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Prologue

A mile beneath the glittering surface of Deluros VIII, the
capital of mankind's sprawling Oligarchy, two men rode a
slidewalk down a long, dimly-lit corridor, their voices echoing
in the vast emptiness. One wore gray, one white. They
passed a door, then four more.

“I wonder what he'll be like?” mused the man in gray.

The man in white shrugged. “0Old and sick.”

“I know,” agreed the man in gray. "But I've seen so many
holos of him when he was ... well, you know.”

“"When he was the most famous killer in the galaxy?” asked
his companion sardonically.

“He did most of his killing on the side of the law.”

“So the legend goes.”

“You sound like you think otherwise,” said the man in gray.

“No. But I know how legends get made.”

The slidewalk brought them to a security checkpoint, then
stopped until their ID badges and retinas had been scanned.
It began moving again, only to stop once more at a second
checkpoint fifty yards farther on.

“Is this really necessary?” asked the man in gray.

“The richest men and women in the Oligarchy lie helpless
down here,” came the answer. “"They are totally defenseless—
and believe me, nobody gets that rich without making
enemies.”

"I know,"” said the man in gray. He gestured ahead to two
more checkpoints. “I was just wondering if we're going to
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have to pass through one of these stations every forty or fifty
yards.”

“Absolutely.”

“I was afraid of that.”

“Add it to your bill,” said the man in white.

After another two hundred yards the corridor branched off,
and they chose the slidewalk that veered to the right. The
doors came more frequently now, as did the checkpoints, but
finally they came to a halt in front of a door that appeared no
different from any of the others.

“We're here,” said the man in white, allowing the scanner
above the door to verify his retina and his palm print.

“I feel nervous,” said the man in gray, as the door slid into
the wall long enough for them to pass through.

“It's a simple enough procedure.”

“But he doesn't know who we are.”

“So?”

“What if he's happy the way he is? What if we annoy him?
What if he kills people for bothering him?”

“If he was in any condition to kill people, he wouldn't be
here,” said the man in white. “Lights!”

The room was instantly bathed in a dim blue light.

“Can't you make it any brighter than this?” asked the man
in gray.

“He hasn't opened his eyes in more than a century,”
replied his companion. “The room will wait until it knows his
pupils are adjusting before it gets any brighter.” He walked
past a number of drawers built into the wall, checking their
numbers, then came to a stop. "Drawer 10547.”

5



The Widowmaker: Volume 1 in the Widowmaker Trilogy
by Mike Resnick

A drawer slowly emerged from the wall, stretching to its
full eight-foot length. The two men could barely make out the
shape of a human body beneath the transluscent covering.

“Jefferson Nighthawk,” mused the man in gray. “The
Jefferson Nighthawk.” He paused. “It's not what I expected.”

“Oh?”

"I thought there's be all kinds of wires and tubes attached
to him.”

“Barbaric,” snorted the man in white. “There are three
monitoring devices implanted in his body. That's all he
needs.”

“How does he breathe?”

“He's breathing right now.”

The man in gray stared, trying to detect the tiniest sign of
movement.

"I don't see anything.”

“He's doing it so slowly that only the computer can tell.
DeepSleep slows the metabolism down to a crawl; it doesn't
stop it, or we'd be down here with thirty thousand corpses.”

“So what do you do now?”

“I'm doing it,” said the man in white. He walked over to
the drawer where the body lay, laid his hand over a scanner
until it identified his fingerprints, then tapped in a code on a
keyboard that suddenly extended from the scanner.

“How long will this take?”

“For you or me, probably a minute. For the people we've
got down here, maybe four or five minutes.”

“Why so long?”
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“If they weren't dying, they wouldn't be here in the first
place. In their weakened conditions, they take longer to
respond to external stimuli.” The man in white looked up from
the body. "More than one has died from the shock of being
awakened.”

“Will he...?”

“Not likely. His heart reads pretty close to normal,
considering.”

“Good.”

“But if I were you, I'd brace myself for when he finally
wakes up.”

“You've already told me he won't die, and that he's too
sick to pose a threat even if he wanted to, so what's the
problem?”

“Have you ever seen a man in the advanced stages of
eplasia?”

“No,” admitted the man in gray.

“They're not pretty. And that's an understatement.”

They both fell silent as the body in front of them gradually
began acquiring color. After two more minutes the
transluscent top slid into the wall, revealing an emaciated
man whose flesh was hideously disfigured by the ravages of a
virulent skin disease. Patches of shining white cheekbone
protruded through the flesh of the face, knuckles pierced the
skin of the hands, and even where the skin remained intact it
looked like there was some malignancy crawling across it and
discoloring it.
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The man in gray turned away in disgust, then forced
himself to look back. He half expected the air to smell of
rotting flesh, but it remained pure and filtered.

Finally the eyelids flickered, once, twice, and then, slowly,
they opened, revealing light blue, almost colorless eyes. The
diseased man remained motionless for a full minute, then
frowned.

“Where did Acosta go?” he croaked at last.

“"Who is Acosta?” asked the man in gray.

“My doctor. He was here just a minute ago.”

“Ah,” said the man in white, smiling. “"Dr. Acosta has been
dead for more than eighty years. You yourself have been here
for one hundred and seven years, Mr. Nighthawk.”

Nighthawk looked confused. "One hundred and...?”

“And seven years. I am Dr. Gilbert Egan.”

“What year is it?”

“5101 G. E,” said Egan. "May I help you sit up?”

“Yes.”

Egan lifted the frail, skeletal figure until it was sitting
erect. The moment he stopped supporting it, it collapsed onto
its side.

“We'll try again when you're feeling a little stronger,” said
Egan, adjusting Nighthawk so that no ravaged limbs flopped
over the side. “You've been asleep a long time. How do you
feel?”

“I'm starving,” said Nighthawk.

“Of course you are,” said Egan with a smile. “You've gone
more than a century without a meal. Even with your
metabolism slowed down a hundredfold, your stomach has
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probably been empty for a decade or more.” Egan attached a
tube to Nighthawk's left arm. “Unfortunately, you're in no
condition to eat, but this will supply your body with the
nourishment it needs.”

"I might as well get used to eating,” rasped Nighthawk,
“now that I'm cured.” He paused. “A hundred and seven
years. It sure as hell took you long enough.”

Egan looked at the frail, diseased man with some
compassion. “I am afraid that a cure for eplasia has not yet
been developed.”

Nighthawk turned and stared at the doctor. It was the kind
of stare that made Egan happy that his patient was not armed
and healthy.

“I left explicit instructions that I wasn't to be awakened
until I was cured.”

“Conditions have changed, Mr. Nighthawk,” said the man
in gray, stepping forward.

“"Who the hell are you?” demanded Nighthawk.

"My name is Marcus Dinnisen. I am your solicitor.”

Nighthawk frowned. “My lawyer?”

Marcus Dinnisen nodded. “I am a senior partner in the firm
of Hubbs, Wilkinson, Raith and Jiminez.”

“Raith,” said Nighthawk, nodding vaguely. “He's my
lawyer.”

“Morris Raith joined the firm of Hubbs and Wilkinson three
years before his death, in the year 5012. His great-grandson
worked for us until his retirement last year.”

“All right,” said Nighthawk. “You're my lawyer. Why did
you feel I had to be awakened?”

9
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“This is somewhat awkward to explain, Mr. Nighthawk,"”
began Dinnisen uneasily.

“Spit it out.”

“At the time you elected to undergo DeepSleep, you turned
your entire portfolio over to my firm.”

“It wasn't a portfolio,” said Nighthawk. “It was six and a
half million credits.”

“Exactly so,” said Dinnisen. "We were instructed to invest
it and to keep up the payments for this facility in perpetuity,
or until a cure for your disease was developed.”

“So it took you one hundred and seven years to lose all my
money?”

“Absolutely not!” said Dinnisen heatedly. “Your money
remains intact, and has been earning an average of 9.32%
per annum for more than a century. I can supply you with all
the figures if you wish to review them.”

Nighthawk blinked his eyes, a puzzled expression on his
grotesque face. “"Then if I'm not broke and I'm not cured,
what the hell is going on?”

“Your account has been earning slightly more than six
hundred thousand credits a year,” explained Dinnisen.
“Unfortunately, due to an inflationary spiral in the Deluros
economy, this facility now charges a million credits a year.
This makes for a shortfall of almost four hundred thousand
credits per annum. We cannot make the payments with your
dividends, and if we dip into capital, you will be destitute in a
decade, and there is no guarantee that a cure for eplasia will
be found by then.”

10
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“So you're telling me that I'm being thrown out of here?”
asked Nighthawk.

“No."

“Well, then?”

“I require a decision from you,” responded Dinnisen,
staring at the hideous countenance in fascination. “If anyone
else could make it, I would never have awakened you until...”

“Until I was broke,” Nighthawk concluded wryly. “All right,
go on.”

“We—that is to say, your solicitors—have received a most
unusual communication, one that may solve your financial
problems and allow you to remain here until the cure for your
disease has finally been found.”

“I'm listening.”

“Have you ever heard of Solio II?”

“It's a planet on the Inner Frontier. Why?"”

“The governor of Solio II was assassinated six days ago.”

“What's that got to do with me?”

“Simply this,” said Dinnisen. “Knowledge that the notorious
Widowmaker was still alive has somehow reached the
Frontier, and the planetary government of Solio II has offered
you a bounty of seven million credits to hunt down the killer—
half now, half when you succeed.”

“Is this some kind of joke?” demanded Nighthawk. "I can't
even sit up!”

Dinnisen turned to Egan. “Doctor, would you explain,
please?”

Egan nodded. “"While we have not yet effected a cure for
your disease, Mr. Nighthawk, we have made progress on
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other fronts, especially in the field of bio-engineering. When
the offer was tendered to Mr. Dinnisen, he came up with a
proposal that is acceptable to the government of Solio II if it
is acceptable to you.”

“Bio-engineering?” repeated Nighthawk. “You're going to
clone me?”

“With your permission.”

“When I went into DeepSleep, I was told that I had no
more than a month to live,” said Nighthawk. “*How do you
expect me to wait until the clone has grown to manhood? Or,
if you're going to put me away and awaken me in another
twenty or thirty years, what makes you think Solio will be
willing to wait?”

“You don't understand, Mr. Nighthawk,” said Egan. "We no
longer have to raise a clone from infancy to maturity. During
the past quarter century, we have devised a method whereby
we can create a clone of you at any age: sixty minutes or
sixty years. We propose to create a 22-year-old Jefferson
Nighthawk, a young version of yourself at the peak of your
physical abilities.”

“Will he have the disease?”

“If we took the cells from you today, the answer would be
yes. But there is a museum on Binder X that has on display a
knife with which you were stabbed when you were a young
man. Do you recall the incident?”

“I've been stabbed more than once,” replied Nighthawk.

“Well, yes, I suppose you have,” continued Egan uneasily.
“At any rate, we have been in contact with them, and they
say that they can supply some of your blood cells from the
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blade. In all likelihood they'll be contaminated, but we have
ways of purifying them.”

“You still haven't answered my question: if you make my
clone from these blood cells, will he have the disease?”

“Almost certainly not, since you didn't have it at that age.
However, he will be susceptible to eplasia, and will very likely
contract it as he grows older, just as you did.”

Nighthawk frowned. “This disease rots my flesh off my
bones. I look like a child's worst nightmare. I wouldn't wish it
on my worst enemy; how can I give it to someone who's even
closer to me than a son?”

“He's just a shadow, a copy of the original,” said Dinnisen.
“His sole purpose, the only reason he will be brought into
existence, is so that you can remain alive until a cure is
found.”

“Consider it this way,” added Egan. “If you give your
permission to create a clone, you may both survive long
enough for us to develop a cure. If not, one of you will surely
die and the other will never be born.”

“It's an easy choice when you put it that way,” admitted
Nighthawk. He sighed deeply. “"God, I'm tired. You'd think I'd
have a little more energy after a hundred-year nap.”

"I anticipated that,” said Dinnisen, producing a pocket
computer. “I've got a copy of the Solio II agreement here, as
well permission for us to create the clone. Your thumbprint is
all that we need to make them legal and binding.” He paused
and smiled. “Then we'll put you back into DeepSleep.”

“How soon will the clone be ready?” asked Nighthawk,
struggling helplessly to lift his hand. Finally Egan helped him
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place his shriveled thumb on the surface of the lawyer's
computer.

“If we accelerate the process, perhaps a month.”

“That fast?”

"I told you: we've made enormous progress in the field of
bio-engineering.”

Nighthawk nodded, then looked up at the medic. "I need
some food.”

“No, you don't,” said Egan. “"Now that you've satisfied the
legalities, there's no need for you to remain awake.”

“And find me a bed,” continued Nighthawk.

“I don't think you are listening to me...” began Egan.

“In a month you're going to have a perfect, 22-year-old,
disease-free replica of me, right?” asked Nighthawk.

“Yes.”

“Are you going to teach him how to kill?”

“No,” said Egan, surprised.

“How about you?” said Nighthawk, turning to Dinnisen.

“Of course not,” replied Dinnisen.

“Then it's up to me.”

“I'm afraid not,” said Egan. “You probably can't live for a
month, and I can't put you back into DeepSleep until the
clone is ready and then awaken you—the process of starting
and stopping your metabolism would be harder on you than
just keeping you awake.”

“You can't send him out there without any training!”
snapped Nighthawk.

“We have no choice,” said Egan. “You are in no condition
to train him.”

14
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“He won't last a week,” mumbled Nighthawk, his eyelids
drooping, his speech slurring. “You've killed us both.”

Suddenly he lost consciousness, and Egan straightened the
bedding beneath him.

“Well, that's your client,” he said. "What do you think of
him?”

"I don't think I'd have liked meeting him when he was
young and healthy.”

“That's too bad,” said Egan, touching a button that caused
the transluscent cover to lock into place. “"Because that's
precisely what you're going to do in about a month.”

“I'll be meeting the duplicate, not the original,” replied
Dinnisen. “He won't be carrying any of Nighthawk's grudges,
just his skills.”

“His potential skills,” noted Egan. “"Nighthawk was right
about that.”

“They'll be enough,” said Dinnisen. *“Why do you think
Solio wanted him, when there are so many other killers and
bounty hunters to be had?” He looked down at the diseased
body. "When Jefferson Nighthawk was 22 years old, he had
already killed more than 30 men. Gun, knife, freehand, there
wasn't a man alive who could touch him. The instincts will be
there, all right.”

“Instincts aren't skills,” said Egan. "*What if you're wrong?”

“We've fulfilled our end of the contract. We'd rather have
all seven million, but half is better than nothing.”

Egan studied Nighthawk's face for a long moment. “Have
you considered what might happen if you're right?”

“I beg your pardon?”
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“What if the clone's every bit as efficient a killer as the
original was?”

Dinnisen looked puzzled. “That's what we're hoping for.”

“How will you control him then?”

“The original Widowmaker repressed all his emotions. This
one won't have any reason to—and loyalty has an emotional
basis.”

“Have you considered the fact that you'll only have a few
weeks to give him a moral and ethical code of behavior at the
same time you're teaching him a hundred ways to kill?”

“I'm not teaching him anything,” answered Dinnisen
defensively. “"I'm just a solicitor. I'll be hiring specialists—not
just specialists in killing, but in behavior as well. How difficult
can it be?”

“I'll bet Pandora said those very words just before she
opened the box,” replied Egan as the drawer containing
Jefferson Nighthawk slide silently back into place.
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1.

The jungle planet of Karamojo was the jewel of the
Quinellus Cluster. A fierce, primitive world, it was a hunter's
paradise, overflowing with enormous horned grass eaters and
deadly carnivores.

The Oligarchy, having seen what happened to such over-
exploited worlds as Peponi and Karimon, had declared
Karamojo off-limits for colonization. Instead, it became an
exclusive planet for sportsmen, and hunting licenses were
strictly limited. It took an awful lot of money, or clout, or
both, just to land on Karamojo, and even more to be allowed
to hunt there.

Afficionados said that the fishing was better on
Hemingway, out in the Spiral Arm, but everyone agreed there
was no better hunting to be found anywhere. It made the
men who visited the planet willing to put up with its
hardships: swarms of deadly insects, an atmosphere so thin
that a hunter's blood had to be medically oxygenated every
fifth day, a temperature that rarely dipped below 30 degrees
Celsius even at night, a landscape that made adrenaline pills
all but mandatory.

Only nineteen hunters in the planet's history had been
granted permanent licenses. One was the fabled Fuentes,
considered by most experts to be the best hunter who had
ever lived. Another was Nicobar Lane, whose trophies filled
museums across the galaxy.

And yet another was Jefferson Nighthawk, known as the
Widowmaker.
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It had taken almost a day for Nighthawk and his
companion, a small, balding man named Ito Kinoshita, to
clear customs. His fingerprints checked out. So did his
retinagram and his voiceprint. Preliminary DNA tests seemed
also to confirm his identity—but he was more than 150 years
old, and the man who bore his name was clearly under 25,
and hence a clone.

Finally the authorities decided that a clone had the right to
use the original's license, and he and Kinoshita disappeared
into the endless alien bush for four days. When they
emerged, it was with the carcasses of two enormous
Demoncats, the 700-pound catlike carnivores that preyed on
the huge herds.

Kinoshita drove their safari vehicle toward Pondoro
Outpost, a luxurious fortress in the middle of the bush where
tired, wealthy hunters could relax in comfort. The outpost
contained a restaurant, a tavern, an infirmary, a weapons and
ammunition shop, a map shop, a taxidermist, and one
hundred chalets which could hold up to four hundred Men.
There were only three such outposts on the planet—Pondoro,
Corbett and Selous—and at no time were more than fifteen
hundred humans hunting or relaxing on a planet that
possessed almost twice Earth's surface area.

Upon reaching the outpost, they unloaded their Demoncats
at the taxidermy shop, retired to their chalet to bath, shave
and change into fresh clothes, and then met at the restaurant
for dinner. The menu consisted of imported game meats, as
there was something about the indigenous Karamojo animals
that humans couldn't metabolize.
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Then they headed over to Six-Finger Blue's, the tavern run
by a huge human mutant whose skin was tinted a striking
shade of blue. His left hand ended in a shapeless mass of
bone, while his right possessed six long, multi-jointed,
snakelike fingers. He had been a fixture on Karamojo for the
better part of thirty years; if he had ever left the planet
during that time, no one could remember it.

Blue himself was no hunter, but he believed in creating an
ambience that would appeal to his clients, and so the heads
of Demoncats, Fire Lizards, Battletanks, Silverskins, and half
a dozen other local species were stuffed and mounted on the
walls, making the tavern look far more like a rustic hunting
lodge than a bar from the 52nd Century of the Galactic Era.

Blue kept a colorful blue-red-and-gold Screechowl in a
large cage over the bar. Customers were encouraged to feed
it, and a small supply of live lizards was always handy. Just
beyond the cage was a computer readout, constantly being
updated, of the current exchange rates in credits, Maria
Theresa dollars, Far London pounds, and half a dozen other
currencies.

One wall was lined with a discreet set of holographic
screens, as remote cameras stationed all over the area
flashed scenes of animals and where they could be found. A
few short-timers, men and woman in for one-day safaris,
watched the screens intently. Whenever the animal they were
looking for came up, they went out after it. There was no
such thing as a white hunter or a guide, not in an age when
the safari vehicle could read spoor and track game on its own.
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Upon reaching the table, Kinoshita moved the chairs, then
sat down and gestured for his young companion to do the
same.

“You're through rearranging the table?” asked Nighthawk,
staring at him curiously.

“Never sit with your back to a door or a window.”

"I don't have any enemies yet,” replied Nighthawk.

“You don't have any friends, and where you're going,
that's more important.”

Nighthawk shrugged and took a seat.

An alien servant, humanoid in form and speaking Terran
with a harsh accent, approached them and asked for their
drink orders.

“A pair of Dust Whores,” said Kinoshita.

The alien nodded and walked away.

“Dust Whores?” repeated Nighthawk.

“You'll like them,” Kinoshita assured him.

Nighthawk shrugged and looked around the room.
“Interesting place. Feels exactly like a hunting lodge should.”

Kinoshita nodded in agreement. “There's a place just like
this on Last Chance.”

Nighthawk shook his head. “No, it's on Binder X.”

Kinoshita smiled. “You're right, of course. My mistake.”

Well, your memory—or whoever's memory you've got—is
functioning perfectly, you poor bastard.

The alien waiter returned with the drinks. Nighthawk
stared at his dubiously.

“They're good,” Kinoshita assured him.

“They're green,” he replied.
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“Trust me, Jeff,” said Kinoshita. “You'll love it.”

Nighthawk reached out for a glass, brought it slowly to his
lips, and took a sip.

“Cinnamon,” he said at last. “And Borillian rum. And
something else I can't quite put my finger on.”

“It's a fruit they grow on New Kenya. It's not quite an
orange or a tangerine, but it's in the citrus family—as much
as an alien fruit can be, anyway. They wait until it ferments,
then process and bottle it.”

“Good,” said Nighthawk, taking another sip. "I like it.”

Of course you like it. The real Widowmaker was practically
addicted to these things.

Nighthawk downed his drink, then looked across the table
at his companion.

“Are we going out again tomorrow?” he asked.

“No, I don't think so. We wanted to see how good you
were with your weapons after a month of training. We saw.”

“Too bad,” said Nighthawk. “It was fun.”

“You think being charged by a Demoncat is fun?”

“Well, it's certainly not dangerous,” came the answer. “"Not
when I've got a rifle in my hands.”

“The taxidermist probably agrees with you,” remarked
Kinoshita.

“I beg your pardon?”

“When I brought the carcasses in, he said that you didn't
just shoot them in the eye to avoid damaging the heads, you
shot them in the pupil.”

“Like you told me when we started, it's just like pointing
your finger.”
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“I lied,” said Kinoshita. “"But you seem to have turned it
into the truth.”

A disarming boyish smile crossed Nighthawk's face. "I did,
didn't I?”

Kinoshita nodded. “You did.”

“Damn!” said the young man happily. “That calls for
another drink!” He signaled to the alien waiter. “Two more
Dust Whores.” Then he turned back to Kinoshita. "So what do
we do next?”

“Nothing,” said Kinoshita. “Today is your graduation.”

“"Wasn't much of an exam,” said Nighthawk.

It hasn't started yet. Aloud, he said, “You'd be surprised
how many men have been killed by Demoncats. You had less
than half a second to aim and fire, you know.”

“You were the one who wanted to go into heavy cover
after them,” noted Nighthawk.

"I wanted to test your reactions under the harshest field
conditions,” said Kinoshita.

“Do you do this a lot?”

“Go into thick bush after Demoncats? No, thank God!”

"I meant train men to fight.”

“You're the first.”

“What do you do, then?”

“A little of this, a little of that,” replied Kinoshita
noncommittally.

“Have you ever been a lawman or a bounty hunter?”
persisted Nighthawk.

“Both.”

“And a soldier?”
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“A long time ago.”

“What about an outlaw?” asked Nighthawk.

“I give up,” said Kinoshita. "What about an outlaw?”

“Have you ever been one?”

“Depends on who you asked,” said Kinoshita. "*No court
ever convicted me of anything.”

“How did you wind up working for Marcus Dinnisen?”

“He's got a lot of money to spend. I need a lot of money.
It's only natural that we got together.”

“When is your job over?”

Kinoshita stared at the head of a Fire Lizard, which stared
blindly back at him. “Soon.”

The young man frowned unhappily. "How soon?”

Kinoshita sighed. “"Oh, I might come out to the Frontier
with you for a week or two, until you're settled, but after that
I'd just be in the way. It's not very likely that the man you're
after will simply announce himself. You've got a lot of work to
do, and the sooner you start, the better.” Kinoshita sipped his
own drink. “"The Frontier's as empty as the Oligarchy is
crowded. It's almost impossible to sneak up on anyone out
there. They see you coming from too far away.”

“They won't see me at all,” said Nighthawk. “I'll be in a
ship until I land.”

“I was speaking metaphorically.” Nighthawk looked
unconvinced. “Look,” continued Kinoshita, “I was right about
the drinks. Trust me, I'm right about this too. I'd be a
hindrance.”

“If I'm the guy who has to do the dirty work, I should be
able to make some of the decisions.”
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“Once you're out there on your own, you'll be making all
the decisions,” Kinoshita assured him.

“Then I should decide whether I go alone or not.”

"I don't want to argue with you,” said Kinoshita. "We had a
nice, satisfying hunt and a nice, satisfying meal. We'll talk
about it later.” If I can figure out a graceful way to explain to
you that you're expendable but I'm not.

Nighthawk shrugged and nodded his agreement. “All right.
Later.”

The young man was considering ordering yet another
round of drinks when suddenly Six-Finger Blue walked over to
the table.

“Hello, Ito!” he said in his deep bass voice. “I thought 1
spotted you when you came in. Where the hell have you been
keeping yourself?”

“Oh, here and there,” said Kinoshita.

“Last I heard, you were shooting bad guys out on the
Rim.”

“Gave it up,” answered Kinoshita. “"Decided I liked the
thought of living to an old age.”

“Yeah, making it past 40 has got a lot to recommend it,”
agreed Six-Finger Blue. He turned and stared at Nighthawk.
“"Who's your friend? His face is familiar, but I can't quite place
it.”

“His name's Jeff,” said Kinoshita.

Nighthawk extended his hand, and Blue wrapped his six
fingers around it. "Howdy, Jeff. You been out here to the
Frontier before?”

“No,” answered Nighthawk.
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“Well, if you're half the man your pal is, you'll make out
just fine,” said Six-Finger Blue. He stared again. "Damn! I
could swear I've seen your face somewhere!”

He wandered off to greet other patrons, and Kinoshita
turned to Nighthawk. “An old holograph, probably,” he
suggested as a possible explanation. "I could almost guess
when and where, because by the time you were 23 you were
wearing a huge handlebar mustache. It didn't look like much,
but it added ten years to your appearance.”

“It wasn't a holo of me,” answered Nighthawk. “You're
confusing me with him.”

“You are him, in a way,” said Kinoshita. "Now that I've
worked with you, in a /ot of ways.”

Nighthawk shook his head. “He's an old man, dying of
some horrible disease. I'm a young man with my whole life
ahead of me. Once I take care of this business on Solio II,
I've got a lot of places to see and things to do.”

“"What kind of things?” asked Kinoshita.

Nighthawk tapped his head with a forefinger. “As real as
these things seem to me, I know they can't be my memories.
I'm going to replace them with real ones. There's a whole
galaxy out there to see and experience.”

“It sounds like you've been giving it some serious
thought.”

“Well, I've been working all my life—all 48 days of it.”
Nighthawk smiled awkwardly at his rudimentary attempt at
humor. “I'm looking forward to my first vacation.” He paused
thoughtfully. “Though for the time being, I'll settle for just

25



The Widowmaker: Volume 1 in the Widowmaker Trilogy
by Mike Resnick

one night of sleep when I'm not plugged in to an Educator
Disk.”

“It was necessary,” replied Kinoshita. “You've been force-
fed the equivalent of twenty years of living in little more than
a month. We couldn't send you out there with no knowledge
and no social skills. Hell, you wouldn't even be able to speak
yet if it hadn't been for the Disks.”

“I know, and I'm grateful,” said Nighthawk. “But I still
have my life to live, once I'm through saving his life.” He
looked around the room, over the mounted heads on the wall,
then back to Kinoshita. "I want to see him before I leave.”

Kinoshita shook his head. “"He might not survive being
awakened again—at least, not until we have a cure for him.”

"I don't have to talk to him,” persisted Nighthawk. "I just
want to see him.”

“They say he looks pretty awful.”

“I don't care. He's the only family I've got.”

“They won't allow it, Jeff. Why not plan on seeing him after
you've done your job and science has found a way to cure
him?”

“Science hasn't made any progress in a century. Why
should I expect them to find a cure now?”

“I'm told they're getting close. Just be patient.”

Nighthawk shook his head. "I don't have a father or a
mother. All I've got is him.”

“But there's more to it than that, isn't there?” said
Kinoshita.

“"Why should you think so?”
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“Because I've already told you what an unpleasant
experience it will be to see him. Now, what's the real reason?”

"I want to see what's in store for me if they don't come up
with that cure.”

“You've got enough things to think about, Jeff. You don't
need to carry around an image of what this disease can do to
you.”

“Will do.”

“Can do. You might not contract it.”

“Come off it, Ito. I'm not his son; I'm his clone. If he got
it, I'll getit.”

“They could have a vaccine in two years, or ten, or twenty.
You're physically 20 years old. He didn't contract it until he
was in his late 40s.”

“That's not that far off,” said Nighthawk.

“It's far enough.”

“You won't let me see him?”

“It's not up to me,” said Kinoshita.

Nighthawk sighed. “All right.” He paused. “I'll have another
Dust Whore. They kind of grow on you.”

You gave in too easily, Jeff. The real Nighthawk would
have demanded what he wanted, and then if I hadn't helped
him, he'd have taken it himself. If he wanted to see a frozen
body, God help anyone who stood in his way. That's what
made him the Widowmaker. We had to tone you down, make
you controllable, but now I wonder if you're tough enough to
do what must be done.
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Two more drinks arrived, and Kinoshita looked around the
tavern. His gaze fell on two burly men standing at one end of
the bar.

They're here, just as we'd been tipped they would be. He
glanced surreptitiously at Nighthawk. It's time for your final
exam, Jeff. I hope you're up to it.

“You see those two guys at the bar?” asked the small man.

Nighthawk nodded. “You know them?”

“In a manner of speaking,” answered Kinoshita. "I know of
them.” He paused and studied the two men. “The one with
the beard is Undertaker McNair, an assassin from out on the
Rim. The other one's his bodyguard.”

“"What does an assassin need with a bodyguard?”

“Everyone needs someone to watch his back—especially a
man with his reputation and enemies.”

Nighthawk frowned. “If you know who he is, so must
Customs. Why would they allow a hired killer to hunt here?”

“Because he can afford it.”

“That's the only reason?”

“This is an exclusive place. People are expected to pay for
that.”

“How much has this cost us so far?”

“Don't worry about it,” said Kinoshita. “You're about to
earn more than enough to cover the coat.”

“You're being optimistic. It could be months before I finish
my work on Solio IL.”

“You're going to earn it right now.”

Nighthawk looked his puzzlement.

28



The Widowmaker: Volume 1 in the Widowmaker Trilogy
by Mike Resnick

“There's paper on Undertaker McNair—half a million
credits, dead or alive.” Kinoshita paused. “"Dead is easier.”

"I don't even know him,” said Nighthawk uncomfortably.

“You won't know the man you're after on Solio, either.”

“That's different. Besides, I'm not armed.”

“I've taught you 43 ways to kill with your hands and feet,
said Kinoshita. “This is as good a time as any to see how
much you've learned.”

“He's not bothering anyone,” said Nighthawk. “I can't just
walk up to him and kill him.”

"I agree. Kill the bodyguard first.”

Nighthawk looked at the two men, then back at his tutor.
“"Don't make me do this, Ito.”

"I can't make you do anything,” said Kinoshita.

“What'll happen if I say no?”

The small man shrugged. “We'll pack our bags and go back
to Deluros.”

“And then?”

Kinoshita paused a moment and stared into Nighthawk's
eyes. “And then they'll destroy you quickly and painlessly,
and we'll make the next clone a little more aggressive.”

“You'd let them do that to me?” demanded Nighthawk.

"I couldn't stop them,” said Kinoshita. “They're playing for
huge stakes, and their first duty is to the old man who pays
their bills.”

Nighthawk looked at the two men, then back to Kinoshita.
“What do I say to them?”

“Anything you want, or nothing at all.”

“What if they're armed?”

14
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“They're not supposed to be, not in here.”

“But if they are?”

“Then you'll have to think fast, won't you?” said Kinoshita.

“That's it?” said Nighthawk. “That's all the advice you're
going to give me?”

“I won't be around to give you advice when you go up
against the man you were created to kill. You might as well
get used to it.”

Nighthawk stared at Kinoshita silently.

All of a sudden you'd rather kill me than them. What the
hell did I say that got you so pissed off? Suddenly a sense of
outrage possessed him, outrage that his sole purpose for
existing was to kill. Yet he couldn't change it, so he tried to
focus it on his targets.

“Wait here,” said Nighthawk.

The young man got to his feet and walked over to the bar
where Undertaker McNair and his bodyguard were standing.
He strolled casually past them, then suddenly whirled and
brought his hand down heavily on the back of the
bodyguard's neck. There was a loud cracking sound, and the
man dropped like a stone.

McNair was startled, but his instincts were good, which is
all that saved him from Nighthawk's first blow, a haymaker
that was aimed at his head but struck his shoulder as he
turned and tried to protect himself.

“"What the hell is going on?” muttered McNair, backing
away and striking a defensive position.

Nighthawk said nothing, but launched a spinning kick that
would have beheaded McNair if it had landed. McNair blocked
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it, reached inside his tunic, and suddenly was holding a long,
wicked-looking knife in his hand.

“Who are you?” demanded McNair, feinting twice with the
knife, then thrusting toward Nighthawk's neck. Nighthawk
blocked the thrust, grabbed the assassin's wrist, ducked and
twisted—and McNair flew through the air and landed next to
his bodyguard with a resounding thud!

The young man, not even breathing hard from his
exertions, kicked the knife out of McNair's hand and across
the room, then gestured for him to get to his feet.

“What do you want?” rasped McNair. “Is it money? We can
deal!”

Nighthawk feinted for McNair's groin, then took the heel of
his hand and landed a powerful blow to McNair's nose, which
was driven into his brain, killing him instantly.

Nighthawk heard a humming noise behind him, and turned
to find himself facing a fully-charged laser pistol.

“Hold it right there, son,” said Blue, holding the pistol in
his good hand.

“There was paper on them,” said Kinoshita, who hadn't left
his table.

“"Not my concern,” said Blue. “You don't kill people in my
establishment.”

Nighthawk shot a quick glance at Kinoshita. It seemed to
ask: Do I kill him too?

Kinoshita shook his head, and the young man relaxed.

“"We'll be happy to leave as soon as you put your pistol
away.”

“I haven't said that I'm going to put it away,” replied Blue.

31



The Widowmaker: Volume 1 in the Widowmaker Trilogy
by Mike Resnick

“And we'll make restitution,” continued Kinoshita.

“Yeah?” The interest was in Blue's voice; his face was
without emotion, his unblinking eyes trained on Nighthawk.

“There's six hundred thousand credits due on those two,”
said Kinoshita. “Half a million on McNair, the rest on his
friend. We can't have racked up that big a bill in just three
days. I'll instruct the authorities to turn the reward over to
you. Pay our tab with it, and keep the rest.”

“And the Demoncats?”

“What about them?”

“Always a market for good trophies.”

“They're yours.”

Blue stared at Nighthawk for another moment, then put his
pistol back behind the bar. “You got yourself a deal,” he
announced. “Have one more Dust Whore—on the house.”

“That's very generous of you, Blue,” said Kinoshita,
gesturing Nighthawk to leave the bar and rejoin him at the
table. "We accept.”

Nighthawk plunked a coin down on the bar. "I can afford to
pay for my drink,” he said with a hint of childish pride.

“You did well, Jeff,” said Kinoshita. "Those were tough,
hard men you killed. You pulled it off with a minimum of
effort, and with no damage to yourself.”

“So what?”

Kinoshita smiled. “That was your graduation ceremony. We
will each drink a Dust Whore. Then we'll go back to the
chalet, and in the morning you'll take off for Solio II.” The
small man paused. "When we entered this establishment, you
were a clone, all potential, all promise.” He raised his glass in
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a salute. "Now you are as good as any man, and better than
most.”

“I always was.”

*I know, but—"

“You don't know anything,” said Nighthawk angrily. “You
think I was created in a laboratory just to kill someone on
Solio I1.”

“You were, Jeff,” said Kinoshita. "We've never hid that
from you.”

“I'll decide what I was created for,” said Nighthawk in low
tones. "I'm a man, just like you.” He stared unblinking into
Kinoshita's eyes. It was not a pleasant stare. "Don't you ever
forget it."

Well, now I know what got you so riled.

“You saw what I did to those two,” continued Nighthawk,
gesturing toward the corpses and downing his drink with a
single swallow. "I could get to where I like killing things.”

He got to his feet and stalked out of Six-Finger Blue's,
heading toward his chalet.

Kinoshita watched him go.

Yeah, no question about it; you're the Widowmaker, all
right. You just needed to get your blood up. Kinoshita smiled
a strangely satisfied smile. I guess maybe we made you
tough enough after all.
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2.

Solio II wasn't much of a world, not for a young man who
had been born two months earlier on Deluros VIII and whose
head was full of memories of glittering worlds he had never
been to. There were less than a million inhabitants: about
800,000 were human, the rest aliens of various species.

The planet's primary business was trade. It served as one
of the handful of transitional worlds, officially part of the
Frontier but in reality acting as economic conduit between the
mining and farming worlds of the Inner Frontier and the
conspicuous consumers of the Oligarchy. It was said that
Solio II was the Breadbasket To A Thousand Worlds, though it
was a supplier rather than a breadbasket, and it traded with
closer to 300 worlds than a thousand, which was still not
exactly a trifling number.

The Solio system had been ruled by dictators for the past
half century. The most recent, Winslow Trelaine, had been in
office for almost eight years before his assassination. He was
the fourth governor in the past half century to die violently;
governors of Solio II had a habit of not surviving long enough
to retire.

Colonel James Hernandez, the government's Chief of
Security, had made the initial contact with Nighthawk's legal
representatives, and it was to his office that the young man
reported when he finally touched down on Solio II.

Hernandez was a tall, lean man with thick black hair, an
aquiline nose, a narrow jaw, and dark brown eyes. His chest
was covered by row upon row of medals, despite the fact that
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the Solio system had never gone to war with anyone. A stack
of orders was piled neatly on one corner of his desk, awaiting
his signature—although his computer, which hovered above
the left side of the desk, was quite capable of duplicating his
signature thousands of times per minute.

The rest of the office was spotless, as if he'd just
completed inspection. Every cabinet top was pristine, every
painting was hung at the perfect angle to the floor, the
various holoscreens were arranged by size. Nighthawk
imagined that a speck of dust would be treated as an enemy
invasion.

Hernandez got to his feet, his eyes appraising the young
man who had entered his office. “Welcome to Solio, Mr.
Nighthawk. May I offer you something to drink?”

“Later, perhaps.”

“A cigar? Imported all the way from Aldebaran XII.”

Nighthawk shook his head. “No, thanks.”

"I must tell you that I can hardly believe I'm here speaking
with the Widowmaker himself!” said Hernandez
enthusiastically. “You were one of my heroes when I was a
boy. I think I read everything ever written about you. In
fact,” he added with a smile, “you might say that you are the
reason that I became what I am.”

“I'm sure the Widowmaker would be flattered to know
that,” said Nighthawk in carefully measured tones as he sat
down opposite Hernandez on a straight-backed chrome chair.
“But I am not him.”

Hernandez frowned. “I beg your pardon?”
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“The Widowmaker is currently on Deluros VIII, awaiting a
cure for the disease that afflicts him. My name is Jefferson
Nighthawk, and I'm just someone who's here to do a job.”

“"Nonsense!” said Hernandez, genuinely amused. “"Do you
think we haven't heard of your exploits on Karamojo? You
killed Undertaker McNair with your bare hands.” He paused,
staring at Nighthawk. “You're the Widowmaker, all right.”

Nighthawk shrugged. “Call me what you want. It's just a
name.” He learned forward intently. "But remember that
you're dealing with me, not him.”

“Certainly,” said Hernandez, studying him carefully for a
moment. Finally he turned and lit a thin cigar. “Mr.
Nighthawk, do you mind if I ask you a couple of questions
that are not related to your mission here?”

“"What kind of questions?”

“You're the first clone I've ever met,” continued
Hernandez, taking a puff of his cigar, “and I'm naturally
curious about you. For example, I know that you didn't exist
two months ago. How did you learn to speak the language so
rapidly?”

“You make me sound like a freak,” said Nighthawk, openly
annoyed. “I'm a flesh-and-blood man, just like you.”

“No offense intended,” said Hernandez smoothly. “It's just
that I will almost certainly never have the opportunity to
speak to another clone. It is said that there are less than 500
of you in the galaxy. Your creation is outlawed on almost
every world in the Oligarchy. We had to cash a lot of political
IOUs to get you made.” He paused. “So it's only natural that I
take advantage of the opportunity while you're here.”
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Nighthawk stared coldly at him for a long moment, then
forced himself to relax. “I was given intensive sleep therapy,”
he replied at last.

“I know we've made great strides in sleep therapy,” said
Hernandez. “"But I can't imagine anyone could master
colloquial Terran that quickly. Did they perhaps start teaching
it before you were ... ah ... fully formed?”

"I don't know,” said Nighthawk.

“Fascinating! Did they use the same means to teach you to
use the physical attributes you so obviously possess?” A tiny
bit of ash fell on the desk; Hernandez meticulously ran
miniaturized vac over it.

“I suppose so. I also worked out with Ito Kinoshita.”

“Kinoshita,” repeated Hernandez. “I've heard of him. A
formidable man.”

“A friend,” said Nighthawk.

“Far preferable to having him for an enemy,” agreed
Hernandez.

Nighthawk learned forward intently. "Now let me ask you a
question.”

“Certainly,” replied Hernandez. He noticed that his cigar
had gone out and lit it again.

“"Why me?” demanded Nighthawk. “You could have hired
Kinoshita, or someone like him. Why did you spend all those
IOUs and all that money for me?”

"I think the answer's obvious,” said Hernandez. “You are
the greatest manhunter in the history of the Inner Frontier.
Greater than Peacemaker MacDougal, greater than Sebastian
Cain, greater than any of the legendary lawmen and bounty
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hunters.” He paused. “Winslow Trelaine was a good leader
and a dear friend; he deserves to be avenged by the best.”

“I've done my homework, Colonel Hernandez,” said
Nighthawk. “"Winslow Trelaine was a dictator who grew fat at
the public trough.”

Hernandez chuckled. “You sound as if you were
contradicting me.”

“Wasn't I?”

“Not at all,” said Hernandez. “Do you think only
democratically-elected leaders can attain greatness? Let me
suggest that how one reaches power has nothing to do with
how one exercises it.”

“I think it does.”

“And well you should,” replied Hernandez. “You speak with
the innocence and idealism of youth, and I can appreciate
that.”

“I'm not that young.”

An amused smile crossed Hernandez’ face. “"We'll discuss it
again when you're a year old.”

“Are you trying to insult me?” asked Nighthawk, an
ominous note in his voice.

“Not at all,” Hernandez assured him. “I'm the reason you
exist. Of all the men that I could have had, I chose to create
you. Why would I insult you?”

“You didn't create me.”

“Oh, I didn't take the skin scrapings and fill the test tubes
and prepare the nutrient solutions or whatever it is they do,
but you exist for one reason and one reason only: because I
threatened some politicians, bribed others, and paid an
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inordinate amount of money to your legal representatives for
the sole purpose of creating a young, healthy Jefferson
Nighthawk to hunt down the assassin of Winslow Trelaine.”
Hernandez stared at him. “"Don't tell me they also gave you
the Book of Genesis during your sleep therapy.”

Nighthawk stared at him but said nothing.

Finally Hernandez shook his head. "*We've obviously gotten
off on the wrong foot. Perhaps we should talk about what you
plan to do now that you're here.”

Nighthawk waited for the tension to flow out of his body.
“I'll have that drink now,” he said at last.

Hernandez crossed the office to an ornate cabinet and
pulled out an oddly-shaped bottle and two large crystal
glasses. “"Cygnian cognhac,” he announced. "The best there is.”

“I've never had any.”

“Well, you're starting at the top,” said Hernandez. “From
this day forward, every cognac you drink will be a
disappointment, for the memory of this will never leave you.”

Nighthawk took a sip, resisted the urge to ask for a Dust
Whore, and forced a smile to his face. “Very good,” he said.

Hernandez took a small sip from his own glass. “"Wait for
the aftertaste,” he said.

Nighthawk waited what seemed an appropriate amount of
time, then nodded his head in agreement.

“And now,” continued Hernandez, "I think it's time to get
down to business.”

“That's what I'm here for.”

“As you know, Winslow Trelaine was assassinated nine
weeks ago.” Hernandez grimaced. “He was killed with a solid
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beam of light from the muzzle of a laser rifle, fired at a
distance of approximately 200 meters.”

“Where did it happen?” asked Nighthawk.

“Ironically, as he was getting out of the car to attend the
opera.”

“Ironically?” repeated Nighthawk.

“Winslow hated the opera,” said Hernandez with a smile.
“He was there to make peace between two feuding factions
among his supporters.”

“Could one of them have done it?”

“Not a chance,” replied Hernandez with absolute certainty.
“We had all of them under surveillance.”

“Could one of them have commissioned it?” persisted
Nighthawk.

“One of them did,” answered Hernandez. "They knew he'd
be attending the opera that night, though his loathing for it
was well documented. They even knew which government
vehicle he'd be arriving in.” He paused. “"That information
could only have come from an insider.”

“Was this the first attempt on his life?”

“The third.”

“Tell me about the first two,” said Nighthawk.

Hernandez sighed. “I would love to tell you that my quick-
witted security staff anticipated and thwarted them, but the
fact of the matter is that both attempts were thoroughly
botched or they might well have succeeded.”

“I assume you captured the perpetrators?”

“The would-be perpetrators,” Hernandez corrected him.
“Yes, we caught them both.”
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"I assume they had no connection to the assassin who
succeeded?”

“Not as far as we can tell,” agreed Hernandez. “"Both were
members of the lunatic fringe. Well, different lunatic fringes.
One wanted to help the sales of his book, which was a dismal
critical and commercial failure. The other thought Trelaine
and his entire administration were puppets of some alien race
and was preparing to enslave the planet for his dark
masters.”

“Is either one alive?” asked Nighthawk.

Hernandez shook his head. "Both were executed. Besides,
as I said, they acted alone—and they were crazy. This was a
meticulously-planned political assassination.”

“And there are no leads at all?”

“None.”

“Well,” said Nighthawk thoughtfully, “there's no sense
questioning Trelaine's cabinet or his personal friends, at least
not yet. They'll all deny everything, whether they're telling
the truth or not, and I don't suppose I have the authority to

.. ah ... extract the information I need?”

“No, I'm afraid not.”

“Pity.” Nighthawk followed Hernandez's gaze, saw that it
had come to rest on his almost-untouched glass of cognhac,
and forced himself to take another sip. "Well, Trelaine was
obviously killed by a hired gun. Who's the likeliest?”

The smile returned to Hernandez’ face.

“"Did I say something funny?” asked Nighthawk.

“Not at all. I am just pleased to see that you are reasoning
like the Widowmaker.”
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Nighthawk sighed and placed the glass down on the edge
of the desk. “All right. Who am I looking for?”

“I will give you his hame in a moment,” said Hernandez.
“But first, I want it made clear that I am not accusing him of
murder. I am not saying that he pulled the trigger.” He
paused. “"But out here killers and bandits tend to be
territorial. If this man didn't take the commission himself, he
undoubtedly approved whoever did take it.”

“Fine,” said Nighthawk. *“Who is he?”

“Have you ever heard of the Marquis of Queensbury?”

Nighthawk shook his head. "No.”

“He is the most lethal man within hundreds—perhaps
thousands—of light years,” said Hernandez, not without a tiny
note of admiration. “Present company excepted, I hope.
Anyway, armed or unarmed, you couldn't ask for a more
formidable opponent. Further, having built a criminal empire,
he has demons