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Introduction

ABOUT L. NEIL SMITH’S THE PROBABILITY BROACH
BY ANDREA MILLEN RiCH

You are about to enter another dimension, a dimension not of
sight nor of sound but of /deas and, yes, imagination.

Imagine a world—like our own, only more so—in which the
American Revolution was never quite consummated, in which
the bright promise of freedom gradually faded, gradually died.
Imagine an America swamped by rules and regulations and
taxes, an America marred by blighted hopes and ravaged lives.
Imagine rationing: The dole (and Dole). And gun control.
Imagine, if you will, a kind of universal slavery accepted and
imposed by an almost-unanimous consent.

Now project a different world, built on a different principle: a
world in which President George Washington was slain as a trai-
tor to his country for trying to impose new taxes . . . in which the
so-called Whiskey Rebellion was a success . . . the Constitution
was scuttled as too Draconian . . . and, because the Declaration
of Independence has a single extra word in it, the State has vir-
tually withered away.

All of which makes possible a much richer, much more /-
erated kind of place—the society and world of the Confeder-
acy—where, for starters, everybody’s got a gun (including the
talking chimps).

You’ll learn how it all happened when you follow Detective

)



10 ¢ Introduction

Win Bear on his journey through the Probability Broach, a
journey propelled by murder and mayhem and which, in the
end, is destined to jostle more than one hard-lost misconcep-
tion.

All of which is to say that L. Neil Smith’s first novel, now
happily back in print, is one helluva read. It’s a hard-boiled,
chatty, slam-bang philosophical adventure that looks and feels
like a fusion of Raymond Chandler, Robert Heinlein, and Ayn
Rand (that’s President Ayn Rand, this side of the Broach). But
Smith’s voice is fresh, no mere expression of influences. The
rambunctiousness that makes this transdimensional trek so
charming and fun is his alone.

Are there some heavy ideas here? Yes. Do they wend their
way into the dialogue? Sure. Do they clog and burden the nar-
rative? Nope. Unlike some libertarian bards, Smith knows how
to make his plot depend on ideological conflict, and he keeps
the pace chugging and the reader’s interest engaged. A pivotal
scene—you’ll know it when you get there—concerns the psy-
chological and moral issues surrounding the right to bear arms.
But it’s no dry ideological exchange. Not by a long shot.

A lot has happened since December of 1979, when The
Probability Broach first saw print. The Reagan Revolution has
come, and gone, and come back. The microchip has helped
pump life into a creaky economy. The Soviet Union has
cracked up, along with certain other ideological constructs;
what will replace them is unclear. Hope alternates with despair
on the seesaw that is the evening news. Rush Limbaugh alter-
nates with Howard Stern on the radio. In this world, the battle
of the “Jeffersonians” against the “Hamiltonians” is still far
from won—but maybe, just maybe, the Jeffersonians are gain-
ing an edge.

In the world beyond the Broach, the battle has been won.
How a small, bitter, power-lusting remnant of Hamiltonianism
threatens to blow that victory to smithereens is the tale that
awaits you.
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Whatever your own views, listen to what Smith’s heroes and
heroines have to say. Admire them for their independence,
their pluck, their frontier spirit, their feckless cornball humor.
And, what the heck, you may as well appreciate the plight of
small-time losers like Tricky Dick Milhous and the adenoidal
Buckley F. Williams, Jr., while you’re at it. Above all, have fun.

Now . . . fasten your seat belt . . .

It’s going to be a bumpy ride.

ANDREA MILLEN RICH,
President of Laissez Faire Books






My movement to the Chair of Government will be accompanied by

feelings not unlike those of a criminal who is going to the place of
his execution.

—George Washington

February 4, 1789






I: The Noonday Gun

... would cease operations early next month. In a joint press re-
lease, executives of the other networks regretted the passing of
America’s oldest broadcasting corporation and pledged to use the
assets awarded to them by the federal bankruptcy court to con-
tinue its tradition of operation “in the public interest.”

In a related story, TV schedules will be cut back by an additional
two hours in eighty cities next week. Heads of the FCC and De-
partment of Energy, officially unavailable for comment, unofficially
denied rumors that broadcast cutbacks were related to recent me-
dia criticism of the President’s economic and energy policies.

—KOE Channel 4
Eyewitness News
Denver, July 6, 1987

TUESDAY, JuLy 7, 1987

Another sweltering Denver summer. A faded poster was sta-
pled crookedly to the plywood door of an abandoned fast-food
joint at the corner of Colfax and York:

CLOSED BY ORDER OF THE UNITED STATES GOVERNMENT
The Secretary of Energy Has Determined That This Unit
Represents An Unjustifiable Expenditure of Our Nation’s

Precious And Dwindling Energy Reserves. DOE 568-90-3041

Through its soot-grimy windows, I could see them stirring
sluggishly—panhandlers keeping out of the sun. Me, I was roast-
ing in the parking lot, my battered department-issue Plymouth
settling slowly to its hubcaps in the hot asphalt. Pushing a fla-
vorless brown-bag lunch into my face, I wished vainly for a ci-
gar and rehearsed my vast repertoire of excuses.

Things had started out rotten, breakfast interrupted by a call
to a dilapidated Emerson Street garage. Somebody had strung

15



16 ¢ L. Neil Smith

up a corpse from the rafters, gutted and skinned it like a deer.
The carcass had bled into a galvanized bucket on the floor and
the skin was folded neatly over a straight-backed kitchen chair,
the kind you usually find in garages, missing two rungs and held
together with picture wire. The morning air had that breathless,
anticipatory feel, promising a hundred degrees or more. It had
made a fair start in that garage, the usual cobwebs and motor oil
rapidly losing out to a cloying slaughter-house odor.

This afternoon would be even more fun, explaining to the
News-Post and assorted microphones—not to mention my di-
vision chief—why the patrolmen who had found the body dur-
ing a routine curfew bust had puked all over the evidence. Shit,
I'd almost done it myself.

I looked down at my sandwich and shuddered.

My stomach was giving me hell, anyway. Twenty-seven years
on the force, and now the pain was creeping down my left arm
into the wrist. Maybe it was the crummy hours, the awful food.
Maybe it was worrying all the time: cancer; minipox; encoun-
tering an old friend in a packet of blackmarket lunch meat.
Maybe it was a depression they wouldn’t call by its right name,
or seeing old folks begging in the streets. Maybe I just watched
too many doctor shows.

Forty-eight was the right age to worry, though, especially for
a cop. Oh, I'd tried keeping in shape: diets, exercise, vitamins
before they got too risky. But after Evelyn had split, it just
seemed like a lot of trouble. I did manage to stay off coffee,
quite a feat in a line of work that revolves around a station-
house urn.

Nineteen years in homicide and the sight of human intes-
tines piled on a gritty concrete floor could still turn me inside
out. Well, it’s better than getting callous. Now as the sun baked
my car top, fumes from a beat-up city bus were ruining what
little appetite I had left. I missed my mealtime cigars, and
couldn’t quite tell whether the little carton of milk in my hand
was starting to sour. Somehow it’s worse, not knowing.
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Most of all I longed to take off my sodden jacket, but the
public’s supposed to panic at the sight of a shoulder holster. I
knew that sweat was eating at the worn, nonregulation Smith &
Wesson .41 Magnum jammed into my left armpit. The leather
harness was soaked, the dingy elastic cross-strap slowly rasping
through the heat rash on the back of my neck.

If it were only—hell, make that five years ago. A man could
enjoy a sanitary lunch in an air-conditioned booth. Now,
CLOSED BY ORDER signs flapped on half the doors downtown;
the other half, it seemed, had been shut by “economic read-
justment.” And unlicensed air conditioning was a stiffer rap
than hoarding silver.

The bus at the corner gasped to a start, filling my car with
blue smoke. Shouldn’t have parked so near the street, damn it.
I'd had my choice in the empty, litter-strewn lot. I gave up on
lunch, wadding up the wrappers, when the radio, its jabber ig-
nored until now, began talking about me:

“Five Charlie Nineteen, respond Code Three, possible homi-
cide, southwest corner of Sixteenth and Gaylord.” That’s me, of
course, better known to everybody but dispatchers as Lieutenant
Edward W. Bear. The W is for William, but thanks to that son-
of-a-bitch A. A. Milne and a world full of funny-people, I settle
for Win.

“Five Chatlie Nineteen . . .” I threw the papers on the back-
seat and started the engine. It coughed asthmatically and a
surge of adrenalin washed through me as it caught. Horn honk-
ing, I dipped and scraped into Colfax, spilling the half-empty
milk carton on the floor. I cut across sparse traffic—squealing
brakes and cursing bicyclists—roared an illegal hundred yards
the wrong way up York, swerved left through a parking lot to
Gaylord, and tore away in a wake of siren wail and swirling red
light.

It was only another block. Four scuffed black-and-whites
straddled the street, their lightbars blinking round and round
by a littered curb fronting a crumbling neighborhood mosque
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that had seen previous duty as a Mexican Catholic church.
Short of wind, I shrugged out of the car.

A body lay half-propped against the wall, blood streaming
across cracked cement into the gutter. “What do we have
here?” I asked the patrol sergeant. “Another VN-Arab rum-
ble?” He shook his head and I remembered with embarrass-
ment that he was an Arab himself. “Sorry, Moghrabi—just a
bad day today.”

“Worse for him, Lieutenant.” The victim—Iate twenties—
lay clutching his middle, as if to keep his guts from falling out.
He had good reason to try, stitched from hip to shoulder the
way he was. A gap in the closely grouped pockmarks on the
wall above said he had fallen where he’d been shot. In one out-
stretched hand was a stainless-steel snubbie. No punk’s gun,
anyway. A Bianchi holster identical to mine was exposed by his
blood-soaked jacket.

I looked down at the curb. Sure enough, a brassy glittering
in the windblown trash: two dozen spent cartridges. I levered
one onto the end of a pencil: .380 Auto. That’d make it an In-
gram machine pistol. Very fancy.

Lab people were arriving with evidence kits and VCR, uni-
forms herding up potential witnesses. I'd see their reports later,
not that it would do much good: this wasn’t as down-and-out
as Denver neighborhoods get, but the stiff against the wall was
Mr. Collegiate Affluence, despite the gun in his hand, and that
meant silence from the citizens. Or lies.

Moghrabi had been keeping busy, supplying translations.
He nodded at a patrolman and jogged over. “We’ve got some-
thing, a late-model white station wagon, Brazilian make. Want
an APB?”

“Better wait. Probably dozens of station wagons still run-
ning in this town. Anything else?”

“The car’s about the only thing they all agree on. You know
witnesses. What about the victim?”
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I shrugged. “They’re still preserving everything for posterity
over there. Let me know if you get anything else.” He nodded,
heading back where uniformed officers were trading broken
Arabic for broken English. I got an okay from the video techs,
bent over the body, and gently pried the revolver from its stiff-
ening fingers. Ruger Security Six, like I'd figured. I opened the
cylinder; dimples in four of the primers twinkled up at me.
Four shots fired, Norma .357 hollowpoints. If any had con-
nected, we’d be finding another corpse, possibly in worse
shape than this one.

“Hey, Lieutenant?” A probationer hailed me from the mid-
dle of the street. On the other side, a meat wagon had joined
the laboratory van. “Look what we found! We were measuring
tire marks and spotted all this szuff .. .” I rose stiffly, trying to
ignore my knees. “Hey, Lieutenant, do you think—"

“Not when I can avoid it.” It took an effort not to add “son.”
His fresh-scrubbed eager-beaver looks clashed with the
patched and faded department-issue hand-me-downs. I bent
forward, grunting under my breath. Why does evidence always
fall down? Then I remembered this morning’s ornament, hang-
ing from a garage ceiling, and almost lost my spoiled-mayon-
naise sandwich.

The sight in the street didn’t help: scattered glass; blood all
over the fragments, splashed. Those hollowpoints had con-
nected, all right. Might even be some brains scrambled into this
mess if I looked hard enough. I resisted the urge. “Moghrabi!”
I gestured that he should avoid walking through the evidence.
“Sarge, you can have your APB, now. That station wagon’ll be
missing windows.”

He nodded, heading for his radio. I went back to the body
again, with a little more respect. His travel permit said he was
one Meiss, Vaughn L., from Fort Collins, sixty miles to the north.
His work assignment: Colorado State University. As a Ph.D. on
the Physics faculty, he rated his own wheels and the fuel to roll
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them. Car keys and parking lot receipt I handed to the sergeant,
who would hand them to a patrolman who would dig up the
heap and hand it to the lab people. It’s called “channels.”
They’d find candy wrappers, Kleenex, an ashtray full of il-
licit butts or roaches, probably not much else. They always had
hopes, of course: half a ton of Laetrile or Ever-Clear.
Presumably Meiss had parked nearby. There was never any
shortage of space these days, and it was too damned hot to walk
very far, especially for a small-town boy visiting the Big Heatsink.
Which brought up a question: why does a cow-college professor
end up soaking his B-negative or whatever into a Denver side-
walk, a roscoe in his fist that would stop a small locomotive?
The ambulance was ready to take our client to the taxider-
mists downtown. One of the techs passed by with a collection
of plastic baggies containing personal effects. “Hold on. Let
me see that.” He handed over a bright golden disk, larger than
the silver dollars I remembered from childhood, in deep relief
a picture of a bald-headed old coot with ruffles at his throat:

ALBERT GALLATIN
1761 C.E.—A.L. 76
REVOLUTIONIST, PRESIDENT, SCHOLAR OF LIBERTY

On the other side, an old-fashioned hillbilly whiskey jug, and
forest-covered hills behind:

ONE METRIC OUNCE
GOLD 999 FINE
THE LAPORTE INDUSTRIAL BANK, L.T.D.

Was this what the shooting was about—a couple thousand
neobucks? Maybe if there were more ... It felt cool in my
hand, a solid, comforting weight. Gold, legally kosher a few
brief years ago, was presently hotter than vitamin C, and—

“Coin collecting, Bear?” 1 jumped despite myself, jerked back
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nearly thirty years to the Colorado Law Enforcement Training
Academy. I turned resignedly to confront Oscar Burgess, sev-
eral years my senior and small-arms instructor during my acad-
emy days. While I had slogged from rookie to patrolman, from
investigator to homicide lieutenant, he’d left CLETA for Alco-
hol, Tobacco, and Firearms during its heyday in the early eight-
ies, and now was Denver station chief for the Federal Security
Police.

The years had only refined our mutual distaste. Where I
was . . . let’s say “heavy set,” he was gray and lean, cat-fast, with
a frightening moon-map of a face, the hideous legacy of
minipox. Behind him, his crew in fresh-creased jumpsuits
brandished automatic shotguns. Their unit crest was embla-
zoned on the side of a black and scarlet van: a mailed fist grasp-
ing the naked edges of a dagger, blood creeping out between
the fingers.

“I'll take that!” he said. I handed him the coin, trying not to
make it meekly. “Got a smoke?” he asked. I started to reach for
my shirt pocket, but recovered quickly. It was an old BATF
trick, getting a citizen to betray himself out of generous reflex.
He leered knowingly at my reddening face.

“What brings SecPol into a simple street killing, Burgess?”

He hooked a negligent thumb toward the grisly symbol on the
van. “You ought to know better than to ask foolish questions.
We’re thinking about preempting this case—National Security.
When the papers come through, you’ll have to turn everything
over to us and go back to busting jaywalkers.” He grinned and
watched his men confronting mine, knuckles white on holstered
pistol grips all around.

“Didn’t realize there was a full moon last night, Oscar,” 1
said. He turned back, puzzled. I pointed to a tiny cut on his
pockmarked forehead, dried blood at the edges. “Cut yourself
shaving?”

He whitened. “Mind your own stinking business, Bear, or
I'll have you back working curfew violations!”
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“You and whose army, Fed?”

“I don’t need an army, flatfoot!” I caught a glimpse of the an-
cient Luger he wore cross-draw at the waist. Then he let his
jacket drop and flipped the coin at me as if tipping a bellboy.
“Take good care of this. I'll be looking for it when we take over.
Withholding precious metals is antisocial . . .and good for
about forty in Leavenworth!” He laughed and stalked off to
gather up his thugs.

The technician gave me an argument, but I signed six differ-
ent forms and took the coin, to be surrendered at Properties
tomorrow, on pain of pain. Eventually it would wind up in
some bureaucrat’s pocket, or melted down to feed a multi-
quadrillion neobuck federal deficit. Probably the former.

Shuffling through the wallet contents, I also took a small
brown textured business card like one I'd seen somewhere be-
fore, if I could only remember . . . of course, one of the com-
puter people downtown. That department number-fumbler
and the late Dr. Meiss were both genuine, card-carrying crack-
pots:

This card signifies that Vaughn L. Meiss is a Sustaining
member of the COLORADO PROPERTARIAN PARTY, “The
Party of Principle.” Issue date: December 16, 1985. Issu-
ing officer: Jenny Noble, State Director.

The address where Meiss had been going? State Propertarian
Headquarters, by odd coincidence just catty-corner from the
asphalt desert where I'd lunched on Swiss cheese and diesel
fumes not an hour earlier.
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—ATLANTA (FNS) Over 100 heavily armed agents of the Patents
Registration Tactical Arm staged an early-morning raid on a small
suburban home here, ending the fugitive careers of two Coca-Cola
executives, in hiding since January. Federal News Service has
learned that the two, listed in warrants as “John Doe” and ”James
Roe” were taken to Washington'’s Bethesda Naval Hospital for what
PRTA officials term “therapy.” Unofficially, spokespersons expressed
hope that the two would divulge certain “secret formulas” held for
over 100 years by the Atlanta-based multinational corporation.
Proprietary secrets of this nature have been illegal since passage
last year of the “Emergency Disclosure Act.”
—The Denver News-Post
July 7, 1987

I headed back for Colfax, easing over the worst of the chuck-
holes and weed-grown cracks, remembering predictions that if
another Democrat were elected, there’d be grass growing in the
streets within four years. They were a year ahead of schedule,
but the Republicans could have done it cheaper.

In fame and influence, Propertarians stand somewhere be-
tween the Socialist Workers’ Party and the Independent Amer-
icans. Politically they stand somewhere between H. L.
Mencken and Alpha Centauri. Geographically they stand at
the corner of Colfax and York, in a sleazy second-story office
that would send Phil Marlowe bitching to the landlord. I
parked in back and walked around to a grubby little five-by-
five with pretensions of lobbyhood. The elevator, DOE Permit
86-5009, had a folding brass baby-gate and a control lever
Joseph Conrad might have used to signal his engineer be-
lowdecks.

It surged dizzily, then gasped to a halt, letting me into a nar-
row, bad-smelling hallway. Fossilized houseplants hung in a
dirt-streaked front window, and the signs along the corridor—

23
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CITIZENS FOR COMMUNAL ENERGY and MIND-POWER OF THE
cosmos—promised I’d wind up either nationalized or cleared.

Finally I found COLORADO PROPERTARIAN PARTY. Under-
neath, the Bill of Rights was thumbtacked to the door, stamped
diagonally in red: Void Where Prohibited By Law. I was a
little puzzled. That computer-jockey had me believing that
Propertarians practice a sort of hedonistic conservatism—or
conservative hedonism—demanding, for example, that gun
laws and drug laws both be repealed—and wouldn’t that be
exciting for a while? So why did they settle here, with every
two-bit Love-a-Tree-And-Seize-The-Means-Of-Production nut-
group in the state? Must be the rent.

The door swung in at a touch. I followed it, saying, “Knock-
knock!” in a stage voice. A neatly bearded young man ap-
peared from the back, looking me over. “Can I help you?”

“Lieutenant Win Bear,” I said, doing a Jack Webb with my
badge-holder. “Can I see whoever’s in charge?”

He stiffened microscopically. “Er—I'm Jon Carpenter, and
no one’s in charge here—we’re Propertarians.”

“Okay, who do I see about one of your people getting
killed?” I found the card. “A Vaughn L. Meiss . . . ?”

He swallowed hard but came up game. “You’ll want Jenny.
Hold on a minute.”

The place was freshly painted and didn’t smell of piss like
the rest of the building. It was brightly decorated with posters:
“ILLEGITIMATE AUTHORITY” IS A REDUNDANCY and TAXATION IS
THEFT! A small desk with a telephone and answering machine
occupied one corner beside a rack of pamphlets. I could hear
the illegal rumble of an air conditioner. First time I'd been
comfortable all day.

A woman entered, tall and slender, thirtyish, lots of curly
auburn hair and freckles. She wore the jacket to a woman’s
business suit and faded blue jeans, a lapel button declaring I

Am Not a National Resource! “I'm Jennifer Noble. Vaughn is
dead?”
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“I'm afraid so.”

Her color drained, she sat heavily on a corner of the desk,
staring down at the floor. Presently she looked up again, com-
posed. “What happened?”

“We found him at Sixteenth and Gaylord about an hour ago,
shot to death.” Ordinarily, I'm supposed to ask the questions,
but I play a lot by ear. “I need some information. Maybe some
of your people here . . .” I nodded toward the rear where faces
were piling up in the doorway.

She brushed back a stray curl and squared her shoulders.
“I’ll try to help. What can [ tell you, Officer?”

“Lieutenant. Were you expecting Meiss at your headquar-
ters today?”

She nodded. “Executive Committee Meeting. He’s not on
the Execom, but he called to say he had important news ‘for
the Party and all of us as individuals.” That’s precisely the way
he put it. He called me again last night to make sure the meet-
ing was still on, and said exactly the same thing: something that
would change everything ‘for the Party and for all of us as indi-
viduals.” We’d almost given up on him by now—two hours is
late, even by Anarchist Standard Time . . .” She trailed off, re-
alizing all over again what had happened, visibly determined to
hold back the tears.

“Tell me . .. Jenny, is it? I'm Win, Win Bear. Did he always
carry a gun, or was something worrying him—maybe whatever
he wanted to tell you?”

Jenny covered the two steps across the tiny room, got a chair,
and put it beside the desk. “Would you like to sit down, Win?
This might take a little while. Vaughn sounded, well, conspzra-
torial, but also enormously pleased about something. He did
have one pretty constant worry, but that’s an old story, and I'll
get to it. And yes, he carried a gun. It was his philosophy, you
see.”

“Philosophy? I didn’t know Propertarians were into violent
revolution.”
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She smiled slightly and shook her head. “Not yet. Anyway,
the government gave him that gun in the first place.”

“How'’s that?”

“He’d worked on something, some government secret. After
he stopped, I guess they forgot to collect it, or maybe he still
had information to protect. But he resented getting a gun from
them, because—"

“You folks don’t like getting anything from the govern-
ment?”

“Or giving them anything, either.” She smiled. “But it wasn’t
that. Not this time. Look, can you stand a very brief lecture?
It’'ll clear things up a little.”

“When I get tired of it, I'll take a nap.” I grinned. “It’s nice
and cool in here, and the first chance I've had all day to sit
down.”

She grinned back, which was enjoyable. “Would you like a
drink? Coffee or Coke or something? Well then, I guess Il start.
You see, we Propertarians really try to live by our philosophy—
philosophies, 1 should say. Oh, we all agree on fundamentals, but
there are actually two main schools: the minarchists and the an-
archocapitalists.”

“Minarchists and . . . ?”

“Anarchocapitalists. I'll get to them. Anyway, Propertarians
believe that all human rights are property rights, beginning with
absolute ownership of your own life.”

“The IRS might give you an argument.” Actually, I'd heard
this before. Surprising how much more interesting it was, com-
ing from a pretty girl. “But it sounds reasonable for starters.”

“It does? You’d be amazed how many people feel they be-
long to someone or something else: their families, jobs, God,
the government. Anyway, every other individual right comes
from that fundamental one: to own your own life. Since no one
is entitled to interfere with it, just as you may not interfere with
others’, some Propertarians want a government whose only
function is protecting everybody’s rights—”
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“I thought that’s what we have now.”

She laughed a little bitterly. “If that were only true! Even our
limited governmentalists would reduce the state by ninety-nine
percent: no more taxes, no more conservation laws, no limits
on the market. They call themselves ‘minarchists’ because that’s
what they want: a much smaller government, restricted to pre-
venting interference with individual rights instead of being the
chief interferer. This depression, the so-called energy crisis—
they’re caused by governmental interference!”

I nodded, wondering if any of these subversives had a smoke
I could borrow.

“Anarchocapitalists”—she reached across to the literature
rack, pulling out a paperback, Toward A New Liberty, by Mary
Ross-Byrd—*“don’t want any government. “That government is
best which governs least; the government which governs least is
no government at all.’”

“Which has what to do with Meiss?” I asked, trying to get
back on track.

“It’s why he carried a gun, and why he resented getting it from
SecPol. A free, unregulated laissez-faire market should, and can,
take care of everything government claims to do, only better,
cheaper, and without wrecking individual lives in the process:
national defense, adjudication, pollution control, fire protection,
and police—no offense. Vaughn felt an ethical obligation to pro-
vide for his own physical security. Like Mary Ross-Byrd says,
“Take nothing from government; give nothing to government—
the state does not exist!” I hope you won’t start arresting Proper-
tarians now—I mean for carrying weapons. Vaughn was just a
little more consistent than most.”

“Or a little more fanatic.” I replied. “Jenny, I didn’t pass the
Confiscation Act, and I feel the same about dope and tobacco:
just don’t wave them around in public so I have to bust you.
Hell, T even—oh, for godsake, do you have a cigarette? I'm go-
ing into convulsions!”

She shuffled through a drawer, coming up with a pack of



28 ¢ L. Neil Smith

dried-out Players, hand-imported from north-of-the-border. I
lit one gratefully and settled back to let the dizziness pass. “If
you repeat this, I'll call you a liar. My hide’s been saved at least
twice by civilians—people who figured we might be on the
same side. Totally forgot to arrest them for weapons possession
afterward. Must be getting senile.”

“Vaughn’s gun didn’t do him much good, though.”

I shrugged. “Not against a machine pistol. Yes, that’s what it
was. The thing about gun laws, if you’re gonna risk breaking
them, it might as well be for something potent. The law only
raises the ante. Look at how airport metal-detectors turned hi-
jackers onto bombs. If it’s any consolation, it looks like your pro-
fessor managed to take at least one of his attackers with him.”

“I’d rather he’d made it to the meeting,” she said grimly.

“I was hoping you’d have some idea who did it. You people
have any feuds?” I thumbed back toward a hallway full of very
non-Proepertarian organizations.

She smiled. “We’re not that important. I sometimes wonder
what’ll happen when the government or organized crime be-
gins to understand what we’re getting at ... But no, I don’t
know who did it, Win. I wish I did.”

“Were you particularly close to Meiss?”

“We just went out a couple times, otherwise I didn’t see him
much except at Party meetings. Not at all the last few months.
I was surprised when he called.”

“You said he was worried about something?”

“That’s one reason I thought he might have dropped out. He
told me, when he first joined, that it wouldn’t make certain
people very happy. Security and all that. Later on, after he’d
quit classified work, he implied that they might not let him
wander around with all that secret information. It was kind of
a sick joke: they’d given him a gun to defend himself, and . . .”

“He might have to use it on the people who gave it to him?”

“That kind of thing really does happen,” she said.

I was thinking about Oscar Burgess, but nodded toward the
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literature rack. “You’d know more about it than I do.” I fished
around in my jacket, pulled out the Gallatin coin. “Ever see one
of these?”

She smoothed the plastic wrapper and turned it over, raising
her eyebrows. “Gold, isn’t it? Feels heavy enough.”

“You think Meiss was a hoarder...even a pusher? I've
heard you people think a lot of gold and silver.”

She shook her head. “I wouldn’t know. Propertarians advo-
cate hard money, but since the new currency laws were passed,
they keep their mouths shut about what they have. I never
heard Vaughn mention gold.”

“You wouldn’t know if he had more of these?”

“I don’t know. I wish I had some.”

“So do I. Any idea who this Gallatin was?”

“The name sounds vaguely familiar. Ask Jon—he might
know . ..” She was starting to droop a little. Reaction was set-
ting in. I stood up.

“Okay, Jenny, could I have a word with the others, one at a
time? I'll get out of your way as soon as I can.”

She smiled again. “Don’t worry about it. They’ll be anxious
to help. You take your time.” She turned for the door.

“Jenny—something else I'll deny saying if you repeat it:
Meiss knew he was going to die, but he stayed cool enough to
pull the trigger four times. I disagree with nearly everything
you believe, but if you're all like that, there’ll be Propertarians
in the White House someday.”

She looked at me as if for the first time, then grinned and
patted me on the cheek. “We’ll make an anarchocapitalist out
of you yet, Lieutenant.” She tucked the Mary Ross-Byrd paper-
back into my jacket pocket and walked out of the room.

FOUR OF THE directors didn’t know Meiss except to see him at
Party functions. Mary Lou Mulligan, a lady banker who’d quit
after the ’84 Currency Acts, had gone out with Meiss, but all
he’d ever talk about was physics—and Jenny.
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Jon Carpenter knew about Gallatin, though. In the 1790s,
he’d talked a bunch of angry Pennsylvanians out of stringing
up George Washington’s revenuers, preventing a second revo-
lution. Gallatin died in 1849, and Carpenter couldn’t make
heads or tails—mild chuckles all around—of “A.L. 76.” Revo-
lutionist? Gallatin hadn’t come over from Switzerland until
1780. Scholar, certainly: Harvard professor, inventor of the sci-
ence of ethnology, financial wizard, and Thomas Jefferson’s
Secretary of the Treasury.

But President? Of what?

I kept my eye peeled for anarchocapitalistic gun-toters, but
detected no telltale bulges until I got to the Political Action di-
rector, a stocky, thirtyish ex-cop who confirmed what Jenny
had said, adding, “I warned him to get an automatic! Now I
can’t even say, ‘I told you so’!” He had quit the force to write a
book on ethics. I think it was a .45.

On the way out, I passed a contributions jar, dug out five or
six neobucks, and, shrugging, dropped them in—about the
price of a good Canadian cigarette. Or the paperback in my
pocket.




111: MacDonald's Farm

Stating merely that there is no conflict between human rights and
property rights surrenders half the argument to the enemies of lib-
erty. All human rights are property rights, beginning with the right
to own your own life, the right to own and control the body that
houses it, and on, to every feeling and thought, every opinion and
idea, every good and service that life and body are capable of
creating.
—Mary Ross-Byrd
Toward a New Liberty

I didn’t make it home until after they’d turned off the electric-
ity. First, paperwork: the Meiss killing and the thing in the
garage. Then I phoned downstairs to see how the lab reports
were coming, and started blocking out investigation schedules.
At five, I had a call to go see the division chief, Captain Roger
MacDonald, the only man on Homicide shorter than me. But
where I’'m wide, he was round, with hair like a coat of wet paint
and palms that were always damp. Naturally, he was the type
who insisted on shaking hands.

“Want to see me, Mac?” I sat down, covertly wiping my
hand on a pant leg. His office was the same peeling olive drab
as mine, but lacked the homey comfort of other flatfeet slosh-
ing coffee. His window was still broken, the masking tape be-
ginning to get brittle.

“Yes, Win. I wanted to know how these two cases—the
machine-gun murder and the, uh, skinning—are going.”

“I've decided to hand the garage thing over to James,” I said,
wishing I had a cigar. “We always get a couple like this when-
ever they reduce the meat ration. I'll concentrate on Meiss—it
has some interesting angles, and my desk is clear since we got
that tax-assessor dismemberment straightened out—told you it
was the sheriff’s jurisdiction, just like the others . . .” He looked
uncomfortable. I raised my eyebrows invitingly. “Come on,
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Mac, what’s eating you? Sorry, make that ‘What’s on your
mind?””

“Well, I...it’s stuffy in here. What do you say we take a
walk?”

“You're the chief, Chief.” I got out of the way as he waddled
through the door and into the main office, where my colleagues
were noisily generating red tape. My own typewriter had bro-
ken down again halfway into the investigation schedules. I'd
have to wait until James was done with his.

Mac didn’t say a word as we passed through little knots of
clerks and stenos whom overcrowding had stacked up in the
hall. He kept looking nervously over his shoulder, starting at
every clatter, and turned right at the Men’s. I stood outside,
waiting.

The door swung open a crack. “Psst!” It was MacDonald,
peeking out at me. “Win—come in here, will you?” I shrugged,
and pushed the door into the usual haze of tobacco and mari-
juana smoke. Mac was down on his knees, peering under the
stalls. He rose embarrassedly and strode to the sink, turning the
water on full. He let it run.

“Water Board’s gonna love you, Mac.” I reached into my
sock, extracted the two-inch butt I'd been thinking about all
day, and lit up, exulting in my contribution to the nicotinic at-
mosphere.

He lit a cigarette, Mexican by the papers. “I know this seems
ridiculous”—he puffed nervously—“but my office is bugged!”

I gasped, more from anoxia than surprise. “What?”

“You heard me. The telephone, too!”

“Mac, we do the bugging and tapping—we’re the cops, re-
member?”

“Someone’s doing it to us, Win. To me! And I think I know
who!”

“And who will bug these selfsame buggers?” I misquoted,
mainly to myself. “Turn off that stupid water. They’ve got filters
that’ll take it right off the tape, anyway.”
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He stood groping in the haze for something to dry his hands
on, finally settled for his tie. “Win, I've got another problem,
and I don’t know what to do about it.”

“Something else bugging you?”

He stubbed out his cigarette and lit another. Someday I'd do
that, when I was making captain’s pay. “Will you be serious?
This isn’t funny!”

“You need a vacation, Mac. Five days a year just isn’t—"

“Win, listen! I've got to take you off the Meiss thing. I'm not
supposed to tell you why, but I'll be damned if—what can they
threaten me with? Losing my devalued pension?”

I nodded grimly. “Especially since you have to put in forty
years, now. Times are tough all over. Go on.”

“The word’s been passed down the line, from god knows how
high. There’s more to this than I can tell you, more than I know
myself . . . or want to! Anyway, you're off the case.” He looked
relieved.

I sat in the pollution, thinking. I'd had hints to lay off before,
but seldom anything this arbitrary and senseless. I leaned against
the grimy wall, arms folded across my chest, and said so, around
my cigar.

“You’ve got to understand . . .” MacDonald pleaded. “There’s
something big—"

“Yeah,” I said, thinking of the shiny golden coin in my
pocket. “Who is it, Mac, the local Mafiosi—the government,
maybe?”

Mac’s piggish little eyes widened a fraction. “My God, Win,
what makes you think there’s a difference? Where have you
been the last thirty years?”

I raised my eyebrows. “Well, you can’t fight City Hall. Want
me back on the garage killing?”

“Thantks, Win. I don’t think that’ll be necessary. One thing
you can count on, tomorrow there’ll be another dozen for you
to work on. See you in the morning?”

“Bright and early. Let’s get out of here and find some oxy-
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gen!” I flipped the last half-inch of my cigar into the urinal and
swung out into the hall, a billow of smoke preceding me.

By 6:30, I was sitting in a coffee shop across from the City and
County Building, waiting for my bus. The place was full of fa-
miliar faces, almost all of them city employees—one reason there
wasn’t a gray CLOSED BY ORDER sign on the door. I turned my
face to the window, not wanting to talk, idly watching the street.
Behind the counter a radio recited body counts from our latest
victory in New Guinea. The Papuans should have run out of
people three years ago.

Mac hadn’t mentioned what seemed to me the first order of
business: federal preemption. Burgess had been more than
happy to mention it. Now I was blackballed without so much
as a memo—much to my superior’s relief—by vague pressure
“from god knows how high.” Mac’s office was bugged, if you
believed him, and his telephone tapped. An ex-security-cleared
scientist who rated his own car and a government-issue hand-
gun had been mortally afraid of the very agency he once
worked for. The maraschino cherry on top was the fact that said
professor had been gunned down with a .380 Ingram—a fa-
vorite item of hardware for covert SecPol operations.

So what was really going on? I'd probably never find out.
Tomorrow morning I’d be back on ordinary Capitol Hill mug-
gings.

Through the window I watched Mac emerge from the City
and County Building, briefcase in hand. He paused to
straighten his tie and stepped into the street. Suddenly there
was a screech as a parked car accelerated violently. Mac turned,
annoyance, incomprehension, sudden terror racing each other
across his face. He ran, trying to make the median. Too late.
The front bumper hit him at knee level—a sickening whump of
hollow metal on solid flesh. His body flopped like a rag doll,
head and arms draped over the hood, legs disappearing under-
neath. The car never slowed. I heard the engine race as the
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pedal was floored. Mac whipped to the pavement, his head
smashing into the asphalt as the car devoured him, his outflung
hand still visible, gripping the briefcase.

I was through the door, forty-one in hand, as the rear tires
rolled over him and squealed away—a muddy white station
wagon, road dirt covering the license tag. I leveled the S & W,
but they were gone. Others who’d followed me out or charged
from the building opposite helped me get the body inside. A
bus wheezed to a stop over the bloodstains and opened its
doors. Nobody got on.

Procedural rituals took a writhing three hours, yet somehow,
not enough, not fitting. They stuffed him into a steel drawer
and shoved it in the wall, the catch clanging shut on a friend of
half my lifetime. There was no record of Mac’s decision to take
me off the case. I kept my mouth shut, and also failed to men-
tion what I thought were broken windows on the station
wagon. Maybe I'd just wanted them to be there.

I made the last bus home. Mac had been a born administra-
tor, and I was just a gumshoe, but we’d grunted and strained
together through CLETA, gotten bawled out over imaginary
grime in our revolvers, stood proud while his folks snapped us
in our first real uniforms. The bus stank of alcohol and human
bodies. It seemed odd to miss the traffic I used to curse—the
city was seamy, deserted, and Mac was dead.

“God knows who” had murdered Vaughn Meiss and Roger
MacDonald. I didn'’t relish finding out where I stood. When
the bus reached my stop, I stayed with the group, managing
half the eight blocks to my apartment in the relative safety of
numbers.

It’s basically a place to hang my other suit: a high-rise at
Twelfth and Vine allocated to City and County people and the
odd Federal Finance worker. Lights were still on in the lobby,
but the power would be off by now in the apartments. I didn’t
rate elevator service, but I was in no mood for good citizenship.
I rode the machine upstairs and let myself in.
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For once I was ahead of the game: more room than I really
needed—but jealously accepted nevertheless. Two bedrooms,
bath and a half when the water was running, and a Coleman
camp stove perched atop the useless gas range. I drew the cur-
tain and switched on the lanterns.

The bedroom door was ajar!

A wave of fear went through me. It hadn’t been closed since
Evelyn had decided she’d rather be a cop’s ex than a cop’s
widow. That’s the way she’d looked at it. When I finally picked
up my one and only slug, she served papers on me right in my
hospital bed, and died five weeks later in a smashup on [.70. I
never figured out if 'm widowed or divorced, and haven’t been
so much as scratched in the line of duty since.

Now might be different. I stretched out on the floor, feeling
silly in my own apartment, and slowly levered out the S & W.
They should have hit me coming in. They were going to pay for
that mistake. I planned to punch several soft, custom-loaded
240-grain slugs into whoever was behind that door. Crawling
painfully on knees and elbows, I tried to remember to keep my
butt down.

A damned good thing I didn’t pull the trigger. Creeping
closer, [ noticed a fine, shiny wire stretching from the doorknob.
I'd always cursed that streetlight shining in my window; now it
had saved my life. I laid the forty-one on the carpet and carefully
traced the wire to a menacing shape attached to the frame in-
side. It looked vaguely like a striped whiskey bottle, but I knew
those “stripes” were cut deeply into the casing to assure proper
fragmentation. The wire led to a ring, one of four clustered at
the top. An easy pull would raise and fire the striker.

A Belgian PRB-43: common in New Guinea, a favorite with
domestic terrorists, too. I felt grateful they’d left something I
was familiar with. Three or four ounces of plastique—the
neighbors would think I was only moving furniture.

Pretty subtle, for SecPol.

Groping for my keychain, I reached around carefully and
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slid a key into the safety slot, blocking the striker. I used nail
clippers to cut the wire, and ran nervous fingers up and down,
feeling for others. Nothing. I eased the door open to face the
mine, its little stand hammered into the woodwork. Ruining my
clippers forever, I removed all four tripwire rings and retrieved
my housekey. The neck unscrewed, separating firing device
from explosive container. I levered the stand out of the wall
and looked down inside—enough bread-doughish explosive to
make my pension even more academic than it was already.

I sat for a long time cradling the harmless bomb in my lap.

WEDNESDAY, JUuLy 8, 1987

I skipped breakfast, a little paranoid about what I might find in
a cupboard or box of cereal. LSD? Spanish Fly? I ached all
over from sleeping on the living room floor: there’d been a sec-
ond antipersonnel mine under the bed and a thin copper lead
running from a bathroom outlet to the shower stall. I slept well
away from the furniture and didn’t touch anything.

When I got up, I treated the place like the minefield it was,
doing nothing casually. First, I called in sick—I'd try to get in
later. Plausible, considering Mac and all. Next I hung a note
out for the cleaning lady, hoping my pidgin Vietnamese was up
to warning her away from the deathtrap my apartment had be-
come. All that took forty-five minutes of carefully lifting things
like telephone receivers with a bent coat hanger, ducking and
flinching.

I unwired the shower, then thought better of being caught
there, naked and defenseless. Showers have never seemed the
same to me since Psycho, anyway. I changed clothes and put on
my flak jacket, three pounds of multilayered Kevlar back-and-
breast, guaranteed to stop a .44 Magnum. As usual, I skipped
the crotch piece. Even if it worked, I'd be screaming in a voice
only dogs could hear. Six fresh rounds for the Smith & Wesson,
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and an eighteen-round case of spares. With twelve from the
plastic speed-loaders in my jacket, I was prepared for a short
war.

Department policy is against carrying extra guns since there
are hardly enough to go around—one reason carrying your
own is winked at—and they figure it’s too easy to plant a
weapon on someone you've blown away in a fit of grouchiness.
This wasn’t my day for regulations. My handmade one-shot
derringer is also chambered in .41 Magnum—and practically
certain to break at least two fingers going off. Under the cir-
cumstances, that might be a bargain.

Late for the bus, I decided to splurge on a cab. An hour
later, I jammed myself in with five other passengers, and rode
all the way to work with a hand on the firm rubber grip of my
revolver. No one was taking me for any rides I hadn’t planned.

At the office, I didn’t mention the interesting way I'd spent
the night; it just might lead to being taken off the Meiss case,
now the MacDonald case as far as I was concerned. I ran into a
snag at the motor pool—they wanted to know where I was go-
ing. I couldn’t just say “here and there” as usual—they’d get
upset when they couldn’t reach me by radio. But I didn’t want
to end up being tailgated by a dirty white Brazilian station
wagon, either.

I climbed back upstairs to think, and found the day’s reports
on my desk. Nothing I didn’t expect—except that Meiss had a
mother in Manitou Springs. It was longer than the journey I
had in mind, and would cover my ass nicely: Manitou Springs
is south on 1-25.

Fort Collins, and Colorado State University, are north.




1V: Second Prize, Two Weeks

—ANAHEIM (FNS) In a surprise 12 to 1 decision, the U.S. Supreme
Court upheld a ruling of a lower court ordering seizure of Disney-
land and Florida’s Disney World due to the corporation’s inability to
pay newly passed retroactive taxes on profits from the 1960s and
1970s. Also cited was its “blatantly unjustified waste of America’s ir-
replaceable energy resources.”

Spokespersons for the Federal Bankruptcy Administration re-
fused comment on rumors that the theme parks may continue op-
erating for the benefit of 25 million government employees, but did
say, off the record, that the “social conscience and public service of
millions of selfless, patriotic Americans deserve some conspicuous
acknowledgement.”

—The Denver News-Post
july 8, 1987

It was good to push my Plymouth out of that eternal curtain of
brown smoke. Millions of bike-induced coronaries won’t put a
dent in pollution, when the State House exempts its own “Pub-
lic Service” gunk factories. With a cautious eye on the rearview
mirror, I settled back and let the miles peel off—ice-blue Rock-
ies on my left, Kansas somewhere off to the right—and tried
forgetting corpses, Burgess, maybe even poor old Mac awhile.
I couldn’t forget the body armor, though even with the drop in
temperature outside the inversion-bowl that makes Denver the
second-stupidest place in America to build a city.

Once out of dispatcher range, I switched to the commercial
band. There was a Jim Kweskin revival underway—beat hell
out of what they’d been playing last year. Too soon, though, the
real world horned in—what passed for news from New
Guinea, Japan breaking relations, more ration reduction. I
flipped over to CB for some amateur entertainment.

There was plenty: farmers swapping yarns along their lonely
furrows; truckers seditiously exchanging tips. Suddenly the
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band exploded with obscenity: President Jackson is a |
four or five unpopular federal agencies are . The diatribe
began to repeat itself. I slowed, listened—yes, there it was
again: a CB “bomb,” a cheap, battery-operated tape player
with a seven-minute loop, and an equally expendable transmit-
ter, buried by the roadside and simmering up through a ten-
foot copper wire, waiting for FCC gunships to triangulate and
blast it to pieces. Remote-control radicalism. The People’s
Committee for Free Papua entertained me almost all the way to
Fort Collins, then quacked suddenly and went off the air.

Spread across ten miles between I-25 and the foothills, to
the south Fort Collins is a virtual ghost town of abandoned
tract homes. The older section is a pleasant Edwardian-vintage
hamlet with broad, tree-lined avenues. I'd been there before,
and I liked it. Unfortunately, it takes federal permission to
change a cop’s location, and seniority—meaning pensions—
isn’t transferable. I stopped briefly for a Jaycee city map, then
navigated my way to Colorado State University.

I WASN'T GOING to like Dr. Otis Bealls or his little Errol Flynn
mustache. A nicotine-stained yellow-gray, it was the only hair he
had—except for a scraggly fringe around the back of his head—
and appeared to be growing from his nostrils. Affecting baggy
tweeds, cheap velveteen waistcoat, and rimless plastic specta-
cles he fiddled with continuously, he failed to convey the aca-
demic impression he aspired to. The whole ensemble reminded
me of the proverbial dirty old man who “carved another notch
in his gold-handled cane.”

The bastard wouldn’t see me for an hour and a half. My idea
of hell is a waiting room, plastic and tubular steel, a busy-busy
secretary pointedly oblivious as you riffle through six-year-old
copies of Today’s Health and Wee Wisdom. Only in this case it
was journals filled with squiggles I wasn’t even sure were num-
bers. The street map was more entertaining. All that time, the
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fancy telephone blinked on and off like a horror-movie com-
puter, burning up the lines.

When he finally condescended, it was like being sent to the
principal. He lounged behind an aircraft carrier of a desk, play-
ing with his glasses and shuffling papers. Finally, glancing at his
watch, he asked without looking up, “Well, what can the CSU
Physics Department do for the Denver Police?”

“Then you haven’t heard about Dr. Meiss?”

“Heard? What kind of trouble is he in now?”

“The worst. He was killed yesterday. I understand he
worked—"

“Officer, please! Ph.D.’s do not work here! Janitors, stenog-
raphers, other menials work here. If I may optimistically exag-
gerate, undergraduates work here. Professors pass the Torch of
Civilization, deliberate our Vast Body of Knowledge. They La-
bor in the Vineyards of Science, pushing back the Barriers of
the Un—"

“Dr. Bealls,” I interrupted. “One of your Laborers won'’t be
hanging around the Vineyards anymore. He’s lying on a sheet-
steel table at the Denver City Morgue, so full of machine gun
bullets, he’s gonna need a forklift for a—"

“Bullets? My dear fellow, certainly no one in this depart-
ment—" He keyed the intercom, which was stupid—the office
door was open, secretary sitting eight feet away. “Shirley, ascer-
tain whether Dr. Meiss is in his office or in class. Have him
come immediately if he’s free.”

She swiveled and looked right in the door. “Vaughn didn’t
meet his eight-o’clock, sir, and he hasn'’t called in. I mentioned
it when you came in at eleven.” Score three points for Shirley.

“Thank you, Mrs. Binh.” He purpled. “That w:// be all.”
Rising abruptly and skirting the desk, he closed the door and
hustled back. “I'm sure there’s a more reasonable explanation
for this. He’s punctual, at least that can be said.”

I made curiosity grimaces. “You feel he had some failings?”
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“My good man, you simply don’t 4#ow!” He leaned back,
polishing his glasses with an edge of his jacket. “In a field al-
ready overcrowded with nitwits, mystics, and Bohemians, he
is—where can I possibly begin?”

“How about—"

“_—His disgraceful activities! My deepest frustration, as
head of this department, is to be obstructed from assuring the,
um, gratitude of its employees. Variant opinions, particularly in
these times of economic reappraisal, betray a certain inbumil-
ity. Nor have we room for contumacious individualism. So-
cially Responsible Science cannot proceed in such a manner.”

And Mac had asked where I had been! “What form did his
particular contumaciousness take?”

“He writes letters—wild, irresponsible things, absolutist,
subversive! Do you know, he claims this institution would be
more efficient run for profit? As if efficiency were a valid crite-
rion in education!” He peered confidentially over the tops of
his glasses. “Let me tell you—not even the department’s Trot-
skyites and Birchers willingly associate with him.”

I grinned. “He was a Propertarian. A book I'm reading said
they think the whole right-left political spectrum is eyewash.
That might rankle your garden-variety radicals a little.”

“As may be. He was dangerous, antisocial . . . some sort of .
Bolshevist!”

“Bolshevist?” T hadn’t missed the sudden change of tenses.
“I wonder how Mary Ross-Byrd would like that?”

“Who? Oh, I see—just like all the others. Well, I warn you,
I’'m an old hand. Not a man on this faculty isn’t anxious to pull
me down. Daily I withstand ridicule, plot and counterplot. I'll
cooperate fully with responsible authority—my happy duty as
a grateful citizen—but [ will zot suffer abuse from a public ser-
vant, do you understand?”

“Sure, Doc, I understand—that’s a mighty fine pair you've
got.”

“Pair? Pair of what?”

AP e
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“Noids—skip it. What else was unconventional about
Meiss?”

“Ahem . . . Well, he used to—tends to—confuse his proper
role on the faculty. He’s completely aloof from his colleagues.”

“You mean the Trotskyites and Birchers who wouldn’t asso-
ciate with him?”

“I mean they frequently complain he goes out of his way to
make his professional undertakings vague and esoteric. They—"

“Couldn’t understand what he was doing.”

“I would find other words. He has no right to set himself
above his peers.” He fumbled nervously through a desk drawer,
glanced up at me, and thought better of it, regretfully shoved the
drawer closed.

I laughed. “Go ahead. I'm a nicotine fiend, myself.”

He colored. “We were speaking of Dr. Meiss!”

I considered lighting up, myself, decided not to push things.
“So we were.”

“Yes. He seems to be more candid with his students than his
colleagues, mixing in a vulgar and undisciplined fashion—they
call him by his first name! I've even heard it said he sees them
socially, drinks with them in utter disregard for decency and
the law.”

“Prohibition’s tough on everybody. Think any of these col-
leagues’d like him a bit less candid—via several dozen nasty lit-
tle bullet holes?”

He sat up, really shocked, I think. “Officer, please!”

“Lieutenant, Dr. Bealls, homicide lieutenant. I wouldn’t
want abuse from a public servant, either. What about Meiss’s
extracurricular activities?”

He assumed his frostiest expression. I gave it a B-minus. “I
assure you, Lieutenant, I do not meddle in the personal lives of
my subordinates.”

This was getting me nowhere. “Listen, Bealls, I'm just doing
my job, and it isn’t very easy. Everybody I work for is dead, and
it depresses me. What do you say we call a truce?”
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He sat a moment, color returning to normal. Then he nod- |
ded microscopically. So I rushed him: “Okay, tell me what sort
of physics Meiss was up to lately.”

He surprised me: “May I see your identification again? I as-
sure you, I've good reason.” I handed my badge case over. He
looked at the shield, weighing it in his hand—amazingly heavy,
wouldn’t feel like authority, otherwise—then flipped over the
felt liner and spent more time on the plastic ID. “I don’t sup-
pose you’d mind if I called your department to confirm this?”

I recognize a National Security reflex when I see one. I sat
tight, practicing my poker face. If they told him no, Lieutenant
Bear’s in Manitou Springs, it’d take weeks to talk my way out.
“Not at all. 226-2421—better get it from the operator, just in
case. Ask for Lieutenant James J. James. The J stands for—"

“I don’t think that will be necessary.” He sneaked a peek at
his watch. “You see, Dr. Meiss once pursued investigations of
a. .. sensitive nature. He no longer does that sort of thing—of
course, if he’s really dead, I suppose that’s the case anyway, ha
ha. Ethics, he maintained, but you can see how they were just as
happy. They were disturbed by the turn in his views.”

“So I've been told. About when did all this happen?”

“Not all at once. I gather he made it final two, two and a half
years ago.”

I remembered the date on his Party card. “So why the panic
now? That’s a long time, as government secrets go.”

Bealls went into his spectacle-scrubbing bit again. “Under-
stand, sir, he was—considering his mediocre talent—quite far
ahead in the field. The price of catering to reckless independ-
ence. I'm afraid no one else has been able—and if that weren’t
enough, walking around with all that information in his
brain—"

I couldn’t help it. “Was he supposed to turn it in? His brain,
I mean. The usual practice is to do that before you start work-
ing for the—"

k. S L
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“—abandoned everything, charging off on some trivial com-
mercial track, leaving nothing behind but—"

“What do you mean?”

“A series of lucrative grants from private industrial sources.
Not general endowments, mind you, but personal carte
blanche. Anything his whim desired! He was bought, simple as
that, out of his proper field and service to his country. I dare say
he had more resources available than the rest of this—"

He fumbled with his glasses, putting them on upside down.
“Well, I can tell you, serious consideration was being given cer-
tain measures. There were those who could see he was denied
tenure,” Bealls added brightly. “They would have thanked me for
that. It is not beyond consideration.” He blinked and rearranged
his spectacles.

Before he could open his mouth again, I said, “Would it be
possible to examine his office, you know, for clues and things?”
I expected resistance, but was prepared to argue.

An examinatory stare and thoughtful pause. Bealls probably
intimidated a lot of undergrads. “It’s quite irregular, Lieu-
tenant. I ought to insist on a warrant or something, ha ha. But
we don’t want it said we failed to cooperate, do we?” He looked
at his watch again.

“We most certainly don’t,” I chimed. “How about his lab—
or is that from watching too many Frankenstein movies?
Maybe he was one of those mathematicians who work it out
with a—"

“No, Dr. Meiss did have facilities. I suppose you may exam-
ine them.” He peeked again at his watch. “I can scarcely see
any objection to that!”

BEALLS LED ME through his outer office, stopping to tell his sec-
retary where he’d be if anybody wanted to know. Anybody 77-
portant. She looked at me as if to ask whether I knew what I
was getting into, but when her boss removed his glasses once
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again, | winked and patted my coat lightly where the hammer
of the forty-one wears out the lining.

I've been accused of lots of things, but never of stupidity. In
a business lucky to solve one out of twenty, I get my man about
half the time, and, unlike fictional detectives, I've never been
clubbed from behind or slipped a Mickey Finn. Not yet, any-
way. The one time I got burned, some puke was shooting
through a tiny window in a fire door, and my miserable .38
couldn’t punch through. I bought the .41 Magnum the day I
got out of the hospital.

Bealls was still watching his watch. With a ninety-minute
stall, the busy phone, and his utter delight at getting me into
another part of the building, I wasn’t exactly without suspi-
cions. I was the good guy, and couldn’t shoot first, that being
the Code of the West or something, but whenever Bealls’s visi-
tors showed up, they weren’t gonna get a chance with that ma-
chine gun—not if Smith & Wesson, Inc. had anything to say.

Vaughn Meiss’s office was a cinder-block cubicle in a nest of
cinder-block cubicles along a cinder-block hall, all painted a
depressingly familiar government gang-green. Bookcases
teetered to the ceiling on all four walls, and a desk heaped with
books and papers was crammed into the middle somehow. On
the ceiling, over crumbing acoustic tile, he’d taped a Proper- |
tarian poster: IRS—IT REALLY STEALS! A small blackboard was
covered with much erased squiggles like those in Bealls’s mag-
azines, plus, for a nice human touch, the word “Shit!”

Bealls ushered me in like a hotel bellboy, turned the keys
over, then excused himself—which was honest, people like him
need a lot of excusing—to hustle off for “another appoint-
ment.” I peeked around the corner and watched him scurry
away, staring at his watch.

I mugged around, wondering if I'd recognize a clue written
in Meiss’s academic Sanskrit if it jumped off the board and
started chewing on my tie. A quick once-over of the bookcases:

s e e
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fairly predictable—lots of math and physics, a couple of
shelves of Propertarian stuff, a little science fiction. No secret
panels, mysterious codes, or hollowed-out volumes.

One strange datum: the desk was piled with histories cover-
ing the Revolution and two or three subsequent decades. Book-
marks—campus parking tickets going back to 1983—indicated
special interest in Alexander Hamilton, the Federalist Party,
and, by golly, Albert Gallatin.

Another curious thing: in an absolutely jam-packed office,
one drawer of the desk, the second on the right, was conspicu-
ously empty, or almost so—a half-empty box of Norma .357
Magnum ammunition, 158-grain hollowpoints; a felt-tip pen
bearing the odd inscription LAPORTE PARATRONICS, LTD., LA-
PORTE, N.A.C., TELECOM GRAY 4-3122; a single pistol cartridge in
an unfamiliar caliber marked D & A Auto .476; and—another
coin! This one was about the size of a quarter:

ONE HALF METRIC OUNCE
SILVER 999 FINE
THE LAPORTE INDUSTRIAL BANK, LID.

The other side was even weirder, a ferocious-looking elder in a
Karl Marx beard:

LYSANDER SPOONER
A.L. 32-110 ARCHITECT OF LIBERTY

These dubious clues in my pocket, I resolved to stop by the
city of Laporte after I finished here. If it was the Laporte in Col-
orado, something definitely funny was going on. Six or seven
miles northwest of Fort Collins, Laporte boasted fewer than
five thousand inhabitants—an unlikely place for a bootleg
mint, industrial bank, or paratronics factory—whatever that
was. It had once been considered—its sole distinction—a po-
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tential capital of Colorado Territory, back when Jack Slade ran
the stage line and Denver only had one of those newfangled
railroad things.

To the matter at hand: I found my way downstairs (more
green cinder block), let myself in to Meiss’s lab, and turned on
the lights—forty-watt or less by government decree. The win-
dows were heavily painted over—national security. There was
also a stout slide-up-and-down bolt, handmade from a con-
crete reinforcing rod. Not a bad idea, I thought, as I clanked it
shut. It was good for a few seconds’ warning.

Vaughn Meiss’s lab made all the stereotypes come true. Re-
member The Fly? It was just like that—strung with wires and
insulators, bulky pilot-lighted cabinets looming in the twilight.
Only the posters were out of place. One on the back of the
door read, GOVERNMENT SCIENCE IS A CONTRADICTION IN
TERMS—AYN RAND and, penciled below: Ayn Rand is a contra-
diction in terms. Another, on the far wall, was a still from some
old Boris Karloff flick: THEY NEVER UNDERSTOOD ME AT THE
UNIVERSITY!

There was a dark, steel-framed cubbyhole on the outside
wall that might be a fire exit—I couldn’t see very well from
where I stood, buried to the hips in infernal machinery. All but
one fluorescent tube had been removed from the ceiling. Like
everyone else these days, I was developing a caveman’s squint.

I'worked my way to a console at the center, seemingly the com-
mand post, covered with knobs and dials. There were a couple of
stained coffee cups and a half-filled ashtray. I looked in vain for a
pack of cigarettes. In the center of the console was a big gray
metal notebook. You never know where the next clue is coming
from—I peeked: nothing. Very curious, and like that almost-
empty drawer upstairs, a sort of clue by omission. Somebody
around here was a klepto.

A scraping at the doorknob—DBealls, no doubt making sure
I didn’t arrest any electrons without reading them their
rights—footsteps, and muffled conversation. I suppressed my




The Probability Broach « 49

original impulse to go undo the bolt, and stood still, shivering
a little. Then a crash! The door bulged, glass shattering into
paint-covered fragments. The forty-one flashed into my hand
as I ducked behind the console. Agazn! The doorjamb burst,
splinters flying, and a cataract of data disks fountained to
the floor. A man stood framed in the doorway, tossed his fire-
extinguisher battering ram aside, and drew a weapon from his
right hip.

Shifting gently to one end of the console, I lined the in-
truder’s head atop my front sight like an apple on a post and
waited, heart pounding painfully. He scanned the dimly lit
room, motioned to someone, left palm outward—stay back a
moment—then moved in softly, head panning like a questing
reptile. My hand was sweaty on the revolver grip.

As he drifted past, I swapped the Magnum to my left hand,
laid the muzzle on the back of his neck, and rose. “Stand easy,
asshole!” I whispered, trying to keep an eye on the door. He
turned abruptly. I grabbed, jammed my thumb between the
hammer of his automatic and the firing pin. The weapon
pointed at my guts, the hammer fell. Pain lanced through my
hand but the pistol failed to fire. I wrenched it away, smacked
him backhand across the face with mine. Blood spurted, black
in the dark, and he crumpled.

I kicked him hard, just to make sure, then lifted his uncon-
scious bulk—something unpleasant twanged inside my lower
torso—and propped him on the console. He mumbled some-
thing before I got a hand over his mouth, fell awkwardly
against me, and slid. His jacket caught—there was a click, a
whining rumble from across the room. More pilot lights
winked on.

At the door, five million flashbulbs were going off at once.
Someone crouched there, machine pistols spraying the room
with death. Bullets whistled past me, shattering on the concrete
wall, metal shards and paint chips raining down. “No! No!”
Bealls screamed from the hallway.
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My forty-one roared and bucked, roared again. The machine
gunner was blasted out the door, blood streaming in his wake
like crepe-paper ribbons, and slammed into the wall behind.
His head met the bricks like a ripe melon dropped on a con-
crete floor. I pocketed the captured automatic, shifted the re-
volver to my right. Four slugs left. More company through the
door, guns blazing—Bealls was still yelling in the background.
I fired—saw things shatter, people fall—and ran for the fire
exit, plunging into darkness. Bullets buzzed and pinged behind
me. I scrambled down a passageway, feeling dizzy, twisted. In-
stead of stairs, I found blue sky. I was at the bottom of a freshly
excavated hole—like a grave.

Gunfire puffed the earth around me—a stinging slap
numbed my right foot. Green grass and sunshine—I was out
and running hard. Flopping prone, I leveled my forty-one on
the hole in the ground, then remembered with a curse that the
gun was empty. I rolled, groping for the automatic, crawling
backward as I fumbled—

The earth rose with a deafening roar, heaved and buckled,
ripped me from the ground. I landed hard but never let the
Smith & Wesson go.




V: Over the Rainbow

A sophisticated society doesn’t lack customs, it simply has so many
they all cancel out. It may be considered a measure of civilization
how long a hypothetical “Man from Mars” can wander around
without running afoul of the gendarmes or getting burned at the
stake for violating some taboo.

—Admiral R. A. Heinlein

Conquest of the Bering Straits

After what seemed a long, long time, I sat up on the grass, my
insides whirling crazily. I was never really unconscious, just
preoccupied. Movie and TV people have the wrong idea about
being “knocked out.” Most times a heavy blow simply crushes
your skull, and you're dead. I shook my head and was instantly
very sorry. Some explosion! The whole building was gone with-
out a trace.

I was sitting at the foot of a tall hedge. I tried to focus, but it
was like driving tenpenny nails into my brain, so I gave up for
a while. All around me through the fuzziness, lumpy green en-
tities swayed gently in a warm breeze. Patches of sunlight,
painfully bright, illuminated many gaudily colored figures,
their mouths dark Os of surprise or curiosity, but they were far
too hazy, miles away down a dark tunnel of pain.

I simply sat, torn and bleeding, on the warm damp ground,
surprised as hell at being alive. After a while, habit took over: I
emptied the forty-one, found a speed-loader, restocked the re-
volver, and holstered it. The automatic went back heavy into
my coat pocket. It seemed a pretty fair day’s work.

I levered myself onto my hands and knees and stayed in that
position, panting. Then I rose heavily, aching in every tor-
mented muscle. Bolts of lightning stabbed through my eyeballs,
each followed by a wave of nausea and the drumming of dull
pain. I staggered, tripping once or twice but staying upright. By
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the time I reached the nearest park bench, passing out was an
attractive prospect.

I risked another peek. Through my personal haze, the scene
was tranquil, bearing no relationship to the meat grinder I'd
just been through: a broad emerald lawn and a five-foot hedge
stretched endlessly in the distance. On the other side, a corru-
gated metal shack showed robin’s-egg blue. The air was warm,
heavy with the scent of dark earth and growing things, dappled
with sunshine and shade amid small groves of enormous trees;
benches and sidewalks somehow tinted tones of red, orange, or
yellow. My own—not concrete as I'd supposed—was a heavy,
resilient rubber, pale lemon in color.

A hundred yards away, a silvery fountain feathered high into
the air. A band played lively unfamiliar music, while children,
dressed outlandishly, tossed an ordinary Frisbee. A dog barked,
chasing the floating disk from child to child. They might as well
have been the Seven Dwarves—my picture of their world was
dim and fuzzy. Shivering in sweat, I had only the faintest inter-
est in staying alive. My ears thrummed mocking counterpoint
to the cheerful music from the bandstand.

Here and there, other people were dancing, talking in small
groups, lying in pairs under leafy canopies, moving gently with
the music. They wore a bewildering variety of costumes: bright
swirly cloaks, skirts or kilts, trousers and tunics—riots of color
strewn like shining flowers across the forested lawn. Hunched
and feeble in my tattered suit, I clutched miserably at some
hostile stranger’s pistol in my pocket. My knees and elbows
were caked with mud.

A hand on my shoulder—I started. A dark, pretty girl in or-
ange bellbottoms stood behind me. “Are you all right?” she
asked, almost apologetically. Before I could reply, she slipped
gracefully around the end of the bench. A sheathed dagger,
needle slim, hung from a jewelled chain around her tanned and
slender waist.
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“Been hurt worse before,” I managed to croak. All this con-
versation was tiring. “Could you point me back toward the Sci-
ences Building?” I was beginning to understand: the Enguirer’s
headline would read, POLICEMAN THROWN HUN-
DREDS OF FEET BY EXPLOSION, LIVES! with a thumb-
nail sketch of my service record, duly exaggerated, and an
account of how, while sailing through the air, I'd found Jesus.

The young lady looked dubious, but willing to let me pick
my own handbasket. “You mean the university?” she pointed
down a tinted pathway through the trees. I could see another
sunlit space beyond, perhaps the slightest hint of moving traf-
fic. Make that headline... HUNDREDS OF YARDS...!
“Across Confederation Boulevard, at the edge—why, you're
bleeding!”

Just like a movie heroine. I didn’t want to hear about it—
you can do amazing things seriously injured, as long as you
don’t know. “I really think I'll be all right,” I lied, and found a
Kleenex, dabbing at the worst parts. The web of my thumb,
where I'd kept the other guy’s gun from going off, was split
back half an inch. I wadded the bloody tissue into the fist and
said, “Gotta get going. Police business.”

“If you’re sure,” she said. “Please be careful.”

“Thanks. I'll try.” Stifling any further stoic repartee, I lurched
painfully to my feet, plodded in the direction indicated. A hun-
dred yards and a century later, I stopped at another bench,
cheery pastel pink, and lowered myself wearily, wondering if I'd
ever get up again.

I didn’t seem seriously damaged, just sore, and incredibly
tired. Pilots have fallen miles, sans parachute, and survived.
Maybe I'd qualify for a Guinness record when this was all over—
a brightening thought, somehow. I started humming an old rail-
road song and reached into my coat pocket. “Last week a
premature blast went off / And a mile in the air went Big Jim Goff
/ And DRILL, ye tarriers, DRILL!”
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The pistol I'd confiscated was a sweetheart:

THE BROWNING ARMS COMPANY
MORGAN, UTAH & MONTREAL P.Q.
MADE IN BELGIUM

“The next time payday comes around / Jim Goff a dollar short
was found . . .” I've always admired the Browning P-35, despite
its lack of authoritative stomp. Impeccably designed and made
to last for generations, it’s no more powerful than an issue .38
but carries an impressive fourteen cartridges.

“What for? says be, then this reply...” On the other side,
stamped in neat, tiny letters, was something that started me won-
dering exactly what I'd do when I found my way back to the uni-
versity:

CALIBRE 9MM PARABELLUM
PROPERTY OF U.S. GOVERNMENT SECURITY
POLICE

“Yer docked fer the time you was up in the sky!’ / And DRILL,
ye tarriers, DRILL!”

Wobbling the rest of the way across the park, I really wanted
someplace to lie down and curl up, maybe suck my thumb a lit-
tle. I wasn’t really hurt: cuts and bruises—large bruises—and a
grisly furrow in the heel of my right shoe where a passing slug
had left splinters of copper and lead.

I'labored along, people staring at me a little, and me staring
right back. Whatever the local ordinances were, I saw more
low-slung handguns, more dirks and daggers, than in a dozen
B-westerns and swashbucklers spliced together reel to reel. I
found myself grabbing convulsively at my left armpit more
than once. Fort Collins sure had changed!

Maybe they were all dressed up for some kind of fair. I didn’t
recognize the costume period. Most people, including some
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cops I know, are frightened by weapons of all kinds, knives
worse than guns, for some silly reason. These must all be toys,
part of the celebration. I tried looking closer without being
nosy—not my jurisdiction, after all—but the effort still
brought tears. There hadn’t been a hardware collection like
this since the Crusades were catered. Women and children
sporting arms right along with the men. But wait. Were they
children, waddling like circus midgets, even brushing the
ground with an occasional knuckle?

If only the fog of weariness and pain would—can you have a
migraine in a dream? Mud- and blood-splattered from collar to
ankles, amid all this resplendent sartorialism, I was about as at-
tractive and dignified as a Larimer Street wino. I'd even man-
aged to split a crotch seam.

At last I reached a low, meandering wall of multicolored
brick, more bewildered than ever. The street was a broad rib-
bon of sea-green crabgrass full of traffic, not a single vehicle
even remotely familiar. There wasn’t a wheel in sight.

I'd once ridden an English hovercraft, admired the same
sort of ground effect machine on Puget Sound before Ralph
Nader shut it down. This wasn’t the same at all: these whis-
pered along, quiet as an usher in church. I was beginning to get
an idea that I was more than lost, I was profoundly misplaced.

Maybe I'd been hurt and was wandering around with amnesia.

That old Greer Garson flick—Random Harvest?>—real people
have spent years like that, building new lives, families, then
coming back in shock to their original personalities. This world
around me was some artist’s conception of Tomorrowland. Had
I spent the last twenty years being someone else? It would ex-
plain the age I felt right now! Had decades passed between the
lab explosion and whatever happened in the park, and now, af-
ter some second stress or injury, was [ myself again? Random
Harvest—Ronald Colman was the guy.

Across the street, a three-story Edwardian building had a
low wall around it, too, and a large bronze sign:
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LAPORTE CITY UNIVERSITY, LTD.
ESITRA-JR1817

117 A.L.? They don’t start a new calendar every election year.
What had happened here while I was out to lunch? And where
the hell was here, anyway? All I wanted was to crawl off some-
where and lie down for a couple of months. I was through de-
tectiving. Let someone else do it.

I guess I came pretty close to flipping out at that moment.
That I didn’t, I attribute not to any sterling qualities, but sim-
ply to well-worn habits of mind and, perhaps, a dollop of
shock-induced euphoria.

If I could just find someplace to start, some loose thread to
pick until this whole mystery began to unravel—before I did.
Do you just walk up and ask someone, “Excuse me, what year
is this?”

I could always call the cops. They might want my badge and
gun for their museum. Hell, they might want e for their—
hold it! T was still carrying that badge, and the .41 caliber
weight swinging against my ribs wasn’t a grilled-cheese sand-
wich. I was still wearing my faithful old gray suit, my second-
best tie, and everything else I'd put on in Denver this morning.
However I'd gotten into this mess, it wasn’t via any twenty-year
amnesic vacation.

So much for the Random Harvest theory. A glance down the
sidewalk, and there it was, my first sensible idea for the day—
lower and wider than I was used to, with tinted panes in a
wrought-iron latticework, and a fancy Kremlinesque spire
pointing skyward:

TELECOM
Whatever that meant. Nothing orients you faster in strange

territory than browsing through the phone book. There wasn’t
any door. I took two steps down into the booth and the street
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noises went away. It also seemed cooler inside, but I could tol-
erate an air-conditioned phone booth if the Secretary of Energy
could.

No phone book. Just like back home. No telephone, either:
just a simple matte-finished panel like sandblasted Corning-
ware. Underneath was a keyboard. I plunked myself down on
the broad upholstered bench and abruptly the screen had let-
ters on it:

—NEED ASSISTANCE?—
The Grand Combined Director of
Greater Paporte!
Gray, Bell, & Acme Communications Systems

which changed in a few moments to:

INSTRUCTIONS: Please enter party you wish to ‘com. Number will be
indicated by a pulsing cursor dot. Enter A for Accept and remit pay-
ment. For information, please enter O for Operator. For free map
displays, enter Map plus address desired. Thank you for choosing
our services.
Gray Telecom System, Ltd.
Bell Telephone Co., Ltd.
Acme Communications, Ltd.

Now there was something: a polite phone company! Three
polite companies, and the service argued Messrs. Gray, Bell,
and Acme might be bucking pretty lively competition.

I could have tried the local fuzz, but I figured I owed the
thrill to my alma mater. The screen hadn’t mentioned Long
Distance, so I examined the keyboard. It wasn’t laid out like a
typewriter, but at this point, I felt lucky they were the same let-
ters. It was back to hunt and peck after years of perfecting my
own two-finger method. Finally, I decided on O.

So help me, an animated drawing answered, a pleasantly
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stereotypical old-timey operator, crisply pretty in a high-
collared blouse and headset—like Betty Crocker’s kid sister.
“May I help you?”

I'd never talked to a cartoon before, but this seemed like the
day for it. “Could you give me Long Distance? The Denver Po-
lice, two-six-six, two-four-two-one. And reverse the charges.
This is Lieutenant Win Bear.”

“One moment, please Lieutenant Bear.” The screen
blanked, then she reappeared. “I'm sorry, we have no records
for a Denver Police in either local or trunkline memories. Are
you sure you're using the correct name?”

That stopped me. “What do you mean? Try ‘Denver, City,
and County of.””

Her face registered good-natured exasperation. “I'm very
sorry, sir. I've accessed 36,904 listings: but no ‘Denver, City and
County of.””

The 3-D display made it almost irresistible to try strangling
her cute little cartoon neck. But somzething catastrophic had re-
sulted in a brand-new calendar. Hell, Denver could be in a dif-
ferent country by now! “Hold on! How far away—if that’s the
way to put it—is your directory good for?” Back home you still
can’t dial lots of places—try calling Moscow for a little excite-
ment at the FBI’s expense.

She hesitated. “Sir, we list over seven billion individuals and
organizations currently contracting with some twelve thousand
telecommunications companies on this planet, the Moon,
Mars, and Ceres Central. I am confident to sixteen decimals
that there is no ‘Denver, City and County of in the known so-
lar system. May I be of further assistance, or would you prefer
a live operator?”

There was a definite “asshole” at the end of that sentence.
“No,” I answered dizzily, “that’s enough.” The screen returned
to NEED ASSISTANCE? I certainly did—oxygen and a saline drip.
So much for The Next Best Thing to Being There.

Okay, Denver was obliterated. They'd finally Pushed the
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Button, and at least 117 years ago, judging by the university
sign. Ragnarok’s a pretty good reason to start a new calendar.
Yet this society had pulled through it, recovered without a scar.
Hey! People are on Mars!

But where did that leave me? All my friends must be dead. I
was my folks’ only kid. I had no close relatives or descendants
I was aware of. Jesus, with Denver gone, did anyone 1 know
have any descendants? Maybe the local cops could recommend
a nice rubber room for my declining years.

Wiait a minute! This was no way for Sergeant Billy Bear’s son
Winnie to be thinking! There must be somzething 1 could do, if
only looking up Otis Bealls’s great-grandson to punch him in
the nose.

Maybe that was#’t such a screwy idea: Bealls might be long
dead. That explosion might not have been in Meiss’s lab, but
IT—the opening remarks of World War III! On the other
hand, he could have lived long enough to pinch the nurses in
some postwar wrinkle-ranch. One way or another, my explo-
sion would surely rate some footnote in his family history.

I typed out BEALLS, OTIS. The screen displayed something
like a regular phonebook page with a glowing orange cursor
dot wiggling up and down the margin. Beallses, about sixty of
them, but no Otis. I stared at the list, wondering how to ask
someone, “Pardon me, did you have an ancestor named Oitis,
back before the End of the World>” The cursor dot slide-
whistled up and down the page uncertainly.

Then, in the right-hand column across from the Beallses, it
caught me, right between the eyes:

BEAR, EDWARD W., Consulting Detective
626 E. Genét PI. ACMe 9-4223

I wouldn’t have taken a million “metric ounces” not to dial
that number. Seeing your own distinctive name and more-or-
less correct profession in a strange city’s directory is interesting,
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but not that rare: five years after he was killed, my Dad was still
getting mail for another Tech Sergeant Bill Bear. But on a Pic-
turephone, possibly decades in the future?

Perhaps this wasn’t the time for idle curiosity, sitting in a fu-
turistic phone booth, torn and filthy, still disoriented and get-
ting more that way every minute. I'm not sure what was called
for. Catatonic schizophrenia, maybe.

PLEASE INSERT ONE TENTH COPPER OUNCE

I rummaged through my pockets: ball-point, notebook,
badge holder and wallet, empty cartridges, felt-tip, two dimes,
a quarter, four pennies. How much is a tenth-ounce of copper?
Those little watch-pockets they put in trousers are good for
something: I pulled out the Lysander Spooner coin from
Meiss’s desk. Half an ounce of silver ought to do it. Do polite
phone companies give change?

The coin! I hadn’t associated the numbers—dates—with the
university sign until now. To hell with it, time enough for going
batty later. I inserted the silver coin, the machine started hic-
cuping into its coin return. I didn’t have time to examine the re-
sult, because:

WE’RE SORRY, YOUR PARTY IS BUSY. IF YOU'D LIKE TO WAIT, PLEASE ENTER
H FOR HOLD. TO CANCEL THE CALL, ENTER C—YOUR MONEY WILL BE RE-
FUNDED. THANK YOU.

I said, “You’re welcome,” and punched H, fidgeting nerv-
ously. Is there another way to travel through time besides start-
ing at birth and plodding on to Social Security, collecting
varicose veins along the way? Meiss had to have gotten that
coin from here. Was it time travel he’d been working on? It
wasn’t any crazier an idea than amnesia, and I could see how
the government might be interested.

But who was this gink with my name? Let’s see, if I hadn’t
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gone through Meiss’s machine, I might have survived World
War III or whatever, eventually moving to Fort Collins. But I
did go through, so I couldn’t have . .. anyway, I'd be at least
165 by now! Not that I didn’t feel it. Of course, I could have
had a kid after 1987 . . . but no, the same objection applies: af-
ter 1987, I was—am—already here. This is where my lifeline
and Meiss’s confounded gadgetry had carried me, not through
Armageddon to Father’s Day.

Impatiently, I fiddled with the coin return and found a cop-
per tenth-piece among the change: an overweight penny with
somebody named Albert Jay Nock staring out of it. Damn it,
still busy! Seething now, I punched out MAP and 626 GENET PL.
ACMe was as good as its word: a city map materialized, two
pulsing amber dots explaining YOU ARE HERE and ADDRESS RE-
QUESTED. Pretty fancy. I'd have a few suggestions for Ma Bell if
I ever got the chance—

Which I might! If Meiss had invented a time machine back
in 1987, surely by now—I almost looked up “Travel Agents,
Time” in the Grand Combined Directory, but didn’t want to
risk getting a cartoon sore at me twice in one day.

However, Genét Place was only six blocks away, and I was
beginning to feel cocky—giddy if you prefer. Judging from the
phone rates, I had a pocket full of high-caliber change—in-
cluding the gold slug I'd never had a chance to turn in—and
three freshly loaded guns. I'd figured out, within certain sloppy
tolerances, what had happened to me. Thanks to my almost
Sherlockian genius, I even had a rough idea of the history of
this place—and a definite destination: 626 Genét Place. Not
bad, for only an hour in Futureland!

Shock can be a pretty wonderful thing.

When I emerged, traffic was still heavy, and fasz. Looking for
a break, I glanced back the way I'd come only minutes ago. A
flashing arrow at the curb spelled out PEDESTRIANS and pointed
to an escalator that flowed down into a broad, well-lit area lined
with shops, then became a moving walkway. Halfway through
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the trip, I passed a tunnel labeled, paradoxically, OVERLAND
TRAIL. Here and there cheerful three-dimensional posters ad-
vertised food, entertainment—and tobacco. Prohibition was
over! There seemed to be a lot of ads for various intimidating
firearms, and something calling itself SECURITECH—WHILE YOU
SLEEP. Was that a burglar alarm or a sleeping pill?

I passed another TELECOM, decorated like a candy-striped
guardpost, an enterprise of CHEYENNE COMMUNICATIONS. At
least Wyoming had made it through Doomsday—but who’d
know the difference? This booth offered background music
and scenic rear-projections to convince ‘em you were in
Tahiti—or in a phone booth with scenic rear-projections.

The escalator headed up again into the sunlight, dumping
me out on the other side of Confederation Boulevard. Some-
where at the end of this day was a mattress and a pillow. I
wished I knew where. I was weary, lightheaded, surrounded by
the totally strange and the strangely familiar. I started giggling
a couple times, mostly from hysteria rather than from the
scenery.

Escalator tunnels and underground shopping centers lay be-
neath every intersection, sometimes connected with their
neighbors up and down the block. I got a lot of free rides that
way, though once I rode too far and had to double back. There
was almost more city below ground than above, which made
sense with a thermonuclear war in the recent past.

Forcibly reminded of certain biological facts, I stopped off
at a door with appropriate markings, a model of understate-
ment as it turned out. More than the usual monument to the
ceramic arts, the rest room was an updated Roman bath: swim-
ming pool, snack bar, even sleep cubicles for rent. I thought of
Colfax Avenue hookers who’d love the setup, then noticed that
such services—your choice, organic or mechanical—were
available at a modest fee. To my taste, the whole arrangement
looked too much like drawers in the city morgue.

Experimentally, I fed my shirt into another slot and got it
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back looking almost good as new. So I turned in my pants,
jacket, shorts, and socks and stood around feeling silly in my
Kevlar, shoes, and shoulder holster. I found an empty shower
stall and afterward discovered that the laundry had fixed my
pants. It all came to about an ounce of copper.

A few more blocks took me away from the energetic univer-
sity district to a quieter residential area, elaborate in architec-
tural extremes. Victorian and Edwardian gingerbread sat
grandly between the baroque and a sort of Swiss-chalet style—
ornate, almost rococo, but taken all together, neither garish nor
intimidating. Just different. The homes were set back deeply
from the road, on enormous lots with gracefully curving rubber
driveways winding through gardens and wrought-iron fencery.
If Edward W. Bear lived like this, being a P.I. must pay better
here than it did in my jurisdiction.

Definitely feeling more like myself, whoever that was (an-
other twinge of curiosity about this “Edward W. Bear”), [ am-
bled along in the afternoon sun, absently aware that the
almost-silent vehicles swooshing along beside me in the street
produced no noticeable exhaust. Down in the curbing there
wasn’t a scrap of garbage. As my head cleared I began to notice
other things—the streets might be Kentucky Blue, but there’s a
lot to be said for rubber sidewalks. Soon, except for where I'd
kicked that SecPol agent, my feet were the only part that didn’t
hurt. I thought resentfully about the million concrete miles I'd
trod on downtown foot patrol.

Here, the underground crossings ran to neighborhood gro-
ceries, stationery, and candy stores—the kind of mom-and-pop
operations nearly killed off by city zoning back home. I took
another fling, stopping for some cigarettes, my first decent ones
in almost five years. Two copper pennies for the most expensive
in the place.

Topside again, I did a little people-watching. It was more
than their weird colorful clothing and strangely relaxed brisk-
ness. Something was missing—the barely concealed hostility
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and fear that haunted 7y city streets. These people never
seemed to push or jostle, never avoided looking at one another.
They’d nod politely—even speak!—and they carried their
heads high, unafraid of the world around them. It sent shivers
down my spine.

What I first took to be an extraordinary number of children
became even more confusing. Some of these little people spot-
ted muttonchops and mustaches. I noticed gangly arms and
clumsy gaits. Mutants—the city was full of them. Even my
bleary eyes could see the effects of radiation-distorted genes:
protruding jaws, rubbery lips; some practically had muzzles.

Even more jarring were the weapons—men and women
alike, little people, children. 1 passed one obvious kinder-
gartener carrying a pistol almost as big as he was! Was there
some danger here [ wasn’t seeing? Or was the hardware merely
a legacy of the brutal time that must have followed an atomic
war? Yet these people seemed so full of cordiality. Could the
source Of their pride and dignity be nothing more than the me-
chanical means of dealing death they carried? Well, the alter-
native, thousands of variations on the Sullivan Act, had been
no shining success back home.

What the hell, it was a nice day, a fine day. Nothing wrong
that a long drink and a longer snooze wouldn’t cure. Maybe
there was an opening on the local force—would a century and
a half’s experience count for anything?

At long last a fancy scrollwork signpost announced PLACE
d’EDMOND GENET. My stomach tightened, my mouth went
dry. Who was this other Edward Bear?

All of a sudden a 747 was trying to land on my back! I
whirled; a long black hovercraft tore down the street, coming
my way fast. It bellowed, riding a tornado as other drivers
bumped up over the sidewalk, swerved and slid to avoid being
hit. Six feet above the ground, the monster covered blocks in
seconds, sending a hideous roar ahead and a shower of sparks.
Bullets sang around my head.
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I leaped a low hedge and rolled, thankful I'd reloaded the
forty-one. Pain throbbed through my exhausted body; mus-
cles screamed and cuts reopened. Crouching, I pumped six
heavy slugs into the hovercraft, but on it flew, never hesitating.
Dimly aware that my hand was bleeding again, I wrestled the
automatic free from my coat and thumbed the hammer back,
jerking the trigger again and again as the machine slid crazily
around the corner. It was like a dream where nothing you do
has any effect. Bullets whistled, tearing leaves and branches,
plucking at my hair. The slide locked back on the Browning—
empty.

Dipping and weaving more from fear and pain than strategy,
I thrust both weapons into my coat and twisted, running, tear-
ing at my hip for the derringer. A house rose huge before me,
“626” embossed in foot-high characters on its broad garage
door. I ran that endless curving drive as bullet-shredded paving
stung my ankles. Halfway there, as if on cue, the door began to
rise. Would I die, trapped in a garage like that miserable soul
on Emerson Street—what?—only yesterday?

Ragged holes began appearing in the door, an erratic hem-
stitch working in my direction. I swam toward it in slow motion
as the hovercraft, guns blazing, started up the drive.

My face slammed into the rising door as the bullets slammed
into my body. Blood splashed the panel in front of me! The
bottom edge rose past me as I fought to clear the derringer,
bring it to bear for its one pitiable shot. No strength to pull the
hammer back . . . the pavement rose and smacked me in the
face.







VI: Retaliatory Force

“Reach for the sky, hombres!” Red Cloud levelled his trusty Rogers
& Spencers at the desperados, thumbs ratcheting back the ham-
mers, loud in the sudden, dust-filled silence.

“It's the Marshall!” their leader exclaimed. No mask could dis-
guise the voice of Max Goldstein, alias “The Colorado Kid.” “That
varmint was hiding in the luggage boot all along!”

“Right you are, Kid,” Red Cloud winked assuringly at Hua Chong,
the pretty new schoolmarm. “You brigands have robbed your last
steamcoach—now you'll answer to the Nevada Pinkertons!”

—Ted van Roosevelt

The Steamcoach Pillagers

Ever wake up in a darkened room and a soft bed, with a
headache clear down to your knees? My arms wouldn’t move.
When I inhaled, sharp pains skewered me from spine to ster-
num. I was alive, but leaking.

“Hold these,” the first voice, softly feminine, said. “And
feed them into the cutter. We'll have to remove it all, I'm
afraid.” Sound of rasping, scraping. Whatever they were chop-
ping off, I hoped I wouldn’t sing falsetto afterward.

A fuzzy shadow loomed over me. “Great molten muskets!
Look at these!”

“Don’t jog my elbow, Lucy!” A masculine voice, and some-
how familiar. “You’re in Clarissa’s light!”

“She’s right, though,” the first voice said. “Such crude den-
tal prosthetics! And he’s in advanced geriosis—see the swollen
belly, the sagging tissue around the eyes? What little hair he has
is turning gray!”

“Radiation or old age?”

“Neither, Ed.” It was the first voice again, worried. “But you
should see the scanner—poisonous congestion, ulceration.
And the arteries! Even without these bullets in him”—plink!
plink!— “he’d be gone in another ten years.” Plink! I'd heard

67
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that sound before, watching buckshot pulled from a prisoner
after a liquor-store holdup. I'd have resented the conversation
that went with it this time, but the agony made everything else
seem trivial. “Lucy! There’s no response to somasthesia. Give it
another notch!”

“Right . . . Any luck?”

“We’re at redline already. The painkillers just aren’t work-
ing.”

“What painkillers?” 1 wheezed past the red-hot pokers in my
chest.

“Take it easy, friend,” the male voice said. “You'll be all
right—won’t he, Clarissa?” Even out of focus, he reminded me
of somebody.

“Yes, yes, you will.”

“Shucks, sonny, you’re not missing any zmzportant parts!” It
was an old lady. She leaned over me and winked.

“That’s g-good news . ..” A whispery croak was all I could
manage. “The pain . ..”

“I give up,” the beautiful voice said. “Lucy, electrosleep—
out in a van, a blue case under the regenerator.”

“Sure thing, honey, Anything else?”

“Yes,” the male voice said. “Check the ’com again. If that
Frontenac comes back, I want a crack at it!”

“Have to beat e to the draw, kiddo! You see what used to
be my front windows?” She gestured menacingly with a huge
handgun. “Wish I'd thought to go for their boiler!” Her voice
trailed off as she left, muttering to herself.

“So do I,” he answered under his breath. “Clarissa, is it all
right for him to talk ... just take it slowly? Who are you?
What's this all about?”

I tried to clear my vision. The guy looked enough like me to
get drafted in my place. “Win Bear . . . Lieutenant, Denver—
used to be a city, sixty miles south. Only it’s goze! Blown to—"
I stopped, breathing heavily against withering pain. “I'm, well,
from the past—a time traveler!”
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He frowned perplexedly. Nothing was wrong with my vi-
sion. I could make out every hair in his bushy, very familiar
eyebrows. “Friend, sixty miles south of here, there’s only Saint
Charles Town. Been there, oh, 125 years. Nothing but buffalo
before that.”

That queer cold chill I felt had nothing to do with bullet
wounds. “But I was born there. That’s where I Labor in the
Vineyards, pushing back—" I started wretching, gasping, and
sank back, too exhausted to finish.

This was it. I'd been booby-trapped, blown up, machine-
gunned, and on top of it all, run face-first into a garage door. By
some circumstance not bearing close examination, I was alive.
But evidently some of my marbles hadn’t made the trip with
me. I knew this guy: the other Edward Bear. If this wasn’t the
future, where the hell was I?

Lucy came back, her horse pistol shrunken to snubbie pro-
portions. Clarissa gave her a nod. Before I could protest, she
shoved the little gun against my neck—“This oughta do the
job!”—and pulled the trigger.

THURSDAY, JuLy 9, 1987

The muzzle was still cool on the side of my neck. I turned.
“Lucy, how you’ve changed!” Standing over me was a breath-
taking peaches-and-cream blonde, perhaps thirty, hazel eyes—
when she smiled, the corners crinkled like she meant it—and
an ever so slightly upturned nose. She wore a bright-red cover-
all with a circled white cross embroidered on the left shoulder.

The wall seemed one huge window opening into a honey-
colored meadow and purple columbines. Maybe a mile away an
evergreen forest fronted foothills and the ghostly peaks of the
Rockies. The illusion was spoiled by a door through the wall and
the railed top of a staircase. Television? A beautiful job. I could
almost smell the sage.




70 + L. Neil Smith

The rest of the room contained the bed I was in, a wall-
length bookcase beneath a pair of real windows—sunshine,
treetops—and one of the ten most gorgeous women in what-
ever world this was. I took a deep breath, found the pain com-
pletely gone, and tried sitting up.

“Hold on, Lieutenant! You’re not quite ready for that!” The
lady dimpled, pushing me back gently. “How do you feel?”

“I guess I'll do, at that. Is this a hospital?”

“You want to get really sick? A hospital, indeed! I almost be-
lieve you are a time traveler as you claimed last night.”

“What else did I say? Hope I had enough sense to make an
improper suggestion or two your way.”

“You’re a ‘Man from the Past,” from a city that’s never
existed. Otherwise you were quite gentlemanly, all things con-
sidered.”

“Too bad. So this is what the subtitles call ‘The Next Morn-
ing.” And you—"

“Clarissa Olson, Certified Healer—your Healer, if you
want.” Dimples again. “Anything else we’ll decide after you’re
up and around.”

“In that case, I think I'll go on living for a while. When wz//
I be up and around?”

“Well, you're healing pretty slowly. You were gradually dy-
ing of malnutrition: deficiencies in the nitrilosides, lecithin,
ascorbic acid; a dozen degenerative diseases I've only read
about. But as that clears up, your wounds will knit faster. Day
after tomorrow—at least for a brief walkaround?”

“Where I come from, bullet holes take a lot longer than that
to heal up! This has gotta be the future . . . or heaven, if you’ll
pardon my getting personal.”

She smiled tolerantly. “Persist with this time-travel business
and you'll need something stronger than what’s in my bag over
there!”

“I could do with something stronger, about eighty proof in a
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tall glass. Forget time travel. Let’s talk about bullet holes, and
how come mine don’t seem to be terminal.”

She crossed the room; I enjoyed watching her do it. “Here’s
your explanation.” Two plastic-covered masses, overflowing
with shredded fiber. “That’s why there was enough of you left
for me to work on.” I recognized the tattered remains of my
Kevlar body armor. Someone had driven a tank over it while
something red and squishy was inside. “Whatever this contrap-
tion is, it saved your life.”

“That’s what it’s for. Sort of forgot I had it on. But it wasn’t
designed for machine guns. How many times was I hit?”

She frowned. “I removed—you really want to hear this?—
okay, perhaps a dozen bullets, mostly fragments. And fiber.
This vest was practically stitched into you. We had trouble cut-
ting it off.”

“That’s a relief!” I risked a peek under the covers. “I
thought you’d cut off something a little more valuable—at least
to me.”

She indicated the cast on my left arm. “You have a shattered
wrist and fractured humerus. The shoulder blade itself and the
collarbone are in bad shape, but they’ll heal. Your right arm, 1
don’t see how they managed to miss. You should see Ed’s
garage door!”

“And his mother’s windows?”

“His what? No, Lucy—Lucy Kropotkin—is Ed’s next-door
neighbor. She’d be flattered, though. She thinks a lot of Ed.”

“And so do you, apparently. I'm hurt to the quick.”

I won’t say she actually blushed. She’s one of those naturally
pink types you don’t dare take home to Father. “Yes, I do. He’s
the real reason you're still alive. He drove off your attackers.”

“I was elsewhere at the time. You want to tell me about it?”

“Well,” she answered, “just about the time the shooting
started, Ed was on the Telecom. He’d been at it all morning,
clearing things for his first real vacation in years . . .”
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ONE FREEMAN K. BERTRAM of Paratronics, Ltd, had a problem:
someone had gotten away from a company warehouse, laden
with a half-ton of valuable parts and equipment, despite a
dozen of Securitech’s best plus an alarm system worth thou-
sands of ounces.

Ed might not be the best-known consulting detective in the
land, nor the most highly paid, but he was clearly headed in
that direction at an age most North Americans considered
young. There were more clients than he really had time for, and
although he’d worked for Paratronics, Ltd. before, and this
sounded interesting, plenty of schedule-juggling had gone into
shaking three vacation weeks loose. With several hundred
ounces already to his credit at Mulligan’s Bank and Grill and a
brand-new Neova convertible waiting in the garage, come law
or high water, Ed was heading for Leadville’s summer sun and
man-made snow, business be hanged.

Could he recommend another operative, suggest security-
tightening measures? Ordinarily, even this advice would cost
plenty. Bertram’s stereo image sulked until his lower lip threat-
ened to fall right out of the screen. He wasn’t used to taking no
for an answer or having his gold turned down, but what could
he do? Bertram made notes and promised to call back at the
end of the month.

Connection finally broken, Ed started toward the garage,
following his suitcases. Locking his skis on the squat little hull,
he levered himself into the cockpit. The garage door ground
slowly upward: for the twentieth time that week he—

Abruptly there was a hair-raising metallic chatter. Something
else wrong with the door? Or the sportscraft? A glance at the
instruments: no, wheels were down and locked under the flar-
ing skirt, fans idling gently; thrusters waited silently in their na-
celles for a take-off ramp somewhere along the Greenway.

He killed the engine and climbed out. Beneath the half-open
door, a baggily clad form ran toward him then slammed vio-
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lently into the slowly rising panel. Spots of sunlight pierced the
door as a brilliant dotted line raced toward Ed. The Neova’s
windows disintegrated as he dived, flinging back his sportcloak
for the .375 on his hip. The shadow, faceless against outdoor
light, slumped and fell in a pool of splattered blood.

A huge Frontenac steamer crabslipped up the driveway, bul-
lets streaming. Ed pulled the trigger. Heavy slugs spat toward
the steamer—five! six!—and silenced its machine gun. He
thumbed the selector and ripped through the rest of his maga-
zine, fountaining metal and glass from the black machine in
three-shot bursts. It fishtailed clumsily across the lawn and
limped away.

“Death and Taxes! What was that about?” Enter a frail-
looking elderly woman, .50 caliber Gabbet Fairfax smoking in
her hand. She clutched her bathrobe together, shoving the
monstrous weapon into a pocket, where it hung dangerously.

“I haven't the slightest idea, Lucy.” Ed swapped magazines
and holstered his gun, cautiously approaching the inert figure
lying in the doorway. “Give me a hand. This fellow’s badly
hurt!” He gently rolled the body over and looked down. At
himself.

“YOU WERE IN nasty shape when I arrived,” Clarissa finished,
“blood loss, concussion, bruises all over. You also had a hair-
line fracture of the right large toe.” First chance to show off my
Tae Kwon Do, and I'd blown it. All at once, the whole of yes-
terday came trickling back, half-forgotten in my surprise at be-
ing alive.

Funny, you resign yourself to dying and it’s almost annoying
when it doesn’t come off on schedule. I'd been through the
process three times in the last twenty-four hours, and I knew. A
Kevlar vest may keep your ticket from being punched, but it
won’t spare you the bullet’s energy—just distributes it. I was
lucky.

Which brought me up short. That guy in the laboratory cor-
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ridor was cold meat. The one I'd pistol-whipped—where was
my Smith & Wesson?—would have a broken cheekbone, pos-
sibly a punctured lung. Others, who can tell? There wasn’t time
for counting coup. One confirmed, uncounted possibles. Not
my first time . . .

I'D RUN OUT of cigarettes about 2 A.M., pulled pants on over
pajama bottoms, and strolled over to one of those little twenty-
four-hour groceries with inflated prices and lonely teenage
clerks. Only this one wasn’t lonely—not with a .25 automatic
pressed against her temple. He stood well away, gun arm fully
extended, prancing nervously as he watched her shove small
bills into a wrinkled paper bag, preparing herself for death.

You're a cop around the clock. On my own time, I carried a
beat-up 45 S & W sawed off to three inches. The door stood
open, ten yards away—1I didn’t dare get closer. I knelt, braced my
hands on the rear corner of his ’57 Chevy, and pulled the trigger.
She screamed for thirty minutes. When the coroner cut the stock-
ing mask away, half the bandit’s head came with it. But his gun
had never gone off: he’d forgotten to shuck one into the chamber.

Stupidity is a capital offense.

When Evelyn and I were first married, we’d picnic up in the
foothills, west of Denver—Ilushly green in springtime, yellow-
gold in the high-country summer, and absolutely brim-full of
rattlers. We never went without that old .45. Guess I wasted
dozens of nasty things before I got too old and fat for hiking.

Many a cop sees thirty years without firing a shot in anger,
others quit cold after their first. You’d be surprised how often.
Some few start enjoying it, but we try to weed them out—too
bad the feds don’t follow the same policy. I was surprised how
I felt: like shooting those rattlesnakes. The world was cleaner,
safer. Not much, but a little. I hadn’t liked doing it any more
than, say, washing dishes, but I'd do it again. I'm not for capi-
tal punishment, a useless, stupid ritual, degrading to everyone
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involved—except at the scene and moment of the crime, prefer-
ably at the hands of the intended victim.

Rattlesnakes with machine guns. Wish I'd aimed for their
goddamned boiler too.

EXPLAINING TO CLARISSA how I'd ended up in her competent
hands was difficult. I didn’t really know. I was fairly confident
I wasn’t bananas: I could remember the first house I'd ever
lived in, the name of my second-grade teacher, what I wore at
my wedding—all the nuts and bolts. Somebody was persecut-
ing me, but I had the persecution marks to prove it.

This was northern Colorado. Out my second-floor bedroom
window, I could see Horsetooth Mountain, an unmistakable
Fort Collins landmark. I could reel off everything that had hap-
pened, from the moment the investigation began at Sixteenth
and Gaylord, to the moment the bad-guys done me dirt at the
corner of Genét and Tabor. But according to my shapely physi-
cian, today was Thursday, July 9, 211 A.L. After reflecting, she
added that A.L. stands for Anno Liberatis.

“That’s something, anyway. Mind if I asked what happened
two hundred and eleven years ago?”

Clarissa shook her head in bewilderment. “But how can you
not know? That’s when the thirteen North American colonies
declared their independence from the Kingdom of Britain.
Every schoolchild knows—"

“Maybe I need to go back to school. Let’s see . . . 1987, mi-
nus 211 . .. six, seven, seven, one—You're right! July Fourth,
1776! Obvious!”

She sadly shook her head again. “No, it was the Second of
July—firecrackers, rockets, guns firing into the air . . . Lee and
Adams—"

“July second—rings a bell somehow. Well, set it aside a
minute. Now tell me where we are: this city of yours doesn’t
amount to a wide spot in the road, where I come from.”
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She shook her head a third time. It was becoming a habit.
“Win, I'll be what help I can, even it if means playing silly
games. Laporte is a very wide spot indeed. One of the largest
cities in the North American Confederacy. In—"

“Hold it! Confederacy? Let me think—who won the Civil
War?”

“Civil War?” she blinked—at least it was a change from
headshaking. “You can’t mean this country, unless you count
the Whiskey—"

“I mean the War Between the States—tariffs and slavery, Lee
and Grant, Lincoln and Jefferson Davis? 1861 to 1865. Lincoln
gets killed at the end—very sad.”

Clarissalooked very sad, systematic delusions written all over
her face. “Win, I don’t know what you’re talking about. In the
first place, slavery was abolished in 44 A.L., very peaceably,
thanks to Thomas Jefferson—"

“Thomas Jefferson?”

“And in the second place, I didn’t recognize those names
you rattled off. Except Jefferson Davis. He was President—no,
it would have been the Old United States, back then—in, oh, I
just can’t remember! He wasn’t very important.”

“Is there a third place? I can’t stand the suspense.”

“Why, yes. There wasn’t any 1865. The date that would have
been 1865 was . . .” She looked up at the ceiling. “89 A.L.”

I wouldn’t give up. “Okay, who was president in 89? Wasn’t
it Abraham Lincoln—or maybe Andrew Johnson?”

“No, now you’ve asked an easy one: Lysander Spooner, one
of the greatest philosophers who ever lived. I don’t remember
the dates, offhand, but he went on to be president for a long
time after that. I guess the only president more important was
Gallatin.”

“Gallatin! Albert Gallatin?”

“Why, yes—second President of the United States, and . . .”
I felt dizzy. What had become of John Adams? Where were




The Probability Broach ¢ 77

Andrew Johnson and the Civil War? What had happened to
Lincoln, and who in hell’s name was Lysander Spooner?

“Wait a minute, Clarissa, I didn’t catch that last bit.”

She sighed, giving in to the headshaking impulse again. “I
said, Albert Gallatin was also the man who killed George
Washington.”






ViI: The Looking Glass

JEFFERSON, THOMAS, b. 1743 c.k., d.50 A.L., 4th Pres., Old U.S.,
44-50 A.L.; auth., Decl. of Ind., Rev. Art. of Confed.; philos., invent.,
coll. of T. Paine, A. Gallatin; hist. acknowl. respon. for slavery aboli-
tion (44 A.L.) which he pursued all his public life; wounded by as-
sassin (35 A.L.) whom he killed, during anti-slavery speech; oppon.
of A. Hamilton, Federalist “Constitution”; elected Pres., succ. E.
Genét. Notable achiev. during term: Jefferson Doctrine outlining
N. Amer. mil. and pol. isolationism while eliminating trade barriers
and opposing Eur. imperialism in New World. Died in office, July 2,
50 A.L., succ. by V. Pres. . Monroe. (SEE: Slavery; Metric System;
Coinage; Calendar; Internal Combustion; & Forsyth Pistol.)
—Encyclopedia of North America
TerraNovaCom Channel 485-A

Can time run edgewise? Or can a lifetime of memories turn out
to be only a delusion? Those were about the only choices I had.
There was a third: that I was hallucinating now. But, delusion
though it might be, my life had taught me to trust my own judg-
ment, and each time I questioned it, I'd been disastrously
wrong. Every time someone urged me to doubt it for my “own
good,” there had been an ulterior motive. I wouldn’t begin
doubting myself now.

Which brought me back to the original fork in the road: ei-
ther my whole life until now had been some kind of dope
dream, or somehow history had shifted sideways. Correction: [
had been shifted sideways in time.

Hold on, wasn’t there some book...something about
Grant’s horse throwing him and—That’s right! If the South
Had Won the Civil War, by MacKinlay Kantor. If I'd been
dropped into that world—two American States, one United
and one Confederate; Cuba a southern state and Alaska still
Russian—I1'd be almost as confused as I was now! And it had
all started with Grant getting killed before he’d won the war.

79
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Okay, what was the first difference between this strangely re-
vised history and the one I learned in school? According to
Clarissa, there’d never been a Civil War, so something must
have resolved the tariff and slavery issues. Whatever it was,
there would be, in turn, some previous cause, and so on, right
back to the Declaration of Independence. Could it be that the
Fourth of July was on July second? Could two measly little days
change the face of everything I knew? It didn’t seem possible,
but I was here!

And where, oh, where, was the world I'd been born into,
grown up in, loved and hated? Did it still exist? Had it ever
existed?

THAT AFTERNOON, ED kept me company while Clarissa was
calling on another patient. I caught myself hoping it was some
fat old lady. Like every foreign traveler, I was discovering that I
could brace myself for big differences like steam-powered hov-
ercraft on grass-covered thoroughfares, but little differences—
physicians who make housecalls—seemed almost too much.

Ed stifled a snicker as he came into the room. Everywhere
Clarissa thought there was something wrong with me, whether
inflicted in the last few hours or not, there were wires, coils, and
antennae. She believed firmly I'd had one foot in the grave and
the other on a vaudeville cliché for years. Some were connected
to oddball hardware she’d left behind, or even to the phone—
pardon me, Telecomn. Some weren’t connected to anything at
all—they just sprouted.

The major features of this ridiculous setup were large plastic
pillows full of circuitry, placed as close as possible to every bro-
ken bone in my body. A miniature pair had even been attached
to my big toe, like oversized Chiclets. Clarissa called them Bas-
set coils—something about calcium ions—and claimed I'd be
up and around in days instead of months.

I must have looked miserable, wired up like the Bride of
Frankenstein, but a lot of the machinery was responsible for my
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dramatic lack of pain: somasthesia—some kind of electronic
acupuncture.

But something else was on my mind. Once, years ago, I'd
started having stomach trouble—heartburn cubed—flares of
temper, and depression. Mother had gone that way: cancer. It
took a long, long time. Rather than see a doctor and have my fi-
nal doom pronounced, I put it off and the symptoms got worse
and worse. I'd get along perfectly well, five, ten minutes at a
time—then suddenly remember the sword hanging over my
head. My life would turn to dull, flat pasteboard and I'd brood
until something distracted me. Then the process would start all
over again,

I finally got an appointment: that must have been one con-
fused sawbones, as I danced him around the office, kissed him
on both cheeks, and waltzed out with my brand-new shiny ulcer.

Now I was going through the same thing—suddenly remem-
bering a particularly chilling aspect of the present situation, the
world lurching out from under me, that pasteboard feeling
again. Only this time I wasn’t worrying about internal medicine
but, you might say, metaphysics.

I shared my sideways time-travel notions with Ed, who sur-
prised me by expressing similar conclusions. “I'll have to ad-
mit, if it weren’t for the physical evidence, I'd have written you
off as some kind of lunatic.”

“Evidence?” I was half-sitting now, draped in yards of cable,
the cast on my arm beginning to be a nuisance.

Ed tipped his chair against a bookcase, serape trailing to the
floor, and interlaced his fingers across his stomach—a gesture I
recognized eerily as my own. “Well, besides your remarkably
good looks, there are your guns. Manufacturing firearms re-
quires heavy capital. It isn’t exactly a cottage industry.”

I smiled, remembering Eibar in Spain, and American cell-
block zip guns. “I don’t know. The Cao Dai used to turn out
some beauties.”

“I’ll take your word for it—but any industry implies a lot
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about the culture behind it.” He turned, picking up my guns
from the top of the bookcase. “Now I'd never heard of this
Smith & Wesson outfit, but I ’commed around and found out
they went broke over a hundred years ago trying to sell a pistol
called the Volcanic—appropriate, since it tended to blow itself
to Smith-ereens.”

“Turn up the painkillers!” T groaned. “What about the
Browning?”

“Quite a different matter: made in Belgium, it says, for
an American company headquartered someplace called Mor-
gan, Utah”—he pronounced it “Ootuh”—“and Montreal . . .
PQ.?”

“Province of Quebec—used to be part of Canada. Utah—
‘You-taw’'—is, uh, west of here.” I pointed my good arm at the
Rockies on the wall-size TV screen.

Ed raised an eyebrow. “That proves my point. Canada’s
been part of our Confederacy since 117 A.L.—"

“Um ... 1893? It’s separate from the U.S., all right. ‘Peo-
ple’s Republic.” Go on about the guns.”

“Well, look at mine. It’s a Browning, too.” He hauled a .45-
sized pistol from under his poncho, popped the magazine, and
shuffled the chamber round onto the bed. It was beautiful, a
soft dull gray with slimmer, cleaner lines than an Army Colt.

J. M. BROWNING’S SONS’, PERSONAL WEAPONS, LTD.
MFG. NAUVOO, N.A.C.

“Nauvoo—I’ve heard that somewhere before, but what does
it prove?”

“Your Browning,” Ed said, “is made of steel, smaller, but
heavier than mine, which is almost entirely titanium. The last
steel firearms were made in this country over sixty years ago—
I looked it up. Mine was manufactured by molecular deposi-
tion, electron discharge—processes that don’t leave toolmarks.
Yours, though they’ve done a first-class job, was obviously cut
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from a solid slab, another method obsolete for generations. No
offense.”

“None taken. You're way ahead of us technologically, that’s
obvious. Anyway, it’s not really my gun. It belonged to one of
the people who attacked me.”

Ed nodded. “I see. Well this morning while you were sleep-
ing, I ’commed Browning and took the liberty of showing them
this thing. Made by antiquated methods, yet no antique. It
caused quite a sensation. I suspect they’d offer you a pretty
tenth-piece for it.”

I laughed. “Might need a grubstake at that. I can’t go on be-
ing a charity case forever. Kind of tickles me, though. For once
in my life, doing business with the government turns out to be
profitable!”

He smiled reassuringly. “Don’t worry about charity. Just
take it easy so your bones will knit straight.”

“Thanks. Listen, Ed, that ‘Nauvoo’—I remember now: John
Moses Browning was brought up Mormon. Had two or three
mothers, as I recall—”

“That’s right.” He nodded. “Lots of Mormons practice
polygamy, although it’s not too popular anywhere else, espe-
cially out west, here.”

“Yeah? Well in my history, the Mormons are out west!
Trekked out here after their settlement was burned—Nauvoo,
Illinois. Tllinois is a state, like the thirteen colonies—you know,
Chicago?”

Ed grinned. “T’'ll say I do. It’s the biggest city in the world!
Nauvoo, though—let’s take a look.” He removed an object
from the bookcase, fourteen inches long, maybe ten wide, half
an inch thick. Sort of an overweight clipboard with a screen
and keyboard. At the foot of my bed, the mountain glade dis-
appeared, replaced by a map of North America.

“A bit southwest of Chicago,” Ed confirmed. “I guess in my
history, they never got—Win?”

“Hunh?” I blinked, a bit preoccupied. All of North Amer-
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ica, from the Isthmus to the Arctic, seemed to be one country:
the North American Confederacy—no state or provincial
boundaries. Chicago was indeed the biggest apple, rivaled
closely by Los Angeles and Mexico City. There wasn’t any
Washington, D.C., and Manhattan, in tiny, barely visible let-
ters, seemed nothing more than a sleepy Indian village. Laporte
was a major urban area half the size of Chicago, and Ed was
right—no Denver. That sickening chill wrapped itself around
my guts again. “—Sorry, Ed. This’ll take some getting used to.
Same history up through the Revolution, different after-
ward . . . or some strange mixture, anyhow.”

Ed looked at me with concern. “Don’t let a few little differ-
ences get to you. It’s still the same old continent.”

“Ed, I never heard of half the cities on that map! And in my
world, Hollywood’s in California. Something big is going on
here. If I don’t find out what, I'm gonna go stark raving batty!”

“I see.” He reloaded his pistol and shucked it into his
holster. “Win, my friend, something else is driving me. ..
‘batty’?”

“Yeah.” I returned his gaze. “Us.”

“In a shell case—"

“Make that a nutshell and I'll second the motion.”

“We look alike, have the same name, pursue much the same
vocation. In some sense we might be the same person. Each of
us is what the other 7ight have been. We're twin brothers of
some kind.”

I looked away, uncomfortably aware of his dark shaggy hair,
perfect teeth, unwrinkled face, and slim, youthful bearing. “I'm
touched, Ed, but think again—/ook again. How old are you?”

“Forty-eight last May twelfth.”

“Shit. Remind me to ask who does your hair! Okay, I got an-
other one: I was born right there.” 1 pointed to the Denverless
spot on the map. “How could we be twins if my hometown’s
nonexistent?”

He looked puzzled briefly. “I was born right about where
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you’re pointing.” He fiddled with the controls and zoomed in
close. Laporte was now at the top, a little south of where
Wyoming ought to be, and in the middle, in still-tiny print, the
townships of Saint Charles and Auraria, the South Platte River
winding between them. A sudden tension swept my body.

“Your parents. What were their names?”

“My parents are both living,” he said firmly. “William and
Edna Bear. They moved up to the northwest coast near Tlingit
a few years ago, but they’re both from this area originally.”

I forged onward. “And they’re both full-blooded Ute Indi-
ans—that’s where the name Utah comes from.”

“I hadn’t made the connection. But you're right, they're
from Indian stock. Doesn’t mean very much, does it?”

“It never did to me,” I said, “but to some...” T thought
about Watts and of the Arab-Vietnamese gang rumbles on my
own beat. “Where I come from, people kill each other about it,
sometimes.”

“Another difference between our histories?”

“Or between our people. That makes you lucky on two
counts, Ed. Dad got his in a B-17—a kind of military
bomber—over Germany in 1943. Mom passed away in 1957,
the day I graduated from high school. I wish I understood what
all this means.”

“So do I. It gives me a very strange, unwholesome feeling.
How would you feel about meeting my folks?”

I shuddered and he saw it.

“Just take your time.” He replaced the map with another
scenic view, the Royal Gorge this time, then spent a long while
looking out into the back garden. “Win, why should we . .. I
mean, why should both our worlds, if they diverged so long
ago, have produced—"

“A pair of identical gumshoes? I've been thinking about
that. Maybe because we’re both Indians.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Well, I never set much store in being ‘Native American’—
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neolithically ignorant while the rest of the world was out in-
venting the wheel, gunpowder, carbon steel. Hell, if our es-
teemed ancestors had been able to get along with one another
thirty days running, they could have thrown Pizarro and Cortez
out on their hairy asses and developed a real civilization.”

“So what’s your point?”

“I don’t know exactly where our histories diverged. I'd sleep
better tonight if I did. But those histories are mostly white
people’s histories, right? I mean, George Washington got killed
in the Whiskey Rebellion, that’s what Clarissa tells me.”

“And she’s correct. Right between the eyes, like he de-
served!”

“Splendid. Well in my history, old George—whom we think
pretty highly of—died in bed from a bad case of the quacks. He
had a head cold and they bled him to death for it.”

“Seems only just; he was bleeding everybody else with
Hamilton’s taxes.”

“All right, funny man, suppose he’d had a child after the Re-
bellion.”

“In your history? But he was an old man.”

“Never stopped Ben Franklin, did it?”

“Franklin? Oh, yes, the turncoat Federalist.”

“Okay, okay. Now George couldn’t have had another kid in
your history, because he was dead, see? But my hypothetical
kid—an extra one, from your vantage point—would have had
kids of its own, right? And they’d have had kids. Pretty soon
the whole population would be substantially different.”

Ed saw some light. “By now there’d hardly be anyone like
us, with close counterparts in each world. But that just makes it
harder to explain our—"

“Not at all! Look—whatever the White-Eyes were up to
back East, that wouldn’t affect what our ancestors were doing!”

He nodded. “Not until much later, and by that time—"

“By that time our heredity—in each world—would be pretty
much unaltered!” I was proud of that theory. For the first time
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I began to feel on top of things. The feeling was good, while it
lasted.

Ed tipped the chair back again and relaxed. “That still leaves
a number of things to figure out, though. For example, how
you got here in the first place, and—"

“And who’s trying to fill me full of bullet holes while I'm
here. I thought I’d left the bad guys behind. You got any ene-
mies?”

He shrugged. “You thinking that the Frontenac people mis-
took you for me? Anything is possible, otherwise you wouldn’t
be here. But couldn’t your bad guys have arrived the same way
you did?”

“That’s a cheerful thought. Got any more?”

“Now that you mention it: I still don’t understand one
thing . . . I gather that, in your capacity as an investigator, you
work for the government. Why that should be so, [—”

“That’s right, the city government of Denver. What of it?”

“Cities with their own governments? Well, let it pass. Now
the pistol you took in the laboratory is marked ‘government
property,’ yet you find it perfectly reasonable to assume it was
in the hands of its rightful owner, correct?”

“Sure, the United States Government—not the same thing at
all. Look, I know it sounds strange—hell, it sounds pretty
strange to 7e—but sometimes the interests of various govern-
ments—Ilocal, state, national—conflict. That's—"

“A good indication,” he said with a sour look, “that you
have too many governments!”

“Let’s skip politics. All I seem to run into lately is anar-
chists—and garage doors.”

Ed got up and looked at my Browning again. “I wonder
about your theory, Win. About us both being Indians. You fig-
ure we're here because changes in history reached our ances-
tors too late to prevent us being born?”

“That’s right—setting aside the question of whose history is
changed.”
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“Very well, but can you account for us both being detec-
tives—or even for us having the same name? And something
else: these firearms—the Utah and the Nauvoo Brownings—
both invented, presumably, by John Moses Browning?”

“Yeah, what of it?”

“John Moses Browning wasn’t an Indian.”

“Damn you, Ed! Just when I'm getting things figured out,
you have to confuse me with logic!”

“Not logic,” he laughed, “just the Bear facts

“Ugh. Well, where does that put us now?”

He thought a moment. “If we knew how your bad guys got
here—assuming they’re not just local talent—that might tell us
how to get you back to your own world.”

There it was again, that stomach-wrenching thought.
“Wrong,” 1 said, unable to hold back my fears any longer.
“Look, something caused this divergence, some event between
the Revolution and the Whiskey Rebellion that wound up with
Washington getting prematurely dead, I—"

“What are you driving at? I thought all of this was—"

“Critical! Suppose time travel is possible, Ed, not sideways
time travel, but the good old-fashioned linear, back-and-forth
kind. Suppose somebody went back—maybe Vaughn Meiss,
maybe the government—and killed the wrong dinosaur or his
own grandfather! Suppose history has been fouled up for
good!”

“What do you mean?”

“All along, I've been assuming that I traveled to get here.
Suppose Meiss’s machine just sort of held me in place while my
own world was ripped out from under me and yours slipped in
to take its place! Ed, I'm really scared! How do I know that
whatever change in history created your world didn’t destroy
mine?”

'”




ViiI: Night of the Long Knife

Listen t'me, kid, ‘n’ listen tight. Y’'won't do yerself no good goin’
t'pieces every time y'fill some train robber fulla holes. Wasn't you
made ‘im try fer our payroll, he decided that fer ‘imself. You mighta
shot ‘im, but the way | see it, it was his finger on your trigger, all
along. Look, we’re th’ best Wells-Mulligan’s got: anybody’d break
intuh our boxcar’s just committin’ suicide. An’ everybody’s gotta
right t'commit suicide, ain’t they, kid?
—Mike Morrison as “Singin’ Sandy”
in Lone Star Gunmen

I had a hard time sleeping that night. I was exhausted, and not
only from exertion and gunshot wounds. Clarissa’s wonderful
machines were healing me at a rate that taxed my reserves and
made me ravenous about every forty-five minutes. But sleepy I
was not. Lying around in bed all day wired up like Donovan’s
brain is not exactly conducive to a solid night’s hibernation.

I’'m not the warm-milk type, and booze has never helped me
sleep. This anarchist’s Disneyland apparently hadn’t any pre-
scription laws. Ed’s medicine cabinets contained everything
from aspirin to morphine. Ironically, the dozen plastic bottles
Clarissa had left contained mostly vitamin E, bone meal, and
ascorbic acid tabs the size of my badge. For inducing sleep, she
preferred using a cross between voodoo and electronics she
called electronarcosis. But it wasn’t working very well for me.

Lying restlessly in the dark, I tried arguing Ed’s terminal out
of something to read. Then I heard it: a humming, soft but un-
mistakable. I might have slept through it. I turned. In the dim
backlight of distant street lamps, I could make out a shadow
against the windowpane.

My Smith & Wesson lay on the bureau, but I'd insisted on
keeping the derringer under my pillow, and that made me mad.
It was likely to ruin my hand, and all I needed now was another
set of Basset coils. Nevertheless, I reached slowly behind my
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head, found the tiny, inadequate handle, and cocked the con-
traption under the pillow. One shot. I'd better make it a good
close one.

The window, hinged at the top, opened outward. A shadow
silently threw its leg over the sill. One step across the floor, two,
three. Starlight glinted on naked steel.

He was on me! A huge knife swung in a glittering arc and I
twisted the gun to bear as his blade tangled in the wiring around
me, skittered along the cast on my arm, and was deflected. The
derringer went off in a blinding explosion, missing his face by a
handspan. I dropped the gun from stinging fingers, grabbing at
his wrist. He jerked it back—I let him, pushing the razor-sharp
edge toward his face. It caught under his jaw, pivoting where it
bit, slicing flesh and corded muscle, spraying us both with
blood. He fought the blade as it trembled a quarter-inch from
his carotid, both of us weakening fast in the deadlock. I heard
bones breaking in his wrist.

Suddenly he let go, ripped himself from my failing grasp,
and dived head-first out the window as—Slap! Slap! The glaz-
ing dissolved in a million crystalline shards.

The lights came on. Ed slumped against the door frame, a
spidery wisp of smoke drifting from the muzzle of his .375. 1
sagged back into the sweat-soaked bed; Clarissa’s careful cir-
cuitry a dangling ruin. The bloody knife lay on the blanket, mil-
limeters from my shaking, gun-bruised hand. Ed’s glance
traveled from my blood-streaked face to the foot-long blade.
“Don’t you know better than to try shaving in the dark?”

“The gore belongs to the other guy.” I mopped my face with
the sheet. There was dampness lower down, too—trust my
bladder in a crisis. “Think you hit him?”

“I doubt it.” He examined the empty window frame, leaning
outward for a moment. “He left his ladder behind. Wait a
minute . . . something here just below the sill.” He held up a
plastic box the size of a cigarette pack, hanging from a skein of
wires. “A defeater. Damps the vibrations caused by forced en-
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try. Complicated, and very expensive. Only the second one I've
seen since—"

“If that thing makes a humming sound, he should demand
his money back. That’s what gave him away.”

“Excess energy has to be given off somewhere—heat or son-
ics. Maybe it just wasn’t his day.”

I snorted, surveying the shambles. “You didn’t see him lying
on the ground out there?”

“No. Missed him by a mile. He probably picked up a fanny
full of splinters, though.” He nodded toward the shattered
window.

I grinned. There was an odd, oily gleam around the edges of
the frame. Maybe just an odd effect of the light. “How’d he
survive the fall?” I looked again. The amoeboid glistening was
still there.

“Simple, with ten-foot juniper bushes packed around the base
of the house. Think you’ll be all right if I look around a bit?”

I hesitated. “Before you go out . . . it’s the sheets—I've kind
of embarrassed myself, it seems.”

He didn’t laugh. “My fault, really. T considered putting on
extra security, but decided the autodefenses would be enough.
Now I've let you get attacked again, in my own home.”

“It all worked out okay, didn’t it?”

He shook his lowered head. “You don’t understand,” he
said softly, “You’re my guest, ill and gravely wounded—and
not, as it appears, adequately—"

“You didn’t invite me to bleed all over your driveway! You
saved my life then, and showed up just in time tonight. The
sheets will wash, but all this bullshit wo#’t/”

He breathed deeply. “Nevertheless, I'll hear nothing more
about charity. I've shown how much my charity is worth!” He
started for the door, but the knife caught his eye and he paused,
then reached for it.

“Fingerprints!” T hollered, “Don’t screw up the evidence!” I
flipped a corner of the blanket over and picked it up by the
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blade. The damned thing was almost a short sword, fully eight-
een inches from pommel to point, razor-sharp to the hilt and
halfway along the back. It must have weighed two pounds.

“Fingerprints?” Ed protested. “What kind of evidence is
that?”

I sat, trying to take it in. “Look—our worlds may have dif-
ferences, but this ain’t one of ’em! No two fingerprints are—"

“I’ve heard that theory, but what good does it do? We still
have to catch the culprit, and if he’s already caught, what’s the
point?”

“Jesus Christ! Don’t you people keep any kind of records, li-
censes, anything that uses fingerprints for identification?”

“People wouldn’t stand for such a thing. I wouldn’t.”

Anarchy has its drawbacks, especially for cops. “Suppose we
lift these prints—then we could prove we’d caught the right
guy!”

Ed considered. “Provided individual fingerprints really are
unique. Can you prove that?”

It was my turn to consider. I'd always taken it for granted:
millions of prints on file with the FBI, no two sets alike. But if
the feds ever ran across a set of ringers, they’d never tell. They
might even rub out the poor slob with the duplicate digits! It’s
a sad world. “I never heard of anyone disproving it. Get me
some talcum powder and Scotch tape.”

“What’s Scotch tape?”

“Grr! Some sort of transparent sticky ribbon, like for wrap-
ping packages. I hate to start giving lessons, but it looks like
you could use this one.”

“There’s probably a thing or two we could teach you, as
well,” he said good-naturedly.

“I'm learning every minute. Don’t forget the clean sheets.”
He left me wondering how we’d get all the wires back into
place. Clarissa was going to be one upset cookie. I glanced at
the window. Something definitely odd going on there. Seemed
like more glass, now, than Ed’s autopistol had left.
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Ed came back, a bundle under one arm and a satisfied look
on his face. “I checked around a bit. The bushes under this
window are pretty flat. Couldn’t have been a comfortable land-
ing. There’s a faint trail of broken glass halfway to the street—
quite invisible, I had to use instruments. No blood, though.”

I laughed. “Don’t feel too bad. I missed him at six inches!” I
pointed to the derringer lying on the floor, realizing for the first
time that my fingers weren’t broken.

Ed picked up the little gun, looked it over with disbelief, and
put it on the bookcase. “Window’s coming along fine,” he said,
running a finger over the edges. “I've called Professional Pro-
tectives. They’re sending a team over. Where do you want this
stuff?”

I took the talcum powder. “Hope I haven’t lost my touch
since I saw this in Crimestopper’s Textbook. This should stick
where his hands left an oily residue. Then we’ll pick the pow-
der up with some tape, and—"

Ed held up a hand. “Sounds kind of messy. Wouldn't it be
simpler to let the Telecom do it?” He picked up the clipboard
and pulled loose a little knob that trailed a fine, retracting ca-
ble. He passed the knob over the surface of the knife handle.
“Now we’ve got a permanent record. Want to see?”

I nodded dumbly. The wall lit up, showing the six-inch han-
dle expanded to six feet, its entire surface visible on the screen.

“Now we'll try a little contrast enhancement.” The image
began to unravel a millimeter at a time, replaced, line by line, in
sharper detail. Dust particles, minute scratches began to disap-
pear. Most of the prints were smeared, except for a beauty at
the back, near the guard. “More ultraviolet,” Ed said to him-
self, and the smears began to fade. Along each pristine ridge,
individual pore-prints could now be discerned.

“Okay, genius, I'm impressed. What about the overlapping
ones?”

More adjustments. The prints moved and separated like an
animated movie title, arraying themselves like an FBI reference
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card. This seemed to satisfy Ed. “Now let’s do the alarm de-
feater.” He picked it up by its wires and let the Telecom look it
over. Images were duly refined and placed below those from
the knife, each paired with its identical mate, proving, unnec-
essarily, that our intruder had handled both objects.

However, at the bottom of the screen was a third row.
“Where somebody else handled the defeater. Probably me.”
He scanned his fingers and let the camera snap back. The bot-
tom row shifted and danced, identified Ed’s thumb and fore-
finger marks, leaving four strange prints. Ed looked highly
pleased. “You know what, Win? I'll bet whoever owns these
prints hired our knife-wielding friend.”

“Or sold him the defeater, Sherlock. Don’t get ahead of
yourself.”

“No comment.” Ed grinned. “You want your bed changed?”
He reached for the bedclothes he’d brought with the useless
powder and tape.

“Yes—and don’t remind me there’s another use for that tal-
cum! What about all this gadgetry?”

“I think we can hook you back up again. Clarissa left in-
structions in the ’com. I'd hate to wake her at this hour. Slide
into this chair while I straighten things out.”

“Ed, is there anything that Telecom of yours won’t do? Must
be a hell of an expensive rig.”

“It came with the house, like the plumbing and the auto-
valet. But it won’t change this bed, worse luck.” He opened a
wall panel and chucked the damp bedding inside. I sat in the
chair, wiping the toad-sticker with a pillowcase. The blood was
dry and flaked off easily.

“At least,” Ed said, tucking in the last corner, “you’ve won
yourself a handsome Rezin.” He levered me back into bed and
began attaching wires.

“Resin? What are you talking about?”

“The blade. It’s a Rezin.”

e —
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“Looks like steel, but if it’s some fancy Confederate epoxy—"

“Are we speaking the same language?” Ed looked exasper-
ated. “R-E-Z-I-N. Named after the inventor, Rezin Bowie of
Tennessee.” He sorted cables, looping them back over their
supports.

“Any relation to Jim Bowie?” I asked, examining the wicked
“false” edge along the back of the knife.

He thought for a moment. “His brother, I believe—one of
the Alamo victors, and later President of the Republic of
Texas?”

I laughed. “The way I heard it, Bowie’s side lost at the
Alamo. Although the delay cost Santa Anna the war.”

“It cost Santa Anna his /ife. And any big knife sharpened
half way up the back is called a Rezin. Quite a promoter, that
Bowie fellow.”

“So I've got myself a genuine Rezin. Spoils of war, and all
that?”

“You think its former owner will come back and claim it?
Besides, it’s the custom.”

I looked at the heavy brass guards projecting from the han-
dle. “Guess I'll have somebody cut these off, though.”

“For plague’s sake, why?”

“Considering all I know about knife fighting, it'll make it
easier to remove when somebody takes it away and shoves it up
my ass.”

TOMORROW WE’D TACKLE our mysteries one by one. With two
attacks catching me flat-footed (pardon the expression) in
twenty-four hours, how I got here would have to wait until we
found out who was putting the hit on me, and why. Maybe it
was just a case of mistaken machine gun, and they were really
after Ed. Somehow I doubted that. On the other hand, if it was
me they were after, they might know how I'd gotten here, and
by implication, how to get back. On the third hand (¢hird
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hand?) I had a lot to learn about detecting in the North Amer-
ican Confederacy.

“Okay,” I said, enmeshed again in therapeutic wiring. “Fin-
gerprints are out.” Ed was having coffee and pie. I was sucking
vitamin-sludge through a flex-straw, and not liking it. “What
about the Frontenac? Anyone in the neighborhood—Lucy
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