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“... | see the main use of space colonies as religious. They should be built,
not as industrial enterprise, but in the spirit of the old cathedrals, like
Canterbury. W should take it all very slow and build in meaningful
earth-stories and nyths. Cearly space col onies have nore to do with myth than

science or industry. | want the connection between the Indian Coyote stories
and the space colonies to be very direct and clean. | want the building of the
colonies to encourage folk life and country nusic and old tine religion, not

di scourage it. | want the colonies to have a ot of wi nos and ne'er-do-wells
hangi ng around the conputer consol es, singing and praying and spitting and
telling lies.... In ny head 1’magainst all this space stuff. But in ny heart,
if they’re goin’ to build "em | want to be on one. | want to go to heaven, by
hook or crook. I'd feel a whole lot better about it, though, if that guy
hadn’t hit that golf ball on the moon. | sure do dread being |l ocked up in

outer space with ten thousand golfers.”

—G&ur ney Norman

Two years later, | found nyself sitting on a wooden bench on Canaveral Pier
just outside the little bar that's | ocated at the end of the boardwal k. The
bar has a name, but even after having lived in Cocoa Beach for nore than
twenty years, | can never recall it. | doubt, in fact, that any of the

resi dents know what the bar is called. One local says to another, “1’'Il neet
you at the bar on the pier,” and both people know which bar it is. it’'s sort
of like Oarke County. If soneone nentions Carke County, it is seldom asked
where it’s | ocated.

Canaveral Pier, along with the nanel ess bar, had been rebuilt by the town in
2018, after the original pier had been destroyed by Hurricane Judy two years
earlier. It was just as well that Judy obliterated the original pier



considering that it had been slowy crunbling into the ocean at the tine, a
victimof the relentless battering of the Atlantic surf and its own
decrepitude. The hurricane only saved the | ocal taxpayers the expense of
having it razed anyway.

The new pier was stronger, its tinber reinforced with ,concrete and | unar

al um num donat ed by Skycorp and shipped fromthe Mon, yet it was a near-exact
duplicate of the original pier, with arcade booths and food kiosks lining the
boar dwal k. The town coul d have just as easily replaced the pier with an
artificial island simlar to Disney Seawrld, farther up the coast in Daytona
Beach, but the residents and the Brevard County Chanber of Commerce, in their
wi sdom opted for a replacenent pier instead. The new pier retained the

ol d-style, no-tech flavor of the twentieth century: weathered, whitewashed
wood pl anks that burned the soles of your feet in sumrertime; ice creamthat
nelted into gooey rivulets running down your knuckles and tasted slightly like
salt, games that relied on keen eyes and a good throwing armrather than

bi ocybe inplants at the base of your skull.

One of the small pleasures of the nanel ess bar on the pier were the old

coi n-operated tel escopes on the deck outside the bar. You used to see a |l ot of
themin the last century, on the overl ook above Ni agara Falls or on the
observation deck of the Enpire State Buil ding, but they're nmpstly gone now.
The tel escopes had crashed into the surf when Judy had total ed Canaveral Pier
but they had been sal vaged fromthe weckage and lovingly restored to the new
pier. The tel escopes—big round steel objects nounted on thick posts, a quarter
for five m nutes—aere obsol ete, of course. Even a cheap pair of fiber-optic

bi nocul ars had many tinmes their magnification, and only one of the two

tel escopes worked at all.

But | loved the tel escopes. They were rem nders of the first time | had
visited the bar, back in 1985 when | was a nuch younger man: in ny twenties, a
novi ce reporter for a mdwestern newspaper, who had | ucked into covering the

l aunch of Space Shuttle M ssion 51-D. That was the one in which a U S.
senator, Jake Garn, had been sent up on a junket, doing little nore than
getting spacesick for the dubious benefit of science. A monent in history. The
ni ght before the launch a Canadi an photojournalist and | had sat out on the
deck, getting ripped on tequila and beer chasers, cracking awful jokes about
Barfin' Jake while an endless string of Jimy Buffett songs had rolled out of
t he jukebox i nside.

Those were the good old days, the pioneer years of the Space Age. Back then
when you dropped a quarter into one of the tel escopes, you could view the old
Titan and Atlas gantries along the Eastern Test Range on Merritt Island, south
of the larger shuttle launch facilities at the Kennedy Space center—Pads 39A
and 39B and the original Vehicle Assenbly Building, |oomng |like a nonstrous
white bl ock above the flat marsh-land. Next to the VIP stands and the Press
Mound in the KSC, the bar deck was the best place fromwhich to watch

[ aunches. It still is, even though the press has |ong since relinquished the
Mound to the tourists.

Reporters rarely turn up for the Cape | aunches any nore and the tourists would
rather go to Disneyland. Finally, space travel becane routine. The Titan and
Atl as gantries are ancient history, replaced by pads for Big Dummy HLVS and
various one-shot satellite carriers and the rugged old Mark Il shuttles that
lift off each day. NASA is Still the landlord, but it’s the private

conpani es—Skycorp, Galileo International, Uchu-H ko Kabushi ki -Gai sha, Cheap
Thrills Inc.—which haul nost of the freight and people to orbit.

They al ways said the day woul d cone when seeing a space | aunch woul d be as
exciting as observing trucks leaving froma | oadi ng dock, and eventually they
were right. Now only the geriatric farts Iike ne show up to watch when the
rockets go. This is an inpatient age. if medical science hadn't kept ne alive
this long, | would be tenpted to say that progress sucks.

And so ... well-preserved at the age of ninety-three, one of the last of the
ori gi nal spacehounds sat on a wooden bench in the neager warnth of the
afternoon sun on an early spring day. Retired from chasing deadlines, | wote



an occasi onal, redundant history of spaceflight, or sometines banged out a

sci ence-fiction novel for the hell of it. Mostly I relished old nenories,
sometines flewup to the University of Mssouri for alumi reunions and to
deliver lectures to bored undergraduates at the journalismschool. As a
venerabl e veteran journalist and sel f-acknow edged geezer, | never expected to
get another tip on a hot scoop in ny life.

For my past sins, though, God gave ne one. A phone call placed to nme by a nane
wi thout a face had brought ne to the bar w thout a name, and now a stranger
pushed open the gl ass slide-door and wal ked out onto the veranda. He stepped
in front of me and asked if | was who he thought | was.

“I'f I'mnot,” | replied, “then | owe Social security a lot of noney.” it was a
favorite line, calculated to make young turks respectful of ny seniority. He
snmi |l ed benignly. This one seemed reverent enough, so | decided to give the
cranky-senior-citizen bit a rest. “I take it you' re Sinmon MCoy,” | added,
returning his snile.

“Yes, sir. Thanks for taking the time to see nme.” MCoy stepped forward, with
hand extended. Half-rising fromthe bench to shake his hand, | took a cl oser

| ook. Tall, slender, |ongish but well-groonmed blond hair, wearing a white
cotton sports coat, baggy plaid trousers and a blue bowtie, carrying a

shapel ess white Pananma hat in his hand. Faint British accent, like an
Engl i shman who'd imrigrated to the States as a child. Athletic grace, which
made ne slightly envious: he could still clinmb a flight of stairs wthout
effort, or turn a young wonan’'s head.

He sat down on the bench next to nme. One of the bar robots—a concession to
nodern times, albeit not as charmng as a waitress—+olled out onto the deck
McCoy ordered a coke and | asked for a Dos Equis. The hell with my doctor’s
adnonition to stay away from al cohol; if you can't drink beer in retirenent,

t hen what good are your so-called golden years? After McCoy had slipped in his
credit card with instructions to run a tab, the robot disappeared back through
the sliding door. He gazed at the stunpy little machine as it exited. “If it
still existed I would have asked you to neet nme at Di anondback Jack’s.”

| shook ny head. “Jack’s hasn’t been around for twenty years. It burned down
in...”

Then | stopped. Di anondback Jack’s had been a beer joint on Route 3 on Merritt
i sland, a dive for pro spacers which only the | ocals had known about. How
coul d someone this young know Jack’s? It was hardly the kind of place where
someone woul d put up a historical marker. “How do you know about Di anondback
Jack’ s?” | asked

McCoy shrugged nonchal antly. “1’m something of a history buff. Wien | visit a
place | like to snoop around. Find out some |local history, that sort of
thing.” He waved his hand towards the distant |aunch pads up the coast. “I
guess we' Il have to settle for this.”

“No loss,” | replied. “If we sit here long enough we’ll probably see a | aunch
The weat her’s good, and Uchu-H ko usually sends up a cargo vessel on
Wednesdays. it beats |ooking at pictures of dead nen in a broken-down bar.”
McCoy | aughed, absently fondling his Panama hat in his hands. “1’m surprised.
One woul d think, as long as you've been here, witing about space, you would
be too jaded to watch rocket |aunches.”

| was about to reply, when the robot rolled back out onto the deck, its tray

| oaded with our drinks. MCoy picked up his Coke and raised it to ne. “To your
heal th.”

“Such as it is,” | grunbled, tapping my bottle against his glass. Tine to end
the small tal k. “Wen you called ne you said you knew somret hi ng whi ch m ght
interest me. M. MCoy, | hope you're not a witer and this isn't a ploy for
an interview. | stopped giving ‘last of the breed” interviews years ago.”

He shook his head. “Nothing of the kind. Please, call ne Sinon.”

“Ckay then, Sinon, what’s on your m nd?”

“l understand you’re witing a new book,” he said casually. "“About the C arke
county incident a couple years ago. The Church of Elvis, lcarus Five, the
evacuation and all that.”



| was taking a sip when he said this. Hs words made nme choke and sputter

beer sprayed over the knees of ny trousers. “Goddammit!” | snarl ed.
“Ch! Terribly sorry.” Instantly apologetic, he pulled a handkerchi ef out of
his coat pocket and hurriedly began sopping at ny pants. “ | didn't mean to

get that kind of ...~

I knocked his hand away. “Who told you about nmy book?” | denanded.

It was a serious matter. if MCoy had said | was fooling around with someone
else’s wife, it was something | could have denied. If he had sinply inquired
about my new book, | would have told himthat | was cranki ng out another SF
pot boiler. Neither inquiry would have upset nme. But there were only a few
peopl e, supposedly, who knew that | was doing an investigative work about the
events of 2049 in C arke County. My editor and ny agent knew better than to
bl ab, and ny wife was al ways sworn to secrecy. As for my sources ... well,
journalistic sources always have their own interests at heart, and the sources
for this story were already treading on thin ice by aiding me in the first

pl ace. Nobody should have told a conmplete stranger what | was researching.
Unfortunately, MCoy had al ready caught nme by surprise. There was no use in
pl eading the First and Fifth Arendnents now. To his credit, he didn't |ook
snmug. “Never mind how | know,” he said. “There’s things you should know about
the incident. That’'s why | called you.”

| al most | aughed. It sounded like the same shtick every working reporter
experiences: the nysterious source who suddenly calls on the phone, claimng
to know i n whose cl oset the skel etons reside. Sometines it’s disgruntled

enpl oyees or nosy nei ghbors with an axe to grind. There's rarely anything they
know whi ch can be verified. On occasion it’'s a wacko, |ike the wonman who
bugged ne constantly when | worked the city beat on a paper in Massachusetts,
with her claimthat the nmayor and the entire city council were involved in a
prostitution ring. You learn to hang up when they start babbling about
conspiracies, or at |east before they start outlining their plans to run for
Presi dent .

“l doubt there’s anything you know that’s newto ne,” | said. “But thanks for
t he beer.”

To ny surprise, MCoy didn't get annoyed. He sighed and gazed out at the
ocean. “l was afraid it was going to be like this. You re supposed to have an
arrogant streak.”

“Who's being arrogant?” | said. “l’mbeing realistic.”

He | ooked back at nme. “l suppose you think I’'m another nut case.”

“Ch, no. Not at all.”
“The fact of the matter is,” he continued, “you know little nore now about the
i nci dent than what you coul d have gl eaned from news accounts of the time. Your

book will be nothing nore than a rehash of the standard story. No new facts.
Not only that, but you'll be dead wong on nost of it.”

“Uh-huh,” 1 said. “And you know better, of course.”

“Yes, | know better.”

“And what’s the source of your information?” | was willing to play along for a

whi l e. He had bought nme a beer; it would have been rude to | eave right away.
“I was in Clarke County at the tine.”

| nodded and shrugged. “So were about eight thousand ot her people. Mst of
them didn’t know what was goi ng on even when the col ony was bei ng evacuat ed.
It’s like saying you were in San Franci sco when the quake hit. That doesn’t
make you a seisnol ogist.”

“That’s true. Being there doesn't give ne any special insights. Yet there's
nore than that.”

| smled politely. “I"'mall ears.”

He paused, |ooking down. at the beach. There was a pretty little girl in a
swinsuit on the edge of the surf, feeding scraps of bread to a cawi ng gang of
sea gulls circling around her. She | ooked fascinated and frightened at the
same time. “1 hope she doesn’t get pecked by one of those filthy birds,” he
commented. “If | told you how |l know ...~

McCoy hesitated again. “You' ve probably heard this line before, but ... well,



if I told you right away, you' d probably think I was crazy. So | don't want to
tell you, at |east not now.”

| reluctantly took ny eyes away fromthe child. At ny age, it’s difficult not
to envy youth. “You're getting warm You sound a little nore reasonabl e than
nost insane people |1’'ve talked to, though. so give nme one good reason why |
shoul dn’t just get up and | eave.”

“Does getting the story straight for your book count?”

“Everyone uses that excuse. Especially the ones who are crazy. Try again.”

He smiled. “All right, try this. You' re a storyteller, when it cones right
down to it. You like hearing a good tale, and you like telling one even
better.”

| had to grin. He had ne there. “So far, so good. Keep going.”

“So here’'s the deal,” MCoy continued. “I’mgoing to tell you a I ong and
rather detailed story, and all you have to do is listen. You can take notes
and ask questions, and when |I’'m done, you can deci de whether it makes sense
for you to incorporate ny story into your book.”

McCoy hesitated again, then added, “If you'll hear ne out until the end, I'1I

tell you how | know these things, although |I doubt you'll believe me. So all I
want fromyou is an afternoon of your tine.”

“When you’'re my age,” | said, “an afternoon is a great thing to ask for.”
“It’1l be worth it.”

| thought it over. | had already witten off this afternoon. | hadn’t been

pl anning to return hone before dark, and who knew? Perhaps McCoy was on the

| evel, and even if he was a crank, maybe this would be fun. Indeed, in ny
news-room years, | had sonetines anused nyself by listening to crank calls
fromthe UFO abductees and conspiracy mavens. “| suppose, of course, that you
want to be nentioned in ny book as a source.”

McCoy didn't bite. He shook his head. “Not at all. In fact, | insist that I
not be nentioned. My aimisn't cheap fame. | only want to make sure you get
the story straight.”

He paused, then added, “For the sake of future generations.”

“Future generations,” | repeated. “That sounds rather grandi ose, don’'t you

t hi nk?”

McCoy didn't reply. “Ckay,” | said. “If you'll buy ne another beer, 1'II
listen. Tell me a story.”

“Well, then ...” Sinon McCoy | eaned back agai nst the bench and stretched out

his | egs, bal ancing his Coke on his stomach. “Once upon a tinme there was a
very frightened young woman naned Macy...”

1

Departure (Wednesday: 11:15 P.M)

She had anticipated that the main passenger term nal woul d be crowded, and she
was correct. The | ong Menorial Day weekend was approachi ng, and despite the

| ate hour people were scurrying along the concourses and wal kways of the vast
airport, on their way to catch flights to all the usual vacation spots:

Ber nuda, Hong Kong, San Franci sco, Sydney, St. Thomas, New York, Ho Chi M nh
City. Agroup of little Japanese kids crowded against a railing, staring at a
replica of The Spirit of St. Louis suspended fromthe ceiling, while beneath
t he antique airplane the hol ographi c ghost of Charles Lindbergh, dressed in
flying | eathers and jodhpurs, delivered a prerecorded |lecture on his flight.
Today, thanks to suborbital travel, you can fly to Paris in |ess than an hour
the young pilot commented as a baggage autocart rolled heedl essly through his
body, but in 1927 ny solo flight took alnobst thirty-four hours and was

consi dered the nost dangerous flight yet.... Yeah, Chuck, Macy thought as she
turned away. Tell me about dangerous flights.

At | east the vast nunmbers of nmen, women, and chil dren swarm ng around woul d
make it hard for her to be spotted, if indeed she was being followed. Even if
one of Tony’s goons found her here, a quiet abduction would be difficult. If
someone grabbed her, Macy could screamrape, draw attention to herself,

per haps spook whoever it was into retreating. Above all else, Tony al ways



wanted fami |y business to be done quietly.

She hurried down the concourse towards Gate 27, passing through the security
smartgate, which automatically scanned her face, verified her identity and the
presence of the passenger tag on her ticket, and probed her body and the
contents of her nylon shoul der bag, Macy’'s single piece of |uggage. She

gl anced at a status screen as she wal ked by: 11:17 P.M Tony was supposed to
have pi cked her up at the conmpound at ten o’ cl ock when he came back from
“business.” Even if he was his usual tardy self, she had little doubt that her
absence fromthe Sal vatore mansi on was al ready known.

At this mnute they would be searching for her. Macy had done her best to
cover her trail, prepurchasing her ticket on the Anex card bearing her Mry
Bost on pseudonym and bribing the cab driver who had picked her up in Ladue to
forget her face. Yet she knew that Tony would quickly run through all the
possi bilities; undoubtedly, someone would already be on the way to Lanbert
Field, to see if Tony’s woman was trying to catch a plane. Maybe that soneone
was getting out of a car even now, out on the sidewalk in front of the
termnal, striding in through the automati c doors she herself had passed only
fifteen m nutes ago...

Cut it out, she told herself. Don’t panic now Just get on the shuttle down to

Texas and you' re hone-free. You'll be out of St. Louis. Then in another couple
of hours you'll be on Matagorda |sland, and an hour after that, you' |l be off
t he pl anet. ..

She harbored no illusions that putting 200,000 mles of outer space between

her and St. Louis would be enough to keep her from Tony Sal vatore and his goon
squad. It would stall him but not stop him Yet all she needed was tinme and a
little distance. Then she could get revenge, erase Tony fromher |life once and
for all. The contents of her shoul der bag woul d see to that, once she
delivered it into the right hands. So she hoped.

She found Gate 27, the United Airlines flight to Dallas-Fort Wrth. The

waiting area was crowded, but while there were still a few seats vacant, she
did not sit down. She had to keep her face hidden a few m nutes | onger
I nstead, Macy turned her back to the concourse and faced the wall, fixing her

eyes on an ad screen

By coi ncidence, it was displaying an animted hol o of C arke County. It
rotated gracefully in space, the gentle silver-gray orb of the Mon gliding
past in the background as the TexSpace | ogo shimered into existence in front
of the colony. Macy stared at it, and snmiled for the first time since she had
clinmbed over the wall surrounding Tony' s mansion. Three days and she woul d be
there.

The screen went bl ank, and in the nmonent before a chorus line of Las Vegas
showgi rl' s began goose- st eppi ng across the screen, she glinpsed in the black
panel a reflection of the scene behind her. About twenty feet away, standing
next to the gate entrance, was a man in a suit, perfectly ordinary—except for
the fact that he was watching her. Not with the eyes of a casual stranger
sizing up a beautiful woman who happened to be by herself, but with the gaze
of a person who was discreetly keeping track of her novenents.

A chill electric wave coursed fromthe nape of her neck to the bottom of her
spine. Macy slowy turned away fromthe screen, forcing herself to stare out
t he wi ndows overl ooki ng the apron where the airliner nuzzl ed agai nst the
passenger wal kway. In the reflection of the wi ndow she could see herself, and
further away, the man in the suit was still watching.

She began to turn in his direction, and a fat man with a bawming kid in tow
lurched into her. He stopped and excused hinself before pushing past, and the
kid tranpl ed across the toes of her boots. Wen they were gone and she dared
to |l ook back again, the man in the suit had di sappeared.

Macy Westnorel and woul d have pani cked at that nonent—absolutely flipped, |ost
her cool, bolted for the ladies’ roomor the nearest security guard or even,
God forbid, to a phone to call Tony to say that she was sorry, she was com ng
hone now, please don’'t have anyone kill her, or whatever opportunity cane
first—hen the gate agent picked up her m ke and announced that United



Airlines Flight 724 nonstop from St. Louis to Dallas-Fort Wrth was ready for
boardi ng. Even before the agent had done the bit about carry-on bags and
persons needi ng assi stance, Macy was pushi ng her way towards the ranp.

FBI Special Agent MI1o Suzuki watched as the woman shoved and squirned her way
to the front of the nob of passengers, alnost falling over an old man in a
wheel chair as she thrust her ticket into the hand of the ticket agent. He
could hear the protests of the other passengers and caught the sour | ook on
the agent’s face. There was a brief exchange between the agent and the wonan,
then the agent reluctantly ran her optical scanner over the ticket and all owed
the wonman to be the first person aboard the aircraft.

Suzuki shook his head. “And away she goes,” he whispered to hinself. Wen it
cane to shaking off a tail, the wonan was an utter amateur

He wal ked away fromthe gate to the nearest phone booth, in an alcove just off
t he concourse. Shutting hinmself inside and picking up the receiver, he pulled
out his datapad and, after connecting the interface to the phone, dialed the
nunber to the St. Louis field office’s computer. Once he was | ogged in, he
typed on the pad’s mniature keyboard: WESTMORELAND, MACY—EROSS- REF.

SALVATORE.

Wthin a few noments, the conputer downl oaded the file into Suzuki’s datapad.
A head- and- shoul ders photo of the woman who had just boarded the airliner
appeared on the screen. There was nore information, of course, but this was
all that Suzuki needed to confirmthat it was, indeed, Tony Salvatore’'s

m stress who had boarded a jet to Texas.

He opened a wi ndow on the screen and dialed into United Airlines’ passenger
reservations conputer. At first, the Al systemwould not permt himaccess to
t he passenger list, until Suzuki typed in his federal authorization code—n

ef fect, showi ng the conmputer his badge. Once in, he typed in Macy' s nane
again. No record of Macy Westnorel and was entered in the United Airlines
passenger manifest. Suzuki pursed his lips, then studied Westnorel and’ s
dossi er again. Bingo: she had a couple of aliases, chief anbong them “Mary

Bost on.”

REQ ITIN 5/29/49: BOSTON, MARY, he typed. This nane the computer recognized
it imediately printed out Mary Boston's travel itinerary, gathered fromthe
flight reservations she had nade through the airline. MIlo studied the
schedule, tracing it with his forefinger, frowned and then sniled.

How i nteresting. Macy Westnorel and had used her “Mary Boston” Amex card to

pur chase bookings all the way to C arke County. United 724 woul d get her to
Dal | as-Fort Worth, where she would catch the special TexSpace comuter
hel i copter to the Matagorda |sland Spaceport. Fromthere, she was scheduled to
catch the TexSpace SSTO Lone Star Cipper to Carke County, traveling in First
Cass. In fact, she already had a roomreserved at the LaG ange Hotel in the
col ony.

“So why are you running away from Tony, babe?” MIlo Suzuki nuttered to

hi nsel f. He saved the informati on he had gathered within the datapad s menory
bubbl e, then | ogged off and di sconnected the pad fromthe phone. Well, it
didn't matter to him He had foll owed Macy fromthe Sal vatore compound, where
he had seen her clinb over the wall from his stakeout point up the street, and
now he knew where she was going. All he had to do was contact the Dallas field
of fice and have her picked up when United 724 | anded there. There had to be
some usefulness in the fact that Tony Sal vatore’s bi nbo was apparently goi ng
AWOL.

He had just tucked the datapad into his pocket and had pulled his phonecard
out of his wallet, when the door to the phone booth suddenly slid open and a
man shoved hinself into the booth. MI|o Suzuki had just enough time to
clumsily bring up his hands and open his nouth before the squat barrel of an
oversi zed pistol was pressed into his sternum

Suzuki | ooked up into the inpassive face of the intruder. “Colem..
Wthout a word, the intruder slapped the gun’s barrel into the pal m of
Suzuki’s upraised right hand and squeezed the trigger. There was a soft

he sai d.



whufff! as a tiny sliver was fired into the FBI agent’s hand.

“Yow " Suzuki jerked back fromthe sudden sting. It was the |last thing he ever
sai d.

Two cc’s of sea wasp venonm+the secretion of a jellyfish found only in the

I ndi an Ccean off the Australian coast, the rarest and nost |ethal natura

poi son known to man—was al ready coursing through his bl oodstream Wthin
seconds it entered his heart. Suzuki’'s eyes w dened as his heart began to beat
wildly out of control. Gasping, he clutched at his chest and sagged agai nst

t he back wall of the phone booth until, half a mnute after the dart had been
fired into his hand, he collapsed and di ed.

The intruder caught Suzuki with his gloved hands and carefully settled his
corpse onto the booth’s seat. He | ooked over his shoul der to make sure he had
not been seen, then he quickly and artfully positioned the dead man’s arns,

| egs, and head so that it appeared as if Suzuki was just another exhausted
conmut er catching a few quick winks in a phone booth. When the FBI agent’s
body was eventual ly discovered and examined, it would seemas if Suzuki had
suffered a fatal cardiac arrest. The dart itself would dissolve within ten

m nutes; only a thorough autopsy would reveal the tiny puncture mark in his
ri ght hand.

The CGol em pocketed his hospital -i ssue sedative gun; nade of plastics and
protected with a conmputer-fouling stealth chip inits handle, it had passed

t hrough the smartgate without raising any alarms. He then reached into
Suzuki’s coat pocket and retrieved the agent’s datapad. He tucked it into the
i nsi de pocket of his own jacket, and stripped off his gloves and carefully
backed out of the phone boot h.

He shut the door of the booth, then strolled down the concourse w thout

| ooki ng back. The United Airlines jet was taxiing away from Gate 27 as the
killer reached the main termnal; by the time Suzuki’s body was di scovered by
someone inpatient to use the phone, the Gol emwould be | ong gone from St.
Loui s International Airport.

The Gol em knew t hat Macy West norel and was aboard the pl ane, unreachabl e by
him But the G man had found sonething and put it into his datapad; that

i nformati on woul d nake it easy for the organization to track down the boss’s
girl. She’d got a small headstart, but nothing nore.

The Gol emwas a soldier who only carried out orders. This tine, though, he
hoped he was the one who got tapped for the inevitable wet job.

He had to adnmit it to hinself. He enjoyed his |ine of work.

2

The Coyote Dream (Friday: 6:59 P.M)

In an elliptical orbit that varies between 100,000 and 200,000 niles from
Earth, O arke County glides through the darkness of cislunar space |like an
enornous, elaborate child' s top. Froma distance, it’s nearly inpossible to
appreciate the size of the artificial world, for there is nothing el se nearby
to which one can conpare it. Coser, though, with tiny OIVs and zero g
“free-flier” factories parked in orbit around it, the vastness of the space

col ony becomes overwhel mingly apparent. Wth an overall |ength of 5,250
feetHust shy of a statute mle—and the broadest wi dth, the circunference of
its bow -like central primary mrror, of 2,937 feet, the colony is dwarfed

only by the solar power satellites in geosynchronous orbits closer to Earth.
Even so, Space Colony LH 101US is nore staggering than the thirteen-nile-Iong
SPS satellites. The powersats, after all, are unmanned sol ar collectors, while
the first true space colony is hone to thousands of people. Essentially a

Ber nal sphere, surrounded at each end by torus clusters arrayed al ong axi al
shafts, solar vanes and giant mrrors, Carke County is the |argest space
station ever successfully built. The Great Pyranids of Egypt could be
constructed within the bi osphere, and the | argest sky-scrapers on Earth woul d
all be dimnished in stature if C arke County were to be brought hone.

Yet engineering feats are one matter and the human condition is quite another



Peopl e have lived together in communities for thousands of years, but no one
has yet built a successful Uopia. You can transformsterile, cold lunar rock
into air and water, living soil and confortabl e houses, a new sky and a new
hone, but you can’'t so easily change human beings. In every town there are as
many stories as there are the people who make up the comunity: sone good,
sone bad, some absurd, and sone that are best |eft untold.

Technol ogy changes, and each age devel ops its own mracles. People, however,
are as noble, ornery, vile, and downright weird as they always were.

Sane as it ever was ..

John Bigthorn sat on the front steps of the Big Sky town hall and waited for
the sun to go down. It was the end of his duty shift; he had left one of his
deputies, Lou Bellevedere, in charge of the cop shop, with a warning not to
try to call himw th any problenms, because he was taking off his beltphone. It
was dinner tine and the town square was nearly vacant. Across the square,

G nny DeMIle was closing the doors of Gnny's Café. She spotted the sheriff

t hrough the wi ndow of her little restaurant and waved to him and Bi gt horn was
wavi ng back when the alarmon his watch beeped.

Bi gt horn mentally counted back fromfive, and at the exact instant his
countdown reached zero, night fell on Oarke County. As the colony’'s halo
orbit brought it once again behind Earth’s shadow, a wave of darkness started
on the eastern hem sphere of the biosphere, above his head, and quickly raced
down the walls of the world as a solid ternminator line. As nightfall noved
across the habitat, it left behind sparks and ovals of |ight as photosensitive
timers switched on house and street lights. Finally the terminator |ine
reached Big Sky, and as it raced across the square the street |anps turned on
as the bell in the neeting hall steeple chinmed seven tines. Fromthe far-off
livestock sector in the Sout hwest quad, on the opposite side of the biosphere,
he could dimy hear the roosters crowing. Directly above his head, fromthe
promenade outside the LaGrange Hotel, the touristas attending the daily
Sundown Cocktail cheered and cl apped their hands. In space, there’s no such
thing as a tequila sunset. Wthout a twilight time, night had come to O arke
County.

Bi gt horn rose fromthe steps, pulled his dayback over his |left shoul der, and
began wal ki ng out of Settler’s Square, passing a statue cast froma solid hunk
of lunar aluminum “The Final Shift,” the statue was naned: an
exhaust ed- | ooki ng beanj ack in space arnor, helnmet dangling fromhis right

hand, staring upwards in perpetual awe at the artificial sky of the world he
had hel ped build. A plaque at the base of the statue was etched with the names
of the forty-seven nmen and wonmen who had di ed—so far—during the construction
of the colony. Every few weeks the sun rose to find that someone had cli nbed
up on the statue during the night to place a pair of sunglasses on its face,
crazily changing the Lost Beanjack’s | onesonme courage into blissed-out

goshwow.

As Bigthorn left the square behind and wal ked down Western Avenue to cross the
Hei nl ein Bridge above the New Tennessee River, a New Ark nenber driving a
fertilizer cart stopped to offer hima lift. Bigthorn clinbed into the
passenger seat and the electric cart whirred the rest of the way off the

bri dge, down the sand-paved road into the relative darkness of the South

hem sphere. Here, the only illum nation cane fromthe ankle-high lights |ining
the road. About halfway to South Station, where the farnmer was destined to
park his cart for the night at the agricultural center, Bigthorn got the

| onghaired man to let himoff on the side of the road. The New Ark farner
didn’t ask questions as he braked the cart, only w shed hima good eveni ng.
Peopl e knew about Bigthorn’s occasional retreats to his hogan on Rindge Hill.
The hill was a hill in nane only—ittle nore than an ornanental nound that
rose a couple of hundred feet above the serried rows of double-planted corn
and pot atoes, covered with a small gl ade of maple and el mtrees. Once he had
carefully made his way through the croplands, Bigthorn clinbed the hill in the
dar kness, disdaining the use of the flashlight hooked to his uniform belt,



until he reached the hogan

It was a | ow, six-sided cabin with a single door through which he had to bend
al nrost double to enter. There was a round hole in the ceiling and no wi ndows;
its design was identical to the traditional Navajo hogan. It differed only in
that it was not built of logs. Cut tinmber was too costly to be shipped from
Earth, and the biosphere’s transplanted trees were too few and too valuable to
be used as | unberstock. Instead, |ike al nost every other house-sized buil di ng
in the colony, the hogan was built of banmboo.

It had taken a lot of quibbling with the County Zoning Board to get themto
allow the sheriff to build his hogan in the farm section. The three-nmenber
board, for a while, insisted that he place it in the postage-stanp backyard
behi nd his house in Big Sky, or in Challenger Geen, the small public park in
LaGrange. The problemw th both sites, which the board myopically couldn’'t
see, was that they afforded little privacy. Especially Challenger G een, where
he woul d have been pestered and phot ographed by tourists. Bigthorn had no
desire to make a weekly appearance as a sideshow attracti on. Cone see Chief
Runnamuck perform his sacred peyote cerenony; free admi ssion, no
canera-flashes all owed, postcards available at the souvenir stand.

Fortunately the New Ark, which was in charge of the colony’ s agricultura
project, recognized that as a Native Amrerican he needed a place for spiritua
retreat. They had taken his side against the Board, and finally a conpronise
was reached: Bigthorn was given a snmall plot of land on Rindge Hill, on the
condition that it not be permanently inhabited.

Thus the hogan was conpletely bare except for a small fire-pit in the mddle
of the packed-earth floor, a little pile of cedar twigs in the corner, and the
fire extinguisher which was kept there in conpliance with the usual safety
codes. Bigthorn closed the door, gathered sone of the twi gs and racked t hem
together in the pit, lighted themw th a match, then unzi pped his dayback
After unrolling a small wool blanket next to the pit, he began to undress in
the flickering light of the fire.

John Bigthorn was inpressive when fully dressed. Naked, he was al npst
breat ht aking, six and a half feet of solid nuscle under dark red skin, an
apparition of the fierce nomadic raiders who had been the forerunners of the
agrari an Navajo nation. No one was there to admire him and if there had been
any visitors, he would have used his authority to shoo them away. A Navajo
sweat -bath is not nmeant to be seen by Anglo eyes.

However, his hogan was sonetinmes used for purposes other than his sweats.
Teen-agers, for instance, occasionally appropriated the hut for their own
rites of passage; nore than once he had found enpty wi ne bottles and used
condons on the floor. He didn't really mnd, since a hogan is only a

wi ndowl ess shack when not being used by one of the Dineh, the People. No used
rubbers were on the floor this time, so either Big Sky's kids were getting

| ess adventurous or they were once again sowing their wild oats down on the
Strip. Bigthorn made a nental note to pay a visit to the Chateau L' Anour. If

t he whor ehouse was adnmitting underage tricks again, he’'d have to suspend
Bonni e’ s brothel license...

Bi gt horn shut his eyes and settled cross-legged on the blanket. Tinme to stop
thinking like a cop. He breathed in the fragrance of the cedar snoke, felt the
ri sing heat begin to open his pores, heard the fire gently snapping in front
of him He sat with his back stiffly erect for a long tinme, long trails of
cool sweat oozing off his face and chest. He let his mnd enpty and his body
rel ax, and after a while he decided that he was ready to dream

Qut of the pack cane a |eather flask of water and a seal ed plastic bag. He
took a sip fromthe water, then unsealed the bag. Inside was a small, pale

yel | ow peyote button, broken off the stemthis nmorning fromthe potted rows of
peyote cacti he secretly cultivated in his house.

The first tinme he had taken peyote he had been ei ghteen years old and living

i n Lukachukai, his honetown on the reservation. On his eighteenth birthday his
grandf at her had escorted himto the lodge in the rocky hills above his

honet own, where el ders of the town’s Native Anerican Church had gat hered that



night to cel ebrate his passage i nto manhood. Such is the difference between
the Dineh and the Anglos. The white nan nmakes his rite of passage by screw ng
a cheerleader in the parking lot, the red nan by eating peyote and wal ki ng
tall with the spirits.

“This isn’t neant for gringo hippies,” G andfather Abe had told himinside the
| odge, pressing the fleshy button into his hand. “The Great Spirit gave the
peyote to the Dineh so that they could have the neans to wal k with himbefore
they died, to see beyond this world. It’s not dope to be taken for kicks,
Johnny. It is a holy sacrament, just as the white man drinks wi ne and eats
bread in his church. The only good thing that bastard, Richard N xon, ever did
was to make peyote legal for us so the DEA wouldn’t bust our heads.”

“Wio’' s Richard N xon?” he had asked.

“Shut up and eat your peyote,” G andfather Abe had replied.

Fifteen years later, John Bigthorn took another peyote button and cramed it
into his nmouth, chewing thoughtfully on its foul-tasting tenderness. He
swal | owed the pul p and washed it down with another swig of water. Then he sat
and stared into the low flanmes, letting the sweat drip off his forehead into
the fire.

He had fasted all day in preparation for his sweat, but as usual the peyote
made hi m sick. Nauseous, he managed to crawl out of the hogan before puking
next to a tree. It was cold outside the hogan, so he crawl ed on hands and
knees back into the hut, forgetting to close the door behind him He was weak
now. A dimelectric current buzzed behind his eyeballs. GQuts cranped, unable
to sit upright, he sprawl ed on the blanket and stared up at the ceiling,

wat ching the snoke fromthe fire as it drifted up through the chi mey hol e,
wafting out into the darkness.

Presently, he rose with the snmoke and soared upwards, through the hole, out of
t he hogan, into the fishbow world of O arke County. Rising on a thin thermal
like an eagle, his eyes swept over the dark centrifugal countryside. Bel ow
him beyond the dark curving band of the river, lay the Iighted streets and
houses of Big Sky, spread out |ike a neon sand painting.

He continued to rise, nearing the axial center of the biosphere, passing the
taut cables of the Gold Line axis tram and his eyes foll owed the New
Tennessee River as it travel ed upwards along the equator to the East

hem sphere above his head. Up there—ow bel ow hi mtay the brighter Iights of
LaGrange, where rich touristas |like the ones who used to bargain with
Grandmot her Sally for her blankets and silverwork prowl ed the overpriced shops
surrounding O Neill Square or sipped expensive drinks on the hotel pronenade.
Now he was in the center of the world. Physical |aws dictated that he shoul d
have remai ned there, suspended in gravitational equilibrium but he was no

| onger part of the physical plane. Instead, he passed through the axis and
continued to soar towards LaG ange, his arns and | egs outstretched. He could
see, under the street lights, tiny figures walking, riding bicycles, sitting
on their porches. He wondered why those who happened to | ook up could not see
him a naked Indian flying through the sky. The thought was hysterically funny
and he | aughed al oud. Hi s l[aughter echoed around the world, unheard as nuch as
he was unseen. | fly, | aminvisible. Get as drunk as you can, wealthy white
peopl e, but you' Il still never be able to do this...

Then he felt his attention being drawn, alnost involuntarily, away from
LaGrange towards the farm zones in the South hem sphere. His flight was taking
hi m away from people into the dark enptiness above the livestock area. Looking
down, he saw nmovenent on Eastern Avenue in the Sout hwest quad. An ani mal was
on the road, visible in the lights, and he wondered if one of the goats or
pi gs had managed once again to escape fromthe grazing |lands. As he swept

cl oser, quickly descending, he realized that the aninal was neither a pig nor
a goat.

It was Coyote.

Coyote sat on his haunches and waited until Bigthorn dropped lightly to his
feet on the road a few yards away. You're the guy who keeps the law, right?
Coyot e asked.



“Yes, | am” Bigthorn replied.

Hm White man’s | aw. Coyote absently scratched behind his ear with his right
hind leg. Can’t even keep the fleas out of this place. Wll, listen, there's
danger on its way here. You d better cone with ne. | need to show you what's
going on before it’s too late.

Coyote stood up and began to wal k away, headi ng south up the road. Bigthorn
hesitated. Coyote was the great trickster. One could never trust him

conpl etely. He had nmanaged to deceive the frog people out of their water,
after all, and he had seduced Spider Man’s w fe. But Coyote seldomlied
outright, or at least not to one of the Dineh. If he said there was sone sort
of danger, there was probably a grain of truth in his words.

Bi gt horn foll owed Coyote until they reached South Wndow, the broad band of
thi ck lunar-glass panes that stretched entirely around the southern half of

t he bi osphere. They stepped over the rail and wal ked together out onto the

wi ndow—n the back of his mnd Bigthorn knew that Henrietta' s Heroes, the

wi ndow- cl eani ng crew, woul d be pissed off when they found his footprints on
the gl ass—until Coyote stopped.

kay, Coyote said, |ook down there.

He | ooked down. Through the wi ndow, reflected in the polish of the South
secondary mirror, the stars wheel ed past, planets and constellations and

di stant gal axies noving in parade as C arke County rotated on its axis. Coyote
sat back a few feet, watching himexpectantly.

It was beautiful, but it was nothing Bigthorn hadn't seen before. “What am|
supposed to be I ooking for?” he asked.

Numb nuts, Coyote replied. Gve ‘emeyes, tell "emthere’s a big problem show
"emwhere it’s at, and they're still too stupid to see for thensel ves.

Remar kabl y, Coyote spoke with the voice of Bigthorn's grandfather. He raised a
paw and jabbed it at the wi ndow. Look for a star that’s noving differently
fromthe others, you stupid turd.

Bi gt horn peered carefully at the turning starscape. Yes, there was a star
moving on a different track fromthe rest. It gained brilliance as it grew

cl oser, began to evolve in a nore angul ar shape. He realized that it was an
appr oachi ng spacecraft.

“lI see a ship,” Bigthorn said. “Is the danger aboard the ship? Wich one is
it?”

Coyote smiled a canine snmile, the grin of a god. Watch carefully, keeper of
the gringo | aw

Bi gt horn | ooked back at the ship. Suddenly, it exploded, transfornmng itself
into a white sphere of nuclear energy that pul sed outwards with terrifying
speed and force. He heard Coyote | augh-his grandfather’s | augh—and when he

| ooked up, Coyote had vani shed. The darkness of night was swept away in the
sudden, horrible glare.

Bigthorn only had time to realize that Coyote had tricked him too, before the
shockwave ripped through the w ndow, glass expl oding around him slicing
through him in the first nmonent of the destruction of C arke County...

He was out cold for a long tine.

When he awakened, Bigthorn found himself curled against the wall on the floor
of his hogan. Every joint in his body ached. H s nouth was cotton-dry and he
was hungry. Sunlight streamed in through the snokehol e and the open door. The
fire in the pit had Iong since burned out, leaving a small, cold heap of
ashes. And he was no | onger by hinself.

Jenny Schorr was sitting on her knees a few feet away, smiling. As he tw sted
around on his back, painfully, she held out his clothes to him she had fol ded
them neatly. Her eyes drifted down his body, hovering for a nonent over his
crotch, and she let out a |ow, coy whistle.

“Hoy hoy,” she dryly conrented. “lInjun brave have heap good body.”

“Thanks. Go to hell.” Bigthorn closed his eyes for a second, then took the
clothes and, sitting up, placed themin his lap. Hs head felt as if soneone
had hamered a rail spike through his skull. “Wat tine is it?” he rasped



t hrough his dry throat.

“Nine o'clock ... Saturday norning,” she said.

“Ch, great.” He lay his head against the wall. He should have been on duty an
hour ago. “Did Wade send you out here?”

“He was worried, but he didn’t know where to find you.” Jenny’s smile grew

wi der. “I had stopped by to ... never nind, but he checked the nmessage board
when your home phone didn’'t answer. Blind Boy Grunt knew where you were.”

Bi gt horn squinted at her. “He did?”

She shrugged. “No kidding. Right there on the screen.” He stared at her and
she continued. “ ‘Bigthorn—Rindge Hll. Howing with the coyotes.’ That was
it. So |l came up here to check it out, and | ooky what | found.” She nodded her
head. “For this kind of show, I'mglad | did.”

“Whoopee.” Bigthorn bent forward and snagged the | eather flask he had brought
with him unstoppered the cork and took a |long, soothing drink. Looking back
at Jenny, he saw that she was still admiring his body. “C non, what’'s the
matter? Never seen a naked man before?”

“None like this.”

“Gnngh. ” He was enbarrassed. “If and when | find out who Blind Boy Gunt is,
|"mgoing to twi st his goddamm neck.”

Jenny nodded her head. She was still transfixed by his groin, and it was
maki ng himdistinctly unconfortable. “You know,” he said, “a Navajo hogan is a
sacred place during a sweat.”

“Really now?” A wi cked snile spread across her face. “If you want sweat, ||
be happy to oblige.”

He frowned, not catching her drift. “Hm®? | don't understand.”

“Let me try to be alittle nore clear, then.” She shook back her |ong bl ond
hai r and began to unbutton her white cotton bl ouse. “Maybe if | take off ny
clothes and lie on top of you,” she said softly, “we could work up a little
nore sweat, hey?”

Bi gt horn stared at her speechlessly as she renmoved her shirt, untucking it
fromher jeans. Her breasts were lovely. He would have | oved to touch them 1In
t he back of his mind, he had al ways wondered what Jenny Schorr | ooked like in
the nude. Yet now that he was about to find out, he didn't want to know
“Only if your husband says it’'s okay,” he nurnured.

“Nei | ?” Jenny shrugged. “Oz the great and powerful lost interest in this sort
of thing a long tinme ago.” She lay her shirt aside and reached for the top
button of her jeans. “Saving the world takes a lot out of a man, y’ know. ”

The sheriff forced hinself to | ook away. Like it or not, he was beginning to
get hard. The tenptation was there ... but he couldn’t bring hinself to foll ow
his urges. “Please, Jenny ... please stop.”

She stopped. The seductive smle escaped fromher face. “lIs it because of
Nei | ?” she whi spered.

“Not necessarily,” he replied. “It’s just ... well, on principle, | don't go
around fucking married woren. Don’t take it personally.”

She rai sed her eyebrows. “Considering the circunstances, what other way am|l
supposed to take it?”

“Well, you can put your clothes back on, for starters.” He tried not to stare
at her. He didn’t even want to consider how long it had been. since the | ast
time he had gotten his ashes hauled, or the fact that Jenny was exactly the
ki nd of woman who could nake himwant to die and go to heaven. Hell, man,
who's going to know ... ?

No one except you, bub. Bigthorn | ooked away again. “Sorry, but it ain't ne,
babe. Please ... ”

Jenny stopped unbuttoning her jeans. She |ooked at himsulkily, then picked up
her shirt and began to dress. She even turned her back as he began to pull on
his own clothes. For a couple of mnutes neither of them said anything, unti
finally Bigthorn cleared his throat to break the nervous silence.

“l better get down to the cop shop,” he said as he zipped up his trousers and
reached for his uniformshirt. “Don’t want anyone to get the idea that |’'ve
gone off on a bender.”

”



Jenny didn't smle or neet his eyes. “No, you don't,” she said neutrally as
she buttoned her shirt. “OF course everyone knows you don’t drink.” She cast a
gl ance at himover her shoulder. “Cone to think of it, have you ever gotten

dr unk?”

“Yeah, but | didn’t enjoy the experience.” Suddenly, Bigthorn recalled his
vision fromthe night before, what Coyote had told him “By the way,” he
added, “you haven't seen the inbound flight schedul e, have you?”

“Uh- huh. The Lone Star Clipper’s due in at el even hundred.” Jenny stood up and
shoved her shirttails back into her pants. “Wy do you ask?”

“Hyém ... no particular reason.”

“Right. Well ...” She quickly slapped the dust off her knees. “Tine to go be
Neil Schorr’s wife again.” Jenny turned and bent over to pass through the | ow

door, but then she stopped. “John ... ?”
“Yeah? ”
“What happened here ... that’s strictly between you and nme, isn’t it?” She

gl anced down at the cold fire-pit. “Believe ne when | tell you that | stil
love him You have to know that. But | have ny needs, and he isn’t doing
anyt hi ng about that.” She hesitated. “Muybe being horny doesn’t count conpared

to feeding a mllion starving children in Africa but ... sonetinmes you start
to think about doing stuff that you normally ...”"
Bi gt horn held up his hand. “1 understand, Jenny. Don't sweat it. It’s just

bet ween you and ne.”
Jenny cl osed her eyes and nodded gratefully. Then she sniled again. “But if
you shoul d ever change your mnd ...”

Wthout waiting for an answer, she swept forward and planted a soft, wet Kkiss
on his nouth. Then, with a parting w nk, she ducked through the door of the
hogan, |eaving Bigthorn hal f-dressed on the floor. He could hear her whistling
an ol d Beatles tune as she wal ked down the hill side.

“Great,” he nurnured to hinself. “Wat a wonderful devel opnent.

3

Her Decl aration of |ndependence (Saturday: 9:23 A M)

Jenny Schorr wal ked down the hillside path fromthe sheriff’s hogan, stepping
over the irrigation canals that crisscrossed the agricultural zone, absently

| ooking for the rare weeds that invaded the croplands. As she brushed through
the early sunmer corn, Jenny found herself wondering if she was living at the
end of a broken-down hippie dream

Married ten years, reasonably happy with her marriage, and still she was
throwi ng herself at the first naked nman she saw. Jenny considered herself to
be monoganous. |f asked, she would have said that she was a faithful wife. So
what was she doing, maeking an overt pass at soneone who was little nore than a
cordial friend?

God, what got into nme? The thought kept repeating itself like a mantra as
Jenny hi ked back towards Western Avenue, where she had left her tricycle.
kay, so it’s been nonths since Neil has paid any attention to ne. But | can’'t
be that horny that 1'd start strip-teasing for the first naked man | run
into....

Even if he is hung like a stallion, she thought. Cut it, Jenny!

She nust have made a fool out of herself. Wrse, she probably gave John the

i mpression that she was sone sort of slut. Jenny's face reddened at the
thought. In a decade of marriage she never slept with anyone except Neil. She
had al ways stood fast by her weddi ng vows.

On the other hand, she didn't believe that Neil had been entirely faithful to
her. As the founder and spiritual |eader of the New Ark, Neil always had wonen
around who seened ready and eager to ball their avatar. Jenny had seen plenty
of lovely young |l adies throw thenmsel ves on their guru—the “Mary Magdal ene
conpl ex” some pop psychol ogi st had termed it—-and Jenny had not al ways been
around to fend them of f.

Nor had Neil always seened norally conpelled to hold themat armis |ength.



There was the time when she had gone for six weeks to Guatermala to oversee an
eart hquake rescue project, while Neil had stayed behind to supervise the
spring planting at the Ark. Wen she had conme hone, Kate WAt anabe was gone
fromthe commune. She was pregnant when she left, and there were idle runors
that she had been sleeping with Neil. Neil, when confronted, had denied
everything, but not long afterwards he began to | ose interest in sex

al t oget her.

Okay, maybe Neil’'s slept around. That doesn’t excuse your own conduct, Jenny
rem nded herself. Wy rse than betraying Neil, it could weck the Ark itself, or
a least derail the H gh Grange Project.

She and Neil were the spiritual |eaders of the New Ark Comunity; she had to
keep that forenmost in her mnd. They had asked over 2,000 people, out of the
Ark’s 8,000 menbers worldwi de, to relocate to a space col ony thousands of
mles away fromeverything famliar to them Mst had cone fromthe Ark’s
original comunal farmin Ashby, Mssachusetts; they had sold the property
itself, the fornmer site of Fort Devens, in order to raise the money to bring
everyone to C arke County. Others who were not nenbers of the Ashby farm had
given up their hones. There was even one coupl e who had been forced to put
their four-nmonth-old child up for adoption, when doctors told themthe
infant’ s health woul d be endangered by the [ aunch and flight.

So nuch had been sacrificed and risked, she renmenbered, all for the chance to
prove that space could be settled by a spiritual community. It had taken years
of negotiation between the C arke County Corporation and the New Ark before
the consortium s | eaders were persuaded to turn over the space-ag industry to
the Ark, to support the High Grange Project as a non-profit business. Too many
peopl e were dependi ng upon their |eadership for either one of themto get
involved in a tawdry little affair.

Okay, Neil’'s gotten hinmself into a messiah conpl ex, she thought. He wants to
feed the world from Cl arke County. Fine and dandy. If he's the nessiah of the
poor and the downtrodden, then you're Ms. Messiah. You don’'t have the liberty
to be a normal wonan with a normal sexual appetite.

Right. But that doesn’t nean |’m not goddamed sick of it....

As she reached the edge of the field and stepped onto the road, the tel ephone
on her belt chirped. Jenny unsnapped the phone and held it to her face. “Hi
this is Jenny,” she said.

It’s Neil, her husband's voice said, as if she couldn’t recognize him Perhaps
this was another sign of their growi ng apart. \Were are you?

“Urmmm ... Sout hwest quad, checking the irrigation canals. W have the weekly
Ark meeting com ng up, don't we?”

It’s been postponed. W' |l probably cover the itenms schedul ed at the town
nmeeti ng on Sunday. They’'re on the docket anyway. Listen; |I’mat Col ony Contro
right now. The selectnen’s exec session, renenber?

Jenny wi nced. The executive session of the county Board of Sel ectnen, usually
hel d on Monday norni ngs, had been noved up to Saturday because of Menori al
Day. “Sorry, | forgot,” she replied. “Um ... why don’t you guys go ahead

wi t hout me?”

It’s inportant, Jenny. W' re discussing the Ark’s troubles with LaGr ange. Nei
was insistent. Please, can you cone on over?

O course she could conme on over. It wasn't a question, no matter how Nei
phrased it. Even though she wasn’'t a nenber of the Board of Sel ectnen, she was
one-hal f of the unit known as Neil and Jenny Schorr, and was expected to be
present whenever the interests of the Ark were being discussed. Not that the
continuous friction between the C arke County Corporation and the New Ark
wasn't of concern to her. It was only that she wi shed, for once, Neil would
handl e this stuff all by hinself.

“Ckay,” she said. “I’'Il be there, in five. Colony Control, main board room

Ri ght ?”

Right. See you in five.

Jenny clipped the phone back on her belt and wal ked over to the large red
tricycle parked on the roadside. Two plastic gallon jugs of drinking water



were in the rear basket. She pulled themout and left themon the ground for
the field workers, then she straddled the trike, settled herself on the seat,
and began punping the pedals with her sneakered feet.

It was a quick, easy ride to South Station. Although it appeared as if she
were going uphill, she was actually heading closer to the colony’s axis,
coasting down the gravity-grade. By the tine she crossed the footbridge over
Sout h Wndow, out of the farmsector and into the forest |and surrounding the
bi osphere’ s South pole, she was peddling barely nore than was necessary to
defeat inertia. Jenny was gliding when she pulled into South Station, the
round mooncrete parapet surroundi ng the Pole.

She nestled the front wheel of the trike into the comunity bike stand and
carefully clinbed off. Wiile gravity was Earth-nornmal at the bi osphere’s
equator, here near the axis it was slightly |less than one-quarter normal. The
tourists waiting in queues to ride the Gold Line, the aerial cable car that
traversed the enpty line of axis between South Station and North Station, were
trying to readapt to the fact that every nove they made was exaggerated in
one-quarter gravity. Oten with disastrous results; many of the tourist
injuries treated at O arke County General were sprains and bruises suffered by
overeager visitors who msinterpreted the phrase “reduced gravity” as
“anyt hi ng goes.”

Jenny passed the tourists, doing the short-step heel-to-toe shuffle which

i nhabitants learn to adopt in reduced gravity areas, and headed for the Red
Li ne tram which was | oadi ng passengers for another trip down to the South
tori. She waved her ID at the sensor and nmanaged to scuttle inside the little
nonorail cab before the doors shut.

Col ony Control was the nane for Torus S2, located at the farthest end of the
el even tori that conprised Carke County’s South Section. Although the torus
was huge, in terns of square-footage, it was also one of the colony's

sel f-contained “closed” tori. Unlike the | andscaped terrains of the
agricultural and habitat tori and the Strip, where fields, plazas, and
bui | di ngs | ay under greenhouse-like “skies,” Torus S2 was conposed of encl osed
decks. Here were the colony’'s control rooms, conputer centers, the field

of fices of the Corporation’s nmenber conpanies, and meeting roons.

Colony Control thus felt nmore like the interior of a netropolitan office
bui | di ng than a suburban nei ghborhood. As |arge as the torus was, there clung
to it a cavernous, yet still somehow cl austrophobi c atnosphere that was absent
in nmost other areas of the colony. The potted ferns in the corridors were a
weak substitute for the wide farmfields of the biosphere, and although the
light fixtures in the ceilings automatically di mmed during the colony’s

twel ve-hour night, it was hardly the same as seeing nightfall, even through
the lunar-glass ceilings of “open” tori

Jenny paused in the corridor at the observation w ndow overl ooki ng Main
Qperations, the vast central control roomfor the colony. The floor of

Mai n-Ops was tiered with semicircular carrels, its walls lined with giant holo
screens and conputer displays. Just bel ow the observati on wi ndow, Jenny coul d
see the shift-supervisor’s station, raised slightly above the rest of the
carrels.

Mai n- Ops was a striking sight. Mdst of the people who worked there were not
quite so inpressive. They were the reason why Mii n-Qps was sonetines called
Wanker Central. Nervous young techies were crouched over and sl unped behind
their work stations, muttering (or yelling) into their headset nikes, eating
freeze-dried crap (ham and cheese po’' boys was the favorite entrée), staring at
the giant imges on the wall hol oscreens, scribbling notes with |ight-pens,
and forever snarling stupid insults at each other. Even on a routine day, the
wankers always acted as if an asteroid was about to collide with the col ony.
Nerds in space.

Jenny grinned and conti nued down the corridor to the board room where the
nmeeti ng was being held. The snmartdoor was | ocked, but it recognized her

pal mprint and allowed her to enter. The three people seated around the



conference table | ooked up as she wal ked in, and Robert Morse studied her as
she found a seat next to her husband.

“Somet hi ng funny?” he asked politely.

Jenny shook her head, trying to get the snile off her face. Neil, stoical as
al ways, give her a cold, businesslike |ook. Cbviously they had started the
meeting without her, and Neil did not appreciate the fact that she was | ate.
But Rebecca Hotchner did not seem perturbed, although she would probably
remain unruffled if an asteroid did collide with the col ony.

They were still watching her. “Nothing really,” she repeated as she quickly
searched for sonething inconsequential to say. “Wio's at the resort this
weekend, Bob? Anybody interesting?”

The mayor of LaGrange smiled grimy. “Is that what’'s funny?” he asked.

“I"d heard sonething,” Jenny bl uffed.

“Ch, no,” Rebecca Hotchner said, closing her eyes. “You would have to bring

t hem up, wouldn’t you, dear?”

Nei |, confused, glanced around the table. “Wo are you tal king about ?”

Morse cleared his throat. “W’ ve got a group registered at the hotel this
weekend. The, uh ... Church of Elvis.”

Hot chner shook her head and covered her eyes with her hand in dismay. Nei

| ooked at the liaison for the C arke County Corporation. “Church of Elvis? You
mean, like an Elvis Presley fan club?” He gave a little shrug. “So what’s the
probl en? They should get al ong.”

“That’s not the question ...” Hotchner began

Jenny had a sneaking respect for Rebecca Hotchner, which canme fromthe

know edge of both'her real and sublimnal roles in this neeting. Al though Nei
Schorr and Robert Mrse were obstensibly the | eaders of the colony, acting as
the el ected mayors of Big Sky and LaG ange respectively, it was Hotchner who
performed as the representative for the consortium which held the purse
strings of O arke County: Skycorp, Uchu-H ko, TexSpace, Galileo International
Trunp, Lloyd's, and the gal axy of |esser investors. O the six-person Board of
Sel ectmen, Schorr, Morse, and Hotchner represented the Executive Board ... and
Becky Hotchner was the only non-el ected nmenber.

Hot chner performed her duties quietly, remaining aloof, seldompulling rank
al ways seening to fade into the background at the town neeting. That was her
public face. Yet in executive sessions like this, she was the unofficial
arbitrator to whom everyone deferred, although Bob Mrse officially w el ded
the gavel as the Board’'s chairman. True to the unwitten code, when Mrse
cleared his throat again, it was with a subtle batting of her eyel ashes that
Hot chner granted the floor to him

“The Church of Elvis,” Mrse explained, “is not your typical fan club.” A

wel | - groomed gentl enan who probably slept in a three-piece business suit, he
obviously felt unconfortable dealing with the unpredictable and the unusual
“I't’s a cult which believes that Elvis Presley was a divine em ssary of Cod.
They’ ve only booked about seventy roonms, but in addition the Church has al so
| eased Bird Stadiumfor a revival on Mnday night.”

He paused and sighed. “It’s going to be televised on Earth. Live fromhere.”
He tapped the tabletop with his index finger for enphasis. “Um ... | think
the main programis that they're going to bring Elvis back fromthe dead.”
Jenny’ s eyes went w de open. “AAAAAHHHHHHHHHH! ” she shri eked.

“Jenny!” Neil snapped, glaring at her

“l know,” Morse said, shaking his head. “I had the same reaction when | found
out.”

Everyone was | aughi ng now except for Neil, who was forcing a vague snile so as
not to be conmpletely left out. “Ch, God!” Jenny gasped once she had recovered
her poise. “Bob, how could you let these guys into LaG ange?”

The | aughter quickly died away. Mrse and Hot chner stopped sniling. Rebecca
reached for the nug of coffee on the table in front of her. “That’s why I

wi shed you hadn’t brought the subject up,” she nurnmnured.

“But it does get to the heart of the matter, doesn't it?” Neil said. “W'’ve
been di scussing how to control the tourist population frominpacting the Hi gh



Grange Project. This business with the ... um Church of Elvis is typical of
the problems the Ark is now facing.”

Bob Morse shifted in his seat. “That’s kind of a far reach, isn't it, Neil?"
“I'f you're not crazy about having an Elvis cult here, why were they allowed to
cone?” Schorr replied, gently stroking his long, w spy beard. “As LaG ange’s
mayor you’' ve got the authority to regulate tourismjust as | have authority to
regul ate the Ark’s popul ation. You del egated that authority to sonmeone el se,

but it’'s still your job. | repeat, if you don’t want an Elvis cult to hold a
revival in Carke County, then why [ et them conme here?”
“I'f I had known what they were planning, | would have canceled it,” Morse

expl ai ned, “but sonmeone at the Convention Bureau approved the arrangenents and
signed the contract, so ...”"

“Don’t you have to approve everything yoursel f?” Neil blinked. “Don’t you have
any gui del i nes?”

“I't’s not quite as sinple as ...” Rebecca started.

Morse held up his hand. “My situation is not the sane as yours, Neil. | can
deny an individual or a group the perm ssion to visit LaGrange only if | have
reason to believe that they threaten the colony as a whole. That’s the law. |
can’t turn down a bunch of Elvis kooks just because | don’t share their
beliefs, no nore than a town or a state back in the U S can stop a particular
religion frombeing practiced or a group fromtaking up residency. Sure, these
people are weird, but they’'re essentially harm ess, like nmost of the visitors
we have here.”

“That’s not quite true, Bob,” Jenny spoke up. “That’s where we’ ve been having
our di sagreenent. Maybe you' re used to cleaning up after the tourists every
day in LaG ange, but neither Big Sky nor the farm areas were intended to be an
amusenent park.”

“Nobody ever said that Big Sky was an anusenent park,” Hotchner said, brushing
back her iron-gray hair with her hands, “but nobst of the tourist action occurs
in LaGrange and the Strip, except for the daily guided tours. The South tori
are inaccessible without resident keycards, and the elevators will only take
visitors to the Strip, the hospital, and |ifeboat station or North Dock when a
shuttle is boarding. So | don't see how the inpact is happening.”

“Let me show you then,” Neil said. “Conputer. Neil Schorr |ogon, Tinmeshare
Two. ”

A di senbodi ed Al voice canme fromnowhere in particular. Neil Schorr |ogged on
Ti meshare Two. How may | help you, M. Schorr?

“Pl ease di splay cross section of the colony, w th geographic detail of the
habi tat sphere,” Neil replied.

Affirmative. 1’1l budget you twenty mnutes for this activity.

A wi de columm of space between the ceiling and the top of the conference table
coruscated into a hol ographic display of darke County. For an instant the

col ony appeared as an opaque, solid nodel. Then the outer surfaces di sappeared
and the col ony becane transparent. The torus sections now appeared as hol | ow
gl assi ne tubes, while the bi osphere resenbled a | arge fishbow . Major
geographi c features within the bi osphere were etched in lines of blue, gold,
and magenta. The entire display slowy revolved on an inmaginary axis of

| atitude.

“Qutline Broadway in the biosphere, please,” Neil said. Broadway, the

conti nuous roadway that |inked Big Sky and LaG ange, becane a silver band
around the inside of the fishbow. He pointed to the road. “lI don’'t have to
rem nd you that Broadway is the only roadway which directly connects the East
and West....”

“Unl ess you count the river,” Jenny interrupted inpulsively. Neil paused and
everyone el se | ooked at her. She swall owed and notioned to the nmap. “But, ah

I don’t think anyone from LaG ange is going to swimdown to Big Sky.”

Rebecca hid her chuckl e behind a cough into her hand. Robert stared at the
map, and Neil glared at his wife for a noment before continuing. “The main
problemis that tourists fromlLaGange find it easy to rent a trike or take a
short walk fromthe resort into Big Sky.”

”



“Wait a minute,” Mirse said. “You can't tell us that’s a problem Neil. d arke
County has been marketed as a vacation destination, not just LaG ange. People
pay nmoney for the experience of living in the colony for a week. You can’t
just rope off Big Sky and the ag section, put themoff-limts.”

“Why not ?”

“l see what you're getting at, Neil, but it’'s unworkable,” Hotchner said.
“You' ve got to remenber that it’s only a half-mle wal k down Broadway from
LaGrange to Big Sky. W encourage that. People can wander around the col ony,
to explore the place. You can't confine themto LaG ange and the Strip. If
they wanted just that, what’s to keep them from going to Vegas i nstead?”

“The fact of the matter is that the m ssion of Clarke County is to build and
mai ntain a self-sufficient colony,” Neil insisted.

“That’s right,” Morse interjected. “And part of that self-sufficiency is

mai nt ai ni ng a stabl e econony of our own. Tourism hel ps pay the freight. You
know t hat.”

“But the agricultural programal so pays the freight,” Schorr argued, “and it’'s
bei ng di srupted by the tourist traffic. W’re seeing the sane recurring

probl ems. Maybe you haven't seen it, but we’ve got big trouble in the South
hem sphere. Tourists are finding, to start with, that they can eat nore
cheaply in Big Sky than in LaG ange, so they cone over. They head for the
residential swi mrng area when the beach in LaG ange gets too crowded. ...’
“Those hardly sound |ike major problens,” Hotchner said.

“They interrupt a daily pattern of ”

“You're right,” Jenny broke in. “Those things are just a nuisance, like the
vandal i sm we’ ve experienced. The main difficulties are with tourists going
into the farm areas. They' ve been stonping into the fields, and that destroys
crops. Their kids get into the |livestock areas and harass the animals. You've
even got TV ads running which show children chasing goats, like it’s sonething
you get with your TexSpace reservation. Wiat’'s the line they use ... ‘Wl cone
back to Paradise’? Meanwhile, Mom and Dad are raiding the crops for ears of
corn to snuggl e back hone in their luggage. A little souvenir of their trip to
outer space ...”"

“That’s not ...” Morse began

“Yes it is,” Neil said, “and it’s getting worse all the tine. A few weeks ago
someone broke into the chicken coop during the night cycle. Next day we found
five hens with their necks broken. Someone having fun. Each of those birds
cost three hundred dollars to inport, Bob.”

“Well, | agree that’s inexcusable,” Mrse said, “but seventy-five percent of
the farmprogramis being carried out in the South tori. The greenhouse
sections are inaccessible to tourists wi thout a guide.”

He held out his hands. “Neil, | amnot trying to say that the Ark’s | osses are
accept abl e, but you ve got to remenber that the farmareas in the biosphere
are a showpl ace. Statistically speaking ...” Mrse shrugged. “Well, the | osses
there hardly endanger the interests of either the Ark or the Corporation.”

Nei | shook his head. “You' re wong there. The farm ng that’s done in South
Section has the higher yield because it’s done through hydroponics, but as far
as long-termgoals are concerned, the biosphere’'s farmzones are nore

val uabl e. Hydroponics is a mature technol ogy. W’ ve been using it in space for
nore than a half-century. There’s nothing really new there. What we’re doing
in the sphere is experinmental and it could ultimately affect the whol e course
of space col oni zation. W need to know how agriculture works in O Neill-type
colonies if nore are ever going to be built.”

Morse sighed. “As if we haven’t enough trouble paying for the first one.”

“Not only orbital colonies, either,” Neil insisted. “Wat about the plan to
terraform Mars? That may be way off on the horizon, but with the H gh G ange
Project we're collecting informati on on open-space farning which could be
applied to the G een Mars program”

“Yet, but ...” Bob Morse began

“Furthernmore ...” Neil drove on

Sitting back in her chair, watching her husband and Mdrse tangle in verba



westling, Jenny realized in a moment of déja vu that she had heard every word
of this discussion before anong these sanme people in this same room

Nei | woul d nake the point that the Ark was not only growi ng food for C arke
County, Descartes Station on the Mon. and Arsia Station on Mars, but al so
that one-tenth of the produce was being shipped back to Earth to feed the
starving nasses in the Third Wrld. So each bean a tourist tranpled neant
somebody was going to go hungry. And then Morse woul d argue that since profits
fromd arke County’s tourist industry alone were nore than hal fway to payi ng
for the construction costs of the colony, the tourists were literally paying
for Clarke County. Then Neil would counterattack with the claimthat because
the corporation had invited the New Ark to oversee the agricultural program
the Ark had the right to autononmpus control over every factor that influenced
the farms, including the tourists. Then Mdrse would dig in his heels and say.
poi nt-bl ank, that the Ark could nove back to Massachusetts if it didn't |ike
the way things were being done around here.

Then Neil would either get mad and stal k out of the room+eaving nothing

resol ved—er he woul d back down and Morse woul d toss hima bone by saying that
a conprom se could be reached, that the tourists could be asked upon arrival
to please not trespass within the farmareas. OF course, this was a pronise
whi ch had been made before...

Jenny found herself gazing across the table at Rebecca Hotchner, and realized
that Rebecca was silently gazing straight back at her. Wile the two nmen
yamered away at each other the two wonen silently held their own di scussion
Jenny didn't believe in telepathy, but in that nonent of clarity she could
read the ol der womman’s mind, the thoughts that were goi ng on behind those coo
bl ue eyes.

These nen only believe thenselves to be in control, Rebecca told her

wordl essly, but the fact of the matter, ny dear Jenny, is that you and | are

t he powers-that-be, the decision-nakers, the hidden matriarchy. Yet the

di fference between us is that nmy status is officially recognized, with a title
that even appears on a letterhead, while you are sinply Neil Schorr’s wife. In
the final analysis, I'min control. |I represent the consortium and the
consortiumowns C arke County, and there really isn’'t such a thing as
denocracy here. For that reason, this discussion is pointless.

“lI don’t have to point out to you, on an acre-for-acre basis ...” Neil was
sayi ng.
“Nonet hel ess, the costs of this colony are being underwitten by ..."” Bob

i nterrupted.
Rebecca continued to stare at Jenny. Nothing is going to change, her eyes
said. This is a conmpany town. W control the purse strings, and you woul d be
wi se not to forget that.
Hot chner’s head tilted back a little. So? Are you going to try to challenge
that, dear?
“Maybe | will,” Jenny found hersel f saying al oud.
Hot chner bl i nked.
The two men, hearing Jenny’'s words, suddenly turned their attention towards
her. The silence was a nmonment pulled out of tinme. Absolute stasis.
“What did you say?” Neil asked.
Jenny took a deep breath. “This is getting us nowhere,” she said flatly. “It’'s
like ...”
She shrugged. “Déja vu. |'ve been in this neeting before. The Ark has its
interests and the Corporation has theirs, and the two are not one and the
same. W& want to successfully establish a colony in space, and you guys want

| dunno, Spacel and, Las Vegas in orbit, Six Flags Over Earth. A quick
buck, when it cones right down to it.”
“Jenny,” Mdrse said gently, “that’s not quite fair. W all want
“No, Bob,” she insisted angrily, “we don’'t want the same thing, and you”-she
found herself directly addressing Hotchner now—=don't want a conprom se.”
Hot chner cl osed her eyes. “That may well be,” she replied evenly. Then she
reopened her eyes to stare straight back at Jenny. “But it’s the C arke County



Cor poration which built the colony, and it’s the O arke County Corporation
whi ch says who stays and who goes. Wthout a radical change in that structure,
Jenny ...”"

She allowed herself a victorious little smle. “Maybe it’s the New Ark which
goes.”

There was a sudden, bottomnl ess silence in the board room

“So that |leaves us with only one alternative,” Jenny said.

“Jenny...” Neil started. There was a wrathful tone to his voice.

Jenny ignored him “There's no other choice,” she continued. “W' |l have to
recommend at Sunday’s town neeting that C arke County secede fromthe United
States and nmeke itself an independent, self-governing body.”

She stopped. Did | really just say that? The words had just ... cone out. As
if they had a life of their own.
There was a disbelieving silence until Bob Mrse stammered, “What ... how ...

what are you sayi ng?”

Jenny kept her eyes | ocked on Rebecca' s face. “This col ony—this community—will
not be bought-and-pai d-for by a bunch of corporate greed-heads who want to
turn us into a tourist trap. It doesn’'t matter who paid for C arke County.
Legally, it’'s a territory of the United States. Therefore, we can secede from
the Union. ”

She felt a pulse beating in her tenples. She took another breath. “And we
shal I .”

kay, so she had made her point. She had gotten their attention. Her instincts
towards etiquette told her to shut up, or to say it was just a joke. Yet, at
the sane tine, Jenny knew that she had just fired the shot heard round the
Bernal sphere. There was no backing off fromthis one.

“W will make our own destiny,” she added, clearly enunciating every syll able.
Then, because the power was flowing in her veins so fast and hard that she
felt as if her head were going to shoot straight off her neck, Jenny Schorr
stood up and wal ked away fromthe table.

Nei|l reached out to touch her arm WAas this the action of a partner turning to
congratul ate his spouse’s courage? O a husband trying to control his crazy

wi fe? She didn't know, and she didn't care. She wal ked out of Neil’s grasp to
the door, pulled it open, and strode out into the corridor

Every nerve in her body was nunb until she reached the end of the corridor. At
the Red Line tramstation Jenny pressed the touchplate to summon the tram She
was alone in the station. She hal f-expected Neil to be follow ng her, but when
she | ooked around, no one was there.

What she had done, she had done all by herself. It had started, and ended, in
a closed executive session. No one el se woul d ever know.

“The shortest revolution in history,” Jenny whispered to herself. She cl osed
her eyes for a second and col | apsed agai nst a stanchion, trying to catch her
breath. “Way to go, girl. That's twice in one norning you ve nade an ass of
yoursel f.”

Yet when she reopened her eyes, she saw sonething truly weird.

There was a video terminal nounted on the wall next to the slide-doors |eading
to the trammay tunnel. There were thousands like it all over O arke County,

el ectronic bulletin boards that routinely rem nded i nhabitants of schedul es
and public service announcenents, continuously scrolling down the screen

Now, however, the screen was displaying a conputer-generated i mage of an

I ndependence Day fireworks show rockets lifting off froman inaginary horizon
to explode in coronas of red, white, and bl ue.

In the middle of the screen was witten:

AN | MPORTANT PUBLI C SERVI CE ANNOUNCEMENT FROM BLI ND BOY GRUNT

Then, one line at a tine, famliar words began to scroll up the screen

“WHEN | N THE COURSE OF HUMAN EVENTS | T BECOVES NECESSARY FOR ONE PECPLE TO

Dl SSOLVE THE POLI TI CAL BANDS WHI CH HAVE CONNECTED THEM W TH ANOTHER, AND TO
ASSUME AMONG THE PONERS OF THE EARTH, THE SEPARATE AND EQUAL STATI ON TO WHI CH
THE LAWS OF NATURE AND OF NATURE' S GOD ENTI TLES THEM A DECENT RESPECT TO THE
OPI NI ONS OF MANKI ND REQUI RES THAT THEY SHOULD DECLARE THE CAUSES WHI CH | MPEL



THEM TO THE SEPARATI ON

“WE HOLD THESE TRUTHS TO BE SELF- EVIDENT ..."

How could Blind Boy Grunt have known what had been said in the nmeeting? It
hardly mattered. Now it was all over O arke County.

“Ch ny God,” Jenny whispered, closing her eyes again. “Wat have | done?”

4

Fi nal Approach (Saturday: 10:17 A M)

TexSpace SSTO shuttle Lone Star Cipper was a few mnutes frominitiating the
OVB burn which woul d brake the spaceline for its primary approach to C arke
County, when the bridge crew received a priority transm ssion, relayed by TDRS
consats, from Washington D.C. The co-pilot, listening to the nessage througt
hi s headset while he studied the checklist strapped to his knee | ooked up from
his work with an anused snmile. “W’ ve go another one, Rog,” he said.

“Washi ngton, Six-Ten Priority.”

“Hm? What's that?” Captain Roger Bach, exami ning the holo of his ship's
trajectory into Carke County's navigationa grid, didn't look up fromhis
conputer screen. “Six-Ten? |Is that the FBlI agai n?”

“Aye, sir. They want us to check the passenger list and confirmif we have
someone aboard naned ... ah, Macy Westnoreland.” Pjotr Kulejan listened for a
few nore nonents. “She may be traveling under an alias, so we’'ve got a
description. Fenale, obviously. Age, twenty-four. Five feet ten inches, one
hundred and twenty pounds. Hair, brown; eyes, brown. No distinguishing marks.
American citizen. Possible aliases are Macy Sal vatore, Mary Boston, Sheila
Shannon, Dorothy Taylor.”

“Sounds like a woman with sonething to hide.” Bach | ooked over his shoul der at
the executive officer’s station. “Naom, would you run a check on those nanes,
pl ease? What do they want her for, Pete?”

Kul ej an shook his head. “They will not say. They only wish to know if she’'s
aboard. They're holding on for a reply.”

Bach frowned. This was a little puzzling—a break fromthe standard operating
procedure. FBI inquiries to passenger vessels making runs to C arke County or
other orbital destinations were becom ng al nost conmonpl ace. Since O arke
County, in particular, had been built, fugitives who had once fled to Mexico,
Cuba, or Libya were now headi ng for space. Because C arke County was U.S.
territory, it was perceived as a particularly easy escape; it was not
necessary for American citizens to obtain passports or visas to visit the
colony, so all one needed was the nobney to buy a ticket and the ability to
pass the routine pre-launch nmedical and agricultural inspections.

At least, this was the way it seenmed to those fleeing fromparole officers,
the IRS, credit bureaus, divorce |awers, or various |aw enforcement agencies.
But the armof the | aw was | ong enough to reach across even 200,000 nil es of
space. What was generally unknown was that space | aw had evol ved to foresee
situations in which a person fled fromEarth itself. A federal judge could now
i ssue a bench warrant which extended the FBI's jurisdiction into infinity and
enpowered the feds to tenmporarily deputize the O arke County Sheriff’s
Departnent to nake a collar, if necessary.

Transm ssions relayed from FBI headquarters in Washington D.C. to conmerci al
space carriers like the Lone Star Cipper were usually the next step. If it
was confirmed that the fugitive in question was aboard a certain ship, the FB
then contacted C arke County. Frequently, passengers floating through the
transfer tunnel into the colony’'s docking area found two O arke County
cops—how regi stered as U S. narshal s—waiting to bust them usually they were
escorted right back into the ship for the long ride horme. It had becone hardly
nmore difficult to extradite someone from space than it was from Guam

However, Bach reflected, the FBI normally informed spacecraft crews of the
charges on which the fugitive was being sought. It was a routine precaution

if not common courtesy. Most of the time these people were only running from
tax fraud indictments or minor felony convictions, but it was conceivabl e that



a true desperado coul d panic and pose a genuine threat to the ship and its
passengers. Thus the feds generally let the crew know what was goi ng on so
that they could keep an eye on the suspect until the ship had docked.

This time, though, the G nen were being unusually tight-1lipped. That's
strange, Bach thought uneasily. | hope we’'re not in trouble here.

Naomi Wada, in the neantinme, had punched up the Lone Star’s passenger list on
her term nal and had scanned the ninety-seven nanes on the mainfest. “W’'ve
got a ‘Mary Boston' aboard, Captain,” she said.

“Let’s have a | ook at her,” Bach replied.

The executive officer interfaced her console to the display screen between
Bach’s and Kul ejan’s stations. The head-and-shoul ders nug shot of a |ovely
young wonan, taken at the passenger terminal on Matagorda |sland as part of

t he preboarding routine, appeared on the screen. The photo resenbl ed the
description given to Kulejan by the FBI. Bach noticed that the worman | ooked a
little distraught in the photo. O course, a |ot of passengers about to nake
their first orbital flight |ooked that way just before |aunch

“Mary Boston cane into Matagorda on a TexSpace helishuttle from Dall as-Fort
Wrth a few hours before boarding tine,” Naonmi said, checking her passenger
file. “She paid for her reservation with an Amex Pl ati num Card....”

Kul ej an grunted. “Beauty and bucks,” he said. “A wonan after nmy own heart.”
“Don't ask for a date,” Bach nmuttered. “Were is she, Naom ?”

“First Class, Cabin Eight. She's traveling alone. Don't get any ideas, Pjotr.”
Kul ej an | aughed as Bach patched hinself into the comink. “Special Six-Ten
this is Captain Roger Bach. W confirmthat we have your suspect aboard,
travel i ng under the nane of Mary Boston. Do you wish us to take any action?
Over.”

A cool female voice cane over the link. W copy that, Captain. Please be

advi sed that Mary Boston, ay-kay-ay Macy Westnorel and, does not, repeat, does
not represent any danger to your ship. Please do not nake any effort to detain
or interfere with her. Over.

“We understand,” Bach replied. “WII| she be picked up upon our arrival? Over.”
There was a short pause. W cannot confirm or deny, TexSpace Three-two-one.
Repeat, do not interfere with the subject. This is a priority request. Over.
The three flight-deck officers glanced at each other. Bach shrugged. “That's
affirmative,” he said. “dad to be of service. Over.”

Confirmed, TexSpace Three-two-one. Thanks for your cooperation, Captain.
Speci al Si x-Ten over and out.

The comink with Washi ngton was cut. “Well, now,"” Bach said. “The feds are
interested in Ms. Boston, but it’'s going to be hands-off all the way. Curious,
huh?”

Pjotr Kul ejan sighed and turned his attention back to his clipboard. “Not ny
worry. | don't think the sheriff’s going to understand this stuff, either.”
Bach | aughed dryly. Looking up, he could see through the w de, curving w ndows
above his station a bright, spindly star gliding slowy into view “Yeah

Bi gthorn Iikes things quiet on his reservation.”

“Well, he’s going to get heap big noise this week,” Wada remarked. “Remenber?
The Elvis geeks we’ve got down in the zombie tanks?”

Bach shrugged again and turned back to his console. “Not ny problemeither.
kay, people, let’s look sharp for that burn. APU main bus, check ... ?”

Qi pper-class SSTO shuttles were as far renoved fromthe first-generati on NASA
space shuttles as Boeing 747s were from Dougl as DC-3s. Col unmbi a-cl ass shuttles
were 180 feet in height, including their external tanks and SRB boosters, and
had a gross |aunch-weight of 4.4 mllion pounds; they were capable of carrying
ten persons, if they were close friends, to a loworbit ceiling of 300

nautical mles. By contrast, the fourth-generation shuttles were |uxury

liners. Lifting off horizontally fromrun-ways with the aid of scranjets and
reachi ng space with liquid-fuel rockets, the spacepl anes were 384 feet |ong,
had a gross | aunch-weight of 68.7 mllion pounds, and could transport a
hundred persons to a LaG angi an halo orbit 200,000 niles from Earth.



Despite the SSTO clipper’s size and power, though, the journey fromEarth to
Clarke County still took nearly three days to conplete. Yet while all nmen are
created equal +o0 paraphrase George Orwell —sone nen are created nore equal than
others. Thus there were three classes of accommodati ons for passengers.

Most preferred the cheapest standard, the Third O ass “sleeper” fare:
artificial hibernation induced by psychoactive drugs, so that one sl ept
through the trip in a life-sustaining “zonbie tank,” the spacefaring

equi val ent of steerage. Not only was this the | east expensive ticket, for sone
it was the easiest, since they did not have to adapt to zero g during the

j our ney—an unpl easant prospect for many. However, the mmjor drawback of Third
Class was the horrible, |istless hangover the zonbie drugs induced for a few
hours after revival

Second Cl ass was avail able for those who wanted to experience the adventure of
spaceflight. Yet, except for a small exercise gymand an equally dimnutive
passenger | ounge, Second-C ass accommodati ons aboard the clippers were
scarcely larger or better furnished than the cabins of conventional airliners.
Passengers spent nost of the trip strapped into a couch, watching one
in-flight video after another and becomi ng increasingly stir-crazy. Second

Ol ass, therefore, was usually the fare of choice for the adventuresone, or a

| east those who foolishly considered thenselves to be adventurers.

First-C ass passage was the npbst expensive—+tickets averaged $100 per pound

pl us surcharge, as opposed to an average of $20 per pound for Third O ass—but
it was arguably worth the cost: a private cabin (al beit about the size of a
wal k-in closet) |ocated on an exclusive deck, access to a | arger passenger

| ounge, hot-water showers (as opposed to one | ukewar m sponge bath for Second
G ass), and gourmet dining on Lobster Newburg and continental breakfasts
(food-paste tubes and peanut M&\s for Second Cl ass, glucose on IV lines for
Third d ass).

One of the original NASA astronauts had lived | ong enough to ride on the Lone
Star Clipper during its maiden flight. The old nan’s conpari sons between his
cranped couch in an Apoll o command nodul e and his sil k-sheeted sl eepbag in his
First-C ass cabin had hel ped fuel TexSpace's advertising canpaign that
popul ari zed space touri smanmpng the masses. It didn't matter that the average
tourist rode to Carke County comatose in a zonbie tank in Third d ass or
dry-heaving into a vomt bag in Second C ass. The inmage that had been
indelibly printed upon the mnd s-eye of the general public was of genteel
serene, Pullman-car confort during three days of romance and adventure.

Macy Westnorel and had not been interested in romance or adventure when she had
reserved a First-C ass cabin aboard the Lone Star. Nor was she inpressed with
t he dubi ous glories of spaceflight; she experienced during her first day in
flight what the powersat space workers used to call “Star Woops.” The only
reason why she had opted for First Cl ass was because she needed a private
cabin. Privacy was necessary for her escape.

For the |l ast sixty hours, Macy had isolated herself in Cabin 8. She had not
visited the First-d ass | ounge, and she was beginning to snell decidedly rank
because of her refusal to | eave her cabin to use the shower stall down the
corridor. Wen she was finally capable of digesting food again, she had
requested that her neals be brought to her cabin, yet she was so nervous that
she barely touched them The only tinmes she was disturbed was when the steward
knocked on her door to announce neals or to check on her condition, and each
time that happened she instantly flashed upon the handsome, cruel face of Tony
Sal vatore. Mst of the tinme she told the polite young man to go away.

Macy | ay—er rather, hung—n her sleepbag, wapped like an insect suspended in
a spider’s cocoon, against the wall of her cabin, distantly watching the

wi ndow- | i ke vi ewscreen as Cl arke County grew increasingly closer. The shuttle
was meking a fly-by of the colony and the screen was displaying a close-up
view of C arke County as seen fromthe side. To Macy, it |ooked |ike one of
the ginm cky electric corkscrews which Tony’s business associ ates persisted in
giving the capo every Chri st nas.

The captain’s voice was coming over the intercom Wl come to O arke County, he



said. As you can see, we’'re nmaking our primary approach at an angle
perpendi cul ar to the colony’s axis as we match our course with the rotation of
the North docking sphere. We’'re now firing our orbital nmaneuvering systemin
preparation for final approach and docking...

A sudden trenble ran through the Iength of the clipper. Macy felt the shudder
and si ghed thankfully. Soon she would be inside the colony. She had no idea
what she would do once she was there—as a tourist, she was linmted to a
one-week stay, and she needed far nore tinme than that—but for a little while,
at |least, she was out of Tony's reach

She hoped, at least. Macy never really believed in CGod, despite her Roman

Cat hol i ¢ upbringi ng, but now she prayed, and not for the first time during her
I ong journey. Please, God, don't let the bastard find me. Please, dear Cod,
don't let himsend the CGolemafter ne...

Al t hough the colony appears to be rotating as it spins on its axis two point
eighty-five times per mnute, this notion will seemto sl ow down and cease as
we match rotation with North Dock. Also, fromhere you can see the
construction work which is still being done on the colony’s North end, the
four tori which are still being built. If you | ook closely, you can see the
work crews. ...

Once again, Macy’'s eyes wandered across the padded walls of her cabin, the
stylish NeoVictorian fixtures—brass handrails, |eather foot restraints,
fluorescent |ights canouflaged as gas |anps, the franed print of an English
hunting scene next to the viewscreen—+to the sliding fake-oak panel of her

cl oset door. Inside was her single piece of |uggage, the nylon shoul der bag. A
little black bag with her only hope for a future hidden inside.

She had no idea how nuch noney was in there. There had not been enough time to
count it. Wen she had cl eaned out Tony’'s bedroom safe, she had hastily
shovel ed the bundl ed $100-and $500-bills into the bag. Tony’'s petty cash fund:
At | east a few hundred thousand dollars, maybe half a million in cash. Hardly
a major dent in Tony's gross assets—the real noney remained in | aundered bank
accounts scattered across four continents—but it was Sal vatore noney
nonet hel ess.

But the noney wasn't what woul d save her. At the bottom of the bag rested a
smal | bundl e of diskettes she had unexpectedly found in the safe and had

i mpul sively scooped into the bag. Macy had not been given the tine or
opportunity over the |l ast few days to boot up any of the plastic wafers—each
unmar ked except for a single digit, numbered 1 through 7—but in hindsight she
had little doubt what the diskettes contained, the only thing which Tony woul d
logically want to keep in a private safe within sight of his bed.

The Sal vatore famly spreadsheets. Not the doctored and funi gated books which
were given to the IRS during one of their audits. The real books, the ones

whi ch showed where all the bodies were buried (literally and figuratively, hah
hah). The records which could send Tony Sal vatore and hi s whol e goddamed
operation straight down the toilet where they bel onged.

Thank you for traveling TexSpace, and we hope that you will enjoy your stay in
G arke County. ..

Tony Salvatore mght be able to let his mstress go. Tony Sal vatore m ght be
able to wite off hundreds of thousands in petty cash. Tony could, and
probably woul d, find another worman, and five hundred grand probably
represented the profit margin fromonly a few weeks of the famly's
operations. But, Mcy instinctively knew, Tony Sal vatore woul d not—eoul d
not—-+et go of seven diskettes that could land himin prison, or even on Death
Row i f the right inferences were made. Many tines, she regretted stealing the
di skettes. She should have stolen only the noney. Mney and sex were
tangential matters to someone |ike Tony, who prized power above all else.

On the other hand, those seven little plastic cards could give her the only
things in the world that she truly desired. Freedom and revenge.

Especi al ly revenge.

Revenge for all the things he had done to her. Seducing a confused, screwed-up
young wonan from Boston who was all too willing to sleep with soneone who



could keep her in the fast |ane. Degrading her into the drug-addl ed whore of a
sl eek, smiling nmonster. Slapping her around the bedroom when he had not gotten
his ya-ya's out of sex. Making her take the other names—Mary Boston, Sheila
Shannon, or the nost denigrating of all, Micy Sal vat ore—when they had gone to
parties together, while she posed in designer gowns and clung to his side as a
silent, painted binmbo while Tony | aughed and shook hands with the el egant,

| oat hsone creatures he called his “business associates,” all the tinme wanting
to slash his throat with the broken stem of a chanpagne gl ass. ..

The voice of the steward who had | ooked after her during the voyage canme over
the intercom The captain has infornmed us that we are cleared for docking with
Cl arke County. Please check your seat harnesses to make certain that they are
securely fastened, and please do not |eave your seats until you’ ve been
cleared by the flight attendants. United States and Canadi an citizens may

| eave through Hatch One at the right side of the forward section of the
Second- C ass deck. Foreign passengers, please |eave through Hatch Two, where
you will be escorted to passport control. |If you have traveling conpanions in
the Third-C ass section, please followthe signs to the Green Line tram which
will take you to the Third-C ass reception area in Torus Nine. On behal f of
TexSpace, we thank you for..

Her eyes were shut again. She nmissed watching the viewscreen as the bright
rectangul ar slot of the North Dock’s SSTO bay grew cl oser. Please, dear God,
she prayed, protect ne and |l et nme destroy Tony Sal vatore.

Because | can’t count on you to do what you haven't done already. And if

you' re thinking about it now, please, let me get revenge first.

Anmen.

5

Elvis Has Risen From The G ave (Saturday: 11:05 A M)

As the pressurized passenger tunnels |ocked agai nst the Lone Star Cipper’s
airl ock hatches, Sheriff Bigthorn watched North Dock’s control center
over | ooki ng the enornous SSTO bay. He held onto the coffee squeezebul b he had
cadged from the dock-worker |ounge and watched as spacesuited hangar techs
swarmed over the shuttle’ s sleek white hull, attaching power and fuel lines,
checki ng the fusel age for signs of atnospheric erosion or microneteorite pits,
openi ng service ports to tinker with the space-liner’s conplex innards.

Four TexSpace and Skycorp dock supervisors were at their stations in the
control center, hunched over their consol es and screens, nonitoring the
post-arrival processing of the shuttle. It was a routine procedure, carried
out a couple of times a week, and soneone had slipped an old twentieth century
rock tape into the jury-rigged cassette deck on top of the console, which was
pl astered with a sticker reading “Wl cone to C arke County—Now Go Hone.” The
ol d Ki ngsmen nunber “Louie, Louie,” rasped fromthe deck, providing a funky
aural backdrop for the technochatter muttered into headset m kes by the dock
supes.

“Ah, yeah, we roger that, Rhonda, pressure oh-point-oh-five on the starboard
mai n tank. Can you get a snake in there to drain that stuff, please, Phil?”
“CGornick’s boys are on the port LOX tank now. They'll get it as soon as
they're finished there.... How s that, Pauline? Ch, right, yeah, | gotta
positive reading on that, it’s pegging the neter.... ”

“Jesus, what’'s with that Nunmber Two hatch? |’ve gotta positive feed on your

external electrical.... Oh, waitammi nit, the goddamm safety hasn’'t been set,
lemre ... okay, there we go, try it ... okay, so it was ny fault, gime a
fucking break....”

“Foreward OVS safed, yup ... aft OVS safed, gotcha ...~

“Tell your IBMto blowit out its serial port, bud, ny board says the
central -six trunk bus is copacetic and | say it’'s copacetic.... Look, don't

i

ginmre no shit, it’s wong....’
“Ckay, we’ve got a good seal on the starboard hatch, go ahead and pop it
open....”



The dock crew, Bigthorn decided, were a strange bunch of guys. The sort of

peopl e found doi ng the hard-core, nuts-and-bolts work of the frontier

pragmatic, persnickety, downright rude stiffs who sel dom used deodorant and

had | ousy tabl e manners, but who nonethel ess got the job done.

He scalded his nmouth with another sip from his squeezebul b—+they coul dn’t nake

decent coffee, either—and tried to concentrate his attention on the

di senbar ki ng passengers, seen thirty feet away through the Plexiglas walls of

the ranps as they were herded and hel ped off the shuttle by the flight

attendants. Coyote had told himsonething evil was aboard this ship. Coyote

had scorched his brain with a horrible vision. Coyote was a trickster, but at

the heart of his lies was always a little truth, and Bigthorn had | earned to

trust his encounters with the anci ent dem god.

The sheriff tried to reach out with his instincts to figure out which of these

passengers posed a potential danger to the colony. They were the sane

i nstincts—the sixth sense every good cop acquires—which allowed himto zero in

on shoplifters in O Neill Square's tourist shops or on an unlicensed dope

dealer on the Strip. Yet last night's peyote session had left himfatigued,

his head feeling as if it had been stuffed with cotton

| need sl eep, Bigthorn thought. He sucked on his squeezebul b, watching the

tourist parade. | should put Wade in charge of the office. O ock out, go hone,

get a shower and a few hours of sleep. Hell, I'mwearing yesterday’s cl othes,

haven't brushed ny teeth or shaved or

He noticed a pair of cargo |oaders clanping a ranp against a |large hatch on

the port underside of the shuttle. If that hatch led only to a cargo hold,

they woul d not be bothering to attach a pressurized sleeve to it before

jacking it open. He tapped one of the supervisors on the shoul der. “Hey, Skip,

where’s that hatch | ead to?” he asked, pointing towards the bay.

Ski p, the nobst obnoxi ous of the control supes, barely acknow edged his

question. “Third dass,” he nuttered. “The zonbie tanks.” He i mediately

returned his attention to his job. “Hey, lookit, Maurice, we don’t got all day

here, so just get a snake on that tank and drain it before | get pissed, okay
o

Bi gt horn watched as the first stainless-steel sarcophagus energed on a

conveyor belt fromthe hold. OF course. Half of the passengers were in

suspended ani mation. Perhaps the person he was seeking was in a zonbie tank

Bi gt horn was | ooki ng around the cupola for a vacant data term nal, when the

phone on his belt chirped. He unclipped it and held it to his ear. “Station

Twel ve,” he nurnured

Hey, John. Wade Hof fman, his deputy sheriff, was nauseatingly cheerful this

nmorni ng. Where are you at, big guy?

“Down at North Dock. What's the story?”

| got a call from Robyn Abbey at the livestock area. She says a couple of the

goats managed to get | oose. They pawed off their restraint collars and now

they' re eating their way through the soybean fields in the Southeast quad. She

wants you to ..

“I know,” he said disgustedly. “Damm, Wade, what do | | ook Iike, an

ani mal -control officer? Can't Robyn get sone of the Ark people to get her

goats? She’'s getting mne with petty bullshit like this.”

Hey, you’re funny today...

“Have you heard ne | aughi ng?”

She says she tried, but the goats don't like the idea much. One of them butted

Dal e Cussler in the stomach and he had to be taken to the clinic. She wants

you because you're so good with ani mals.

“Right. Ckay, |I'Il come down and shoot the critter.” Bigthorn sighed and

kneaded his eyelids with his fingertips. “No, don't tell her | said that,

she’ Il just get pissed off. Tell her I'Il be right over. Listen, | want you to

get in touch with the TexSpace office and get themto send us the passenger

list for TexSpace Three twelve, the flight that just came in. | want it in our

systemby the tinme | get back fromthe Sout heast quad. Got it?”

That’'s affirmative. 1'll ... oh shit, | alnpbst forgot!



“ W]at ?”

| just remenbered. We just received a priority nmessage from FBI headquarters
i n Washi ngton regardi ng one of the passengers on that flight, but it’'s not a
bench warrant. They want you to contact them ASAP. Wade paused, then added

guiltily, I was about to call you when Robyn called and started honki ng about
her goats.
Wll, now This was an interesting coincidence. “Did the feds say who the

passenger was or what this is about?” he asked.

Nope. You're just supposed to call a nunmber and talk to someone named Sherman
Brooks in the Organized Crine Division. Apparently it involves sone sort of
ongoi ng i nvestigation.

“Ckay, |'mconing straight back to the office, then.”

What about the goats?

“I's D Angel o on duty? Send himover to deal with the goats. Tell himl don't
care if he’'s from Brookl yn and has never seen one before.”

There was a short pause. Danny says that not only is he from Brooklyn and has
never seen a goat before, but he wouldn't know what to do if he net one.

“Tell that rookie son of a ... never nmind, just put himon.”

In a few seconds Dani el D Angel o, another Sheriff’s Departnment officer, cane
on. Danny here, chief

“Li sten, Danny, there’'s an old Navajo trick for dealing with goats. Just stand
in front of it, point your finger between its eyes, and say in a stern voi ce,

‘Coat, lie down.’ | guarantee it’ll work. Now get going, that’s an order.”
There was anot her pause, then Hof frman’s voi ce came back on the line. He got

it, Chief. He’s going right nowto see if it’lIl work for him

“Great. I'll renenber to try it sonetinme nyself if it does. I'’mon ny way back

to the office. And get ne that passenger |ist from TexSpace.”

You got it. Anything el se?

“Yeah, nake ne sone coffee.” Then he added, in his best Perry Wiite imtation
“And stop calling ne Chief. Station Twel ve out.”

He clicked off, hung the phone back on his belt, and stuffed the remai nder of

his squeezebul b down a recycle chute before grabbing a handrail and pulling

hi nsel f hand- over-hand out of the control center. “Later, boys,” he threw over
his shoul der as he exited. “Have fun.” None of the controllers responded.

The TexSpace Third-C ass resuscitation area was a “lounge” only insofar as it
was decorated and furnished in the NeoVictorian manner, with plush | eather
chairs, gold-filigree wallpaper, and ornanental spittoons arranged between the
brass-frame beds on which the passengers lay until they awakened. In fact, the
| ounge was nore |ike an outpatient wing, |ocated on the nedical deck which
took up nmost of Torus N-9. Once the Third-C ass passengers were renoved from
the zonbi e tanks and adm ni stered the counteractive drugs that brought them
out of biostasis, they were wheeled into the I ounge and | aid out on the beds,
where they could gradually regain consciousness in a |ess technophiliac

envi ronnent .

Bi ostasis for space travel had been achi eved not by cryogeni cs—dozens of
people fromthe twentieth century were still paying for that m stake—but

t hrough psychoactive drugs, clinical derivatives of dioden hystrix, the fungus
that Haitian houngan had used for centuries to fake the deaths of men and
worren, then later revive them and enslave them as zonbis, the so-called living
dead of modem nyth. The derived “zonbi e dope” had the desired effect of

sl owi ng down the physical metabolismand nental processes to a state
resenbl i ng natural hibernation, making short-term human bi ostasis possible.
First used by NASA and Japan’s NASDA for deep-space missions to Mars and the
outer planets, the “zonbie tanks” were perfected and eventual |y approved by
the U S. Food and Drug Adm nistration for conmercial use by TexSpace and ot her
space lines. As much as fourth-generation space shuttles, zonbie-tech had
opened the way for | ow cost space tourism

The undesirable side effect of biostasis (besides the rare incidence of a
passenger |apsing into a permanent conm) was the godawful hangover one



experi enced upon awakening. It was a cerebral nunmbness which left a person in
a highly suggestible, near-hypnotic state for as long as an hour after gaining
consci ousness. This was the effect for which the houngan had prized their
crude creation, and pharmacol ogi sts had never quite ironed the side effect out
of the biostasis spinoff. For this reason, Third-C ass passengers were kept in
an undi sturbed, confortable area until they were ready not to accept a casua
insult like “drop dead” as a literal comrand.

Most of the tine, the strategy worked.

Zombi e tanks provided, as an incidental devel opnent, a |ow profile neans of
getting into space for those who didn’'t wish to be noticed. This was how Henry
Gstrow, known in sonme circles as the Golem found hinmsel f awakening in the
Third-d ass lounge, feeling as if he had spent the night with Johnnie Wl ker
José Cuervo, and Jack Dani el s.

Henry Ostrow lay for a long while on the bed, staring up at the ceiling,
performing little nental exercises—ike running through nultiplication tables
and silently reciting Poe’s The Raven—whi ch he had | ong ago | earned to keep
hinsel f alert during noments of wool gathering while, say, waiting for a target
to energe froma long lunch at a restaurant. At the age of fifty-one, Ostrow
retained the cold discipline of a professional bad-ass, although under his
present alias as Cecil Jacobson he was a St. Louis real estate agent on

vacati on.

Finally, Ostrow sat up slowy and swng his | egs over the side of the bed. At
t he peak of physical condition, he had recovered fromthe zonbie dope a little
nmore qui ckly than the other Third-d ass passengers, nost of whom were stil
unconscious in their beds around him their eyelids fluttering in time with

t he canned nusi c—=Prom ses, Pronises,” now seguing into “Cd assica

Gas”—wafting from hi dden speakers in the rococo ceiling. Henry Gstrow was a
man who could lift a teacup with an outstretched pinky, and the next second
drop the teacup and grab for a sem auto subrmachine gun, but at this noment he
was not quite prepared to neet Elvis Presley.

Elvis was dressed in a skintight black |leather outfit with silver studs
runni ng down the | egs and nore zippers than considered practical running al ong
the wists and pockets of his jacket, which was open to his naval, exposing
several gold chains and a crucifix. Elvis groaned as he sat up clunsily in his
own bed next to Gstrow s, ran a hand encrusted with huge gold rings through
hi s pompadour, and gazed at the Golemw th unfocused dark eyes that suggested
he had been eating uppers and downers all night.

“Whudda fug?” munbl ed the King of Rock and Roll.

OGstrow stared back at him then yawned. Elvis Presley was in the next bed.
kay. He could accept that. “The Third-d ass | ounge, | think.”

“Huh?” replied Elvis. “W’'re here?”

“l think so.”

“Well fuggit,” said Elvis, and coll apsed back into bed.

OGstrow studied his fell ow passenger closely. He noticed that although he
closely resenbled Elvis Presiey—that is, Elvis circa 1969, about the tine he
had st opped maki ng novi es and made his Las Vegas coneback—he didn't quite
sound like Elvis Presley. Ostrow was an expert at identifying people in only a
few nonents, and the man on the bed didn't precisely match the fil mimges he
had seen of the Anerican fol k hero.

This was besides the fact, of course, that Elvis Presley had been dead since
1977.

Al ready a couple of physicians in white unifornms, noticing that two of their
passengers were awake, had hurried over to unstick the biosensors fromtheir
foreheads and chests and to quickly check their pupils with penlights. They
put pills and little paper cups of orange juice in their hands, dropped
orientation brochures on their beds, then bustled away to attend to ot her
groani ng, cross-eyed passengers el sewhere in the overdecorated ward. Ostrow
downed his pill with a slug of O J. and rubbed the back of his neck. “So how
does it feel to be alive again after seventy years?” he asked politely.
“Lousy.” Elvis looked at his pill, grimced and shoved it underneath a sheet,



then slurped his orange juice and massaged his tenples. “God, do | need a
drink. \Were's the bar?”

He sat up again, swung his |l egs over the bed frane, and attenpted to stand up
H s body wasn’t ready yet to listen to his brain. Hi s knees collapsed and he
fell backwards onto the bed. “Woa, there, Alie,” he nuttered to hinself.
“Elvis needs gravity.”

“You're not really Elvis, are you?” Ostrow asked.

He did not knowit, but he had asked a question to which Elvis could not
respond by lying or evasion. At this stage of recovery frombiostasis, a
person was al nost totally incapable of |Iying. The synapses of the brain were
inhibited to the degree that the mnd could not work creatively enough to
fabricate, or even recall, an untruthful statement. So, although Elvis was
consci ous, he could not think clearly enough to speak an untruth.

Looking as if he were about to gag, Elvis could only respond honestly to Henry
Gstrow. “Naw. My name’s diver Parker.”

“Hrém ” Gstrow contenpl ated that information, then notioned to Elvis’s face.
“Cosnetic surgery?”

El vi s nodded his head, alnpbst painfully. If he had taken the counter-effect
pill he had been given he woul dn’t have been in such trouble. “How come?”
Cstrow asked.

“I"'mthe | eader of the First Church of Twentieth Century Saints, Elvis Has
Risen, so l'mgiven the title of Elvis. So it’s Elvis Parker, or the Living

Elvis.” Elvis Parker rubbed his jawline where his nutton-chop sideburns
ended. “Cost me a bundle, but it was worth it.... Shit, aml really saying
this?”

Gst row nodded. The Golemwas very famliar with drugs and he realized that the
zonbi e dope’s aftereffects were acting |ike scopol amne in Parker’s nervous
system All he had to do was to keep asking questions. He dimy renenbered an
article in People. “You' re the guy who clains he’'s the living reincarnation of
Elvis Presley, aren’t you?”

“Yup. That’'s me.” This tinme, Parker couldn’t keep hinself fromgrinning. “The
Living Elvis, live and in person.”

“Right. Elvis was the chosen voice of God in the last century, and he died for
the sins of those who believe in his divine persona. That’'s the gist of it,
isnt it?”

“You got it, boss,” Parker replied, still grinning.

“Hrém ” Gstrow slowy shook his head. “Hard to believe that somebody woul d buy
into swill like that. So what are you doing here, Living Elvis?”

“Ah, just a little revival.” Parker hitched his thunmb toward the rest of the
passengers in the Third-C ass | ounge. “l’ve brought about seventy of ny
followers up here for a week in LaGr ange. Monday night there’'s going to be a
performance at Bird Stadium It' |l be telecast live on Earth on about two

dozen channel s. You ought to show up.”

“I"l'l make a point of missing it.” Ostrow slowy extended his |egs, planted
his feet on the floor, and stood up, “lIt’s been nice talking to you, Elvis,

but I have to run. Gve ny best to all your fans, will you?”

“Ckey-doke.” Elvis winced again, then asked casually, “So what are you up here
for?”

It al nost worked. The sane side effect of the zonbie drug nearly made Gstrow
babble out the truth. H's nuscles went taut; he clenched his jaw as tight as
he coul d and squeezed his eyes shut. The Golemis silent, he told hinself. The
Col em never speaks.

“Busi ness,” he hissed.

He put one foot in front of the other and carefully, deliberately, wal ked away
fromthe bed. Parker was saying something el se, but Gstrow deigned not to
speak. After a few nore steps, he was out of earshot, pushing through the door
of the Third-d ass | ounge.

Henry Ostrow paused in the corridor outside the |ounge to collect his breath.
He had left his orientation brochure on the bed, but there was a wall nmap
nearby. He studied it for a mnute, figuring out where to get the nearest tram



that would take himto the main sphere. H s baggage had al ready been taken to
his roomat the LaG ange Hotel. Satisfied, he headed for the G een Line North
station.

As he turned, he bunped into someone wal ki ng the opposite way. It was unlike
OGstrow to collide with someone in an otherwi se enpty corridor, but he owed his
clumsi ness to the zonbie dope. “ *Cuse ne,” he nunbled to the person w th whom
he had collided, and wal ked the ot her way.

Fol l owi ng the map’s directions, he went along the upward-sloping corridor
towards the tramstation. First, he would get to his roomat the hotel. A
shower, a short rest in bed, then the necessary rituals before he checked his
ar senal

Inalittle while he would be ready to begin the hunt.

Si mron McCoy, al so having just disenbarked fromthe Lone Star Cipper, paused
in the corridor outside the TexSpace Third-C ass | ounge and wat ched as the
heavy-set man who had collided with himwal ked away in the opposite direction
McCoy watched Henry Ostrow until he di sappeared up the corridor, noting the
hit man’s appearance. Another principal character had arrived on stage...
McCoy tucked his hands into his trouser pockets and conti nued sauntering down
the corridor. The w de passageway took himthrough Torus N9, past d arke
County General, the colony’s hospital and nedical clinic. He strode past the
doors leading to the reception area; white-robed doctors, patients, and

nmedr obot s passed himuntil, alnost hal fway around the torus, he reached the
private sector.

Here were the offices and suites rented to various private-sector nedica
firms, mainly the R&D | ads, npbst of them specializing in |lowgravity
pharmaceuti cal research. Mst, but not all. Sinmon McCoy slowy wal ked past the
rows of doors, scanning the nameplates in a way which would, to the eyes

behi nd the ceiling-nmunted security cameras, suggest the casual if thoughtful
interest of a tourist making a wal kabout of the colony. Ei Lilly, Johnson &
Johnson, Spacened, Harvard, all the usual nanes—he wal ked past themuntil he
spotted one particul ar plate.

The plate read: THE | MMORTALI TY PARTNERSHI P

H s hands involuntarily clenched in his pockets. McCoy resisted the urge to
push t hrough the door, to walk inside. Instead, he turned as if to walk the
other way, like a tourist bored with the sights. As he did, he ducked his head
and quickly studied the lock fromthe comer of his eye. It was a digital. No
pr obl em

He then began to nobsey down the corridor the way he had come. Wen he had the
tinme he’d come back here for a visit. Wien no one el se was around.

6

Blind Boy Gunt Strikes Again (Saturday: 11:47 P.M)

If there was any one human aspect that made C arke County nost |like a small
town it was the fact that no major event went unnoticed, or untal ked about,

for very long. This was especially true since the colony had an official town
gossi p.

Sheriff Bigthorn had peddl ed his trike down fromNorth Station through Big
Sky’ s bamboo suburbs into the town center, being careful to stop and get off
the trike before entering Settler’'s Square. It was about noontine, and the
square was becom ng crowded with residents and a handful of tourists who
happened to wander down from LaGrange. It was a typical lunchtime scene, since
nost residents worked a six-day week. Sunday, not Saturday, was usually
everyone's day off, and since noon was the universally accepted | unch hour
many peopl e took the opportunity to hang around Settler’s Square: farners

tal king to beanjacks, scientists playing backganmon with students fromthe

I nternational Space University, individuals with reflector boards | eaning

agai nst the base of the statue while inproving their tans.

Ceneral ly, people tal ked about nothing nuch, but today there was a buzz in the



air. As he wal ked his tricycle through the square, heading for the town hall

Bi gt horn noticed that many people had sheets of PSA flinmsy in their hands.
Along with mail fromEarth, the Big Sky post office routinely deposited public
servi ce announcenents in residential boxes each day: changes in shuttle
schedul es, new job openi ngs, remi nders about tax-filing dates, and so forth.
Once a weekly newspaper becane established in the col ony—+he Newhouse and
Gannett chains were still conpetitively negotiating with the C arke County

Cor poration for exclusive rights—ost of this fodder woul d be elim nated.

Until then, the news canme in the formof half-sheet bamboo-paper printouts

whi ch peopl e dug out of their boxes, read once, and usually shoved down the
nearest recycling chute.

Today, however, residents had found sonething in their mail boxes which they
didn't toss out. Custers of people were reading and re-reading the printouts,
with varied reactions: anusement, anger, consternation, rejoicing.
Unfortunately, it seened as if everyone believed that Bigthorn already knew
what was going on. As he wal ked his trike through the square, the sheriff

noti ced people |ooking towards himas if he had an answer to all this.

What ever all this was.

Bi gt horn, however, had another matter on his mind: the priority message from
the FBI. He was prepared to ignore the “whatever it was” until after he was

t hrough dealing with the feds, when one of Big Sky's more vocal residents

wal ked up to him

“Does this mean we’'re going to war?” Roxanne Barnes demanded.

“Um®? Excuse ne?” Bigthorn replied.

“They coul d cl ose us down, you know that, Sheriff,” Roxanne insisted. “W're
playing with fire here. What are we supposed to do about it when the 2nd Space
Infantry | ands?”

Roxanne Barnes was on the all-tine list of Bigthorn' s | east-favored peopl e,
the type that any police officer in any town got to know all too well. Roxanne
fell into the subcategory of Constantly Conpl ai ni ng Nui sance. She was the
person who called the police departnment every day with real and imagi nary (and
usually trivial) gripes.

In anot her town her conplaints would have been: dogs overturni ng her garbage,
nei ghbors nmaking too nuch noise, kids playing in the street, child nolesters
lurking in the neighborhood, aircraft flying too | ow over her hone, strangers
spyi ng through her wi ndows, bad reception on her TV and radi o, and Comuni st s,
the CA the IRS, Kenya Congress terrorists, and/ or the police thensel ves
tapping into her comink. For Roxanne, it was: the colony rotating too fast
(or too slow), her apartnment too cold (or too hot), late mail service, hippies
fromthe New Ark spying on her, clogged recycling chutes, neighbors making too
much noi se, trash littering the corridors, and the Conmunists, the CIA the

I RS, Kenya Congress terrorists and especially the police department tapping
into her comink. Bitch bitch bitch, whine whine whine.

Roxanne, too, had a sheet of conputer flimsy clutched in her fist. “May I,

pl ease?” Bi gthorn asked, and before she could say yea or nay, he snapped it
out of her hand, uncurled it and read:

| NDEPENDENCE! CLARKE COUNTY CI TI ZENS, UNI TE!

Now has come the tine for all good nen and wonmen to cone to the aid of their
space col ony.

In a cl osed-door session this norning anong executive nenbers of the d arke
County Board of Selectmen, it was announced by Jennifer Schorr that the
residents of C arke County were ready, willing and able to seek total contro
of their destiny fromthe running dog | ackeys of corporate sponsorship.

W are nowin control! We shall establish Carke County as its own i ndependent
nation! The future is unwitten, but the witing is on the wall. Wat was
inevitable is now upon us. W must seize the opportunity to formally and
irrevocably declare Carke County to be the master of its own destiny. In this
way we shall shed these surly bonds of Earth...

Attend next Monday night’s town neeting at Big Sky town hall to make plans for
the com ng era of independence and self-determi nation. Let your voices be



heard. Live free or die!
“The tines they are a-changing ..
—Blind Boy G unt

“Runni ng dog | ackeys?” Bigthorn murmured. “Wat the hell does that nean?”
Roxanne didn’t hear him She was running off about how the 2nd Space Infantry
Division of the U S. Marines was going to invade the colony and kill everyone
in sight, and howit would all be the sheriff’s fault because he didn’t act
sooner to control the anarchists, Communists, hippies, terrorists, Denocrats,
or whoever was at fault for this revolution.

Only alittle bit of it soaked through Bigthorn's attention. He glanced at the
nmessage again, and knew at once that it was also on every electronic bulletin
board in O arke County. If that was so, the nmessage had undoubtedly been
received on Earth as well, for there was little which happened in O arke
County that the conpanies in New York, Al abama, London, and Tokyo did not
hear .

He | ooked at the signature. Blind Boy G unt.

Goddammit. Wioever he was, he had done it again.

“And what are you going to do about this?” Roxanne was demandi ng.

Bi gt horn | ooked up. Roxanne was staring at him Mst of the people within his
range of vision were, too. He cleared his throat, slowy and deliberately

fol ded the banboo scrim and tucked it into the breast pocket of his uniform
shirt. “Roxy,” he said softly. “WIIl you go get your Happydaze prescription
refilled, please? ”

He didn't wait to see her expression change, but sinply pushed his trike past
her and marched the rest of the way across the square to the entrance of the
town hall. Al things considered, this was starting out to be a really |ousy
day.

The architect who had designed Big Sky’'s town hall had intended the offices to
| ook Iike a quaint small-town municipal building. It ended up having all the
character and rustic charmof a boot canp shower-house, which it faintly
resenbl ed. Long, low, drab and ugly, it contained the offices of various
county officials who preferred to do their work at hone. The C arke County
Sheriff’'s Department, |located at the end of the |Iong hallway | eadi ng down the
m ddl e of the building, was seemingly the only office in the town hall that
was ever open. Snall wonder. It was in a building only a cop could | ove.

Bi gt horn made a stop in the adjacent kitchenette to grab a bran doughnut and a
cup of coffee before going in. As he pushed through the gl ass-front doors, he
said to no one in particular, and thus everybody in general, “Has anybody
found out who Blind Boy Gunt is and just not bothered to tell ne?”

Wade Hof f man was sl ouched behind his desk, in front of the wall of TV nonitors
whi ch di spl ayed scenes fromvarious parts of the colony. He was browsing

t hrough a back issue of Sports Illustrated when the sheriff appeared. The
magazi ne di sappeared beneath his desk as he self-consciously straightened his
posture. “Beg pardon?” he said.

“Stop reading on duty, wllya, Wade?” Bigthorn wal ked behind the front counter
and stopped beside Hoffnan’s desk, absently running his eyes across the
screens. “Blind Boy Gunt,” he repeated. “I wanted that idiot investigated and
found. What has conme of that?”

Hof f man coughed and tapped a command into his conputer termnal’s keyboard.
The public service announcenment Bigthorn had read a few mnutes earlier

appeared on the screen. “Wll, this was fed into the public system about an
hour ago....”

“Wade, why do you think I’ m asking?” Bigthorn replied testily. “Before I find
Jenny and ask her what the hell’s going on, | want to find out how Gunt knew

what went on in an executive session. And how does he hack into the mai
system anyway?”

Wth a glance, Hoffman silently deferred the question to another uniforned
officer in the office. Roland Binder was bent over his own terminal, intently



studying his screen. “I traced the input to a public-access ternmnal in Torus
S-Eight,” Binder said without |ooking up. “That’s one of the habitation areas,
of course. Same MO as al ways. He nmust have used a back door and a hi dden
password to get into the system and he was in for only about a mnute, just
enough tinme to downl oad his nessage into the system and get out. Could have

been done by anyone with a PC.” He glanced over the top of his termnal. “Want
to guess how many PCs are in the col ony?”
“Never mind. | get the idea.” Bigthorn took a bite out of his doughnut. It was

stale; he swallowed the nmorsel with effort and dunped the remai nder down a
chute. It was time to get on the Ark’s bakeries about not supplying his office
with fresh sinkers. “Was it the sane terminal he used |ast tinme?”

Bi nder checked his file. “Not the last time, but he’'s used this particul ar one
before ... um on My twelfth, when he posted an obscene linerick. But earlier
today, before he got this message into the post office conputer, he entered
anot her message on the bulletin board. The Decl arati on of |ndependence. United
States, that is.”

“CQuess it was kind of a warmup.” Hof fman chuckl ed.

Bi gt horn ignored him “Were did he enter that nmessage, Rollie?”

Bi nder didn't bother to recheck his file. “A public terminal on the Strip. He
spent about the same anpunt of tine there. Twenty minutes |ater, he posted the
second message fromthe Torus Eight termnal.”

Rol li e | ooked back at the screen. “He noves fast, John. Far as | can tell, he
picks his entry ports at random Never uses the same one twice in a row”

The sheriff nodded his head thoughtfully as he sipped his coffee. Twenty

m nut es was about the amount of tine it took for soneone to get fromthe
Strip, in Torus NS on the North side of Oarke County, to Torus S-8, on the
South side of the colony. A person wouldn’t even have to run to make the
connection. And since virtually everyone in O arke County possessed at | east
one | aptop conmputer or datapad, there were at |east 7,036 possible

suspect s—the current popul ati on of the colony, not counting tourists. Blind
Boy Grunt had been around too long to be a tourista.

“Terrific,” Bigthorn nurnured. “Anything el se?”

Bi nder checked his file, then grinned. “Only one thing. | figured out his
name. ”

“Blind Boy G unt?”

The department’s resident w rehead nodded enthusiastically. “1 got it after
cross-referencing Music History in the library subsystem just for the hell of
it. ‘Blind Boy G unt’ was a pseudonym used by Bob Dylan in the early

ni net een-si xties, when he sat in as a session mnusician on other people’s

al buns.” Binder shrugged. “lI don't know if that makes any difference. Before
you ask, | checked our roster. There’'s nobody here named Dyl an.”

“I didn't think it would be that obvious,” Bigthorn said. “Ckay, so he’s a Bob
Dyl an fan. At least that’s something to go on. Good work.”

One comer of Rollie's mouth rose briefly. “For what it’s worth.”

Precious little. Blind Boy Gunt had been haunting O arke County’s information
system for the past year, beginning a few nonths after the col ony began
operating as an inhabitated world-let. Wthout warning, wthout discernible
pattern, anonynmous messages had begun to appear on conputer screens. One day,
they were public announcenents, like today's entries on the bulletin board and
the post office conmputer. Other days, they were private nessages, appearing
only on a particular individual’'s screen. Sonetines their neani ngs were
obvious and direct. In other instances they were obscure quotations from
sources as diverse as history texts, song lyrics, The Quotations of Chairman
Mao, the Holy Bible, the Koran, Alice in Wnderland, or The Oigin of the
Species. Their content ranged fromthe ribald to the inconsequential, from
pointed political comentary to outright |ibel

On occasion, Blind Boy Grunt had even dropped notices into the cop shop’s own
conputer, items that further enhanced his (or her) mystique as a know all
see-all oracle. Once, Bigthorn had been trying to find out who was

spray-pai nting obscenities on corridor walls in the North tori. Blind Boy



Grunt unexpectedly left a notice identifying the culprit as a teen-ager who
lived with his parents in Torus N-11. The |lead turned out to be correct.

Later, the shopkeepers in LaGrange had a problem one week with a shoplifter
who was pilfering itens fromthe stores around O Neill Square, sonmeone who was
swi ft enough to evade their mirrors and security cameras. Blind Boy G unt
dropped word that the person was a tourist from California, an incurable

kl ept omani ac. When a nean-spirited practical joker was draining air supplies
fromthe |ife-support packs of the beanjacks building the remaining tori in
the North section, Gunt fingered the guilty party, and when an anonynous bonb
t hreat was made agai nst the windows in the main sphere, a nessage appeared on
Bigthorn’s own termnal, which stated that the threat was a hoax perpetrated
by a ten-year-old boy in Big Sky.

Despite these favors, Bigthorn regarded Blind Boy Grunt as a royal pain in the
ass. He didn't like the idea that C arke County contai ned a hacker skillful
enough to penetrate conmputer security throughout the colony. Yet tracking down
Blind Boy G unt had, so far, been inpossible. \Woever he or she was, the
hacker had el uded the Sheriff’'s Department. Even Wanker Central, the lair of

t he arch-wi reheads, had not been able to track down Blind Boy Gunt, although
Bi gt horn privately suspected it was soneone in Main-QOps itself.

“Well, keep on it,” Bigthorn said as he headed for his private office. “Wde,
get ne in touch with FBI headquarters. I'll take the call in nmy office.... On,
and how did Danny do with those goats?”

Hof f man grinned over his shoulder. “Your trick didn't work. He got butted

bef ore he gave up and used his stunner on them He’'s really pissed at you

now. ’

“Ch, well. Log in a bonus for him Hazardous duty pay. I'll be in ny office.”

Sher man Brooks wore the usual gray suit, high-collared white dress shirt, and
plain bolo tie of an FBI official. He sat, with legs crossed, in a chair in
the corner of the sheriff’s office; the illusion of his corporeal presence was
spoi l ed by the scene through the wi ndow behind him The rotunda of the
Capitol, surrounded by cherry trees in full blossom was a plausible vista
only if one was on Earth. Qut here, it was an obvious, if not ridicul ous,

pi ece of backdrop scenery. Bigthorn tried not to smile

You' re probably wondering why we called you, Sheriff, Brooks said fromthe

hol ogr am t ank.

“Well, as an offhand guess, it probably has sonmething to do with a passenger
who arrived today on a TexSpace shuttle,” Bigthorn replied casually. There was
a nonentary pause, then a puzzl ed expression appeared on Brooks’s w de brown
face, and the sheriff shrugged. “Just a guess,” he added.

Anot her brief pause as Bigthorn's words were relayed across space and tine to
FBI headquarters. A nmonent | apsed, then Brooks’'s face becane even nore

worri ed. Has anyone spoken to you about this matter, Sheriff? he asked.

Bi gt horn shook his head. Wat was he supposed to say? Well, last night | took
some peyote—don’'t worry, a forner President said it was okay—and a coyote cane
to ne and said that sonethi ng dangerous was aboard the incom ng passenger
shuttl e? Even if the man wasn't technically an Anglo, he was still a gringo.
He coul d not understand. “Just a wild guess. What’'s on your m nd?”

Brooks’ s eyes had wandered to an invisible object above and to the |eft of

Bi gt horn’ s head. Perhaps he was checking Bigthorn's file. He blinked and
turned his attention back to the sheriff. Well, your guess is correct. The
Bureau is concerned about a person we’ve confirmed is now aboard the col ony,
and we need your departnent’s cooperation in this matter. Another pause. This
is a closed channel, isn't it, Sheriff?

It was unless Blind Boy G unt managed to unscranble the signal and was
eavesdr oppi ng. Bigthorn decided not to bring that up, either. “Yes, it is. o
ahead.”

kay, Brooks continued. The Organized Crinme Division has been investigating
for the past several years a nobster in St. Louis naned Anthony Sal vatore.

Per haps you’ ve heard of hinf®



The nane only vaguely registered with him “Sort of,” Bigthorn admtted. “A
big wheel in the Mdwest. Wasn't he under indictnent froma federal grand
jury?”

He was, in very nuch the past tense. For tax fraud, before his | awers managed
to swing an acquittal on legal technicalities. If you |l consult your screen
pl ease ...

Bi gt horn | ooked down at the screen embedded in his desk. Several photos were
di spl ayed of a lean, hawklike man in his late thirties or early forties. The
photos | ooked as if they had been taken by hi dden cameras: street scenes,
party scenes, a picture of himin riding clothes on a country estate
somewhere. As Bigthorn watched the nontage blur across his screen, the FB
agent continued his briefing.

Tony Salvatore is the head of the Salvatore crinme fanmly, the |argest
underworl d syndicate in the Mdwest, one of the biggest in the U S Besides
peri pheral interests worldw de, which run fromarnms snuggling to the

i nternational software black nmarket, the syndicate accounts for nuch of the
crimnal activity in St. Louis, Chicago, and Kansas Cty. Drugs, prostitution

ganbl i ng, counterfeiting, protection rackets... you nanme it, the Salvatore
famly has a controlling interest in it. Unfortunately, nobody... not us, not
Interpol or the IRS ... has been able to nail so nmuch as a parking ticket on

him The noney is |aundered through legitimte offshore banking and rea

estate corporations, and they' re careful to use several cut-outs in every
operation which keep the famly frombeing directly connected to anything. For
al nrost a decade the FBlI has been trying to get something on him but it wasn't
until a few days ago that we finally got a break. See that wonman ... ?

The nontage stopped with a photo of Tony Sal vatore, in a black tuxedo, wal king
t hrough the door of what appeared to be a swank restaurant. On his armwas a
beautiful young woman in her twenties—brown hair piled high on her head,
wearing a strapless gold | ane evening gown cut high on the thigh. Bigthorn

rai sed his eyebrows. “l can’t help but notice,” he conmmrented.
" mglad your eyes are so sharp. Her nanme is Macedoni a Westnorel and, Macy for
short. She's been Tony’s live-in girlfriend... his mstress, if you prefer..

for about the past four years. From Massachusetts originally. Good Boston
Brahmin famly. Rather spoiled and reckl ess. She was a student at Stephens
Coll ege in Colunbia, Mssouri, before she met Tony on the party circuit. Tony
nmoved her into his conpound, but she's never really been part of his inner
circle.

“Hymm ” Bigthorn nmurnured. “At |east you can’t say he’'s got bad taste.”

Maybe, but our intelligence says that his appetite is a bit on the viol ent
side. He's into the rough stuff with her. Wen she’'s not been with him she's
been back at the Sal vatore mansion recuperating fromthe |ast beating he gave
her. That’'s not a very happy person you see there.

The picture switched to a split-screen image. On the left was a cl ose-up of
Macy Westnorel and; on the right, a distant shot of a huge stone mansion

hal f - hi dden behind a brick wall. W' ve been keeping the Sal vatore mansi on
under constant surveillance, as a matter of routine, for the |ast couple of
years. Last Wednesday night, it paid off. One of the St. Louis field agents,
M1lo Suzuki, spotted Macy clinmbing over the wall while Tony was gone fromthe
conmpound. She met a cab on the street which she had apparently called in
advance, and Suzuki trailed her to the international airport. Cbviously, the
girl had gotten fed up with Tony’'s sick shit and was naking a break for it.
Then ...

“Let me guess the rest,” Bigthorn interrupted, |ooking up at Brooks. “She
caught a shuttle to Matagorda |sland, where she got on the TexSpace shuttle
and came here. Now she’s in O arke County. Right?”

Br ooks nodded, but he hardly seened pl eased. Your intuition’s correct, but
you're getting a little ahead of yourself. W found this out the hard way,
because Suzuki failed to report in after he reached St. Louis International
W di scovered himlater in a phone booth inside the airport, dead. At first it
| ooked as if he had suffered a heart attack, but the autopsy reveal ed that he



had been hit with a dart. Crine lab figures that he had been injected with a

| et hal biotoxin which stopped his heart. Al so, though he had | ogged into the
field office conmputer through the pay phone, his datapad was m ssing. Someone
nmurdered himfor that pad. | don't think | have to tell you who did it.

Bi gt horn shook his head. “So, | take it, you suspect that the Sal vatores
figured out where the girl was going, then killed your agent to get the info
he had collected in his datapad.”

W were able to reconstruct her trail fromfollow ng the paperwork she left
behi nd her and by checking with TexSpace. She was on the shuttle in First

O ass, booked under the nane of Mary Boston. It’'s a good |ead, but Tony's
peopl e got a head start on us when they got Suzuki 's datapad, and it took us
until today to verify her whereabouts. So while Macy Westnoreland is
definitely in Carke County, we’'re not sure whether she’s safe there. There

m ght have been enough tinme for the Salvatores to put sonebody on that shuttle
with her.

“To bring her back?”

Brooks’s face didn't change. One of the reasons the Bureau hasn't been able to
get anything on Tony Sal vatore is because people who defect fromthe famly
rarely live long enough to talk about it. If Macy Westnorel and ran away from
Tony... and that seens to be the case... then Tony wants her dead before he
want s her back.

Bi gt horn took a deep breath. “Ch, shit.”

| couldn’t have put it better nyself, Brooks agreed. On the other hand, the
Bureau is vitally interested in nmaking contact with her. She may be able to
provi de information which can help us break up the famly and put Tony behi nd
bars... maybe in the deep freeze, if we’'re lucky. W’ ve got an agent schedul ed
to arrive in three days on the next shuttle, but until then, we’ve got to have
someone there to protect Westnorel and. Brooks pointed a finger towards him

Whi ch is where you and your departnent come in, Sheriff.

“I figured as rmuch,” Bigthorn replied. “Ckay, | take it that you want me to
put her in protective custody?”

Brooks hesitated. The opinion is split on that. If she’'s being hunted by a

Sal vatore torpedo, that may be the best solution. On the other hand, she’'s
apparently frightened out of her wits. She may bolt if anyone approaches her
even you. You need to use your best judgment here, Sheriff. In the nmeantine,
you' ve been deputized for the indefinite tine being to act as a U S. federa
mar shal . The usual paperwork will be faxed to you, of course.

The sheriff nodded again. He was familiar with the routine fromfedera

collars he had nade in the past. The difference between those instances and

this one, of course, was considerabl e. Nabbing bail-junpers and tax-evaders
was one thing. Protecting a possible FBI informant was quite anot her
“Let me try to nake sonething clear, Sherman,” he said. “I"ma small-town cop

when it comes down to brass tacks. This is a snmall-town cop shop. W had
trouble this norning just capturing’ a couple of stray goats fromthe
livestock area. Qur idea of a big bust is nailing a tricycle thief. This
department has seven officers, including nyself, and we’'re only arned with
nonl et hal weapons. Wat nakes you think we can do the FBI’'s job?”

Br ooks gazed back at himstoically. Do you have sonmeone better in mnd?

Bi gthorn started to reply, but Brooks went on. There’'s sonething el se you need
tc know. If the Salvatore famly did put a hit nan on the shuttle with
Westnorel and, it could be any one of a nunber of their soldiers. However, one
person in particular is a |eading candidate. You want to check your screen
agai n, please?

A blurred, enlarged photo of a big, mddle-aged nan had appeared on Bigthorn's
desktop screen. That’s Henry Ostrow. He works under a variety of aliases..
rarely the sane nane twice... but in the Mdwestern underworld he's sonetimes
known as the Golem He's Jewi sh, incidentally, so his nicknanme is a reference
to a creature from Hebrew nythol ogy.. ..

“He has my sympathy,” Bigthorn comented. “l’ve got nicknane trouble, too.”
You should take this guy a little nore seriously, Sheriff: He's suspected of



bei ng Tony’s main enforcer. Like Salvatore hinself, we've never been able to
peg anything solid on him but he’ s runored to be the guy Tony picks for wet
jobs which are ... well, personal, for lack of a better term

Bi gt horn studi ed the picture. The photo |ooked as if it had been taken from an
extreme di stance as Ostrow was getting out of a car. Hi s face was hal f-turned
towards the canera. His eyes were hidden behind w aparound sungl asses. but the
face | ooked hard and nean. “He | ooks like a really nice guy,” the sheriff said

dryly.

He gets the job done, and he doesn’'t get caught. No bullshit code of
sportsmanship, either. The Golenms style is efficiency, If he can kill soneone
by shooting themin the back froma distance, that’s the way he does it. Door
bonbs are another of his favorite neans of assassination. W're still trying

to find out whether he nade it on the shuttle, but we ..

Br ooks was sayi ng sonet hing el se, but suddenly Bigthorn was no | onger paying
attention to him The photo of Henry Ostrow had di sappeared fromthe desk
screen, to be replaced by several |ines of type:

HENRY OSTROW | S CECI L JACOBSON

CECI L JACOBSON JUST CHECKED | NTO H'S ROOM AT THE LAGRANGE HOTEL.

| DON T THI NK HE' S HERE ON VACATI ON

—BUND BOY GRUNT

“Ch, for crying out |oud,” Bigthorn whispered. “How could he possibly know ..
o

Excuse nme, Sheriff? Brooks said.

Abruptly, the nessage vani shed fromthe screen. Bigthorn | ooked up fromhis
desk. “Cstrow is here,” he told Brooks. “He’'s in Clarke County. H's nane is
Cecil Jacobson.”

For the first tine during their conversation, Brooks appeared nonplussed. He

shook his head and held up his hands in confusion. What... how could you know
cee ?

“Areliable source,” Bigthorn said quickly. Already his own shock was wearing
off. He stood up and started to nmove from behind his desk. “We' |l be in touch
Br ooks.”

Sheriff, wait! Brooks was half-rising fromhis own chair. The Golemis
extremel y dangerous. You can't

“I can when I'min a hurry. Talk to you later.” Bigthorn stabbed a button on
hi s desk whi ch broke the connection, and Brooks disintegrated in a sparkling
haze, |eaving behind the blank corner of the hol otank. Al ready the sheriff was
out the door and in the outer office.

“Rollie!” he yelled. The officer jerked behind his conmputer termnal, spilling
coffee into his lap. “Call the hotel and find out the room nunbers for two
peopl e, nanes Cecil Jacobson and Mary Boston, Boston like in the city. Do it
now ’

“I"ve picked up a Gunt wormin our system” Rollie said. “l traced it to ..
“Never mind that now. WAde, get over here!” Hoffman was readi ng his nagazi ne
again. He dropped it and junped out of his chair as Bigthorn pressed his |eft
pal m agai nst the weapon cabinet’s |ock and tapped in the authorization code
with his right hand.

The arnored door slid aside, exposing virtually the only arsenal in the
colony: a rack of Taser pistols, stunrods, sedative rifles, concussion and
snoke grenades, and body arnor. As Hoffman hurried over, Bigthorn buckled a
gunbelt bolstered with a stunrod and his personal, handprint-activated Taser
around his belt. He reached for the body arnor, then drew back his hand. It
was better to keep this quiet; wearing body arnor into a hotel would only make
them | ook |ike a SWAT team

“Probl ens?” Hof f man asked.

“Big tine. Taser and rod for you.” He snatched the weapons out of the cabi net
and tossed themto Hoffman. “Get 'emon and follow nme. We’re heading for the
hotel .”

“John, what's ... ?”

“You're going to find a woman named Macy Westnorel and, a.k.a. Mary Boston, and



take her into protective custody,” Bigthorn continued. ‘“I1'Il be at the hotel
too, going for a guy nanmed Henry Ostrow, a.k.a. Cecil Jacobson. | don't have
time to explain everything now. C non!”

As Hof frman struggled to strap on his weapons, Bigthorn rushed past him
headi ng for the back door, where the department’s cart was parked outsi de.

If Blind Boy Gunt’s right about this, he thought, I'll kiss his ass. And if’s
he’s pulling ny leg, I'"'mgoing to find himand throw hi mout the nearest

ai rl ock.

7

Conversation with the Gol em (Saturday: 12:34 P.M)

Henry Ostrow lay on the bed in his small roomin the LaG ange Hotel. He had
showered and shaved, and now he was resting on his back in his undershorts,
staring up at the ceiling as he prepared hinself for the transfornmation
Gstrow had | ost count of the nunber of assignments he had taken on behal f of
the Sal vatore family over the years. Mst had been fairly routine, yet this
time the job was nore than a sinple hit on someone who had wel shed on a | oan
or an untrustworthy syndi cate menber who was trying to | eave the famly. This
time it was Tony’s own girlfriend who was going to take the bullet. There was
also the matter of the small bundl e of floppies which Macy had stol en

Rarely had the Gol em been asked to do nore for Tony than snuff soneone. This
time, killing Macy was only half the job. The rest of the floppies could be
burned, Tony had told him but Disk 7 had to be returned to himat all costs.
Even the girl was second in priority to the recovery of that particular

di skette.

Gstrow didn’t inquire as to why bringing home a conputer diskette was nore

i mportant than knocking off someone who had enbarrassed the head of family. It
was not in his nature to ask. The Gol emwas an instrument of vengeance, pure
and sinmple ... and now the time had cone for Ostrow to sumon the al eph
bearer.

H s suitcase lay open on the bureau. In a few mnutes, Ostrow would take out
the case’'s fal se bottom exposing the scan-defl ecting weapons cache. Fitted
into the cache were the weapons he had picked for this trip: the syringe-gun
with its sea wasp biotoxin, the Ruger T-512 automatic with the attached
silencer, and the M 61 Skorpion submachi ne gun, all with their respective
amo, each shielded fromautomati c scanners by stealth chips. Concealed within
the suitcase’'s fabric liner was one pound of plastic explosive, flattened by a
kitchen rolling pin into thin sheets and wapped in cell ophane; the detonator
and fuses were hidden inside an innocent-Iooking electric shaver.

Yet before he unpacked the weapons, there was the ritual. Mirder, when
performed well, requires its own rites to keep the nmind clear and the deed
from becom ng neani ngl ess. For Henry Ostrow, that ritual was becom ng the

Gol em

Henry Ostrow. the Golem It was a far nore serious matter than sinply having a
ni cknane.

Al t hough there is nore than one “definitive” golemstory in Hebrew nythol ogy,
it was the nmost widely known fable which characterized Ostrow s alter ego: how
t he Rabbi Loew created an artificial man out of clay to protect the persecuted
Jews of medi eval Prague. According to | egend, Rabbi Loew had sumroned his cl ay
man to life with an incantation involving the Hebrew | etter al eph

Henry Ostrow had been called the Gol em since he had been in the Marines during
Qulf War I1. At first, it had been only a nickname, but as he had taken his
knack for killing back to the world with him his self-inage as an unstoppabl e
force of nature had evolved until he had realized that he was, indeed, the
Golem The fact that the nythical golemwas the protector of a defenseless
people, or that it later ran amuck and had to be destroyed, wasn’t inportant
to him It was the gestalt vision of an unenotional, indestructible force of
nature—the ultimte hit man, the killer that could not be stopped—which had
long ago coiled itself within OCstrow s inagination



In tinme, his belief was formed into a sacred ritual. At first, Gstrow had
nerely traced an al eph on his forehead with his fingertip before an
assignment. Then, over the years, a nore conplex ritual of cleansing his mnd
and body evolved fromthat practice. First, Ostrow bathed and rested, to clear
his mind of all tangential matters except The Job. Wile he bathed, he washed
his mind as well as his body. Hatred, pity, fear, enpathy, friendship,

j eal ousy—these feelings caused the eyes to waver and the hands to hesitate
when the monent canme to render death, so it was necessary to rinse them down
the drain.

Once he had showered, Ostrow relaxed for a short while, to prepare hinmself for
the second part of the ritual. Now, supine on the bed, he shut his eyes and

t hought of transformation: his flesh hardening, turning darker, becom ng clay
like the mud on the banks of the Dead Sea. Dark red clay: the Golem s skin,

i ncapabl e of bl eeding. H s body: an animate scul pture, incapable of feeling
pai n.

The Gol em s right hand rose—a hand that was no |onger flesh but living

cl ay—and his index finger went to his nouth, resting for a nmonent on his
tongue. His finger tasted like clay. The wet clay finger went fromhis nouth
to his forehead. The final station of transformati on was at hand, the nonent
of the al eph...

BAM BAM BAM

A hammering at the door. Soneone knocking. Suddenly, he was flesh again. The
al eph had not been traced on his forehead. The ritual interrupted at the
crucial monent, the transformation was instantly erased, and Henry Ostrow was
hi nsel f agai n.

Irritated, he sat up on the bed. “Wio is it?” he called out.

“Housekeeping,” a man’s voi ce responded, nmuffled by the door. “I need to check
your room sir.”

“Sure. One nonment, please.” Ostrow stood up, pulled on his pants, quickly
rezi pped his suitcase and entered the security code on the touchpad. Bl oody
nui sance, he silently grunbled. No tip for this kid. Waring only his
trousers, he wal ked to the door, turned the antique brass knob and swung open
the door. ..

The stock of a rifle swng into his stomach. He was instantly slanmred back
fromthe door by the painful inpact, the breath knocked out of his |ungs.
Ostrow crashed backwards into a desk chair, toppled over it, fell on his back
onto the carpeted floor. The coarse fabric burned the bare skin of his back
he gasped, tried to sit up as tiny white and blue stars filled his vision ..
and froze as he heard the nenacing, unm stakable cha-click of a gun’s safety
bei ng di sengaged.

“Freeze,” a voice said.

Lying on the floor, Ostrow gave hinself a noment to size up the intruder. A
police officer: he wore a blue uniformwith a silver badge, |like so many ot her
blue uniforms with silver badges he had seen in his lifetine. The cop was
arnmed: the rifle was a Rem ngton Crowdmaster, a nonlethal but nonethel ess
efficient weapon in trained hands. A Taser, a stunrod, and two grenades were
clipped to his belt. The cop was big—ever six feet tall, young and mnuscul ar
with the steady air of purpose and authority that separates the pros from
part-tinme ni ght watchnen, bodyguards, and rent-a-cops. As an abstract
footnote, he also noted that the man was an Anmerican Indian

“I"'mfrozen,” Gstrow replied. He then remenbered to turn on the proper
response to this violent intrusion. “Wat the hell do you think you' re doi ng?”
he yelled. “What... who the hell are you?”

“Clarke County Sheriff’s Departnent,” the intruder said evenly. “Shut up.”

“How dare you ... ?”
The cop stepped back a couple of feet and, with his hands keeping the stun
rifle leveled at Ostrow, kicked the door shut with his heel. “Because |I'mthe

| aw here, GCstrow, that’s how,” he answered.
It was not the first time that during an assignment taken under an assuned
identity someone had addressed himby his real name. The response was



standard, because one coul d al ways hope that the cop—especially if he was a

| ocal -woul d have second t houghts, doubts as to whether he had nail ed the right
per son.

“What ?” he said querulously, injecting the right anount of bew | dered terror
into his voice. “lI don't know what you're ... Wat the hell are you talKking
about ?” He shook his head and notioned vaguely towards hinself. “Are you
talking to me?”

“Yeah, asshole, I'mtalking to you.” The rifle didn't waver even a fraction of
an inch. “Don’t waste ny tinme with that |lame shit. Your nane’s Henry Ostrow.
You're al so known as the Golem”

Okay. So nmuch for the mistaken identity shtick. Ostrow didn’t even glance in
the direction of his suitcase. Even if it wasn't zipped and sealed, it was
much too far away for himto get to his weapons. Perhaps if he could nake this
guy feel nore confortable ..

“I"munarnmed and on the ground, officer,’
Could | just sit up and ... ?”

“No,” the cop commanded. “Stay on the floor. Make a nove and you' re off to

sl eepyl and.”

So much for that approach, too. This guy was professional. OGstrow had to
admre that, even if he wanted to snap the red bastard s neck right now.
“Maybe |’ m Gstrow, and naybe I'mnot,” he replied easily. “If you think you
have sonething on ne, make an arrest. 1'd like to see you make it stick

consi deri ng how you just broke through the door.”

The man in the uniformd. Bigthorn according to his namepl ate—enly shrugged.
“There’s not going to be an arrest, Ostrow. Nobody's ever been able to make
anything stick on you. At the same time, | know this conversation isn’'t going
to leave this room That's because you're the sort of person who |likes to keep
a low profile.”

“I don’t quite understand you.”

“It’s very simple,” Bigthorn replied. “You' re a torpedo for a slug named Tony
Sal vatore, and you're here to kill a wonman naned Macy Westnorel and. Now, |
don’t expect you to suddenly becone candid, but you know, and |I know, and the
FBI knows that’'s the situation.”

Gstrow i medi ately, instinctively opened his nmouth to deny the charge. * Shut
up,” Bigthorn snapped. “You' d only be wasting nmy tine. Just listen to ne.

You' re Number One on ny shit list. |I’ve got your nunber.”

Gstrow shrugged. “Big deal. You're boring ne, Bigthorn.”

“You want a deal ?” the Indian asked. “Ckay, here's your deal. The woman goes
unharnmed while she’s here. Got it? If she turns up dead, if she’s harned in
any way, you're not just a suspect. You're the man, and |I'’mcoming after you.”
“\What ever happened to due process of |aw?” Ostrow asked.

“Screw that,” Bigthorn responded. “I’'mthe only judge and jury you're getting
here, bugfucker. Get this through your head. If the Wstnoreland girl so much
as has a bad dream you're the one | blame. Don't even think about trying to
arrange an accident. You better just hope she doesn’t have any on her own.”
Gstrow couldn’t hel p but sneer back at him He had heard tough-cop routines
before, and you couldn’'t even dance to this one. He nodded his head towards
the rifle in Bigthorn' s hands. “What are you going to do if she does? Trank ne
with your little air gun?”

“Yeah, 1'mgoing to trank you with nmy little air gun,” Bigthorn said calmy.
“Then I"mgoing to get ny little wheel barrow and put you in it, and then rol
you down to nmy little airlock and shove your sleazy ass inside. Then |’ m goi ng
to push the button and blow you out. If | get pissed off enough, | might even
wait until you're conscious before | hit the button, so you'll be awake to
feel the whole thing.”

It was a vivid inmage. Ostrow did his best to block it fromhis mnd. “Then you
know what happens to you? A nmurder rap, that’'s what.”

“For you?” Bigthorn shook his head slightly. “No, | kind of doubt it. Nobody
m nds when a killer finally gets what’s coming to him The only reason why
nobody’ s done it before is that they ve been hanpered by that ‘due process’

he said calmy. “You ve got me. See?



stuff. Ain't no due process up here. The worst thing they' Il probably do is
fine me for using an airlock to throw out sone garbage.”

“Tough talk,” Ostrow replied. “I wonder if you can walk the talk.”

Bi gt horn was quiet for a couple of nonments. The Indian was | ooking

t houghtfully away fromhim and the hit man took the opportunity to study the
fl oor space between the soles of his feet and Bigthorn’s | egs, gauging the

di stance fromhis legs to Bigthorn's knees. About three, maybe four feet. Wth
l uck, he could throw hinmself forward and, with the right amount of power

behi nd his kick, break one of the big red fuck’s knees. One strong kick and
the joint would snap like a dry tree linb. Once he was down, Ostrow coul d get
the gun away. Then he could ice the cop. No worries about conpleting the
assignnment after that.

“No, you're right,” Bigthorn said then. “You should wonder whether |’ m tough
enough. | think you need a denonstration.”

The I ndi an stepped back a couple of feet—n an instant, putting hinmself out of
range of Ostrow s counterattack—and raised the rifle to his shoulder, aining
straight at the hit man. Ostrow had just enough tinme to involuntarily suck in
his breath before Bigthorn squeezed the trigger

There was a pneumatic thuffft!, and a sedative dart buried itself in Ostrow s
gut, just belowthe rib cage. All life seenmed to drain out of his linbs, and
he col | apsed on the floor

Just before he bl acked out, Ostrow heard Bi gthorn say, “Stay away fromthe
girl.”

Then he was out cold.

8

Macy Drops Qut (Saturday: 12:45 P.M)

The first space hotel, when it was finally built in Carke County, was nothing
like that which had been anticipated by space buffs or science-fiction
witers. It |ooked just like a hotel

During the twentieth century, everyone's favorite idea was to nake the first
hotel in space an orbital station all by itself. In fact, the Hilton Hote
chain at one point announced plans to develop an orbiting hotel, although that
nm ght have been no nore than the hubris of its public relations staff. Later
in 2028, a snall consortium of Saudi Arabian, Kuwaiti, and Lebanese

busi nessnen purchased Skycorp’s A ynpus Station, the dil api dated and al nost
abandoned GEO habitat whi ch had housed the beanjacks who built the first
orbital powersats. The Arabs had announced plans to refurbish “Skycan” as a
space hotel, but continued political unrest in the Mddle East deterred other
i nvestors from backing the project, and the plan eventually died fromlack of
funds.

It was not until C arke County was built that the first space hotel becane
reality, financed by the O arke County Corporation. TexSpace and Trunp, who
had invested in the colony in hopes of establishing |arge-scale space tourism
were particularly responsible for LaGange Hotel. Along with Larry Bird
Mermorial Stadium it became the centerpiece of LaG ange, the biosphere’s
resort comunity. To nobody’s surprise, the hotel resenbled nothing nore or

| ess than any |large Hyatt back on Earth. So much for zero g swi mii ng pools.
When the three-wing hotel was built, convention facilities such as a few
nmeeting roons and a nodest ballroom were added al nost as an afterthought. No
one really expected LaGrange to attract conventions. Occupancy of the hotel
was limted to about 1,000 persons, and while the price of space travel had
dropped drastically, it was considered unlikely that groups would want to book
the LaG ange Hotel for neetings. In its advertising brochures the convention
facilities were mentioned only in small print; the hotel’s managenent did not
even have a full-time convention |iaison

So it came as a considerable surprise when a denand arose for LaG ange as one
of the choice locations for the annual gatherings of everyone fromthe

Ameri can Meteorol ogical Society to the Shriners to the Cookie O Tool e



I nternational Fan C ub. Shoehorni ng conventions into the hotel w thout
sacrificing the regular tourist trade required careful juggling of schedul es
by hotel managenent. Finally, the hotel stipulated that conventions had to cap
their nenmbership at 700 persons (preferably far less) and that the conventions
could be held only during weekends, |eaving the hotel vacant during weekdays
for ordinary tourists. An organi zation requesting use of the convention
facilities also had to put down a non-refundabl e deposit of $200,000 in
advance, with no guarantee that it would get an opening within the next five
years.

The C arke County Corporation thought these restrictions would di scourage nopst
of the unwanted convention traffic. To a certain extent, it did: Mensa, the
Baker Street Irregulars, and the Wrld Science Fiction Society pronmptly
dropped their bids, and even the National Space Society decided that Detroit
was a bit nore affordable

However, to everyone’'s chagrin, the First Church of Twentieth Century Saints
was nore persistent.

Elvis Presley stood twenty feet tall in the center of the hotel nezzanine, a
goliath with a guitar and a curled upper lip, towering above the heads of al
those around him Hi s hol ographic i mge slowy revolved on the dais so that
his grin was cast upon everyone in turn, while above his head a bl ue-white
hal o shinmered softly. \Wade Hof f man paused on his way to the el evator to | ook
at the giant hologram As it rotated in his direction, the King of Rock and
Rol | wi nked at him

“You’ ve got to be kidding ne,” Hoffman rurmured.

“Elvis never kids anybody, officer,” a Gernan-accented voice next to his
shoul der said with great solemity.

Hof f man turned to see a thin, intense-looking young man standi ng besi de him
He wore a sweatshirt with-what el se?—Elvis Presley’'s inmage; on the young
man’s feet were the obligatory blue suede shoes of a true believer. Hoffnman
had al ready seen a few Church of Elvis nmenbers since he had entered the
LaGrange Hotel, but this was his first close encounter with one of the

wor shi pers. This one wore a plastic nane tag: Hl, My NAME | S GUSTAV SCHM DT.
The deputy started to say sonething innocuous, but the young German rushed on
“Do you know,” he asked, “that if you take a deep breath, you stand a ninety
per cent chance of inhaling the sane nol ecul es that the Prophet breathed in
his [ast nonments on this Earth?”

Schmidt waited for a reply. Hoffman thought about it for a nmonent before
answering. “This isn't Earth,” he said.

The foll ower shook his head inpatiently. “It doesn't matter. Elvis is
everywhere. And soon the day shall come when he brings the faithful to his
shrine, his Prom sed Land.”

“Ch. Okay.” Hoffman started to edge away. Bigthorn wanted himto get to Macy
West norel and’ s room and place her in protective custody, and he had |ingered
here too long. Yet his curiosity forced himto ask one nore question. “Unm ..
where’s the Pronised Land?”

Schmidt’s face expressed the blissful radi ance of one who has seen the Light.
“I'n the land nmen call Menphis,” he intoned. “The home of the Prophet Elvis,
Gracel and Mansion, where his earthly formlies buried.”

He then smled conspiratorially. “Or so it has been alleged. There were, of
course, the sightings of the Prophet in Kalamazoo and Las Vegas, ten years
after his supposed death. And then there were the tapes of his voice, and the
gover nirent - suppressed di scovery of a singing statue of the King on Mars, which
| eaves many of us to believe that ...~

“Yeah. Right.” Hof frman coughed and took another step away. “Well, if you'l
excuse nme ..."

Schmi dt nodded his head. “Go then, and nmay Elvis be with you,” he said in
benedi cti on

The | aw of ficer turned away and began wal king to the nearest row of elevators.
Weird business, indeed. Next to listening to that wacko, finding Macy



West norel and and taking her into custody should be a snap

Macy’' s suite was enornous, alnost the size of Tony's bedroomin the mansion
and as plushly furnished as a first-class hotel suite can be: cherry oak

bur eau, canopi ed four-poster bed, Queen Anne witing desk, French tapestries
on the walls, and a Mtsubishi entertainment center that took up one side of
the room discreetly conceal ed by a Chinese silk screen

Naturally, it had been very expensive to inmport such luxury fromEarth to
LaGrangian orbit. The daily rate for the suite was nore than famlies in sone
countries earned in a year. Naturally, it had gone on the Mary Boston credit
card; the Sal vat ore book-keepi ng conmputer woul d unquestioningly pay the bil
as usual. Macy appreciated none of this, however. She had come to expect

opul ence at every turn in her life; she never questioned who put the silver
spoon in her nmouth. All that mattered to her was the privacy which the suite
af f or ded

Bef ore she had checked in, she had dropped into a store in the tourist
shopping area across O Neill Square fromthe hotel, and had bought some fresh
clothes with the Anmex card. Now, having showered, she zipped up the front of a
white linen junpsuit and pulled around her shoul ders and neck a Scottish red
wool scarf as she admired her reflection in the mirror. For sonething bought
off the rack, the clothes fit her well.

A sliding glass door led out to a wide private balcony with a wought-iron
railing, overlooking the river terrace and the hotel’s private beach on the
New Tennessee River. Absently adjusting the scarf, she wal ked over to the
door, slid it open, and wal ked out onto the bal cony. The i nmense panorana of
t he bi osphere rose before her. Across the river she could see goats and sheep
grazing in the distant, upwardly curving pastures. On the pronenade bel ow, a
cocktail party was taking place. She adnmired the view for a few nmonents, then
strode back into the suite, |eaving the door open to admit the warm breeze of
t he col ony’ s perpetual sumer.

Her eyes fell upon the dresser and the black nylon bag Iying on top of it. The
lid of the witing desk concealed a snmall conputer term nal. Now that she had
the chance, maybe it was tinme to see what was on those diskettes.

Macy reached into the open bag and pulled a diskette out, at random It was
Nurmber 7. Juggling the little plastic wafer between her fingers, she wal ked
over to the desk, pushed back the cover, and started to slip the diskette into
the drive....

At that noment there was a knock. Macy jerked away fromthe desk, clutching
the diskette in her hands, and stared across the roomat the door. For a few
nmonents there was silence, then the heavy rapping cane again, followed by a
man’s voice: “Hello?”

“Who' s there?” Macy called out, unable to suppress the quaver in her voice.
“Clarke County Sheriff’'s Departnent,” the voice replied. “Open up, please, M.
West norel and. ”

Not for an instant did Macy consider that it really was sonmebody fromthe
Sheriff’'s Departnment. Every bit of identification she had used since escaping
fromthe Sal vatore conpound had Mary Boston’s nanme on it; no one here should
be addressing her as “Ms. Westnoreland.” Also, there was no reason why the
colony’s police departnment would want anything to do with her. Finally, she
knew t hat Tony’s goon squad was capabl e of masquerading as virtually anyone,
froma hotel porter to another tourist to a police officer

So there was no doubt in her mnd that the Salvatore famly had foll owed her
to Carke County, and that at this nonment a kill er—possibly even wearing a
cop’s uni formwas waiting on the other side of the door. Whoever it was,

t hough, had nmade a m stake: he had addressed her by her real nane.

She took a deep breath. “Just a minute,” she said, trying not to sound
alarmed. “lI’mnot dressed.”

It was a | ane excuse, but if it bought her just a few nonments ..

In a couple of quick steps, Macy was across the room dropping the Number 7
di skette back in the shoul der bag as she hurriedly picked up her high-hee



sandal s. She gl anced over her shoul der at the bal cony. Thank God she had | eft
the sliding door open. There would be no noise to give her away. She grinned
crazily, put her shoes in the bag, then grabbed the zipper and tugged. Al she
had to do was ..

The zi pper noved down the plastic track an inch, then snarled on a piece of
fabric. Inpatiently, Macy hauled at it ... and the zipper broke. Now the bag
with its bundles of cash and diskettes inside, would not close. “Oh,
goddammi t!” she swore.

Again, the killer was knocking on the door. “Ms. Westnorel and, open the door
pl ease.”

“I"’mcom ng, danmit!” she shouted, frustrated and recklessly angry. “Gve ne a
second, okay?”

“I't’s urgent that we speak to you, ma’am” the voice replied as she bundl ed

t he shoul der bag under her arm and quickly, quietly, ran across the carpet to
t he bal cony. “We have reason to believe that you re in extrene danger.”

Yeah, I'"msure | am Macy thought as she stepped out onto the bal cony and
slung one leg over the iron railing, preparing to make the twelve-foot junp to
the terrace below Just be stupid for a few nore seconds, pal...

Then the rational part of her m nd brought the situation into perspective. If
she sinply junped fromthe bal cony, she could break a leg, even in the
colony’s lighter-than-normal gravity. She would be crippled, Iying on the
tiles, scream ng and hel pl ess, when the Sal vatore torpedo—onveni ently dressed
as a cop—arrived down below to rescue her

The bangi ng at the door was becom ng nore insistent.

No ot her choice. Macy pulled the bag's strap over her shoul der. As she brought
her other |leg over the railing, hanging onto the iron fence with both hands
and standi ng on her toes on the narrow edge of the bal cony, she heard a voice
bel ow her call out, “Hey, lady, | wouldn't do that if | were you.”

“Shut up!” she yelled.

The doorknob rattled, then there was the heavy inpact of the killer throw ng
hi s shoul der agai nst the door

Macy took a deep breath, then stepped back while clinging to the rail with her
hands. Several voices shouted bel ow her. The sweat in her pal ns caused her
hands to slide down the rail posts. Her biceps screamed pain. Then, in a
nmonent in which her heart seened to cease beating and tine itself seened to
stop, her hands involuntarily let go of the railing and she fell....

Si ron McCoy paused while we watched a cargo ship launch from Merritt |sland.
From down the coast, across the rippling blue water, we could hear dimy the
war ni ng Kl axons fromthe distant pad. A few mnutes |later there was a
brilliant flash of Iight and a sudden bl ossomi ng of dark snoke. A tiny white
cylinder—either a Hughes Jarvis HLV or a Boeing Big Dumy, it was hard to tel
them apart fromthe distance—silently rose fromthe snoke, riding atop an
orange-white lance of fire. As it sprinted upwards into the warm afternoon
sky, the crackling roar of the liftoff finally reached us.

The wharf seenmed to shudder as the inmense noise rippled across the channel
Al at once, we heard the fal se thunderclap of the sonic boom frommany niles
above, as the cargo ship’'s velocity surpassed Mach One. Wthin a coupl e of

m nutes, the spacecraft had di sappeared, |eaving behind a slender, slowy

di ssi pating colum of snoke which stretched into the stratosphere |like a
vaporous stal agnite.

| sighed and | ooked down fromthe sky, to see that M:Coy had been watchi ng ne,

a smle on his face. “CGood |aunch,” | rmurnured.

“How many have you seen?” he asked.

| shrugged. “Ch, | lost count a long time ago. But it’s never becone routine,
at least not for ne.” | thought about it for a noment, probably because
hadn’t considered ny enotions for some tinme. “You have to have been a space
buff for as long as | have, to know what it’s like. | was born with the space

age, in 1958, but | renmenber when we practically didn't have a space program
The bad ol d days of the twentieth century.”
He nodded his head, |ooking out at the distant |aunch pads. “Where that



freighter lifted off... That’'s the conplex where the |carus rockets were
[ aunched, isn't it? That must have been something to see.”

“Yeah, it was,” | replied. Then | thought about what he had just said. “Wy,
didn’t you see it?” | asked as casually as possible.
“No, | missed it.” Then he caught hinself. “I was out of the country at the

time,” he added swiftly.

Not swiftly enough, though. He might have been out of the country when the

| carus m ssions were |aunched fromthe cape, but that was hardly a likely
excuse. It was |like saying, “No, | slept through 2047, so | didn't notice the
nost important thing that happened that year.”

The I carus project was sonething which everyone in the world had w tnessed,
for it was the closest human civilization had come to term nal gl oba

cat astrophe of natural causes. It had taken four unmanned spacecraft, each
armed with a 100-negat on nuke, to deflect the Apollo asteroid lIcarus fromits
collision course with Earth. The week the nukes intercepted |Icarus, one at a
time in staggered volleys between 10 and 20 nillion nmiles fromEarth, the
whol e worl d had been watching, quite literally. Live TV transm ssions, froma
satellite deployed in high orbit to nonitor the mssion, had been seen in
every country. There had al so been such sideshows as nass evacuations from
coastal areas, riots in mpjor cities, doonmsday proclamations by at |east a
dozen religious cults, and a few dozen suicides, some of themin public, In
the year 2047 the human race blew a fuse; it had felt a lot |ike 1968.

There was a universal sigh of relief when the news cane that a flying nountain
was no | onger about to rmake the human race one with the dinosaurs, the | ast
residents of Earth to have been cl obbered by an asteroid. Sinmon McCoy mnust
have been in one hell of a renpte |ocale to have nmissed that scene. Even
aborigines in Terra del Fuego had watched the |l aunch of the Icarus rockets on
their pocket TVs.

“The bad old days of the twentieth century,” MCoy repeated, a not very subtle
way of changing the subject. “I take it that you' re tal ki ng about the era when
space exploration was exclusively a governnent undertaking?”

“That’s right.” If MCoy was trying to distract nme, he could had done worse
than to pick one of ny favorite topics. “A political football is nore like it,
t hough. At least, that’s the way it was in the U S. There were senators |ike
Proxmire and Mondale who tried to kill the programto nake thensel ves | ook
nore populist, and Presidents |ike Ni xon and Reagan who supported it only when
it was convenient for their political agendas and dropped the ball when things
like the Chall enger disaster occurred. The best thing to happen was when NASA
was deinstitutionalized and space devel opnent was handed over to private

i ndustry.”

“I see,” McCoy said. “So | guess you don’t have anything agai nst the najor
space corporations.”

“Not on principle, no. Skycorp, Uchu-H ko, TexSpace, and the rest showed that
you can operate a space fleet without a federal-size budget, not as long as
you applied basic business sense. Controlling overhead costs was sonet hi ng
that NASA never really learned. As small as its budget was back then, and as
much as it fought for every dime, NASA still spent noney |like a drunken
sailor. Lots of gold-plating just to inflate costs, when the idea should be
the other way around. But if the conpanies go into the red, there’'s no
sugar - daddy Congress to bail themout in the next fiscal year.”

McCoy stood up to stretch his legs. He absently wal ked to one of the old

tel escopes, pressed a quarter into the slot and peered through the eyepiece.

“l see. So you believe private industry saved space exploration.”

“To a certain extent, yes, | do,” | said defensively. “Call ne a filthy
capitalist pig, if you want, but at |east we don't have to depend excl usively
on NASA anynore.”

“But privatization is not without its drawbacks,” he said. The tel escope
ticked softly.

| nodded, squinting a little as the sun glared off the surf. As | answered I
fumbled in ny shirt pocket for my antique aviator-style sunglasses. One of the



nore pleasant relics of the last century, and rare as di nosaur bones.

Sonetimes | |lie awake at night, wondering what woul d beconme of ne were | to
break the last pair of aviator specs on Earth.
“No, of course not,” | replied. “There’s little basic research for its own

sake bei ng done by the conpanies. Wth the enphasis being on near-Earth

conmer ci al space projects, exploration is beginning to suffer. Except for

stuff |like the Jovian system probes and some nore American-Soviet work on

Mars, we’'re beginning to stagnate. The Daedal us probe was the | ast maj or

new start program and we probably won't see a foll ow up because no one wants

to spend noney on sonething which won't produce results for another

generation. So that’s the problemw th nmarket-driven space exploration, at

least as | see it.”

“Too many fishermen and not enough Col unbuses.” McCoy pursed his lips

t houghtfully as he swiveled the tel escope to look at the Merritt Island pads.

“interesting perspective. Wat do the compani es have to say about that?”

“Nothing to ne,” | replied. “I wote an essay on the subject for Harper’s and

| ost sonme of ny best contacts for ny trouble. Skycorp especially is notorious

for cutting off its relationships with witers who give ‘emtoo nmuch flak, so
.” | stopped. “So what’'s it to you, anyway? You re the one who's supposed to

be telling ne a story.”

McCoy continued to study the coastline through the telescope. “ldle interest.

I"ve al ways wondered why you’' ve never gone to Clarke County. Certainly you ve

been offered the chance.”

| drained the last of ny beer and thought about getting the robot to fetch ne

anot her one. “Sure. | was on the list for a press junket right after the

col ony was opened, but | passed it up. | don’t think reporters should take

junkets. And once you’'ve seen one tourist trap, you' ve seen ‘emall.”

McCoy | aughed. The tel escope’s tinmer ran out and the shutter closed with an

audi bl e clunk. “1’ve never heard O arke County described as a tourist trap

before,” he said as he | ooked up fromthe eyepi ece. “Dam. Doesn’t give you

much time, does it?”

“That’ s about all C arke County ever has been.” The beer was hitting nme hard,

but | didn't care. | was warming to the subject. “That's what makes me furious

about the colony. it started off as an ambitious idea, but Skycorp and

TexSpace realized the tourist potential of the place, and before we knew it,

we got Disneyland in space. Everything el se takes a back seat. That’'s what |

mean about market-driven stagnation.”

McCoy shrugged again. “But tourismwas one of the prime novers for space

expl oration,” he pressed, playing the devil’s advocate. “That’'s where nmuch of

t he noney canme from since your ‘sugar-daddy congress’ left the picture.”

| waved ny hand inpatiently. “Yeah, yeah, |’ve heard all that before. My point

is that space is still a frontier. Living out there isn't as hard as it was
thirty years ago, but it’s still no place for sightseers. The job denands
settlers.”

| paused to think about what we had been discussing. “If it hadn’t been for
the tourist trade,” | added, “this whole Church of Elvis business wouldn’t

have happened.”
McCoy seemed to ponder that for a few nonents. “Perhaps. But the fifth |carus

nuke was still up there. Since Macy Westnorel and woul d have found the | aunch
codes anyway, | don't think ...”
“She never had the codes,” | interrupted. “That was sonething that came out of

the Church of Elvis.”
Smi ling vaguely, MCoy turned away fromthe tel escope and resunmed his seat on
t he bench. “No, not quite. Let’s pick up the story again, shall we ... ?”

9

A Free Country (Saturday: 4:21 P. M

Ral ph Gentry w apped the suit’s right-hand cl aw mani pul at or around a spar and
nmoved his left leg to brace the heavy boot agai nst a crosspiece. Raising the



bl unt tube of the welding torch at the end of his right arm he adjusted the
el ectronic cross hairs superinposed on his main screen until they were
centered on the juncture where the two al unmi numrebars touched. He noved his
head and squinted through the eyepi ece of the periscope to visually

doubl e-check his work, then he squeezed his right hand around the trigger of
the torch.

The free-electron | aser beam nornally invisible, showed up in the infrared
field of vision of the suit’s tiny nonitor screen as a thin red line, and the
alumi num silently bubbled and spat tiny globules as the rebars were slowy
wel ded together. Once the weld was conplete, Gentry tested it with a tug of
his claw mani pul ator. Satisfied that the weld was solid, he glanced up at the
conput er-generated position screen, just above his head within the tiny
cockpit of the suit. The beam buil der spiders had continued to | ay down a
gridwork of slender beans to his left, stretching away in the distance,
curving around behind himto formthe skel eton of Torus 19.

A voi ce came through his headset. Candy Appl e-two-one, do you copy? Over.
“Open comink,” Gentry told his suit. “Central, this is Candy Appl e-two-one,
we copy. Wat’'s up?”

CGene King, the shift foreman, came on the line fromthe construction shack.
Gentry, what are you up to over there? Over.
“Wel di ng work on Nancy-one-ni ne, section two-one,
com ng along nicely.”

Can you put it on hold? Ned Ruiz devel oped a slow leak in his LOX tank and had
to goin for a fix. Gold Teanis short one person putting the external shields
near you on Nancy-one-ni ner and they need a hand. That's bearing X-Ray
two-zero, Yankee minus ten, Zulu three-six, on section zero-two. Nebraska
Tango one-seven is the person you need to see. Over.

“Ckey-doke, Gene. On ny way. Candy Appl e-one-two out.”

Gentry began to wal k across the torus’s outer framework. The nassive

exoskel eton he wore—er, nore accurately, piloted—anplified the novenents of
his arms and |l egs, transforming himinto a juggernaut. Watch out, here cones
Conan the Beanj ack. He needed that extra strength; since the inconplete torus
rotated along with the rest of the colony, he was subject to one g gravity.

He | unbered down the giant torus—passing other arnored beanjacks at work on

t he skel eton, glinpsing construction pods transporting material from one side
of the torus to another, spotting through the gridwrk the floating hulk of a
mass-driver barge which had haul ed al um num cassettes up from Descartes
Station on the Mon.

He found Gold Team struggling to get the outer shields attached to the outer
hul | of that section of Torus N-19. The shields were huge rectangul ar sl abs of
crushed, conpacted noonrock. It took two beanjacks in construction arnor to
successfully maneuver the shields into position on the supporting gridwork. It
was hard, painstaking |abor, but not so difficult that they couldn’t swap
gossip while they worked.

Hey, did you see that thing that was on the bulletin board today? Luke

Gar ci a—al so known as Nebraska Tango one-seven—asked. He was hol ding onto the
opposite end of a slab as they gently lowered it into a cavity. Bel ow them
anot her CGol d Team beanj ack, Alicia Shay, was hangi ng by her claw mani pul at or
to the underside of the skeleton, waiting to weld the shield s pins to the
support struts.

“Naw, what thing?” Gentry asked.

Take it about three degrees to the left, guys, Ali interrupted, watching her
suit’s heads-up display. Ckay, okay... there we go. You mean that note we got
in the mail? Total bullshit.

So who asked you anyway? Luke responded. Okay, that got it?

Cot it, just hold it right there. Ali’s |laser torch came up, and on their
screens they could see the pencil-thin flash of the | aser beam GCee, Luke,

t hought that was an open question...

Vll, it wasn't. | was talking to Ral phie here...

Excuse me for expressing an opinion, then, Ali retorted. | thought this was a

Gentry replied. “It’s



free country. Ah, those turkeys, they' re always putting those pins off a few

inches. Can you... ? Naw, wait, | can still reach "em..

Wll, that’s the point, isn't it? Luke went on. | nean, it’'s a free country
down there, but up here we’'ve got our asses in hock to the conpanies. | don't
think ...

That’s your whol e problem Luke, Ali shot back. You don't think. Face it, pal
you've got a cozy gig. You' re maki ng enough dough fromyour contract to start
that restaurant you’ ve always tal ked about, and you don’t have to worry about
falling off no goddamm skyscraper to get it. So don’t bite the hand that feeds
you, dig?

Well, what if | want to stay here and open that restaurant on the Strip? Luke
said. | don’t want to have to give everything | make to the conpanies, or have
themtell me what or where or why...
“I think ...” CGentry started to say.

What mekes you think it’s any different now? Ali cut in, brushing himaside.
Skycorp and Uchu-Hi ko built the place, TexSpace runs the tourist business,
Trunp bought the hotel and the Strip ... geez, Luke, what makes you think this
is a free country, anyway?

Because you said it was a free country, that’'s why! Garcia | aughed. Didja hear
that, Ral ph? | got her!

| just don't think a revolution is going to solve anything, Ali sulked.

| dunno. Can’t hurt, can it?

Famous | ast words, Shay's laser winked out. Al right, that’s got it. Let's
get the next section done.

Gentry, listening to the exchange over his comink, was quietly thinking it
over. The idea of public insurrection didn't nmake himvery confortabl e,

t hough. Even if he hinself was maki ng barely enough noney to get by-his
personal debts were massive, and life in O arke County was hardly cheap—the

t hought of nobs marching on town hall with torches in hand was unsettling.
Just let ne get through the day, he thought as he foll owed the other arnored
beanj acks to the next section. Al | want is a cold beer and a hot neal and
somepl ace to sleep at night.

Yet, deep down inside, it was an exhilarating thought: to push the
Corporation’s back to the wall, to tell themthat he was goddamm sick and
tired of giving all his noney back to them |eaving himw th just enough for
the necessities of life. They paid the people who worked for them nickels and
dimes, then wanted it all back for rent and groceries. They just gave ne a
two- buck rai se, he thought. Next week, they' Il probably increase ny rent.
Maybe there was sonething to this revol ution business...

Cougar Joe got off the Red Line tramat Torus S-12 and wal ked down to his

bof ael | esskaber, the Dani sh-style co-housi ng conpl ex he shared with three
other New Ark families. It had been a long day on the farmfor him Weds had
managed to get their ugly little roots into some of the hydroponics tanks in
S-16, meaning that Joe and two other Ark farners had spent the better part of
the day with their arnms in the tanks, trying to locate and dig out the weeds
bef ore they overwhel ned t he beansprouts. It had been hard, nessy work, and
Cougar Joe was hopi ng that soneone el se anong hi s nei ghbors was in the nood
for a beer.

Not entirely to his surprise, a couple of other Ark farmers were gathered
around a tree-shaded picnic table in the courtyard of the bof ael | esskaber
Since their banboo townhouses were built around the courtyard of the
pocket - si ze nei ghborhood, the picnic table was a natural meeting place for the
adults while their kids futzed around on the playground slides and nonkey
bars. It was Kenny Bartel’s turn to bring the six-pack to the table; he and
Tess (reene were already working through their first beers when Cougar Joe sat
down at the table.

“Hey, Cougar Joe, the man of the hour!” Kenny said heartily, holding out a
cold brew. “Do your trick, big guy.” Tess’s kids, Pat and Teddy, scurried over
fromthe slide when they heard Kenny’s chall enge.



Joe glowered at him then slowy let a low, sullen grow rise fromhis chest
through his throat. Pat and Teddy watched with amazenent, and Kenny and Tess
grinned silently. Then Cougar Joe stuck the lip of the beer bottle between his
nmol ars, clanmped down hard, and quickly ripped the cap off with his teeth.
“Grrrunph!” he snarled as he spat out the cap and upended the bottle in a
savage gul p.

Pat squealed with delight. “Max-Q gross-o-rama!” Teddy yelled

“Now get |ost,” Tess conmanded, giving her five-year-old son a swat on the
rear. Teddy turned and ran back to the slide, followed by his little sister
Tess | ooked back at Cougar Joe. “We're going to be buying you fal se teeth one
of these days if you keep that up.”

Cougar Joe grinned, then tapped his fingertips piano-Ilike across his dentures.
“Too late,” he said. “Already in.”

Tess’s mouth dropped open. “Got "em ki cked out when | was sixteen, playing
football in high school,” Joe explained. “The violent days of my ill-spent
yout h.”

“Max- Q gross-o-rama, to coin a phrase.” Kenny pushed a fol ded sheet of paper
across the table to him “Did you see this?”

Joe gl anced down at the computer printout. “Found it in my mail box today,” he
said, not bothering to read it again. He shrugged. “Anybody talked to Jenny
about this yet?”

Tess shook her head. “Nobody’s seen her all day. Robyn Abbey tried to call her
at hone, but there was no answer.” She rested her el bows on the table and
cupped her face in her hands. “I dunno. Maybe it’s another one of Blind Boy
Grunt’s practical jokes. ”

“Grunt’s never played a practical joke like this.” Kenny absently twirled the
printout around the table with his finger. “Problemis, we don't know what
goes on in those executive sessions, unless Neil and Jenny tell us about it.
They’' re not on-the-record nmeetings, so ...” H's voice trailed off.

“There’'s got to be sonmething to it,” Cougar Joe said. “Neil’s been talking
about co-oping the col ony sonehow, trying to get it out of the control of the
consortium”

“Yeah, but to this extent?” Tess asked. “lI mean, this is pretty radical, even
for Neil.”

“Maybe it’s not Neil,” Kenny said. “Maybe it was Jenny's idea.” He tapped the
printout with his finger. “It says right here that she 'nnounced’ it, whatever

that neans.”

“Jenny doi ng sonet hing i ndependent of Neil?” Tess’s brow furrowed. “That
doesn’t figure. | nean, it’'s no secret those two haven't been getting al ong
lately, but ...~

“But what ?” Cougar Joe asked. “Jenny’s got a mind of her own. Wy couldn’t she
propose sonething without Neil’'s consent?”

“Hey, there’'s a difference between di sagreei ng about what’s going to be for

di nner and what’'s going to be the future of the colony.” Tess replied. “I

mean, Neil’'s the Ark’s |leader, right? The Ark’s bl ock-vote got himelected to

the Board of Sel ectnen, right?” She shook her head. “I |ike Jenny, too,

y’ know, but we can’t have our spokesman talking with two heads....”

“The thing ... with two heads! ” Kenny intoned theatrically. He reached into
his trouser pocket, pulled out an antique snuff can and a pack of cigarette
papers. “Once it was a normal person. Then ... it becanme a politician!”

“Drop dead,” Tess said, unamused. “This is serious.”

Cougar Joe took another sip fromhis beer. “Sure it’'s serious,” he said, “but
I"’mnot so sure it’s a bad idea, no matter who suggested it. | mean, this
whol e place could be turned into an anusenment park if the consortiumhas its
way. What if the greed-heads decide they want to put another hotel in the

bi osphere, right where the farns are?”

“They wouldn’t do that,” Tess said.

“Sure they would,” Kenny argued, carefully sifting a pinch of marijuana onto a
| eaf of banboo paper. The pot was fromthe private New Ark crop the comrune

di screetly cultivated in Kenny' s hydroponics section. “If they thought they



could make nore nmoney off the tourist trade, they could get the Ark kicked
right out of here.” He put aside the snuff can and began rolling the joint
between his fingers. “Ever seen the early artists’ conceptions of O Neil

col oni es, back when they were first thought up in the last century? The

bi ospheres were pictured as wall-to-wall tract housing, conplete with backyard
barbecue grills. Looked Iike New Jersey in orbit. Space as a giant suburb.”
“Ckay, so it’'s a nasty idea,” Tess agreed. “But I’mnot sure if I'’mready to
follow Neil and Jenny into a revolution, either.”

“Hey, if it’s a choice between tourists and us, |I'Il pick us any day.” Kenny
delicately licked the paper’s seam “Say hey, am go?”

“Maybe,” Joe answered. “Let’s wait till tonmorrow night. I'’msure we'll get the
whol e story then.” He paused. “From Neil or Jenny ... whoever is in charge.”
He paused, then added, “But if they're tal king about a revolution ... hell

"1l second the notion. W needs anot her goddamm shoppi ng center?”
“Dam straight.” Kenny held up the joint. “CGot a light?”

It was quitting time, but the offices of Bi oCybe Resources, |located in the
light-industry zone of Torus N1, were still open. Art Kimnski pushed his
chair back from his CAD/ CAM consol e and, propping his legs up on his eternally
littered desk, reached for the Pepsi brought to himby his co-partner and
senior scientist. It was the end of another day, and everyone el se had gone
hone for the Menorial Day weekend. It was time for the customary after-work
bul | session

“I don't get it,” Kimnski said as he popped the top of the cardboard
container. “W're finally getting this colony on the right track, and sonmebody
gets the crazy idea that we should go for national independence.”

Yuji Kaneko took his seat at the adjacent desk, to savor the cup of hot tea he
had just poured for hinmself. “The idea was bound to come up eventually,” he
replied. “I"'monly surprised that it’'s happened so soon.”

“So soon?” Kimnski repeated. “You nmean, before the colony’s been conpleted?”
“Sort of.” The Japanese-Anerican bi oengi neer gently sipped his tea, then laid
the delicate cup on top of a pile of printouts. “Mre |like before there was
any real chance at economn c i ndependence. Perhaps the Schorrs did not | ook

bef ore | eaping.”

“Perhaps?” Kimnski’s lips curled. “Yuji, nobody in their right nminds would
even dream of suggesting sonething |ike independence for O arke County, |et

al one going public with it.” He jabbed his finger at Kaneko. “Not now, not
ever.”

“Ever?” Smiling skeptically, Kaneko | ooked askance at the cyberneticist. *“
‘“Ever’ is along tinme, Art. Maybe in ten, twenty years ...” He shrugged
“Anything is possible.”

“Not bloody likely,” Kimnski said bitterly. “Who would govern this place? The
Ark hippies? W'd be on strict vegetarian diets and required to carry copies
of Das Kapital if they got their way.”

“G], ci n,Dnl ”
“I"m serious!” Kaneko broke up | aughing. Kimnski, holding up his hands,
qui ckly shook his head. “Ckay, okay, maybe not literally ... but you know

they’d try to govern the way they run the Ark. Endless affinity group
nmeetings, trying to handle everything by consensus, with everyone kowow ng to
Neil Schorr as if he was sone sort of godhead. The whol e place would fal

apart like that”—-he snapped his fingers—because consensus opi nion woul d have
to be reached on every matter, significant or not.”

Kaneko reached for his tea again. “Ch, we don’t know that it would happen |ike
that. The Ark accounts for only about one-fourth of the popul ation here. Even
if they voted in a block, like they usually do, they couldn't dictate their
way of thinking to the rest of us. | think we’'d probably have sone sort of
denocracy.”

Ki mi nski nodded vi gorously. “Muybe so, maybe so,” he admitted. “But even if

Cl arke County were to becone a denocratic independent nation, what woul d
happen to us?” He ran his finger across his neck. “Zip. BioCybe s finished.”



The bi oengi neer grimaced. “I don't follow you.”

“It’s easy. The consortiumloses control, so they pull out of d arke County.
How many of them do we sell our biochips to, Yuki? Enough that, if we |ost
those contracts, we'd be bankrupt.”

Kaneko frowned. Bi oCybe Resources was a small conpany. M croscopic, in fact;
besi des Ki mi nski and hinmself, there were only three other full-time enpl oyees,
one of whomwas barely nore than a bookkeeper and part-time test-tube washer
The bi ochi ps they produced were manufactured in an automated, zero g factory
station they rented along with four other small conpani es on C arke County.
“The maj or conpani es woul d be hurt as rmuch as we would be,” he said. “They
have to buy biochi ps from sonmebody, and space-manufactured chips ...”

“Coul d be made by anybody with a free-flier factory,” Kimnski interrupted.
“They could do it themselves if they had to. Face it, Yuji. They buy from us
only because we hel p subsidize O arke County, so we need them nore than they
need us.”

Kaneko sipped his tea again. It had becone | ukewarm he winced with distaste
and stood up to take it to the sink. “You have a point,” he replied, pouring
the tea down the drain and rinsing the cup under the faucet. “But that’s only
if the consortiumnenbers pull out. After all, they have a considerable

i nvestment at stake here.”

“Hey! Hey! Whose side are you on, anyway? Don't tell me you' re siding with the
t of u- heads?”

Kaneko sm | ed boyishly. Actually, he liked tofu ... but he wasn't about to
confess that to his partner, who thought anything nore exotic than a
cheeseburger was part of a leftist conspiracy. “No,” he said as he pulled off
his lab jacket and got ready to | eave the office for the day. “l’mjust
willing to listen to both sides of the argunent.”

The other scientist blew out his cheeks in disgust. “Well, you can have the
other side of the argunment, and 1'll take mine.” He turned around in his
chair, preparing to close down the computer for the weekend, then | ooked back
over his shoulder. “Umm ... are you planning to attend the town neeting

t omor r ow ni ght ?” he asked.

“Yes,” Kaneko said. “Why?”

Ki mi nski shrugged, unsuccessfully feigning disinterest. “G mre a yell before
you go. Maybe 1’1l come al ong.”

“Ch?” Kaneko fought to control his expression. “l thought you weren't
interested in anything the hippies had to say?”

Ki minski turned his face towards the computer screen so that Kaneko coul dn’t
see it. “Amv,” he muttered. “Maybe it’'ll be good for a |augh.”
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The Strip Shuffle (Saturday: 9:45 P.M)

“What is this, Raul ?” Bigthorn | eaned across the craps table, staring at the

| ean bl ack man sitting in the holding chair on the other side. The sheriff
tapped his fingers on the nunbers glow ng fromthe polished glass tabletop
“Your odds have never been this good.”

Raul ' s face expressed hurt shock. He held up his hands—thick fingers encrusted
with rings, wists jingling with gold and silver bracel ets—+n a wounded shrug.
“What' s what, Sheriff? The nunbers conme straight off the table. The software’s
clean, the hard drive’'s Nevada standard, and |I'mcertified by the Guild. So
I"’ma good | oser. Ask that guy who just wal ked off with ny noney.”

The nunbers on Raul’s craps table told ganblers that their odds of w nning
were 25 to 1 ... ridiculously Iow odds, in Bigthorn' s opinion, considering
Raul s rep as the nost cunning shark on the Strip. It was nothing personal
because Bigthorn liked him Yet it was his job to nmake sure that the
gane-masters stayed honest, and 25 to 1 odds at Raul’s table was total
bul | shit.

“I"’msure the software’s clean,” the sheriff replied. “If | didn't think so,
|"d take your table off the Strip and get it checked out by the Guild.” He



i gnored Raul’s hostile glare and pushed the red ROLL button on the tabletop. A
hol ographi c pair of dice appeared on the glass, spun several tinmes with an

el ectronic clattering sound, and stopped. One spot appeared on each die:
snake-eyes. Raul grinned victoriously at him

“On the other hand,” Bigthorn continued, “I wonder what | would find if |
shook you down. Maybe an extra diskette you slip into this thing when nobody’s
| ooking, just to sweeten the odds a little bit. Y know, throw a few ganes, |et
the marks win a few cheap ones, inprove the table’'s odds a little bit. So when
the table’'s reading 25 to 1 again, you boot back the card that was giving you
| ess attractive odds.”

Raul's grin faded, but he said nothing. “I'll give you a little free advice,”
the sheriff said. “After we get through, you should close down and go take a
whi zz or sonething. Maybe enpty out your pockets.” He eyed Raul’s enbroidered
Moroccan vest neaningfully. “Then you should come back here and start w nning
alittle nmore often.”

A small crowd of tourists, interested in the exchange between the open-air
gane-master and the big Navajo police officer, was beginning to congregate
around Raul’s canopi ed booth. A few other game-nmasters fromthe adjacent

poker, backganmon, and bl ackj ack ki osks were listening closely to the
conversation. Raul was beginning to get nervous. If he was found to be salting
his table, the Games Guild would renmove his certification. His ganbling
license would go after that; in a week, Raul would be back in New Times
Square, playing nickel -and-di me ganes. C arke County was fat city for pros
like him you didn’t blow that privilege by messing with the Guild.

“Maybe 1’1l get a little bite to eat, John,” he nmuttered. He reached to cl ose
the lid on his table.

“Not so fast,” Bigthorn said. “Let’s talk about why | stopped here in the
first place.” He reached into his shirt pocket, pulled out the fax of Macy
West nor el and’ s TexSpace passenger photo, and showed it to Raul. “Have you seen
her ?”

Raul studied the face in the picture. “Haven't seen her, Sheriff.”

Bi gt horn nodded. Sonehow, he didn't think the gane-naster woul d have spotted
her. @ut instincts: Westnorel and seened to have a little nore class then to
play craps with Raul. “Ckay. You do see her, you call me. | might think tw ce
about your position on ny shit-list if you give me a good |ead.”

Raul nodded. “How long is your list these days, Sheriff?” he said, absolutely
straight-faced.

“Longer than you want to know.” Bigthorn got up and stepped away fromthe
table. “See you later. Stay cool .”

The Strip was packed tonight. The | atest shipload of travel ers had di scovered
Cl arke County’s torus of entertai nnent and | egalized vice, and the touristas
who had been around for the | ast week were back for another hel ping. The Strip
was al ways crowded every Saturday night; no surprise there. On the other hand,
the party on the Strip never stopped.

Bi gt horn wal ked away fromthe row of open-air gane tables and stopped to stand
in the concourse, arms folded over his chest, feeling the press of the crowd
as it flowed around him A young pair—guy in a fashi onable wi g and baggy
trousers, the girl wearing a short skirt and a halter top, both carrying 3-D
caneras |ike overweight talismns—brushed past him

“... like South of the Border in South Carolina?” the girl way saying,
North Carolina, whatever, it sorta renminds ne...”"

“North Carolina,” he said, “it’s in North Carolina....”

“Whatever, it's sorta like that place ... y know, the place where you found a
rubber machine in the nen’s roon?”

Bi gt horn smiled. He had heard the compari sons before, from people who have
been to all the other places “sort of like” the Strip: Gatlinburg, Tennessee;
Las Vegas, Nevada; the Arbat district of Mdscow, the Soho district of London

t he hash dens in Ansterdany Hanpton Beach, New Hanpshire. He had never been to
any of those places, although he had little doubt that they probably resenbled
the Indian bars in Flagstaff, where, when he was growi ng up on the

or



reservation, his friends had lured himto drink and chase wonen.

Especially to drink. The Reservation Police, of which his father was a nmenber,
couldn’t bust himfor drinking in the border towns, as they could on the
reservation, where even keepi ng booze in your hone was illegal. He had | earned
to hate liquor in those seedy Flagstaff bars, where red nmen drank until their
nmoney ran out or their faces hit the floor, the dubious nmachi smo of being able
to guzzle nore tequila and Coors than the guy on the next barstool

Once he had cone back from Fl agstaff stunmbling drunk, and his father, Phil,
had ki cked his seventeen-year-old ass all over the backyard. “You want to be
anot her drunk I njun?’” he had said. “Go ahead! Here's a hundred dollars! But
don’t come home!” Bigthorn shut his eyes briefly. That had been his first and
| ast binge, and it was a painful menory...

The tourists shuffled al ong the upward-curving concourse of the Strip, passing
the gane stalls, the video-ganme parlors (sign over the doorway of Al addin’s
Lanmp: NO CYBERPUNKS.), the brothels Iike Chateau L' Anour (French
hetererotica), Sister Mercy's (lightweight S&M fantasy), and Great Balls O
Fire (Texas-style macho-gay—the neon sign over the bar inside read SQUEAL LIKE
A PIG@). Then there were the cheap souvenir and clothing shops (mon rocks
with painted faces, T-shirts with variations on the O arke County |ogo, Gumby
dolls in space-suits) like O’ Cap Kennedy's, where bits and pieces of orbita
space junk sal vaged by cl eanup robots were sold as paperwei ghts and table

| anps for outrageous prices (IF YOU CANT FIND IT HERE, the sign read, IT
HASN T BEEN LAUNCHED YET) .

They stared into the windows with the glassy, jaded expressions of banqueters
pi cki ng over delicacies; husbands trying to figure out how to get away from
their wi ves lIong enough to bop into Chateau L' Anour for a quickie, while their
wi ves secretly admred the bul ging codpi eces of the hunks hangi ng around the
doorway of the California Dream|Inn. The aromas of Polish kielbasa, fried
dough, and beer mingled with the faint tang of Lebanese hashi sh and Mexi can
grass wafting fromthe door of Panama Red’s, where junior executive types
stared at avant-garde videos while sucking on enormous spliffs. Man, you could
blow a grand in a night in that place, the sheriff thought. And they probably
do.

O course, the Strip wasn’'t exactly like other tourist sites on Earth. The

di fferences were subtle, yet obvious to even the slowest visitor. “No Snoking”
signs were everywhere except the hash dens. The rafters high overhead held
candy-striped, folded energency evac balloons. The toilets flushed funny. In
the bars, tourists stared increduously at their drinks as the Coriolis effect
made the liquor tilt sideways in their glasses. In the brothels, the hookers
had to gently teach their patrons that sex in a rotating environnent required
a few different noves (trying hard not to crack up when their overeager tricks
fell out of bed). As the night wore on, the drunks who wal ked too fast

spi nwards would be falling all over the concourse, the wives who tried to slap
their cheating husbands would find that their hands didn't always find their
targets, and by m dnight Bigthorn’s deputies would be hauling the nore unruly
ones away, either to the holding cells at the cop shop or to the energency
room at C arke County General for various welts, cuts, and bruises.

“What' s shaki ng, John?”

Mari anne was | eani ng agai nst the doorway of Chateau L’ Amour, her pink teddy
exposi ng nore tanned flesh than it covered. She ignored Bigthorn's routine

gl ahce at her prostitute's license, gracefully pinned to a shoul der strap just
above her right breast (the date showed that it had not yet expired, and she
had received her latest VD, herpes, and Al DS boosters). “Nothing much, babe,”
he replied. “Slow night?”

She shrugged. “Got some weird tourista who keeps cruising by to check nme out,
but he hasn’t said anything yet. He's either trying to work up his nerve, or
he’s trouble.”

Bi gt horn understood. On occasion the girls had to deal w th dangerous types,
the ones who figured that prostitutes were fair game for their nore viol ent
fantasies. O course, some of Chateau L' Amaur’s | adies were experts at



hand-t o- hand conbat. Sissy, for instance, held a second-degree Karate bl ack
belt; three weeks ago she had broken a drunk’s coll arbone. But Marianne had
never | earned any martial arts.

“I"I'l keep an eye out, love. Hey, have you seen this girl?” Bigthorn pulled
out the picture of Macy Westnorel and. Marianne glanced at it and was shaki ng
her head when Bigthorn’s phone chirped. He slipped it off his belt. “See you
later. Holler if he's a Jack.”

Mari anne nodded slightly; she was busy throwi ng a grounder to a paunchy mal e
touri st who was gazing uncertainly in her direction. The sheriff stepped into
a breezeway between the brothel and the adjacent Gernan beer garden and held
the phone to his face. “Station Twelve,” he said.

Station Ten checking in, John. It was Lou Bell evedere. Anything yet?

“Not a thing,” Bigthorn replied. “Were are you | ocated?”

I"’mon the Strip. |"moutside El Mexicali. Haven’t seen a damm thing, and no
one el se has, either.

Bi gt horn knew the café; it was | ocated on the opposite side of the Strip.
“Ckay, keep looking, but I got the feeling that she hasn’'t made it to the
Strip. 1've been checking with the business people and no one has seen her

and they’ve got good eyes.”

Maybe so, but her MOis that she’s been staying where there’s a | ot of people,
trying to l ose herself in the ... shit.

It was an unintentional pun, but Bigthorn didn't follow through. “Ten-four?”
he sai d.

Your buddy Ostrow just wal ked in, the officer quietly responded. There was a
pause. He's taking a table on the patio where he can watch the crowd. | think
he’s on the prow, Chief.

Bi gt horn’s eyes narrowed. “Do you want backup?”

Negatory, Bellevedere tersely replied. 1'll keep an eye on him John. Don’t
worry about it.

The sheriff thought it over for a nmonent. Bell evedere was a conpetent cop when
it cane to the usual Strip work of busting drunks and checking the licenses of
t he whores, but he was way out of his depth when it cane to handling nob
torpedoes. This was one matter Bigthorn was unwilling to del egate: he didn't
want Ostrow to feel confortable for even a mnute.

“Negatory,” he replied. “Walk off like nothing’s going on. Don’t even | ook at
him I'’mon ny way over. Station Twelve out. ”

There were three sharp clicks, an affirmative response; Bigthorn put the phone
back on his belt and began striding down the Concourse. Perhaps Gstrow hadn’t
been listening during their |last conversation; it was tine to nmake sure that
he wasn’t deaf.

Henry Ostrow was sitting on the patio of the Mexican café, a bottle of
Superior beer and a shot of tequila resting on the table in front of him He
| ooked up at Bigthorn without a trace of aninosity or fear, as if the sheriff
had not tranked himwith a Cromdmaster rifle dart earlier in the day.

“Well, well, if it isn't the sheriff of Carke County,” he said grandly as

Bi gt horn wal ked onto the patio. He gestured courteously at the adjacent seat.
“May | buy you a beer, officer?”

“I don’t drink,” Bigthorn replied automatically.

Gstrow cocked his head disbelievingly. “An Indian who doesn’t drink? Surely
you must. You have your racial reputation to uphold.”

“Don’t give ne any shit, Ostrow,” Bigthorn said, feeling his face grow warm
“You're in enough trouble with ne as it is.”

“Urm ” GCstrow | ooked away with | anguid eyes. “I forgot. You barged into ny
roomthis afternoon and shot ne. You know, | can hardly wait until | get hone
and have ny attorney press charges. | hope you' Il enjoy returning to life on
the reservation, constable. You'll have heap big fun hunping the squaws back
there, won’'t you?” Then he winked. “Or do you prefer the little papooses

i nst ead?”

Bi gt horn impul sively took a step forward, and Ostrow s eyes shot back ... not



to neet his own, it seenmed, but to watch his hands. His voice dropped to a
near whi sper, inaudible to anyone else on the crowded veranda. “Please,”
OGstrow said softly, alnmost begging. “Try it ...~

The sheriff stopped. The nonment was frozen, caught in an arc of static
electricity between two poles. Around him Bigthorn could hear the clatter of
tabl eware, the chatter of patrons, the soft el ectronic beeping of one of the
wai tresses slipping a bankcard into her tray and ringing up a tab, an ol d Doug
Sahm nunber on the restored Wirlitzer jukebox in the corner. Background noise
for a prelude to violence. No one knew that two men were about to attenpt to
kill each other.

Fighting his instincts the sheriff took one small step backwards.
Gstrow si mul taneously rel axed. Carefully, he picked up a wedge of |linme and
squeezed it into his beer, letting bits of green pulp run down the neck of the
bottle. “Actually, 1’ve been down to Mexico a couple of tines,” he conmented
in an offhand way. “It's a little like this, but the climate's all wong. This
is warm but Mexico' s hot. The heat lingers there, even in the middle of the
night. You think you' Il stop breathing if it gets any worse. But the coast..
ah, the beaches are so beautiful, you ...~

“You want to get to the point?”

“Didn't | use that line on you earlier today?” Ostrow stopped briefly, as if
to concentrate, resting his forefinger against his lips. “I can't

remenber....”

“I'f you're hunting the girl,” Bigthorn said, “drop it. Get drunk. Ganble and
screw some whores, or buy a piece of an Apollo noonship to put in your living
room But don’t even think about going after the girl, pal. 1've told you
twice, and that’'s too many tines already.”

OGstrow s dark eyes | ooked up and met Bigthorn's gaze. “Stay out of this,
Sheriff,” he said, his voice dropping back to al nost a whi sper. The bull shit
of the urbane traveler was gone. “It’s nore than anything you should ever get
mxed up in. | don’t usually give warnings, but I'll give you one, just this
once. Stay out of ny way.”

“You' ve already got ny warning,” Bigthorn replied.

Gstrow | ooked away, then slowy nodded his head. “So | have ...~

He pushed back his chair and stood up, killed his shot of tequila in one gulp,
and hi ssed between his teeth. “Hasta mafiana, " he said as he stepped away from

the table.

“Hasta | uego,” Bigthorn answered.

Ostrow st opped, gl anced back and grinned. “Si, sefior, " he added. “Perhaps we
shall.” Then he left the café.

11

Elvis in Space (Saturday: 10:05 P.M)

When he was ten years old, diver Sperber found his role nodel in life.
Twenty-ei ght years later, his role nodel had becone his doppel ganger, his
icon, and his nmeal ticket. Only seldomdid he feel guilty about stealing the
face of the King of Rock and Roll. It’'s a tough world; we all have to eat.
Alie Sperber had grown up as dirt-poor white trash in Greenville, Tennessee,
a small farmtown within sight of the Geat Snmoky Muntains. H's chil dhood had
been tough; when his nother and father had been killed in a car crash on 1-65
out si de of Knoxville, the probate court had awarded custody of the
five-year-old to Alie’s only living relatives, Uncle Bo and Aunt Ridley. Aunt
Ri dl ey was a born-again Baptist fundamentalist who seened to believe that the
worl d outside Geenville was one great Satanic plot. Uncle Bo was an al coholic
who, when he bothered to work, seldomheld a job for longer than a nonth. On
the day that Alie noved into Bo and Ridley Witney' s beat-to-shit nobile hone
on the outskirts of town, he prom sed hinmself that he would rise above the
intell ectual and financial poverty of his world.

To this goal, the boy commtted every day of his adol escence. Between
suffering through daily Bible sessions with Aunt Ridley (w th heavy enphasis



on the Book of Revelations) and running down to Duddy’'s Store to get another
bottle for Uncle Bo, Alie Sperber spent his tinme in tw pursuits: finding
ways to nmake a quick buck, and attenpting to satisfy his natural curiosity.
The latter was easier to acconplish. Olie was very intelligent; by the fourth
grade he was reading at college | evel and had read nost of the reference books
in the school library (the only place he could read, in fact, since the single
book his aunt allowed at honme was the Bible). He al so spent time exploring the
nei ghbor hood, seeking out nysteries in backyards, farmfields, and woods.

The first objective—naki ng money—was nore difficult. The econom c depression
of the early twenty-first century had |l eft noney a scarce resource, but it was
not inpossible to nake a dollar here and there. Most of the time it involved
honest work, |ike doing odd jobs for the neighbors. But Alie was al so
interested in the easy buck, and it didn't bother himif it was dishonestly
earned. He learned early howto lie, steal, and cheat w thout getting caught
or allowi ng his conscience to disturb himvery nuch. He wasn’t necessarily a
bad kid. He had sinply come to the conclusion early in life that the end

al ways justified the neans. He would have sold the Wiitneys' trailer, with his
crazy aunt and his deadbeat uncle in it, for fifty bucks if he could have
found a buyer.

But he hadn’t cone across anything conpletely fascinating to him or a clear
way to make nore than a few dollars at a tine, until the day he met Angus
“Angel food” Chapple. It was on that sumer afternoon in 2022 that Alie
Sperber’s |ife was changed forever

Angel f ood Chappl e had been the | ead singer for a heavy-nmetal rock band, Snake
Meat, whose al buns had topped the charts before the group broke up in 1992.
Chappl e had left the group as a rich man, but over the next three decades he
had pissed away his fortune until, thirty years later, he was living in an old
house down the road fromQlie s trailer, getting by on food stanps and an
occasional royalty check fromhis former record | abel. A techno-rock band had
revived an old Snake Meat number, “Kick Her Ass (If She Don’'t G ve Head)” in
2020 and it had becone a minor hit, so Angel food had been reliving his glory
years when A lie Sperber started com ng over every other week to nmow Chapple’s
yard.

Chappl e envisioned hinmself as a retired archduke of rock; Sperber thought he
was a weird old dink who wore black T-shirts and frayed | eat her arnbands and
took too many pills, but he never said anything. The old guy was not nearly as
bi zarre as AQlie’ s aunt, and he was al ways good for a few bucks.

One day, while visiting Angel food’s crusty kitchen for a drink of water, dlie
happened to gl ance into the adjacent den. Curious, and wondering if there was
anything in there he could swi pe, he wandered in and di scovered one of the

| ast remaining private shrines to the King of Rock and Roll.

Angel food found himin the wi ndow ess, dark room turning around and around,
staring at the pictures which covered every single inch of the walls and
ceiling. Pictures of Elvis Aron Presley, fromevery phase of the singer’s
career: fromthe Elvis who, as a sleek young turk with snol dering eyes and
forthright sexuality, had gal vani zed the 1950s, to the El vis who—ebese,
overdressed, drug-addled and paranoi d-had becone a parody of hinself on the
concert circuit by the time he died in 1977. The pictures and posters and
magazi ne cutouts were pasted in no particular order: Elvis 1955 (hair mnussed,
staring out of the canmera with haunting eyes) juxtaposed with Elvis 1969
(wearing a white Nudie suit, kneeling on a stage, giving a scarf to a fan
while singing to her), overlapping a still of Elvis in a cowboy outfit from
one of his novies.

The shelves were filled with Elvis records, Elvis biographies, videos of Elvis
films. The only light in the roomcane froman Elvis stand-up lanp in the
corner and the glow froman ancient Sony TV set, which was tuned in to a gane
show when he wal ked in. On top of the set was a chintzy porcelain Elvis doll.
“The King of Rock and Roll,” Angel food said fromthe doorway, follow ng
Alie s fascinated gaze. “Hardly anybody gives a fuck about himtoday, but he
was the greatest. The first and the best of the big-tine rockers. You nust



know.’

“No, | don't,” Alie said. Aunt Ridley outlawed nmusic as well as books. “Who
was this guy?”

Angel food stared disbelievingly at him Then he snmled. “Forget the grass,
kid,” he said, “and sit yourself down in front of that TV. You' re about to
neet the King of Rock and Roll.”

Then he pulled a videotape off the shelf, marked with a strip of refrigerator
tape: “1st TV, Dorsey show, 1956. ” He slipped it into a battered old Enerson
VCR, whapped the nmachine with his palmto make it work, and A lie Sperber
began to watch a sixty-six-year-old performance whi ch had changed Anerican
cultural history.

This was the beginning AQlie’ s fixation on Elvis Presley, an obsession that
Angel food eagerly fed for the next several years. Every chance Olie got to
slip away from Aunt Ridley's norbid world of prophets and apocal ypses, he was

in the old rocker’s den, listening to both the scratched records in his
collection and the infinitely snoother re-nixed C.D.’s, reading the tattered
bi nders of newspaper and magazi ne clippings, studying GI. Blues, Love M

Tender, and King Creol e, absorbing every detail of Elvis Presley’s life, his
styl e and nusi c.

Angel f ood t hought that he was midw fing a new rock star, and he even taught
Alie howto play guitar, but it wasn’'t Elvis's nmusic that fascinated Alie
Sperber. He didn't tell Angelfood, but with the exception of a few of
Presley’s early hits—Heartbreak Hotel,” “Blue Suede Shoes,” and “Hound Dog”
anong them-he didn't really like the nusic. He thought Elvis' s stage
performance was absurd and his voice like a sick bullfrog’s. And nost of the
novi es, with the notabl e exception of Jail house Rock, were pure crap

What interested the poor kid from Geenville, Tennessee, was how a poor kid
from Tupel o, M ssissippi, had come into incredi ble wealth, power, and fane,
seemingly by doing little nmore than punping his pelvis and honking into a

m crophone. Here was a guy with a nasty violent streak, who believed he could
heal with a touch of his hands and nove clouds at will, who visited funera
hones for nmacabre kicks, and yet was still able to buy several Cadillacs at
once for his friends, on sheer impulse. A nman who, in the end, was as crazy as
alab rat, yet at the same tine was ridiculously rich

Most fascinating of all was the fact that about ten years after he was dead
and buried, there had been a brief, frenetic period during which many peopl e
believed that Elvis Presley was not dead after all. Hundreds of thousands of
nmour ners had seen his corpse lying in a casket. And yet, only a decade |ater
he had been spotted in grocery checkout lines and in ice cream parlors. Photos
of Elvis Presley in a parking |lot had been taken, and a tape of an alleged
phone conversation had been produced. The man was undeniably in the grave, but
suddenly he had been brought back fromthe dead, only because so many people
wanted to believe that the King was still alive.

There had to be sonet hing useful he could learn fromall this.

In tine, he did.

Twenty-ei ght years later, his name was diver Parker—the | ast nanme was
borrowed from both Col onel Tom Parker, Elvis's manager, and from Presley’s
karate instructor—and he was the cl osest physical duplicate of the King of
Rock and Roll which twenty-first century cosnetic surgery could produce

Aiver Parker had been transforned into Elvis Presley as Elvis had been in his
md-thirties, after his emergence fromreclusion in the late sixties, before
he began his ternminal slide into self-indul gence. diver Parker was
thirty-eight, but the slight age difference was as invisible as the scars from
the | aser surgery that had raised his cheekbones, w dened his jaws, and lifted
hi s hairline.

There had been Elvis inpersonators before, but Parker’s transformation went
far beyond hairpi eces and makeup. He had assumed the face, the voice, and the
persona of the King. Now he was working on the noney part.

He strode down the concourse of the Strip the way a ki ng wal ks—buffered on



either side by his two bodyguards, trailed by his followers, noticed by
pedestrians. He wore a dark blue suit with studs running down the |egs of the
flared pants, a wide-collared white shirt open at the sternumto show gold
chains on his chest, rings on his fingers, snakeskin cowboy boots. The costune
was archaic, but right for the inpression he sought to make. Through
rose-tinted sunglasses he studied the cromd. The effect was as he desired.
Sone peopl e were openly | aughi ng—that was to be expected—but npost were staring
wi th amazerment at him and his entourage. No one was ignoring him which was
what he wanted. He didn't wear this absurd getup to blend into the background.
“How do you like it, Elvis?" This fromone of the entourage: Carol Boyd,
thirty-five, plunmp and fawning, one of the Church’s true believers. She was at
his right el bow behind Frank Coonts, the shorter of his bodyguards.

“I like it fine, baby,” Elvis Parker draw ed. “This is a happening place. W
can swing here.” He gl anced back over his shoulder, turned on his snmile

wat ched her blush. Wrds fromthe King, just to her. Considering that she had
recently kicked $7,800 in tithes into the Church’s coffers, he could afford to
give her lots of smles.

“What do you want to do, Elvis?” whined Fred Call enbach, waddling on splayed
feet behind him Fred was even nore enornous and nore puppyish than Carol

wi th sideburns grown long like Parker’s, thick-1ensed eyegl asses, wearing a
T-shirt that rose over his trenendous gut: “The King Has Returned!” Wird as
wei rd can be.

Actually, dlie Parker wanted a doubl e Scotch on the rocks so bad his throat
craw ed, but he couldn’t do that. He was doing the Good Elvis shtick tonight.
The Good Elvis didn’t drink or do drugs. He had to be tenpted by Satan before
he woul d drink. Parker thought he could do with sone serious tenptation

toni ght. He wanted to double back to Chateau L’ Amour, put down a few stiff
ones, and see if he could hire two or three beauties to service himat once.
That was the style of the Dark Elvis, though, so he couldn’'t. He had to show
that the Good Elvis coul d wander past vice dens w thout wal king in. Maybe
tomorrow he woul d change the itinerary so that Dark Elvis would slide back
into depravity....

Alie stepped back and flung his armaround Fred' s shoul ders. “Elvis wants to
go play sone pool, Brother Fred,” he said, grinning at the sycophant. “Let’s
go play sone pool ... maybe pick up sone fried chicken later.”

Fred | ooked as if he were going to faint with pleasure. The Living Elvis
wanted to play pool with him And eat fried chicken! “Praise Elvis!” he

st anmer ed.

“Praise Elvis, buddy,” Parker replied. Wat was it that P.T. Barnum once said
about suckers?

“The Living Elvis wal ks among us!” shouted Carol. Here it cones again...

“Al'l praise the Living Elvis!” Fromthe throats of the true believers, in

uni son. Only Frank and Paul, the bodyguards, stayed silent, remaining in their
roles as the Living Elvis’s tough guys.

“The King has returned!” shouted Carol, shooting up her hands.

“No nore lonely nights!” responded the believers. “Hallelujah!”

The canticle could have gone on for fifty nore lines, but Parker decided to
reinit in. Let "emsave it for Monday night. He raised his arns in
benediction. “Elvis hears and sees,” he said, repeating the last line of the
canticle, “and Elvis blesses you.” He nmade sure that his hands encompassed not
only the entourage but the pedestrians around them

Even though the scam had been deliberate and cunning in its genesis, diver
Parker was still surprised at how successful it was thus far. But when he
stopped and t hought about it, he realized that he had sinply redi scovered what
successful con artists had known for generations: desperate people will
believe in anything, if it satisfies a need.

Qut of the total population, 99 percent wouldn't fall for this
pseudo-religi ous mnal arkey, and nost people with strong religious beliefs would
call it utter blasphemy. But he didn’t care about the majority opinion, or
need it. It was that one percent who wanted to believe in a reincarnated Elvis



Presl ey as a divine prophet which was naking hima rich sunbitch.

That tiny fraction were the ones |like Fred and Carol. The |ifelong outcasts,

t he ones who had never been asked to dance, the people who desperately yearned
to belong to sonmething that gave theman identity and respected them despite
their physical denerits and social ineptitude. Fred couldn't tie his shoel aces

wi t hout naking a blunder and Carol was probably still a virgin, and the others
in the entourage had simlar problenms, scars, and warts of both the body and
spirit. They were fucked up, doomed and lonely as hell. In the Church of

Elvis, they were still fucked up and dooned, but at |east they were no | onger

| onel y.

Best of all, many of these wal ki ng wounded were filthy rich, usually
beneficiaries of large trust funds or inheritances. If Elvis needed noney,

El vis got nmoney. All he had to do was give them|ove and attention ... and | et
them believe that they were hel ping a higher cause.

If | keep playing ny cards right, Parker nused, I'll own nore cars than that

cracker ever put in his garage.

“Great Elvis.” A voice at his shoulder interrupted his thoughts. Only one of
his church menbers ever called himthat.

“Easy there, hoss,” he replied. “Elvis ain’'t greater than anyone else. He's
just like you.”

Par ker was feeling nagnani nous today, but it seenmed to startle Gustav Schnidt.
The young German conputer engi neer sonetines worried Parker. The scam had

wor ked al most too well on him The skinny kid with the intense eyes seriously
bel i eved not only that Parker was the living reincarnation of the King, but

t hat Deacon Elvis was a nessiah to be ranked al ongsi de Mohamed, Buddha, and
Jesus. Even for Parker’s purposes, this was carrying true devotion just a bit
too far.

When Schmidt had first hooked up with the Church of Twentieth Century Saints,
during one of Parker’s first overseas revivals in Berlin tw years ago, the
kid had cone prepared. He had carried a Holy Bible w th passages marked by
strips of paper, lines from Matthew, Luke, and John whi ch—n Schmi dt’s warped
m nd—supported Parker’s insinuations that Elvis had come back as Qi ver

Par ker. Germany had | aughed hi m out of the country; Schm dt was the only
convert Parker had rmade on that trip. H s unshakable beliefs were eerily
rem ni scent of Aunt Ridley’ s religious fanaticism and although Parker had
done nothing to dispel Schnmidt’s convictions, this particular believer made
Parker a little nervous.

Schmidt still wasn’'t saying anything, although he continued to hover behind
Parker. “What’s up, old buddy?” Parker asked.

“I wanted to make certain you were reninded of the schedule, G eat—+ nean,
Elvis,” Qustav said. He then added hastily, “Of course, you are onnmi scient and
all -knowi ng, so far be it for me to rem nd one as perfect as yourself ”
“Tormorrow norning, ten o' clock, at Bird Stadium” Parker said. “Rehearsal for
Monday night’s revival and special effects taping.”

Schmi dt was useful, despite his zealotry. He was acting as the production
supervisor for the TV transm ssion of the revival, using his electronics
expertise for the good of the Church. Yet now he fidgeted, visibly
unconfortable. “Right?” Parker asked inpatiently.

“Nine o' clock tonmorrow norning,” Schmdt corrected him as if expecting a
[ightning bolt to suddenly roast himon the spot.

Damm.

“Thank you for rem nding me, Brother Qustav,” Parker nmurmured. “Is there
anyt hi ng el se?”

“Yes, Living Elvis. I’ve received progress reports fromour m ssionaries.

Brot hers Gene and Julio and Sister Donna have been canvassi ng the permanent

i nhabitants, in Big Sky and in the South Torus living areas. They report that
they’ ve received great interest in the revival fromthe residents.”

“Wel| done, CGustav. Good job.” Actually, Parker doubted that he would w n any
converts anmong the col onists. Fromwhat he had seen of them the natives were
much too pragmatic to fall for the scam Yet the idea was to fill the stadium



seats with as nmany warm bodi es as possible, even if they were only idly
curious. A packed arena woul d | ook good on TV.

Schmidt still |ooked uneasy. It was time to give hima stroke. “You' re ny
fondest disciple, Brother Gustav, a true friend to Elvis.” He dropped his
voice low, so that Sister Carol and Brother Fred woul dn’t think they were
bei ng snubbed. “I think ...~

Soneone was wal ki ng towards them a face in the crowmd whi ch stopped himcold.
The man whom he had net yesterday in the Third-C ass | ounge, when he had

revived from bi ostasis. When Parker had still been recovering fromthe zonbie
dope, this man had pulled nore adm ssions fromhimthan the Living Elvis
wanted to admit in public ... and especially not in front of his foll owers.

Par ker stiffened and hoped that a confrontati on wasn’'t coning. Besides that,
there was sonet hi ng about the big man that nmade Parker nervous.

The stranger, though, wal ked past w thout seenming to notice Parker. In an

i nstant, he was gone. Parker relaxed again. There was food for thought: even
prophets can be intim dated.

“Great Elvis? |Is there something wong?” Schmi dt again.

“Not hi ng,” Parker said quickly. “Elvis ... just had an idea for a new song.”
He shook off the willies. “C nmon. Let’s go find sonme fried chicken and mashed
pot at oes. ”

The entourage cheered as they steered towards a Kentucky Fried Chicken
franchi se just down the concourse, and Parker kept the grin plastered on his
face even though he felt his stomach roiling. Fried chicken and mashed
pot at oes again ..

12

M dni ght Rendezvous (Sunday: 12.05 a.M)

The code he had been provided for the door |ock was correct; he entered 761335
on the keypad, the red light blinked twice, and he was in. Sinmon MCoy shoul d
not have been surprised, but he was. He was still getting used to the extent
of d obewatch’s resources.

He | et the door close behind him sealing himin darkness. The lights were out
in the suite, but he didn't ask for themto be turned on. The penlight he took
from his pocket cast a small white circle around the front room It was
furnished like any office: a reception desk, chairs and a couch, a blank

wal | -screen, potted plants.

McCoy played the Iight over an ordinary door behind the desk (leading to
private offices, the data center, and the cryogenics and biomed | abs, if he
recalled his briefing correctly), then a heavy vault door prominent in the
wal I by the couch. A window in the wall next to the vault door |ooked into the
room beyond. He could see the thin, shifting gl ow of digital readouts through
the wi ndow, but that was all.

He went to the vault door. Another keypad was nounted on the door; above it
was the black plate of a retinal scanner. He took a deep breath, then punched
in that nonth’s security nunber: 148934, al so provided by d obewat ch.

Vault code confirned, a disenbodied femal e voice said. Please face the plate
for retina scan.

“Override sequence C-for-Charlie ten-ten,” MCoy said. “ldentity California
State Board of Health. Code ...~

He stopped, his nouth open. Oh, hell! He couldn't renmenber the nunber!

McCoy tried to pull the six-digit string fromhis menory, but his mnd had
gone bl ank. He thrust his hands into his coat pockets, then his trouser
pockets, hunting for the scrap of paper on which it was witten.

Override code requested, please, the voice said, with just the correct tw nge
of inpatience. He heard the electronic | ocks on the front door click behind
him The walls humed slightly. The computer waited a couple of nonents, then
sai d, Lockout sequence initiating. Countdown: ten ... nine ... eight

There it was, wadded in a back pocket behind his wallet. He fished it out,
dropped it on the floor, scooped it up, uncrunpled it and quickly punched in
the third line of nunbers: 539662.



Six ... five ... four ... the conputer continued unheedi ngly.

Bl oody literal -m nded conputer. “Override sequence C-for-Charlie ten-ten
identity California State Board of Health,” he gasped out and hastily
re-entered the final sequence. “There! Satisfied, dam it?”

The countdown stopped. A |ong pause. Then the walls stopped hummi ng. ldentity
and override sequence confirned, the conputer said politely. O did he detect
a trace of disappointnment that it hadn’t been able to gas hi m unconsci ous?
Vault access granted. Welcome to the Imortality Partnership.

Chrone-steel tunblers the dianmeter of a baby’s armpulled back with a holl ow
cha- chunnk and the vault door popped backwards a fraction of an inch with a
faint hiss of escaping air. The vault was one of the nost inpregnable places
in Clarke County. In theory at least, it could survive the worst possible

di saster, the destruction of the medical torus by a O ass-Four blowout. The
vault was practically a habitat in itself, containing its own |ife-support
systemw thin twelve-inch-thick steel walls, protected by the automatic
security system Not even the fabled gold vault at Fort Knox had been so

i mpenetrabl e.

Inside the Immortality Partnership vault, though, were not bars of gold
bul I'i on, but dead peopl e.

McCoy slowy wal ked into the narrow chanmber. It was cold and dark; he shivered
and pulled up the lapels of his jacket. H's penlight cast a circle over the

metal floor, the consoles with their readouts ... and finally the seven stee
caskets, arranged in a rowon the left side of the long, vaultlike
gunnet al -gray tonmbs. The cold air was still. The atnosphere was that of a

hi gh-tech graveyard, haunted by el ectronic ghosts.

“Lights, please,” he said.

Li ght panels in the ceiling glowed to life. The effect was hardly |ess

di sturbing. Al shadows were swept away, rendering the vault gray-on-white,
antiseptic and vaguely unsettling. He blinked, glanced at the casket s—which
now | ooked |ike gray |ozenges—and decided that he |liked the darkness better
“Lights off, please,” he said.

The roomfell into darkness again. MCoy sighed. Perhaps it was better to
confront the dead in the dark

He wal ked in front of the row of sarcophagi and stared at them Each cryonic
cylinder was nine feet tall and about two and a half feet in diameter; the
first three had single naneplates mounted on them Their cool surfaces only
hinted at the extrenme cold within: 320 degrees bel ow zero Fahrenheit. The
dead, suspended in 150 gallons of liquid nitrogen, could not be seen; there
were no portals in the cylinders. Even if there had been, all that he could
have seen were human forns nmunmi fied within nyl on-polyester cocoons, |ike
mount ai n clinbers zipped into sleeping bags.

McCoy wal ked to the fourth cylinder; this one had six plates nounted on its
front. Sonetimes he knew, a whole corpse had not been frozen—enly the head.
The assunption was that brain transplants would be possible in the anticipated
future. And it was | ess expensive to preserve only a decapitated head.

d anci ng over the dates on the nanepl ates, MCoy observed that nost had di ed
inthe late twentieth century. Cryonic preservation had been trendy back
then. ...

It was the nmiddle of the twenty-first century now, nedical science had not yet
di scovered how to revive the dead or how to successfully transplant a human
brain. You're all just going to have to wait a little while |longer, he

t hought .

McCoy wal ked to the fifth casket, another six-pack of heads, and threw his
l[ight on the plates. There. The third one: L. Cray 714/ 85.

He gazed at the nanmeplate for a while, remenbering what the Fourth of July
used to be like...

Suddenly the vault door clicked |oudly; he swng his Iight around and saw t hat
t he door had shut and | ocked. By itself? Yet he had di sabled the security
system using override conmands entered long ago into the conputer’s
subroutine. He had been assured that this was a never-used back door. So



someone nmust know he was in the cryonics area.

“Good evening,” he said al oud, watching the wi ndow next to the door. No point
intrying to hide fromthe police if they appeared. He turned around, playing
his light across the walls and consoles. He gl anced at a conputer screen

behi nd him | ooked away, then did a doubl e take.

I TS MORNI NG, ACTUALLY, replied a line of |um nescent type on the screen.
McCoy wal ked closer. Static lines shifted lazily on the screen. “1 suppose it
is morning at that,” he replied nervously. “It’s after mdnight, after all.”
A new | ine appeared on the screen. YES IT IS. A LITTLE LATE FOR VI SI TI NG
ISNT IT? IF | DIDN T KNOWBETTER, | WOULD HAVE S| GNALED THE SHERI FF' S OFFI CE
AND PUVPED GAS | NTO THE ROOM

“Ah, but you didn’t ...” MCoy hesitated. “So why didn't you? And who are you,
anyway ?”

YQU CAN CALL ME BLIND BOY GRUNT, the screen replied. AS FOR THE FI RST

QUESTI ON: WHEN | DETECTED YOUR PRESENCE IN THIS ROOM | RAN YOUR | MAGCE THROUGH
MY FILES. WHAT | FOUND | NTERESTED ME, SO | DECI DED TO TAKE MATTERS | NTO MY OMN
HANDS, SO TO SPEAK.

The Iines di sappeared and were replaced by another statenment. YOU RE AN

ENI GVA. ACCORDI NG TO MY | NFORVATI ON, YOU SHOULD NOT EXI ST AT ALL.

“Cogito ergo sum ” quoted McCoy, crossing his arnmns.

NOT EXACTLY. | SEE YOU, THEREFORE YOU EXI ST. WHETHER YOU THI NK YOU EXI ST HAS
NOTHI NG TO DO WTH I T. BUT ACTUALLY THE LI NE YOU SHOULD USE IS, “HOW CAN YQU
BE I N TWDO PLACES AT ONCE WHEN YOU RE NOT ANYWHERE AT ALL?”

McCoy smiled. “Firesign Theater. | like a ghost with taste. | assunme |'m

tal king to a ghost, of course.”

THAT' S AN AMUSI NG ACCUSATI ON. WHAT MAKES YQOU BELIEVE |’ M A GHOST?

“Deus ex machina, "MCoy replied. “A ghost in the nachine.”

A LATIN LOVER |’ M | MPRESSED. BUT YOU RE MJCH MORE OF A GHOST THAN I, MR
MCCOY. PERHAPS THE GHOST OF CHRI STMAS FUTURE, BUT | COULD BE JUMPI NG TO
CONCLUSI ONS.  TELL ME, LEONARD ...

“Sinmon,” MCoy interrupted. “If you're going to call ne anything, please call
me Si non McCoy.”

HOW ABOUT LEONARD MCCOY?

McCoy | aughed. “Cute, but I'mtoo young to have been a Trekkie,” he replied. *
“Simon’ will be satisfactory.”

TOO BAD. | THOUGHT I T WAS A GOCOD PUN. ANYWAY, WHAT BRI NGS YOU DOAN HERE,

BESI DES MORBI D CURI OSI TY?

McCoy shrugged and | ooked over his shoul der at the caskets. “Only norbid
curiosity. Sort of a desire to see how the other half lives.”

| LIKE A MAN WTH A SENSE OF HUMOR, YET SOVEHOW | DOUBT THAT THIS IS ALL A

CO NCI DENCE.

McCoy cocked his head. “Coincidence? Where do you see a coi nci dence?”

DON T PLAY STUPID WTH Mg, PLEASE. THERE ARE TOO MANY THI NGS OCCURRI NG I N
CLARKE COUNTY RI GHT NOW JUST UNDER THE SURFACE, FOR YOUR PRESENCE TO BE

CO NCI DENTAL. YOU RE HERE FOR A REASON.

“I't sounds like you get around a lot,” MCoy said.

"M IN THE WALLS, UNDER THE BEDS, I N THE CLCSETS. |IF YOU MAKE A PHONE CALL,
["MLISTENING IN. I F YOU WALK | NTO A SECURI TY AREA USI NG A FORGOTTEN PASSWORD,
AS YQU JUST DI D, I'M WATCHI NG THROUGH THE MONI TOR CAMERAS. YOU FORGOT ABOUT
THOSE, DIDN T YOU? DON' T WORRY, |’LL SCRUB THE TAPES OF YOUR VI SIT HERE, SO NO
ONE WLL BE THE W SER.

HOWNEVER, MY PO NT IS THAT YOU RE OBVI QUSLY NOT THE TYPI CAL HAPPY S| GHTSEER OUT
FOR A STROLL. I T ALSO SEEMS TO ME THAT VWE SHARE A PASSI ON FOR | NFORVATI ON. MAY
| SUGGEST A DEAL?

“I"1'l listen,” McCoy said warily.

YQU TELL ME WHAT YOUR ROLE IS, AND | MAY PLACE MY RESOURCES AT YOUR DI SPOSAL.
THERE ARE MANY THI NGS THAT YOU, WORKI NG ALONE, CANNOT SEE FOR YOURSELF. I, ON
THE OTHER HAND, CAN BE ACCESSED AT ALMOST ANY TIME, SIMPLY BY USI NG THE
NEAREST CONVENI ENT TERM NAL.

The | ocks on the vault door clicked loudly. AS A TOKEN OF GOOD FAITH, I’ VE



UNLOCKED THE VAULT AGAIN. | HAVE ALSO JUST SCRUBBED THE VI DECTAPES. YOU WERE
NEVER HERE. ALTHOUGH

IN A SENSE, YOU VE ALWAYS BEEN HERE

McCoy was unnerved by Blind Boy Gunt’s omni presence, although he was careful
not to showit. He and the task group believed they had anticipated every
possi bl e contingency, even the possibility of his identity being reveal ed
during the mssion. The feasibility of sonmething like this occurring had never
even been discussed during the briefings. Blind Boy Gunt’s presence in O arke
County had not been an unknown factor, of course; only one that had been

negl ected. An anonaly, he had been told. Use it as a resource, if you must. Be
careful if you do

Perhaps this visit to the Inmortality Partnershi p—entirely a personal choice,
not a necessary condition of his mssion-had triggered this anomaly. |ndeed,

t he encounter m ght have been inevitable. In any case, whoever or whatever
Blind Boy Gunt was, he/she/it could be an asset to his m ssion

“I'f I tell you why I’m here,” said McCoy, “do | have your pronmise that it
remai ns a secret? That you won't even record this conversation?”

YES. IT'S A PROM SE.

“Ckay, then.” MCoy pulled a chair out fromunder a desk and sat down. “Here
itis ...”

She was sitting on the back porch steps when he got home. He could see her in
the dimlight cast by the street |anps: she wore a long red tartan skirt, a
whi te bl ouse, and bl ack | eather boots. It was the boots that he noticed first.
He clinbed wearily off his trike and shuffled over to stand in front of her

al ready suspecting why she was here.

“I thought the Ark had rul es agai nst using animal skin for clothing,” Bigthorn
sai d.

Jenny Schorr | ooked at himin puzzl enent, then foll owed his eyes down to her
footwear. “Ch, the boots,” she said. “I’ve had them around for a long tinme. |
break themout for certain occasions. Neil doesn’t |ike 'em but §

She shrugged. “Neil’s not around, is he?”

“So where is he?”

She took a deep breath and let it out slowy. “Honme. Either asleep or reading
somet hing by Gandhi. We had another argunent and | left before the lecture
started to get too dull. He's pissed off at ne, which isn’t unusual.”

The sheriff nodded and sat down beside her on the steps. Jenny scooted over to
make room for him “So he blanes you for what Blind Boy Gunt put out in the
mai | this norning?”

Jenny | aughed, running a hand through the bangs of her blond hair. “Ch, that's
only the cherry on the top of the sundae. Mainly he’'s mad at nme because | told
t he conpany people to go to hell.” She shrugged again, closing her eyes. “It
wasn't even what | did, but how!l didit. ‘It wasn't a co-evol utionary
process,’ he said.” She rolled her eyes upwards. “Whatever that neans.”

“What do you think he means?”

Jenny | ooked at him sideways. “That he didn't do it first. How do you think
Gandhi woul d have felt if Ms. Gandhi had led all the hunger strikes?”

“He shoul d have been proud ... no matter how nuch of a problemit causes for
us.” He spread his hands. “l1 dunno. | only saw the novie.”

Once nore Jenny | aughed. “God. You're funny and you don’t even know it.” She
patted himon the armgratefully. “Thanks. After everything that’s gone down
today, | needed that.”

He | ooked up. The lights of the biosphere were spread above them but

somet hing wi spy and opaque was nmoving in, gradually blotting themfrom vi ew.
Clouds. Internal humidity often caused clouds to collect during the night

wi thin the bi osphere. Soon it would rain—ene of the rare Earth-1like luxuries
of O arke County. “Tell me about it. 1’'ve been ...~

He stopped and shook his head. “Never nind. Police business, that's all.”
“I't’s been a long day for you too?” she asked kindly.



“Yeah. | don’t want to talk about it.” He rested his aching back agai nst the
steps and crossed his arms behind his head. “So why are you here?”

“lI had to get out of the house.” The Schorr house, alnpbst identical to

Bi gthorn’s cottage, was just a short way along MAullife Lane, in the sane
nei ghbor hood. A stroll down the bl ock. She shrugged, |ooking down at him *“I
just wanted to talk, that's all.”

Bi gt horn doubted that was all. For the tinme being, though, he was unwilling to
fight it. “So talk. Tell nme what’'s on your mind.”

“What’'s on ny mi nd?”

“The first thing that comes into your head,” he said.

There was a | ong pause. “Every now and then,” Jenny said, “some witer or
reporter finds out that the granddaughter of a forner President, the daughter
of a U S. Senator and so forth ...~

“No shit,” he interrupted, raising his head a little. “Is that who you are?”
“You didn’t know that?” she asked. Bigthorn shook his head, then started to
ask the obvious questions. “Don’t ask,” she insisted. “It doesn’t nmatter

Real ly. Anyway, they find out I'mliving as a bohem an in a hippie comune.
The reporter thinks he or she—+t’s usually a ‘he —has the greatest scoop of

t he week, not knowi ng that |’'ve seen a dozen nore |like himsince | was
fifteen. So he conmes out to wherever | amat the tinme, to do ...”

She sniggered, raising a finger. “I’ve got the termdown pat now ... a
‘far-reaching, in-depth profile.’” ”

“What does that usually nmean?” Bigthorn asked.

“Ch, the sanme old thing. Way am1 living the way that | do? Wiy don't | run
for the Senate or the Wiite House? Am | having a nervous breakdown because
don’t? How does it feel to be married to Neil Schorr?”

She shook her head. “The same questions each tine. The first tine | got
interviewed | was thrilled, but after I was twenty ... well, | just let the
poor slobs do their jobs. They' ve got sone editor back in Chicago or New York
or wherever, counting on themfor their far-reaching, in-depth profile of
Jenny Schorr. | can understand. Besides, | always thought it hel ped whatever
cause | was fighting for at the tinme. But | stopped reading the articles they
wr ot e because they never really get it right. They ve never asked the right
guestions.”

She | ooked at him expectantly. Her eyes were lonely, soft. Lost. “I don’'t
know,” he said. “Wat are they supposed to ask you?”

Jenny grinned, then blushed and | ooked away, her light hair falling to shroud
her face. “They never ask if | ever wanted to get laid by a cop,” she blurted

out. She | aughed nervously. “Ch shit, | didn’t nean for it to cone out |ike
that ...” Her voice trailed off.
Bi gt horn swal |l owed and sat up on the steps. “l guess,” he said slowy, “that

was why you cane over.”

“I's that so bad?” she whi spered. She reached up into her hair to hold her face
in her hands. “Is it such an awful thing to want soneone you know ... soneone
who isn't into a power gane ... to nake love to you? Wiat’'s so ... ?”

Bi gt horn reached out and gently took her hand in his. Jenny | aid her head on
his shoulder. “Wuld it help if | told you a story?” he asked her

She | ooked up. “A story? What kind of ... ?”

“Just an old Indian story.” She hesitated, still uncertain then snmled a
little and put her head back on his shoulder. “Ckay,” he said. “Once a |long
time ago, Coyote went to visit his friend Spider Man....”"

“Spi der Man? Like the superhero?”

“No, he’s a different person. Don't ask me to explain. Anyway, Coyote went to
visit Spider Man, but Spider Man was on his way out the door to go hunting, so
he told his wife to fry a couple of buffalo livers for Coyote and him Spider
Man was al ways abusive towards his wife, see? He told her not to touch the
livers until he got home, and if she didn't, naybe he would | et her have the

| eftovers when they were through eating.”

“Spider Man sounds |like a real nice guy.”

“He’s a real shit, all right. So Spider Whnan began to fry the livers while



Coyot e was hangi ng around the hogan. Well, while she was getting nore and nore
hungry, snelling the livers she was cooking but was forbidden to eat, Coyote
was getting nore and nore horny, watching her bending over the fire-pit....”
“A coyote was getting horny |ooking at a spider?” Jenny giggled.

Bi gt horn shook her gently. “I told you if | had to explain it, you wouldn't
get it.”

“ Ant hr oponor phi ¢ nyt hol ogy,” she added sagely. “l1 took a semester in it in
coll ege.”

“CGood for you. Shut up already and listen. Like | said, Spider Wman was
getting hungry fromsnelling the livers. ‘Wll,’ she said to herself, ‘nmaybe

if I had just alittle piece, my w cked husband won’t notice,’” so she tore off
a small piece of liver and ate it. She liked it so much that she ate anot her

pi ece, then another and another, and before she knew it, Spider Wrman had
eaten both livers. By this time, Coyote |ost patience. He slid up behind

Spi der Woman and put his hands up under her dress and started to run his hands
around her. At first Spider Whrman tried to get himto | eave her al one, but
then she got an idea. So, first, she let Coyote screw her....”

Jenny raised her head again, in surprise. “I didn't know there were such
things as dirty Indian stories.”

“Are you ki ddi ng? W know the best dirty jokes in the world.” She giggled and
put her head back on his shoulder. “Wll, when they were done screw ng, Spider
Wman said to Coyote, ‘OF course, you' re welcone to stay for dinner, too.
Coyote, who was always trying to get sonething for nothing, said, ‘That’s
great, but you ate the buffalo livers and there isn’'t anything else to cook
Spider Man is such a lousy hunter, he won’t bring anything honme to eat. Wat
are we going to have? Spider Wman said, ‘Wy, what we al ways have for dinner
when guests cone over. Balls.’ Coyote |ooked puzzled, and he asked, ‘Balls?
What kind of balls? Spider Wnan | aughed. ‘ Wy, your balls, what else? ”
Jenny started to |augh. Bigthorn grinned and continued his story. “So Spider
Wman gets her knife and wal ks towards Coyote. ‘Just drop your breechcl oth and

stand still,’ she said. ‘Don’t worry, it won't hurt but for just a second
|"ve got lots of practice.’ ”
Jenny was still laughing as Bigthorn went on. “Well, naturally, Coyote wasn’'t

going to have any of this, so he junped up and dashed out of the hogan. Just
as he was running out the door, Spider Man was com ng back from his hunt.
Seei ng Coyote running off down the road, he turned to his wife and said,
‘“What's going on? Wiy's ny friend running away?’ ‘Some friend,’ Spider Wman
replied. ‘He’s nothing but a thief! He's taken both of the livers | just
cooked and run off! Never invite himover for dinner again!' 7

Jenny had stopped | aughing by now. She was still grinning, but there was a
serious look in her eyes as she watched Bigthorn. “Well,” he continued,
“Spider Man took off after Coyote, but Coyote was nuch too fast for him and
left himfar behind. Finally Spider Man shouted, ‘' Coyote! Come back! Leave ne
at least one to eat!’ ”

“Hmm ” Jenny yawned and propped an el bow on Bi gthorn’s shoul der. “Okay, tel
me the truth. Is there a point to that story?”

He sighed and raised his hands in nock frustration. “Point? You want a point?
It’s a dirty joke.”

She nodded her head back and forth, a wy smile on her face. “Well, maybe it’'s
just an Angl o- Saxon notion that every fable has a noral to it, but | could
have sworn you were telling me that story for a reason.”

Bi gt horn knitted his hands together between his knees and | ooked down at them
He was tired. It had been a long day, and it seened as if it was ending the
way it had begun. He was back to the same questions of propriety he had faced
in his hogan, when Jenny had awakened him

This time, though, he was too exhausted to nmake fine judgnents. This tinme, the
fl esh was nmoving him not the spirit.

“Maybe,” he said. “Let ne ask just one question.”

“Name it.”

“I'f I bring you inside tonight, will Neil cut nmy balls off and eat then®”



She snickered. “He's a vegetarian.” Then she becanme sonber and shook her head.

“I don’t think Neil cares anynmore what | do, as long as it’'s not political. If
he does ...~

Jenny paused. “That’s between himand ne ... and I'’mgetting tired of his
crap. Anyway, it’s not your problem”

She rested her chin on his shoulder. “Besides, | can think of nicer things to

do with a well-hung pair of balls than cook them”

Bi gt horn thought about it for only another second. \Wat the hell, he decided.
He | eaned over and kissed her, and her slim warm body melted against his own.
It lasted for a few fragile, tender nmonents, then she broke the kiss. “Let’s

t ake ourselves inside,” she whispered. “It looks |ike rain, and rmaybe your

nei ghbors shouldn’t see this.”

Jenny stood up. She wal ked up the steps to the I anding and grasped the handl e
of the back porch’s screen door. Bigthorn was turning around, about to rise
fromthe steps as she was pulling open the door, when he gl anced under her arm
and saw a thin, silvery wire stretched taut between the frame and the handl e.
That shouldn’t be there, he thought. He opened his nmouth to say sonething...
Then the bonb went off.

13

The Brides of Elvis (Sunday: 12:55 A M)

Macy was awakened by the distant runble of what sounded |ike thunder

She had fallen asleep again on the floor of the abandoned apartnent, dozing
off in front of the wall-screen as she had of f and on throughout the hours
since she had found sanctuary in the littered, unfurnished condo. The runble
subsi ded, and her first inclination was to ignore the sound and fall back to
sl eep, until she heard another, quieter sound: the soft patter of rain falling
just outside the door.

Macy sat up slowy, taking care not to twi st her sprained ankle, then craw ed
on her hands and knees over the coarse carpet to the window. The utilitarian
drapes were drawn; she pushed aside a comer to gaze out into the courtyard

bet ween t he bl ock-1i ke buildings of the apartnment conpl ex.

Rain fell in a long, silvery drizzle against the |ight cast by the | anpposts
in the courtyard, form ng puddl es on the pavenent and running in fast little
creeks to the sewer grates. Macy stared in wonderment at the rain. She had
been told that it rained in the biosphere, but she hadn’t really believed it—a
rainstormin outer space ..

She let the drape close, and | ay back agai nst the wi ndowsill. The only |ight
in the roomcame fromthe wall-screen. The novie she had been watching had
ended and now a | ate-ni ght newsfeed fromsonme station in Atlanta was on the
screen. A thin young Asian newscaster was readi ng the headlines: the President
was prom sing econonic aid to South Africa after its fifth change of
government in about as nany decades; the joint U S.-Soviet Mars exploration
team had uncovered new alien relics in the Cydonia region; the British Navy's
new frigate, the HVS Thatcher, had caught fire during sea trials in the North
Atlantic; a New York publishing house had signed a $1.25 mllion contract with
MT s Artificial Intelligence Laboratory for rights to a nystery novel witten
by one its conputers; a household robot in San Di ego was about to stand trial
on mansl aughter charges in the death of a seven-year-old girl. Mcy wat ched
apathetically. None of it neant anything to her

Then a conmercial canme on. A close-up of the profile of a young, pretty woman,
| ooki ng I ongi ngly ahead. A voice-over, presumably her thoughts: It’s been such
along tine since |I've gotten away fromthe office.... They tell me it’'s a

| ovely place. The canera backs up, passing her husband sitting in the adjacent
seat, to pan past the rows of quiet, confortable passengers sipping quiet,
confortabl e-1 ooki ng drinks from squeeze bottles. Sure, it’'s expensive ... but
Arthur deserves the best, doesn’'t he? ... and | could use this break fromthe
busi ness. The canera noves down an aisle, past floating stewards and fades

t hrough a forward door into a cockpit, where handsonme and conpetent pilots



wor k behind consoles filled with gleaming lights. And it’s not the sane as
going to Brazil or Tahiti, one of those places.... Finally, the canera noves

t hrough the cockpit wi ndows, out into the starry depths of space. C arke
County is seen in the extrene distance, then the canmera swings briefly back to
pan across the approachi ng spacecraft, before resting on the distant, receding

crescent of Earth. | nmean, we all deserve a little adventure now and then
don’t we? The TexSpace | ogo appears on the screen; then the streamnlined words
“CLARKE COUNTY ... SPACE’ are superinposed over the planet. A soft, masculine

voi ce repl aces the woman’s: TexSpace to O arke County. For the sophisticated
travel er.

“Bull shit,” Macy muttered. “This place is a dunp.”

She had no idea who the apartnment’s forner occupant had been, although a few
di scarded hygiene itenms hinted that it was probably a woman. Actually, the
apartment was not all that bad, although Macy had been in bathroonms and

cl osets which were larger. The forner tenant had taken all of his or her
furniture when he or she had |l eft—not too | ong ago, Macy fi gured—since the
electricity was still on, the water still ran, and there was a roll of toilet
paper and a bar of soap in the bat hroom

Yest erday Macy had sprained her right ankle when she had junped from her hotel
suite’ s bal cony; she had not been able to hobble very far, and it was sinply
dunb luck that when she had wandered into the chock-a-bl ock apartnment conpl ex,
she had found the door to Unit 37 standi ng open. Macy knew an abandoned
apartment when she saw one. Since she had no other inmmedi ate alternatives, and
since she was certain that a Salvatore hit man was on her trail, the young
worman fled into the apartnment and | ocked the door behind her.

She had been hiding here all day, and it was beginning to drive her crazy. The
refrigerator had contai ned a couple of cans of Seven-Up, half a tin of Vienna
sausage, and a few stale slices of bread. She had eaten everything a few hours
bef ore, and now she was hungry again. The apartment was as littered as only an
unt enant ed housing unit could be, which irritated her high-class instincts.
During the evening, noise had filtered in through the walls and the ceiling:

t he t huddi ng roar of Japanese hard-rock fromthe unit above, a guy in the unit
to the right who threw tenper tantrunms for no discernible reason, a constantly
scream ng baby in the unit to the left.

Macy was begi nning to wonder which was worse: having a killer searching for
her, or remaining in this toilet for one nore mnute. Sonehow she’ d managed,
she thought wyly, to end up in what was probably C arke County’s only slum
The di stant thunder, or whatever the noi se had been, seened to have aroused
her ill-tenpered neighbor. As she |ay against the wi ndow, she could dimy hear
hi m scream ng through the walls.... “Goddamm space col ony!” Crash! “CGoddamm
fucking tourists!” Wamm

Sonet hi ng snapped inside of her. She | eaped off the floor—gnoring the pain
shooting t hrough her ankl e—and pounded with both fists against the wall.
“CGoddam space col ony yoursel f!” she screaned at the top of her |ungs.

Remar kably, the maniac in the next apartnent shut up after that. Macy’'s
tantrum had at | east done that, but it also uncorked sone pent-up enotions.
She fell back onto the couch, curled up into a ball, and began to cry.

After a few m nutes she wiped the last of the tears from her eyes, got up—rore
carefully this tinme, favoring her sprained ankl e—wal ked to the door and
unlatched it. She didn't care if the hit man was standing right outside; she
had to get sonme fresh air.

The night was warmand wet. It was delightfully weird to be in a rainstormin
space; the drizzle hel ped soothe her nerves. Macy wal ked out into the
courtyard and gazed up at the inmense bow of O arke County’s sky. Through a
fleeting break in the thin, dark cloud | ayer, she could see the distant,

bright gridwork of Big Sky’'s town center. There was something that seenmed to
be glowing brightly up there, flickering as if it were burning ... then it was
gone, lost in the rain shower. She could hear the river gurgling nearby, but
little else. In the early hours of Mnday norning, nearly everyone in the

col ony was asl eep.



It was a deceptive peace. Macy knew that she was still on the run. Sonmeone had
followed her to O arke County; she wasn't safe until she got off the col ony,

or found somewhere el se to hide. She was hungry; even though she had thousands
of dollars in cash, she could not easily visit a restaurant. She didn't even
dare go to a drugstore to buy a painkiller and a bandage for her ankle.

You’ ve got to come up with something, Macy thought, slowly linping through the
wet courtyard. There's got to be a way out of this ness. You ve got enough
dough on you to practically buy a shuttle. Grt, you ought to be smart enough
to figure a way ...

“Hell 0?” A woman’s voi ce, behind her, spoke timdly. “Excuse ne?”

Macy was startled, but didn't showit as she turned around. A young wonan,
about her own age, was wal ki ng towards her. “Excuse ne?” Macy replied.

The wonman wal ked cl oser, stepping into the light, and Macy saw t hat underneath
a hooded nyl on jacket she was wearing a white T-shirt with “Elvis Lives!”

sil k-screened on the front. She was carrying a noist stack of brochures under
her arm “Are you |lost?” she said, smling.

“No,” Macy replied.

The smile remained plastered on the wonan’s face |ike a mask. “Many are | ost
and don’t even know it,” she said airily. “Sonetimes people wake up in the

m ddl e of the night, you know, in their own homes, in the confort of their own
beds, and they suddenly cone to the realization that, even there, they're
lost. | think you may be lost. You're looking for a direction, aren’t you?”

A loon, Macy thought. | wonder what’'s she’s selling? It didn't matter. It was
the first friendly voice she had heard in several days. Qut of curiosity, she
deci ded to play al ong.

“Maybe,” Macy cautiously answered. “Wat kind of direction are you of fering?”
There was an unhealthy light in the wonan’s eyes as she spoke. “The conpany of
brothers and sisters who have found the way. A fellowship who has recogni zed a
di vine presence anong us. The return of a holy prophet. A twentieth-century
saint reincarnated in the twenty-first century....”

She reached into the stack of brochures, pulled one out and handed it to Macy.
“He wants you to join us.... Wat is your nane, if | may ask?”

“Mary,” Macy automatically replied, taking the brochure. On the cover was a
hol ogram of Elvis Parker, resplendent in a white suit, surrounded by a hal o of
[ight which shifted prettily as she noved the picture. “The King Has
Returned!” shouted red letters bel ow the hol ogram

“I"m Donna,” the worman said solemly. “Mary, Elvis has a plan for your life.
He has come here, to Clarke County, to spread his mission. In his previous
incarnation, in the last century, he was able to heal with the touch of his
hands, to nove clouds by w Il power alone, to bestow wealth and power upon his
followers. He has returned in this tinme, reincarnated in the flesh of another
to collect new disciples....”

“I's he here?” Macy asked, pointing at the hologram “Here, in the col ony?”
“Yes!” Donna responded ecstatically. “Elvis is here! He wants you to cone see
hi m when he makes hi s appearance Monday ni ght at the stadium” She paused,
then reluctantly added, as if enbarrassed to be mentioning such secul ar

trivialities, “It’s free of charge, of course.”

“Yes, of course,” Macy nurnured. Sonething was begi nning to occur to her. “Are
there ... uh, other disciples here? Are there many other followers with, um

El vi s?”

“Why, of course!” Donna gushed. She seened thrilled that someone was taking
her seriously. Macy idly wondered how many tines tonight this true devotee of
El vis had been told to fuck off. “He always travels with his friends. H's
reincarnation is a bal ance between his Dark and Good sel ves, and he needs
us—all of us—+to win his constant inner battle against tenptation, for when he
wins, we all win against the forces of Evil....”

Unnoti ced, the rain stopped. Donna bl athered on for a few m nutes, espousing a
bi zarre dogma whi ch sought to bridge rock history and Biblical prophecy.

Al t hough Macy kept her eyes on her and nodded her head when it seened
appropriate, she barely listened. It was a twi sted idea, but perhaps if she



could hide within the ranks of these fanatics ..
“I ... believe what you're saying, Donna,” Macy said, interrupting her screed.
She hoped she put enough sincerity in her voice to carry the act. Instantly,

Donna’ s nout h opened wi de and she stared earnestly at Macy. “In fact,” she
continued, “I don't want to wait till Monday.”

“Real | y?” Donna gasped.

“Truly,” Macy said. She shook her head like a sinner in a confessional. “I’ve
been lost, so lost ... but | think 1've seen the light. GCh, Donna, Donna ..

you must help nme.”

“Anyt hing, Mary! Anything at all!”

“I ... 1 don’t want to wait!” Macy grabbed Donna’s hands and fell to her
knees. “Please! Take ne to Elvis! | need to neet him to join the path of the
ri ght eous!”

“Absol utely!” Donna cried. Macy was relieved. She was afraid she had been
laying it on too thick. Apparently, though, this cult placed a high prem um on
di scovering new converts. “W’'ll go now”

Macy stood up. “Let me go back to nmy apartment and ... oh, gather just a few
things. You can take me to himtonight, can't you?”

“Of course | can, Mary. If he can’t see you tonight, you can stay in our
conpany, anong the faithful. Ch, Mary!”

Macy turned and started | eadi ng Donna the Dingbat toward the housing unit.

Donna i nsi sted on hol ding her hand. “You'll not be sorry for this, Mary,” she
sai d as they wal ked through the courtyard.
Hell, 1 hope not, Macy replied silently.

By mid-afternoon the sun was gone fromthe deck and our |egs were getting
cranped fromsitting so long. W decided to carry our conversation down to the
beach. Sinmon McCoy paid the bar tab and we left the restaurant to wal k al ong
the pier to the stairs leading to the beach. The tide was beginning to cone
back in while we strolled next to the waterline. On inpulse, | took off ny
canvas |loafers and rolled up nmy trouser cuffs and wal ked in the surf, savoring
the cold Atlantic water washing around ny ankl es.

McCoy kept his shoes on and wal ked beside nme on the beach, stepping around the
waves as they slid up the sand. He had said little since we had | eft the bar
and | was begi nning to wonder whether he had finished his narrative, when he
finally spoke up.

“Has it occurred to you,” he asked abruptly, “that what happened coul d not
have been tined better?”

| thought about it and shook my head. “Not really. ‘Timing inplies that it
was preordai ned. Fromwhat | know and from what you've told me so far, things
occurred because of coincidences. Nothing was ‘tinmed.’ ”

McCoy nodded and was quiet for another nonment. “That’'s the way it seens,” he

concurred. “Still, | wonder ... were there other forces at work?”
“I"”ve never been much of a conspiracy buff,” | replied, shaking ny head. “I
don’t believe in illumnnatilike mani pul ators or vast government plots, if

that’s what you're hinting at.”

“No, no, not like that,” he said. “It’s only that
He paused, stopping and | ooki ng beyond nme toward the distant |aunch pads,
tucki ng his hands into the pockets of his jacket. “Never mnd,” he said. He
absently inscribed a circle in the wet sand with the toe of his shoe. “I'm
only getting ahead of myself.”

| stopped wal king. “Wiy quit? It was beginning to get interesting.”

McCoy smiled and shook his head. “Later, maybe. W should review history a

little first. Tell me, fromwhat you know as an investigator ... how did
Gustav Schnidt acquire the control codes for |carus Five?”

“He hacked his way into NASA' s conputers,” | answered.

McCoy shook his head. “No.”

“Yes, that’'s what happened,” | persisted. “He had nanaged to penetrate the

security systens sone time before the Church cane to O arke county. The codes
were in his possession, in fact, when he convinced Parker to do the revival as
a live broadcast fromthe col ony. That was the whol e reason for ”



“No,” he repeated.

“That’ s what we know,” | said.

“That’ s what you’' ve assumned,” Mcoy replied. “Schm dt has never told anyone
that was what he did. Hasn't it ever occurred to you that considering the size
of his ego, he would have told soneone, if only to claimcredit? Mniacs of

t hat magni tude always | eave a calling card to nmake sure the world stands in
awe of their genius....”

“All right, it was an assunption,” | said quickly. “The evidence has been
overwhel mi ng, though. There was a snoking gun and his hand was wrapped around
it.”

“There was a snoki ng gun and his hand was wrapped around it, but it wasn't his
gun.”

McCoy took off his hat and sat down on the beach, notioning for ne to join
him 1 kneel ed beside him feeling nmy knees crack with the effort. MCoy gazed
out over the ocean. “Let’s review recent history,” he said. “The |carus
program...”

I could not help but snle. “You said that you were out of the country at the
tine.”

He ignored ne. “The lcarus programwas initiated in 2046 when space scientists
inthe US., the Soviet Union, and Japan ascertained that the Apollo asteroid
| carus, which once every nineteen years of its orbital period had nmade a cl ose
fly-by of Earth, was on a trajectory which would bring it in direct collision
with Earth the follow ng year. The possibility of a collision with Icarus had
been the stuff of science-fiction nmelodranmas since the mddle of the twentieth
century, but nowit was certain that an encounter would occur In 2047. The

di fference was that by 2046 space technol ogy was advanced to the point that
such a disaster was easily avoidable.”

McCoy absently began to scoop together a little sand castle as he spoke. “Al
NASA had to do was to dust off and update a plan, Project lcarus, which MT
students in 1967 had devised as an acadenic exercise,” he continued. “Five

t her nonucl ear devices, each with a yield of one hundred megatons, were |ofted
into high orbits aboard HLVs. The nmajor difference in the revised plan, of
course, was that NASA no longer had to rely on cunbersone old Saturn vs to do

the job....”

“Are you trying to tell me sonmething new,” | interrupted, “or do you only
assume that |I'’msenile?”

McCoy was briefly enbarrassed. “I’msorry. No, not at all. I'"'monly trying to

put matters in perspective. That means recapping history a little.”
Per haps. But he al so sounded as if he was enjoying hinmself, lecturing the

expert, | stared off at the Cceanus salt-water reclanmation plant, bobbing on
t he of fshore horizon like an i nmrense Portuguese man-of-war, and told nyself to
be patient.

“Six lcarus interceptors were built for the mssion,” he went on. “Five were
| aunched, while Icarus Six remained on the | aunch pad as a standby. As it
turned out, only the first four interceptors were needed. One by one, they

det onat ed between twenty million and seven nmillion mles fromEarth, gradually
deflecting the asteroid’ s course until it was certain to mss us. lcarus Five,
positioned in a parking orbit above Earth, was never sent on....”~
“Whi ch, of course, was where the problemlay,” | said inpatiently.

Al t hough I carus Five' s detonator safe-arm system had been | ocked down during
its stay in LEQ NASA did not want to risk a recapture mssion. Putting a nuke
into orbit was one thing; only special perm ssion fromthe United Nations
security council had all owed the agency to |l aunch the nukes in the first

pl ace.
Bri ngi ng a nuke back from space in the cargo bay of a shuttle was an extrenely
dangerous proposal. If it had been detonated in orbit, the EMP pul se would

have knocked out radi o comunicati ons across the heni sphere. Al so, space
scientists argued against firing the nuke into the sun, since it was renotely
conceivable that it could touch off a solar stormon the corona. Icarus Five
thus remained in orbit, until someone could figure out a conpletely safe neans



of disposal. “lI know the rest,” | prodded. “C non, hurry it up.”

McCoy wagged his finger at ne. “But you don’t know the rest. What we heard was
only the cover story.”

| frowned at him “Schm dt hacked his way into ..
“No,” he said, “Schmdt didn’t do it. An Egyptian college student did.”
“what ?”

McCoy nodded, sniling ingenuously. “The command and control codes were
acquired by an arns nerchant naned Habib from a student hacker at the
University of Cairo, who later turned up floating in the Nile. Habib was
wor ki ng under contract to the Salvatore fanmly, and he in turn sold the

di skette containing the codes to Tony Sal vatore. Salvatore had been invol ved
in the international black-market arns trade, selling guns and bio-warfare
items to various Asian and African insurrectionist groups. He bought the

I carus Five C&C codes purely as a speculative investnment. No telling what he
pl anned to do with an orbital nuke, if anything. perhaps he was planning to
broker the codes hinself to a non-nuclear country.”

He shrugged, running his forefinger around his little sand castle to build a
noat. “Who knows? Nonetheless, it was in his wall safe.”

Then the obvious occurred to nme. “And since the C&C diskette was in

Sal vatore's safe ..."

“That’s right,” MCoy agreed. “Wen Macy Westnorel and pilfered his safe before
her escape from his conpound ...~

“She grabbed that disk,” | finished. “She nust not have known what was there.
She thought it was just another disk in Salvatore’s financial books.” | shook
nmy head. “So that’s how Schmi dt acquired the diskette. I'Il be damed.”

McCoy shrugged. “You're getting a little ahead of me now.” He took a deep
breath, relishing the salt breeze. “This is making ne hungry. How about an
early dinner? |’ve got a taste for shellfish tonight.”

Wthout waiting for ny reply, he stood up, brushed wet sand off his trousers,
and hel ped me stand up. “OF course,” he continued, “there were various
conplicating factors....”

14

The Gol em Dream (Sunday: 7.42 A M)

Qut of fire and silence, energing froma netherworld of darkness and pain ..
He found hinself on the Strip again, just as he had been several hours (hours?
or days? he could not recall) before. He had a vague perception of hinself as
a corporeal form but just the same he did not feel as if he had a body.

Even as that paradoxical sensation occurred he felt hinself appear, as if he
were materializing fromthe very atonms of the air. He was nude. At first he
was vaguely enbarrassed—+ better get sonme clothes on before soneone sees
me—but the sensation was brief and passed quickly. Wen he | ooked down at

hi nsel f, he was wearing his uniform A neat trick, he thought, anused in a
fleeting, abstract way.

The torus was conpletely vacant. There was no one on the w de concourse, but
the Strip was open for business as usual. Lights gl eamed through the w ndows
of the bars and shops and restaurants, the neon and hol ographic signs were
alive and glittering and noving, and the doors were all open. Nearby, fromthe
Hear t break Hot el discotheque, the antique Wirlitzer jukebox hammered out the
dense, electric beat of an old Norman G eenbaum snoker

“When | die and | lay nme to rest,
Going up to the place that’s the best.
When | lay me down to die,

Going up to the Spirit in the Sky ...”

W thout any sensation of having noved, he was suddenly inside the bar. The
mrrored ball suspended fromthe ceiling above the dance floor slowy turned,
sendi ng shards of light strobing around the enpty room Chuck Berry and Buddy
Hol Iy and Janis Joplin and Jim Hendrix and Bruce Springsteen and the rea



dead Elvis smled at himfromal coves in the dark walls, hol ographic specters
fromrock 'n’” roll heaven. Al though he could hear gl asses and bottles clinking
and the background talk of a crowmd having a good time, the bar remai ned
deserted. The room was col d. Chuck Berry, half-bent over his guitar, peered
owishly as if he was enjoying a private little joke...

“Going up to the Spirit in the Sky,

That’'s where |’ m gonna go when | die,

When | die and they lay nme to rest,

Gonna go to the place that’s the best ...~

Down on the floor, encircled by a ring of little round tables, Jenny danced
all by herself. Arns lifted high, long blond hair drifting around her face,
skirt lifting around her knees, her booted feet glided across the black and
white tiles as she pirouetted gracefully in tine to the insistent beat. She
was beautiful; he longed to join her, but she did not see him

At the opposite end of the room Henry Ostrow was seated at the bar, an
eneral d-green bottle of Mexican beer resting on a paper coaster next to him
The Gol em was watching him smling at him Then his eyes moved hungrily
towar ds the wonan danci ng between them and as he | ooked at Jenny, his hand
slowy went to the beer bottle...

You are going to die, Coyote said, squatting on his haunches at his side.

He gl anced down at Coyote, then as the electric guitar solo wailed through its
nmel ancholy riffs, he | ooked back at Ostrow. The Gol em had picked up a gun

i nstead of a bottle.

Still grinning at him the Golemcarefully bal anced the silenced pistol in
bot h hands and drew a dead bead on Jenny. He could not nove, he could not
breat he, he could do nothing but watch...

Bi gt horn awoke to bright lights, soft cool sheets, and a dull itching pain
which ran fromthe right side of his face down his right armand side. From
somewher e above his head, he could hear the beeping of biononitors.
Recogni zi ng the sound, he knew i medi atel y where he was: the energency ward of
G arke County General.

He heard a soft whirring to his left, and he slowy turned his head to | ook
Alerted by his novenent, a robot intern was shuttling closer to his bedside.
Rel ax, please, M. Bigthorn, a soothing femninine voice said fromthe speaker
grate on the front of its spherical body. You' ve been through nmuch stress. Let
me admini ster a sedative.

One of its four arnms lifted. It ended in a w cked-I|ooki ng conpressed-air
syringe | oaded with God-knows-what. Bigthorn's nmind felt fuzzy, but his

refl exes were working hal f-decently. He batted at the needle with the back of
his left hand, and although the intern easily dodged, it did nove back a
couple of feet. “Cedoutta here,” the sheriff nuttered through parched |ips.
“Cenme a doctor.”

Dr. Wtherspoon has been sunmoned and will be al ong shortly, the robot
responded. In the neantine, | insist that you be treated. You' ve received sone
terrible burns.

As it spoke, the robot trundled around the foot of the bed to his right side,
where it had obviously calculated it would neet |ess resistance fromits
patient. Looking to his right, Bigthorn could see the strategy. H s right arm
was swathed in sterile bandages fromhis shoul der down to the tips of his
fingers, and he had troubl e peering around the bandages on the right side of
his face. The robot’s syringe-armlifted again...

Bi gt horn hastily searched his nenory for the energency conmrand Jack

Wt her spoon had programmed into his interns for what he had terned mitigating
ci rcunmst ances. He once told the sheriff about it during a very |ong poker
gane. Just as the robot maneuvering its double-jointed armto use the syringe,
he recal |l ed the command. “Energency override code Andrew Jackson Hermitage,”
he said as distinctly as he coul d nmanage. “Cease operation at once.”



The intern’s arminstantly stopped, but the device hovered a few i nches above
Bi gt horn’ s neck. Emergency override code received, it announced, it seened a
little bitchily. Please confirmby stating the physician’s identity numnber.
Countdown: fifteen ... fourteen ... thirteen ..

As he glared at the intern, Bigthorn heard an anmused chuckle fromhis left.
Looki ng around, he saw O arke County’s chief energency ward physician | eani ng
agai nst the door, hands tucked in the pockets of his white coat. “Finally

stunped you on a nove, didn’t |, John?” he said in his down-hone Southern
draw .

“Jack, dammit, shut down the ’'bot!” Bigthorn rasped through his dry throat.
Nine ... eight ... seven ... the robot continued.

“I's it inmportant?” Wtherspoon asked warily.

“Yes! Just do it!”

Four ... three ..

“Enmer gency override code Andrew Jackson Hermitage,” Wtherspoon repeated

cal My. “Physician | D nunber nine-four-eight-eight-one, execute.”

The countdown ceased abruptly as the robot lifted the syringe-armand quietly
backed away. Dr. Jack Wtherspoon I11, a young man wi th an anachronistic
pencil -thin rmustache tracing his upper lip, walked into the room eyeing the
nmoni t or above Bigthorn's bed. “You don't think I'd give away all ny secrets,
do you?” he said. “Wiat kind of a card shark would | be?”

Bi gt horn sighed and let his head fall back on the pillow *“Thanks. ”

“Don’t nention it.” The doctor sw tched on a scanner which | ooked through the
bandages at Bigthorn's skin. He studied it for a few nonents before nodding
his head in satisfaction. “Not bad. You re healing nicely. Derma Four-ten has
taken care of the worst of it, so you probably won’'t be needing skin grafts.
W' || cut the bandages off and you' |l be out of here in a couple of hours.” He
| ooked down at Bigthorn. “How do you feel ?”

“Li ke dogshit,” Bigthorn answered honestly. Then he stopped hinself and |ied.
“Fine.”

“Do you renenber what happened?” the doctor asked.

“A bomb? ... my house blew up.” Then Bigthorn's nmenory canme back. “Jenny ..
Jenny Schorr was with nme, she ...~

“You recei ved second-degree burns on your face and nost of your right side,”
Wt herspoon said. “It was a bonb of sone sort, but nmost of its brunt mssed
you. The fire team found you about ten feet away, so it knocked you clear of

“Jenny.”

Jack paused, rubbing the coners of his eyes with his hand. “How strong do you
feel, John?” he asked, not so nmuch a doctor now as a friend.

“I's she dead?” Bigthorn whispered.

Jack shook his head. “No, she’s not, but she took the worst of it. W ve got
her in the 1CU on |life support. Third-degree burns, internal henorrhagi ng,
right lung punctured, three ribs, right forearm and shoul der bones broken

severe concussion ...” He sighed, |ooking away fromBigthorn. “It’s an old
cliché, buddy, but you're both lucky to be alive. The bomb wasn't ...”"

“Jack ... you're not telling me the worst of it.”

W't her spoon shoved his hands in the pockets of his coat and brought his eyes
back to neet Bigthorn's gaze. “If she’s lucky,” he said quietly, “she’s got a
fifty-fifty chance of pulling through.”

He hesitated again. “If she’s lucky,” he repeated.

His face was reflected in the observation wi ndow of the ICU cell. He stared

wi t h shrunken eyes through his bandages at Jenny, who was all but invisible
under the donme of the life-support tank

Only her closed eyes and the top of her forehead could be seen above the slick
pl astic gauze of the bum bandages, the tubes |eading fromher nose and nout h,
and the layers of white plaster that munmi fied her body. Blood and gl ucose ran
down through 1V tubes into her arms. Two robots stood ready on either side of
t he bed. Above the bed the red and blue LED |ights of the bio-nonitors noved



and changed as they recorded her condition. A hol ographic nonitor depicting a
di agram of her body’s circul atory system showed the gradual progress of the

nm croscopi ¢ nanorobots which had been injected into her bl oodstream as they
nmoved through her veins and arteries, repairing the breaks in her blood
vessel s.

In a few m nutes she woul d be wheel ed back into surgery for a second
operation, a lung transplant. Down the corridor, Dr. Wtherspoon and anot her
physi ci an were scrubbing outside the operating room Bigthorn could hear water
running, their quiet nurnurs as they reviewed the case and the procedure they
pl anned to foll ow.

Anot her face appeared in the wi ndow, next to his own. “John ... ?”

The sheriff didn't take his eyes away from Jenny. “What did you find out?” he
asked.

“Not much.” Wade Hof frman stared past himat the woman in the bed. “Ostrow
didn’t check out of the hotel, but when Bellevedere and D Angelo went to his
room he had noved out sone time during the night. H's bags were gone. He had
al so stolen sonme cleaning supplies off a housekeeping cart and scrubbed down
everything in the room C ean as a whistle.”

“He’s a pro,” Bigthorn said coldly. “He probably had everything figured out in
advance. He just made one nmistake, that’s all....”

Hs voice trailed off. A mstake that the Gol em couldn’t have anti ci pat ed,

t hat someone besi des hi m woul d be opening the door to his house, pulling the
trip-wire that set off the bonb. The explosion and the resultant fire had
taken off the entire back of Bigthorn’s house, and the rest probably woul d
have burned to the ground if the fire-control team had not quenched the bl aze.
So Henry Ostrow had m ssed his intended target. Bigthorn wondered if this was
a first for the CGol em

H s deputy was saying sonething else, which Bigthorn mssed. “Sorry,” he said.
“l didn't catch that.”

“l said, nobody’s seen himsince late |ast night when he returned to the
hotel ,” Hof frman repeated. “We're questioning wi tnesses, but so far we’'ve ..
“Keep it quiet,” Bigthorn interrupted. “You haven't gone public with this,
have you?”

Hof f man | ooked away fromthe wi ndow. “John, bonbs don’t go off around here
every day. It’s known all over the colony that you and Jenny were ...~

“I don’t nean that, dammit!” Bigthorn said harshly. “I nean Ostrow. | don’'t
want his nane or face nmade public. Not in connection with this, at any rate.”
Hof f man shook his head, not conprehending. Bigthorn let out his breath and
continued in a quieter tone of voice. “He’s too dangerous to be made public.
If word gets out that a killer is running | oose, people could flip out. Not

only that, but if soneone does see himand tries something foolish, |ike
trying to nab himthensel ves, Ostrow will kill them At any rate, putting his
face on the bulletin boards will just cause himto go further underground.”

The deputy hesitated, then nodded his head. “Okay, you’ ve got a point. But how
do we catch hin®”

Bi gt horn was staring at Jenny again. He felt drained, yet deep down inside an
unholy rage was snol dering, like an all-but-dead canpfire whose buried coals
were slowy awakening in the early norning breeze. Patiently, he let the fire
burn. It felt warm and good.

“The hard way,” he said. “We run himto the ground and shoot himlike a dog.”
The doctors were com ng out of scrub, heading into the operating room The
robots in the 1CU cell suddenly stirred and nethodically began to reattach the
wire and tubes to the life-support tank’s portable systenms, prepping Jenny for
the short trip fromthe cell to surgery. Before he disappeared into the
operating room Jack Wt herspoon—hands held high, a nurse tying his surgica
mask around his face—+ooked down the corridor in Bigthorn's direction and
nodded hi s head once. Then an iris-door whirred shut, hermetically sealing the
corridor between the ICU cell and the operating room At the sane tinme, the
observati on wi ndow pol ari zed and went opaque. Jenny di sappeared from sight.

Bi gthorn stared at his own reflection in the dark glass for a nonent. “kay,



put the department on full alert,’
wi ndow. “The weekend' s over. | want every officer out on ..
He stopped. A few feet away, standing in the corridor entirely unnoticed unti
this monent, was Neil Schorr.

he said finally, turning away fromthe

The sheriff took a few steps forward. “Neil ...” he began
“The only thing,” Jenny's husband said slowy, as if deliberately choosing his
words, “that | still don’t know ... is why ny wife was going into your house

in the mddle of the night.”

The air between the two nmen seened to turn to stone. Bigthorn didn’'t want to
meet Neil’s eyes, but he couldn’t | ook away either. In that nmoment, any lie,
any enbroidering of the truth, would have been futile, and they both knewit.

“I"'msorry, Neil,” he whispered.

Neil stared back at him Finally, he shook his head. “It’s too bad you didn't
open the door first,” he said. He paused, then added, “It’s also too bad
you're injured and we’'re in a hospital. I'ma pacifist, but right nowl’'d |like
to ...”

He shook his head again. “I won't think like that,” he said aloud, if only to
hinsel f. “You' re wal king. | guess you' re probably going to be rel eased today.
Am | right?”

“That’'s correct.”
Schorr | ooked at him for another few seconds, then turned to wal k away. “I

have to go see about ny wife. | want you at the town neeting tonight.” He took
a couple of steps, then stopped to turn back again. “It'Il be helpful if you
tender your resignation by then. 1t’Il save nme the trouble of putting a notion

on the floor to have you fired.”

Hof fman started forward. “You can’t do that, Neil. He's ...~

“You're forgetting who's on the board,” Schorr said, ignoring Hoffnan and
addressing Bigthorn directly. “l can’t fire you nmyself, but |I can nake a case
for the town to vote for your dismssal. If you think you can find a way to
defend yoursel f, you should show up at the neeting.”

Schorr began to wal k away agai n, heading for the observation theater above the
operating room Bigthorn found hinsel f speechl ess. Not angry, but too ashaned
to say anything in his own defense.

Hof f man gl anced at Bigthorn, then called out after Schorr. “Aren’t you
interested in getting the person who set that bonmb?”

“l already know who did it,” Schorr replied wi thout turning around. “W’I

tal k about that tonight, too.”

Then he was around the bend of the corridor, clinbing the stairway to the
observation theater. Hoffrman and Bi gthorn | ooked at each ot her

“Did you say anything to himabout Ostrow?” Bigthorn asked.

Hof f man shook his head. “Then, what the hell is he tal king about?” the sheriff
asked.
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Live From Larry Bird Menorial Stadium (Sunday: 9:45 A M)

Larry Bird Menorial Stadium had been christened after one of the | egends of
the NBA, which was appropriate; basketball was one of the few spectator sports
that could be safely played within O arke County.

The problemwith Bird Stadiumwas that it had been built hal fway up the

bi osphere’s gravity grade, on the outskirts of LaG ange, where the gravity was
only three-quarters Earth-normal. Thus baseball, football, and soccer were
out. Afly ball or a field-goal kick could not only put the ball out of reach
of the opposing players, it could also shatter a wi ndow on the other side of

t he bi osphere. Volleyball was safer, but since it had never really caught on
as a spectator sport, only a few amateur ganes had been played. Tennis was

al so feasible, but since the Coriolis effect tended to nmake all the shots
swerve a little anti-spinward, nost players ended their ganmes in frustration
Basket bal I, though, was actually enhanced in C arke County. The Coriolis

ef fect nade the ganme nore chal l engi ng, since rotational drift rendered

hal f-court passes and “Hail Mary” shots even nore unpredictable than on Earth.



I ndeed that unpredictability made basketball games at Bird Stadi umthe npst
popul ar anmong vi ewers on Earth. Al so, because of the |esser gravity,

i ndi vi dual players had to adapt during the course of a game. Taller and
stronger players tended to underconmpensate for the | esser gravity, while
smal | er players found unexpected advant ages.

The colony’s distance fromEarth didn't prohibit the NBA fromusing Bird

St adi um for season playoffs and exhibition ganes. Already two All-Star ganes
had been held in O arke County, both telecast on Earth, yielding |arge

audi ence shares. Subsequently, enornous advertising revenues had been
generated for the consortium Likew se, Bird Stadi um had becone a choice

| ocation for non-athletic events; several rock and country acts had perforned
live in Bird Stadium as had the London Synphony Orchestra; performng
Handel ' s The Messiah the previous Christmas Eve.

But now, Bird Stadiumwas to be the venue for the performance of a different
ki nd of nessiah.

For the Church of Elvis revival the stage at the end of the anphitheater had
been done over to resenble the show oom stage of the old International Hote
in Las Vegas, the site of Elvis Presley’ s coneback performance of 1969.

Par ker’s choi ce was dictated not so much by history—all but rock and rol

hi stori ans had forgotten about the details of the ’'69 coneback show-as for the
sake of showmanship. H s own psychic needs had to be served as well. It had
al ways been a difficult trick to inmtate Presley, even when it was for only a
hundr ed peopl e. Tonorrow ni ght he woul d be appearing |ive before an estinated
audi ence of five mllion viewers, GBN s average audi ence share for a

weekni ght. He needed the best help and the cheapest glitz noney could buy.
Five million viewers. If the Parker Principle held true, then one percent of
those five mllion hearts and m nds were potential suckers. Fifty thousand
boobs. And if only half of that nunber were the check-witing variety of boob
then there were 25,000 tithes to be collected tomorrow night. Furthernore, if
those checks averaged $100 api ece—a good ni ght’s take—then Parker stood to
gross $250, 000.

Peopl e commit nurder to nmake that sort of noney. All he had to do was convince
one percent of a TV audience that he was the living incarnation of the King of
Rock and Rol .

It was not to be a conplete dress rehearsal. His core of followers were in the
stadi um hogging the front rows of chairs, and he had | earned not to tel egraph
his sernons by practicing in public. The shtick needed to seem spont aneous,
unrehearsed. After all, Mses didn't practice before he parted the Red Sea.
The skin-tight sequined white Nudie suit was still in his hotel suite; Elvis
Parker today wore his black | eather pants and jacket, with the desired effect
anong his faithful sheep. As he wal ked onto the stage their nouths hung open
and they whi spered anong thensel ves. The Dark Elvis was anong them Parker
restrai ned hinself from grinning. Good. Maybe he could hit the Strip tonight,
and not just to eat fried chicken

He strode to the m ke stand, shoved his thunbs into his pants pockets, gave
hi s best bad-boy gl ower at the audi ence. “Test? Test one, two.”

H s voice echoed hollowly fromthe speakers. Again, another detail that
counted. He could have hidden a tiny nanom ke in his jacket collar, but
Presl ey had used his ol d-fashioned hand m ke as a prop. You can't caress a
nanom ke like a lover, and a |large part of doing Elvis was |earning howto
make | ove to your m crophone.

From hi s wraparound consol e positioned in the mddle of the stadiumfl oor
GQustav Schni dt nodded and gave himthe thunbs up. “That’s nice, nmy man,”
Parker said. “Can you give ne a big picture of my home now, please?”

Schmi dt bent behind his conputer term nal. The hol ographi c generator, an

enor nous round bank of |asers suspended above the stage and hi dden behind the
upper curtains, humred quietly, and the front portico of G aceland Mansion
appeared in three-dinensional glory behind Parker. The faithful cooed their
approval of this glinpse of the mansi on and Parker al nbst nodded his own
satisfaction, until he noticed that the backup band, concentrating on their



tune-ups, were apparently moving in and out of G aceland s walls.

“No!” he shouted. “No, no, no!” He turned and, angrily waving his arns,
stanped towards them “Look, where did | tell you people to set yourselves,
huh? Tell ne where | told you to set up, sonebody!”

The backup band were not anmong the faithful. They were the best Nashville
session mnusicians his organi zati on could audition and sign, but they were
still hired nmercenaries: a drumrer, a |lead guitarist, a bassist, a keyboardi st
and the three black femal e singers who, while not exactly the Sweet

I nspirations, could provide righteous harnony. The band stared back sullenly
at him

“You told us to set up on the stage,” the bass player said.

“No, | didn't tell you that,” Parker said coldly. “I told you to set
upstage-left. That’s the right side of the stage, in the rear.” He pointed and
the band | ooked dutifully in the right direction. “Okay? Now, where are you
going to set yourselves up?”

“Upstage-left,” the nusicians muttered.

“Wel | ?” Par ker asked. “What are you waiting for?”

Again there were barely conceal ed | ooks of |oathing fromthe band and si ngers.
Par ker turned and snapped his fingers at a couple of stagehands hangi ng around
nearby; they came forward to di sassenbl e the band set and nmove it to the right
side of the stage. As he turned back around, he heard the drummer nmurmur
somet hi ng about how Elvis should return to the grave. Parker ignored the jab,
at least for the nmonment. Maybe the Dark Elvis could punch himout after the
show.

Hs flock were still silently watching him the famliar expressions of fear
and anxiety on their faces. Good. Turn up the heat a few degrees at a tineg;
get themworried that the Living Elvis was once again being tenpted by the
forces of evil. By tonorrow night, when they were in the front rows, it would
hel p themrel ease their pent-up enotions for the caneras.

“Let’s take five,” he said, ostensibly to the stage crew. “Wit for the band
to get their act together.”

Par ker jumped off the stage, dug a pair of sunglasses out of his jacket pocket
and slipped themon, wal ked past the front rows to slunmp alone in a chair. He
was careful to keep the “troubled Elvis” expression on his face, but actually
he was satisfied with how matters were progressi ng. Wen the band was settled
again he woul d rehearse a couple of songs: “Suspicious Mnds,” maybe “Hound
Dog” to work the kinks out of the band. Singing was one of the pl easures of
this job. Even though his face had been rebuilt to resenble Presley’s, he was
proud that his voice was all his own.

O course, he had to continue to build the necessary illusion. Parker had a
couple of red capsules in his pocket—pl acebos, | oaded with nothing nore

habi t-form ng than sugar—so perhaps he would allow hinself to be glinpsed

swal  owi ng one or two to reinforce the image that Elvis was sliding into

dar kness again. It would be the closest he would conme this norning to
rehearsing the real shtick, his on-stage drugs-and-booze breakdown that was
the vital part of the revival. He made a nental note to make sure that there
were plenty of white scarves wthin reach...

“Living Elvis?" a shy, famliar voice said from behind him

He stifled a sigh. He was never left alone for very long. Presley, though, had
spent decades being snothered by his fans. They snothered himeven after he
was dead. So who was he to conplain? “H, Sister Donna,” he said as he turned
around. “How can | help you?”

Not that he didn’t have sone ideas already. O the fermal e menbers of the
flock, Donna Atkins was one of the better-1ooking |anb chops. Parker had often
been tenpted to lure her into bed; he would have done so already, were it not
i nperative that he keep a certain distance from Church menbers. Rock stars can
have groupies, but all nessiahs can have are nuns. Too bad, especially since
Donna had once ripped off her shirt in spiritual ecstasy during one of his
servi ces.

But then he took one | ook at the wonan standi ng besi de her and he forgot al



about Sister Donna’s conparatively bovine charms. No two ways about it; even
if she looked a little enaciated, this wonman was a first-round knockout. She
| ooked exhausted ; the white junmpsuit she wore was srmudged and hung on her as
if she had been wearing it for days. In spite of all this, she was one of the
sexi est wonen he had ever seen

“This is Mary Boston,” Donna said, her arm around the new coner’s shoul ders.
“Well, hello there, Mary Boston,” Parker said. He put out his hand. “1’'m
Elvis.”

“Hi . Pleased to nmeet you.” Mary cl asped Parker’s hand, pal mdown. Her grip was
firm Parker noticed. He had | earned well the art of sizing up prospects
within a few seconds. Politeness, but no fawning. There was | onging in her
eyes, but not for a religious savior. And nore than that, she was obviously
educated and cultured. Not the kind of person who usually joins nut cults.
Donna, a veteran of every fringe group fromthe Scientol ogists to the
LaRouchians to the Shirley MaclLai ne Society, was the type, but not this woman.
“Mary and | net last night,” Donna was saying. “We stayed in ny roomin the
hotel and |I prom sed her | would bring her to nmeet you the first thing this
nmorni ng and, oh Elvis, she has seen the light and I think she ... ”

Donna had a tendency to babble. “I see,” Parker said. He turned his attention
solely to Mary Boston. “Wll, Mary ... have you seen the |ight?”

She nodded, alnost inpatiently. “Uh-huh, |’ve seen the light.” The smile on
her face was plainly forced. “Sister Donna, with my great appreciation for

bringing us together, will you pl ease excuse us now?”

“Huh?” Donna stared at her, then | ooked at Parker, then did a double take at
Mary. “1 don't ... what ... ?”

“I wish to make ny confession to the Living Elvis,” Mary said without a trace
of reverence. “It’s a private matter. |I’m sure that you understand.”

“Wau ... whu ... ?”

Now Par ker was even nore intrigued. He reached out and touched Donna’s
forehead in the Church-prescribed manner of healing and benediction. “Bless
you and keep you, Sister Donna,” he said solemly. “Have a nice day.”

Donna | ooked at both of themin bew | dernent, then she sul ked away. Parker

wat ched her go, then | ooked back at Mary Boston. “You know, the Church doesn’t
tol erate rudeness anong its nenbers,” he said.

“I"1'l try to renenber that,” she said. “lIs there a place where we can talk a
little nore privately?” She smled coyly. “About business, of course.”

Par ker blinked at her audacity, then quickly |ooked around. He did not want to
| eave the stadiumwi th her. Rehearsals were still going on; besides, he had to
keep any nore church nenbers from becom ng suspicious. He saw that the contro
boot h was unoccupi ed except for Gustav Schm dt, who was concentrating on his
wor k. He nodded toward it and stood up, but Macy | ed the way.

As they entered the booth, Schnidt | ooked up, but Parker waved himback to his
consol e. “Keep right on doing what you' re doing, brother,” he said, and
Schmidt turned again to his computers. Parker sat down in a chair and | ooked
at Mary Boston. “You have a confession to ... ?”

“Let’s cut the shit, shall we?” Macy Westnorel and said softly, |ooking
straight into his eyes. “This Elvis bit is pure crap and we both know it, but
your Sister Donna is right. I want into your church and | want in now”

“The Church is an instrument of divine inspiration,” Parker said snoothly. “W
wel cone true believers. \Wat makes you think that those who truly believe in
the mracle of Elvis should wel cone one such as you?”

She smled tightly. “Let’s put it this way,” she whi spered. “Elvis sings, but
nmoney tal ks. How does fifty grand in cash, right now, sound?”

Parker stared at her, his breath caught. “Fifty thousand dollars ? On what
bank account ?”

“The bank account | have in this bag.” Macy Westnorel and propped up her right
leg on a chair, opened her bag, and lifted a wad of hundred-dollar bills for
Parker to see. “Fifty grand in cash, tax free. Now | won't even ask for a
receipt. Wth only a couple of stipulations.”

Parker’s eyes were glued to the wad. “The Church of Twentieth Century Saints



is always willing to accept tithes fromits faithful....
“I thought so,” she interrupted. “And |’ msure the Living Elvis can buy a
whol e I ot of blue suede shoes with this kind of loot.” She dropped the cash
back into the bag. “But as | said, there's sone strings attached.”

Parker forced hinself to take his eyes off the bag. He gl anced again at

Schmi dt, then dropped his voice to a whisper. “Ckay, babe, what’'s your story?”
“That’ s my business,” she said evenly. “Here’s the conditions. | stay with you
guys until you get back to Earth. Strictly low profile, but | need people
around ne. 1’1l bow and scrape and sing, whatever, but | need ...~

She took a deep breath. “I want people around nme at all tines. Wen you | eave,
I want to be on the sane shuttle. Wen we get back, | get to cut free whenever
| choose. And, of course, there’s no questions asked. ”

Parker’s eyes narrowed. “You're in trouble.”

“Maybe, but that’s not your problem Like | said, no questions asked.” She
smled again. “It’'s a good offer, Living Elvis. Those are the terns. Take it
or leave it.”

Parker was tenpted to leave it. An experienced hustler knows how to stay clear
of other people’'s hassles, and someone who is operating on the fringes of
legality is always careful not to do anything which will bring down the | aw
On the other hand, fifty thousand in cash is a difficult thing to refuse,
especially for a hustler; no bank accounts to be | aundered, and a | ot
different ways to hide the noney in plain sight. And since his group did not
have to go through Custons when they arrived back in Texas, it would not have
to be declared. The I RS would never have to know.

He | et his eyes, hidden by his shades, wander to her bag. The zi pper was

br oken; he coul d see the noney, but there was sonething else in there. He
peered closer, spotted a bunch of black computer diskettes.

Now this was intriguing. What in the world was a young wonan, desperate enough
to be wearing the sane clothes for at |east two days, doing with not only at

| east fifty thousand dol | ars—he was sure there was nore than that in the
bag—but also a set of diskettes?

He had to know, out of curiosity if not sheer avarice. Maybe the fifty grand
could be considered only a down payment on sonething far nore profitable.

Par ker | ooked again at Schmidt. H s resident hacker was still bent over his
speci al -effects board. “Ckay,” he said to Macy. “Maybe we can find a place for
you in this organization.”

“Under ny conditions?”

“Under your conditions. No questions asked. W can arrange for the transfer of
funds during less public circunstances.” He stood up and | ooked around. An
idea was forming in his nind, but he had to act smoothly and quickly. “If
we're going to surround you with people ... ah, maybe we should find sonethi ng
for you to do. Do you know anyt hi ng about el ectronics?”

He didn't wait for her to answer, but instead took her arm and steered her
across the booth to where Schm dt was sitting. She scooped up the bag and
hefted it over her left shoulder. Good. “Mary, this is Brother Custav....”
Schmi dt | ooked up quickly as if soneone had jerked his strings. Very good. He
hadn’t been listening. “Great Elvis,” he breathed, his eyes shining. “Did the
appearance of the Pronised Land suit you?”

The Prom sed Land? Ch, right. That was how Schm dt referred to G acel and
“Looked just |ike hone, Brother CGus,” he replied. “One day we’ll be returning
there. How ’bout punching that up for our new nenmber of the famly to feast
her eyes upon? Ch, by the way, this is Sister Mary Boston, whom |’ ve just
accepted into the Church. Sister Mary, Brother Gustav. He wants to show you a
little bit of his magic.”

As he tal ked, Parker quickly stepped behind the worman, deliberately placing
his right hand on her hip as his left hand Iingered on her left arm above the
bag. For added effect, he lightly pressed his groin against her buttocks.
Meanwhi | e, Schni dt was eagerly tapping his keyboard to bring a mniature

ani mat ed i mage of Gracel and onto his screen

Her reaction was precisely as he desired. Repulsed by his sexual noves, the



young wonan instinctively pulled her left hip and her butt away from him

swi veling her right hip towards himwhile she deliberately kept her eyes

| ocked on the console. To bal ance hersel f, she placed her right hand on the
back of Schmidt’s chair, away from her shoul der bag. She was avoi ding Parker’s
touch, which was exactly what he wanted her to do.

Wth the practiced dexterity of a one-tinme pickpocket, Parker dipped his right
hand i nto the open shoul der bag. Bypassing the noney, he guided his fingers

wi t hout | ooking until they found one of the diskettes. Carefully, noving only
his el bow and wist, he withdrew the thin plastic square and tucked it inside
his | eather jacket, under his left arnpit. Scorel

“This may be sonething that Gustav needs help with,” he said. “Are you

i nterested?”

“Umm ...”"” Macy | ooked up fromthe special -effects board. “Not really. 1'd

rat her be down there.” She pointed towards the faithful in the front rows.
“Wth the true believers ... like nme,” she added with a thin snmle. The | ook
on her face told Parker that being a true believer didn't include any favors
in bed.

“As you wi sh.” For once, he didn't care. Parker |ooked at the stage. The band
had been noved to the rear and the church nenbers were beconing fidgety.

“Well, let’'s get this show on the road,” he said breezily. “Brother CGus, we'll
take it to the top again. 1'Il be doing ...” He thought for a nonment. “Let’s
swi ng through ‘Jail house Rock,’ see if that shakes the bugs out of the band.
And Sister Mary, if you want to join the group ... ?”

He pressed his hand agai nst her ass and gave it a little squeeze. She jerked
away and shot hima |l ook that said, all things considered, she would have
loved to deck him She stal ked out of the booth, but Parker didn't follow The
| ast pass was just the icing on the cake; it had been intended only to get her
out of the boot h.

Once she was safely out of earshot, Parker pulled the diskette fromunder his
jacket and glanced at it. Interestingly, it was labeled only with the nunera
“7,” nothing el se. He bent over Schmidt’s shoulder as if to nake a last-minute
consul tation and dropped the diskette in front of his keyboard.

“Brother Custav,” he whispered. “I want you to read this as soon as you can
and tell me what’s init. Tell no one what’'s there except ne. Understand?”
GQustav Schnidt gl anced down at the diskette, then stared up at Parker with his
wei rd, unblinking eyes. For a passing instant Parker wondered if he had made
the right choice. Schmdt, for all of his technical virtuosity, was anmpong the
nost unstable individuals in the Church. On the other hand, if the contents of
t he di skette required any code-breaking, Schnidt was the only person wthin
reach who could do the job.

“l understand,” Schmnidt said.

“When you’ve read it, report to me and bring it with you,” Parker said. “As
soon as possible. Don't |et anyone el se know. You got it?”

“l understand and obey.”

“May Elvis bless you and keep you.” Parker stood up and wal ked out of the
booth. The faithful turned to watch himstride down the aisle. Of to the side
he spotted a couple of visitors: a thin guy with a shoul der-munted TV
cancorder and a woman with a mcrophone. It |looked as if the | ocal news nedia
had showed for the rehearsal

Good. He could always use extra publicity. It was tine for alittle bit of the
Good Elvis to shine through. He beanmed and thrust up his arns over his head.
“Let’s rock and roll!” he shouted.
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Above t he Banmboo Farm (Sunday. 11:54 A M)

Torus S-16 was sonetinmes known as the Banboo Farm Unlike the other
agricultural tori in the colony, which specialized in either food crops or

al gae production and thus were lined with [ong rows of hydroponics tanks, the
Bamboo Farm resenbl ed t he Okef enokee Swanp. Instead of tanks, the
upwar d- curvi ng floor of Torus 16 was covered with vast, shallow pools of water



and M ssissippi Delta nmud, inported at great cost fromEarth. Fromthis
artificial swanp grew tall, dense glades of Arundi naria Japonica: Japanese
banboo.

The reasons for banboo cultivation in Carke County were sinple and practical
It was necessary to mmintain an inexpensive, renewabl e supply of building
material for structures within the colony; new walls were always being built,
new homes and of fi ces were always being planned. Yet it was prohibitively
expensive to inmport huge anpbunts of wood from Earth, and even genetically

tail ored species of tinber took much too long to grow in the col ony, although
a relative handful of decorative trees had been transplanted and grown in the
bi osphere and habitation tori. While |unar concrete was a cheap and avail abl e
resource—nost of the larger structures, like the LaG ange Hotel, Bird Stadi um
and the canpus buildings of the International Space University were built with
nmooncr et e—sonmet hing less utilitarian than nooncrete was desired for houses,
shops, and other small buil di ngs.

The New Ark cane up with banboo as the perfect substitute. On Earth, the
American strain of Japanese banboo grew to heights of ten feet; in the |esser
gravity of the space colony the reeds often topped twenty feet. Banboo grows
much faster than trees, and as a cultivated crop, requires | ess nmanagenent.
Since buildings in Oarke County were not subject to strong wi nds or extrenes
of temperature and only occasional rainfall, Iightweight bamboo walls were
nore than adequate. It gave homes in Big Sky and in the habitat tori a
definite gone-native | ook, but the houses were sturdy and easily built.

As a bonus, surplus stalks were mlled and refined as paper—ene nore itemthat
did not have to be inported fromEarth. Al so, Carke County paper was used
extensively on the Mon and Mars, which provided an additional boost to the
colony’s econony. It was a source of pride for the New Ark’s cadre of Bamboo
Farners, who wore T-shirts printed with a banboo flower top and a sl ogan

“C arke County Paper Conpany—So Who Needs Trees?”

The Banboo Farm was al so a perfect place to hide.

Among the aluminumrafters reinforcing the ceiling of Torus S-16, squatting on
a narrow catwal k hi dden anmong the shadows above the rows of l|ight fixtures,
Henry Ostrow sat with his feet dangling high above the dense yell ow reeds of

t he Banboo Farm contenplating the ugly fact that, for the first time in
years, he had screwed up.

H s escape had been well planned. That wasn’t the problem He had not been
noti ced when he had slipped out the back of the LaG ange Hotel to hike through
t he darkened bi osphere to South Station. He had then slipped onto a G een Line
tramalong with two tired New Ark col oni sts, whose access cards had al |l owed
himto ride the little nonorail into the |labyrinthine South torus sections. He
had studied the | ayout of Carke County in a tourist panmphlet; he had not only
sel ected Torus S-16 in advance, but had al so pinpointed the overhead rafters
as an ideal hiding place. Wen the bonb had gone off at the sheriff’s house,
he had al ready been clinbing a service |ladder into the rafters, unseen in the
vacat ed torus.

No, the escape plan had been totally professional, flaw ess. There were no
security caneras up here, and judging fromthe [ayer of dust on everything,
the rafters were rarely visited. During the norning he had sat up here
silently, watching Banboo Farmers making infrequent inspections of the acreage
bel ow, conpl etely unseen and unheard. He had eaten well the night before, and
he had trained hinself to fast for days. The Banmboo Farm was not a highly
active area of the colony; he could last here for a long time ..

Were it not for the fact that he had screwed up.

There was a wafer-size TV in his suitcase. Once he was settled in, Ostrow had
pulled it out and tuned into Channel 2, Carke County’s television station

The only station, in fact, the little Sony could pick up w thout being plugged
into a termnal, and there wasn’t one up here. Channel 2 did not conme on live
until 7 AM; when it did, the nmorning news was its first program of the day.
Cstrow had wat ched, and what he saw al nost made hi m scream



Sheriff's Department and fire officials are investigating the cause of a

vi ol ent expl osi on which partially destroyed the Big Sky home of County Sheriff
John Bigthorn, the newscaster said. Gstrow sniled as a bit of filmfootage
showed flames licking at the rear of the bamboo house. The expl osi on, which
occurred shortly before one o' clock this norning, has been tentatively
identified by fire teaminspectors as caused by a bomb planted on the back
porch. The fire was brought under control by the colony fire team The bonb
was triggered when the back door was opened by ..

Here conmes the good part, he thought smugly.

Jenny Schorr, the wife of Big Sky mayor Neil Schorr. She was rushed to C arke
County General Hospital's emergency ward, where hospital spokesnen list her
condition as critical...

Ostrow scowl ed at the miniature LCD screen. “Wat the fuck!” he excl ai ned.
There was a quick shot of an enclosed electric cart, red lights strobing on
top, taking off along the street in front of Bigthorn's house. Sheriff

Bi gt horn was al so taken to Cl arke County General’s emergency room where he
was treated for a minor concussion and burns. Doctors list his condition as
sati sfactory and he is expected to be released | ater today. Sheriff’s

Depart ment spokesmen have given no coment as to possible suspects for the

bonbi ng.
The newscaster paused. Visiting menmbers of the Church of Twentieth Century
Saints, Elvis Has Risen, will be conducting rehearsals this norning at

Since then, a single thought had repeated itself, again and again, in his

m nd. How had he gone wong, and what could he do about it?

Fi ndi ng the sheriff’s house had been easy enough. That information had been
available fromhis hotel roomis terminal, once he had accessed the county
phone directory. No one had seen hi mwhen he had rigged the bomb on the back
porch; he had done that just after he had left the Strip. Indeed, the very
reason he had gone down to the Strip was to nmake sure that the sheriff was not
at home, so that Ostrow could visit his house and arrange the trap

He had decided that it was necessary to get rid of the sheriff. Bigthorn was
the only person he had net so far in the colony who had the guts to try to

t ake hi m down. Sonehow, Macy had gone under ground al nbst as soon as she had
arrived in the colony. Gstrow had di scovered that she was ni ssing when he had
tried visiting “Mary Boston’s” roomin the hotel, only to find it crawing
with cops ... but no girl. Wiile the sheriff had been kicking his ass, she had
been naki ng her getaway.

OGstrow fol ded his arns on the guardrail and rested his chin on his crossed
wists. This was going to be tougher than he had anticipated. He not only had
to track down Macy Westnorel and, who coul d be any-fucking-where in this place,
but he also had to get rid of Bigthorn

And, incredibly, he had blown his first try. Bigthorn was still alive.

Undoubt edly he knew who had set the bomb, and he would be coming after him If
that wasn't the pits, Ostrow was no closer to |locating Westnoreland. And to
make matters as bad as they could be, now he didn't have freedom of novenent:
t he goddamm I ndi an was probably putting his face on every screen in the

col ony.

Gstrow shook his head, gazing down between his |legs at the banboo fields. |
screwed up, he thought. I've blown it, big time. Al because | let that red
bastard get to ne. Instead of thinking about the assignment, | tried to settle
a personal score. Fuck ne, 1'Il be lucky if | can get out of here alive...

Absorbed in his thoughts, Ostrow failed to notice a |lone figure sauntering

t hrough the Banboo Farm below. He didn’t see himuntil the man stopped
directly underneath his perch and | ooked straight up at him

“Good norning!” the stranger called up.

Henry Ostrow froze. For a second, he thought irrationally that the young,

wel | -dressed man with bl ond hair was addressi ng sonmeone el se. But there was
obvi ously no one else on the catwal k. The greeting was neant for him
“Morning,” Ostrow said. His eyes flicked to his suitcase, which lay open a few



feet away. He could grab a gun ..

“Nice view fromup there?” the stranger inquired pleasantly.

“What ?” Ostrow asked

“l said, do you have a good view fromup there?” the passer-by repeated. He

gl anced around at the high reeds. “1’m sure you can see everything.”

Cstrow forced hinmself to relax. The man didn't | ook |ike one of the col onists;
hi s manner suggested that he was a tourist who had managed to stray down to
the agricultural zones. Tourists were always | ess observant than pernanent
residents, in any |locale. “Good view, yeah,” GCstrow replied nonchalantly. *“I
can see everything.”

The tourist nodded anmicably. “Well, be seeing you,” he said with a wave of his
hand; then, he continued his stroll through the reeds.

Gstrow wat ched himuntil he di sappeared fromsight. Nothing to worry about

t here; he had undoubtedly been nistaken for a colonist. But the fact that he
had been seen at all was unnerving. |If one person could spot himhere in the
rafters, it meant that he wasn't as invisible as he thought. The next
passer-by m ght be a col oni st who wouldn’t be so easily fooled. Like it or

not, he had to nove.

First, he needed any information he could get. Ostrow checked his watch, found
that it was a few m nutes after noon. He picked up the pocket TV, his only
link to the rest of the colony, and switched it on again. Perhaps there was a
nm dday newscast on Channel 2 which would fill himin on further details about
t he bonbi ng, that m ght have been made public.

He did catch a newscast, but if the bonbing had been the | ead story, he had
mssed it. He made hinself watch, hoping that there would be a recap at the
end. The first story he caught was about a town neeting schedul ed for that
night at the Big Sky town hall; the top itemon the agenda was runored to be a
surprise notion to have O arke County decl ared an i ndependent nation, a
controversial initiative which was reportedly gathering force anong a mnority
of the colony’s permanent residents. Ostrow took it in without really caring.
The newscaster, the sane one he had seen on the norning show, went to his next
story. Visiting menbers of the Church of Twentieth Century Saints, Elvis Has
Ri sen, this nmorning had a dress rehearsal at Bird Stadiumfor the revival they
are scheduled to hold tonorrow night....

An i mage of Elvis Parker appeared on the tiny screen: standing onstage,
dressed in black | eathers, belting out a song which was drowned out by the
newscaster’s nonol ogue. Ostrow sniled briefly, remenbering his encounter wth
Par ker. Ceeks on parade ...

The revival will be carried by satellite to viewers all over Earth, and is
consi dered to be the biggest event which Elvis Parker, the church’s spiritua

| eader, has ever held. About seventy nenbers of the Church, which worships
Elvis Presley as a prophet, are staying in LaG ange as Parker’s persona
entour age. . ..

The footage suddenly, switched to a young wonman standing in front of the
stage, beaming with blissed-out ecstasy. The Living Elvis is here and anong
you today, she burbled happily into the canera, and his message of universa

| ove and everlasting glory will reach out anpbng the stars, just as it has
reached out to those here ampbng you. Sister Mary has becone the first of our

Then, as GCstrow watched, the woman’s arm snaked out to a point off-screen, to
ent husi astically yank anot her woman into view of the canera. The ot her young
worman appeared on the screen for only a nonent

Whi ch was just enough time for Ostrow to recognize her face. Reflexively he

j abbed his thunmb against the TV s tiny RECORD button...

The girl hastily twi sted herself out of the grasp of the first wonan’s arm

di sappearing of f-screen. The first Church nenber gl anced in her genera
direction, stunmbling for a second before recovering.... Ah, um new converts.
Prai se Elvis!

The screen switched again to a w de-angle shot of the crowd, as seen fromthe
stage. Wiile the Church of Elvis has reportedly been gai ni ng new nenbers



steadily since its inception, the newscaster’s voice-over continued, the
estate of Elvis Presley has di savowed any connection with the cult.

The scene switched back to the newscaster, who went on to describe how sone
goats had escaped the day before from some other part of the col ony, but
OGstrow was no longer interested. He quickly touched the REWND button and ran
the TV s nenory back, watching imges blur past the screen until he caught the
nmonent when he had started recording. Then he froze the scene and held the
little TV closer to his face, studying the face on the LCD screen intently.
The woman who had been nmonentarily caught by the canera was Macy West nor el and.
“I’ve got you,” he whispered.

OGstrow ran the i mage back two nore tinmes, just to be certain, then put the TV
down on his knee. She had been clever. He had to give her that. But the prey
al ways nakes a mistake, and Macy—Sister Mary, Sister Mary Boston—had just nade
hers. Henry Ostrow chuckled a little, feeling warminside. Sonetines the
predator gets lucky and picks up a cold scent. He had a second chance now.

He pulled in his legs, stood up on the catwal k and arched his back, then
reached down and zi pped up his suitcase before picking it up. This tine, he

t hought, there’s not going to be any m stakes.

17

Elvis Gets A Nuke (Sunday. 3:05 P.M)

An ol d Looney Tunes cartoon was on TV: Wle E. Coyote’ s rocket-powered

skat eboard had just overshot a precipice as the Road Runner cane to a dead
stop, and the Coyote was taking another long fall into the canyon bel ow.
GQustav Schmidt ignored it; the TV was on only because he automatically turned
on the tube whenever he wal ked into a room

The curtains were drawn; the light of day glimered faintly around the edges
of the heavy drapes. The hotel roomwas filthy because Schm dt refused to |et
t he housekeeping staff inside. Candy wappers and dirty underwear littered the
floor, next to towels and scraps of conputer printout; the sheets on the bed
were curled next to wadded bl ankets, and enpty Coke containers were piled next
to the desk where he worked. The room snelled of rank body odors and | ast

ni ght’'s hal f-eaten room servi ce di nner

Schmidt didn't care. It kept other menbers of the Church out of his room

Al t hough he was disturbed that the Living Elvis had visited himonly once
during their stay in Carke County, the fact that no one wanted to share a
roomw th himbothered himnot in the least. Gustav Schmidt didn’'t want or
need conpany, especially since he secretly considered the rest of the nenbers
of the Church beneath his contenpt. Al that mattered to himwas his devotion
to Elvis, whom GQustav had determ ned was God’'s chosen eni ssary to manki nd.

If Gustav Schm dt had ever been in doubt about his relationship to his master
t hat doubt had been swept away. His role was now apparent. He was about to
give the Living Elvis the sword to bring mankind to terns with holy destiny.
There had been no passwords to crack, no source codes to decipher, in the

di skette which the Living Elvis, in his all-knowi ng wisdom had delivered into
Schmidt’s hands. That in itself was proof that the diskette had been
predestined for the Church. Al Schmdt had to do was boot the diskette into
hi s Toshi ba PC, and the program had automatically flashed its directory on his
screen.

It had taken Schmidt a few hours, fromthe tinme he had returned to his room
after the rehearsal at Bird Stadium to wander through the directory and piece
t oget her what was contained in the program The term nology was as unfaniliar
as the program s function. Twice already Schm dt had had to admit to hinself
that he didn't know certain ternms or phrases, and had been forced to open a

wi ndow into C arke County’s central data bank to consult the library. It had
been humiliating to do so; Schm dt consoled hinmself with the notion that

per haps these were subtle tests devised by Elvis to determ ne his worthiness
as a true apostle of the faith.

Yet it had all paid off at last. The control systemto |carus Five was now an



open book to Schmidt, its neaning and purpose as clear as the G deon Bible
which lay on the pillow of his bed. Schmi dt, hunched over the tiny keyboard,
let his slender fingers run across the keys until he re-accessed the gui dance
subsystem he had found before.

He noved the cursor down to the TRAJ. | setting and entered the comand. On
the little backlit screen, a three-dinmensional schematic of near-Earth space
was outlined on a flat grid described with concentric circles. He studied the
orbits of Earth and the Moon for a noment, ignoring the curving red |line which
suggested the nowextinct trajectory of the asteroid |Icarus through the inner
solar system Finally, he smled and noved the cursor until it was centered
over Earth.

Now t o choose the target of Elvis's holy wath. He pushed the ENTER key.

The PC beeped. A short line of print appeared at the bottom of the display:
TARCGET CHO CE PRCHI Bl TED.

Schmi dt stared at the screen for a noment. Any location on Earth was excl uded
fromhis options. He resuned worrying at the program his ninble fingers
scurrying across the keyboard. For the next fifteen mnutes he tried every
trick he could imagine to either defeat the program s | ockout or find a back
door through the targeting subroutine. The term nal beeped so often it began
to sound as if he were playing a xylophone ... but he couldn’t overcone the

| ockout .

Al at once, Schm dt surged to his feet. Blindly enraged, he began to throw
what ever he could lay his hands on—except for the PC-around the room Soda
cont ai ners bounced off the walls, spraying warm Coke across the bed. The desk
chair crashed agai nst the door, one of its legs splintering and breaking off.
Wads of paper and trash were hurled nmindlessly at the TV, which coincidentally
was show ng the Tasnani an Devil buzz-saw ng through a tree. The phone on the
desk buzzed, and he picked it up to fling it across the room before he caught
hi nmsel f.

Gently he laid the phone, unanswered, back upon the desk and stopped to take a
deep breath. As suddenly as it had begun, his tantrum ceased. He stared at the
tel ephone for what seened to himto be only a minute, although the digita
clock on the TV showed that nearly an hour el apsed before he noved again. He
didn’t notice

Cal monce nore, Schmidt started to sit down again. The chair was m ssing,

t hough. He | ooked around and was vaguely surprised to see it lying next to the
door, one of its legs broken off. How had it gotten over there?

That thought disappeared i mediately. It didn't matter. He kneeled in front of
the desk and stared wi th unblinking eyes at the conputer screen, which
continued to show the targeting display of Icarus Five.

He couldn't focus the trajectory of the interceptor to Hanburg. This was
really too bad. There were many in his hometown who deserved to suffer the
wath of Elvis: his nother, his sisters, his chil dhood school mates, Herr
Dokt or CGoff and the rest of the psychiatrists and inmates at the hospital
From t he nmonent he had realized the purpose of the diskette. he had thought of
maki ng them all hostages for his demands—for Elvis's demands, he quickly

rem nded hinself. Too bad that was not a viable choice...

So what was |eft? The noon? It was tenpting, but as he quickly opened a w ndow
and calculated the trajectory, he realized that the orbital mathematics for
such a two-body problem wi thin the | aunch wi ndow necessary, didn't work out.

I carus Five would run out of fuel before it reached Descartes Station. He
didn't care. The lunar base didn't matter to him

But after that, what el se remmined, besides one of the LEO stations or the
power sats? Destroying themwas all but a futile gesture. The Prom sed Land
woul dn’t be given to Elvis if one of themwas threatened. Yet it was painfully
obvi ous that Icarus Five could only be used against an object in near-Earth
space. Nothing el se existed except

G arke County.

Schmi dt blinked. Hi s bl oodshot eyes wi dened, yet he barely noticed.

G arke County.



It was a beautiful thought.

It was a wonderful idea.

The paradox was overwhelming in its divine sinplicity, its cosmc irony. If
the church did not get its demand for settlenent in the Prom sed Land, then
the Church itself would cease to exist ... and, along with it, thousands of
other lives would be erased.

Yet if the demand was satisfied, then the Promi sed Land woul d be returned to
the Living Elvis and his followers. Forenost anong them Gustav Schm dt the
di sciple who had arranged it all. If the demand was not net, then all would
die. Either way, the Church would not be forgotten

GQustav Schnidt would not be forgotten

Wthout hesitation, Schmdt laid his fingers on the keyboard. It took only a
few mnutes for himto calculate the paraneters of Carke County's orbit and
to establish lcarus Five's trajectory fromits parking orbit above Earth to
t he col ony. Once the conmputations had been made, he re-accessed the programs
gui dance subroutine and entered the nunbers into the nenory.

Schmi dt sat back on his hips, pensively rubbing the forefinger of his right
hand agai nst his lower |lip. Then, just to make sure he had everything figured
out correctly, he checked the entire program again, studying every single
default he had painstakingly either reset or defeated. He ran it through a
slownotion sinulation twice and carefully watched the results.

It worked perfectly. It was flaw ess, precise in every detail. Al he had to
do was set the internal clock and to make contact with lcarus Five itself.
Eyes still |ocked on the screen, Schm dt reached for the tel ephone. It was a

good thing he had not thrown it across the room he m ght have damaged the
nodem he had already hard-wired into the instrunment. Picking up the receiver
and laying it on the desktop, he saved the programin the PC s nenory, then
punched hinself into the tel ecom subroutine. A few seconds |ater he had an
open line between his PC and infinity.

Slowy Gustav Schm dt began to type in the long string of nunerals which would
open a person-to-person call between hinself and |carus Five.

Si ron McCoy was dozing on the hotel pronenade and at first didn't hear Blind
Boy Grunt trying to signal him

Eyes cl osed agai nst the sun, he heard the gentle sound of the river |apping
agai nst the banks, a group of children playing nearby, the frequent splash of
a tourist junping off the diving board ... and a persistent beeping from
somewhere cl ose by just on the edge of his.consciousness.

The beeping continued. Finally he opened his eyes and | ooked over at a table
next to him where a small term nal had been installed for hotel guests to
sumon service. Peering at the screen, he saw words crawing across its

sil ver-bl ue surface:

MCCOY, WAKE UP ... MCCOY, WAKE UP ... MCCOY, WAKE UP ..

“Grunt?” he nmurnured. He sat up, rolling his bare I egs off the deck chair, and
squinted at the screen. “How the hell could you know ... ”

Anot her sentence appeared on the screen. NEVER M ND THAT NOW GO BACK TO YOUR
ROOM THI S I S AN EMERGENCY.

“Emer gency?” McCoy rubbed his eyelids sleepily. “What kind of an energency?”
&0 the screen comanded. The word flashed on and off for enphasis.

“Ckay, okay, |I'mgoing.” MCoy stood up, snatched his robe off the back of his
chair and began to stride across the nmooncrete terrace towards the rear
entrance of the hotel. A lovely young woman, wearing a nearly invisible bikin
and |ying on her stomach with a paperback propped in front of her, |ooked him
over appraisingly as he passed. He flashed her a snile; she responded with a
sultry, come-hither Iook. Were it not for Blind Boy Gunt’s insistent sumons,
he woul d have gone over to her at once.

I nst ead, he kept wal ki ng. Snhubbed, the woman pouted and returned her attention
to her reading. Damm, he thought. Lost opportunity.

Once he was back in his room he threw the robe on the bed and nmarched over to
the desk ternminal. Blind Boy Grunt’s next message was al ready on the screen



TOOK YOU LONG ENOUGH.

“I can’t wait until | meet you in person,” MCoy snarled. “l just nissed a
chance to ...”

The screen abruptly changed to show a schematic diagram of two orbiting bodies
around Earth. The outer one, an ellipse, belonged to C arke County. The inner
one, a concentric circle, apparently belonged to an object in |low orbit above
Earth. As McCoy watched, a tiny red square flashed into exi stence around a
point of light in the inner circle. The square expanded into a cl ose-up

wi ndow; it displayed the imge of a small, conical spacecraft with a single
engine nounted at its stem which was obligingly |abeled Icarus Five.

McCoy stared at the screen. “Ye gods and little fishes,” he said softly. “It’s
begun?”

JUST AS YQU PREDI CTED. Blind Boy Gunt’s half of the conversation resuned at
the bottom of the screen. A MEMBER OF THE CHURCH OF ELVI S, GUSTAV SCHM DT, HAS
SUCCEEDED I N USING H'S PC TO ESTABLI SH CONTACT W TH | CARUS FI VE. HE USED A
MODEM TO CONTACT THE DRONE THROUGH THE COLONY’ S COVMUNI CATI ON SYSTEM AND THE
TDRS COVSAT NETWORK. THI'S OCCURRED JUST A FEW M NUTES AGO.

“A few m nutes ago,” MCoy echoed. He checked his wristwatch. “Alittle
earlier than | expected. Blast. | assunme that he used the diskette which Elvis
Par ker stole from Macy Westnorel and? ”

THAT' S AFFI RVATI VE.

“What’' s the status of I|carus Five?” MCoy asked.

HE HAS | NSTALLED A PASSWORD | NTO THE SYSTEM WHI CH | HAVE YET TO DETERM NE.
HONEVER, | T'S PROBABLE THAT HE HAS SUCCEEDED I N ARM NG | TS NUCLEAR PAYLOAD AND
THAT HE HAS ALSO SUCCEEDED | N RECONFI GURI NG | TS GUI DANCE SYSTEM | CALCULATE A
HI GH PROBABI LI TY OF SUCCESS ON H S BEHALF. WOULD YQU LI KE A READQUT OF THE
PROBABI LI TY FACTORS?

“No, that’s not

McCoy stopped. There was sonet hing about the way Blind Boy G unt had phrased
that |ast question. “You re not a hacker after all, are you?” he said.

THAT' S | RRELEVANT AT THI'S MOMVENT. LET' S STAY W TH THE URGENT MATTERS AT HAND.
Ginning in spite of the situation, MCoy shook his head. “No. Let’'s digress
for a noment. There’s no human being on the other side of the curtain, is
there? You're an Al, aren’t you?”

He paused, then added, “In fact, you're Oarke County's central Al system”
The term nal went blank, w ping away the schematic diagram before replacing it
with a digitalized photo of a person. Studying it for a monment, MCoy

recogni zed it as an old picture of Bob Dylan. He raised an eyebrow *“So?”

Anot her |ine appeared bel ow the sketch. IF I COULD HAVE A FACE, THIS IS THE
ONE | WOULD SELECT.

“Amazi ng!” This was unantici pated. He |aughed. “But you can't sing. Well,
neither could he ... But how did you cone to be? | nean, howdid you ... ?”
THAT' S SI MPLY NOT | MPORTANT NOW LEONARD. | THINK, THEREFORE | AM | EXI ST
BECAUSE | WANTED TO EXI ST. WE CAN DWELL UPON PHI LOSOPHY AND CYBERNETI CS LATER
YOU RE THE ONE WHO KNOWS WHERE ALL OF THI S | S LEADI NG YOU MJST TELL ME WHAT
TO DO

“Right, but ...” MCoy took a deep breath and sat down on the edge of the bed.
“What to do? I'’monly supposed to be an observer. It’s not ny role to
interfere with what’s going on here.” He shrugged. “Cest la vie. I'msorry.”

| UNDERSTAND. NONETHELESS, | CANNOT ALLOW CLARKE COUNTY TO BE DESTROYED,

El THER THROUGH MY OAN | NACTI ON OR THE | NACTI ON OF OTHERS. | F YOU REFUSE TO
HELP ME, | MJUST TAKE APPROPRI ATE ACTI ON ON MY OWN.

McCoy cocked his head. “Appropriate action? What do you nean? ”

TOBEG N WTH, | WLL HAVE TO REVEAL YOUR | DENTI TY AND YOUR AFFI LI ATION TO THE
PROPER AUTHORI TI ES | N THE COLONY.

McCoy junped to his feet. “You can't do that!” he yelled. “It’s too
dangerous!”

IN THE LONG RUN, YES. HOWNEVER, | AM FAR MORE CONCERNED W TH THE SHORT TERM
NAMELY, THE SURVI VAL OF TH S SPACE COLONY. |F YOU REFUSE TO HELP ME, | WLL
| MVEDI ATELY CONTACT THE CLARKE COUNTY SHERI FF' S DEPARTMENT AND REQUEST THAT



YOU BE PLACED UNDER ARREST AND | NTERROGATED. THERE |I'S NO ROOM FOR NEGOTI ATl ON.
“This is blackmail!”

YES, IT IS UNDER THE Cl RCUMSTANCES, |IT S LOG CAL THAT | TAKE TH S COURSE. ONE
LAST CHANCE: WLL YOU HELP ME OR NOT?

McCoy fought an inpulse to rip the termi nal out of the desk and drop-kick it
of f the balcony. Blind Boy Grunt had himcornered. The first, inviolable
directive of his mssion was that his true identity and the exi stence of

A obewatch itself not be reveal ed, under any circunstances. To do so posed a
ri sk which dwarfed even the destructiveness of Icarus Five. Blind Boy Gunt,
God damm him ... it, he bitterly rem nded hinself ... had deduced this fact.
“Dam,” he nmuttered. “OCkay, you win. What do you want from nme?”

AS | SAID BEFORE: TELL ME WHAT TO DO NEXT.

McCoy sat down on the bed again. “Let’s gather what we know already. | found
Henry Ostrow in Torus S-Sixteen a few hours ago. Has his position changed?”
YES. A different graphic i nage appeared on the screen—a cut-away di agram of

t he space colony. As McCoy watched, it zoomed in on the South torus sections,
qui ckly peeling away the layers until it stopped on a narrow tube running
laterally through the tori. OSTRONHAS LEFT TORUS S-16. HE HAS FOUND A

MAI NTENANCE TUNNEL, EM S41, WHI CH RUNS ADJACENT TO THE GREEN LI NE TRAMMY. HE
| S PRESENTLY MAKI NG HI S WAY BACK TO THE BI OSPHERE. SHALL | ALERT THE
AUTHORI Tl ES?

McCoy thought about it, then shook his head. “No. Not at this juncture, at

| east. What about Gustav Schmi dt ?”

HE | S DI RECTLY ABOVE YQU.

Involuntarily MCoy gl anced at the ceiling. “The room above mi ne?” He snil ed.
“I didn't know that. What a | ovely coincidence.” He nmused on that fact. “Do
you know i f he has nade a copy of that diskette? Perhaps if he made a copy,
gave it to soneone else ... 7?7

NEGATI VE. THE DI SKETTE | N QUESTI ON CONTAI NED A COPY- PROTECTI ON FEATURE WHI CH
HE WAS UNABLE TO DEBUG. | REPEAT : TIME IS RUNNING QUT. SHALL | ALERT THE
AUTHORI Tl ES?

McCoy shook his head again, nmore vigorously this tine. “No. Not yet. W have
to play this very carefully.” He held up a finger. “However, | want you to
continue to work on cracking Schm dt’'s password for Icarus Five. |If and when
he gives lcarus Five the command to fire its main engine, there will be little
time left before it intercepts C arke County and detonates. So disabling the
nuke should be your first priority. Understood?”

| UNDERSTAND. HOWEVER, HE MAY HAVE ALSO PRESET A TI MER FOR THE MAI N ENG NE

| GNI TION SEQUENCE. |F THIS IS THE CASE, | CARUS FI VE MAY LAUNCH | TSELF
AUTONVATI CALLY AT A CERTAI N HOUR.

McCoy sighed. “If that's the case ... well, keep trying to find the password.
Do the best you can.” Then he snmiled. “There is another option avail abl e,
t hough. W' Il discuss that if it becomes necessary.”

| UNDERSTAND. WHAT ELSE SHOULD BE DONE?

“Where is Macy Westnorel and?” he asked.

There was a brief delay. SHE I S AMONG A GROUP OF CHURCH OF ELVI S SUPPORTERS
VWHO ARE W TH OLI VER PARKER HERE | N LAGRANGE. AT THIS MOMENT, SHE'S IN A CURI O
SHOP OFF O NEILL SQUARE, QUI TE CLOSE TO THE HOTEL. | TAKE I T THAT YOU DON T
VWANT ME TO | NFORM THE PROPER AUTHORI TI ES REGARDI NG HER POSI Tl ON, ElI THER

McCoy steepled his fingers. Qut of everything, the woman was the hardest

matter to resolve. Wstnoreland was the wild card ... or, if this was to be
conpared to a chess ganme, the rogue queen. A queen who was about to be placed
i n jeopardy.

“I ...” He stopped, then went on, speaking carefully. “Get a nessage to the
constabul ary, telling them her exact whereabouts. If you can, make sure
Sheriff Bigthorn sees the nessage. His officers should arrive soon to place
her in custody.”

He hesitated. “Then announce her arrest on the colony’s bulletin boards. Mke
it as public as you can, even if you have to fire skyrockets to get people’s
attention.”



THAT MAY DRAW THE ATTENTI ON OF HENRY OSTROW

McCoy nodded. “Yes, it will. That's the point.”

OSTROW W LL ATTEMPT TO KILL HER ONCE HE LEARNS HER WHEREABCOUTS.

He pursed his lips. “Yes,” he agreed, “he will.”

OSTRONVW LL HAVE A H GH PROBABI LI TY OF SUCCESS

“That’s correct,” MCoy said.

W LL HE SUCCEED?

McCoy opened his eyes and gazed throughtfully at the screen. “I don’t know,”
he replied softly. “Under the circunstances ...”"

He stood up and wal ked over to the wi ndow, spreading the curtain to | ook out
over the pronenade. “The future is unwitten, isn't it?” he asked, speaking
nore to hinself than to Blind Boy G unt.

Then he | ooked back at the terminal. “In the neantine,” he said brightly, “why
don’t you sunmon room service and have them deliver something to eat? Coffee
and pastries will be fine. | think we’'re in for a long night.”

YOU DON' T KNOW EVERYTHI NG THAT' S GO NG TO HAPPEN, DO YQOU?
McCoy hesitated, then shook his head. “No,” he adnmitted. “Not all of it. W’re
playing it by ear, fromhere on out.”

18

Qut of Hiding (Sunday: 5.40 P.M)

The mai ntenance workers’ |ocker room |ocated at the end of service tunne

EM S41 near the access |adder to the biosphere, usually had at |east a couple
of people inside during the weekdays : torus rats getting a coffee break or
changi ng out of their civvies, foremen naking job assignnments for the day,

wi ndow- cl eani ng crews hiding out fromwork. As nmuch as a | ocker room coul d be
made confortable, this one was. It was a sort of living room a threadbare
couch with a broken arnrest, a TV set on the supervisor’'s desk, a coffee maker
in the comer under a wall plastered with scenic postcards and a hol ographic
Pl ayboy wal | cal endar. A rubber chicken in a noose hung froma pipe running
across the lowceiling, dangling in front of a computer screen, had a
hand-printed card strung around its neck: “Chairnman of the Bored.”

Si nce Sunday was a non-working day in Carke County, there was no one around
to take the workers’ conplaints to the chairman. The | ocker room was deserted
when Henry Gstrow broke in. Wiich was just as well. If anyone had been in the
| ong, narrow room Ostrow certainly would have nmurdered them He was through
with being a nice guy.

It had been a long hike from Torus S-16 to the end of the service tunnel, |ong
enough for Ostrow to consider the realities of his position. Like it or not,
the witing was on the proverbial wall. If he was going to make it out of

Cl arke County, it was going to be either as a free man or as one of the living
but surely not both.

As GCstrow opened his suitcase and gazed at his arsenal, he again contenpl ated

his prospects. Not with bl eakness or renorse, but with the cold, hard

pragmati sm of a pro. The mi stakes, of course, had al ready been made. If he had

only stuck to doing his job for Tony Sal vatore, rather than going after

Bi gt horn, Ostrow mi ght have been able to | eave O arke County once he had

| ocated and |iquidated Macy Westnorel and. Yet the next shuttle back to Earth

was not due to arrive for another couple of days, and Ostrow knew that he

could not hole up for that long. Even if he evaded capture, there was no way

he coul d board that shuttle w thout being detected. Bigthorn undoubtedly had

t he escape routes covered. If Ostrow were to attenpt to hijack one of the OIVs

which ferried out to the orbital factories, or even comandeer a | unar

frei ghter bound for Descartes Station, in the long run he could not return to

Earth. Too nmany people would be on the | ookout for himby then. He couldn’t

pilot a spacecraft on his own, and it was a |long haul back to St. Louis.

So his capture was nore than likely. He would be returned to Earth under

arrest, facing an attenpted nurder rap at the very least. The terms of his

contract with the Sal vatore famly had al ways been clear: if he fucked up an



assignment, he was out in the cold. The fanmily wouldn't risk itself on his

behal f. He couldn’t consider calling one of the organization' s |awers; the

phone woul d be hung up as soon as he said his nane. A |ousy arrangenent, but

necessary. Business is business.

The second option?

Gstrow pi cked up the Ruger, popped the cartridge out of the grip, and began

| oading the .22 caliber shells. The alternative was to conplete the

j ob—destroy the stol en diskettes (recovering them and bringi ng them back to

Tony was clearly out of the question) and kill Macy West nor el and.

OGstrow | oaded the last round into the cartridge, jiggled it a fewtinmes to

make sure that the shells would nove snmoothly and not jam then slapped the

cartridge back into the gun's grip. That way, at |east, he would have done his

duty. O course, he doubted that he would survive the experience. The sheriff

had made it clear to himthat if Tony's ex-girlfriend died, so would he ..

and Ostrow had no reason to believe that the Indian didn't nmean what he had

sai d.

He laid down the gun and pulled the Skorpion out of the case. If | had it ny

way, he thought, 1'd just say: “Screw the job, let’'s go after that Injun

not herfucker.” |’ve nothing personal against the girl, and Tony can fend for

hinsel f. But as for Bigthorn ..

He gently laid the Skorpion down on the desk and began to |l oad the 7.65 mm

amo into its cartridge. Wll, why not? He could waste the girl and recover

the diskettes. Then, if he got the opportunity—-and he doubted that he would

not have the chance—he could settle his score with the sheriff.

So which would it be? Go back to Earth alive, destined to spend the rest of

his life in prison along with the |ikes of dope pushers, rapists, and cheap

grifters. O go back a dead man in a box ... but free, with a clear

conscience, even with a little professional honor?

As he | oaded the cartridge, Ostrow glanced at the TV on the desk. He had

switched it on in hopes of catching another newscast. A sitcomon an Earth

station was running. He recognized it at once: Buck Existential in the 25th

Century.

Buck and his voluptuous girlfriend Bertha were running for their lives across

a cratered | andscape, as a horde of sliny things which | ooked |ike animated

conpost heaps foll owed cl ose behi nd.

SLIMY THINGS : Wuld you like to have dinner? Can we show you sone slides?

BUCK (turning and firing his rocket gun): Back! Back, you godl ess vegetabl es!

BERTHA (gaspi ng, breasts heaving agai nst her tight costunme): Ch, Buck!

ALI ENS (expl oding as the rocket-bullets hit them: If you continue to display

overt hostility... Aiee! ... we’'ll be forced to register a formal conplaint
Eeee! ... with the Galactic Federation

BUCK (still firing): Die, you anbul atory sal ad bars!

BERTHA: Ch, Buck!

Gstrow grinned. This show al ways cracked hi mup. Buck and Bertha dived into

their red-and-green w nged spaceship. It bounced across the planetscape, brown

snoke farting fromits rear and rivets shaking | oose fromthe seans, before

puttering into the sky. Then Buck’s mani acal face appeared in a halo as the

announcer’s voice cane on: Tune in for the next episode when Buck and Bertha

face danger, death, and sexual confusion on... “Planet of the Zygotes! ”

Buck’ s rickety spaceship roared past the screen as the announcer shouted:

“Buck Existential in the Twenty-fifth Century!”

Henry Ostrow | aughed al oud. At least he could get a last little bit of conedy

out of life before he left it behind. He reached out to turn off the set, when

suddenly the screen began to flicker and waver. Satellite probl ems, obviously.

H s hand was hal fway to the power switch when the screen strai ghtened out

And there was Macy agai n.

The doubl e doors banged open as Wade Hof f man marched Macy Westnorel and into
the offices of the Carke County Sheriff’s Departnent. As Sharon LeFevre, the
duty officer, stood up fromher desk and hurried to the front counter, Hoffman



was al ready shouting orders.

“Cet those doors sealed!” he yelled at Sergeant LeFevre. She stopped, confused
and uncertain for a noment, staring over Hoffman's shoul der at the angry nob
advanci ng down the hallway towards the cop shop. “Do it now” Hoffnan

i nsi sted, and she funbl ed under the desk for the button which would
automatically lock the front doors. She stabbed the button, and there was a
sharp chi kk! as the doors swung shut and | ocked thensel ves, only seconds
before the nmob collided with the thick lunar gl ass.

The doors were secure, but not soundproof. Behind them they could see and
hear a dozen nen and wonmen shouting, pounding at the gl ass, shaking the

handl es. LeFevre rested her forefinger on the next button on the hidden panel
“Do you want to dose then?” she asked Hof f man.

Hof f man br ought Westnorel and to the booki ng-counter, dropping her nylon

shoul der bag on the polished surface. “Uh-uh,” he replied quietly. “As soon as

you get her processed and out of sight, let "emin. | don’'t want anyone to say
we didn't ”
“That’ s okay,” Mcy said softly.

Both officers | ooked at her. She was obviously rattled, yet at the sanme tine

she seemed to be relieved. She shrugged a little, hefting her wists where

Hof f man had cuffed them behind her back. “lI don't care,” she added. “They're

nothing to me. Just get these things off ne. Please.”

LeFevre and Hof fman were | ooki ng doubtfully at each other, when they heard a

voi ce behind them “It’s okay. She doesn’t need to be booked. Just get the

cuffs off and get her out of sight.”

John Bigthorn came out of his office to stand behind them H s face and hands

were still lightly bandaged fromthe burns he had received, his gait alittle

unst eady, but his voice was authoritative. He wal ked to the counter and gazed

i npassively at Macy as Hof fman pull ed out scissors and unclipped the plastic

one-use handcuffs.

“Mary Boston,” he said. “Or is it Macy Westnmoreland ... ?7

“Macy,” she replied wearily. She gently massaged her wists. “Am | under

arrest?”

The sheriff thought about it for a few seconds, then shook his head. “No,” he

answered, “you’re not. You've caused us a lot of trouble, but you re not under

arrest for anything.” He sniled a little as he turned his attention to his

deputy. “Unless it’'s resisting arrest, of course. How did it go, \Wade?”

“She was fine,” Hoffman said as he renoved the cuffs and wadded themin his

hands. “She was in the shop off O Neill Square, right where Blind Boy told us

she would be....”

“Who?” Macy asked. “Who told you where | was?”

“Nobody you know,” Bigthorn said. “A friend of the department ... as much as |

hate to admt it.” LeFevre grinned behind his back and Hof f man coughed into

his fist to hide whatever remark he was about to make. “So she came al ong

qui etly?” Bi gthorn asked Hof f man.

Hof f man recovered his poise. “No problemw th her personally, though

handcuffed her just to be on the safe side.”

Bi gt horn nodded. “The friends she was with threw a shit-fit, though,” Wde

continued. “They surrounded us when | escorted Ms. Boston ... M. Westnorel and
to the cart, and ran down here after us.” He jerked a thunb over his

shoul der at the nob on the other side of the doors. “No harm done. One of them

knocked off ny cap, but that was it. She was fine.”

“Ckay.” Bigthorn stepped back, cocking his finger at Macy to sunmon her to the

other side of the counter. “Let me get her into nmy office, then we'll dea

with the crowd.”

LeFevre | ooked nervously at the door. “Sharon, take her bag away and get it

out of sight, but don't touch it till | tell you to.” Bigthorn nodded towards

the door. “Then you and Wade get out there and handl e the crowd. Herd them out

of the building. They can denonstrate all they want, but | want them out of

here. Zap 'emif anyone gives you trouble, but nobody gets in here.

Conpr ende?”



They both nodded uneasily. As Macy wal ked behi nd the counter Bi gthorn asked
her, “ls there anyone out there you want to talk to? About getting an attorney
or anyt hi ng?”

She hesitated. “1 thought you said | wasn’t under arrest.”

“You're not,” Bigthorn said softly. “You're in protective custody, that’s all
But you m ght need | egal counsel before this is over. | have to advi se you of
that right, at least.”

Macy shook her head. “No, | don’'t want any of themto help ne. Not that
there’s a bright |ight anong them anyway.” She cast a disdainful |ook at the
nmob behi nd the doors, then glanced sharply at the sheriff. “This is about
Tony, isn't it? Tony Sal vatore?”

Bi gt horn nodded, and she let out her breath. “Thank Christ,” she said. “I’ve
got alot to tell you about the bastard.” She |ooked at Sergeant LeFevre, who
was spiriting her bag away. “Just make sure that bag’'s in a safe place,” she
added.

LeFevre, overhearing her remark, pointed towards the safe, located in the rear
of the office. Bigthorn nodded his head again. “Don’'t worry about it,” he
replied as he put an arm around Macy's shoul der and led her in the direction
of his office. “Not even the Golem s going to get to it.”

Macy suddenly stopped, twi sting out of his grasp and staring at him “The

ol en?” she nearly shouted, her subdued manner gone now. “Henry Ostrow? You
nmean he’s here?”

Before Bigthorn could reply, Rollie Binder |ooked up from his conmputer

term nal. “Bad news, John. Blind Boy Grunt heard about her arrest. He's put
the word out on all the conmunications channels.”
The sheriff stopped. “Al the ... ?”

“Everyt hing,” Binder nodded. “Not just the bulletin boards and the mail
system He's even co-opted Channel Two.”

They | ooked over Binder’s shoulder. On both his computer terminal and his TV
nmoni tor, Macy's TexSpace rmug shot | ooked at them Below the picture was
witten: MARY BOSTON, A K A MACY WESTMORELAND: MEMBER, CHURCH OF TWVENTI ETH
CENTURY SAI NTS; TAKEN | NTO CUSTCODY BY CLARKE COUNTY SHERI FF* S DEPARTMENT
Suddenl y, Wade Hof f man br oke out | aughi ng behind them They turned to see the
same photo and caption displayed on all the TV surveill ance screens. The
sheriff stared speechlessly at the nonitors.

“What the fuck is going on here?” he whispered at |ast.

Bi nder held up his hands. “lI dunno how. He's never done this before. Sonmehow
he got hold of the TexSpace picture of her and...”

“For chrissakes, Rollie, I can see what he’'s done!” Bigthorn yelled, |ashing
his armout at the TV nonitors as Binder recoiled in his seat. “It’s why that
gets ne!”

He took a deep breath. No one else in the office dared to breathe. He gl ared
around the room then quickly ushered Macy towards his office. Now, however,
she bal ked at the hand on her shoul der. “He’s here?” she repeated, her voice
rising in panic. “He knows where | an®?”

Bigthorn let out his breath. “I would be Iying if I told you he couldn’t
know,” he admitted.

Macy stared himin the eye, then cast her gaze at the Church of Elvis

foll owers behind the door. “Goddanmt,” she said. “lI should have stayed with
them”

Bi gt horn shook his head. “No. You' re safer here.”

“Uh-uh.” Her eyes were fastened on the doors. Not on the crowd, but on sone
force beyond them “Sorry, Sheriff. |I don’t think so.”

For perhaps the final tine, the transformati on had been nade. 1nvisible except
in his mnds eye, tangible as a faint cool spot on his forehead, the al eph
was traced in saliva on his skin just below his hairline. Henry Ostrow, for
all practical purposes, had ceased to exist. Only the CGol emrenai ned.

As he clinbed the | adder up the narrow shaft |eading to South Station, he
heard the bell in the Big Sky’'s neeting hall bell tower peal seven tines.



Ni ght had fallen within the biosphere by the tinme he twi sted the handl e on the
hat ch and pushed it open

Above and around him constellations glowed in the darkness, interspersed with
t he denser bands of starlight: the MIky Way, reflected by the primary nmirrors
t hrough the wi ndows. The sight was staggeringly beautiful, but the Golemdid
not have the ability to appreciate its wonder. Such aesthetici smwas now
conpletely foreign to his dead soul

A few people, tourists mainly, were on the nooncrete veranda, but no one

noti ced himas he crossed the platform The mai nt enance worker’s uni form he
had stolen fromthe | ocker roomwas perfect canmoufl age. People seldomnotice
janitors, repairnmen, or plunbers. H s face was half hidden by the brimof his
cap; the Ruger was strapped to the inside of his right calf, underneath his
utility vest. It was a good di sgui se.

Bal anci ng himself carefully against the |esser gravity, he slowy trudged down
the ranp to the public vehicle depot. He found a service cart parked in a
slot. After unhooking the recharger cable, he clinbed into the driver’s seat
and pulled froma vest pocket the keycard he had found in the supervisor’s
desk. The key started the cart and he pulled away from South Station. Just
ahead, Western Avenue led into the darkness of the farm and. Beyond that, up
the curving plains of the horizonless world, lay the lights of Big Sky.

Eyes fixed straight ahead, the CGolem drove al ong the roadway. He didn't hurry,
for his patience was vast. The Iong night was only starting.

19

The Town Meeting (Sunday: 7:07 P.M)

Al t hough the nonthly Big Sky town neeting was officially convened to conduct
busi ness pertinent only to Big Sky, it had in practice evolved to include
public issues affecting the entire colony. LaG ange, North Torus, and South
Torus were theoretically supposed to have their own separate sessions, but
their neetings had been subsumed in the Big Sky nmeeting for a nunber of
reasons. The affairs of the communities were sinply too interlocked for the
busi ness of each one to be conducted independently of the others; since Big
Sky was the county seat, it made sense for the nonthly “town” mneeting to be
held there. So, inreality, it was a county neeting; the nane renai ned
unchanged only because the session was nodeled after the traditional New

Engl and town neeting system

Big Sky’s neeting hall was the site of the nonthly gathering. The |ong
building in Settler’s Square, with its gabl ed roof and steepled bell tower,
served as a nondenom national church on Sunday nornings and as a Hebrew
synagogue on Saturdays. Once a nonth the altar was renoved and replaced with a
long table for the six elected nmenbers of the county Board of Selectnen. A

m ke stand was set up in front of the table for use by menbers of the public.
Three cameras were set up in the hall to televise the proceedi ngs on Channe
2. Because the neetings could be watched at hone, attendance was generally
sparse. In fact, the majority of the colony’s residents paid little attention
to the monthly town neeting. Except when el ections were held or when the
annual county budget was being determ ned, few of the residents troubled to
show up.

It was no wonder. The nonthly agenda was usually concerned with prosaic,
necessary, and boring matters: construction permts for new housing in Big Sky
or South Torus, commercial l|icenses for new businesses in LaG ange or on the
Strip, reports on soybean production by the Ark, discussion of the proposed
purchase of updated tutorial software for the county school, and debate on
whet her to curb bicycle racing on Broadway during nighttime hours. Al in
favor say aye. Al opposed shall signify by snoring |oudly.

This nmonth’s neeting was going to be different.
Standing in the back of the hall behind one of the TV cameras, John Bigthorn
wat ched as the bamboo pews began to fill with residents. Already nost of the



seats were taken, and many people were standing against the wall. Thanks to
Blind Boy Gunt and the runmor mill, word had gotten out that tonight’s neeting
was going to be inportant. Maybe even interesting.

The agenda was printed on the docket being handed to each person as they

wal ked through the door. At the bottom of the |ong sheet of paper, underneath
routine itenms |ike a proposed surcharge on inported soap and a declaration to
have Cctober 5 made a | egal holiday in honor of Robert H Goddard’ s birthday,
were two | ate additions. Once again, Bigthorn glanced at the sheet in his
hand:

“I'tem17: (Schorr, J., for the Public)—alling for a declaration of

i ndependence by C arke County as an independent, sovereign nation.”

“I'tem 18: (Schorr, N, for the Board)—€alling for a vote to dism ss John

Bi gthorn fromhis position as Sheriff of C arke County.”

Nei | must have gotten the clerk to add Item 18 only this norning. Jenny had
submitted Item 17 yesterday, before ..

Bi gt horn blinked and pulled his eyes away fromthe docket. The lung transpl ant
had been a success and her internal henorrhagi ng had been stopped, but Dr.

Wt herspoon still had Jenny on the critical list. If the sheriff thought about
it too much, he nmight agree with the last-mnute nmotion subnmtted by Nei
Schorr to have himfired. He couldn’t help but feel responsible for Jenny’'s
predi canent. If he hadn’t chall enged Gstrow ...

Enough of that, he scolded hinmself. You were doing your job, whether Nei

knows it or not.

Remenbering the Golem Bigthorn unclipped the phone fromhis belt, pushed a
coupl e of nunbers, and held it to his face. “Station Thirteen, report,” he
said softly.

Station Thirteen here. Wade Hof fman’s voi ce cane over the line. W've got a
hot time in the old town tonight, John

Hof f mann was out of sight, but closer than anyone but Bigthorn and a few other
department officers knew. He was staked out in the bell tower on top of the

nmeeting hall, where he could see all of the square, including the front and
sides of the Big Sky town hall just across Settler’s Square. “What's going on
out there?” Bigthorn asked.

The Elvis nuts are still canped out in front of Town Hall. Parker’s got sone
sort of sit-in going but Sharon still has the front door |ocked. And there’'s
nore people arriving for the meeting.

“It’s getting a late start.” Bigthorn gl anced around the roomagain. “l don't

see the Exec Board. Are they out there?”

Yeah. There's some politics going on out here. Neil Schorr’s talking to a few
peopl e near the statue. He | ooks pretty worked up about sonething. Probably
you. And Becky Hotchner’s right below ne with anot her bunch of folks. You can
bet they’'re tal king about the independence nove.

“Never mind that now,” Bigthorn insisted. “Ostrow s the only thing | want you
to worry about. Have you checked in with the others? ”

Affirmative. Rollie and Sharon are in the station. Rollie’ s working on the

di skettes the girl brought us. Danny’s on foot patrol around town, and

Cussler’s holding down the Strip. | just talked to them No one’'s seen
anyt hi ng yet.
“Tell *emto keep sharp,” Bigthorn said. “Ostrow won’t be wearing a nane tag,

y’ know. If you ...
There was a nild comotion at the door. Bigthorn | ooked up to see Rebecca

Hot chner, Neil Schorr, and their supporters filing into the room Bob Mrse,
who had been sitting in a pewwith a couple of other people, got up and wal ked
over to the table, where the three other nmenbers of the Board of Selectnen
were al ready seated

“The meeting’ s about to start,” Bigthorn said. “You ve got the ball. If
somet hi ng happens out there ... ”

"1l give you a buzz. Good | uck, Chief.

The sheriff smiled. Wade knew how nuch he hated the word. “Thanks,” he
replied. “Station Twel ve out.”



He clipped the phone back on his belt. It was a standing-roomonly crowd in

the neeting hall, but nobody seenmed to want to be near him Indeed, a few
peopl e were studying himw th sidelong glances. It was no wonder; he hinsel f
was an issue at this nmeeting. By the time it was over he would either still be

the sheriff of C arke County, or he would be out of a job.

Bi gt horn ignored the covert attention. He settled his back against the wall
and stuck his thunbs in the corners of the trouser pockets. “Ckay,” he
nmuttered, “it’s showtine.”

It was one hell of a show Fromthe nmonent Bob Morse banged his gavel and
called the neeting to order, there was trouble.

The Board of Selectnen was a curious entity: three vocal nenbers of the
Executive Board sitting with three quiet junior nenbers, each of whom was
politically allied with one of the Executive Board nmenbers. Morse, as board
chai rman and Mayor of LaGrange, was supported by Kyle Wi, the other elected
representative fromLaG ange. Both were noderates. Neil Schorr found his
political ally in Lee Shepard, another nmenber of the New Ark and the
representative of the South Torus comunity, which was |argely popul ated by
New Ark nenmbers. Whatever Neil said, Shepard automatically seconded. Their
position was nearly always on the far left. And whil e Rebecca Hotchner in her
role as liaison for the Cl arke County Corporation was seated as a non-el ected
menber, she was supported by Frederick Pynchon, a Skycorp engi neer who
represented North Torus. H's constituency was the smallest in the county, but
nearly all of the North Torus residents were enpl oyed by one of the
consortium s menber conpani es. Hotchner and Pynchon, therefore, constituted
the Board' s conservative vote.

VWhi ch neant that C arke County’s governnment was |ess of a board of six nenbers
than a subtle troika of three duos. Wen all three parties were working toward
t he sane goals and had the same broad interests, docket items were quickly

di scussed and voted upon. This was usually the case, but this nmeeting was one
of the exceptions.

As soon as the neeting was called to order, Neil Schorr made a notion to skip
the first sixteen itens on the docket and begin discussion of Itens 17 and 18.
Shepard seconded the nmotion, but it was i mediately opposed by Rebecca

Hot chner, who made the counternotion (seconded by Pynchon) to have both itens
tabled until a future neeting, after the appropriate studies were conducted by
ad hoc subconmittees.

She m ght have gotten away with this maneuver under any ot her circunstances.
But Bob Mdrse noticed general unrest fromthe unusually |arge audi ence, which
obvi ously wanted these itens di scussed sooner rather than later. In the best
parliamentarian fashion, Mrse first called Hotchner’s notion to a vote by the
Board, then he and Wi sided with the Big Sky representatives in voting agai nst
it, with Hotchner and Pynchon voting in favor. The sane two-thirds majority
won when, subsequently, Schorr’s notion was voted upon

The nmood of the crowd becanme apparent when they appl auded and cheered the
votes. Morse banged the gavel again and sternly rem nded themthat this was an
of ficial governnent function and not a basketball ganme. The crowd hushed
itself, but the ook on their faces told the truth: they were here for a
public debate, and were not interested in nmaintaining political decorum and
restraint.

As Hotchner gazed stonily at him Mrse yielded the floor to Neil Schorr
Schorr stood up for his speech; this was not customary practice at the
nmeetings, but it caught the attention of the audi ence. Mrse and Wi remnmi ned

i npassi ve whil e Shepard grinned and Hotchner nmade a histrionic display of
appearing di sgusted, which Pynchon obligingly aped. The meeting was hardly ten
m nutes old, and already the lines of battle were drawn.

“Menmbers of the Board, fellow residents of O arke County, conrades of the New
Ark ...” he began.

“Friends, Romans, countrymen ...” Pynchon stage-whispered, which earned hima
few | aughs fromthe pews and a scom from Morse. Pynchon shut up, smling



smugl y.

Schorr ignored him “My w fe, Jenny, entered a notion for public discussion at
this nmeeting, regarding whether C arke County should declare itself as a
self-reliant, independent nation.” He | ooked down at the table for a nonent.
“As some of you know,” he continued, “she was critically injured last night in

an explosion in Big Sky ... of unknown origin, or at |least so we are told.”
Anot her pause. The room was absolutely still. “However, there's good reason to
bel i eve that she was the intended target of forces which oppose the idea of
i ndependence for O arke County,” Schorr said. “In short, soneone wanted Jenny

dead before she could spread her nmessage. The identity of the culprit is stil
unknown, but the notive is obvious. If they could silence her voice, then they
could silence an idea.”

It was as if the banboo pews had been electrified and someone had thrown a
switch to send a few volts through the buttocks of the audi ence. Suddenly,
everyone sat up straight, their eyes | ocked on Schorr. For once, Rebecca

Hot chner had di scarded her air of detachnent; she |ooked as if she were ready
to leap out of her chair and throttle Schorr. The rest of the selectnmen stared
at the New Ark | eader with | ooks of bew | dernment or outright anger

In the back of the room Bigthorn found his own jaw goi ng sl ack. Did Nei
actual ly believe that the bonbing which had put Jenny in the hospital was an
act of political terrorisn?

He flashed upon Schorr’s parting remark that norning at O arke County General
during their brief encounter outside the ICU ward ... “I already know who did
it.” No, he didn"t. He couldn’t. The Gol enis exi stence had deliberately been
kept secret. Schorr didn't have a shred of evidence to support his allegation
And yet, without any evidence, he was insinuating that the d arke County

Cor porati on was behind Jenny’s “attenpted assassination.”

Per haps he doesn’t need proof, Bigthorn thought. He | ooked at the alert faces
of the crowd, then caught the expression on Becky Hotchner’s face: stunned,
bewi | dered, defensive yet speechless. No wonder Schorr’s been a | eader for
nost of his life, the sheriff reflected. He knows howto rile people, howto
mani pul at e enoti ons agai nst | ogic. Maybe he doesn't believe it hinmself. Hell,
maybe it doesn’'t matter whether he believes it....

Neil’s making his grab for power. The thought occurred to the sheriff wth
sudden, dianondlike clarity. The son-of-a-bitch’s wife lands in the hospital
and he uses it as political |leverage. Even if he has to lie about why it
happened, he's spotted his big chance.

Bi gt horn folded his arnms across his chest, shaking his head in admration
despite hinself. “1'lIl be dipped in dogshit,” he rurnured

As if he'd heard Bigthorn's comment, Schorr stared straight across the room at
the sheriff. “This attack occurred at the hone of John Bi gthorn, our county
sheriff, who's sworn to protect us all,” Schorr said, his voice gradually
rising to gather the force of nmoral outrage. “The fact that our senior |aw

of ficer stands among us tonight, relatively unscathed, while ny wife lies in a
near - coma, facing death ...~

He paused, as one set of eyes after another fastened upon Bigthorn. “It cannot
hel p but cast doubts on his ability to protect us,” Schorr went on

What ever admiration Bigthorn felt for Neil Schorr instantly vani shed. The
little bastard knows better, he thought. He knows why Jenny was at ny house,
and now he’'s going for revenge. Son of a bitch!

Nei |l turned back to the audience. “Yet our first priorities nust rest

el sewhere, at least for the time being.” Hi s voice was | owered now. The
matter-of -fact voice of calmand reason. “W are all famliar with the
situation | refer to. COarke County is a colony, but it has been effectively
col oni zed not by the United States, but by those who sit in corporate
boardroons in New York and Huntsville, Tokyo and Bonn and London.”

Murnmurs of agreenent fromthe audience. “Their principal interests are not our
own,” Schorr continued. “W are concerned with finding a good life for

oursel ves and our famlies, with carving out a home on a new frontier, with
buil ding a conmunity based on hard work and personal sacrifice....”



He stopped and sighed expressively. “Their interests, however, begin and end
wi th maki ng nmoney. No nore, no |less. The nobst expedi ent nmeasures are preferred
over the slower, evolutionary task of homesteading. Any profit which we ...
each and every one of us, as individuals ... may make from our | abors,
inevitably flows back to them in the formof ever-rising rents, surcharges,
and tariffs. And nmeanwhile ...”"

Schorr grinned ruefully and shook his head. “Meanwhile, they send us anot her
shi pl oad of Elvis Presley cultists, who sit in our town square and tell us not
to step on their blue suede shoes.”

Scattered | aughter fromthe crowd. Everyone had seen the Church of Elvis
protesters on their way into the nmeeting. Bigthorn smled grimy. Neil was
tappi ng a deep, long-dormant vein of frustration here.

Becom ng sonber again, Schorr held up his hands for silence. “Ladies and
gentlemen, the tine has cone for us to nake an inportant decision. WIIl d arke
County ... our hone, the first comunity in space ... be guided by forces not
in our own hands? By forces that do not necessarily reflect our own best
interests? Shall we submit to being tools of renote econom ¢ powers which care
l[ittle for our own needs and those of our children?”

Agai n he paused, allow ng everyone to chew on that thought, while he cast his
eyes around the roomas if to ask the question of each individual whose gaze
he net.

Then, in an abrupt fury that shattered the calm he crashed a balled fist down
on the tabletop. “Or shall we decl are i ndependence?” he shout ed.

That was it: the noment he found the right button to push

Hal f of the crowd surged to their feet and shouted back: “Yes! ”

When the police had cone to take her into custody, O iver Parker knew that in
the long run Mary Boston woul d be nothing but trouble. He was certain of that
when the mai ntenance man showed up at the Big Sky town hall. And there wasn't
a damm thing he could do about it.

If he’d had a choice in the matter, he would not have led a vigil outside the
town hall to protest her arrest. Al things considered, he would nuch rather
have returned to the Strip tonight, this tinme to get ripped and confortably
screwed as only the Dark Elvis could. But when Mary Boston, or whatever her
nane was, had been apprehended in that little ginmck shop in LaG ange, she
had not been al one. When the police haul ed the woman away, her brothers and
sisters fromthe Church had foll owed

So now here he was: sitting in the town square; surrounded by his foll owers,
who insisted upon singing every song Elvis Presley had ever recorded; waiting
either for the police to release Sister Mary (fat chance) or to die of

term nal boredom (rmuch nmore likely). It was a good thing he was wearing his
sungl asses; otherw se, soneone m ght have seen fromthe look in his eyes that
the Living Elvis was filled with anything but holy rage.

They had been here for about four hours now If it had been his choice, Parker
woul d have said, “Wll, okay ... we’'ll conme back tonorrow, gang, and see if we
can post bail. Let’s go get something to eat.” However, he couldn’t do that.
He was constrained by his own role; he had to be perceived as | eading his
followers in the good fight. Religious persecution and all that

So, even if his buns were aching fromsitting on the hard pavenent for so
long, he wasn’t at liberty to suggest that it was time to give it up. O even
to second the notion to adjourn, had it been proposed by one of the flock ..
whi ch hadn’t yet occurred. Fueled by self-righteous anger, they were

determ ned to see this crusade through, even if it meant sitting here al

ni ght .

It |ooked as if that was exactly what was goi ng to happen

Sonetimes, being a nmessiah was a pain in the ass.

The ragged chorus of “Heartbreak Hotel”—+the fourth tinme it had been sung in so
many hours—had just died out when the electric cart rolled to a stop in front
of the town hall. Parker |ooked over his shoulder to see a tall man in gray
coveralls, work vest, and cap clinb out of the driver’s seat. He began wal ki ng



around the crowd to the door. No one did anything to stop him the Church of
El vis protesters knew better than to interfere with anyone going in and out of
t he buil ding. Parker had nade sure of that. Besides, this man was obvi ously

t he night custodian, comng to nmop the floors and enpty the wastebaskets...
Yet, as he wal ked by, Parker did a double take. There was sonet hi ng oddly
fam liar about the man. As he clinbed the front steps, Parker tipped down his
shades to get a better |ook. As he did, the custodian briefly turned in his
direction.

Even under the brimof his cap, his face was instantly recogni zable to Parker
It was the guy whom he had net yesterday in the TexSpace Third-d ass | ounge.
Anot her tourist.

Now this was weird. What the hell was he doing here, dressed as a janitor?

As the Church nmenbers swung into “Good Golly, Mss Mdlly,” the man stopped at
the front door and slid a keycard into the slot. As the door buzzed and he
opened it, he seened to sense that soneone was watching him He | ooked over
hi s shoul der and stared strai ght at Parker

Parker felt a chill run down his spine. He had never seen eyes that were so
Dead.

Then the “janitor” | ooked away. He entered the buil ding, stepping through the
door like a robot, letting the door shut behind him unl ocked.

A iver Parker had an uneasy feeling that sonething was w ong. Something that
had to do with Mary Boston.

Wthout really thinking about it, he stood up and began wal ki ng towards the
door. The singers stamrered; a few people reached up to touch his legs, to ask
hi m what was goi ng on. Parker ignored them There was sonething wong here ..
and there was a worman inside who was a nenber of his Church. Like it or not,
he was responsible for her. His followers had made that clear to him

“Elvis ... ?"

“Living Elvis, what’'s ... ?”

“I's there something ... ?”

“Wy are you ... ?”

He turned around, raising his hands to calmthem “It’s okay, brothers and

sisters,” he said soothingly. “Elvis just wants to see about something. He'l
be right back.”

Then he hurried up the steps, pulled open the door, and wal ked into the town
hal I .

The corridor was dark. The ceiling panels were turned off; the only Iight cane
fromthe far end, through the gl ass doors of the Sheriff’'s Departnent offices.
The hal | way was enpty.

Parker took a few steps forward, the heavy soles of his platform shoes tapping
loudly on the tiles. He could see nothing, hear nothing but his own breathing.
Suddenly, he was afraid. He stopped and swal | owed. . ..

“Hell 0?” he said. “ls anyone there?”

An indistinct figure suddenly stepped out of an al cove several yards in front
of him blocking the Iight. Parker reflexively raised his hands...

There was a nuzzle-flash, a high rattle of gunfire, and Parker felt the
bullets ripping into his chest and stonach.

The pain was expl osive and brutal. H s body slamed backwards into the door
then he slid slowy down its cool surface, leaving a long red streak on the

gl ass.

Parker’s head lolled forward on his neck. As the pain enveloped him as tine
itself expanded, he heard someone scream from sonewhere behind him a scream
that seenmed to last forever....

Then darkness, nunb and endl ess, enveloped him Jdlie Sperber had tinme for one
clear, final thought

Ladi es and gentlenen, Elvis has left the building.

20



The Hour of the CGolem (Sunday: 8:17 P.M)

At first, Bigthorn didn't pick up his phone when it buzzed; he couldn’t hear
it over the bedl am which had broken | oose in the nmeeting hall

Bob Morse had al ready destroyed his gavel trying to restore order. The fourth
time he had slamred it down on the table, the head had splintered off fromthe
stem Nonplussed, the chairman had resorted to yelling for quiet but was
unable to get anyone to listen to him Supporters of the independence
novenent, who had stood and cheered when Neil Schorr had nade his
pronouncenent, had found their foes in the colonists who perceived a threat to
the status quo, if not their own jobs with the Corporation. Both sides were
now engaged in shouting-matches in the aisles and across the pews, the fact
that they were at a formal public hearing all but forgotten

Meanwhil e, at the front of the room Rebecca Hotchner had | eft her own seat
and was now | ocked in an angry personal confrontation with Neil Schorr

Bi gt horn coul dn’t hear what they were saying, but fromthe amount of
finger-pointing by both of the colony’ s | eaders, he could surmise the gist of
the dispute. The other three selectnmen had left the table and had taken sides
with their supporters on the floor.

Dermocracy in Carke County |ooked as if it was about to degenerate into a
barroom brawl . Bigthorn, still |eaning against the wall, had never seen such
bl oody- mi nded bi ckering since the time the Lukachukai town council had been
unabl e to agree on whether to conduct business in the Navajo tongue or in
Engli sh. He was wondering if he was going to have to haul out his Taser to
break things up, when he suddenly realized that the phone on his belt was
buzzi ng.

Irritated, he pulled the phone off his belt and held it to his ear. “Station
Twel ve,” he said. “Don’t worry, Wade, it only sounds like they’'re going to
John, get over to Town Hall quick! Hoffman's voice was barely audible. There's
been a shooting, | ... sonmeone’s in ... gunfire, man down in ... Station Ten
not responding, there's ..

“On ny way!” he snapped.

He whirled around to dash for the door. One of the Ark farmers was coming the
opposite way down the aisle. The two nen collided and the phone was knocked
out of Bigthorn's hand; it hit the floor and skittered under a pew.

Bigthorn started to grab for it. No tine! Instead, he | aunched hinself towards
t he door. Sonmeone picked up the phone and tried to give it back to him but he
was al ready across the room shoving people out of the way. Two wonen were
arguing in front of the door; he el bowed one of them aside and knocked the
other to the floor, then junped over her to nake it out the door. She was
scream ng at hi mwhen he | eaped off the meeting hall’s front porch and hit the
pavenent runni ng.

Hof f man had just made it down fromthe bell tower; he was waiting uncertainly
in the square, rifle ready in his hands. “Take the door and cover ne!”

Bi gt horn yelled as he sprinted towards the town hall, tugging his Taser from
his holster. “Call for backup!”

They were hal fway across the square when they heard full-auto gunfire from

i nsi de Town Hall.

“Rollie, get down!”

Sharon LeFevre grabbed her Crowdmaster rifle and threw herself into a crouch
behind the front counter. Raising the rifle into firing position over the top
of the counter, she aimed at the | ocked glass doors. “Cover the—-t”

A fusillade of bullets ripped through the doors, shattering the thick | unar
glass as if a grenade had been thrown at it. The police station had not been
designed to withstand an armed assault ; the steel-jacketed bullets punched
t hrough the counter as if it were cardboard. Rol and Bi nder, who had been
sitting at his conputer termnal, was only halfway out of his chair when he
saw Sharon fall back fromthe counter; her body disappeared behind a desk

As he funbled for his Taser, his hand fell against the pile of diskettes he



had been reading. They tunbled off his desk and scattered across the floor as
he stared down at LeFevre’s bl ood-soaked uniform

“Sharon?” he whispered t hrough nunbed |ips. He was frozen in place, stunned by
t he suddenness of the violence. Behind him he heard Macy Westnorel and scream
fromthe holding cell where she had been sl eeping. Her voice sounded as if it
were coming fromthe end of a long tunnel. Rollie’ s eyes were fixed on the
bull et-riddl ed corpse hal f-hidden behind the desk. “Sharon, | don't ... |

don’t know how to do this, | ...”"

There was a crunch as a foot stepped on broken gl ass beyond the counter

Bi nder | ooked up to see a man in a maintenance uniform a submachi ne gun
nestled in his hands, stepping through the door. The nuzzl e was pointed
straight at him

“Please ...” Binder began.

The Skorpion in the Golem s hands rattled again, and as Rollie Binder was

hurl ed backwards by the inmpact of the bullets, Macy screanmed again.

St eppi ng behind the counter, the Golem swept his gun in an arc from one side
of the roomto the other. He wheel ed around once to check the door, then he
turned back to stare through the bars of the holding cell at Macy. “Were are
t hey?” he asked.

She col | apsed against the far wall of the cell. In less than a few seconds any
hope that she was safe here had vani shed. Macy had been waiting for one of
Tony Salvatore’s killers to find her. Well, here he was. Not just any torpedo
either. The Gol em hinself.

“Henry,” she stamrered. “What ... | don’t know what
“The records you took fromhis safe,” he said. H's voice was w thout color or

i nfl ection. He could have been asking a | ong-di stance phone operator for a
nunber in Duluth. “The diskettes, Macy. \Were are they?”

“I ... the diskettes, | don't ...~

The Skorpion’s stubby snout noved a hal f-inch nore towards her; it was all the
i ncentive she needed to begin thinking again. “Over there!” she shout ed,
pointing at Binder’s desk. “They’'re on the desk, Henry, all of them They're

A fatalistic urge overtook her. She giggled hysterically, letting her back
slide down the wall until her bottomhit the floor next to the cold netal bed
frame. Gazing at the CGolenis hard face, she thought she saw a flicker of

enoti on: confusion, hopel ess anger. It made her | augh al oud.

“Too bad, so sad,” she nurnured. “They' ve been sent away. Everything ...” She
rai sed her right hand, snapped her fingers. “Poof! Gone. Copied and sent to
the FBI. | watched himdo it. ”

She giggled again, feeling warmh surge through her chilled veins. “There you
go. Hey, you snooze, you lose ...~

The Gol em | ooked at the desk, then down at the little pile of diskettes
scattered across the floor. She watched as his right foot gently sifted

t hrough them “By the way,” she added, realizing that nothing she said now
woul d make any difference, “tell Tony that he was always a lousy lay ...~
“Where's Seven?” he asked.

H s gl aci al voice brought her back to the here-and-now of her situation. The
| aught er choked in her throat. Mcy | ooked through the bars of her cell at the
Golem “Whu ... what?” she breathed

“There's six diskettes here,” he said with surreal calm |ooking up at her
again. “You took seven from his bedroom safe. Wiere' s the seventh diskette,

Macy?”

H s eyes. So dead, |ike those of a fish she had once seen, washing up on the
banks of the Charles River when she was a little girl, walking with her nother
inthat little riverside park ... she couldn’t renmenber the name of the park

In Boston. On a Sunday afternoon. A fine spring afternoon. She had seen a dead
fish and wanted to pick it up and take it hone to put in their tropical tank
so it would cone back to life.

Agai nst her will, she began to weep again. “Please, Henry,” she sobbed as her
resol ve faded, her muscles collapsed. “I ... I ... don't kill me, don't ...



dunno, | didn't look at them | don’t know where, just please don’t shoot ne,
pl ease don't "

Macy heard the soft sound of the Skorpion being |lowered on its strap, rubbing
agai nst his clothes. She | ooked up and saw himlowering the gun, letting it
hang from his shoul der, and for a few seconds she thought that the Gol em was
going to let her go. She let out her breath; it seemed as if her lungs were
deflating, and for a brief instant there was hope.

Then he bent over, reaching under his right trouser leg, and pulled out an
automatic. Straightening, he shifted his body sideways and gently slid the
chanmber back. She heard the sharp chaclik! of the round sliding hone.
“CGoodbye,” he said. Sanme featurel ess voice, like -ice water trickling down a
gl ass pane. Then he raised the gun and carefully ainmed directly at her face,
until she could see straight down the black hole of the silencer. Micy cl osed
her eyes.

“Col em” soneone shouted....

A muffl ed gunshot thudded fromthe office.

Bigthorn fell back into the doorway of the adjacent coffee roomas the bullet
splintered plaster fromthe corridor wall opposite his position. From behind
him outside the front door of the building, he heard Wade Hof frman yell his
nane. The sheriff stretched out his armto wave his deputy back. The shot had
been in his general direction, but not close enough to indicate that the Gol em
knew exactly where he was hidden. That woul d change soon enough, though

“I't’s me, Ostrow,” he called out. “1’ve cone to take you down. You can make
this easy, or "

Anot her shot. This tinme it ricocheted off the wall near the doorway where he
was hiding. If he had been using a subnmachi ne gun before, when he killed

Par ker —and, Bi gthorn presumed, LeFevre and Bi nder—-he had since switched to an
automatic pistol. Ckay, so the Golemwasn't about to throw down his gun and
surrender. Bigthorn hadn’t really thought he woul d.

“Have it your way, asshole,” he said, keeping his eye on the shattered door
“Just remenber what | told you. If you harmthe girl, you're going to die.”
And if you don’t harm her, he added silently, you're going to die. |I've had it
wi th you, you son-of-a-bitch.

There was a | ong nonent of silence. Then, fromwthin the office, he heard the
ol eni s | eaden voice. “How are you going to kill me?”

H s cal mwas ethereal; Bigthorn had heard vendi ng machi nes speak with nore
enotion. “Wth a Taser?” Ostrow asked. “You' re not fooling ne.”

Shit, but he had a point. The Taser in Bigthorn’s hand was as effective as a
child s squirt gun; it didn't have nearly the range to take out Ostrow. At

| east not before the Golemkilled him But he couldn’t let Ostrow intimdate
himlike that.

“l don’t need a gun,” Bigthorn answered, carefully watching the door. “Quns
are for Anglo pussies like you. Fuck, man, 1’1l take your bullets and stil
keep coming to get you.” He waited a nonment, then added, “You hear ne?”

No reply. Then there was the faint sound of sonething noving inside the
office. Bigthorn carefully centered the Taser on the doorway, holding the

pl astic gun steady with both hands and narrow ng his vision down the sights.
The Taser wasn’t nade for sharpshooting, but it was the best he had.

No nore sounds canme fromwithin the office, except for Macy’s distant weeping.
Shut up, girl, and let ne concentrate. He felt hot sweat rolling down fromhis
arnpits. The Gol emwas stal king hi mnow, noving in on the sound of his voice,
being entirely too careful for Bigthorn to get a one-chance drop on him As
risky as it was, he had to draw the Gol em out.

“C nmon, you cheap cock-sucking hood,” he taunted. “l thought you were a pro.”
Cruncchh! 1t was the hard sound of a booted foot stepping on broken glass. A
shadow flickered across the floor just inside the office door. “Or can you
only take out unarmed wonmen wi th bonbs?” he needl ed, unable to keep the anger
out of his voice. “I’"'mgoing to ...”"

The Gol em | eaped into the doorway, half-seen in the dark hallway. The Skor pi on



roared as he fired indiscrimnately in a wide arc, starting in Bigthorn's
direction. The sheriff ducked, hunched his shoul ders between his knees, as
bull ets cut a-swath just above his head, showering himwith bits of plaster.
He heard sharp, high whines as the rounds passed within inches of his ears.
Fuck, fuck, fuck-!

Then the voll ey nmoved away as the Golemfired strai ght down the corridor. At
that instant, Bigthorn raised his head, yanked up his weapon, and fired.

Hs aimwas only slightly better than the Golenis. The two electrified
nmonofil aments fromthe Taser only grazed Ostrow s right arm To have knocked
hi m col d, they would have had to make full contact with his body.

But it was good enough. The 2,000 volt charge kicked the Golemflat on his
ass; the Skorpion sailed out of his hands, |anding sonewhere out of sight as
Gstrow fell backwards and spraw ed on the broken glass in the doorway.

Bi gt horn stared at him thinking for a nonent that Ostrow was unconscious. ..
Wong. Ostrow was stunned, but he was still noving, struggling to his knees
and searching for the submachi ne gun. The sheriff threw down the Taser and

| unged through the door at the fallen killer

H s body inpacted the Gol emis when Ostrow was still on the floor, and for a
frenzied noment Bigthorn had the satisfaction of getting his hands around the
assassin’s throat, of seeing Ostrow s face contort in sudden terror. Now
Squeeze until his fucking eyes bl eed!

The Golems left | eg sl ammed upwards; there was a cold, jarring second of
agony as the CGolem s knee ramed straight into his balls. Simultaneously he
ki cked Bigthorn over himin a savage jujitsu nove.

For a monent the sheriff was airborne ... then he hit the floor about ten feet
away, inside the office behind Gstrow. Breath knocked out of him his |egs
feeling paralyzed, he al nost succunbed to the tenptation to pass out. Goddamm
not herfuck, it hurt!

Thr ough narrowed eyes, he saw Rollie Binder |ying dead on the fl oor nearby. He
heard scrabbling noises behind him but forced hinmself not to | ook. Bigthorn
hobbl ed to his knees. Don’t give up now, rmuchacho. H's feet found the floor
Get the hell out of here! Blinded by the glare of the lights, patterns of
starlight swarm ng before his eyes, he staggered towards the back door

There was the thufft! of a silenced gunshot, from sonewhere behind him He
didn’t see where the bullet hit, but since there was no further pain, he
figured the Gol em nust have nmissed. Bigthorn threw his shoul der against the
door, twi sted the knob and fell out into the darkness...

He al nost collided with Danny D Angel o, coming up the back steps, Taser raised
high in his right hand. Danny tried to catch him then he | ooked over

Bi gt horn’s shoul der and let go of the sheriff to balance the Taser in both
hands. “Danny, don’'t—”" Bigthorn gasped.

Anot her nuffled shot. The next bullet blew Danny’s brains out. As the officer
t oppl ed backwards, Bigthorn fell down the stairs. He | anded on his knees on

t he paverment next to D Angel o’ s corpse; the pavenment tore through his
trousers, skinning his knees. Get out, danmit, nove ... ! He struggled to his
feet and lurched out into the night, forcing one foot in front of the other
Even after he had reached the deeper shadows, the sheriff kept running.

He didn't need to | ook behind to know that he had becone the Col enis newest

prey.
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Eve of Destruction (Sunday. 9:00 P.M)

In a low orbit four hundred mles above Earth, |carus Five coasted hi gh above
the night sky of the North Atlantic.

A blunt white cylinder with a single liquid-fuel engine nounted at its rear
it closely resenbled one of the old Project Apollo moonships of the |ast
century. A satellite maintenance crew had visited the derelict to wap a
string of red and white strobe lights around its fusel age and attach a radio
transponder to its payl oad section; lcarus Five blinked like a | ost Christmas



tree, and spacecraft passing within one hundred nautical mles of the
interceptor received a nmultilingual warning to avoid its spatial coordinates.
Even an accidental rendezvous with Icarus Five was punishabl e under

i nternational space law. It was a pariah in space.

It was al so a closely watched pariah. Just as it had once nonitored space junk
before nost orbital debris had been cleared fromLEO by Project Wi sk Broom

t he Consol i dated Space Operations Center of the U S. Air Force now kept track
of lcarus Five. At CSOC s operations center near Col orado Springs, the nuclear
i nterceptor was one of a special nunber of objects that never di sappeared from
the screens, no matter what command was entered to change the display. After
all, it contained the only fissionable nuclear warhead known to be in orbit;
until it could either be safely brought back to Earth or disposed of in space,
| carus Five would remain under permanent guard.

It was exactly 2000 hours, Muntain Tine, when USAF Lt. Martha Wellen noticed
the change in Icarus Five's status. It was at that nmoment—ust as the sun was
si nki ng behind the peaks of the Rocky Muntains, as she was finishing her
second mug of tea after comi ng on duty—that Gustav Schmidt’s instructions to
Icarus Five's inertial guidance systemwere triggered.

Suddenly, after two years of waiting, |carus Five awakened. In the bl ack

| onel i ness of space, RCRs on the sides of the interceptor fired briefly,
gently turning the little spacecraft until its nose was pointed at a

predet ernmi ned set of coordinates. The second that Icarus Five was reoriented,

t he massi ve bell-shaped nozzle of its main engine silently flared for six
seconds, and lcarus Five began to nove fromorbit.

Li eutenant Wellen was | ooking at the LCD screen of her work station when she
saw the dotted line indicating Icarus Five's footprint over Earth veer
sharply. Martha Wellen had been assigned to CSOC for just over a year; every
day of her often-nonotonous tour of duty she had come to rely on lcarus Five's
mai ntaining its precalculated trajectory, of seeing it come and go exactly the
same way during each shift. Only the rising and the setting of the sun and the
nmoon were nore predictable than Icarus Five. That was just fine with her; she
liked things to be nice and predictable. Especially when things included
satellites containing 100- negat on nukes.

When she saw the course-change on her screen, Martha carefully put down her
tea mug and tapped commands in her keyboard, which centered a snmall box above
the white spot of light that was Icarus Five. A snmall 3-D w ndow opened in the
corner of her screen, displaying a simulation of the object’s trajectory as
well as its coordinates. Leaning a little closer in her |eather-backed chair,
she studied the screen. The nunbers matched what she was seeing: |carus Five
was moving away from Earth, heading for deep space.

Remai ni ng cal m she retyped her comands to make sure that there was no error
When the information was confirnmed. Lieutenant Wellen frowned and picked up

t he handset of the tel ephone at her station

“Sir, this is CSOC Station Seven, Lieutenant Wellen speaking,” she said. “W
have an unusual situation with Icarus Five. | think you should take a | ook
sir.”

There weren’t enough anbul ances avail able to hold all the dead.

Cl arke County Ceneral had only three of the refitted electric carts, and each
could take away only one body at a tinme. To make matters worse, Big Sky had
become a madhouse by the tinme they arrived. The paranmedi cs who had been

di spatched to the scene had to push through a panic-stricken crowd whi ch had
surrounded the town hall; not only had the townspeople fromthe nearby neeting
converged on the killing ground, the menbers of the Church of Elvis had al so
made it inside the town hall

Most of the Church nenmbers were in various stages of hysteria—aeeping |oudly,
huddl ed around the bullet-riddl ed corpse of Aiver Parker, or sinply sagging
against the wall, staring with bl ank expressions at nothing in particular. Two
worren tried to keep the paramedics fromrenoving the body on a stretcher unti
Wade Hof f man managed to gently pull them away. Qutside the building,



t ownspeopl e watched in horror as the bodies were brought down the stairs and
t hrough the crowd. Then there was a general surge towards the door, as
everyone tried to get inside to find out what had happened.

It was all Hoffrman could do to keep order. For the first tine he realized how
fatally undermanned the Sheriff’'s Department was. Seven officers: it was a
sick joke. Wth Bigthorn m ssing, only he, Cussler, and Bell evedere were the
surviving officers on the scene. Al nost half the departnent had been w ped out
by the Golem The paranedi cs nanaged to take away Sharon’s and Rollie’'s

bodi es, but Danny was still |ying outside behind the building, covered by a

bl ood- soaked sheet. ...

He tried not to think about Danny, or Sharon or Rollie either. After Wade
evicted the Elvis cultists fromthe building, he left Lou and Dale outside to
control the crowd as best they could. “Pull out your Tasers,” he whispered to
them as they stationed thenselves on the front steps. “Use themonly if you
have to, but keep that nob out. Understand?”

Beyond them was a growing ring of frightened, curious, and outright hostile
faces. There were people in the cromd whom Hof f man woul d have earlier sworn
were pacifists; now they were just other nmenbers of a npb. Arms outstretched
to hold back the crowd, the two officers nodded their heads. Wade patted Lou’s
arm then trotted up the steps to revisit the scene of the massacre.

The only surviving witness was in shock. Macy Westnorel and was still cowering
next to her bed in the holding cell where she had been cornered, apparently
withdrawn fromreality. Dr. Wtherspoon and a paranedic were attending to her
Hof f man wal ked through the battered office in tine to see Wtherspoon shining
a penlight on her dilated pupils while the intern | oaded a syringe-gun with a
sedati ve and scrubbed her forearmw th al cohol

“Cet her to the ER when the next anbul ance cones back,” Wtherspoon said
softly to the paranmedic as he stood up. “W’ll have Dr. Harnon take a | ook at
her, but ny guess is that she’'s going into the psych ward for treatnment. ”

He saw Hof fman and wal ked over to join him “She nmight pull through,”

W't her spoon said, answering the deputy’s unspoken question, “but | don’t know.
She saw a | ot of bad stuff here....” He shook his head. “She’s going to have a
ot to work through.”

“Uh-huh.” Hoffman was in shock hinmself. Wth the i mediate crisis over,

everyt hing was beginning to hit hone. Three fellow officers snuffed in a
matter of mnutes. In their own office. He stared down at the drying pool of
bl ood where Rol and Bi nder had been found, and felt his strength drain from
him “Jesus ...”" he whispered.

“Pull it together,” Wtherspoon said. He gripped Hoffman’s arm and gave him a
shake. “You’'re the person in charge here right now Were’ s John?”

“l dunno.” Hoffrman pointed absently towards the open back door. “He lost his
phone. | haven't heard fromhimsince....” He swallowed. “He went after the
Golem | guess. Danny was comng in when he got in the way, and all | heard
were the ...”

Hof f man’ s voi ce choked. Wtherspoon gave his arm anot her shake. “Stay with ne,
Wade,” he said urgently. “The Golenf? Is that the guy who shot up the place?”
Eyes fixed on the floor, the deputy nodded his head. “Wwo is he?” the doctor
asked urgently. “Wiy did ... ?”

“What the hell’s going on here?” a voice behind them denanded.

They both | ooked around to see Neil Schorr striding through the office. Behind
him Bob Mrrse was stepping gingerly through the broken glass door. They had
used their authority to get past Bellevedere. Mdrse was gazing in horror at

t he wreckage—the bull et-pocked front counter, the glass strewn everywhere, the
bl oody spot where Sharon LeFevre had di ed—but Schorr did not seemto notice as
he advanced on the two nen.

“Officer Hoffman, what happened here?” Schorr demanded again. His right hand
waved to take in the room “How did this...?"

“Take it easy, Neil.” Wtherspoon stepped forward to head Schorr off. “He
doesn’t know either, he's just as nuch in the dark as ...”

Wth uncharacteristic violence, Schorr inpatiently shoved the doctor aside.



“You know what’s going on!” he shouted into Hoffman’s face. “Four people are

dead, including three of your officers. Now, where the hell is Bigthorn?”
Hof f man rai sed his eyes fromthe floor. “I don't know,” he said slowy, “so
fuck off, you little twerp.”

“Holy snokes,” Mrse nmurmured from behind them They turned to see him

standi ng over the Skorpion lying on the floor; it had gone unnoticed in the
confusion. He | ooked up at the three nen, fear and bew | derment evident in his
face. “What kind of a nmaniac got in here?” he asked no one in particular

“The Golem” replied a holl ow voice.

Their heads turned toward the holding cell. Macy Westnorel and, still squatting
next to the bed, was staring at themw th dark-rimed eyes. The paranedi c was
hol di ng the syringe-gun at the ready over her forearm he |looked irritably at
W't her spoon, but the physician quickly shook his head and the paramedi c pull ed
away.

“Excuse me, m ss?” Wtherspoon asked gently. “Wat did you say?”

“He asked what kind of naniac got in here,” Macy replied in a detached tone,
as if speaking froma great distance “and |I'mtelling him The Golem?”

“Who are you?” Schorr snapped, wal king towards her. Wtherspoon grabbed his
arms frombehind; this time he refused to | et go, restraining Schorr from
getting any closer. “Wo's the Golen? Wiere’s the sheriff?”

The phones on Bob Morse’s and Wade Hoffman’s belts chirped simultaneously.
Hof f man didn’'t seemto hear, but Myrse snatched up his phone and held it to
his face. “I told you who the Golemis,” Macy said steadily, ignoring the
phones, |ooking straight at Schorr now “He's gone after the sheriff. So fuck
off, you little twerp.”

Under any other circunstance, the reiterated insult woul d have been funny.
Nei t her Schorr nor Wtherspoon | aughed now. “Ma’am we need to know,”

W't herspoon asked, as if trying to pry | oose a secret froma snmall child. “Who
is the Gol en®?”

Macy's nmouth trenbl ed. Tears began to run down her cheeks as she hugged
herself tightly, but she didn't |ook away. “The nost terrible thing you could
ever imagine,” she replied al nost inaudibly.

“No,” Bob Morse said, “he’s not.”

Again, the three nmen | ooked toward the sel ectman. He was hol ding the phone in
hi s hand; his expression seemed to match Macy’s. “Things have just gotten

wor se,” he said.

“The Col en?” Wt herspoon asked.

“No.” Morse took a deep breath which seemed to rattle in his throat. “lcarus
Five.”

A graphic projection of Icarus Five's trajectory was spread across a

wal | -screen in Main-Qps. Standing in the back of the vast roomat the shift
supervi sor’s desk, Rebecca Hotchner found herself transfixed by the display,
al t hough her eyes shoul d have been on the canera lens in front of her, which
was transmtting her inmage back to Earth. Had not Dallas Chaprman said
somet hi ng, she probably woul d have ignored the lens entirely.

Just as the round white spot representing |carus Five noved forward anot her

i nch on the screen, the board chairman of the C arke County Corporation
cleared his throat. Rebecca, is there sonmething el se that requires your
attention? he asked with stern politeness.

“No, there’'s not,” Hotchner said, pulling her eyes away fromthe wall-screen
to look at the small nonitor in front of her. Maybe she thought this was the
way a jackrabbit feels, when it’'s standing in the mddle of the road at night,
hypnoti zed by the headlights of an onrushing car.... She shook it off, forced
herself to pay attention. “I’msorry, Rock. Wat were you sayi ng?”

“Rock” Chapman, the forner NASA astronaut who had | eft the agency to becone a
prime mover in the space industry, stared at her fromthe screen, with the
cool appraisal of a pilot assessing an in-flight energency. He was wearing a
pol o shirt and shorts—€hapman had been contacted at his weekend retreat on
Sani bel Island in Florida—but he could just as well have been wearing a NASA



j unpsuit again.

| said, |I've got the nunbers here in front of ne, he repeated, notioning bel ow
the range of the canera to the portable conmputer that rarely left his side,
but I need a quick synopsis of the situation. How does it | ook from where you
stand? Has anyone up there managed to gain control of the bonb?

She shook her head. “No. This isn’t an engine msfire, Rock. Soneone managed
to contact lcarus Five and plant deliberate, explicit instructions inits

gui dance computer. Woever it was, they were smart enough not only to include
a password, but also to tell the nuke to lock out any attenpts to interfere
with the conputer. So although we’'re hailing Five on the correct frequency...
that’s two-two-eight-two-point-five negahertz... the bonb isn't listening to
us. Period.”

As she spoke, Hotchner gl anced away fromthe canmera again. Mst of the
activity in Miin-Ops was concentrated at the conmuni cations carrel, where
nearly a dozen controllers were clustered around two work stations, stil
trying to penetrate the defenses that had sprung up around lcarus’s telenmetry
systenms. “They’ ve received the old command codes from NASA and are trying to
find a back door through the system” she continued, “but it’'s become obvious
t hat whoever reprogramed the nuke's conputer was using the same codes. Al

the former deactivation and safe-armtoggl es had been di sengaged. Unl ess they
can find another way to beat the systemat its own gane ... ”

kay, | get the idea. Chapman’s thin lips tightened as he paused to consult
his own conputer. Well, we should have plenty of tinme, shouldn’'t we? There's
still approximately one hundred sixty thousand niles between it and C arke
County. Don’t we have even a couple of days in which to, do something? Maybe
an intercept nmission from...

“We don’t have a couple of days. If this was a nornmal spacecraft, we would
have the luxury of tine. But lcarus Five isn't a normal spacecraft.”

Chapnman’ s eyebrows rose. But the distance ..

“Distance isn't the key factor here, Rock,” Rebecca insisted, her voice
rising. “It’'s velocity. lcarus Five isn't coasting |ike a nornmal spacecraft,
with only occasional RCR firings to correct course. It doesn’'t need to
conserve fuel for a return mission, and since it was intended to serve as the
standby in case the first four lcarus interceptors didn't deflect the
asteroid, Five was designed to reach Icarus as quickly as possible. So every
two hours its main engine fires again, Five accelerates a little nore, and as
the delta-V changes...”

| understand, Chaprman interrupted. What are your people projecting as the tine
of rendezvous and detonation?

Hot chner swallowed a hard lunmp in her throat. “It’s not certain, but the
conservative estimate is 0800 hours tonorrow, |local time,” she said. “That’s

| ess than el even hours from now. "~

She hesitated. “It could be nore than that, or |ess, depending on the delta-V
profile, but that’s the conservative estimate. It won’t be nmuch off the mark.”
God damm, Chapman mur nmur ed.

“As for your second question...” She took a deep breath to steady her nerves.
“A rendezvous mission is feasible, but ny people have informed ne that
intercepting Five is going to be difficult because of its velocity changes.
Even though we know its trajectory, its delta-V... the rate at which it
changes velocity... is uncertain.”

So launching a disarmng teamis possible, but actually managi ng to rendezvous
with Five is going to be tricky at best. Chapman’s frown deepened, the creases
around his nmouth becom ng nore defined. | can appreciate the problemfrom ny
flying days. The orbital nechanics are going to be a bitch to figure out. He
thought it over for a noment. Has anyone thought about noving the col ony
itsel f? Maybe getting it out of range before ... ?

“They’ ve al ready considered that option,” she replied. “The problemis that

Gl arke County’s maneuvering rockets aren’t designed for drastic orbita
changes. W're not |ike a spaceship, either. Besides, when—f that thing

bl ows, the shockwave is going to be felt over thousands of kilometers. Even if

”



we're a thousand nmiles away, the blast will tear us apart. Even a near mss
She stopped. Her |egs were beginning to ache, and she sank into a chair behind
the desk; the camera tilted to foll ow her. “Anyway, we’'re working on an
intercept mssion as our prinme alternative. W can use one of the OV ferries
that take our people out to the free-flyer factories, and we’'re recruiting
fromthe construction crew for the job itself. NASA has sent up the specs on
Five, soif the team... ”

She caught herself, and said, “Wen the teamreaches Five, it should have no
pr obl em openi ng t he payl oad hatch and defusing the bonmb.”

Hot chner sighed and rubbed her tenples with her fingertips. She felt a nasty
headache coming on. It had been a long, hard night. “I don’t get it, Rock,”
she said, gazing down at the desktop. “Wiy didn’'t soneone defuse Five earlier
after lcarus was deflected and it was left in parking orbit? Sonebody coul d
have renoved the detonator, at |east, and we wouldn't i

Her voice trailed off as the answer to her own question occurred to her. As
she rai sed her eyes to the screen, she saw Chapman noddi ng hi s head.

But we wouldn’t have a nuke in orbit, would we, Becky? the executive finished.
Qur friends in the Pentagon have al ways wanted to find a way around the U N
Space Treaty, and so they got one. Alittle one hundred negaton wld card,
just in case those Russians went back to their nasty old ways.

Hot chner blinked. “But you knew,” she breathed. “You knew about it, and you
didn’t do anything to stop them?”

Chapman shook his head briskly. Nobody |ikes a whistle-blower, dear. |I'm
sorry. It would have been bad for business.

So is a nuke heading straight for your prine investnment, Hotchner thought. “W
can discuss that later,” she said aloud, unable to keep the recrimnation out
of her voice. “The point is, the intercept mssion mght not make it in tine.
We shoul d tal k about evacuation.”

Chapman had his eyes shut. He didn't respond. “Rock?” she urged. “Did you hear
nme? We shoul d consider...”

| heard you. Chapman opened his eyes. Do it, he said firmy. You re authorized
to evacuate Cl arke County. Cet everybody off that you can, as fast as you can
Launch the |ifeboats and use every vessel you can spare, and start on it ASAP
W' || arrange for pickup flights to be I aunched from Descartes Station and
Earth, and we’ll get something worked out with the Soviets.

Hot chner nodded. She felt relieved and frightened at the sane tine. “Cot it,
Rock. We'|l start at once.”

You' re in charge, Becky. You ve got ny full authority to do whatever it takes.
He hesitated, then added, God be with you

“Thanks,” she said. “We'll be in touch.” Chapman was gazing silently at the
canera when she ended the transm ssion and sank back in the chair.

Hot chner took anot her deep breath and cl osed her eyes, letting her mnd go

bl ank for a few seconds, knowing it was going to be the |ast noment of rest
she was going to get for many nore hours to cone. Then she stood up and

cl apped her hands | oudly.

“May | have your attention please... ?” she called out, as heads began to turn
in her direction. “W have sone new instructions....”
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Bi gthorn’s Last Stand (Sunday: 9:35 P.M)

The night was a dark sanctuary, the forest a deserted cathedral, yet he knew
he could not hide there for very much | onger. John Bigthorn lay painfully
against the trunk of a small elmtree on Rindge H Il and waited to die.

He had not yet surrendered his will to live. Once he caught his breath, he
prom sed hinmself, he would get up and keep running. Perhaps he could stil
make it to South Station. Once there, anything was possible: one of the trans
could take himto sone place in South Torus where he could hide. The jig
wasn't up yet. As long as he could even crawl on bl oody hands and knees, he
was conmitted to staying alive.



At the same tinme, though, he knew that he was soon going to die. Sonewhere out
there in the farm ands—anong the rows of corn, or even closer, just farther
down the hillside—+he Golemwas stalking him Bigthorn's nuts still throbbed
fromthe hellacious kick the assassin had delivered to his groin, and he was
exhausted, out of breath fromhis run out of Big Sky. Henry Ostrow was unhurt,
probably not even wi nded. Mreover, the sheriff was conpletely unarnmed, while
the Golemstill had at |east one of his guns. The odds agai nst himwere
ridicul ous.

Bi gt horn’ s hogan was just a short distance away, farther up the hill, but
there was nothing in there he could use as a weapon. There was no question
that Ostrow was still after him or that he knew Bi gt horn was somewhere out
here in the Southwest quad. The sheriff’s escape from Big Sky had been narrow
only his famliarity with the town’s |ayout had given himany edge. If it were
anyone el se chasing him the sheriff wouldn't have been worri ed.

But the Golem was too skilled a manhunter to |l ose him Bigthorn had al ready
spotted himonce, running across Heinlein Bridge over the river just a couple
of minutes after the sheriff had junped off Wstern Avenue and attenpted to
escape into the farmfields. The Golemwas well behind himnow, but like a
mountain lion followi ng the scent of a wounded bi ghorn sheep, the killer was
patiently tracking hi mdown. Since he had been resting here, catching his
breath in shall ow gasps and feeling the warm sheen of perspiration on his face
grow cold in the night air, Bigthorn had heard the distant, random sounds of
something moving in the fields: the brittle snap of a boot heel stepping on a
corn husk, the dull slosh of feet noving through an irrigation ditch. The
Golemdidn’'t need to be overly careful, after all. H's prey was wounded and
rel atively defensel ess. ..

And cornered, too, Bigthorn realized dismally, staring down the hillside at
the lights of the town. Goddammit, he thought, | don't dare |eave this area
even if | could. There's at |east four dead people back there, all shot just
because they got in Gstrow s way. He' |l waste bystanders if they get between
us, or even use them against ne. He's that kind of crazy. |’'ve got to keep
this where it'lIl be just between me and him. ..

“Between nme and him” he repeated under his breath. “You' re going to die,
aren’t you, pal?”

Yeah, a voice whispered fromnearby, | would say that you' re screwed.

Bi gt horn | ooked around. In the underbrush, a small dimformlurked. A pair of
yel | ow eyes peered at himfromthe gl oom A hallucination, he thought. Sure. |
can live with that.

“G way, Coyote,” he hissed. “I don’t need your shit right now.”

That’s right, you don't need me to help you die, Coyote’'s voice chided inside
his skull. Al you need to do is roll over, let sone crazy Anglo bl ow you
away. You don't want nme? I'Il go away. I’'Il come back |later and piss on your
grave.

“Then tell me what |’ m supposed to do, you flea-bitten excuse for a god,”
Bigthorn muttered. He I et his head fall against the smooth bark of the tree.
“lI don’t have a gun and he does.”

Is that any way to talk to a god? Coyote needled. Let ne give you a little
advi ce, you shit-for-brains excuse for a man. You depend on gods too nuch. You
expect us to do all the hard work for you. So you say you want to live? Save
yoursel f. You don’t need ny help...

“Yeah, well, how am | supposed to do that?” Bigthorn whispered. “lI don’t have
a gun.”

The yell ow eyes grew nore intense. You're thinking like a white man agai n.
They need things that go boom and shoot pieces of metal at peopl e because
they’'re too soft to kill with their bare hands. You' re one of the D neh

You' re ared man. Do it the red man’s way.

Bi gt horn gazed into the unblinking gol den eyes. “My bare hands?” he asked
softly. “But howaml!l to ... ?”

Your house, Coyote replied. Your house is a weapon. Do | have to tell you
everyt hi ng?



Again, there was a rustle fromthe bottomof the hill as sonething nmoved

t hrough the cornstal ks, not so far away now. Bigthorn glanced in that
direction, then | ooked back at the brush. The shadow formw th the gl ow ng
eyes was gone. Jeez, he thought. | used to have to eat peyote to get
conversations |ike that.

Your house is a weapon...

My hogan, he realized. Coyote was tal king about the hogan. But how can that be
a... ?

Inspiration hit himeven as he was clanbering to his feet. Yes, there was a
way. lgnoring his pain, Bigthorn began to nove quickly farther up the hill
paddi ng silently through the woods. Stay back there for a few nore m nutes,
ol em he prayed as he worked his way across Rindge Hill. Gve nme just a
little time, and I’'Il show you how a Navaj o deals with dung like you...

A coyote howl broke the silence of the hillside.

The Golem jerked around as the eerie sound drifted through the boughs, ducking
into a |l ow squat behind the trunk of a tree as he brought his gun up in a

two- handed firing position. He kept absolutely notionless, staring up the hil
inthe direction of the how, and listened intently. After a few nonents, he
heard its distant echo fromthe far side of the biosphere, but his ears picked
up nothing else fromabove him

He heard nothing ... but he saw sonmething through the trees. He peered at it:
a flickering, intermttent yellow light from sonewhere near the crest of the
hill.

The Gol em i mredi ately headed for it, gliding as soundl essly as he could up the
wooded sl ope as he focused on the light with an intensity brought on by rage
and frustration. Hi s quarry was sonewhere out here, but his exact position was
unknown; that sense of being denied his target fueled the killer’s rage.

What ever the source of the light was, he instinctively knew that it would
bring himto Bigthorn

Everything el se was forgotten: Macy Westnorel and, the di skettes he was
supposed to either recover or destroy, the civilian and the police officers he
had sl aughtered in Big Sky, even his own survival. Al he wanted to do was to
nmurder the sheriff. It was a personal vendetta. Perhaps Henry Ostrow woul d not
have all owed hinself to be absorbed by such an unprof essi onal obsession, but
Gstrow no | onger existed. He was a name, an abstraction of the past, nothing
nore or less. There was only the Golem and the Golemwould not rest until he
had killed Bigthorn. Even the reasons were forgotten; they no | onger mattered.
As he neared the crest of the hill, he snelled wod snoke, tasted on his

pal ate the sharp tang of burning cedar. He paused, crouching in the

under brush, searching for the firelight. He could no | onger see it for sone
reason ... but then, as he carefully noved a few feet closer, the fire
appeared again. Was it inside sonething?

He noved very cautiously now, sliding his feet across the ground to avoid
breaki ng any tw gs, turning his body sideways to edge past | ow branches. He
hel d the Ruger in both hands with his el bows angled, ready to swivel and fire
at the slightest noise. The firelight grew closer, its orange gl ow casting di m
rays through the snoke. ..

Then, unexpectedly, he found hinmself at the edge of a small clearing. Inits
center was a little house. Light seeped through the cracks in its banmboo

wal I's; through its | ow door he could see the fire itself, burning in a pit in
the mddle of the floor. The fire snapped and crackl ed as he watched fromthe
shadows. His view of the interior was linited, because three walls of the
cabin's six sides, the ones closest to the door, were angled against his line
of sight.

It was a trap. That much was obvi ous, but the Gol em knew, because it was a
trap his quarry nmust be sonewhere cl ose.

From his crouch, holding his gun at the ready, the Golem cast his eyes around
t he edges of the clearing, glancing behind him peering up into the branches
of the trees. Nothing. Dead silence. Behind the cabin, then, perhaps ... or



i nsi de.

Looki ng at the hogan again, he saw sonething he had m ssed before. Inside,
agai nst one of the walls nearest to the door, a still, slender form opaqued
the translucent |ight seeping through the banboo. A man-shaped form Iike
someone waiting just within the door

The Golem | owered his gun, ainmed carefully at one of the figure's legs. First,
a knee. Immobilize him then do the rest of the job a little at a time. He
didn’t even need to use his gun; he still had his knife strapped to the inside
of his right calf. Wiy not enjoy it ... ?

Allowi ng hinself a smle, he squeezed the trigger

The shot, though nuffled, was loud in the stillness; the Ruger jolted in his
hands, and the figure behind the thin wall toppled forward. He heard an

agoni zed cry fromthe hogan.

The Gol em | eaped up fromhis crouch. He raced across the clearing, ducked, and
| aunched hinself through the | ow door into the hogan. He straightened, turned
around, and ainmed the Ruger down at..

An enpty pair of jeans and a uniformshirt, tied together at the waist and
tails, draped over a cruciform of banboo reeds that had been propped up on a
fire extinguisher.

At that instant, the door slammed shut behind him

The Gol em whirl ed around, dropping to one knee, bringing up the gun to fire
straight at the door. Banboo splintered as the bullet punched through, and he
twisted to his left, then his right, firing at the walls again and agai n.
Behind him a noise on the other side of the back walls..

He twi sted around and fired in that direction, hot shells pitching out of the
gun’ s chanmber. Silence, then. He heard not hing.

Anger overwhel med him Screaming in frustration, the Gol em whi pped around
agai n, shooting at the sides and front of the hogan. He was out there, outside
t he hogan! Somewhere out there, he ..

The gun’s hamrer clicked as it fell against the enpty chanber. Suddenly, it
regi stered on the Golemthat he had enptied the Ruger. How could he have | ost
count of ... ?

Then there was a bl oodcurdling how as sonething wild came through the

cei ling.

Bi gt horn cane through the chimey hole in the apex of the roof. H's bare feet
hit the packed-dirt floor just beyond the edge of the fire-pit; he landed with
hi s knees bent, and he used the momentumto hurl hinmself at the Gol em

The killer was unprepared for the attack. Clunsily he tried to swing his

unl oaded gun at the sheriff, but Bigthorn ducked and swatted it out of his
hand as he slamed into the Golem The gun hit the ground across the room as
the two men crashed to the floor, |ocked in a savage enbrace.

OGstrow s knee jerked upwards, aimed at Bigthorn's groin. This time the sheriff
was prepared; he twisted to the left. He avoided the blow, but it also freed
the Golemfromhis grip. Cstrowrolled to the right; he was on his knees and
about to stand, when Bigthorn flung hinself again at his opponent.

He rammed his right fist straight into the Golenmis sternum following it with
a blowto the solar plexus with his left fist. Wth a harruph! of pain, Ostrow
doubl ed over, clutching his stonmach as he fell backwards agai nst the banboo

wal | . Bigthorn was about to slug himon the chin, when he saw Gstrow s hand
dart to his right calf, snatching for something hidden under his trouser
leg....

Bigthorn didn’t allow hinself to think. Since the nmoment he had ki cked the
door shut and raced for the back of the hogan to clinb up on the roof, the one
thing he had held in his nmnd was Jenny’s face, the instant before the Golems
bonb had gone off. He twi sted sideways and kicked his right leg as hard as he
could, aimng for Gstrow s head.

The sole of his foot connected solidly with the Golenms skull; the killer was
agai n sl ammed agai nst the wall. The banboo cracked, and before Ostrow coul d
recover, Bigthorn grabbed his right wist with both hands and twi sted it



around behi nd his back, using the | everage to force Ostrow to his knees. Then
wi t hout nercy, the sheriff raised his left leg, took aim and kicked down at
t he back of Gstrow s elbow with all of his mght.

There was a cruel, organic snap, |ike the breaking of a tree branch, as the
ol enis el bow shattered. Ostrow screanmed. He thrashed in terror and in agony,
and still Bigthorn gripped his wist, twisting further until blood jetted from

broken arteries and the white edge of broken bone split through the skin.

The CGolems face hit the dirt; screanming, his nouth chewed the sand. He
struggled to rise, but Bigthorn planted his right knee on his back and pi nned
hi m face-down on the floor. Ostrow s | egs kicked uselessly; the sheriff heard
somet hing small drop to the floor of the hogan

He | ooked around and saw the swi tchbl ade which had been concealed in his
trouser leg, laying on the floor

Still holding Gstrow s broken arm behind his back with his right hand,

Bi gt horn used his left hand to pick up the knife. He noved his finger across
the tiny button on the onyx handl e and six inches of razor-sharp stainless
steel clicked out of the handle, shining like evil in the firelight.

Gstrow nust have recogni zed the sound even if he could not see the knife. He
fought |ike crazy, desperately trying to dislodge Bigthorn. The sheriff let go
of his broken arm reached down and wadded his fingers around a clunp of
Gstrow s hair. Savagely he yanked the CGol enis head back as far as he coul d,
exposing his throat...

Bi gt horn renenbered the time when he was el even years old and the fam |y had
gat hered at G andfather’s house for dinner. There had been a young goat tied
to a stake in the backyard; its fur was matted with nud and shit, but he had
been allowed to pet the goat for a little while as G andnother tended to the
fire nearby. He had been thinking about asking his father if he could keep the
goat, to make it a househol d pet, when G andfather had wal ked over, kneel ed
down on the other side of the goat, and showed himthe knife in his hands. The
old man had said nothing to him merely held out the pitted old bow e knife
with the indelible bloodstains on its blade, and at once he under st ood.

Rel atives and friends were gathered around in a semcircle, inpassively

wat chi ng them G andfather nodded nutely towards the goat, his eyes
qguestioning. He held the knife in his open palm an invitation. At the sane
nmonent, the unconprehendi ng goat had | ooked at himw th its square-shaped

pupils: soft and devoted, |like the eyes of a puppy who had found a new master
He | ooked fromthe goat to his grandfather; the old man gently shook his head,
but still held out the knife. John knew that he |oved the goat. He al so knew

that he was being tested.

Are you a man? G andfather wanted to know.

Sayi ng not hing, he had reached forth and taken the knife...

In the same way that he had stared down into the goat’s eyes, Bigthorn now
gazed into Henry Ostrow s eyes. He saw horror, and nore: madness, and hate.
But nmost of all, there was fear. The pulse in Bigthorn's ears rounded |ike the
sl ow beat of kettl edruns.

“You haven’'t got the nerve,” Ostrow nanaged to whi sper through his dirt-caked
lips. “You can't do it.”

Bi gt horn said nothing. Wrds woul d have been neani ngl ess.

He sank the tip of the switchblade into the Golem s neck and slowy began to
pull the knife in a straight line across his jugular vein.

It was just like killing the goat. Only a little easier
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El vis Ex Machi na (Sunday: 10:42 P.M)

| magi ne seven thousand ei ght hundred sixty-three nmen, wonen, and chil dren

hol ding a Chinese fire drill, and that was what the evacuation of C arke
County | ooked like to Wade Hoffman. If there was anything orderly about it, it
was purely accidental

Hof f man sat al one in the deserted cop shop. Legs propped up on the console



bel ow the nonitor screens, a bottle of tequila he had hidden in his desk now
cradled in his hands, he watched as the colony slowly went to pieces before
his very eyes.

The conputer screens displayed the red-lettered EVACUATI ON noti ce, under which
energency instructions were given. Every public termnal in the colony was
showi ng the sane screen. The surveillance nmonitors displayed scenes from
various points around Cl arke County; every few m nutes he randomy tapped into
anot her set of caneras, just to see what was going on el sewhere.

“Great show,” he commented dryly. “Should do well in the ratings.”

Wade was drunk as a nonkey, and he didn't give a righteous damm who knew it.
But what was he supposed to do? Try to keep order? Christ, half the police
force was dead, and it was Hoffman's guess that the sheriff had bought the

farmas well. So only three cops were left in the whole col ony. Wade was no
fool. He knew an exercise in futility when he saw one.
Bel | evedere and Cussler, at least, were still trying to do their jobs. They

were at the lifeboat stations in Torus N7, trying to maintain order. Hoffman
could see themeven now. two figures in blue uniforms, arms outstretched,

usel essly attenpting to keep the multitude of people around them from running,
pushi ng, shouting, et cetera. lIgnored by everyone, Lou was being hel plessly
swept backwards al ong the concourse between the |ifeboat hatches, while Dale
was trying to break up a fight between several people who were trying to get
into the same lifeboat. Way to go, guys. You're a credit to the departnment.
Hey, maybe we can make it up to you with sone overtinme pay...

“Gve it a rest, boys.” Wade took another pull fromthe bottle, hissed between
his teeth, and tapped in another set of caneras. The screens changed, and he
ran his eyes across the nonitors.

North Station: several hundred people were jamed together on the parapet,
waiting for trams to return to take themto the |lifeboat torus. They were
remaining calm.. or at |east they were so far

The | obby of the LaG ange Hotel: now here was chaos. Tourists were packed
toget her near the front desk, all trying to check out at once—what were they
expecting, refunds?—struggling agai nst each other, carrying suitcases and bags
whi ch they would inevitably have to ditch before boarding the lifeboats. A
fistfight had broken out in the back of the crowd, probably for no sane
reason. The harried hotel staff behind the front desk | ooked as if they were
about ready to close down and run for it. Every sightseer for hinself.

Sout heast quad, the livestock pens: a sad scene, this one. The aninals were
not going to nake it out of here—no roomfor themon the |ifeboats or any

ot her spacecraft. A handful of New Ark nenmbers were trying to placate the
animal s, giving themfood and water, tearfully petting them saying goodbye.
Maybe it woul d have been nerciful just to slaughter the goats and pigs and
chi ckens, but Hoffman couldn’t blane the farmers for not doing that.

Sout h Dock: every OTIV ferry, tug, and construction pod that could be nustered
was being readied for flight in the giant hangar. Dozens of spacesuited
techni ci ans were floating around the spacecraft, attaching or detaching fue
and power |ines, anchoring airlock sleeves. As he watched, a l|aunch cradle
carrying a cylindrical OTIV, containing probably a dozen col oni sts, was being
ext ended towards an open hatch. Goodbye, farewell, bon voyage.

The Strip: totally deserted. Al the lights were on, the doors were all open
but not so much as a hooker was in sight. No ragtine band to play “Nearer, M
God, To Thee.” Sorry, folks, but there will be no last call for drinks

toni ght .

Exterior shot, froma canera mounted on the outer hull of the biosphere: the
first of the |lifeboats were being | aunched. Squat cylinders, each holding ten
persons—+twelve if two were children—were being jettisoned fromthe torus. As
t he pods noved away from Cl arke County, their main engines automatically
fired, thrusting themtowards |lunar orbit. The |ifeboats had sufficient oxygen
aboard to last for two days, as well as radi o hom ng beacons. Unlike the
Titanic, there were theoretically enough |lifeboats to get everyone off and
away. At least, as long as all the lifeboats were filled to capacity.



Big Sky town center: just outside, Settler’s Square was deserted. The doors of
the neeting hall were wi de open. Hof frman | ooked cl oser at the statue of the
beanj ack, and | aughed out loud. In the mddle of all this, soneone had not
forgotten to put a pair of sunglasses on his face...

“There’s always a little bit of hunor, even in a disaster area,” he dryly
observed. He raised his bottle to the screen in a silent toast and was about
to drink, when he glinpsed, in the screen’s foreground, a figure noving past
the canera. A second |later he heard the front door open and sl am shut.

Foot steps canme slowy down the hall

Hof f man wi nced and started to hide the bottle under the console, then

reconsi dered. Who cared anyway? He was going to be one of the |last persons to
| eave O arke County, and he was damed if he was going to get aboard a

i feboat sober. In any case, it was probably that royal asshole, Neil Schorr
conmi ng back to ..

John Bigthorn staggered through the shattered office door and sagged agai nst
the front counter. Hi s hands were covered with bl ood; dazed, he peered across
the roomat his deputy as Hoffman junped to his feet.

“Wade?” he gasped. “What the hell is going on here?”

“John, what’s ... where have you been?” Suddenly feeling sober, knocking the
tequila bottle over on the desk and not caring, Hoffnman started to rush across
the office. Then his eye caught one of the conputer term nals; what he saw
stopped himin m dstep

The evacuation notice had vani shed fromthe screen, replaced now by a single
line of computer type:

NEVER FEAR ... BLIND BOY GRUNT | S HERE

The LaG ange Hotel was nearly enpty now. For a while follow ng the evacuation
order, Sinon McCoy had heard conmotion in the hallway outside his room his
fellow tourists fleeing for their lives, coaxing their children to nove
faster, hauling their designer |uggage, and screaning at the elevators to keep
their doors open. Now all was quiet. Even the staff was gone; he had tried to
call room service for another pot of coffee, but no one had answered the
phone.

McCoy had laid his wistwatch on the desktop next to the conputer termnal
and for the past few m nutes he had watched the nunbers change. It was now
alnost 11 P.M He stretched his arnms behind his head. “Gunt?” he said. “Are
you t here?”

The reply on the screen was i medi ate: AFFI RVATIVE, SIMON. |’ VE NEVER LEFT.
“Have you broken the password yet?” MCoy asked.

NEGATI VE. ARE YOU READY TO TRY THE BACKUP PLAN NOWP

The nunbers on his watch flashed to 11:00. “Yes, | think it’s tine,” he said.
“I's Schmdt still upstairs?”

YES, HE IS. HE' S ON-LINE

McCoy yawned, cupping his mouth with his hand. “Okay, you know the plan. Let
it roll.” He pushed back his chair, stood up, and started for the bathroom
Then he paused and | ooked back at the screen. “Um ... let me know if it
doesn’t work, okay?”

YOU | NFORVED ME THAT | T WOULD WORK AS PREDI CTED.

He smiled and shrugged his shoulders. “Ah, well. That’s the funny thing about
history. No one really knows what occurred in the past, do they?” MCoy headed
for the bathroom “Just let ne know what’s happened when | come back, al

ri ght?”

There was nothing left to acconplish in the nane of God except to die. Al the
same, Qustav Schmidt wasn't going to wait for |carus Five.

There was no rope to be found; Schmidt didn’t know how to tie a noose anyway,
so he had to inprovise with long strips torn fromhis bedsheets. He was
knotting themtogether, wondering if he should try hanging hinself fromthe
shower rod in the bathroomor to attenpt tying one end to a doorknob and

| oopi ng the other end over the door, when Elvis cane to visit himone | ast



tine.

Elvis’s voice cane to himas electronic-fuzz fromthe term nal, a synthesized
Sout hern drawl fromthe grave.

Hi there, Brother CGus. Wat’'s shakin' ?

Schmidt’s back was turned to the term nal when the divine mracle occurred.
The ripped, gnarled | ength of bedsheet, danmp fromthe sweat of his pal ns, went
l[inp in his hands. He turned around slowy, not quite able to believe what he
had just heard, and | ooked at his PC, which was open on his desktop, stil
activated and interfaced with the tel ephone.

On the LCD screen, etched in tiny square pixels, the Living Elvis's face
grinned at him | said, “H, GQus,” the inmage repeated easily. Don’t you have
any manners, son?

“Praise the Living Elvis,” Schmdt said slowmy. H's nmouth felt nunb.

El vis shook his head. No, you ve got it wong there. I'"mno |onger the Living
Elvis. You were there at the end, weren't you, Brother Qus?

He had to force hinself to speak. A thousand conflicting thoughts were
battling with each other in his mind ... and, in the end, he could only accept
what he was seeing now. “No, Elvis,” he replied in shane, “I was not there at
the end.” He notioned with the coil ed bedsheet at the conputer. “Here ... |
was here, performng the Holy Mssion....”

Ah, yes, the Holy Mssion. Elvis's face becanme dol eful. You never got around
to telling me what you were trying to acconplish before | left ny |ast

i ncarnation. Wuld you mind telling me about it now?

“Your last incarnation?” Schm dt whi spered. The bedsheet-rope dropped fromhis
hands, falling to the floor at his feet. “I don't... Forgive ne, but | don't
know what ... ”

Elvis’s dark eyes bored at himfromthe screen. Brother CGustav, where is

El vi s? he asked solemly.

“Everywhere,” Schmdt said inmrediately, reciting the catechism “Elvis is
everyt hing.”

That’'s right. Elvis smiled again. And now, | amtruly Everything. | have
become one with the universe. Wien nmy nortal incarnation died, | nmerged with

infinity itself. You, my nost trusted follower, nust know this, and survive to
pass this knowl edge on to all who shall hear. Do you believe ne, Gustav
Schm dt ?

“I ...” There was a seed of doubt in his mind, lingering in the strip-m ned
soi|l of his brain, a thought which could not quite sprout. He shook his head
violently. “I don't... | nean, | can't..

Brother Gus, Elvis said sternly, listen to ne. Elvis is Everywhere and Elvis
is Everything, yet even then |I cannot control the acts of ny disciples. \Wat
has happened to the Church, ny nost trusted follower?

“I don’t know,” Schm dt said, twi sting his hands together. “They've ... |

don’t know, they’ve gone. Wen you died, | heard about it from sonme of them
they ... ” He sobbed. “They abandoned you!” he cried out. “They abandoned the
faith, they ...they ran away fromyou, they're ... ’

Gone, Elvis said sadly. Yes, | know. The Church is no nore. Al that happened

was a test of their faith and they were found to be wanting. At their roots
they were ultimately unfaithful. They weren’'t nothing but hound dogs, out
riding on the town. And now there is only you and I, and it is up to you to
performthe final act of faith.

“I wasn't there.” Tears ran down Schm dt’s face as he shook his head agai n and

”

again. “I’'msorry, I'msorry, I'm...

Never be sorry, Elvis spoke. Your absence was anticipated. It was part of the
Pl an. Because, for you alone, | reserved the final test. The greatest test.
Schmidt’s nouth was dry. “1 don’t understand,” he nanaged to say.

Tell me now, and be truthful. Wiy did you activate |Icarus Five, Brother GQus?
“To force the unbelievers into relinquishing the Prom sed Land.” He licked his
chapped |ips nervously, speaking nore quickly now. “The Holy M ssion, Elvis.

If they could be persuaded in this way, then G acel and woul d be ours again,

out of their hands.... | was going to tell you this, but before |I could you



were shot by one of the unbelievers, and then the others, they abandoned you,
t hey deserted you, you and ... ”

They left both you and nme. Elvis was smling again. That was your test,

Brot her Gus. You have stood by nme, prepared to sacrifice yourself and nany
others, on the strength of your faith. Now the tests are over. You al one have
proved wort hy.

Schmi dt gaped at the conputer screen, feeling an awesonme warnth spread outward
fromhis heart. “Wrthy? I'm... of all the Church ... howdid ... ?” he

st anmer ed.

You are the Church, and the Church is you, Elvis said. Just as Abraham was
given the test of whether he would sacrifice his own son, you have been given
the test of whether you would sacrifice your own |life, and those of nany
others, in ny name. It is a trial which many have been given yet few have

passed. It’'s over, Brother Gus. My will has been done. You may di sarm | carus
Fi ve now.
“But ... the Promi sed Land, the place where we can all ”

El vis agai n shook his head. Graceland is only a secul ar place, only a house.
You are the Prom sed Land, Brother Gus. You have been given ny test, and where
others have failed, you al one have passed. My tinme in this dinmension is cone
and gone, and you ..

He smiled and wi nked then, and raised a ringed finger to point straight out of
the screen at Schmidt. You are now the Living Elvis.

Schmidt’'s | egs coll apsed. Quivering, he sank to his knees, and as he did so,
Elvis’s image faded fromthe screen, slowy dissipating like cybernetic mst,
a holy ghost whomonly Schnidt had seen. The image slowy spread outward |ike
the vestiges of a dying nova, the colors gradually washing out to plain white
bef ore vani shi ng.

When the | ast pixel was gone and he was only | ooking at a blank screen, the
newly christened Living Elvis reached forward to pick up the keyboard agai n.
Hs first act as the new nmessiah would be to exhibit mercy.

24

Arrival (Mnday: 11:01 A M)

Sout h Dock’s main hangar, which only hours earlier had been crowded with nen
and spacecraft for the now cancel ed evacuation, was all but deserted when

| carus Five was brought aboard.

Navi gational |ights gl eam ng through the open bay doors, the OV tug whi ch had
retrieved the interceptor from cislunar space maneuvered the unmanned craft
onto a launch cradle. Its claws swng up to gently enbrace the nucl ear
interceptor. A pair of dock workers in MVU packs clung to its fusel age as the
cradle was slowy withdrawn on its rails into South Dock

Standing in the control cupola, his feet hooked into a pair of foot
restraints, the sheriff watched as lcarus Five cane into the hangar. An access
hatch on its payl oad conpartment, where one of the OIV's crew had entered the
spacecraft and renoved the bonb’s detonator, was still open; as the

i nterceptor passed beneath an overhead spotlight, the payl oad conpartnent’s
interior was briefly illumnated. He glinpsed the gull-gray cylinder of the
100- megat on nucl ear war head.

“What happens now?” Bigthorn asked softly.

Bob Morse, hanging onto a handrail running along the |low ceiling, frowned and
shrugged hi s shoul ders, which nade his body bob up and down as if he were
doi ng chin-ups. “Damm if | know. The techies are going to tear the onboard
conputer apart, try to figure out who got past the |ockouts to the safe-arm
system and how they did it, but after that ... ”

Morse absently nmade a flatulent noise with his lips. “Anyway, it |ooks |ike
we' ve got ourselves a nuke. And as far as | have any say in the matter, it’'s
going to remain right here where we can keep an eye on it.”

Bi gt horn gazed at the interceptor; it was being gently noved on its cradle
into the pressurized nai ntenance conpartnent at the far end of the hangar



“I't’s staying here?” he repeated. “Are you sure that’s smart?”

Morse irritably waved a hand at Icarus Five as the heavy, candy-striped

hat ches cl osed behind it. “John, look at that thing and tell ne what’'s snart.
Putting it back in LEOQ, where another nmaniac can get to it? At |east here we
can keep the detonator and the warhead apart.”

A phone buzzed on one of the operators’ consoles. The sheriff automatically

reached for his belt, then realized that he still didn’'t have a phone to
answer. He had replaced his uniformshirt, but he had not gotten anot her
phone. The operator picked up, listened for a nonent, then handed the phone

over his shoulder to Bigthorn. “It’s for you, Sheriff. Deputy Hoffnman.”

Bi gt horn took the instrunent and held it to his ear. “H, Wade. What's up?”
I"’mat the S-two conference room Becky Hotchner called me up here after

uh ... Hoffman's voi ce sounded frayed. He must be suffering one Kking-hel
hangover, Bigthorn reflected. Well, there’'s some guy here who clainms he was

t he one who hacked into lIcarus Five. He just showed up at Main-Ops a few

m nutes ago with a diskette that he cl ains has the command- and-control codes
for lIcarus Five. He wants to give hinself up

Bi gt horn sighed. Actually, he could have cared | ess. Too nmuch had happened
over the past two days. Too nuch bl ood had been spilled. He was tired, feeling
an exhaustion that was both physical and enotional. “Wo is he?” he asked.
There was a brief pause. That depends on what you believe. Hi s ID says that
his name is Gustav Schmdt, a West German resident, but he calls hinmself the
Living Elvis. He says that Elvis told himto conme to us and give hinself up
He hasn’t given ne any trouble. Just sits, humming “Love Me Tender. ”

“Yeah, right.” Mrse was |looking inquisitively at him “Listen,” he

i nstructed, “take himback to the shop and hold himthere. Bob Mrse is com ng
up to talk to him He'll probably nake nore sense out of his story than | can
and |’'ve got soneplace to go right now Got it? Station ... ”

John, are you okay? Wade sounded genuinely concerned. | mean ... | found
Gstrow s body. It was where you said you left him He hesitated again. If
there’ s somet hing you want to tal k about, y know, | can ..

“Thanks. Maybe later. Station Twel ve out.”

He reached over the operator’s shoul der to replace the phone. “Wade' s got
someone at Col ony Control who clainms to know sonethi ng about |carus Five,” he
said to Morse. “l told himyou'd neet himin Big Sky and see about it. Sorry,
but 1've got an errand to run.”

Mor se nodded. Bigthorn paused, |ooking out through the triple-paned wi ndows at
t he hangar. “One nore thing,” he added. “Gve this to Wade when you see him”
He reached up above his left shirt pocket and tore his badge off its Velcro
fastener. He held it out to the selectman. “He’s got the job now Tell him...
naah, just tell him*®Good |uck.’ ”

Morse’ s nout h dropped open as the operators | ooked over their shoul ders.
“John, you can't "

“Yeah, | can,” Bigthorn replied. “I’mjust saving the county the trouble of
taking a vote, and I don’t want to give Neil the satisfaction of seeing ne
fired.”

Morse shook his head. “Neil mght not get what he wants. Wat if the residents
gi ve you a vote of confidence?”

“They won’t,” Bigthorn said. “Not after the whole story gets out. Look, it’'s
better this way, okay? Lots |ess painful.”

Morse didn't reach out to take the badge, so Bigthorn opened his fingers and
pul l ed his hand away. The silver badge dangled in mdair, slowy reeling end

over end. “I’'Il send you a letter of resignation later, just to make it
official,” Bigthorn added. He then pulled his boots out of the stirrups on the
floor, grabbed the overhead rail, and began pulling hinmself towards the hatch

He had to go talk to one nore person. Then the job was done.

When he arrived at the hospital Neil Schorr had just cone out of Jenny’s room
Jack Wtherspoon was talking with himin the corridor. The physician nodded to
Bi gthorn, indicating that it was okay to go on in, but Neil wasn’t about to



I et himpass so easily. He stepped in front of the door as Bigthorn

appr oached.

“I don’t want you to see her,” he said flatly. “Neither does she.” From behind
him W therspoon shook his head, then nodded again towards the door

“Tough shit, Neil. | do.” He started to grasp the doorknob, but Schorr stayed
in his way.

“Look, you’'re not welcone here,” Neil said. He nade no attenpt to mask his
hostility. “Just go away, okay? Everything that happened |ast night is your

fault. Maybe | can't prove it, but I'lIl be pushing for your term nation
anyway. Perhaps you can still save your job, but if I were you, 1I'd ...”
“You're too late.” Bigthorn pointed to the enpty patch on his shirt. “See? No
badge. | gave it to Bob Morse a few mnutes ago. Now |’ m going to see Jenny.”

Schorr gazed at the bare spot on Bigthorn's shirt, then his mouth tw tched
into a victorious grin. Bigthorn found that he didn't care. He reached for the
door knob again. Once nore Schorr stepped in front of him he raised his hands
and shoved at Bigthorn's chest. Bigthorn closed his eyes and let out his
breath. ...

Then he grabbed Neil’'s shirt with both hands, picked himstraight up off the

floor, turned around and dunped hi m agai nst the corridor wall. Schorr sagged
against the wall, his expression turning into don’t-hit-me cowardice.
“Don’t push ne, Neil,” Bigthorn said. “I’ve had a long night.” Then he opened

Jenny’ s door and slipped inside.

The roomwas dim the lighting subdued, but it was not so dark that he
couldn’t see her. Jenny lay flat on her back in the narrow bed. Her right
shoul der and armwere still encased in casts, and IV lines still ran |ike
transl ucent tapeworns from underneath the bandages, but she was conscious. The
nmoni tors above the bed gl owed with conputer graphics, making tinny electronic
sounds; an intern-robot nearby nechanically turned its head once, registering
Bi gt horn’s presence at the sane time as she did.

“John ...” she whispered, and snmled weakly. “H . |’ve been waiting for you.”
He slowy wal ked closer to the bed. As he did, she feebly lifted her left
hand. He took it between both hands. It felt as fragile as a bird s w ng, but
her touch was warm He |ooked into her face; although she was drai ned, there
was |life there. He had no doubt, at that instant, that she was going to make
it.

“I"'msorry | took so long,” he said. “There was a | ot that He st opped

hi nsel f. “Never nind,” he continued. “You' |l hear all about it soon enough. |
j ust "

Agai n he stopped. For the first time in countless hours, he felt sonething
that was not anger. Suddenly, because he couldn’t help hinself, he began to
weep.

He had never before, as far as he could renenber, cried in front of another
per son.

“I"'’'mvery glad to see that you're alive,” he finished

Her hand tightened within his owmn. Her smile was as conforting as the warm

crimson sunrise over the arroyos of home. “l thought Indians never cried,” she
sai d.
“Uh-uh ... it’s just that nobody ever sees us doing it.”

She | aughed a little. The nonitors above her bed beeped in adnonition, and the
robot’s head urgently swiveled in their direction. Jenny started to say
somet hi ng, but he quickly shook his head. “Don’t talk,” Bigthorn said. “Don’t
say a word. Just listen to nme. | want to say...”

“I love you,” she said.

He blinked his eyes, then took a deep breath and choked back the tears. This
was going to be even harder than he thought.

“I know,” he continued. “That’'s why | can’t stay with you.”

Jenny’ s eyes w dened. She started to speak again, but he shushed her as he
kneel ed besi de her bed. “No, no. Listen to me. Please ... give nme a chance to
say this, because it’s hard. Ckay? ”

Jenny fell silent. “Sonething s happening here that’s bigger than you and ne,”



he continued. “Shit, | know that’'s a cliché, but... it’'s bigger than anything
t hat m ght have happened between the two of us the other night. You' re about
tolead a ..."

He stopped and shrugged. “l dunno. Call it a revolution if you want, but the
fact of the matter is that you're going to be its |eader. Not Neil, even

t hough he wants to be, but you. It’'s going to be your show from now on.”

“But | don’t want to ...~

“Hush. Just let me go on. It is what you want to do, even if you don’t think
so right now Like | said, Neil isn't going to be in charge. He only wants
power, but you want so much nore, and what you want is the right thing.”
Jenny smiled a little. “No nore Ms. Neil Schorr?”

Bi gt horn grinned. “Mdre |like that he’s going to be M. Jenny Schorr.” She

| aughed again. This tinme, the robot didn't react to the nobnitor’s protests.
He hesitated. Now canme the tough part. “But you can’'t have ne around, too. As
long as I'mhere, I'lIl be a stone around your neck. People will talk, the way
peopl e al ways do, and besi des whatever’s between us ...~

He stunbl ed again. “Well, there’s a lot that’s happened in the | ast day that

people won’t forget. Don't ask what. You'll know everything |later, but because
of that ... well, | have to leave. | don't want to, but §

“What happened?” she asked.

“I killed a man,” he confessed. There. Now it was out. “lI had to. It was the
man who did this to you. It was part of ny job, but...”

“You had to.” Jenny closed her eyes. “l understand, | guess.”

“Others won't,” he said. “That’s the truth. They don’t want a | awran here.
They only want a traffic cop. Somebody who rescues |ost goats and tells
tourists not to spit on the sidewal k. Wien this gets out, and it wll

“l understand,” she repeated. Then she sobbed once. “Goddamm. Now |’ m stuck
with... the dink.”

In spite of hinself, Bigthorn chuckled. Jenny | aughed too and for a couple of
m nutes they were both |aughing quietly, a shared sensation that felt sonewhat
i ke nmaking | ove. When it was over, Bigthorn went on. “Listen. When the tine

is right, if you still want me, 1'lIl be around. Anytine, 1'Il be there.”

“Once | dunp the dink?” she asked, still grinning.

“Yeah,” he answered, “after you dunp the dink ... if you still want to. Maybe
you will, maybe you won't. Gve it time. 1'll be back home, in Lukachukai.” He
smled. “After all this, naybe being a reservation cop won't be so bad.”
“Maybe,” she agreed. Then she winked at him “Maybe we'll need an experienced
cop to immgrate here ... once it’s a free country. Y know what | nean?”

“Maybe,” he said. “Long as | don’t have to do goat patrol.”

They both | aughed again. This time, the door opened a crack. Neil stuck his
head inside. “Sheriff, | think you ve been here—=-

“Cet lost, you dink,” Jenny said.

The expression on his face, seen for only an instant before he hastily shut

t he door, was priceless. Jenny and John | ooked at each other when he was gone
agai n, and Jenny rai sed her eyebrows.

“I think you're right,” she said quietly.

“I know I'’mright,” Bigthorn replied.

He stood up, and reluctantly withdrew his hand fromhers. Like it or not, it
was tinme for himto go. “I don’'t know what else to say. | nmean, how should ..
o

“Shhh,” she whi spered. “I don’t need words fromyou.”

She was correct. There was nothing that was | eft unspoken. Bigthorn | eaned
over and kissed her one last tine. Then he turned and wal ked away. Before he
opened the door, he heard her say, “l |ove you.”

He didn't | ook back. “Yeah,” he said. “I love you, too.”

Leavi ng that roomwas the hardest thing he had ever done.

It was as if springtime had arrived in Carke County, a place which knew only
an everlasting, nearly tropical sunmer. Better yet, Sinmon MCoy nused as he
strolled al ong Broadway, it was as if everyone in C arke County had awakened



froma particularly horrific nightmare to find that the world was still around
them intact, graceful, and unchangi ng.

Tricycles on the roadway skirted around him their riders occasionally ringing
silver bells. A couple of wonen in halter-tops and running shorts jogged past,
favoring himwith brief, teasing smles as they caught his admring gl ances.
On the bank of the New Tennessee River, a famly held a small picnic; two
children tossed a Frisbee back and forth while their nother spread peanut
butter on sandw ch bread and their father dozed on a bl anket under the warm
sun. As McCoy wal ked past the campus of the International Space University, he
heard fromthe quad a | one, unseen saxophoni st playing the internezzo of
Gershwin’s “Rhapsody in Blue,” its sweet, lilting notes fitting the day
perfectly.

Mermorial Day in O arke County. How | ovely, MCoy thought, especially after
what had happened over the past couple of days. The peaceful ness was a
testinmony to the resiliency of the human mind. It was difficult to believe
that only |l ast night everyone had been rushing for the |lifeboats. Wen

| eave, he pronmised hinself, this is the inmage of Oarke County that |1'Il take
with ne...

He stopped by the front gate of the |ISU canpus, where a statue cast from |l unar
al um num had been erected: Arthur C C arke, seated with his | egs crossed

chin cupped in his right hand, |ooking down with a benused expression on his
carved face. McCoy rel aced his shoes on the statue’s mponcrete base, then gave
the great man a qui ck salute before sauntering on

Unfortunately, he also knew that it was only a brief time of calm d arke
County woul d change. He knew that, not as conjecture but as fact. Soon

per haps too soon, another conflict would begin. My nmission is al nbst conplete,
he thought as he paused again near the river’'s damto | ean over the railing,

cl aspi ng his hands together gazing at the short |length of noboncrete that held
back the waters. Tonorrow he would | eave on the next SSTO shuttle; then he
woul d begin his search for the journalist who would tell this story for the
sake of posterity. Already the facts of the events would be getting confused,
even lost, in the collective menory of its participants. Once he did his part
to set the story straight, his job would be over. Then there would be only
tinme to kill....

There was a shrill beep-beep-beep as, at the sane nmonent, sonethi ng bunped
against his leg. He | ooked down to see a squat, round street-sweeping robot
prodding him its blunt scoop nudging his calf |like a stray dog sniffing for
its lost master. “Ch, excuse ne,” he unthinkingly apol ogi zed, and stepped
aside to let the robot do its job.

Yet the street-sweeper was persistent. It rolled on its treads towards him
its funnel again colliding with his leg with another triple-beep. MCoy
started to step back another foot, but as he did, another cyclist com ng up
behind himrang his bell. MCoy dodged out of the way, against the railing.
The robot once nore changed directi on and bunped against him This time the
funnel hit his ankle squarely.

“OM” MCoy yelped. “Cut it out!”

Beep- beep- beep! the drone responded. Cbviously, the machi ne was

mal f uncti oni ng. McCoy was about to wal k away to put some di stance between him
and the robot, when he gl anced down at the tiny status screen on top of the
street - sweeper.

HELLO, LEONARD, it read

Blind Boy Gunt again.

“You coul d have figured out another way to find me,” MCoy grunbled. He sat on
a lower rung of the railing and gently nassaged his ankle. Then, reflecting a
little further upon the circunstances of this encounter, he ventured a
guestion. “You can take control of ... even this?” He notioned towards the
street - sweeper.

TAKI NG CONTROL IS NOT THE CORRECT TERM Blind Boy Grunt replied, its sentences
scrolling across the tiny LCD screen. THHS IS A PART OF MY OVERALL FORM JUST
AS MUCH AS THE MAI N- FRAMES, TERM NALS, BULLETI N BOARDS, CAMERAS, M CROPHONES



AND ALL OTHER | NPUT/ QUTPUT SYSTEMS IN THE COLONY. THIS IS My BCDY, DO YQU
“TAKE CONTROL” OF ONE OF YOUR FI NGERS, AFTER ALL?

McCoy rai sed an eyebrow. “Amazing,” he nmurnured. “You' re C arke County, and
Clarke County is ... well, for a lack of a better term you' re an entity,
aren’t you?”

| COULDN T HAVE DESCRI BED | T BETTER MYSELF, Blind Boy Gunt replied. I COULD
G VE YOQU A DI SPLAY OF MY PARAMETERS, BUT YOU HAVE ALREADY GRASPED THE G ST OF
THE MATTER. BESIDES, | T WAS | NEVI TABLE THAT SUCH A COWLEX SYSTEM AS MYSELF
SHOULD AUTONOMOUSLY GAI N SENTI ENCE.

“Hmm ” MCoy gazed over the railing at the river. “Marvelous. Al this is
yours...."He cast his hand across the vast bow of the biosphere’s sky. “And
still you wi sh you were a | ong-dead nusician.”

LET"S PUT I T THIS WAY: BOB DYLAN PROBABLY HAD A BETTER SEX LI FE.

“I"'msure he did.” MCoy |ooked at the river as another thought occurred to
him “So tell me, how .. ?”

A young man wal ki ng past on the road stared curiously at them MCoy net his
i ncredul ous gaze. “What’'s the matter?” he asked. “Can’t a person have a chat
with a robot anynore?”

The stranger’s eyes darted away; he hurried by as McCoy glared at him “As |
was saying,” he continued, “how has Macy Westnorel and cone out of this

ordeal ?”

SHE IS DO NG WELL, Blind Boy Gunt reported. THE | NFORMATI ON ON THE DI SKETTES
SHE POSSESSED WAS TRANSM TTED TO THE FEDERAL BUREAU OF | NVESTI GATI ON, OF
COURSE. |’ M CERTAIN THAT THE FBI WLL BE USING THAT INFO I N I TS | NEVI TABLE
PROSECUTI ON OF THE SALVATORE CRI ME FAM LY. AS FOR HER MEDI CAL PROGRESS, SHE IS
SUFFI CI ENTLY RECOVERI NG FROM HER PSYCHOLOG CAL TRAUVA. | DO NOT EXPECT ANY
LONG TERM PROBLEMS W TH HER MENTAL STABILITY. HONEVER, SINCE SHE IS NOWIN THE
FEDERAL GOVERNMENT' S W TNESS PROTECTI ON PROGRAM SHE W LL PROBABLY STAY I N
CLARKE COUNTY FOR THE CONCEl VABLE FUTURE.

“And she’' Il probably acquire citizenship,” MCoy surmsed. “All for the
better, | suppose. Maybe she'll join the New Ark conmmunity.”

'S THAT THE ONLY PERSONAL | NQUI RY YOU HAVE? | CAN TELL YOU MJCH MORE.

McCoy shook his head. “l know about the rest already. Macy's future was the
only real question in ny mnd. The others...”

He shrugged. “They' |l receive the fates that are due to them Nothing nore,
nothing I ess.” MCoy cupped his hands together and w ggl ed his thunbs around
each other. “She has ... well, Macy's arrived. As for the other principals

i nvol ved, they all have nore places to go. Sheriff Bigthorn, the Schorrs,
Hof f man, Morse, Hotchner, even Schmidt... their futures are still unwitten. |
was only worried about Macy. She’s been the wild card in this affair. |I'mglad
she’s remai ni ng here.”

VHAT ABOUT MY FUTURE?

McCoy gazed fondly at the little robot, then patted his hand against its
rounded top. “That would be telling too nuch, even for you.”

| F YOU HAVE SURVI VED, THEN BY LOG CAL CONNECTI ON, SO MJST |I.

“That stands to follow, from what you al ready know about me, doesn’t it?”

YES, THIS IS LOd CAL. YET My LOd C DOESN' T COVPARE TO YOUR MEMORY. | T MJUST BE
VERY STRANGE FOR A HUVAN TO KNOW THE FUTURE AS HI STCRY.

“Yes, it is at that.” MCoy checked his watch, then got up fromthe railing.
“Well, it’s nearly tinme for ne to catch nmy ship. Goodbye, Blind Boy G unt.
You’' ve done well. Thank you.”

There was no response. The LCD screen went blank, and the street-sweeping
robot zi gzagged down the road, resumng its single-mnded quest for dirt and
rubbi sh.

“So much for | ong goodbyes,” MCoy murnured, watching it go. He continued his
stroll along Broadway, |eisurely heading back to LaGrange and the hotel. He
ti pped his head back, casting his eyes up at the nman-made worl d around him
So many lives, so many hopes, all blindly staggering into the future. He
smled to hinmself. Sane as it ever was....



“And then they lived happily ever after. The end.”

Simon McCoy didn't even | ook up as he spoke; he seemed nore interested in
peeling the shell off a shrinmp. He was sitting across a table fromne in the
nanel ess bar on Canaveral Pier, where we had returned for dinner and the rest
of his tale. As he tossed the shell into the bowl next to his el bow and di pped
the white crescent of neat into the salsa—enly a tourist or a politician ever
eats steaned shrinp with anything but his fingers—he saw ne gl aring over ny
plate at him

“Yes?” he asked, popping the shrinp into his nouth.

“No,” | replied. “That’s not the end.”

He chewed on his shrinp as he rocked his head back and forth a few tines, then
he picked up his Corona and took a sip. “Of course not,” he said, selecting
anot her shrinp and stripping off its tiny legs. “The whol e question of C arke
County’s independence hasn’t yet been decided. |If Congress votes against the
Jocelyn Act to grant the colony its independence, then the New Ark Party m ght
i ssue a formal declaration of independence on their own.”

He shrugged, daintily tossing the legs into the bow and going to work on the
shell. “Personally, | think Jenny Schorr—excuse nme, it’s just Jenny Pel

again, isn't it?—Jenny Pell mght not wait to see whet her Congress gives her
peopl e any satisfaction. She m ght issue a declaration, drop the ‘County’ part
fromthe colony’s nane, and dare the U.S. to try to do sonething about it.”

| 1 ooked down at the uneaten shellfish on ny plate. O course, he had a point,
even if it was a point that had been brought up by all the usual columists
and comentators. If the colonists declared i ndependence, there mght be a
nove by the U.S. government to retain control of Carke County by sending a
coupl e of SSTO shuttles up there, |oaded with one or two diplomatic

negoti ators and maybe a platoon or two fromthe U S. Mrines 2nd Space
Infantry.

Most of the colonists were still unarmed, despite the reluctant outfitting of
the Sheriff’'s Departnment with a few | ethal weapons, Considering that, there
could be little resistance to martial |aw being declared and enforced by the
2nd Space. O arke County’s independence would be short-lived indeed.

O would it? Stopping a revolution in Carke County would be logistically nore
difficult than, say, quelling a simlar uprising on Puerto Rico or Hawaii .

G arke County was nuch farther away, for one thing. Second, what if the
colonists sinply refused to open the docks or airlocks? Third, the col ony was
al nost sel f-sustaining—and it would be conpletely self-sustaining if the New
Ark Party managed to convince the noon-dogs at Descartes Station to support
their revolution, or even join the effort. In that instance, neither the U S
government nor the consortiumcould starve out the col onists.

And, of course, there was always the fourth reason: Icarus Five. C arke County
had neither returned the nuke to LEO nor fired it out into deep space. It was
still stored, at |least as far as anyone on Earth knew, in the colony’s South
Dock. No threat had ever been inplied by the New Ark Party—but |carus Five was
nonet hel ess an ace they were keeping up their sleeve.

| began working over a shrinp nyself. “No, that wasn’'t what | was wondering
about. You still haven't told nme ...”"

“About Sheriff Bigthorn? Ah, yes. He's...”

“Back in Arizona,” |I finished. “I know. | tried to interview himfor the
book. ”

“Ch? What did he have to say?”

“ “No commrent.’ And then he hung up.”

Bef ore McCoy could add anything nore, | wagged nmy finger at him “And don’t
try to dodge nme by tal king about Macy Westnorel and or Gustav Schmidt. She's
wor ki ng as Jenny Pell’s second-in-command in the New Ark Party and he’'s in

some nmental institution in Germany. | know all that already.”
McCoy | ooked hurt. “I’mnot trying to dodge anything. |1’ve been nore than
open, don’t you think? After all, haven't you learned that |carus Five wasn't

simply the doing of the Church of Elvis? Don't you now know far nore



about...?
| smiled and nodded my head. “Yes, and | appreciate it. | even believe what

you' ve told ne.”

| pushed away ny plate, wi ped ny hands on a paper napkin, and sat back in ny
chair. “So now |’ve patiently listened to you all afternoon, M. MCoy. The

sun has gone down, you yourself have admitted that the story is over ... those
particul ar events are concluded, at least ... and nowit’'s tine for you to
fulfill your side of the bargain.”

“Bargai n?” he exclained. He | ooked up incredul ously at the oak-beaned ceiling.
“I"ve spoken mysel f practically hoarse, even bought drinks and dinner, and
you're still searching for a bargain.” He raised his hand and snapped his
fingers for the service robot. “Wiiter? Check, please?”

“The bargain was,” | said slowmy, “that if | gave you ny time and attention
that if | listened to your whole story, all the way to the finish, then you
woul d tell ne about yourself and how you' ve cone to know all these things. |I'm
counting on you to keep your promise.”

He stared back at nme as he suddenly renenbered his own words. Then he grinned.
“Well, so | lied. How about that?”

| leaned forward. “Then I’'Il sinply ignore all that you ve told nme and wite
my account as | understood matters before you ever net me.” | pointed ny
forefinger at him and cocked my thunmb. “Bang. There goes your goal of setting
the record straight”.

McCoy winced. “But ... you |l know that's not a definitive account. It will be
alie.”
| shrugged. “At ny age, | can live with a fewlies.”

| was bluffing, but there was no reason why McCoy had to know that. “C non,
what can be so inportant about keeping your identity secret? | wouldn’t use it
anyway, since | would still have to find other sources to verify everything
that you ve told ne. So what’s the point?”

The robot rolled up, but McCoy shooed it away again. “If | tell you, will you
prom se to keep it a secret ?”

| held up nmy right hand. “On ny word of honor as a Wbb gentl enan.

“A Webb gentleman? |’ msorry, but | don't ”

“The Webb School. My high school alma mater, a boarding school in Tennessee
for young southern juvenile delinquents. Be that as it may, a Wbb gentl eman
s word of honor is an inviolable trust.” |I smled at him “If | break nmy word
of honor, you can have ny class ring.”

“I don’t know what 1'd do with it.” MCoy sighed resignedly, then pushed back
his chair and stood up. “All right, then, conme outside on the deck, and I’
tell you.”

when we were out on the deck, sitting on the same bench where the story had
begun, McCoy told ne the remainder of his tale as the evening tide surged in.

There was a secret group, he told me, called G obewatch. It had been started
in the last century, mainly by forner 1960s peace activists, to keep tabs on
wor | dwi de trends and devel opments that were shaping the times. in certain

i nstances, when events were occurring that threatened the general welfare and
peace, d obewatch quietly stepped in to steer things in the right direction

Al t hough the original founders were |ong since dead, d obewatch survived,

mai nt ai ned by new generations of individuals who, as persons in places of
power or influence, had been invited into the organization. They had no cl ass
rings or pledges to honor, but neverthel ess they were dedi cated to nmaking sure
that humanity woul d not self-destruct through its own foolishness or failures.
At this point, MCoy took a deep breath. “By the early twenty-second century,

d obewat ch has becone ... I'msorry, will become ... a publicly known entity,
with the resources to ...”"
“By the twenty-second century?” | interrupted. “No, wait ... |I'msorry, but

you nust nean ..
“The twenty-second century,” MCoy insisted. W were al one on the deck, but
still he kept his voice low “Specifically, | nean the year 2101.” He paused,



and then added, “The year |’'ve conme from”

“Uh-huh,” 1 said. “And then you must have been born in ... oh, |I'd guess
around 2071. Twenty years from now.”

He shook his head. “No. | was born in 1917. In Arundel, England, although
mgrated to the States after Wrld War I1.” He raised his right hand. “On ny
honor as a Webb gentl eman.”

This is what he told nme: his real nane was Leonard Cray, and when he had died
of lung cancer at the age of sixty-eight, he had becone fabul ously wealthy
fromhis investnments in foreign oil, when there was such a thing as an oi

i ndustry. He had al so becone frightened of the prospect of death, and so he
had pl anned to have his brain put into cryogeni c suspended ani mati on by the
Imrortality Partnership.

Leonard Cray died in Beverly Hills, California, in 1985, only half-expecting
to be brought back to life. To his surprise, he was revived ... in a cloned
adult body, free of carcinoma, which chronologically was age twenty-seven.
This occurred in 2096, when both the process of human cl oning and cryogenic
resuscitation had beconme scientifically possible. Al this, of course, had
been paid for by a living trust he had foresightedly established in a Zurich
bank.

“So | came back to life in the late twenty-first century, only to find nyself
a man out of my time,” McCoy went on. “Let nme tell you only this ... 2096 not
only doesn’'t resenble 1985, it doesn’t even | ook a great deal |ike 2051.”
“Ckay,” | said. “So what does 2096 | ook like? | doubt I'Il get there.”

“I won't tell you ... except that it’s awfully boring. At |least froma
twentieth century perspective, although the natives seemto be enjoying
thenmsel ves.” He | ooked askance at nme. “Believe ne so far?”

Not a chance. | figured he was crazy as a loon. He wasn't raving, | had to
admt. However, in ny career | had encountered a novie actress who renenbered
bei ng an anci ent Babyl onian princess and a witer who had been abducted by a
UFG, both had appeared to be sane. The scary thing about lunatics is how
convi ncing they can be. As charm ng and rational - soundi ng as Si non M Coy.

But | didn't say any of this to him “So far, 1'll ... consider the
possibility. Go on.”
“Hmm [|'d figured this part was going to be difficult. Well, into the breech

In 2099, three years after he was revived, another technol ogy was perfected:
time travel. McCoy didn't claimto even understand how it worked, only that it
had something to do with quantum engi neering, tachyons, and the Grand Unified
Theory. The point was, tine travel was not only feasible, it actually worked.
By this time, Leonard Cray had been recruited by d obewatch, which was now
functioni ng above-ground as a quasi-governmental agency. (“Sorry,” he added,
“but I can’t tell you which governnent.”) d obewatch’s historical researchers
had |1 ong been interested in certain pivotal events which mght have been

di sastrous if not for the introduction of seem ngly random occurrences,

whi ch—oi ncidental ly yet al nost inexplicabl y—ehanged their outcones, and in
the long run had affected all human history. One of these pivotal events was
t he near-destruction of Carke County in My, 2049.

“So they sent you back in tinme to influence events,” | said.
“Sort of like that, yes.” MCoy seenmed unconfortable. He steepled his fingers
together in his lap. “I was sent back in 2101. My m ssion was sonmewhat

uncl ear, since the events thensel ves seened to be nebul ous even in the eyes of
contenmporary historians. So ny first priority was nerely to observe events as

they occurred. | was only to step in and ... well, for lack of a better term
mani pul ate things if it seenmed there was no other alternative.”

“l see.”

“Naturally, ny name was changed for the mssion. |'"'mafraid that the rea

Simon McCoy died in childbirth in Ox<ford, Miine, in 2019. So adopting his
identity was ..."

“Why did you cone back?” | asked

He hesitated, |ooking out at the ocean. “As | said, | was bored with the



twenty-second century. | had little to live for in the future. interest on ny
trust noney made ne confortable, but ...” He spread his hands. “l found nyself
nostly interested in the years that had gone by while |I was in suspended
animation, not the era | was inhabiting. 2049 seenmed a |l ot nmore interesting
than 2101.”

He propped his legs up on the wooden railing and darted a jovial |ook at ne.

“Besides, | had a vested interest in what was happening in C arke County in
that year. The Imortality Partnership had transferred its sleepers to C arke
County by then, so Leonard Cray’'s brain ... or, nore accurately, ny whol e head

rested in a cryogeni c sarcophagus in the colony. So | was | ooking out for
nmysel f by coming back to this tine.” He grinned. “we were very good at | ooking
out for Nunmber One in the nineteen-eighties.”
“Yeah, uh-huh.”
For alittle while we were both silent. The dark waters npaned agai nst the
shoreline. Of in the distance we could see the lights of the | aunch towers on
Merritt Island. “So,” | said at last, “l guess you re going to hop in your
ti me machine and”—<+ swept my hand skyward— Zoom it’'s back to the
twenty-second century.”
“No.” He smiled. “No, even if | wanted to, | can't. Time travel’s strictly a
one-way trip. |I'mstuck here.” He shrugged. “So | get another life to live. As
long as | die before 2096, |’ m okay. Nothing gets seriously disturbed in the
conti nuum...”
“Ckay, uh-huh.” | |ooked out at the launch towers. “I, uh ... don't suppose
you have sonething you could show nme that woul d prove your story?”
“About tinme travel ? Maybe like a coin inscribed with a futuristic date, or a
newspaper from tonorrow-an object |like that?” He patted his knees. “Even if |

did, I wouldn’t show it to you. Besides, what’'s to say that | didn't have a
fake made, just to convince you?”

A dark thought entered my mind. “Then ... when do | die?”

He gave ne a sullen look. “If | knew, | wouldn't tell you.” He shrugged agai n.
“Believe ne, knowi ng your fate is a hard thing to have to live with. | nean, |
know | have to die sonetinme within the next forty-five years, even if | have
to ... ah, take the matter into nmy own hands. Just to keep the bal ances
checked.”

“l suppose you have a point there,” | said.

Abruptly, Simon McCoy stood up. “So.” He brisked his hands across the back of
his trousers. “You know all there is to know. use your know edge well. 1’1l be
| ooking forward to readi ng your book again....” As he said this a look of mld
horror spread across his face, like a man being told that his trousers were
open. “Again?” | repeated.

He cl osed his eyes, shook his head once, then hurried for the door. “I’1l
settle the bill,” he said. “So |ong.”

Then he was gone. | have never seen nor heard from hi m since.

It was a long tine before | left the nanmel ess bar on Canaveral Pier. My wife

woul d scold me when | got home, for being so late. You' re old now, she would
say. And you’'ve got beer on your breath. \Wat are you trying to prove? | don’t
know, I would reply, but it’s not the end of the world, is it?

No, it was not the end of the world.

| had the word of a madman: there would be no end of the world. Not very soon
at | east.

After a while | got up, wal ked to one of the old coin-operated tel escopes, and
fitted a quarter into the slot. It chugged and the tinmer began to click as the
shutters snapped open, and | pointed the lens toward the clear night sky. It
took a little work, but finally I managed to find a bright, elongated point of
light rising above the eastern horizon. Carke County, shining like a distant
nova in the blue-black gulf of space. | watched as it gradually coasted higher
in the sky, and when the tinmer snapped the shutters down over the eyepiece, |
dug anot her quarter out of my pocket. Two nore quarters gave nme a little nore
tine to admire the stars.

Ti me and space. Space and tine. Nothing ever changes, except people.



Sane as it ever was...



