iceman | eaned over and laid a restraining hand on his
shoul der.
“The man neans business,” he said. “We'd better give himwhat he wants.”
“But —= began the Kid.
“It's just noney,” said the Iceman. “It's not worth dying for.”
He reached into the pocket where he kept his roll of bills while Quinn watched
himintently. Then he calmy pulled out a small pistol and fired it, point-
bl ank, between Quinn's eyes. Two woren shrieked and a waiter dropped his tray.
The tall nan was dead before he hit the ground.
“l told you it wasn't worth dying for,” said the Iceman to the corpse.
“You killed him” said the Kid.
“l sure as hell hope so.”
“You didn't even give hima chance.”
“You think this is some kind of a ganme?” said the Iceman irritably. “W don't
play by any rules out here.” He paused. “The nman cane here to rob ne or kil
me. Maybe you think | should have waited for himto draw his weapon?”
The Kid made no reply, and the Iceman got to his feet as the nanager and two
security guards approached him
“Everyone in the restaurant was a witness,” said the Icenan. “He threatened to
kill me.”

“He threatened to kill you if you didn't give himyour noney,” said a nman at

the next table.

“Same thing,” said the Iceman. “I didn't cone here to be robbed at gunpoint.”
“Hs gun's still inits holster,” noted the nmanager

The | ceman shrugged. “He was a | ousy robber.”

“W've got the whole thing on hol otape,” said one of the security guards. “If

it happened the way you said, you don't have any problem?”

“l never did,” replied the Icenan, and sonehow the Kid knew that he was right,
Two policenen entered the hotel a nonent | ater and wal ked over to the crowd
that was clustered around Quinn's body, then listened as the |Icenman repeated
his story.

“Sounds good to ne,” said one of them “You want to conme down to headquarters
and nmake a statenent?”
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“I'"I'l make it right here,” said the |Iceman. “The man was a fool. He paid for
his foolishness.”

“That wasn't the kind of statenent | had in nmind,” said the officer with a
smle.

“It's the only one | care to nmake,” replied the Icenman. “Can you check the
hol ot ape this norning? My associate and | plan to | eave Confucius this

af t ernoon.”

The officer stared at himintently. “You're Carlos Mendoza, aren't you?”
“Yes.”

The officer nodded. “I thought so,” he said. “If you say it was self-defense,
that's good enough for nme. You're free on your own recogni zance, and we'll view
the tape before noon. If it supports your story, you'll be free to | eave on
schedul e.”

“Fair enough,” said the |cenan.

The hol otape verified the Iceman's account of the incident, and they took off
in early afternoon

“Now | know why they call you the Iceman,” remarked the Kid, as they left
Confucius far behind them

“ Oh?”

“You're as cold and enotionless as you say Penelope Bailey is,” said the Kid.
“I"'mnot saying that's a bad way to be,” he added hastily. “Qut here it's
probably a survival trait.” He paused. “You must have been one hell of a
danger ous man when you were younger.”

“I''"'m nore danger ous now.”

The Kid stared at himfor a | ong nonent, then shrugged. “If you say so.” He
paused. “By the way, a |lot of people on Confucius seenmed to know you.”

“I've done business there before.”

“They all called you Mendoza rather than the Iceman,” continued the Kid. “Wy?”
“Ni cknames conme and go, but |'ve been Carlos Mendoza all my life.”

“The lIceman fits you better.”

“Thank you ... | think,” replied the Iceman with an anused smil e.

“What ot her nanes have you had over the years?”

“They're not inportant.”

They fell silent for the next few minutes. Then the Kid wal ked to the galley
and nade hinself sone dinner. When he returned to his seat, he found that the
I ceman was studyi ng the navigational conputer's hol ographic representation of
the Terrazane sector.

“Looking for Mdbzart?” asked the Kid

“I"ve found it,” said the Iceman, indicating a star that was blinking a bright
yellow. “This is Synphony. Mdzart is the third planet circling it.”

“How far away is it?”

“From here?” said the Iceman. “At full speed, we can nake it there in alittle
over one Standard day.”

“What do | do once | get there?” asked the Kid.

“BEventual ly you'll try to get close enough to Penelope Bailey to find out what
her plans are. As for what you'll do imediately, | don't know yet. That's why
we're heading for Aristotle.”

“Aristotle?”

“It's a university planet on the edge of the Denocracy. W'll pay a fee and tie
into their conmputer, and find out what we can about Mbzart.”

“Why don't we just tie in to the Master Conputer on Deluros VIII?" asked the
Ki d.

“Because she's nore likely to have soneone nonitoring the Master Conputer than
the one on Aristotle,” replied the |ceman.

“What nakes you think so?” persisted the Kid. “After all, if she's as bright as
you say...”
“l never said she was bright. | said she was precognitive.”

“What ever,” said the Kid. “Why won't she be nonitoring the conputer on
Aristotle?”

The | ceman | eaned back and switched of f the hol ographic display. “She's the
nmost power ful and dangerous being alive, but she's not wthout her
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limtations,” he said at |ast. “She spent her childhood on the run until she
was ei ght years old, and she spent the next sixteen or seventeen years in a
twenty-by-twenty cell. How nmuch of the gal axy can she have seen? Deluros VIII
is the capital world of the race of Man, so of course she knows about it—but
1"l bet she's never even heard of Aristotle.”

“You'd better be right,” said the Kid. “You nmay be naking the bet, but I'mthe
one who has to pay if you're wong.”

“I"'mnot wong,” said the Iceman. “She has powers beyond anyone's

conpr ehensi on, but she's not all-know ng.” He paused. “Anyway, once we learn a

little nore about Mozart, we'll have a better idea what identity you should
assune there.”
“Why don't | just show up as a gun for hire?” suggested the Kid.

The | ceman chuckl ed.

“What's so funny?” demanded the Kid.

“Nobody ever needed a hired gun | ess that Penel ope Bailey,” said the |Iceman.
“Besides, even if she did, she'd want references—and since |I'mthe only
reference you've got, you wouldn't make it to noon.”

“l could say | worked for the Gravedancer.”

“Lomax is a hired gun. He doesn't hire them hinself.”

The Kid shrugged. “It was just a suggestion.”
“If you believe even half of what |I've told you about her, it was a stupid
suggestion,” answered the lIceman. “If you want to live through this, you'd

better start using your brain.”

“All right,” said the Kid irritably. “You don't have to bite ny head off.”
“Your head is all you've got,” said the Icenan. “My advice to you is that you
renenber that, and forget about your silicon-enhanced physical abilities.”
“Some of those abilities may prove damed useful on Mozart.”

“Li ke what ?”
“Li ke being able to see in the dark.”
“She doesn't have to see; she'll know where you are and where you're going to

be thirty seconds and thirty mnutes from now. "

“If 1"'mso stupid and so usel ess, why are you sending me in at all?” demanded
the Kid.

“I1"d go nyself if | could, but I can't hide this linp, and besides, she'd know
who | was anyway.” He paused. “You're going in because you're the only piece
I"ve got to play.”

“Thanks for building my confidence,” said the Kid sardonically.

“Just see that you don't get overconfident,” responded the Iceman. “No matter
how | ' ve prepared you, if you live | ong enough to neet her, what you're going
to see is a very nornal -1 ooking young wonan, and you're going to think I've
exaggerated the threat she poses.” He paused for a nonent. “Just renenber:
Better nen than you have tried to stop her, and every last one of themis
dead.”

“Then why am| going in at all?”

“You're not going there to hurt her, or even threaten her,” answered the
lceman. “You're just trying to get some information. |If she can't see far
enough ahead, if she doesn't know what you plan to do with it, you just nm ght
conme out of this in one piece.”

The I ceman stood up, stretched his arns (as nuch as he could stretch themin
the cranped confines of the cockpit), and turned to the Kid. “I'"mgoing to grab
sonme sl eep before we reach Aristotle,” he announced. “You m ght consider doing
t he same.”

The Kid nodded and went to his own bunk. He was sure that he would have a
difficult time falling asleep, but after what seened only a nmonent to himthe
I ceman was shaki ng hi m by the shoul der

“What's the matter?” he said groggily, sitting up abruptly and inadvertently
bangi ng his head agai nst a bul khead. “Am | in the wong bunk?”

The Iceman sniled. “There are only two.”

“Then what's wong?”

“Not hi ng. You've been asleep for eleven hours.” He paused. “W're in orbit
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around Aristotle.”

“You're kidding!” said the Kid, getting stiffly to his feet.

“Check the ship's chrononeter if you don't believe ne,” said the |Iceman. “I
al ready nmade us sone breakfast.”

“You never miss a neal, do you?”

“Not if | can helpit.”

The Kid joined the Iceman in the galley, which was al nost as cl austrophobic as
the cockpit. “Did you ever consider getting a bigger ship?” he asked as he
pi cked up his coffee nug and took a swal |l ow.

“l suppose if | had thought about it, | would have,” admitted the Icenan. “I
had never planned to | eave Last Chance again.”

“Not much of a world, if you ask ne.”

“I didn't.”

“A man |ike you, with the noney you' ve nmade, you ought to be living next to
your friend on Sweetwater.”

“It's a matter of taste,” answered the Iceman. “I like the Inner Frontier.”
“Sweetwater is on the Frontier.”

“But it's not really a Frontier world,” said the Iceman. “It's a haven for
retired billionaires. Last Chance suits nme just fine.”

“I kind of liked Confucius, myself,” said the Kid. “Especially N ghtmare
Alley.”

“You're young yet.”

The ship's conputer beeped tw ce.

“Yes?” said the | ceman.

“l have established a link to the geopolitical conputer on Aristotle,”
announced the conputer.

“CGood,” said the Iceman. “Extract whatever information it has on a pl anet
call ed Mzart.”

“Star systen?” asked the conputer.

“Synphony, in the Terrazane sector.”

“Wrking ... extracted.”

“All right,” said the Iceman. “Now see if it's got any data on a human known as
the Prophet.”

“Working ... negative.”

“All right,” said the Iceman. “Break the connection and have the connect fee
billed to nmy account on Binder X~

“Wrking ... done ... connection broken,” said the conputer.

“Now give nme a hard copy of what you extracted.”

A nonment | ater the conputer produced a single sheet of paper

“That's everything?” asked the |ceman, frowning

“Yes.”

“Deactivate.”

He picked up the sheet and read it, then | ooked at the Kid. “There's not nuch
i nformati on here to go on,” he announced.

“So | gather,” replied the Kid. “Wat do we have?”

The | ceman | ooked down at the sheet again. “Mzart is an oxygen world, 96%
Standard gravity, population 27,342 as of the |ast census.” He paused. “The
popul ati on breaks down this way: 63%agricultural; 22%in the export

busi ness—and of course what they're exporting are agricultural products; the
rest in mscellaneous businesses. No standing army, no navy. The planet is
divided into six states, with a central governing body that's el ected every
three years. Only one spaceport, no tourist industry.”

“So | show up as a farmworker |ooking for a job?” asked the Kid.

The | ceman shook his head. “You get stuck on a farm you nmight never get off
it.”

“l could go to one of their towns and hire on at sone store, | suppose.”

“Too obvious,” answered the |Iceman after sone consideration. “lI nean, who the
hell goes to an agricultural world to work as a clerk, or even a store
manager ?”

“Then what ?”

The Iceman stared at himfor a long nonent. “You're the Silicon Kid,” he said.
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“Go there as a specialist, selling your skills.” He paused, waiting for the
full scenario to cone to him and then spoke again. “You travel the Inner
Frontier, creating whatever chips are needed. A farmer with a predator problem
needs to see in the dark to protect his stock; an exporter needs to store a
dozen alien | anguages in his head; a bartender wants to be able to m x drinks

faster. You can produce the chips they need. |I think it should work.”
“I"'mgood,” said the Kid, “but I'"'mno nmracle man—and |I' m no surgeon. Even if |
make the chips, | can't inplant nost of them”

“That's not your job,” said the Iceman, shrugging it off. “Your job is just to
create the chips. It's up to the buyers to get theminplanted.”

“On a planet with a population of only 27,000 Men, there might not be a doctor
who can do it.”

“All the better,” said the Iceman. “It'l| give you a reason to hang around
until one can be sent for. They're not going to let you | eave until they know
your product works.”

“What kind of chip can | sell Penel ope Bail ey?” asked the Kid.

“She doesn't need one.”

“Too bad,” said the Kid. “It would have been a great way to nake her notice
me.”
“You're just going there to get information,” said the Iceman. “If you're very

| ucky, she won't notice you at all.”

“You don't make her sound like the type who confides in her lieutenants,” said
the Kid. “If | don't nake personal contact with her, how am!| going to find
anyt hi ng out ?”

“I"d be surprised if she has any lieutenants,” replied the Iceman. “As for
gathering i nformati on, keep your eyes and ears open.”

“You nean like, see if they're inporting arns and ammunition?”

The | ceman shook his head. “She doesn't need that.”

“Then what ?”

“I wish | could tell you,” said the Iceman. “It'|| probably be sonething very
ordinary, until you renenber that a very extraordinary woman is behind it.”
“Gve ne an exanple.”

“See if she's ordered half a dozen books about Deluros VIIl; it could nean she
plans to go there next. Find out if she's ordered a Lodin | anguage tape; she
could be planning an alliance with the Lodinites. Don't bother with what she's
doi ng now, she's seen the present so many tinmes in so nmany of its

mani festations it's alnost as if she's wal king through a play. Watever she's
saying and doing nowis old news to her; she's |ooking days or weeks ahead.”
“That's not a hell of alot to go on,” said the Kid.

The Iceman smled grimy. “Wre you under the delusion that this was going to

be easy?”
“No, but-—=
“Just renmenber that you're only there for information—and if it's too difficult
to get, if you have to rob or kill soneone to obtain it, forget it, because
she'll see what you're going to do before you even think of it. Do you
under stand what |'m saying to you?”
“Yes.”
“Good—because your |ife depends on it.” The |Iceman paused for a nonent. “Your
life, and maybe twelve trillion others,” he anended.

Part 3:

THE SILICON KID S BOXK
14.

Mozart's spaceport was just beyond the city limts of Mnuet, a town that
supplied the surrounding agricultural comunity with the basics: a grocery
store, a very small nmedical clinic, atrio of seed stores, a pair of
restaurants, sone snmall hotels, and a theater that housed |live entertai nment
four or five days a year.

Just past the spaceport were huge sil os where nutated corn and wheat were dried
out and stored until they could be shipped, and enornous pens that held
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genetically-altered cattle that topped four thousand pounds at maturity.

The Kid | anded, made arrangenments to store the lIceman's ship in a hangar, and
then entered the small spaceport, where a slidewalk took himdirectly to a
Custons Booth. He entered it, sat down, and faced a conputer with a glow ng red
sensor.

“Name?” said a mechanical voice.

“Neil Caynman,” he replied, then added, “al so known as the Silicon Kid.”

“Di splay your passport to the sensor, please.”

He hel d his passport up

“Are you bringing any foodstuffs or animals from off-planet?”

“No. "

“Pl ease state the nature of your business on Mzart?”

“l am a sal esman, specializing in the customtailoring conputer chips for

surgi cal inplantation.”

“Do you possess cash or a line of credit totaling at | east two thousand credits
or its equivalent?”

The Kid held up the noney the Iceman had given him and the sensor scanned the
denoni nati ons.

“No visa is required for your trip to Mdzart. Please enjoy your stay, Nei
Cayman.” There was a pause. “l can find no reference to your alias,” continued
the conputer. “Wuld you like it appended to your passport?”

“Yes, please.”

“Pl ease hold up your passport again.”

He did so, and a very thin | aser beam shot out and burnt a tiny notation onto
the titaniumcard, just beneath his hol ograph and | egal nane.

“l have sonme questions,” said the Kid, putting the passport back into his
pocket .

“l am progranmed to answer nobst questions dealing with Mzart,” replied the
conmputer. “Should the nature of your question require a subjective answer, |
will direct you to the proper planetary authority who can answer you.”

“That's very acconmodating of you,” said the Kid wyly.

“l exist to serve.”

“I''l'l need a place to stay while |I'mhere. Can you recommend a hotel in

M nuet ?”

The conputer's screen suddenly cane to life. “These five establishnents

currently have roons or suites available,” it said, flashing a |listing.

“Can you neke a reservation for me?”

“Yes.”

“Fine,” said the Kid, studying the list. “I'd like a roomat the Manor House.”

“For how many nights will you require your roonP”

“l don't know,” answered the Kid. “Can you nmake it Open?”

“Yes. Ground floor or second floor?”

“Second floor.”

“Room 207 has been reserved in your nane.”

“I'1'l also need a vehicle.”

The screen changed. “Here is a list of those vehicles available for rental at
the spaceport, plus their daily charges.”

The Kid sel ected one.

“One nore thing,” said the Kid. “I'd like to know if any business on the pl anet
specializes in inplanted biochips.”
“No. "

“Good. Can | place an advertisenent in every planetary newspaper or newstape to
the effect that | have just arrived and that that is ny specialty, and that |
can be contacted at the Manor House?”

“Wrking...” said the conputer, buzzing quietly. “There are three planetary
newst apes, M. Cayman, two weekly and one daily. Each has requested that you
supply an exact wording for your advertisenent.”

“l see,” said the Kid. He paused for a nonment. “| assume there's a persona
computer with a planetary tie-in in nmy roomat the Manor House.”

“That is correct.”

“If you can have the electronic addresses of the three newstape advertising
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departnents waiting for ne on ny conputer, I'll create the ads when | get
there.”

There was a brief hummng. “It has been done.”

“Ch, one nore thing,” said the Kid, “I'd like a listing of churches on the
pl anet.”

There was an immediate listing of fourteen churches. Al were sects that were
known to him none seened likely to be connected to the Anointed One or

Penel ope Bai | ey.

“Thank you.”

The Kid got up and |left the booth, wal ked to the vehicle rental area, signed
for the groundcar he had sel ected, brought up a map that included the spaceport
and M nuet on the instrunent panel's viewscreen, and began driving toward the
town, passing what seenmed like two or three miles of cattle feedlots along the
way.

M nuet was a small town, and as he reached the comrercial district he realized
that the conputer had been sonewhat optinmistic inits use of the word “hotel”
The Manor House, like its fellow hostelries, was a refurbished structure that
had been built sonme two centuries earlier and had been a very inpressive
mansi on before it had been renodel ed and turned into a rooning house. Now it
catered to visiting sal esnen, nost of whomdealt in nutated seeds and
fertilizers that had been created to work on worlds simlar to this one.

He | eft the groundcar in a | ot behind the house, checked in at the desk,

regi stered his voiceprint, waited until the lock on the door to Room 207 was
coded to it, and allowed the airlift to gently transport himto the second

| evel of the boarding house.

The roomitself was a little nore spartan than the one he had stayed in on

O ynpus. It consisted of a bed, two chairs, a conputer station in the corner,
and a bathroomwi th a dryshower and a chemcal toilet. He pulled the addresses
of the newstape offices fromthe conputer, wote a brief ad, and sent it off to
each of them He then ordered electronic editions of the three newstapes,
scanned them as they appeared on his conputer, and was not surprised to find no
mention of the Prophet in any of them He left the roomafter about an hour,
descended to the ground |l evel, and wal ked across the street to a snall
restaurant, where he ordered |unch

When he returned to his roomthere was al ready one response to his
advertisenent, froma silo manager who had breathed in one preservative too
many and wanted a chip to warn himwhen the chenical content in the air reached
a certain level. He asked the man to send himthe formulas for those
preservatives that were being used and promi sed to get back to himwi thin three
days. Then, with nothing further to do, and not wi shing to spend the afternoon
actually creating the chip, he decided to |lay down and take a nap unti

di nnerti ne.

When he awoke he ate a dinner of nutated soya products in the sanme restaurant
where he had had | unch, then wal ked out onto the street just as the sun was
going down. It was cool and dry, with a very mld breeze conmng fromthe west,
and he found it very refreshing.

He | ooked up and down the street, unwilling to go back to his roomright away.
Most of the town was already closed down for the night, and he found that if he
wi shed to remain away fromhis hotel, his choice was Iimted to a holo theater
a tavern, and a casino. He didn't like holos, and he knew just enough about
ganbling to know he wasn't nmuch good at it, so he wandered over to the tavern
It was rather small, especially for the only tavern in the town. As soon as he
entered it he encountered a purpl e-and-gold avian that was chained to its perch
atop a netal stand. It stared at him screeched once, and then concentrated on
preening itself, paying himno further attention. The Kid gave it a w de
berth—+t was relatively small, no nore than three pounds, but it had a w cked-

| ooki ng beak—and wal ked up to the bar, where he ordered a beer. The bartender
nodded, filled a glass, and slid it over to him The Kid picked it up and
carried it over to an enpty table near the back of the room

A few nonents later a tall man, dark of skin and sporting two gold teeth that

file:/lIF|/rah/Mike%20Resnick/Resnick,%20Mike%20-%200racle%203%20-%20Prophet.txt (63 of 121) [1/19/03 6:54:38 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Mike%20Resni ck/Resni ck,%20Mike%20-%200racl €%6203%20-%20Prophet.txt

gl eaned whenever he spoke or sniled, wal ked over to him a beer in his hand.
“Mndif | join you?” he asked. “All the other tables seemto be full.”

“Be ny guest,” said the Kid.

“Thanks,” said the man. He extended his hand. “My nane's Janmes Moya.”
“Neil Cayman,” said the Kid, taking his hand.

“You're new here, aren't you?”

The Kid nodded. “Just got in today.”

“What are you selling?”

“What nmakes you think I'm selling anything?”

Mooya | aughed. “Because nobody cones to a farmng world for pleasure.”
“Doesn't anyone ever cone here to buy instead of sell?”

Mooya shook his head. “All our beef and produce are contracted for the next

decade. W supply a hell of a lot of worlds.” He paused. “I could sell you sone
gold, if you want.” He grinned, displaying his two gold teeth. “They're
removabl e. | hock them whenever | need some noney, then buy ’'em back when |'m
flush.”

The Kid sipped his beer. “Chips,” he said at |ast.

“l beg your pardon?”

“Conmputer chips. That's what | sell.”

“What ki nd?”

“What ever kind you want nme to create for you.”

“Sormet hi ng that would nake ne feel ten years younger when | wake up in the
nmor ni ng m ght be nice,” said Moya with a smile.

“I't could be done,” said the Kid.

“Real | y?”

“You woul dn't be any younger, but | could create a chip that would mask any
aches and pains you had.”

Mooya snapped his fingers. “Just like that?” he asked, still smling.

“No,” said the Kid. “I'd have to speak to your doctor, find out what's ailing
you, which nuscles are degenerating, |earn your whol e nedical history. Then
could nake it.” The Kid paused. “He'd have to inmplant it, though; I'mjust a
techni ci an, not a surgeon.”

“How |l ong do you plan to be on Mzart?” asked Moya. “If | can put the nopney
together, you just might have yourself a client.”

The Kid shrugged. “It depends on how nuch business | can do here,” he said,
taki ng another sip of his beer. “I've placed sone ads. Nowit's just a matter

of waiting.”
“Maybe | can show you around while you're here,” offered Moya. “Not that
there's all that nmuch to see.”

“Well, there's one thing I'd like to see,” answered the Kid after sone thought.
“Ch? What is that?”

“While | was on a nearby world, | heard that you' ve got soneone here called the
Prophet, someone who can see the future.” He paused. “I'd like to neet her.”
“\py 2"

The Kid smled. “1'd sure like sonme investnent advice. Maybe | could trade a
coupl e of custom nade chips for them”

“Well, | see her fromtine to tine,” answered Moya. “l can pass the word and
see if she's interested.” He paused. “No reason why she shouldn't be,” he added
thoughtfully. “lI mean, just know ng you're going to wake up with a hangover

doesn't nake the hangover go away.”

“I'd appreciate that,” said the Kid. He noticed that Moya had finished his
beer. “Let nme buy the next round.”

“Thanks,” said Mioya. “Mich appreciated.”

The Kid signaled the bartender to bring two beers over to the table. “Qher
than frequenting the casino down the bl ock, what do people do for fun around
her e?”

“This is an agricultural world,” replied Moya with a | augh. “They tal k about
planting, fertilizer, and the weather. Mstly the weather. Once in a long while
they mi ght have a cattle show. That's about it.”

“Not exactly thrilling,” said the Kid wyly.

“I'f you want thrills, you should go to a world like Calliope, or maybe
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Conf uci us—ot a farmworl d.”

“Have you ever been to thenf”

“Once or twice,” said Moya.

“What the hell kind of business can a farmer possibly have on Confucius?” asked
the Kid, as the bartender arrived with their beers.

Mooya paused and studied the Kid. “I didn't say | was a farner.”

“No, | suppose you didn't,” said the Kid. “Wat do you do?”

Mooya shrugged expansively. “Ch, a little of this, alittle of that. A few
deal s here, a few there.”

“How | ong have you been on Mzart?”

“A few nonths. It's a pleasant enough world. A little on the dull side, as

you' ve already noticed, but the climate's nice, the people are friendly, and
your noney goes a long way here.” He paused. “lIt's no worse than nost worlds,
and probably better than a |ot of them”

“Where are you fromoriginally?” asked the Kid, picking up his new beer and
taking a swal | ow.

“Back in the Denpcracy,” said Mioya with an expression of contenpt. “Alittle
wor | d naned Far London.” He paused. “I decided that a man with ny talents could
go a lot farther on the Inner Frontier.”

“What are your tal ents?”

“You'll laugh.”
“No, | won't,” said the Kid.
Mooya shrugged. “Right at the nmonent, |'min pest control.”

“Pest control ?” repeated the Kid, surprised.

“You have a pest problem you send for ne and | cure it.”

“Well, at least | understand why you're on an agricultural world,” said the
Kid. “They nmust have a |ot of work for you here.”

“l keep busy,” answered Mioya, finishing off his beer and putting the enpty

gl ass back on the table.

“Sounds like dull work, if you don't mind ny saying so,” said the Kid.

“I rather enjoy it,” replied Moya.

“To each his own.”

“True,” agreed Mooya. “As for nyself, 1'd go crazy spending all ny tine
creating conputer chips.”

“So would I,” answered the Kid. “That's why | was looking for a little action.”
“If you don't |ike ganbling, you're out of luck in Mnuet,” said Moya.

“I't occurs to ne that the Prophet could break the bank if she's all she's
supposed up to be,” said the Kid.
“l doubt they'd allow her to play,’
“She's that good?”

“If you owned the casino, would you take the chance that she m ght be?” asked
Mooya.

“l wonder what the hell soneone |ike her is doing out here on a world like this
inthe first place,” said the Kid.

“You seemvery interested in her,” observed Myoya.

“She sounds like a very interesting person,” answered the Kid. “And | really
coul d use sone investnent advice.”

“What, exactly, have you heard about her?”

“Just that she's supposed to be able to foresee the future,” answered the Kid.
“Not hi ng nore?”

responded Mooya.

“Well, | heard sone runors that she used to be the Oracle, but | don't believe
it.” The Kid watched Mioya to see if there was any reaction. There wasn't.
“Hel |, everyone knows that the Iceman killed the Oracle a few years back.”

“The lIceman!” said Mioya. “Now there's a nane to conjure with!”
“You' ve heard of hin®”

“Who hasn't?” replied Mioya. “He's a |l egend out here.” He paused. “lI'd like to
meet hi m soneday—f he's still alive, that is.”

The Kid | ooked at the enpty gl asses. “Care for another round?” he asked.

“No,” said Mioya. “I think I"'mgoing to go try ny luck at the roulette table

down the street.”
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“I never nmuch liked roulette,” said the Kid. “Too big a percentage for the
house.”

“I don't like it all that rmuch nyself,” said Mioya. Suddenly he grinned. “But
as the old saying goes, it's the only gane in town. In this case, literally.”
“Good luck,” said the Kid.

“Perhaps you'd care to cone al ong?” suggested Moya, getting to his feet.
“They' ve al so got bl ackjack, poker, and jabob.”

“I'I'l probably be along later,” said the Kid. “I think I'll have another beer
first. | had a long nap this afternoon; |I'm good for hours yet.”

“Wel I, thank you for the beer, M. Caynan,” said Moya. “lI hope you'll let ne
return the favor if you show up at the casino before | |eave.”

“It's a deal,” said the Kid.

Mooya grinned. “That's always assuning | haven't gone broke in the interim”
“One of those gold teeth ought to buy the best bottle in the house,” said the
Ki d.

Mooya | aughed and wal ked out into the night, and the Kid picked up his glass
and wal ked over to the bar.

“1*11 have another,” he said.

“Coming right up,” said the bartender, bringing hima fresh gl ass.
“Interesting guy, that Mioya,” said the Kid. “Does he cone here often?”

“Ch, he conmes by every now and then, when his boss sends him” answered the
bartender. “But |'ve never heard himcall ed Moya before.”

“That's not his real nanme?” asked the Kid.

The bartender shrugged. “For all | know it is—but out here on the Frontier they
call him The Bl ack Death.”

“The Bl ack Deat h?” repeated the Kid.

“The way you two were getting on, | thought you knew him?”

The Kid shook his head. “He just wal ked up and introduced hinself. Told nme he
was in pest control.”

The bartender chuckled. “Well, in a way, | suppose he is.”

“I'n what way?”

“He's the Prophet's bodyguard.”

15.
The Kid nursed his next beer for half an hour, then wandered over to the
casi no.
It was a large room far larger than the Icenman's on Last Chance. There were
hal f a dozen bl ackjack tables, four poker tables, a pair of roulette wheels, a
craps table, a billiard table, two jabob ganes, and another alien gane that he
had never seen before.
The casino was relatively enpty when the Kid arrived. There were perhaps
fifteen men and wonmen playing the various ganes, and not a single alien to be
seen. The Kid imrediately spotted Moya, the solitary player at one of the
roul ette wheels, and wal ked over to him
“Hello, Neil,” said Moya with a friendly snle. “dad you decided to cone on
over.”
“There was nothing else to do,” said the Kid with a shrug. “By the way, do
call you M. Mooya or M. Death?”
Mooya | aughed. “Janes will do.”
“But you are The Bl ack Deat h?” persisted the Kid.
“Some people call nme that.” Mooya studied the table, then placed a pair of
chips on Gdd and anot her on Red.
“l see you like to play it safe,” noted the Kid.
“The odds are 35-to-1 that you'll lose if you bet on a number,” answered Moya.
“I don't really expect to win when | come here, but I'd like ny noney to | ast
| ong enough for me to enjoy nyself for a couple of hours.”
“Why are you here at all?” asked the Kid.
“I like to ganble. Were should | be?”
“Talking to ne. That was your assighnment, wasn't it?”
“I amtalking to you,” said Moya easily. “No reason why | shouldn't enjoy
nmyself while |'mdoing it.”
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“Does she send you out to talk to every newconer to Mzart?” asked the Kid
“No,” said Mioya as the wheel started spinning. “Just the ones she's curious
about .”

“Why is she curious about ne?”

Mooya shrugged. “Who knows what nmmkes her curious, or why she does anything she
does?” He cursed beneath his breath as the nunber cane up Even and Bl ack

“Dam! You woul dn't think anyone could |lose this consistently! | bet Black four
times in arowand it cones up Red all four tinmes ... so | finally bet Red, and
it comes up Black. If I didn't know better, 1'd say the wheel was rigged.”

“What nmakes you think it isn't?” asked the Kid.

“Because if it was, no man having anything to do with this casino would be
alive tonmorrow norning,” answered Mooya seriously. “And they knowit.” He
stared at the table again, trying to decide which nunber to bet, then finally
shrugged and strai ghtened up. “l've had enough of this gane. It's tinme to find
a slower way to lose ny noney.” He spotted the enpty pool table. “You ever
shoot any pool, Neil?”

“Once in a while.”

“Good,” said Mwoya, walking to the table and studying its green felt surface.
“Care to play for a small stake, just to nmake it interesting?”

“I't wouldn't be fair,” said the Kid.

“I"'mnot a hustler,” Moya assured him

“I know. It wouldn't be fair, because you can't win.”

Mooya grinned. “Well, now, | wouldn't necessarily say that, either.”

“I't's the truth,” said the Kid.

“l thought you only played once in a while.”

“That's right.”

“Then why should | believe you?”

“Bel i eve what ever you want.” Suddenly the Kid shrugged and sniled. “One hundred
credits a ganme?”

“Sounds good to ne,” said Moya, selecting a cue and starting to chalk the tip
of it.

“Just remenber | warned you,” said the Kid, picking his cue and wal ki ng back to
the table.

“l admire your confidence,” said Moya. “Rack "em”

The Kid's confidence turned out to be well-placed, as he had known it woul d be.
The chips that were tied into his eyes showed himevery tiny irregularity in
the table's surface; the chips in his shoulders allowed himto nake every shot
with the sane sure stroke; the chip he'd had inplanted on Sweetwater all owed
himto lean far over the table without any disconfort or |oss of balance. He
easily beat Mioya three ganes in a row, and was about the rack the balls for a
fourth game when The Black Death called it quits and pulled three hundred-
credit notes out of his wallet.

“You ought to quit the chip business and turn pool shark,” he said ruefully, as
he | aid the noney on the table.

“Maybe soneday | will,” answered the Kid, picking it up and stuffing it into
his wall et.

Mooya signaled to a | one waiter, who was wandering around the casino taking
orders.

“A pair of beers, please,” he said when the waiter approached them He wi ped
his brow and turned to the Kid. “Let's have a seat. Losing at roulette and poo
is thirsty work.”

“You never had a chance,” said the Kid, following himto an unoccupi ed card
tabl e.

“l knew that after about the fifth shot,” Moya agreed with a wy smle as he
sat down opposite the Kid. “I don't know where you |earned to play, and your
style is unorthodox as all hell —but somebody sure as hell taught you well.”

It was the Kid's turn to snmle. “I doubt that |'ve played half a dozen tines in
my life.”

“l don't believe it!” said Moya adamantly.

“l have no reason to lie to you,” said the Kid. “I didn't |lie about your
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chances, either: | told you on the front end that | was going to win.”

“So sue ne,” said Moya. “I didn't know you'd be that good.”

“There's a | ot about nme you don't know,” replied the Kid. He paused. “That

nei ther you nor your boss knows.”

“l don't suppose you'd care to confide in nme,” suggested Moya with a snmile.
The Kid shook his head. “Anything she wants to know, she can ask ne directly.”
“That's not her style, Neil.”

“Then she'll have to change it,” said the Kid firmy.

Mooya seemed anused. “She doesn't change for other people; they change for
her.”

13 \My?)!

“Because she's the Prophet.” He paused. “Why are you so interested in neeting
her ?”

“l told you.”

“l know what you told ne,” said Mioya. “I just thought you night prefer to tel

me the truth.’
“Are you calling ne a liar?” said the Kid.

“Not at all,” answered Moya calmy. “If | called you a liar, you' d probably
take offense, and then |I'd have to kill you—and you seemlike a nice enough
young man.”

“I might be a lot harder to kill than you think,” said the Kid.

“That's possible,” admitted Moya. “Alot of nen |'ve killed were harder to
kill than | had thought they would be—but they're all dead, just the sane.” He
paused. “Maybe we ought to change the subject, before | start getting curious
about just how hard you'd be to kill.”

“Suits me,” said the Kid. “1've got no quarrel with you. You' re just the hired
hel p.” He paused. “Of course, you did lie to me over at the tavern.”
“Whay would | lie to you?”

“You said you were in pest control.”
“I am” answered Moya easily. “That's why |I'mhere: to see just how nuch of a

pest you intend to be, and how nuch controlling you'll need.”

“l told you,” said the Kid. “lI sell conputer chips.”

“l know what you told ne,” said Mioya. “I didn't believe you then, and | don't
bel i eve you now.”

“Order a chip fromne and you'll see you were wong.” The Kid smled. “If
nothing else, it'll inprove your pool gane.”

The waiter finally arrived with their beers, and Moya tossed a couple of coins
on his tray.

“They nmake a | ot of good things on Mzart,” said Moya, grinacing as he enptied
the container into his glass, “but beer, alas, isn't one of them”

“So order an inport.”

“As long as |'mhere, | feel | ought to support the local industries.”

The Kid stared at himcuriously. “You're a strange kind of killer.”

“Well, if it comes to that, you're a strange kind of traveling sal esman,”
replied Moya.

The Kid stared at him “I was ninding ny own business,” he said defensively.
“You sought ne out.”

“That's ny job.”

“So you said,” replied the Kid. “I'd just like to know why she's curious about
ne.
Mooya grinned. “Mne is not to reason why.”

“Yours is just to protect her with your life, right?”

“Wong.”
“The bartender at the tavern said you were her bodyguard,” said the Kid.
Mooya shook his head. “She doesn't need a bodyguard. |'mjust her eyes and ears

when she's occupied with other matters—which is nost of the tine.”
“What's she |ike?”

“Different.”

“I'n what way?”

“I'"m supposed to be asking the questions,” said Moya.

“l don't have to answer them”
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“No,” agreed Mooya. “But you'd nake ny job nuch easier if you would.”
The Kid finally took a |l ong swallow of his beer, then stared at Moya. “Wuy do
I care if your job's easy or hard?”

“Because when | get frustrated in my work, | get ill-tenpered,” said Moya
“Believe ne, you wouldn't like ne when I'mill-tenpered.”
“l don't think I like you all that nmuch right now,” answered the Kid.

Mooya studied himcarefully. “Do you know sonething else you're not telling ne,
Nei | ?”

“Li ke what ?”

“l don't know. But nobst people don't talk to ne |ike that unless they think
they'd got sone kind of an edge.”

“What | know is ny business,” answered the Kid. “And you can stop calling ne
Neil.”

“l thought it was your nane.”

“I't used to be. Nowadays |I'mthe Silicon Kid.”

“Never heard of you,” said Moya.

“You will,” said the Kid. “That's a pronise.”

“So you think you can nake your reputation by taking out the Prophet, is that
it?” asked Mooya, obviously anused by the thought. “Take ny advice, Kid, and
forget about her. Go after the Gavedancer, or nmaybe Lizard Malloy. Wio knows?
If you get lucky, or you catch themon a bad day, you just mght live through
it.”

“I"'mdidn't cone to Mozart to kill anyone,” replied the Kid. “I'"mjust here to
sell conputer chips.”
“Ah, | understand now” said Moya with an anmused grin. “We're all going to

hear about you because you're going to becone the gal axy's nost fanous
travel i ng sal esman.”

“You're going to hear of ne because there's always going to be soneone |like you
who doesn't take me seriously,” said the Kid. “And that's a m stake.”

“Well, 1'lIl certainly take that under advisenent,” said Moya. He paused and
stared at the Kid. “By the way, where's all the silicon that nakes you the
Silicon Kid?”

“It's in place,” said the Kid.

“That's right,” said Moya. “You specialize in inplants, don't you?”
“Yes.”

“Well, you'll have to pardon ne if | don't faint dead away with terror,’
Mooya.

“l pardon you,” said the Kid seriously.

Myoba placed his glass on the table. “You're an interesting young nman,” he
continued. “I bear you no ill will, and | wi sh you a long and happy life.”
“Thanks. | plan to enjoy it.”

“Then take ny advice and don't go |ooking for—= Suddenly Moya froze, his eyes
on the doorway.

“I's sonething wong?” asked the Kid, turning to see what Mioya was staring at.
Three nen, all dressed in nondescript outfits, their pockets bulging with
weapons, had entered the casino, but instead of walking to the tables they
fanned out across the front of the room staring at Moya.

“Time for me to go to work,” said Moya wyly.

He got up and wal ked hal fway across the room stopping about twenty feet from

t he newconers.

“l thought | told you you weren't wel cone here,” he said, facing the nan in the
center.

“l know what you told ne,” replied the man.

“Not hing's changed since last week. You're still not welcone on Mzart.”

“Ch, sonmething's changed all right,” said the man. He grinned. “This tine I'm
not al one.”

“Not hing's changed,” repeated Moya. “l think the three of you had better turn
around and go right back to the spaceport.”

“Not a chance,” said the man.

“Well, | can't make you behave sensibly,’

sai d

said Moya with a shrug. “lI can only
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suggest it.”

“You know what we're here for,’
“Where i s who?”

“No ganes now,” said the man. “W've come for the Prophet.”
“The Prophet?” repeated Moya. “Never heard of her.”

conti nued the man. “Where is she?”

“I'f we have to kill you to get to her, we will.”

“What's all this talk of killing?” asked Moya pleasantly. “This is a peacefu
little world.”

The man | aughed. “If it's such a peaceful world, what are you doing here?”

“Keepi ng the peace,” sai d Moya.

“I"'mgoing to ask you just once,” said the nan. “Were is she?”

“None of your business,” said Moya. “Now |'ve got a question for you.”

“Yeah?”

“Can you count to five? Because that's how nany seconds you've got to get out
of here.”

The man glared at himfor the briefest of instants, then he and his two cohorts
all reached for their weapons. Moya's own sonic pistol appeared in his hand as
if by magic, and two of the men were dead before they could draw their weapons.
Mooya crouched as he pivoted toward the third man, only to find that he was

al ready wounded, his left armsnoldering fromthe blast of a |aser beam The
man got off a quick, inaccurate shot at Moya, who killed hima second | ater
“Sonmebody go for the police!” ordered Mioya as the patrons, nost of whom had
hit the floor, began getting to their feet. Two nmen imedi ately left the

bui I di ng.

“l suppose | should thank you,” continued Mioya as he turned to the Kid, whose
| aser pistol was still in his hand, “but it was stupid to get involved. Wy the
hell did you do it?”

“I wanted to see if | was faster than you,” said the Kid. “I am”

“You shot a man you never saw before just to see if you were faster than ne?”
repeat ed Mooya i ncredul ously.

“That's right.”
“Some people might call that attenpted nurder.”
“If they arrest nme, they'll certainly have to arrest you too,” said the Kid.

“Do you think they're going to?”

Mooya stared at himfor a |l ong noment. “You're a dangerous young man, you know
t hat ?”

“l know that.”

“How many nen have you kil l ed?”

“None yet,” admitted the Kid. “But | have a feeling |'mgoing to enjoy it when
| finally get around to it.”

“I'"lI'l just bet you are,” said Moya. He paused. “You'd better get your ass back
to the hotel. 1'lIl take care of the authorities.”

The Kid nodded and wal ked around t he bodi es. Wen he got to the doorway, he
turned back to Mooya

“I was faster than you,” he said.

“But you didn't kill him” Moya pointed out. “You nmissed.”

“I"'mstill adjusting to the chips. I'll aimbetter next tine.”

“If it had been ne instead of him you wouldn't have |ived to have a next
time,” said Mioya. “You took himby surprise. He was | ooking at nme when you

shot him” He paused. “Now that | know what you can do, you'll never take ne by
surprise.”

“I don't want to. If | ever take you, it'll be in a fair fight.”

“Well, that's conforting to know,” said Mioya wyly.

The Kid remained in the doorway. “Do you think she'll neet with ne now?” he

asked at | ast.

“l don't know.”

“Remi nd her that they were out to kill her.”

“l don't have to rem nd her,” answered Mioya. “That's why | left the restaurant
and cane here. She knew they were going to show up.”

“Rem nd her anyway,” said the Kid. “l still want sone investnent advice.”

“Sure you do,” said Mooya.
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The Kid heard a commotion about a bl ock away. The police were acconpanying the
two ganbl ers, and he decided that he m ght as well follow Moya's instructions
and return to his hotel. Remaining here wouldn't get himany closer to the
Prophet, and the resultant publicity m ght cost himenough custoners so that he
woul d no | onger have an excuse for spending two or three weeks on the planet.
“I"mstaying at the Manor House,” he said to Moya.

“I know.'’

“I'"l'l be waiting to hear fromyou.”

“Don't hold your breath,” said Moya.

The Kid stepped outside, waited until the policenen and ganbl ers had passed him
and entered the casino, and then wal ked back to his hotel

It had been an interesting night. He had made contact with a man who worked for
the Prophet, and he seen a shootout. In fact, he had participated in it, and
the adrenaline his body had produced wasn't totally dissipated yet. It was a
hell of feeling, that sense of excitement, and he knew that he had found his
future vocation, once this business with Penel ope Bailey was over. As he took
the airlift to his roomand spraw ed, fully dressed, on his bed, he pron sed

hi nsel f that those minstrels who wandered fromworld to world, singing songs of
Santiago and Billybuck Dancer and the |Icenman, woul d soneday sing songs about
the Silicon Kid as wel .

16.
The Kid was havi ng breakfast across the street when Moya entered the
restaurant and wal ked over to his table.

“She'll see you,” he said.

“When?” asked the Kid.

“ Now. ”

“Just wait until | finish ny breakfast and I'lIl be right with you.”

“You're finished,” said Mioya. “You don't keep the Prophet waiting.”

“l do,” said the Kid, taking another nouthful and chewing it thoughtfully.

“If you're doing this to inpress, you're wasting your tine,” said Moya
“You're less than an insect to her.”

“You may be less than an insect,” said the Kid. “I'"mnot.”

“What nmakes you think so?” asked Mooya cont enptuously.

“Because you don't invite insects for interviews,” said the Kid. He spent a few
nmore mnutes finishing his nmeal while Moya watched him then drank his coffee,
left a pair of New Stalin rubles on the table, and finally got to his feet.
“All right. Let's go.”

He foll owed Mioya to a groundcar, and a nonent |ater they were speeding south,
out of the city. They passed a nunber of farns, then canme to still another
farm no different in any respect fromthe | ast dozen, and pulled up to a
geodesi ¢ done that overl ooked a small pond.

“No guards,” noted the Kid.

“She doesn't need any.”

“Not even you?”

“Not even ne,” said Mioya

“Well, let's go onin.”

“She wants to see you alone,” said Moya. “I'lIl be waiting for you out here.”
“What roomis she in?" asked the Kid, getting out of the |andcar

“How shoul d | know?”

The Kid shrugged, let the slidewal k take himfromthe car to the front
entrance, and waited for the door to open. There were no caneras, ho retina
identification scanners, no signs of any security system The door slid into
the wall after a nonent, and he wal ked into a circular foyer

“lI amhere,” said a fem nine voice, and he followed it into a | arge roomthat
possessed a wi ndow wal | overl ooki ng the pond.

Seated on an exotic chair carved fromsone alien hardwod was Penel ope Bail ey.
She was bl onde, slender, dressed in a | oose white gown. The Kid decided that
she shoul d have been rather pretty, but sonmehow she seened to possess no
sexuality, and precious little humanity. There was sonet hi ng about her eyes,
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sonmet hing he couldn't quite put his finger on; even when she | ooked at him she
seenmed to be focusing on sonething beyond him sonething that only she could
see.

“Wel cone, M. Caynan,” she said, and even her voice seened renote, as if her

m nd were el sewhere and the rest of her was going through some pre-ordai ned
per f or mance.

“Good norning, Prophet,” replied the Kid.

“Pl ease be seated.”

“Wher e?”

“Wher ever you choose.”

“Thank you,” said the Kid, sitting down on a couch covered in a netallic fabric
that continually changed colors as the sun shone in on it.

Suddenl y Penel ope shifted her position, and raised her right arm above her head
for just an instant.

“I's sonething wong?” asked the Kid.

“No. "

“You seem unconfortable,” he noted.

“You are very transparent, M. Caynan,” she said with an alnost alien smile.

“l don't think | understand what you're saying.”

“You know why | changed ny position, so why pretend that you do not?”

“l have no idea why you noved the way you did,” answered the Kid.

She shook her head, still smling, her eyes still focused on sone uni magi nably
di stant point. “You cone to ask for nmy advice, M. Cayman, and yet you refuse
to be honest with me.”

“I am being truthful with you.”

“No, M. Cayman.” She arose and wal ked over to the wi ndow. “You were sent to
Mozart to find me, and | know that you were not sent by that bizarre crimna
who calls hinself the Anointed One.” She paused. “That neans whoever sent you
knew me many years ago, before | becane the Prophet. Only two such nen are
still living, and one of themis retired.” She turned to him her eyes staring
into his, but focusing beyond them “You were sent by Carlos Mendoza, who is
known as the |Iceman, and since he would not send you here without telling you
who and what | am you know that when | nake sudden novenents or comit acts
that seeminconprehensible to you, as many of themmust, | amcontrolling or
mani pul ati ng various futures.”

The Kid stared at her without answering for a | ong nonent. “You're as good as
he said you were,” he replied at |ast.

“I take that as high praise,” she said. “He is the one man who has ever stood
against nme, the one man in the whole of creation whom| have ever feared.”
“Are you still afraid of hinP?” asked the Kid.

She shook her head. “No, | amnot.”
“You haven't got nuch reason to be,” said the Kid. “He's a fat old man with a
linp.”

“Alinmp | gave himtwenty years ago,” she said, staring off into the distance
“Wiy didn't you kill himthen?”

“I was very young,” replied Penelope. “lI thought he would die of his wounds,
and | wanted himto suffer.”

The Kid was about to nmake a conment when she held up a hand.

“What is it?” he said.

“Watch,” she said, indicating the far side of the pond.

“What am | supposed to be | ooking at?” he asked, staring out through the

wi ndow.

“There is a small animal atop its burrow, is there not?” she asked, stil

| ooking into his eyes.

“Yes,” he said. “Kind of a nuddy red in color.”

“Watch cl osely,” she said.

A few second | ater an avian swooped down, grabbed the animal in its claws, and
flew off with it.

“You knew that was going to happen.”

“l know everything that is going to happen,” she said. “I amthe Prophet.”
“Coul d you have saved the rodent?”
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“Certainly,” she said. “There are an infinite nunber of futures. In sone of
them the rodent spotted the avian in tinme to retreat to its burrow. In others,
the avian was distracted and did not see the rodent.”

“How coul d you have changed what happened?” asked the Kid

She sm | ed again, but did not answer him

“Wul d you care for sonething cool to drink, M. Caynman?” she asked after a
monent. “It promi ses to be a warm day.”

“Why don't you mmke it cool er?” suggested the Kid.

“The house is climate-controlled,” she replied. “And | have nore inportant
things to do.”

“I'n that case,” said the Kid, “I'lIl have sone water.”

“Fol | ow e, please,” she said, wal king down a gleam ng white corridor to the
ki t chen.

“Don't you have any servants?” asked the Kid, as he | ooked around the gadget-
filled room

“MIllions of them” she replied, holding a glass under a tap. “Cold,” she

whi spered, and the water poured out. Wen the glass was filled she said,
“Stop", the flow of water ceased, and she handed the glass to the Kid.

“Thank you,” he said, draining the glass with a single swall ow.

“You are wel cone, M. Caynman,” she said. “Cone sit outside with ne, beneath the
shade trees.”

“Are you sure you want to go out?” he asked. “As you pointed out, the house is
climate-controlled.”

“l had an unpl easant experience, which | amcertain you were told about,” she
replied, leading himout to a shaded patio. “I don't like feeling confined.”
The Kid recalled the dust and asteroids circling Al pha Crepello. “No, | guess

you don't.”

He sat down on a wooden bench and she seated herself on an identical bench
about ten feet away fromhim then stood up instantly.

“What's the matter?” asked the Kid.

“Nothing is wong, M. Cayman.”

“Then why—=

She smled. “There is an event—ts nature need not concern you—that nust cone
to pass on a world called Cherokee. The past is a fixed event, M. Cayman, but
there are literally an infinite nunber of futures. In every future in which |
remai ned seated, it did not cone to pass. In a handful of those in which
stood up, it may yet happen.”

“But how can standing up on Mdzart effect sonething |light years away?” asked
the Kid.

“l neither know nor question the why of it; | only know the truth of it.” She
paused. “Now shall we get down to business, M. Cayman?”

“That's what |'m here for.”

She stared at him and for just a nonent her eyes focused. He decided uneasily
that he preferred her to stare off into what he inmagi ned was the future.

“You nust excuse ne, M. Cayman, but I'mnot at all sure what you're here for.”
“l thought you knew everything,” said the Kid.

“l know the plethora of futures that will be,” she replied. “I do not know
everything that was.”

“That doesn't nmke any sense.”

“I't nakes sense to ne,” she said. “Now perhaps you will be kind enough to tel
me why you have cone to Mozart.”

“If you know the future, you already know what | am going to say.”

“You might say any of a hundred things,” replied Penelope. “You are quite a
liar, you know, and a bit of an egomaniac as well. | wi sh to hear whatever it
is that you will say.”

“How wi Il you know if I'mlying?” asked the Kid

“Because | already know nost of the answer to any question | ask.”

“Then why ask at all?”

“To determ ne how trustworthy you are, M. Cayman.”

“Why do you care?”
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“All in good time, M. Cayman,” said Penel ope, staring off into tine and space
again. “Please answer ny question now.”

“I'"ve come to Mozart to sell conputer chips,” said the Kid

“That is the fact of it,” she said serenely, “but not the truth of it.”

“All right,” he said with a shrug. “lI was sent here by the Iceman.”

“I know.”

“That's it, then.”

“Why did he send you?”

“He doesn't think anything can kill you, so when he heard about Hades bl owi ng
up, he figured you had escaped before it happened.”

“And does the Denocracy agree with hinP”

“No.” The Kid paused. “He thinks they're fools.”

“He is correct.”

“Anyway, he wants to know what you plan to do.”

“Of course.”

“Not your imediate plans,” continued the Kid, “but your |ong-termplans.”

“I plan to survive in a universe that has proven itself hostile to nme at every
opportunity,” answered Penel ope wi thout enotion.

“Well, fromwhat |'ve seen, survival seens to be the | east of your

probl ems—assumi ng you have any problens at all.”

“I amjust flesh and blood, M. Caynman,” she replied. “Someday | will die, just
as any ot her human being dies.” Suddenly she sniled in anusenent. “It will not
be at your hands, M. Caynman. |f you pull out your |aser weapon and attenpt to
fireit, as you are considering doing, it will msfire and explode in your
hand. ”

“l wasn't considering any such thing,” lied the Kid.

“You have been warned, M. Caynan,” she said. “Your fate is in your hands.”
The Kid withdrew his pistol and studied it. “It was working just fine |ast
ni ght,” he said.

“Inamllion futures, it will function correctly this norning,” said Penel ope.
“I will not allow any of those futures to cone to pass.”

The Kid stared at his pistol for a nonent, then shrugged and replaced it inits
hol ster.

“Now | 've got a question for you,” he said.

“About investnents?” she asked in a nocking tone.

“No. "

“Ask your question, M. Caynan.”

“Why haven't you nade yourself ruler of the whole damed gal axy? It doesn't
seemto nme that anyone's got the power to stop you.”

“Per haps someday | shall,” she replied. “I have other, more pressing things to
do first.”

“Such as?”

“You woul dn't understand.”

“Try me.”

She stared at him and a contenptuous snile crossed her face. “If you could see

what | see, if you tried to make sense of it and bring order to it, it would
drive you quite mad. Even as we speak, a starship on its way to Antarres nust
mal function, a mner on Nelson 5 nust dig a nile to the west of his canp, a
politician on New Rhodesia nmust accept a bribe, a chrystaline alien on Atria
must receive a subspace nessage fromfar Oion. There are a thousand events
that nmust transpire, each in its exact order; a nillion futures nmust vanish
every nanosecond; and you ask ne to explain all this to you? Poor little human,
who seeks only a full belly and a fat wallet, who dreans of heroic deeds and
grateful naidens, and who is dooned only to becone a speck of dust in a gal axy
al ready overflowing with dust.” She paused. “No, M. Caynman, | do not think you
coul d conprehend ny goals or ny expl anations.”

The Kid stared at her for a nmonent. “Whatever your goals are, you need a better
i eutenant than Janes Mooya,” he said.

“You have a candidate in nmind to replace The Bl ack Death?” she asked, and he
got the distinct inpression that she was | aughing at him

“You're | ooking at him” he said.
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“l thought you worked for the Iceman.”

“I work for winners,” said the Kid. “You're a wi nner.”

“I amvery happy with The Bl ack Death's services,” replied Penel ope.
“I"'mbetter than he is.”

“I'n what way?”

“I'"m qui cker, stronger, faster,” said the Kid. “And | can nake you just as
qui ck and strong.”

“Wth your chips?” she suggest ed.

“That's right,” said the Kid. “You fire Moya and take nme on and, as nuch as
you are, | can make you nore.”

“You can nake ne even | ess human than | an?” she asked nockingly. “That's an
interesting proposition, M. Cayman.”

“You don't even have to fire him” said the Kid. “I can kill himas soon as

| eave the house. He's waiting outside for ne.”

“But | don't want you to kill him M. Cayman,” she said. “Nor do | want your
chips.” She stared at him and once again her eyes seened to focus on the here
and now. “l never wanted to be the Prophet, M. Cayman. Wat seens a gift to
you has often seenmed a curse to ne. | wanted to be |ike every other human

bei ng, and | have been harassed and chased and inprisoned for nost of ny life
because | was different. And now you offer to nake ne even nore different?
You'll have to do better than that.”

“If you want to be |ike everyone el se, why not just take a new identity and
nmove out to the Spiral Armor the Quter Frontier?” asked the Kid.

“Because | amdifferent,” replied Penelope. “I didn't wish to be, but | cannot
deny the fact of it. Wierever | go, they will seek me out; wherever | hide,
they will find nme. Fate has been very cruel to ne, M. Caynman; now that ny
powers are mature, | plan to defend nyself as best | can.”

“You can defend yourself by hiding.”

“l can defend nyself by making sure that no one alive or yet to be born can
ever harmne again,” she said. “I will do whatever nust be done to protect
nmysel f.”

“I'ncludi ng bl owi ng up pl anets?” asked the Kid.

“An eye for an eye, M. Cayman—and there were a | ot of eyes on Hades. What
happened there was justice on a grand scale.” She paused. “You m ght consider
that before opposing ne.”

“I"'mnot trying to oppose you,” said the Kid. “I"'mtrying to join you.”
“If 1 allowyou to serve ne, | nust have your conpl ete obedi ence,” she said.
“You'll have it.”

“You will be well paid, but you will also be asked to do nmany things that you
may find unpal atable.”

“You just pay ne the noney, and let ne worry about the rest of it,” said the
Ki d.

“One of the first things | will have you do is betray Carl os Mendoza.”

“l kind of thought you might,” said the Kid with a grin.

“That doesn't bother you?”

“No. "

“Even though he is your friend?”

“He's on the wong side of the fence,” said the Kid. “There's no way he can
win. If I don't deliver himto you, soneone else will—so | might as well get

paid for it.”
Penel ope stared thoughtfully at him “You seemlike a very practical young man,
Nei |l Cayman,” she said. “lI think you may prove useful to ne in ways you do not

even conprehend.”

“Then |' m hired?”

“You are hired.”

“We haven't tal ked about nobney yet,” he noted.

“You will find that | am nore than generous,” answered Penelope. “And if you
are loyal, you will wield such power as you have heretofore only dreaned
about .”

“Sounds good to ne,” said the Kid. “And by the way, I'mnot Neil Cayman any
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| onger.”

“« Oh?”

“Everyone out here on the Frontier seens to choose a new name for thensel ves.
I"'mthe Silicon Kid.”

She smled. “That is a very inpressive and descriptive nane. It will suffice
for the tinme being.”

“You' ve got another one planned for nme?” he asked.

“Per haps.”

“l don't suppose you'd care to tell nme what it is?”

“When the time cones,” said Penel ope. She got to her feet. “And now our
interviewis over. The Black Death will take you back to your hotel. | know
that you wish to pit your skills against his.” She paused. “Fromthis day
forth, you are not to fight with anyone except on ny express orders. |s that
cl ear?”

“It's clear,” he said reluctantly.

“CGood. You will hear fromne when | need you.”

“You can see the future,” said the Kid as she ushered hi mthrough the house.
“So why not tell me now when you'll need nme?”

“Because | do not exist to serve you, M. Caynan.”

He wal ked out the front door and clinbed into Mioya's groundcar. Penel ope

wat ched them pul|l away, then wal ked to her bedroom and enmerged, a nonent |ater,
with a snmall rag doll. She clutched it lovingly to her bosom and continued to
stare blindly into tinme and space, occasionally naking a gesture or striking a
pose that would help bring the particular future she envisioned into being.

17.
Mooya was waiting for the Silicon Kid in the groundcar as the slidewal k took
himaway fromthe Prophet's domicile. He clinbed in, still assimlating what he
had heard, and a nonment | ater Mooya was driving himback toward M nuet. “So how

didit go?”

“I'"'mworking for her,” answered the Kid.

A hunorless smile crossed Mioya's face. “Remind ne never to turn ny back on
you.”

“What is that supposed to nean?” denanded the Kid.

“I know why you cane here and who sent you,” said Moya. “You sold himout,
Judas.”

“I plan to get a hell of a lot more than thirty pieces of silver,’
Kid. “Besides, he hasn't got a chance. You know that.”

“That doesn't nmke any difference,” replied Moya. “Wen you nake a conmitnent,
you' re supposed to keep it.”

“Why don't you let ne worry about that?” said the Kid angrily.

“What if you decide the Anointed One is nore powerful than the Prophet?” said
Mooya. “You going to change sides agai n?”

“He'd have to be sonething awfully special to be nore powerful than her.”
“Maybe he is. He's supposed to have nore than a hundred nillion foll owers who
all but worship him?”

said the

“He's just a Man,” said the Kid. “She's sonething ... well, nore.”
Mooya drove in silence for a few nonents, passing the sane farns they had
driven by on the way out. As they reached M nuet, he spoke again. “l hope you

have to go up against him”
“The Anoi nted One?” asked the Kid.
Mooya shook his head. “The |ceman.”

“He's a fat old man,” said the Kid. “lI can take him”

“A lot of people have thought they could take him” said Moya. “But he's stil
here. Even the Prophet couldn't kill him?”

“He won't pose any problemat all,” said the Kid. “Hell, he still thinks |I'mon
his side.”

Mooya smiled. “Kid, he never thought you were on his side.”

“How the hell do you know what he thinks?” demanded the Kid. “You' ve never ever
nmet him?”

“He's lived seventy-odd years on the Inner Frontier,’

answered Mooya easily.
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“You don't get that old out here by being stupid.”

“Are you saying |'mstupi d?” asked the Kid heatedly.

“If you think you can fool the Iceman or take himout, you are,” responded
Mooya. “Even if he didn't know you, he knows her. He knows what she can do, how
she can influence people and events.”

“So who's going to kill hinf You?”

“When the tinme cones,” answered Moya.

“What nmakes you better able to than nme?”

“I respect him” said Moya. “I won't nmake any careless or foolish m stakes.”
“And you think I will?”

“It's a possibility.” Moya paused. “You know that he's gone up agai nst the
Prophet twice and lived to tell about it, and yet you keep describing himas a
fat old man who poses no threat to you.”

“That's right.”

“You still don't see it, do you?”

“See what?” asked the Kid irritably.

“You don't think he survived his neetings with the Prophet because he was
faster than you, do you? Wiat difference do physical attributes nake when she
knows what you're going to do before you yourself do?” Myoya paused again. “He

survived because of his brain, not because of his gun. And he'll beat you the
same way."”
“I'"ve heard enough of this crap!” said the Kid. “lI can take him and you

together without drawing a deep breath—and don't you forget it!”

“Can you take the Gravedancer, too?” asked Mdoya

“What do you know about hi nP”

“I've researched you thoroughly, Kid. | know every place you' ve been since you
| eft Greycloud, and who you've been with.”

“Bully for you,” said the Kid sullenly.

“By the way, that wasn't a rhetorical question. Can you take the G avedancer?”
“\hy 2"

“Because he's working for the Anointed One now,” answered Mioya. “That neans
sooner or later one of us is going to have to go up against him”

“l can take anybody,” said the Kid confidently.

“Once you learn to shoot straight,” said Moya sardonically.

“Anybody,” repeated the Kid.

“Even nmen who know your secret?”

“What the hell is that supposed to nean?”

“Just that the Iceman and the Gravedancer both know that whatever you are, you
owe it to those inplanted chips. If they know they're going to go up agai nst
you, don't you think they'll find some way to negate then®?”

“There's no way it can be done,” answered the Kid. “These are hiochips. |I'm
their energy source. There's no field you can create that can nake them stop
functioning.”

“l don't know about that,” said Moya.
“l do.”
“Maybe ... but just about the tine you tell a Man he can't do sonethi ng—whet her

it's clinb domn fromthe trees, or cross an ocean, or fly a starship, or negate
a biochi p—he usually finds a way to do just that. W're a very successful race
of | awbreakers: we've broken all the laws of gravity, and Einstein, and—=>
“Spare me the lecture,” said the Kid. “These chips will keep functioning unti
I''mdead.”

“Well, I wish thema long and happy life,” said Moya, pulling up to the Kid's
hot el

“You know,” said the Kid, as he got out of the groundcar and turned to face
Mooya, “before you worry about the Iceman or the G avedancer, you've got a

bi gger problem”

“ Cho"

“You're going to have to face ne.”

“Why?” asked Mooya

“She can't have two enforcers,” said the Kid. “I'mgoing to have to prove to
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her that 1'mthe best. There's only one way to do that.”
“We can do it right here and now, if you're dead set on it,’
show of fear or surprise

The Kid shook his head. “I'll choose the place and tine.”
“What nakes you think I'lIl et you?”

The Kid grinned. “Because you're an honorable man.”

He turned on his heel and wal ked into the | obby of the Manor House. He picked
up a newstape, took it to his room watched its headlines flash by with
disinterest, and then wal ked over to a mirror, where he studi ed hinself
nmoodi | y.

His clothes were flashy and stylish, but he decided they needed to make nore of
a statement, becone an identifiable trademark. It was true that the |ceman
dressed for confort, but Lonmax al ways wore bl ack, and the hol os he had seen of
Fat her Christnas al ways showed himin a nodified red-and-white Santa Cd aus
outfit, with a pair of sonic pistols suspended from a shining bl ack patent

| eat her belt.

But what kind of outfit would instantly label himas the Silicon Kid? A shirt
with chips sewn into it? He shook his head; too garish. Something with his
“S.K. " initials nmonogranmmed onto it? He quickly rejected the notion as

amat euri sh. Then what ?

He coul d sinply dress as he had been dressing, but what was the use of being
the Silicon Kid if people didn't know it? That was the problemw th the Iceman
and Mooya; they had the credentials, but they |acked a certain style. And if he
was going to be the Prophet's right-hand man—at |east until he figured out how
to get rid of her—he wanted people to know himthe instant he | anded on a

pl anet, the nonment he entered a town or a room

Per haps sone weapon that was uniquely his own? After all, with his inplants, he
coul d handl e any weapon with such speed and dexterity that no one alive could
match him so why be limted to | aser, sonic or projectile weapons?

The nore he thought about it, the nore he liked the idea. He would create a
weapon of a type that no one el se possessed, one that would forever be his
trademark. And if it was one that could kill the Prophet when the proper tine
cane, so nuch the better.

Excited, he wal ked over to the conputer on his desk, activated it, and had it
tieinto tiny Mnuet library, accessing information on the various types of
weapons currently in use. He found nothing very useful there, and was

consi dering accessing a larger library on a nearby world when the conputer's
screen went bl ank

“What's wong?” he demanded.

“l have an incom ng nessage,” answered the conputer in a nmechanical voice.

“All right, let's seeit.”

It was froma young woman who had | ost the use of her left armin an accident,
and wondered if he could create a chip that would restore the armto its fornmer
state.

“Tell her that if the nerves have been damaged, she'd be better off with a
prosthetic arm If it's sonmething el se, have her doctor forward her records to
me.”

“Working...” said the conputer.

“Wait a minute!” he said suddenly.

“Qperation suspended.”

He' d al ready nade contact with the Prophet, so why bother with the facade?
“Just tell her that |I'msorry, but I can't help her.”

“Wrking ... done.”

“Deactivate.”

The conputer went dead, and an instant |later the vidphone cane to life.

“Yeah?” said the Kid, activating it.

The hol ographi c i nrage of Penel ope Bail ey hovered above the machi ne.

“l see my two guard dogs have been growling at one another,” she said in anused
t ones.

“l thought he was enough of a nan not to go running to you for help,” said the
Ki d cont enpt uously.

sai d Moya with no
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“He is in nmy enploy, as are you,” she said serenely. “My enpl oyees have no
secrets fromne.”

“Send himon his way,” said the Kid.

“\Ahy 2"

“You don't need him You' ve got nme now.”

“Poor, futile little Man, thrashing about in the darkness, dream ng of triunph
and glory,” said Penel ope. “How can you have any idea what | need?”

“You didn't hire himfor his personality,” answered the Kid. “You hired him
because he's The Bl ack Death.” He paused. “Wll, you've got soneone better
wor ki ng for you now.”

“Better at what?” she asked with a smle. “Do you really think | need you to do
my killing for nme?”

“You didn't seemto have any objection to letting himdo it last night,” noted
t he Kid.

“He nerely saved ne the bother of dispatching three unpleasant individuals. I
was never in any physical danger fromthem"”

“Conme on, lady,” he said. “If you don't need killers, what are nmen |i ke Moya
and ne doi ng on your payroll?”

“Great forces have been set in notion,” she answered, “forces far beyond your
ability to fathom Each of you has a role to play, and each of you will play
it.”

“What rol e?”

“You will learn your destiny in the fullness of tine.”

“Have | got a destiny?”

“Most assuredly,” she replied. “That is why | let you live.”

“What were you going to do—have Mioya gun nme down on the way out if you decided
you didn't want to hire nme?”

“You still don't understand what you are dealing with, do you?” she said. “In a
mllion times a mllion futures, you will live out the day, Neil Cayman. But
you are a very high-strung young man, and in a tiny handful of the futures

can foresee, you will die of a sudden cerebral henorrhage. And in one future,
you wi Il have an intimation of your death. That future will occur when | do
this.” And with that, she wal ked to her wi ndow wall and placed both hands
against it, fingers splayed wi de, as she | ooked out on her pond.

The Kid felt a sudden pain flash through his head. He yelled incoherently, then
dropped to one knee. The pain becane worse, nore intense than any he had ever
known, and he curled into a fetal ball, his fists pressed against his tenples.
And then, suddenly, the pain was gone. It took hima full mnute to regain his
feet and focus his eyes, and he saw Penelope's image smling at hima froma
few i nches over the vidphone.

“Do you begin to conprehend?” she asked serenely.

“How the hell did you do that fromthirty mles away?” he nuttered

“You have seen what | did to Hades, and yet you wonder at ny abilities? Perhaps
The Bl ack Death was correct; perhaps you are not bright enough to be useful to
me.”

“He told you that?” denanded the Kid.

“Certainly,” she replied. “He has no secrets fromne.”

“Well, if I"'mtoo dunb to work for you, maybe I'l|l just go back to the Iceman!”
he snapped.

For just the nerest fraction of a second he thought he finally detected an
enotion on her face—terror, perhaps, or hatred, or possibly sinply contenpt—but
then it vani shed and she focused her gaze on hi m again.

“That would not be very wise, Neil Caynman,” she said. “You would be dead before
you left the planet.” She paused. “You have given your allegiance to me. Only |
can return it to you; you may not take it back.” She smled an enotionl ess
smle. “O perhaps you would |ike another denonstration of my power.”

“No,” he said. “You win.” For the nonent, he added nentally.

“You are high-spirited, just like a young animal,” she said. “lI do not hold
that against you. In fact, | find it admrable. But |like any other young

ani mal, you nust be trained. Your spirit must be directed. Then you will begin
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to earn your keep.”
“I"'mno aninmal ,” said the Kid.
“You are all animals,” she said, and broke the connection

18.
The Kid spent the next five days |ounging around the Manor House, eating,
sl eepi ng, watching holos, doing a little drinking and a little ganbling, trying
unsuccessfully to keep from being bored. He accepted a couple of assignnments to
create biochips, just to alleviate the boredom
He inpatiently awaited a summons from Penel ope Bail ey, and couldn't figure out
why she had hired himonly to let himrot in a tiny hotel on a nondescript
pl anet. Then, on the fifth evening after his neeting with her, he happened to
catch a newscast on the holo set, and realized that she had far frominactive
According to the report, nore than eighty tenples on sone thirty different
wor | ds, each belonging to the foll owers of Mdses Mhamred Christ, known as the
Anoi nted One, had burned due to unknown causes, killing alnbst two hundred
t housand nmen and wonan and injuring twice that nmany. Foul play was suspected,
of course, but to date not a single instance of arson had been uncovered at any
of the sites.
And why shoul d they have found any evidence of arson, thought the Kid with a
grimsmle. You want this tenple burnt to the ground? Hold your hand thus and
so, and the wind will blow the flane froma candl e up agai nst the w ndow
coverings. You want that tenple consuned by fire? Mve eight feet to the right,
and a man with a lit cigar in his hand will have a heart attack, and the rug
will catch fire an instant later. Stand on one leg and lighting will strike
anot her tenple.
It was power beyond imagi ni ng—and yet she needed him needed Moya, needed
still others whose nanmes he didn't know and whose functions he could only guess
at. She was power incarnate, but she was not all-powerful; the inhabitants of
Hades had kept her inprisoned for alnbst seventeen years. She needed hel p—his
hel p, although he couldn't yet imagi ne why. And she coul d be defeated, or at
| east fought to a draw. The Icenman had proven that, and he was certainly nore
than equal to anything that the Iceman m ght have done.
He checked the news the next norni ng—twel ve nore tenples had been added to the
total —-and went out for breakfast. He waited for a pair of trucks to pass by,
then crossed the street and entered the snmall restaurant where he had been
havi ng nost of his meals. To his surprise, Moya, who usually slept quite |ate
after a night at the casino's gamng tables, was sitting alone at the back of
the nearly-enpty establishnent, drinking a cup of coffee.
“Good norning,” he said when he saw the Kid.
“'Morning,” replied the Kid.
“Cone join ne,” said Moya
The Kid | ooked around the restaurant for a nonent, then shrugged and wal ked
past half a dozen enpty tables. He sat down opposite Moya and ordered coffee
and a roll.
“l haven't seen you for a couple of days,” said Moya.
“I'"ve been around,” answered the Kid. “Wrking on chips, nostly.”
“Why bother? You're working for her, now. No need to keep up pretenses.”
“I'"lI'l stop if she ever gets around to giving me sonmething to do,” said the Kid.
He gazed out the window. “I grew up on a planet just like this one. There's
nothing to do here.”
“Have you practiced your nmarksnanship | ately?” asked Mioya with a grin.
“l don't need to. It's just a natter of adjusting to the inplants. I'mused to
t hem now. ”
“Then | assune you'll never m ss again?”
“That's right,” said the Kid seriously.
“Good,” said Moya. “I'mglad to hear it.”
“And | don't need soneone taunting ne this early in the norning,” added the
Kid, making no attenpt to hide his irritation
“l wasn't taunting you,” answered Mooya. “| was being sincere.”
“Sure you were.”
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“l was,” repeated Mioya. “lI'mcalling it quits. That neans sooner or |ater
she's going to send you up against the kind of nmen |'ve been pacifying for her
Being a | ousy shot isn't conducive to your health.”

“You're quitting?” repeated the Kid, surprised.

“That's right.”

“Aren't you a little young for retirenent?”

“I"'mnot retiring,” said Mioya. “I'mjust not going to work for her any
| onger.”

“Why not?” asked the Kid as his coffee finally arrived.

“Don't you listen to the holo or scan the newstapes?” asked Mioya. “She's just
| aunched an undecl ared war on the Anointed One.”

The Kid frowned. “Do you know sonething about himthat | don't know?”

“Probably not.”

“Then what has that got to do with you quitting?”

“Look,” said Mwoya. “I'ma gunnan. | kill people for a living. |'m not
especially proud of it, but I'mnot ashaned of it. | live by a code: |'ve never
gone up against a man who didn't have a chance, and nost of those I've killed
have deserved it.”

“ Gpo
“Don't you understand? She can kill half a mllion nen w thout even |eaving her
house.” He grinmaced. “That's not killing any nore, not the way | do it. It's
genocide, and | don't want any part of it.”

“What's the difference between killing three nen or three thousand?” asked the

Kid. “They all follow the Anointed One and they all want her dead.”

Mooya sighed. “It's difficult to explain.”

“Try.”

“All right. To me, killing is a profession, and it's got rules to it. You stand
cl ose enough to | ook your opponent in the eye, you always give hima chance to
back off, you talk to him you try to see into his soul and seek out his
weaknesses, you risk your life to take his life. It's a very personal thing.”
He paused. “To her, it's just expediency. Ten nen, ten nmllion nen, it's al

t he same—and none of them had a chance. None of them even knew what killed
them”

The Kid consi dered what Mioya had said, then shook his head. “I don't see it,”
he said. “You kill her enenmies, she kills her enem es. The only difference is
t he nunber.”

“It's a conpetition, or at least it should be,” said Moya. “I'm conpeting
agai nst nmy opponent, sure, but |I'mal so conpeting against a standard of
excellence | set for nyself. | don't really care if the person |I'mworking for
is on the right or the wong side of the dispute; that doesn't affect ne at
all. It's the principle and the conpetition that counts.” He paused. “But

her —she's gone beyond all reference points. |I'mconpeting with nyself, but
she's conmpeting with God, or maybe Nature. No one else can kill that
profligately. She doesn't need me, and | don't want any part of what she's
doing.”

“But she does need you, or she wouldn't be paying you,” said the Kid.

Mooya shook his head. “She's got you now, and good luck to her. Mg, |'m going
out to the Quinellus Cluster, where no one has ever heard of the Anointed One
or the Prophet.”

“Soon everyone shall hear of nme,” said a voice fromthe doorway, and they both
turned to see Penel ope Bail ey standing there, staring at them

“l thought you m ght show up,” said Moya.

“What did you expect?” replied Penelope. “You made a commtnment to ne, and now
you intend to break it.”

“You nust have known | would, or you wouldn't have hired him” said Moya,
jerking his head in the Kid's direction

“Way | hired himis not your concern,” she said.

“True enough,” agreed Mioya with a shrug. “My only concern is getting out of
this situation.” He stared at Penel ope. “You can keep whatever nobney |'ve got
com ng.”
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She shook her head. “lI have no need of noney,” she said. “I hired you. You have
yet to serve your purpose.”
“If you can see the future, you know that |'m/l eaving and that nothing can

change my nmind,” said Moya. “If you force ne to stay right now, |'Il just
catch the next ship out of here once you' re gone.”

“No you won't,” replied Penelope. “You will not |eave until | say that you
may. ”

“But why? You' ve got the Kid now. He says he's faster than | am and for all |
know he's right. You don't need ne.”
“l al one know what | need,” answered Penel ope. “You nade a conmitnent to serve

me. | will not release you fromthat commitnent.”

“You can kill whole planets without even | eaving your house,” persisted Moya.
“Why do you need ne to kill your enemes off one at a tine?”

“l owe you no explanation,” said Penelope coldly. “You came to ne for

enpl oynent. | gave it to you. Now you will fulfill the terms of our agreenent.”
“You probably nmanipulated me into conming, just as you mani pul ate everything

el se,” said Mwoya. “Free will isn't a valid concept when you' re involved.”
“What are you doi ng here?” asked the Kid, who had been listening to them
intently.

“I amhere to stop The Bl ack Death from betraying nme,” answered Penel ope.
“If you can see the future, you know | have no intention of betraying you,”

sai d Moya, trying to keep his voice |level and reasonable. “l just want to get
out of here.”
Penel ope stared unblinking into his eyes. “I will not permt it,” she answered

“But why?” he insisted.

“l told you: you have not yet served your purpose.”

“Just what the hell is nmy purpose?”

“To serve ne faithfully and obediently.”

“For how | ong?”

“Until | no I onger need you,” answered Penel ope.

“How long will that take?”

Penel ope shrugged el oquently. “A day, a week, a nonth, a year, a lifetinme—er
perhaps only a nonent.”

“How wi Il | know?”

“Because | will tell you,” she said.

Mooya stared at her long and hard, and finally he nodded. “All right,’
“But it had better be closer to a day than a lifetine.”

“Are you giving me orders now?” she asked, nmaking no attenpt to mask her
anmusenent .

“No,” he said.

“That was a dammed qui ck change of heart,” said the Kid sardonically.

“She's the Prophet,” answered Mwoya. “If | can't convince her to let ne go,
what else is there to do?”

“I"'mglad you have seen the error of your way,” said Penel ope. “Now | want both
of you to cone with me. W have business el sewhere.”

Mooya and the Kid got to their feet, left a handful of coins on the table, and
foll owed her out into the street. The sun was higher in the sky now, the
nmor ni ng dew had evaporated, and the air was warmi ng up. There were a handful of
vehicl es parked in front of the various feed and general stores, but it was
totally devoid of pedestrians.

Penel ope turned to her left and started wal king south, and the Kid and Mioya
turned to follow her. After they had gone half a bl ock, she stopped.

“What is it?" asked the Kid.

Penel ope turned to him though once again her eyes were focused far into the
future. “The restaurant was the wrong place,” she said. “Here, in the street,
is where we shall resolve our conflicts.”

“l don't understand.”

She pointed to Mioya. “That nan tried to desert nme. He still harbors the hope
of leaving the planet once | have returned to ny house. Such di sobedi ence
cannot be tolerated.”

The Kid suddenly felt the nuzzle of a sonic pistol jamed against his ribcage.

he sai d.
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“Sorry, Kid,” said Mwoya, “but | want your pistol.”

The Kid remai ned notionless for a nonment.

“Gve it to him” said Penel ope.

“l don't give ny weapon to anyone,” said the Kid.

“He will kill you if you disobey him” said Penel ope. “And then what use wll
you be to ne? Gve it to him”

The Kid paused for another nonment, then very carefully withdrew his |aser

pi stol and handed it to Mooya.

“Thanks for not being stupid,” said Moya, tucking the pistol into his belt. He
| ooked at Penel ope. “I thought we had an agreenent.”

“You had no intention of keeping it,” she said.

“What happens now?” asked Mooya. “Do | die of a stroke or a heart attack? O do
you cause a neteor to fall on nmy head? | know | can't touch you, but whatever
happens, | plan to take himwith ne.”

“I will do nothing to hinder you,” said Penelope. She smiled at him a smle
that terrified himfar nore than the thought of the various fates awaiting him
“You're just going to let nme go to the spaceport and take ny ship out of here?”
Mooya sai d dubi ously.

“You will not live to reach the spaceport.”

“l thought you just said that you weren't going to kill ne.”

“l amnot,” said Penel ope. She |ooked at the Kid. “He is.”

“What the hell are you tal king about?” rasped the Kid. “He's got a gun in ny
ribs, and you made ne give ny own weapon away.”

“I amthe Prophet,” she said serenely. “Did you not promse to follow ne
blindly?”

“Yes, but—=

“Then kill him?”

The Kid stared into her expressionless face for a nonent. Then he pivoted on
his heel and tried to slap the pistol out of Myoya's hand.

Mooya was ready for himand stepped back. The Kid m ssed, and went sprawing on
the street.

“Get up,” said Penel ope.

The Kid got carefully to his feet, staring at the barrel of the sonic pistol
that was ainmed at him

“Don't make nme do this, Kid,” said Moya, alternating his attention between the
Ki d and Penel ope.

“Now attack,” said Penel ope.

“You're crazy!” snapped the Kid. “lI take one step toward himand |I'm a dead
man!”

“Wul d you rather face hi mer ne?” said Penel ope.

The Kid considered her question, then sprang toward Mooya with a how of aninal
rage, fully expecting to be dead before he reached him

Mooya pulled the trigger, and his sonic pistol sputtered once and then went
dead. The Kid reached himan instant later, and the two nmen rolled on the
street, scratching, gouging, kneeing, pumeling.

The Kid tried to pull a knife fromhis boot, but Moya knocked it | oose from
his hand, and it flew some twenty feet away. Then, suddenly, they were on their
feet again, and the Kid realized that he was up agai nst a superior fighter, a
man who knew every martial discipline, whose feet were as deadly as his hands,
per haps nore so.

The Kid swung a roundhouse right at Mdioya, who ducked, stepped inside it, gave
himtwo quick blows to the ribs and a spinning kick to the jaw that sent him
spraw i ng.

He was up again instantly, and this tinme he renmenbered the inplants. No | onger
did he try to overpower his heavier antagonist, but concentrated on bl ocking

bl ows and kicks while striking with Iightning-like sw ftness. He broke through
Mooya's guard three tines, but realized that he wasn't doing sufficient damage,
that speed al one wouldn't carry the day agai nst Mioya's expertise. He began
backing away in the direction of the knife, and a nonent |ater allowed Mioya to
land a solid kick to his chest, hurling himbackward onto the street.
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This time when he got up it was with the knife in his hand. Moya saw it and
went into a defensive posture, but for all his many skills he was no match for
the sheer speed with which the Kid w el ded his weapon, and within seconds the
Kid had slashed himtw ce on the ribs and once on the side of the neck. Moya
instinctively placed a hand to the neck wound, exposing his torso, and the Kid
pl unged the knife deep into his belly. He fell to the ground, holding both
hands to his newest wound, and groani ng.

“Finish the job,” said Penelope, as the Kid stepped back

“Why bother?” replied the Kid. “He's not going to cause you any trouble for a
long, long tine.”

“l said, finish the job,” said Penel ope.

The Kid stared at Mioya, then | ooked up at Penel ope. “Wy?”

“Because | told you to, and no other reason is necessary.”

“l thought you were keeping himfor a purpose.”

“He has served it,” said Penelope, staring off into the distance. “Finish the
job.”

The Kid | ooked at her for another nonment, then knelt down next to Moya,
grabbed his hair with his free hand, and sl ashed his throat. Moya gurgled once
and then died.

“Satisfied?” said the Kid, straightening up

“Yes,” said Penelope. “I amsatisfied.”

“What was that all about?” asked the Kid, |ooking up and down the street for
signs of the police, but finding none. “Wuy didn't you kill himyourself?”
“Because this was a necessary part of your education,” answered Penel ope.

“I didn't learn all that nuch,” said the Kid wyly.

“You | earned the nost inportant |esson of all,” said Penel ope. “You |earned
that when | tell you to do sonething, it nust be done, even in the face of
certain death.” She paused. “You also |learned that when | tell you to finish a
job, you may not disobey ne.” She snmiled at him her gaze back fromthe future
and trained intently on his face. “Soon you will obey nme w thout hesitation,

wi t hout thinking. Soon you will be worthy of the tasks | shall give you and the
rewards you shall receive. You are progressing very rapidly, Neil Cayman.”

“l told you before: that's not nmy nane anynore.”

“I know,” she replied, “and | shall not use it again. You have proven yourself
to ne, and you have earned a new nane.”

“Good,” he said. “I'mglad we agree on that.”

“Yes, we do,” said Penel ope, stepping around Mioya's corpse and wal ki ng of f
toward her groundcar. “Follow nme, Fido.”

The Kid was about to protest. Then he renenber the pain she had visited upon
hi m at the begi nning of the week, and he sighed and fell into step behind her

19.
Penel ope comuanded her front door to slide open, then ushered the Kid inside
and | ed himthrough the foyer to the large roomthat overl ooked the pond.
The Kid | ooked around and saw a rag doll Iying on the couch
“Whose is that?” he asked, pointing toward it.
“Mne,” said Penelope with no show of enbarrassnent. She picked it up and
cuddled it to her breast.
“Aren't you a little old for dolls?”
“I had a kitten once,” she replied, tightening her grip on the doll as if
afraid that soneone would cone into the roomand take it away fromher. “It
woul dn't cone near ne, and whenever | reached out to it, it hissed and spat at
ne.”
“Maybe it was just a spooky kitten,” he suggested.
She shook her head. “l bought a puppy three nonths ago. It ran up to every
stranger, wagging its tail—but it would never remain in the same roomwth nme.”
“Arag doll's a poor substitute,” said the Kid.
“Perhaps,” she agreed. “But it has never run fromne, and it has never
attenpted to betray nme, and that is nore than | can say about any human |'ve
ever known.”
“Any human?”
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She paused, a wistful expression on her face. “There was one, a very long tine
ago, a wonan who fed nme and protected ne, and whom | |oved very nuch—but even
she turned against ne in the end.” She turned to face the Kid. “It is nore
difficult than you think to be the Prophet, to know that every nenber of the
race that gave you birth hates and fears you.”

“Not without cause,” noted the Kid. “You really did a job on themlast night.”
“Only because the Anointed One has decreed that | nust die.” She smled
bitterly. “The Anointed One, whom | have never net, never chall enged, never
opposed. He was well on his way to attacking the Denobcracy, but then he sonehow
heard of ny powers and instead he has decided to nake war on ne instead of upon
the navy. The Iceman, who knows he cannot possibly hinder ne, nonethel ess pays
you to spy on ne. The Bl ack Death, who knew what happens to those who are
disloyal to ne, died rather than stay and continue working for nme.” She paused
and sighed. “lI always knew he woul d.”

“If you knew he was going to be disloyal, why didn't you get rid of him
sooner ?”

“As | told you, he had a function to perform?”

“To die in M nuet?”

“To provide you with the opportunity to prove your fidelity to nme,” she said.
“I't was inperative that you be presented with a situation where you woul d
surely die if you did not trust in ny powers and yield to ny authority.”

“Why?” asked the Kid. “You had Mioya al ready.”

She shook her head. “He was destined to desert ne.”

“How do you know | won't?”

“Because you are selfish enough and greedy enough and i moral enough to realize
that your best interest lies in total fealty to me,” she replied.

“l don't know that | especially |like that assessnent of ne,” said the Kid.

“The question is not whether you like it,” replied Penel ope, “but whether it is
true.” She paused. “You have nade only two friends on the Inner Frontier—Felix
Lomax and Carl os Mendoza—and yet here you are, working for me and prepared to
betray both of them?”

“What do you know about the Gravedancer?” denmanded the Kid, surprised

“Do you think I amwi thout ny spies and ny informants, or that you can keep any
secrets fromne?” she asked with an anmused smle. “Do not try to change the
subj ect, Fido: have you deserted them or not?”

“My nane's the Silicon Kid.”

“Your nane is whatever | choose it to be,” answered Penel ope. “Just as your
destiny is.”

“Speaki ng of destinies, there are a | ot of people who would pay a hell of a |ot
of nmoney to know what yours is.”

She | ooked out at the pond.

“l know what it should be, but there are still too many vari ables, too many
intangi bles, in the equation.” She turned to stare at him “That is why you are
here.”

“What do you expect nme to do?” asked the Kid.

“l have many tasks for you,” said Penelope. “If you succeed at them you wll
be handsonely rewarded. |If you fail, you will surely die.”

The Kid | ooked uninpressed. “This is silly,” he said. “Wiy don't you just read
the future and tell nme what | have to do in order to succeed?”

She shook her head and | ooked back at the pond. “That presupposes that there is
only one future,” she answered. “And as | have explained to you before, there
are nore futures than there are grains of sand on a beach. | cannot yet see
themall with equal clarity.”

The Kid sat down on a couch and stretched his arns along the top of it. “All
right,” he said. “Just what is it that you want nme to do next?”

She turned to him but again he got the distinct inpression that she was

| ooki ng past or through him into the future.

“You will kill Mdses Mhamed Christ, who calls hinself the Anointed One.”
“Just like that?” asked the Kid with a smle. “He's probably better protected
than the Secretary of the Denocracy—and he's certain to be awfully well -
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hi dden.”

“l know where he is.”

“How many bodyguards has he got?”

She shrugged. “It makes no difference,” she said. “H s bodyguards, with one
exception, will cause you no problens.”

“Who's the one who will cause ne a probl ens?”

“Fel i x Lomax.”

“The Gravedancer?” said the Kid. “Wat trouble can he cause? Hell, he stil
thinks I'mworking for himand the |ceman.”

“He will know.”

“Not unless you tell him he won't,’
saying that he's a telepath, too?”
“Neither he nor | are telepaths,” answered Penel ope. “But on the other hand,
neither of us are fools. He will see you there and he will deduce the reason
for your presence.”

The Kid considered her statement, then shrugged. “Then I'Il kill him?”

“He will not be as easy to kill as you seemto think,” she said.

“I killed Moya, didn't [?”

“lI was there to help you.”

“You didn't lift a finger,” he said. “I killed himon ny own.”

“I did not lift a finger?” she repeated with a smle. “Wiy do you suppose his
pistol failed to function?”

“Wel |, after that,” said the Kid uneasily.

“You really believe that, don't you?” she said with a sigh. “You are a fool,

Fi do.”

“l told you not to call nme that!” he snapped.

She | ooked anused. “Do you think to frighten ne? O do you think that | will be
as easy to kill as The Bl ack Death was?”

He glared sullenly at her, but said nothing.

“l admire a show of spirit in any young ani nal, even a young nan,” she
continued. “But if you direct it at nme again, | will have to discipline you
There are nmen out there—sany nmen—-who need killing. You rmust learn to focus your
rage.” She paused. “You nust also | earn that being young and strong and fast,
and even unafraid, is not enough when you face an opponent such as Felix
Lomax.”

“Conme on,” he said, uninpressed. “If | get in any trouble, you'll just do

what ever you did with Moya, and that'll be that. Wy are you trying to nmake
this seem nore dangerous or difficult than it is?”

“You will be hundreds, perhaps thousands, of light years away fromne,” she

said the Kid confidently. “Or are you

answered. “I cannot control events that precisely fromso great a distance. If
I could, I wouldn't need you.”

“l can do it without you,” he said confidently.

“I'f it was an inpossible task, | wouldn't send you,” she said. “l detest
wast e. ”

“Well, then?”

“I know that you can kill the Anointed One. | do not know if you will kil

him?”

“Thanks for your confidence,” he said sardonically.

“There are many futures in which you kill him and in sone you kill Felix Lomax
as well. But there are an al nost equal nunber of futures in which you lie dead

at Lomax's feet.”

“None of those are going to cone to pass.”

“l hope not, but | do not know.”

“I know,” said the Kid. He paused. “Once | take care of the Gavedancer and the
Anoi nted One, maybe |I'Il go after the Iceman.”

She shook her head. “He is the only nan that | have ever feared. You cannot
kill him”

“He's an old man who lets other people do his fighting for him”

“You will not oppose him now or ever,” she said.

“But | can take him"”

“He was responsible for the death of the only person | ever cared for,” she
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said so softly that the Kid had difficulty naking out the words. “He is the man
who convinced the Denocracy to try to kill me.” She paused as the nenories cane
floodi ng back. “He is the reason | renmained inprisoned on Hades after | had
mani pul ated events to arrange ny escape. Wenever | have been nade to

suf fer—and | have suffered much, believe me—he has been the cause of it.”

“All the nore reason for me to kill him”

And for the first tinme since he had known her, the enotionless mask dropped
from Penel ope's face. She turned away fromthe window to face him and her eyes
shone with a terrifying hatred.

“He is mne!” she whispered.

The Kid left Mbzart six hours later. As his ship broke out of orbit, he was
still contenplating the alnost tangible fury in Penel ope's voice, and feeling
very relieved that all he had to do was face the best killer and the nobst
powerful fanatic in the galaxy. He did not envy the |cenan.

And far behind him Penel ope Bailey hugged her doll to her bosom and wondered
what her |ife mght have been |ike had she been an ordi nary woman. Then she
realized that for the first tine in many years she was crying. She wi ped the
tears off her cheeks, put all thought of the way things m ght have been out of
her m nd, and went back to sorting out the various futures that confronted her

Part 4:
THE ANO NTED ONE' S BOCK
20.

Felix Lomax awoke with a start when the ship signaled himthat he had an
i ncom ng nessage. He sat erect, blinked his eyes very rapidly for a nonent,
then instructed the screen to activate.
A hol ograph of Ois Korbekkian, with M. QO ynmpus clearly visible through the
wi ndow behind his desk, instantly appeared.
“Good norning, Gravedancer,” he said. “It took me a while to track you down.”
Lomax shrugged. “The |Iceman keeps noving. | mssed himon Sweetwater, and again
on Confucius VI.” He paused. “He's not doing nmuch to cover his trail. 'l
catch up with himsooner or later.”
“Sooner,” said Korbekkian. “l just got word that he's finally returned to Last
Chance.”
“You're sure?”
“My source clains to have seen him”
“l notice your source didn't feel conpelled to go up against him” noted Lomax
caustically.
“The Anointed One has given you the conmission. No one else in our organization
will try to kill himunless you fail.”
“I won't fail,” said Lomax. “Just have the second half of the noney ready to
deposit in ny account next tinme you hear fromne.”
“W have an agreenent. We shall not renege on it.”
“See to it that you don't.”
Lomax broke the connection and directed his navigational conputer to lay in a
course for Last Chance, far into the Inner Frontier. Then he unstrapped hinself
fromhis seat, made his way through the cranped quarters to the |avatory,
shaved and took a quick dryshower, and energed feeling sonewhat refreshed. He
selected a few mutated fruits fromthe galley, ordered the conputer to brew a
pot of coffee, and sat down to eat the skinless oranges and sweet| enons.
It had been a dull two weeks since he had nmet the Anointed One. He had no
intention of finding the Icenan where anyone |loyal to his new enpl oyer nmi ght
chance to see them and so he had purposely gone off on false trails, and had
made sure he hit Sweetwater and Confucius long after his prey had gone. He
didn't dare raise the Iceman on subspace radio to relay his findings, since he
couldn't know whet her the nmen operating the various sending stations were in
| eague with the Anointed One, so he had sinply bided his tine, waiting for the
Iceman to return to his honme worl d.
In the process, he had | earned even nore about the extent of the Anocinted One's
enpire, enough to conclude that Mbses Mohamed Christ did in fact pose a
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serious threat to all those worlds on the outskirts of the Denobcracy and
possibly to the entire Inner Frontier as well. He may have held his |egions
toget her through the religion he had invented, but he was anything but a sinple
fanatic. H's organi zation was structured along mlitary lines, and functioned
with clocklike precision. Every man knew hi s position, knew who he nust report
to, knew what was expected of him Their financing was quite sophisticated: the
Anoi nted One floated the bulk of his principal on a four-world circuit during
the course of a Galactic Standard day, drawi ng interest at each bank during
that bank's operating hours before transferring it to the next.

They were ready for the unexpected, as well. Take that fire-bonbing or whatever
it was of the churches. By the next norning the Anointed One had a |ist of
every damaged buil ding, every |ost nenber of his organization, every police
report concerni ng what night have happened and who m ght have been responsible.
Moni es were dispersed, auxiliary plans were brought to bear, and the

organi zation barely m ssed a beat.

As for the Anointed One hinself, Lomax had the feeling that if he were just one
whit nmore cynical or untrusting, he'd have had the perfect tenperanent for a
gunfighter. He had net with himtw ce now, and he still didn't know if he was
dealing with a religious fanatic, a masterful politician, a superior tactician,
or a conbination of all three.

Lomax finished his neal, got his coffee, and wal ked back to the cockpit. It was
per haps the nost unconfortable section of the ship, but for sonme reason he
preferred sitting up there. It wasn't as if he couldn't control the ship—-and
even its weaponry—-by voice fromhis bunk, or couldn't direct the conputer to

di splay a hol ogram of the viewscreen anywhere within the body of the ship ..
but for some reason, he tended to read, nap, and drink in the pilot's chair. It
made himfeel closer to the action, even though he knew that was a fal se
preni se and that, indeed, there was no action to be had.

So he loafed, and read, and slept, and thought, and two days |later the conputer
announced that he had reached his destination and was entering orbit around
Last Chance. He requested pernission to | and, received the necessary

coordi nates, and touched down sone twenty mnutes |ater.

He wal ked the dusty mile fromthe spaceport to The End of the Line, then
entered it and | ooked around for the Iceman, who was sitting alone at a table
near the doorway, a tall drink in his hand.

Lomax approached him holding his hands in plain view, just in case the |cenan
either hadn't received his nessage or, nore likely, hadn't believed it.

“Cood afternoon, G avedancer,” said the Iceman with a smile.

“Good afternoon,” replied Lomax. “May | sit down?”

“CfF course. Care for sonmething cold to drink?”

“A beer woul d be nice.”

The I ceman signhal ed to one of the bartenders, who inmedi ately brought over a
tall glass of beer.

“Thanks,” said Lomax, taking a long swallow *“You know, soneday you really
ought to consider paving your streets.”

“And stop all ny custoners fromarriving with a killing thirst?” chuckled the
Iceman. “Don't be silly.” The smile vanished. “And don't drop your hands bel ow
the top of the table until we're through talking.”

“Didn't the Kid reach you?” asked Lonex.

“Yes.”

“Then you got ny nessage.”

“I did,” said the Iceman. “The question is: do | believe it?”

“Well, do you?”

“Probably. But let's talk anyway.”

“Suits me,” said Lomax. “Where's the Kid? Did you send hi m packi ng?”

“Not quite,” replied the Iceman. “He's on a little errand for nme.” He paused.
“Tell nme about the Anointed One. Who is he, and why does he want ne dead?”
“He's a religious fanatic,” answered Lomax. “Hi s organi zation is established on
nmore than three thousand worlds, and he's got a couple of hundred million wld-
eyed zealots believing he's got a direct line to God. They're willing to go up
agai nst the Denocracy itself if he tells themto.”
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“What's that got to do with me?”

“Somewhere al ong the way, he found or manufactured an eneny that he thinks is
even nore powerful than the Denobcracy, or at |east poses nore of a threat. She
goes by the nane of the Prophet.” Lonmax paused. “She's sone kind of bandit or
killer out here on the Frontier, and evidently you've gone up agai nst her
before. More to the point, you survived your encounter, which |eads himto
believe that you're now in | eague with her.”

“A logical conclusion,” said the Iceman. “Wong, but |ogical.’
right, you can drop your hands now.”

“Logi cal ?” repeated Lonmax, frowning. “Are you saying that this woman is so
powerful that if you lived, there has to be a reason for it other than your own
abilities?”

“l can see where he mght think so,” answered the |cenman.

“Why has she kept her identity such a secret?” asked Lomax. “I nean, hell, |'ve
heard the Prophet nentioned maybe three tines in the past four or five years.”
“You' ve heard of her before,” said the Iceman with the trace of a smle. “She's
had other names in the past.”

“Such as?”

“The Soot hsayer and the Oracle.”

“You're telling me the Oracle and the Prophet are the sane person?”

“That's right.”

“How nuch danger are you in from her?” asked Lonax.

“Probably no nore than you are,” responded the Iceman. “Wich is not to say I'm
not in danger. W all are.”

“l don't think | understand.”

“What | nmean is, | doubt that she has singled me out for termnation,” said the
I ceman. “That woul d be inbuing her with human enotions and hunman responses that
I don't think she possesses any |longer, if indeed she ever did.” He paused.

“But that doesn't nean the entire race isn't in danger. This is a worman capabl e
of destroying entire planets. | don't know what her eventual goals are, but I
can't imagine that humanity as a whole is going to be well-served by them”
“She really can destroy whol e worl ds?” asked Lomax dubi ously.

“Absolutely. |I've seen the results.”

“Then ol d Moses is probably right about her being behind the fires.”

“Who's Moses, and what fires are you talking about?”

“Moses i s Moses Mohammed Christ, which is what he calls hinself when he's not
busy being the Anointed One.”

“And the fires?”

“A coupl e of hundred of his tenples on worlds all the hell over the gal axy
erupted in flanes al nost sinultaneously. The police on the various worlds
haven't turned up any clues, but they're sure it's not arson, and the mlitary
agrees. As for Moses, he's dead certain it was the Prophet's doing.” Lomax

| ooked across the table at the Iceman. “I thought he was crazy—udntil now.”

“She did it, all right,” said the Iceman. “She's the only person who could have
done it.”

Lomax finished his beer and signaled for a refill, which arrived al nost
instantly. “Am | correct in assumng that the Kid' s assignnent has sonething to
do with the Prophet?”

" He paused. “All

The | ceman nodded. “I sent himto the world she's living on.”
“Then he's probably dead al ready.”
“l doubt it,” said the Iceman. “First, | told himjust to gather information,

and if she can't see a future in which he kills her, she won't feel it
necessary to termnate him Also,” added the Iceman with a smle, “that young
man's as transparent as glass. Five'll get you ten he's already sold out and
joined up with her.”

“What use woul d she have for hin®?” asked Lomax.

“He's a connection to you and ne, and she probably would like to see us both
dead: ne on general principles, you because you're working for her eneny.”

“l thought you were too insignificant for her to bother with,” noted Lomax

wyly.
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“I"'mtoo insignificant for her to waste her time hunting the gal axy for ne,
answered the lIceman. “But if the Kid can deliver me to her ... well, that's a
different matter.”

“Has it occurred to you,” suggested Lomax, “that the smartest thing you and

can do is take a vacation to Deluros VIII, or sone other world at the center of
the Denocracy, and just wait there in confort until the Anointed One and the
Prophet kill each other off?”

“He's no match for her.”

“No match?” repeated Lomax. “l told you: he's got close to three hundred
mllion followers.”

“Three hundred, three hundred nillion, three billion, it makes no difference,”
said the Iceman. “If he goes up against her, he's going to | ose.”

“Just what kind of power does she possess?”

“She's precognitive.”

“Then she'll know how to hide where he can't find her,” said Lomax. “I'd hardly
call that wi nning.”

“You don't understand,” continued the |Iceman. “She can see every possible
permut ati on, every conceivabl e future—and when she sees the one she wants, she
figures out how to nani pul ate events so that it cones to pass.” He paused and,
finally remenbering his drink, took a sip fromit. “Take those fires the other
night. You don't think she had agents on two hundred worlds set them do you?”
“There was no sign of arson,” admitted Lonmax.

“Cf course there wasn't.”

“Then how did she do it?”

“She sat down and stared into the future—+nto hundreds, nmaybe nillions of
futures—and saw that in one of them soneone dropped a |it cigarette, and in
another, a neteor nade a dead hit on a tenple, and in a third, soneone |eft
some oil-soaked rags in one of the storeroons, and so on.”

“Ckay, she saw all that. How did she make it happen?”

“l don't know,” said the Iceman. “I wasn't there. But |'ve seen her do it
before. She'll flinch, or strike a pose, or nove to a different spot, or—=
“How does that effect events thousands of |ight years away?” interrupted Lomax.
“l don't know,” repeated the Iceman. “Hell, | doubt if she understands how it

wor ks. But she knows that it works.”

“And what if she can't mani pul ate her way out of a jan®”

“Then she'll wait until she can,” answered the |ceman. “She's been captured

bef ore—but she's never stayed captured. And,” he added grimy, “things have not
gone very well for those who did the capturing.”

“Ckay, SO no one wants to get near her,” said Lonmax. “What's to stop the

Anoi nted One fromencircling her planet with warships and obliterating it?”

“l don't know,” said the Iceman. “Maybe a neteor swarm woul d wi pe them out,
maybe every nenber of the crew woul d contract some virus, nmaybe the weapons
woul d mal function. O maybe the bombs woul d expl ode, and every living thing on
the planet woul d di e—except her.”

“So how do you defeat soneone |ike that?”

“I"ve spent a lot of time thinking about it this past week,” answered the

| ceman.

“And?”

“There might be a way. |'mnot sure.”

“I think with soneone |ike her, you'd want to be sure.”

The | ceman shook his head grimy. “Wth soneone |ike her, you can never be
sure. Al you can do is hope.”

Suddenly there was a shrill yell fromthe casino, where a nminer had just hit
his nunber at the roulette wheel. The man did a little jig, cashed in his
chips, and offered to buy drinks for everyone in the house, a relatively

i nexpensi ve proposition as there were only six people in the casino and anot her
four in the bar.

“Where was | ?” asked the Iceman, turning back to Lomax.
“You were saying you thought you knew how to beat her,’
“Well, it's a possibility, anyway,” said the |cenan.
“Care to tell ne about it?”

replied Lonmax.
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“I"'mgoing to do nore than that,”
aid.”
“Ch? How?”
“You canme here to do a job, right?”
“l canme here to tell you what | had | earned,” Lomax corrected him
“You came here to kill me for the Anointed One,” said the |ceman.
“Wel |, that's what he thinks, anyway.”
“l need his help to acconplish nmy plan,” continued the Iceman. “He's not going

said the Iceman. “I'mgoing to enlist your

to give it to me, of course, but there's every likelihood that he'll give it to
you."”
“Why the hell should he?” replied Lomax. “I'mgoing to have to report that you

were gone by the tine | got to Last Chance.” He paused, then sniled wyly.
“Even if he buys it, he's not going to have nuch use for ne.” He considered the
prospects. “Maybe 1'll just keep clear of himand live on the down paynent |
got for killing you.”

“No,” said the Iceman. “You're not going to tell himan obvious |ie about not
finding nme, and you're not going to go into hiding. |I told you: | need his

hel p.”

“So what am | going to do?” asked Lonax.

“You're going to earn his trust, and maybe even nove up a couple of notches in
his organi zation, to where you can do ne even nore good.”

“And how do you think 1'"mgoing to do that?” demanded Lonax.

The Iceman smled. “You're going to kill me, of course.”

21.
They were in the lceman's office, and Lomax, sitting in a corner beneath a
nunber of plaques and awards that had been given to Carl os Mendoza for his
fifteen-year period of governnent service, was exam ning various hand weapons.
Finally he | ooked up
“I think it would be easiest with a projectile pistol,” he said. “W could just
fill it with blanks. They make a hell of a bang, and you could stick sone phony
bl ood beneath your tunic in a plastic bag. Just grab your chest when you hear
the shots and cut the bag open.”
“True,” said the lceman. “But you don't use a projectile weapon. Your trademark
is alaser pistol.”
“Hard to fake a laser burn, though,” answered Lonax. “l can set it for a
preci se distance, but if you're a foot father away everyone will see that it
didn't reach you, and if you're three inches too close you're going to have a
roasted heart.”
“How about a sonic gun?” asked the |ceman.
Lomax shook his head. “If I'"'mgoing to use a gun that's not ny own, the
projectile pistol nmakes nore sense.”
The 1 ceman considered that for a nonent, then sighed. “Ckay,” he said. “I
suppose we'll just have to go with it.”
Lomax got up, wal ked to a bar opposite the Iceman's desk, and poured hinself a
drink fromthe Iceman's private stock. “You really think this will fool her?”
he asked after he had downed the drink and poured hinself another
“I't was never intended to fool her,” replied the Iceman, swiveling on his chair

to look at Lomax. “If she | ooks at enough futures, she'll find ne in sone of
them”

“Then why...?"

“To fool him” answered the |ceman.

“Why bot her ?”

“Two reasons. First, | don't want the Anointed One wasting his tinme or his
resources hunting me down,” said the Iceman. “And second, | want a nice,
spectacular killing to help you win his trust.” He paused. “Two killings,

actual ly.”

“Two?” asked Lomax.

“Unless | miss nmy guess, our friend Neil Caynman has taken a | ook at Penel ope
Bail ey and a | ook at us, and decided that he'll live a lot longer if he joins
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forces with her.”
“I't's possible,” adm tted Lonmax.
“And since the one thing she doesn't need is a personal bodyguard, the

likelihood is that she'll send himout to kill either ne or the Anointed One.
The Kid isn't exactly a genius, but he's not suicidal, either. |If she sends him
after ne, he'll desert; he knows | can't be touched on Last Chance. But if she

sends himafter the Anointed One, you can score even nore points with your boss
by killing him”

“Can | kill hinP” asked Lomax. “You mentioned that he's got another inplant.”
“You do this for a living,” said the Iceman. “He's just a kid with quick

refl exes and del usions of grandeur. | trust you to find a way.”

Lomax grinmaced. “lI have a feeling it won't be quite as easy as you make it
sound.”

“I"'m about to face Penel ope Bailey herself,” said the Iceman with a wy snile.
“You'll forgive me if ny heart doesn't bleed for a professional killer who has
to face a hot-headed kid who's feeling his hornones.”

“Point taken,” said Lomax, returning his smle. Suddenly the smile vanished.
“Do you know yet how you're going to take her out?”

The |l ceman put his feet up on his desk. “I"mworking on it,” he replied.

“Wel |, you've gone up agai nst her twi ce before. Probably you | earned sonething
fromit.”

“Not much,” cane the answer. “The first tine | just tried to stop her from
killing someone | cared for. The second tine | tried to prevent her from
escaping froma prison cell on Hades. |'ve never actually tried to harm her
before.”

“Can it be done?”

“l don't know,” said the Iceman honestly. “I think |I mght have been able to do
it when she was eight years old. But now?” He shrugged. “I just know that |

have to try.”

“Do you mind if | ask you a question?”

“CGo ahead.”

“Why do you have to try?” asked Lomax. “I nmean, with the Anointed One, we've
got a legitimate fanatic who's sworn to overthrow the Denocracy and has a
coupl e of hundred mllion followers who will shoot at anything he tells themto
shoot at. But the Prophet-—she's never actually caused any harm and she's

hardly got an arnmy at her beck and call. So why not | eave her al one?”

“She doesn't need an arny,” answered the Iceman, lighting a snall, thin
Antarrean cigar. “All by herself she's nore than a match for the Anointed One.”
The I ceman puffed on his cigar. “I still don't think you realize just what she

is: her notivations aren't human, her thought processes aren't hunman, her
powers certainly aren't human, and her goals aren't hunman.”

“What are her goal s?”

“What ever they are, they're contrary to ours.”

“How can you be sure of that?”

“Sonmeday, if you live through this, fly out to the Al pha Crepello system” said
the I ceman.

“And then what ?”

“Then try to find the third planet.”

“You're telling me she destroyed an entire planet?” said Lonmax, finally
finishing his second drink and wal ki ng back to his chair.

“That's right.”

“\Nhy 2"

“She was kept prisoner there for sixteen years.”

“Then she had sone cause, didn't she?”

“To kill everyone on an entire planet?” denanded the |ceman. “Wat happens if
she doesn't like her tax bill next year? There are eleven billion Men on
Deluros VIII; believe nme when | tell you she can destroy it just as easily as
she destroyed Hades.”

“Hades?”

“Al pha Crepello III.”
“To your know edge, has she ever killed any hunman who wasn't trying to kil
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her ?” persisted Lonmax.
The Iceman's mnd flashed back over the years, to an ever-yout hful gunfighter

lying dead in the street, and to a snall, wiry wonan with a pai ned, puzzled
expression on her face as a red blotch spread across her shirt.

“You m ght say no,” answered the Iceman. “l say yes.”

“What's the difference?”

“Because when you have the power to save people and you let themdie, | call it
mur der . ”

“That's debatable.”

“That's why | said you might not agree with ne.” The |Icenman paused. “It's
academ ¢ anyway. Either you're with me, or you're not. And if you're not, then
you're with her whether you know it or not.”

“You're paying the bills,” said Lomax | aconically. “Besides, who knows? | m ght
get to take out the Anointed One as an added bonus.”

The 1 ceman shook his head vigorously. “Absolutely not! W need him”

“W do? For what?”

“All in good tinme,” said the |ceman.

“You can trust me,” said Lomax.

“I know | can,” said the Iceman. “In fact, | can't do what | have to do w thout
you. I'"mjust not quite sure of all the details yet.”

“Once | leave here, howwll you be able to |l et ne know what you want nme to
do?”

“Gve ne a scranble code for your ship,” said the Iceman, putting his cigar
out, w thdraw ng another from a pocket of his tunic, changing his mnd, and
replacing it. “When I'mready to nove, |I'll contact you and give you your
instructions.”

“That may not be enough,” said Lomax. “The Anoi nted One nobves around. W could
be on any of fifty planets when you finally decide to get in touch with ne.
There's every chance |I'Il be out of sending range.” He paused. “Maybe | should
contact you.”

The | ceman shrugged. “As you wi sh.”

“You'll be at The End of the Line?”

“I'"l'l be on Last Chance, at any rate,” answered the |Iceman. He scribbled a
nunber on a piece of paper. “Here's ny code. Load it into your ship's conputer
when you | eave.”

“Thanks,” said Lonmax. “One nobre question.”

“CGo ahead.”

“What if he's so inpressed that | was able to kill you that he sends ne after
the Prophet?”

“He won't.”

“How do you know? You've never net him?”

“No man reaches his position without having a brain and using it,” answered the
lceman. “If you're good enough to kill ne, you're too good to waste agai nst
Penel ope Bailey. You'll be far nore valuable to himas a bodyguard.”

“Maybe he doesn't know she can read the future,” persisted Lomax. “Maybe he
thinks she can be killed just |ike anyone else.”

“Then stall.”
“He's not the kind of nan you can stall.”
The Iceman stared at himfor a noment. “All right, then—we'll just have to see

to it that you're in no condition to go out after Penelope Bailey for a few
weeks.”

“I don't like the sound of this,” said Lonmax.

“You won't like the feel of it, either,” said the Iceman. “But it's the only
way to nmake sure he doesn't send you after her.”

Lomax returned the Iceman's stare. “Let's have it.”

“I think 1"'mgoing to have to bust you up a little bit in the bar tonight.
It'Il lend authenticity to your reason for shooting ne down.”

“How nmuch?” asked Lomax suspi ciously.

“Not too nuch. Maybe an armor a |leg, just enough to keep you from being able
to go after Penel ope.”
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“And what if the Silicon Kid shows up three days |later?”

“Shit!” nuttered the Iceman. “1 forgot about him” He sighed. “You can take him
if you' re one hundred percent, but not if you're crippled up. | suppose we'll
have to fake it.”

“That sounds like a ot of faking for two men who aren't exactly professiona
actors,” said Lomax.

“I't'I'l work,” said the Iceman. “By the time anyone pays nuch attention, it'll
all be over. You'll walk out inmediately—+'Il instruct ny nen to let you go,
and there will be a couple of themoutside waiting to rush you to your ship,
just in case soneone wants to avenge nme, or nore |likely add to his reputation
by killing the man who killed me—and |I'I|l be carried into ny office before
anyone can exam ne ne. The word will get out by tonorrow norning, and Last
Chance will issue formal denials for a few days and then admit that | was
killed by the Gravedancer.” He grinned. “Once |I'msure you' re safe inside the
Anoi nted One's sphere of influence, we mght even put a price on your head,
just to nake it look legitimate.”

“You're sure this is all necessary?” asked Lonmax. “lI nean, you could just go
into hiding for awhile and | could pass the word that |'ve killed you.”

The | ceman shook his head. “No, we've got to go through with it. Sonmebody told
your boss that | was on Last Chance. That neans sonebody saw nme here. For al
we know, he's still on the planet, and if he is, he'll certainly be at the bar
or the casino tonight; | mean, hell, there's nowhere else to go here. \WWoever
he is, he's got to see you kill me and confirmyour story, or there's every
chance the Ancinted One won't believe it.”

“All right,” said Lomax, settling back in his chair and smling. “l suppose
can live with being known as the man who killed the |Iceman.” He paused. “I
wonder how nany nen died trying to get that title?”

“More than | hope you can inmagine,” said the Iceman grimy.

The End of the Line was crowded.

Lomax arrived after taking a dryshower and dining in his room and found
hinself in the mdst of the usual niners, traders, explorers, adventurers,
bounty hunters, whores and misfits, sone dressed in brilliantly-colored silks
and satins, sone in outfits that would | ook nore at hone in the nidst of a war.
There was a fair-sized alien contingent there, too: a few Canphorites, sone
Lodi nites and Robel i ans, an enormpus Torqual, and even a pair of dimnutive,
faerie-like Andricans, the first of that species Lomax had ever seen

The Iceman wasn't in evidence, so Lomax strolled over to the gam ng tables. He
passed up the roul ette wheel and the bl ackjack ganes, and spent a few m nutes
|l osing a quick seventy credits at a jabob gane. The Andrican who beat hi m | ook
so childishly pleased with itself, strutting and waving its noney around with a
| augh that sounded like the delicate tinkling of wind chines, that even Lomax
was anmused, and finally he wandered back to the tavern

Most of the tables were full. There were a pair avail abl e near the casino, but
the last thing he needed to do was nake his escape past half a dozen bounty
hunters, some of whom might start wondering if they would post a reward for the
Iceman's nmurderer, and so he waited until one opened up by the outside door

He sat down, ordered a bottle of Cygnian cognhac, poured hinself a glass, and
once again surveyed the room His path to the door was clear; he was in plain
sight of the huge one-way mrror behind the bar, where the Iceman would have a
couple of nmen stationed to protect him He was partially in shadow, so if he
didn't jerk his supposedl y-wounded armjust right, no one would see it. The
best of the bounty hunters—by reputation, anyway—were sonme sixty feet away at
the ganing tables, and they wouldn't risk hitting any custoners as he wal ked
out the door.

He gingerly felt his left armwith the fingers of his right hand. The
artificial blood was there, right over his bicep, where the Iceman could slit
it open with a knife. Then he checked his weaponry again: the projectile
weapon, filled with blanks, sat on his right hip, where he could reach it with
his “good” arm And on his left hip was a | aser pistol, just in case the
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Iceman's protection wasn't quite as pronised.

Lomax forced his body to relax, content that he had done everything he could do
to help carry off the ruse. Nowit was just a matter of waiting for the |Iceman,
who in turn was undoubtedly waiting | ong enough to be sure that the Anointed
One's informant was on the prem ses.

One of the whores sidled up to him and he spoke to her for a few m nutes. Wen
she realized that he had no interest in transacting any business with her, she
moved off to a likelier target, and sonethi ng about her body | anguage conveyed
to the other whores the fact that the man in black wasn't in a buying nood.
Finally, after another hour had passed, the Icenman energed fromhis office. He
wal ked past Lomax's table with no sign of recognition, spent a few mnutes

gl ad- handi ng the custoners, checked with his ganesnmen and dealers to see how
the casino was doing, then stopped by the bar for a beer. He downed it, asked

for arefill, and carried his glass over to Lomax's table.

“You all set?” he asked softly.

Lomax nodded. “As ready as |'Il ever be.”

“Good. Let's wait a few nobre minutes, just in case our man is a |late sleeper.”
“Even if he is, you'll have a hundred eyew tnesses,” noted Lonax.

“True,” admtted the Iceman. “But |'m sure the Anocinted One woul d rather have a
first-hand report. | would.”

“You're the boss,” said Lomax, picking up his glass and taking yet another sip
of his cognac.
They passed a few minutes in silence, and finally the |Iceman spoke agai n.

“1"d say it's about tine.” He paused. “l alnbst hate to see you | eave Last
Chance,” he added wyly. “That's expensive stuff you're drinking.”
“That's okay,” said Lonax with a smle. “It's on nmy tab, which | have no

intention of paying.”

“The hell you're not paying it!” yelled the Iceman in a voice that rang out

t hroughout the tavern. “Wen you cone into ny establishnent, you' re no
different than anyone el se!”

“You'd be surprised how different | am old man,” replied Lomax, not quite

yel ling, but making sure that he, too, could be heard.

“You bl eed |ike anybody el se!” snapped the Iceman, drawing a knife and sl ashing
at Lomax's left arm just below the el bow, and Lomax felt a bolt of pain surge
through him and bl ood—+eal bl ood—began di scoloring his shirtsleeve.

“That was supposed to be ny upper arm you asshole!” he grated as the | ceman
hurl ed his agi ng body at Lonax.

“l decided we couldn't take the chance,
bef ore soneone pulls us apart!”

Lomax managed to withdraw his projectile weapon, and an instant later four |oud
expl osi ons echoed through the tavern. The Iceman clutched at his chest, nanaged
to slit open the blood bag with his knife, spun around once so that everyone
could see that his chest and stonmach were drenched in blood, and collapsed to
the floor.

Wiile the attention had been focused on the |ceman, Lomax had hol stered the
projectile weapon, painfully withdrawn his |laser pistol, and transferred it to
hi s good hand. Now he began backi ng out of the tavern very carefully, watchfu
for any indication that one of the custoners mght try to stop him Nothing
happened, and a nonent |ater he found hinself in the street.

“Let's go!” whispered a voice, and he was instantly surrounded by three nen.
“In just a second,” he said, his speech starting to slur. “l just have to get
my bearings.”

“What bearings?” whispered the voice. “You're standing right in front of The
End of the Line.”

whi spered the |Iceman. “Now shoot ne

“I't nust be raining,” nmunbled Lomax. “I'mall wet.”
“What's the matter?” demanded anot her voice. “Just how nmuch did you drink
t oni ght ?”

“Not nmuch,” answered Lomax. “What's the matter with nme? |I'mdizzy.”
“Cone on!” whispered the first voice. “Before soneone cones after you!”
“Right,” said Lomax. Suddenly he dropped to his knees. “l can't stand up,” he
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mur mur ed.

“Jesus!” hissed a third voice. “Look at his arm | think the Iceman hit an
artery. He's lost a lot of blood!”

“Then fix a tourniquet, but let's get out of here!”

“Hold himstill! He's soaked with the stuff.”

“Very good cognhac,” muttered Lomax, and passed out.

23.
He renenbered not hing about the next four hours. Evidently they patched himup,
put himin his ship, and set the navigational conputer to take hima few
hundred |ight years away and then brake to a stop in the void between star
syst ens.
They coul d have doped himup a bit, he thought bitterly, as he tried to ignore
t he shooting pain whenever he noved his left arm however slightly. They had
cut his shirt off and bandaged his armwith the few strips of the cloth that
weren't al ready bl ood-soaked, but the blood had congeal ed and he was in utter
agony as he cut the material off. He had disinfectants galore in his nedica
kit, but nothing with which to sew up or cauterize the wound, and he instructed
his ship to land at the first human out post.
It was the Iceman's fault, he decided, trying to restrain his rage. Nobody
could ever tell that fat old man anything. He had planned this fromthe start,
and all that stuff during the afternoon about how he would fake a wound was
just a snokescreen. He knew exactly what he was doing, old Mendoza; it was a
deep and pai nful wound, and Lonax was weak enough from |l oss of blood that the
Anoi nted One was sure to give hima few days to recuperate rather than send him
out after the Prophet ... and yet, with the experience of a lifetine, the
I ceman had managed to niss nost of the nmajor nerves and tendons while opening
the artery. It was an ugly wound, and a painful one, but it wouldn't
incapacitate himif he had to go up against the Kid in a few days’ tinme. A
qui ck transfusion of blood and sone painkillers and he'd be al nbst as good as
new by the time the Kid showed up. He'd fake weakness, as the |Iceman knew he
woul d, rather than go after the Prophet, who seenmed totally invincible to him
anyway, and probably the rumors of his brush with death and his weakened
condition would be just the edge he needed agai nst the Kid.
The goddammed | cenman thought of everything, and although he was undoubtedly
right, Lomax couldn't stop feeling furious with him
He faded in and out of consciousness for the next day, and finally awke with a
start when his conputer signhaled himthat it had received perm ssion to | and on
Pollux I'V. He radi oed ahead for nedical service, was transferred to an
anbul ance and raced to a nearby nedical center, and two days later, his arm
bound in sterile packing and his bl ood count back to nornmal, he took off again.
He had no idea where the Anointed One was, but he contacted Korbekkian on
A ynpus via a scranbl ed channel, and was told that his | eader was currently
ensconced in a fortress on the desert world of Beta Stronberg, known locally as
New Gobi. He | oaded the coordinates into his conputer, ate a light nmeal, and
sl ept nost of the way there. Once in orbit he used the secret frequency
Kor bekki an had given himto announce his presence, and a few nmonents | ater was
directed to land at a small field on the equator
He enmerged fromhis ship into the incredibly hot sunlight, and felt a nonentary
di zziness as he carried his duffel bag to the tiny custons station, where he
was i medi ately given a tall container of water and sone salt tablets.
“I't takes getting used to,” confided one of the guards.
“No nore than hell does, I'll wager,” nuttered Lomax, downing the water and a
pair of tablets.
The guard | aughed at that. “No bet,” he said.
Lomax | ooked around, shading his eyes fromthe sun with his good hand.
“What now?” he asked.
“Come with me,” said the guard, leading himoff to a groundcar. “He's waiting
for you.”
“He is?”
“You' re a hero, Gavedancer,’

said the guard. “He sent a |lot of nen out after
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the Iceman. You' re the one who succeeded.”

“You peopl e know about that already?”

“Not nmuch happens that the Anointed One doesn't know about,” answered the guard
as they clinbed into the machine. He ordered the ignition to activate, and
suddenly Lomax felt a life-giving cold breeze hit himfromall directions.
“Better?” asked the guard.

“Much,” answered Lomax. “l1 may never get out.”

The guard | aughed again, and sped off along a narrow tract of ground that
differed fromthe rest of the surrounding area only in that it possessed tire
mar ks. They drove for about ten miles, circled an i mense sand dune, and
suddenly were confronted by an enornous fortress, capable of housing at |east
three thousand nen.

“You guys didn't build this on the spur of the nmonent,” renmarked Lomax,
studying the building, a huge, angular structure with tight nol ecul ar bondi ng
that made the relatively thin walls al nost inpervious to attack

“No,” answered the guard. “It was standing here, deserted, when we first
arrived a few years ago. Evidently there was a native race that resented Man's
presence a few centuries ago. There are maybe two dozen fortresses like this
all over the planet.”

“And the native race?”

“CGone.”

“What's so inportant about New Gobi that we had to kill off an entire race to
possess it?” asked Lommx curiously.

“Beats nme,” said the guard. “Probably just because it was here.”

Lomax nodded. “Sounds about right.”

“Well,” said the guard, “we might as well go in.”

“It'd dacmmed wel | better be climate-controlled,” said Lonax as he reluctantly
got out of the groundcar's cool conpartnent.

“I't probably wouldn't bother the Anointed One if it wasn't,” confided the
guard. “He's totally beyond such nmundane concerns as physical confort. But he
understands that the rest of us have human weaknesses and linitations, and he
takes care of his followers.”

“That neans it's cool inside?” asked Lomax as the sun bore down upon his head
and neck.

“Right.”

“Then let's hurry,” said Lomax, increasing his pace.

They reached the heavily-guarded entrance, and were passed through w t hout
question. The guard turned Lomax over to a pair of men in mlitary unifornms,
then |l eft and began driving back to the spaceport. The two nmen acconpani ed
Lomax down a |l ong, high-ceilinged corridor until they cane to a pair of ornate
doubl e doors.

“He's inside,” said one of the nen. “You're to go in alone.”

“Thanks.”

“You know the procedure?” asked the other

“Wel | enough to get by,” answered Lonax.

The man stared at himbut offered no comment, and a nonent |ater the two doors
swung open just enough for Lomax to pass through them then silently closed
behi nd him

Moses Mohamred Christ was on his self-styled throne, wearing the white robe and
gold chain that seened to be his trademark. His alien feline carnivore |ay at
his feet, as al ways.

“Wel cone back, M. Lomax,” he said, a snmile of greeting crossing his ascetic
face. “You have done well.”

“Thank you, My Lord,” said Lomax, approaching to within fifteen feet of him
then stopping as the carnivore's nuscles began tensing.

“l understand that you did not energe unscathed,” continued the Anointed One.
“Not quite,” said Lomax. He gestured to his left arm which was hanging |inp at
his side. “The nedics say that I'll be as good as new in three or four weeks.”
“That's excellent news,” said the Anointed One. “I would hate to | ose the
services of the man who killed Carl os Mendoza.” He paused. “The renai nder of
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your fee has been deposited in your account, as we agreed.”

“l never doubted that it would be,” said Lonax. “Everyone knows you are a han
of your word, My Lord.”

The Anointed One | eaned forward. “Tell ne about your adventure, M. Lonmex.”

“There's nothing much to tell, My Lord. | insulted him he lost his tenper, and
I killed him It was just another day's work.”

“You' re too nodest, M. Lonmax,” said the Anointed One. “l sent five nmen to Last
Chance ahead of you. Wiy did you succeed when they fail ed?”

“It's like | told you when we first nmet, My Lord,” said Lonmax. “l'mthe best
there is.”

“And how di d you escape? Surely the |Iceman had bodyguards, nen posted around
his establishnent.”

You're a sharp son of a bitch, aren't you? thought Lomax wyly. You've heard
the story fromat |east one confederate, and you still snell a rat.

Al oud he said: “Partly it was the el enent of surprise, My Lord. The Icenan and
I were old acquai ntances, and his nmen probably weren't expecting anything.

Al so, | was positioned right by the front door, so | could naeke a quick exit.”
“Surely they could recover their conposure and shoot nore rapidly than you
coul d nove out the door,” suggested the Anointed One.

“I knew that his nen were stationed in the casino and behind a one-way mrror
that hung over the bar,” answered Lomax. “I waited until enough patrons were
bl ocking their view before | precipitated his attack on ne.” He paused. “It
takes a long tinme to tell, but it was over in just a couple of seconds.”

“And how did you nake it to your ship, as badly wounded as you were?”

“l had a vehicle waiting outside,” |ied Lomax.

“That was a nost renarkabl e escape,” commented the Anoi nted One.

“Look,” said Lomax heatedly, “if you think I'"mlying, you can check with Last
Chance; they'll confirmthat the Iceman's dead. And you can check with the
hospital on Pollux IV, they're the ones who patched ne up.”

“l already have,” said the Anointed One

Lomax stared at him “Well, then?”

“l have a fondness for tales of derring-do,” said the Anointed One with a
smil e.

“As long as you keep paying for them 1'll keep giving you new ones,” said
Lomax.

Am | doing it right? Did | get too mad too soon? Should | have been so
defensive? Dam it, lceman, | wish you were here. You're a hell of a |ot better
at lying and double-dealing than | am... and this is one smart bastard, this
Anoi nted One. Al npbst as smart as you

“You shall have anple opportunity to,” said the Anointed One. “I have already

sel ected your next target.”

I"1l just bet you have.

“But until you are fully healed, you will remain here on New Gobi with me.” He
paused. “I have |ong needed a man of your capabilities, M. Lonmax. | think we
shall have a long and fruitful relationship.”

“l hope so, My Lord.”

“If you are loyal to nme, and fulfill your assignnents, you can beconme one of
the nost powerful men in the gal axy.”

“I can live with that, My Lord,” said Lomax, forcing a smile to his face.

“lI amsure that you can.” The Anoi nted One paused and stared at himintently.
“But if you betray ny trust, | can pronise you a death such as few nen have
ever experienced.”

Lomax returned his stare. He doesn't want to inpress ne with that. If he could

scare ne, |I'mnot the man he's seeking.

“Save your threats, My Lord,” he said in level tones. “lI'm a businessnan, and
I'"ve nade a considered judgnment that my best interests lie in serving you. If |
shoul d ever becone convinced that | nmade a wong decision, you'll be in no
position to order my death.”

The Anointed One smiled. “I like you, M. Lomax,” he said. “You are forthright
and unconplicated. You wish to kill and becone rich; | seek an executioner
whose notivation is reasonable and predictable. | foresee that we shall work in
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har nrony for many years to cone.”
“l see no reason why we shouldn't, My Lord.”
“Good,” said the Anointed One. “Now go to your quarters, unpack your gear, and

relax. You will join me for supper tonight.”

“Wher e?”

“I1"lI'l send some nmen to acconpany you until you becone better acquainted with
your surroundings,” answered the Anointed One. “It's a very large fortress.”

“Thank you, My Lord,” said Lomax, bow ng and backing toward the doors, which
opened just before he reached them

He was escorted to his quarters—a large, airy roomwi th a w ndow overl ooking a
fl owered courtyard—and i nmedi ately took another pain pill. Then he sent for his
bel ongi ngs, which the guard fromthe spaceport had left at the entrance of the
fortress, took a dryshower—being careful to keep his left armfree fromthe
|ight chem cal spray—and shaved. He considered taking nore salt tablets, but
the interior of the fortress was pleasantly cool, and he had no intention of
goi ng outside again, so he settled for drinking fromthe huge container of ice
wat er he found at his bedside. Then, after too many days of napping in the
cockpit of his ship, he lay down on the airbed, floating on the gentle
currents, and was soon sound asl eep

He was awakened by a rasping sound, and realized that soneone was ringing the
smal | bell outside his door. He got up groggily, winced as he used his left arm
to support sone of his weight as he got up off the bed, and ordered the door to
open.

“I't's dinnertine, sir,” said a uniforned guard.

“Five mnutes,” he muttered.

“The Anointed One doesn't like to be kept waiting,” said the guard.

“Well, if the Anocinted One doesn't want ne passing out at the table, he can
wait until 1've taken nmy nedication,” said Lonax irritably.

He went into the bathroom washed his face with cold water, ran a brush through
his hair, and took another pain pill. He noticed sone seepage coning through

the dressing on his arm but decided that it would lend verisimlitude to his
story, and elected not to change the dressing until he returned to the room
Then he approached the guard, who was fidgeting unconfortably, and nodded. The
man wal ked of f rapidly, and Lomax followed himthrough a nmaze of cool, tiled
corridors until they cane to a | arge chanber where the Anointed One sat al one
at one end of a long, polished table made of sone alien hardwood. Hi s pet was
nowhere to be seen, and Lomax concluded that probably even the Anointed One
couldn't control it when there was food present.

“You are late, M. Lomax,” he said enotionlessly.

“I"'msorry, My Lord,” responded Lomax, as the guard silently |eft the chanber.
“But I'mstill on nedication for my arm”

“l see,” said the Anointed One. He paused for a nonment, then inclined his head
al nost i nperceptibly. “You are forgiven.”

“Thank you, My Lord.”

“While you are on nedication, | will send for you a few mnutes early.”

“That's the nobst reasonabl e approach, My Lord.”

A man and a woman, both clad in conservatively-tailored beige robes, entered
the chanber, bearing bow s of sal ad.

“We do not inbibe stinmulants, M. Lomax,” said the Anointed One, as the two
servers placed the bow s before them “lI hope this will not present a hardship
for you.”

“Not at all,” said Lomax, as another wonman brought in a container of water and
two |large glasses. She filled themto the top and set one in front of each man.
“Good. For our mmin course, we will have roasted bl acksheep.”

“Bl acksheep, My Lord?”

“A mutated sheep fromBal ok XIV,” answered the Anointed One.

“Bal ok XI'V, My Lord?” asked Lonax, frowning. “Fromthe nunber, |'d have guessed
it was a gas giant.”

The Anointed One snmiled. “Bal ok has 31 planets. The only habitable one is Bal ok
XI'V, an agricultural colony where they've done genetic experinentation with
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sheet and goats.” He paused. “Blacksheep go about eight hundred pounds apiece,
and are said to be the nbst succulent neat on the Inner Frontier.”

“Real | y?”

“I"msurprised you' ve never had any.”

“lI eat very little neat, My Lord,” answered Lonax.

“Cood. | like a man who watches his diet.”
“And his blood pressure, and his chol esterol |evel,” added Lonmax with a wy
grin.

“Ah!” said the Anointed One with a smle. “Then you are not superhunan after
all.”

“I"'mafraid not, My Lord.” Lomax paused, wondering if he should bring up the
subj ect of Penel ope Bailey or wait for the Anointed One to do so. Finally he
deci ded to take advantage of the opening. “The only superhunan |'m aware of is
the Prophet.”

“Good!” said the Anointed One. “I had hoped that we might discuss her this
evening.” He paused. “Did Mendoza talk to you about her?”

“Not much,” answered Lomax.

“He said nothing about her powers?”

Lomax shook his head. “No, My Lord. | was hoping you mght tell ne about her.”
The Anointed One stared at himintently. “If you know not hing of her powers,
why do you claimthat she is superhuman?” he asked.

That's right, Lomax. Put your foot into it again, why don't you?

“The | ceman seened to think she was,” he said carefully. “And as for ne, |
can't believe he'd work for anyone who wasn't sonething out of the ordinary.”
He shrugged. “He sai d sonethi ng about her predicting the future, but | don't
put nmuch stock init.”

“Ch? Wy not ?”

“Maybe she can read the backs of cards, or do party tricks, but if she could
really see the future, why didn't she warn himthat | had come to Last Chance
to kill hin®”

“Maybe she no | onger had any use for him?”

“Maybe,” said Lomax, striving to | ook unconvinced. “But predicting the future?
That's a little hard to swallow.”

“Then what do you think makes her superhuman, M. Lomax?” persisted the

Anoi nted One.

You'd better put an end to this before you say sonething el se that he can
pounce on, Lomax.

“l have a reason, My Lord, but | have a feeling it nay offend you.”

“Come,” said the Anointed One. “You have ny pernission to speak frankly.”

“All right,” said Lomax, feigning reluctance. “l think you fear her, My Lord,
and if a nman who has no fear of the Denbcracy fears a single woman out of the
Frontier, then she nust be, in sone way, superhuman.”

“l fear no one!” snapped the Anointed One.

“Then | apol ogi ze, My Lord.”

“No one, do you hear!”

“I hear, My Lord,” said Lomax. “And since | was nistaken about that, then | am

certain | was m staken about the Prophet as well.” He stared unblinking into
the coal -bl ack eyes of the Anointed One. “Once ny armis totally healed, | hope
you will conmmission ne to kill her ... and because | have of fended you, and

wi sh to convince you of ny loyalty and ny desire to remain in your service, |
wi Il accept such a conmmission for no fee at all.”

Evidently it was the right answer, for the tension left the Anointed One's thin
body, and he | eaned back on his chair.

“That will not be necessary, M. Lomax,” he said, his voice once nore under
control. “I will pay for value received.”

“I'f you insist, My Lord,” said Lonmax. “But my offer stands.”

The Anoi nted One continued staring at him “You are a npbst unusual man, M.
Lomax.”

“l take that as a high conplinment, My Lord.”

“Per haps,” said the Anointed One. “At the noment, though, it is merely an
observation.”
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They ate in silence, and then the servers took away their enpty sal ad di shes
and brought in the bl acksheep.

Get here soon, Kid, thought Lomax, as he cut hinself a small piece of neat and
chewed it thoughtfully. This man is too goddamed sharp. Maybe the Iceman coul d
handle him but | sure as hell can't, not for any lengthy period of tine. If
you don't show up quick, I'mgoing to nake one m stake too nany.

24.
Two days passed, days in which Lomax did his best to keep to hinsel f—er at
| east keep away fromthe Anointed One.
He conpl ai ned that his nedication nade hi m groggy, then spent hours each
afternoon feigning sleep on his bed, just in case his roomwas under
surveillance. He insisted that the Anocinted One's security was paranount, and
spent nore hours each day wal king the perinmeter of the castle and even the sun-
baked grounds, checking every neans of ingress, trying to i magi ne how he ni ght
gain access to the fortress if he was an assassin. He spent an hour a day
cl eani ng and polishing his weapons, and another half hour taking target
practi ce.
And still he found hinself in the Anocinted One's presence too often for his
liking. He took lunches and dinners with him and his presence was requested
for the evening entertainments (a request no one dared refuse). Strangely, the
Anoi nted One nmade no attenpt to convert himto the One True Faith, probably
because he nmade it clear early on that he had no interest in any religion, and
this one—a conbi nation of the harsher features of Christianity, Judai sm and
I sl amade | ess sense to himthan nost.
He arose on the norning of the third day, allowed hinself the luxury of a
shower with actual water, shaved, dressed, and ordered his door to open. He no
| onger needed assistance finding his way around the fortress, though it was
nonet hel ess frequently given, but on this particular norning there were no
guards to be seen, and he wal ked to the enornous kitchen, where he usually had
a glass of juice and a cup of coffee before the Anocinted One could find himand
invite himto breakfast.
Thi s norning, though, there was no one working in the kitchen, and the coffee
had not yet been made. Shruggi ng, he wal ked to the enornous refrigerator,
pul l ed out a container of fruit juice, held it to his lips, and took a |ong
swal | ow before replacing it.
As he was | eaving the kitchen, he | ooked out the wi ndow, which overl ooked the
sanme garden as his bedroom but froma different angle, and sonething caught
his eye. Not a novenent, for nothing was noving in the norning sun, but a patch
of color that didn't seemto belong. He stared at it for a nonent, then blinked
his eyes and stared agai n—and suddenly the whole picture seened to take shape,
and he realized that he was staring at the leg of a dead man who had recently
been the Anointed One's personal chef.
He drew his |l aser pistol and wal ked carefully to the kitchen door. It opened
out to the dining roomwhere the Anointed One took his neals, but the room was
totally deserted, and Lonax quickly wal ked through it, into the high-ceilinged
corridor beyond.
Here he cane to two nore bodi es, both dead, both displaying the effects of
sonic distortion. He couldn't remenber if the Silicon Kid used a sonic
pistol —+n fact, he couldn't recall the Kid carrying a weapon at all—but there
was no doubt in his mnd that this was the Kid's doing. The Icenan had
predicted it, and he had conme to the conclusion that the cagey old nman was
dammed near as good at predicting the future as was Penel ope Bail ey.
He stepped over the two bodies, then | ooked out into a nearby courtyard. There
were no bodies there—but there also weren't any guards, and two nen were
usual |y positioned there, even in the heat of the day.
The Kid was good, he had to give himthat. He'd killed at |east three nen,
possi bly nore, and done it swiftly and silently, without alerting anyone to his
presence. But he couldn't keep it up; there were close to a thousand arned nen
in and around the fortress, and any nonent now he woul d have to hear the
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expl osions of projectile weapons, the crackling of |asers, the eerie humi ng of
soni ¢ guns.

But he heard nothing as he proceeded along the corridor. He cane to a turn,
very near the front entrance to the fortress, and | ooked out a circular w ndow.
There were sonme thirty men in the courtyard, sonme standing at attention, a few
in conversation with each other, four of them picking up tiny pieces of litter
He considered alerting themto the Kid' s presence, but thought better of it: if
he was to win the Anointed One's total confidence, he would have to go up
against the Kid alone, as the Iceman had said. Calling in the arny might save
the day, but it wouldn't win the war

@un still in hand, walking in a sem-crouch, his left armstill hanging Iinply
by his side, Lomax increased his pace to the “throne roont, for it was there
that the Anointed One conducted his norning business. He turned two nore
corners, then found hinself facing the nmassive double doors. Four nen |ay dead
in front of them

He wal ked past themsilently, then gave one of the doors a slight push. It
didn't give.

“Open,” he nurnured.

The door swung open just enough for himto pass through, then closed behind
hi m

The Kid, his back to the door, was facing the Anointed One and three of his

cl osest advisors, a sonic pistol in each hand. The three advisors had their
hands above their heads, and the Anointed One's feline carnivore |ay dead on
the floor, but Mses Mohammed Christ sat passively upon his throne, staring at
the Kid as if he sonehow hel d the advant age.

“That wasn't so difficult at all,” the Kid was saying. “She told ne getting to
you woul d be easy; | should have believed her.”

“Did she tell you how you were going to get back out?” asked Lonax.

The Kid whirled to face him

“She warned nme about you, too, G avedancer,’
out for.” He grinned. “I can't imagine why.”

“Probably because |'mgoing to kill you,” said Lomax in |evel tones.
“I"'mthe only one who's doing any killing today,” said the Kid. “Because we
were friends once, 1'll give you five seconds to get out of here.”

“I"'m not going anywhere,” said Lomax. “Now drop your guns and you just m ght
live long enough to | eave the roomin one piece.”

he said. “You're the one to watch

The Kid |l aughed. “You've got a gun ained at nme, |'ve got a pair ained at you
It's a standoff.”
“No it's not,” said Lonax. “lI'mprepared to die for the Anointed One. You've

got your whole |life ahead of you, Kid; are you ready to throw it away for a
worman who hasn't got the guts to do her own dirty work?”

Just in case | come out of this alive, you' d dammed wel| better have been
listening to every word. | could just as easily have backshot him but the

Il ceman says |'ve got to be a hero for you.

“Neither of us has to die,” said the Kid, and suddenly Lomax saw what he was
| ooking for: the first tiny flickering of uncertainty.

“« Ch?”

“You can throwin with nme.”

“Why should I want to?”

“So you can be on the winning side,” said the Kid.

“What does she pay?”

“The sky's the limit,” said the Kid enthusiastically. “You wouldn't believe
it.” He relaxed slightly. “What do you say, G avedancer?”

“This is what | say,” answered Lonmax, firing his |aser weapon and hurling
hinself to the ground, rolling rapidly to his left.

The Kid uttered a strangled gurgle and swept Lomax's vicinity with his sonic
pistols, but they were ainmed too high, and before he could | ower them he had
col l apsed to the floor.

“This can't be happening,” rasped the Kid, coughing up nmouthfuls of blood. “I
can't lose!”

Lomax wal ked over to himand ki cked his weapons across the floor
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“l told you you shoul d have stayed on Geycloud, Kid,” he said

The Kid tried to answer, but couldn't.

“You could have been a farner or a chip manufacturer or half a hundred ot her
things.” Lonax paused and stared down at him “Now you're just one nore foo
who cane out to the Frontier and wound up in an unnarked grave.”

The Kid glared at himfor just an instant. Then a | ook of terror crossed his
face, he tried to say sonething el se, coughed again, and died.

“Are you all right, My Lord?” asked Lonmax, turning to the Anointed One.

“l am thanks to you,” answered the Anointed One.

“I"'mglad | arrived in tinme.”

“You knew this man?”

“Yes, My Lord,” replied Lomax. “He called hinself the Silicon Kid. H's rea
nane was Neil Cayman.” He paused. A little distortion of the truth probably
won't hurt. “I took himin, fed him gave himnoney. He used it to inplant sone
bi ochips in his body, chips that nmade hima killer wi th phenonenal reflexes.”
He | ooked at the Anocinted One. “Then he deserted me and went to work for the

Pr ophet.”

“He offered you your life,” said the Anointed One.

“Yes, he did.”

“Knowi ng that these chips nmade hima form dabl e opponent, and still recovering

fromyour wounds as you are, why did you not accept his offer?”

Lomax's first instinct was to look himin the eye and say, “Because you are ny
| eader, My Lord, and | amloyal only to you.” He caught hinself just in tine.
Once you were finished | aughing at that, you just might decide to |lop off ny
head.

He paused for a nonent, and then spoke: “It was a value judgnent, My Lord.”

“A val ue judgnent?”

Lomax nodded. “If | agreed to join him it would be an adm ssion to both him
and to nmyself that | couldn't defeat him and no matter how high | rose in the
Prophet's organi zation, | would always take ny orders fromhim” He paused and
smled a properly self-satisfied smle at the Anointed One. “But by taking him
on and killing him 1've proved both ny worth and ny loyalty to you. | ask for
no specific reward for ny actions; | shall trust to your w sdom and
generosity.”

The Anoi nted One nodded. “You are a sinple nman, M. Lonmax, but an honest one
and a brave one.” He smled. “You shall have your reward.”

“Thank you, My Lord.”

The Anoi nted One sighed deeply. “I wish I could read the Prophet as easily as
can read you.”
“Per haps when you neet her, you'll discover that you can,” answered Lonax.

“Perhaps,” said the Anointed One. He turned to his three advisors, who had
remai ned where they stood, silent and notionless. “Summon ny mlitary | eaders.”
The three nen practically ran fromthe room and returned a few mnutes |ater
with six uniformed sol diers.

“My Lord,” began the largest of them “l had no idea. |2
“Silence!” commanded the Anointed One.

The man snapped to attention.

“Whil e you and your subordi nates were doing God only knows what, this man"-he

i ndi cated Lomax—stood side by side with ne and hel ped ne dispatch the

not ori ous assassin known as the Silicon Kid, the very sane assassin who entered
this fortress as if there were no guards at all!”

Well, thanks for admitting that | hel ped you, thought Lomax wyly.

“This man,” he repeated, again pointing to Lomax, “and this man al one, was
prepared to defend nme with his life.”

“That is not so, My Lord! W all—=

“Shut up!” snapped the Anointed One. “In all matters of security, this man,
this Gravedancer, now speaks for ne, and nust be obeyed as | would be obeyed

I's that clear?”

The six men stared sullenly at Lomax and nmuttered their acqui escence.

Wonderful. Six nore nmen waiting to stick knives in nmy back. Just what | needed
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“I want you to conduct an immedi ate investigation and find out how this
assassin was able to penetrate our defenses, how he cane to sneak into the
fortress past hundreds of armed nen who were supposed to be protecting ne from
just such an occurrence.” The Anointed One sniled a hunorless snile. “Wen the
report is in my hands, and | expect it no later than this evening, we shal

mete out justice to those deserving of it.”

The nen's expression betrayed a certain uneasiness at his notion of justice.
“Your armis bleeding again, M. Lomax,” said the Anointed One, turning to
Lomax. “Tend to it, and then join ne in the dining room W have nany things to
di scuss.”

“We do, My Lord?”

The Anoi nted One nodded. “She couldn't protect him Perhaps she is not
superhuman after all.” H's eyes blazed with passion. “You may soon have your

wi sh, M. Lonax."

“My wish?”

“You wish to kill her, do you not?”

“Yes, My Lord,” said Lomax, wondering just what he was getting hinself into.
“I think as soon as your armis healed, | shall give you the opportunity.”

“Thank you, My Lord,” said Lomax, bow ng and backi ng out of the room
And just how do | get out of this one, |cenman?

25.
Lomax returned to his roomand noticed that his left armwas indeed throbbing.
He went into the bathroomto change the dressing, then reached for his
contai ner of pain pills—and stopped.
He cl osed the door behind him and performed a thorough, inch by inch survey of
the bathroom Finally, satisfied that there were no security caneras enbedded
inthe walls or ceiling, he took a pill and placed the container in his
hol ster, just beneath his |aser pistol
Then he enmerged fromthe bathroom walked to the door of the bedroom and
ordered it to open. There were four guards this tine, nore, he assunmed, for his
security than because the Anointed One distrusted his notives.
“I'"ve got to go to ny ship,” he announced.
“I's sonething wong, sir?” asked one of the guards.
“I left the rest of ny pills there,” answered Lomax. “Anti-inflanmmatories and
painkillers.”
“l can send soneone to get themfor you, sir,” offered the guard.
Lomax shook his head. “My ship's got a very conplex security system Your man
would blow it up the second he tried to open the hatch.” He paused. “Can you
get me a ride there? | doubt that | could find it nyself.”
Whi ch shoul d assuage nost of your doubts.
“Certainly, sir,” answered the guard. “Let ne just report to the Anointed One
and tell himwhy you'll be late for your neeting.”
“Of course,” said Lomax.
The guard wal ked a few feet away, raised the Anointed One on his communi cat or
whi spered sonething, listened for a nonment, and returned to Lomax.
“I't's all arranged, sir,” he announced. “There will be a groundcar waiting for
you at the main entrance. The Anointed One requests that you join himfor |unch
when you return.”
“Thank you,” said Lomax, heading off down the corridor
A nonent | ater he was racing across the hardened surface of the sun-baked
desert, wondering what kind of native race had lived in such a place. The
spaceport cane into view the instant they rounded the huge dune that protected
the fortress, but the Iight and the perspective played tricks with his estimate
of the distance involved, and it took the groundcar five mnutes |onger than he
anticipated to reach his shinp.
“I'"l'l wait right here for you, sir,” said his driver.
“That won't be necessary,” replied Lomax. “I may be a few minutes.”
“Just to get some pills, sir?”
“I want to recharge ny | aser pistol.”
“W have chargers at the fortress, sir.
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“l trust ny own,” answered Lonax.

The driver shrugged. “Watever you say, sir.”

“I't could take half an hour or so, and | don't want either you or the vehicle
overheating,” said Lomax. “Wwy don't you go over to the observation tower and
have a cold drink? Keep an eye on the ship; when you see ne cone out of the
hatch, drive by and pick nme up.”

“What ever you say, sir,” replied the driver, already unconfortable as the hot
air poured in through Lomax's open door. He sped over to the tower as Lomax
opened the hatch of his ship, stepped through, and | ocked it behind him

The interior of the ship was excruciatingly hot. He immedi ately activated the
climte control system and in a short time the tenperature dropped down to a
confortable | evel. He began charging his pistol's powerpack—+t wouldn't do to
be caught charging it at the fortress that eveni ng—then seated hinself at the
pilot's chair, activated the radi o, masked his signal as best he could, and put
through a subspace transnission on the Iceman's private scranbl ed code.

A nmonent | ater a voice, crackling with static, could be heard. “This is the

| ceman.”

“Lomax here.”

“What ' s happeni ng?”

“The Kid is dead, the Anocinted One loves me, and |'mgoing to cut your arm open
the next tine | see you.”

The I ceman chuckled. “I had to nmake it believable. | hope | didn't do any

per manent danmage.”

“I'"1'l live,” answered Lomax. “At least, it won't be the armthat kills me,” he
anended. “But the Anointed One might, if | give himtoo nany wrong answers.”
“Are you in trouble there?” asked the |ceman.

“Not yet, but it could blow at any minute. |I'moperating in the dark here.
don't know what you want, and | know just enough about the Prophet so that he
thinks | know nore.”

“l see,” said the Iceman. There was a brief pause in the transm ssion. “Al

right. | suppose it's tinme to nove.”
“Move where?” asked Lonax.
“Fi gure of speech,” answered the Iceman. “lI have to nobve. You're staying right

where you are.”

“What do you want ne to do?”

“Sonmehow, you've got to convince the Anointed One to attack a planet called
Mbzart, and to attack in force.”

“Mozart?” repeated Lomax, frowning. “Never heard of it.”

“It's the third planet in the Synphony system Al pha Montana Il on your
charts.”

“What's so special about Mzart?”

“That's where Penel ope Bailey is.”

“Really, or is that just what we want himto think?”

“She's really there,” said the |ceman.

“And you want himto attack in full force?”

“That's right.”

“Does that include nukes and chemi cal s?”

“Everything he's got,” said the Iceman. “Even anti-nmatter, if he has any.”

“l doubt it,” replied Lomax. “Even so, there won't be much left of Mdzart after
he hits it.”

“Don't kid yourself,” said the Iceman. “He won't be able to harma hair of her
head.”

Lomax frowned again. “Then what's this all about?”

“l need to get onto the planet.”

“You plan to use a navy of two hundred million nen as a distraction?” exclained
Lomax in disbelief.

“In a matter of speaking. They've got to keep her so busy that | can land.”

“Just a minute, lceman,” said Lomax. “If she's what you say she is, she'll know
you're going to land. | nean, she can see past the battle, can't she?”
“OfF course she can. But she'll be so preoccupied with the inmedi ate threat that
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she'll have to put ne on hold, so to speak, and deal with ne later.”

“And what happens when she does deal with you?”

“That's ny concern,” said the Iceman. “You just see to it that the Anointed One
attacks. You killed the Kid, and he thinks you killed ne. G ve hima good
reason to attack, and he ought to trust you enough to do what you tell him”
“He's not the nobst trusting soul you'd ever want to neet,” said Lonmax

dubi ousl y.

“Then think of sone reason why he has to trust you, and nake it stick,” said
the | ceman.

“1'"'l'l do ny best.”

“You' re best's been good enough so far,’
“Ch—+ need to know one other thing.”
“What is it?”

“Do his ships have any special nmilitary insignia? | don't want them bl owi ng ne
to bits before | reach the planet.”

“Not to nmy know edge,” replied Lomax. He considered the question. “No, |'msure
they don't. Wen the Denpcracy thinks you' re planning to attack it, you don't
advertise your presence by plastering an insignia all over your ships.”

“You' d better be right,” said the |cenan.

said the Iceman. He paused agai n.

“I'f 1 find out otherwise, I'll try to get word to you,” Lomax prom sed him
“Does your ship's radio respond to the same scranbl e code?”

“Yes.”

“Good enough. I'Il signal you if |I'mwong about the insignia.”

“How soon do you think you can get himto attack?” said the Iceman. “You're a
lot closer to Mbzart than | am | want to nmake sure that | don't get there too
|ate.”

“He's got his forces spread out all over the Denocracy and the |Inner Frontier,”
said Lomax. “If he gave the word right now, it would probably take them a
couple of nonths to assenble and get into sonme kind of coherent formati on—and
he won't think he's got that kind of time.” He paused thoughtfully, then
continued. “My guess is he'll pull in whatever he can get from nearby
systens—five thousand ships or so, naybe three to five mllion nmen—and attack
within a week.”

“Then |'d better take off in a couple of days and just stay a few systens away
until my sensors pick up your fleet.”

“Don't be in such a hurry,” said Lomax. “l still have to convince himto
attack. It's not as easy as you mght think.” He paused. “I'mnot as quick as
you, lceman. Every tine | start stretching the truth, he starts getting
suspi ci ous.”

“Then don't tell hima thing,” said the Icenan pronptly.

“What are you tal king about?”

“Let himdiscover the truth on his own,” answered the Iceman. “The truth we
want himto believe, that is.”

Lomax stared at the bl ank viewscreen above the computer panel, |ost in thought.
“Hel | 0?” said the Iceman. “Hello? Are you still there?”

“Yeah, |1'mhere,” said Lonax.

“You didn't transnit for alnpst two minutes,” said the Iceman. “1 thought I'd

| ost you.”

“I came up with an idea,” said Lonmax.

113 G.]?H

“I think I can nmake the Anointed One buy it—but |I'mgoing to need your help.”
“I''l'l help in any way | can,” answered the Iceman. “But don't forget—the

Anoi nted One thinks |'m dead.”

“I know,” said Lomax. “Are you recording this transm ssion?”

“Yes.”

“All right.” He rattled off a nine-digit code. “Did you get that?”

“Yeah. What is it?”

“It's a code that will reach a man naned Qtis Korbekki an on O ynpus.”

“Ckay, what do | do with it?” asked the |cenan.

“Create a phony nane and send hima nessage that can't be traced back to Last
Chance or to your ship.”
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“No problem” said the Iceman. “What kind of nessage?”

“Tell him” said Lomax, barely able to suppress a snile, “that the Prophet's
mlitary machine won't be ready for war for another nonth or two, that she's
relatively defensel ess on Mdzart, and that Korbekkian's assignnent is to
conmi ssi on sonme assassinations, including mine, that will take the Anointed
One's attention away fromher vulnerability.”

“You think that'll do it?" asked the Iceman.

“I think so,” replied Lomax. “He sees conspiraci es everywhere, so why not give
hi m one? Kor bekki an's just a contact man; there's no reason to assune he won't
pl ay both ends against the mddle, supplying killers to both sides for a fee.”
Lomax paused. “Yeah, the nore | think about it, the nore | think it's just the
ki nd of doubl e-cross the Anointed One will buy. And he if buys that, he'll buy
the Prophet's being defenseless. It shouldn't take nmuch to convince himto hit
her before she builds up her forces.

“How much does he know about her?”

“Not nmuch.”
“Enough to know that she hasn't got any forces, or that she doesn't need any?”
“I't would be inconceivable to him” answered Lomax. “Hell, | know all about

her, and | have a hard tinme believing it.”
“All right,” said the Iceman. “You' ve had a busy day already, and we don't want

to hit the Anointed One with too many things all at once. 1'll send the nessage
exactly two Standard days from now.”

“Right.”

“One word of advice, Gavedancer,” said the |ceman.

“What is it?”

“Sonebody always lives to tell the story. If you want it to be you, see to it
that you're not in the attack fleet.”

The | ceman broke the connection.

26.
The Anoi nted One was waiting for himwhen he returned fromthe spaceport.
He entered the dining room found a fruit plate already laid out for him and
pronptly sat down. He took a long swallow fromhis water glass, then went to
work on some citrus slices
“Killing people seens to increase your appetite,” remarked the Anointed One
dryly.
Lomax smiled and shook his head. “No, My Lord. But being out in that heat nmkes
me want to replenish some fluids.”
“Did you renenber your salt tablets?”

“No,” said Lomax, surprised. “lI totally forgot about them?”

“As long as you renmain on New Gobi, you nust always keep themw th you,” said
the Anointed One. “You have becone one of ny nost valued nen. | should hate to
| ose you to a case of heat prostration.”

“I"d hate it every bit as nmuch, My Lord,” replied Lomax. “I'I|l make sure |'m

not without the tablets again.”

“Did you find your nedication aboard your ship?” continued the Anointed One.
Lomax nodded. “And | recharged ny powerpack.”

“l wouldn't have thought your weapon expended that nuch energy in this
nmorning's altercation.”

“I't didn't, My Lord,” answered Lomax. “But when you depend on your weapons for
a living, you care for themthe way a nother cares for her baby.” He forced a

smle to his lips. “lI can survive forgetting ny salt tablets ... but if ny
weapons ever fail me, I'mnot likely to get a second chance.”
“Very sensible,” said the Anointed One. “I approve.”

Lomax didn't know what to say next, so he fell silent and concentrated on his
f ood.

“Tell me, M. Lomax,” said the Anointed One, breaking the silence after a
monent, “how do you think the Silicon Kid gained entrance to the fortress?”
“He had to have a confederate on the inside,” |ied Lomax pronptly.

“That is ny conclusion, too. Have you any suggestions concerning whomit m ght
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have been?”

Lomax shook his head. “I haven't been here | ong enough, My Lord.” He paused.
“But there's no question in my nmind that an organi zation this size is riddled
with traitors and doubl e agents.”

“A few, perhaps,” adnitted the Ancinted One. “But riddled? | think not, M.
Lomax.”

“I hate to disagree, My Lord,” said Lonax, “but whenever one man hol ds as nuch
power and wealth as you do, it's an open invitation to, shall we say,

di sl oyal ty?”

“I amthe Anointed One. My people follow nme as a matter of faith and beli ef.
Tenmporal rewards are secondary to them”

“They're no nore secondary to your followers than they are to ne, My Lord,”
said Lomax. “The only difference is that | make no bones about it.” He stared
across the table at the ascetic, white-robed nan. “Take your nan on d ynpus,
for exanple.”

“Qtis Korbekkian has served nme loyally for seven years,” responded the Anointed
One.

“Qtis Korbekkian has served you for seven years,” responded Lonax.

“You are inmpugning his |oyalty?” denmanded the Anoi nted One.

“Let's say | 'mtrying to define it,” answered Lomax. “I'msure he's |oyal —+to
Qi s Korbekkian. And to Ms. Korbekkian, if there is one. And to the
capitalistic principle. But I know for a fact that Korbekki an has taken

conmmi ssi ons from peopl e other than yourself, and has arranged various killings
that you know not hi ng about.” He shrugged. “That doesn't make himdisloyal, M
Lord. In all likelihood his other dealings have no effect on you or your

pl ans.”

“How do you know t hat he has accepted other conmi ssions?” denmanded t he Anointed
One.

“I't's ny business to know,” said Lonmax. “lI'mthe kind of man he hires.”

“l don't believe you, M. Lomax.”

“That's your prerogative, My Lord,” said Lomax with an air of unconcern

The Anointed One stared at himlong and hard across the table. “Prove it,” he
said at |ast.

“How?” asked Lomax. “lIt would just be ny word against his.” He paused. “I
suppose you could nonitor his incomng and outgoi ng nessages, if you wanted to
go to the trouble.”

“l do not,” said the Anointed One. “The subject is closed.”

But Lomax saw the shadow of doubt cross his face, and he knew the subject was
far fromclosed. Satisfied, he devoured the rest of his fruit plate, and spent
the rest of the neal offering wild speculations as to which guards had been
paid to turn a blind eye to the Kid's presence that norning. Then word of stil
anot her body turned up—sone hapl ess attendant that the Kid had killed and

hi dden earlier in the day—and the Anointed One, suddenly in a rage, went off to
see the corpse and question his guards, while Lonmax returned to his room and
spent nost of the afternoon feigning sleep for the benefit of any unseen
observers

Thi ngs proceeded uneventfully for the next two days. Lomax rermained in his
quarters as much as possible, spoke as little as possible during neals,
concerned hinself with exanmining the fortress's security, secretly tested his
ever-stronger left armand publicly favored it, and even began devel oping a
taste for bl acksheep.

Then, in late afternoon two days after he had spoken to the |Iceman, Lomax was
sunmoned once again to the throne room where Mdses Mhanmed Christ sat al one
on his chair, a look of triunph on his long, |ean face.

“You were right, M. Lomax,” said the Anointed One, “as you have been right all
al ong.”

“My Lord?” said Lomex, trying his best to | ook confused

“Qtis Korbekkian,” said the Anointed One.

“What about hinP”

“He was also in the enploy of the Prophet, as you yourself suggested.”

“l knew he was working for sonmeone el se besides you, My Lord,” replied Lomax.
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“l never said it was the Prophet.”
elimnate him”
“That has al ready been taken care of,” said the Anointed One.
“That's too bad,” said Lomax. “I mght have been able to pry sone information
about the Prophet out of him”
“I amin possession of all the information | need.”
“« Ch?”
The Anointed One | eaned forward excitedly on his throne, his coal black eyes
shining with triunph. “She is hiding on a planet nanmed Mbzart in the Al pha
Mont ana systemand she is practically defensel ess!”
“You're sure of this?” asked Lomax.
“There is no doubt whatsoever!” exclained the Anointed One. “The Silicon Kid
was sent here to divert ny attention fromher until she can build up her
defenses. And from such information as | now possess, it is absolutely certain
that Korbekki an al so hired many others to weak terror and confusi on anpbng us,
to get us to look inward for traitors and conspirators rather than turning our
eyes toward Mozart.”
“I'f your information is correct,” said Lomax carefully, “and if she is truly
def ensel ess, then our next |ogical nove is—=
“Attack!” cried the Anointed One, finishing his sentence for him “I have
summoned ny forces here, and given orders to ny comanders: we attack Mozart in
three days’ tine!”
“Can you nobilize that quickly, My Lord?” asked Lomax, anazed once again at the
accuracy of the lIceman's assessnent.
“Not all of nmy followers are warriors, and not all who are warriors are
available to ne,” answered the Anointed One. “But we will attack in force, with
al nrost four mllion men and wonen in close to eight thousand vessels that have
been equi pped for war.”
“May | make a suggestion, My Lord?”
“Certainly.”
“l don't think any of us know the full extent of the Prophet's powers, if
i ndeed she has any powers at all,” said Lomax. “But if we are to expose this
many of our people to potential danger, then | think we should hit Mzart with
everything we have. W should settle for nothing |l ess than blowing it out of
exi stence.”
“My own thinking precisely,” said the Anointed One, nodding his head in
agreenent. “We will spare no expense, w thhold no weapon, and show no nercy.”
“Good,” said Lomax firmly. “I think you ve nade a wi se decision, My Lord.” He
smled. “Today the Prophet, tonorrow the Denbcracy.”
“So it shall be,” intoned the Anointed One. “And you, M. Lomax, w |l be beside
me to share in the spoils.”
“I wouldn't think there'd be anything left of Mdzart to share in,” replied
Lomax.
“There will be the glory of victory over ny eneny, a victory in which you will
have pl ayed a fundanental part.”
“I"mjust doing what you pay ne to do, My Lord,” said Lonax. “Nothing nore.”
“Don't be nodest, M. Lomax,” said the Anointed One. “Wthout you, the Silicon
Kid mght well have killed nme. And had you not expressed your doubts about
Kor bekki an, | m ght never have | earned of the Prophet's whereabouts before she
was ready to neet ne in battle. You are truly one of the architects of our
forthcomng victory.”
“I"'mflattered that you should think so, My Lord,” answered Lonax.
“In fact,” continued the Anointed One nagnani nously, “it would be unfair to you
not to allow you to participate in this Holy War. | have decided to give you
your own ship to conmand.”
“My own ship?” repeated Lomax, startl ed.
The Anointed One snmiled. “lI had ny doubts about you initially, | confess it.
But by your actions you have overcone every one of them This is ny way of
rewardi ng you.”
“You're quite sure, My Lord?” asked Lomax. “I nean, |'ve killed nany nen, but

He paused. “l assune you'll want nme to
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|'"ve never conmanded a ship or led nmen into battle.”

“You will do both for the first of nmany tinmes,” said the Anointed One.

“But =

“I' will have no nore of your false nobdesty, M. Lonax,” said the Anointed One,
still smling. “It really does not becone you.” He got to his feet. “Qur
interviewis over.”

Lomax returned unhappily to his room wondering exactly what the Anointed One's
smle actually neant.

Part 5:
THE PROPHET' S BOOK
27.
Penel ope Bail ey stood besi de a wooden bench next to the pond behind her house,
her eyes trained blindly on the sky, seeing what no one el se on Myzart could
see, what no nore than a handful of sophisticated instruments on the planet
coul d detect.
“You are a fool, Mses Mohamred Christ,” she nmurnured. “Have you | earned
not hing fromour prior encounters? Do you think nmy power is linited to
destroyi ng your churches?” She paused. “There is still time to turn back—but
you will not retreat, will you? Wat |unacy has possessed you, what denons have
goaded you into attacking me when the only possible result is your
destruction?”
She sighed deeply, then went inside to nake herself a cup of tea. The fleet was
not yet in the formati on she desired, and she knew that she had an hour or nore
to prepare herself. She sat down at a small table in the kitchen, added sone
lemon to the tea, stirred it absently, and continued | ooking out the w ndow.
There were still factors to be sorted out, alternatives to be found, actions to
be considered. Six of the Anointed One's ships had devel oped engi ne troubl e;
shoul d she destroy them or let themlive to tell the story of his defeat, to
spread tal es of her power throughout the gal axy? There was another ship, too,
one that she foresaw would not join the formation, that seemed sonehow specia
t hough she could not yet determ ne why.
Then she turned her attention to the Denocracy. The Pl an took constant
nmodi fi cation, incessant nonitoring. This nman nust die; that wonan nust not.
This world's econony nust col |l apse; that |one niner nust discover his planet's
only dianond pipe. She tw tched, she posed, she postured, she did all that was
necessary to bring about the desired events, and then she began reading the
pernutati ons of those events, for each of themaltered a nmllion possible
futures, and she was presented with a new set of choices, a new spate of
alternatives, all of which nust be read and anal yzed and extrapol at ed.
She concentrated on the Plan for perhaps forty minutes. Then, satisfied that it
was on track for another day, she nade another cup of tea and wal ked out to the
pond once nore. Again she |ooked blindly up to the skies.
“Soon, Moses Mohammed Christ,” she murnured. “Soon.”
She finished her tea and set the cup and saucer down on the wooden bench
“l woul d have given you another six years,” she said softly, staring at the
sky. “Eventually | would have defeated you in the Spica sector, but you would
have enjoyed six nmore years of power and authority. Now | will have to rebuild
your organi zation, will have to assert nyself sooner. | wll adjust and | will
triunmph, but | cannot fathom why you have chosen to throw your |ife away. Wen
we net at Spica, | would have given you no alternative but to fight or run, and
because you could not |ose face before your foll owers you woul d have fought.”
She paused, frowning. “But there is no reason for this confrontation today, no

reason for you to die on the Inner Frontier. | nust |earn what brought you to
this unhappy end, for it becane likely only a week ago and certain only this
nmor ni ng.”

And because she did not have the gift of reading the past, she turned her
attention once nore to the future, to the infinite nunber of futures
confronting her, searching through themfor a key to unlock the recent past, to
determine the reason for her eneny's suicidal decision

And, within a very few mnutes, she found it.
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“OfF course,” she said, with no feeling of surprise. “It had to be you.”
She cl osed her eyes to better see the future.
“You learn well, Carlos Mendoza,” she said, a half-smle on her lips. “You wll

not approach until the attack has begun, and at that time | shall be too busy
neutralizing the doonsday weapons to bother with you. Their threat is

i medi ate, while yours, though greater, is further renoved in tine, and | wll
have to let you land.”

She concentrated harder, sifting through the futures. “You chose your position
with foresight and intelligence,” she continued. “No neteor, no asteroid, no
debris can reach you before you join the battle. And yet,” she said, “perhaps
can show you that | have nore weapons in nmy arsenal than even you anticipate.”
Suddenly she smiled. “A pacenaker? Blood thinners? You are prepared, are you
not? Very well. You shall not die of a heart attack or a stroke before you can
face ne.” She paused. “Sone things even | cannot change. Evidently it has been
ordained in the Book of Fate that | nust confront you one last tine.”

And now her face contorted with rage. “I have never sought to nmake you ny
eneny. Twice | could have killed you, and twice | allowed you to live. | could
have destroyed Last Chance in the tw nkling of an eye, and yet | did not. And
still you seek me out, you remain dedicated to ny destruction. It is because of
you that | have becone a fugitive anong ny own people, that | have spent the
past twenty years in hiding or in confinenent. You are the architect of ny
unhappi ness, and today, when | have done what | nust do to the fleet that

approaches, | shall face you one last tine.”
She paused, trying to control her enotions.
“I will show you no nore nercy than you would show ne,” she whi spered. “I have

things to do in the gal axy, great things, things that are beyond your feeble
conprehensi on. You will never hinder themagain.”
She | ooked up at the sky once nore, not to where the fleet was gathered, but to

where a lone ship, still light years away, was speeding toward Mzart.
“You shall learn what it neans to oppose nme now that ny powers are mature,” she
prom sed. “You shall |earn why nen fear the darkness, and why death itself can

be a nmercy. Prepare yourself, Carlos Mendoza, for this is your |last day of
life.”

28.
Lomax sunmoned his second-in-command to the bridge of the ship.
“Sir?” said the man.
“We have a serious probl em here,
“Problem sir?”
Lomax nodded. “One of the goddammed bonbs has arned itself.”
He stood aside so that the man could study his control panel, and especially
the blinking red light on the left side of it.
“Could it be a mal function on the board, sir?”
“l already thought of that,” answered Lonmax. “The board is working perfectly.”
“Let nme check the bonb itself, sir,” said the man. “Perhaps it's emtting a
false signal.”
“Do so,” said Lomax. “And be discreet. No sense upsetting the rest of the crew
until we know what we're dealing with.”
The nman nodded and headed of f toward the weapons bay. He returned sone four
m nutes |ater.
“It's armed, sir,” he reported.
“How nuch tinme do you think we have before it bl ows?”
“l don't know, sir. Maybe ten minutes, maybe ten hours. W' ve never carried
this type of weapon before.”
“It's newto ne, too,” conplained Lomax. “Hell, the whole ship is newto ne.
I"mjust a gunnman that the Anointed One took a liking to.”
“You saved his life, sir,” protested the man with the passion of a fanatic. “W
are prepared to carry out any orders that you give.”
“The problemis that | don't know what orders are required in this situation,”
said Lomax grimy. “l suppose we should jettison the bonb, but according to ny

he announced.
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conmputer, it's in a position where we'd have to jettison the entire payload.”
He paused. “I hate to do that. W're attacking with a snaller force that |
woul d have reconmended had tine not been a vital consideration. The Prophet is
the nost fornidabl e antagonist in the gal axy; we may need every weapon we
possess.”

“There is an alternative, sir.”

I was wondering when it would occur to you

“What is that?” asked Lomax al oud.

“We can load the crew onto our landing craft and | eave themto make their way
to the planet behind the bulk of the fleet, while you and | stay aboard and try
to deactivate the bonb.”

“Excel | ent suggestion!” replied Lomax. “Pass the word. | want themall off the
ship within fifteen mnutes.” He paused. “Yourself included.”

“l request permssion to remain on board, sir.”

“Perni ssion denied.”

“I insist, sir. One of us is going to have to go down into the weapons bay and
try to deactivate the bonb, and one of us is going to have to navigate the
ship.”

“I"1'l put it on automatic.”

“That m ght work in deep space, sir, but we're in a war zone. You nmy cone
under attack.”

“l doubt it,” said Lonax.

“You yourself have stated that she is the nost form dable foe we will ever
face, sir.”

Lomax realized that further argunent could arouse the man's suspi cions.
Furthernore, it was essential that he get the crew off the ship as quickly as
possi bl e, before soneone di scovered what was really happeni ng.

“All right,” he said. “You can stay. Now see to the evacuation, and report to
me when it's conplete. 1'll continue trying to deactivate the bonb from here.”
The man saluted and left, and Lomax lit a snall cigar and pretended to work the
control panel until the bridge was totally deserted. He watched the vi ewscreen
as the shuttlecraft left the nother ship one by one, until the last of the crew
had gone and only Lomax and his second-in-command renai ned.

The nman approached hi mand sal uted. “The evacuation is conpleted, sir.
“CGood,” said Lomax.

“Now | 'I'l go down and see if | can deactivate the bonb, sir.
“Be careful,” said Lomax.

“Yes, sir.”

The man departed, and Lomax |it another cigar and hoped the Prophet could see
far enough into the future to know that his ship was no threat to her

The man returned sone ten minutes later, a puzzled frown on his face.

“Sir?” he said.

“Yes?”

“As nearly as | can tell, the bonb is not nalfunctioning.”

“You mean it's not armed?”

“I't's armed, all right—but it seens to have been arned purposely, fromhere.”
“You don't say.”

“Yes, sir. Fromyour panel.”

Lomax pulled his pistol out. “You should have abandoned ship with the others.”
“l don't understand, sir.”

“You're a good man,” said Lomax. “And | amtruly sorry for what | nust do.”

He fired his gun. The man uttered a single surprised grunt and fell to the
deck, dead.

Then, having done everything within his power to convince the Prophet that his
ship wanted no part of the dooned battle, Lomax sat back to await the outcone.

29.
In the first thirty seconds of the woul d-be battle, the |life support systens of
74 of the Anointed One's ships lost all power; 18 nore were destroyed when
their ordinance, unlike Lomax's, actually did activate and expl ode.
A nmeteor w ped out 27 nore ships. A conet, crazily careening off its eterna
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course, accounted for another 19. One ship's weapons conputer mal functioned and
destroyed 37 of its allies before it in turn was denoli shed.

“What is happening here!” demanded the Anointed One, his face contorted with
rage and terror. “No one has fired upon us, and yet we are being decimted.” He
gl owered at the planet Mozart, spinning, blue and green and serene, in his

vi ewscreen. “She is just one worman! What is happeni ng?”

And a million mles beneath him Penelope Bailey, staring blindly at the sky,
sm | ed and whi spered, “Not yet, ny foolish one. Not yet. First you nust see the
folly of attacking ne. Wien all of your nen have been killed, when all your
ships float dead in the void, then | shall tend to you.”

30.
After receiving permssion to land froma bored spaceport enpl oyee who had no
idea that a war had erupted a mllion mles above his head, the Iceman's ship
broke out of orbit and plunged down toward Mbzart's surface. He wasn't worried
about being fired upon, because he knew that whatever defenses Penel ope
possessed, they weren't military in nature. As for the |local authorities, they
caused hi mno concern whatsoever; he was willing to bet that no one el se even
knew that the Anointed One's fleet was out there, or that it was being torn to
pi eces.
When he got to within five mles of the surface he pressed a button and
rel eased a trio of parachutes, designed to save himjust in case Penel ope was
abl e to stop concentrating on the heavily-arned ships in orbit and devote a few
seconds to him But the | anding was acconplished w thout m shap, and the |ceman
clinmbed into the hold of his ship to prepare the cargo he had brought al ong.
It took himalnost twenty mnutes to assenble the conponents. Then he attached
it to the | oose vest he had brought, slipped the vest on, covered it with a
bul ky coat, and finally energed from his ship.
A spaceport official was waiting for him
“Wel cone to Mdzart,” he said.
“Thank you,” said the |ceman.
“You certainly took your tine getting out of your ship,” continued the
official. “Is everything all right? Do you need any nechani cal assistance?”
“No,” answered the Icenan. “l was just rearrangi ng sone cargo.”
“WIIl you require either fuel or a hangar?”
“Neither,” said the Iceman. “My business here should be done before nightfall.”
“If it isn'"t, there will be a two hundred credit fee for |eaving your ship
where it is.”
The I ceman reached into a pocket and pulled out a wad of bills, then peeled off
a pair of hundred-credit notes. “Here,” he said, handing themto the official
“You can return themto nme when | |leave this evening.”
“I'"l'l make out a receipt while you' re clearing custons,” said the man, putting
the bills between the pages of a small notebook
“Where is custonms?”
“At the base of the tower,” replied the man, leading the Iceman into the | obby
of the observation tower and over to the custons desk, where a handsone,
uni formed wonman | ooked up at him
“Nane, please?”
The Iceman pulled out his titanium passport card and laid it on her desk
“Carl os Mendoza.”
She ran the card through a conputer, waited a few seconds for it to scan his
retina and verify his identity, and returned it to him
“May | ask the purpose of your visit, M. Mendoza?”
“I"'mhere to conclude sone very old business,” he replied.
“And the nane of the party you have conme to see?”
“Penel ope Bailey.”
She | ooked up from her conputer and stared at himfor a nonent. “Does Mss
Bai | ey know you are coming to see her?”
“I1"d be very surprised if she didn't,” answered the |cenan.
“All right, M. Mendoza, you are cleared to stay on Mdzart for fourteen days
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Shoul d you decide to extend your visit beyond that linmit, please informthis
of fice.”

“Thank you.”

“The Denpbcracy credit is the official currency of Myzart, but we al so accept
New Stalin rubles, Maria Theresa dollars, New Zi nbabwe dollars, and Far London
pounds. |If you possess any other form of currency, please declare it on this
fornm'—she handed hi m an official -1 o0oki ng docunent—and record all your currency
conversion transactions.”

The Iceman took the form folded it neatly, and place it in a pocket of his
over coat .

“Wel cone to Mozart, M. Mendoza,” she said. “Today's tenperature is 28 degrees
Cel sius, which translates into 542 degrees Rankine, 22 degrees Reaunur, and 83
degrees Fahrenheit.” She paused. “You nmay find your overcoat rather warm”

“I won't be wearing it that long,” he replied. “How do | get to town from

her e?”

“There is free public transportation every two hours.” She checked her

timepiece. “I'mafraid you just nissed it. If you don't wish to wait, there are
usually a few groundcars for hire in front of the spaceport.”
“Thank you,” said the Iceman. He turned, wal ked through the snall |obby at the

base of the observation tower, and out the nmain entrance. A single groundcar
was parked there, and he quickly clinbed into it.

“Where to?” asked the driver

“I"'m1looking for a private residence,” answered the |ceman. “Have you got a
directory here?”

The driver pressed a button, activating a holo screen that hovered in the air
about two feet fromthe |ceman.

“Just state the nane of your party,” said the driver. “H s address wi |l appear
at the top of the screen, and the one-way and round-trip fares will be conputed
and appear in the |lower right-hand corner.”

“Penel ope Bailey.”

Instantly an address appeared. This was followed by a map that instantly traced
seven or eight routes, selected the quickest one, left it on display, and
posted a rate of 48 credits one-way or 88 credits for a round-trip.

“She's out in the sticks, isn't she?” renmarked the driver as an identica

screen appeared above his dash panel

“l suppose so,” answered the Iceman. “I haven't been there before. How | ong
will it take?”

The driver stared at the nmap. “Maybe twenty minutes, twenty-five if we run into
some traffic.”

“Traffic? On this planet?”

“Harvesters or conbines on the road, noving fromone farmto another,”
expl ai ned the driver. “They can sl ow you down plenty.” He paused. “Well, are we
goi ng?”

“Yes.”

The groundcar pulled away fromthe spaceport.

“One-way or round trip?”

“One-way wWill do,” answered the Icenman. “If | need a ride back, I'll call for
one.”

“Remenber nmy tag nunber and ask for it,” said the driver. “I can use the

busi ness.”

“I'"l'l do that,” replied the |Icemnan.

They drove in silence for alnpst twenty m nutes, passing through town and going
out along the backroads, and finally the Iceman | eaned forward. “How nuch

| onger ?” he asked.

“Maybe another two mles.
“Stop when you're a nmle away.”

“You're sure?”

“Just trying to save you sone engine trouble.”

“l don't have any engine trouble.”

“You never can tell,” said the Iceman, handing a hundred-credit note to the
driver.
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“You're the boss,” said the driver with a shrug.

A nmonent | ater the groundcar sl owed down and pulled over to the side of the
road, and the |ceman got out.

“If the map's right, it should be just around the next curve,” said the driver
“You sure you don't want ne to wait?”

“1"msure.”

“All right.” He paused. “Fromwhat | hear around town, this is a very strange
|l ady you're going to visit. | don't know what kind of business you' ve got with
her, but good I uck.”

“Thanks,” said the Iceman. “1'|l| probably need it.”

The groundcar turned and headed back toward the spaceport, and the |Iceman began
wal ki ng al ong the edge of a nmutated cornfield toward Penel ope Bail ey's house.
When he finally was able to see the top of the geodesic done he renpbved his
overcoat and left it lying in a ditch at roadside

He stopped, lit a cigar, paused to enjoy the taste of the first puff, and then
reached down to his vest and activated two tiny switches. Then he conti nued
wal ki ng, and five mnutes |later he reached his destination

He approached the front door and found that it was |ocked, and since he was no
| onger in any condition to pound it or pull at it, he gingerly wal ked around to
the back, where he saw a young bl onde wonan, her back to him standi ng beside a
smal | pond, her eyes trained on the heavens, striking a new position every few
seconds.

“Wel cone, lceman,” she said without turning to face him “I have been waiting
for this nmonent for a long tine.”

“l don't doubt it,” replied the Icenan, coming to a stop

“l have only 40 nore ships to destroy,” she announced, “and then | shall be
able to give you ny full attention.” She paused. “Now 23, now 17. You are very
clever to have gotten this far, Iceman.”

“I was fortunate.”

“You woul d have been nore fortunate had you elected to remain on your own
world,” she replied, still notionless. “Eleven, now seven, now four.” She
paused again. “And now there is only the Anocinted One.” Finally she turned to
the Iceman. “Shall we let himlive a little longer, so that he may grasp the
full extent of his defeat?”

“I't nmakes no difference to ne,” replied the |Iceman.

“No, of course it does not,” she said. “You care no nore about Myses Mhamed
Christ than | do.” She paused and stared into the lIceman's eyes. “So it cones
down to you and nme, as | always knew it would.”

31.
The Iceman stared at the young wonan confronting him
“You were an appealing little girl, Penelope,” he said, thinking back to the
first tinme he had ever seen her. “Small, frightened, vulnerable.” He paused. “I
shoul d have killed you then.”
She sniled. “You woul d have failed.”
“Probably,” he adnmtted. “You were nore than capable of protecting yourself
even then.”
“I still am” she replied. “I have grown stronger over the years.”
“W've both grown, Penel ope,” said the |Iceman, neeting her gaze. “You' ve grown
stronger, and |I've grown w ser.”

“Wse enough to kill me?” she asked, anused
“I think so,” he replied seriously.
She | aughed. “I don't even need ny powers to destroy you. You haven't grown

wi ser, nerely older. You are a fat, lanme old nman. Already you pant and sweat
fromthe nmere exertion of walking the last mle to nmy home. Your heart beats
faster, your blood races through your body, you have trouble catching your
breath. | could kill you with ny bare hands, |ceman.”

“Look ahead, and see what will happen if you do,” suggested the |ceman.

“You will die.”

“But not al one.”
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“You refer to the vest you wear, of course?”

“If you hit me or shoot ne, I'Il fall down. And if | fall down, every map of
Mozart is going to be obsolete half a second later. |I'm carrying enough

expl osives to nake this the center of a twenty-nmile crater.”

She stared at him “So five nmillion nen died this norning nerely to let you
approach ne with your plans and your expl osives—and you call ne a nonster?”
“l don't call you anything, Penelope,” he said. “l'myour executioner, not your
j udge.”

“And did you really think it would be this easy?” she asked. “Did you think
there wasn't a single future in which your switches failed to activate your
expl osi ves?”

The Iceman felt a sudden tension at the pit of his stonach.

“You're bluffing,” he said with nore confidence than he felt.

She shook her head serenely. “I never had any need to bluff. | could have

di sabl ed your expl osives whenever | wanted to.”

“But you didn't?" he said, frowning

“No, lIceman, | didn't.” She stared at himfor a | ong nonent. “You are prepared
to die today, are you not?”

“1 am”

“So aml,” she replied. “Cur deaths, like our lives, are intertw ned.” She

paused. “But first | would like to talk to you.”

He | ooked surprised. “Wat do you want to tal k about?”

“Ch, about many things,” she replied. “It is strange: | ambound to you by
hatred, but | amalso closer to you than to anyone now alive. And you al one
have never lied to nme.” She paused. “The threat of invasion is over. W have
all the time inthe world to talk.” She smled ironically. “The rest of our
lives. And | have sone questions for you.”

“What ki nd of questions?” he said suspiciously.

“Si nmpl e ones.”

“All right,” he said. “Start asking.”

“Why do all living things shun me?” she asked. “Not only people, but even

ani mal s.” She paused. “Even puppies.”

The | ceman was taken aback for a nonent. It was not the type of question he had
anticipated. Finally he spoke.

“Because you're different,” he said. “Because you are no |onger hunman.”

“Men do not shun the crippled or the senile, the retarded or the deforned,”
sai d Penel ope. “They take theminto the bosomof their fanilies, and shower
themwith | ove and conpassion. Wy, of all the sons and daughters of your race,
have | al one been cast out?”

“Because none of the unfortunates to whomyou |liken yourself have the power to
destroy entire worlds at their whim You not only have that power, but you have
exercised it.”

“Only to protect nyself.” She paused. “Do you know that no hunan bei ng has
touched ne since the day the Muse died sone twenty years ago? Not a single
one?”

“No,” said the Iceman. “I didn't know that.”

“Kittens hiss and puppies hide,” she continued. “Birds fly away. Even the
reptiles in ny garden slither off into the shadows when | appear.”

“l have no better answer,” he replied unconfortably. The sound of a tractor
working in a nearby field canme to his ears. “Have you any nore questions?”
“You have hated nme fromthe first day we nmet,” she said. “Wy? What had | ever
done to you?”

“l don't hate you, Penelope,” he replied. “You don't hate an ion stormthat
threatens your ship, or a neteor swarmthat bonbards your planet. If you're
alone in a jungle, you don't hate the carnivores that stalk you in the night.

None of them are good or evil. They're just hazards of nature that have to be
overcone in order to survive.” He paused. “| feel no hatred toward you at all
| bear you no nmalice. | blame you for only one thing—the death of the Muse.”

“She betrayed ny trust.”
“You were a child,” he replied. “You had no grasp of subtleties. You couldn't
fully conprehend what was happening.” He paused again. “She |loved you as if you
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were her own daughter. The only reason she's dead is because she never truly
under st ood what you were. She thought she was saving you, as if you could be
shot down like any ordinary human.”

Penel ope paused. “I have not thought of the Mouse in a long tine,” she said at
| ast .

“l think of her every day,” said the |ceman.

“Her death caused you that nuch pai n?”

“It did.”

“Then | have repaid you for sone of the pain you have caused ne.”

He stared at her and nade no reply.

“Did she really love nme?” asked Penel ope after a brief silence.

“Yes, she did.”

“WII anyone ever love ne again, | wonder?” she nused thoughtfully.

The | ceman shook his head. “No, they won't.”

“l know,” she replied. “Do you know what it is like to face a future in which
not a single person will ever |love you? A future in which every nenber of your
race shuns you as if you were sone beast to be avoi ded?”

“No,” answered the Icenan. “And | don't envy anyone who does.”

“l never asked for this gift, Iceman,” she said. “All | ever wanted was to he a
normal little girl, to play with other girls, tolive with ny famly.” She
paused for a nonent, lost in her nenories. “My own nother was terrified of ne.
They took nme away when | was six, and they killed ny father when he tried to
prevent it. Do you know how nany tinmes | played with children ny own age after
that, |ceman?”

“No,” he said.

“One afternoon, when the Mouse and | were hiding fromyou,” she said bitterly.
“One afternoon in ny entire lifel” Suddenly she sighed. “And within twenty

m nutes they had all run away fromnme.” She look at him “They will always run
away fromnme, won't they?”

“Little girls?” he asked, confused.

“Everyone.”

“Yes, | suppose they will.”

She | ooked up at him and for just a nonment the enotionless, alien nmask

di sappear ed.

“l thought | was escaping fromWsterly and Calliope and Kill haven and Hades,”
she said, “but there is never really any escape, is there? Mdyzart is just a

bi gger cell than the one | had on Hades, and the galaxy is just a bigger cel
than Mbzart.”

“You can't escape who you are,” he replied.

She paused. “Do you know sonething interesting, |ceman?”

“What ?”

“Of all the Men | have known since | |eft Hades as a grown wonman, only you have
| ooked at nme without repugnance. Wth fear, yes, as well you should, and with
trepi dation, but wthout disgust.”

“l don't feel any disgust toward you,” replied the Iceman. “Qher things, yes.
But not disgust.”

“Every other man and wonman has felt it. | even saw it on The Black Death's
face, and in the eyes of your young spy.” She sighed. “I have seen it every day
of ny life, even in the eyes of ny own nother.”

“I"'msorry,” said the Icenan sincerely.

“You think ne a nonster,” she continued. “But you are on the outside |ooking
in. Believe ne, lceman, it is infinitely worse to be Penelope Bailey than to
fear her. | inspire fear and hatred by virtue of ny very existence. | am as
much a prisoner as | ever was, trapped within this body as this body was
trapped within a tiny cell on Hades.” She paused. “My only consol ati on has been
the Plan.”

“The Pl an?” he repeated.

“l have been working on it for years,” she replied. “It began to formin ny
mnd while | was in ny cell on Hades, and | have been inplenenting it ever
since | gained ny freedom”
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“What does it involve?” asked the Iceman. “Control of the Denocracy? Its
overt hrow?”
“Even now, on this last day of our lives, in the mddle of this conversation,

you do not begin to understand ne,” said Penelope. “lI have no desire to rule
anyone. | have no arny, | control no politicians, | have not garnered untold
weal th.”

“Then what is this Plan?” he persisted.

She stared at himwith a | evel gaze. “Sinply this,” she answered. “That no
child shall ever bear the curse of precognition again. There are sone three
hundred nen and wonen with the genetic potential to produce another Soothsayer,
anot her Oracle, another ne. | have nani pul ated events, built and destroyed

pl anetary econoni es, changed entire political systens, to nmake sure than none
of those three hundred people ever neet.” She paused. “That is ny gift to your
gal axy, lceman. Mre inportant, that is ny gift to the unborn. No child shal
ever be cut off fromhis people as | was.”

He returned her stare. “You are ready to die, aren't you?”

“Soon,” she replied. “I have a few things yet to do.” She closed her eyes for a
monent, then opened them “l| have all owed Mdses Mohamred Christ to |ive and
fight another day. Wth his defeat this norning, he can no |onger affect the
outcone of the Plan.” She shrugged. “Let your vaunted Denocracy find out if it
is fit torule, or so corrupt that its time has past.”

“You don't know the answer?”

“l no |longer care about the answer,” she said. Suddenly she wal ked past him
circled the pond, and entered her house. She energed a nonment |later with

sonmet hing small and furry cradl ed under one arm

“I seemto renmenber that doll,” said the Iceman.

She shook her head. “This is a new one. The one you renmenber fell apart while
was in prison on Hades, and of course | did not request another, because grown
wonmen do not |avish their attentions on dolls.” She sighed. “Somewhere al ong
the way | found out what others have al ways known: that | amnot a wonman.” She
stared at himagain. “It is tine, | think.”

He carefully pulled his weapon out of its holster and ainmed it at her

“Say a prayer to your God,” said Penelope calmy. “The surge of energy when you
pull the trigger will activate your expl osives.”

“Just a minute,” said the Iceman. “There is a better way.”

“I thought you were prepared to die,” she said. “I hope you were not |ying, for
neither of us will survive this day.”

He carefully pulled one tiny explosive off his vest and attached it to his
weapon's power pack

“Let me take the vest off and deactivate it,’
“Why should 1 ?”

“This bonb is nore than enough to kill both of us. If the vest goes off, we'll
Wi pe out ten thousand people.”

“What are they to nme?” asked Penel ope.

“Let me do it, for what they mi ght have been to you under other circunstances.”
She considered his entreaty for a | ong nonent, then nodded.

He deactivated the switches, renoved the vest, and wal ked to the house with it,
laying it carefully on a couch. Then he returned to the pond, where Penel ope
was waiting for him

“Aimstraight and true, Carlos Mendoza,” she said.

“That's what | cane here to do,” he replied, raising the weapon and training it
on her heart.

Suddenly he froze.

“l have a question,” he said. “You' re probably the only person who ever |ived
who might be able to answer it.”

he sai d.

“What is it?”
“Can you see another life beyond this one?”
“God, | hope not,” she said with a shudder of revul sion

The Iceman pulled the trigger.
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Lomax waited until the Anointed One's flagship retreated to New Gobi, |eaving
its disabl ed conpani ons behind, before he jettisoned the body of the dead
crewnan. Then, because he was a cautious man who had every intention of
surviving, he waited a few hours nore.
Finally, when he was all through waiting, he requested pernmission to | and and
touched down at the tiny spaceport about two hundred yards fromthe Icenan's
shi p.
He spent a few minutes clearing custons, then made arrangenents to refuel the
ship and house it in a hangar. There were a pair of groundcars waiting outside
the observation tower, and he got into the nearer of them
“Where to?” asked the driver
He summoned up Penel ope Bailey's address fromthe conputer's directory.
“l took soneone out there yesterday,” remarked the driver, as they began racing
past the endl ess pastures and fields that |ined the road.
“ddfellowwith a bad | eg?” asked Lonax.
“That's the one.”
“Do you know i f he canme back?”
“If he did, he didn't rent a vehicle to do it,” replied the driver
Lomax checked his | aser weapon, and nade sure that the charge was full.
“Did he say anything to you?” he asked.
“Just that he had some personal business to take care of,” said the driver
“Funny thing, though: he had me let himoff about a mle short of where he was
goi ng. Guess he felt like taking a wal k.”
“Probably,” said Lomax noncommttally.
They drove the rest of the way in silence, until at last the geodesic done cane
into view
“Well, there it is,” said the driver. “Are you the wal king type too?”
“No, | like nmy confort.”
The groundcar pulled up to the house a nonment later. “Should | wait for you?”
“It'd probably be better if you didn't,” answered Lomax. “I'Il call you if
need you.”
He got out of the groundcar and wal ked up to the front door. It was |ocked, and
the security system which didn't recognize him refused to let himin, so he
cautiously wal ked around to the back of the house.
He found what was |eft of them by the pond. Not nuch, but enough to identify
them The back door of the house was unl ocked, and inside it he found the
Iceman's vest, |oaded with explosives. Try as he would he couldn't reconstruct
what had happened, although the climax of it was there for anyone to read.
He found a tool shed hi dden behind some bushes, broke the lock on it, killed
the ensuing alarmsiren with his |laser pistol, and searched through the tiny
building until he found a shovel. He picked a shady spot under a huge tree by
the pond, dug a shallow grave, and buried what he could find of them
He filled in the grave, then tried to decide howto mark it. He doubted that
either of themwanted a religious synbol, and he had no intention of remaining
on Mbzart until a headstone could be created and delivered. Then his gaze fel
on sonething small and fluffy |ying on the ground. He wal ked over and picked it
up; it was the shredded remains of a small doll.
He tried to inagine what the doll nmight have to do with either of them and
finally gave it up with a shrug. Besides, it didn't really matter: except for
the vest, which was too dangerous to | eave behind, it was the only object
around with which to mark the grave, and so he skewered it on a short branch
and stuck it into the ground.
It wasn't much of a marker, he knew, but it was the best he could do under the
circunstances. He went into the house and summobned t he groundcar via the
vi dphone, and twenty mnutes |ater he was speedi ng back to the spaceport.

EPI LOGUE
Fi ve nont hs had passed, and Lomax found hinself, nmuch to his surprise, on the
wor |l d of Sweetwater, being served a m xed drink by a robot.
“That will be all, Sidney,” said Robert G bbs, and the robot bowed and |l eft the
room
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“All right, M. Gbbs,” said Lomax. “You got ne here. Now suppose you tell ne
what this is all about.”

“I't's about a crazed fanatic called the Anointed One,” said G bbs, “a nan with
whom | believe you have been associated in the past.”

“What about hinP”

“We want him”

“We?" repeated Lonmax.

“The Denpbcracy,” answered G bbs. “l've been reactivated and put in charge of ny
ol d departnent, although they' ve allowed nme to operate out of my own hone for
the time being.”

“Then | et the Denpcracy go out and get him"” answered Lonmax. “He thinks |I'm
dead, and as far as |'mconcerned, that's a healthy relationship.”

“l don't think you understand the gravity of the situation, M. Lonax,”
persisted G bbs. “This man is a threat to survival of our governnent.”

“He's just a man,” replied Lomax calmy. “You' ve already survived the nost
serious threat you' re ever going to face.”

“l beg your pardon?”

“Penel ope Bailey.”

G bbs shook his head. “She's been dead for four years. She di ed when Al pha
Crepello Il was destroyed.”

“She died five nmonths ago, when an old man with one | eg hunted her down and
killed her.”

“You mean Mendoza?” asked G bbs, startled. “He's dead?”

Lomax nodded, and took a sip of his drink. “He's dead. And so is she.”

“But |ife goes on, M. Lonax, and right now nore |ives than you can inagi ne are
bei ng threatened by the man known as Mdses Mohammed Christ.”

“You survived her,” said Lomax. “You'll survive him?”

“I am prepared to offer you five nmllion credits for your services,” said

G bbs. “One-third now, the remai nder upon conpl etion of your mssion.”

“Not interested.”

“Then why did you come here?” asked G bbs. “You nust have known the kind of
offer I was going to nake.”

“I just wanted to see the man who started all this.”

“Al'l what?”

“You ki dnapped Penel ope Bail ey when she was six years old,” said Lomax. “You
weren't Robert G bbs back then, but it was you.” He paused. “You know, if you
had | eft her alone or had nade sone effort to win her confidence, you wouldn't
have had to depend on nmen like the Iceman and nme to do your dirty work for you
She coul d have told you the outcone of every election, predicted the results of
every battle, and if you didn't |ike the course events were taking, she'd have
found a way to change them You could have had all that, and because you never
| earned the secret of the stick and the carrot, you let it slip away.”

“If she was so infallible,” scoffed G bbs, “how did the |Icenan manage to kil
her ?”

“l don't think he did,” answered Lonax thoughtfully. “l think she just got
tired of fighting—ike nme.”

“You're not quitting,” said G bbs. “Men |ike you and Carl os never quit.”

“No, I'mnot quitting,” said Lomax. “But |'mnot fighting your battles, M.

G bbs. If you've ever got a personal grudge agai nst soneone, you know where to
find me. But don't expect nme to fight every eneny the Denobcracy has created
through its arrogance or its stupidity.”

“We didn't create the Anointed One or the Bailey girl, dam it!” snapped G bbs.
Lomax sighed. “M. G bbs, you've created every eneny you've ever had.”

“You' ve been with the Anointed One, spoken to him seen himin action!”
continued G bbs. “Surely you realize that he nust be elimnated!”

“He's a religious fanatic, and he's probably every bit as power hungry as you
think,” said Lomax. He paused and sniled. “Do you know who he reninds ne of ?”
“Penel ope Bail ey?” suggested G bbs, surprised by the question

“No, M. G bbs,” answered Lomax. “He reminds ne of you, and | say a pox on both
your houses.” He set his drink down. “And now, if you'll excuse ne, | have
somet hing i nportant to do.”
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“You can't wal k out of here!”
“Certainly | can,” said Lomax. “Sonewhere out there, on a world you've never
heard of, there's a grave that's marked only with a rag doll. It doesn't nean a
dammed thing to you, not any nore, but I'mgoing to deliver a headstone to it.”
“Seven mllion!” said G bbs.
Lomax smiled and wal ked to the door
“You'll be back,” said G bbs confidently. “Carl os al ways came back, and so wl|l
you."”
“You have enemies, M. G bbs,” said Lonax. “You' d better hope | don't cone
back.”
And then he was gone.

The End
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