The Perfect Gun

Sean Williams

Out on the freeway, it might have been 1986. It might have been Los Angeles or any other big, American
city during rush-hour, with cars banked up like beached dinosaurs, blegting their frustration and snarling
noxious fumesinto the brown-blue air. It might have been Earth.

What it was, was hot, so | rolled down the window of my '54 Chevy and reached out to snatch a snippet
of oven-dry wind. Theair was dead cam, like that moment when a body's lungs have finished bresthing
out and everything waitsto see whether they're going to breethe in again. Timeitsdf wasfrozeninits
tracks, pole-axed by a solid blow ether seventy years away or five centuries ago, depending on where
you stood.

Someone up ahead honked and the line of carsrolled forward. The yellow Nissan in front of metook a
left turn to the freeway, and | followed it carefully. Not careful to follow, mind, but careful not to ook
likel wasfollowing. Thereésabig difference, one I'm careful to observe. | may not be the best Pl that's
ever existed, but | do know my job: which is, as much as anything ese, to look the part (or not to look it,
asinthiscase), to go through the motions, and to maintain my verismilitude a al times. If that means
tackling peak-hour on a hot day, heading nowhere, then | haveto doit.

The guy behind the whed of the Nissan, if he knew | was shadowing him, didn't try to lose me. All |
could see of him was athatch of brown hair barely rising above the headrest of the driver's seet. He
watched the road ahead intently, never alowing himsdlf to be distracted, athough his style of driving
showed none of that. He was particularly bad, thisday, like akid yet to earn hislicense: hestating at
green lights, full-stopping instead of giving way, swerving whenever anything came within three yards of
his metadwork. Whoever he was, he was new to the city. Of that | was certain, if nothing else.

Despite having tailed him for aweek, | knew only alittle of hishabits. Hed |eft hishotdl at 16:00
precisely, as he had every other day; given hisgenerd direction, he might have been heading for ether the
city centreitsdf--afield of upraised towers sprawling on my right--or to the hills on the far side of town.
But hewas nothing if not unpredictable. Five out of seven days held just driven nowhere for hours,
watching the metropolis thrive around him. Not in the way atourist does;, more as though he didn't
believe hiseyes but at the same time couldn't get enough of what they were seeing. On the other two
days held visited the museum and the memorias, respectively. When not out and about, he seemed to
spend an awful lot of time deeping: at least Sx hoursanight, asfar as| could tell.

And that wasdl | knew about him. My employers, whoever they were, were kegping their mouths shuit.
Why, | didn't know, but there had to be areason. Usually there's something questionable in the air--a
crime, an infidelity, a betrayed aliance--and more often than not the question tells me something about
the questionersthat they would prefer | didn't know.

Curiosity being one of my mgjor traits, | resolved to find the answer. | had to have something to do, apart
from smply watching.

We turned onto the freeway five seconds gpart, his car accelerating dowly to met into the tide of the
traffic. | dodged astring of network vehiclesfull of tourists, weaved between their webs of invisble
radars and lasers, and settled two cars behind him. Solo driving wasn't encouraged on the freaway, but it



wasn't forbidden either. No car was without its safety overrides. Evenif | or the guy | wasfollowing
wanted to, we'd have been hard-pressed to cause an accident, unlessit was with each other; al the other
cars would dodge out of danger before we even came close.

The freeway snaked its rumbling way towards the city centre. The wind coming through my window was
ill warm, but more refreshing than the oppressive tillness of the jam wed left behind. Sightly bored, |
reached down with my right hand, flipped on the radio and skimmed acrossthe did until | found
J113-Digitd, the city's most popular sation. Request time with Dr Bob was dwaysworth alisten. |
caught the tail-end of an old Devo track | hadn't heard for more yearsthan | cared to count. When that
had finished, Dr Bob announced abrief birthday dedication--"ared feel-gooder”--and another song
cameon | didn't recognise.

Trance-like bongos marked time in areverberant background while a sonorous voice recited weirdness
over thetop. Not at al my cup of tea, but ear-catching al the same. My |eft index finger absently tapped
aong with the rhythm while part of my mind clocked the occasond phrase.

The Perfect Gun leaves in a shadow of perfumes.
The Perfect Gunisan illusion on a surface of memory.
The Perfect Gun isafinger resting on the controls of a broken machine.. . .
The guy in the Nissan suddenly dammed on the brakes, causing amass-swverving of traffic in hisvicinity.
My automatic collison-avoidance systems took over, swinging meinto the next laneto avoid his
red-eyed rear before | could react. | ducked back into hislane as soon as | could and watched him
closdly in my mirrors.
He'd wrenched the whed to the | eft and headed for the median strip. | did likewise, cursing. If hewas
trying to blow my cover, then he had succeeded. Whatever his game was, | had to stop to check it out.
I'd be carried away by the traffic within secondsif | didnt.
The Nissan bumped onto the strip and jerked to ahdt in acloud of dust. One hundred yards further up
the road, my Chevy imitated it. | put it in reverse and backed up towards him. He didn't seem to notice.
Hejust got out of the car, holding something in both handsthat | couldn't quite make out.
When | had halved the distance, however, it suddenly clicked. He was holding agun. | crouched lower in
the seat, just in case, and dowed my arse-forward approach. Still he didn't see me. He staggered away
from the Nissan and fell to hisknees. Heraised the pistol.
The Perfect Gun crouches to intercept shadows . . .
| turned my head away the ingtant he fired, but caught enough to fix the view in my mind forever: his open
mouth swallowing the barrdl, his hands clutching the grip like adrowning man, the sudden flash and kick
and thewidening of his eyes, the blossoming of red petas as though the back of his head had sprouted a
dark and malignant flower . . .
Traffic stopsfor no man, but it seemed to dow for amoment then, astime once again dragged its hedls.
| braked hard, threw the car into Park and opened the door. The man I'd been following hit the dirt
before | even made it to my feet, but | ran anyway.
The spread-eagled body lay in awidening pool of blood, eyes open and staring at the tainted sky. His
face, thefirst timel had seen it up close, looked older than | had expected, much like Peter Lorre's had,
latein his career. The back of his head was a bloody mess. Nonethdless, | kicked the gun away with the
toe of my boot when | waswithin reach and felt for apulse. Nothing. The guy really was dead.
"Shit." Whoever my employers were, they probably weren't going to be pleased. At the very best, | was
out of ajob. Without moving fast, I'd never know why.
| went through his pockets for papers, came away empty-handed. He was as anonymous in degth as he
had been in life--but not, | hoped, forever. Reaching into an inner pocket of my jeans, | removed asmal,
plastic capsule and scraped a sample of skin from the back of hisleft wrist.
Then | turned to his car. The radio was blaring the same request show I'd been listening to, although the
song had finished, whatever it had been.
"Haveaniceday, y'dl," said Dr Bob.
| thanked him, although | doubted very much | would, and called the cops.



The Twentieth Century: anice place for aholiday, but you wouldn't want to live there. Or diethere, for
that matter. Very few people | knew did either.

The city possessed a permanent population of nine hundred thousand, plus atransent population of
nearly seven million. Many of the trandents went native for afew months, until they tired of it and
returned to their careers, castes and communities e sewhere in the System. If you were atouri<, the
difference between regular citizen and 'temporary native' was sometimes hard to pick, but the regulars
always knew. We were the ones who had stopped asking questions and just got on with it. We'rethe
oneswith rolesto play.

Me, I'd worked the city for five years, having come here origindly to stay with afriend, not to Sight-see.
Something about the city sucked mein: itsfecundity of people, ideas and lifestyles perhaps; the sense of
going up adown escaator; the pre-Trouble experimentation; and the intermingled gloom and optimism.
All this, probably, and more. | lovedit.

Thered been avacancy for a Private Investigator that no one had applied for. Having always loved the
Bogarts, Cagneys and Robinsons of the period, | figured | could do it. The personawasn't complex--a
mix of cynicism and cliche, with acompulsory penchant for overcoats-and the job itself wasn't
dangerous. Borrowing a name from an old book, | bought a hat and went to work. Most of my cases
involved unfaithful spouses, fraudulent insurance clamants, AWOL contractors and so on--but rarely
anything truly sinister, which the rate of pay reflected. Comfortable work, dl indl, role-playingin an
historica sub-genre I'd dways|oved. Sometimesthe limitations of my job frustrated me; more often they
didn't. It'sdl just part of the game--part of lifein C20, the city without aname. And only the most
stringent movie buff would criticize meif | strayed on the odd occasion from the film noir ided.

So | stayed, stuck like afly inthe amber of the Twentieth Century, more or less. But when | say 'stuck’, |
mean willingly stuck--and when | say ‘'more or less, | mean the city, not me.

Take Police HQ for example: abig concrete block of abuilding with linoleum floors and ink-stained
wooden desks, complete with celling fans and hand-held phones that ring incessantly. Frosted glass
doorways and hatstands. And people everywhere--shouting, crying, demanding, pleading. A scene of
chaos lifted straight from the 1950s.

The anomdies are hidden deeper in the building, but they're there. Fax machines and modemsin the
communications room, video survelllance equipment for the traffic maintenance department, acomplex
forendgclab circa 2110 on thefirgt floor. Standard police weaponry includes plagtic bullets, Colt 45s,
stun-guns and laser-gights; it's up to the cops which they use, depending on the mode they prefer. Just
like every department of the city, persond preference reigns, provided the individual doesn't exceed the
envelope and getsthe job done.

With just that in mind, | stepped into the Dep's private office and closed the door behind me.

Bob Tasker stood one rung bel ow the Police Commissioner himsalf; no one knew his exact title, so he
went by the nick-name 'the Dep'. A big, balding man with a bristling moustache, he sported a brown suit
from the waist down (I never once saw him with the jacket on), the open-neck look and a
peroxide-blonde secretary called Sharon who was apparently addicted to chewing-gum. If he didn't have
aphonein one hand, he usualy had hold of ahot dog. On this particular day, he had neither. Hewas
expecting me.

"Court." Hewaved meto a seat and leaned back into his own, hisbdly expanding as though he'd been
inflated. Y ou're the one with the tiff."

"Sothegirlssay,” | shot back automatically, but without smiling. The day's events had |eft mefeding
flatter than usud. "What amess."

"You sadit." The Dep lifted athick manilafolder with one hand and a grimace. 1'd filed the report with a
detective not two hours earlier. "We haven't had asuicide for so long, | forget what to do with them.”

| nodded sympathetically and rolled a cigarette. The city's death-rate was zero, barring accidents, which
wererare, and the most serious crime on the books was grievous assault. There wasn't any drug-running
ether, dthough theillega importation of prohibited technology--known as 'packing--had taken its place.
Without murder or pushing to keep him busy, the Dep had an easier job than any of his genuine



counterparts, long ago, but that didn't stop him from looking harried. That was hisfunction, after al.
"Any ideawho hewas?' | asked, lighting the smoke with awooden match.

"The car was rented under the name of Wallace Derringer, and his description matches the one the
attendant gave us." The Dep shrugged. "But he had no papers on him. | was hoping you might be able to
tell usmore. Y ou weretailing him, right?"

"Y eah, Bob, but you know how it works: photo, hotel, orders, and that'sit. Don't call us, well cal you."
"You put atrace on their cals?'

"Areyou kidding? Thet'sillegd ."

The Dep amiled. "Between us, Court.”

| smiled back. "A different pay-phone every time. Different voice, too. When | ran the tapesthrough a
stress-tester, they came out clean. Maybe too clean. An Al or something is my guess.”

The Dep nodded, folded his hands across his expansive somach. "Als are expensive,” he said.
"Time-share,”" | responded. I'd consdered that too. " Twenty minutes aday isn't going to bankrupt
anyone.

"Perhaps. Heard from them since?’

"I haven't been hometo take any cals, but my answering serviceis clear. Maybe they know aready.
Word spreads fast about this sort of thing.”

"Ain't that the truth." The Dep grunted, swung forward in the seat until his elbows rested on the desk. "It's
aready hit the bulletin-boards. We need to have some sort of statement ready for the morning papers or
eseit'sgonnalook like we're holding something back.” He spread his hands. "But what can we say?"

| shrugged. "The autopsy might help.”

"Y eah. Well seewhat his genometells us, when the forensic report arrives.” The Dep leaned even further
forward, eyebdling me over hisjowls. "Until then, you'l notify meif anything comes up?'

"Sure, Bob." | crossed my heart and lied through my teeth. Thelast thing | intended to do was give
information to the cops, and he knew it. | owed it to my profession, if not to mysdf. That waswhy |
hadn't told him about the tissue sample I'd taken from the dead man that morning. ™Y ou've got my word
onthat."

"Good. Thanks." The Dep eyed mefor along moment, then motioned ambiguoudy towardsthe celling.
"Thiswhole thing stinks, Court. If you're gonnafollow it, be careful.”

"Don't bewet, Bob." | tried to act nonchadant. "What makesyou say that?"

He shook his head dightly and tapped the intercom on his desk. " Sharon?"

"Yes, dr?' The secretary's voice issued from the tinny speaker, ablonde voiceif ever there was one.
Behind her, the throaty roar of an evaporative air-conditioner, deafeningly loud, filled the office. "Can |
help you, Sr?'

"Show Mr Welesout," said the Dep. "And turn that fucking thing off!"

"But Bobby," came back the whine. "It's hot."

"Maybe she should wesar less,”" | suggested, and |eft.

From the 47th floor of the Genotek Building, reclining comfortably in aleather chair at the edge of the
viewing platform, you can almost see the curve of the Bubble; camouflaged well by the skyline and the
foothillsto the west, but there dl the same. Occasiondly, aurord lights flash behind the hills as magnetic
foils guide shipsto and from C20's airport’, but otherwise the sky is clear of humanity's handiwork.
Jupiter wasriding high, that night. Above the horizon and to my left were the twin stars of Earth and
Luna, blue and white, huddling close for warmth in the cold-spattered star-scape. None of the other
planets were visible to my untrained eye, and C20 has no moon, of course.

Her sméll alerted me an instant before the sound of her footsteps crossed the platform. A mixture of lilac
and honey with atouch of musk. Her scent was alure, and she knew how it hooked me. But | didn't
turn, not even when her hand fell on my shoulder and her hair brushed my ear.

"Hi, Court," shewhispered. "Twicein one day. To what do | owe this unexpected pleasure?’
"Let'sjust say you've got something | want." | turned then, and our noses touched; shewas so close |
could have kissed her. "But it ain't what you think, sweetheart.”



"Hm." Sheleaned away with asmile and arustle of fabric. "That remainsto be seen.”

| smiled back, enjoying the game at least as much as she did. Marilyn Ddlibes, one of the city'sleading
genetic technicians, was pure Nineties knockout from head to foot, dressed to kill ina

bl ouse-jacket-skirt-and-heels combo that might on the one hand have been sensible office-wear, but on
the other left no doubts as to the exact number of her X chromosomes. She stood about five-two on the
old scale (the one | prefer), with shoulder-length golden hair and green eyes; her mouith, like the rest of
her, was narrow without being severe, and curled like a question-mark when she smiled. Shewore
make-up theway it should be; | watched her apply it once, and I'll be damned if | could spot the
difference afterwards, except that she looked better .

"ThelD?" | prompted.

"Dinner?’ she shot back.

| made a show of reluctance. "An hour isdl | can give you. I've got work to do, you know."

"My place?'

"Uh-uh. Not after last time."

"Ganeshds, then."

"Done." | stood and offered her my arm. "Let'sgo."

The trangtion from sterile foyer to city street was shocking, as dways. Insde had been cool, cadm and
encapsulated, whereas outside reeked of movement, emotions and compromise, circa 1980. Cars
honked, voices called, music blared; lights flashed, signs blinked, eyes stared and looked away. Quitea
contrast to the pastel work-stations and soothing silence of Marilyn's preferred work-place.
Whichiswhy, | guess, we'd never made abig ded out of being together . In the untogether sense of the
word.

Ganeshas Indian Restaurant offered everything from noodles to vat-grown eephant. | chose something
gpicy and fairly consarvative; Marilyn waked the path of terminal gourmet junkie, as she dwaysdid. But
for recom dieting drugs and regular exercise, shed have weighed four hundred pounds. Luckily, her
idiom alowed the sort of choice less-modern women had been denied.

Weflirted amiably over our main course, until | prompted again:

"TheID, Mailyn?'

"Oh, yeah." She nudged a strand of noodle on itsway down with one well-manicured finger. "l did what
you asked. Don't | ways?"

"Youreadall."

"I'mawhat?" Sherolled her eyes. "Kill the act and speak to me like a human being or you can do your
own damned research.”

| sghed and mentally shrugged out of the overcoat. "All right. Y ou've got yoursaf a-l mean, you have
my full agreement on that. Now tell me what you found.”

She primped for amoment, enjoying the smal victory, then said: "Nothing. The sequence from the
sampleisn't in the Civil records.”

"Noneof them?"

"Not one. Whoever thisguy is, or was, the city doesn't know him."

"But that'simpossible, isn't it? | mean, to get here you haveto check in at least twice, and there's no way
to fake a passport these days. Is there?!

She shook her head. "Thereisn't. Take my word for it."

"Wdl, then."

"But thetest was clear. HisID isn't registered.”

| stirred the remainder of my medl. ™Y ou only checked Civil Records. What about Commercid?'

"| didn't look."

"Why not?'

"Why should I? Who isthis guy? Some sort of construct?' She started to look curious, then, which |
didnt like. "Areyou tracing industrid espionage?’

| shook my heed, dthough part of me was beginning to wonder. "Would you check Commercia for me?"
"I don't know, Court. Itisillegd, after dl."



"Technicdly, yes. | won't tdl if you won't. Please?’

"Okay, okay. But I'll need to retype thetissue. Commercia uses different techniquesto Civil Records.
Civil convertsthe sample to messenger RNA, thereby mapping the coding exons only, whereas
Commercid tracksthe entire primary transcript, intronsand dl --"

"Right." | waved her slent; the technicd stuff leavesme cold. "I get the picture; | owe you abig favour.
I'll pay you back one day, | promise.”

She raised an eyebrow. "Oh?"

At least | had the good grace to look embarrassed; she understood me better than the Dep ever did.
"My promiseisn't worth squet, right?"

"Yousadit." Shereturned to her med, apparently satisfied by the admission of guilt. "It goeswith the
job, I hear."

Wefinished our medsin slence, lost in private thoughts. | didn't know for sure what was on her mind,
athough | had apretty good idea, but | knew exactly what was on mine:

A non-existent man--the same man | mysdlf had inexplicably been paid to follow--commits suicide on a
freeway for no apparent reason. How did he get into the city, and why did he come herein the first
place? Did he shoot himsdlf because | wasfollowing him? Or was there moreto it than that?
Thiswhole thing stinks . . .

Had | needed any incentive to investigate the suicide, that would have been enough. Bob Tasker smelled
arat too big to chase himsdlf; how could | not be curious? That hed aso warned meto be careful didn't
matter. | could look after mysdlf.

He might have saved his breath, though. I'd been on the case hours before he'd asked to see me.

When Marilyn and | finished, we split the bill fifty-fifty and went our separate ways: she back to work
and me deeper into the city. Whatever it was we had between us, it was easy to resist that night. Every
timel closed my eyes| saw the terrible flower unfolding from the dead man's skull.

Who was he?

For that question, at least, | had aloose end to follow, apart from the matter of the ID. | figured that if
anyone knew anything about the guy in the Nissan then my employers surdly did. They hadn't paid two
hundred dollars aday to give me alittle fresh air, that was for certain. They must have had areason for
wanting him watched, and dl | had to do wasfind it, and them.

Whoever they were.

The Zed ot lived downtown, behind an underground club caled the " Jack-in-a-Box". A regular, muffled
thumping issued through the walls as | approached the concedled door in the venue's rear dleyway--a
wild mix of techno and hard-corerap; dien dgndsfrom andientime. Me, | prefer smoky jazz, Coltrane
or Moore, especidly after aquiet night with Marilyn.

| tapped on the door and waited patiently. Eventually, asmall portal opened at about chest-height in the
brick wall, into which | stuck my hand. A flickering of lasers scanned my prints, my genetic pattern and
my invisble ID tattoo before begping in satisfaction. A shadowy light-cloak--illega in C20--enfolded me,
hiding my movements from prying eyes, and the door did open.

| stepped inside and walked aong abare, grey corridor to theinner door. More complex instruments
scanned my body for weapons and bugs, their feathery touch made my skin crawl.

"Pleasedisarm," said avoice, obvioudy artificid. | tugged out my service revolver and placed it into adot
by the speaker grille. The dot closed with a hiss and the inner door opened.

The Zedot's home was dark, perpetudly ill-lit by LEDs, VDUs and holographic tanks lifted from the
early Twenty-First Century and subsequently modified. Technology crowded on al sides, like the trunks
of treesin arainforest; wire and light cables snaked like vines from trunk to trunk, vanishing behind
consoles and black boxes. The place had the look of a voodoo workshop somewhere off the South
American track. But the weirdest thing about it was the Zedlot himself.

Hewasn't wearing hismask, and the cold, siver skeleton of hisfacia reconstruct glittered in the dim light.
From left cheekbone to temple, hisface wasameta skull, complete with red-glowing artificid eye. But
even with the mask, he was aweird sight to my C20-adapted eyes: grey skin rolled back in hairless



waves from hisforehead to the nape of his neck; his nose flared wide above alipless mouth and pointed
chin. His one good eye was gold in colour, and bloodshot.

Unlike most people in C20, the Zed ot maintained his caste-form with something akinto pride. To
preservetheillusion of the Twentieth Century, most of the city's occupants underwent gentle biomod
therapy before arrival, enough to mask the more obvious divergences of the castes from the pre-Trouble
Human Idedl. Even 0, there was no hiding the truth buried in genetic codes. Marilyn il retained
something of the Lyonessein the shape of her eyes, and | could tdll by looking in the mirror how much of
my Algonquin ancestry showed through lightened skin. But no one | knew, apart from the Zedlot, went to
the trouble of reverang the biomod entirely and restoring his body to its former Sate.

Why hedid it was anyone's guess. | thought privately that he enjoyed being different. In hisline of
business, looking weird--and even atouch sinister--was good advertising.

"Courtney Wdles" he said, swivdling to face me. "How's your credit?'

"Much recovered, thanks, from my last vigit." | took off my hat and dropped it on achair.

"Glad to hear it." The Zealot--whose real name had long been expunged from Civil files-amiled. His
teeth didn't glitter in the gloomy light, and somehow that was worsethan if they did. "How can | help
you?”

"Information,” | said, Sating the obvious. That was his specidity. "I'm trying to trace someone.”
"Thesuicide?' he asked.

| didn't act surprised, and, in truth, | wasn't. Not redly. The Zedl ot dways seemed to know everything
that happened in the city. "What can you tdl me about him?"

"More than you want to know, | imagine. For aprice."

"How much?'

He quoted afigure that made my pulse race. The somewhat disreputable nature of my profession amost
demanded that | use packersto ferret information, but the wage kept me honest, more often than not. |
bit down on the naive hope that he might give it to me on credit. "Another time, maybe. When | win the
lottery. What | need now isabank trace.”

"Which bank?'

"United."

"And whaose account?!

"Mine"

The Zedlot raised an eyebrow. "An expensive way to obtain astatement.”

"I've received three unlabelled depositsin the last ten days. | need to know who they came from. Can
youtdl metha?'

"Of course." The Zed ot looked disappointed. "Isthat al?’

"No. | aso need the autopsy report on the suicide. The coroner's office has had the body for afew hours
now. Thefindings must be due soon."”

"True" Hefolded two dender handson hislap. "I can obtain thisfor you, dthough it will be difficult.”

| winced. 'Difficult’, when uttered by the Zedlot, usudly meant ‘expensive. "How difficult?'

"Two thousand dollars--plus the bank statement, say two and ahaf."

"Ded." The price was high, but less than I'd expected. "How soon?”

"It1l bein your ‘frametonight.”

"Thanks." | nodded. "Y ou're agood man."

We exchanged pleasantries and idle gossip for afew minutes once the deal was done. The Zedlot
maintained a closer relationship with his customers than many of the other packersin the city, and |
awaysenjoyed talking to him, if only on the off-chance he might let something juicy dip.

On this occasion, he told me that one of the interstellar colonies had intercepted an unidentified probe out
in deep space, some months back. The rumour mills were speculating about the possbility of aien
contact, but no one had confirmed or denied anything. The probeitself, and its discoverers, had
themsealves disappeared, leaving avast info-void waiting to befilled. Inlieu of facts, speculationswere
becoming wild.



None of this, of course, had been reported in the papers and b-boards of C20. Way outside our
juridiction. It intrigued me, though, and started me thinking. My opinion leaned towards space-junk left
behind by humans on one of our many surges outward from the System, but the Zedl ot disagreed.

"Y ou don't find junk by accident in deep space,” he said. "Y ou either run over it, and diein the process,
or go out looking for it. So it can't be junk."

"Or dienseither,” | added. "Unlessthey camelooking for us."

"Perhaps," concurred the Zedlot, his red eye winking, and we lft it at that.

| was home when the data began ralling in. Things move pretty fast once they pick up momentum.
Between Marilyn and the Zedlot, 1'd hoped for at least something to clarify the Stuation. What | got for
my trouble, though, was more than I'd bargained for.
| lived in the Old Quarter, in an gpartment on the top floor of asmall building nestled in the middle of a
thatch of 'scrapers. The view was nice, with lots of lights, but hardly breath-taking, so I'd concentrated
on the interior instead, making my rooms as pleasant as possible on a shoe-string budget. Polished wood,
vat-grown leather and plenty of books camouflaged (I hoped) the hi-tech office that my home operated
as, at times.
The only areaoutside of my housethat | redly bothered with was the garden. The roof wasdivided in
two between the apartment and asmdll yard. Trees and grasses managed quite well on the paper-thin
alowance of soil and light they received in the city, and it gave me somewheretorelax. I'd even set up a
amall tribe of Hess machinesto provide anatural ambience when the sun fell. On this particular night, |
was leaning in my doorway, listening to their eectronic cheeps and chirrups and thinking quietly to mysdlf,
running over everything 1'd seen that day.
Thefirg thing I'd done upon returning home was download the information stored in my implants. My
optic and auditory nerves had been 'bugged' by one of the Zedlot's backyard techs some years ago.
Despite the fact that the implants were () illegd in the city and (b) contrary to my chosen idiom, their
obvious benefits made them essentid to any form of investigative work. They alowed meto record
everything | saw and heard for up to an hour a atime, then replay it later viathe PC | kept hidden
behind thelid of my mahogany writing-desk.
I'd hoped to discover aclue I'd missed at the scene of the suicideitself. But despite scanning through
those vita minutes severa times--from the moment the guy in the Nissan had swerved to the arriva of the
police--I1'd found nothing. All I'd gained was an increased didike for the song that had been on the radio
at thetime. Familiarity really does breed contempt, and I'd heard that song so many times by the end that
| could it reciteit by heart.
<P
The Perfect Gun isa door someone opened.
The Perfect Gun implies that there are others behind it.
The Perfect Gun isa dark intention . . .

The words echoed the suspicion, degp in my gut, that something was afoot, but only hindered my search
for the truth by digtracting me from the details. Whatever the Perfect Gun was, it euded me completely.
The phone buzzed for my attention, its racket silencing the sound-sensitive Hess machines. Thetiny
devices had been programmed to interpret foreign noises as 'predators, and ill hadn't grown
accustomed to the phone.
| hurried back inside and hit the Receive button on the console. No voice, no sound, just acoded request
for permission to transmit data. | turned to my PC and keyed the modem's scrambler. Theinflux of data
took less than a second.

Opening up asimple word-processor, | settled back to browse. The bank statement wasthe firgt item to
greet me, confirming my guess that the squirt had come from the Zedlot.

26 1 23531325'001 UACDEBIT 23272



44865472-001 ATM

% = 4 DEBIT/UAC 2050
11758215-009 KAS

27 1 9 CREDIT/I0B 20000

28 1 23531325'001 UACDEBIT  75.00
50078691-001 ATM

2 = 4 pEBIT/IUAC 000
08225455-077 TRF

2 = 3 DEBIT/ASG 1030
11758215-009 KAS

0 1 9 CREDIT/I0B 20000

o1 12 20000111'001 INT CREDIT  17.98

o1 12 23531326‘001 EFTDEBIT  45.00
44865472-001 ATM

02 2 4 DEBIT/UAC 13765

02 12 80000654’ 999 eEpEBIT 163
11758215-009 KAS

03 L 9 crepiiiog P00
11758215-009 KAS

04 L 9 creDiT/Iog 20000

Although dismayed by the usua predominance of debits over credits, the four

large deposits certainly cheered me up. Thefourth itself wasamystery,
though. I hadn't used my account that day, so wasn't aware that 1'd received
such alarge sum from my employers. Why? Wasthistheir way of telling memy
serviceswere no longer required? Or wasit awarning? Be happy with the bonus,
little man, and forget about everything, fast.

Having some experience with bank lists, | recognised the JOB abbreviation as

belonging to the Jordan Ordinary Bank, one of the smaller 'multi-nationas in

the city. Taking the account number of the creditor and running it through an

old account-list I'd gppropriated for a client some years ago took little more

than a second or two. When the search had finished, the screen displayed a
singlerecord:

11758215-0999-441-564581123: Kamen & Subsidiaries, Inc. Clarkesville, SSU

Kamen & Subsidiaries. I'd never heard of them--but, seeing they were based on
Clarkesville, the main bubble on Triton, that didn't seem unlikely. Why they
were paying good money to tag some guy in C20, millions of milesaway,
remained amystery.
| resolved to dig some more, later, and scrolled through the remainder of the
file. The coroner's preliminary report on the body of the suicide was next,
and last. Much of it was dull and involved a high percentage of medicd terms
| had to look up in adictionary. It wasn't until the end that | found



something unexpected.

Somehow, the police had succeeded where Marilyn had failled and located an ID
for the dead man. His name matched that on the car-renta contract: Wallace
Derringer. No other information was given, gpart from an gpproximate age:

mid-forties. No bruises, no wounds apart from asingle, sdf-inflicted gunshot
wound to the head and adight scratch on hisleft wrist (where I'd taken the
tissue sample). Thelack of injury suggested that he had not been coerced;
flash-burns from the muzzle of the gun further corroborated my eye-witness
account.
Suicide. On the surface of it, nothing could have been smpler--except no one
committed suicide any more. Not evenin C20. If lifein the city didn't agree

with you, you moved e sewhere, to C19 or any of the other habitats. Failing

that, you rejoined the rest of humanity and travelled to the stars. Failing

that, youmight  then blow yoursdf away. But not here, not at the beginning of

your journey.
Unless. . . The germ of athought nagged. Perhapsit wasn't the beginning of
the journey after dl, but the end.
| had barely thought thiswhen | spotted something odd. Hafway down the tenth
page, in the middle of along discussion about the dead man's physica
condition, was a cross-section of Derringer's skull.
If I hadn't seen similar scans before, before | moved to C20, | wouldn't have
noticed it. | would have glanced a the picture and moved on, missng one
crucid piece of evidence that either had been overl ooked as unimportant by
the coroner, or deliberately buried in the data.

Walace Derringer's skull had been empty, even before the gunshot. Modtly.
Apart from athin, outer layer of cerebrum and the centra wanuts of
cerebellum, ponsvaralii, thalamus and corpus callosum, hisbrain had

contained little more than fluid. Much like severe symptoms of
encephdlitis--except that that possihility could be ruled out. Evenin C20,
athough only just, medica technology was able to regrow the tissues of the
brain. Had he been truly encephditic he would have been treated here; for a
severe case he would have been shipped elsewhere. And asevere case of brain
damage would not have gone unnoticed. Which could mean only onething.
Walace Derringer wasn'taman at al. Hewasa
| skimmed through the rest of the report, hoping to find further evidence but
not really expecting to. The scan of the skull must have been required by law
in the case of agunshot wound to the head, or el se it wouldn't have been
thereat all. If the coroner had deliberately covered up the abnorma data,
any other potentia evidence would be omitted, or smilarly fudged.
And sure enough, | found nothing further.
The suicide had been a savant then, not Walace Derringer--which changed things
dramaticdly. The growing and training of organic robots was outlawed in C20,
the required technology being way too advanced. Cloned from the host's donor
cells, fast-bred in avat reactor, then modified to ensureaminimal
intelligence, it would have been identicd to the host in dmost every
respect, trained to follow afew rudimentary routines--like smple phrases,
gestures, behaviours--and set loose in C20. With meoniitstail.
| remembered how badly 'Derringer’ had driven that day. The substitute must
have stepped into the red Derringer's shoes that morning, primed to lead me

on awild goose chasefor dmost an hour. Savants were unreliable robots at

best, so | assumed that the suicide routine had lain dormant until an external

savant.



trigger had st it off somehow. Then it had killed itsdlf.
Why? So |, Kamen & Subs and the police would assume that the red Derringer
was dead. Obvioudly.

| stared at the cutaway of the savant's skull, aware of adepth of conspiracy

widening around me. The coroner, at least, had to be involved, for covering
the facts after the event; the people who had grown the savant, then triggered
the suicide; Kamen & Subsfor having metail Derringer in thefirgt place; and
Derringer himsdlf, whoever he was and whyever he was so important. Whatever it

was hewasinvolvedin, it had to be big.
| had come no closer to unraveling the mystery. If anything, my fool

guestions had made it magnitudes worse. But | was hooked, now more than ever.

Andthelast thing a Pl doesisturn from an interesting case. God knows, life
Is boring enough without doing that.

Thirty minuteslater, while | was gill grappling with the mystery, my phone
buzzed again. Half-annoyed a having my train of thought broken, | keyed the
Receive button.

"What?"
"Hi, cheerful,” said Marilyn, her face smiling out of the glowing flatscreen.
"Remember me?'
| returned her smile. "Y eah, sorry. | was doing something, and you kinda
interrupted me."
"Well, she can wait." Her smile dipped anotch. "I ran that second test.”
"Good girl. What did you find?'
"I'm sorry, Court. Thisguy, whoever heis, just doesn't exist asfar asthe
city's concerned.”
That seemed reasonable, in hindsight. After dl, the cadaver I'd lifted the
samplefrom was ageneticaly modified savant, not therea Derringer whose
complete code would be on file. But then | thought of the coroner's report,
with its positive I D, and decided not to mention it. "Do you have the full
sequence?”
"Suredo. I'll squirt it to you whilewe talk. In the meantime, | want to ask
you something.”
| glanced a the PC to make sure it was receiving the data, then turned back
to her. "Sure, darling. Go ahead.”
"What do you know about this guy?"
"Why do you ask?'
"Because hisgenomeis abnormd, radically so."
| leaned forward, interested. "In what way?"
"In every way. When the ID match failed, | ran it through a CP agorithm to
pinpoint its overal structure, but that didn't work either. He doesn't belong
to any of the castes, Court. What is he? A mutant?'
"l don't know," | answered, hoping she'd read the naked honesty in my voice.
"If | knew that 1'd be haf way to solving the problem.”
Her smile had dipped completely by thistime. "I'm worried you're getting
yoursdlf involved in something, Court. | mean, what if someone's dragged out
the old weapons, or invented new ones. . 7'
She didn't finish the thought, and she didn't need to. My mind had raced ahead
on itsown. Over five hundred years had passed since the days of the Trouble
and the genetic plaguesthat had swept the Earth, but the race-memory ill
hurt. Every child born today carrieswithin it the legacy of war slamped



inddibly onitsgenes.
No one redly knows who started it, or what purpose it was suppose to achieve,
but the family of morpholytic viruses had had terrible consequences. Genetic
terrorism on amassive scale, it had spread like wildfire. The techniques used
to contral it included vird reagents and genocide; itssocid effects
included chaos, warfare and starvetion: the end of civilisation for dmost a
century.

With dozens of competing vira strainsvying for human cdlswith natura
formsof diptheria, HIV and ebola, plus radiation and chemical poisonsleaking
into the biosphere, death from cancer reached plague proportionsin the summer

of 2052. Literally no one was unaffected. In twenty years, the population of
the Earth shrank to less than fifty percent of itsformer, bloated high--and
the plagues hadn't even finished their work. A more subtle form of cancer was
spreading, twisting genes and warping the face of humanity itsdf. The human
genome, the original and so-called Idedl, had been twisted from true.
Of the children born during the time of the Trouble, only twenty-five percent
survived, and many of these were gross mutations, unable to reproduce. The
remainder were sports, twisted by the plagues until they barely resembled
their parents. When the sports bred, they bred a second generation of sports.
And then their grandparents died.
The Human Idedl died with them. Not even arecord of the whole genome
survived, it having been destroyed dong with most of the other eectronic
records of the old world. In its place came new strains of humanity: the
castes, differing from the Idedl in avast number of ways. Interbreeding led
to further sports, until finaly the genepool settled down, or the viruses
died, leaving the face of humanity irrevocably dtered.
The Trouble lasted dmost fifty years, from 2052 to 2099. And | guess that
explainswhy there has never been a C21. C20's official envelopeis1932 -
2125, covering the best of the Twentieth Century's culture and as much of the
Twenty-Fird's as can be tolerated. Beyond that point--well, who wantsto
visit aworld characterized by plague, famine and war?
Thefact that humanity survived saysalot for thereslience of therace. The
sportsinherited the ruinstheir ancestors|eft behind and fashioned from them
anew, truly multicultural society over thefollowing century. It must have
been tempting to lay the blame for the carnage on previous generations, but
instead the new human breeds retained ameasure of reverence for the |dedl,
especidly whilethe globd civilisation was returning from savagery. The
ruins contained old footage--films, documentaries, educational programs and so
on. Elder humanity cameto resemble angdls, in literature, song and legend.
From their skinsinward, the sports knew what they were--near-aliens--and
idedlized the old accordingly.
Thisreverence, in part, resulted in the habitats--like C20 and its
sisters-where the sports play-acted at being Ideal. The most recent energy-
and resource-rich human society--my society, the one | had left behind to live
in the city--had conquered the stars and could afford to reflect on the past
through rose-coloured glassesif it wanted to.
So, if Wallace Derringer's genome differed from that of the castes, the
descendants of the sports, then that meant that he was anew mutation. And a
new mutation suggested new viruses, and areturn of the Trouble.
No wonder, | thought, that someone was going to alot of trouble to cover him
up. If word got out, there was no telling what could happen.



All thisflashed through my mind in about five seconds.
"Wait," | said, moreto mysdf than to her. "We're making amountain out of a
molehill, here"
"Maybe not, Court. Think about it. All it takesisfor someoneto sumble
across a cache of the virusthat the clean-up overlooked; some leftover from
the Trouble--amissile warhead, perhaps, floating in orbit or further out. It
breaks loose, infects someone, and --"
"No." | raised ahand to silence her. "1 don't buy it. Y ou could never keep it
secret. We would have heard something, surdly .. ." | stopped in
mid-sentence, stunned by a sudden thought. "Oh, shit.”
"What?' Marilyn waved her hand to attract my aitention. "What isit?'
"Something the Zedot said. It might be nothing, but --"
Before | could finish, the screen blacked-out. Frowning, | thumped the phone's
casing and poked the Receive button.
"Marilyn? Can you hear me? Mailyn?'
Dead. Not even adisconnected signdl. | tried calling another number, but that
didn't work either. And when | stood to check the cables leading to the wall,
| noticed that something else was missing.
The Hess machineswere silent.
Instantly aert, | scrambled across my study to my holster and fished out the
revolver I'd carried for years and never used. | never intended to ether, but
just holding it made mefed more secure, athough the wooden grip in my
sweaty palm reminded me again of the song.
The Perfect Gun is perfect sadism, at least as a method.
Only my heartbesat broke the silence as | inched through my gpartment to the
door that led onto the roof. There| turned out the lightsin the kitchen and
waited for my eyesto adjust.
Outsde, the night was dark and till, lit only by the lights of the 'scrapers
above and on every side. One of the Hess machines chegped, and was answered by
others, and gradudly the night reassumed its usud, reassuring ambience. But
the fact remained that something had made anoisein theyard;
scared the Hess machinesinto silence.
I dowly swung the back door open with my left hand, holding the gun before me
in my right, and took a step outside. | took a second step forward and closed
the door behind me.
In the corner of my eye, something moved. Before | could flinch away, a
numbing blow knocked the gun from my hand, sending it spinning acrossthe
concrete path. Another pushed me from the door.
As| stumbled, | turned to face my attacker--but saw no one.
A third shove sent me sprawling heavily to my hands and kneeson the grass. A
boot pressed me further down. | rolled over when the pressure eased, and
caught a subtle movement to my |eft: little more than a shadow among shadows,
vigbleonly asadigtortioninthe air asit passed in front of the 'scraper
acrossthe dredt. | logt it dmost immediately, and crawled cautioudy away
fromwherel had last seenit.
It was, of course, my invisible opponent.
"Whoever you are," | said, trying to sound more confident than | actually
felt, "you'd better have adamn good reason for using acloak.”
Someone laughed out of thin air, startlingly close. A gloved hand grabbed the
back of my collar and hauled meto my feet. Before | could twist and grab my
assailant, another shove sent me face-down into the dirt.

something had



"Or es=2?" asked the voice.
| crawled towardsthe fallen revolver, but unseen hands swept it avay, into
theair. It hovered at waist-height, pointed in my direction.
"All right, that's enough.” | stopped struggling, out of options. "'If you want
tofight dirty, | givein."
"Sengble” The chirruping of the Hess machines had ceased again. Theonly
sounds on the roof were our voices and the distant rumble of enginesfrom the
street below. My eyesfollowed the floating gun as though tied to the barrel
by invisbledring.
"So now what?"
"Wetdk." Theair behind the gun darkened, blurred, and became aman. His
cloak, now dormant, looked like a matte-grey jumpsuit, complete with hood. Not
oneinch of him was exposed, but | could tell just from the smdl of him that
he was from outside C20. The smell, and the cloak itsdlf.
"Go on, then. Tak."
"Wallace Derringer died of suicide," said my assailant. His voice was soft,
but deep. He should have been doing voice-overs. "That's al you need to
know."
"Oh? And why'sthat?"
"Because| say s0."
"l see | frowned deeply, asthough serioudy consdering the possibility
that | might abandon the case. "And what if | don't believe you?”'
"Y ou will." The masked man paused for effect. "We have the woman."
"What woman?'
"Marilyn Delibes”
| froze. "You'relying, pd," | bluffed.
"Wetraced her calls after she accessed the genome records, and monitored her
conversations. When she transmitted the genome to you, we moved.”
"l don't believe you."
The man chuckled again. "Isthat so, ‘cheerful'?
| sagged back onto the shalow earth. Unarmed, | had no chance of overpowering
aman in alight-cloak; even if hisintentionsweren't to kill mein cold
blood, al he had to do was switch the device back on and | would be at his
mercy again. And the problem of Marilyn still remained. | don't play the sap
for anyone, but the thought of her coming to harm as aresult of my work made
my stomach snk.
Something nudged my left arm. | glanced down in surprise, then realised it was
only one of the Hess machines, wandering acrossthe dirt along its nowhere
path. Its plastic casing, aswide across as my fist, rotated asit tried to
negotiate the obstacle of my body; its stereoscopic 'ears swivelled from side
to sdein confusion. | felt astrong sympathy for the poor creature, machine
though it was; lost, confused, and out of its depth; we had alot in common.
If only, | thought, there was some way we could help each other . . .
| sat up to let the machine continue on itsway under my back, praying the
sudden rebirth of hope didn't show on my face. All | had to do was stall for a
minute. "What do you want?" | asked the man in the cloak.
"Y our data, the original tissue sample, and a guarantee of silence from you
and anyone dseinvolved.”
"Or ese?" It felt good throwing the cliche back at him, but not as good as
the antennae of the Hess machine cregping dowly across my shirt, below me.
Just alittlefurther . ..



"My employerswill use any means necessary to guarantee their security. If
that meanskilling you and Ms Delibes, then so beit.”
"Redlly?" | decided to risk plugging for information. ™Y our employers. That
would be Kamen and Subsidiaries, right?"
The hired gun hesitated. "What isthis, Mr Welles? Some sort of game?'
"No." The Hess machine brushed my right hand. I moved my arm, asthough
shifting my weight, and wrapped my fingers around the base of the machine.
"Don't crowd me. | just want to make certain that you redlly meanit . . ."
| threw the Hess machine at hisface. Hisreflexestook over as|'d hoped they
would, making him raise both his handsto ward it off. Before the gun could
come back down, my shoulder ploughed into his ssomach, blowing the air out of
him.
We went down in an undignified hegp, half on the garden and haf on the
concrete path bordering it. He had an inch or two on me, but 1'd gambled on
theinitid surprise giving me an edge. Whichiit did, but not for long.
Between trying to keep the gun from pointing at me and doing my best to stay
ontop of him, | was a amarked disadvantage.
| drove an elbow into histender ssomach and was gratified to hear the air
whoof out of him again. A fist connected with the sde of my heed, dazing me
for amoment. My grip on hisgun hand dipped, but caught again before he
could swing the wegpon to bear. | risked my balance to drive akneeinto his
groin, and his gpasm of pain caught me awkwardly. | hit the ground next to
him, scrambling to get my arm around histhroat and twist him away. He
struggled furioudy, clubbing a my head with the butt of the gun.
He must have squeezed the trigger alittle too tightly, then. It discharged,
gartling us both and sending abullet ricocheting off thewal of my
gpartment. He grunted with surprise, obvioudy unused to the recoil and noise
of such primitive wegponry. While he was distracted, | put ahand on either
side of hishead and banged it hard onto the concrete path, twice.
He became gtill, and | rolled away, testing my bruised partsfor any serious
injuries. With agrunt of effort, | clambered to my feet and made sure that he
was okay, t0o. Association with two deaths in as many days wouldn't look good
on my record. His pulse was steady, which was good enough for me. Pausing only
to return the fallen Hess machineto its patch of grass, where it cheeped
nervoudy and wandered away, | dragged my unconscious opponent into the house.

Stripped of the cloak, he became alittle less daunting; just aman, dthough
alittle older than I'd expected. His naked caste-form--with the black,
hairless skin and dightly deep-set eyes of a Bhuto pure-blood--looked out of
place though, tied to my bed. That, and the weird bulges down his neck, across
histemples and around hisears.
Implants, | thought; just asillegal as mine but no doubt athousand times
more powerful. For all | knew, they had already broadcast a pleafor help. He
would be sure to do so himself, when he eventually awoke. Exactly how much
timel had, | didn't know, but | knew it wouldn't be long. | had to get out of
there.
| delayed long enough to don the cloak--which, thankfully, was asize too
large rather than a 9ze too small--and down-load the data pertinent to the
case into the phone's detachable persond digital assistant. Then | shrugged
an overcoat over the cloak, dipped the PDA into a pocket, reloaded the gun
and dipped out of the building by the back entrance.



Out on the street, | kept to the shadows. It wouldn't do, | knew, to be picked
up for possessing illegd tech by some passing cop. No onein their right mind
would believe my story. Hi-tech assassins|urking in roof-top gardens, Marilyn
kidnapped, a non-existent man committing suicide, and the possible return of
the Trouble--even | wasn't convinced. To make areasonable case, and to find
Marilyn, | needed more information.

And therewas only one placein the city | could be sureto find it, dbeit at

aprice.

The aley behind the " Jack-in-a-Box" was deserted, asaways. | waited
nervoudy for the Zedlot's automated sentries to go through their routine, and
reluctantly handed over the gun to get through the inner door. Wheniit findly

opened, | burgt into theinner sanctum likeaman on fire.
The Zed ot turned to face me. "'Courtney Welles, back for more. What are you
now, a conspicuous consumer?”
"l need your help," | said. "They've got Marilyn."
Hefrowned. "Who have?’
"Kamen & Subsidiaries, or whoever the hdll they redlly are. That space junk
you were telling me about must have been some old warhead, left behind after

the Trouble." | handed him the PDA. "There's agenetic code on there. A

mutation. | gotta know what it's all about so we can --"

"| dready offered you aprice," interrupted the Zedlot, raising his eyebrows.
"You did?' Then | remembered: thelottery figure."You knew about this?'
"Some, not dl. Morethan you, obvioudy, if that's what you believe." The

Zedot shifted in hisseat. "1 didn't know, however, that you had recently
acquired such avauable piece of clothing."
| glanced down at the cloak that covered my extremities, recognizing the
hungry look in the Zealot's one good eye. "Y ou want it? It'syours. Just help
me find Marilyn, or tell mewhat'sgoing on."
"Thelatter | cannot do. But theformer . . . well, that depends on how well
they've hidden her. Where was she when you last saw her?!
| thought back to the call. The background had been blurred, but familiar.
"Her office. The Genotek building."
"How long ago?'
"An hour and ahdf, maybe more."
"Hmm." The Zedlot leaned over the mess of equipment and screensthat acted as
his desk. He closed his eyes, using implants to processingtructions and data
much faster than any mechanica interface could. "The building was evacuated
elghty-five minutes ago. A fire on the forty-seventh floor gpparently; no
caqudties.”

Despair and exhaustion rolled over mein awave. "They could have gone

anywhere.”

"Perhagps not. | am searching civil recordsfor her movementsto seeif she has
crossed any officid pathssincethen.” | waited for an eternity while he

thought silently to histoys. Then: "Yes. | have her."
| dmost kissed him. "Where?'
"Unless the data has mided me, she gppearsto be home."
"Her home?"
"Working on her computer aswe speak.”
| swallowed my excitement. "It could be atrap.”

"Quite possibly." The Zed ot opened hisred eye and pinned me under its

glowing Sare.



| had little choice. Standing, | shrugged out of the overcoat, preparing to
relieve mysdf of the cloak as payment for his services.
"No." The Zedot raised hishand. "Giveit to me after. | can wait aday or
two."
"Thanks, but | don't like to owe you."
"l know." The Zedlot smiled. "I don't like you to owe me either. But life gets
boring here at times, looking out at the world and never acting. A little
involvement does wonders, sometimes.”
| smiled back, my nervousness returning now that | had adefinite direction if
not an actua plan. Grateful both for his generosity and his confidence, | put
the overcoat back on. "Okay. I'd better get moving, then."
"Wait. Don't forget this." The Zedlot picked up the PDA and gaveit back to
me. "Replay your recording of Derringer's desth, carefully, and it will tell
you something.”
"How do you know that?"
TheZedot'ssmilewidened. "l lifted it from your PC severa hours ago.”
| should have guessed. Raising the PDA in abrisk wave, | headed back through
his security airlock and out into the night.

Incongruous asit sounds, | hailed ataxi to take metherest of the way to
Marilyn's house. | needed to rest, for one, and to avoid public scrutiny, for
two. The open streets made me nervous, knowing that there might be other
assassins|ooking for me. Every casud glance made meflinch.
So | caught acab and paid cash in advance, plus ageneroustip. To avoid the
driver seeing the cloak, | sat intherear seat. After aminute of restless
saring at streets flowing by and itching where the fabric of the cloak rubbed
through my clothes, | took the PDA out of my pocket and followed the Zedlot's
final words of advice.
The recording of Derringer's death lasted less than five minutes. | skimmed
through it twice with the volume down, but saw nothing new. With the volume
up, likewise. And there was that song again, to annoy the hell out of me,
right when | needed it. Thinking about the real Derringer, and his cloned
savant, onelinein particular sood ouit:
The Perfect Gun is neither my shadow, nor my double,
nor my half, nor another myself . ..
Which was curioudy gppropriate, but not enough to genuinely prick my
interest. Thefifth time played it through was just aformdlity; I'd dready
given up hope of finding anything new. The recording rolled onto theend
while | stared out the window, dmost choking on frustration.
And soit wasthat | caught the dedication.
As|--the recorded |, whose eyes | was seeing through--bent to study the
corpse and stedl a piece of its cooling flesh, the song played itsdlf out in
the background, coming from the speakersin the car hired by the red Wallace
Derringer.
The Perfect Gun is half of a destiny.
The Perfect Gun has nothing to do before dying.
The Perfect Gun leaves an exquisite corpse.
With onelast patter of bongos the song faded out, and Dr Bob, J13Js request
DJ, came back ontheair.
"Wl folks, there you haveit. 'Ddi's Handgun' by that perennia favourite,
MC 900ft Jesus. And what better song could aman wish for on his birthday?



Haveaniceday, y'dl."
| sat upright on the seet, feding the familiar irrings of ahunch. A
birthday dedi cation? From whom? And why such an unusua song? Trying not to
get my hopes up, | scrolled the recording back to the beginning, to thetime
someminutes  before the murder, when the song had begun.

The view through my recorded eyes scanned the road ahead and the back of the
savant's car with monotonous regularity. Nothing had happened yet to arouse my
adam. The old Devo song that | hadn't heard for years faded out, and Dr Bob

cameontheair.
"Now we have ared fed-gooder. Perhaps you'd careto explain it yoursdf,
listener? Hello? Who would you like to dedicate your request to?"
A man, in hismid-forties by the sound of him and with an unusua accent, came
ontheline. "Um, yeah. I'd like to dedicate thisto my brother.”
"Y our brother, huh?' Dr Bob managed to squeeze a stupid, toothy grin down the
airwaves. "And why would that be?'
"It's, uh, hisbirthday today. Thisishissong."
"Ain't that sveet, folks? Tell ushow old heis, Wa, and his name, so they
can dl wish him ahappy birthday with you. Wa? Areyou sill there, Wd?' Dr
Bob'saura smiletightened perceptibly. " Shoot, sorry, Wa. We seem to have
lost you. But that won't stop us playing your request, right? From Wd to
Wad's brother: the happiest of birthdays, and may you have many more!”
| fell back into the seat asthe song started. Neither my shadow, not my double, nor
my half . .. nothing to do before dying . . . an exquisite corpse . . . Thewordswere
too appropriate to be a coincidence. FromWal to Wal's brother! | could hardly
believeit, even though | knew it was the answer I'd been looking for:
The song had triggered the savant's suicide routine, and Walace Derringer
himsdf had pulled the trigger.
It didn't make any sense.
The cab cameto asudden hdt, and | glanced up, Sartled, imagining police
blockades or armed assassins holding up the car. Instead, | saw the glass and
aluminium facade of Marilyn's building. The cab had arrived.
Instructing the driver to keep moving past, then around the block, | kept a
close eye out for anyone acting suspicious. Naturaly, | saw no one. The cab
dropped me off in an dley not far from the building's rear entrance, where|
stashed the PDA and wrapped my coat around my waist. Making sure the cloak was
secure at my wrists, ankles and throat, | hit the switch on the belt and
disgppeared from sight.

Marilyn's room was on the sixth floor. Not a penthouse or anything specid,
but sufficiently large for her needs. She preferred stark, smplistic
designs--lots of meta and glass, very dick, like adoctor's surgery with
carpet. | tried not to imagine what was happening to her in there, focussing
instead on the times | had stayed with her, concentrating on theway it
normally was and letting the anger percolate through. | vowed that if we came
through this | wouldn't et anything so petty asadifferenceinidiom keep us
gpart any longer.
Corny, | know. Blameit on the view through the hood, which took alittle
getting used to.
The building seemed unnaturally deserted as | crept through the maintenance
corridors, until | found an old analog clock. The time was dmost threein the
morning. No wonder it was quiet. But why, then, was Marilyn accessing the



Genotek network as though nothing untoward had happened?
Thanking fortune that | had brought my key-ring--on which dangled the key to
her apartment--1 caught the elevator to the floor above hers, then
back-tracked to the stairwell. | passed no one along the way, for which | was
aso grateful. Light-cloakswork best at night, against amottled background;
not even the advanced tech alowed outside C20 could provide a perfect magic
coat. The corridors, athough dimly lit, were too narrow for meto avoid
detection at close range.
| eased open the door from the stairwell to her level, and shut it behind me
asquietly as| could. Her room lay to my right, dong a corridor branching
off from the onein which | found myself. | approached the corner with
caution, peering around it to survey the territory before daring to approach.
Seated on achair outside her room was a security guard.
| retreated, sstumped for the moment. | couldn't possibly creep close enough to
disarm the guard. She would be sureto see me and raisethedarm. And if |
ran, the sound of my feet on the carpet would give me away instead.
My revolver was usdlessin thisinstance; it would attract attention even more
effectively than my cloaked figure. Besides, | didn't want to kill anyonein
cold blood, especidly while the possibility remained that | could be
mistaken. Marilyn might conceivably have evaded her pursuers and arranged for
aguard to watch her back during the night.
| didn't believeit for asecond, but couldn't afford to take the chance.
Which left mewith only one option.
Stepping back from the corner, | reached for the belt and switched off the
cloak. Taking adeep breath, | strolled past the entrance to Marilyn's
corridor, glanced up to notice the guard at the same time she noticed me,
waved nonchaantly, and continued on my way. When | was out of sight, |
counted to three.
"Hey!" | followed my exclamation with agrunt of pain, and astamp on the
carpeted floor loud enough for her to hear.
With my back againgt the wall, | switched the cloak on and listened for the
guard'sfootsteps. Having just faked a maybe-convincing attack on an innocent
resident of the building, | hoped she'd be professiona enough to at least
check it out. For al she knew, it might have been me on the warpath.
Shefdl for it. As her head inched around the corner, | grabbed her and
knocked her out as quietly as| could, feding bad whilel did it. She was,
after dl, just doing her job.
Leaving her in acomfortable position, | ducked around the corner and headed
for Marilyn's doorway. 1'd taken barely five steps when the door opened and
someone |leaned ouit.
| frozefor an instant, then started to run. Whoever it was and for whatever
reason they'd chosen that moment to peer out of the room, | knew they'd see me
before long--a blurry but humanoid shape creeping down the corridor like some
sort of paranoid ghost. Better that | gained as much ground as| could before
they took action.
The person in the doorway |ooked both ways--away from mefirg, then right at
me. Her eyes widened in shock, and so did mine.
Marilyn!
Before| could react in any sensible way, she retreated into the room and
pulled the door shut behind her. Thelock clicked loudly as | reached it, and
| fumbled the keysas| pulled them from my pocket. The key-ring dropped at my



feet, and | bent down to pick it up.
As| did so, the door unlocked and opened again, and someone else emerged.
With my head low to the ground, | didn't have time to recognise him. And he
didn't see me either, looking over me as he was, not expecting meto be
crouching a hisfeet.
| put dl my weight behind me as| legpt for histhroat. Hefdl back through
the doorway, and | followed him inside, dapping ahand at the light switch as
we passed through the doorway, plunging the narrow passage into darkness,
While hewas off-balance, | pushed him again. He grabbed at the fabric of the
cloak and tugged me with him. Locked in an ungainly embrace, we staggered down
the halway and into Marilyn's dining room, where he sumbled and fell. |
landed on top him, dragged down by hisweight, my left hand till locked tight
around histhroat. With my right, | reached for the revolver.
"Don't movel" said avoice from behind me. "l have agun, and athough | cantt
seeyou, exactly, | have a pretty good ideawhereyou are.”
| looked over my shoulder at Marilyn. She stood on the far side of the room,
pointing asmall pistal in my generd direction. Even a atimelikethis, |
couldn't help but notice how her eyesfailed to meet mine. It made her look
uncertain, even ashamed. Even when | redlised that this was because she
couldnt  see my eyes, thefeding lingered.
"Let himgo," she said, tightening her finger on thetrigger. "I'm not afraid
tofire"
"Marilyn," | said, keeping my grip on the man beneeth me but not shifting my
eyesfrom hers. "It'sme. Court."
She hesitated. "What?'
"I've cometo rescue you. We haveto get away."
"Fromwhat?"
"From..." It was my turn to hesitate. The man beneath me gurgled, and for
thefirs time| actudly looked at hisface.
Theman | held by the throat was Wallace Derringer.
| climbed off him, but pulled the revolver from my pocket and made sure he
could seeit peeking out of the cloak. Glancing from him to Marilyn, | stepped
back in confusion.
"What the hell isgoing on here?'
"Stay back." Marilyn kept the pistol trained on my insubgtantia figure.
"Don't come any closer until I'm sureit'syou. Thiscould beatrick."
"A trick?" | dmogt laughed. " Jeez, sweetheart, you know | only come around
here when thereé's adamn good reason.”
Some of the tension eased out of her. "Only you'd say something like that.”
"Solet'smove." | reached for her hand. "The guard won't stay out of the
picture for long. We need to get away from here before --"
"What the hell are you taking about, Court? | don't want to leave. Thisismy
home."
"But they're holding you prisoner herel” | glanced a Derringer, then at the
rest of the room. Somewhat belatedly, | realised how empty it was. "Arent
they?'
"No! Why should they?1'm on their Sde, you idiot!"

| must have stared at her in amazement for afull minute before Derringer

stepped between us.
" think your young friend has taken awrong turn somewhere," he said, rubbing



at histhroat. His was the voice from the radio, its unique accent
unmigtakable; plusthe same Peter Lorre face of the savant, with dightly
bulging eyes and curly brown hair. He turned to me and held out his hands.
"I'm unarmed. Marilyn has the only weapon in the room, apart from yours.
Switch off the cloak and we can talk.”
Numbly, I obeyed. Marilyn moved past meto close the door. "The guard,” |
said, bresking my slence e last. "She's out in the hdlway, around the
corner.”
"I'll get her," said Derringer.
"No." | waved him back with the barrel of therevolver. "You doit, Marilyn.
Y ou're strong enough.”
Her eyesflashed with anger, then softened. She understood what | was saying.
Although | till felt ill at ease about the whole Situation, at least |
trusted her enough to let her out of my sight. Whatever her reasons, | knew
her well enough to know that she wasn't a femme fatale. Hopefully.
When she returned, dragging the unconscious guard behind her, she gestured
that | should sit. | did 0, letting the gun dangle between my legs, at ease
but ill dert.
"Youfirgt, Court,” Marilyn said. | noticed she'd put her pistol aside.
"Whered you get the cloak, and what makes you think | need rescuing?”
| explained what had happened to me since her call had been disconnected: the
hired Bhuto killer on my rooftop, the thregts he had made and his request for
my data
"Did he actudly say that he was from Kamen?" interrupted Derringer. The
mention of the killer had made him nervous, | could tell.
"Not as such, but --"
"Well, he can't have been. There are no employees of Kamenin the city. He
must have been from the opposition. They've been trying to track me for weeks,
and must have sent him to find out how much you knew."
"The'opposition'?"
"|Cl, Caer Jolson, Robel Tech--any of anumber of bigger biotech firms. The
gtakes are high enough to make such arisk worthwhile."
Marilyn waved him slent. "Go on, Court. Finishit.”
| did s0, explaining quickly how | had overpowered thekiller, stolen his
cloak and fled through the city to the Zedlot. Derringer listened to my theory
of the Trouble and the old warhead--origindly Marilyn's theory--with restless
interest beforefinaly interrupting again.
"ThisZedot . . . he supports your interpretation of the evidence?”"
Now that | thought about exactly what the Zealot had said, | had to say that
hedidn't. "Why? Am| wrong?'
"Jug dightly.”
"How? Tdl me. | want answers, pa."
"No." He stood. "We don't have time. Y our friend, the Bhuto assassin, must
have notified hisdlies by now. There might be more of themin thecity. |
can't afford to take the risk that they've followed you here."
"Fair point, | guess. Where do you suggest we go?"
"l have a safe-house on the east side. If we can make it there --"
The phone rang, interrupting him.
"Don't answer it," | said, as Marilyn reached for the handset. Her answering
machine clicked in on the third ring. We waited in slence, but whoever it was
didn't leave amessage.



I'd humoured Derringer before, but this convinced me. So early in the morning,
anyone cdling must have had adamned good reason, one worth leaving a message
at lesdt.
"That'sit. Werre outahere.” | dso stood, clicking the cloak on. "We can
talk on the way. Derringer, you go first."
Marilyn grabbed her purse and keys and made sure the guard was comfortable.
Thethree of usleft the room and waked in wary indian-file along the
corridor, to the elevator. Derringer hit the Down button and waited
impatiently as the nearest carriage descended from ahigher floor. His nervous
energy was contagious, dthough | for one wasn't sure exactly what he was
running from.
"l guessit'smy turn,” Marilyn said, her eyesroaming the near-invisble
shimmer of my visage. "When the phone went dead at the office, | tried to call
you back, but your line was disconnected. Then Wallace came into my office.
He'd bypassed the security, so | had no ideawho he was. | thought he was from
the police, although he wasn't armed. | told him what | knew, and what 1'd
guessed. He caled Kamen on Clarkesville, and they became quite upset.”
"They thought the secret had leaked,” said Derringer. "Like the hired gun who
camefor you, they've been monitoring the Commercia datapool on the
off-chance someone saw through the suicide. When Marilyn ran the savant's
sequence through it, it triggered alarms. Kamen traced the search back to its source, however, and sent
mein, while the opposition waited to see who else was involved. Obvioudy, they assumed that Marilyn
was aready working for Kamen, and could not be compromised. Y ou on the other hand could be
bluffed into believing that they held her hostage. . ."
"Yeah, | get the picture,” | said, accepting the theory that | had been tricked with poor grace.
The doors pinged open, sparing me further embarrassment, and wefiled insde. Derringer pressed the
button for the lobby.

"When Kamen'steam redlised that 1'd already spent some time mapping the genome," continued Marilyn,
"they arranged adiverson to get me out of the building, and suggested we swap information. In short,
they offered meajob. And | said yes."

"Jud likethat?'

" She knew too much dready," said Derringer. "Genotek isa subsidiary of Kamen. The smplest way to
keep her quiet wasto have her on the project; let her sudy mefor awhile. The lure of the full genome
was enough to ensure her silence and enlist her help, once | explained what it redly was."
"Andthat is?'

Marilyn glanced at Derringer, who shrugged. "'l guessthat's my story.”

Before he could continue, the lift doors opened on the lobby--which had been completely empty of life
thelast time I'd seenit. The four dozen or so uniformed police who now filled it turned at the sound of the
doors. | could tell from thelook in their eyes and the way their guns started to come up at seeing us that
they weren't awelcoming party.

"Back!" | stabbed at the lift's controls as avoice bellowed for usto stop. The doors did shut. | pushed
buttons at random. Someone pounded on the doors outside as the carriage began to rise.
Marilyn'sfacewas pae. "Police?’

"l guess there must be some misunderstanding.” | couldn't help the light sarcasm. The copsand | had
never gotten on well, but never this badly. "Or someone knows more about thisthan | do, and tipped
them off."

"Wevedone nothingillegd," said Derringer. "l swear. If | only had timeto explain --"

The emergency phonerang once, and | picked it up.

"Hdlo?

"Thisis Sergeant McCadlan spesking,” said the gruff voice on the other end. "We have the building
surrounded. Come out with your hands up or face the conseguences.”



| didn't believeit at firdt. It was just too much, even for C20. "Thisisajoke, right?’
"Nojoke, pd," said the cop, even morefrostily than before. "Y ou're in the shit right up to your goddamn
eyebrows."

"Okay." | swdlowed my doubts. "Then listen, McCallan: my nameis Courtney Welles, PD license

number MLK44210. Y ou're barking up the wrong tree. Whoever you're fter, it ain't us."
"Theinformation | have says otherwise. Are you coming out, or are we going to have to comein there
after you?'

"1 don't know," | replied, trying to sound casud and finding it hard; ham or no, this guy meant what he
was saying. Thelift stopped at the fourth floor, but | indicated for the othersto stay where they were.
The doors closed again and we continued upwards. "It'sabig building,” | said into the phone.
"Resganceisusdess, Welles. Y ou're only making thingsworse for yourselves.”

"Y eah, maybe." Whilel taked, | pushed every button from the tenth floor to the roof. " That depends on
what we're supposed to have done, doesn't it?"

"Y ou want the charges? How about conspiracy to pervert the course of justice, importation of prohibited
technology, unauthorized use of private and civil records, the manufacture of morpholytic viruses--"
"The manufacture of what? Who told you that?'

"If you surrender, you'll have theright to a public appeal.” McCallan'stone hardened. "Y ou have five

minutes before we shut down thelifts.”
"Now, why would you want to do that?' | put my hand over the receiver and turned to face the others.
"They think were going to start another plague. Isthere any truth to that?!
"No." Derringer shook his head. "Absolutely not.”
"Marilyn?' | noticed that she'd hesitated dightly.

"It'saposshility, | guess," she said. "I'm sure someone's considered it. But not the sort of plague we
were talking about before, Court.” Her eyeswere wide, pleading with meto believe her. "They'd need a
virus capable of carrying specific genesto the germ-line cdlls, not generate random transgenic mutations

likein the Trouble. And Wallace's partners, the ones with Kamen, never said anything about that.”

"The opposition has fed the police aworst-case scenario,” said Derringer. "They're trying to spark a

panic. It won't hold up in court, but the information will be made public knowledge in the process, and
Kamen will loseits edge over the others. That's what the opposition wants. The hint of aplagueisjust a
way to get the police moving fast.”
| studied them both carefully. Marilyn | knew | could trugt. If she said that a plague was only a possibility,
not adefinite am of the company, then | had to believe her. But Derringer? Unlike Marilyn, | hardly
knew him, hismotivations or hisorigins. The more | saw of him, the more he reminded me of actorsin
old movies, not just Peter Lorre specificaly. In astrange way, he didn't ssem to be acting. That didn't
mean | could trust him, but it was interesting.

Either way, | had to make adecison. Again, | choseto follow Marilyn'slead, for better or for worse,
"Whatever you say." | hung up the phone on McCallan's squeaking voice, knowing that further argument
was pointless; the guy's big chance had findly arrived, and he obvioudy didn't intend to blow it, worse
luck. Thelift did to ahdt on the ninth floor. ""Did you bring your mobile, Marilyn?*
Sheglanced in her purse. "Yes. But it'san early modd; it won't work in here. The signd's not strong
enough.”

"I know." Before the doors could close, | gestured that we should |eave the lift. The phone rang again as
it continued upwards. "We caught the boysin blue off-guard. They've given usfive minutes before they
shut down the lifts. That meansthey're not in position yet. If | can talk to Bob Tasker before then, we
should come out of thisin one piece." | jogged to the stairwell while | talked, and took us down afloor
and back to theliftsto confuse thetrail.
"Y ou know where you're taking us, Court?' Marilyn's hand on my haf-visblearm fdt likeavice. Her
corporate Nineties calm wasn't up to this sort of stress.
"Yeah. That'smy job, ain'tit?" | tried to sound confident, in character, athough what | had was only half
aplan. All the exits from the building led through the lobby, which |eft only two waysto get into clear air
for the phone to work. One was by bresking into aroom and leaning out awindow. But that meant



involving someone else, and | didn't want to do thet if | could avoid it. That left uswith only one option,
the one | was currently following.
If my predecessors, all the Plsfrom five hundred years ago, had had any choice, | knew they would have
done the same.
We headed for the roof.

Marilyn's building had sixty-seven floors, and the liftswere fairly dow. As soon asMcCalan and his
goonswerein position, covering al the lower floors, stairwells and shafts, | knew they'd kill the power,
whether the five minutes were up or not. | guessed we had a couple of minutes|eft, maybe.
Asthe carriage ascended, | ran the situation through my mind a thousand times. what to do if the roof
was empty when we arrived, if the police had staked it out dready, if thelift jammed half-way there, if
either Marilyn or Derringer wasinjured. Five minutes on the phone to the Dep would see usclear, |
knew, but getting that five minutes was the problem. | considered asking whether Derringer'saly inthe
coroner's office could be of help, but quickly discarded the idea. Having someone dseto talk to in the
police department didn't solve the basic problem--which was getting in contact with the department in the
first place--and | till wasn't sure how far | could trust him.
"I've been thinking," Derringer said as we passed the fortieth floor. Y ou said you left the Bhuto n
tied up a your place, didn't you?"
"Thet'sright."”
"He must have caled the police, then. That suggests he'sthe only onein the city, otherwise theréd be
more of hiskind here."
"That makes sense.” | felt relieved. One of the worst scenarios I'd considered involved a hoard of
invisible assassins chasing us through the building. " So?"
"So how did he know where to send them?"
That stopped me. 1'd left the Bhuto securely bound. Even if held woken up the moment I'd walked out
the door, it would have taken him at least five minutesto work free. | had been long gone by then, so he
couldn't have followed me. "Wdll, | guess he knew Marilyn wasinvolved, and --"
"We smoke-screened her out of Genotek minutes after you were cut off.” Derringer shook his head.
"And she made no other cdlswhen she got home."
"They traced her home address, then.”
"Sure, but how could he know for certain we were here? And why did hewait until you arrived?
| scratched my ear and thought about it. The Bhuto might have taken alucky guessthat I'd cometo
Marilyn's, but it didn't seem likely. Y ou don't summon C20'sfinest on an off-chance. He must have
followed me some other way.
"Damn," | sad, theredisation findly hitting home. "The cloak.”
"Exactly. It hasahoming device attached. Best we get rid of it, en?’
| switched it off and unclipped the belt, cursng my stupidity. The Bhuto had caught me off-guard not just
once tha night, but twice. | felt like acounty sheriff up againgt amafiaboss. dl good intentions but
lackingin class.
As| dipped out of the deaves and rolled the thick fabric down my legs, the lift shuddered to ahat. With
aflicker, thelightswent out.
Caught off-balance, | fdl to thefloor. "Did anyone notice what level we're on?”
"Sixty-four, | think," said Marilyn, as she helped pull the cloak off my legs.
"Could beworse." When | wasfree, | climbed to my feet, unwound my overcoat from around my waist
and dipped it on. Thefamiliar fabric acrass my shoulders felt more comfortable than the aien technology
of the cloak. Part of me breathed asigh of rdlief: dl | needed now was a hat to complete my usua
ensemble. "Folks, let's get the doors open.”
The carriage had come to a halt between floors. We had just enough room to reach down to the next
level, lever the doors gpart and wriggle through the narrow gap. | went last, opping only to throw the
bundled cloak down the devator shaft. | held noillusionsthat it would throw off pursuit for long, but the
gesturefdlt good.



While| checked my revolver, Marilyn dipped the mobile phone into the pocket of my coat and tweaked
my ear. Her hands shook dightly, not enough to notice except by touching. | wanted to hold her, but
knew she'd only resent the gesture.

"Y ou actualy look like you know what you're doing,” she said.

"Sure, darling.” | bussed her on the chin, and glanced a Derringer. " The Perfect Gun is sufficient unto
the day, right?"

Hedidn't smile back. "I chose the song because of another line: An idealist without taking part in any
ideal' That'sme. | just want to beleft done, to livemy lifeas| wish."

"Who's stopping you?"'

"Everyone." He grimaced. "It'sonly amatter of time before they find us."
| agreed. "So let's get it over with."

With Marilyn close by my side, we climbed the stairs to the top floor and eased the door open. Clear as
an office at Christmas. | had only avague ideawhere to go, but figured thered be severa doorsleading
to the roof. One would be enough. And one phone call would see usthe rest of the way.

The door we werelooking for was at the top of aflight of six metal steps, marked 'Authorized Access
Only'. It was unlocked.
| grabbed the handle and pulled the door inwards. It swung open with ametallic rasp and creak of rusty
hinges. | went through in ahunched run, trying to cover dl directions at once, just in case someonewas
waiting. When I'd decided the areawas clear, | waved for the othersto follow.

For al the varying styles of architecture in the city, the roof might have belonged to any one of ahundred
buildings. Enormous air-conditioning outlets squatted like aforest of oddly-shaped mushroomswith fans
spinning warm air into the night; rough concrete stepped irregularly into the distance, marred by patches
of oil; two fat smoke-stacks belched clouds at the wind, which blew them back in tatters towards us. To
complete the picture, alight but cold rain wasfaling.
With ashrug, | turned up the collar of my overcoat and thought warm thoughts, acutely conscious of the
height of the building full of cops below me and the unfedling sky above.

We headed away from the door and the echoes of its hinges. As| ran, | tugged the mobile phone out of
my coat pocket and dialled Bob Tasker's private number. We reached the summit of ablocky, concrete
mountain near the lift housings as the phone started to ring a hisend.

We stood with our backsinward at the centre of asmall space, surrounded by pipes. Marilyn till had
her pistol and was keeping her eyes pedled. Derringer likewise watched the shadows warily. | kept the
revolver ready, just in case.

Someone picked up the phone on the third ring. "Hello?"

The voice conjured images of dark-rooted, yellow hair with ahint of lipstick pink around the edge.
"Sharon? Thisis Courtney Welles. Get me Bob."

"I'm sorry, Mr Welles, but he's off-duty at the moment --"

"Thisisan emergency, sster. Get him on the phone or I'll make sure hiswife finds out what he getsup to
while she'sout of town.”

The phone clinked down. | could hear her cdling in the background. "Bobby? Bobby? Get out of the
tub. That Wellesguy saysit'simportant!”
| waited impatiently for the Dep to come. Wind blew shreds of mist and smoke across the deserted
building-top, sending shadows rolling unpredictably. Derringer's back against my own was nervous,
twitching every timeminedid.

"Bob Tasker speaking,” said the phone, findly. "Thisd better be good, Court.”

"Itis, Bob. I'm this close to solving the case, but someone's given your boys abum steer. Meand a
couple of othersare holed up in abuilding on the south side with awhole platoon baying at our hedls.
Y ou gottacal 'em off."

"Who'sin charge down there?"

"| spoke to someone cdled McCdlan.”

"I know Jeff, Court. HE'sagood man. Y ou sure he's got it wrong?”



"Pogtive. Another interested party fed him some line about --"

The sudden crack of an energy weapon made me flinch automatically. A bolt of accelerated protons
flashed over our heads, sending chips of concrete exploding in ashower of yelow light from the stack
behind us. Judging by the shot's split-second trgjectory, it gppeared to have come from my Ieft, although
| hadn't been looking the right way to pin it down exactly.
| fired back and started to run before stopping to think, and was half-way to cover before looking back
to check on the others. Marilyn was moving in alow but fast shuffle for shelter to my Ieft, while
Derringer's head showed from behind a stack ten yards from where we had been standing. Weld
scattered quite effectively for abunch of amateurs.

Another bolt cracked the night open, thistime amed over my head, reminding methat | was il foolishly
exposed. A second warning shot, luckily. Thistime| caught the angle of the shot, and could trace it back
toitssource.

Ducking behind the lift housing, | began to circle back. In one hand, | cocked the revolver; in the other,
the phone squawked to itself. | whispered into it as| ran.

"Y ou hear that, Bob? That's a P-24 Helsinger, if I'm not mistaken. Eight-shot proton weapon. Way
beyond the envelope and still accelerating. Y ou see what we're up against”?”

"l hear." Tasker sounded impressed, and more than alittle nervous. "I'll get onto McCallan and find out
wha'sgoing on.”

"Y ou do that. And keep the line open. If we're all murdered, at least well have an aura witness.”

| tucked the phone into my coat and scurried across the scuffed concrete. A bullet from Marilyn's pistol
ricocheted off thewall to my left. | dodged in the direction of the gunshot, running from stack to stack

like amutant crab hell-bent on finding the sea.

A moving shadow, darker than the rest, caught my eye asit dipped across a gap ahead of me. Black
body armour, long physique, lithe confidence: the Bhuto n. If he saw me, he didn't stop to say
hello. | ducked to my right to curve around him and found myself in a dead-end of hissng pipes and

gauges.

| back-tracked hadtily, trying to watch every inch of cover within sight of me. Someone scuffled to my

right, and | saw Marilyn dodge from one duct to another. A third bolt of energy split the sky, aimed
upwards. Not warning usthistime, just getting our attention.

"It'snot too late," called the Bhuto, when the echoes of the shot had faded. The direction of hisvoice
changed as he spoke. "The door is open behind me. | have disabled the liftsto prevent the police from
interfering, but the stairwells are clear. | swear none of you will come to harm, should you chooseto
leave"
| ducked my head and crawled dong a pipe hugging the concrete floor, trying to decide how much of his
announcement was bluff. "None of us?' | called back.

"Except Derringer, of course.”

Y ellow fire exploded by my head, and | nearly jumped out of my skin and over the pipe. The shot came
from behind me, athough I'd swear held been in front of me when he spoke. If nothing else, | had to
admire--and attempt to emulate--the man's speed.
| scrambled on hands and knees towards atangle of pipes. A fifth shot--I was counting--blew a chunk of
concrete the size of my fist out of the floor by my leg. The sixth took the nail off my right index finger. The
seventh shot missed by a good two feet or so, but forced me to the far sde of the juncture of pipes.
Facing me was no less than three yards of empty space.

Desperation draws afine line between the stupid and the brave. | ground my teeth together and prepared
torunfor it.

"Hey! Hey, over here!” | froze in mid-step as Marilyn shouted--at me, | first thought. "Hey! Hey!"
The energy weagpon whiplashed at something | couldn't see. Eight shots, indl. Then: "For God's sake,
Court--run while he'sreloading!"
| did as| wastold, weaving across the open space towards the nearest available cover. The echoing
silence between shots wasfilled with the scuffling of feet. | caught another glimpse of Marilyn dodging
between pipes with the Bhuto not far behind. Breaking cover again, | pounded towards him, waving my



armsto return the favour. The Bhuto glanced at me long enough for Marilyn to scurry away.

He didn't give me enough time to approach, however. Reaching beneath his armour, he produced
another power-pack for his weapon and opened its contacts with histeeth. Tossing the spent pack
casually aside, he clicked the new pack into place and turned his sights on where I'd been standing.

But | waslong gone. Hidden in atangle of pipes, | watched him curse silently and dodge away, moving
like agazelle on crack, much too fast for meto risk snapping off ashot. A trained combat soldier, no
doubt about it. Probably high on PCP or whatever they called it these days out in the 'red’ world. I'd

have to be careful; one-on-one, even without the Helsinger elght-shot, and without the el ement of

surprise I'd enjoyed earlier, he'd pound me into the ground.

Therdatively long glimpse of him had told me something ese, though, apart from that | should be wary of
him: he wasn't wearing full armour. Three-quarters of his body wasinvulnerableto al but abullet a close
range, but his hands and lower face were exposed. Maybe the rest of the armour hadn't squeaked
through customs, or else he/d known it would dow him down. Whatever. He had hisweak spots, and for
that | was grateful. All | had to do was get close enough to capitalize on them.

He didn't waste his breath bargaining with us again. | stayed put for awhile, hoping Marilyn and
Derringer would have the sense to do the same. If I'd convinced the Dep that we were in trouble, then
help could aready be on theway. It wasjust amatter of Sitting tight and waiting for the cavary.

A couple of minutes passed like hours. Occasiondly | heard movement, but nothing nearby. 1'd chosen
my hiding placewell. Theonly thing | needed was Marilyn with meand | could have waited dl night.
But theliftsdidn't come back on; their housings remained stonily silent. Maybe the Bhuto hadn't been
bluffing when held said he, not the cops, had immobilized them.

Without warning, a scuffle erupted on the far side of the building. Two pistol shots sent sparks flying off
the building'slondly satdlite dish; Marilyn'sgun. | might have heard the beginning of a scream, but
couldn't be certain. | ached to move, to find out what was going on, but couldn't afford to run blindly into
atrap. The scuffling ceased, and slence fell asabruptly asit had lifted, then the Bhuto's voice rang out
agan:

"Okay, Wdlles. | redlly have Ddibesthistime. If you want her, bring me Derringer.”
| scrambled from my hiding place and crawled aong the concrete floor near the roof's walled edge, then
around the corner to near where the Bhuto had spoken. As| inched past an air-conditioning duct,
another scuffle broke out, thistime to my left, not far away. | peered past the duct, and |ooked down.
The Bhuto had Marilyn by one wrist and was holding her face-forward against awal. Something dark
had been tied around her mouth, making it impossible for her to talk. While | watched, she kicked
backwards at him and missed. He wrenched her arm up her back, making her gasp.
"Wdles? I'mwaiting."

| wriggled into a better position and did the barrel of the pistol around the edge of the duct.

He either heard me or saw me, | don't know which. But | wasn't even close to getting abead on him
when he suddenly raised his head and snapped off a hip-shot that came close to blowing my right temple
clean off.

"I mean it, Wdles" Hisvoicefollowed me as| dithered avay. "If | don't have Derringer in five minutes,
I'll kill Delibes and come after you both mysdlf.”

With dl thoughts of sneaking up on him stopped in their tracks, | concentrated on putting a hedlthy
distance between us. | needed to think, to plan something--anything--and fast. Who knew what the
Bhuto would do if hefélt pressed for time, or if the cavalry chose this moment to arrive?

As| scampered along a narrow gap between two concrete walls, arms reached out of an air-duct and
grabbed me around the shoulders. Before | knew it, 1'd been dragged inside with a hand over my mouth.
The hand was determined to keep me quiet. | twisted to catch sight of my assailant, and stopped
sruggling. To my immenserdief, it was only Derringer.

"Getchapaws off me, pal,” | grunted, shrugging free. Y ou hear what he saild? He's got Marilyn and --"
"I heard. Y oull think of something, I'm sure." Derringer smiled at me, then nodded out at the roof.
"You'rein your eement, you know."



"What?" | took a deep breath and adjusted my coat without redlizing | was doing it, then grasped what
he meant. I'd dready noted theirony back in thelift. "Y eah, Hitchcock wouldve loved it."
"Except | doubt that our enemy will prove, inthis case, to be addightful young French girl." Derringer's
shook his head regretfully. "And I'm no John Robie."

That startled me. "Y ou've seen To Catch A Thief?"

"A dozen times. One of my favourites. And White Heat, The Big Seep, Key Largo, dl that.”
"When? | mean, where? Y ou're from outside the city, aren't you?"

"Sure. Inasense. | saw them on video when | wasyoung.” His smile returned. "About five hundred years
| stared at him, and decided he was pulling my leg. "For such an old man, you don't seem too worried
about what's going on."

Derringer's eyes drifted back to the roof; the grim st to hisface returned. "He won't kill me. | know that
much.”

"Oh?"

"He can't afford to. Genome andysisisten times more difficult without alive subject. A carcasswould be
worse than usdlessto hisemployers.”

He seemed to mean it. | guessthat explained why, of the two of us, he was the one not panicking.
Adding to my long list of woes, my injured finger had started to throb. " And what about Marilyn?
"That'sthe problem. | can't stand back and let you two get killed over me. That wouldn't be civilized."
"I'm glad to hear it. Any suggestions?'

"I'm afraid not. Astrograd didn't offer acoursein this sort of thing."

Astrograd. That rang abell, dbeit adistant one. At any other time or place | might have pursued the
conversation to find out what the hdll | was fighting for. And he wanted to talk; | could tell that much. If it
wasn't for hislousy senseof timing . . .

He opened his mouth to say something more, but | held up ahand. Hed given me anidea.

"Yes. That'sit. You keep on talking, Wd." | fished the phone out of my pocket and gaveit to him. "Into
this. Head across the roof, towards the lift complex. I'll be about ten yards behind you.”
Derringer's eyestwinkled. Y ou're going to lure him out?"

"Try to. I'll be able to move more freely under the cover of your voice. Well see what happensif he
playsbal. At the very least youll be giving the Dep dl the information he needs to make up hismind."
And me, | added silently to mysdlf. "Y ou're positive he wont kill you?"

"Farly."

"But not ahundred percent.” | gave him the revolver and made sure it was cocked. "Take this, then, and
don't be afraid to useit. Just make sureit'shim you'refiring at, not me."

Before he could protest--and | could tell he was about to--1 dipped out of the duct and hurried across
the roof. From the vantage point of alabouring air-conditioning stack, | watched as Derringer's head
appeared from the duct and looked around.

"Ahem." He cleared histhroat nervoudly and adjusted his shirt to keep out the wind. He stepped out of
the niche, paused to gather his breath, and started to talk:

"How old would you say | am?' he began, addressing empty air. "Late forties? Maybe fifty? Well,
biologicaly, you'd beright. But from Earth's point of view, I'm five hundred and twenty-three next month.
Rdativigicaly, four hundred and seventy. Remarkably well-preserved, don't you think?"

He wandered aimlessy towards the centre of the roof, the gun dangling from hisleft hand asthough he
didn't know what to do with it. He probably didn't. | followed him at adiscrete distance, keeping
carefully to the shadows. Part of my mind monitored what he was saying and, although | watched him
carefully while the tale unfolded, nothing | saw indicated that he might be lying.
| guess, by that stage, | was the only one on the roof who didn't know.

"It sartsin the late Twentieth Century,” he went on, "when | was born. Nineteen eighty-sx, to be exact. |
grew up in Los Angdles, the city on which C20 isloosely based. | studied physics and engineeringin
college, then gpplied for aposition with NASA, the old space agency, in 2012. The astronaut program
was looking for volunteers. To my amazement, | was accepted.



"| flew afew shuttle runs to the Moon and Mars between 2020 and 2028, then received a promotion to
the hyperdeep corps. | began to train for anew mission, along with eeven other men and women. This
time, we weren't going to another planet or another satellite; we were going to the stars.”

He casudly negotiated amaze of pipeswith his eyes seeing times long-gone. "The single-pilot
atomic-pulse probes had findly been ratified by the Earth government. Twelve of them were built and
tested outside the orbit of Saturn. The pilots came from limited backgrounds: no families, no remaining

parents; nothing to leave behind. In fact, my mother was il dive, but had been in a state of dementiafor
the last ten years so my tiesto Earth were negligible.

"On the fourteenth of May, 2047, we left. My target star was Arcturus. The mission portfolio called for
me to spend fifty yearsin cold-deep, to awake when the probe reached its destination, to perform a
year's survey of the system, then to return. One hundred years, more or less, ishow long | expected to
be away. Certainly no longer."

Something moved above me, and | froze. The black shape of the Bhuto assassin passed overheard, with
Marilyn draped over his shoulder, kicking and grunting. Too close for comfort, but too far away for me
to do anything, either. | regretted giving the gun to Derringer, dthough I'd redlly had no choice. Better to
go againgt the Bhuto with nothing but fists than make an dly a gtting duck. If Sam Spade could doit, |
reasoned, then so could |.

Moments | ater, the Bhuto passed again, and | redised what he was doing: circling Derringer like ahawk,
waiting for meto try something. Asthe spiras narrowed, he could be reasonably certain that I'd either
left or gone to ground. When he reached the centre, hed have Derringer dl to himself.

If Derringer realised what was going on, he made no sign. His monologue drifted on.

"The guidance system failed somewhere between Sol and Arcturus. The probe never decelerated, flew
right through the system and out the other side. It would have travelled forever, had Kamen's team not
found me. When they did, they captured the probe and thawed me from hyperdeep. | thought I'd been
captured by diens until they told me what had happened. Even then, | wasn't sure whether to be grateful
or not."

He paused to take a breath and look up at the stars. "My world was gone. The culture shock was worse
than anything I'd imagined. Five centuries! Even with the Trouble and other setbacks, it was ill too long.
They brought me to one of the colonies, and then to Earth, but there was nowhere | found familiar.
Everything had changed so dramatically. | knew I'd never find aplace | could call home." He looked
back down, and for thefirgt time| felt sorry for him. Standing gtill in ardatively empty space near the
centre of the roof, he looked quite the saddest thing I've ever seen.

The Bhuto had stopped circling. Hed either spotted me or was ready to make his move. | couldn't stay
dtill any longer. Under the cover of Derringer'svoice, | followed my earlier route, to my left, at atangent
to the Bhuto's circling path. Five yards ahead, the concrete edifice of the lift complex jutted from the roof,
under the cover of which | hoped to get closer to Derringer.

"Eventudly, they agreed to send me here," he went on, "to C20, the closest thing to my old home. In
exchangefor therightsto my genome, they helped me prepare the savant and arranged things with the
coroner's office, understanding that | wanted to disappear, to return to anormd life as an anonymous
citizen. We set you up as awitness, Court--me and Kamen--not expecting you to guessthe truth. I'm
sorry. We shouldn't have used you like that--but | couldn't stand the pressure. | was afraid of being
mobbed when word got out, asit was sureto, eventually. | had to disappear from the records. And my
'suicide’ would help Kamen too, | knew, by covering my trail, keeping the competitors at bay just alittle
longer. Now that they're getting close though, | don't know what to do.”

He sat down on apipe. "If | had it over again, I'd do it differently. If | hadn't got into the probe, and
Kamen hadn't come after me, | wouldn't be here now. People wouldn't be in danger because of me.
Because of my genome." He laughed bitterly. "And you know? That's the worst thing of dl. | can't even
cdl my DNA my own any more. | sold it like | would an old car. They said they wanted it, that's why
they'd come to rescue me--and | figured, what the hell? What use was it to me now? Just another
clapped-out piece of junk left over from aworld that's been dead for years. Dead and gone, like Los
Angees, NASA,andme. . ."



| stopped in my tracks. Suddenly, it clicked. Everything fell into place: the space-junk, the mutant
genome, Marilyn's defection, the way al and sundry wanted Wallace Derringer to themsalves, and

Derringer himself. The pieces of the jigsaw had been right therein front of me, and 1'd failed to put them

together until thelast moment.
What wasit hed he said? Until they told me what had happened, | thought 1'd been captured by
aliens. ..
The redisation was blinding. Had the Bhuto not chosen that moment to make his move, therésno telling
what damn-fool thing I might have done.

"Wallace Derringer,” boomed a voice above me and to my right, not far from where I'd been hidden a
moment ago. "Please put down the wegpon and come quietly. | have no wish to harm you.”
Derringer raised hishead. | couldn't see the Bhuto, but obvioudy he could. "No. | don't belong to you.”
"Rights of property are not an issue here. | have cometo collect you. My employersdemand it, and | am
honour-bound to comply.”

"Crap." Derringer spat noisily onto the concretefloor. 'Y ou're amercenary. Whatever they're paying
you, Kamen will doubleit.”

The Bhuto legpt down from the pipe on which held been standing. Marilyn still dangled over his shoulder
and, judging by the way she struggled, the undignified way in which sheld been handled had done nothing
to improve her temper. Neither her weight nor her mute protests seemed to cause him any difficulty,
however, as he stepped dowly closer to Derringer.

"] don't havetimeto bargain,” he said, and it was only then that | conscioudy noted something which had
been bugging mefor least aminute, just below the threshold of my hearing: the sound of ahelicopter,
drawing nearer. Bob Tasker had obvioudy heard Derringer'slittle speech and caled for reinforcements.
Either that, or it was aroutine traffic patrol about to get more than it expected.

The Bhuto stopped four yards from Derringer and three from me, the black proton weapon, with its ugly
double-muzzle shaped like aplagtic pig's snout, held tightly in one hand. His smooth, too-perfect voice
hardly changed as he pronounced his ultimatum: "I you don't put down the gun | will shoot Delibes now.
Thisisyour find chance.”

Derringer stiffened. He let the phone clatter to thefloor. | could tell by the cornered ook in his eyes that
he was about to do something stupid.

Sure enough, the barrel of the revolver twitched, quavered uncertainly, then started to come up.
| burst from my hiding place and sprinted a the Bhuto, arms outstretched in a crude football tackle, just
likel'd seen onold TV. Anything to distract him--both of them. I'd gone awhole step before | redlised
that something waswrong.

My revolver, in Derringer's hand, was aimed not at the Bhuto, but a Derringer's own head.

Time dowed as |, beyond the point of no return, took the second step. The Bhuto's wegpon lifted
towardsthe revolver in Derringer's hand, Started to come towards me, then drifted back toits original
target. Hisfinger tightened on thetrigger as| crashed into his chest for the second time that day. Y ellow
energy flared from the black muzzle, and al four of us hit the dirt--me, the Bhuto assassin, Marilyn, and
Derringer.

Concreteis harder than grass and athin layer of soil, and the impact stunned me long enough for the
Bhuto to get to hisfeet. When my eyes cleared, he was standing over me like some God of the
Underworld, clad entirely in black. In his hand was the wegpon. All | could do was stare up a him and
the muzzle of the gun.

Then, with aroar of blades and tormented air, the helicopter rose above the lip of the building, strafing
the roof with a searchlight. The Bhuto turned from the hip to faceit, taken by surprise. | thought for a
moment that | was saved--but he just rai sed the weapon and fired it at the chopper. The shot missed, but
came close enough to give the pilot second thoughts. Tipping a an awkward angle, the chopper ducked
away, leaving me donewith my nemess.

The game was up, and the Bhuto knew it. There was no way, now, that the police were going to let him
out of the building dive. Not after he had fired a them. But he had time for one last gesture of defiance
before going down, like any proper bad guy. The gun looked into my eyesand | swore that, no matter



how badly | had failed a being aPl, | wouldn't blink.
"You fool," he gpat. "Thiswas none of your business. It didn't have to end thisway."
| wasn't in the mood for arguing so | just lay there, with the cold concrete under my back and sixty-seven
floors of gpartments between me and the ground. Something warm trickled across my fingertips. Part of
me reckoned it felt like blood, but couldn't know for certain unless | looked. And so it wasn't my own,
what did it matter? If it wasn't mine now, it soon would be. Or maybe held already shot me while my
mind wandered, and | smply hadn't caught up yet. Either way, | knew | was as good as dead.

But the Bhuto wasright, and | waswrong. It didn't have to end that way. Not quite.
Something small and white flashed across his exposed chin, connecting with aheavy crunch of teeth and
bone. | hardly noticed the arm attached to it asthe Bhuto staggered backwards a step and fell to his
knees. So intent had he and | been on our little tableau that neither of us had seen it coming.

Not daring to believe what was happening | watched, stunned, as Marilyn drew back for another
swing--and dropped the Bhuto cold with her second blow.

"Take that, you sonofabitch,” she gasped, her mouth raw from where the makeshift gag had rubbed her
skin. "Use me for ahostage, will you? God damn you!"
| clambered to my feet and stopped her from kicking him. The Bhuto rolled onto his sde, dead to the
world, as| took her in my arms. She resisted my embrace for amoment, then clutched at me, tight. Her
fury gradudly became sobs.

"Jesus, Court," she gasped. "I thought you were going to get usal killed.”
| patted her head and held her close. "If it's any consolation, sweetheart, so did 1." Mixed with
amazement at the strength of her blow was a certain jealousy: knocking out the bad guy with ablow to
the jaw was supposed to be my job, not hers. But it had been done, and that was the main thing.
Someone moaned from behind her, and | pushed her aside, thinking the Bhuto had awoken. But he
hadn't: it was Derringer. When | noticed the pool of blood he waslying in, the same pool | had been lying
inmomentsago, | hurried to hisside.

"Wa?' | touched his sweat-sheened face. "Wa? Are you okay?'

"My shoulder." Hetried to move, but the pain made him fal back with agrunt.
| bent to check thewound. An ugly hole marked where the n's wegpon had struck. Raw flesh bled
profusaly where heat hadn't ingtantly cauterized it. In my mind'seye | saw the gun flash as| knocked the
assassin to the ground: the Bhuto had been aiming at the gun, but | had knocked him off-target. "Thisis
my stupid fault, Wal. I'm sorry."

"No." He clutched for my hand, and gripped it tight. Y ou tried to save me--might even have succeeded .
.." He gasped and closed his eyes.

"What do you mean, 'might'?" | protested. "Y ou're not going to die. Y ou've got hegpsto get on with.

Y ou're going to be the biggest celebrity ever when word gets out.”

He grimaced. "Great."

"You can't die" | repeated as Marilyn joined me a my sde. "Not after everything you've been through.
All your training, the probe, the hyperdeep . . ."

He opened one eye and stared at me. "Do you know what . . . that means?”

"Findly. You left Earth in 2047, before the viruses and the Trouble. You're --"

"Human. . . yes"" Derringer smiled dightly. Behind the smilelay an enduring grief, which wasworsein its
way than any physicd pain. "Thelast pure-blood human left inthe universe. . "

Hisface sagged as | lowered his head gently onto my lap, and again | was struck by hisresemblanceto
actorsin old films. Not just skin-deep, but right through to the bones. In my arms lay the one personin
C20 who wasn't hiding a caste-form behind biocosmetics, the one true citizen we dl tried to emulate.
Therrattle of the chopper rose cautioudy above thelevel of the roof and avoice warned us not to move. |
fet Marilyn'sarms encircle my waist. Her cheek pressed into my neck and | could tell that shewas crying
agan.

"Top o' theworld, Ma," Derringer whispered, and passed out.

"That's not quite true,” Marilyn added, two days later. We were having dinner together in Mario's,



nursing one didocated knuckle, one missing fingernail, one sprained back and an assortment of bruises
between the two of us.
"What do you mean, precious?’

"The 'last human left in the universe business. Only nine of the old star-probes returned to Earth, not
counting Wallace's. That meansthere are il two left out there, somewhere." She scowled prettily. "And
don't call me 'precious. Y ou know | hateit.”
| mulled this over while | chewed on amouthful of pasta.

Walace Derringer had disappeared again. After the chopper had picked us up and whisked him away
for emergency surgery, Marilyn and | had gone back to my placeto hit the hay, confident in the
knowledge that he wasin the best hands. When we tried to contact him in hospital the next morning,
however, we were told politely but firmly that he had gone e sewhere. Kamen'steam in Clarkesville
denied knowing where he was, when asked, but | had my doubts.

Marilyn suspected he was undergoing facia reconstruction to avoid being recognised when the news
broke, which made sense. It wasn't the authorities or the papers that worried him, though. It wasthe
genera public. Who knew how they'd react when they learned that the Human Ideal had returned to
them, only to kill himsdlf on afreaway in C20, asthe officia story still went? If someone saw him walking
the streets, dive. ..

Maybe that was why Kamen and Subsidiaries had put me on aretainer: to act as abodyguard when
Derringer officidly returned from the dead. | made amental note to contact the Zeal ot soon, to find out
where held got to. The sooner | started, | figured, the better, if only for my curiosity's sake. All | had to
do wasfind away to explain theloss of the light-cloak, and | could begin.

Meanwhile, the andysis of his genome continued. It wouldn't take long, with Marilyn working onit, to
survey the differences between the Idedl and the various caste-forms abounding in human society. The
difficulty lay in what those differences meant. Even after hundreds of years of research, the genetic
sequence held more mysteriesthan ever.

Only when the andysis was complete and made public would the arguments begin over what to do with
it. A new plague of transgenic virusesto reverse the Troubl e certainly wasn't impossible, as Marilyn had
sad, athough unlikely. More probable was the reintroduction of Derringer's ancient stock into the
genepool, just to see what happened. A new caste, asit were. Especidly if there were otherslike him out
there somewhere. Either way, the big picture was going to change.

On amore persona leve, with the Bhuto behind bars, Wallace presumably safe, and Marilyn and |
restored to our usua differencesin routine, lifelooked pretty good.

"He's gerile, you know."
| looked up from my medl in surprise. Marilyn's satement echoed my earlier thoughts with uncanny
accuracy. "Who, Wal?'

"Who ="

"That'sashame," | said, imagining the consternation of hisminders. All those yearsin the probe, |
guessed, being battered by cosmic rays, must have had some effect on him. How would Kamen ever
learn if he could breed true without a measure of hedthy sperm? Unless. . .

"What about the savant?"

"That was the main reason they grew it, Court. Only later did they decideto useit to help Wallace
escape. For amonth before, they extracted samples.”

"And now they're |ooking for surrogates?’

"Yes" Sheavoided my eyes, and | knew that whatever it was sheld been hiding was about to come outt.
"Court, I'm thinking of applying.”
| gaped at her, stunned. "Y ou're wha?"

"Why not? I'm awoman, and an employee of Kamen & Subsidiaries. There's nothing stopping me.”
"Jesus." | put down my spoon, all appetite--and anachronisms--gone.

"Please, Court, don't get upset. It'sjust athought, apossibility | can't ignore: to raise thefirst human child
in haf amillennium. Think about it, & leest.”

"But . .." What about us? | wanted to ask, but stopped myself intime. Thisdidn't have to affect our



relationship a al, and from her point of view it certainly wouldn't. In her vision of the Twentieth Century,
surrogate gestationsin living or artificia wombs were not uncommon occurrences. It was only my habit of
mind--that of a Pl from the 1940s--that felt threatened by the thought.

Besides, | reasoned, it wouldn't be Derringer's child. Not emotiondly. | asked myself how it would fedl
to father thefirgt truly human child in five hundred years. . . And shéld asked mefirst. That counted for
something, surely?

Asweleft the restaurant and headed out into the city that might have been Los Angeles or any other big,
American metropolis circa 1980, but wasnt, | couldn't help wondering what Derringer thought of it.
How did the only survivor of the time my world had tried to recreste regard the illuson? | redlised for the
first time that not once had he said what he thought. Nor had he expressed any sadness at the demise of
hisworld--just regret. Which, | figured, was afar more sensible emotion, and onel tried to emulate.
The Perfect Gun, asthe song says, is not in the habit of saluting the dead.

All llustrations by Shaun Tan, © copyright 1996, All Rights Reserved
(Dali's Handgun, written by M. Griffin, copyright Control in Austrliaand NZ.)

Originally appeared pp158-204, Eidolon Issue 17/18, June 1995.
Copyright © Sean Williams, 1995. All Rights Reserved.
Reprinted with kind permission of the author and artist.




