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Route 666

by Jack Yeovil

Brother Claude was going to die soon. He hoped.

They had left him in the middle of the road, then driven over him a
whole bunch of times. Cars, cykes, RVs, everything. He could have sworn
that the third from last was at least a half-track. He could feel the
sharp ends of his snapped bones stabbing inside him as he breathed, and
he knew too much of him was broken, crushed or squashed to fix. They had
been cruel, and concentrated on his extremities, his legs and arms. He
had hoped they would kill him outright, but here he was left to die
slowly in the sun. It would probably be suffocation that got him—he
was finding it almost impossible to draw breath into his collapsed
lungs—or else loss of blood. Even those fancy-shmancy GenTech bio-implants
and replacement doodads couldn’t do anything for him, even if he could
have afforded that kind of repair work. Not that he approved of that
kind of mad scientist stuff. It was better to die clean than go on
living with half your guts replaced by vacuum cleaner parts and computer
terminals. Before they drove on, one of them had knelt almost tenderly
by him and spilled a little water into his mouth. He tasted his own
blood in the water.

“Are you okay, brother?” The kneeling water-dispenser had asked, concern
dripping from her every syllable.

Brother Claude had tried to smile, had tried to make the woman—if
woman she was—feel better.

“Good,” she had said, black against the sun. Then she had kicked him
again, breaking a few more of his bones.

They had driven away after that, leaving the stink of their exhaust in
the air, haring off after the motorwagons, firing to wound or damage,
not to do any serious harm.

Dying clean. Funny how it didn’t seem so clean after all. Nobody had
chanced along the freeway since they had left. Brother Claude wasn’t
surprised. Only a damfool would venture this far into the desert. A
fool, or a pilgrim…

He was twisted in the middle, so he was face up, but skewed at the hips,
groin pressed to the asphalt. He couldn’t feel anything below his ribs.
Which, considering what he could feel from the rest of him, was probably
a mercy. He realized he was deaf, and that one of his eyes was sealed
shut by a rind of dried blood.

Brother Claude hadn’t always been with the Church. In the Phoenix NoGo,
he had been a gofer for the Knights of the White Magnolia, and then a
soldier in the War. Not any of the overseas wars—like the ones in Cuba
or Nicaragua—but the War between the Knights and the Voodoo
Brotherhood, when the Knights had tried to clear the nigras out of
Arizona. That had been a bust. He had had all these noble ideas about
racial purity and holy wars drummed into his head, then it had turned
out the Knights were financed by some raghead troublemakers from the
Pan-Islamic Congress. He had lived outside Policed Zones all his life,
and had always had to follow someone. His Daddy took off early—Mom
Akins tried to make out he was some high mucky-muck in a Japcorp, but
Claude knew better the types she slung out with—and so he had found
other Daddies.

First was President Heston, in whose Youth Corps he had enlisted during
one of the Moral Re-Armament Drives of the mid–1980s. When he was kicked
out of that for breaking a Chinese kid’s nose, he transferred his
allegiance to Burtram Fassett, the Imperial Grand Wizard of the Knights
of the White Magnolia. And when the Turner-Harvest-Ramirez operative
agency broke up the Knights and brought Fassett in, he had drifted a
while. Didier Brousset, head houngan of the Brotherhood, put a bounty
on the scalps of ex-Knights, and so it wasn’t too healthy to keep your
white hood and red-cross robes. Finally, Claude had come upon the Church
of Joseph, and found himself a new Daddy in Elder Seth. He had been
Saved, he thought, and he didn’t miss recaff or coca-cola or Heavy Metal
(the Devil’s music) or carnal relations or fast foods or pockets or any
of the things he was required to abjure.

Elder Seth believed the heartlands of America were not lost after all,
believed they could be reseeded, resettled, reclaimed. Most everybody
else outside the church said Elder Seth was a damfool, but the Elder had
a way of convincing people. Face to face with him, it was difficult to
argue. Brother Claude had argued at first, but had come round in the end
and signed up for the Church’s Pioneer Program. He had sung the songs
with all the others—“The Battle Cry of Freedom,” “Tis the Gift to Be
Simple,” “Stairway to Heaven”—and been enlisted as shotgun on the
first convoy for Salt Lake City. They had all cheered as the convoy put
out of Phoenix. Plenty of bignames from the PZ had come out, surrounded
by armed guards—natch—and Elder Seth had made a speech to the
multitudes. Then the gates of the city were opened, and—after some
minimal escorting to get them through the Filter—the resettlers were
on their own.

And here he was now, bleeding himself empty on the Interstate. Flies
buzzed, and he kept imagining tall, dark figures standing over him. They
had faces he could recognize—President Chuck was there, and ole IGW
Fassett, and Elder Seth, and the womanlike beast who had given him
water—but no real shape. Elder Seth had talked a lot about angels,
and spirits he called the Dark Ones. These must be the Dark Ones.

Where, Brother Claude wondered, were the others now? Elder Seth, and
Brother Bailie, and Sister Consuela, and the Dorsey Twins? If he twisted
his head, he could see Brothers Finnegan and Dzundza, man-shaped pizzas
in black suits on the other side of the road. Perhaps there were other
casualties, out of his range. Carrion birds had come for some of them.
The buzzards really did circle overhead.

He had recognized the colours of his attackers. They were The
Psychopomps, one of the mid-sized Western gangcults. Mostly girls. They
favoured spiked heels, fishnet body-stockings, basques, glam make-up,
stormcloud hairdos, painted fingernail implants, Russian pop music,
Kray-Zee pills, random violence, facial mutilations, and Kar-Tel Kustom
Kars. Compared with The Maniax, the Clean or The Bible Belt, they were
easy-goers. After all, they had only killed three of the resettlers.

Three. Finnegan. Dzundza. And Claude.

Something gave in his neck, and his head rolled. His cheek pressed to
the hot, gritty road, and his field of vision changed. Beyond the
asphalt was the desert. In the distance were mountains. Nothing else.
There wasn’t a cloud in the sky, hadn’t been for decades.

The sun shone down, reflecting like a new hundred-dollar coin in the
pool of Brother Claude’s blood that was spreading across the road.

Blood on the road.

That reminded him of something Elder Seth had said. Something important.

Blood…

… on the road…

Blood…

A fly landed on Brother Claude’s eyelash. He didn’t blink.

 

Trooper Kirby Yorke, United States Cavalry, shot a glance at the route
indicator on the dashboard. The red blip of the cruiser was dead centre,
the green lines of the map slipping by around it. They had just crossed
the state line into Utah and driven up past a place that had once been
Kanab. Outside the wraparound sunshade windows, the scenery of Kanab,
Utah, could as well be the scenery of Boaz, New Mexico, Shawnee,
Oklahoma or almost anywhere in the desert that stretched almost
uninterrupted from the foothills of the Appalachians to Washington
State. Rocks and sand. Sand and rocks. The Great Central Desert, the
Colorado Desert, the Mojave Desert, the Mexican Desert. Pretty soon,
they’d have to junk all the names and call it the American Desert. By
then, they would all be citizens of the United States of Sand and Rocks.

The two outrider blips were also holding steady. Tyree and Burnside, out
on their mounts, would be getting hot and sticky by now. You couldn’t
air-condition a motorcyke like you could the four-wheel drive canopied
transport Yorke was sharing with Sergeant Quincannon. That would be
rough on Tyree and Burnside. Yorke liked the feel of the wheel in his
hands, liked the feel of the cruiser on the hardtop. He had an
appreciation of beautiful machinery. The Jap corporations could put some
heavy hardware on the roads, and the Turner-Harvest-Ramirez sanctioned
operatives were known for their impressive rolling stock. But the U.S.
Cavalry, theoretically independent of the federal government, had access
to all the latest military and civilian equipment. On the black market,
the cruiser would be worth a cool million gallons of potable water, or
an unimaginable equivalent sum in cash money. Yorke thought of the
cruiser as a cross between an F–111, the Batmobile, Champion the Wonder
Horse and Death on Wheels. And all plugged into the informational
resources of Fort Valens and, through the Fort, into the Inter-Agency
datanet whose semi-sentient Information Storage and Retrieval centre was
in a secret location somewhere in upstate New York.

Yorke reached up to the overhead locker, and pulled a pack of
nicotine-free cigarillos down from Sergeant Quincannon’s stash. The flap
was broken, and wouldn’t stick back. The sergeant stopped pretending to
be asleep, and accepted one of his own smokes. Yorke noticed a picture
of a girl taped to the inside of the flap. It must have been from some
very old magazine, because it was in black and white and the image was
faded. A blonde stood on the street in a billowing dress, showing her
legs. They were nice legs, particularly up around the thighs. But the
print on the other side of the picture was showing through, giving her
gangcult-style tattoos.

“An old girlfriend, Quince?”

Quincannon grunted. “No, Yorke, just the woman who got us all into
this.”

“Into what?”

“Hell, boy, hell.” The Sergeant lit up, and adjusted the extractor fan.
“See those legs. They changed the world.”

Yorke sucked in a lungful of tar-free, and held it down. Tyree’s blip
wavered. The road ahead was unmaintained. She was signalling a
slow-down. Sometimes the sand drifted so thick you couldn’t see the
asphalt. Yorke adjusted the speed of the cruiser without thinking. This
was a routine headache. Nothing serious.

“Who was she, Jesus’s mother?”

Quincannon didn’t laugh. “No, that girl was Marilyn Monroe.”

“Hell, I know who Marilyn Monroe is. She’s in that show on all the
teevee nets, I Love Ronnie. She’s that fat lady who lives next to
Ronnie and Nancy, and whose feeb husband is always coming over and
making trouble. She sure was thin back then. She’s bigger’n Shelley
Winters and John Belushi rolled into one these days.”

“Yeah, that’s the one,” the Sergeant said, almost wistfully. “Before you
were born, she was a big movie star. Back when you saw movies on a
screen, boy, not in a box. That pic’s from The Seven Year Itch. I saw
all her pictures when I was a kid. Bus Stop, River of No Return,
How to Marry a Millionaire. And the later ones, the lousy ones.
The Sound of Music—she was no nun, that’s for sure, they
laughed her offscreen in that. The Graduate, with Dustin Hoffmann.
She was Mrs Robinson. And
Earthquake 75. Remember, the woman who gets crushed saving the
handicapped orphans?”

Yorke had never had Quincannon figured for a movie freak. Still, out on
patrol, you wound up talking about almost anything. Out here, boredom
was your second enemy. After the gangcults.

“So, she was your pin-up. I kinda had a crush on Redd Harvest back when
she was with that rock ‘n’ roll band. And Drew Barrymore was a knock-out
in Lash of Lust. But that don’t make ’em world-changers.”

The cruiser beeped a gas alarm at them. Refuel within a hundred and
fifty klicks, or face a shut-down. Yorke stubbed his butt into the
overflowing ashtray. The interior of the car could do with a thorough
clean at some point. It was beginning to smell pretty ripe.

“Marilyn wasn’t like the others, Yorke. You’re too young to remember it
all. Sometimes I feel like I’m the only one that remembers. The only one
who knows it could have been different. It was October, 1960. That was
an election year. Richard M. Nixon…”

“I remember him. Trickydick.”

“Yeah. He was running against a guy called John F. Kennedy. A
Democrat…”

“What’s a Democrat?”

“Hard to tell, Yorke. Anyway, Kennedy was a real Golden Boy, way ahead
in the polls. He was a cinch to win the election. There was a real good
feeling in the country at the time. We’d lived through the first Cold
War and put up with Dwight D. Boring Eisenhower, and here was this young
kid coming along, a war hero, saying that things could change. He was
like the Elvis of politics…”

“Who?”

“I was forgetting. Never mind. Anyway, Jack Kennedy had a pretty wife,
Jackie, and in October 1960, a few weeks before the election, she opened
the wrong door and found the freakin’ future president of these United
States in bed with Marilyn Monroe.”

“Sheesh.”

“Yeah. It was in the papers for what seemed like years. The Kennedys
were Catholics and the Pope had a big down on divorce back then, not
like the new man in Rome, Georgi. But Jackie sued Jack’s ass, and he
took a beating in the court and a bigger one at the polls. The country
let itself in for eight years of Richard Milhous Criminal. Remember that
scam with the orbital death-rays that wouldn’t work? And the way we
stayed out of Vietnam and let the Chinese walk in? Trickydick was like
the first real wrong ’un in the White House. Since then, we’ve not had a
winner.”

“I voted for Ollie North, and I’m proud of it.”

“We didn’t have much choice, Yorke. Remember the others. Two terms’
worth of Barry Goldwater, followed by Spiro Agnew, and then that lousy
actor. If they were executin’ any of them for havin’ a brain, they’d be
hangin’ an innocent man. Now we’ve got a busted officer with sweaty
palms and a used weapons dealer’s eyes. All he can do is kiss ass for
the multinats and go on freakin’ teevee gameshows so’s he can lower
taxes nobody pays anyway. And Marilyn Monroe started the rot. Without
her, things would’ve been… maybe not better, but different.”

“Is that so?”

Tyree’s blip came to a halt two and a half klicks up the blacktop.
Burnside’s swung in from the dirt and joined it. The patrol was taking
an unscheduled stop. Yorke unbuttoned his holster, and put on a burst of
speed. He sensed a Situation up ahead. The road felt different somehow.
Yorke knew something was wrong. Quincannon was unslinging the
pump-action shotgun he kept clipped down by his seat, and fishing fresh
rounds out of his bandolier. He jammed a couple into the chamber, and
primed the gun.

“It don’t seem much now, but you had to be there at the time. I’ve a
feeling that Jack Kennedy might have done something for this goddamned
country. And who knows who else we might have had. Maybe this country
wouldn’t be one big beach with the tide three thousand miles out?
Maybe… aw heck, maybe everything would be different!”

They could see the outriders now, standing by their mounts in the middle
of the road. Tyree had her hand in the air, and was beckoning them on.
There was no immediate danger. Burnside knelt down on the asphalt. He
had his helmet off, and his white sweatband stood out against his
recaff-coloured skin. There was someone with them, someone lying injured
or dead on the ground.

Yorke realized what had been bothering him. The white line down the
middle of the road hadn’t been white for a klick or two.

It was red.

 

This citizen was dead. As usual, he had been overkilled. Trooper Leona
Tyree guessed they had run a parade over him. There were a couple of
them on the road, all dressed the same, all dead the same. For the first
time in the recorded history of the world, according to the newsnets,
violence was a bigger killer than disease or starvation. No wonder the
population was declining.

“This one lived a little longer than the others,” said Trooper Burnside,
“the poor bastard.”

Burnside stood up, and brushed road-dirt off the knees of his regulation
blue pants. After a couple of hours out on patrol, the yellow stripes
down the side were almost worn away. Like her, he wore gunbelt and
braces, heavy gauntlets, a yellow neckerchief and knee-high boots. With
his micro-circuit packed skidlid off, he could have been US Cav, 1895
vintage.

And the desert here had always been the same. There had never been any
wheatfields in this part of Utah.

But it was 1995 all right. You could tell by the treadmarks on the
corpses. And by the armoured US Cav cruiser bearing down on them.

“Here’s the Quince.”

The cruiser eased to a halt, and Sergeant Quincannon pulled himself out.
For a fat old guy, he was in good shape, Tyree knew.

He had a red complexion that came from high blood pressure, Irish
ancestors and Shochaiku Double-Blend Malt, but he never gave less than
150 per cent on patrol. In his off-hours, he was another guy altogether.
She gave him the no-trouble sign, and he slung his laser-sight pump
action back in the car. Yorke stayed at the wheel. He got kind of
squeamish in the vicinity of dead folks, she knew. Not a useful
character trait in the Road Cav, but he was stuck with it.

“What’s the situation?” Quincannon asked.

“Unidentified casualties, sir,” Tyree replied. “I came upon them just as
they are. There were birds, but I shooed them off with a
miniscreamer…”

Quincannon strode up to them.

“This fella’s been gone for less’n an hour,” put in Burnside. “The
others bit the cold one three-four ticks earlier.”

“Careless driving costs lives.”

“This wasn’t careless. Whoever did it made freakin’ sure they did a good
job.”

Quincannon wiped his forehead with the back of his hand. A minute out of
his air conditioning and he was sweating. There were flies swarming on
the corpses. Soon, the atmosphere in these parts wasn’t going to be too
pleasant.

“What do you reckon, sir? Maniax?”

“Could be, Leona. Or Gaschuggers, KKK, Psychopomps, Razorbacks,
Hole-in-the-Wall Gang, Bible Belt, Virus Vigilantes, Daughters of the
American Revolution, White Knights, Voodoo Bros, or any one of a dozen
others. Hell, the Mescalero Apache ain’t been no trouble for over a
hundred years, but this is their country too. Killin’ people is the
Great American Sport. Always has been.”

The Quince got like that sometimes, mouthy and hard-bitten. Tyree put up
with it, because the Sergeant was a Top Op, and she’d need his
recommendation if she wanted to advance herself off her cyke into a
cruiser and then up the chain of command. She had been a Trooper a month
or so too long as it was. Put a tunic on her, and she would make a dandy
lieutenant. Then captain. Or colonel. It could happen.

“What do you reckon about their outfits?”

“Don’t rightly know, Burnside. Let’s take a closer look.”

Without too much evident distaste, Quincannon examined the corpse,
unpeeling a section of the man’s jacket from his crushed chest. It had a
treadmark in it. The dead body was wearing a simple black suit, and a
shirt that had been white once but was now mainly red and purple. The
shirt was buttoned to the throat, but there was no tie.

“Funny thing,” said Quincannon. “No pockets. No belt. And, look, no
buttons…”

The dead man had fastened his coat with pegs.

“We found this.” Burnside handed the sergeant a broad-brimmed black hat.

“Strange. He wasn’t with any gangcult, that’s for sure. The people who
spread him out might have taken all his weapons, but they’d have left
the holsters or grenade toggles or something. This damfool wasn’t even
armed.”

“Do you reckon he was an undertaker? All in black, like. Or a preacher?”

“Second guess is more likely, Leona. Although what the hell he was doin’
this far into the sand is beyond me.”

“The others are dressed the same.”

“Just a gang of pilgrims, then. Looking for the promised land.”

“The Amish don’t use buttons. And the Hittites.”

“As far as I know, the Amish were wiped out in ’93 by the Kansas
Inquisitors. But that’s a good thought, Burnside. Plenty of religions
about these days if a man has a fancy to pick a new one. Or an old one.”

Quincannon stood up, and dropped the hat over the dead man’s face.

“What should we do?”

“Bad news, Leona. You found ’em. You gotta scrape ’em up and bury ’em by
the roadside. I’ll call it in. Burnside, dig out the tools and give the
lady a hand. Then we’ll go up the road a ways, following the tracks.
There are tracks?”

Tyree nodded. After the pilgrim-flattening session, the killers’ tires
would be bloody enough to paint a trail for three counties. The Cav got
more convictions that way.

“Thought so. Anyway, we’ll see who’s at the end of the trail and, if
we’re very lucky, we’ll get to kick some badguy ass before suppertime.”

The Quince saluted. Tyree and Burnside returned the salutes, and pulled
their neckerchiefs up over their mouths and noses. No sense getting more
of a whiff than was necessary.

“Snap to it, men.”

 

In the Outer Darkness, the Old Ones swarmed, awaiting their call. The
Summoner could feel their excitement, their activity, reaching through
the Planes of Existence, focusing upon his own beating heart. The Power
was almost too much to contain in one mere physical body.

Blood had been spilled. The Channels were opening. Not enough yet, but
a start had been made on the Great Invocation. The ritual, more ancient
even than those it was to summon, had been commenced. Again.

The Road to the City must be marked out for the Dark Ones and their
Servitors, just as landing lights mark out an airfield runway. The
spilled blood would guide the Dark Ones to the Earthly Plane, to the
Last City. More blood, more blood!

The Summoner assessed his work, and was well pleased. He had travelled
this route before, spilled blood before, and been thwarted, but he had
had time to wait, time to live, and now the cycle could commence again.
Lines came into his head, and he followed them through…

Turning and turning in a widening gyre

The falcon cannot hear the falconer;

Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;

Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,

The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere

The ceremony of innocence is drowned…

The Irishman had known more than he understood, the Summoner mused, and
had died to soon to realize what he was talking of. They had all been
fools, playing conjuring tricks, never really grasping the cosmic
significance of the old rites they went through. He had known them all,
and seen them for what they were: the Golden Dawn, Aleister Crowley,
A.E. Waite, Arthur Machen, the Si-Fan, the Illuminati, the Adepts. Fools
and children.

Now, the secret societies, the love cults, the freemasonries were gone.
The poets and philosophers dead, the dilettantes and madmen in their
graves. But the Summoner breathed still, alone in the knowledge that
the Time of Changes was truly imminent.

Fish would sprout from trees, and the sun would burn black. But first
the blood ritual would be complete, the Dark Ones would walk the face of
the Earth, and the common mass of humanity would be cast down. The
battles would be joined, and the fires of ice would burn. The Age of
Pettiness would be at an end, and the Great Days, the Last Days, would
be upon them. It would be a glorious sunset, and an eternal night.

And the Summoner would have his reward.

 

“Nine ve-hickles, camped just off the road in a box-canyon, and maybe
twenty-thirty citizens. Repeat, citizens, not gang members. No
deathware in sight. All in black, like our friends back up the highway.
They don’t look hostile, but they don’t look too healthy.”

Quincannon spoke into the communicator. “Thanks, Burnside. We’ll be
along directly. Do not establish contact until we’re with you. The
Daughters of the American Revolution didn’t look too hostile either,
until they slaughtered F Troop with those hatpin missiles.”

“Check, sergeant.”

Yorke was still driving. Quincannon was keeping watch on the scanners as
the cruiser’s sensors took in the views. The roads here wound through
canyons and passes. It was ideal ambush territory, and you had to keep
your camera-eye on the horizons for sniping points. There had been no
trouble, but that didn’t mean there wouldn’t be. Up on the roof, the
swivel-mounted sensors swept the landscape.

“So, what are we doing, rescuing or policing?”

“Could be either one, Yorke.”

The cruiser blip joined the Tyree and Burnside blips on the mapscreen.
The Troopers were off their mounts again. Quincannon signed for them to
saddle up and follow the cruiser. It was the regular formation again.

“Okay, just slide her into the canyon, Yorke. Don’t make too much of a
noise about it, but don’t be too stealth-oriented either. We don’t want
to provoke any trouble. People in Situations are liable to get panicky.”

Yorke took the cruiser off the road, and the suspension had to do some
extra work as it bounced up and down on the dirt track.

There were wheelmarks in the dust. They hadn’t bothered to cover their
trail. The blood had given out a few miles back, so they couldn’t be
sure whether these were the victims or the violators. The cruiser was
gearing up for a fight, just in case. A row of lights on the dash went
green, one by one, and flashed regularly. The laser cannons were primed,
the mortars ready to slide out of their holes, the directional squirters
keyed up for teargas, the maxiscreamers humming. If Custer had had just
one of these cruisers, he would have come back from the Little Big Horn
a live hero.

“You hear that?”

Yorke strained his ears, and Quincannon turned up the directional mikes,
homing in on the noise.

“Singing?”

There was a faint, reedy whine. Several voices joined, none too
professionally, in song.

“Hymns?”

“It’s a psalm, Yorke. ‘How Amiable Are Thy Tabernacles, O Lord of
Hosts’.”

Hymns gave him a bad feeling. “What do you reckon, Quince. The Bible
Belt?”

“Could be.”

Yorke had bad memories of The Bible Belt, a motorized gangcult of Old
Testament fundamentalists. They wore spade beards, linen robes,
open-toed sandals and “Jesus Kills” tattoos. Their kick was doing the
Lord’s work, and they were more inclined to Smite the Unrighteous and
Put Out the Eye of Thine Enemy than Turn the Other Cheek or Love Thy
Neighbour. They had moved into a couple of wide-open townships in
Arizona, Welcome Springs and Coffin Nail, and renamed them Sodom and
Gomorrah. Then, they had razed the places to the ground and slaughtered
everyone in sight in the Name of the Lord. They could easily have moved
this far North. Yorke had been captured by The Bible Belt three patrols
back, and sentenced to die by the sword for having an ungodly Dean
Martin CD in his walkman. He still owed Quincannon for pulling him out
of Gomorrah, Ariz., alive. And he still owed The Bible Belt for the
three plastik and steelspring fingers he was toting on his left hand.

The cruiser entered the box canyon. There was a camp at one end of it,
and a group of people stood together as if they were at a meeting. They
were the ones doing the singing. Someone with a bigger, blacker hat than
the rest was standing on the hood of a motorwagon, leading the
congregation. He must be the only one who could see the Cav coming, and
he kept on waving his arms, keeping the psalm going.

Quincannon turned on the outside hailers, and spoke into the mike.

“Attention. This is the United States Cavalry. We mean you no harm.”

He was obliged by law to say that before he shot anyone.

“We are here to offer assistance.”

Yorke pulled the cruiser over, and saw the blips converge again, as
Tyree and Burnside parked by them. He still had the wheel, and was
supposed to stay at it, in case the hymn-singers proved dangerous. It
was the spot he liked. It felt a lot less dangerous than getting out and
talking to strangers in the desert. The lights stopped flashing, and
glowed steady. The weapons systems were just waiting for the touch of a
switch to cut loose. Yorke wouldn’t even have to aim anything, unless he
wanted a manual override. The cruiser was ready to blast any moving or
stationary blip on its sensors without the photoactive Cav strip down
its pantslegs.

The hymn ended, and the singers turned to look at the newcomers. One or
two of them went down on their knees and prayed out loud. They were
either thankful for the rescuers, or making their peace with God before
they got killed trying to kill someone else. The Bible Belt went in for
praying in a big way. And torture. Somehow, the two always seem to go
together.

“See you later.”

Quincannon stepped out of the cruiser, and walked up to the choir, empty
hand outstretched.

 

Tyree thought the Josephites were all damfool cracked, but they still
seemed confident about their jaunt. Despite the dead folks they had left
along the way. The ones they had found had not been the first.
Apparently, there had been more than fifty resettlers when the wagon
train set out from the Phoenix PZ. That meant at least twenty
casualties. They’d crossed with Masked Raiders in the Colorado Desert,
and Psychopomps back around Kanab.

They just took it all, and kept singing their hymns, and following their
damned yellow brick road.

Surprisingly, the ’pomps had left them with all their food and water.
Elder Seth must be a persuasive fellow, to convince a gangcult to leave
them with supplies. And to get this whole crew out on the road in the
first place. It was just one freaking miracle after another with him.

It was nearly nightfall now, and Quincannon had spent the afternoon
taking statements. The women were preparing a meal. Burnside had hoped
they’d brew up a couple of pots of coffee—some rich folks could still
get the real stuff brought in from Brazil or Colombia—but it turned
out that coffee was one of the sinful, worldly things they abjured. Even
recaff was off their diet sheet, and that bore about as much relation to
good coffee as a flea did to a dog.

Sister Maureen had told Tyree all about abjuration. And all the things
she didn’t miss. Tyree thought Sister Maureen was cracked. Hell, without
coffee, carnal relations and a good, clean gun, life wouldn’t be worth
living. And the Quince had been faceslapped to learn the wagon train was
dry. Back in Valens, the Sergeants’ Bar would be opening up about now,
and Quincannon would normally be in his corner with his bottle of
Shochaiku, yarning with Nathan Stack and the others. Tyree preferred to
spend her downtime jacked into the combat simulators, bringing up her
points average to impress the promo board.

Being around these people, with their fixed smiles and their damfool
passivity, made Tyree edgy. They didn’t display any grief for their dead
friends, just smiled and said the departed were in a better place. The
only thing these Josephites seemed good for was singing psalms. That
might prove useful, though. The way they were headed meant they would be
going to a lot of funerals.

The Quince was still talking to Elder Seth, recording notes on his
filofax. Tyree, bored now her interrogation quota was used up, wandered
over to the lean-to by the main motorwagon, where the two men were doing
their business.

“So,” Quincannon said, “let’s get this clear, you’re… what did you
call yourselves?”

“Resettlers, sergeant. We are here to reclaim the promised land.”

Quincannon was having trouble with the word. “Resettlers?”

“Like the original pioneers, we are proceeding to the appointed place.”

“Salt Lake City?”

“The flower of the desert. It is the Rome of our faith.”

“I know Salt Lake. Used to be a Mormon hang-out. But it’s a big ghost
town now. The lake dried up when everything else did. All there is now
is the salt. Maybe a few scumscavengers, a gangcult hide-out or two, but
that’s it. There’s nothing for anyone in that hellhole.”

Elder Seth smiled the insufferable smile of someone who knows something
he’s not telling.

“It will be resettled, sergeant. The deserts will bloom again.”

“What are you, some kind of irrigation expert?”

Elder Seth smiled again. The sunset was caught in his mirrorshades,
giving him burning eyes like the Devil.

“That too. Mainly, I am a guide. I am just here to show these people the
Way…”

“The way to what? A dusty death out here in Nowhere City, Utah?”

“Forget that name, sergeant. The Church is changing it. By presidential
decree, this territory is called Deseret now.”

“Desert?”

“No, Deseret. It is an old name. A Mormon name, as you said. The
Mormons were, in many ways, a wise sect…”

That was an unusual thing for a Josephite Elder to say, Tyree knew.
Usually, they didn’t have a good word for any other brand of
Christian.

“The whole state, and more, is legally the property of the Church of
Joseph. You will not be surprised to learn that no one else wanted it.
This will be where it all starts.”

“What?”

“The reseeding of the Americas. The Great Reversal.”

Tyree felt tingly up and down her spine when Elder Seth spoke. His calm,
even voice carried the unmistakable fire of the truth. She didn’t
understand him, but she could understand why people followed him. Sister
Maureen brought him a cup of some unsweetened chocolate drink, and he
smiled upon her. If the Josephites hadn’t abjured carnal relations,
Tyree would have sworn Sister Maureen had itchy drawers for Elder Seth.
The preacher was handsome in a cruel son-of-a-bitch sort of way.

“Well, that’s your right, Elder,” said Quincannon, turning off his
filofax. “But you’re mad to come out here with no weapons. This is wild
country.”

“We have our arms, sergeant. Faith, and Righteousness. Nothing can stand
for long against that.”

“You might try explaining that to the fellas Leona here buried a couple
of klicks back.”

“They understood. They went to glory joyous in the knowledge of the
Lord.”

Quincannon was exasperated. He got up, and walked away.

“Sister,” Elder Seth turned to Tyree, “was there something?”

He was a tall man, and must be well-muscled under his preacher suit.
Tyree realized she had no idea how old he was. His hair was as black as
his hat, and there weren’t any lines on his face and neck, but there was
a depth to his voice, a tone to his skin, that suggested maturity, even
venerability.

Suddenly, she was nervous again, watching the sun go down in Elder
Seth’s shades. He drank his chocolate.

“No, sir,” she said, “nothing.”

 

The Daughters of the American Revolution had been racking up a heavy rep
in the past few months. They had total-stumped some US Cav in the
Painted Desert, and some were saying they had scratched a Maniax Chapter
in the Rockies. But after tonight, their time in the sun was Capital-O
Over. And the Psychopomps would rule!

Jazzbeaux pushed a wing of hair back out of her eye, and clipped it into
a topknot-tail. She took off the snazzy shades she had taken from the
preacherman they’d jump-rammed this morning, and passed them back to
Andrew Jean. No sense getting your scav smashed before it was fenced.
She beckoned the Daughter forward with her razorfingered glove, and gave
the traditional high-pitched ’pomp giggle.

The others behind her joined in, and the giggle sounded throughout the
ghost town. Moroni it was called. The War Councils of the gangs had
chosen it at random. It was some jerkwater zeroville in Utah nobody gave
a byte about.

The Daughter didn’t seem concerned. She was young, maybe seventeen, and
obviously blooded. There were fightmarks on her flat face, and she had a
figure that owed more to steroids and implants than nature. Her hair was
dyed iron-grey and drawn up in a bun, with two needles crossed through
it. She wore a pale blue suit, skirt slit up the thigh for combat, and a
white blouse. She had a cameo with a picture of George Washington at her
throat, and sensible shoes with concealed switchblades. Her acne hadn’t
cleared up, and she was trying to look like a dowager.

More than one panzer boy had mistaken the Daughters of the American
Revolution for solid citizens, tried the old mug-and-snatch routine, and
wound up messily dead. The DAR were very snazz at what they did, which
was remembering the founding fathers, upholding the traditional American
way of life and torturing and killing people. Personally, Jazzbeaux
wasn’t into politics. She called a gangcult a gangcult, but the
Daughters tried to sell themselves as a Conservative Pressure Group.
They had a male adjunct, the Minutemen, but they were wimpo faghaggs. It
was the Daughters you had to be conce with.

“Come for it, switch-bitch,” Jazzbeaux hissed, “come for my
knifey-knives!”

The Daughter walked forward, as calm as you please, and with a samurai
movement drew the needles out of her hair. They glinted in the
torchlight. They were clearly not ornamental. She grinned. Her teeth had
been filed and capped with steel. Expensive dental work.

“Just you and me, babe,” Jazzbeaux said, “just you and me.”

The rest of the DAR cadre stood back, humming “America the Beautiful.”
The other Psychopomps were silent. This was a formal combat to settle a
territorial dispute. Utah and Nevada were up for grabs since the
Turner-Harvest-Ramirez and US Cav joint action put the Western Maniax
out of business, and Jazzbeaux thought the ’pomps could gain something
from a quick fight rather than a long war.

This was not a funfight. This was Serious Business. Jazzbeaux heard they
did much the same thing in Japcorp boardrooms.

The Daughter drew signs in the air with her needles. They were dripping
something. Psychoactive venom of some sort, Jazzbeaux had heard. Hell,
her system had absorbed just about every ju-ju the GenTech labs could
leak illegally onto the market, and she was still kicking. And punching,
and scratching, and biting.

“You know, pretty-pretty, I hear they’re talkin’ about settlin’ the Miss
America pageant like this next anno. You get to do evenin’ dress, and
swimwear, and combat fatigues.”

The Daughter growled.

“I wouldn’t give much for your chances of winning the crown, though. You
just plain ain’t got the personality.”

Behind her patch, the implant buzzed open, and circuitry lit up. She
might need her optic burner. It always made for a grand fight-finisher.

Jazzbeaux held up her ungloved hand, knuckles out, and shimmered the red
metal stars implanted in her knucks. Kidstuff. The sign of The Samovar
Seven, her fave Russian musickies when she was a kid. She didn’t freak
much to the Moscow Beat these days, but she knew Sove Stuff really got
to the DAR.

“You commie slit,” sneered the Daughter.

“Who preps your dialogue, sister? Neil Simon?”

Jazzbeaux hummed in the back of her throat. “Unbreakable Union of Soviet
Republics…” The ’pomps caught the tune, and joined it. The Daughter’s
eyes narrowed. She had stars on one cheek, and stripes on the other. The
President of their chapter wore a Miss Liberty spiked hat, and carried a
killing torch.

“Take the witchin’ slag down, Jazz-babe,” shrilled Andrew Jean, her
lieutenant, always the encouraging soul.

The DAR switched to “My Country ’tis of Thee.” The ’pomps segued to
“Long-Haired Lover From Leningrad,” popularized by Vania Vanianova and
the Kulture Kossacks.

The Daughter clicked her heels, and made a pass, lunging forwards.
Jazzbeaux bent to one side, letting the needle pass over her shoulder,
and slammed the Daughter’s midriff with her knee. The spiked pad ripped
through the Daughter’s blouse, and grated on the armoured contour-girdle
underneath. The Daughter grabbed Jazzbeaux’s neck, and pulled her off
her feet.

Jazzbeaux recognized the move. Her Daddy had tried it on her back in the
Denver NoGo when she’d been Jessamyn Bonney, and nine-year-olds were
worth a gallon on the streets. One thing she had to say about Dad, at
least he had prepped her for the world she was going to have to live in.
Other girls graduated from the Policed Zone high schools, but she knew
she was a woman the day she ripped her old man’s throat out. She had
been with the ’pomps since then, and still had a healthy career in front
of her. If she was lucky, she might live to see twenty-five. She didn’t
believe she’d marry Petya Tcherkassoff and move to a dacha on the
steppes any more.

She bunched her fingers into a sharp cone and stabbed above the
Daughter’s girdle-line, aiming for the throat, but the Daughter was too
fast, and chopped her wrist, deflecting the blow.

Just what her Dad used to do. “Jessa–myn, cain’t you be sociable?”
The low-rent ratskag.

She danced round the bigger girl, getting a few scratches down the back
of her suit, even drawing some blood. The Daughter swung round and
Jazzbeaux had to take a fall to avoid the needles.

The ’pomps were chanting and shouting now, while the DAR had fallen
silent. That didn’t mean anything.

She was down in the dirt, rolling away from the sharp-toed kicks. The
DAR had good intelligence contacts, obviously. The girl had struck her
three times on the right thigh, just where the once-broken bone was, and
had taken care to stay out of the field of her optic burner. Of course,
she had also cut Jazzbeaux’s forehead below the hairline, making her
bleed into her regular eye. Anyone would have done that.

But Jazzbeaux was getting her licks in. The Daughter’s left wrist was
either broken or sprained, and she couldn’t get a proper grip on her
needle. There were spots of her own blood on her suit, so some of
Jazzbeaux’s licks must have missed the armour plate. The hagwitch was
getting tired, breathing badly, sweating like a sow.

She used her feet, dancing away and flying back, anchoring herself to
the broken lamp-post as she launched four rapid kicks to the Daughter’s
torso. The girl was shaken. She had dropped both her needles. Jazzbeaux
caught her behind the head with a steelheel, and dropped her to the
ground. She reared up, but Jazzbeaux was riding her now, knees pressed
in tight. She got a full nelson, and sank her claws into the back of her
neck, pressing the Daughter’s face to the hard-beaten earth of the
street.

Finally, the Daughter stopped moving, and Jazzbeaux stood up. Andrew
Jean rushed out, and grabbed her wrist, holding her hand up in victory.

“The winnnnerrrr,” Andrew Jean shouted, sloppily kissing Jazzbeaux.

She pulled her eyepatch away, and looked at the DAR. They stood
impassive as the optic burner angled across them, glinting red but not
yet activated.

“Is it decided?” Jazzbeaux asked, wiping the blood out of her eye.

An older Daughter, with a pillbox hat and a grey-speckled veil, came
forward and stood over her sister. The girl on the ground moaned and
tried to get up on her elbows. The veiled Daughter kicked her in the
side. The poison blade sank in. The fallen Daughter spasmed briefly, and
slumped again, foam leaking from her mouth.

“It is decided,” said the veiled Daughter.

The DAR picked up the dead girl, and faded away into the darkness.

The Psychopomps pressed around her, kissing, hugging, groping, shouting.

“Jazz–beaux! Jazz–beaux! Jazz–beaux!”

The Psychopomps howled in the desert.

“Come on, let’s hit Spanish Fork,” Jazzbeaux shouted above the din, “I’m
thirsty, and I could use some real party action tonight!”

 

“Sergeant,” shouted Yorke, “incoming transmission from Fort Valens.”

Quincannon jogged back to the cruiser, belly bobbing between his braces.
Night had come now, and the Josephites were sat at a trestle table,
having their supper. They had not offered to share their meal with the
Troopers, which Yorke considered a mercy. He’d rather eat his K-rations
than the grey gruel the Sisters were serving up.

The sergeant squeezed himself into the cruiser, and keyed in his
reception sign. The two-way screen irised open, and Yorke saw Captain
Brittles seated at her desk, fussing with her waves of hair and the two
rows of buttons down the front of her tunic. Brittles was always
fidgeting with something.

“Quincannon,” she said, “we’ve got your report. Good work. Nice and
concise.”

“Thank you, ma’am. It’s all cleared up here. Not much else we can do.”

“Quite.” The captain wasn’t saying something. Yorke saw the shifty look
in her eyes. Brittles was the kind of old girl who wasn’t happy unless
she had a long-tongued Trooper under her desk working up a shine on her
boots, and Yorke could tell when she was gearing up to dish out a zeroid
assignment nobody in their right mind would accept. Like now.

“Permission to circle back to Valens, ma’am? We’ve been out for three
days now.”

“Denied, Quincannon.” She gave a slight smile with a nasty twist in it,
and Yorke wondered if there had ever been anything romantic going on
between the Sergeant and the Captain and whether that had anything to do
with the way Quincannon’s Troop, of which he was a fully paid-up member,
got all the dirty details. “You have new orders coming in. The cruiser
will print them out directly.”

Captain Brittles cut out, and Quincannon said “good bye” to the dead
screen. The dashprinter began to gurgitate a strip of paper. Quincannon
and Yorke looked at it curling out of its slot. The orders ended and
they both sat in the front of the cruiser, putting off the moment.
Finally, with a sigh, Quincannon tore the paper free and read it, his
face falling as he did so.

He swore, crushed the paper into a ball, dropped it on the floor, swore
again, got out of the cruiser, kicked some sand up, swore
extensively—affrighting a pair of Sisters who happened to be
passing—and walked
away.

When he was gone, Yorke picked up the paper, uncrushed it, and got a
sneak preview of the troop’s orders.

Yorke swore too.

 

You could burn up by day and freeze to death at night in the desert. The
Josephites had built a cooking fire, but let it go out. They’d kept warm
by going to bed early, although Tyree was damned if she could see what
for.

“No carnal relations,” Yorke kept chuckling, “it hardly seems like
living at all.”

Back at Valens, Yorke had come on to her a couple of times. She hadn’t
let anything develop as long as they were in the same Troop together.
She didn’t want to divide her loyalties. Still, once she got her cruiser
and had maybe a stripe or three on her shoulder, things might change.
Kirby was sort of appealing, with his fair hair and crooked smile. He
kept making remarks about the way she filled her Cav pants, though, and
she was bored with that. Every woman in the service got fed up with
cracks about her ass, no matter that tight pants were about the only
thing you could wear on a mount without risking a stray fold of cloth
getting caught in the workings and causing a flip-up crash. Plus, nobody
ever passed remarks about the way certain Sergeants and Troopers of the
male persuasion strained the seats of their uniforms with that species
of elephantiasis of the butt so common in Americans of a certain age.

Quincannon had detailed Burnside to requisition some firewood, and get a
pot of recaff on. He’d nastily offered a cup to Brother Bailie, but the
man had virtuously resisted the temptation. Tyree could tell Bailie
missed recaff, and probably other things too. You couldn’t yank out your
taste buds and hack off your primary sexual characteristics when you
converted to the Church, she knew, although there were sects out there
that went in for that sort of thing.

“Are we really stuck with these damfools, sarge?” asked Burnside.

Quincannon swilled the last of his recaff about in his tin mug and threw
it in the sand. “I’m afraid so. Orders from on high.”

“General Haycox?”

“Higher.” Quincannon stuck a cigar in his mouth. “The Prezz himself is
behind Elder Seth. Hell, he practically gave away all of Utah. Can you
imagine what’d happen if he tried that with California, or New York? He
thinks resettlement is a jim-dandy idea, and is backing the Josephite
Church up in their scheme to rebuild Salt Lake City.”

“Then why didn’t he send the army out to guard this convoy ’stead of
letting ’em get cut down like dogs by every freakin’ stray and renegade
who comes by?”

A match flared, and the Quince sucked smoke. “I said the Prezz was
backing the Josephites, not that he wanted to spend any money on
them…”

Everybody laughed. The federal government was reputed to be bankrupt
after the last round of trade incentives and tax cuts. Fort Valens
scuttlebutt was that the government was even planning the withdrawal of
its portion of the US Cavalry funding next season, and that private
individuals and companies would be invited to step in. So far, the
rumour mill suggested, the best tenders had come from GenTech, Shochaiku
and Walt Disney Enterprises. They could be wearing Mickey Mouse shoulder
insignia next year. Tyree thought she would feel a lot less happier
having to do or die for some Faceless Corporate Creep than for John
Taxpayer. The corps owned enough of the world as it was. Somebody had to
be on the side of people.

“Ollie made a nice speech about the resettlement drive last week, and
swore to cash in on any good publicity there might be going if Elder
Seth doesn’t get himself killed, but hasn’t got his neck stuck out so
far that he’ll look a bozo if the Brothers and Sisters just disappear in
the desert.”

“So what are we along for the ride for?”

Quincannon exhaled a cloud of smoke. “We’re wagonmasters, Yorke. We’re
going along to protect the wagon train from the injuns and the varmints
and the outlaws. Like in the first pioneer days, when the West was a
virgin wilderness waiting for the farmers to cultivate it.”

“But that was then…”

“It wasn’t so long ago. I was born down in Wyoming. Pretty good country
it was before it stopped raining and all the grasses dried up and blew
away.”

“There weren’t never no freakin’ grass in Wyoming, sarge. I been there.
It’s worse than here. Just sand dunes as far as the eye can see. Frankie
Avalon and Annette Funicello grew old and died just waiting for the surf
to come in.”

“It wasn’t always like that, Burke. The mid-West used to feed the world.
We had enough for ourselves, and some over to spare for other country’s
needy folks. Not now, though. It’s all to do with the freakin’
pollution, I heard tell. All the corps pumped their waste sludge into
the rivers and the oceans and the water don’t evaporate no more. So it
don’t rain no more, and we ain’t got no grain nor grazing land. Funny
what some folks will do for money, ain’t it?”

Burnside was listening to the old man intently. “Is that why the seas
are rising?”

“I suppose so. I was in N’Orleans once, when I was a kid. A right pretty
city it was too. Now, I hear it’s half-underwater and all the houses are
on stilts. Crazy. My Daddy fought in Europe in WW II. I was born the
year that one ended. He used to tell me he’d taken up arms to make a
better world, but I guess this ain’t the one he meant.”

“They say things are better in Russia.”

Quincannon laughed so hard he started coughing, and coughed so hard he
brought up a mouthful of brown spit that hissed in the fire.

“Oh yeah, Russia. Boy, that is a good one.”

“What did I say?” Yorke was hurt.

Quincannon wouldn’t tell him.

“Quince, did you ever see the Mississippi?” asked Burnside. “Back when
it was a river, I mean, before the Great Lakes dried up?”

“Yeah, I saw the Missus-hip, and the Missouri, and Niagara
Falls—that’s Niagara Muddy Trickle these days—and I remember
you could
swim in the sea off Monterrey without wearin’ a Self-Contained
Environment Suit and when New York didn’t have that damn wall to keep
the stinking water out. I remember all those things. But when I die,
that’ll be it. You can all forget those days and get on with what’s here
and now. At least Elder Seth is doing that, coon-crazed as he is.”

Tyree recalled the sunsets in Elder Seth’s shades, and the iron in his
voice.

“Do you believe in what he’s doing, Quince?,” she asked. “In the
resettling?”

“Hell, Leona, I wish I could. I hauled in a drunken Comanche from that
War Party who took on the Bible Belt last month. His people have gone
back to the old ways, he said, because the buffalo were going to come
back. That ain’t never gonna happen. And the wheat ain’t coming back
neither. Just sand, like Kirby Yorke here says. That’s what America’s
gonna be. Just sand. Over a hundred years ago there were people in
uniforms just like these. They were helping to build up a new nation, to
create something. We’re here to stand back while it all falls to pieces.
It’s not a thankful task, but someone has to be muleheaded enough to do
it, and I guess we elected ourselves.”

The fire burned low. Out in the desert, something was howling. “And
that,” said Quincannon, “sure as hell ain’t a freakin’ buffalo.”

 

Quincannon put a Sons of the Pioneers CD on, and hummed along to “Bold
Fenian Men” and “I Left My Love.” The cruiser was at the head of the
convoy as they passed through a place that had once been called Moroni.
It was just a ghost town now. Yorke, out of habit, logged it as still
unpopulated. Whenever they saw signs of new habitation, they were
supposed to call in and Valens would schedule a check-out sometime soon.
It wasn’t exactly illegal to move into a ghost town, but most of the
people who thought that sounded like a good idea were into practices
that were.

Ever since the Enderby Amendment of 1985 had, in desperation, opened up
the field of law enforcement to private individuals and organizations,
Kirby Yorke had wanted to be with one of the Agencies. Sanctioned Ops
were the only heroes a kid from the NoGo could have these days.
Turner-Harvest-Ramirez got all the glam covers on Road Fighter, and
Harry Parfitt of Seattle’s Silver Bullet was always being declared Man
of the Month by Guns and Killing, the nation’s best-selling
self-sufficiency magazine. There were other kinds of Heat going down all
over the country, Agency Ops and stone-crazy Solos who brought in Maniax
for bounty and mainly died before they could carve a legend.

But Yorke knew the only Agency which guaranteed its Ops a life
expectancy longer than that of the average mafioso-turned-informer was
the United States Cavalry. Its quasi-government status bought it better
hardware, better software, better roadware and better uniforms. He had
joined up on his 16th birthday, and didn’t plan on mustering out much
before his 60th. He wasn’t ambitious like Leona Tyree. In a world of
chaos, the Cav offered a nice, orderly way of doing things. He liked
being a Trooper, liked the food, liked the pay, liked the life.

But he didn’t like this detail one bit.

Playing nursemaid to the Josephites seemed too much like walking through
downtown Detroit or Pittsburgh with a “Shoot Me” sign picked out on the
back of your jacket. The Prezz might have given Elder Seth Utah to play
with, but he hadn’t guaranteed to clear out the former owners or any
gun-toting vermin that might be left behind. The truth was that the
President of the United States of America was only something like the
112th Most Powerful Individual in the World these days. He ranked
somewhere below most GenTech mid-management execs, and could probably
put less men in the field of combat than Didier Brousset or the shadowy
Exalted Bullmoose of the Maniax. Corporate smoothies and psychotic punks
ran the world, and the Cav was one of the few hold-outs against any and
all factions.

Admittedly, it had been quiet so far. Quincannon was pretending to be
asleep in the passenger seat, but kept stirring long enough to check all
the scanners and change the music. Burnside and Tyree were talking
back-and-forth on the open channels, and Yorke was getting just a little
jealous listening in. Guys in cruisers were supposed to pull all the
tail, not the guys on the mounts. It was a Cav tradition. Yorke felt he
was letting the Troop down by allowing Burnside to make time with Leona.
She had cold-shouldered him so far, but he knew he was well in there.
After this patrol was over, he would be making some definitive moves,
and then he would have some stories for the bunkhouse.

The Josephite convoy moved slow and steady like the old-style wagon
trains. Their vehicles were piled high with personal possessions, the
furnishings of lives soon to be recommenced in the Promised Land. Elder
Seth’s motorwagon even looked like a prairie schooner, with its tented
canvas cover and roped-on barrels. In the rearview screen on the dash,
Yorke could see the Elder sitting up in the open cab next to his driver,
shaded eyes fixed on the road ahead as if he could see his destiny lying
on the horizon. He didn’t move much, like the figurehead of a ship, or
one of those wooden Indians you see outside small-town stores. The heat
didn’t bother him any more than the cold had done last night.

Suddenly, with the sun overhead, there was a commotion back in the
convoy. Burnside and Tyree left off their crosstalk, and simultaneously
signalled a halt. Quincannon pushed his hat back and sat up. Yorke
stopped the cruiser, and Elder Seth’s motorwagon braked, lurching a few
metres closer to the cruiser than suggested by the highway code. Elder
Seth was out of the cab and back with his people, who were congregating
in the middle of the convoy.

As usual, Yorke got left in the cruiser while Quincannon went to see
what the trouble was. He could get to resent that.

 

Sister Maureen was nearly dead, and Brother Bailie was completely
hysterical.

“She fell… fell…”

Tyree held the woman, trying to stop her shaking. Her right hand was a
bloody smear on the road, and most of her face was gone. There was no
hope.

“I didn’t mean…”

Burnside grabbed Bailie and took him away. The Quince had his medpack
out, and was squirting the bubble out of the hypo.

“Morph-plus,” he said. “That’ll stop her kicking long enough for us to
see if there’s anything we can do. Give me her arm, Leona.”

Tyree grabbed the flailing left arm by the elbow, and held it fast as
Quincannon tore Sister Maureen’s sleeve open. He swabbed the patch over
the vein with a dampragette, and took aim. Tyree gripped the elbow
fast, and cooed soothing platitudes into the woman’s ear.

“No,” said Elder Seth, calmly, taking Quincannon’s wrist. “No drugs. She
has abjured them.”

The Quince stood up, and turned angrily on the Elder. “I ain’t about to
hop her up full of ju-ju. I’m just tryin’ to save her pain. Ain’t that
what your God would want us to do?”

Elder Seth didn’t back down. He took the syringe away, and laid it down
on the hood of Bailie’s automobile. There was a red splatter across the
bodywork, and the hubcap was still dripping.

“My God is merciful, Mr Quincannon.”

The Elder knelt down, and took the woman from Tyree. Sister Maureen
moaned as she was shifted, but settled in Elder Seth’s arms. Incredibly,
given that she barely had cheek muscles left, she smiled, and seemed to
sleep. She was still breathing. Her hoodlike bonnet had been scraped
away by the wheel, and her hair was free. It was long, blonde and must
have been beautiful.

Tyree pulled away, and stood up. Her shirt and pants were bloody.
Quincannon was still fuming, but had fallen silent.

Elder Seth brushed Sister Maureen’s hair away from the ruin of her face,
and wiped some of the blood off with his hand. More welled up. Tyree
could see bone shards, and felt sure the oozing grey was brain tissue.
She had never seen anyone hurt this bad still live. Elder Seth was
praying silently, his lips working, tears coursing from under his
shades.

The other Brethren had gathered around, and were joining in prayer.
Bailie was back, under control, praying hard with all the rest.

Finally, Elder Seth shook his head. Sister Maureen’s breathing had
stopped.

He laid her on the roadway and stood up. The corpse continued to leak,
little rivulets of red following the cracks in the neglected asphalt and
spreading out from her head in a spiderweb pattern.

Elder Seth gave Quincannon back his hypodermic, and the sergeant looked
as if he wanted to use it. On the Elder or on himself. It didn’t matter.

Tyree realized she had been praying hard with the best of them.

 

The Summoner rejoiced, as more blood was spilled. The ritual was
progressing well. The Dark Ones would be pleased.

 

There was a sign up by the roadside. YOU ARE NOW ENTERING SPANISH
FORK—A NICE, QUIET, LITTLE TOWN—PLEASE LEAVE IT AS YOU FIND IT.

Yorke slowed, and looked over at the Quince.

“Gas stop?”

“If there’s a place.”

It wasn’t hard to find. Just inside the City Limits there was a big
sign. CHOLLIE’S GAS AND AUTO REPAIR, THIS WAY, with an arrow pointing to
a big old building that looked like a cross between a livery stable, a
junkyard and a dirigible hangar. Spanish Fork was obviously a big place
for signs. Yorke turned the cruiser into Chollie’s yard, and the convoy
followed. There wasn’t room enough for them all on the forecourt, so
they spilled over up and down the street. It was early in the day, and
quiet, so nobody minded much.

Elder Seth was outside, rapping on the window. Quincannon rolled it
down.

“Why are we stopping?”

“We need a tank top-up, Elder. Your motorwagons could do with a going
over, too.”

“We only have another 50 miles to go to Salt Lake City.”

“50 is just the same as 50,000 in this country if your car don’t work.
Better safe than vulture meat.”

The Elder considered a moment, and walked away without saying anything.
Most of the other resettlers were stretching their legs and kicking
tires. More than one radiator was boiling over. Tyree and Burnside
rolled up, and checked it out. A scrawny kid with coke-bottle-bottom
goggles. He wore oil-stained overalls with CHO LIE’S written on them.
One of the Ls had peeled off.

“Fill ’er up,” Quincannon told him, “and check the oil. What kind of
mechanics you got in this town?”

“The best, sir. Chollie don’t come cheap, but he don’t come shoddy
neither.”

“You accept US Cavalry discount vouchers?”

“How’s that again?”

“You don’t mind my friend Kirby Yorke here hangin’ around while you’re
workin’ on the ve-hickles and shooting your head off if he figures
you’re sabotagin’ or overchargin’.”

“Sounds mighty fair to me, sir.”

“Good, now where can a man get himself some brunch in this burg?”

 

Judge Thomas Longhorne Colpeper was proud of his town. His town. That
was the way he liked to think of Spanish Fork, Utah, and it was
certainly the way most people in the area had come to think of the
place. There was a lot to make the Judge a contented man. Spanish Fork
was a peaceable community, a friendly town like they weren’t supposed to
be any more. They had some laws, but not so many that a man couldn’t cut
loose a little. They had a deepwater well which still ran pure and which
was under 24-hour guard. Murder wasn’t necessarily a capital offence in
Spanish Fork, but stealing from the well was.

The town had itself a few deputies who had made a name for themselves
elsewhere and decided to settle down. Joe Fiske had been with Hammond
Maninski until they’d parted company over his disrespectful treatment of
a senior Japanese corp exec, and Matthieu Larroquette once made the
cover of Guns and Killing when he’d brought in “Chainsaw” Childress in
Albuquerque. They were nice, regular, deputy-type guys, and they made
sure the peace was kept, or at least as much of it as the town decreed
desirable.

You could tell it was a civilized community. Colum Whittaker had a
twenty-five-foot polished wood bar in the Feelgood Saloon, the Reverend
Boote kept a nice little church nobody shot up too much, Chollie
Jenevein ran a world-class auto repair shop with spare parts for
everything from a ’55 Chevrolet to an Orbital Shuttle, and Judge Thomas
Longhorne Colpeper was in charge of a picturesque wooden
courthouse-cum-town-hall and a gallows with facilities to handle five
customers simultaneously.

When the Psychopomps hit Spanish Fork late the night before and headed
for Colum’s twenty-five-foot bar, Joe Fiske had made a personal call to
inform the Judge. Colpeper had considered things a moment, and looked up
the rap-sheets on the inter-agency datanets. He didn’t consider crimes
committed outside the city limits much to do with him, but he liked to
keep abreast of things. There was a girl with the ’pomps, Jessamyn
Bonney, who was earning herself a reputation. Twenty-three confirmed
kills, and some interesting black market surgical amendments. She would
be a Guns and Killing pin-up within the year. The Judge told Fiske to
keep an watch on the girl with one eye, and make sure her lieutenant
Andrew Jean wasn’t too enthusiastic with the beehive-hairdo-concealed
slipknife. An independent Op up in Montana had got a nasty surprise from
ignoring the orange-haired ’pomp with the eye make-up, and there hadn’t
been much left to bury afterwards. Otherwise, if the Psychopomps were
content to be good customers, and pay for their food, drink, gas and
auto repairs, the Judge was content to let them alone.

By now, Colum’s bartender down at the Feelgood would have told them all
about him, and maybe, if they were lucky, they’d respect his reputation.
It had been a while since he’d officiated at one of his special
quintuple executions.

This afternoon things were pretty quiet. There was a recorded note on
his oak desk from Larroquette. The Psychopomps had enthusiastically
partaken of the fare at the Feelgood, and broken a little furniture.
Nothing indispensible. Then, they’d rented rooms over at the Katz Motel,
and broken some of Herman Katz’s ugly tables and chairs while passing
round some of the glojo Ferd Sunderland mixed up in the back of the drug
store. They wouldn’t be too competent at trouble-making until suppertime
at least.

The Judge fastened his bootlace tie, and put his silver-banded black hat
on his flowing silver locks. He felt his inside vest pocket for the
derringer dartgun he habitually carried, and slipped the polished Colt
.45 Python he favoured into his hip holster. The gun was satisfyingly
heavy, fully loaded with ScumStopper explosive rounds.

Larroquette came by to accompany him on his regular tour of the town.

“Afternoon, Judge,” the Deputy said, taking off his Cyberfeed helmet.
The sockets on his shaven head stood out raw. He had been scratching
them again.

“Good afternoon, Matthieu. Thank you for your report.”

“Weren’t nothin‘, Judge. Just keepin’ tabs, like you always say.”

The Judge joined Matthieu on the porch. Joe Fiske was with him, quiet as
usual. The Judge looked up and down Main Street. Ferd was sweeping up
out front of the drug store. Colpeper returned the druggist’s wave.

There were kids playing over by the gallows, throwing stones at the head
of the carthief the Judge had sentenced yesterday. Colpeper smiled, as
the children ran up to him, hands open. He found the bag of Ferd’s
jujubes he always kept for the little ’uns, and passed them out. They
ran off again, ’jubes popping as they pressed them to their little
nostrils.

“You see, Matthieu. You see what this is all about. What we’re standing
up for here in Spanish Fork.”

Larroquette pulled his Cyberfeed down over his head, and drew his breath
in sharply as its terminal plugs slid into his sockets. The helmet
hummed and the deputy held up his replacement arm. Electricity crackled
between his fingers, and he primed the pump action. He saluted, ready
for work.

As they walked down Main Street, the Judge bid good morning to various
citizens who passed by, and Larroquette’s helmet downloaded the
information it had gathered since last night.

“Anything new, Matthieu?”

“We got some Josephites in town, with United States Cavalry escort. It’s
a wagon convoy. They’ll be passin’ through on the road to Salt Lake.”

The Judge pondered, and his hand just happened to end up resting on the
pearl-inlay handle of the Colt Python.

“Josephites, huh? Too much like Mormons for my taste. All that
hymn-singin’ and holiness. Mormons used to think they owned the State of
Utah, Matthieu. I hear tell that damfool in Washington D.C. says these
Josephites can have it now. Well, nobody asked me whether I wanted to be
a citizen of Deseret and give up my cup of morning recaff, my slug or
two of Colum’s whisky, my shot of Ferd’s zooper-blast, or my Saturday
evening sessions with Dolley Magruder over at the Pussycat Palace on
Maple Street. And, you know what, Matthieu, I don’t reckon I do want to
give up those things. I’m a peaceable man, but sometimes you have to
fight for the little comforts you believe in. Do you get my drift?”

“Yes, Judge.”

Larroquette extended his arm, palm flat out, and flexed his bicep. There
was a bang, and a discharge of smoke, and a mangy cat twenty paces down
the road flew to pieces. The deputy bent his elbow, then straightened
out again, the spent cartridge popping out of the hairy slit in his
forearm. It fell in the sand. Larroquette primed his pump action again.

“I believe you do, Matthieu, I believe you do.”

 

There were some gaudy girls bellying up to the bar, looking for trade,
and a few old-timers leaned their chairs against the walls in the
corners and mainlined the poison of their choice. But otherwise, the
Feelgood Saloon wasn’t doing much business this early in the evening, so
the US Cav managed to requisition itself a table. A green-faced waitress
with vestigial gills took their orders. Some said signs like the gills
were the legacy of those long-ago Bomb Tests. Quincannon laid out kish
for the hundred-dollar grill, while Tyree just had the vat-grown eggs
and Burnside plumped for gristle ‘n’ grits. Tyree’s tasted okay. They
had recaff all round. Fake coffee, but real water, a luxury this far
into the sand. The Quince even remembered to have the girl send someone
over to Chollie’s with some N-R-Gee candies for Yorke.

It would be a couple of hours before the convoy could get moving
again—one or two of the motorwagons were a few refits too many nearer
the auto graveyard—so there was no sense in not taking advantage of
the comforts on offer in Spanish Fork. They had been held up most of the day
burying Sister Maureen, so they might well be looking to make camp here
for the night.

Quincannon was talking ancient history again, not from experience, but
from books. In his down time, the Quince must be something of a library
junkie. Tyree hadn’t known that about him. She hadn’t read anything
herself except forms, regulations and the odd comicstrip since military
school. Burnside had asked the sergeant his opinion of the Josephites’
chances of making anything out of the Salt Lake valley.

“The Mormons did it once before,” Quincannon replied, “round about 1848,
just the same as they’re trying to now. They’d been kicked out of
everywhere else ’cause they believed in marryin’ more than one gal at a
time. I reckon they’ve given that up these days, along with ‘carnal
relations.’ They found a place where nothing would grow and no one would
live, and turned it into fertile land. The Lord knows how they did it.
That Church was founded by some fella named Smith who claimed an angel
gave him some extra books of the Bible and a pair of magical spectacles
to help him read it. The Josephites have some similar story. Different
glasses, but the same angel. Something like that. Hell, I don’t know.
The Mormons were straight-laced, but these lot are unnatural, if you
know what I mean. They’re like the Mormons, the Seventh-Day Adventists,
the Amish, the Moonies, the Scientologists, Jehovah’s Witnesses and
Stone-Crazed baptists all rolled up into one. Me, I’m a good Catholic.
Religion’s been downhill since Martin Luther.”

Tyree drank her coffee and ate her eggs. Burnside kept asking questions
and passing comments. “You have to admire those old settlers, Quince,
making something of nothing like that.”

“Well, Wash, there was another side to the story. A side Elder Seth
ain’t gonna be too keen on hearin’ told again. While the Mormons were
settling Salt Lake, the Josephites were carving out some claims for
themselves in the Indian Territories. In the 1850s, federal troops were
sent against the Church of Joseph, and the Josephites had a little war
with the US of A. It seems the Josephites weren’t so all-fired holy back
then. No sir, when a group of regular Christian settlers tried to move
in and stake some land claims at a place called New Canaan, the
Josephites got together with the Paiute Indians, painted themselves up
like redskins, and had themselves one of the bloodiest massacres in the
history of the West.”

She hadn’t liked to say, but as Quincannon was speaking, the swinging
doors behind him had opened silently and a tall man had walked into the
Feelgood. Elder Seth. She knew she should have said something, tried to
shut the Sergeant up, but somehow she found herself unable to open her
mouth.

Quincannon kept on talking, not realizing he had a larger audience now.
“They carved up those regular Christians like you’d carve up a Sunday
goatroast. The Prezz probably don’t know much history, or he wouldn’t be
handin’ a State to these fellas. Who knows, maybe one day Elder Seth
will take it into his head to make war against the United States of
America again. Then we’ll all be in a pretty pickle, ’cause I reckon any
man who can haul a bunch of candy-ass resettlers a couple of thousand
blood-stained miles through the desert wouldn’t be no pushover.”

Tyree looked from Quincannon to Elder Seth, comparing the Quince’s
expressiveness, making handsigns as he spoke as if communicating with an
indian, and the Elder’s almost mechanical impassivity. If the Josephite
was offended, he gave no indication of his displeasure. Indeed, Tyree
thought that for the first time she could make out a real expression on
his face, like the ghost of a smile around the very edges of his thin
lips.

… and, in her mind, she had funny pictures. She thought she saw
reflections in Elder Seth’s mirrorshades, but not the reflections of the
saloon and its patrons. Under an open sky, in Elder Seth’s glasses,
red-smeared savages ran riot, hacking at fleeing men. Flaming arrows
struck home, red knives did their work, kids fell under horses’ hooves,
women’s hair came bloodily loose. Tyree thought she heard the echoes of
screams and whoops and shouts. And, in the midst of the carnage he had
wrought stood Elder Seth, dressed all in black with red on his face, a
long rifle in his hands. The ground under his boots was bloodied…

“Leona?”

She snapped out of it. “Sergeant Quincannon?”

“Leona, you were dreaming.”

Elder Seth walked further into the saloon, until he was standing
directly behind Quincannon.

“No, I…”

The Elder’s shadow fell on the sergeant. Quincannon turned in his seat,
jumping slightly, and looked up at the man. He held a fork of mule
kidney up at Elder Seth, then popped into his mouth.

“I am given to understand that the raiders who attacked us on the road
are in this town, staying at the motel. These people have stolen from
the Church. They have important relics. You will help me secure their
return.”

“Hold on a moment. How many of these raiders are there?”

“That is of no matter.”

“It may not matter to you, Elder, but I’ve got a Troop strength of
four.”

“My people will help.”

Quincannon swallowed and stood up. He wasn’t quite as tall as the Elder,
but he did his best to look the other man in the eye.

“That’s a comfort. If it comes to preachin’ the crap out of the ’pomps,
I’m sure you’ll be a big help.”

That shadow smile was back. “In the Bible,” Elder Seth began, “it says
there is a time to every purpose under Heaven.”

“So, now it’s fightin’ time.”

“If needs be.”

Quincannon shrugged, and unflapped his holster. “Okay, Elder, lead the
way to the motel. I’ll call Yorke in for backup with the cruiser.”

Tyree and Burnside stood up, leaving unfinished meals, and unflapped
their holsters. Tyree knew her piece was up to standard. She’d cleaned
it twice since the patrol began.

“Sergeant, I said the raiders were staying at the motel. I did not say
they were there at this moment.”

Quincannon had been halfway to the door. He turned, looking highly fed
up.

One of the gaudy girls turned on her barstool. She had an eyepatch.

“Hello preacherman,” she said to Elder Seth, “come for your shades?”

 

Jazzbeaux had been wearing the dark glasses she had taken from the
preacherman’s motorwagon on a string around her neck. She had looked
through them for a few minutes at a time, but—even used as she was to
monocular vision—they gave her a headache. They didn’t seem to cut
down the glare of the sun, and gave her the uncomfortable feeling she
was seeing things she shouldn’t be. A few times, she’d considered
throwing them away, but, along with the wallet of cardkeys and
cashplastic, they were all the scav she had taken from the resettlers.
She couldn’t remember why she hadn’t found more to take, why she’d let
them off so easily. And, despite the buzz in the circuits of her optic
implant, she couldn’t quite conquer her unease in the presence of the
man whose followers called him Elder Seth.

“Hands away from those guns, yellowlegs,” she said, pulling the rainbow
scarf away from her semi-automatic machine pistol, “or I’ll redecorate
the saloon with your insides.”

The Sergeant and the two Troopers held their hands out in front of them,
and looked at each other. Jazzbeaux would rather not fight all three,
since she knew a little about the Cav weapons training, and hoped she
could keep them out of it. Everyone else in the saloon was quiet. The
jukebox was running down, some Kenny Rogers number slowing to a growl.
The barman was backing away.

“And keep those pretty-pretty fingers off that scattergun you got down
in the slops, darlin’ dear.”

The barkeep slapped his hands on the bar and left them there. Jazzbeaux
nodded in appreciation, and blew him a kiss. He flinched. She turned
back to the Elder.

“If you want the shades, you’ll have to take them, lover.”

Elder Seth walked across the room. Jazzbeaux felt the Psychopomps with
her—Andrew Jean and two others—edge away, leaving her alone at the
bar. It was between her and the preacherman. She flipped the safety
catch off, and chambered a round.

The Elder stood in front of her now. If she exerted just a hint of
pressure on the hairtrigger, she’d fill his chest with explosive
bullets. He’d be cut clean in two. And she had the unhealthy feeling
that his face still wouldn’t move.

She flicked her tongue in and out. “Come on, preach, give me a kiss!”

He was as close to her as a dancing partner now, the barrel of the gun
resting on his sternum. Jazzbeaux felt as if she were alone in the
universe with the man. She looked into his face, and it changed in a
second. The features became liquid, flowed into each other, and became
features again. But different features.

He had her Dad’s face, she realized. Her Dad’s face when he was hopped
up on smack-synth, and pulling his studded leather belt out of his
jeans, idiot’s drool on his chin, pain in his brain, death on his
breath.

“Jessa–myn,” Elder Seth said with her dead Daddy’s voice, “gimme the
scav. Gimme the scav now, or it’ll go bad for you.”

Her forefinger had gone to sleep on the trigger. She tried to fire the
gun, but her godrotted finger was stone. It wouldn’t move. The gun
shook, and she tried to gouge into the preacherman’s chest with the
barrel. His hands were on her now, fingers digging into her waist.

“Jessa–myn!”

Her cheek was wet, she knew. She was crying. No, her optic was leaking
biofluid. It wouldn’t burn. She had a feedback headache coming.

Elder Seth had his own face back, but her Daddy’s hung just behind his
skin, ready to peer through at her.

Elder Seth took the gun away from her, and put it on the bar, between
the shot glasses. His other hand crept up her side, sliding through her
armpit, reaching around her back, pulling her to him.

He leaned his face close to hers. She thought he was going to kiss her,
and shuddered at the anticipation of his reptile’s touch, but he just
reached up and took off his own mirrorshades.

She didn’t want to look into his eyes. She knew she’d be dead if she did
that.

But she looked…

… and she saw such horrors.

 

Tyree didn’t believe it, but she saw it anyway.

The Psychopomps—a creature of indeterminate sex with an orange
cockatoo haircut, and two hard-faced girls—stood back and watched
Elder Seth go to work on their leaderene. And he just glided across the
floor and picked her up like the hero of a romance comicstrip cruising
for truelove in the disco hall.

With a deep down revulsion at herself, Tyree realized she was actually
jealous of the ’pomp girl. There was something badly wrong, and Leona
Tyree was part of it. Quincannon had his gun out now, but wasn’t doing
anything with it.

Elder Seth whispered something Tyree couldn’t hear in the girl’s ear and
took his glasses off.

It was as if an invisible but blinding light filled the room. Tyree
involuntarily shut her eyes and found herself blinking, rubbing her eyes
as water flowed from them. Everyone in the bar was doing the same thing.
But there hadn’t been any real light.

The Psychopomp was slumped over the bar, one arm hanging limp, throat
exposed. Elder Seth had his glasses on again. He supported the girl, and
heaved her up onto the stool. She was either dead or in a dead faint. He
lifted her head, and took one of her necklaces off. He held it up. It
wasn’t a necklace, it was a pair of dark glasses. The old-fashioned,
metal-rimmed, non-wraparound kind. He folded them shut, and slipped them
into his coat. They stayed there, although she assumed his jacket, like
those of all the Josephites, had no pockets.

The Elder picked up the girl’s handbag, and emptied it on the bar. The
cockatoo laid a hand on him, but backed off instantly, face clown-white
under the rainbow make-up. Elder Seth sorted rapidly through the girl’s
belongings.

… Tyree could see that burning village in her mind again. Sod huts,
log cabins, cattle and goat pens, all ablaze. And the Elder, on his
knees now, rubbing a small dead thing into the dirt, squeezing out the
blood.

Elder Seth found what he was looking for.

“Mine, I believe,” he said to the cockatoo, holding up a plastic card,
he made it disappear in his hand like a conjuring trick, and turned
away. He reached out and picked up the unconscious girl by the throat,
hauling her upright as if she were as light as a straw doll. Her arms
dangled, her head lolled, and her feet scraped the floor. Holding her
like a plucked turkey, Elder Seth left the saloon.

Quincannon followed him, and Tyree snapped to it, followed by everyone
else in the saloon.

The sun wasn’t down yet, but the evening bugs were in the air.

Elder Seth carried his prize through the ranks of parked vehicles and
dropped her in the middle of the road. Her head cracked on the hardtop,
and she moaned, stirring a little.

Blood was smeared where she had fallen.

 

666! He heard the Number in his mind.

There was blood on the road. The road to the Prime Site. And that was
as it should be. The blood was the main ingredient of the ritual. It
was there to guide the Dark Ones, to call them down, to help them gather
at the City, the City of Dreadful Night, the City of the Last Days. He
had the glasses now, and he had the Key.

666! The Number of the Beast!

The Summoner smashed Jazzbeaux’s head against the road again. The blood
flew, and sank in.

666! The Number of the Dark Son!

He remembered New Canaan, remembered fighting alongside the Paiute. He
had pulled a child out of a burning cabin. It had been grateful, but
started kicking and squealing when his muleskinning knife came out.
Burned flesh was no good to the Dark Ones, only spilled blood.

666! The Number of the Apocalypse!

He had seen so much blood, down through the centuries. He had been born
in blood, and continually rejuvenated in blood. There were many places,
many names, many faces, but the blood was always the same. Whether on
the Mutia Escarpment in Africa, or Judea under the Herods, or
Pendragon’s Britain, or Temujin’s Eastern plains or Buonaparte’s Empire
or the fields of Kampuchea, the blood was always the same.

666! The Number of the Neverending Darkness!

In the Outer Darkness, the Old Ones heard the call. He spoke the words
under his breath as his fingers spread the blood.

666! The Number!

He invoked the Names. He recited the Nine Names of the Beast.

666!

 

Elder Seth was methodically killing the girl, without distaste or anger,
and everyone seemed only too pleased to watch him do it. Tyree had her
gun in her hand, but didn’t know who to shoot.

“Hold on there a minute, your reverendship,” shouted someone.

Everybody turned to look. Everybody except Elder Seth.

A short man, nattily dressed in a frock coat and a big black stetson,
stood in the street, flanked by two gorilla-shaped individuals with tin
stars and Cyberfeed helmets. The local heat.

Elder Seth was tracing signs on the road with the girl’s blood.

“I don’t know if’n you have much familiarity with the law, but we take
objection to this sort of unruly behaviour in Spanish Fork.”

The Elder dropped the girl’s head, and stood up. His hands were red, but
the rest of his outfit was as clean as it ever was.

The spectacles he had taken from the girl fell out of his coat and
bounced, unbroken, on the hardtop.

The girl rolled away from his legs, and the cockatoo creature went to
help her up. She was still alive, but had a dent in her forehead, and a
mechanical doodad was hanging on multicoloured filaments out of one of
her eyesockets.

The short man took his hat off. “Permit me to introduce myself. I am
Judge Thomas Longhorne Colpeper, and we do things my way here. Joseph,
arrest this man.”

One of the deputies lurched forwards, his clapperclawed right hand held
out.

There was quite a crowd around them now. Most of the Josephites were
there, looking bewildered but not surprised at their Elder’s activities.
Yorke was with them, goggle-eyed and slack-jawed. There were more
Psychopomps, pouting with indignation and fingering home-made shooting
and stabbing irons. And the townsfolk of Spanish Fork had all turned out
to see the show. Shutters were going up over breakable windows. And guns
were being dug up and handed out like burgers at a B-B-Q. This Situation
had all the fixings of a medium-sized bloodbath, Tyree thought.

The clawed deputy reached out to take Elder Seth’s wrist. With an easy
movement, the Elder pushed the big man in the centre of the chest. It
looked like a playground shove to Tyree, but there must have been
incredible force behind it, for she heard bones snapping and the deputy
dropped like a felled tree. The Elder knelt down on him, one knee
smashing into his throat. The cyberfeed overloaded, and blew its
circuits. The deputy’s head caught fire, burned bright for a few
seconds, then turned into a reeking, charred blob. The rest of him was
still twitching.

There was more blood on the road.

Elder Seth said something that sounded like “sicksicksicks,” and the
resettlers gathered behind him. One or two of them looked scared out of
their minds, but they still backed him up. Tyree had to fight the
impulse to go stand beside the Elder. She got the impression that
Brother Bailie, for one, was fighting an impulse to to get out of the
line-up and stand against Elder Seth. The man had some sort of
unnatural influence.

The remaining deputy shot his arm out, flat-handing the air. He had a
shotgun implant, and there was an almighty bang as he discharged
himself. He cocked his elbow, filling the chamber again, and fired a
second time.

“Sicksicksicks!” hissed Elder Seth.

He had taken one of the blasts full in the belly, and the other in the
right shoulder. A Brother who had been standing behind was on the ground
with his face in his hands, trying to press it back onto his skull.
Elder Seth was still standing, his clothes a ruin, but his body still
whole. Tyree saw patches of his skin blackened from the discharge, but
unbroken.

“Sicksicksicks!”

Elder Seth wasn’t human. That explained a lot.

 

This was the site of the Great Invocation. There could be no mistake.
The Summoner ignored the stinging in his flesh, and advanced on the man
with the gun in his arm. The Deputy reminded him of a Roman legionary he
had pulled apart when he rode with Attila. If you lived long enough,
everybody reminded you of somebody else. The Roman’s insides had felt
slippery and yet tough in his fist. He had been less strong then.

He took the next blast full in the face. His hat flew off, and he shook
the flattened fragments of the charge out of his hair. His shades were
destroyed, so he fixed the Deputy with his eyes.

The Deputy saw the worst thing in the world, and lowered his arm. Elder
Seth tore it off at the shoulder as easily as he would rip a silk
neckerchief in two and dropped the useless thing on the ground.

The Deputy bled from the shoulder. More blood for the Dark Ones.

They were in the air now. He could feel them. The Vanguard of the
Beast.

This would have to end now. Those who would not follow him must die.

 

Suddenly, people were dying all around Yorke. They were attacked as if
by invisible creatures, and torn apart. Brother Bailie, staggering away
from the ranks of the Josephites, sobbing with terror, froze and was
pulled up into the air. His clothes ripped, and red rain fell around
him. He twisted in the air as if mangled, and fell in several pieces.

Yorke was down, his eyes hurting as if he had stared full into the sun
for a full minute. His head throbbed, and someone kicked him in the
side.

Scrabbling on the ground for his gun, he found something else. The
spectacles Elder Seth had dropped. Not really knowing why, he opened
them and slipped them on.

… and the world looked different.

He screamed. He could see the things that had killed Brother Bailie,
that were killing at random, and he screamed.

He knew them for what they were. The Bible Belt had taught him how to
recognize demons. They danced and circled in the air, insubstantially
hideous, working violence and destruction. They swirled around Elder
Seth, alighting gently on his shoulders and outstretched arms like the
doves flocking to St Francis. They gave him offerings of the dead.

Yorke screamed and screamed until his mind was gone, and nothing
mattered any more.

 

Judge Thomas Longhorn Colpeper looked into the eyes of the man who was
killing his town, and saw the hood of the hangman. He knew what he had
to do to end the bloodshed, end the lawlessness, end everything.

He picked up Larroquette’s arm where it lay, and pressed its hand to his
chin. In a reflex, the fingers curled up around his jaw, locking into
his mouth. His false teeth shifted. He felt the hot aperture against the
soft fold of his dewlap.

There was a snap, and another, and another. The sound continued, like
the popping of flashbulbs around a celebrity on an opening night. Men
fell through hatches in his mind. Behind Elder Seth they all stood,
heads loose, tongues out, eyes showing only white. He had tried and
hanged three hundred and seventeen men, twenty-five women, two
indeterminate and one intelligence-raised dog. They were all waiting for
him. They had a necktie party ready.

Elder Seth looked at him, his terrible eyes burning.

The Judge held Larroquette’s elbow in one hand and the ragged stump of
his bicep in the other. He pumped a round into the forearm, and
straightened the limb out.

The last snap was louder than all the others.

 

The Judge’s hat came off the top of his head with most of his skull
wadded into it. Yorke wouldn’t stop screaming. Buildings were on fire.
The cockatoo creature ran past Tyree, flaps of fair skin falling away as
if a flock of invisible, sharp-beaked birds were attacking.

Tyree took careful aim and shot Elder Seth three times in the small of
the back. The thing that looked like a man turned, and she had the sense
not to look into his eyes. That seemed like a good way to go mad or get
killed.

The unseen claws didn’t come to rip her apart, and Elder Seth was
walking away, trailing his flock of resettlers. They were singing “Shall
We Gather at the River,” with explosions to keep the time instead of
drumbeats.

Her voice came to her, and she found herself singing too. Miraculously,
she knew the words…


“… the beautiful, the beautiful river,
Yes, we’ll gather at the river
That flows from the Throne of God.” 



Quincannon was struggling with a Psychopomp and a little man in a blue
suit. They were both trying to get knives into his throat. Tyree shot
the panzergirl, and the Quince took care of blue suit with a heartpunch.
The Sergeant shot her a salute, and floored another assailant with a
backhand chop.

She didn’t return the salute. She dropped her gun, and lurched towards
the Josephites, as if pulled by puppetstrings. Her hair was disarrayed
by things rushing by in the air. She knew she had to go to the Elder, go
with the Elder Her life until now had all been designed to bring her
to this point, to set her on the Road to Salt Lake City.

Chollie Jenevein’s gas tanks went up, and fire was falling all over
Spanish Fork. A nice, quiet little town. She saw Burnside slumped
against the drug store, dead without a mark on him, his gun still
holstered. Yorke was still screaming. The Elder had taken his spectacles
back, and the Trooper was scratching Oedipus-fashion at his eyes.
Quincannon slapped him, but it had no effect. He dug out a squeezer of
morph-plus from his belt-slung medikit, and put the Trooper to sleep.
Yorke shut up, but still writhed.

Elder Seth was walking towards the city limits, ignoring his followers.
He had Psychopomps with him now, and a few townsfolk. Everywhere he
went, he could guarantee a new set of converts. Whatever his religion
really was, she guessed it had nothing to do with the old Church of
Joseph and still less with Jesus H. Christ.

She was hearing him right now. “Six six six.”

She knew it was madness, but she marched with the crowd, united by love.
She knew she was like them, just another sacrificial lamb, just more
meat for the juggernaut that rolled down Route 666 to the Apocalypse,
but she was happy with her lot. There were arms around her. To her left
was an old man, a Josephite, to her right a young girl, a ’pomp.
Together, they walked towards the desert. The old man fell, and his
Brothers and Sisters walked over him. He was still singing, they were
still singing, as their feet broke his ribs.

The Feelgood was blazing away like a Fourth of July bonfire, and the
courthouse was beginning to smoulder. Outside it, there was a five-man
gallows that would burn up beautifully. It was a shame nobody was in a
mood to appreciate the fireworks and bake potatoes in the ashes later.

Leona saw Elder Seth leading his Indians and his saints away from the
blazes of massacre, his footprints filled with blood, spirits in the
air. And she saw him now, exactly the same.

Someone had hold of her, pulling her away from the ranks of the
pilgrims. She struggled, possessed by the need to be with the Elder, and
took a slap in the face. She closed her eyes and concentrated hard.

She didn’t want to be a sacrifice for anyone’s god.

The Quince was with her now. He was the only other citizen in sight not
dead or crazy. He had hauled her out of the procession, and was holding
her back.

“What…?” she began.

“Hell, Leona, don’t ask.”

Elder Seth’s party were nearly out of sight now, beyond the walls of
fire. Tyree felt shame flood through her, and self-disgust at what she
had nearly been. She shuddered, and Quincannon embraced her.

The cruiser was parked opposite the courthouse. Yorke had driven it into
town. Tyree’s motorcyke would be melted metal by now. Quincannon punched
his access code into the doorlock, and the cruiser opened for them. They
hauled Yorke into the back, and slipped the restraints on him for when
he woke up. Then, they drove steadily out of town, being careful to
avoid the fires in the road. A mass of twisted, smouldering wreckage
blocked their way, and Quincannon had Tyree use the directional cannon
to blast a clear path through it.

When they were out of range of the flying debris, they stopped, and the
Quince pressed his head to the steering wheel. It was cool in the
cruiser after the heat of the day and the fires, and the soundproofing
cut out most of the noise.

They watched Elder Seth leading his pilgrims down the road to Salt Lake
City, and didn’t do a thing to stop them.

 

Jazzbeaux had a skullcracker of a headache, and felt her optic dangling
on her cheek. Ignoring the pain, she shoved it back into her eyesocket,
and adjusted her patch over it. It would keep until she could get a
decent cybersurgeon to fix the damn thing. She owed Doc Threadneedle in
Dead Rat, Arizona, extra for her last amendments anyway. Without the
durium platelocks in her skull, she would have been spilled brains for
sure.

She was in with a pile of corpses, surrounded by smoking ruins, and, for
the moment, that suited her just fine. There weren’t any Psychopomps any
more. She was just herself again. Her gangbuddies were dead or gone off
with the preacherman. Good, she didn’t need any baggage for what she was
planning.

There was a well nearby. Her water-detector had twanged as soon as she
crossed the Spanish Fork city limits. Later, she’d get herself a drink
and see what she could do about finding herself some food and a
transport out of here. There would be no problem with regular citizens.
Everyone was dead or gone, and everything left behind was scav.

Walking away from the mess that had once been Andrew Jean, she reminded
herself she had a preacherman to kill.

For the first time since she took out her Dad, Jazzbeaux felt she really
had a purpose on this dull Earth.

She hoped her old man would be proud of her.

 

“Report it in full, Leona, and we’ll be Section-Eighted out of This
Man’s Cavalry faster than the Prezz can tell a lie. The way I see it, we
were attacked by Psychopomps and had a bad time of it. They pumped us
full of ju-ju shots, and that made poor Kirby Yorke lose what sense he
had. But we got away, and so did Elder Seth and his resettlers. They’ll
be in Salt Lake by now, those that made it through the desert, and
they’ll be building. Whatever the Elder is, he’s got himself a plan, and
you and I ain’t no part of it. Let’s get back to Fort Valens and on with
our lives. We’ll need to live fast and live full, ’cause I reckon we’re
about near the end of our times. There’s something going down out there
that’s gonna affect all of us in the end. When the time comes, maybe
we’ll take up arms again and find out just what Elder Seth is made of.
Maybe not. Maybe we’ll just be swept away by the fires. This here is the
road to Armageddon, and maybe we can just turn round and go back to
Valens and hope nothing comes of it, because there sure ain’t much else
we can do against someone who can do what he’s just done to Spanish
Fork. Six six six. That’s in the Bible, I reckon. Something to do with
the Beast of Revelations. The end of the world. Maybe that’s what’s
coming. World’s been going to Hell for long enough, maybe we’re just
about there now. Maybe… Hell, there’s too many maybes.”

Quincannon gunned the motor, and drove South. Tyree slumped in her seat,
trying to forget Elder Seth’s eyes behind his glasses, trying to ignore
the urge to join him in his desert stronghold. They’d had to sedate
Yorke again.

The Quince took something down from his rooflocker. A bottle. Shochaiku
Double-Blend. He wasn’t supposed to have it out on patrol, but he did
and she was grateful for it. He twisted off the top and drank from the
neck, then passed it to her.

“I was nearly one of them, Quince.”

“I know. The way I figure it, Elder Seth was painting the road with
blood, as a marker for something. He’s no more a Josephite than Didier
Brousset or Pope Georgi. He’s just using them.”

She took a swing of the booze, and felt warmth in her stomach. In the
back, Yorke shifted, crying out in his sleep. She held the bottle.

Quincannon picked something up off the floor. A piece of paper. It must
have fallen from the rooflocker. Tyree craned her neck, trying to get a
look, but couldn’t. Quincannon rolled his window down, and threw the
paper out. It was whipped away in the air, and lost in the desert.

To the west, the sun was slowly going down, turning the desert sands the
colour of blood.

“Goodbye, Marilyn,” he said, almost under his breath.

 

Note: for further word of what becomes of Elder Seth, Sergeant
Quincannon, Jessamyn Bonney (‘Jazzbeaux’) and others, see Jack Yeovil’s
forthcoming novels Demon Download and Krokodil Tears.




Kid Zero and Snake Eyes

by Brian Craig

Sure I’ll take a hit—a couple of Lily Pinks. Absinthe to wash ’em
down. Who was it you wanted to hear about—Kid Zero? Sure I know Kid
Zero. Knew him years ago, before he earned his number, when he was just
the Kid. Yeah, I can tell you his story. It’s not so very long—but
have another absinthe ready, just in case.

It all happened down in Texas, on the interstate between Houston and San
Antone. There’s a truckstop there called the Underground, run by the
Trapdoor Spiders. It really is underground, but it’s quite a big
place—rumour said it had been built as a series of nuclear bunkers, back
in the days when they cared, but I reckon it was only some kind of storage
facility. The Spiders ran the bars, the arcades and a dozen girls; it
was a thriving little community, what with the kids the Spiders’ old
ladies dropped and the whores’ brats. The Spiders were keen to keep it
nice, so they oiled the Ops and the truckers, and made treaties with all
the local gangs to keep their fights and vendettas out on the road.

One of the gangs in the treaty was the Low Numbers, who were a biker
team. They followed a guy who called himself Ace the Ace. All three of
the Trip brothers were still alive then, and Johnny Hand and Steve the
Fin—the meanest guy in the pack was Pete Quint, I guess.

The Numbers used number-talk to discuss most things, though they’d dress
the numbers up in a wacky way, so as not to say them straight out.
They’d rate everything from girls to guns, but the ratings would be all
disguised and mixed up, so it was sometimes difficult for outsiders to
know whether they were saying something was real good or that it really
stank. I think the top bracket was seven and the bottom was two, so that
anything that was “septic” was top of the tree, but if you ever thought
you heard Ace the Ace say something was “juicy” he was really saying
“deucy,” which meant it was pretty disgusting.

The Low Numbers were a pretty quiet bunch. They hijacked water, gas for
their choppers, drugs for trade, anyhow and anywhere they could, but
they didn’t make a big thing out of hurting people and they didn’t foul
their own nest. They got on just fine with the Spiders, and the Ops
didn’t hassle them much. Ace the Ace was the kind of guy who’d leave a
sucker with a water bottle and enough gas in his tank to give him a
chance, and because they mostly knew that, the saps the Numbers shook
down were a little less likely to fight like cornered rats than they
would have if they figured they had real motorpsychos on their tail.

Nobody—leastways, nobody outside the gang—knew where the Kid came
from. He just turned up in the Underground and signed on. I guess he had
some kind of connection with Ace the Ace, or maybe Johnny Hand. He
wasn’t anybody’s brother or anything like that—just someone who knew
someone from way back when they were street kids… NoGo scavengers in
Houston or Dallas.

The Kid had a light bike with minimum armour, two handguns clipped
behind the shield. He was strictly back-up then, to Ace the Ace and the
guys with the heavier artillery, but he was good with the pistols…
could hit what he aimed at. You’d be surprised how many guys can’t, and
just rely on rapid-fire to take the target out.

The Kid didn’t talk much, didn’t drink much, didn’t do much stuff.
Didn’t bother the girls much, either—he had insides made of ice, for
all anyone could tell. But some of the girls liked him, and the one
who liked him best was Snake Eyes—and that was bad, because there was
no way that a Low Number could like a person with a name like that.
Snake Eyes is two in craps, and two was a real bad number, in the Low
Number way of reckoning.

It wasn’t Ace the Ace who named her Snake Eyes. The Numbers hadn’t hung
the label on her as a curse; she came by it another way. But that didn’t
matter. Once she had the name, she was untouchable as far as they were
concerned.

I guess it must have been the Spiders who gave her the name, when she
first came into the cathouse. The story went that she’d been used by
GenTech’s Bioproducts Division for testing out some new techniques they
had in cosmetic surgery—techniques for altering the colour and texture
of the skin, and the colour and pattern of the eyes. Somatic
engineering, I think they called it—I don’t know for sure.

Anyhow, she really did have eyes like a snake. She had pupils like
vertical slits, and big yellow irises. Some of her skin was like a
snake’s, too—bright and polished and scaly, patterned like a coral
snake—but I guess that part of the test had mostly failed, because it
was all in patches. The left side of her face was mostly converted, but
the right was normal. There were a few small patches on her legs, but
they looked more like sores than anything else. I never saw her
stripped, but I heard that she was patchy like that everywhere else,
with no bit of snakeskin larger than a handprint.

I say that was the story—what I mean is that’s what everybody figured.
Everybody except Snake Eyes herself. She said that she’d been born
that way, and that her parents had walked away. She said that GenTech
had taken her on to try to find a cure, but hadn’t been able to do it.
Nobody believed her—we all know that GenTech doesn’t do charity work,
and we all know that the BioDiv sees personal enhancement as the next
big market—but I think maybe she believed it. Maybe she couldn’t
accept that her mommy had sold her for a sackful of baby-blues, so that
Gen Tech could use her as a guinea pig.

Anyway, she had some crazy notion that there had been people like her in
times long gone, who were part-woman and part-snake, and who could
sometimes change from one into the other. She said people like that were
called lamias, and that she was a lamia too, only she didn’t know how to
change, because she’d never managed to figure it out.

Regulars in the Underground would joke about that sometimes. When they
saw her going by, wriggling her hips, they’d say: “Hey, Snake Eyes,
figured out how to change yet?”

And she’d say: “Not yet, but better watch out, ’cause when I do, I’ll be
poison.”

Surprisingly enough, she didn’t do so badly as a whore. You’d think that
most guys would be turned right off—I sure as hell wouldn’t have paid
good money to screw her—but it seems that some fruitcakes like their
girls a little weird. Hell, maybe she was extra good at it—I wouldn’t
know. Anyway, she earned her keep, and the Spiders looked after her just
like all the other girls. She never got pregnant, though. Couldn’t, I
guess.

When people began to notice that she’d taken a shine to the Kid it was a
bit of a joke—but the Kid didn’t think it was funny at all. He was a
Low Number, and the baby of the gang. He of all people couldn’t get
tangled up with someone called Snake Eyes. But he wasn’t actually
repelled by her. He didn’t seem to think the scaly patches were
horrible, and he didn’t do what most kids in his position would have
done, trying to drive her off by making fun of her appearance, saying
cruel things. He was always polite to her, like he felt sorry for her
underneath, but he was ice through and through. He wouldn’t touch her;
to him she was number two, strictly taboo.

Now I don’t pretend to understand women. I use ’em when I have to and I
don’t when I don’t. No skimmie ever took a shine to me, so I can’t say
how a smart chic ought to handle something like that. But what I do know
is that what the Kid did was completely wrong. It was neither one thing
or the other, nice or nasty, either of which might have helped the shine
wear off. Instead, he was nice enough not to hurt her, but still
determined to keep his distance. That fed her appetite the way that shit
feeds mushrooms—what started as a little absent-minded tenderness grew
into a positive obsession.

It was love with a capital L.

Well, as you can imagine, the more Snake Eyes got to like the Kid the
more she chased him, and the more she chased him the more he tried to
stay out of her way. At first Ace the Ace and the other guys were ready
to laugh about it, and thought the way he handled it showed what a good
Low Number he was, but pretty soon they began to worry that maybe it
wasn’t so good to have one of their team being hunted by a walking slice
of bad luck.

It wasn’t so long before a couple of the Numbers’ little expeditions
didn’t go as well as they might. Pete Quint got blown away by a sneaker
and a couple of bikes got mangled in a contest with a wrapper’s pattern
mines. Suddenly, some of the Numbers started wondering aloud if they
hadn’t picked up some kind of Jonah, and Ace the Ace was under pressure
to kick the Kid right out of the gang.

Well, Ace was a big guy who didn’t bend easy, and at first he took the
Kid’s side, telling the other guys not to be so stupid. But that didn’t
work, and the Trip brothers started calling the Kid “Kid Zero,” by which
they meant that he was a nothing, no use to the gang. The next time the
Low Numbers went riding off to pick up a little jangle money things were
a little strained, and the Kid must have felt pretty bad. The Low
Numbers weren’t the type to look for trouble, and they didn’t ever say
what happened, but I guess they found it and found it bad.

When they came back they left Willy Quarto and his bike behind, and they
had to carry the Kid into the Underground with a bullet in his leg. I
guess he must have come within an inch of not making it back at all, and
I figure one or two of the Numbers might have been better pleased if he
hadn’t. Anyhow, while he was still lying unconscious on the floor Ace
the Ace held a ten-second court martial, and wound up saying loud and
clear that the Kid was out of the gang—that he was no longer a Low
Number but a nothing: Kid Zero.

That could have been the end of him, right there and then, because the
Trapdoor Spiders sure as hell wouldn’t have been interested in
recruiting a guy with a bum leg who’d just been thrown overboard by some
two-bit bike gang, and any other team would have felt just the same.

But Ace the Ace was no fool and he must have known that he wasn’t
passing any death sentence. He knew that Snake Eyes would take the Kid
in, and he knew that bouncing the Kid from the gang would free the Kid
to be taken in. The Kid would never be a Low Number again, and that
would mean that he didn’t have to keep his distance from Snake Eyes any
more—though I guess you could say that she’d already brought him as
much bad luck as anyone could be expected to handle, way out there on
the interstate.

Anyhow, Snake Eyes got a pork-butcher to take the bullet out of the
Kid’s leg, and she laid him out in her bed until he healed. The Spiders
didn’t interfere, so I guess he couldn’t have got in the way of
business. Maybe she borrowed some other girl’s crib, or did it on the
rug—who knows? She fed the Kid, nursed him, and gave him all the
tender loving care she’d never had any use for before.

She must have broken the news to him that he was out of the Low Numbers,
but I don’t know when or how he took it. I guess she eventually got her
dearest wish, too, and climbed into bed with him, but I don’t know how
long it took or how much persuading he needed. All anyone knows for sure
is that when the Kid began to come back into the bars and the arcades,
and started working on his bike again, he certainly wasn’t giving Snake
Eyes the freeze—he treated her just like she was his old lady. The
Spiders were still running her, mind—he wasn’t on his way to becoming
her pimp.

The Low Numbers left the Kid pretty much alone. He was one of a pair,
now—taboo. They didn’t talk to him and he didn’t try to make them. He
didn’t try to get back in, and he never said a sour word about Ace the
Ace or the decision to bounce him from the team. He polished his weapons
regular, and though everyone knew that he could hit a target, he never
looked as if he wanted to use them—not in the Underground, anyhow.

The Kid wasn’t happy, though, and everyone knew it. He was living on
someone else’s water and someone else’s food—and without a gang his
chances of getting any of his own were slim. Two dozen armoured bikers
can scare the hell out of most NoGo neighbourhoods, and can look pretty
hairy on the open road; a lone Kid with two pistols looks like a stupe
ripe for plucking. Being a successful bandit is ninety per cent image,
and if you ain’t scary, you don’t stand a cat in hell’s chance of making
a reasonable living.

Maybe things would have carried on as they were, though, if it hadn’t
been for Snake Eyes getting sick. We could see that something was wrong
with her a couple of days before she stopped cruising, because it was as
if the scaly skin on her left cheek got brighter, and the patches on her
legs began to grow. I heard one of the Spiders say: “Hey, Snake Eyes,
you found out how to change at last?” and she said “Maybe I have,” but
she didn’t say it like it was a joke, and I think she felt pretty bad
about it.

Well, this time it was the Kid’s turn to call in the pork-butcher, but
he wasn’t even a real doc and he hadn’t a clue what was going on or how
to stop it. He just said that whatever BioDiv had done to her to try and
make her skin that way had got triggered again, and that they were the
only people who might know what was going on. He suggested that the Kid
call BioDiv and ask for help, but Snake Eyes didn’t want him to. I don’t
think she was scared of GenTech—she was just scared they’d take her
away from Kid Zero, and she’d never see him again.

With Snake Eyes too sick to work, there was nothing the Kid could do but
go out on the road. He didn’t bother to ask Ace if he could go out with
the team—he just went and clipped his pistols to his bike, and set off
along the road, heading toward Houston. A Spider bookie called odds of
three to one that he’d never come back, but he shut up pretty quickly
when Ace the Ace said he’d take it to a century.

It turned out that Ace the Ace was no fool, either, because next morning
he collected his three cees and Kid Zero made nearly as much trading
packs of steroids to the Atlas Boys.

One of the Spiders asked the Kid where he got the stuff, but the Kid
just looked at him, and you could feel the frost. But he hadn’t scooped
much more than that, because when he’d bought a fortnight’s food and
water for two, ammo for the guns and a tankful of gas for the chopper,
he only had loose change left. When he went out again, all on his own,
the bookie offered evens to Ace the Ace, but the Ace wouldn’t take it.

This time, the Kid was away nearly three days, and when he came back he
was hollow-eyed and bloodstained, but he had a rifle and a lot of
plastic to trade, and the hackers who bought the plastic milked it for
some pretty heavy credit. All of a sudden, the Kid was getting popular.
It’s not so hard to get a reputation out there, if you got a little
style, and the Kid was so icy with everyone.

Leastways, everyone except Snake Eyes.

But Snake Eyes wasn’t getting any better. Nobody saw her but the Kid and
a couple of the other girls. The girls passed the word along that the
scaly patches were still growing, and were colouring so bright they
seemed to be on fire. They said Snake Eyes was crazy most of the time,
always muttering about curses and vampires, and that once or twice she
had bitten the Kid while he was trying to keep her calm. The Kid said
nothing, but we could see the teeth-marks on his hands, so we knew it
was true. He didn’t die of it, though, so Snake Eyes was wrong about the
change making her poisonous.

When the time came that the Kid had to go out again, the Atlas Boys
asked him if he’d care to ride along with them, with the biker escort
they used to back up their heavy metal. It would have been a real freaky
sight, with the Boys being so big and the Kid being so small, but he
turned them down politely and said he’d rather be on his own. The Atlas
Boys didn’t take offence, and when the bookie offered evens again they
set up a pool and put five cees on the table.

It was lucky for the shark that the vidraces are so crooked, because he
sure as hell couldn’t have made a living backing Kid Zero to get killed.
Next day, back comes the Kid, not a scratch on him, with plastic for the
hackers and more steroids for the Boys, just like he’d been taking
orders to go to the bar.

When he came in, Ace the Ace clapped him on the shoulder, and said, “Way
to go, Kid!” The Trip brothers, who were the ones who got him bounced
from the Numbers, just looked the other way. There was a truck convoy in
and a couple of the goons who were minding the drivers asked what was
going on—I guess the girls beefed up the story a bit when they passed
it on, and that was how the Kid first got to be notorious.

Snake Eyes was in a pretty bad way by this time. According to the girls
she couldn’t eat no more, and it was as plain as day that she was dying.
They wanted to call GenTech, but they waited for the Kid’s okay, and
when it came to the crunch he called them himself—he got the hackers
to help him figure out who to talk to, and what to say to make them take
notice.

The BioDiv suits didn’t care about Snake Eyes, of course, but they were
interested enough. When an experiment they’d written off turned out not
to have been over after all they wanted to know why. They sent out a big
bird just bristling with artillery, and a full squad of mercy men with
enough fire power to take the whole Underground apart, but they just
landed in the open well away from the trapdoors and waited for Kid Zero
to bring her out. A couple of the Atlas Boys covered him with
autocannons but no one had come for a party. The medics who took her off
him didn’t pay any attention at all to Kid Zero—no more than if he’d
been a sandfly.

The bird took Snake Eyes away. Nobody expected to see her again, but the
Kid tried to call her, that night and every night. For a week he kept
getting taped messages telling him there was no change, and after that
they substituted another, saying that she was dead. The Kid didn’t seem
surprised, and on the outside he didn’t even look as if he cared that
much. Ice through and through. But we weren’t fooled, because by this
time we knew the Kid, and we knew that he wasn’t a nothing.

He came back to the Underground maybe three or four times more. After
that, the place was too hot for him. The Underground is a friendly
place, where Ops and teams don’t bother one another and the convoys come
in and out real smooth. The Spiders like it that way, and no one wants
to change it. When a guy gets a price on his head like the one Kid Zero
has, keeping the peace becomes a problem. It wasn’t just him, see,
because if anyone had gone for him you can bet your pecker that the
Atlas Boys and Ace the Ace—and maybe even the last of the Trip
brothers—would have done their best to take the bastards out, and the
Spiders would have stood back and let them do it. It would have been the
end of the Underground, and the Kid wouldn’t have liked to feel
responsible for something like that, so he stayed away.

I don’t know what his score is now. At least three wrappers, one big
bird, who knows how many stiffs? GenTech, every single one. Mind you, he
just blows the mothers up and plucks what he can from the wreckage. He’s
not what you might call a delicate operator—not any more. But he ain’t
in it for the profit, because he ain’t like the guys he’s out to get.
With him, it’s a real vendetta.

It isn’t that he thinks they killed Snake Eyes, you understand. He
knows as well as anyone that they’d have kept her alive if they could.
But he also knows that they made her what she was in the first place,
and cursed her with that luckless number.

If they’d been able to cure her when he turned her in, and make her back
into a human being, it would have been different… but how do you think
Kid Zero feels when he watches the vid and sees the ads offering rich
freaks the chance to have any kind of skin they want, satisfaction
guaranteed? BioDiv cracked the problems in the end, and worked out where
they’d gone wrong-maybe getting Snake Eyes back helped them do it. The
Kid just wants them to pay the proper price for the help they had, in
his way of figuring. Snake Eyes was a whore, after all, and they
shouldn’t have expected her to do the job for free.

If you happen to run into the Kid someday you needn’t run scared. He’s
got no quarrel with neutrals. But don’t be tempted by that bounty on his
head, because when he shoots at a target, he doesn’t miss.

And don’t you get too close to him, either—because that big pet
rattier he calls his old lady ain’t anywhere near as discriminating as
he is, and believe me, she is poison!




Ghost Town

by Neil Jones

Through the windshield of his interceptor, Byron Shaw was looking down
the arrow-straight expanse of the interstate highway. To either side,
sandside desolation whipped past in a yellow-brown blur. And straight
ahead, rising vertically into the sun-bleached sky, were three dark
columns of smoke: three burning trucks out of a gutted Transcon convoy.

Eating kilometres now. The green-and-gold Machete riding the highway as
if evolution rather than engineering had designed it that way. Speedo
reading a cool cruising eighty. The dash assured Byron that all the
Machete’s systems were functioning normally. But most of all it was the
sweet, steady hum of the engine sound in his ears, the feel of the car
through the wheel gripped in his hands, that told him his Machete was
running smooth and true.

Only minutes away from combat. Byron released the safeties on his two
wing-mounted 6mm machine guns.

Rearview showed the two other interceptors cruising in his wake.
Immediately behind was the coal-black outline of Erika Graf’s GM Cobra,
and behind that Chet Kincaid’s rainbow-gaudy G-Mek. Three Sanctioned
Operatives, strung out in a line as neat as three barbs on a length of
steel wire.

The corn-panel on the dash crackled into life. A hard, suspicious voice
said, “Hey, you out there. Identify yourselves.”

Reaching forward, Byron punched the transmit tab, wishing again that it
had been Erika Graf who had drawn the high card for lead interceptor;
Erika—with the cool easy line in words—who had to answer for them.
“Name’s Blade. Willie Blade.”

“Blade, huh. I never heard of you.”

“No?” drawled Byron, nothing in his voice to show his life might depend
on this conversation. The name was real enough, a Renegade they’d
totalled earlier that day. But the Sand Sharks were a new force out
sandside, a Renegade alliance that was growing every day. And the Ops
were gambling that new recruits had been joining—and sometimes
drifting away again—too fast to make it easy to keep track of names
and vehicles.

“No,” the Renegade said. “And my scan-screen shows three of you, Blade.”

The turreted outline of the first of the monster trucks was just visible
at the limit of vision, lying just off the road like a beached dinosaur
of the oil age. Around it, sandside sunlight was glinting off the
silver-grey paintwork of Sand Shark vehicles.

The Sharks were all stationary. No sign yet that they were spooked.

Byron said, “I got me two partners riding my tail. The three of
us—we’re Sharks, same as you. Code of the day is Hammerhead. Say again,
Hammerhead.”

The code, like the name, had come out of a dawn dogfight with a pair of
Sand Sharks who’d been loose-lipped on the com. It was what was making
this run possible, three Ops driving head-on towards more than ten times
that number of Renegades.

“Heard you the first time, Blade.” The Renegade’s voice was still full
of suspicion. “But—first you gotta pull in and let someone look you
over.”

“What the—”

“Orders. From the Sand King.”

Byron felt the sweat start out on his forehead. On the way here,
responding to the emergency call from the convoy, fresh from their
encounter with the late Willie Blade, it had looked a risk worth taking.
There was no way the Sand Sharks would be expecting them. After all, how
could any Ops get out here so quickly—so deep into sandside, as far
from any Policed Zone as it was possible to be?

The three of them had agreed—a head-on raid. If they caught the Sharks
with their engines off, shot them to hell-and-gone before they could get
their butts behind the wheel, then Transcon Corporation would owe them a
bonus big enough to buy them each their own little corner of a PZ.

The down side was that if the Sharks tumbled to what was coming in at
them down the interstate, then all bets got slammed hard into reverse.
The three Ops would find themselves driving straight into the next life.

“Now listen up, turret-head. If you can’t handle this just haul your ass
off the com and put the Sand King himself on. He knows me. Knows my name
is good. Tell him it’s Willie Blade, hear?”

“No way, Blade. He’s off down the other end of the line.”

Byron swore. “Then go find someone else. Somebody with more than muscles
in his skull. We’ve done some hard driving and some hard fighting. Want
to relax. And we got our share to collect. Before those trucks get
picked clean.”

The first truck was clearly visible now. And another close behind it,
rolled over onto its side.

“I’m telling you, Blade—there ain’t nobody up this end of the line.
You gotta pull up or—”

“All right, all right,” Byron said, putting disgust into his voice.
“We’re braking. See?” He gave the Machete full throttle, felt it surge
forward. The V–12 engine thrummed.

Wrecked trucks were strung out domino fashion on either side of the
highway. Spread around them were groups of Renegades, arms around each
other, beer cans raised to their mouths, grinning as if they were at the
Transcon office party.

Cars stood empty; bikes lay flat on the sand.

“Blade! What the hell-”

Byron switched frequencies, “Erika, Chet. Let’s wipe the sand with the
suckers.”

Erika Graf’s Cobra slid into position to the left of the Machete and
Chet Kincaid’s G-Mek took up the covering position.

Faces turned as the three interceptors roared towards them. Grins froze
as the Ops spread themselves across the highway. Byron had a
instant-image of eyeballs about to come out on stalks, as realization
set in and first amazement and then fear tried to find time enough to
smear itself across grimy sun-burned faces.

Ops. Three of them. Weapons primed, screaming straight towards them.
Vengeance—a Transcon Corporation vengeance—suddenly crackling in the
dry desert air like static on an dead corn-channel.

Byron shifted the Machete right to put a Renegade car in his sights,
thumbed the stud on his wing-mounted machine guns. Twin lines of bullets
chewed across the Renegade’s side, found the open door and ripped the
dash apart, then shredded the cabin as if it were made of cellophane.

A shout from the com: “Got me a Sand Shark!” Chet Kincaid. Good behind a
wheel; even better with weapons; and best of all at letting everyone
around know it.

Byron was filling his sights with another Renegade. This time he caught
the gas tank; the vehicle went up in a cloud of flame as the Machete
went past. So far the trade-off all three Ops had made—limiting the
weapons their interceptors carried to gain extra speed and
manoeuvrability—was working out fine.

The Renegades were scattering, half of them desperately trying to get to
their vehicles, the other half running for the desert. The three Ops
went on down the highway, hitting one sitting target after another, the
cameras synched with their weapons recording their kills. Chet called
out happily, “Better’n Christmas.”

All down the line, Byron was looking for the leader—the ex-loner with
a reputation formidable enough to get the alliance started, the
so-called Sand King. Get him and the Sand Sharks would fall apart—and
the three Ops could head back to Denver PZ to collect from a grateful
Transcon.

Plenty of Renegade vehicles, all carrying the same insignia along the
bodywork—the grinning shark mouth with its saw-edged teeth. But
nothing that had the distinctive turret the Sand King’s carried.

The three Ops thundered past the last truck in the graveyard convoy.
Only the blank expanse of the interstate lay ahead now. Together they
braked and U-turned, tyres screeching on the asphalt.

“OK,” said Byron. “Second run. And out. Close up this time.”

“We’ve damn near cleaned ’em out,” Chet protested. “Let’s stay and
finish the job. Take out this Boss Shark they got.”

“This run and out,” Erika Graf said flatly, before Byron could speak,
“Chet, you’re outvoted.”

“Hear you, babe,” said Chet. “Just because it’s you.”

 

They roared back down the highway together. Ahead of them, some of the
Renegades had made it to their machines. A handful of cars and bikes
were already tumbling out onto the highway in front of them. The easy
kills were over.

Halfway back down the line, a ragged stream of bullets zipped air
directly in front of the Machete. Through the side-visor, Byron saw a
lone Renegade coming straight for him, going to ram.

Byron hit the brakes. The Renegade hurtled by in front of him, a blur of
silver-grey, missing the Machete’s bumper by millimetres. It plunged off
the road and kept right on going.

Byron shifted gears, trying to recover speed. Slow was vulnerable right
now. Glance in the rear-view. A second silver-grey shape, emerging from
behind the cover of a burnt-out truck and slipping onto his tail. Chet?
Where the Enderby was Chet?

Peripheral vision showed him a rainbow-streaked shape to his right:
Chet—chasing the fleeing Renegade out into desert emptiness.

Autocannon shells whistled past the Machete.

“Chet,” Byron shouted into the com. “Got one on my tail. Get back here.”

“Hear you,” Chet said easily. “Momma’ll just be a minute. Be good now.”

Byron cursed, threw the Machete into a series of tyre-screeching swerves
across the full breadth of the highway, close enough to the verge to
send sand kicking up into the air.

The Renegade stayed right there in the rearview, looking as if it was
welded to his tail.

Passive, thought Byron. His thumb hovered over the oil-layer release.

The Renegade danced across the rearview. Shells punched the air.

No go, Byron decided. The Shark simply wasn’t going to be drawn into the
right position. This Renegade was good. Very damned good.

All right, thought Byron. Good doesn’t mean good enough. Doesn’t mean
as good as me, muchacho. He swung the wheel to the left, taking the
Machete off the highway with a jolt that tested the suspension to the
limit and sent Byron jouncing against the seat-harness. Sent it straight
towards the bullet-chewed wreck of a truck. Sand sprayed up from tyres.

On the rearview, the Renegade matched the move. The autocannon pulsed
again.

As the truck loomed up, Byron shifted the Machete slightly to the left,
putting the flank of the massive vehicle to his right. Then he swung the
wheel hard round, bringing the Machete around the truck in a
full-throttled hand-brake turn. Wheels churned desert. Thick
screen-stinging clouds of sand flew up into the air.

The Machete juddered as Byron held the turn, keeping it at full burn. It
whipped around the truck, as tight as if it had gone into orbit. Monster
wheels went by on Byron’s right. He squinted forward into the sudden
sandstorm, hand on the trigger, waiting for that fraction of a second
when the Renegade would appear directly ahead of him, right in the
centre of his sights.

Out of the haze of sand particles to his left, a blurred shape came up:
a biker. Bullets whined along the Machete’s bodywork. Byron shifted the
wheel to put the biker squarely in front of his left machine-gun. Fired.
The biker and his machine went tumbling away out of sight.

Then the Renegade was back on the rearview, looming out of the
sand-haze. Byron swung the wheel back, piling on the revs, knowing that
he wasn’t going to make it, that the Renegade was almost on top of
him—and his chance was gone.

Something behind the Renegade, something barely visible in the cloud of
sand they had thrown up. Something dark. A thin line of laser-light shot
out from it, towards the Sand Shark.

The Renegade car blew up in a sudden burst of smoke and flame.

A mellow voice on the com: Erika’s. “Consider your ass saved, Byron.”
Then her night-black Cobra was sweeping past him, swinging back towards
the interstate, trailing her own dustcloud of sand behind it like a
banner.

“Thanks, lady.”

“De nada.”

Byron followed her back onto the road. They were back at the head of the
line of convoy casualties now. Rearview showed the surviving Renegades
clustering together further back down the road. Getting organized.

“Time to head for home,” Erika said on the com.

“Right. Let’s move,” Byron responded. “Be real glad to see Denver,” he
added, for the benefit of any Renegade who might be listening in.

“Yeah,” agreed Erika. “Denver sounds good.”

If only they were really bound for Denver. After a month of operating
out from sandside Byron was more than ready for the comforts of a PZ. It
didn’t have to be Denver. Any one of them would do.

Chefs G-Mek cut back towards the road, trailing a funnel of sand in its
wake. “Hey, Byron. You still on the road, huh?”

Byron’s hands tightened on the wheel. “Chet,” he said. “Let’s move. We
got a lot of road to cover.”

“Yeah. Denver. Can’t wait to get back to good ol’ Denver.” Then,
spoiling the effect entirely, Chet laughed.

“Ops.” A stranger’s voice on the com. Whispery, dry as sandside itself,
full of rage and hate. “I’ll squeeze the life out of you for this. Hear
me?”

Rearview showed a turreted Renegade far back along the road: the Sand
King.

“We hear you,” Chet said.

“You’ll answer to me,” the breathy voice said. “All three of you. I
swear.”

Byron killed the com, sent the Machete surging into the west.

 

Headed west along the interstate. Sandside sunlight glinted off chrome
and paintwork. On either side of them, the desert stretched halfway to
infinity.

Fifty miles saw them reach a turning to the right. Once there had been
signs beside the highway but now they were gone beneath the sand.

The three Ops took the turn, one after the other: Erika leading, then
Byron, with Chet bringing up the rear. Another mile and they went past a
sign that had survived. It said: The City of Morgansburg Welcomes
Careful Drivers.

As they drove on, the ghost town began to rise up out of the desert like
somebody’s abandoned dream. Crumbling brickwork buildings, with their
windows boarded up. Sidewalks strewn with tumbleweed. Nothing moving
except where the breeze stirred the dust.

A gasoline station came up on the left, all its pumps still upright,
like soldiers standing at attention. Byron gave a mock-salute as he went
by.

Driving down Broadway now, the town’s main street. Once it had had
another name but Erika had christened it Broadway when they first drove
in here a month ago—and then she’d gone on to rename half the town. The
names had stuck.

Side-streets branched off to the right and left; Morgansburg was a
series of blocks, laid out in a gridwork pattern. Between runs, Byron
had walked these streets, occasionally wondering about the people who
had lived here. Nice safe people who had lived nice safe lives. History
had buried them, the way the Great Central Desert was slowly burying
their city.

Ahead, Times Square was coming up. The three Ops slowed, cruised on into
the heart of old Morgansburg.

Times Square looked as still and deserted as ever. Four-storey buildings
enclosed an extensive rectangular area. At its centre, the statue of
some anonymous American hero stood with one arm extended towards them,
its stone face holding an expression of second-rate idealism: Erika had
called it the Statue of Liberty. To Byron, it looked every bit as smug
as its namesake back in New York PZ.

Erika led them in a careful circuit of the square. Nothing was moving.
Nothing seemed to have changed since they had left this morning. They
circled a second time, began a third circuit. Then Erika’s side-visor
slid down. “Clear,” she called out.

In one corner of the square, under a sign that read: Connors Real
Estate, a crack appeared in a section of brick wall. The crack widened
and then the wall began to open outwards. A figure in oil-streaked
coveralls peered out at them, bald head gleaming in the sunlight: Gus
Green, their mechanic.

There was a squeal of tires: Chet, cutting across the square, determined
to be first to garage his interceptor, and first to get himself a nice,
cool beer.

Erika followed him through the narrow entrance and into the Hideout that
it had taken a team of Transcon engineers a single night of non-stop
work to construct.

The Machete was last into the constricted passageway. Byron reversed it
in, taking it slowly, careful of his paintwork. The Hideout was solidly
built, and safe from casual observation. But space was at a premium.
There was room for Gus and his equipment and the truck, for the three
interceptors fitted in bumper to bumper, for the three Ops, and not very
much else.

Through the windshield Byron saw the dummy wall slowly resealing,
restoring Morgansburg—outwardly at least—to its well-deserved status
of ghost town. Rearview showed him the G-Mek and the Cobra already
pulled up, gleaming in the yellow sodium light of the ceiling lamps.

The Machete slid to a halt, last in the line. He touched the ignition.
The engine died.

 

Byron clambered out, leaned back against the hatch, and heard it snick
shut. The Hideout’s air was cool after the hours spent in the Machete.
And it was so damned good to be able to stretch again.

Erika was already sitting at the main-com, headphones on, trying to
raise Transcon Control in Denver. Chet was standing beside her, one arm
around her shoulder, tilting a beer can to his mouth with his free hand.
He raised the can to Byron, grinned at him.

What the Enderby did a category-A woman like Erika Graf see in a
road-jockey like Chet? Good, but a chance-taker, a regular candidate for
the Ops’ Valhalla, and all too likely to suck in innocent bystanders
along with him. Byron knew they’d been together for some time—since
before Transcon had teamed the three Ops for this operation.

No use spending skull-time sweating over it, Byron decided. Instead, he
turned away and ran a concerned eye over the Machete. Plenty of fresh
scratches, where Renegades had come close, but nothing that looked like
serious damage. Still, it paid to check things out, to make very damned
sure it was one hundred per cent combat-worthy for the next time.

Gus was already at work on Chet’s G-Mek. Byron shrugged. Last in meant
first out, in the cramped confines of the Hideout. And, more important,
last in line for Gus’ attentions.

Byron grabbed a can of beer from the refrigerator, poured half of it
straight down, drifted over to the pool table.

A few of the colours were still on the table, left there from the last
game. He picked up a cue, studied the table thoughtfully. After a time,
he sent the white spinning across the green baize. It smacked hard
against a yellow, sent it on towards the far end of the table. The
yellow hit a red that was only a few inches away from the corner pocket.
Both balls drifted on towards the pocket. The red dropped in.

“You gotta do better than that,” said a voice from behind him.

Byron turned. Chet was standing there, his checked cowboy shirt ringing
with sweat, blond hair gleaming. There was another foaming beer can in
his hand and a familiar easy grin on his face.

Chet said: “Hear Erika saved your ass back there?”

“That’s right.”

Chet glanced towards her, his expression half admiring, half
affectionate. “She’s a real cool lady, ain’t she?”

“Yeah.” Byron leaned back against the pool table. “Chet, you were the
one supposed to be covering me.”

Chet’s grin came back onto full-beam. “Figured you’d make out okay. You
can move that car of yours around pretty good when you have to.”

Byron’s grip on the cue tightened. “Well, I reckon it’s about time—”

“Glad to see you two boys are still talking to each other,” Erika said,
coming up to them.

“Sure, babe,” said Chet, turning away from Byron. He threw his free arm
around her, pulled her to him.

Dark hair, cut short. Dark eyes, set in a high-cheekboned face. The only
make-up she wore was bright-red lipstick. Beautiful, and she knew it.

Byron said, “You got through?”

“Yes,” she said.

“So—when are we pulling out?”

Erika gave a slight shrug. “Transcon want us to stay around a little
longer. Said they’ve got another convoy coming through in a day or so.
Figure the Sharks’ll be hitting it. Want us to take them out first.”

“Hell,” said Chet. “Why not?”

Byron said carefully, “A month now we’ve been chipping away at the
Sharks, slow and steady. But after today’s little clean-up the game has
changed. We hit them hard. Now we’re—predictable. Next time they’re
going to be ready for us.”

Erika said, “Triple bonus if we stay for one more run.”

Chet whistled. “Include me very much in.” He pulled her in closer to him
and bent over to kiss the back of her neck.

Take three Ops and set them down deep in the middle of sandside, with
supplies and a reliable mechanic, then let them loose at this new
Renegade alliance who were getting a little too good at hitting Transcon
convoys.

A very bright idea, dreamed up by some heavy-duty desk-warrior back in
Transcon head-office. The kind of idea any of the big reputable Op
agencies would turn down flat. Which left the three of them:
Independents. With ability, ambition, and a serious need to make money
fast.

Erika was leaning against Chet, one hand on his arm. She smiled back up
at Byron. “That’s two of us. What about you?”

Byron rested the cue against the table. “I’m going to get me some air.”
He opened the side door and stepped out into the back streets of
Morgansburg.

 

Empty streets. The sun above beating down steadily. Only the sound of
his footsteps on the sidewalk. Here and there abandoned autos rested
placidly. It was hard to believe that people had ever lived here.
Morgansburg had the air of a second-rate film-set, built in a hurry for
just one cheap shoot.

Byron put a shoulder to the boarded-up door of Mason’s Drug Store, heard
the sound of splintering wood as it gave. Inside there were cloth-draped
tables, chairs piled on top of them. A single dirty coffee cup was
gathering dust on the counter.

In his imagination, Byron peopled this place with the bustling,
frenetic, street-smart life of a PZ acid-house. Another world, he
thought. Different values, different everything.

From the doorway, a soft voice said, “Byron.” He turned; Erika was
alone. Which was fine by him. He’d seen enough of Chet Kincaid for one
day.

She came slowly towards him, hands thrust down into the pockets of her
jeans. “You come to a decision?”

Byron leaned against the counter, gave her a long thoughtful look.
“Chet’s easy to figure. He thinks this—he gestured at the window, to
the deserted street outside—is Smallville. Thinks he’s Superboy.” He
traced a line in the dust with the toe of his boot. “But you—you’re
road-smart, Erika. You know as well as I do that the right move is to
move on. Now.”

She tilted her head to one side, looked directly at him. “Triple bonus.
My vote’s in, Byron. What about you?”

On the other side of the counter was a long mirror, spiderwebbed with
cracks. Beside Erika’s reflection, a dark-haired, lean-faced man, badly
in need of a shave, stared back at Byron.

Only the sound of a boot scuffing against the floor broke the stillness.

Abruptly the face grinned at him from the mirror. “I’ll make the run,”
Byron said.

 

In the distance, there was a faint noise, from off towards the edge of
town. Byron swung around, stared out through the dust-smeared window,
towards Times Square. “Bikes,” he said. The sound was unmistakable.

“How many you reckon?” asked Erika.

Byron stood motionless, straining to hear. The engine sounds were
clearer now, getting louder. Closer. “Three. Maybe four,” he said
presently.

“Looking for us?” Erika asked softly.

“Got to be.” Byron drew his gun, saw Erika’s already in her hand.

“The Hideout’s secure—”

“Maybe. But they aren’t tourists out of some goddamned PZ. If they look
hard enough, they’ll turn it up.”

The drone of the bikes flattened out as the bikers reached the wide open
space of Times Square and began to circle, once, twice. Began a third
circuit.

Abruptly there came the sound of gunshots, closely followed by the
stutter of machine gun fire.

Byron moved to the door. Erika held his arm. “Could be they’re just
having some target practice.”

In between the chatter of the bullets, they heard shouting, voices
calling out to each other angrily. And then, distinctly, another voice:
Chet Kincaid.

“Come on,” Byron said. He flung the door open and ran out onto the
sidewalk. Down towards Times Square, he could see the flash of tracer in
the air cutting across the Statue of Liberty.

Byron started running towards the square, heard Erika behind him.

Three bikers appeared, spread across the street and racing straight
towards them, Sand Shark insignia on their machines and on their leather
jackets.

Byron swore, flung himself down onto the sidewalk, just as the bikers
opened up. Bullets whistled above his head, sprayed the wall to his
left, sending chips of brick flying across the street.

As the three machines went roaring past, Byron pulled himself around,
aimed his pistol and fired.

The bikers were weaving and dodging around the road. All his shots went
wide.

Ahead of him, Erika was on one knee, gripping her pistol with both
hands, as if she were posing for an Op Manual. The three Sand Sharks
were at the intersection, already swinging left, about to put solid
buildings between them and Op bullets.

Erika squeezed off two shots. The nearest biker toppled from his
machine, fell hard onto the road. His machine skidded onto the sidewalk,
sent up a shower of sparks, before slamming into a building.

Then the other two were gone, only the sound of their engines left
behind in the empty air.

Byron ran back to the square. The body of a fourth biker lay across his
machine, his face caught in a snarl of surprise, dead eyes staring up at
the Statue of Liberty. Gus was standing beside the wide-open doors of
the Hideout. Chet was nowhere in sight.

Just as Byron reached the entrance, he heard the sound of an interceptor
coming up the ramp: the Machete’s engine; he’d know it in his sleep in
the middle of a sandstorm.

Three interceptors stacked like peas in a pod. Last in meant first out.
The Machete’s chromium-bibbed nose appeared in the entrance. Through the
sun-glazed windshield, Byron could just make out Chet’s broad face, his
shock of blond hair.

As the Machete began to slide past him, Byron wrenched open the hatch.

“Don’t you worry now, Byron,” Chet called. “I’ll take real good care of
her.”

Byron took hold of Chet’s checked shirt in both hands, pulled hard. Chet
came out like a feather plucked from a turkey, went sprawling down onto
the sidewalk.

“No-one except me drives my car,” said Byron. He slid into the driving
seat, closed the hatch behind him.

The interceptor had stalled. Byron touched the starter. The Machete’s
engine growled into life.

A hand appeared on the window, then Chet’s face, red and angry.
“Goddamned tractor driver!”

Byron slid the Machete into gear; it surged forward. On the rearview, he
saw Chet stumbling after him, shaking his fist. Byron grinned, shifting
up through the gears as he slanted across Times Square.

 

The Machete scorched down Broadway. Intersections went past in a blur,
one after another. But the road ahead was still empty.

A glance at the dash to check his systems and he saw bad news. The fuel
tank was full. But both his machine-guns were low on bullets—Gus
hadn’t had time to reload.

Almost at the edge of town, as he went screaming past the abandoned gas
station, Byron caught sight of the two Sharks. They were still way out
in front but he knew he could catch them before they reached the
interstate. There’d be enough slugs to handle a couple of sandsucking
bikers.

Closing rapidly. But the bikers were weaving, fast and foxy, hunched
over their machines like real pros, not giving him an easy target.

The road curved. A dune of banked-up sand took them out of his sight for
a moment. Byron rounded the curve to find a thick cloud of smoke boiling
up in front of him.

Goddamn passives, he thought. Overriding the impulse to brake, he kept
his foot down on the gas and accelerated on into it. Vision was reduced
to a swirling greyness all around him. Byron steered on instruments and
instinct.

Tendrils of smoke whipped away to either side as the Machete burst back
out into bright sandside glare. The road ahead was empty. Where the hell
were the bikers?

They came roaring towards him from out of the desert, one from his left,
the other from his right. Trying to get him in a cross-fire. If he’d
braked for the smoke-bomb, they’d have sliced him up into dog-meat.

Byron sent the Machete swerving left, placing one of the bikers in his
sights. Fired. The biker pirouetted out of the saddle as the bullets
caught him.

Bullets thudded into the side-visor. Fracture marks spiderwebbed through
the glass. For an instant, Byron expected the armaplas to shatter,
tensed automatically against the tearing impact of the bullets even as
he swung the Machete to the right to face the oncoming biker.

The armaplas held. The biker centred in the sights. Byron fired.

The machine went over onto its side, slid across the desert. The biker
was flung clear, landing on soft sand. As Byron drew level, the biker
struggled onto her feet—dark hair tumbled free about her shoulders.
There was a gun in her hand.

Byron fired again. The biker slid to her knees, the gun dropping from
her hand, a bright bandolier of blood appearing across the front of her
leather jacket. Then she crumpled head-first into the sand.

Chet’s voice boomed from the com. “Got them both, huh? Take a gold
star.”

Rear-view showed the rainbow-patterned G-Mek. And, behind it, closing
fast, was Erika Graf.

Byron pulled up by the side of the road, flung open the hatch. Waited
while first Chet and then Erika drew up beside him.

Chet’s grin was back. “For a while there I was afraid I was going to
have to kiss goodbye to that triple bonus.”

Erika said, “Consider it kissed.” She stared across at Byron, clearly
knowing reality when it smeared itself across her windshield. “We’ll
need a couple hours or so to help Gus get the truck loaded.”

“No,” Byron said, “we leave all that stuff behind. It’s mostly junk. And
it’s Transcon’s junk, not ours. We leave right now-just pull out.”

“What about Gus?”

“Gus can ride in the Machete.”

Chet’s face was clouding slowly, like one of those storms they had back
out on the Eastern seaboard. “What’s the matter with you two? The
sand-suckers are all dead. You think they had time enough to mail a
letter home to their momma?”

Erika said quietly. “Chet. They were looking for us. Now maybe they
com-called the rest of the Sharks and maybe not. But if they don’t
report back—soon—then conclusions get drawn.”

“Yeah,” said Byron, out of patience. “You know what conclusions are,
Chet?”

Chet turned, the smile finally wiped from off his face. And something
ugly in his blue eyes. “Now listen up, tractor-driver—”

“Chet,” called Erika. “No time now for anything but motion.” She
gestured back down the road towards Morgansburg. “So let’s get moving.”

 

It was evening when they came back into Times Square. The light was
already beginning its fast fade into desert darkness. And the air was
cooling towards the chill that would come with full night.

Erika, leading the way, slowed suddenly and said into the com,
“Trouble.” Ahead, the doors of the Hideout were wide open.

The three Ops crossed the empty square, swung past the Hideout. Looking
through the gaping doorway, Byron saw the pool table, a figure sprawled
across it: Gus, his bald head looking like some huge pink pool-ball.
There was a red stain on the floor beneath,

“Sand Sharks,” Erika said.

Chet swore. “Where the hell they get to?”

Four roads led out of the square, arrayed like the points of compass.
Looking around, Byron saw headlights gleam on at the end of each of
them.

“Been waiting for us,” he said. He released the safeties on his 6 mms.

The three Ops pulled back into the centre of the square, began to circle
the Statue of Liberty. The headlights advanced steadily towards them.
Finally, at the rim of the square, they halted.

Four routes out, and Renegades blocking each of them. Two cars across
Broadway, two more in each of the roads to either side of it. Only one
guarding the remaining exit but with the single headlight of a bike
beside it.

“I count eight of them so far,” Erika said. “Seven Renegades, one
biker.”

“Eight,” confirmed Byron.

“What in hell they think they’re doing?” demanded Chet. “Just sitting
out there.”

A new voice on the com, a sandpaper whisper. Byron recognized it
immediately: the Sand King. “Ops. Said I’d see you again. That you’d pay
for what you did.”

Byron cut in transmit. “Hello there, Shark Boss. Come for another lesson
in road warfare?”

“This time,” the voice rasped, “it’s your turn to sit and take it.”

Erika said, “Only eight of you. How come? What happened to the rest of
the tribe? They chicken out?”

Cold silence from the com.

Then Erika chuckled. “Your reputation’s shot to pieces. That it? After
the convoy hit, they started thinking maybe you just weren’t quite the
real article any more, huh?”

Rage came into the cracked voice. “They’ll come back when we’ve paid you
off. Meantime, eight of us are plenty. We’ve got you penned, Ops.”

Fading daylight and the glare of the headlights made it difficult to
pick out the Sand King’s car. Then Byron spotted a familiar silhouette
blocking the exit directly across from Broadway, flanked by the lone
biker. He punched up the magnification on the scan, got a grainy image
of a silver-grey car; a chain gun poking out of the turret-blister.

“Judgment Day,” the Sand King said. “The sand’s gonna get your bones
and your blood.”

Byron swung around the Statue, shifted down the gears. As the Sand
King’s car came into view again, he put his boot to the floor. The
Machete surged forward.

“Erika, Chet,” he shouted into the com. “Get clear.”

“Byron!” Erika called out.

“See you in Denver.”

The exit loomed in the windscreen. A pair of glaring headlights was
already moving towards him: the Sand King. Byron kept on straight
towards them, ignoring the biker alongside it. He sighted his 6 mms.
Pressed the triggers.

A ten-second burst from the left-wing mount. And then impotent clicking
sounds from both guns.

A glance at the dash. Empty. One hell of a time to run out of bullets,
right when he was playing hero. The Sand King was coming straight at
him, turret weapon pumping out lead. And the biker was slanting in
towards him too, firing his machine gun. Slugs ricocheted off the
armaplas windshield.

Byron swerved left, out of the line of fire. Both the Sand King and the
biker swung after him, the biker reacting fractionally faster.
Immediately, Byron went right again, aimed the interceptor straight at
the biker.

The biker turned, trying to get clear.

There was the sound of metal clashing against metal and a sudden jarring
impact as the Machete side-swiped the machine. The biker arced through
the air.

The Machete whipped straight across the Sand King’s path. Bullets whined
overhead, grazed the roof. Then the Machete was past, and curving back
around the edge of the square.

Rearview showed the Sand King coming around onto his tail. The turret
shifted, tracking him. Byron sent the Machete weaving crazily across the
square. The chain gun spat. The boarded-up windows of Pete’s Diner
disintegrated.

Lines of bullets were stitching all across Times Square, intersecting
with the cold light of lasers. There was the furious chatter of
machine-guns, the throatier pulse of autocannon, the whine of shells.
Chet and Erika were making their break for Broadway—and the other six
Sand Sharks were surging out onto the Square, closing on them.

Ahead of him, Byron saw Erika’s laser strobe and cut open an oncoming
Renegade with surgical precision. Then the Cobra slewed half-around as a
shell hit the offside wing, crumpling one side as savagely as if it were
made of cellophane.

“Erika,” Chet screamed. “Baby, you all right?”

Silence from the com. The Cobra was out of control, locked into a spin
which was taking it towards one corner of the square.

A Renegade passed directly in front of Chet’s G-Mek. The autocannon
flared. The Sand Shark took a hit right in the windshield, veered left.

The good side of the Cobra slammed hard into the wall of the Morgansburg
Mutual Loan Association. And then the driverless Sand Shark car crashed
into the Cobra’s undamaged side, sandwiching the car against the
building. The snout of Erika’s laser-cannon was left poking out of the
wreckage like a finger pointing back along the edge of the square
towards the Hideout.

“Erika,” Chet called again. “Answer me, baby!”

The Sand King and two other Sand Sharks were tight on Byron’s tail. The
others swung to target Chet. “Chet,” Byron yelled into the com. “Watch
yourself.”

No answer from the com.

The G-Mek came around to face two of the approaching Renegades,
accelerated forward. Missiles converged on it. The G-Mek rocked from
side to side as it took direct hits from both sides at the same time.
Pieces of the bodywork tumbled off onto the ground. Smoke was pouring
from under the hood.

Incredibly, it kept on moving across the Square.

“Chet?” Byron called. Impossible to believe there was anyone left alive
in that.

The G-Mek was still riding straight for the two oncoming Renegades. Too
late, they tried to swerve away. The G-Mek met them head-on. The three
vehicles disappeared in an explosion that shook Times Square, rocked the
Statue of Liberty on its foundations.

Chet. Byron gave him a silent salute.

The Machete accelerated straight towards the cloud of smoke that was
rising up from the wreckage, as if it were heading through it for the
nearest road out. Once into the smoke, Byron turned for Broadway.

 

The Machete roared down Broadway, towards the edge of town. Behind,
almost breathing into the rearview, came the Sand King and the remaining
two Renegades.

Erika. Gus. Chet. Everyone dead except him. And grief would have to wait
until later, assuming there was going to be a later.

Empty guns.

Running. That was all that was left to do.

Byron had walked this town, knew Morgansburg better than he knew the
streets around his PZ apartment block. And the Machete’s V–12 engine
could leave these Renegades fading into the horizon. So, lose them in
the backstreets, then make a break for the interstate and Denver.

Right at the next intersection, then immediately left, then right again.
At every turn the Machete was gaining distance, opening up a real gap.
Almost out of range already.

A pain-filled voice on the com. “Chet? Byron?”

Can’t be, thought Byron. Not alive. “Erika?”

“Byron? That you?”

“Yeah.” He whipped the Machete left at an intersection, bullets zipping
the air behind him. “Erika—how’re you doing?”

“Hurting. All over. Can’t move. Cobra’s wrapped real tight around
me—what’s left of it. Think maybe I still got power, though.” She started
to laugh, broke off almost immediately with a grunt of pain. “What’s
going on out there? Where’s Chet?”

“Chefs dead.” Another right. “And I’ve got three Sharks breathing down
my exhaust.” The Machete screamed straight through the next
intersection, as Byron tried to think. Erika still alive. Three Sand
Sharks on his tail. And nothing left but his goddamned passive.

One oil-layer to take out three Renegades.

“Byron.”

Bullets from the Sand King’s turret weapon sent shards of concrete
ricocheting up from the road. Byron took another right, said, “Still
here.”

“Don’t leave me alive for the Sharks, huh?”

“Hey, baby!”

“Please. Finish it before you get clear.”

No way he could tell her both his guns were empty, not with the Sharks
maybe listening in on their com frequency. No way he could say anything
at all to her.

Erika still alive. And all he could do was run.

No.

All at once it came together in his mind, forming with all the clarity
of a scene from a holomovie. Yeah—but he would have to work it just
right. Everything would have to go just right.

You’re Byron Shaw, he told himself. The best goddamned Op there’s
ever been. So go do it.

He brought the Machete back onto Broadway, slowed deliberately, giving
the Sharks the chance to catch up to him. Then he roared back towards
Times Square.

 

The Machete shot back into the square and tore across it, slanting
between the Statue of Liberty and the still-smouldering wreckage of
Chet’s interceptor and two Renegades. As if Byron was planning to head
on out the far side.

Rearview showed the Sharks right behind him. Two of them practically on
top of him, the last—the Sand King—only slightly further back.

The Statue came up. Byron slammed down hard on the brakes. Brought the
Machete spinning right around. The screams of tortured rubber echoed
across the square.

The Machete screeched to a halt facing back towards the three oncoming
Sand Sharks, but tucked in behind the Statue.

All three Sharks had already started to brake desperately, weaving from
side-to-side to avoid Byron’s non-existent bullets. But there was no
room to swerve clear. Instead, they were funnelled across the square
between the frowning bulk of the Statue and the pile of charred metal
that held Chet Kincaid’s G-Mek.

As they screamed past him, Byron hit the stud for his passive-weapon.
Twin nozzles projected from the Machete’s rear, a double spray of oil
jetted out into the Renegades’ path.

The oil layer hit the ground directly in front of the Sharks and became
a slick running arrow-straight across the Square, towards the corner
where Marvin’s Bar & Grill met Connors’ Real Estate.

Wheels touched oil, locked into skid. Then two of the Sand Sharks were
gliding towards the Hideout.

Only two. The Sand King had screamed to a dead-halt millimetres from the
gleaming oil-layer.

Byron cursed, slammed the Machete into reverse, gave it all the power he
had, sent it hurtling rearwards, straight at the Sand King. Had to hit
just right. No room for nearly; either it was perfect or it was nothing
at all.

Metal hit hard against metal. Byron felt the impact ring through the
Machete, felt his safety-harness pin him tight against the seat. The
Machete’s engine died.

On the rearview, Byron saw the Sand King’s car shoot forward onto the
oil slick. Saw it slide steadily across the square, wheels churning
uselessly as they tried to get a grip.

“Go,” Byron snouted. “Go, you sand-sucker, go.”

One of the other Renegades was still drifting on towards the entrance to
the Hideout. The other had slowed, almost come to a halt.

There was the crunch of metal as the Sand King’s car went into the
becalmed Renegade. Bumpers locked. With dreamlike slowness, the two
vehicles drifted on together across the square.

“Erika!” Byron was shouting into the com, over and over. “Erika. Answer
me.”

Nothing. No response at all. Which meant that Erika Graf was either
unconscious or dead. And that there was now no way—no way at
all—that Byron’s gamble could pay off.

The gamble that she could still power up the Cobra and fire her
laser-cannon.

The two mated vehicles smacked gently into the third Sand Shark car that
was already stationary, hard against the doors of the Hideout. Three
Renegades in the corner pocket, served up right in front of the Cobra’s
weapon.

The Sand King’s turret swung around to target Byron. Byron jabbed
ignition. The Machete’s engine, turned. Died again. On the com, the
familiar whispery voice. “Gonna kill you, Op.”

Then, another voice on the com. A pain-filled whisper. “I see them.”

The other two Sand Sharks had got out of their cars, were standing
unsteadily on the oil-slicked square. One of them was pointing towards
the Cobra, shouted something to the Sand King.

Over the com, there was the sound of an engine trying to fire: this time
it was the Cobra’s. Byron held his breath. The engine turned, tried to
catch. Died.

The two Renegades had guns in their hands, were aiming towards the
Cobra. Rearview showed the Sand King’s chain gun was pointing squarely
at the Machete now.

Com crackled as the Cobra’s engine howled into life.

“Erika?” called Byron.

The laser cannon sparked. A beam of ruby light strobed out, touched the
two Renegades. One of the men screeched, the other flung up an arm as if
to ward off the beam. Both fell backwards, bodies sliced horizontally
into two separate pieces.

A curse from the com and then the Sand King’s turret was swinging
around, towards the Cobra.

The laser gleamed a second time, sliced across the top of the Sand
King’s car. The turret stopped moving.

The hatch opened and a bearded face appeared, looked from the Machete to
the Cobra, then back again. The Sand King clambered out; golden shark
teeth glistened against the dark leather of his jacket. His feet touched
the oil-layered concrete and he slithered forward, throwing out both
arms to try to steady himself.

The laser beam strobed for a third time, playing over the side of his
car. Probing for the petrol tank.

The Sand King fell to the ground. Almost at once, he was up onto his
hands and knees. He began to crawl desperately away.

Abruptly there was the dull crump and the fattening flare of an
explosion. The Shockwave picked up the Sand King and flung him, burning,
clear across Times Square.

Then shards of flaming metal were raining down onto the Machete.

“Byron?” a thin voice called presently.

“Still here, baby,” Byron said softly, staring at the place where three
Sand Shark cars had been. Thick clouds of smoke were rising from it, to
join the pall that had already filled the sky above Times Square.

 

The Machete’s engine hummed softly. The dash gave a litany of
reassurance. Ahead the road was straight and clear.

Byron glanced over his shoulder. Erika Graf was lying on the floor
behind his seat, head pillowed on his jacket. Her eyes were closed.

Broken bones and loss of blood. Byron had done the best he could for her
with the Machete’s emergency medpack. Hurt, but still alive. Erika was
one tough lady. A survivor. Which was something they had in common.

Her eyelids flickered. Softly, he said, “How’re you doing, baby?”

Very slowly, very carefully, Erika turned her head until she could look
directly up at him. The effort of it printed itself out on her face. Her
eyes were full of tiredness and the memory of pain masked now by drugs.

“Holding up.”

Ahead something gleamed on the horizon: the wire of the Denver PZ. Ugly,
but right now it brought a good feeling. “Have you in that hospital real
soon. And Transcon owes you. Enough to pay for Category A medical
treatment. You’re going to be driving again in a month or two.”

“Damn right,” she said. The ghost of a smile came onto her face. “Going
to need a new interceptor though.”

“Yeah.” Byron remembered the pile of twisted metal he had cut her out of
back in Times Square.

After a time, she said, “About Chet.”

Byron kept his eyes on the road. “He went out in style.”

“Yes. Always knew he would someday. We’d been together—quite a while.”
She took a deep breath. “But—Chet’s past tense now. And there’s his
share.”

“Figure that’s all yours. Next of kin, or close to.”

“No. Ours. Check the small print in the Transcon contract.”

“It’s yours, I said.”

“No,” Erika said again, very firmly. “Byron—you earned it.”

Denver PZ was coming towards them. Buildings with people in them, a city
the Great Central Desert hadn’t quite reached yet.

“Okay,” Byron said finally. Style, he thought. The lady had a whole
tankful of that. It was another thing they had in common.




Duel Control

by Myles Burnham

Crane knew his legs would be giving out before too long. When they did,
he collapsed, not ungratefully, into the dust. It was the first time in
three days he’d felt something close to good. It was too early to be
really hot, the ground was warm on the side of his face, and his
shoulder and arm didn’t hurt too much. He lay for a few minutes before
realizing he was too comfortable. If he stayed like this he’d certainly
die. With the help of his good arm, he sat himself up and inspected the
large, messy wound next to his shoulder at the top of his chest. It was
black, weeping blood and water.

He reached for the water-bottle at his belt, even though he knew it was
empty. All the same, he went through the useless ritual of unscrewing
the cap and putting the bottle to his lips. There wasn’t even a drop
left. After three minutes sitting there gaping, hoping that some liquid
remnant might decide to emerge into his mouth, he gave up and threw the
canteen away. His tongue was swelling uncomfortably.

Maybe this was how you were supposed to feel when you were dying.
Wondering if his past life was supposed to be flashing before him, he
suddenly remembered his Boy Scout training. If you’re short of water,
put a pebble in your mouth. It’s no substitute for water, but sucking it
fools your system for a while. He looked around for a pebble on the
cracked, dusty ground, but saw only jagged rocks of various sizes. He
crawled around and eventually found a small rock with fewer sharp edges
than most. It would have to do.

With a mouthful of tongue and rock, he struggled to his feet and
staggered forward once more. The sun was rising higher and his shoulder
began to ache again. He wondered if moving on was worth the effort. He
didn’t know where the hell he was, and if there were any people nearby,
it was a better than even bet they wouldn’t be much interested in
helping him.

No doubt about it. He couldn’t go much further. He might as well find a
pleasant, shaded place where he could get on with dying. A bird
screeched overhead. A vulture?

 

Out where the only road worthy of the name running through Pleasant
County met the interstate, Sheriff Jesse McHeath sat atop his car
smoking a cheroot. The sun was already getting hot. He threw away his
cigar stub and shouted down to Johnny Barrio in the driver’s seat.
Johnny got out to pass him up the canteen. Jesse pulled greedily on the
cool water, grinding with his back teeth the remnants of the ice cubes
he’d put in three hours ago. He pulled open his shirt and poured water
onto his chest, making Johnny laugh as he daintily dabbed it into his
armpits like a preacher’s wife taking a shower.

Jesse picked up his rangefinder glasses and watched the convoy disappear
eastward. It had been a big one. Outriders on cykes, five high-speed
AFVs, 15 of those city-slicker Sanctioned Opmobiles carrying software,
gene cultures and other valuables, and close on a hundred cargo trucks,
frigorificos and tankers.

He’d brought Johnny along to do the driving while he climbed aboard
Billy Potter’s rig to say hello and collect the groceries. Billy came
from Pleasant County and drove this way in convoy every so often. He was
one of their few contacts with the outside world, and they could rely on
him to do the shopping, placing orders for equipment in whatever big
city he was passing through. This time round, he’d fetched them engine
spares for the Sheriffs car. He’d also got them three cases of
ScumSeeker anti-personnel missiles—the white-phosphorous smart rockets
that Jesse had run out of after he and his posse had totalled the Maniax
who’d come to town looking for “tribute” three months ago. Since the
convoy didn’t stop for anyone, Jesse had had quite a rough time
transferring these from Billy’s cab to his moving car.

Most important of all, Billy had got them some of the latest vids.
Johnny was inspecting them approvingly. He was looking forward to
watching Lash of Lust, A Fistful of Scalps, Death Before Dinner, Bloody
Hell and MotorPsycho.

Jesse was flavour of the month in New Carthage. His war on the Maniax
had only lasted an afternoon—long enough to ambush them—and had been
a complete success. Their only casualty had been Denny Binks, who took a
slug in the spine and probably wouldn’t be able to walk ever again.
Fortunately, Denny had taken what Doc Wilson called a “positive
attitude” and found himself a new role in the community as manufacturer
of rotgut hooch known locally as Old Coyote Piss. Jesse and Johnny and
the rest of the boys could now look forward to a few evenings watching
Billy’s movies and drinking themselves insensible. The Guest of Honour
would, of course, be Denny Binks.

“C’mon then, Johnny. Let’s head back to town,” said Jesse putting the
rangefinders in their dustproof case.

“Okay Jess. Hey, can I drive?”

“Yeah. Sure,” said Jesse, aware of his responsibility as the only
car-owner in a community of red-blooded car-loving Americans. “Hey. Did
you see what Billy was carrying in his rig?”

“Yeah. Whole bunch of chickens in cages. Why the hell would anyone want
to drive a load of chickens across the desert?”

“They’re special breeders. Billy says they’re a new strain developed by
gengineers for shitting.”

“Uh-huh. That’s a weird city attitude ain’t it? They can buy all the
chickenshit they need off me if that’s what they want.”

“No. These chickens are less particular about what they eat than your
regular chickens, and they eat a lot more, so they shit a lot more. And
the shit’s supposed to be really good for making methane. And you can
use methane to run a vehicle instead of gas. If the engine’s modified,
of course.”

“Oh, hell, Jess,” said Johnny. “Now you got me all excited. Maybe we can
make methane out of all my chickenshit, and I could have a car again.”

“Yeah. That’s what I was thinking. Maybe Denny Binks would know how it’s
done. Can’t be a lot different from making liquor.”

Johnny started the engine on the Pleasant County Sheriffs mongrel of a
car—the body of a 1960 Lincoln Continental, a G-Mek V–8 engine, a pair
of GenTech 6mm machine guns and lots of lightweight armour—and headed
back to New Carthage.

 

“Doc? Jesse here. We’ve found this guy at the side of the road. Johnny’s
getting him loaded into the car now. Can you come over and meet us with
your bag of tricks. Hold up a mo’…”

Jesse grabbed the man’s legs and helped Johnny load him into the back of
the car before resuming his radio conversation.

“White male Caucasian, mid thirties, about three or four days’ growth of
beard. Looks as if he used to be good and healthy. Yeah. Johnny’s just
testing his blood group with the gizmo in the first-aid kit. Looks like
he’s been out in the sun too long. Main thing, though, is that he’s got
a gunshot wound around his left shoulder. Entry and exit. Yeah, you can
see all the way through. I’d say it was a small-calibre weapon. No
powder-burns I can see, and it’s entered at the back, so he was probably
trying to run away at the time…”

Johnny started the car again and hit the hammer, delighted at the idea
of being able to take the speed up to the end of the clock. Jesse was
still talking to the Doctor.

“No, I can’t get any sense out of him. He’s unconscious. Only this side
of alive by the look of him. Yeah, group AO. Will you need a donor or
have you enough synth? Good, yeah. One other thing. I know this ain’t
your business, but it’s got me puzzled. He’s wearing one of those
coverall worksuits. It’s dark blue and there’s this weird badge on the
chest. Like one of them coats of arms you’d see on the King of England’s
castle. It’s not any corp logo me or Johnny have ever seen. Mean
anything to you? Oh well. Meet us at the jailhouse. Yeah. It’s as good a
place as any. Besides, I want him locked up until we know whether he’s
friend or foe…”

 

Doc Wilson had the stranger cleaned and patched up. He’d managed to vat
some compatible tissue and it seemed to be taking. They put him to rest,
gave him the run of his teeth but since he said little Jesse kept the
cell door locked whenever he wasn’t around to keep an eye on him. Like
Jesse said, it’s war out there. There are warriors and casualties,
winners and losers, refugees, juice-heads, deranged preachers, mad
scientists and even occasional tourists crossing the county line. For
all they knew, their guest at the jailhouse might be some kind of
psycho. Since they’d been through his worksuit and couldn’t find any ID,
it was best not to take risks.

Two days later, Jesse was out near the interstate again. To save on gas,
he’d decided to do this patrol on horseback and was riding a
three-year-old mare called Bastard, an unfortunate name earned on
account of the cussed manner in which she’d refused to be broken in.

The road from the interstate to New Carthage was a mere reminder of the
smooth, clean blacktop it had once been. But Jesse wasn’t complaining.
All the pits and potholes meant it was real easy to hide mines along the
road. He and Johnny had spent a week planting Scimitar HEs in
likely-looking spots. These could be detonated by remote control handset
the next time problems came heading towards New Carthage. The only
trouble was that every so often you had to change the batteries, which
is what he was doing now. He could have converted them to solar cells,
but didn’t like the idea of that little piece of shiny glastic poking
through the top of the road. It might give the mines away.

Two klicks from the interstate, he’d finished changing the last battery.
In the distance, Jesse could hear the sound of dogs barking. He mounted
up and moved forward for a closer look. There were about 20 horsemen
dressed in red following what appeared to be a pack of dobermans, and
they were coming his way. He pulled his combination rifle and RAG
launcher from the saddle-bucket, cocked it, flipped off the safety and
chambered a frag in the launcher. If they were trouble, he’d be able to
take a few out with a burst centred on such a tightly-bunched group.

They spotted him. At a hand-signal from one of the riders in front, they
started spreading out in a semicircle and continued their approach. As
they got nearer, he could see they were armed. Two carried
missile-tubes, others had rifles slung across their backs. Others had
bulky saddle-holsters suggestive of machine pistols.

If he was going to try and find some cover for a firefight, he had to do
it now. But none of the horsemen seemed to be unslinging weapons, nobody
had anything pointed at him, and one of the two leaders was shouting at
him, trying to gain his attention. He decided to stay and let them come
on.

As they got nearer, he could see they were all dressed the same, wearing
some kind of uniform, though no uniform he’d ever seen before. Each wore
a bright red jacket, tight sand-coloured pants, knee-length boots and a
funny little black hat with no brim, but with a little peak at the
front. The dogs were indeed dobermans, and they looked hungry.

As soon as they were in hailing distance, Jesse wished them welcome to
Pleasant County and asked what he could do for them, resting his weapon
ostentatiously upright with the stock on his thigh and putting a match
to a cheroot with his free hand.

The horsemen stopped, and apart from the smaller of the two men in
front, they all raised their funny hats in greeting. The bigger of the
two men in front got out a small horn and blew into it, making a strange
high-pitched farting noise. The dogs turned quiet, and fell back behind
the group. The horn-blower then rode towards Jesse. He noticed how
strange their saddles were, very small and high.

The man came up close to Jesse and raised his cap again. “Good day to
you, Sheriff. My name is Lieutenant James Farquahar, Master of the
Bedminster Hunt.” He had what Jesse took to be an English accent, only
he suspected that it was all a put-on. He was sure he detected more than
a hint of redneck twang in there.

“Pleased to meetcha,” he replied, “an’ I’m Sheriff Jesse McHeath. What
brings, ummm…”

“The Bedminster Hunt?”

“Yeah, the Bedminster Hunt. What brings it to Pleasant County? Don’t you
people normally go hunting for foxes, or moose or something?”

“Oh, coyotes, jackrabbits, vultures. Whatever we can find,” said
Farquahar. “I imagine there are precious few foxes around here. The
truth of the matter, old bean, is that on this occasion we’re actually
hunting a man.”

This told Jesse two things. Three if you counted the fact that these
guys, or whoever was cutting their orders, were seriously crazy. First,
that his silent guest back in the jailhouse could have something to do
with this. Second, that these might not necessarily be nice people.

“Uh-huh. Who?” asked Jesse, removing the cigar from his mouth to spit
out a sliver of tobacco that had come loose in his mouth.

“A chap by the name of George Crane. We have reason to believe that he
may have come this way. He’s white, in his mid-thirties, about five foot
eight, 140 pounds, wearing a blue overall with the heraldic crest of the
Dukes of Bedminster on the chest. Haven’t seen him anywhere have you,
old man?”

“What if I have?” asked Jesse.

“Well, we’d like him back. That’s the extent of it, old fruit.”

“I am not anyone’s old fruit!” Jesse said, getting wired. He was keeping
half an eye on the others. None of them made any hostile moves.

“He has, shall we say, stolen some of the Duke’s property. Himself, to
be precise. And His Grace wants him back. It really is that simple. We
certainly do not intend him any harm. He’s much too useful.”

“Okay, now you listen to me, Leff-Tenant Fark-Wahr. If I’ve got the guy
you’re after, then he’s in my county under my jurisdiction. And that’s
the way it stays until I’m satisfied of the facts of the case. Now, if
the Duke of Bedminster himself wants to come and see me about it, I’ll
be happy to hear his side of the story. For the meantime, I’d appreciate
it if you and the rest of the Bedminster Hunt were to get out of here
and do something useful like hunting some renegades.”

“Oh dear!” said Farquahar. “I was so hoping that this unfortunate
affair could be settled in an amicable fashion. Could you wait there
just a second, please?” With that he rode back to his cronies and
started talking quietly to the small man in the front. Jesse studied
him. He looked less impressive than the others, who looked just like
regular heavies who happened to be in carnival costumes. But the small
man sat very straight in the saddle, as though he was trying to be
taller. He wore bright white gloves, and held a riding crop. He and
Farquahar started riding towards Jesse.

Close up, he reminded Jesse of that English actor, what was his name?
John Lawson, that’s it. Mainly you saw him on TV these days in the
glamsoaps or miniseries. He was always playing the rich villain, the
head of the corp, always giving orders, plotting and screwing up other
people’s lives. Other times he was a satanic force playing the computer
datanet, or a sex-vampire. The difference was that this guy had a big
moustache, pointed at the ends, and his eyes were a very bright shade of
blue.

“Hello matey, I’m the Duke of Bedminster,” he greeted Jesse in a
high-pitched voice. “Lieutenant Farquahar here tells me that you are
harbouring one of my people.” His English accent was more convincing
than Farquahar’s. “If you are holding Mister Crane, I’d very much
appreciate it if you would let us have him back.”

“I’ve already told your sidekick here that that’s not possible,” Jesse
said, blowing smoke towards the Duke’s face. The wind scattered it
before it reached him.

“Oh dear. Well then Sheriff, I’m very much afraid that my men and I are
going to have to give your little town a bit of a spanking.”

“I don’t much like your attitude, your majesty…”

“Your Grace, ectually,” corrected the Duke.

“Whatever. This is between you and me. It has nothing to do with the
town,” said Jesse.

The Duke’s eyes turned brighter. He grinned. “Oh how positively
spiffing, how jolly. Farquahar! The Sheriff here would like a duel!”
He clapped his hands like an overexcited child.

“What the hell do you mean?” asked Jesse.

“It’s very simple,” he giggled. “Either you return George Crane to me
right now or we’ll have to settle this matter like gentlemen. In the
time-honoured manner. A duel. A shootout.”

That did it. Jesse pointed the rifle into the man’s face, fuming. The
Duke was still smiling. It was then that Jesse felt the cold on his
neck. It was Farquahar, who’d snuck up right next to him, and had a
small automatic pistol held to his jugular.

“I wouldn’t try any hanky-panky if I were you, Sheriff,” said Farquahar.
“Otherwise we’ll have to lobotomize you and feed you to the hounds. They
haven’t eaten anyone for days and, believe me, they’re absolutely
ravenous. Now please be kind enough to give me that nasty big gun of
yours and listen to what His Grace has to say.” He took the rifle,
pulled off the clip, ejected the chambered round, and took the grenade
from its tube under the barrel.

The Duke rode up close and took off his gloves. His hands were pink and
delicate, like a woman’s almost. “Now then, young man,” he said sternly.
“Are you going to let me have George Crane back?”

Farquahar returned the empty rifle to Jesse, who wasn’t feeling brave,
but who was very annoyed. He heard himself say “No. Bug off. Your
Dukeship.” This time, Jesse’s smoke reached the Duke’s face. His
nostrils flared.

Farquahar trained his pistol on Jesse again. The Duke rode up close to
Jesse and slapped him quite gently on the cheek with his bright white
gloves. “I challenge you. We shall meet on the interstate two miles east
of where this road meets it at 5.30 tomorrow morning. Is that
agreeable?”

“Oh don’t be so goddam dumb!” Jesse snorted. “What kind of crap is
this?”

“It’s deadly serious, matey,” cut in Farquahar. “You see, His Grace has
a very large number of nasty big men at his disposal. Should you fail to
meet him at dawn tomorrow then you may rest assured that, at some moment
of our convenience and choosing, we shall return and blow that little
town of yours—and everyone in it—to smithereens, and no mistake. A
case of ‘delenda est Carthago,’ to borrow from Scipio, heh-heh!”

They weren’t joking. Jesse couldn’t be sure that the scam he’d pulled
with the Maniax would work a second time. These guys looked too smart to
ride into an ambush. And he wasn’t dealing with some bunch of hick
bikers. They might have bigger guns. All they need do in that case was
take up positions around the town and lay siege, picking everyone and
everything off bit by bit. Besides, he was supposed to be Sheriff. He
was being paid by the Residents’ Association to put his ass on the line
and to keep them out of it as far as possible. No, this was his
responsibility alone.

“Okay. I’ll be there,” he heard himself saying.

“Splendid! Good show! Oh, it will be such fun!” said the Duke, turning
his horse round and rejoining his men.

“Okay, now we need to settle a few formalities,” Farquahar carried on.
“First, will you be bringing any seconds?”

“Seconds. Uhhh… No, I guess not,” Jesse replied.

“Very well. Now, the rules are quite simple. The fight is to the death.
Should you emerge victorious, which I don’t envisage as being in the
least bit likely, we shall no longer bother you, nor even enter this
county again. In the event of His Grace winning, we shall travel to New
Carthage to claim George Crane. You have our word that the townspeople
will in no respect be molested. Provided, of course, that they surrender
Mr Crane peacefully.”

“Uhhhh… That sounds fair, I guess,” Jesse said.

“Splendid! The only remaining matter, then, is the choice of weapons.
What’s your preference, swords or pistols?”

“Automobiles.”

“But of course! Very well, that is entirely agreeable. His Grace will
turn up in one of the Rollers. Now, is there any other outstanding
business?”

“Yeah,” Jesse snarled, feeling more irritated by the minute. “How the
hell do I know there won’t be a whole bunch of His Grace’s goons out
there waiting to sandbag me, huh?”

Farquahar laughed. “My dear fellow! I don’t know what you take us for!
His Grace is a man of honour. We’re not some gang of adolescent renegade
hoodlums! Of course there won’t be an ambush! Good heavens, man, if we
wanted to gun you down like a mongrel I could have shot you just now,
and I still could.” That was true enough. “Let me make this as clear as
I possibly can,” he continued, “there will be no ambush, matey. For your
part, you had better not try any monkey business either. The whole
shooting-match will be filmed by a TV helicopter, and the Duke’s chaps
will all be watching it back at home. Should it transpire that you have
set a trap for him, then I can assure you that they will return to
avenge him by thrashing your little town and everyone in it. Is that
clear?”

“Crystal.”

“Excellent. Now we understand one another. Well, all that remains to be
said is may the best man win. Better get home and get an early night,
hadn’t you? Early start in the morning and all that. Cheerio!” He
extended his hand for Jesse to shake. Jesse ignored it. Farquahar
smiled, shrugged, turned his horse and cantered back to the Duke and his
men. They rode off in the direction of the highway.

Jesse had put a spare clip into the rifle and loaded another RAG, but it
didn’t look as though he’d be able to take them on his own terms. But he
decided to follow them just to make sure they really were going. Also
because he found it hard to believe that a group of men in red jackets
would be dumb enough to ride around such dangerous countryside on
horseback all the time. He kept his distance, wishing he’d planted some
of his Scimitar mines this far out.

Near the highway there were a couple of heavily-armoured trucks waiting.
Each bore the coat of arms of the Duke of Bedminster. They loaded up
dogs, horses and themselves and drove off eastward.

Jesse gave Bastard the spurs and headed straight back to town and to the
jail and straight into Crane’s cell, wanting a lot of answers quickly.
Jesse had already decided that if the stranger was as silent as ever,
he’d beat the crap out of him, and to hell with Doctor’s orders.

Perhaps it was hearing his name for the first time in days that decided
George Crane to open up without Jesse having to resort to violence. To
Jesse’s immense relief, he didn’t speak with an English accent.

Crane was an engineer. About nine months ago he’d hitched a lift East
with a convoy that had been jumped sandside by a renegade gang called
the Bushwhackers. The Bushwhackers would have killed him, or just left
him to rot, but he made himself useful to them fixing vehicles. He’d
thought plenty about trying to escape, but had never got the chance.

A few weeks later, along came His Grace the Duke and his men. Not on
horseback but with an impressive group of armed vehicles and cykes. They
destroyed the Bushwhackers completely. The few of them that hadn’t been
killed—including George Crane—were taken prisoner. They were brought
back to the Duke’s ranch in Stuart County, about 200 klicks east of New
Carthage. The Duke, said Crane, owned thousands of acres of useable land
around there. On it, he grew crops—vegetables, corn, tobacco—for
sale to the food corps, or for private sale to big towns all over the
South. He also had large plants vat-growing proteins, shamburgers,
goatroast and other syntheats. A great deal of the corn that the ranch
produced was for making alcohol, which was what most of the Duke’s
vehicles were run on. George was an expert on alternative fuel systems
to gasoline and, whether he liked it or not, he was put to work in the
Duke’s alcohol production plants.

The point was, explained George, that the Duke couldn’t run his ranch,
or “estate” as he called it, without a lot of helping hands. And since
paying people is expensive, he used slaves. George was a slave. It was a
simple equation. The Duke would challenge renegade gangs all over the
area and, simply because his operation was more disciplined and
organized about it, usually won the fight. This way, he expanded his own
empire as well as taking prisoners who were then put to work down on the
farm. Neither state nor federal government interfered. Why should they?
Most of the Duke’s slaves were renegade scuzzballs, desperadoes, outlaws
and killers, and nobody cared about them. In the eyes of the
politicians, the Duke was doing the community a favour by blowing away
the renegades, and he was doing the surviving renegades a favour by
rescuing them from their lawless ways and giving them regular work. And
if innocents like George Crane got caught up in the system from time to
time, that was just too bad. Nobody said it was a perfect world.

So George had escaped, but not before getting shot by a guard. He took a
car, outran the pursuit, ran out of juice, walked the rest, and that’s
where Jesse and Johnny had come in. And George was very grateful they
had.

George reckoned that the Duke’s posing like an English lord was just an
act to impress people. He might really be an Englishman who’d come to
the Land of the Free to find the space to act out his weird fantasies.
George was certain that his sidekick Farquahar was as American as chain
guns and apple pie.

 

Jesse resolved to meet the Duke for the duel next day. If His Lordship
won, then the town would have to look after itself. If he won, Jesse
couldn’t be sure the Duke’s men wouldn’t come riding in—or more likely
driving in—any way, but they could deal with that if the need arose.
George reckoned the Duke was into what he called “fair play” in a big
way, as if his life was one big game of croquet and you had to play by
the rules. He’d whip his slaves half to death if they crossed him, and
then give them the best medical attention money could buy.

Jesse left George’s cell unlocked, telling him he might as well stay
there because that was the only spare bed in town. Jesse told him not to
tell anyone else about the duel, that he was to wait by the radio next
morning when he’d check in every 15 minutes. If the calls stopped, he
was to get onto the radio net with the codeword that got the local posse
together. They’d get the town defences organized. For good measure, he
also called Johnny Barrio and explained there might be trouble tomorrow.
If he didn’t hear the 15-minute check-in to George he was to raise the
alarm on the radio tree system among the outlying farms.

So Jesse went home to sleep—and to dream. It was a desultory business
in which the Duke of Bedminster, dressed like a Confederate gentleman,
figured prominently. The Duke stood over him in a field of cotton plants
and kept calling him “boy.” It didn’t take an expensive city PZ shrink
to explain the significance of the dream.

Jesse got up at four-thirty, breakfasted on cold chicken and milk and
went over to the jailhouse to wake George.

He wasn’t there.

The bastard had run out. There’s god-damned gratitude for you, thought
Jesse. There he was, putting his sweet ass on the chopping-board for
George’s stinking hide and he’d checked out.

He went out back to get the car, and there was George, his head in the
engine. He’d been up all night fixing it up. Even though he still had
only one fully-operational arm, he’d re-tuned it, cleaned all the dust
and grit out of the weapons systems. He’d even checked the tyre
pressures and wiped the windshield. All Jesse had to do was toss him a
quarter and jump in. George smiled, wished him luck and went indoors to
take up position by the radio.

Jesse strapped in. Head back, back straight, deep breath, foot on the
hammer, and he was off.

For a scratch job, the Sheriffs car was something the community could be
proud of. The engine and armour had come from a Sanctioned Opmobile that
had been wasted by renegades a few miles away. The machine-guns were
mail-order from an advert in Guns and Killing magazine. It also had
radar, a minelayer, a 360-degree camera mounted up top and some other
little tricks.

After George’s servicing, she was going like a dream.

Jesse felt sick. Shouldn’t have had such an early breakfast.

He switched on the radar, ran the routine checks on the weapons computer
and, now that he was a way out of town, test-fired the guns, chewing a
tree-stump on a corner up front to rags with a short burst.

A TV helicopter passed overhead, with the News Syndicate logo on the
belly. That was all Jesse needed. Farquahar had said this would happen,
but he felt it was intruding into his private affairs. If he was going
to fry, he’d rather it wasn’t while being watched by millions of other
folks, and if he was going to be a prime-time spectacle, then the least
they could do was pay him. They had plenty of money, after all.

But in a way, it helped. It stopped him feeling nervous and made him
angry instead. He hit the interstate at 5.26 AM and headed east. The sun
was already quite high in the sky. He’d have to watch for the bad guy
coming at him out of the sun. The radar showed nothing yet.

The highway here ran long and straight for miles, but what made this
area such a suitable venue for a car-fight was the old Stuart river,
right next to it on the north side. The river had dried up years ago,
leaving a three-mile wide flat plain of hard, cracked-up mud.

The radar picked up a booger coming head-on from the east. Jesse put his
shades on, tensed up on the wheel and stepped on the pedal.

He would have been surprised if the Duke of Bedminster had an ordinary
battle-waggon, but this was weirder than he’d expected. It was English,
of course. A Rolls-Royce done out in royal blue. Its windows were
heavily-tinted to match the colour of the bodywork. You couldn’t see
inside. And the car didn’t seem to be mounting any weaponry.

Jesse steadied his car, concentrating on drawing a bead on him, one eye
on the fire-control computer, watching the cross-hairs converging, just
another second or two…

Something flashed on the Rolls’s windscreen. Jesse couldn’t see
properly, and he swerved to the right to avoid hitting the other car.
There was a smell of something burning. The side of his head was
starting to sting. The Rolls-Royce banked to the left, leaving the
highway and bumping into the riverbed.

Jesse pulled off his shades and felt his temple, next to his right eye.
Blood. There was a stinging pain like something had cut it. He kept
moving forward along the road, and on the radar could see the Rolls
turning to come up for a pass on his tail. Laser. That’s what it was.
The Duke had a front-mounted laser somewhere, and the smell of burning
was Jesse’s own flesh and hair and some bit of the car behind him. It
had just missed his eye. If the Duke had been aiming the laser straight
ahead, it wouldn’t have come anywhere near his face. As it was, the
bastard was aiming it at Jesse’s eyes, trying to blind him. Nasty, real
nasty, Your Dukeness, thought Jesse.

The Rolls was on his tail now, and closing fast. “Okay, bastard. Eat
some of these,” muttered Jesse, pumping six mines out behind him in a
wide pattern. But the Rolls banked a little and missed them all
comfortably.

Jesse turned hard left, clattering and thumping onto the riverbed. He
kept going left in a wide arc, trying to get in behind the Rolls-Royce.
The Duke, however, just pulled a long-smooth semicircle and kept right
on his tail.

For want of a better idea, Jesse decided to try and outrun him. He
headed west, giving it all the gas he could find.

Jesse pulled away, and got the impression that the Duke must have been
surprised to see what looked like an old heap of rusty rivets putting on
the kind of speed that Detroit and the Good Lord never intended a
Lincoln Continental to do. But the Rolls was powerful, too, and it
wasn’t long before he’d caught up again, flapping the Sheriff at a
steady 240 kph.

This went on for what felt like five minutes, during which Jesse
remembered to check in with George over the radio and tell him
everything was fine. Fine? What the hell was saying? He laid a few more
eggs out behind, but once more the Rolls dodged them with contemptuous
ease.

Jesse saw from the rear camera that the Rolls Royce radiator grill was
moving upwards. It wasn’t concealing a radiator at all but, by the look
of things, a whole trunkful of trouble. Out of the front of the hole
came poking an evil, phallic-looking red tip. A missile. It fired.

Despite practising the procedure a hundred times, despite knowing the
car inside-out from having helped build it, Jesse was overtaken by
panic. He couldn’t remember where the chaff button was. The side of the
wheel. Well, punch the damn thing, screamed the guardian angel in his
head. He pumped the little button with his thumb and from the back of
his car emerged flares and showers of metal foil. Flares in case the
missile was a heat-seeker, foil in case it was radar-guided.

Heat seeker. On the screen, Jesse saw it contact with a flare about 20
metres back. There was a dull whumping noise, followed half a second
later by an ear-splitting crack. Jesse remembered too late to open his
mouth to spare his eardrums from the shock and he was deafened. For all
that, he could still hear and feel the rocks, dried mud and shrapnel
spattering against the back of his car.

He kept his foot on the gas and after a few seconds realized that he and
the car were still in one piece. The Rolls had fallen behind a little,
but now he could see it emerging through the curtain of dust hanging in
the air where the missile had exploded, with the metal-foil chaff
fluttering violently in its slipstream.

Jesse yanked the wheel down hard and pulled a rightward U-turn, keeping
it as tight as possible to try and avoid exposing his side, which wasn’t
armoured. As he came out of it, he saw the Rolls 150 metres dead ahead.

In case the Duke tried the laser trick again, Jesse put his head down as
low as he could, driving by the camera and the targeting monitor. But
they were approaching one another too fast to take decent aim. Jesse let
off a three second burst in the Rolls’s general direction and hoped for
the best. The cars passed, missing one another by inches.

The Rolls must have turned on a dime, thought Jesse, for the next thing
he knew it was on his tail once more. Yet another missile was poking out
of the front.

They started racing again, back in the direction they’d come from, with
the Duke holding it a steady 130 metres behind. The missile fired, Jesse
pumped chaff and flares, but still the thing was coming at him. On the
camera monitor he thought he saw a tiny filament glinting in the sun
behind the missile. It was wire-guided.

That meant his opponent was still controlling it. To try and deflect his
aim, Jesse pulled the sharpest left he could manage.

This time, he remembered to keep his mouth open—for all the good it
would do, since his ears were still ringing after the previous
explosion. This time it was much louder, and much nearer. It had gone
off just a few feet from his tail, and jolted the car sideways. Jesse
drove on. There was smoke coming from the back of the car, but the
engine seemed to be responding still. He jettisoned his six remaining
mines in case fire got to them.

Now there were bullets tearing into the unarmoured side of his car.
Turning to avoid the missile had exposed his flank to the Rolls. And
where the Duke was supposed to have headlamps, he had machineguns.

Jesse pulled off with bullets cracking past his ears. He managed to get
away, his clock hit the peg and in a matter of seconds they were playing
racing cars again.

The Duke of Bedminster had just made his first mistake. As they raced
along, Jesse noticed the Rolls was no longer directly behind him. He was
a little to the left and he was closing fast.

Jesse found time to wonder if he could afford a new set of tyres as he
slammed on the brakes and went skidding forward for what felt like half
a mile, with the belts nearly cutting off his arms at the shoulders.

It had worked. The Duke went shooting off ahead of him, probably
wondering what the hell was going on. With the engine complaining
bitterly, Jesse took off again, and was now on the Duke’s tail, watching
carefully for any little tricks he might get up to, watching the
graticules on the targeting monitor converge on the Duke of Bedminster’s
blue-blooded rear end.

It occurred to Jesse that it would have been real neat to kill the Duke
and keep that classy auto of his and bring it home. If they couldn’t use
it in Pleasant County, it would still have made a great trophy. But when
he got down to it, he decided it was best just to let him have both
belts in total.

On the targeting monitor, the cross-hairs met.

Jesse drove his thumb savagely into the button. The car shuddered gently
as he drove on, pumping a cocktail of tracer, lead, incendiary and,
occasionally, hideously expensive DU shells into the back of the Rolls.

The Duke tried a sharp turn, but his engine decided it had had enough.
It occurred to Jesse that he’d just fired off the equivalent of a
month’s salary in a few seconds. He decided to carry on and make it two
months. Just as the last of his ammo was about to leave, the Rolls
quietly burst into flames.

Jesse stopped his car, got out and walked towards the blazing Rolls
Royce, wondering if the Duke was still alive in there. When, however,
his ammo started popping off, he figured this was best left alone.
Remembering there might be more of those noisy missiles in there, he
went back to his car and drove it well out of harm’s way before radioing
back to George to tell him everything was fine, but to put the town on
yellow alert anyway just in case the Duke’s men came looking for
vengeance.

Then he saw the TV bird was still up there. He whooped and hollered at
it, making obscene gestures. It was time to go home. Half a mile away,
the Rolls exploded noisily and Jesse wondered if he’d ever get his
hearing back properly.

“Ooooooooh Susannah, oh don’t you cry for meeeee!!” he sang as he turned
off the highway and headed back to New Carthage. He found that singing
loudly seemed to be getting rid of some of the fug in his ears. On the
whole, he was feeling very good indeed.

But his mood changed about five klicks down the road to town. There up
in front of him, blocking his way, was the TV chopper. Jesse stopped the
car and got out, intending to tell these damn parasites that he didn’t
give interviews. At least not unless they wanted to donate 100 grand and
a new set of tyres to the Pleasant County Community Fund.

“Hell, I shoulda known it, shouldn’t I?” he muttered to himself as he
got out of his car and saw that out of the helicopter was getting not
Lola Stetchkin or one of the TV interviewers, but the Duke of
Bedminster, in his red coat and buff britches, and with what appeared to
be a flintlock pistol in his belt.

“You cheated,” said Jesse quietly.

“Certainly not, young man. There was nothing in the rules about not
being allowed to appoint a champion. I appointed poor Farquahar as my
champion. Perfectly permissable, don’t you know. I was half-expecting
you to appoint George Crane as your champ.”

“Like hell. I won fair and square, didn’t I?” Jesse asked, surprised
that he was sounding like a kid whose football had been taken away.

“You certainly did, my friend, you certainly did. But I’m a teensy bit
miffed about what you did to Farquahar and my Roller. Have you the
faintest idea how much those bloody things cost?”

“What things? Rolls-Royces or Fark-Wahrs?”

“There’s no need to be facetious, young man. Now, let’s get this
business over with,” he said.

“What! Another duel?”

“Exactly. Just as in your cowboy films. Go for your gun, pardner, and
all that sort of thing.”

“Uh-huh. I got a pistol in the car. Mind if I go get it”

“Be my guest.”

Jesse went over to the car with no intention of playing High Noon with
this madman. He reached into the glove compartment and got out his
Magnum .44. The Duke, he noticed, was watching him all the way, and was
now standing side on to him to present as small a target as possible.
His cheek was on his right shoulder, looking down his arm, at the end of
which he held the flintlock.

Jesse took the gun in both hands, leaned on the car’s roof, took rapid
aim at the Duke and fired.

And missed.

Before he could get off another shot, the Duke fired his flintlock,
hitting the car. There was a small explosion as the car windows blew
out, blasting Jesse onto his back. The Duke was clearly not using the
same kind of pistol that was around in George Washington’s time. It was
obviously some fancy piece got up to look like an antique in keeping
with the Duke’s public image.

Jesse picked himself up as another shot from the flintlock whistled
uselessly overhead and, taking more careful aim to allow for recoil,
fired. This time he hit, and the Duke staggered backwards, clutching his
side. But he squeezed off one more shot in the direction of the car,
causing more damage inside with the exploding shell and once more
knocking Jesse off his feet.

Jesse got up, to find the Duke standing in front of the helicopter as
large as life. He knocked on his chest, causing a hollow, wooden sound.

“Now you wouldn’t expect a knight to go jousting without his armour on,
would you, matey?” he sniggered.

Jesse said nothing, but raised his gun again for a head shot. Before he
could squeeze the trigger, the Duke had fired.

Everything went blank for a moment. Jesse realized that his gun had been
shot from his hand. And that the explosive bullet the Duke was using had
burned him on the arms and chest, tearing his shirt-front to shreds. He
suspected that two of his fingers were broken as well. He looked a real
mess. He fainted.

He could only have passed out for a second or two. Through the wheels of
his battered car, he could see the Duke was still standing where he’d
been before, probably wanting to be sure that the Sheriff was definitely
out for the count.

He saw what looked like the damaged remains of his Magnum a couple of
yards away. There was no point in trying to get to it. The Duke would
finish him off before he got there, and even if he made it, the gun
looked useless. He groaned and raised his head a little.

Next to his hand, among some of the debris blown out of his car, he saw
the handset for triggering the Scimitar mines. Where was the one nearest
here?

It would be number 13. Unlucky 13. He switched on the LCD. It seemed to
be working. The Duke fired another shell at the car, presumably hoping
to hit the fuel tanks. Jesse keyed in 13, punched the ARM and DETONATE
keys and covered his head with his aching, bleeding arms.

He remembered to keep his mouth open again. The explosion was deafening,
and it was followed by another as it caught the Duke’s helicopter and
ripped through its fuel tanks.

A minute later, rocks, mud, pieces of road surface and the debris of the
chopper were still falling to the ground. Jesse felt more than heard a
heavy object thumping into the dust next to him. He opened his eyes and
got up painfully to drive—or more likely walk—back to town. He saw
that what had landed next to him was the Duke of Bedminster’s head. Yep.
His Grace really was dead this time. Lucky 13.

 

Stuart County, four days later:

“Yo! Izzat you Cal? Yeah, it’s me, Vinny. Listen up, Cal. Got a serious
business proposition for you and your people. Me? Hell, it’s a long
story. Okay, okay. Well in short we was bounced six months back. Yeah.
Didn’t stand a chance. Yeah. Powerchord got it, and Wasp, and Smeg an’
Vulture an’ Flamethrower Phyllis. All of them. Yeah. Too bad. Anyways,
outfit who did it were working for this crazy Englishman called himself
the Duke of Bedminster. Yeah! No kidding! They got me, patched me up and
put me to work. Slave labour, kinda thing. Yeah, working in this room
growing shamburgers. Tell you what, I’m a friggin’ vegetarian from now
on. Anyways, hey listen will ya? This Duke feller and his sidekick
Leff-Tenant Fark-Wahr got rubbed a few days back by some hick Sheriff.
Duke’s goons here got to arguin’ among themselves ’bout who’s boss, so I
organized the slave rebellion an’ took over while they was fightin’
among themselves.

“Cal, I got 85 renegades here madder’n hell from bein’ treated like
slaves an’ just rarin’ to go. We got some real badass vee-hickles in the
Duke’s motor pool. Yeah, cars, bikes, armoured trucks, everything. We
even got horses, but I guess you’ll wanna eat them… Back off, Cal,
just kiddin‘, huh? You should see the weapon store, Cal. You could fit
the GenTech blimp in it. What I’m proposing is we join up. You can junk
that rusty old bike o’ yours. Hey, don’t get sore! Sure, ’course it is.
But look what I’m offerin’ instead—a real English Rolls Royce—real
leather seats, executive boozebin, missile pod and twin sixes, runs as
smooth as a ball-bearing on a mirror. Straight! If you’re my number two,
you’re gonna need the second-fanciest tourist in the garage. You think
about it, Cal, but not too long, huh? Hey, wait up a minute… CAN YOU
LOSERS QUIT THAT RACKET AWHILE!!… Yeah. Boys’re doing a little
body-cutting right now. An’ everything needs a complete respray… What?
Hey! I knew you wouldn’t skirt out on me, Cal. Thass great! Yeah. Room
for everyone, sure. Okay, you got a map? Stuart County. ’Bout three days
ride. Give you a few days to get settled, do any customizing you want,
then we go kick some ass. Okay! Don’t be late now, y’hear?”




Thicker than Water

by Brian Craig

Carl climbed on to the top of a rusted tanker which must have been
hijacked ten or twelve years ago and run off the road into the
swamp-water when its contents had been siphoned off. They were still
some distance from the half-dozen buildings which were all that remained
of the town, but he figured that it was worth looking to see if there
was a light. If there was, it would probably mean that the girl was
there, as Doc Zarathustra had said she would be.

Behind and below him Bro cursed, loudly and imaginatively. Bro had
always been one for swearing, ever since they were kids. He wished that
he had a dollar for every time he’d heard someone telling Mom how
different her two sons were, Carl being so calm and polite while his
little brother—even then people hadn’t used his name much—was so
angry and foul-mouthed. Mom and the whole world had tried to tell Bro
how much nicer it would be if he were more like Carl, and Bro had taken
stubborn delight in telling Mom and the whole world where to stick their
advice. But Carl had always tried to look after Bro, because Mom had
told him to do it, and now she was dead there was no way to resign from
the job.

“What’s the matter, Bro?” asked Carl, tiredly. There was a light up
ahead there. Someone was in town. But he could also hear something,
though it wasn’t easy with the bullfrogs croaking. He could hear music,
and if he could hear it at this sort of range, whoever was playing it
must have the volume turned way up high. He couldn’t imagine that the
girl would do that, because she surely knew that Doc Zarathustra would
send someone after her.

“The matter is I’m bein’ bitten to death by freakin’ skeeters!” said
Bro, in the whiney voice which he always had when things weren’t going
his way.

“Mosquito bites won’t kill you,” said Carl, as he jumped down again,
trying to avoid going knee-deep into the stagnant water.

“Oh yeah?” countered Bro. “I heard tell of guys who got AIDS from
skeeter bites, ’cause the freakin’ skeeters hadn’t been too choosy about
who they’d been bitin’ earlier that night, see?”

Carl made a disgusted noise. “People are thin on the ground in these
parts since the greenhouse effect turned Louisiana into a salt-marsh.
That burg up ahead where the lady was raised has been a ghost town for
ten years. Where do you think the mosquito that bit you would find a
Hivvie? You’re probably the first square meal it’s had this year, and I
bet you taste so bad it’ll stick to wild dogs in future. Anyway, bitten
or not, you keep quiet from now on, you hear—there’s someone partying
up ahead and if the girl is there, she may not be alone.”

Bro was equally disgusted. “Smartass!” he said. “First you tell me
there’s no one for the freakin’ skeeter to’ve bit, then you tell me to
shut up because there’s a freakin’ army up ahead. Make up your mind,
hey?”

“Just shut up, Bro, okay? And turn off that light.”

Bro switched off the flashlight and hung it on his belt. He didn’t seem
to mind that—probably because it let him get both hands back on the
machine gun. Since they transferred from the shotgun squad to special
duties Bro hadn’t had so many opportunities to carry heavy weapons. Carl
was only carrying a dart-gun, because Doc Zarathustra wanted the girl
alive, but Bro would have to cover him if things got hairy.

They set off towards the town. They’d been walking on the road until
now—it was in surprisingly good shape, considering what sort of mess the
swamp had made of the fields either side—but Carl soon took them off
into the bushes, because he could hear the music quite distinctly now,
and he figured that whoever was partying would probably have left a
lookout to watch their vehicles.

Bro, needless to say, didn’t like walking where he might get his feet
wet. “Should’ve brought the feakin’ truck,” he complained—though he
had just enough sense to keep his voice way down low.

“Sure,” said Carl. “It really pays to advertise when you’re trying to
creep up on folk.”

Bro muttered something else, which might have been “Smartass!”

 

When they got closer they saw that the lights were inside an old
roadhouse, which must have been on the outskirts of the town when it
was a town, before the stealthy swampwater swallowed it up. There were
no lights outside, because the sentry wanted to be in shadow, but by the
light that came through the broken windows Carl could see that an
armoured jalopy and three or four bikes were parked there.

The jalopy wasn’t in the same league as the sneaker which Carl and Bro
had brought—that was one of GenTech’s finest, virtually uncrackable
and rigged out with state-of-the-art frying pans that could trash
virtually anything else on the road. Nevertheless, it was no soup-can,
and it packed an autocannon as well as the usual 6mm MGs.

Once Carl had spotted the lookout, who was up on the roof, he figured
out a way to get round the other side of the roadhouse and come in close
without being seen. He managed to get close enough to read the logo on
the jalopy, which just said SATAN in big black letters. Satan’s
Stormtroopers were one of the biggest gangs in Houston, but they had no
chapter this far east, which was nomansland as far as all the Angel
Legions were concerned. They were just out joyriding.

Carl wondered for a few anxious moments whether they might have come
looking for the girl, but that didn’t make sense. If anyone but Doc
Zarathustra knew that she was worth something—if anyone but the Doc
even knew she’d escaped from wherever he’d had her penned up—they’d
have sent bounty hunters after her. Satan’s Stormtroopers might be
tough, but they couldn’t be trusted to pick up fragile packages and get
them home in one piece.

Carl and Bro worked their way right up to the wall, where the sentry
couldn’t see them. Carl took a look through a window, intending to find
out how many of the troopers there were and what sort of condition they
were in.

He saw all that, and more—and suddenly his heart started hammering,
because it looked as if their mission might already have been blown.

There were only seven ’troopers, though they had five chicks along who
were wearing gang colours—the main feature of the evening’s
entertainment, had things gone entirely to plan. All twelve were
orbit-high, and though there was no way to tell exactly what they had
cocktailed into their rocket-fuel, Carl could see that the ingredients
must have had a lot of lifting power. Maybe they were extra happy
because things hadn’t gone exactly to plan, and they had found a new
item to add to the entertainment bill. They had found the girl.

It was Carl’s turn to curse, and that made Bro chuckle.

“I knew that freakin’ skeeter’d getcha in the end,” he gloated.

“They’ve got the girl,” said Carl, in a low, hard whisper. “She’s all
huddled up at the back just now, but it’s not going to be easy to take
them if they fetch her out again.”

“She enjoyin’ herself?” asked Bro, with a snigger.

Carl didn’t bother to answer. The Doc had told him to be careful not to
touch the girl—and he’d meant it literally, not euphemistically. He
wasn’t going to be pleased when they took her back after partying with a
bunch of Satan’s Stormtroopers.

“Hey,” said Bro, who had taken a peep himself. “They’re really high in
there—and they ain’t had enough yet, though they’re looking really
doped out. Must be using that new Spanish fly stuff from the lab over in
B wing. Wonder where they ripped it off from—I been trying to think of
a way to smuggle some out myself.”

In spite of all the sense which Carl had tried to talk into him, Bro
still thought of employment primarily as an opportunity to rip off the
employer’s goods. He really didn’t have enough brains to see that
working for GenTech was different, and that working for BioDiv was
very different. How was Carl ever going to explain to him that working
for Doc Zarathustra was a big step up in the world, and that he had to
change his way of thinking to make the most of it?

“We have to take them,” said Carl, “and we have to do it now. I’ll get
the guy on the roof with a dart. The rest shouldn’t give you much
trouble, given that their heads are on some other planet, but whatever
you do don’t hit the girl!”

“Sure,” said Bro. “You’re the smartass, all right. Gee, Bro, I’ll take
care of the big one—you pop the other twelve. What brothers are for,
hey? Blood’s thicker than water, ain’t that what they say?”

“You want to give the MG to me? You think you could hit that sucker up
top with the dart-gun—remembering, of course, that he’s the only one
who hasn’t pickled his brain?”

“Just jokin’, Carly. Hell, you know how I love to play a tune.”

“Don’t hit the girl!” said Carl, again. It paid to repeat things when
you gave orders to Bro. He wasn’t a good listener.

“Sure, sure,” said Bro.

“I have to get back to get a clear shot. Work your way round to the
door, but don’t go until you hear me fire. You know what the dart-gun
sounds like?”

Bro made another disgusted noise.

 

Carl pulled back from the window, and worked his way out back again,
moving carefully through the bushes. It wasn’t easy to be quiet, with
his feet in the water half the time and the branches rustling whenever
he touched them, but the music from inside was loud enough to drown out
the little sounds and the bullfrogs were making more noise than he was.

When he had the shot lined up to his satisfaction he fired. He needn’t
have worried about Bro hearing the soft thunk of the dart rifle,
because the anaesthetic didn’t take effect immediately, and the fact
that the guy on the roof didn’t know what had hit him or where it had
come from didn’t stop him playing a tune on his own MG and sending a
hail of bullets out into the swamp. Mercifully, he was a lousy guesser,
because he didn’t get one within a dozen yards of where Carl was
crouching.

The burst of fire from the roof overlapped the longer one which Bro
unleashed from the doorway of the roadhouse, and Carl knew full well
that Bro would keep his finger tight on the trigger until he’d gone
through the entire magazine. The moment the guy on top began to fall and
it was safe to move, Carl ran—not to the door but to a side-window, so
that anyone who was able to take cover from Bro would still be in his
own line of sight. All the while he was thinking: Don’t hit the girl!
Don’t hit the girl!

He didn’t have the least idea why Doc Zarathustra had kept the girl in
an isolation room, or why she’d made a break, or why she shouldn’t be
touched, but he knew that if he screwed up, he would have screwed up
something big—and he didn’t want to screw up for the Doc, because he
didn’t want to be bounced back down to the goon squad for the rest of
his life.

When he got to the window and poked the dart-gun through he saw that
there was no need. Bro was no marksman, but his targets had been coked
up to the eyeballs and there hadn’t been anywhere for them to hide.
Eleven of the twelve had gone down and the odd one out was a girl who’d
been squatting in the corner, well wide of the door. She still had her
jeans round her ankles, and there was no way she could even pull a knife
until she’d finished what she’d started. When Bro ran out of bullets
without having gotten around to her he just took three strides in her
direction, and hit her on the head with the hot barrel of the MG. It
knocked her out cold.

The silence seemed very deep after the booming music—which had been
stopped dead by one of Bro’s bullets.

Carl went round to the front, not hurrying—and that was perhaps as
well, because when he came around the corner, the guy who was just
climbing out of the jalopy was already on his way to the door, ready to
take Bro from behind. Carl fired from the hip, and was profoundly
grateful to see the ’trooper go down, dropping his pistol as he fell.

“Musta had a weak constitution,” said Bro, coming back to look down at
the guy who’d very nearly done for him. “Couldn’t take the partyin’ an’
went to sleep it off!”

Carl pushed past him, anxious to make certain that Bro hadn’t put a slug
in the girl by mistake. For once, the gods were on his side; she was
okay, and when he came close to her she looked up at him with wide open
terror-stricken eyes. She wasn’t very old—maybe twenty-two or
twenty-three—but her long hair was as white as snow. That was odd,
because she certainly wasn’t albino. Her skin had plenty of colour in
it, though it might have been knowledge of the state she was in that was
making her blush so bright.

Carl knelt down beside her and only just stopped himself reaching out a
hand to touch her face. He stood back, made helpless by his orders, and
said: “Don’t worry now—you’re okay. You’re okay.”

He looked at Bro, who was collecting up all the hardware in the room.
Three of the ’troopers were still alive and groaning, though they
weren’t in any condition to carry on the fight. Bro bashed them one by
one, aiming to shut them up rather than finish them off. If any of the
others were still in a condition to moan, they had the sense to play
possum.

“Go get the car,” said Carl, when Bro had finished.

Bro came to stand beside him, looking down at the girl.

“Hell,” he said, “she’s okay. I missed her, didn’t I?”

“Go get the car, Bro,” Carl repeated, his voice as icy as he could make
it.

Bro favoured him with a twisted grin as he moved towards the door. Then,
to the girl, he said: “You’ll be okay with my big brother, little girl.
Even if he didn’t have orders not to touch you, he’s a real saint.” Carl
could hear the sound of his laughter as he went off jauntily down the
road.

The terror in the girl’s eyes hadn’t gone away. It wouldn’t, now that
Bro had told her that her rescuers were under orders. She knew well
enough whose orders they must be, and whatever had made her run away had
scared her pretty badly.

“It’s okay,” said Carl again, feeling helpless now. “Nobody’s going to
hurt you. Not any more.”

But he couldn’t stand the way she was looking at him, and he couldn’t
figure out any other way to handle the situation, so he shot her with
the dart-gun to put her to sleep.

 

Carl knew that it would take at least forty minutes for Bro to get back
to the car, even though his reluctance to remain exposed to the
attentions of the mosquitoes would make sure he hurried. It wasn’t going
to be a comfortable wait, with the stink of blood on the air and flies
already coming in their thousands to settle on the corpses.

The local insects hadn’t had a feast like this in years.

After a while, he began to wish that he hadn’t put a dart in the girl
after all. He would have felt a lot better about sitting there with her
if he’d been able to talk to her. She might have tried to touch him, but
he wasn’t really sure how strongly the Doc had meant that instruction.
It looked very much as if the seven ’troopers had touched her, but
nothing seemed to have happened to them—at least, not yet.

When that thought came into his head he went round to look at the
bodies. He didn’t dare start feeling around to see which ones were
breathing and which ones weren’t—if they had touched the girl it might
not be wise to touch them. The only one who was undoubtedly alive,
except for the two outside that he’d darted, was the chick in the corner
Bro had knocked out—but it was unlikely that she had touched the
white-haired girl.

He tried to shoo the flies away from the bodies, but it was a hopeless
task. There was a plastic isolation bag with an airtank in the car,
which they were supposed to use to bring the girl back, but he didn’t
have anything to hand that he could wrap her up in to take her outside.
She was attracting her own share of insects, and he really wanted to
pull her out of there, but there didn’t seem to be anything he could do
except curse Bro and wish he’d hurry up.

He stepped outside to look over the jalopy and the bikes, but he didn’t
hunt about for loot. He thought that he ought to be above that sort of
thing, now he was working for BioDiv. He stayed out as long as he could
bear it, but in the end he had to go back in and look around again—it
was hell, but he couldn’t keep out of it.

Now that he had nothing to do but think, he couldn’t help asking himself
why the girl was so important, and why he had been told not to touch
her. It was difficult to stop ideas floating up into his head, and
equally difficult to reassure himself that the Doc would have given him
a fuller explanation if there was anything really dangerous to worry
about.

He had been thinking like that for some minutes when he saw that
something was happening to the bodies of the ’troopers.

If any had been still alive when he went out, they certainly weren’t
alive now, and death hadn’t saved the others from whatever corruption
was working inside them. The corpses had begun to go grey, and seemed as
if they were on their way to being pitch-black. Carl had never seen
gangrene, but he thought that this was what it might look like.

He had thought that the stink couldn’t get any worse, but now he knew
that he was wrong.

It wasn’t just the colour, either—the flesh seemed to be shrivelling
on the bones of the seven dead ’troopers, as though collapsing in on
itself. Two of their old ladies were no better off, but the other three
looked relatively clean, including the girl in the corner. Carl picked
that one up, and took her out to the car. Maybe he was too late, and
she’d go the same way anyhow, but he wanted to give her a chance—and
he couldn’t bear the thought of condemning anyone to waking up in that
roadhouse.

His palms were sweating, and it wasn’t just the heat.

So far as he could tell, the other two chicks who hadn’t begun to change
were dead, but he shifted them anyhow, and put them outside. He was
feeling sick, and though he knew it might only be the stink and the
presence of so many dead men, he couldn’t help wondering if it was the
beginning of something worse. He hadn’t touched the girl, or any of the
unnaturally-corrupted corpses, but he couldn’t be entirely sure that he
was safe.

He didn’t know what kind of projects Doc Zarathustra worked on. He was
still basically hired muscle, despite his elevation to special duties.
But everyone knew what kinds of things BioDiv was into, and everyone
knew that one of them had to be germ warfare work for the military.

The genetic engineers were the guys who might one day produce the
perfect weapon—the one which would kill every single one of the enemy
while leaving every little piece of his property untouched. Your own
troops, of course, would have to be immunized—but Carl couldn’t help
wondering what might happen in the interval of development which
separated the cooking up of the disease from the cooking up of the cure.
He couldn’t help wondering whether he and Bro and Satan’s Stormtroopers
had all got caught up in that interval.

Maybe the Doc would be able to give them shots—if they could only get
back to the desert base in time.

While Carl waited, and watched the flies clustering about the bodies,
not caring at all about the way those bodies were turning into things
out of some sick horrorvid, he muttered some of Bro’s choicest curses
under his breath, and wished that he had his little brother’s
imagination, so that he could work up a few more.

Then he heard the sound of the sneaker roaring along the highway, and
began to breathe a little more easily. He waited inside, to see what
Bro’s reaction would be when he came through the door.

 

For once, Bro didn’t run true to form. When he swaggered back in, the
crudity which was hovering on his lips died unspoken as soon as he
glanced around.

Carl watched the colour drain from his brother’s face. Bro was no
intellectual, but he knew what germ warfare was, and the same suspicions
must have come to his mind that had come to Carl’s when the Doc had told
them not to touch the girl. The fact that he had left them unspoken
didn’t mean that Bro wasn’t just as scared as he was.

“What happened to them, Carly?” he asked, quietly. And then, without
waiting for an answer, he said: “What’s going to happen to us?”

“Maybe nothing,” said Carl. “We have to get her into that sack—and
then you can drive as fast as you like, all the way home.”

Bro shook his head. He was staring at one of the ’troopers, whose face
was like a vast shrunken bruise—a skull in a purple ski-mask. Even the
whites of his staring eyes were dull grey now.

“No, Carly,” he said. “Let the bitch rot with the rest of ’em. I don’t
want nothin’ to do with this!”

“It’s too late for that,” said Carl, roughly. “If you can catch what
they’ve got by just looking, then we’re already gone. But she ain’t
turned black-and-blue, and if the Doc had thought that she was going to
kick off a plague that would wipe out everyone in America, he wouldn’t
have sent two guys with a dart-gun to fetch her back—he’d have sent
out a bird to napalm the whole county.”

As he said it, he realized that it ought to be the truth, and it made
him feel better—but not a whole lot better, because he was too scared
for that.

“Get the sack, Bro,” he said.

“Get it yourself, smartass,” Bro replied, with feeling.

Carl got it himself. Then, very carefully, he got the girl into it,
without once laying a finger on her.

Bro had finally found his tongue, and had begun to curse. He wasn’t
quite as inventive as usual, but he made up for it with feeling, and by
sheer long-windedness. He didn’t make any move to loot the bodies—not
even the ones which didn’t show a trace of the strange corruption—and
when he was safe and snug in the driving seat of the sneaker he had to
grip the wheel very hard to keep his hands from shaking.

He drove like a maniac all the way home, but Carl didn’t raise a whisper
of objection. The sun came up long before they hit the desert’s edge,
but by that time Carl had called up Joe Stenner to ask for a copter
escort, and no one had the guts to get in their way while they had a
squad of mercy boys hovering over them like the angel of death.

Carl didn’t dare tell Doc Zarathustra what had happened over an
unscrambled radio link, but he mentioned that they’d had a little
trouble collecting the package, and the goods were slightly soiled. He
was glad that the comment didn’t start any alarm bells ringing.

“We have got to get out of this job, Carly,” said Bro, once they hit the
desert east of Dallas. “I’d rather ride shotgun on the wrappers than
this. I know you want it bad, but it’s not my bag. Tell the Doc we’re
out of it, please!”

There had been a while back in the swampland ghost town when Carl might
just have agreed with him, but now he took the time to look at the backs
of his hands, which showed no trace of any unnatural colour, and then he
looked at the girl in the bag on the back seat, still pink with health
and moistening the plastic with her breath, and said: “Can it, Bro.
We’re home and dry. The Doc knows what he’s doing, and special duties is
the only way up for guys like us. We have to have ambition, Bro, or
we’ll be nothing but cannon fodder all our lives. The whole damn world
is on a slow slide to hell, and we have to do what we can to get out of
the swamp.”

Nevertheless, as soon as they were back in the bunker and the girl was
safely stowed away in her isolation-room, Carl sent word to Dr
Zarathustra to say that he wanted a word in private, and that he’d be
very grateful if he could have an early appointment.

 

“I’m sorry that the job turned out to be so unpleasant, Carl,” said Dr
Zarathustra, in his carefully sincere fashion. “I had hoped that Mary
could be returned here without any fuss at all. Did your brother also
see what happened to the bodies of the men he shot?”

“He saw them,” said Carl, grimly. He was trying hard to be polite, but
it wasn’t easy. The Doc sat there in his bright white coat, in his neat
and clinical office, as though all the world were as clean and tidy and
reasonable. The swamplands of Louisiana were less than two hundred miles
away, as the proverbial crow flew, but that roadhouse which had become a
slaughterhouse and the air-conditioned offices of the BioDiv bunkers
were in different universes.

“I don’t need to tell you how important it is that you should keep
silent about what you saw,” the scientist went on, “and I hope that you
can impress that upon your brother, too. I’m afraid that it will have to
be regarded as a test of his fitness for this kind of work, and if he
lets me down, after the assurances which you gave me, I’ll have to let
you both go back to ordinary duties.”

“I’ll make sure that Bro keeps his mouth shut,” said Carl, tautly, “if
you can assure me that what happened out there isn’t the beginning of
some epidemic that will wipe out half the population—beginning with
us.”

Zarathustra didn’t take offence. He leaned back in his chair and met
Carl’s dark eyes with his own frosty blue ones. “There isn’t any
danger,” he said. “You have my word.”

“That’s not enough,” said Carl, though he had to swallow after he said
it, because it wasn’t the way he was accustomed to speaking to his
employers, especially when they had Doc Zarathustra’s status.

Zarathustra raised his blond eyebrows, and said: “You want an
explanation? I’m afraid the information is classified, and I don’t think
you’d understand it anyway.”

“If you can trust me to keep my mouth shut about what happened,” Carl
replied, “then you can trust me to keep my mouth shut about why it
happened, and I’d be happier about keeping it quiet if I
understood—within my limited capacity—just what it is about
girl which makes
her so deadly, if she isn’t carrying some kind of engineered plague.”

Still the Doc didn’t seem angry. If anything, the expression in his eyes
was one of amused respect.

“All right, Carl,” he said. “You had a fright back there, and I suppose
you’re entitled to have your mind set at rest. Those bodies weren’t
being affected by any kind of virus or bacterium—they were
experiencing a massive reaction which I can best liken to an allergy.
While they were still alive and healthy they had absorbed through their
skin proteins which were in the girl’s natural excretions—sweat,
saliva…whatever. Those proteins had already been distributed
throughout the bodies by the blood, before its flow was unceremoniously
interrupted by your brother’s bullets. That’s why the bodies were
affected all at once.”

“So they would have died anyway—even if Bro hadn’t shot them?”

“I believe so. I can’t be absolutely certain.”

Carl studied the scientist’s face, carefully. “You believe so,” he
echoed. Then, having put two and two together, he said: “She did the
same thing here, didn’t she? That’s how she escaped—zapped one of your
techs with all-over gangrene while he thought she was just giving him a
kiss. You’ve already done the autopsy on him.”

Zarathustra looked mildly surprised, and Carl took that as a compliment
to his arithmetic. “That’s right,” confirmed the Doc. “I had figured out
what had happened before I sent you out, you know. I told you not to
touch her, and I had every reason to believe that you’d be safe if you
didn’t. Though I hadn’t anticipated that you’d find her in quite such
dreadful circumstances, it had occurred to me that others might
die—but I knew that anyone she killed that way wouldn’t be a menace to
others, so I didn’t warn you about it. Perhaps I should have.”

“Quite the little weapon, isn’t she?” said Carl, by no means satisfied
by what the scientist had so far told him.

“I don’t work on weapons,” replied the Doc, flatly. “I don’t work on
cosmetic genetics, and I don’t work on fancy drugs so that hoodlums and
whores can space themselves out far enough to forget how disgusting they
are. I work in the cause of progress, not the cause of oblivion, and
what you saw was a side-effect—an undesirable side effect.”

At last Carl felt that he had hit a nerve.

“Is that why you don’t want us to talk about it?” asked Carl. “You think
the guys from over the way will take her over, and try to do whatever
you did to her to a whole company of death-merchants? Some progress,
Doc. Really what today’s world needs, hey?”

“Don’t taunt me, Carl,” said Dr Zarathustra. “I’ll tell you what it is
that I’m trying to do, if you really think you’ll be able to understand
it. Maybe you can, at that—it’s your brother who’s terminally stupid,
after all.”

Carl figured that was just the Doc getting his own back, so he tried
radiating a little amused respect of his own. He didn’t like to hear
people saying things like that about Bro, though there was no use in
trying to deny them, but the Doc had to be handled very differently from
the retards who had to be trained not to say such things by violent
means.

“Try me,” said Carl.

 

“Do you know what somatic engineering is?” asked Zarathustra.

“Sure,” said Carl. “It’s where you try to transplant new genes into
specialized cells in a mature body, instead of shooting the stuff into
eggs. Like the cosmetic transformations GenTech does with skin, or the
way they stoke up the cells of diabetics to restore their ability to
produce insulin.” He was proud of that answer, because he figured that
it demonstrated beyond a shadow of a doubt that one of the Preston
brothers was no intellectual pigmy.

“That’s right,” said the Doc. “And do you know which kind of specialized
cells in the human body is most hospitable to alien genes—which kind
of cells virtually begs to be transformed?”

“No,” said Carl, shortly.

“No,” echoed the scientist, but not contemptuously. “Well, it happens
that there’s some disagreement about it. Some people reckon it’s the
skin, because the skin is on the outside of the body, easy to get
at—and not so vital that any little mistake is lethal. But the trouble with
skin-cells—and virtually all the other kinds of cells in the body—is
that they have lots of genes in them already: whole vast complexes of
genes going about their routine business. When you start shooting new
bits of DNA into them, that routine business is easily disrupted, and
even if it isn’t, it’s not easy for the new genes to fit themselves in
and get down to what they’re supposed to be doing.”

The Doc paused, and Carl nodded, sagely.

“So the best kind of cell to transform,” Zarathustra went on, “is one
which has no nucleus of its own. A wide-open cell, just waiting to be
colonized by alien DNA. And there is, as it happens, one kind of cell in
the human body which is like that. Do you know which?”

“Surprise me,” said Carl, unrepentantly.

“Erythrocytes,” said the scientist. “Red blood cells. Their function,
you see, is purely mechanical. They mop up oxygen in the lungs, and
carry it through the arteries to the tissues, where they give it up.
Then the veins carry them back to the lungs again, blue with
oxygen-starvation, so that they can soak up more oxygen and become red
again. Did you know that we have blue blood in our veins, Carl—not
just the fat cats who live in the PZs, but all of us? But we never see
it, because the moment we cut ourselves and expose our blue blood to the
air, it soaks up oxygen just like that, and turns red again.”

When he said that, the Doc snapped his fingers. Carl thought of the
blood all over the floor and walls of that roadhouse.

“No,” he said. “I didn’t know that.” But he looked at the veins
criss-crossing the back of his hands, and saw that they were indeed
blue. They had always been blue, but somehow he had never paid any
attention to the fact before.

“People often speak of ‘life’s blood’,” the Doc went on, “but in fact
the most vital part of the blood isn’t alive, in the sense that the
cells can reproduce themselves. The red cells are just a product. But
blood can be brought to life, if the red cells can be persuaded to
take up packets of genes, and be transformed. That’s what I do, Carl. I
bring blood to life. I transplant genes—not single genes but whole
gene-complexes—into human red blood cells.”

“Why?” asked Carl—then promptly rephrased the question: “I mean, what
are you trying to do?”

“I’m trying to make human beings better than nature makes them,” replied
Zarathustra, as though it ought to be obvious. “I’m trying to get one
step ahead of the clumsy process of mutation and natural selection. I’m
trying to create the next stage in our evolution—Homo superior, as
the old science-fiction writers used to call it. Do you read science
fiction, Carl?”

“Sure,” said Carl. Even Bro read science fiction—but Bro preferred the
comic books; he wasn’t too good with words, but he had a vivid visual
imagination.

“Then maybe you can understand what I’m trying to do. I’m trying to
make us better—better able to repair ourselves… resistant to
disease… immortal.”

“Immortal,” Carl repeated, dully. “That girl—Mary. Is she immortal?”

Doc Zarathustra shook his head. “I hope that she may have an extended
lifespan, but it’s not as easy as that,” he said. “I can’t just conjure
up a gene for immortality. What I’ve been trying to do is put together a
whole series of genes which code for proteins whose effect is to
counteract the various processes of aging. It will take a great many
experiments to find the best ingredients, and get the balance right.
Most of my experiments use animals, but there are unique features of the
human organism—genes which even our closest relatives among the
animals don’t share—and among those genes are the ones which allow us
to live three times as long as the other great apes. I’ve had to use
human subjects to test calculated mutations of those genes; they get the
benefit of a chance to be the first humans ever to drink at the fountain
of youth—but there are risks, and there will be casualties.”

Carl had already met some of the casualties. In fact, he and Bro had
been the ones who made them casualties. He wasn’t squeamish about
that—he couldn’t afford to be, in his line of work. Nor could he afford to
care about how the Doc went about locating his experimental subjects , or
whether he bothered with the niceties of informed consent.

“So what went wrong?” he asked.

“When I transplant a package of genes into a blood cell,” said
Zarathustra, “the new cells become capable of reproducing themselves.
But I can only transform a few hundred cells in a sample removed from
the subject’s arm. In order that they will totally replace the other
kind of cells, which are produced in the bone marrow, I have to give the
new cells a way of killing off the old cells by selective poisoning. The
process is only supposed to work internally, so that the new blood just
takes over from the old—but in Mary’s case, the poison is being
produced far too abundantly, and is appearing in all her bodily
secretions. Her own blood is immune to it, of course, but when it gets
into someone else’s bloodstream, even in very tiny quantities, it
triggers a bad reaction. The red blood cells begin disintegrating and
decaying, and the process just keeps on going, because the body has no
new cells whose reproduction can replace the ones which are dying, and
no way to break down the protein trigger.”

We thought they were just high, thought Carl, remembering the way the
’troopers had looked before Bro burst in on them, but it wasn’t just
the drugs. They were sick… dying.

“Did she know that she was poisonous when she ran?” he asked.

Zarathustra shook his head. “I didn’t get a chance to explain things to
her. When the tech died, she panicked. I have to tell her everything
I’ve just told you, so that she’ll understand why it is that she might
have to live the rest of her life in isolation. It won’t be easy.”

Carl could see that it wouldn’t. For a moment, the horror of it rendered
him speechless, but then he chided himself for looking on the black
side. After all, there were millions living in the NoGos who’d gladly
trade their freedom for a chance to live in a GenTech facility, and
never be hungry again. Even so, when he did speak, it was with sympathy.
“Poor supergirl,” he said. “It won’t be easy, will it? And you can’t
even tell how long she’ll have to live that way, can you?”

“No,” replied Doc Zarathustra, “we can’t. We’ll just have to wait and
see.”

 

Later, in the bunk-hole which they shared, Carl tried to explain to Bro
what the Doc had told him. It wasn’t easy, but in the end, he thought
there was a glimmer of understanding there. Unfortunately, Bro’s
reaction was all too predictable.

“It’s too freakin’ weird for me, Carly,” he said. “I don’t like this
creepy job at all. I wanna go back on the wrappers. The drivers are good
joes, not like these starchy techs… and y’can sure as hell breathe
easier on the open road.”

“Bro,” said Carl, softly, “there’s got to be more to life than playing
nursemaid to GenTech cargoes, fighting off the highwaymen and the
crazies. BioDiv is where it’s at, Bro—haven’t I just been trying to
explain that to you? Doc Zarathustra is trying to find a way to let us
live forever—and the only way people like you and me can ever hope to
get a share of something like that is to get on an inside track.

“Hell, Bro, the whole world is just like one of those guys you shot up
in that roadhouse. It’s already dying, and it’s getting all shot up to
boot… the whole damn thing is turning to junk, and the only choice
most people have is whether to die now or later. The people who live out
there in the NoGos are just waiting their turn to get popped. You may
not like living in a place like this, all corridors and no windows, and
I have to admit that compared to the place we were raised, it’s like
another world…. but these are the places which are going to exist when
everything else is dead.

“The techs are the people who are going to inherit the world,
Bro—they’re the people who are going to make the next world, which will
only begin when the one out there has finished its messy dying. You and
I can be part of that new world, Bro, but only if we can make ourselves
useful to the techs. Come the day when the Doc’s new blood really does
what it’s supposed to do, you and I can be queueing for our transfusions
like all the rest, if we play our cards right. Hell, Bro, just think
about it, will you?”

“I’m thinkin’ about it,” retorted Bro, bitterly. “I know you think I’m
some kind of moron, but I ain’t. I’m thinkin’ about it—but what I’m
thinkin’ is that there ain’t no way that the likes of you and me are
goin’ to be in the queue when the day comes that GenTech start selling
immortality. Because you an’ me, Carly, we can’t afford the price that
they’ll be askin’.

“You think they’re goin’ to give it away, Carly? You think Doc
Zarathustra is some kinda saint? Well I’m tellin’ you, Carly, you
better think again about how he’s goin’ to choose the people get into
his nice new world, because I know that I ain’t goin’ to be included,
an’ I know that just because you’re a freakin’ smartass don’t mean that
you got a ticket either. See?”

“Yeah,” said Carly, resignedly. “I see. Sometimes, Bro, you make me very
tired. Neither of us got much sleep last night, so maybe we both need an
early night. We’ll talk again in the morning, okay?”

“I had enough of talkin‘, Carly,“ said Bro. ”I been talked at all my
freakin’ life. I don’t need you, Carly. I know you think I do, but I
don’t. I can look after myself, an’ that’s what I’m goin’ to do. An’ I
don’t need no freakin’ early night, so willya just let me run my own
life, hey?”

He slammed the door behind him, just for emphasis.

Carl sighed, and sat down on the bunk.

He had not the slightest doubt that Bro would come back—he would go
away and get high, then he’d come back down with a sickening thud, and
then he’d come back to Carl. He always had. He always would.

“Stay out of trouble, Bro,” he murmured, just for luck. “Keep your mouth
shut, and stay out of trouble. Please.”

Then he began unbuttoning his shirt, getting ready for his early night.

 

Carl was awakened by the phone. As he reached out to take the handset
from the wall he squinted at the luminous figures on the digital clock.
It was 03.25.

“Carl Preston,” he said, thickly. He had to suck his tongue to get it
moist, because he had been sleeping with his mouth open.

“Carl, this is Joe Stenner at Control. We just got a mayday from a
convoy about eighty miles out—it was heading north to Kansas, ran into
mines. One of the wrappers went off the road, turned over. We’re sending
a bird to look for survivors—thought you might want to go.”

“I’m on special duty now,” said Carl, tiredly. “It isn’t my job any
more.” But he realized even as he was saying it that Joe wouldn’t make a
mistake like that. He must have called for a reason—and there was only
one reason it could possibly be.

“Your brother’s on board,” Stenner told him. “Guess he hitched a lift to
K.C., trading duties with one of the boys.”

Hell and damnation! thought Carl. Why did he have to go and do
something stupid? Aloud, he said: “Thanks, Joe. I owe you one. Hold the
copter until I get dressed.”

“You got five minutes,” said Stenner. “No more.”

Carl made it to the copter pad in four. Three more of GenTech’s private
policemen were waiting in the bird, already suited up in body armour,
carrying light MGs. He knew them all: Jackson, Bronski, Coleman.

The bird had lasers and missile-launchers, but they weren’t going out
hunting. They were going to look for survivors, and bring them back
home. GenTech always put on a show of looking after its employees; that
way they stayed loyal.

The three mercy boys grinned when Carl scrambled aboard.

He couldn’t tell whether it was because they were pleased to see him or
whether they were taking satisfaction from the fact that the Preston
brothers’ step up into the higher echelons had come unstuck so soon. He
just greeted them politely and began to strap on the armour they had
waiting for him. The copter lifted into the darkness and sped away
beneath the desert stars, heading north.

“Probably crazies from the Memphis NoGo,” said Coleman. “Hell of a long
way out, but that’s supposed to be a clean patch of sand—guess they
figured they might catch somebody with his pants down.”

“Guess they were right,” said Jackson.

“What’s in the truck?” asked Carl.

“Nothun’ much,” said Jackson. “They missed the med wagon and the
chipbasket. Mostly plastic components—not easy for the wreckers to
load up, not easy to fence in Memphis. Nobody’s gonna get much joy outa
tonight’s party.”

“Like most nights,” commented the pilot, morosely.

They fell silent, then, just waiting patiently for the copter to eat up
the miles separating them from the wreck. Nobody asked Carl what Bro had
been doing in the wrapper. They all knew Bro, and they knew better than
to start ribbing Carl about his antics.

 

When they got to the crash-site everything seemed quiet.

The truck was lying on its side; the mine it had run over had shredded
its tires but hadn’t cracked the shell of the cab. The rear doors had
been blown open, but that had happened afterwards, when the wreckers had
swarmed in from the rocks.

There were no dead bodies to be seen—which probably meant that Bro and
the driver hadn’t been in any condition to put up a fight, because Bro
wasn’t the kind to let his truck be run off the road without firing a
shot in return. Carl could only infer that Bro had been knocked out or
killed when the truck turned over.

As the copter made a second low pass Carl saw that the looting of the
truck had been abandoned with less than half the cargo
removed—probably because the wreckers had realized that it wasn’t
sufficiently valuable to warrant waiting around; they knew GenTech procedure,
and knew that reinforcements would soon arrive. For drugs or electronic
equipment they might have stayed put to take potshots at the bird, but
no one sane was going to go up against missiles and heavy lasers for the
sake of a few plastic doodads, even if they had come a long way from
home in search of the pickings.

Even so, the pilot made a third and slower pass while Jackson and
Bronski shone the searchlights into every gully that might have been a
hiding-place for bikes or a jalopy. There was no sign of any vehicles,
and if there were people hiding out, they were more concerned with
keeping out of sight than anything else.

The bird settled, and the pilot took up the radio to report in, while
Carl and Jackson leapt out and ran towards the cab. Bronski and Coleman
got out the other side and ran to the rear.

When he got to the cab Carl shone a flashlight through the windscreen,
hoping that he was going to see Bro inside, alive and well and cursing
his luck—but waiting patiently like a sensible guy to be pulled out.

But Bro wasn’t even there. There was only the driver, folded up where
he’d fallen, looking very dead.

Carl pressed himself close to the windscreen while Jackson tried to peer
over his shoulder. His first thought was that Bro might have been
sleeping in the bunk at the back of the cab, behind the seats—but the
curtain screening off the bunk wasn’t drawn, and the beam of his
flashlight shone brightly enough to show him that there was nowhere
anything as big as a body could be. He moved the beam back to the
driver, to make absolutely certain that he was dead before turning away
to wonder what had happened to Bro.

The guy was dead all right; the flashlight showed him that there wasn’t
the shadow of a doubt about that. It also showed him that the dead man’s
face was discoloured, and that the flesh seemed already to be
shrivelling upon the bone.

Quickly he moved the beam away from the face, and stood up, making
Jackson start backwards.

“He’s dead,” said Carl, brusquely. “Bro’s not there. Are you sure none
of the other trucks picked him up?”

“No way,” said Jackson. “They all know better than to break procedure.
They wouldn’t stop for their own brothers, let alone yours. If Bro’s not
in there, he must’ve got out. Must be crazy, though, with nothin’ out
here but the desert and the wrecking crew. Unless….”

“Unless what?” said Carl, coldly. He was trying to think, and he didn’t
want an argument, but he couldn’t let it pass.

“Hell, Carl,” said the other. “I know it ain’t like that—but the
bosses are going to wonder why a guy who ain’t supposed to be on a truck
in the first place ain’t around when his friends come to fetch him.”

“He’s my brother,” said Carl, acidly. “He is not an inside man for a
wrecking crew—you got that?”

Jackson fell back one more pace. “I got it!” he answered. “Just hope the
commander gets it, too—an’ the guys you’re working for now.”

“They reported another stowaway, didn’t they?” said Carl. “There was
someone else is the cab, wasn’t there?”

“Hell no,” said Jackson, in an aggrieved tone. “What is this, Carl—we
did you a favour, man.”

Coleman came up to join them, and said: “What’s going on?”

“The girl!” said Carl. “Some stupe let her go again! There was a girl in
the cab, with Bro and the driver—she must have been hiding in the back
when they pulled out, and she didn’t show until the rig ran off the
road. As soon as he saw her, Bro must’ve lit out… and she’s gone
too… the Doc’s gonna kill somebody for this. Oh hell, you don’t have
the least idea what I’m talking about, do you? Forget the load—we have
to find the girl! And Bro… if he’s still alive.”

“You’re crazy!” said Jackson. “There’s no girl, I tell you. You know the
regs—we’re only here to pick up survivors, an’ if your brother don’t
have the sense to stay with the rig, he ain’t a survivor. We’re goin’
home, Carl. They’ll send out a spare rig with a couple of sneakers as
soon as it’s light, and if your brother wants to come in then, he can.”

“No!” said Carl, desperately. “You don’t understand. The girl… Doc
Zarathustra’s guinea pig…”

“Hell, man,” said Coleman, “there ain’t no girl. They’d’ve told us if
there were. Your brother should’ve known better than to leave the rig,
’specially with wreckers around. You know we can’t let the bird sit
there, with two hours left until dawn—that’s time for a whole goddam
army to sneak up on us. Come on, man—we gotta go.”

Carl shook his head in frustration. They didn’t understand—but he
wasn’t supposed to explain. He’d said too much already.

 

What on earth was he supposed to do?

Only one thing was certain: he had to find Bro—if Bro wasn’t already
lying in a ditch, blue-black and shrivelled up. And even if Bro had
met the same fate as the driver, he still had a job to do. He had to
find the girl, all over again. Maybe Bro was right, and Doc Zarathustra
was the wrong man to work for—not because he was a creep, but because
he was too damn careless with his guinea pigs.

“Go!” said Carl. “Just get in the bird and fly. I can’t come with you.
I’ll come in with the sneakers in the morning, if I can.”

They stared at him as if he were mad.

“Just go!” Carl yelled.

“Hell, Carl…” Jackson began—but then Coleman pulled at his sleeve,
and said: “Let him stay, if he wants to. We shouldn’t have brought him
in the first place. You think they’ll want him and his crazy brother
back after this? Let’s go, like he says.”

Jackson still hesitated, but only for a moment. Then he turned with the
others and ran back to the waiting bird. Carl didn’t move a muscle until
it rose into the air again, the wind from its rotor blades swirling sand
into his face. He watched it climb into the starry sky, until its
searchlights blinked off and it disappeared.

 

Carl turned, flashlight in hand, to look back at the dark cab of the
upturned truck. He didn’t shine the light into the cab again, because he
had no wish whatsoever to look at that unnaturally-decaying corpse.
Instead, he looked for footprints in the sand—for some sign of the
direction in which the other passengers must have gone. But the loose
sand had been blown about too much, and he couldn’t even see which way
the wreckers had gone.

He put his hand to his mouth, and yelled “Bro!” as loudly as he could,
and then repeated it for good measure. Then he shone the light on the
ground, and began walking slowly away from the road, in the direction
which the girl would most likely have taken.

He had been walking for only a few minutes when he heard a sound ahead
of him, and he brought up the machine-gun ready to fire.

“Carly?” said a small voice, stretched into a virtual whimper. “Carly,
is that you?”

Carl cursed, and jerked the light up, shining it in the direction from
which the voice had come.

“Bro?” he said. “What in hell are you playing at?”

He expected Bro to come out of the shadows then, but nothing happened.
Carl just stood still in the darkness, feeling foolish.

“Stay where you are, Carly,” said Bro’s voice—not very distant, but no
closer than before. Carl could hear fear in it, and awful anguish. That
wasn’t like Bro at all; whatever faults he had, lack of guts wasn’t one
of them.

“Where’s the girl, Bro?” said Carl. “What happened to the girl?”

“That’s just it, Carly,” said the plaintive voice from the dark. “Ain’t
no girl. Just me and him, Carly. Whatever she had, I got it too,
Carly. You hear me—I got it too.”

Carl felt as if a dagger of ice had been plunged into his chest. “That’s
impossible, Bro,” he said. “The Doc explained…I tried to explain to
you.”

“Then the Doc’s a freakin’ liar!” said Bro, his voice suddenly loud,
with a screeching edge to it. “Go back and look at the guy,
Carly—an’ you come back and tell me I ain’t got it. You think I sprung the
girl, after what I saw in that freakin’ roadhouse? I ain’t such a
smartass as you, Carly, but I ain’t no moron. I got it, Carly, an’ I
feel as sick as a pig. I’m gonna die, Carly. You gotta stay away from
me—you should’ve gone back with the bird.”

The Doc’s a freakin’ liar! The words seemed to echo in Carl’s empty
skull. So it was a disease after all—germ warfare. And if Bro had it,
what about him?

But then he remembered something else that Bro had said, last time they
were alone together out in the darkness. I’m bein’ bitten to death by
freakin’ skeeters! I heard tell of guys who got AIDS from skeeter bites,
’cause the freakin’ skeeters hadn’t been too choosy about who they’d
been bitin’ earlier that night.

He’d heard something like it himself—that when a mosquito bit you, it
first injected an anaesthetic, and with that anaesthetic came blood
cells from its last victim. The girl’s victims had died because their
own red blood cells had been poisoned, and they’d had none of the Doc’s
new ones to reproduce and take their place. If Bro had become poisonous
too, that meant he had the same kind of cells multiplying inside him
that the girl had—and like her, he was producing new blood to replace
the old corpuscles which were being killed.

“Calm down, Bro,” said Carl, quietly, “I think I know what’s happening.
I don’t think you’re going to die, Bro. I think you’re going to be all
right. Except…”

He broke off suddenly, not wanting to go on. But for once in his life,
Bro was able to follow the line of the argument.

“Except if I don’t die. I’m going to be like her,” said Bro. He wasn’t
shouting any more, but his voice still had that edge to it. “Is that
what you’re trying to say, Carly? That I might not die—but I’ll have
to spend the rest of my days in a goldfish bowl. Hell, Carly, don’t
think I ain’t thought of it. I ain’t no moron, Carly, I told you that.
But I got it, Carly—anywhichway you look at it, I got it, ain’t I?
Live or die, I got it.”

For once, Carl had to admit that his brother was right. He had it.

Carl shone the flashlight on the back of his own hands, looking for the
blue lines which marked the veins. He too had been bitten by
mosquitoes—and he had ridden out here in the copter with three other
men. If he
had it too, that copter might not make it back to base. If he didn’t
have it… then Bro was right to be hiding, out there in the darkness,
because he was never going to be able to touch his brother again. Not
ever. Unless…

“Hell, Carly,” said the plaintive voice, “I feel awful. I really do.”

“Yeah,” said Carl. “I know you do, Bro. I know.”

He didn’t feel too good himself—but he didn’t feel as if his blood was
in turmoil, with new red cells multiplying as fast as old ones died. He
felt nauseous, but that wasn’t the same thing at all. Bro had it, and he
didn’t.

Just Bro’s luck, to find the one mosquito which could do him real harm.

The night was silent now—he couldn’t even hear Bro breathing. The
wreckers were long gone, and no one else would come by, this far out in
the desert—not until morning, when a truck and a couple of sneakers
would ride out to pick up the part of the load which the thieves had
left behind.

“I have to go back to the truck, Bro,” he said, in a tone which was as
flat and calm as ever. “I have to raise Joe Stenner on the radio, if I
can. The Doc has to send a body-bag out with the sneakers. You have to
go back the way the girl went back. You do understand that, don’t you?”

There was silence for a minute or two, and then Bro sighed, as though he
had been holding his breath for a long time, and let it out all at once.
“I don’t have a lot of choice, do I?” he said, bitterly.

“No you don’t,” said Carl. “I’m sorry.”

As he was turning away, though, the voice came again, as plaintive as
ever: “Don’t let them kill me, Carly. I know I ain’t no use to you no
more, but don’t ever let them kill me.”

“I won’t,” Carl told him. “Believe me, you’re going to be all right.”

It didn’t seem enough. Not for his little brother. It was all he could
say, but it wasn’t enough.

 

“I’m sorry,” said Dr Zarathustra, looking at Carl with those frosty blue
eyes. “I truly am.”

“No you’re not,” said Carl, colourlessly. “Not truly sorry. That
mosquito saved you some trouble, didn’t it? In time, you’d have done the
same thing yourself, with a hypodermic syringe. An Adam for your Eve.
Events have just got a little ahead of themselves, that’s all.”

The scientist raised his blond eyebrow just a little. “All right, Carl,”
he said. “I see that you do understand what I’m doing here, better than
I thought you would. And you do see, don’t you, that it’s all in the
cause of progress. Your brother, like Mary, has become a stepping-stone
on the way to the future.

“It’s not all bad, you know. What was your brother, on the outside? What
was he really good for? He would always have held you back, Carl. He was
no good for the kind of work you want to do. He knew that when he
hitched a ride on the wrapper, heading for Kansas. He was trying to do
you a favour, let you go your own way. This is better—he’s off your
back, and he’s safe. Out there, even working for GenTech, he’d be just
one more hired gun waiting his turn to stop a bullet. Now, he has a
chance to outlive us all.”

“It’s one way of looking at things,” said Carl, calmly.

“It’s the best way,” the man in the neat white coat assured him.

“I don’t suppose there’s any prospect of curing them?” asked Carl.
“Keeping the poison inside their veins, where it was supposed to be.”

“In time,” said Zarathustra, “anything’s possible. But we’d have to be
very sure, before we let them out.”

“That’s what I figured,” said Carl. “You think she could ever get to
like him?”

“Why not? She’s a very lonely girl, and he’s all she’s got.”

“You’d like that, wouldn’t you? You’d like it if there were children,
some day.”

The scientist hesitated for a moment, but Carl knew by now that
Zarathustra was not, in his heart of hearts, a secretive man. All his
requests for Carl to keep silent were a sop to the demands which GenTech
made of him; he wanted to share his ideas, and be known for the
worldmaker he believed himself to be—and Carl, now, was uniquely
fitted by circumstance to share, and to know.

“I already did a pregnancy test,” said the scientist. “Because of the
rape. There’s already a baby, Carl. I’m sorry it’s not your brother’s.”

Carl looked away for a moment, but not for long. “Bro was right, you
know,” he said. “We should never have got involved. We were okay as
ordinary mercy boys. I got too ambitious. But it’s too late to turn
around now—it’s working for the brave new world, or nothing.”

“That’s right, Carl,” said Zarathustra. “I don’t think you’ll regret it,
in the long run.”

Carl stood up as if to leave the office, but he didn’t turn towards the
door. Instead, he looked down at the seated scientist. “I’m still
abandoning him,” he said, softly. “Even if I work for you for the rest
of my life, as long as we’re on different sides of the glass, I’ll
always feel that I’m letting him down.”

“Is there an alternative?” said Zarathustra, mildly.

Carl knew that he was only playing dumb. There was an alternative, and
they both knew what it was.

“Would you do it, if I asked you to?” asked Carl, his voice suddenly
intense. “Would you play mosquito with your hypodermic syringe, and
shoot me full of your bright new blood, so I’d have to go in there with
him? Bro, me and the girl… all together.”

“The eternal triangle?” said Zarathustra, in a sarcastic tone which
implied that Carl could not be serious. “Yes, I’d do it, if you wanted
me to. The cause of progress needs as many volunteers as it can get. But
you don’t want me to, do you? In fact, when it comes down to it, Carl,
you really couldn’t stand the thought of being that close to your
brother, forever and ever, could you?”

Carl shook his head. “No,” he said. “I couldn’t. But he could. He
would have come back from Kansas City, you know. He always came back,
because he really does need me.

“When he understood what had happened to him last night, and knew how he
would have to spend the rest of his life, he was scared half to death.
But he wouldn’t come near me, because he was desperate to make sure that
I wouldn’t end up like the driver. He was prepared to stay away from me,
then—forever. Because I’m his brother.

“In the end, though, he’ll figure it all out. He’ll know that I could be
in there with him, if I chose. I really don’t know what he’ll want me to
do. He might not say a word, but he’ll know, when his stupid slow brain
gets around to figuring it out, that I could be in there with him, if I
chose to be.”

“He wouldn’t want you to give up the world for him,” said Zarathustra.
“As you say, you’re his brother—his own flesh and blood.”

Carl curled his lip into a humourless smile as he turned to go. “Only
the flesh, Dr Zarathustra,” he said. “Not the blood. Not any more.”




Maverick Son

by Neil McIntosh

Convoy.

A column of heavy armoured freighters winding though the filter around
dawn, smokestack pipes breathing heat into the ice-pack sky hanging over
the city.

Joe Gold watched the trucks roll, shimmering reflections in the
metal-flake of the G-Mek. The last one passed through the singing
electrawire cocoon strung round the Policed Zone, into the slumbering
violence of NoGo.

The Blue Star Op juiced up the V8 until she was spinning sweet and slow,
and snuck the interceptor into line on the the convoy’s tail. Maybe it
didn’t look like much of a job, but right then that was the least of
Joe’s worries.

The tail-gunners on the trucks were scanning the G-Mek with heavy
chain-guns. The crews were greenhorns; first trip outside the PZ,
itching for an easy shoot to loose off at. The gunners were nervous,
and, just this once, so was he.

He kept the interceptor on idle, shadowing the convoy through the wrecks
edging the borders of the old city. As NoGo slipped away the world
opened out into a rolling, shifting sea of sand; the future stretching
out to greet the USA. Soon they were passing through thin bones of
dust-towns; rusting gas-pumps stuck out in nowhere, tombstones for the
oil-age.

Babysitting a convoy over sandside was kindergarten work. Joe had scored
off a hundred runs whilst he was still cutting his milk teeth with Blue
Star, but there was sweat greasing his palms under the wheel as he
shifted up through the gears. Too many good Ops had taken the last ride
in too short a time. Too many accidents; too much bad luck. Someone had
a knife in the belly of Blue Star and was twisting it, hard.

He dipped in on the truckers’ frequency; the convoy crews were starting
to relax now the brooding threat of the city was behind them. Joe left
them to unwind; this might just be another nursemaid ride, but the size
of the advance sweetening his contract said otherwise.

Ninety minutes into the run the communication panel on the dash flipped
to red. Something big coming through, transmission source masked. Joe
checked the spookscreens and took a good look round; nothing but fool’s
gold spread out around them; just him and the trucks on the screens. He
tabbed the message intercept and set the G-Mek pilot on trail. The
windshield clouded to a dull silver and Ed da Souza’s image
materialized.

“I hoped you’d shoot for this one Joe. Getting worried we’d lost you
too.”

“I’ve been playing hard to get. There’s a nasty disease running round
Blue Star that I’m not anxious to catch.”

Blue Star’s senior partner shifted on the screen. “Yeah. Heavy weather,
Joe. I’ve had to keep out of the limelight too. I was counting on you
collecting the job from centre office.”

“We all got to eat sometime. Where are we headed?”

Da Souza smoothed back greying hair from his forehead. “The convoy’s
running for Denver. You’ll break off before then.”

“Where for?”

“See if you remember this guy.”

Da Souza faded. The new holopro was of a lean, tight-muscled face. A
street face, survivor of life in the fast lane. Mid-thirties,
clean-shaven, short-cropped hair. Could be Joe Gold five years on. If he
stayed lucky.

“Sure. Luther Vandenberg. Veteran. Three years streettime. After that,
field agent Sandside. Good man.”

Da Souza’s face was re-imposed on the screen. “Not any more, Joe.
Vandenberg’s tripped the edge; gone Maverick. Word is he’s lost his
mind. Detail coming back’s incomplete, but we know he’s built himself a
secure compound out west near a place called Greenton, with a small army
of followers riding some ju-ju religious kick. Just what’s inside no one
knows, but smart money says a busy little narcotics plant just for
openers.”

Joe’s grip tightened on the wheel even though the G-Mek was rock-steady
on auto. Plenty of rumours had been running about a rotten apple in the
Blue Star barrel. All the ops who’d got close had ended up the wrong
side of the mortuary door. Now it was his turn to try and chew out the
maggots.

“How do I earn my keep?”

Da Souza paused. Light glinted off the bluestone set in some lovingly
unrepaired dental work. “Vandenberg’s gone too far down the road, Joe.”
The coral star sparkled in a brief, bleak smile. “You’ll have to inflict
some damage. Terminal damage.”

Joe cut the communication channel and pulled the interceptor back to
main pilot. The convoy was rolling steady around sixty, riding the
pitted ashphalt remains of the old interstate. The G-Mek’s chassis was
soaking up some punishment and didn’t want any more; Joe throttled back
on the urge to roll up front and scout around. Let the screens do the
work for a while.

He checked gridscan for Greenton and pulled the Blue Star datanet to see
what help he might find out west. Just one name. McRae; Dave McRae.
Mechanic; good spannerman. An Op for Hammond’s till a Maniax spike took
an eye out. Since then just a little freelancing between tuning rigs.
Last known contact point a workshop in Greenton. Joe remembered McRae as
a man he could trust. He’d have to hope his memory was still good.

 

Three hours in, the G-Mek was running low on gas. Joe buzzed the Convoy
and got the all-clear to refuel.

He moved the interceptor up between the double row of trucks, towards
the tanker niched dead centre of the convoy.

Intruder check on the screens; nothing but dustbowl for miles. Joe
switched his concentration to lining the G-Mek steady between two lines
of rolling steel whilst the filler hose snaked down from the tanker
gantry towards the interceptor load gate.

The spearhead locked home and gas started to flow. A three metre swerve
either side and Joe was roasted meat paste.

The litres piled up on the fuel-gauge LCD; thirty seconds and the tank
would be full. Joe could feel the cratered highway twitching the
steering; his hands gripped the wheel in a vice-lock. He couldn’t afford
to sweat now.

The screens were still blank ten seconds later when the laser cut across
the G-Mek’s windshield. Joe whipped his head round in time to see the
beam slice clean through a gantry dispenser. Neat liquid death started
gushing out over hot moving metal. Joe stabbed the comm-chan.

“Raiders! Cut the frigging fuel!”

Gasoline was splashing up round the windshield as the tanker driver’s
lazy drawl came back.

“You still got a few litres to go. Just—”

Joe cut the lines and hit the brakes hard. The hose thudded back against
the hull of the tanker as the interceptor dropped away. Another
laser-slash; somehow nothing ignited, but now the crews woke up to the
news they were under attack; the air was a blur of yelling truckers. As
Joe wrestled with the brake-skid he took a reflex check on the
intruder-screens. The mothers were still reading clear.

He kept hammering the brakes till he’d put daylight between the G-Mek
and the trucks. By now he was dropping down past thirty and the air was
fogged with dust and burning rubber. As the cloud settled a Renegade
shot past, clearing his wing by millimetres. Joe cursed the programs
mechanic who’d ditched him in the middle of a dogfight instrument-blind.
He thumped down on the gas pedal and swerved the G-Mek round onto the
tail of the Renegade, praying he wasn’t pulling himself square into
another raider’s gunsights.

Someone up there was in a forgiving mood; the tanker still hadn’t
flamed, but she’d slewed away off the highway and the crew was
abandoning her, fast. The gun-turrets on the other trucks were blazing
off at the weaving Renegade target. The guys throwing the hardware were
lousy shots; the Renegade was being left clean whilst great chunks of
highway were getting chewed up and spat back over the interceptor,
shot-blasting the hood and windshield. Joe bounced the G-Mek through
craters springing up around him as he tried to close down the gap
between him and the camouflage-decked rig ahead. He buzzed the crew on
the lead truck.

“Get your guys to lay off. Leave this one to me and give my ass some
covering fire.”

He was close enough now to see the loaded mine-layer mounts on the back
of the Renegade. The pilot would have figured he wasn’t going to outrun
the V8 breathing down his tailpipes, but Joe beat him to the chain mine
tab with a machine-gun burst which took away most of the rear end. The
renegade collapsed on its back axle and spun around in a shower of
white-metal fireworks.

Joe slammed the interceptor into a skid, sliding her round behind the
wreck so she was nosing back down the highway. As the smoke cleared Joe
saw two more mottled green renegades closing in on the convoy. Panicked
truckers were breaking formation to get clear of the holed tanker,
gasoline still flooding from the wound in its side like water from a
butt. One of the pursuing renegades loosed off a shot and the tanker and
the gas-slicked highway went up.

He used the cover of the flamescreen, figuring the renegades would hold
off till they could see what they were running into. Joe didn’t feel
like waiting; he swerved back onto the highway and wound up the torque.
The G-Mek came out of the fireball on full song, head on for the
renegades waiting on the other side. One car reversed out of the way in
a furious wheel spin. The other pilot stood his ground, but his nerve
and his trigger finger gave out too soon; the laser burst streaked
harmlessly away on the G-Mek’s offside. Joe held hard on the gas; the
speedo hit ninety as the renegade filled the Armaplas windshield. A
split-second before collision Joe slid a shell from the Hammerblow
straight into the guts of the machine filling his sights, and the
renegade flew apart in a cloudburst of splintered steel.

The other car was running, scrambling across the shifting dunes into the
wilderness. Joe would have let him go, but the convoy gunners had other
ideas now that they had a real, running target to practice on. Four
chainguns swung in on the renegade, vengeful lead streaming down. Joe
watched the rig try to weave clear, wheelsliding helplessly in the sand.
He eased the interceptor back on to the highway and pulled away up the
line of trucks. He didn’t look back when the explosion came.

A hundred kilometres further down the highway the routes diverged. The
truckers turned off east; with luck they’d be safe behind Denver wire by
nightfall. Joe steered the G-Mek westwards, and chased the desert into
the dusk.

 

What was left of Greenton came up with the sun next day, a new
chicken-wire shanty town grown up between the bones of the old. Now only
the tumbleweeds graced the porches of empty houses worn paper thin by
glasspowder storms. Joe drove in past shells of cars and trucks, the
occasional glint of twisted chromium steel buried in the dunes rolled up
along the dust-track road. The railroad had once run through Greenton;
bringing in stores and running out commuters to the forgotten cities of
the midwest. Sections of bent and broken track still littered the
roadside, but the travellers were long gone.

Up ahead the crop of makeshift homes carved out of glass-fibre and scrap
iron thickened up. Further still, beyond the town, black bricks and
wire; a heavy shadow towering out of the sands.

Vandenberg’s fortress.

Hardbitten lives were being fought out behind the bottle-glass fences of
Greenton. Doors opened a crack as the G-Mek crawled down narrow
pathways; the barrel of a shotgun tracked Joe through a gap in the
boarded windows of a derelict rail car, but no one showed. Paranoia
talked louder than curiosity here.

It didn’t take long to find McRae’s place; an old gas and service
station on the outskirts. The forecourt entrance had been barricaded
off, the pumps ripped away like rotting teeth and dumped by the
roadside. Joe pulled the interceptor into the shade of the station and
got out, nursing the GenTech .625 insurance policy in his pocket.
Nothing was stirring, but a light showed through a crack in the heavy
corrugated doors masking off the workshop. There wasn’t any doorbell for
polite callers to ring.

“McRae?” the softness of his own voice surprised him. The only answer
coming back was a slug which kissed the ground a spit away from his
right leg.

Joe slipped the catch on the automatic and edged slowly back inside the
car. He fired up the V8 and set the throttles on twenty percent. The
rumble from the pipes echoed around the crumbling shacks; now anyone who
wanted him would know where he was.

He left the motor spinning and raised the offside gull-wing wide enough
to slip down out of the car and round the back of the gas-station. Joe
eased himself up over the wire fence and dropped down softly into the
yard. A door at the back of the workshop was unlocked; Joe opened it
slowly and stepped inside.

It took a while to adjust to the waxy, yellow light thrown out by the
single oil-lamp strung under the roof struts. Gradually he made out the
shape of a car; some kind of renegade rig jacked up over the inspection
well, guts spread out over half the workshop. A couple of bikes, ugly
matt-black hogs, decorated the far wall. And, in the front of the shop,
a figure holding what looked like an old Mauser pistol, wedged half out
of the crack in the sheet-metal doors, looking out into the street where
the G-Mek was still purring

“Over here, buddy.”

The figure by the door turned fast, gunmetal clattering on sheet-iron.

“Drop it,” Joe suggested. He brought the GenTech hardware up good and
level so they’d know they were speaking the same language. The Mauser
hit the floor with a satisfying ring.

“Now move in where we can see each other properly.”

A girl wearing a beat-up biker jacket stepped slowly into the pool of
light spread under the lamp. She was wearing cable grease for mascara,
but something in the fine-chiselled beauty hiding underneath still
tugged at a memory. The girl eyed Joe up and down before spitting
carefully into a tray of filthy sump oil.

“So what d’ya want? Me or the auto? I’d forget it, Mister. There’s no
mileage left in either of us.”

 

The coffee cooked up on the kerosene stove was warm, just. Joe cradled
his hands around the cup and took stock of the place. Tasha McRae’s
living quarters didn’t amount to much beyond a battery-lit Toshiba
Televisor, a couple of chairs and a bed in one corner. The precious
agency Stealth Audio transceiver was now just a resting place for a
thick coat of dust and a heap of piston rings. If ever a line was sent
out telling her to expect him, then it never reached home. Tasha split
her attention between Joe and the flickering quiz show on the Vid. The
transmission was getting blitzed by interference.

“Bastards.” Tasha swilled the black coffee round in her cup.

“They’ve started jamming the morning ’casts now.”

“Who? Vandenberg’s people?”

“Uh-huh. Spreading the word of the Church of the New Cross. Everone’s
getting the the new religion.” She cursed as the picture snapped out
completely. “Rammed down their throats, that is.”

Joe noticed the small portfolio holo set into the wall. “Was it them
that killed Dave?”

Just a flicker of something like pain appeared in Tasha’s face. “Yeah. I
suppose so. It doesn’t really matter when you’re dead.”

“So why do you stay on?”

Tasha poured more coffee from the pot on the smoking oil-stove. “Because
I live here, Mister. Understand that?”

Joe nodded; it made as much sense as anything else. “What’s the chances
of getting clear inside that fortress with body, soul and G-Mek in one
piece?”

She laughed, short and humourless. “Start at zero and float downwards.
Take that rig a mile up the road and you might as well be flying a
dayglo signboard telling the Apostles you’re on your way.”

Joe thought back to the ambush on the convoy. “Yeah. Maybe I already met
the reception committee.” He glanced round the shop. “How about the
metal you got loaded up here?”

“What do you think this is? Car hire? Anyway, none of this stock’s gonna
be fit to roll for another week.”

“Can’t wait that long.”

Tasha stretched out and kicked off her boots. “In that case,” she gave
Joe a smile that was almost sweet, “you’re gonna have to hitch a ride
with the Tithemen.”

“Tithemen? Who the Enderby are they?”

Tasha settled back and closed her eyes. “Stick around till nightfall and
you’ll find out.”

 

Just after sundown they came, carried in on the storm that whipped up
the desert waves whispering round the edges of the settlement. Through
the bars welded across the meshwired window Joe watched the snake-eye
lightbeams probing the shacks on the far side of the shanty-town, a
banshee wail from the motors riding the winds as the black-metal
horsemen closed in. Six bikes, six riders. The Tithemen.

Tasha pulled back from the window, keeping a scared face turned away.
“They’re the Apostles’ outriders; Vandenberg’s men. Nighttimes they
leave the fortress and tour the two-bit hobotowns shivering round its
skirtails. They’ve come to collect.”

“Collect what?”

“Anything. Dollars, food, fresh water. Fuel if anyone has it. In return
they let us stay on, while it suits them.”

The cluster of lamps was breaking up, Tithemen spreading out across
Green ton.

“Here too?”

Tasha nodded: “Uh-huh.” her voice was dry, shaky. “This is last stop on
the route. They’ll take a hundred or so. Aim to bleed you just a drop at
a time.”

“Tax-men, huh? You always pay up?”

Tasha shot him a look that said get your head examined; somewhere in the
darkness, metal splintered wood and glass. “What do you think?”

“Well, maybe not tonight—” He put a hand over Tasha’s mouth to shut her
up. “Tonight you’re going to be a little troublesome.”

Soon the sound of a single engine; a cycle prowling up towards the
gas-station. Thirty metres downstreet, sand blasting the back of his
neck, Joe crouched in the shallow gulley and watched the Titheman
dismount. Light flashed on polished steel; silver badges studding a
black-leather angel, spike-ball flail hanging down casually by the
rider’s side. Joe counted the chainsaw roar of five other engines in the
night. The Tithemen were pulling out; number six was left to finish the
evening calls.

A booted leg delivered a heavy kick against the forecourt barricades.
The Titheman started to swing the flail; slow, rhythmic smacks against
the sheet iron. Eventually Tasha appeared from the workshop and
unfastened the locks.

Joe strained to hear the conversation carried away on the wind. Tasha
was shaking her head vigorously, doing a good job.

Then the Titheman hit her.

Small mercy it was a fist and not the flail. Joe tensed the coil of flex
between his wrists and notched a debt on his account.

Another bike appeared up ahead. The rider killed the engine and peered
down the street towards the station. The sixth Titheman looked round and
waved the other rider away. Joe allowed himself a sour grin. That’s it,
Greaseball. Show us you can handle her all on your own.

The other rider fired up and turned the bike round. The Titheman
followed Tasha into the workshop. Joe slipped out across the road,
trailing the flex behind him.

“And let’s see how you handle this.”

The Titheman reappeared, stuffing a wad of bills into his leathers,
tipping the last swills from a beercan into his gut. As the backblast
from the pipes cut into the night, Joe knotted the flex around a
stanchion dug into the sand and pulled the wire tight.

The bike pulled away from the station on a muscle-torqued wheel-lift. By
the time the front end dropped she was rising sixty and heading straight
up the street. Joe stroked the knot of flex.

“Be good, baby.”

Thirty metres on, the Titheman pulled his final wheelie. The bike
cartwheeled front end over back and skated the sand-caked street, metal
sparking red in the darkness. The Titheman flew off the bike and chewed
into the dirt.

Joe hit the kill button on the bars of the hog then crossed to check out
the rider. The big, brutal body was lying face up, gazing at the stars.
Joe lifted the smokeglass visor and looked at the bearded face staring
up in dumb disbelief. Very ugly; very dead. Joe bent down and unfastened
the leather jerkin.

“Hope you don’t mind, pretty boy. I just wanna borrow your party dress.”

 

The bike was razored up as good ole Milwaukee street-hog, but that was
just dressing. Underneath the wolfs clothing there was something much
meaner; a state of the art V4 injected Ninja in sprint tune; serious
business. Joe wound up through the meshes into sixth, hanging on tight
whilst he figured out the hardware. The bike was kitted with a standard
Thruway autoguider; Joe triggered remote-tail, and five tiny blips lit
up on the display. A mile twenty-five ahead, and closing. He locked in
the guide and pushed the speed up to ninety.

Soon the blips were matched by a glow of lights looming up out of the
darkness. The Ninja closed in on five tail-lamps, each the shape of an
inverted crucifix. He held the throttle open till he was level with the
last rider. Faceless visor screens exchanged glances; Joe lifted a hand
off the bars in greeting and pulled up into the pack.

The fortress was looming ahead of them, a black brick monolith ringed
with evil razorshards, searchlight beams trawling the desert wastes
beyond the walls. They were no longer alone on the road; a steady stream
of human debris was moving in towards the fortress; ju-ju men, juicers
and mujos crawling towards their Bethlehem like flies swarming round a
corpse. Every freak for miles around must have been homing in on
Vandenberg’s honeypot. Joe tried not to breathe the stench.

Heavy steel security doors swung apart. Gun-toting apes in sentry towers
menaced the pilgrims passing below. One of the guards recognized the
riders, smiled, and spat at them. A Titheman returned the compliment;
the bikes rode through the checkpoint.

They were inside a wide, open courtyard, a market of sorts. The mujos
were milling around, trying to buy, trying to sell. Faces were daubed
with the same expressions; violent; expectant; wiped.

Trucks were being unloaded, brought into the fortress by profit or
persuasion. Joe doublechecked on a line of vehicles being stripped of
their cargoes. His gaze flipped from the familiar Transcorp logos to a
row of faces. Vacant eyes returned his stare: twelve figures strung up
from a crossbeam, swaying gently in the light from the furnace fires.

Looked like it wasn’t going to be Denver after all.

Suddenly the slow, twisting bodies were the only thing moving. Everyone
in the yard was gazing up at the surrounding walls. The fazed
dope-dealer babble had stopped like a tape being cut; the void was
filled by a single droning voice, some kind of prayer or incantation.
Joe sat back in the saddle and snuffed the motor. All around the mujos
were dropping onto their knees. Joe figured it for some kind of
psycho-narcotic scam; the voice was being shifted out on a
high-resolution sound system through hidden speakerpoints, grinding
junkies into submission.

He scanned the walls hemming the courtyard, then saw the holo. Floating
mid-air over their heads, mouth moving with the slow-motion drawl of the
incantation, the face from the ID-file.

Luther Vandenberg.

Now other figures were moving amongst the waxworks; spooks in long black
robes, cowls masking faces. Joe’s memory flicked up a word: Apostles.

The Apostles drifted across the courtyard, inspecting the parade of the
dead, dropping chromium pearls into open palms. Goosepimples rose up on
Joe’s neck without being asked; the Apostles were circling, spiralling
in on a target they couldn’t see, couldn’t hear, but still sensed was
there.

Him.

The other riders were kneeling by their machines. Very slowly, Joe got
off the bike and joined them. The Apostles moved closer, then hesitated.
The voice stopped and the holo melted away. The courtyard was moving
again; the Apostles had vanished.

Engines burst into life. Joe hit the starter tab and was about to slip
the Ninja into gear when a voice nearby shouted out: “Hey you! Let’s see
your security clearance.” Joe glanced round. One of the apes from the
guardpost was standing beside him, hand outstretched.

“C’mon. You had ya party. Let’s see ya ticket.” Joe reached inside the
jerkin and brought out a clenched fist. The guard leant forward just a
fraction; Joe let him have it square in the face and dropped the clutch,
rubber searing on ashphalt. He aimed the Ninja for the corner of the
yard and fed the injectors a gutful of gas; the mujos scattered as he
sliced a track across the square.

He didn’t need Scanguide to let him know he had close company; the
Tithemen piloting the bikes behind him knew their territory and were
eating up the gap, fast. A cannon burst took away a mirror; Joe wrestled
the bars straight and flattened himself against the tank, stabbing
blindly at the tabs on the headlamp nacelle until he hit the oil layer.
A pursuer jackknifed and threw its rider across the road, but the rest
were still on him.

A black crack ahead of him widened till it became an alleyway. Joe
leaned the Ninja into it. He was accelerating down a lane lined with
what looked like new-built laboratories; the baby-blues factory. Right
then they could have been making Pepsi; all Joe cared about were the
riders breathing down his neck.

Suddenly the head of the street lit up: a row of double halogens
blocking the road and Joe heading straight into them. An armoured
dragger; a grinning freak up top with a searchlight and a combat laser
for toys. No way of swerving round this one.

Joe loosed off all the lead the Ninja had; a puny stream of slugs
bounced off the armour plates like rainwater off a windshield. Seconds
before he was due to become dogmeat, Joe hit the brakes. The ABS
struggled to hold the whiplash then gave out. Joe kissed the bike
goodbye and hit tarmac.

He lay on the road for what seemed a long time.

Gravel was burning into raw wounds under shredded leathers. Just when it
was going to feel good to scream, dark figures moved out of the shadows
and lifted him up. Cool hands pressed into his flesh where the leather
had flayed. Waves of sickly pain were telling Joe to pass out; he looked
up into smooth white faces shaded by the heavy cowls, eyes like
glittering beads.

One of the Apostles had a hypo; all Joe could focus on were the droplets
running down a cruel silver cylinder. Someone was rolling up what was
left of his sleeve; the Apostle’s grip tightened for the jab.

“Don’t worry, brother. Your trip is only just beginning.”

 

Sometimes dreams end; sometimes they just slide into reality. Joe had no
memory of sleep, but the Apostles had taken him places you only went in
nightmares.

He remembered only a feeling of emerging from an long, lightless tunnel.
It was as though he was standing outside his body, looking down on the
bruised and bloodied figure sitting cross-legged on the marble floor of
a cavernous chamber. He stared at the hands in front of his face; his
hands. He tried to remember how he got there; tried to remember who he
was. Somewhere in memory there was the silver needle sliding under his
skin; somewhere there was the bike crash. Fractured seconds of past time
slowly meshed together.

The floor was marble. Real marble. Ahead of him there was what looked
like an altar, behind that a heavy curtain drawn across the room. The
place looked old; thirty, forty years even. Stone images of Angels lined
the walls, faces mockingly mutilated. The inverted crucifix insignia was
everywhere, graffiti from hell.

The drapes behind the altar mount started to open. The candlelight was
wiped out by two spots throwing crystal columns of light onto a sheet
glass screen. Flickering colours formed into shapes; the outline of a
man in Apostle’s robes, his back to the screen. As the image solidified
the figure turned.

It was the eyes that Joe would remember; mild, blue eyes the colour of
desert sky. The expression on Luther Vandenberg’s face was serenity;
slow, peaceful calm.

“Welcome to the Church of the New Cross, Joe. As you can see, we’ve come
a long way.”

Joe was slowly coming round. Now he could feel every inch of the bruises
tattooing his hide. He reached instinctively for the Gen-Tech CTI above
his hip. Vandenberg smiled, the gentle smile of a madman. “Don’t
trouble. Your weapon’s gone. You’ll find your needs are simpler now.
You’ve had the first treatment. Soon you’ll be begging for your next.”

Joe struggled up on to his feet and managed to stay there. “I’ll pass on
the offer, thanks. Your fruit-juice doesn’t agree with me.”

Vandenberg laughed, soft and easy. “You won’t feel that way for long.
You’d be impressed by the rapid dependency we’ve engineered in our
nectar, Joe. I wish I had time to explain the biochemistry to you, I
really do. Too bad you’ll be just a dope-programmed zombie in a few
hours. Anyway—” Vandenberg touched a pad on the console in front of him.
“I’m afraid its not a matter of choice.”

The room started to fill with deep, pulsating vibration; Joe clamped his
hands over his ears but it made no difference. The frequency hammered
into him, a drill-bit boring into his skull. Vandenberg was speaking
through the blur of sound, a slow incantation echoing round the chamber.
Joe couldn’t block it out; the sound was wired right into the poison
juice they’d pumped into his bloodstream. He was sinking onto his knees;
he watched his hands come together in supplication. All the time he was
screaming at himself inside his own head, screaming to be heard.

Concentrate. Find something to concentrate on. A diagram flashed up in
his mind. The interceptor. G-Mek R400–10 interceptor. The turbocharging
system; remind yourself how it—

On your knees. On your knees and pray.

Come on, jerk. The frigging turbocharge system. How does it work?

Obey. Stop fighting. Obey.

Maximum rotational speed 18,000 R. Waste gate set at 17 psi. Pain
tearing through every nerve of your—

Hear us. Hear the voice of the New Cross and submit.

Body starting to burn up. Razor blade slicing into muscle tissue. Waste
gate exits into exhaust breather case. Mufflers mounted back of gearbox.
Plain cast sump finned for oil cooling—cooling—

Obey.

Cooling— Out of the sea swirling around his eyes an object came into
focus. On top of the altar mount, the size and shape of a grotesque
shrunken head. Joe groped towards it, concentrating on the altar,
concentrating on the data swimming round his head. Vandenberg’s voice
was surging through, but Joe couldn’t, wouldn’t hear it. His body was
yelling for more poison but he wasn’t listening.

He reached the altar. His hands shaped themselves round the hoodoo
charm, heavy glass. He lifted it from the altar; pulled his arm back.
Flaming snakes of gasoline were streaking through his veins.
Vandenberg’s voice was a shriek filling his entire body.

The screen exploded as Joe’s pitch hit target.

Blood was running down his face; splinters of glass were cascading
around him. The voice had stopped.

Joe climbed the steps to the stage behind the altar, steadying himself
against the rail. Behind the shattered screen everything was in
darkness. He stepped through a fissure like a smashed, toothless mouth,
into the room beyond the screen. Through the half-light he made out the
shape of the figure in a chair, back towards him, cowl pulled up over
the head.

Joe took a grip on the back of the chair and rolled it, slowly, around.

The face was certainly Vandenberg, but stripped of the screen
enhancement it looked what it was; a plastaflesh mask. Vandenberg—or
whoever—sat motionless. The limbs beneath the robe were withered to
rotting, useless branches. Joe got his fingernails behind the edges of
the mask and pulled it free.

Beneath the face was another face, still Vandenberg. Just.

Most of the jaw and the left side had been blasted away. Underneath was
a crude man-metal fusion, seared flesh mated with thin steel plates and
circuit looms. On the left of the face a tiny opticam blinked in images
of the Blue Star man standing over Luther Vandenberg. On the right, a
human eye; bright with that same poison. The expression changed to
something like recognition. A frail, birdclaw hand lifted free of a
bracing-strut.

 

Vandenberg’s ribbon-lips moved, but the sound came from a voder grill in
the plate which had replaced his neck:

“Not… supposed to… be like this. Not my… fault.”

Joe knelt by the wreckage of Blue Star’s finest son. “Luther, who’s done
this to you?”

The eye turned towards him was all that could be seen of the fear
consuming Vandenberg, the fear of waking each day, finding yourself
still alive.

“Please,” Vandenberg whispered, “kill… me.”

“Go ahead, Joe. Why don’t you?”

The face of the man squaring Joe in the sights of a laser pistol was
shadowed by an Apostle’s hood. A stray gleam of light flashed off a
fleck of blue ice.

Then Joe knew he’d finally bitten on the maggot. “Why? In hell’s name
why you? Throwing away Blue Star for a warehouse full of baby blues?”

Da Souza pulled the hood back from his face. His eyes sparkled like any
zombie, but his system was running on pure vitriol greed.

“Throwing it away? Ops? Law-enforcement agencies?” He spat the words
out. “That crap’s finished. That’s yesterday. The muscle’s moving into
narcotics. Today the mobs; tomorrow the multinats. That’s the future,
Joe.”

He inched closer, laser rock-steady in his hand. “Imagine. A whole
society of scumbags crying out for a five-mil shot of heaven. Then
another, and another. And along comes opportunity, ripe and golden, and
drops into my lap.”

“You’re mad,” Joe said; but he knew Da Souza was chillingly sane.

“See, here’s poor Luther Vandenberg, wallowing in his sandside pit,
building his crapshot religion; peace and love, a new beginning. A
ready-made safehouse to start rolling out the goods.Then there’s good
old Blue star, rock of ages. The perfect front to take the goods to
market.”

“You won’t pull this on your own.”

“You’re never alone once the dollars start talking. Don’t fret; I’ve got
plenty of backing. But first I had to make a few adjustments.” He spun
the cripple round in the chair. “First I got Luther to see things my
way. Then there was Blue Star; people I had to persuade, or remove.
Smart-arse whiter-than-white guys like Joe Gold. People who get in the
way.”

Da Souza was an arm’s length clear of Joe, and sharp enough not to get
any closer.

“I’d mopped up all the other suckers who thought Blue Star was some kind
of holy order. You were the last. And the worst. You managed to keep me
away from you, so—”

Joe nodded, nausea souring his gut. “So it’s welcome to my parlour.”

“And guess what? You’re still in the way. Luther’s disciples have had
feeding time disturbed; little lost sheep, all because of you. I thought
maybe you could be made useful, but—”

The door to the chamber opened and a black-visored Titheman entered.

“Just in time to save me the effort. Kill him.”

The Titheman pulled a weapon and lifted the helmet-visor. Da Souza’s
sneer was wiped away as Tasha McRae levelled the weapon. Her knuckles
were white round the gunstock.

Joe took his eye off Da Souza for an instant; Da Souza dived for the
floor and loosed off a laser stream that ricocheted around the chamber.
In the same splintered second Tasha fired. The impact from the slug
picked Da Souza off the ground and hammered him into the wall. Da
Souza’s expression was comic disbelief as he looked down at the dark
flower spreading out over his robes. His lips opened and shut just once
before he slid down onto the marble floor.

Tasha stacked the gun back into its holster; her face was flushed and
bright. “That one’s for Dave.”

“I thought it didn’t matter once you’re dead?”

“Yeah, maybe. But you’re not dead, are you? Not yet.”

“How did you get in?”

“Same way as you, mostly. There’s an army of gooks wandering around out
there like someone just ripped out their wires.”

Joe moved towards the control bank. “They’re waiting for feeding time.
Let’s see if we can keep it that way.” He prised the laser out of the
dead man’s grip and sliced the panel into tinfoil.

“Now let’s get the hell out.”

Tasha pointed towards Vandenberg. “What about him?”

The half-man lay motionless in the chair, head slumped on one side,
blood cauterized around the laser-slash through his throat.

Luther Vandenberg’s long dream was finally ended.

 

The street was a sprawl of fazed mujos, staggering from wall to wall
like blind men, bent double with cold-turkey seizures. Joe wrenched a
punk out of a Renegade which had stalled mid-street and pulled Tasha
inside. He nursed the flooded cylinders back to life and flicked the
locus grid up on the screen.

Tasha grabbed his sleeve. “We don’t need that. I can get us back to the
security gates.”

“Yeah, but we got a house call to make first.”

The Renegade screamed down alleys littered with zombies floating between
dreams. The lucky ones saw the rig burning down on them and got out the
way. Others were too far gone. Tasha flinched at every rolling shudder
under the tyres.

Three blocks down and the low outline of the baby-blues factory started
to fill up the windshield, chasing its ghost on the spookscreen. Joe
primed up all the hardware the rebel rig had left on board.

“Guess we won’t need to take any of this with us.”

A stream of lead from the gun-mounts. The outline of the factory
shivered, then blossomed out in crimson and blue flames. Joe spun the
Renegade round on a brake-skid.

“OK,” he said. “Take us home.”

The gates were within a kilometre when Tasha saw the shimmer of chrome
in the rear-view. “Sorry to spoil the party, but we got company.”

Another rig was coming up on the Renegade’s tail, gaining fast, black
crucifix decals set on glistening steel. The Apostles.

Tracer fire started dancing up around them. Tasha had her hands clasped
together, eyes closed. “I thought all the creeps were supposed to be
junked out!”

“Not these guys.”

Joe jammed the gas-pedal into the floorboards. “Hold on to whatever
you’ve got.”

The open gates were in sight. If they stayed lucky for another thirty
seconds—

“Goddamn!”

Two more Apostles were rushing to the gates, pulling the heavy doors
shut. The rear windshield blew apart as a shell hit home, drowning
Tasha’s scream. The autoguide panel was flashing NO THRU-GO as the rig
bore down on the gates rising sixty. As the gap narrowed Joe threw the
Renegade into a right-hand swerve then hammered the wheel hard left. The
offside wheels lifted off the deck with Joe fighting to keep the
steering on line. The Renegade slipped through the closing jaws leaving
a skin of paint as a parting kiss. Behind them rubber squealed on
ashphalt as the pursuers tried to pull up. A second later the walls
flamed out in a sunburst finish.

 

Joe checked the G-Mek over once the dustsheet was lifted clear, scarcely
able to believe she’d lain up in the workshop untouched by some dirtboy
with a crowbar and a grudge. Tasha McRae handed him a beer.

“It’s not such a bad place, y’know. And it might get better, now. But
then maybe the whole sandside circus looks like trash to a big-city
boy.”

Joe took a long swig of the beer, looked at her for a while.

“I don’t know,” he said at last; “a prison’s still a prison, even if
it’s some cosy PZ apartment tower, security cameras following you around
all day.”

He looked around at the shells of houses still echoing the memory of an
old town called Greenton.

“See, I was born here. Or somewhere like it.”

“Then why are you going back?”

“Because ‘back’ is where home is, now. Because ‘back’ is the only place
I know I belong anymore.” He pressed the starter; the G-Mek kicked into
life with a puff of blue smoke from the exhausts.

“Besides, one battle doesn’t end a war.” Joe slung his leather jacket
behind the driver’s seat, a few more scars picked up for the memoirs.

“There’s other Ed da Souzas out there. They’re safe enough behind their
corporation payrolls and crooked agency franchises. But sooner or later
one of them steps out on the wrong street at the wrong time, with only
their own sweet self for company.”

He looked back up at Tasha for the last time before slugging the
interceptor into gear. “And when that happens, I want to be there.”




Four-Minute Warning

by Myles Burnham

With one phase of the operation left to go, Steve Yonoi, Caetano Pereira
and Shimon Eitan got back into the car and headed for town. Good timing
was now vital, and Eitan drove fast and steady. He had the car’s
retractable chain-gun up, test-fired and ready. The last thing they
needed at this stage was trouble. If anything got in their way, Eitan
would shred it now and maybe say sorry later.

Pereira and Yonoi sat in the back passenger seats. Pereira, reeking as
usual of Fulgencio Narcissus aftershave, foostered with his portable
computer. Steve Yonoi was nervous. He opened the boozebin and helped
himself to a heavy shot of ten-year-old Bushido.

“No more, huh? We got a job to do,” Pereira warned him without looking
up from his computer.

“Sure, sure,” said Steve. “It’s only a mild attack of stage fright. It’s
like my first Producer always used to say, a good performer’s the guy
who gets a little nervous before going on. And drink, he used to say, is
a good servant, but a bad master.”

“Whatever you say, Steve,” replied Pereira in a tone of mild sarcasm.
Pereira knew perfectly well that Steve Yonoi’s TV career had finished
because he was besotted with the juice.

Steve turned on the TV in front of him. A muso was grinding out a flat
Russian blat-rap, backed by a tinny, repetitive rhythm. He was naked
from the waist up and mimed playing a combination assault rifle and RAG
launcher got up to look like a guitar. Steve Yonoi had been in showbiz
long enough to recognize implanted muscle a mile off. The guy’s arms and
torso rippled and bulged like the real thing, but his neck was too
smooth. Not even the best Swiss clinics could cover something like that.


Don’t mess with me cuz I’m wired I said
An’ I might just have to shoot you dead
In fact I think I’ll do it anyway
Cuz I’m wired and I’ve not had a very nice day.

Pulled out my machine an wasted the guy
Man, his blood was everywhere, my-oh-my
Another kid lying there don’t change much
But I’m wired, I’m armed and I’m in touch.

So remember my message loud an’ clear
The Angel of Death is the man to fear
Don’t mess with me, keep clear of my piece
Cuz where I live there ain’t no police.



Cut to linkman. “Awwwwww-right! You’re watchin’ Channel Three and that
was the newest, bestest in murder rap from The Angel. It’s called
‘Wired’ and I think it sucks cuz I’ve got a pet doberman can write
better lyrix’n that, but then I’ve got a Master’s Degree and you
haven’t. Okay clods, we got some very important messages comin’ right
up, so hands off the zapper, watch the nice adverts, or th’Angel’ll come
an’ getcha…”

Dumb amateur, thought Steve. A link can’t get away with insulting an
audience for ever. Sure, the first few weeks you do it you get a
following, people think you’re different, you’re smart. But their
tolerance breaks very soon if you call them assholes once too much. They
end up thinking you’re an asshole too, and they don’t want to watch you
anymore. The guy’s Producer would know this full well, but was probably
just using him for a few weeks of good ratings before firing him. If I
was you, loser, thought Steve, I’d start looking for a new job right
now. Maybe the Department of Sanitation’s hiring. The saddest thing
about it is that most TV audiences are assholes, but you mustn’t ever
say that. Not even to yourself, if you can help it.

“D’you think you can turn off the TV a mo’ Steve? I need to do some
test-runs and it’s distracting me,” said Pereira.

They drove on, with only the occasional clicking of Pereira’s keys
breaking the silence. With nothing showing on the ’scope, Eitan relaxed
a little, drove with one hand on the wheel, and deftly started filling
clips for his Uzi with the other.

Steve Yonoi took another drink and watched Pereira as he played his
keyboard. Caetano Pereira both impressed him and amused him. Pereira was
a man of three deep passions. First, he was Brazilian, though to hear
him speak American you wouldn’t think so, and he was therefore mad about
soccer. It was no difficult thing to start him talking about the game
for hours at a time. Second, he loved computers. He could go for days
without food or sleep keyboarding or psi’d into some system. He was
clearly older than the under 25-ish you’re supposed to be burned out by,
and Steve shuddered to think of the garbage he’d probably had implanted
or cultured in his brain to keep himself on top. Pereira’s third
obsession was women. He considered himself a great Romeo. Which Steve
found odd considering he was such an ugly little swine—a huge hooked
nose jutted out of a flat face topped by a receding hairline he refused,
for some damfool reason, to get fixed cosmetically. He compensated a
little by always dressing immaculately in expensive business suits and
by wearing that wretched aftershave.

Steve Yonoi, failed actor and TV presenter and slightly more successful
con artist, always associated Fulgencio Narcissus aftershave with rich,
vulgar men. The kind of guys who’d have diamond studs and gold ingots
set into their forearms. The kind of men who had understandably un-macho
nightmares about small renegades wielding big knives.

Shimon Eitan he couldn’t figure at all. Eitan, 230 pounds of ex-Israeli
Paratroop combat instructor, was the operation’s muscle. He was a solid,
professional killer who was in an altogether different league from some
of the psychos on both sides of the law it had once been Steve’s job to
interview. Eitan was a cold, efficient professional who probably didn’t
love or hate killing. He was a nice enough guy (assuming he was on your
side), but he rarely had an opinion about anything. Steve had wondered
if Eitan had any personality at all until he’d overheard him having the
mother and father of all nightmares a week or so back.

“How’s it going back there?” Eitan eventually asked Pereira, who was
looking very pleased with himself.

“Fine. All the test patterns are looking good.” He closed the briefcase
on his lap and patted it affectionately.

“How’s it work, anyway?” asked Eitan, now with both hands on the wheel
again.

“Well, you’ve got the most powerful portable computer money can buy,
right? Plus a few special features I’ve customized on myself. With a
modem it can talk to every other computer in the world that wants to
talk to it. The way the blag works is simple. We go in, you two do your
business and I set up and plug this baby in, and I’ve got myself an
instant dealing-room. I then get it to say ‘Hello World. We’ve got
something you might want to buy.’ The rest of the world says ‘yeah!
Gimme, gimme!’ We hope. And for this they pay in big fat bundles of
dollars and yen and rubles and ECUs and stuff. Only it ain’t big fat
bundles, it’s little electronic signals going down wires and across
chips and through the air, and through outer space and bouncing off
satellites.”

“Hey come on, we know all that stuff. What I want to know is what’s
going to stop us getting caught?” Steve interrupted.

“Well, for the last five weeks, I’ve been teaching the system to scatter
the looies the very nanosecond they come in. See, the customers pay by
telling their computers to tell their banks’ computers to make a credit
transfer to my computer. The instant that the transaction is complete,
we give the customers what they want. Meanwhile, the credit going into
my computer is immediately transferred to other computers all over the
world. Thousands of transactions take place at once. We buy government
stock in Leningrad, we buy pork belly futures in Managua, play the oil
spots in Rivadavia, put a few into a tax-evasion account in Nauru… All
over the place. And the instructions we give the other computers will
keep that cash moving, buying and selling across the globe, across
time-zones and currency areas. The money will not stop moving for two
months. By then I can start bringing it back together into fewer, larger
holdings because the pattern will be so confusing that even if anyone
does want to find out where we are or what happened to the money,
they’ll come out of it with nothing except a headache.”

“So there’s no danger at all?” asked Steve Yonoi.

“Of course there’s danger! Someone might break into the system while
it’s making the offer. But you have to ask yourself who would want to do
this? Who are we hurting? And the answer is nobody, apart from our
intended victim, and nobody gives a byte for him. The whole point of
this operation, Steve, is that it makes money by destroying someone that
ninety-eight percent of the world’s population hates and that one
hundred percent will hate by the time we’re finished. If we’d tried this
ten years ago then maybe the UN Computer User and Fraud Registry might
have had something to say about it, but nowadays they’re totally
under-resourced and ignored. The danger comes from one of the big corps
deciding that what we’re doing is bad for business confidence and that
they want to stop us.”

“So how could someone stop us?” asked Steve.

“They’d put in a sleeper, right?” suggested Eitan from the front seat.

“That’s one option,” said Pereira. “Tell Steve about sleepers, Shimon.”

Eitan’s eyes alternated between the road and the ’scope. “A sleeper,
Steve, is a kind of time-lapse virus. You can get all types, and because
people wise up to them real fast, new ones are developed all the time. I
came across them when I was seconded to Mossad. Did you ever hear of
PICADGE?”

“Nope,” said Steve.

“Stands for Pan-Islamic Congress Air Defence Ground Environment. Okay,
here’s your history lesson… Air superiority has always been vital to
Israel’s survival. About five years ago, the Pan-Islamic Congress put
their heads and money together and asked themselves how they could shoot
all our planes out of the air. One answer, of course, is to have more
planes than us. But we’ve always had better planes and better pilots. So
they thought they’d let us hang ourselves in the next Mid-East war by
developing an integrated system of air defences because Israel almost
always attacks first. Their system would comprise state-of-the-art
missiles, radars and every other sensor they could think of as well as a
centralized air-force command. We couldn’t stand for this. We thought of
commando raids or air strikes to take them out, but there were far too
many different sites involved and the probability of successfully
eliminating every single target was less than five percent. In the end
we decided a little mall-game would be cheapest and most effective.”

“So that’s how come all those missiles self-destructed or shot off into
the desert!” said Pereira. The massive malfunction of missile and sensor
bases all over the Middle East had hit the headlines two years
previously.

“That’s right. We used sleepers. And routine hacking to implant them. We
managed to infect the whole thing. We mainly broke into the less
well-guarded files, like the pay records or the toilet paper inventory
or the staff canteen menus. Most of the bugs were disguised as payments.
Then, at a pre-programmed time, they all went into action. The Arabs
found that what they thought was a lot of ordinary double-entry
book-keeping was in fact orders to wipe some files, scramble others, or
launch missiles into the desert, or just auto-destruct.”

“So that could happen to us. Someone could put a sleeper in, disguised
as a payment,” said Steve.

“It’s possible,” admitted Pereira. “The thing to watch out for is a
sleeper that will trace the money back to us. Though one that just fried
the system would be bad enough. But like I said we’re not really hurting
anyone, and if they do want to stop us, a top-of-the-range sleeper isn’t
cheap. If it’s been used once, you can’t really get away with using it
again. And I do have some safeguards here that ought to be able to spot
one coming in. The other danger is in a straight break-in. Some smartass
jock coming along for the ride either on his keyboard or on psi. That’s
why when I’m making the offer I don’t want to keep it open for more than
four minutes. Even then, the access code to the master-drive is not
something that can be crunched in an instant. The only one to really
worry about is the GenTech facility at Tokyo, where they have the latest
Alex machine. The chances are that GenTech isn’t going to be interested
in what we’re doing. If they are, the duty operators are going to have
to get authorization from upstairs to devote precious terminal time to
us. That’s why the timing is so important. I’m aiming to be raking in
the looies as their shift changes in Tokyo.”

The car was approaching the south-east Stop/Go of the city. Eitan
retracted the chain-gun and pushed the Uzi under his seat. Everyone
tensed a little, but the barriers lifted and they were waved through as
expected.

“If nobody objects,” said Steve Yonoi, “I’ll have the TV on again.” He
tuned into the local station, WZLD, Channel Four. It was time for the
Honest-to-God Bible Show presented by the Reverend Bob Jackson and his
wife Dolly on behalf of their Divine Purpose Mission Inc. Bob and Dolly
were part of the fundamentalist Christian new-wave. As far as they (and
their flock) were concerned, world events of the last few years proved
that the last trump would soon be calling and the world would soon end.
Bob was informing his audience that the Good Lord Himself (‘Amen!’) had
told him this:

“… But though The Lord has delivered this message personally to me, my
friends, it’s also there for all of you, and I mean all of you, to read
for yourselves. It’s in the Good Book, right in there in black and white
at the end. It’s called the Book of Revelation. My friends, we KNOW that
The Lord will reveal His purpose unto us before very long. So NOW is the
time to come to The, Lord if you haven’t already done so.”

Steve Yonoi let out an involuntary snigger. Pereira was loading an
elegant black SIG machine-pistol. Eitan drove on.

The Reverend Bob continued. “So please, friends, phone in, or make that
credit transfer. The numbers are at the bottom of your screen. Please
come to the Lord; please, brothers and sisters, get in touch now. We
need your money to help us carry out our mission. We’ve never needed it
as urgently as we’ve needed it now. The Lord has told me that the time
of reckoning is almost upon us and that mankind is to be called to
account. Now is the time to come to Him, now is the time to prepare for
everlasting life. That’s why we need you to call or make that CT right
now. Please have your credit cards ready. Ready to do the Lord’s work,
ready for you to be saved…”

 

The car pulled into a large and mainly empty underground carpark sixty
seconds ahead of schedule. Across the lot, they could see two guards
standing by the elevator door.

“Okay,” said Pereira. “Everyone know what they’re doing?”

“Well if we don’t by now, we’re going to end up dead meat,” said Steve
Yonoi, taking a last, wistful pull on the whisky bottle.

“Perfect,” observed Pereira as he watched the two guards at the elevator
cross the lot to an unmarked car and drive away. “The amount of money
we’ve had to backhand those bastards, I’d have been well pissed if they
hadn’t kept their side of the deal.”

“I don’t suppose it can be cheap buying off an entire city force for
three quarters of an hour,” observed Steve Yonoi.

“No it isn’t,” snarled Pereira. “But believe it or not, they have a
standard set of charges for turning a blind eye, or for not being
somewhere at a certain time.”

“Isn’t human nature a beastly thing?” said Steve.

“Sure is. C’mon. Time to get going.” All three got out of the car.
Pereira took the briefcase containing his computer, with the SIG under
his arm. Eitan pushed his Uzi into a large pocket in his overcoat. From
under the driver’s seat he pulled a Murphy Bullpup assault rifle and
slung it on his shoulder. Finally, he picked up a Remington pump shotgun
from the passenger seat.

Pereira watched with interest. “Isn’t that shotgun a little
old-fashioned?” he asked as they walked towards the elevator.

Steve cut in on Eitan’s behalf. “You don’t understand showbiz, do you
Caetano? The Remington’s crude, but that’s its value. Its noisy, it’s
nasty and it’s brutal—it’ll impress people more than the very latest
weapons. Isn’t that so, Shimon?” Eitan just nodded.

Back in the car, the TV set remained turned on. Bob’s wife Dolly had
come on, and, backed by a pre-recorded tape, had started singing a
Country and Western song whose principal refrain seemed to be “Ah’m not
ashamed to be a Christian.”

They got out of the elevator at the third floor of the building, the
only floor on which there were any lights.

Inside WZLD’s studio 4, the 200-strong studio audience of Bob ‘n’
Dolly’s Honest-to-God Bible Show were politely (in some cases,
enthusiastically) enduring the final chorus of “Ah’m not Ashamed to be a
Christian.” In the Control Room, the lone Producer yawned and looked at
the clock. On his schedule it said it was now time for Bob to talk to a
few members of the audience. This would be followed by Dolly narrating a
two-minute film about the latest atrocities committed by Yakuza gangs,
Muslims and other “godless scum.” He pressed a button, and the remote
control camera following Dolly widened focus as she hit and desperately
tried to hold, her final note. He pushed another and switched to Camera
2 to take in Bob, clapping enthusiastically in the front row of the
auditorium in between a pair of sweet-looking old ladies.

The Producer’s airspace was brutally invaded by the stench of Fulgencio
Narcissus aftershave. He turned and found himself looking down the
barrel of an SIG machine pistol.

“Don’t bother trying to call Security,” said the gun’s owner, a spare
figure in a dark business suit carrying a briefcase in his left hand.
The man talked quietly, the softened consonants of his speech suggesting
a faint foreign accent. “They’ve all gone home. Now, please be so kind
as to put the studio on autopilot. C’mon, we haven’t got all night.”

The Producer pressed a key at the top right of his control panel. From
now on, the cameras would automatically focus on whoever was using a
microphone at the time.

“Good. Now could I ask you to swallow these little pills here?” said
Pereira, proffering a pair of green capsules.

“What are they?” asked the Producer.

“Just a little ju-ju. Fact is, I could tie you up, but whenever you do
that to people in the movies, they escape. So I thought we’d go for
something more secure. They’ll put you to sleep in seconds, and a very
deep, pleasant sleep it is, I can assure you from my own experience.
You’ll wake up in the morning feeling just fine, except of course that
the place will be full of security ops and studio execs asking you dumb
questions you can’t answer. Of course, I could be offering you cyanide,
but you really don’t have a lot of choice in the matter. You’re going to
have to take my word for it that these are just regular Mickeys. Now,
you going to lie down in the corner and get some shut-eye, or are me and
SIG going to have to blow your head off? Choice is yours, pal.”

The Producer lay down in the far corner of the control room and
swallowed the pills, washing them down with the dregs in his coffee-cup.

Down in the studio, one of the sweet little old ladies was telling Bob
how much she loved Jesus and how much she hated Catholics, Blacks, Jews,
Buddhists and Muslims. Them rag-heads, she was saying, were the children
of the Lord of Darkness his Satanic self.

The Producer snored. Pereira opened his briefcase, set up screen and
keyboard and plugged it into the telephone socket. He sat at the studio
control console and took the cameras off automatic for the next bit.

Eitan entered stage right, firing his machine-pistol at the ceiling.
Panic broke out among the audience. Many of them very soon discovered
that all the exits were locked, and nobody was armed. It was one of the
rules of the Studio that before you entered you were electronically
searched. Any weapons you were carrying had to be left with the
gun-check machine and reclaimed as you left. While everyone was
screaming, ducking for cover or trying to get out, Steve Yonoi appeared
behind Eitan with handcuffs. As Eitan covered them, Steve went over to
Bob and Dolly and secured the wrists of both behind their backs. Bob,
his innate sense of self-preservation recovering itself, made frantic
facial gestures towards the Producer’s box at the far end of the studio,
trying to get the cameras stopped, little knowing that the Producer was
already fast asleep and now dreaming lasciviously of having a candle-lit
dinner with a news reporter called Lola Stechkin.

Steve Yonoi had disappeared. Eitan pushed Bob and Dolly into the sofa at
the centre of the stage and came forward, glaring at the audience. There
are times when a hard, uncompromising stare is worth a hundred bullets,
he used to tell his officer cadets and now he was giving it his best.
People were uneasily returning to their seats, wondering what would
happen next. As they quietened down, Eitan threw the Uzi on the floor
and unshouldered his assault rifle, cocking it noisily. Bob, dumbfounded
in his seat, looked at the discarded Uzi, wondering…

In the Control Room, Pereira took a recording of the events of the last
few minutes. Via his computer, he squirted it off to every TV station in
the world that subscribed to the International Broadcasting Convention.
Along with the pictures of a TV evangelist and wife and audience being
hijacked went the sales pitch:

 

HUMILIATION OF AMERICAN CHRISTIAN FUNDAMENTALIST TV PREACHER AND WIFE 90
PERCENT PROBABILITY OF DEATH OR EXTREME VIOLENCE

 

OPEN IBC CHANNEL USAWZLD4TZ0900 FOR FREE AUDIENCE INTERACTION

 

LIVE 240 SEC DLY

 

STANDARD IBC RATES 26 MINS 1 CB UNLIMITED RPT RTS SPEC CREDIT TFR
IMMEDIATE THIS CODE OFFER CLOSES 240 SECONDS COUNTING…

 

COUNTING…

 

COUNTING…

 

TAKE IT OR LEAVE IT LADIES AND GENTLEMEN THIS’LL BE THE WEIRDEST THING
YOU’LL SEE ALL YEAR

 

From the Control Room, Pereira turned on the theme music. Not the normal
theme music for Bob and Dolly’s Honest-to-God Bible Show, but an upbeat
orchestration, suggesting humour as well as great entertainment. Just
like you’d get with one of those game shows where people’s children are
given electric shocks if their parents don’t know the capital of
Venezuela or given a Clever Boy roboguard got up to look like a German
Shepherd dog if they do. Pereira switched on the canned applause, since
there was little likelihood that the studio audience were going to do
any clapping and cheering just yet.

The applause was Steve Yonoi’s cue. He walked jauntily down the central
stairway through the auditorium, smiling broadly, waving to camera.

Eitan moved to one side and Steve took up position centre stage.
“Whoooo! Awwwww-right! Thankyew! Thankyew! What a great welcome!” he
enthused as the music and recorded applause drained away. “Whoo! Okay!
No, thankyew! Ladies and gentlemen, or may I say, friends,” he grinned,
smarmily. “Please don’t worry about a thing. I’m sorry about all the
confusion back there, but there’s been a slight change to our schedule
for this evening. Yes, those of you watching at home, and those of you
here in the studio thought you were going to see Bob ‘n’ Dolly’s
Honest-to-God Bible Show. But all the time, we were outside waiting to
give you all a real big surprise.

“Ladies and gentlemen, friends, brothers and sisters, my name is Steve
Yonoi and I’d like to welcome you to the Old Testament Vengeance Show.
And may I say to those of you at home, please stay tuned to us, because
we’re going to be having a lot of fun this evening. Let’s go talk to Bob
and Dolly right now.”

All this was much too much for Bob, who rushed, head-down directly at
Eitan’s stomach. Eitan side-stepped him and he hit the flimsy partition
to the next studio. Eitan kicked him in the butt, grabbed him by the
collar and swung him round, returning him to his seat next to his wife.
More shouting and screaming from the audience. With the rifle hanging
from his right shoulder, he unslung the Remington from his left and,
aiming low over the heads of the audience, loosed off three deafening
shots.

People quietened down again. Steve smiled broadly and got on with the
show. “Bob,” he started, “you thought you were here tonight to present
Bob ‘n’ Dolly’s Honest-to-God Bible Show. Well, you were wrong, because
all along we’ve been planning this lovely surprise for you, your lovely
wife, and for all the lovely viewers at home as well as in the audience
here. Cuz tonite Bob, This is Your Death… Or could well be anyways,”
he winked, in an aside to the camera. More canned applause, followed by
a canned fanfare. “Yes, Bob, tonight, this is your death. And you’re
probably all asking yourselves at home what Bob here has done to deserve
the horrible death he’s probably going to get tonight, so without
further delay, let’s see what Bob gets up to in his leisure time…”

Pereira’s offer had gone out to most TV stations across the world. The
show was being recorded and relayed to customers on a four-minute delay,
giving buyers and producers from the US through Europe, Asia and
Australasia the chance to take it more or less live if they liked the
first four minutes included with the offer. It was proving irresistable
to TV stations all over the world already. There were few countries in
the world where people would be able to resist watching the
embarrassment of an American fundamentalist firebrand. Two more minutes
and Pereira would close his system to them, sending on the show to
customers on the station’s own relay systems. He had to go back to
producing the show here momentarily, pulling a vidisc from the pocket of
his jacket and slapping it into the studio/transmit player.

Behind Steve, behind Bob and Dolly on the sofa, a screen lit up.

“Fact is Bob,” Steve began his commentary, “that you and the lovely
Dolly are sinners. Not, as you so often say yourself, ‘mere’ sinners,
but real big ones, major-league sinners. You fill people’s heads with
crap, get them all scared that the world’s going to end just so’s you
can make yourselves a hatful of money.”

There appeared on the screen a drawing, an artist’s impression of a
collection of comfortable-looking air-conditioned huts, full of smiling
black children.

“This is the mission school and hospital you’re telling people you need
money to build in Africa. In fact Bob, it doesn’t exist, and you have no
intention of building it.”

“That’s a lie!” screamed Bob. “We are in the process of building
missions in Greater Rhodesia!”

“Well, I guess you could call them missions, Bob,” grinned Steve. On
the screen, film footage of a collection of miserable huts, a compound
surrounded by a wire fence, patrolled by armed guards with dogs. “This,
ladies and gentlemen, is Bob’s idea of a mission. It’s in Namibia
province, and it houses the workers for a couple of uranium mines he
owns. The facility also has a profitable side-line in burying highly
toxic chemical waste from Europe and America. And I don’t have to tell
you that they haven’t heard of safety regulations here and that many of
the workers and their families are literally poisoned to death. When I
say workers, perhaps ‘slaves’ would be a better way of putting it,
because as you can see here, they’re all wearing chains. Plus which, our
hidden camera hung around five weeks and didn’t get any footage of
payday. That’s not a very Christian attitude, is it Bob?”

“But that’s terrible!” exclaimed Bob. “Nobody told me that this was what
they were doing. I trusted my people out there. I didn’t know that this
was how they were treating folk!”

“Well that’s funny Bob, real funny. Because as you can see here, our
secret camera managed to get some footage of you and Dolly visiting the
place a few months back.” On screen, Bob in shirtsleeves and Dolly in a
light dress being shown around a mine, being escorted around the
compound by a group of armed men…

“Who the hell are you people? Who’s behind this? Who’s trying to destroy
me?” snarled Bob, getting out of his seat. Eitan moved towards him,
menacingly. He fell back into his seat.

In the Control Room, a small panel at the bottom of Pereira’s screen was
counting. Almost four hundred million bucks, and a bit of loose. Not
bad. “Va Mais!” muttered Pereira clenching his fists so tight it hurt,
willing the money to come in the same way he would will Camoes to strike
at goal back in Bahia. They were doing better than expected.

Another section of the screen lit up. One of the payments had a weird
signature. Coming from a station in Singapore which was a subsidiary of
GenTech… Incoming sleeper! Spotted in time, Pereira punched in a
pre-programmed code and it was sent off down a blind alley. Into
worthless 20-year-old Polish government stock, where it would stay. The
offer was now closed. Using the studio computer, Pereira told his
customers to be prepared for interaction.

“So Bob, we thought we’d find out what happens to all the money, and
God’s honest truth is that we just don’t know. You’ve got so much of the
stuff washing around that we really can’t tell what you do with all of
it. And our hidden camera’s been spying on you and Dolly for quite some
time now… Friends, those of you at home who’ve donated your life
savings to the Divine Purpose Mission might want to take a big drink at
this point…” Pictures of Bob drinking whisky from the bottle, Bob
slobbering over an imported German porn vid. Bob squeezing his
secretary’s breast. Bob and his secretary, on Bob’s desk, in a state of
semi-undress…

“Well, wasn’t that just horrible, ladies and gentlemen? And I can
categorically assure you that none of what you’ve just seen was made up
or staged by robots or stuntmen. It’s all absolutely true. Isn’t it
Bob?”

Bob said nothing.

“Okay,” said Steve. “Now what you just saw was more for the benefit of
Bob’s flock than for those of you at home. Like Bob and Dolly are always
telling us, the world is full of wicked people indulging in the sins of
the flesh. They may, however, have given you the impression that they
lead pure and Godly lives. Well, like you just saw, Bob’s given to
lapsing from grace. About ten times a day one way or another, in fact.
Now here’s something that should shock more of you…”

On screen, silent, grainy footage of Bob and a group of men with hunting
rifles approach a wooden platform near a river. At the steps of the
platform, Bob hands over a wad of cash to a man in uniform. It is the
uniform of the Southern Border Patrol, so this is the Mexican-American
border. The man in uniform gets into a patrol car and drives away. The
film cuts to the top of the platform. Bob and his friends are out for an
afternoon’s sport. One of them passes a whisky flask around. Another
points to the other side of the river, where a young man and woman
emerge from behind a boulder. They intend, it seems, to try and swim
across the river. They want to escape the hell of Mexico’s simmering
civil war in the hope of finding a better life in the United States.
They wade into the water. They start to swim. Bob and the others strain
their eyes into the enhancement-scopes of their rifles, fingers flex and
embrace triggers. „

Silence among the audience.

Steve Yonoi, showman, did his best to get the pace going again after
this sombre interlude. “But, ladies and gentlemen, you ain’t seen
nothing yet. What those of you out there who’ve sent in your hard-earned
money would probably like to know is, what do Bob and Dolly do with it
when they’re not using it to bring back the slave trade or take
pot-shots at poor Mexicans?

“Well, here, as you can see on the screen, is just one of Bob and
Dolly’s three luxury homes. This one’s the ranch a few klicks out of
here and we visited it this afternoon and this is what we found… look
at the size of that heated spa pool… this is the bedroom. Why on earth
would anyone want to put a mirror on the ceiling, Bob? That way you have
to brush your hair and straighten your tie lying down on the waterbed.
Oh, and there’s our Mr Eitan accidentally machine-gunning the
waterbed… Sorry ’bout that! Ladies and gentlemen, there was one thing
missing from Bob and Dolly’s luxury home. You see, we looked absolutely
everywhere, and we couldn’t find a single Bible. Well, we thought, that
can’t be right—a God-fearing couple like Bob and Dolly don’t have a
Bible! We were worried. We were angered at this. In fact, Mr Eitan was
so angered (even though he’s Jewish himself) that he took an axe and
went into Bob’s study and chopped up this lovely desk made of the rarest
Brazilian rainforest mahogany. And that’s when we did, at last, find a
Bible. This beautiful leather-bound edition was being kept in a locked
drawer in Bob’s desk… And as you can see, when you open it up, the
middle has been hollowed out as a hiding-place for this little bag of
white powder…”

The screen finally went blank. Bob turned pale. Dolly looked no better.
Members of the audience were beginning to murmur to one another.

Steve Yonoi continued in his relentlessly good-natured manner. “Bob, we
wondered long and hard about the best way of punishing you for your
terrible hypocrisy. First off, our Business Manager, who you can’t see
because he’s in the Producer’s Box, suggested a little hacking. Our
Business Manager, Mr Pereira, is the best in the business, and he
managed to break into the Divine Purpose Mission’s mailing-list. Taking
that, and quite illegally gaining authority to some of your bank
accounts, he’s sent back all the money that people have sent you in the
last four months or so.”

Isolated applause in the audience began, in a few seconds breaking into
something much more enthusiastic.

“Thank you, ladies and gentlemen, thank you,” said Steve, knowing that
the hard work of getting the audience onto his side was now almost over.
“I know that many of you have been sending Bob and Dolly your money for
much longer than four months, but I’m afraid there was no way we could
access all of it. I just hope that we have, in our little way, managed
to repair some of the damage that Bob has done to your lives.”

Steve Yonoi mentioned nothing about the hundred million’s worth of
stock, bonds and holdings that Pereira had managed to liquidate and
which the team planned to keep for their own purposes just as soon as it
had finished running around the world along Pereira’s labyrinthine trade
routes.

“But losing a few looies is hardly enough punishment, is it Bob? We’ve
got a problem here. You need to be punished, but we don’t want to take
the law into our own hands and act like we were the judge,
the jury and—heh-heh!—the executioner as well. So it’s
time for a little
interactive television. Ladies and gentlemen, it’s time for you, the
viewing public across the world, to decide what we should do to Bob.

“You have three simple options. Option One is to let him off the hook
with a warning and leave him and Dolly alone. Vote for that if you think
that being exposed as a crook, a cheat, a murderer and a slave-trader
has been punishment enough. Option Two is nonviolent punishment. Vote
for that if you think we should send all our files and vid footage to
the FBI and other interested parties. Option Three is Death. And vote
for that one if you’d like to see Bob being executed live in the studio
here right after the commercial break. Ladies and gentlemen, please
choose an option and key the correct number into your zapper, minitel,
remote control, transputer or whatever system you have in your country.
Please vote now. The codes should be at the bottom of your screen.
Meanwhile, stay with us. We’ll be right back with you after these
important messages.”

 

In the Control Room Pereira cued in the scheduled commercials and waited
by the terminal of the studio’s comms computer, though it would be four
minutes before the vote results came through. Actually giving the
millions of viewers they were picking up by the minute a vote was a
little academic. They’d vote for death. They always did. None but the
tiny minority of good Christians watching would actually be surprised or
shocked by Bob and Dolly’s behaviour. But most other people would vote
for death just for the fun of seeing it on live TV.

On his own computer, he noticed an intruder trying to crunch his access
codes. It was a powerful machine, judging by the speed at which it was
trying different options, probably a corporate mainframe somewhere, with
some lonely night-operator who fancied himself as an ace trying out his
hand. Pereira was tempted to try his new invention, a self-replicating
biochip facility that could keep on adding to the access code up to
infinity and race against anything trying to crack it. He would dearly
have loved to key himself into the system and face up to the booger. But
there was no time and too much at stake. Maybe next time. Pereira pulled
the plug on the modem. It was time to re-programme Dolly’s musichip.

On the camera monitors, he could see everyone waiting through the break.
Once it had finished, Steve Yonoi apologized for concentrating too much
on Bob’s sins, so they would show some film of Dolly’s as well. Pereira
hit a button and the video screen one again came into operation.

“As you’ll remember, ladies and gentlemen,” said Steve Yonoi, “Dolly has
always backed up her husband’s hatred of Asiatics and Arabs and everyone
else who isn’t born-again and American, but here in this footage she is
in bed with a young man who is clearly of non-European origin. And here
she is again with another! Japanese, I’d say. And another! And another
(oh, but he’s white)! And another… Okay, most of you will think so
what? What’s the big deal about seeing other guys, specially when she’s
got a dork like Bob for a husband?—but here are some recent clips from
the show…” Dolly is claiming never to have had eyes for anyone but her
husband, that adultery is the most mortal of sins. She is claiming that
white women should not sleep with Asiatics and Arabs. Cut back to
footage of her lying in bed. A handsome Arab boy is getting dressed. She
leans over and gives him a handful of credit cards. (That’s the money
you’ve sent in, ladies and gentlemen!’)

“Well, friends, we can once again assure you that what you have just
seen was the plain truth. Dolly was real, and so were those young men.
It looks like Dolly is a little on the two-faced side, don’t you think?”
said Steve Yonoi. “What are we going to do with you, Dolly?”

Dolly squirmed in her seat. Bob gave her a filthy look, clearly unaware
of her record of infidelities.

“Well, friends,” said Steve. “I’ll tell you what we’re going to do.
Nothing much. Bob’s the real bad guy, not Dolly, and after all, she has
now lost everything. There is one little thing, of course, and that’s
that our Mr Pereira should be just about now hitting a switch that will
re-programme Dolly’s musichip implant to play ‘Onward Christian
Soldiers’ into her head very loudly right around the clock to remind her
that she’s not ashamed to be a Christian. Course, as all you good people
will know, it’s the easiest thing in the world to get an implant
re-programmed or removed… if you can afford to pay the bill.” The
audience laughed.

Steve’s earpiece buzzed with information coming back from Pereira in the
Control Room. Worldwide they’d had 5 million votes for clemency, 158
million votes for nonviolent punishment, but 556 million votes for
death.

He announced the result. The studio audience broke into wild cheering,
the faces of many contorting into an ugly blood-lust born of the
delicious sensation of righteous anger. That and the fact that most of
them had given money to the Divine Purpose Mission and wouldn’t be
getting much of it, if any, back.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” said Steve as the cheering began to fade. “The
verdict is death, and now I’d like a member of the studio audience to
volunteer to carry out the sentence.” About sixty members of the
audience raised their hands eagerly. Steve Yonoi picked the same little
old lady who’d earlier been telling Bob how much she hated Muslims. She
came forward.

“Well good evening to you, Ma’am, and what’s your name?” asked Steve.

“Good evening sir. My name is Gretchen Sandino and ah’m not ashamed to
be a Christian.”

“Awww, ain’t that nice?” grinned Steve. “Well Gretchen, in a minute
we’ll probably be asking you to execute Bob for us.” Applause, hooting,
cheering. “But first, ladies and gentlemen, we’ve got to be Christian
about this. We’ve got to give Bob just one last chance to save his hide.
Bob, come forward please.”

Bob stayed where he was, seated next to his wife who was staring
catatonically ahead of her as “Onward Christian Soldiers” played
unceasingly in her head. Eitan walked over to Bob, pulled him out of his
seat by the lapel of his jacket and brought him to Gretchen and Steve at
the front of the stage. Gretchen tried to hit him with her handbag, but
missed.

“Okay, Bob. We’re gonna give you just one last chance to live. It’s very
simple. All you have to do is answer three little bitty questions. If
you get the answers correct, we’ll let you live. Is that fair?”

Bob said nothing.

“Okay Bob, first question. Bob, has the Almighty ever told you that the
world is about to end?”

Bob, very quietly: “No.”

“Is the correct answer!” A triumphant fanfare played on the studio PA.
Steve continued. “Second question, Bob. Have you ever received any
personal messages of any description from the Lord?”

Bob, very quietly: “No.”

“Two correct answers!” Another fanfare. “You’re doing real good so far.
Okay, Bob, now to save your life, concentrate real hard. Bob, what is
the capital of Venezuela?”

Bob turned white, looking pleadingly at the audience in the hope that
someone might shout the answer. Nobody did. Gretchen smiled broadly.
She’d never done an execution before. And she knew the correct answer to
the question.

“C’mon, Bob! It’s an easy question. What is the capital of Venezuela?”

No answer.

“Oh, Bob! C’mon! At least make a guess. I’m going to count to three then
I want some kind of answer from you. One… Two… Three! Time’s up,
Bob! What’s the answer?”

“Bogota?”

“Is the wrong answer!” Cheers from the audience. “Gretchen, do you know
the answer?” asked Steve Yonoi.

“Yes, Sir! It’s Caracas. That’s where my son lives.”

“Awww! Ain’t that great? Okay Gretchen, you’ve gotta kill Bob for us
now. How d’you feel about that? Looking forward to it?”

“I certainly am,” enthused the little old lady. “I’ve been adding it all
up, and I guess that I must have given this wicked man about half a
million dollars over the years.”

“So I guess he owes you, huh?”

“He sure does. What we gonna do then? String ’im up? Blow his brains
out? Cut him into ittle-bitty pieces with a blunt knife? Peel off his
skin and drop him in a vat of salty water?”

“Whoa, Gretchen!” laughed Steve. “I can see we’re gonna have some big
fun here! Ladies and gentlemen. The time is almost upon us for Bob’s
execution. But first, we have to give him the chance to do something he
probably hasn’t done for real for a very long time, and that’s pray. So
start praying Bob, there’s a good feller. Seek the Lord’s forgiveness,
and ask if he can see his way through to not sending your miserable ass
straight to hell.”

Though he couldn’t put his cuffed hands together, it was clear that Bob
was praying.

Steve pulled out a GenTech Panther pistol from an inside pocket, took
off the safety and handed it to Gretchen. “Gretchen, I want you to stand
behind Bob and hold the pistol to the back of his head, about here. It’s
got blowback vents so there won’t be too much recoil, but you better
hold it with both hands. That’s it, you’ve got it. The safety’s off, so
all you have to do is wait for my say-so and then gently squeeze the
trigger. Got that? Good… But first, ladies and gentlemen, let’s have a
minute’s silent reflection. You may wish to pray for Bob’s soul, or
simply think on some of the things you’ve seen tonight. In sixty
seconds’ time, Gretchen here will pull the trigger.”

Pereira flipped the control console onto autopilot for the last time and
closed his briefcase. Picking it up along with his SIG, he was about to
leave. He then remembered the sleeping Producer in the corner and went
over, bent down and rifled through his pockets. “Easy come, easy go,” he
muttered as he helped himself to the man’s wallet containing cash,
security passes and credit cards. He left, closing the door behind him,
walking down the side of the studio to the stage.

Bob was kneeling tearfully at the front with a little old lady gleefully
holding a pistol to the back of his head. Next to them stood Steve
Yonoi, head bowed, hands together. At the back of the stage was Eitan,
clutching the Murphy rifle to his chest and looking suspiciously around
him, as always. Dolly sat on the sofa, staring straight ahead. The
studio was in complete silence, though he could swear he could hear
faint strains of “Onward Christian Soldiers” coming from somewhere.

Silence.

“AWWWWWWWLLLLLL-RIIIIIIIIGGGHHHHHHTT!”
shouted Steve Yonoi suddenly.
“Bob, the minute’s up, you’ve gotta die now. C’mon ladies and gentlemen.
Let’s help Gretchen along with a countdown. Gretchen, we’re going to
count down from ten. When we get to zero, pull that trigger, okay?”

Gretchen nodded vigorously.

Steve began the countdown. The entire audience joined in. So, too,
Pereira observed curiously, did Dolly. “TEN… NINE… EIGHT… SEVEN…
SIX… FIVE… FOUR… THREE… TWO… ONE… ZERO!!”

Gretchen tensed and pulled the trigger. Bob tensed and closed his eyes.

Click. Click. Click.

“Hey, this thing ain’t loaded,” complained Gretchen. Bob fainted.

“Yes, Gretchen, that’s absolutely correct. The pistol was not loaded.
That’s because ah’m not ashamed to be a Christian. At the end of it all,
we decided we really didn’t have the heart to kill Bob, even though he’s
such a scumball. See, there’s nothing in the Good Book says thou shalt
not scare evil men shitless, but it does say quite clearly that thou
shalt not kill (commandment number six, ladies and gentlemen). Which
means that if we did shoot the bastard, you and me would be up on murder
charges. And what would your son in Caracas think of that?”

The audience was silent again. “I guess you got a point,” said Gretchen.
“I also guess there’s nothing wrong with this,” she picked up her
handbag and began hitting Bob with it. He came round, but made no
attempt to defend himself.

“Well, friends,” said Steve Yonoi, stepping forward as behind him
Gretchen Sandino belaboured Bob with her handbag, “that’s about all
we’ve got time for this evening, so it’s God bless all of you from the
three of us. You all take care now! We’ll be seeing you again, sometime
real soon.”




Only in the Twilight

by Brian Craig

In that chaotic cloud of intellectual flatulence which comprises the
works of G. W. F. Hegel there are only two statements which warrant the
attention of the eclectic plagiarist. The first, couched in a quaintly
poetic style, alleges that “the Owl of Minerva flies only in the
twilight”—which, roughly translated, means that only when the human
story approaches its climax can we really hope to understand what the
plot was all about. The second is usually rendered down by translators
into the terse aphorism that “the only thing we learn from history is
that no one ever learns anything from history”—which means that the
men whose actions comprise the story of mankind keep repeating the
mistakes of their predecessors. Whether either statement is true is
highly dubious, but either might make a useful hook to hang a story on.
(Homer Hegarty, Ideas Worth Stealing, p. 157)

 

It began with a poker game in the Twilight.

The Twilight was a sleaze-joint on the edge of the NoGo south of
Memphis. Because it was run by the Mob, a lot of pretty heavy guys used
to hang out there, which made it almost as safe as a PZ for the right
kind of people—or the wrong kind, depending on your point of view—so
it was pretty popular.

Most nights at the Twilight you could find twenty or thirty poker tables
on the go. They were mostly small-time stud or hold’em games, but the
main feature was always the screened-off section where the real pros
like Pop Sayers, Eddie Mars and Minnie Verne whiled away their time,
waiting for a sucker to blow in, or for some chancer who’d been winning
regularly in the little league to figure that the time had come to
graduate. The screens were a nice affectation, making it absolutely
clear that it was a privilege to play in that game; the kibitzers were
kept out, though the small-timers could sneak a peep now and again over
the top, provided that they showed proper reverence and discretion.

The hold’em game which kicked off this particular story started off
small enough, but eventually got heated up to the point where the pros
were peeping over from their own side to see what was going down—which
was the next best thing to the gods descending to the earth, down
Memphis way.

It was a grudge match from the start, because Perry Prime—who was
number three in the Prime Cuts, a biker gang up from Alabama—already
had some history with Manny Lee, who was number two in the Unruly
Members, a similar outfit with a local base. The two gangs had clashed
several times, sandside and dirtside alike, and if it hadn’t been for
the fact that both Perry and Manny were out for fun, with only a handful
of soldiers and their old ladies in tow, they’d have been ripping up the
streets instead of sitting down like gentlemen for a game of cards.

There were five other guys in the game, but everybody knew that it was
really Perry against Manny—they both fancied themselves as real good
players, each one figuring that he might one day earn a seat behind the
screens, if he didn’t get killed on the road.

The money went everywhichway for a while, but as the game developed,
Perry began to pull steadily ahead. It was an education for the boys who
were watching, because Perry and Manny had completely different styles.
Perry was flamboyant, always ready to run the big bluff if he smelled
chicken; Manny was dour, playing the value of his hand with absolute
precision. The bluffer can usually pull ahead in a game like that
because he keeps forcing out the other guy’s average hands, but if it
goes on long enough, the game usually reaches the situation where the
big bluffer gets conned, and goes in with everything against a real good
hand. That was what Manny was waiting for, and every time he got forced
out by Perry’s money he looked just miserable enough to make Perry think
that all he had to do to clean up was to keep throwing in the big bets.

They’d been playing about five or six hours straight when Manny figured
Christmas had arrived. He got dealt two queens, and the flop in the
middle had another one, along with a five and a nine—hold’em, in case
you don’t know, is seven card stud in which each player has his own two
hole cards and the other five are dealt three, one and one into the
middle, face up and common to all the hands. When Perry raised into him,
Manny just called and let him make the pace, waiting for the crunch.

The fourth card in the flop was a two, same suit as the nine, which
meant that Manny had three chances to fill a full house on the last
turn-up and nobody else could have anything better than a
four-flush—so when Perry raised again, Manny called again, trying to
look like a man being dragged along.

Then the fifth card went over, which was a seven, not the same suit as
the two and nine. That cut out all the possible flushes. Manny could see
that the only way he could be beaten was for Perry to be holding six and
eight, which would make a run with the five-seven-nine, and he didn’t
believe that there was anyone in the world stupid enough to raise twice
on six-eight with a flop like that on the table, so when Perry went in
Manny raised the limit.

At this point Perry went blue in the face, as if he’d been caught with
his pants down, but all of a sudden he started eyeing up the pile of
chips which Manny had in front of him, and Manny suddenly realized that
if Perry re-raised the limit, he might not have enough there to cover
the bet. He also realized that neither he nor the three guys with him
had enough kish in their pockets to make up the deficit. He did his best
to look like a guy with no worries, but maybe he’d already given it
away, because Perry went in with the big re-raise, and was suddenly
wearing a big broad grin.

This put Manny in a bit of a spot. It was bad enough to be wiped out in
a game with Perry Prime, but to get forced out by a big bet while
holding the winning hand was at least twice as bad, and Manny just
couldn’t bear to let that happen. So he called, and started counting out
his chips. When the pile was gone, he was just three hundred dollars
light, and he said he’d throw in the MG from his bike to make up the
difference.

Perry said no, that it wasn’t good enough.

Manny figured this was just a stall, and it made him mad. Everyone
watching the game knew that the gun would more than cover the bet, and
he was sure that Perry was trying to weasel out. So he said he’d throw
in the whole goddam bike.

But Perry said no again, and that he didn’t have to accept anything but
honest plastic or good hard cash.

Now, you have to understand what was at stake here. It wasn’t just the
money any more, or even the hardware. When Perry said no to the bike, he
wasn’t just creating a problem for Manny—he was creating a problem for
the Mob who ran the game, and for the game itself. The rule established
by custom was that a guy who came up short on a bet was a loser, but the
spirit of the rule was that if a guy had property to cover the
shortfall, he was entitled to his showdown. What Perry was doing was
possibly within the letter of the law, but it was dead against the
spirit.

Manny could have asked the Mob’s manager for a ruling, and the Mob’s
manager would probably have taken the easy way out, and given Manny the
chips he needed in exchange for his MG, but Manny was a poker player,
and his instinct was to ask for a ruling from the pros—from Pop
Sayers, Eddie Mars and Minnie Verne. And they, whose duty was the sacred
one of protecting the reputation of poker rather than the mundane one of
making sure that there was no trouble in the Twilight, came up with a
different compromise. They suggested that Perry ought to name something
that Manny had which he would take, and that Manny should then decide
whether he was prepared to bet it.

Manny said okay, figuring that he had already gone the limit when he
offered to bet his bike.

Perry said okay too, and said that he would accept the call if Manny Lee
would bet his old lady, Hellcat Helen.

This brought the house down, because an awful lot of chips had flowed
across the table since anyone in the Twilight had made a bet like
that. Perry, who had been the villain of the piece when it looked like
he was being unsporting, was suddenly popular again. There was a hell of
a lot of laughing, not least because Hellcat Helen had a reputation of
her own, as a girl who could never pass a mirror without swooning with
admiration, and as a person with a very filthy temper. Rumour had it
that Manny was really hung up on Helen, but that she gave him an awful
lot of punishment in the emotional department.

Manny looked at Perry, and Perry looked back, and all Manny could think
of was that Perry must have figured that even though he had been caught
running one bluff too many, he had just one chance of making Manny back
off, and that this was it.

So Manny called the bet.

Poker has a history as old as civilization itself, and that history is
littered with stories of guys who made extravagant bets in the belief
that they couldn’t lose, and then found that they had. Life has nothing
to offer which is quite as sickening, and those of you who know the game
will appreciate just how sick Manny Lee looked and felt when Perry Prime
turned over his six and his eight. It wasn’t just the sight of the
cards, either, because Helen had just come out of the bar to see what
all the noise was about.

Even if Manny had wanted to start a fight, he couldn’t. He had no
firepower, and in any case, he was the one who’d appealed to the pros
and set himself up for the sucker-punch. Whatever divine madness had
made Perry raise twice while looking for an inside straight, he had
certainly done it, and though he had no moral right at all to his
outrageous good fortune, the simple fact was that Manny was beat. He had
no alternative but to tell Helen that whether she liked it or not, she’d
just been given a free transfer to the Prime Cuts.

And he had no alternative but to listen while she told him that she was
a free agent, and couldn’t be bet on a poker hand, but that he was such
a heap of shit that she was transferring herself, and that she hoped
that next time the two gangs met in the desert the Prime Cuts would wipe
the Unruly Members right off the map.

As Pop Sayers was later to observe, it could only have happened in the
Twilight.

And, as Eddie Mars said in agreeing with Pop, that was what made poker
such a great game—you never could tell which way the cards were going
to fall.

Although, as Minnie Verne said in agreeing with Eddie, sometimes you
just couldn’t help spitting blood when you did everything right and some
flash bastard scooped the pool because he got lucky.

 

What happened next wasn’t really a war, at least in its early stages. It
was more like a long-drawn-out grudge. But it became a war, partly
because grudges do turn into wars when they extend too long, and partly
because of the increasing attention, which it attracted from the
media—mostly from a hack named Homer Hegarty, who liked filming bike battles
from the security of a helicopter.

There were some among the Unruly Members who weren’t exactly
enthusiastic about the fact that they were at daggers drawn with the
Cuts just because Manny Lee had made a prize fool of himself. Dizzy
Thacker, for one, didn’t like the idea of haring off into the desert
looking for a fight. His notion of running a gang was more businesslike—
a matter of organizing heists. He argued that just making a living was
tough enough, with the convoys getting better arms and armour every year
and the roads swarming with bounty hunters.

Dizzy had the reputation of being a man of judgment, and he certainly
had a better chance of one day playing behind the screens at the
Twilight than Manny had—but the Members’ Number One, though he called
himself Adam Eden, was Manny’s elder brother, and once Adam had decided
that anyone who didn’t get behind the Lees would be out on his ear,
Dizzy and the rest came into line.

So every now and again—maybe once a fortnight or so—the Members
would go mob-handed down to Alabama, looking to cause trouble, and woe
betide any Cuts who got in their way.

It was much the same with the Prime Cuts; some of their men weren’t at
all pleased about the trouble which Perry Prime had landed them in. But
Perry was even better off than Manny; he had two big brothers, one of
whom was King Prime and the other Hector Prime, and they were a close
family. Once Hector’s doubts had been voted down by King and Perry the
three of them showed a united front, and nobody was going to look for an
argument with all three of them.

The Cuts weren’t based in a big NoGo area. Their territory was an
ancient Indian hunting ground called Deer Stand Hill, which in more
recent times had become the town of Troy, seat of Pike County. The
region had been badly hit by the greenhouse crisis, and Troy had been
left in a narrow strip of land which had desert to the north, swampland
to the south and heavy pollution just about everywhere.

This meant that the Cuts didn’t have the same opportunities the Members
had to stock up on essentials, but it also meant that they could lay
whatever booby-traps they wanted to in the streets of the decaying ghost
town around their base, and whenever their soldiers got chased they knew
that if they could get back to the town limits, where they knew every
building and alleyway, nobody but a fool would follow them any further.
So they didn’t suffer too much from the Members’ raids.

King, Hector and Perry thought for a while that the Members would simply
get sick of the war of attrition, especially as they were operating such
a long way from home, but after three or four months of having men
picked off in ones and twos they were forced to recognize that they were
in real trouble. The Members were a bigger gang anyway, and they found
it relatively easy to buy the gas they needed.

For the Cuts, as a small-town out-of-state outfit, to go storming into
the Memphis NoGo would be like a replay of the Charge of the Light
Brigade. But they could make sure that their operations were
well-planned, and they could improve their intelligence-gathering so
that they’d know what the Members were up to, and that was what they
tried to do. By being extra-careful they kept their losses low, and they
even managed to catch the Members in a couple of neatly-laid ambushes,
which had nearly evened up the casualty figures by the time another
three months had gone by.

The Members didn’t take kindly to the fact that things had begun to go
against them. They began to plan their own jaunts more carefully. They
fixed up a hotline down to Alabama, and every time they got the word
that the Cuts were out on the road they’d get on their bikes and get
down there, intending to spoil whatever action the Cuts had going, and
to spill a measure of blood if the opportunity arose.

Adam Eden and Manny Lee knew well enough that their connections in the
Memphis area were a big advantage. They also knew that if they ever met
the Cuts in an all-out pitched battle they could beat them, even if they
lost a couple of dozen men doing it. They figured that if they could
keep the Cuts cooped up, spoiling their hijacking operations, they could
eventually force the Cuts to come out for that apocalyptic contest—the
alternative being slow starvation.

As time went by, though, the Cuts survived and thrived. They confined
their own operations to the south of Troy, which not only meant that the
Members had to go further in order to take them on, but that the Cuts
could ride out and home through Pecosin, a region of narrow ravines and
stagnant streams, which was perfect for avoiding pursuits and setting
ambushes. Every time the Members tried to form up for a battle it
immediately broke down into a series of little skirmishes, each
involving half a dozen bikes, and the Members soon learned better than
to go recklessly chasing the Cuts into Pecosin.

 

While this situation evolved it was studied with keen interest by
numerous observers—including the poker pros in the Twilight, who
proudly figured that their Solomonic judgment was the root cause of it
all. But the most careful observer of all was Homer Hegarty, who always
appreciated a continuing story which he could use to keep the punters
hooked. It was Homer, naturally enough, who started calling the affair
the Second Trojan War or—when he was in a really punish mood—the
Sickiad.

The poker pros and Homer Hegarty could see well enough how the war would
unwind. Homer, of course, was keen to identify heroes—big, brave macho
types hungry to use their MGs and reckless enough to put in that one
last burst of fire when everyone else was backing off—but he knew that
it wasn’t really about guts and charisma. It was the logic of the
situation which laid down the tune they all had to dance to.

The Cuts had cut their losses to a trickle, and the Members hadn’t
succeeded in putting a complete block on their activities, but they
found themselves getting gradually lower on all the things they needed
to keep going. The lower their supplies got, the more reluctant they
became to come out of Troy unless they were pretty damn sure that they
could hit a juicy target cleanly and get away with it before the Members
came after them. This put quite a burden on their hackers and their
radio ops, who had to figure out what traffic there was on the roads and
exactly how difficult it would be to pull a heist.

In the meantime, the Members, though perfectly entitled to think that
they were winning, were using up a hell of a lot of gas rampaging up and
down the interstate, and their own heisting operations, which had been
pretty small beer before, were beginning to attract special attention
from the mercy boys who had to keep the convoys trucking, and from the
bounty hunters who made their dough by knocking over any wild boys who
caused sufficient annoyance to collect price tags.

Given all this, the Members could no more carry on indefinitely than the
Cuts could, and the Prime brothers figured that if they could only hold
out long enough, the Ops would start hitting the Members from behind,
cutting off the head of the organization by going after Adam Eden, Manny
Lee and Killer Keene.

Killer Keene was the guy that Homer Hegarty was slowing making into the
star of the show. According to Homer, he was a genius with bike and MG
alike, and Homer was supposed to be a connoisseur of such matters
(though what he was really a connoisseur of was story values). The guy
had been just an ordinary Member until Homer gave him the Killer tag,
but thanks to Homer everyone had begun to see him as a key part of the
Member operation, and a natural heir to the number one spot. Not
unnaturally, the Killer himself fell harder than anyone else for this
particular line of bull.

By the time the war had been going ten months, Keene had clocked up a
dozen fatal hits, which was as many as all the other Members put
together. Thanks to Homer, the big Corps had begun to pay attention to
him and to bump up his price tag. Because he was only a biker, and most
of his kills were other bikers, the price wasn’t high enough to tempt a
really top notch Op, but smalltime fishers of men who spent too much
time watching TV began to figure that it would be nice to reel him in.
The first three who tried were out-of-towners who never had a chance,
but the fact that they came at all gave heart to the Cuts and made the
Members anxious.

Dizzy Thacker began to argue that it all had to stop. One way or
another, matters had to be resolved, or the Cuts and the Members would
both be ruined. There was even talk of a treaty, though it wasn’t wise
to mention it within earshot of Manny Lee. It seemed to be only a matter
of time before something cracked and real dissent broke out in the
Member camp—but when that dissent finally surfaced, it took a form
which surprised everyone, except maybe Homer Hegarty.

 

The Members were out on one of their spoiling raids, and Killer Keene
was with a bunch of soldiers chasing four Cuts back to Pecosin. It had
been a frustrating chase for the Killer, whose ego was sufficiently
inflated by now that he expected to score every time he went out. He was
so mad about not being able to get in a decent shot that he came further
into the gullies than was wise, and led his men slap bang into a gang of
bushwhackers.

The ambush wasn’t much—a couple of MGs backed up by three
pistol-packers. The measure of the Cuts’ desperation was that two of the
pistoleros were chicks, drafted into the front line because of the
shortage of manpower. Even so, the Members shouldn’t have stood a
chance, all lined up in the gully with the MGs firing from cover. But
one of the MGs jammed and one of Keene’s compadres took out the other
with a lucky grenade.

All of a sudden, and against all the odds, the ambush was a rout. The
Killer and his boys stormed up the slope and began riding the
bushwhackers down. They killed the three guys, but when they realized
that the other two were girls they decided that it might be a clever
move to take some prisoners. It may even have occurred to the Killer
(though he was a notoriously slow thinker) that one of the chicks might
be Hellcat Helen—they were both wearing helmets, and with the Cut
bikers coming back by now with reinforcements there wasn’t time to
investigate more closely. So two of the soldiers grabbed the chicks and
carried them off like sacks of flour.

It turned out that neither of the girls was Hellcat Helen, but the other
Members, who were waiting out in the desert, figured that they were in
luck anyway, because they’d been away from Memphis for three nights
running and they were in the mood for female company. But then a little
dispute broke out. Gang rules said that Adam Eden, as number one, was
entitled to first crack at the tail of his choice, but when he took his
pick, Killer Keene said that he wanted first crack at that one, and
that as he was the one who grabbed them both, he intended to have it.

There was more to the argument than appeared on the surface, because
although it was a trivial matter, it was an open challenge to the gang’s
pecking order. Killer was finally falling for Homer Hegarty’s publicity,
and was putting in a bid for promotion. He wasn’t actually shaping up to
fight Adam Eden for the top spot, but he was demanding some token of
recognition—something that would put him ahead of Manny Lee and make
him number two. If Manny Lee hadn’t been Adam’s brother, he would
probably have got it, but Manny was there and when it came to the
crunch, Adam felt that family had to come before expediency. He said no.

He might have been forced to back down if the others had sided with the
Killer, but there were a lot of guys in the gang who felt that Killer
was getting just a little bit too big for his boots on account of being
Homer Hegarty’s pet. So they got behind Adam, and Killer Keene was left
with egg on his face—with the result that he got very hot under the
collar. In fact, he got hot enough to say that in that case, the Lee
brothers could settle their stupid quarrel without his help. Right there
and then he got on his bike, and lit out back to Memphis.

 

By the time the rest of the Members came back home Killer had calmed
down, but he could be stubborn when he wanted to be, and he had begun to
tell anyone who would listen that he was sick of busting his ass in a
war which he hadn’t started—and never would have started, because he
didn’t give a damn about poker and never played it. He had made up his
mind that he was taking a holiday, and he suggested that Dizzy Thacker
and the others who’d had their doubts might do likewise, and might even
start thinking about breaking out on their own, as a brand new gang
under the leadership of you-know-who.

No matter how many doubts he had about the war, Dizzy Thacker wasn’t
about to abandon the Unruly Members for a new gang led by Killer Keene.
Dizzy had too little respect for the Killer, on account of the fact that
the Killer not only wasn’t any good at poker, but didn’t even like it.
But Dizzy also recognized that it would be a bad thing for the gang’s
image if they lost one of their star shooters, so he had a private word
with Pete Strauss, who was the Killer’s closest friend, the upshot of
which was that Pete had a real heart-to-heart with the Killer, trying to
persuade him that solidarity was the order of the day.

Unfortunately, Killer was just stubborn enough to take offence at the
way the whole thing had been handled, and he said that if Pete wanted
his bike and his firepower, he’d better get on the machine himself, and
see what he could do with it.

Pete, alas, wasn’t bright enough to see that this would cause further
trouble—he thought it was a great idea. So the next time the Members
heard that the Cuts were planning a sortie, Pete Strauss rode out on
Killer’s bike, wearing Killer’s helmet, figuring that from the lofty
viewpoint of Homer Hegarty’s cameras, he would be the Killer.

The result of this reckless overconfidence was that Pete got into a
running one-to-one with Hector Prime, which ended in a blind ravine in
Pecosin, where Hector—thinking, of course, that Pete was Killer Keene—
took great delight in blowing him away with a lightweight laser. Then
Hector played to the cameras by taking the broken bike and the body back
out to the highway, where he left them for the Members to pick up. They
had to take the bike home on a trailer, pretty badly beaten up.

This incident, as you will appreciate, made the Killer blazing mad. He
didn’t care much about poor Pete Strauss, but he really loved his bike,
and getting it back in that sort of state was like a stab in the heart.
All of a sudden, he recovered every last bit of his enthusiasm for the
war, and he swore on network TV that the next time the Members caught up
with the Cuts, he’d be looking for Hector Prime.

And so it came about that the next time the Members caught up with the
Cuts way down south—the Cuts had had a couple of cash results, and
were in the middle of an ammo deal with New Orleans mobsters—the
Killer went after them like the devil possessed, and when he had figured
out which one of the crowd was Hector Prime, he went at him full
throttle.

If Hector Prime hadn’t been every bit as good as the Killer when it came
to nursing his bike, Keene would have caught up with him on the road.
But Hector was that good, and Killer’s machine hadn’t quite recovered
from the battering it had got when Hector shot it down. So the Killer
couldn’t catch him, and Hector made it back to Pecosin with a hundred
yards still between the bikes.

Hector slowed down then, thinking that it was just about over, but it
wasn’t. Killer kept coming, and when the gap was down to twenty yards
Hector realized that the threat of ambushes and the possibility of
deadfalls weren’t nearly enough to keep this Unruly Member at bay.
They went clean through Pecosin and into the streets of Troy itself.

Afterwards, Homer’s helicopter crew reported that the two of them chased
each other round the streets for a whole hour, but they were probably
exaggerating. Killer Keene stated in an interview, though—in a
floridly laconic fashion which was meant to be an imitation of Homer
Hegarty’s style—that he’d “chased the chicken till the chicken
couldn’t cluck no more” and then he’d “fried him till he snapped,
crackled and popped.”

The hit brought Killer Keene’s score to twenty, and it made it look as
if the Cuts were finally losing their grip on the war. The Memphis
bookies were offering four to seven on the Members, and they weren’t
getting too many takers.

Homer Hegarty needless to say, was over the moon, and licking his lips
at the thought of what might happen next.

 

It seemed that the Unruly Members were on the crest of a wave. The
Killer was back on the road and better than ever, the Cuts had lost
their best fighting-man, and the fact that Keene had ridden all around
the houses of Troy without getting blown to kingdom come suggested that
there weren’t nearly as many booby-traps in those streets as they had
feared.

Not unnaturally, some of the gang reckoned the time had come for a mass
assault on Deer Stand Hill. Others said that would be a hellishly
expensive way of bringing matters to a head, even if the Members won the
day, but for once it looked as if the counsellors of caution—led, as
usual, by Dizzy Thacker—might lose out. Adam Eden wasn’t one to rush
in where angels feared to tread, but even he was infected by Homer
Hegarty’s hype about the climax of the story being near at hand.

Dizzy could see that most of the Members were heartily sick of the war
even though they were excited about it, and that what they wanted most
in all the world was a plan to get it over and done with, however
reckless. He figured that the only way to talk the gang out of a mass
assault was to come up with a better idea—and he was clever enough to
know that when it came to matters of strategy, there were others even
cleverer than he. So he went looking for Minnie Verne, who was rumoured
in some quarters to be his mother.

He found her, of course, in a poker game in the Twilight. She and the
other pros were shaking down a couple of loudmouths from New York who
had somehow picked up the idea that Memphis was a hick town where the
true art of cardplay was unknown. The loudmouths learned better, and
though they paid a lot for their lesson, it was one which they needed to
learn.

When the carve-up was over, Minnie brought her winnings to the bar where
she liked to indulge in a hit or two whenever the serious business of
life could be temporarily set aside. Before she was completely pie-eyed,
Dizzy explained the problem.

“You see, Minnie,” he said, “I still think it was a mistake to get
involved in all this in the first place. We’ve lost too many men, and if
we lose another twelve or fifteen the vultures will be queueing up to
take over the territory and turn our scalps into liquid assets. And for
what? A crazy chick who’d probably have upped and left Manny by now, if
he hadn’t bet her on his lousy three queens. What the hell can we do?”

“Well,” said Minnie, in her own inimitable way, “you could start
thinking like poker players instead of spaced-out headbangers. You could
start thinking with your brains instead of your saddle-sores.”

Dizzy didn’t take offence, though there weren’t many people who could
have said that to him with impunity. After all, Minnie wasn’t the same
as some street scum who’d be insulting a gangman if he even looked at
him. She was a poker pro from behind the Twilight’s screen.

“I tried,” Dizzy complained. “I tried to get them to play clever and
play careful, but they won’t listen to anything but a plan that will
help them chop the Cuts into little pieces for once and for all.”

Minnie thought about that for a few minutes, and then—just as Dizzy
had hoped she would—she said: “There’s one old trick that just might
work.”

“Tell me,” said Dizzy.

“What are the Cuts short of? Food? Bullets?”

“They may be a bit hungry,” said Dizzy, “but they just made a big ammo
deal and we didn’t manage to hijack more than a couple of cases. If
they’re nearly out of anything, it’s gas. They’ve been running all the
way down to Louisiana in force, and they haven’t heisted a tanker in
months.”

“So,” said Minnie, “if they were to hear talk over the radio about a
convoy coming up from the Gulf, with half a dozen tankers along, they’d
be interested. And if they were to hear that someone had shot up the
convoy, and forced them to leave a tanker beside the road, they’d be
very interested.”

“Sure,” said Dizzy. “You think they’re likely to hear something like
that?”

“They would be,” she said, “if some very careful careless talk was put
out over the radio, in one of the codes that everyone knows how to
unscramble. It’d have to sound as if it came from some tinpot outfit
chancing their arm, not one of the big Corps, but it could be made to
sound convincing to someone who really wanted to believe it. And if the
people who were doing the careful careless talking could get hold of an
old empty tanker, and paint it up to look nice and bright—well, how
many men do you reckon could hide in a tanker, with chain guns and
autocannons and that sort of stuff? And if the Cuts happened along just
as the repair crew had got it in shape to move again, what do you think
they’d do?”

“I guess they’d turf out the driver and the shotgun, and drive the thing
hell-for-leather all the way back up Deer Stand Hill,” said Dizzy,
thoughtfully. “And they might just discover that they’d set themselves
up for a massacre.”

“I think that’s how a poker player might figure it,” said Minnie, who
was looking distinctly owl-eyed now that the hit was boosting her brain
into orbit. “Don’t you?”

Dizzy was a trifle owl-eyed himself, but he reckoned that she was
right—and he took the plan straight to Manny Lee, who agreed with him.
Then Manny took it to Adam Eden, and by the time Killer Keene got to hear
about it, more than half the gang thought it was a really neat idea.
Even the Killer recognized that it was not without charm, though it
wasn’t really his style.

Like all good plans it took time and money to set up. Even empty tankers
don’t come cheap, and running a scam over the radio needs care and
attention to detail, especially when nosey parkers like Homer Hegarty
are paying attention to what you’re doing. But it seemed like something
worth doing properly, and Dizzy Thacker threw himself into the
organization with a will. He even agreed to be one of the guys inside
the tanker, along with Adam Eden, Manny Lee and a dozen soldiers. Killer
Keene was left to head the bike squadron which would come in to mop up
when the fighting started—which suited the Killer just fine, because
he was a bit of a claustrophobe on the quiet.

 

When the night came, everything appeared to go just like clockwork. The
Members couldn’t know, of course, that the Cuts had earwigged their
carefully-laid out bait until the guys pretending to be the repair crew
were signalled that a bike-gang was approaching, but when they did know
they felt very pleased, and they went about their monkey business with a
will.

The bogus repairmen lit out as soon as they were sure their presence had
been noted, and the guys who were playing the driver and the shotgun
made a perfect job of the surrender. The Cuts weren’t the kind of
bastards who would cut their prisoners down in cold blood, because they
knew full well that sort of behaviour only encouraged other potential
victims to fight instead of surrendering, so the two of them were left
to their own devices in the desert, waiting to be picked up as soon as
the coast was clear.

When the tanker was half way home Killer Keene brought his chasers out,
and they put up a first class impression of not quite managing to catch
it before they peeled off at the usual place, just outside of town.

But after that, it all went wrong.

Nobody ever figured out exactly what had happened. Maybe the driver who
brought the tanker up Deer Stand Hill had noticed something was wrong
with the weight. Maybe the guys inside the tank had made a racket by
dropping a cannon. Maybe the Cuts had a stoolie up in Memphis that
nobody knew anything about. One way or another, though, by the time the
Cuts got the tanker home they had welders standing ready with their gear
already fired up, and they went to work on the rig to seal up the two
hatchways which the men inside had intended to come out of.

When that was done, and Dizzy’s hit squad were walled up tight in their
tin tomb, the Cuts drove the tanker into a clearing, and lit a fire
underneath it.

They retired to a safe distance, just in case they were setting a torch
to a vast petrol-bomb, but when he was sure it wouldn’t blow Perry Prime
led his soldiers in to feed wood to the fire—which they continued to
do until they were quite certain that everything on the menu was well
and truly cooked. Perry said later that it was quite an education
listening to the screams, which sounded really weird inside the tank.

Then the Cuts loosed off some of their guns, to make it sound like there
was a battle going on.

When Killer Keene led his boys up the hill, according to schedule, the
Cuts were ready and waiting, and they blazed away with everything they
had.

One charge was all the Members got to make. When it was over, the
survivors turned right around and rode like hell for anywhere they could
think of to go.

Killer Keene got out—he was a real heel, but he always had the devil’s
own luck—but there wasn’t enough of a gang left for him to call
himself number one, and the fiasco made a very big dent in his
media-boosted reputation. Without Homer Hegarty telling the public once
a week that he was a real hot property his reputation soon began to
wane, so he took advantage of what he had left to make his peace with
the Corps, and started a brand new career as an Op.

He got blown to smithereens within a year by a dynamiter who was only
worth a lousy couple of grand.

When Minnie Verne heard the news about Dizzy and the Lee boys she felt
as sick as a parrot. She told Pop Sayers and Eddie Mars that it was
damned unlucky for the Members to have had two rotten breaks like
that. According to all the principles of probability, Perry Prime should
never have had that six and that eight, and according to the same stern
logic, her plan should have worked.

“Well,” said Eddie, “that’s what I like about poker. Sometimes, you do
all the right things, and it just blows up in your face.”

“Damn right,” said Pop Sayers. “And what it all goes to show is that in
the end it don’t matter a hoot how clever you are, because nobody’s got
a god-given right to win.”

Mind you, it wasn’t all wine and roses for the winners, either. Perry
Prime put a lot of hard work into taming Hellcat Helen, but as soon as
he got her claws well and truly blunted he fell head over heels for a
New Orleans stripper who called herself Aphrodite Venus, and turfed
Helen out on her ear. After that he was known up and down the interstate
as the unkindest Cut of all. He never got to sit at the screened table
at the Twilight, and though he spent a lot of time trying to produce an
action replay of his triumph over Manny Lee, he never got the cards
again. Like all big bluffers, he proved in the long run to be a loser
through and through.

In fact, when the people who could count began to tot up the score
carefully, they realized that the game had had only one winner, and that
he was the one guy who had never been in any danger of losing. That was
Homer Hegarty, who got every lurid minute of that last horrific episode
on video-tape.

He put it out on his show as the Tale of the Trojan Hearse.




Uptown Girl

by William King

Preparation is the key, thought Travis, checking the pump action on the
shotgun. It can make the difference between life and death at times like
this. He laid the gun gingerly across his knee and checked out the
street through the window of the Honda Civic.

Late October winos staggered along, heading for a night’s rest under
newspaper in the nearby alley. They were singing as if they hadn’t a
trouble in the world. Only men who were drunk or high could afford to be
so careless in the NoGo zones. The few other people abroad stared ahead
aggressively. Most wore badges of fealty, colours; clothing that marked
them as aligned with some gang. Small security they got from that,
thought Travis, judging by their wariness. All that heavy jewellery,
studded leather, painted dragons, tigerskin tops, doesn’t make them feel
any safer.

He checked behind in the rear view-camera. The small monochrome screen
showed a pretty hooker, not more than sixteen, talking with a
grey-haired man in a long coat. The girl looked back along the street,
nodded twice and then climbed into the man’s car. Not much changes,
Travis thought. Been away fifteen years and all it’s got is worse. He
went back to checking his weapons.

His .45 auto pistol was holstered on his right side. His hold-out gun
was in his right boot. The nine-inch blade commando knife that he’d had
since his days of covert operations in Nicaragua was strapped to his
left thigh, riding above his heavy steel toe-capped boots and camo
fatigues. He flexed his fingers. Servo-motors whined.

He looked at the picture of his target, a pretty blonde girl in a blue
party dress, gold chain on her neck. Then he looked back to the doorway
beyond which Slug assured him the Rippers had her stashed. If Slug’s got
this wrong, thought Travis, I’ll tear his lungs out. I’m not paying the
little weasel two G’s so that I can look like a dork. Still he consoled
himself with the thought that Slug was usually a reliable informant.

From under the dash Travis pulled out his special selection. Would he
need the frag grenades, the chuks or smoke canisters? Why not, he
thought? If I’m going to rescue the heir to the Gruber billions I may as
well do it in style. He draped the nunchuks round his neck, slipped the
electrified steel knuckles into his pocket along with a handful of
micro-grenades. Maximum overkill, he thought, is the only thing these
Ripper punks understand. And let’s not forget old skinhead Voorman.

Slug had said that another Op had been round asking about the Rippers
and the description had sounded like his old rival. Bald head,
video-shades, dressed in black. Yup, definitely Voorman. Well, thought
Travis, flexing his bionic claw, just let him try and steal this one.
That hundred thou Old Man Gruber put up is mine. Christ knows I need it.

He checked himself out in the mirror, smoothed his hair to cover his
bald batch, stroked his moustache. Looking good. He tightened his grip
on the stock of the pump-action, sucked in his gut and stepped out into
the cold night air. A light rain was beginning to fall.

He turned and locked the car, reading the sticker that Estevez had put
in the window. It read: this car will explode if driven by unauthorized
personnel. Travis shook his head and popped a stick of gum into his
mouth. Sticker won’t do any good, Ramone, nobody in NoGo can read. He
raised the shotgun over his shoulder and walked jauntily to the doorway.

“Surprise, surprise!” Travis yelled as he kicked in the door. Three
punks went for weapons. Travis blew the table in half and shouted:
“Don’t even think about it!”

The Rippers froze. He could see that they were frightened by the
shotgun’s blast. Hell, it had scared him. One looked at him and opened
his hands. The Ripper smiled reassuringly. Travis would have been a lot
more at ease if he hadn’t revealed rusting steel teeth. They looked very
sharp.

“Where’s the girl?” Travis demanded.

“Wha’ girl, man?” said Steelteeth.

Travis pointed the shotgun right at him and worked the pump. “I’m not
here to play Million Dollar Quizquest. I want the Gruber girl you
kidnapped and I want her now!”

“Man, you’re mad. We didn’t kidnap no Gruber girl. Wha’ you talkin’
’bout?”

He looked around at the others. They were smaller than Steelteeth but
dressed in the same uniform of leather waistcoats, studded armbands and
denim. Like Steelteeth they had all-over body tattoos depicting their
internal organs and skeletons. Heavy biker helmets with glittering
internal LEDs lay on the table. He wondered how they kept those
ash-blonde mohicans so erect wearing helmets like that.

Travis jerked the gun in their direction.

“Up against the wall!” he roared. They backed off. “Assume the
position!” They did.

“You’ll pay for this, man,” said Steelteeth. “When the Mask hears ’bout
this, your life’ll be over.”

“Yeah, I’m just quivering in my little pink booties,” Travis assured
him, divesting the punks of weapons and cuffing them to their chairs. He
wondered how much time he had left before someone investigated the
shooting. Lots probably; few people in NoGo took much interest in what
didn’t concern them.

“Turn around,” said Travis. They turned to look at him, and he picked up
one of the helmets in his claw. Must look like friggin’ Hamlet on the
battlements, he thought.

“We can do this the easy way or we can do this the hard way,” he said
gleefully, because he had always wanted to say it. “First I’ll give you
a little demonstration of the hard way.”

He closed his claw, crushing the re-enforced helmet like an egg-shell.
There was a horrible grinding, splintering noise as it shattered. Travis
opened his fingers like a showman.

“Now that could be any one of your empty heads.” He stared at Steelteeth
and dropped his gaze below waist level. “Or it could be another region
of your anatomy.”

Steelteeth’s mouth was hanging open. “She’s…”

“Shut-up,” hissed another one, a small muscular man with one red,
glowing artificial eye. “Mask’ll kill us if you tell. Can’t you see this
guy’s an Op?”

“Mask can kill you later,” said Travis. “Or I can kill you now. Makes no
odds to me. I’ll probably collect bounty on you anyway.”

Red-eye looked crestfallen. Steelteeth jerked his head in the direction
of the room’s other doorway.

“Much obliged,” said Travis, strolling through the door. He barely
parried the baseball bat that arced towards his face with the stock of
the shotgun.

“What the…?” he said and banged his assailant just hard enough on the
side of the head. She slid to the ground, blood emerging from her mouth.

“Debbie Gruber?” enquired Travis, looking around the room. It was small
and smelled of stale sweat. The bed had not been made and the white
sheets were stained. Posters of Marlon Brando, Sean Penn and Slik
Donovan covered the walls mingling with pictures of Harley Davidsons and
big Kawasakis. A full length picture of Rod Casey, this year’s hot Op,
was on the door of the wardrobe, darts thrusting obscenely from its
groin area.

In the streetlight that filtered in through the small window Travis
could see that one wall was covered in small holograms of naked girls;
all young, all posed, all with dyed blonde mohicans. Some wore nothing
except a very oversize leather waistcoat with a devil’s head on the left
breast. All the pictures had obviously been taken in this room.

“Debbie Gruber?” Travis asked again, checking under the bed and in the
wardrobe in case she was hiding. No girl could be seen. Punks were lying
to me, thought Travis. If so they’ll regret it. He turned to look at the
Ripper who lay face down on the floor. A terrible suspicion overcame
him. He turned the body over then slapped his face with the palm of his
hand.

“Oh no,” he groaned.

In spite of the mohican and the tattooing that covered part of her body
the girl on the floor was the heir to Old Man Gruber’s bio-electronics
fortune.

 

“You’re gonna regret it, man,” said Steelteeth as Travis headed for the
exit, carrying the girl under one arm. “Chick belongs to Mask-man. He’ll
cut off your family prospects when he finds out you’ve taken her.”

Travis turned and looked at him. He spat out his gum so that it hit
Steelteeth in the eye. Two points, thought Travis. My aim’s improving.

“Get a job,” Travis told him and hot-footed it down the stairs. Under
the curious eyes of watching winos he bundled the girl into the
passenger seat, cuffed her hands and strapped her in.

“You’re gonna friggin’ regret it,” he heard Steelteeth scream. I’ll bet,
thought Travis.

He looked up at the winos. “It’s ok,” he told them. “She’s just into the
exotic.”

The winos exchanged knowing grins and wandered off.

 

“Mask’ll skin you alive when he catches you,” said Debbie Gruber. “My
man’ll chop off your…”

“Your man?” said Travis, looking over at her distractedly. He was
watching the streets for signs of Ripper activity. NoGo slid past in a
blur of neon and advertising holograms.

“Yeah, he’s the meanest grox in NoGo. You’re dead meat, whoever you
are.”

“Jake Travis is the name, sanctions is the game,” he said, repeating the
stupid slogan his agency made him repeat on their tacky video
commercials. “I’m with Estevez and Blunt.”

“You’re an Op?” she laughed. “Cheez, fat-man, you don’t look much like
Rod Casey. What happened—you swallow a rhino?”

Travis felt his face flush. He was annoyed that this slim teenager was
making fun of his appearance. “Not everybody who works in privatized
law-enforcement looks like some west-coast glamour boy.”

And, he added to himself, I’m a damn sight better Operative than that
blonde fairy ever was.

“But you’re bald,” she said. “I’ve never seen a bald Op on the adverts.
What’s the matter, lost your toupee?”

It had been burned during his last big crash. The flames had seared his
scalp. He had sworn never to wear another, for any reason.

“You’re no vid-queen yourself, sweetheart,” he said. He thrust a finger
at the picture of her that was pinned to the dash. “And you used to be a
looker.”

“Oh, did Daddy give you that picture? He must have been really upset,
it’s his favourite. Was taken on his yacht out in the harbour.”

Her face had taken on a look of venomous hatred. “How is Daddy and that
rich bitch he’s taken up with?”

Travis checked the head-up display on the lower window. All systems were
go except oil. Oil was running low. He could see the red icon
superimposed on the building at the junction in front of them. It glowed
next to where two teenagers were kicking a junkie to death.

“Mrs Gruber seemed like a nice lady to me, kid.”

“Oh she’s fooled you too, just like she’s fooled Daddy. Taken you in
with all those airs and graces. Well she hasn’t fooled me. I’ll never
live in the same house as her.”

Travis kept it casual at the corner, fighting down an urge to put the
foot down and race towards the slip-road out of NoGo. By now the Rippers
would be alerted and starting to search. Estevez had said that this car
had been specially modified but he wouldn’t want to face off a whole
gang of them in it. Also he reminded himself Estevez had said this would
be a simple hostage rescue. He shook his head. Things had already turned
sour.

He wondered if Voorman were about. He regretted the call he had placed
to the agency telling them he was on his way. Calls could be traced,
lines could be tapped, agencies have been known to be infiltrated by the
competition.

“Hey, man,” she said. “If you’re an Op how come you don’t drive an
interceptor like Rod Casey does? How can I know that this isn’t some
sleazoid kidnapping?”

“Cause Rod Casey is a friggin’ moron, sweetheart. Imagine taking an
interceptor into the middle of NoGo. It’d be like driving a tank into
your Daddy’s condo carpark, conspicuous to the max. You stupid? Why
don’t you ask me why I don’t carry a sign saying: this man is an Op,
please shoot him?”

Debbie Gruber looked peeved. “How much is my father paying you to do
this, fatman? Is it worth your life?”

“Your old man’s paying a hundred thou. And you bet it’s worth it, babe.
I’d rather face your boyfriends than both my ex-wives’ lawyers with six
months alimony outstanding. Hell, I’ll even be able to settle my
mortgage out of this deal.”

She was looking at him with a look of shocked horror on her face, as if
he’d betrayed some high ideal.

“You’re not the least bit like Rod Casey at all,” she said. “You’ve no
principles.”

Thank god for small mercies, thought Travis.

 

The first bikes caught him at the junction of Third and Bleaker, about
half-way to the sliproad. They were big sleek Cobras, and they carried
fairing-mounted machine guns. Some army clerk probably got rich shipping
those to the black market, Travis thought.

Yup, welcome to the New American dream; big bucks for big guns. If you
can buy, we’ll supply. Doesn’t matter if the money comes from narcotics,
extortion or prostitution, the dealers ask no questions. Sometimes
thinking about it made Travis feel ill. Is this what I fought in two
covert wars for?, he asked himself.

He watched the big bikes cruise up behind the battered Civic. Keep cool,
he told himself. They may not notice you. He watched them come closer on
the rear monitor, keeping his hand near the weapons console. Let’s hope
Estevez wired it right this time, he thought.

He cast a glance over at the Gruber girl but she was quiet. He could see
the green numbers from the head-up display reflected on her face.

Not a bad-looking kid, he had to admit. Maybe the Mask would come after
him. More likely he’d come for the million dollar ransom he would get
after he was tired of his bit of Uptown ass. Well, we’ll see.

They were coming to some red lights. Travis was surprised that there
were any still working in NoGo. Maybe they were kept operative so that
the local gangs could ambush Uptowners who came downtown looking for
cheap thrills. He glanced warily left and right but there was no sign of
action. He returned to watching the bikes and they drew up alongside.

He could see the riders wore wired helms, linked to the weapons systems
of their bikes. It was a nasty new development. Most bikes had head-up
displays on the windshields of their fairings. He noticed one of the
bikers work the clutch with his left hand as they rolled into place
alongside him.

They were looking warily about. They were right on the border of Ripper
and Skull turfs. The streetlight made them look faceless and mechanical,
robot knights astride mechanized steeds. He noticed holstered
auto-rifles protruding from their cowling just before Debbie started to
scream and beat her hands against the window.

Damn, thought Travis, seeing them turn their heads in surprise and reach
down for their rifles. The night traffic was light, there was no-one
behind him. He slammed the car into reverse and drifted to the left.

“Shut the hell up. You want to get us both killed?” he snarled as the
thumbed the weapons console. A pop-up turret emerged from the hood. The
bikers turned, spraying the wind-shield on his side with automatic fire.
He watched sparks fly as the bullets reflected from the heavy
armourglass. Radio monitor told him one biker was making a call. Sending
for help no doubt.

Rifle shells thundered from the reinforced bodywork. He knew that the
Civic’s armour was not comparable to that of an interceptor. That it was
only a matter of time before the bullets ate through and found the
turret’s magazine. He hit the fire button.

Heavy-gauge slugs ripped into the back of the first bike. He hit the
tires. He watched the back end of the bike collapse, then the Cobra
tipped over to land on top of the rider who had been shooting. The other
pulled away round the bend.

Suits me, thought Travis, braking then putting the car into first. He
drove around the toppled bike, not wanting to risk his tires. They
hurtled down the street. Now, he knew, pursuit would not be far behind.

He turned and shouted furiously at the girl. “Do that again and you’re
dead. You’re right, my life’s worth more to me than a hundred thou.” He
hoped she believed him.

“But…” she started to say.

“But nothing. I can always take your body back and tell Daddy the
Rippers got you. I’ll probably get the reward.” It was a lie. No way was
he going to top her but she didn’t know that. She huddled back in the
corner and stared sullenly at him.

“Know something, man? I’m really looking forward to seeing what Mask
does when he catches up with you.” I’ll just bet you are, sweetheart,
thought Travis.

 

The gang caught up with them ten minutes later; four bikes and a
turret-topped Renegade with a chaingun mount. Standing in the turret,
like Hitler in a motorcade, was a thin woman with a chainsaw slung over
her left shoulder.

“That’s Mary the Mantis,” said Debbie, looking really scared. “Warchief
of the Skulls. She takes no prisoners.”

Travis put the boot to the floor. He didn’t like the look of that
chaingun at all. One burst from it would turn the compact car into Swiss
cheese. He could see the Mantis woman looking into the sights.

A beeper sounded from the dash.

“Accept call!” said Travis. The beeping continued.

“Accept friggin’ call,” Travis repeated, then hit the manual switch.
Screw you, Estevez, he thought, you said you’d fixed that speech-reck
circuit. Travis decided that he and the agency mechanic would be having
a little chat if he ever got back. Didn’t matter if his Daddy was a full
partner.

“Hey, man! You got some of Mask’s property. Give her to me and I’ll let
you drive through.”

Debbie looked petrified now: she had her hand jammed right up against
her mouth and her face was pale. Travis didn’t blame her. That flat
uninflected voice was scary. It sounded as mechanical as an AI and just
as remote from humanity. Travis looked over at her.

“What d’ya think, sweetheart? Should I hand you over?” Debbie shook her
head very slowly.

“Last Ripper girl Mary got, she pulled the fingers off with a pair of
pliers.” Her voice sounded very small.

“What’s it gonna be, man? You gonna give me the girl? Or will I give you
the chaingun? Bimbette must be pretty special. Old Mask is turnin’ NoGo
upside down for her.”

“I’m thinking about it,” Travis shouted into the mike. A tight bend was
coming up on the right. He kept his hand over the weapons console, near
the oil dispenser.

“Don’t think to long,” said the cold voice, without the slightest hint
of impatience. “My trigger finger is gettin’ kinda itchy.”

“I’ve thought about it,” said Travis, pushing the lock-on button for the
oil dispenser. “I’ll give her to you.”

He heard Debbie whimper and he hauled hard on the wheel, putting the
boot down. With a screech of tyres, they slewed round the bend. Hope
this streets like I remember it, thought Travis as they picked up speed.

He glanced into the rear screen and saw the Renegade drift round the
corner, skidding on the oil as the driver frantically braked, trying to
regain control. That was dumb, thought Travis. Kid’s an amateur.

Amateur or no, he saw Mantis Mary trying to bring the chaingun to bear.
He flinched as he heard the eerie dragon roar of the weapon discharging
a thousand rounds per minute. The intense flash of its muzzle flickered
in through the screen and illuminated Debbie’s frightened face
sporadically. Travis twisted the wheel. The Civic slewed to the left.

Two of the bikes had climbed onto the pavement in an attempt to avoid
the oil. He saw them plough through what had been the cardboard-box
homes of a few winos, then get back onto the road. Oh oh, he thought,
one of them has a rag-tube. Where do these punks get their hardware? I
mean, a friggin’ rocket launcher. It never ceased to amaze Travis that
some gangs had enough firepower to take over a banana republic.

Shouldn’t be surprised, he thought, throwing the car from one side of
the street to another in an avoidance pattern, they’ve already taken
over the good old US of A.

He was glad of the oil he was spewing all over the streets as he
zig-zagged. He saw one of the bikes hit it as it jumped from kerb to
road. It fell over and slid along the street, getting in the way of the
two bikes who had taken the corner wide to avoid the oil. The driver had
tumbled off before the other two bikes hit his Cobra. There was a
screech of metal and then an explosion. The street turned into an
inferno. Travis wondered what the biker had been packing. Napalm?

I should have stayed with the Company back in Nicaragua, he told
himself. It was safer.

The blaze had spread across the street, igniting the carpet of oil that
Travis had laid. He could see human torches emerge from the flames. He
didn’t give much for their chances. He looked over at Debbie Gruber and
was surprised to see a creamy smile on her face. She seemed to be
enjoying watching the riders burn to death. “Fry, Skulls,” she cackled.

“You’re a real charmer,” Travis told her. She just gave him a loopy grin
and turned back to watch the blaze. This kid is nutso, Travis told
himself. Old Man Gruber is welcome to her. He had heard about uptown
kids like her before. Getting cheap thrills from downtown ugliness.
Things really did change when I was out of the country, he thought. How
did it go so wrong?

At least the fire had cut them off from Mantis Mary and her merry crew.
Just as well, another second and that chaingun would have chewed them
right up.

He allowed himself a satisfied smile. That’ll teach the punks to mess
with Jake Travis. He looked over at Debbie Gruber.

“Hey, fatman, why we slowing down?”

He looked back disbelievingly at the head-up display. He could see that
the fuel marker had turned red and was a lot shorter than the
surrounding columns. Speed was dropping fast.

“Damn!” he said. “Stray bullet must have hit a fuel line.”

In spite of his attempts to nurse her along, the Civic was coming to a
halt, right in the middle of Skulls’ territory.

“Oh great,” he said, patching himself into the cellnet. “Estevez, this
is Travis. The car’s been taken out. I’ll have to abandon it and proceed
on foot. Make sure you have an interceptor at rendezvous point.”

“Check! Good luck, Jake!” He didn’t sound too hopeful. Travis looked out
onto the moonlit streets. The only illumination came from the trashfires
around which huddled derelicts and the giant hologram of Christ over Our
Lady of Mercy Charity Hospital And Organ Bank. He took a deep breath.
I’ve been in worse situations, he told himself. Try as he might he
couldn’t remember any.

 

He got out, went around to the girl’s side and let her out. He would
have cuffed himself to her but he needed his hands free to work the
shotgun. Instead he cuffed her hands behind her back.

“Come on, sweetheart. We’re taking a little stroll,” he told her.

“You crazy, fatman? This is Skull turf.”

“Right,” he told her. “You just stay here then and wait for your pal
Mary. I’m sure she’ll be along real soon now. Say hello for me.”

He turned and marched off down the street. He heard her scampering
footsteps as she swiftly ran to catch up.

Thin men watched them with malevolent eyes as they passed the
trashfires. Travis could see that they were burning cardboard and
roasting unwholesome looking meat. The men and women were alike, clad in
soiled clothing, covered in filth. Of all the people in NoGo they had
fallen the furthest. They didn’t even have a roof over their heads. The
same thing could happen to me, thought Travis, if Julie and Linda’s
lawyers make me sell the flat to pay for my back alimony. Travis
shuddered.

He had seen it happen. The first step on the long slide to NoGo was an
easy one. These streets were full of folk who thought it could never
happen to them. He kicked aside a bio-computer box that showed the logo
of Grunentek GMBH. He heard footsteps behind him and he wheeled,
bringing up the shotgun.

A crowd of ragged men and women advanced towards him and the girl. They
halted only at the sight of his gun.

“He’s the one,” Travis heard an evil-looking toothless old woman hiss.
She clutched a wine bottle menacingly.

“Yes,” said a boy barely in his teens. “See, the girl is wearing Ripper
colours. Mask’ll give five grammes of Candy Z to whoever gets them.”

The leader, a tall stick insect of a man in a soiled knee-length coat,
looked them over. Travis saw he was wearing horn-rimmed glasses on whose
left eye-piece a small green LED glowed.

“If Mask will give that, what will the Mantis Lady give?”

“I hate to interrupt your financial speculation,” said Travis calmly.
“But I’ve got a shotgun and I’ll blow the first person who makes a move
to kingdom come.”

“He can’t get us all,” said the old woman, pushing the boy forward. The
boy wriggled out of her grasp and squirmed behind her. Travis held the
shotgun in his claw and reached into his pocket. He pulled out a
micro-grenade.

“Know what this is?” he asked. “It’s a US army military issue
anti-personnel grenade. It’ll reduce the whole crowd of you to jelly if
you take one step further.”

Travis hoped they didn’t notice how much he was shaking.

“It’s a bluff,” said the old woman, backing away as far as the press of
bodies would let her.

“Want to find out?” Travis made as if to lob the grenade and the whole
crowd flinched. Travis smiled nastily. “Go away. Let me get on with my
business.”

There was a long tense silence, then the man in the horn rimmed glasses
spoke. “Sure.”

The crowd began to disperse. Cautiously Travis backed away, scanning the
streets to make sure no-one was going to blindside him.

They halted in front of the boarded-up front of an old Savings and Loan
office. Travis allowed himself to let his breath out in a long rush. He
turned to the girl. “Come on, we’d better move. It won’t take those
derelicts long to tell your playmates or their sparring partners where
we are.”

He saw that Debbie Gruber was gazing at him with a look that held a
mixture of admiration and disappointment.

“You should have fragged them, fatman. Would have been real intense.”

Travis looked down at the micro-grenade and smiled shakily. “That would
have been hard. This is a smoke bomb.”

 

Snipers, thought Travis. You have to watch out for snipers. NoGo’s full
of weirdos with maximum firepower and minimum marbles. He thought about
what he was doing and included himself in that group.

He checked out the fire-escapes and rooftops looking for telltale
lights; the reflection from a sight, the muted red blink of the LED on a
laserscope. He could see nothing. It was getting cold and his breath was
starting to come out in frosty clouds. Overhead the stars blinked in a
clear crystal sky. One good thing about NoGo, he thought, you can still
see the sky. They haven’t roofed it over with a bubble geodesic.

Keep it up, Travis, you’ll soon be homesick for the old area. He laughed
quietly. At least the geodesic kept out the toxic rain.

“What you laughing at, fatman?” Debbie Gruber asked.

“Nothing. Just thinking about old times.”

“You’re weird.”

“Coming from you that’s a compliment.”

The girl lapsed into sullen silence. Travis tried to figure out how the
daughter of a certifiable grade A genius like Daniel Gruber could turn
out like her. It was hard to believe that one of the founders of
bio-computing was her father. He turned it over and over in his head.

He thought about himself when he had been her age, a petty crook about
to join the army because it was the only way out of what had been a slum
even then. At least the army gave me discipline, he thought. That’s what
this kid and her kind lack.

Spoiled rotten, he thought. Too much money too young. Turned her bad. Is
that what happened to the whole country?

The whole city is rotten. He looked at the buildings whose fronts had
been corroded by acid rain, smelled the sewage stink in the air, thought
about the derelicts. Christ, it was bad then but it’s a hundred times
worse now.

He thought about the last time he had been here, fifteen years ago. At
least then there had been open shops and cops on the street corners. He
had walked here, this very street, after he had left his old man
coughing his lungs out in the wards of Our Lady Of Mercy. He had sworn
he’d never be back.

He looked at the sky, at the giant hologram. For the first time in a
long time he crossed himself.

“Stop daydreaming, fatman. We’ve gotta get out of Skull turf.” In the
distance Travis could hear the roar of automatic fire. He looked at the
girl.

“At a guess I would say your boyfriend and his playmates just ran into
the Skulls. Either that or the fourth of July is late this year.”

He heard a distinctive rushing sound and the crump of an explosion. He
hadn’t heard its like since his days of guerrilla warfare in Central
America.

“What was that?” Debbie asked, licking her lips.

“M–47 Dragon ATGM,” he said, then noticed her bafflement. “Friggin
anti-tank rocket. Things must be getting real intense back there.”

“Could we go back and watch?” asked the girl. There was a strange hunger
in her eyes.

Travis hustled her on down the street.

 

Nearly there, thought Travis, looking at the abandoned warehouses that
fronted the river. Across that bridge and we’re back in the PZ. Never
thought I would be so glad to see a Policed Zone in my life.

Across the dark serpent of water he could see the giant megastack
arcologies and the huge floating bubble geodesies. He couldn’t help but
contrast it with the rubble and the squalid shanty towns of NoGo.

From somewhere off in the distance he could hear the blaring sound of
Industrial Metal. The hard guitar riffs sounded lonely and lost in the
night.

“Jig club,” said Debbie Gruber. “Probably Romana’s. It’s where the
Skulls sometimes hang easy.”

“I’ll put it in my favourite nightspots listing,” sneered Travis. “Next
to the Beirut Hilton.”

“Hey, man, lighten up. Just tryin’ to be friendly.”

“Sure,” said Travis, noticing the lights of an approaching car. He
pushed her back into the shadows as a distinctive black interceptor with
chrome trim glided by.

“Don’t think he saw us,” said Travis.

“Who is that?”

“It ain’t Rod Casey.”

“Well, who is it?”

“Voorman. He’s a poacher. Before you ask, that’s someone who steals
kills and credits from other Ops. He’s probably been waitin’ for me to
bring you out so he could steal you. He’s done this to me before.”

Travis worked the action of the shotgun. “Well, he ain’t gonna do it
tonight.”

Travis watched warily as the long sleek car cruised into the night. He
felt a nervous fluttering in the pit of his stomach which didn’t vanish
when the car did.

I wonder if he’s got someone watching the bridge, thought Travis. He
considered swimming the river but the water would be freezing and full
of industrial-strength toxic pollutants. He wondered if the girl could
swim. Probably not, he decided. Anyway Travis doubted if he could get
past the twenty-foot high electric fence and the armed guard towers on
the other side.

No. It was the bridge or nothing. Travis fervently hoped it wasn’t
nothing.

 

They nearly made it. They were passing the final stretch of wasteground
before the bridge. Travis watched the rusting hulk of a coal barge drift
by on the river. It was floodlit and the sounds of Neurobeat mingled
with the laughter of the decktop party-goers.

It had just vanished round the bend when Travis noticed their followers.
There was about half-a-dozen Rippers piled into the back of a very
battered looking Renegade. The driver was a huge man in a leather mask.
The armour was dented and the weapons systems looked non-functional. It
raced across the rubble of the wasteground on huge under-inflated
looking off-road tyres. The figures in the back carried automatic
weapons.

Travis measured the distance to the bridge and knew he would never make
it. Too old, too fat. Who am I kidding, he thought, even when I was fit
I couldn’t outrun that car. A few bursts of fire lit the night. Tracer
whizzed past him. He heard concrete chip. He grabbed Debbie Gruber and
ran for the door of the nearest warehouse.

The shooting stopped. He heard a choked squeal. Travis risked a look
back. He saw that one of the Rippers had been punched off the back of
the Renegade by the masked man. Well, that’s one way of stopping him
shooting the girlfriend, he thought.

The entrance to the warehouse was a rolled steel door big enough to
drive a truck through. It had a small man-size entrance in it that was
sufficient to run through.

At the doorway Debbie Gruber turned and smiled her sick smile. “That’s
the Mask,” she said adoringly. “Now things are going to get intense.”

Travis dragged her into the fusty darkness. “Can’t wait,” he told her,
nearly tripping over the tramp who lay within.

 

Inside the warehouse smelled of old hemp sacking and grain long gone to
seed. Some light filtered in from the skylight and Travis could see
fusty sacks piled to the ceiling on plastic pallets. An abandoned
electric forklift lay on its side nearby. It had long since been
stripped of any useful parts by passing vagrants.

Travis kept his eyes slitted, hoping to adjust them to the dark.

 

Slowly his night sight improved. He fumbled around, wondering if there
was a back or a side exit. He heard the sound of an approaching motor,
then the door was blasted from its hinges. Travis was dazzled by the
glare. Their rocket launcher was still working, he told himself.

He shook his head, trying to clear his vision. He heard a whimpering
sound come from the doorway. He could make out a vague humanoid outline,
rising from the ground. A burst of submachine-gun fire cut the
whimpering short.

“Was tha’ him?” he heard Steelteeth’s voice ask.

“Naw, just some old wino. I got her. That puts me two up this week.” The
voice belonged to Red-eye.

“Well, I got four Skull scalps.”

There was a sound of whooping laughter. “What a rumble that was! What a
bodycount! We’ll be lookin’ for some new brothers soon.”

Travis saw the Renegade easing into the loading bay. He tried to count
the number on board but his dazzled eyes weren’t up to the task. Screw
it, he thought, and lobbed a micro-grenade into the back of the
open-topped car. He heard a few screams and saw a frantic scramble from
the car as the Rippers bailed out. Travis charged forward, trying to
keep to the cover of the stacks of sacks.

The micro-grenade detonated. Travis felt the rush of air from the blast.
He heard screams. He looked up. He could see flames licking from the
Renegade’s shell. He rushed forward and pumped shotgun bullets into the
writhing figures. The blast sent them cartwheeling into the flames.

And that settles that, he thought, surprised it was all over so quickly.

He was shaking from reaction so much that he almost didn’t hear the
light footfalls behind him. He twisted and barely had time to react
before the baseball bat crashed into his shotgun and sent it flying.
Travis felt his fleshy shoulder twist and bit back a scream of pain.

He was staring at a giant of a man, over seven feet tall and weighing
nearly three hundred pounds of solid muscle. The giant’s face was hidden
by a leather mask and he wore a leather waistcoat with a devil’s
grinning head on the left breast. On the right was a holstered
auto-pistol. Must have snuck round the side entrance, thought Travis,
fumbling for his forty-five. Another swing of the bat sent it skittering
from his fingers.

This guy is good, Travis was forced to admit.

“I want you alive,” said the Mask in a strange guttural voice. “You’ve
caused me a lot of grief.”

“Kill him, Mask,” yelled Debbie Gruber. “Kill him slowly.”

Travis could see that she had that strange loopy grin on her face again.
Mask advanced. Travis watched his eyes. They glittered cold and blue in
the black leather face. Travis crouched, reaching for his boot knife.

Mask nodded. “Good, struggle a little, I like it when they do that,” he
said, bringing the bat down in a blurring arc. Mask seemed to have no
trouble seeing in the dark and was inhumanly fast. Travis barely managed
to lumber aside. Maybe he’s one of those spliced-DNA hybrids the media
was always screaming about. He tried to ignore the numbing pain in his
shoulder.

“You sure you’re an Op, man? You’re old, fat and slow.”

Travis grinned at him nastily. “I was going to let you live till you
said that.”

Mask laughed. Travis was panting. Man, I gotta lose some weight, he told
himself. We’ve only been fighting thirty seconds and I’m out of steam.
He had a stitch in his side. Mask was advancing confidently, like a
great panther. He passed the bat from hand to hand playfully.

I’ll have to make this quick, Travis thought, and threw the knife. Mask
moved to dodge it easily. It spun over his shoulder into the dark.

“Is that the best..?” said Mask and stopped in shock. Travis had
followed the knife in, grabbing the hand that held the bat with his
claw. He squeezed and bone splintered. Mask howled in agony and dropped
to his knees. His good hand jabbed out and knocked Travis spinning
wildly. Ignoring the silver stars that danced before his eyes, Travis
lashed out a kick that put Mask on his back.

The big man struggled to rise, drawing the pistol clumsily with his left
hand. Travis threw himself flat and rolled over to his own pistol. He
grabbed it and turned just as he saw Mask bringing his magnum to bear.
Travis squeezed off a shot. Mask flew back. His pistol fired, blowing a
hole in the roof. Travis fired again and again until the giant lay
still.

Debbie Gruber looked at him with adoring eyes. “Fatman, that was mean.
You are a grox.” Travis shook his head and fought back tears of pain.

 

Outside, Voorman was waiting. “Nice fireworks display,” said the
digitized voice from the car’s loud-hailer. “Led me right to you.”

Travis stared at the muzzle of the chaingun that protruded from the
interceptor’s cowling. He felt sick at heart. Armed with a forty-five he
couldn’t even put a dent in the interceptor’s armour.

“Get lost, Voorman,” he said wearily.

“I will, buddy. Once you’ve given me the girl.”

“Over my dead body.”

“If need be, Travis. Loth as I am to kill the goose that lays the golden
eggs.”

For a moment Travis considered letting rip with the pistol anyway. He
could just picture Voorman’s skeletal face laughing at him from behind
that tinted window. For a moment he was so full of rage that he would
have attacked the car with his bare hands. It wasn’t fair.

Then he laughed and holstered the gun. Life isn’t fair, he told himself,
but there’ll be other days. I’ll see Voorman again. And at least I’ll be
rid of Debbie Gruber. He didn’t like the creepy, worshipful looks she
had been giving him.

The passenger door of the interceptor opened. Travis gestured to the
girl and with a last, lingering look she climbed in.

“I knew you were a reasonable man, Travis,” said Voorman’s digitized
voice as the car reversed away.

With a squeal of tyres, it suddenly turned and raced away into the dark.
Travis trudged wearily towards the bridge.

 

Estevez entered the office lounge and squinted at Travis sullenly
through his swollen eyes.

“Good news, Travis,” he said. Travis glared at him. His body felt like
it had been used as a punchbag by a gymnasium full of contenders. He
just wanted rest.

“The Gruber girl told her father what happened. He’s agreed to pay you
fifty G’s as a token of his esteem.”

Suddenly Travis’ aches didn’t feel so bad. He looked around the seedy
lounge and it took on a whole new homey atmosphere.

“Good old Debbie,” said Travis. “I knew the friggin’ kid would come
through for me.”

Estevez grinned sourly. “Glad you feel that way. She’s your new
partner.”

“What?” roared Travis.

“Seems little Debbie was so impressed by your performance that she’s
decided to become an Op. Daddy’s bought the whole agency. She starts
Monday.”

Travis threw the coffee cup at Estevez who ducked it with practised ease
and scuttled out the door.

For a while the lounge was silent except for the sound of Travis slowly
and methodically banging his head on the wall.
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