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- 5 SPIKEE DEGDLE OFIES

The great secret of life lies in choosing the right woman.
It’s a mzother’s job to tell you not to play with fire. Marry

the girl who tells you, “Go ahead.”

—Menozrs of Lucille G. Kropotkin

Whoooooosh . . . Bang!

The pop-bottle rocket, fired past me from across the street,
damn near singed my eyebrows.

Offering some unseen neighbor the middle-finger salute, 1
backed off the balcony, through the sliding transparent doors,
and into the relative security of my living room. Even if things
got out of hand and something made it through the doors, the
glass would heal itself by morning—which was more than could
be said for me.

Sometime tomorrow I'd remind myself to have a word with
an overly zealous patriot. |

On second thought, he (or she) could hardly be blamed for
his (or her) enthusiasm. I'd probably just remind myself to skip
the whole thing. Nearly having my beezer Francis-Scott-Keyed
off was certainly no more than I deserved for having foolishly
poked it outdoors on this night of nights.

After all, it was July Second, 220 A.L., and across the vast,
twilit metropolis that was Greater LaPorte, sprawled from the
Cache la Poudre River to Pistol Sight Mountain between the toes
of the Rocky Mountain foothills (in a region many another cul-
ture labels “northern Colorado”), hundreds of city neighbor-
hoods had already begun twinkling, sparkling, and sputtering,
snapping, crackling, and popping! in blisstul commemoration of

the signing of a certain illegal document that had made young
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Tommy Jefferson and his little playmates terrorists in the eyes of
the British Crown.

Yes indeed, it was high summer once again on the High Plains,
and—perhaps just a little high themselves by now—the good
ladies and gentlemen of the North American Confederacy were
celebrating their favorite occasion: Independence Day. Here in
the Confederacy, it actually still meant something. And it prob-
ably helped that there wasn’t a building in all of Greater LaPorte
that would burn any longer than thirty seconds, even if you
dropped napalm on it.

For the first time in a long while, I glanced down at my left
hand where I had a place-keeping finger stuck between the pages
of a freshly imported hardcover I'd just brought home that af-
ternoon: Al Franken Is a Pathetic Little Wannabe by Rush H.
Limbaugh. T hadn’t gotten past the introduction so far. Turning
my back to the colorful display outside, crossing a living room
carpet the size of a small basketball court to the wet bar, I poured
myself a scotch and scotch, adding a dash of scotch for flavor.

It smelled wonderful. T'd tried Irish whiskey once, Bushmill’s.
It smells even better, but it tastes too damned good, and for
someone who has a little trouble in that direction already, it’s a
gold-plated invitation to alcoholism.

The fact is, I'd have enjoyed celebrating, too, especially here,
in the heart of one of the Confederacy’s great cities. But my
heart’s companion (and the most luscious female I've ever met),
Healer Clarissa MacDougall Olson-Bear, was busy making house-

calls—as she always was on July Second—attending to such sea-

sonal calamities as scorched fingers, ruptured eardrums, and
dittoed eyeballs. For what is there worthwhile in life that doess’t
involve some hazard?

Back where I came from originally, such a ruggedly Darwin-

istic sentiment would likely have soiled the lace unmentionables
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of the whole Volvo-driving, wine-and-cheese gobbling, no-
sparrow-shall-hiccup set of what the author I was reading called
“lifestyle Nazis.” But I ask you, what’s left of the meaning of
Independence Day, if you let some jumped-up city council, some
upstart county commission, or some state legislature that doesn’t
know its place, confiscate your Roman candles, your M-80s, or
your pop-bottle rockets? North American Confederates would
laugh out loud at such a contradiction—once the gunsmoke had
cleared and the politicians’ bleeding carcasses had been hauled
away.

Leaving the book facedown on the bar, I found a comfy chair
to sit in near the big glass doors and started to offer a lonely
toast to my sad reflection. But just as you’re really beginning to
enjoy feeling sorry for yourself, there’s always somebody who
comes along and spoils it for you. This time it was my wife’s cat
Silvertip—now where had she come from?—who hopped up
into my lap and settled down, purring like a contented meatloaf.
[ say my wite’s cat. From the moment Clarissa had brought the
little gray and white feline home, she’d decided she was mine—or
rather, I was hers. Okay, then, happy July Second, kittycat. And
happy July Second, private detective Edward William “Win”
Bear. What the hell. Clarissa would be back sometime during the
wee, small hours, and she’d be here tomorrow, and the day after
that, and the day after that ... What more can a middle-aged fat
man ask for?

Silvertip wasn’t any help; she looked up at me and asked,
“Eww?”

As if in answer to my unasked question, the doorbell chose
that moment to ring. Silvertip jumped off my lap, leaving poke-
marks in my trousers—not to mention the flesh inside them—
and headed upstairs. She doesn’t really like anybody but Clarissa

and me.
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Grudgingly, I rose to answer the door, not even bothering to
glance at the monitor on my way over to the half-flight of steps
that led down to the front door. I'd seriously considered not
answering it at all, but only for a moment. My guess was that I
was about to have some Independence Day customers, myself.

Understand that it had taken me years to acquire any kind of
professional reputation in the virtually crime-free Confederacy,
where Captain Sam Colt had made everybody equal and Presi-
dent Albert Gallatin had kept ’em that way (not necessarily in
that order). People tend to mind their own business as a con-
sequence, and have very little use for detectives, private or other-
wise. If I wanted to hold on to that living room that you could
land small aircraft in, and all the rest of 626 Genet Place that
went with it (not to mention my own self-respect in a culture
where absolutely nobody rushes to protect you from feeling
ashamed of being a bum), I couldn’t afford to lose any live
ones—even if it meant going to work on the Glorious Second.

I did make sure that my trusty old .41 Magnum Model 58
Military & Police revolver was still hanging where it was sup-
posed to be, from beneath my left armpit, underneath my tunic.
I'd made one or two—hundred—folks a bit unhappy with me
over the nine years since I'd come to the Confederacy. Now was
not the time—with my personal physician out of the house—to
get careless.

The front hall monitor was considerably less easy to ignore
than its upstairs equivalent; it took up the whole front door.
Turned out there were two of them, standing out there in the
fireworks-light; I could see them (with the technology behind that
monitor I could have seen them if it’d been a pitch-black overcast
night and Mount Colfax was filling the air with volcanic ash) but
they couldn’t see me. Which may be the reason I gasped and

stumbled on the last step, fetching up against the wall of the
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stairwell and damn near spilling the drink I'd forgotten 1 was
holding.

Mindful of making a good first impression on new clients, 1
opened the coat closet at the bottom of the stairs, stuck the drink
on the top shelf between a couple of hats, shut the closet door
with one hand, summoned up my Grade-Two Professional Smile,
and opened the front door with the other.

The monitor hadn’t lied.

The couple apparently seeking my services this holiday evening
had seemed familiar from the first moment I'd seen their images
at the top of the stairs. No less so now. He was perpetually
fiftyish-looking and of medium height, with a uniquely textured
voice, broad shoulders, compelling eyes, a bristly salt-and-pepper
mustache, and rather conspicuous ears. Several strands of his hair
fell sort of boyishly across his forehead and into his eyes.

She was a thin, not-quite-pretty, fortyish platinum blond (“Bet-
ter living through chemistry,” I quoted to myself before I could
stop me) with nervous mannerisms and what I was soon to dis-
cover was an exceptionally sharp tongue.

Together they informed me they’d been referred by an old
mutual friend, one Lucille Gallegos Kropotkin—a former neigh-
bor of mine who was presently out exploring the Asteroid Belt—
and introduced themselves as Carole and Clark.

As in Carole Lombard.

And Clark Gable.

Whah, Ah do beeleeve, ef Ah’d been Scarlett O’Hara, Ah
would hev jist swooned.

You-all, honeychile.
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There are two kinds of people in the world, those who
say, “There are two kinds of people in the world,” and

those who don’t.
—Memzoirs of Lucille G. Kropotkin

“Well, do you plan to let us in or just go on standing there,
dribbling on your shoes?”

The blond rolled her eyes impatiently under the front porch-
light I'd turned on, not quite tapping a high-heeled toe on my
colorful doorstep. It wouldn’t have done her much good in any
case: the surface beneath her feet was rubberized concrete and
the whole block echoed with the ratatatat of long strings of fire-
‘crackers going off. A faint, marvelous aroma of black gunpowder
drifted in on the evening breeze.

“Janie!” her husband objected.

“Hush, Pappy, Mama knows best. Can’t you see the poor dope
is starstruck?” He peered at me clinically as she went on; I felt
like crawling underneath the doormat. “We have to unstrike him
right away, if we're going to deal with this mess!”

“I, er...uh,” the poor dope replied after deep reflection.
“Please come in, please?” You’'d think I'd be used to this kind
of stuff by now, wouldn’t you?

Nevertheless I was nothing short of breathtaken to recognize
my prospective clients as the otherworld counterparts of famous
movie stars, both of whom had been dead for decades in the
version of reality I hailed from. The husband had died of a heart
attack in 1960 (I looked it up later), the wife a generation earlier
in a military air crash during a Second World War that had never
happened here. The pair were well-known entertainment petson-

alities in the North American Confederacy, as well, and both
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owed plenty to its advanced geriatric and cosmetic technologies,
since it was 1996 by the pre—Confederate European calendar,
and Gable was ninety-five years old.

Somehow I gathered my wits enough (of course there weren’t
that many left to gather) to invite them in. I tried to retrieve my
drink discreetly as I hung her wrap up in the hall closet, but she
caught me with an understanding Lost Weekend kind of wink.
Takes one to know one, I guess.

Shrugging, I led them up the half-flight of stairs into the living
room, where I offered them a place to sit and a drink. Together,
they opted for a sofa only slightly smaller than the U.S.S. Ms-
sourt. It was one of my favorite places, in any world you care to
name, for an afternoon nap. She took a double-dessicated vodka
Martini, he a bourbon and bourbon, with a dash of bourbon for
flavor. All in all, it was turning out to be a pretty high-octane
evening.

“Now where did you come from, sweetic?”

Silvertip was suddenly present in the room. She stropped her-
self across Lombard’s decorative ankles a couple of times—I'd
seen that cat shear around other people’s extremities like a me-
chanical apple pecler, and with about the same results—then
levitated up and into the woman’s lap, landing lightly as a blown
kiss.

[ started to warn Lombard about Silvertip’s temperamental
nature, but gave it up as pointless. The animal was obviously
perfectly content in the lap she’d discovered, getting cat hair all
over a dress worth more than my car.

Somehow, | felt a little betrayed.

Both Gables lit cigarettes—Silvertip tolerated even that—and

[ followed suit with a nice Belizian Jolly Roger. Unlike other
places, smoking hasn’t fallen out of fashion in a continuum with

effective cures for cancer, emphysema, and political correctness,
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although one negative aspect to Confederate technology is that
it’s impossible—unless you pull the house breakers—to fill a
room full of the wonderful aroma of cigar smoke.

Outside, the heavens went on sparkling and coruscating with
colorful explosions.

Gable turned out to be a pacer. The minute I started to ask
him, “What can I do you for?” the man was up and stomping
around in circles like a caged cliché, his Tony Lamas or Dan
Posts or whatever they were threatening to wear a rut straight
through the living-room carpet into the hardwood and polymer
floor underneath it. Then he stopped abruptly, took a long drink
and a longer drag on his cigarette, and regarded me with that
famous sideways squint of his. I started looking around again for
that doormat. “On my own time, Mr. Bear, I'm a man of few
‘words!”
el [ el ST RS what the texture of his voice remindedhma of,
rough tweed. I don’t know what it was about this guy that made
me want him to like me—and took it as a failure of character
on my part if he didn’t. Maybe that’s the definition of charisma
or something. If it is, you and Judy Garland can have it.

From the bar, where I was pretending to be busy freshening
my own glass, I turned and replied, “Let’s make that “Win,” Mr.
Gable—‘Mr. Bear’ was my father.” Actually, Sergeant Bear was
my father. A waistgunner, he’d died aboard a B-17 in Germany
when I was too young to know anything about it.

“Fair enough.” Gable nodded and grimaced in the famous way
I’d seen a thousand times on the giant silver screen (as well as
the nasty little plastic one that superseded it). “Then I'll be Clark

to you. The point I was going to make is that I flatter myself that

you know our work, Janie’s and mine. We do drama—a little
Shakespeare, an occasional thriller for the right author or direc-

tor, even some intelligent comedy.”
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I nodded because the customer is always right except some-
times. Pulling around the chair I'd occupied earlier, 1 sat down,
ignoring my drink. The unfortunate truth was, having grown up
in an entirely different universe, I'd found this world’s Gable
and Lombard a little difficult to fathom. They’d made only one
picture together where I'd come from, nothing special, early in
their respective careers. It'd been offscreen that they’d been a
national sensation, or a scandal, depending on who was writing
the memoirs. But here in the North American Confederacy, they
were a legendary theatrical couple, like Tracy and Hepburn, Ro-
han and Rohan, or Branagh and Thompson.

Gable shrugged angrily. “Now, suddenly, there’s all of this . ..
this crap flooding the Telecom! It Happened One Night and, by
Gallatin, Janie, what did they call it?”

Sipping delicately at the vodka to which I'd added not more
than fourteen molecules of vermouth, Carole Lombard wrinkled
up her not-quite-pretty nose. “Gone with the Wind.”

He shuddered. “Gone with the Wind, by Gallatin!”

“By Margaret Mitchell, actually,” T offered unhelpfully. There
hadn’t been a War between the States here, either, and the “Gal-
latin” he’d mentioned—Albert Gallatin, second president of the
Confederacy—was foremost among the reasons. So the film I
personally regarded as the greatest movie ever made must have
seemed to them like bad skiffy, something like the 1950s War of
the Worlds, maybe, or Creation of the Humanoids. “Just wait’ll
you see Teacher’s Pet.”

“We have!” they both wailed ‘miserably. Hell, I never liked
Doris Day, either.

Eventually they managed to come to what faintly resembled
the point of their visit. The Gables wanted me to do something
(they weren’t exactly sure what, and neither was 1) about certain

recordings in various media being imported, apparently, from
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some parallel world or worlds unknown, featuring strangers who
looked and sounded an awful lot like them, but who weren’t
them, in some fundamental and disturbing ways.

Miss Lombard seemed most concerned for their careers—not
to mention that they weren’t being paid whenever these “movies”
were offered on the 'Com, an all-embracing Confederate im-
provement on the Internet back home—and maybe the fact that
she wasn’t quite as big a star, wherever these entertainments were
coming from, as she was accustomed to being here. To be fair,
most of her otherworld counterparts hadn’t lived long enough to
become big stars. Cosmically speaking, World War Two had
been a very popular war.

For her husband, it was more personal: he intensely disliked
what he’d seen of these other versions of himself. “He simpers!”
Gable complained.

To make things even worse, some versions of the Gable and/or
Lombard films that were rapidly becoming classics here didn’t
even have Gable and/or Lombard in them! There was a version
of Gone with the Wind, tor godsake, starring Robert Cummings
(remember him?) as Rhett Butler and Bette Davis as Scarlett
O’Hara.

Well, hesh mah mouth.

Apparently unaware of what universe I came from—the first
historically alternative universe to be discovered by Confederate
scientists—Gable blamed it all on immigrants to the Confeder-
acy. “If only those blasted bluebacks . ..”

“Don’t talk dirty, Pappy,” Lombard snapped.

Gable grumbled, “Aw, Janie . ..”

In the end, I warned them that there probably wasn’t any way
to stop the vile traffic they complained of, or even to collect
royalties on the performances of individuals who merely looked

like them. (I happen to have a lookalike myself here—I'd bought
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this house from him and he’d gone out to explore the Asteroid
Belt with Lucy Kropotkin—we even have the same fingerprints!)
I did agree to try and find out who was marketing these other-
world flicks and see whether some reasonable accommodation
could be reached about embarrassing the “real” Gable and Lom-
bard.

At that, my clients seemed relieved, if only to have placed their
problem in somebody else’s hands. They finished their drinks and
let me show them to the door, having offered me a retainer fully
in keeping with thejr lofty status as stars of stage, screen, and
(whether they welcomed it or not) Telecom. One of the things I
like best about the North American Confederacy is that said re-
tainer now lay heavy in my pocket, and jingled.

As we said good-bye, I was mentally composing a smug mes-
sage for the answering machine in Clarissa’s hovervan—and even
planning some interplanetary C-mail to Lucy to thank her for the
referral. At least 1 think 1 meant to thank her. I was feeling
happy, and the Bear Curse hadn’t stricken yet.

The Bear Curse? Something I'd never even told Clarissa about.
All my life, when things seem to be going best, just when I realize
I’'m happy, it’s suddenly spoiled by a feeling of certainty that it
can’t last, that some unnamed disaster is about to strike, almost
as a punishment for the happiness I'm feeling. That dark, hor-
rible cloud had lowered over me as long as I could remember—
even as a kid. As an adult, I'd come to understand that it was
partly from living in a culture where every popular religion holds
that the only reason we’re alive is to suffer, and the purpose of
government is to take your happiness away and give it to some-
body else. But mostly, I believe, it was from hundreds of
thousands of books, movies, and television programs where it’s
a standard plot device—and an extremely unfortunate one.

Here’s the hero, going along, fat, dumb, and happy, when all of
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a sudden the bad guys maim and murder his wife, his children,
his dog, his hamster, and the neighbor’s parakeet—and that’s just
to get the story started. From sheer repetition, that damned sce-
nario has crept deep into the human soul and soured it, possibly
beyond repair. Now I lived in a free country with a beautiful,
sexy woman who adored me—and still there was nothing I
wanted more than to be able to experience happiness without
dread.

Enough of that. I'd taken a few notes and accepted the as-
signment they’d offered me with a resigned sigh, knowing with-
out a doubt that tomorrow morning I wouldn’t be able to avoid
visiting the one section of Greater LaPorte that never fails to
depress me: the several impoverished, dirty, crowded square
blocks that Confederates have come to call the “American Zone.”
That was where new immigrants tended to settle when they first
arrived, and it was where the imported movies were most likely
coming from.

I watched my brand-new clients walk across the driveway to
their waiting hovercraft. I don’t know what I'd expected them
to be driving. 1 guess some ostentatious kind of gold-plated,
diamond-encrusted chauffeur-driven limousine, or a tiny but ex-
pensive little sport hoverer, maybe. What they climbed into—
Gable inserting himself happily behind the controls—was the
Confederate equivalent of a United States of American four-
wheel-drive “sport utility vehicle.” Except, of course, that wheels
were optional on this baby. It was big—maybe a Suburban and
a half. And it was new, a 220 Taylor Off-Roader, powered by
huge turbofans capable of pushing it up a 45-degree incline, and
as fully at home hovering over ocean water, swamp-grass, or
quicksand, as over Terra firmna.

I'd momentarily forgotten that Clark Gable was an inveterate

trout fisherman and hunter. As I watched their taillights whisk
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Not many women will admit it, but the only thing wrong
with men, from their viewpoint, is that they’re not
women. If you try to make them into women, it will only
annoy most of them. And the few you succeed with, you

won’t like.

—Memzoirs of Lucille G. Kropotkin

I was up on my knees in an instant, the carry-worn muzzle of
my big .41 sniffing back and forth for something to bite. My first
thought was that the Gables’ Off-Roader had exploded. But
there the hovercraft still sat, taillights aglow, one hundred metric
yards down my absurdly palatial driveway, amid the trees of my
miniature national forest. The driver’s door swung up as my cli-
‘ent, gun in hand, climbed out to see what the hell was going on.
This was not some movie cream puff who talked big and tough
on camera and then let himself get buggered on the street. 1
remembered a grieving Clark Gable from my world flying bona
fide bombing missions, just like my dad, over Germany during
World War Two.

So exactly what had blown up? Eyes, ears, and nostrils wide
open. There wasn’t a trace of smoke or fire in the immediate
vicinity. Even the celebratory Second of July pyrotechnics had
died off exactly as if somebody had turned a tap. Then, from a

a sound surpassingly

long way off, I began hearing sirens wail

rare in Greater LalPorte

as multiple volunteer fire companies
raced across the city, presumably to the scene of whatever dis-
aster had just occurred. “ ’Com!” 1 issued the command into thin
air as the Gables came trudging back up the driveway, she lev-
ering a shiny silver roscoe back into her tiny purse. His gun was

still in his hand. In the same thin air (over a patch of rubberized
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concrete almost as smart as it was resilient) a colorful transparent
three-dimensionsal image formed of a menu screen, which I
promptly ignored.

“Local news—explosion in West Central!” We were rewarded
with an aerial view of one of the many sections of Greater
LaPorte that pass for “downtown.” There’s never been a real
center to the city: as Dorothy Parker once observed of my home-
world’s Los Angeles, “there isn’t any there there.”

“Pappy, it’s the Old Endicott Building!” Lombard exclaimed.
“Why, I was shopping on the three-hundredth floor there, just
this afternoon!” Gable shook his head ruefully, but said nothing.
The outlandish shape and scale of North American Confederate
cities takes a little getting used to. Half of working LaPorte is
actually underground, covered in private residential holdings that
run to aromatic forest and restored High Plains. (Good thing
Confederate medicine has better allergy remedies than Benadryl
or Sudafed.)

Individual lots are huge, eight to ten times the size I'd.grown
up accustomed to. One of my neighbors maintains a stand of the
type of prairie grass that overtopped a mounted man’s head in
pioneer days. Back home, the neighborhood Nazis and municipal
lawn fascists would have been after him with torches and pitch-
forks. Here and there, architectural structures that would make
Howard Roark whimper jealously arise from the golden breast
of the Grand Prairie, clawing their way a mile into the clear, dry
semi-Colorado air. My clients and I were looking at one now,
hanging holographically before our eyes, cross-lit at the moment
by the emergency beams of half a hundred hovering aerocraft—
like the one whose viewpoint we happened to be sharing—flown
by firefighting companies, various militiae, civilian gawkers, and
the ubiquitous and useless media.

The Old Endicott Building was a pretty silly name for some-
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thing that had been designed in a popular style known here as
“NeoEgyptian.” It was a glassy-sided pyramid, the uppermost
half of which had just been raggedly removed and dumped into
the streets below or blasted into the flanks of neighboring sky-
scrapers which, luckily, were more trajectile-resistant and farther
off than they would have been in any comparable United State-
slan city.

The noise was absolutely unimaginable, straight out of Dante—
or John Cage. Even this high above it, vicariously speaking, we
could hear the screams of injured or frightened individuals—
thousands and thousands of them—the roar of at least a dozen
types of aerocraft, the caterwaul of emergency ground vehicles,
the earth-shaking rumble and crash as more pieces of the build-
ing slid off in huge slabs and plummeted into the helpless crowd
“halt a mile below.

At the smoking apex of the ruin, a secondary explosion sud-
denly engulfed a little sport dirigible in flames—it had been gal-
lantly trying to rescue survivors—and sent the wreckage hurtling
into the street. I realized that this wasn’t the U.S.A. in another
sense. There could be no hope of it being after hours, with the
building blessedly empty: LaPorte is a twenty-four-hour-a-day
kind of town. A lot of people were going to be dead, and a lot
more badly hurt. No doubt about it, this was the worst disaster
the city had seen, even probably the worst in Confederate history
since the Peshtigo-Chicago Meteor Fires.

And all T could think about was—“W:z?” Clarissa was okay!
Her voice cut through the chaos as a “window” opened Micro-
softly in a corner of the scene we were viewing. It showed me
the face I most like to look at in a million universes, that of a
pretty honey blond more natural than my latest client, with merry
hazel eyes, and what’s custofnarily called a “smattering” of freck-

les across her cheeks and the bridge of her uptilted nose.
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She also has long, graceful legs, ample apples, and is half a head
taller than I am. She once offered kindly to add six inches to my
legs if it bothered me. It doesn’t.

Just presently she sat behind the wheel of her powerful medical
van. Judging by the way the scenery was whizzing into the distance
behind her, she was doing at least three times the usual city speed.
I sure hoped her lights and sirens were going. Her ’Com software
would be cancelling out the latter, so we could talk.

“Right here, baby!” I replied, trying hard and failing not to
let pathetic gratitude show in my voice. Looking down, I realized
[ still held my revolver in my hand. I wiggled it into the holster
under my arm. “What the hell is going on?”

She brushed a strand of hair from her eyes. “I've no idea, dear.
I was on a housecall—oops!”

Hard to tell, but I thought she'd swerved to avoid some ob-
stacle, most likely vehicular. Ordinary traffic would appear to be
standing still to her as she sped by. It gave me the yammering
jim-jams to watch my beloved driving like that, several miles a
minute on a pillow of compressed air down the middle emer-
gency lane of what I recognized as the city’s busiest thoroughfare,
Confederation Boulevard. “I no sooner heard an explosion, than
I had C-mail from three fire captains and the city militia com-
mander!” That would be Will Sanders, voted the neighbor most
likely to have fired that bottle rocket at me, what now seemed
like a year ago.

I nodded. “So you’re going to help. Take your phone with you
when you leave the car; I'm coming down, too. I'll want to find
you.” I'd been a cop—Denver City and County Homicide—back
in the bad old days before the Confederacy and I had discovered
one another. I could probably make myself useful at the disaster
scene.

(Gable and Lombard looked at each other and then at me.
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“Planning to get your own car out,” Clark asked me, putting

away his heavy autopistol, a Greener .720, “or just ride with us?”

IN THE END, I opted to go with them, grabbing a few useful
items from the house and planning to return with my spouse
whenever. It could be hours or days. Confederate emergency
services—usually run and funded by insurance companies, aug-
mented by every kind of volunteer association imaginable—were
generally excellent. But who in Great Lysander’s name had ever
expected them to cope with a calamity like this one? A calamity
that already looked suspiciously artificial to me.

The Gables and I didn’t speak much on the way “downtown.”
They didn’t speak much to each other, for that matter. The
streets were hellish, noisy, full of lights that confused, rather than
illuminated—people rushing toward disaster, others running
away—and getting there took an incredibly long time. Each of
us was wrapped completely in his own thoughts. And by a reflex
I'd discovered was peculiar to immigrants like me, my thoughts
all seemed to be political.

In the States I came from, politicians view any catastrophe like
this as a career opportunity. By now they’d all be trampling over
one another looking for TV cameras, demanding that everybody
and his kid sister be locked in belly chains and leg irons for the
duration of the emergency—for which read “forever.” Nine
times out of ten, the public would obligingly let themselves be
stampeded by that kind of dumbassedness. There aren’t that
many politicians in the Confederacy—the climate isn’t healthy
for them—individuals here value their freedom above all things,
and there isn’t anything to vote on. So I wondered what the
political fallout would be like from this unprecedented mess.
Mostly I considered Confederate history—very different from the

history I'd been taught in school—a history that allowed more
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room than mine did for optimism about America, about Amer-

icans, and maybe even about the human race in general . . .

TENSCORE AND BUT a pair of years earlier—1794, for those with
fewer than two-hundred fingers to count on—and with the ink
just freshly sanded on the brand-new shiny U.S. Constitution,
President George “If I ever tell a lie, may I be bled to death by
leeches” Washington, and his Secretary of the Treasury, Alex-
ander Hamilton, decided it was high time they tried out their
brand-new shiny powers of taxation. Their first victims were to
be western Pennsylvania farmers, long accustomed to converting
their corn crops into a less perishable, more profitable high-
octane liquid form.

Unfortunately (for George es Al), many of these rustics, es-
pecially those in the vicinity of the frontier municipality of Pitts-
burgh, were also accustomed to reading books, speaking in
words of more than two syllables, and holding meetings where
they formally debated the myriad aspects of living in a limited-
government republic. They also placed a somewhat different em-
phasis (than high school teachers do today, for instance) on
Revolutionary slogans regarding taxation without representation.
In their view, they'd fought the bloody Brits from ’75 to ’85 to
abolish taxation altogether, and they weren’t interested now in
having representation or taxation imposed on them by that gaggle
of fops in Philadelphia, at that time, the nation’s capital. This
they proceeded to make manifest by tarring and feathering Mr.
Hamilton’s tax collectors, burning said officials’ houses to the
ground, and filling the stills of anybody who willingly paid the
hated tribute with large-caliber muzzle-loading bullet holes.

Feeling their authority challenged, Washington and Hamilton
dispatched westward a body of fifteen thousand conscripted

troops equal to half the population of America’s largest city (Phil-



34 o .. NEIL SMITH

adelphia once again, which would later become famous for drop-
ping high explosives from police helicopters on miscreants
charged with disturbing the peace), the equivalent of sending in
five million National Guardsmen to quell the Rodney King riots.
A mere four hundred Whiskey Rebels, properly impressed by
this host of fifteen-thousand, subsided, and the all-too-familiar
political miracle by which the private transgression of robbery is
somehow transubstantiated into a public virtue was firmly estab-
lished. Pay or die. The inevitable consequences—poverty and
unemployment, endless foreign wars, the Branch Davidian Mas-
sacre, and reruns on television—are still with us today.

Meanwhile, in another Pennsylvania far, far away, one Albert
Gallatin, recent Swiss immigrant, Harvard professor, and gentle-
man farmer, decided 7o¢ to talk his whiskey-making friends and

‘neighbors out of an uprising that might get them all killed (as
he’d done in my version of history) but to organize and lead
them instead, inspired by the ethical and political implications of
a single word (“unanimous consent of the governed”) that some-
how got blue-penciled out of my copy of the Declaration of In-
dependence. An erudite and persuasive fellow (in my world he
was among the first to study Indian languages academically, in-
vented the science of ethnology, and became Alexander Hamil-
ton’s counterpart in Thomas Jefferson’s cabinet), Gallatin
somehow shamed the fifteen thousand conscripts into reversing
themselves and marching with him, against the City of Botherly
Love.

The rest, to coin a phrase, is alternative history. Shown a suit-
able backstop, President George was duly ventilated for his
counter-Revolutionary transgressions, while Secretary Al bolted
for Europe, where he met a fate surprisingly similar to that which
befell him in my world, although at the hands of a Polish count

named Coveleskie, rather than those of Aaron Burr. The Con-
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stitution—the vile document that had emboldened them—was
replaced with the Revised Articles of Confederation it was sup-
posed to have been all along, fitted with a “Covenant of Unani-
mous Consent” rather than the weaker “Bill of Rights.”

Government—at least that of the United States—forever de-
prived of its looting privileges, grew smaller and less significant
in the lives of Americans every day thereafter, guaranteeing the
survival of individual liberty, and giving rise to unprecedented
peace, prosperity, and progress.

Albert Gallatin became the second President (at his insistence
they went on counting George) of what would someday become

known as the North American Confederacy.

THE REMAINDER OF the next three days is pretty blurry. I lost
track of both Gables right away, although 1 spent a long while
working shoulder to shoulder with Will Sanders. The lighting
and noise were still like something straight out of Classical Hell,
victims screaming and moaning, rescuers shouting at one an-
other, heavy machinery rasping and whining as it tried to pull
half a building off of bodies, living and dead. I'm a former hom-
icide detective, and I can’t even begin to describe the smells.
Will had a big black heavy blade he’d brought from his car
and was using it as shovel and crowbar as much as a knife. I've
a vague memory of the man hacking away, trying desperately to
cut through a titanium concrete reinforcement rod with it, to
rescue a terrified and injured little girl, cursing blue blazes with
every stroke. In the end, we covered the little girl with our coats
and shirts and fragments of plywood. Then Will pulled out a
great big pistol and shot the rebar right out of the concrete it
was set in. Two minutes later, we had the little girl out and in
the arms of her mother. Will and I laughed and wept and danced

around each other, both of us covered from head to toe with
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concrete dust and looking like a negative of an old-time minstrel
show.

I didn’t catch up with my darling Clarissa for hours after that,
not until the very end of the nightmare, when I suddenly became
aware that I was lying on my back, peering up through a shock-
induced haze. She was standing over me like some kind of angel,
strapping Bassett coils on me in an emergency tent.

“We gotta stop meeting like this,” I remember telling her. She
smiled wearily, crinkling around the eyes in that way I've always
felt was so sexy. The first time I'd seen her lovely face, nine years
ago, she’d been patching up a whole bunch of bullet holes that
the badguys had blasted through my carcass—I'd felt like Fear-
less Fosdick. While she was doing that, she’d incidentally cured
me of what would eventually have been cancer.

This time, I'd “merely” broken my left forearm, radius and
ulna both, compound fracture. Lemme tell you, there’s nothing
quite like seeing the ends of shattered bones poking out through
your own skin. I'd been helping forty other sentimental idiots lift
a room-sized slab of reinforced concrete and more of that tita-
nium rebar in order to rescue an orange tiger-stripe and her litter
of four kittens. I guess my fingers—or somebody’s—had slipped.

At that point, there hadn’t been many left to save. Happily,
the Old Endicott Building (I've always wondered who Old En-
dicott was) turned out to have been partially empty after all:
renovation underway on several dozen floors. Partially empty or
not, it was still the size of a small city. The death toll was 1,198,
by a horrid coincidence only I was in a position to notice ('cause
it hadn’t happened here), the same number of people who had
died aboard the Lusitania. Clarissa and 1 showered together, not
from any romantic urge in the beginning, but simply to hold each

other up. She hadn’t broken anything, but she was nearly as beat-
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up as I was. She’d left her well-equipped medical van downtown
to be used by the colleagues who’d relieved her. To this day I
can’t remember how we got home.

Eventually, however, that old black magic had us in its spell.
I have a serious sexual problem where my lithe and lively Clarissa
is concerned. I just can’t seem to get it ... down. She noticed.

“Well,” she observed, as hot, soapy water sluiced over both
of us and steam rose to fill what little space was between us, “I
know that isn’t a pistol in your pocket, because vou're not wear-
ing any pants.” ,

She confirmed her diagnosis by Braille. I put my hands on her.
“Doctor, 1 seem to have this terrible swelling. Can you do some-
thing?”

“Why yes, Mr. Bear,” she grinned, “I believe I can.”

“Nnnngh! I believe you just made it worse.”

“Well, then,” she asked, “how about this?” The distance be-
tween us disappeared. I lifted her up a little, felt her smooth, wet
flesh against mine, wrapped my arms around her slender waist,
let her down again and held her tight. Sometimes it’s good, her
being a little taller than me.

“Perfect,” I replied. “But I warn you, in my condition, I'm
likely to fall asleep on the forty-ninth stroke.” |

“Fine. That’ll be forty-nine more than I've had the last three
days.”

“Okay, if we can just avoid slipping on the tile and killing each
other . ..” The shower heads hissed on for a few moments.

“Oh! My! Goodness!” Clarissa exclaimed, breathing hard.
“Aaaah . . . it wouldn’t be a bad way to die, at that, would it!”

[ didn’t answer her, I was busy—and too dignified to scream,
“Oh! My! Goodness!”

The last thing I remember, between the time we let the bath-
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The function of government is to provide us with service;
the function of the media is to supply the Vaseline.
—Mermoirs of Lucille G. Kropotkin

Early morning—well, midmorning, anyway—found me headed
the opposite way the Gables and I had taken three nights ago,
northeast, driving the shiny red turbocharged Neova HoverSport
I'd “inherited” with the house from the guy who took my name,
face, fingerprints, and next-door neighbor with him to the aster-
oids. Already the traffic had begun to slow from its usual ninety
miles an hour to a sluggish, confused crawl that betrayed the
drivers in the area as new to the Confederate rules of the road
and scared half to death.

I know a conservative radio talk show host back home who
avoids thinking about real freedom with a sort of mantra.
“You’re the people who don’t want there to be any traffic signs,”
he always prattles at libertarians as if it meant something. I've
tried to tell him that libertarians just want the traffic signs to be
private property, but he never listens. Maybe somebody else will
get through to him. |

As I drove the ’Com blatted, something about immigrants, as
usual. Interworld travel, mostly the one-way kind being done by
hundreds of thousands of political and economic refugees these
days, was the hot topic with Confederate natives and immigrants
alike. Weird alternate histories had seized everyone’s imagina-
tions just as unlikely stories in the National Inquirer or People
magazine do elsewhere: The folks in this uniquely wonderful
world were discovering that they loved to shudder deliciously
over versions of America that had taken a wildly different (and

almost invariably worse) turn than their own.



40 o I.. NEIL SMITH

A typical headline might read, COMES FROM WORLD WHERE
AMERICA STAYED BRITISH! Lost in thought, I found I'd passed
the corner of Farah and Bock where the Zone unofficially begins
and, to a dismaying degree, the Confederacy, for all practical
purposes, ends. My onboard computer was talking to our ma-
chinery at home and the ’Com system in general (Confederates
have had what we call the Internet for seventy-five years, they
just named it something else), compiling a list of folks it might
be useful for me to talk to. With my attention divided—and
trying to avoid the embarrassment of a slow-motion collision—I
didn’t actually hear the phone until the answering machine
kicked in. “This is Win Bear. I'm not in my car right now, so if
you'll leave a mess—” Swerving to avoid a genuine four-wheeled
Toyota Land Cruiser, that big, gray, friendly elephant of a car
(and how the hell had they gotten that through the broach?) 1
’jabbed a button on the dashboard. “Sorry about that—hello?”

“Hello, yourself!” A rugged and familiar face appeared on the
screen. “I expected to see you languishing on a bed of pain, not
racketing about town in your little red hovercraft like a teenager!
How y’doing?”

It was my neighbor-across-the street, Captain Will Sanders of
the Greater LaPorte Militia. Since the horror of July second, he’d
obviously showered, shaved, and put on clean, undamaged
clothes. About ten years my junior, Will had curly dishwater-
blond hair, a recently acquired handlebar mustache, a pair of
drop-dead-gorgeous wives (both of them more than a little
pregnant at the moment), and the sleepy eyes of a natural-born
killer. He was a good man to have at your back in a fight, as I'd
discovered several times. “Almost perfectly well, my dear San-
ders . ..” I arranged my features into an expression of high dudg-
eon (whatever that means—1I've always meant to look it up). “No

thanks to you—I didn’t mention it the other night, but I'm think-
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ing seriously of putting up barrage balloons around the prop-
erty!”

That sonofabitch actually laughed heartily, and grinned that
I’'m-Errol-Flynn-Forgive-Me-Anything grin of his. “The bottle
tipped over as the rocket went off—next year we’ll make it
RPGs! T was referring to your arm—you were pretty damned
lucky not to have sheared it off!” 1 could still hear the sound
that giant concrete slab had made when the whole thing fell
through two floors, taking a mortgage company with it, and two
marijuana brokers. A-short section of rebar had casually slapped
me on the arm as it went by.

Just now I had to steer around some kids—humans and
chimps—playing in the street with a ball and bat. It was unusual
to see simians at all in the Zone and a good sign as far as I was
concerned. It reminded me: the LalPorte Patriots were playing
the Mexico City Aztecs this afternoon. I split the screen (Will
could share) and sent the system channel-hopping, looking for
the game. I also switched to a heads-up display I'd had installed,
so I could see traffic while I talked on the 'Com.

Three days after, the so-called news media were still wallowing
in the Old Endicott Building disaster, “dancing in the blood” as
my darling Clarissa had put it, every second, every minute, every
hour, shoving mikes and cameras in people’s faces, asking every-
body and his aardvark how they felt (never what they thought,
mind you) about what had happened. There had even been talk,
for no reason that made any sense, of postponing the ballgame.
I switched off their half of the 'Com and ignored them.

“There’s nothing wrong with me that enough time than the
elecromagnetic Force won’t cure. I thought you’d be back at Old
Endicott still digging for bodies.” I would have been, too, in spite
of the damned media, except that I had a job.

Will grimaced. “No bodies left to dig for, according to the
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dogs and our instruments. The toll officially stands at 1198, and
there were more injuries among the rescue gang than the few
survivors we found in the collapsed parts of the building.”

A surprising number of people had lived—several thousand—
proving that tort law does a hell of a lot more for the advance
of architectural science than building codes do.

[ interrupted him. “Tell me about that hunk of iron you were
using that night. I've got a working knife, but it’s too big and
heavy and I don’t carry it.” Will was familiar with the toadsticker
I'd taken off Tricky Dick Milhouse, during my first days here in
LaPorte.

“An import,” he explained, “from one of our native worlds,
yours and mine. It’s a Chris Reeve Project I, made by a guy from
Montana—by way of South Africa—not the guy who played Su-
,perman. | got mine at Daggett’s Wonderful World of Sharp
Pointy Things, on North Snowflake.”

Here in the Zone. 1 refrained from telling him that in my
world, most recently (I have an unfortunate habit of keeping
track of such things), Superman had been played by Keanu
Reeves. I was about to inquire after Fran and Mary-Beth, Will’s
pretty young wives, when he interrupted himself. “What’s that
you're carrying? You look naked and it isn’t a pretty sight!” A
burglary dick for another City and County of Denver than mine,
Will had worked as a gunsmith when he arrived here the year
after T did.

My arm was in a sling, bone-healing Bassett coils wired to
power cells that not only made it awkward to drive, but imprac-
tical to wear a shoulder holster. Lacking a hip holster for my 41,
I'd settled on a Browning “High-Power” pistol that I'd field-
confiscated amidst all the ruckus associated with my having
moved here, from a federal agent of the type—known better now

than then—who delights in burning children to death or shooting
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mommies in the head while they hold their babies in their arms.

“My old P-35,” I replied, referring to the Browning by another
of its many names, “with the new barrel.” Will shared my interest
in exotic cartridges. I'd equipped the pistol with a brand-new
tube, custom-made for a cartridge I'd invented myself one eve-
ning, after perusing Cartridges of the World, my all-time favorite
bathroom reading material. I'd christened it “.375X19 Win-
Bear,” enjoying the combination of English and so-called “met-
ric” designations. It had started as an obscure Japanese military
item, 8mm Nambu, “blown out,” as they say, and shortened a
trifle. Its rim had been turned—“rebated” is the technical term—
to match that of the 9mm cartridge the gun had originally been
made for. With a 145-grain %" bullet traveling 1180 feet a sec-
ond, it was no magnum, but better than the European popgun
fodder I'd been feeding it for years.

Will shook his head. For him (as for the overwhelming ma-
jority of Confederate gun-toters), decent-sized guns begin at .40.
But instead of giving me a hard time about it as he usually did,
he asked what I was up to today.

“Acting on behalt of some new clients.” I suppose, to any
outside observer, after what had happened three nights ago, the
Gables’ case may have seemed trivial. But I was pretty sure it
didn’t seem that way to them. In any event, moping around,
pretending to mourn twelve hundred strangers the way every-
body had been forced to do when Kennedy got shot—which
Kennedy, of course, depending on what world you’re from—sure
wouldn’t do the victims any good, and it was just plain crazy (or
counterfeit as a zinc penny) to believe or act otherwise. The point
was, [’d taken the Gables’ money, and, as they probably observed
themselves from time to time, “The show must go on.”

I said as much to Will, not mentioning my clients’ names. He

was from a line of alternate probability similar—but not identi-
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cal—to mine and probably wouldn’t have believed me, anyway.
Clark Gable. Carole Lombard. Right. By now my house and car
computers had assembled a list of a dozen individuals in this part
of the city who were generally associated with crossworld im-
ports. I thought I knew already where at least half of them would
be hanging out.

“My system says you're in the Zone,” Will told me. As usual,
I'd forgotten to block the locator. “I'm organizing an investiga-
tion of the Old Endicott Building blast, and some fingers seem
to point in that direction. So don’t be surprised if you bump into
me over there, okay?”

[ answered him: “I'm glad that somebody’s looking into it. 1
don’t know anything about explosions, but it didn’t smell, taste,
or feel like any accident to me.” Will gave me a neutral grunt
“that told me he agreed but was too professional to say so. We

exchanged good-byes and hung up.

THE HANGING JUDGE, at the corner of Mason and Rodney, did
not refer to Roy Bean (a Supreme Court justice in this particular
branch of surreality) or to those like Roy with an inclination to
judicial severity. No, the sign outside, over the entryway, con-
sisted of a white-wigged dummy in long black robes swinging
from a gibbet by a length of looped hemp with the thirteen tra-
ditional coils above the knot. At the bottom was a legend: “Sic
semper tyrannis!”

Aside from that, the double doors and bay windows with
stained glass were pretty much like those of any “brass and fern”
tavern you might happen across. A card suction-cupped on the
left half of the door proclaimed, SORRY, WE'RE OPEN. I swung
the doors aside and strode into the dark interior as if I owned
it—which I did, along with my not-so-silent partners, Yolanda
and Maximillian (a.k.a. “the Wizard”) Parker-Frost.
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In the benign absence of any law prohibiting it, the Hanging
Judge opened up in the morning so that Yolanda (if you see her,
better call her “Lan”) and her husband, who fancied themselves
gourmet chefs (and more often than not demonstrated it with
aplomb) could serve a late breakfast. At the moment the place
was empty but it wouldn’t stay that way. The bar itself was at
one side, to the left, tables and chairs at the other. The propri-
etors stood behind the bar, backs to the doors, Lan’s arm draped
over the Wizard’s shoulders. discussing whatever they were cook-
ing on the grill. It smelled wonderful. I recognized it as an apple-
cinnamon-vanilla omelette, a recipe they’d gotten from my very
own Clarissa, who makes breakfast almost as nicely as she show-
ers.

On the wall facing them, where you’d expect to see a business
permit or a license from the Board of Health (just not happening

in the Confederacy) was an animated sign:
2230 DAYS WITHOUT POISONING A CUSTOMER

I happened to know it was the number of days, exactly, since
they’d opened the place. There was another joint down the block
with a similar sign except the number was only two—in their
case a selling point. They sold those little Japanese puffer-fish
that make eating sushi such an adventure.

Lan was average-sized, I guess, tall compared to her husband,
substantial, sort of like Kathleen Turner in Romzancing the Stone.
She wore neatly pressed blue denim bib overalls this morning, a
dashing red silk blouse puffed at the wrists, dangly earrings, and
high heels. Her eyes were made up and she’d chosen extra-long
eyelashes. Her straight ash-blond hair fell to her waist. On a
narrow belt slanted across her hips, she carried an elegantly de-

signed Whitney autopistol. The Wizard wasn’t more than five-
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feet-two or-three inches tall. The expanse of his scalp, exposed
in front, was shiny pink. His sandy hair at the back and sides
was long like Benjamin Franklin’s and caught in a ponytail. He
affected a full beard and mustache somewhat redder than his
hair and thick glasses medically unnecessary in the Confederacy,
which had developed laser eye surgery about the time of our
Spanish—American War. My guess was that he was just busy and
hadn’t gotten around to getting himself repaired yet.

They cure baldness here, too.

The Wizard’s shoulders and arms, broad and powerful like
those of a bear, ended in broad hands with stubby, competent
fingers. Watching him use them was like watching a Muppet,
especially since (like most Muppets) he was left-handed. Barrel-
chested, he had a narrow waist. His legs were short and slightly
bowed. His feet were small, like those of a child. He wore a
white dress shirt, a suit vest (with a calculator sticking out of the
pocket), and a pair of bell-bottom jeans. He carried a well-worn
Colt Delta Elite 10mm automatic tucked into his waistband. Both
guns—hers was a .22, believe it or not—were pure United Sta-
tesian items, held by all the locals here to be ridiculously under-
powered, although Yolanda and the Wizard both shot
competitively and I wouldn’t care to be on the receiving end of
anything they fired in my direction.

“Yo, Wiz!” I announced myselt. “Yo, Lan!”

“Duh,” she finished the pronunciation of her name. “Come to
collect your piece of the action, or just slumming?” I liked Lan’s
voice when she was being sarcastic. It reminded me of . . . napalm
in the morning.

I shook my head. “Just information,” I waggled a printout of
my list at her, “and some of that omelette!”

“Fine,” the Wizard replied in a voice textured suitably for
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telling tales to little children. Naughty children. Tales about can-
nibals. “You want coffee with that?”

“The Real Thing,” I replied, congratulating myself for perhaps
the millionth time on one of the best R&R—rescue and reloca-
tion—jobs I'd ever pulled off for the Confederacy: three Atlanta
corporate types from my homeworld who knew the formula for
Coca-Cola and had been jailed for refusing to divulge it to a
socialist government that had just outlawed trade secrets.

At one end of the bar, lying open and facedown, was a plas-
tiback copy of The Steamcoach Pillagers by Ted van Roosevelt. It
was a particular favorite of mine, as Confederate fiction goes.
The Wizard noticed me noticing and winked. “Made a hell of a
lot better novelist than he did a president, didn’t he?”

I nodded. Most people where I come from still don’t realize
that socialism in America—started by Abraham Lincoln, who
suspended the Constitution (and undid the Revolution) during
what he called a civil war—got shoved along a whole lot further
by another chief executive who desperately despised the free-
market economy that had made his family rich, and stomped and
shredded the Constitution himself, if only by pushing the concept
of public lands.

“Just bully,” T replied.

The Wizard grinned, the corners of his eyes crinkling behind
his spectacles in a way that made you think his beard should
have been snow-white and smelled faintly of reindeer. He cut the
enormous omelette he was working on in half and slapped it on
a plate. Adding a couple of outsized country sausage patties, he
sarnished the whole thing with a sprig of mint and handed it
over. The corners of my jaws twinged painfully, like they do
sometimes when you're hungry and about to eat something so

delicious it should be outlawed. Lan was apparently going to
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chitchat with me, where I sat down at the bar, but just then a
dozen or so customers came in all at once—the brunch hour was
beginning in the Zone—and she and her husband got real busy.
So instead of chit-chat, I sat and ate and thought.

THE MAJOR CONSEQUENCE of the historical events that resulted
in the creation of the Confederacy is that the inhabitants of this
world—unlike others I might mention—are completely in charge
of their own individual destinies. Another was that, without gov-
ernment “help,” science and technology have progressed more
rapidly than elsewhere. The nineteenth century west was ex-
plored and populated by steam-driven off-road vehicles, rather
than by covered wagon, railroad, or stagecoach. People first
walked on the Moon—where they’d come to build a permanent
settlement—in 1949. And travel between alternate realties,
through a “probability broach” invented by a scientific porpoise,
became possible in 1987. Or make that 211 Anno Liberatis, since
these folks reckon their dates from July 2, 1776, when the Dec-
laration of Independence was really signed. And now, in the Con-
federacy’s third century, hundreds of thousands of former
“United Statesians” like me, fleeing numerous alternative ver-
sions of a government becoming more bloated, rapacious, and
violent every day, were making a new start alongside refugees
from hundreds of similar nations in dozens of similar continua.
Newcomers to the Confederacy, a culture that uses private coin-
ages of precious metals, typically arrive with their pockets full of
worthless government paper money. With little in the way of
resources besides their hands and their minds, they all hope that
the “American Zone”—the seedy LaPorte neighborhood they
settle in—will turn out to be only a temporary jumping-off place

in this land of unimpeded opportunity.
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“YOLANDA PARKER-FROST, something has to be done about
this!”

I glanced up from breakfast as a gaggle of indignant citizen-
types heretofore generally unknown in the Confederacy pushed
through the door, led by a puffy faced, prematurely middle-aged
guy with hair so blond it was white. He was wearing the first
necktie I'd seen in five years and held a great big roll of paper
aloft like a semaphore flag, swinging it back and forth.

“Problems with your arm again?” Lan asked. The Wizard
grinned to himself and turned over a crepe.

Above the necktie, which didn’t even redeem itself with an
interesting color or pattern, the guy’s face swelled and reddened.
A little bald-headed fellow who’d followed him in let a tiny giggle
escape, but the blond guy pounded him back into place using
only his nearly invisible blond eyebrows. It must be a gift.

“You know perfectly well what I mean!” He unrolled his pa-
per on the bar three feet from my left elbow. I gave it a casual
perusal. “This is a chart of every vending machine within a five-
block radius that sells drugs or alcohol or ammunition to anyone
who has the money! Even children!”

“And?” Lan asked blandly.

“And we’ve formed a committee to have them all removed!”

“Even children!” an idiot in a brass-buttoned blue blazer ech-
oed, nodding his head and making his preppie bangs bob ab-
surdly. If I were forming a committee, it would be to prevent
guys over fifty from getting Moe Howard haircuts. “For pen-
nies!” These chumps were complaining about something I'd al-
ways thought was rather charming about the Confederacy. In a
free-market system, competition always forces prices down, while
driving progress that keeps quality high. The result? A box of
pistol ammunition even children can buy for pennies from a

vending machine. An armed schoolyard is a polite schoolyard.
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While the Wizard continued apparently ignoring them, Lan
shook her head at the blond guy and his companions. There were
four of them, the bald guy, the preppie, an extremely tall and
skinny guy with bad skin, and somebody in a Spiderman cos-
tume. Go figure. “Look, Douglas,” Lan took them all in with a
contemptuous glare from beneath her eyelashes. “Most immi-
grants to the Confederacy considered themselves libertarians—
even anarchists—where they came from in the ‘Land of the Fee
and the Home of the Slave.” To them, the Confederacy is their
every dream fulfilled. They’re grateful just to be here.” The blond
guy started to splutter but Lan cut him off before it came to
anything. “Still, there’s always someone like you, having personal
trouble—"

“The technical term is ‘acculturation,” my dear,” said the Wiz-
ard.

" “—personal trouble adjusting to full ownership of their own
lives, along with everything that implies, trouble that they some-
how think they have a right to pass along to everybody else! Well
you don’t have such a right, Douglas! Nobody ever promised
you that being free would be easy!”

The Wizard added in his best Shel Silverstein voice, “You
can’t child-proof the world. If you try, you end up with a mess
like we all escaped from.” He lifted his spatula in emphasis. “The
best you can do is world-proof your children. That’s hard work,
undeniably. But nobody here is going to let you fob it off on
someone else.”

“How dare you—!” Shaking with fury, the blond guy opened
his mouth again, but an all-too-familiar voice from a storeroom
behind the bar chopped him off in mid-harangue.

“Blow it out your ass, Dougie! Those vendin’ machines’re pri-

vate property, standin’ in locations that’re private property, too,
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As much as “sunshine soldiers” or “summer patriots,”
) &

beware an ally—more common than you know—whose

fear of the uncertainties of success moves him to surren-

der at the very moment of victory.

—Mermoirs of Lucille G. Kropotkin

“Now if y’don’t want any breakfast or beer,” the little old lady
told Douglas and his crew, “you can all get your baldheaded
backsides outa here!” I'd have applauded if my arm hadn’t been
in a cast. She can be plenty spirited when the situation calls for
it, but that was about the strongest language I'd ever heard Lucy
use directly on anyone. For just a moment, the guy in the Spi-
derman outfit thought he was going to talk back. He got out a
mere handful of United Statesian cusswords—much nastier than
is customary here, something that included “bitch”—before Lucy
laid a hand on her pistol grip and he shut off with a sort of
gurgle.

“Your mommy know you talk like that?” she asked with de-
ceptive mildness.

The Wizard looked up briefly from where he was performing
culinary miracles at the sizzling grill. “He didn’t have a mommy,
he had a village.”

Not that Lucy wasn’t sufficiently hot-tempered and salty-
tongued in her own way. But Confederate profanity includes nei-
ther religious nor sexual references, the former, I guess, because
everybody figures that religion is a very personal business and
they tend to keep it in their pants. The latter because sex is too
nice. It isn’t politically incorrect here and never was. The Amer-
ican epithet “Get fucked!,” for example, is likely to elicit an

astonished grin and, “Thanks, friend, I'll certainly try.” All of
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Douglas’s delegation seemed well-enough acquainted with Lucy,
and obeyed the heavily armed old lady without a moment’s fur-
ther hesitation. They departed the Hanging Judge, no doubt to
hold another committee meeting somewhere. 1 wondered if
they’d ever realize that they were becoming exactly what they’d
come here to escape.

Except for the little bald guy, who unabashedly bellied up to
the bar for one of the Wizard’s fabulous apple omelettes. Look-
ing down at my plate, I couldn’t blame him.

“Hey, Douglas left his chart!” Lucy observed. “Somebody sta-
ple it up over there by the door so people’ll know where to find
those vending machines!”

The little bald guy was soon joined by two dozen others drift-
ing in through the double doors, attired in everything from work-
man’s clothes to the more formal bolero jacket and serape of a
Confederate businessman. I was wearing one of the striped and
colorful blankets, myself, thankful that local fashion made it eas-
ier on somebody with his arm in a tube of rigid plastic. This was
a popular spot in the Zone and attracted all kinds of characters
from all kinds of worlds. I kept expecting to see a Wookkie or—
what were those lizard people called in Babylon 52 Oh yeah, the
Narn. And maybe a Klingon or two, as well. They'd like the
cooking.

Way at the back, behind the pool and mah jong tables, some-
body put some money in the Copperodeon, and we began to
hear music, music, music. It was the only place I knew of in
several universes where the jukebox played Scott Joplin.

Lucy Kropotkin was, let me see, now, 145 years old, born
Lucille Conchita Gallegos, “in the shadow of the Alamo,” as she
often put it. One of the feistiest, kindliest individuals I've ever
known. Lucy had once been married to a Russian prince with

whom she’d helped colonize Antarctica and fight a war against
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the Czar in 1957. She didn’t look a day over a hundred. Think
of Thelma Ritter (Debbie Reynolds’ traveling companion in How
the West Was Won) only wirier and tougher, Mexican instead of
Jewish, with a San Antonio accent instead of something strictly
from Brooklyn, and an enormous .50 caliber Gabbet-Fairfax
“Mars” automatic pistol strapped about her tiny waist.

Looking back now, I don’t think I've ever seen Lucy without
that goddamned gun. (I shot it once; it was an experience I'll
never forget—neither will my carpal tunnels—or ever willingly
repeat.) The first time I laid eyes on her, she was wearing hair
curlers and that pistol belted around a faded chenille bathrobe.
No, it was hanging dangerously from one of its pockets. Don’t
blame me, 1 was only just semiconscious at the time, shot to
pieces and bleeding profusely on her next-door neighbor’s garage
floor. Today Lucy had selected a colorful “broomstick” skirt and
one of those white Mexican peasant blouses with a little colored
ribbon woven into the lace at the neckline. She may even have
been a full five feet tall in those expensive high-heeled Lucchese
dung-displacers she had on under the skirt.

Lucy turned to me, spreading her spindly arms as wide as she
could for a hug. “Ain’t you a sight for sore eyes, Edward William
Bear Mark Two—Dbut then who wants sore eyes?”

“I like to think of myself as Edward William Bear Mark One,”
I told her. We were joking, of course, about her husband, my
counterpart in this continuum,

“I'm sure you do, Winnie, I'm sure you do.” She looked up
at a clock above the bar. “The sun’s down over the yardarm
somewhere on the planet—probably Bulgaria about now! Wanna
drink?”

Dangerous, but warranted, given the occasion. I gave her a
jaunty, what-the-hell shrug and took the Cuba Libra she offered
me, “since you already got started on that brown, bubbly, Atlanta
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stuff.” Having a rather difficult time with the cast, I managed to
pick up my plate with about a quarter of the wonderful omelette
lett on it and one precious sausage patty—I could have ordered
more, but that way, as someone said, lay fatness—and moved
with her to a great big, comfortable booth across the room under
the wall-sized picture of a naked lady traditional to better saloons
everywhere and everywhen. The jukebox in the back finished
“The Entertainer” and began my favorite, “Ragtime Dance.”

Somebody in the big room—the tobacco totalitarians would
have gasped in horror back where I came from—had lit up a
pipe. Cherry Blend, I think. I could just barely smell it, but the
aroma went perfectly with my sausage and omelette.

“Well, there ain’t nothin’, however attractive,” Lucy observed,
nodding toward the bald guy at the bar as she settled in behind
her drink—a tequila sunrise almost as big as she was—and a big
sopapilla overflowing with green chili and chorizo, “that’s en-
tirely without its blemishes, is there?”

“I'm extremely sorry you feel that way about me,” I com-
plained melodramatically around a mouthful of egg and apple.
I’ll confess here and now that I deeply envied her the chorizo.
Deeply. It’s unspeakably delicious but I'm deathly allergic to the
stuff. One bite equals about two days running to the toilet spew-
ing at onc end or the other or both. I took a big swig of rum
and Coke, instead. “I always liked you well enough, T guess.”

Waiting for her reaction, I looked up at the naked lady picture,
pretending to examine it minutely. It was new to the place, very
nice to look at, and about twenty feet long. I suddenly realized
that it was Bettie Page. In my world, she was a 1950s pinup
model with an enormous cult following, mostly on the Internet,
who’d failed to make it in Hollywood because she’d dared to
bring her personal morality with her from Tennessee. In this

world—where demanding a session on the casting-couch could
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get a producer’s or director’s cojones shot off for his trouble—
she was every bit as big a movie star as Gable or Lombard, and
her soft southern accent, like everything else about her, was com-
pletely genuine.

Lucy shook her head and grinned. “You’ll clown at your fu-
neral, Winnie! You know perfectly well I was talkin’ about little
Dougie and his friends. If I hadn’t seen too much of ’em already
this mornin’, I'd ask ’em who they thought was gonna enforce that
idiot edict of theirs, the governments they jumped headlong
through the broach t’get away from?”

I laughed, but I didn’t mean it cruelly. Well, not very cruelly,
anyway. The sad, simple truth was that I'd suffered many of the
same cultural shocks, gone through many of the same personal
adjustments that these poor saps still had ahead of them. For me
at least, it was always the little things that had been the hardest.
The window glass that grew back by itself. The number and
shape of the holes in the electrical outlets. No driver’s licenses
in anybody’s billfolds. No license plates on their cars. No wheels
on their cars, either, as far as that goes, but that’s a whole dif-
ferent story. It hadn’t been fun, but it had sure been worth it. I
said as much to Lucy.

“I never doubted you for a minute, Winnie!” One of the
things I liked best about Lucy was that, even at her age, her hair
wasn’t blue. This morning it was fiery red. “You were born for
this world! These blasted newcomers, though . ..”

I laughed out loud. “Next thing you know they’ll be talking
about banning tobacco!”

She peered at me, wondering if 1 was serious. “There’s more
to it than that, even! Thanks to a lifetime spent in one welfare
state or another, somewhere at the back of his beady little mind,
even the noisiest anarchist among ’em expects some official pro-

gram t’handle his little dissatisfactions—these morons an’ their
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vending machine vendetta for instance—or t'’keep his family ea-
tin” while he looks for work.”

I felt my eyebrows rise and I was suddenly perfectly serious.
“You know, I think you may be onto something, at that.”

“You bet I am, Winnie. He’s always stunned by the truth—
that nobody cares if they don’t like the vendin’ machines. (I'm
surprised they didn’t mention the Porn-O-Mats!) That he’s ex-
pected t'raise his own kids and leave everybody else’s alone. That
we’ve got charities in the Confederacy, but they’re all totally pri-
vate—an’ reserved exclusively for a miniscule minority legiti-
mately incapable of feedin’ themselves.”

“Yeah,” 1 agreed. “And even worse, there are those who used
to be doctors, lawyers, engineers, scientists, or technicians State-
side. They soon discover that they have more than a century of
professional catching up to do (or that they aren’t needed at all;
hell, it almost happened to me)—and have to start all over again
as busboys, janitors, or...”

“Fry-cooks.” 1 looked up to see the Wizard standing beside
me, wiping his hands on his apron. I shoved over in the booth,
but he waved me off and pulled up a chair. Lan squeezed in with
Lucy. They’'d brought plates with them and drinks of their own.
The Wizard was famous for the size and potency of his marg-a-
ritas, sometimes known around here as “Mexican martinis.” |
briefly regretted settling for rum and Coke. “On the other hand,”
he went on, taking a swig of his fabled lime and tequila elixir,
“they get paid in real money while they’re catching up—copper,
nickel, silver, gold, platinum, palladium—not a single grain of
which is ever subject to income, sales, excise, or self-employment
taxes.”

“Or ever confiscated,” his wife added, “using the excuse of
some worthless government insurance pyramid scheme.” General

nodding all around. Given everything that went on within its
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walls, the Hanging Judge as we knew it wouldn’t have been al-
lowed to exist in any of the regimes we’d variously and severally
left behind, and the dozen or so individuals it employed would
have been on food stamps. Or in prison.

“Tell me something,” Lan asked. “We’ve been so busy, Max
and 1, getting restarted in life, that we haven’t paid much atten-
tion to what passes for politics in the Confederacy. Until now,
we felt pretty safe doing that, but maybe we were wrong. Who
are these Franklinites that seem to be monopolizing the 'Com
ever since the Old Endicott Building disaster?”

Lucy grinned. This was her meat. She had degrees, I'd been
told, in engineering and the law. She’d even been a judge once
upon a time. But this was her thing. Someone had once described
her to me as an individual who hated government and loved
politics.

She opened her mouth, but I interrupted her. “They’re a
bunch of sore losers, free-market rejects, who want some kind
of government—any kind of government—established, not from
any high-minded (if wrongheaded) principle, but so it can issue
lucrative contracts that they and their cronies can get rich on.”

I smiled brightly at Lucy.

She frowned, torn between annoyance and approval. She'd
been my mentor on this and many other topics, and it was funny
to watch her deciding what attitude to take about being upstaged
by her pupil. I hurried on before she could make up her mind.
“They’d be plain old Republicans where 1 come from. Buckley
F. Williams ramrods them and, rumor has it, bankrolls them. It’s
practically a family business. His little brother, well-known
philosopher-thug Bennett Williams, runs their online journal,
The Postman.”

I'd actually met older brother Buckley the first year I'd arrived

here in the Confederacy, although not under the most auspicious
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of circumstances. Very funny kinda guy. Lan wrinkled her fore-
head at me. “The Postman?”

“I get it!” her husband answered.

“I’ll bet you do at that,” I replied. “Good old Benjamin Frank-
lin, author, inventor, the Williams brothers’ hero, and the Frank-
linites’ namesake. Most people don’t realize he was the father of
corporate socialism—or of state capitalism, if there’s a differ-
ence—in Revolutionary America. It was his intention that the
government would accomplish everything it undertook by grant-
ing monopolies to certain ‘deserving’ parties. That’s how, in most
worlds, he wound up in charge of the government postal mo-
nopoly.”

“ ‘Neither rain, nor sleet, nor dark of night,” 7 Lan misquoted,
“ ‘nor threat of competition will stay these messengers from their
appointed rounds.” I get it now, too: The Postinan. And darling,
it’s called mercantilism. Corporate socialism and state capitalism
hadn’t been invented yet. I wonder if Ben Franklin ever met its
nemesis, his contemporary, Adam Smith.”

“They’re sure as shootin’ tryin’ t’set up some kinda govern-
ment now!” Lucy remarked. “Call it mercantilism, corporate so-
cialism, state capitalism, or Ring Around the Rosie, they don’t
give a hoot as long as they get a piece of the action!”

“Ragtime Dance” finished up, and something else began,
maybe it was “The Cascades.” 1 wished Clarissa could be here
to share the talk. Simply to learn that Lucy was visiting Earth
would delight her. But she was busy this morning with a client.
One of the services she offers is “time therapy.” Clarissa didn’t
invent it, but she was one of its first practitioners. The course of
treatment is often compared to humans first learning to walk
erect, or to the discovery of fire, because it deals with such a
fundamental problem. What it does, by various means, is alter

an individual’s perception of the passage of time, so that it
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doesn’t seem to go by more quickly the more fun he’s having or
the older he gets (one of the greatest tragedies, otherwise, of
living a long time). I never thought anything could actually make
sex better, but I was wrong.

Lan chuckled softly. “You know, boys and girls, they could
get away with it, these Franklinites. Most native-born Confed-
erates have no experience of government whatever. They simply
refuse to believe the horror stories we immigrants have to tell
them about the brutal and corrupt police states we escaped from,
the crazy and stupid regulations we were expected to obey, the
life-crippling taxes we were expected to pay. ‘Five times the trib-
ute a medieval serf owed his master? You've got to be pulling
my leg.” Try to explain that we were prisoners of the majority,
in a system where our votes didn’t count for anything, and they
just shake their heads.”

“Or slap their holsters and wink!” her husband added. Back
at the bar, somebody started to complain loudly about the lack
of service. Lucy and Lan started to get up, but the Wizard held
out a hand and shook his head. “You know the drill as well as
I do!” he hollered back at his customers over his shoulder.
“Punch your orders into the bartop, and I'll get right to them!”
Remaining at the end of the table, he flipped a panel open at its
edge, pressed a button, and closed the flap. Instantly, the third
of the tabletop closest to him glowed to life, becoming a vir-
tualized replica of the grill he’d just been slaving over. (It could
have been anything else he wanted, including chess, checkers,
Trivial Pursuit, or this afternoon’s Patriots—Aztecs game.) Touch-
ing the image of this or that ingredient, that or this utensil, he
began preparing several exotic omelettes at once, an order of
emu eggs over easy, bacon, sausage, chorizo, fried tomatoes, and
a personal favorite of mine, grilled parsnips.

Maybe, I thought, I should stay for lunch.
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[ glanced in the direction of the grill, always tickled to see
what was happening there in the Wizard’s virtual absence. A pair
of mechanical arms—covered with cheerfully red- and white-
striped fabric so they could be called “waldos” with double ac-
curacy—were mimicking every move he made here at the table,
to the vast amusement of the formerly dissatisfied customers at
the bar, who were whistling and cheering them on.

The arms flipped food onto plates, placed them on the counter
before the now-mollified patrons, and served them the drinks
they wanted. A hundred years behind Confederate technology or
not, the Wizard was catching up fast. He’d designed and con-
structed the system he’d just put to good use. It wouldn’t be long
before he’d acquired the polish required to be a fully practicing
crosstime engineer.

“I know what you mean,” I told Lan, continuing our conver-
sation. “With no taxes to stand in the way of a newcomer ac-
quiring a home or other property, no government to drain him
at the rate of half of everything he earns and half of everything
he spends, he doesn’t need to work more than four or five hours
a week to maintain the relatively modest standard of living he
was already used to, working forty hours a week back home.”

The Wizard nodded, swallowing a bite of spiced apple ome-
lette. “And those willing to work harder usually do better. If they
decide to start a business, they just start it—that’s what we did!
All they need is an idea and capital, since there are no permits
to buy, no phony safety standards to meet, no environmental
impact statements to file, no bureaucracies to satisfy, no inspec-
tors to bribe—"

“All such impediments,” his wife finished for him, “having
been legislated in our world by corrupt politicians working for
those they were supposed to regulate, to prevent fresh market

entries and new competition. But it’s the same old story as it was
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back home. America was vastly better than anything the world
had ever seen before because it was vastly freer than anything the
world had ever seen before. But Americans forgot that, somehow.
In the same way, people born here in the Confederacy may not
appreciate it, and they’re all too likely to listen to parasitic crea-
tures like the Franklinites.”

“Public schools, that’s what happened to America, to Ameri-
cans. They didn’t forget; they were never taught.” I slid out of
the booth, stood up, and stretched as much as I could, retrieving
my hat and poncho. “Well, as much as I've enjoyed our little
seminar this morning,” I told Lan, the Wizard, and Lucy, “and
as sincerely as I'd like to stay and have another meal or two, I
have work to do.”

They all groaned soulfully on my behalf and rhetorically
begged me to reconsider such foolishness, but I could see that
they had work on their minds, as well. People tend to be that
way when they get to keep everything they earn.

With difficulty, I pulled out my increasingly wrinkled sheet of
paper again. Now it even had a grease spot on it, from the sau-
sage, I think. “I originally stopped by to show you this list of
Zoners connected with interworld importing one way or another,
and to ask if you had any idea who’s responsible for bringing in
otherworld movie titles like Gone with the Wind and It Happened
One Night.”

“Why not ask the 'Com channels that show them?” the Wizard
asked.

“Because the Hanging Judge is Alternate World Central—any-
thing going on in the Zone is usually heard about here, first.
Besides, I did, first thing this morning, and they told me to frib-
ble off. And anyway, I needed breakfast.” I reached into one of
my pants pockets and extracted the proper amount in copper

coins to cover the meal and a tip. Neither of them refused my
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money. And I wouldn’t have let them. After all, I was a partner
in this establishment, and I'd be expecting my cut at the end of
the month.

I got a cigar out and lit it—the perfect finish to a perfect meal.
The Confederacy had another thing we didn’t have in the States
besides cures for cancer, heart disease, and emphysema: adequate
ventilation. Come to think of it, I was surprised friend Doug
hadn’t complained about cigar and cigarette machines, which
were plentiful.

“I would have told you to fribble off, too,” said the Wizard.
“Private business is private business. Anything you're looking for
in particular?”

“In addition to these people? Yeah, but I’'m not sure how to
put it. Tell me: who played Rhett Butler in the version of Gone
with the Wind that you grew up with?”

“Clark Gable,” he replied. Yolanda nodded agreement. “Who
else would it be?”

“Me, too. But somebody’s imported another version, starring
Robert Cummings—featuring Bette Davis as Scarlett O’Hara. Of
course that might seem perfectly normal to some of these im-
migrants—although I doubt they’d actually remember any movie
that resulted from that particular casting.”

Lan raised her eyebrows. “So what do you want us to do,
Win?”

The usual. Talk to people. Listen to them. Tell these folks I'd
like to talk with them. Keep your eye out for anything really
bizarre like . . . well, Bob Cummings and Bette Davis. I know, it’s
a hard thing to judge. But keep an open mind and let me know.”
They were about to tell me they would, when the floor began to
tremble under our feet, the way it had the night of the Old
Endicott explosion. The Wizard wiped an arm across the table,

clearing it of the stovetop images—the Copperodeon halted right
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Want to understand why politicians do what they do?
Simple: when you’re a big, gray, greasy rat, walking
around on two hind legs, you have a lot to gain by turn-
ing the world into a garbage heap.

—Memnzoirs of Lucille G. Kropotkin

I don’t think five minutes passed before the Franklinites were on
the 'Com again, demanding—as they had for more than two cen-
turies—that somzething be done. This time (surprise!), they had
something specific in mind.

“What this unspeakable tragedy teaches us, Jerry,” their
spokesman intoned hypersincerely, egged on by the sleaziest dirt-
grubber in all the Confederate media, “is that we must begin keep-
ing better track of one another. People must be required to carry
cards with holographic likenesses and other vital information on
them. Fingerprint or retinal pattern records must be established
and maintained—or perhapsboth fingerprintandretinal patterns—
and everyone must be fingerprinted and scanned.”

“Frogsnot!” a furious Lucy exclaimed. Bereft of handy sexual
or religious epithets, Confederate profanity approaches the Dali-
esque—although the fine old expression, “Shit!” is well thought
of and often used.

“Why, that fatherless villain!” I heard a voice say. I looked up
and was rewarded with the vision of a huge heavyset man with
long gray hair and a big gray beard looking over my shoulder.
He was wearing patched and faded jeans and the first tie-dyed
T-shirt I'd seen in almost a decade.

“Hullo, Lucy. The man’s addressing what happened as if it
were some sort-of natural disaster, ignoring the criminals who

did it, and trying to punish the survivors!”
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“Hush, Papa!” Lucy responded in a whisper everyone could
hear. The tie-dyed fellow looked very familiar somehow, but I
couldn’t place him immediately. We were all looking down at
that multitalented tabletop in the booth in the Hanging Judge,
although by now there were half a hundred other surfaces around
the room—most of them vertical—displaying the same disgrace-
ful performance that held our attention captive in the booth.
Some things never change from continuum to continuum.

Onscreen we saw the regrettably wealthy and famous Jerry
Rivers, a specimen of H. journalisimus whom the denizens of any
number of different universes would have recognized, although
not always by the same name, and never with any genuine en-
thusiasm. Where I came from, he’d dumped the ethnic names
that he’d been born with, then taken them back when they be-
~came fashionable. He was a Latino, dark and slight of build, with
a big mustache of the kind that were once called “soup strainers.”
The broad-lapeled, pin-striped, double-breasted suit he was
wearing—an American import with a white turtleneck sweater—
probably cost more than my first house.

In any world, the man was a professional tearduct and syn-
dicated hairsprayhead even the networks had avoided for twenty
years. For him, no act of dishonesty, depravity, or simple bad
taste was too low in the pursuit of ratings. Pretending to uphold
the downtrodden (a difficult class to find in the Confederacy),
his strategy was always to set one group against another, so that
he could cash in on whatever conflict that generated. “Y know,
Winnie,” Lucy offered, as if she’d been reading my mind, “That
pile of hyena dung—"

“Meaning Rivers?” I asked, discovering an itch inside my cast.

“Meaning Rivers—he once pushed a crackpot theory that ce-

taceans aren’t actually sapient—their intelligence is faked by hu-
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mans as part of some kinda gigantic an’ horrendous plot against
the simians: gorillas, chimpanzees, orangutans, and gibbons!”

The Wizard laughed. “I remember that! He never explained
who or what or when or where or why—after all, it was the same
humans who ‘elevated’ simians in the first place and offered them
full partnership in Confederate society.”

“This lack of sapience sure must have come as a surprise to
Ooloorie Eckickeck P’wheet.” I chuckled. She was the porpoise
who invented the probability broach that had brought me and
thousands of others to the Confederacy.

Now that I'd noticed it, the itch was getting worse. Lucy began
writing something in a notepad in her spidery, almost micro-
scopic hand, Lan looking over her shoulder, offering comments.
I knew it meant somebody was in for a heap of trouble.

I was surprised not to recognize the guy Rivers was interview-
ing. It wasn’t Buckley F. Williams, who usually did the talking
for this bunch. Words scrolling across the screen bottom labled
him Allard Wayne, junior associate director of the Franklinite
Faction of the Gallatinist Party. The man was colorless and char-
acterless, as if he’d been put through the washing machine too
many times and dried at too high a temperature. If the expres-
sion, “Those are my principles, and if you don’t like them—T’ll
change them!” hadn’t already been tacked onto George Bush’s
New England carpetbagger backside, it would have fit this guy
perfectly.

Lucy looked up from her notepad. “I wonder where Buckley
is about now, and what he’s thinkin’.”

“I usually disagree with him about nearly everything,” Lan
said, “but this secems kind of over-the-top even for him. He
strikes me as a basically decent guy.”

“Decent if alditle misguided,” I agreed. “He even invited me
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for a ride on his “yacht” once, a two hundred-foot dirigible
where we could relax and smoke some Sonoran Sillyweed he was
bragging about. I declined with regret.”

“And that’s why they call him ‘dope,” ” said the Wizard.

Meaning me, not Buckley. I meant to ask if he had a pickle
fork or something that could get at the itch in my cast, but got
distracted by the ’Com.

Just now, Jerry was pretending to be “fair” in his own inimi-
table fashion: “Is it true, Mr. Wayne—may I call you Allard?—
that some opponents of these reasonable, commonsense reforms
you Franklinites advocate object; that they compare it to being
‘ear-tagged like cattle’? I've heard some call it ‘pre-incrimination’
and others point out that it would be unconstitutional even in
most versions of the Old United States.”

That’s what they called the pre-Confederate nation that had
‘merged with Mexico and Canada in 120 A.L. Sometimes the
name was applied—by morons like Jerry Rivers, ignorant of his-
tory—to otherworld counterparts that hadn’t ever merged with
their neighbors to the north and south.

“Well, Jerry,” the junior associate director responded to
Rivers’s softball question, “the Confederacy’s Founding Fathers,
however wise they happened to have been, couldn’t possibly have
conceived of something like this overwhelming tidal wave of a/i-
ens under which our beloved traditional Confederate values are
beginning to break down. If for no other reason than for the
sake of our children, the naive eighteenth century notions of Tho-
mas Paine and Thomas Jefferson and Albert Gallatin must be set
aside—at least temporarily—in favor of peace, order, and secu-
rity.”

The stained glass windows of the Hanging Judge rattled with
a unanimous “Boooo!” erupting from its several dozen occu-

pants. Lucy pounded on the table with her pistol butt, threat-
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ening to crack its image-generating surface. Always it’s the
children who serve as a handy excuse for whatever atrocities
those in power want to justify. These people had had a belly full
of it already—that’s why they were here—and so had 1.

“You know,” said Lucy as she began to calm down, “this char-
acter is relatively clever—"

“Or whoever wrote his script for him,” Lan observed.

“And coached him with the big words,” the Wizard added.

“Well he’s clever in at least one respect.” Lucy looked around,
daring anyone else to interrupt. “In only two sentences, he’s
blamed both of these catastrophes on you immigrants. He’s
branded you as Martians or Venusians or something. He’s estab-
lished the Founding Fathers as a bunch of hopeless nut cases.
And he’s asserted that the Franklinite Faction knows better than
anybody else what’s good for everybody concerned!”

I, too, looked around, and saw a bunch of grim faces. “All
these people,” I told Lucy, “these immigrants to the Confeder-
acy, are all too well accustomed to dog-and-pony shows like this
one. Most of them, given the chance, leaped through the prob-
ability broach to escape exactly this kind of insanity.”

Lan nodded. “And the ever-increasing restrictions on their
lives that result from the fact that established authority never
seems quite competent to ferret out the guilty and so instead,
invariably punishes the much handier innocent.”

“That seems to me,” Lucy suggested, “like a good reason not
to establish any authority at all!”

The Wizard slapped a broad palm down on the tabletop. “I
just realized how clever these Franklinites really are. Lan’s right.
Native Confederates—with the exception of those like you,
Lucy—might not appreciate what they have. They might even be
willing to give it up, perhaps a little bit at a time, just to stop all

of this carnage and destruction.”
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“And?” I asked, just to be helpful. Maybe a teriyaki stick . . .

“And Wayne and his buddies,” the Wizard replied, “have now
singled out the one and only group likeliest to oppose what
amounts to their overnight takeover of the Confederacy—recent
immigrants fleeing the kind of tyranny they want to impose—
and made them the likeliest suspects for a pair of manmade dis-
asters that renders such a takeover ‘necessary.” ”

“Shit,” 1 said, and meant it.

“Shit, indeed. Everybody in this room knows exactly what
comes next. Having broken the ice with this ID card scheme of
theirs, next they’ll demand that Congress be reconvened ‘for the
duration of the emergency.””

“Meanin’ ’til the sun burns out!” Lucy offered. She’d finished
her own food and was helping the Wizard finish his.

“Until the sun burns out. Before we know it,” the Wizard went
on, ignoring the plundering of his plate, “for the first time in
over two centuries, careful talk of taxes ‘for increased security’
will begin to be taken seriously by Rivers and his odiferous ilk,
along with ‘reasonable, commonsense’ restrictions on immigra-
tion, and maybe even on the personal weapons you Confederates
carry every waking minute of your lives—"

“Which happens to make the Confederacy the most crime-free
society in this or any other world,” T said.

The Wizard answered, “Right you are, Win. But when did a
perfectly solved problem ever help a politician? 1 tell you, if we
don’t do something, the Confederacy could easily end up just
like the places we all escaped from!”

“Sssssh!” There was a whole chorus of hissing shushes as the
interview went on.

“On the other hand, Allard,” Rivers was saying, “there are

those who say the reforms you call for don’t go nearly far
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enough—among them the political advocates Jerse Fahel and
Howard Slaughterbush.”

“Those gabbling too-farists?” Wayne pretended to be amused.
“Well, Jerry, that just goes to show why the people of the North
American Confederacy desperately need the Franklinite Faction
to balance things out. Unlike Fahel and Slaughterbush, we’re a
part of the nation’s history, a part of the Gallatinist Party. We're
in favor of as much freedom as is possible and practicable. The
purely temporary measures we recommend are minimal, but
they’'re necessary if we wish to keep any freedom at all.”

I’d only vaguely heard of Slaughterbush before now—some
kind of political kook, exactly like Wayne and his masters—but
for the first time since I'd gotten here, I began to have that old,
helpless, hopeless feeling one experiences standing in the path of
an oncoming legislative steamroller. I'd had that feeling all my
life as an American. It was a feeling I'd almost forgotten here. |
remembered it now. I hated it.

But for me, it was time to go to work. I'd suddenly remem-
bered where I'd seen that big tie-dyed guy—or a reference to
him, anyway. He was on the list that I'd compiled earlier in the
car. Now, telling my friends good-bye for the third or fourth
time, my hat, coat, broken arm, and I followed him out the dou-
ble doors, onto the brightly sunlit multicolored sidewalk of the
Zone.

“Hey, Papa!” I hollered after him, remembering that someone
had called him that back in the bar. On my list, he had another
name altogether. “You got a minute?”

A little old lady—and in this culture that meant really old—
heavyset and stooped, approached me. She had a big hat with
an almost opaque veil, and a small basket full of smaller change.

“Contribute to.the Spaceman’s Fund?” she asked in a cracked



72 e L. NEIL SMITH

and ancient-sounding voice. I looked down: she’d tugged at my
serape.

There’s no government welfare of any kind in the Confeder-
acy, which is why I try, ordinarily, to be as generous as I can.
But I was in a big hurry at the moment. “Not now,” I told her,
“maybe later,” and rushed past her.

I yelled again, “Hey, Papa!”

The guy slowed and turned. He wore what we once called
“granny glasses” and carried a big leather purse on a wide strap
over one shoulder. There was a bulge under his shirt over his
right hip. He looked at my left arm. “You're injured. How may
I help?”

[ grinned at him—an armed hippie. “I'm okay. You can tell
me who played Rhett Butler in Gone with the Wind.”

Nine out of ten people would have been annoyed or per-
‘plexed. Papa simply said, “Now let me guess—the cinema? I'm
afraid 've never heard of a Rhett Butler, or Gone with the Wind.
Is it something I should look for on the 'Com?”

[ introduced myself and explained a bit of what I was up to.
We’d reached my car, the little Neova shining candy-apple red
in what was rapidly becoming the broiling afternoon sun. There
were some places in the Confederacy where local merchants had
thrown in together and air-conditioned the whole damned city.
I wished Greater LaPorte were one of them. “Let me guess,” 1
told the guy. “You come from a world where the United States
never fought a civil war.”

“As I understand it, the proper term is ‘War Between the
States.” ” He grinned. “But [ come from a world in which there
never was a United States.” He extended a big hand and a kindly
smile. “Karl LeMat at your service, late, but not lamentably, of
the Dominion of British North America.”

“That’s where 1 saw you!” I snapped my fingers . . . er, with
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him, not at him. This had nothing to do with my list. “You're
the guy that story on the ’Com was about.”

The big man sighed. “It’s true enough. I suppose the notoriety
has been good for business, though.”

It was all coming back to me now. “Papa” Karl LeMat, age
sixty-six, was a gentle, grandfatherly grassroots philosopher of
great charisma and somewhat variable philosophical rigor. He was
one of those types you like from the moment you see them, and
was on my list because he had a small business importing some of
the most remarkable coins and currency in the known universe.

“The Dominion of British North America was never witness
to any revolution against the Crown, nor to a civil war, nor a war
between the states.” Papa told me, once we’d adjourned to my
“office,” parked at the curb down the street from the Hanging
Judge. Even with two big men, it wasn’t too cramped inside, and
the air-conditioning was beginning to feel good.

It turned out that he’d come in for breakfast but never ordered
any, so disgusted had he been with what he’d seen happening on
the ’"Com. I offered him coffee and had the Neova make it while
we waited, nice and strong with that big dollop of chocolate
Confederates are so fond of, and a pinch of cinnamon. Before
we knew it, the air inside the car smelled wonderful.

He accepted a steaming cup. “I've read your history—at least
one very close to it. I suspect that in my world the Crown found
some way to bribe your Mr. Washington, as he became Sir
George, and later Lord Washington, Governor General of as
much of the North American continent as was under British au-
thority at the time.”

We both lit cigars, automatically kicking the car’s ventilators
up to Warp 10. I'd been putting it off, but finally I asked the
inevitable American Zone question. “So how’d you wind up in

the Confederacy?”
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He took a long drag on his cigar, exhaled, then took a big
drink of his coffee. “I'm afraid we British North Americans were
never as sanguine about Manifest Destiny as you independents
apparently were. Your America was carved out by ordinary in-
dividuals attempting to make something better of themselves.
Mine was mostly settled by aristocratic second sons attempting
to escape the beastly English climate. It is fair to say, though,
that it’s the American dominion that wags the British dog, these
days. Even King Stephen spends more time at his residence in
Boca Raton than he does in London.”

King Stephen. No abdication in the 1930s, I'd be willing to
bet, so this would probably be some royal clown I'd never seen
or heard of—maybe even the kid that Wally Simpson was paid
never to have. Suited me. “And?”

“And as a result of this history, I suppose, I found myself,
somewhat late in life, a resident of the city of Trinidad in what
you'd call southern Colorado, just this side of the Franco-
Mexican border, and one of the leaders of a national movement
to establish free trade with Russian California.”

“I see.” If you lived in the Confederacy, especially among its
immigrants long enough, matters of geography—or rather of na-
tional borders—rapidly began to assume the solidity and impor-
tance of warm Jell-O. I'd met a guy once who claimed he was
from a place where the United World capital was St. John’s,
Newfoundland.

He eyed me. “Perhaps you do, after all. We were beginning
to enjoy some success politically. Rather too much, I suspect, as
I was forced to escape—that is, to accept the refuge that was so
kindly offered me by your Gallatinite Rescue Society—when 1
was suddenly accused of criminal sexual harrassment, for having
winked at a female postal employee over the visiphone.”

The GRS was only one of many groups here in LaPorte and
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elsewhere throughout the Confederacy that made a practice of
snatching freedom-loving people from unfree worlds. I'd worked
for some of them, myself, including a really good one that made
a happy specialty of exposing the nasty private habits of uptight
public do-gooders. I still remember a certain Denver district at-
torney and his hidden walk-in closet full of rubber suits and
whips and chains.

“For my own part, [ wasn’t certain what astonished me more,”
Papa went on, “that I was being watched by my own govern-
ment—uwell, His Majesty’s government, anyway—or by people
from an alternate world I never suspected exists.”

“Vast intellects, cool and dispassionate, or whatever it was
H. G. Wells said. And now I understand you do a little rescuing
yourself, a ha’penny here and a guinea there—"

“Dollars and centavos, actually, and only from government
coffers, using a dirigible minibroach. Also, the occasional Mexi-
can franc and Russian nickie. They’re all reasonably popular
among your Confederate numismatists—though not much of
anyone else, since they're struck from base metals or aluminum.”
He pronounced it, “al-you-MIN-i-um,” with the gratuitous Brit-
ish syllable. The guy looked so much like the late Jerry Garcia it
was creepy to begin with, and it was even weirder hearing that
plummy accent coming out of his mouth. I knew Trinidad pretty
well, my mom had been born there. It was a sleepy little town,
about half redbrick, three quarters Hispanic, and seven-eighths
on welfare, built on steep hillsides and over coal mines. Windy
as hell, too. | wondered what it would be like under British rule.
Probably windier, with all those extra syllables.

“Not 72y numismatists, Papa. I'm just as much of a blueback
here as you are,.although I was the very first, back in 1987, recled

in by P’wheet and Thorens themselves.”
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His brow wrinkled. “ ‘Blueback’? 1 don’t believe I've ever
heard that expression before.”

“You will,” I grinned. “It’s for ‘the searing azure color of the
broach-margin.””

“ ‘Searing azure . . . ] see—or rather, I didn’t see. I was taken
away in a passenger car with its windows painted black—1I still
don’t know how, as private motor vehicles are forbidden in my
native land—and brought over blindfold to preserve the other-
side secrets of my rescuers.” He blinked. “You're rather poetic
for a detective, aren’t you?”

“Actually,” I grinned, “it was my lovely and talented mate who
first described the broach that way. Go down to the Interworld
Terminal sometime and have a look. It’s really spectacular. But
you wouldn’t know who’s importing Stateside movies?”

He shook his head regretfully. “Not my bailiwick, I'm sorry
to say. Thanks ever so much for the coffee, Win, and good to
meet you. I believe I'll go back in now and have that breakfast
of which I deprived myself.”

“Thanks, Papa, have some for me.” We shook hands. He lifted
the door and climbed out of the car, thoughtfully taking his
empty cup with him. [ caught myself thinking that if I'd had a
microwave, we could have had hot doughnuts with our coffee.
But there I was again, concentrating on my stomach, and zero
for zero, informationwise. Oh well, I told myself, that’s how they
all start.

I consigned my empty cup to the Neova’s trash disintegrator
and leaned down to start the engine, when I heard a rapping
coming from outside the big curved window at my left. I looked
up to see Lucy demanding my attention. I signaled for her to
step out of the way and swung the door up.

“You don’t happen to have a knitting needle inside that
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The fact that nobody asks you to sing is 7o/ an indication
that you should sing louder. This appears obvious until
it’s applied to matters like mass transportation. In the
United States there are virtually #o private mass transit
companies and thousands of public ones. This does not
represent the failure of the market to provide a needed
service, it represents the failure of an unneeded service

to go away!

—Mermzoirs of Lucille G. Kropotkin

North American Confederates are as peculiar about knives as
they are about everything else. In the branch of history I grew
up in, when Colonel-by-courtesy James Bowie and his smarter
‘brother Rezin were dreaming up the fabled hand-wide, foot-long
sharp-edged slab of steel—meteoric nickel-iron in the Hollywood
version of the legend—that, in my homeworld, bears their family
name, defensive handguns were single-shot contraptions, cum-
bersome, finicky, loaded with loose powder and lead balls at the
muzzle, and often still ignited by a chunk of flint. A couple of
generations later, Buffalo Bill Cody, a little behind the times in
his choice of social cutlery, is reputed to have dragged around a
Bowie knife with a sixteen-inch blade. That’s a scant two inches
shorter than a Roman legionnaire’s regulation-issue gladius.
However in general, as pistols began to mutate into revolvers,
increasingly more powerful and reliable, the knives that gentle-
men had been carrying around for personal defense started to
atrophy, inch by inch, until (except for the occasional street-
punk’s switchblade or spouse-perforating kitchen knife), in my
time as a cop in the U.S.—the seventies and eighties—they’d

vanished altogether.
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In the Confederacy, on the other hand, knives seem to have
grown right along with the increasing power of handguns, as if
everybody wanted a toadsticker that was somehow worthy of his
primary weapon. A belligerent fashion statement, if you see what
[ mean.

In Greater LaPorte, you hardly ever see a pistol belt without
a dirk or dagger of some kind hanging from the off-side. One of
the first individuals I encountered when I arrived, entirely by
accident, believe me, was a gray-haired old gent trailing a huge
cavalry saber. To make matters even more confusing, he’d been
a chimpanzee.

All this was on my mind as we drove to the place Will had
told me about, Daggett’s Wonderfui World of Sharp Pointy
Things, on North Snowflake, deep in the Zone. It was the only
clean place on the block. I don’t know what it is about the Zone
that makes it seem . . . well, grimy. Objectively, the several dozen
square blocks where American immigrants have decided to
light—entirely on their own; no Confederate has the inclination
or power to make them—are every bit as well-repaired and
freshly scrubbed as anyplace else in LaPorte. Maybe attitude can
permeate a place as much as dirt and grime.

Or maybe it was just me.

Lucy and I were actually on our way, at her insistence, to take
a look at what was left at the site of that hypersonic train wreck,
south of town. I'd already tried telling her, several times, that
she couldn’t hire me, as attractive as a little extra cash might be.
I had another commission I'd already accepted payment to deal
with. But each time I tried to explain myself, she didn’t hear it.
The whole thing was all very Lucy. Okay, I figured the trip out
to the wreck that she wanted to make anyway might be just the
thing to convince her that top men were already hard at work

on the case.
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Top. Men.

I'd also done a little insisting of my own, hence a brief detour
to take a gander at some grownup toys. Thomas Daggett (the
name seemed familiar, somehow) seemed to be another recent
immigrant from some variation of the U.S. But unlike the dele-
gation that had sent itself to the Hanging Judge, protesting the
availability of objects and activities they considered naughty, he
seemed happy to be here, a sentiment I could well appreciate.
Daggett was a short, broad, tough-looking guy, sort of a low wall
of muscle with a heavy black beard, a nose like the beak of a
raptor, and shrewd, dangerous eyes. His hands reminded me of
the Wizard’s, although where Max resembled an oversized hob-
bit, this worthy looked to me like one of Tolkien’s mining
dwarves. Belying his appearance, his voice was a quick and lively
tenor. I had a hard time placing his accent, which seemed to
" have bits of New York and Chicago in it, maybe even Boston. I
learned later that he spoke fluent Korean.

“I was an attorney back in Beaverton, Oregon,” he said. I
perused the glass cases and wall displays in his shop (trying to
picture him in a suit and tie—Beaverton: I'd often wondered why
Hustler hadn’t made its headquarters there). I'd admitted I'd
never seen so many cutting tools and edged weapons in one lo-
cation in my life. Lucy agreed. “Y’know, Tommy-John, from
sheer weight of metal, this place must generate a magnetic anom-
aly identifiable from orbit!”

Daggett beamed at her words and said nothing. He and Lucy
had greeted each other like old friends. That happens all the time
with her. I guess in 145 years you get to know a lot of people.

As we inspected what he had, I'd figured it couldn’t do any
harm to ask him about Gone with the Wind—he was from an-
other Clark Gable and Vivien Leigh—type world—and he’d

ended up telling me something about himself. “I got sick and
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tired of trying to defend my clients with both hands tied behind
my back. The cops and the prosecution were always wailing
about ‘revolving door justice,” but I wasn’t allowed any of the
basic necessities—like appealing to the Bill of Rights.”

“What?” It was the first time I'd ever seen Lucy shocked.

Daggett put a solemn hand to his heart and nodded. “Abso-
lutely true, Lucy. The Bill of Rights is only for ‘higher intelli-
gences’ in the appeals courts to deliberate—well after the
defendant’s been properly terrified, exhausted, and financially
destroyed. And the result? Well, if you shot somebody legiti-
mately, in defense of your own life, it still cost you everything
you had—your life savings, your house, your car, the braces on
your children’s teeth—just to get through the legal meatgrinder.”

I added, “And you’d damned well better not get caught shoot-
ing somebody in defense of your property.”

“Damn straight,” the ex-lawyer declared. Proudhon rules the
day in America’s courts, where property—private property—is
theft.” '

Here, except for duelling, shootings in detense of property
were the commonest kind—and happened maybe twice a decade,
because, well, who’d want to risk it? Lucy shook her head and
sighed. “T see now, why Lan and the Wizard named their saloon
the way they did.”

I laughed.

“Hard as it may be to believe,” Daggett wasn’t through, “I
wasn't even allowed to tell the jury of their thousand-year-old
right and duty to reject an unjust, unconstitutional, or just plain
stupid law. That was grounds for a mistrial—and maybe a little
downtime in the pokey for the defense attorney. So if the law
itself was illegal, and my client had broken it simply by exercising
his rights, what could I do?”

“Emigrate!” Lucy replied.
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I hadn’t told him that I'd been one of those cops, Stateside.
“It always seemed to me,” I remarked, “that ‘revolving door jus-
tice’ was reserved for genuine criminal scumbags who knew how
to work the wheels and levers, while members of the productive
class, accidentally caught up in the gears of the machine—re-
sponsible individuals who’d never done anything illegal in their
lives—"

“They were the ones got chewed up and spat out by the sys-
tem?” Lucy finished. “If I were the religious type—which I'm
not, thank God—I'd be feeling mighty grateful I was born here
an’ not there!”

“Well it wasn’t as bad as I make it sound,” Daggett answered.
“It was worse. Most of the time the jury had been handpicked
by the judge and his minions to favor the prosecution and police,
through a process of interrogation called ‘voir dire’—which a
‘newspaper columnist friend of mine says is French for jury tam-
pering.””

That was good for a laugh until I realized we could be heading
for a system just like that if the Franklinites got their way. 1
changed the subject. “A friend of mine said you import knives
made by a guy named Chris Reeve. I'd like to see some, if you
don’t mind.”

“This case here,” Daggett said. “We get them in from half a
dozen timelines; there’re a lot of model variations—Bowies, bo-
los, spearpoints, tantos, even a bat’leth. Anything specific in
mind?

“My friend had something called a Project 1.”

“That’d be Captain Sanders, of what we call the ‘sharpened
prybar’ school. The Project I’s a big, heavy, thick knife, all right.”

“What’s the little one at the back?” 1 pointed to a smaller
knife. I don’t know what it was about it that caught my eye,

some combination of line and form and size—and in this case a
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curved, gleaming edge—not to mention a sexy voice you hear
sometimes, whispering seductively, “I belong to you, Win. I'm
your knife. Take me home.” That’s more or less how I'd acquired
my .41 Magnum.

“The Chris Reeve Sable IV.” Daggett bent down, reached into
the case, and pulled it out, together with a heavy black leather
scabbard. “Extra careful, Lieutenant Bear.” He indicated the cast
on my left arm. “You look accident-prone to me, and this thing
is literally as sharp as a razor. Reeve knives are all that way.”

I frowned, wondering how he knew my name. “You may not
know it, Lieutenant, but you're famous in the Zone. A legend.
The first individual to step through the broach, and the hero
who saved the Confederacy from the Hamiltonians. Somehow it
always reminds me of that famous painting of Daniel Boone
crossing the mountains into Kentucky—or was it Moses into the
Promised Land?”

“It was just some poor schmuck in a pasture,” I lied, “trying
not to walk in the cow patties. Anyway, I didn’t step through
the broach, Daggett, not intentionally. I was blasted through and
fetched up on my head and parts south in that park over by
Confederation Boulevard.”

“Yeah,” he said, “but it sounds better the other way—call it

artistic license.” He handed me the knife.

Papers in the box said, “Chris Reeve Knives, 11624 W. Pres-
ident Drive, #B, Boise, ID 83713, United States of America.”
Sure enough, one was a warning about how sharp the five and a
half-inch single-edged blade was. It wasn’t kidding. The trade-
mark hollow handle was made from the same billet of steel as
the blade, knurled s¢ well you could almost use it for a file,
topped with a threaded aluminum cap sealed with an O-ring.
The whole length of skillfully worked metal was covered in a

dark matte gray finish. I didn’t know what I'd keep in that little
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compartment, most likely just some extra atmosphere, but it was
nifty knowing it was there.

In shape, it was like a Finnish puukko knife, but what I liked
best about the Sable IV was its size. Unlike my Rezin, it was a
tool a man could live with every day. If he had to, he could fight
with it, sure, but he was more likely to cut up vegetables and
stir-fry meat, do camp chores, maybe whittle a toy for a kid. And
more likely to need to, as well. That damned thing felt better in
my hand than any knife I'd ever owned. And there was that sexy,
seductive voice whispering, “I belong to you, Win. I'm your
knife, take me home.” Sighing because, even in the Confederacy
there are so many toys and so little money, I reached deep into
my pocket—no easy matter with my gimpy wing—in search of
gold and silver coins.

“Whatcha got, Lieutenant, moths?” Daggett pointed at my left
side.

“What are you talking ab—oh!” There it was, between my
plastic-covered elbow and my left love handle, a small, round
hole, about a quarter of an inch in diameter. That didn’t bother
me so much, except there was another hole just like it, where
the fabric fell in a natural fold. And another in the back of the
garment. When I stood up straight the holes all lined up.

The knife merchant clucked. “Looks like somebody doesn’t
like you, Lieutenant.”

“Yeah,” Lucy agreed, “Somebody who can’t shoot worth sour
owlshit.”

Vaguely, I recalled a recent tugging at my poncho—it would
have to have been a small-caliber weapon wearing a noise-
suppressor, something almost unheard of in the Confederacy—
although it took me a moment to place it. Had I almost been
assassinated on the street by a little old lady collecting for the

Spaceman’s Fund?
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Suddenly the itching in my cast got a whole lot worse. I'd
been shot at before, but it wasn’t something you ever got used
to. Or I ever got used to, anyway. I left the cardboard box, plastic
peanuts, and paper with Daggett, and fastened my new knife’s
scabbard onto my pistol belt.

“Come on, Lucy, let’s go see a train wreck.”

“YAAAHOOOO!” THAT WAS Lucy hollering, but she was hollering
for both of us. My stomach gave me a sort of swooping sensation
as the Neova tilted on its side and screamed its way around one
of the few curves between LaPorte and what I thought of as the
New Mexico border. We’d just emerged from a short tunnel
bored under the Huerfano River, and it felt like being shot from
a cannon.

Good thing I'm a passable one-hand driver.

Without a doubt, what I love best about the Confederacy,
aside from my darling Clarissa and the general atmosphere of
untrammeled liberty (about to become trammeled if we.didn’t
do something to stop it) is the highway speed: as fast as you can
go with the pedal mashed all the way to the firewall, roughly 350
miles an hour. There’s a couple of production hovercars that’ll
do twice that, just shy of Mach 1, but I wouldn’t trust myself
behind the wheel, or you, either, as far as that goes.

Ironically, Greenway 200, down which we traveled, was a pair
of big, wide, grass-covered ditches, the mound between them
containing the earth-covered, normally vacuum-filled tube that,
farther along down the track, had been sabotaged somehow. 1
also love the weather in this part of the world—almost no matter
what universe you happen to be in. (There are alternative con-
tinua where the weather everywhere has been changed perma-
nently, for the worse, usually by governments or terrorists—or

government terrorists—altering the course of medium-sized as-
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teroids in order to overstate a political point. That same kind of
thinking cracked the Moon in one universe I know of.) Where
we were, roaring down the Greenway at a speed that would have
made Ralph Nader pee his pants, the sun was shining hot and
bright, and the sky overhead was so blue that the sheer pleasure
of looking at it hurt your eyes. I wasn’t thinking about almost
being killed more than every five minutes or so.

At the same time, only a few miles east of the Greenway, a
huge and angry-looking thunderstorm was building itself up eight
or nine miles in the sky. Colors in the clouds ranged from gray
to purple to black—Ilightning flashed occasionally from layer to
layer and toward the ground—and a shadow lay across the land
beneatn it. (Actually, I'm told that lightning travels from the
ground into the clouds, but that isn’t what it looks like to me.)

Before long, we began to see the first of several dirty-looking
extrusions thrust down from the clouds overhead. Out on the
prairie somewhere, farm wives were gathering up their chickens
and shooing their kids into the root cellar. One particular funnel
suddenly touched the ground and generated an enormous debris
cloud at its base. I'd seen tornadoes closer than this, but not a
whole lot closer. Then, without warning, the funnel and the cloud
above it were lit from overhead by the most intense red light I've
ever seen, pulsing about sixty beats a minute. I assumed that it
was some kind of warning.

About then, the red light shut off, and a beam stabbed down
from the heavens. I don’t believe there’s a word for the color of
that beam. The funnel began to shrivel and sucked itself up into
the cloud. The cloud itself began to shrink, spilling itself onto the
land it had begun to demolish.

The storm was over, the eastern sky cleared, and we roared on.
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“Tornado abatement!” Lucy explained at the top of her lungs.
When she discovered that it wasn’t necessary to yell, she quieted
down. “Done from close Earth orbit, probably paid for by the
farmers’” insurance companies.”

[ nodded, but kept my eyes on the road. “I could see that and
figure it out. But how the hell is it done, by some kind of laser?”
Lucy was an engineer and Knew Things.

“Nope. Look inside your freezer when you get home.”

“Oh, yeah.” Confederate refrigeration systems work on a com-
pletely different prineiple than refrigeration does back home.
Paratronics is the name they give it, and like the broach, it’s
based on subatomic physics of some kind, but it still seems like
magic to this savage. It’s sort of the reverse of a microwave oven.
Stick your beer in the fridge, and it’s cold in thirty or forty sec-
onds. I'd gotten my big Bowie knife off the body of a burglar
who’d tried hiding in a walk-in paratronic freezer for maybe fif-
teen minutes. His name was Tricky Dick Milhouse, but it should
have been Clarence Birdseye.

With electronic guidance from beneath the road itself, and no
more weather control to entertain us, we arrived at the wreckage
site, about two-hundred miles south of LaPorte (just the other
side of the highway from what would have been Walsenburg in
the world I came from), in less than thirty-five minutes. In this
world, it was called Gonzales.

Bumbling up out of Greenway 200 and onto the prairie flat,
the Neova settled to a dusty stop just outside a fluorescent orange

tape-line that flashed over and over and over:

DANGER—EMERGENCY WORKERS ONLY
PLEASE STAY OUTSIDE PERIMETER
. GREATER LAPORTE MILITIA
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As 1 raised the bright red gullwing door to step out and dis-
obey the warning, every bit of loose paper in the car took wing
noisily like a prairie hen and disappeared into the hot desert
wind. I was overtaken by the strangest, strongest feeling I'd been
here before. It was more than mere déja vu; I'd been in this place,
and more than once. Then I realized what it was. In many ways,
this disaster site was like another I knew well, the famous Bar-
ringer Crater, roughly twenty miles west of what I grew up calling
Winslow, in northern Arizona.

The wind was roaring across the flat just like it does in that
part of Arizona, splashing down into the gigantic bowl. (Barrin-
ger’s an airplane trap—they fly in but they don’t fly out—you
can see pieces of wreckage if you know what you’re looking for.)
The only thing missing was the scary observation platform hang-
, ing out over the hole. I'd been to Barringer many times. It was
sort of a shrine to me, the destination of half a dozen boyhood
vacations with my mom, and later on, my friends, a place where
a part of the sky had touched the Earth—and scared the living
crap out of a million jackrabbits and the local paleo-Folsom-
types.

Now here I was again, give or take a few hundred miles and
fifty thousand years, but where the Arizona crater was weathered
and rounded, this one was still steaming in the afternoon sunlight
and sharp around the edges. There would be technical differ-
ences, of course, between a crater made by a Volkswagen-sized
meteorite and one made when a big thing going eighteen thou-
sand miles an hour met a smaller thing—it could have been a
pea or a marble—that was, for all intents and purposes, motion-
less, immovable. I didn’t know enough to see any difference.

Whatever the deadly instrument was, it could have been as
small as a BB, introduced somehow into the vacuum-filied,

mirror-polished tube that stretches from somewhere around Bat-
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fin Island, via LaPorte, through Mexico City, and goes on from
there, practically to the South Pole. It would have made an entry
hole the size of a BB, and an exit hole . . . well, we were looking
at it, a mile in diameter and three or four hundred feet deep.
The Confederate equivalent of Winslow—Haggard, I believe the
town is called here, maybe after an English adventure novelist
who was popular at the time the town was settled (I hadn’t read
him until I was grown, somehow having gotten the notion, as a
kid, that his most famous work was called Kzng Solomon’s Mimes)
and these days the site of a neat little spaceport—would have to
look to its laurels now. This act of sabotage had killed at least
one thousand people, or so the 'Com had told us, horrible to
contemplate the day afterward, but morbidly interesting given
the perspective of distance or history—which was the only way
you could look at it and stay sane. First, we had to climb a
hundred-foot ridge that the explosion had thrown up all around
ground zero. Fortunately, the militia had erected temporary scaf-
folding, flimsy-looking but indestructable, that took us and the
Neova halfway around the site to the top of the crater. The first
faces Lucy and I saw within the tapeline were the grime-covered,
sweat-streaked features of my across-the-street neighbor Will
Sanders, who would be supervising the investigation here, and
Olongo Featherstone-Haugh (say “Fanshaw”), President of the
North American Confederacy and an eight hundred-pound low-
land gorilla. He and Will sat side by side in the bucket of a
fusion-powered front-end loader, having some lunch out of
brown plastic bags and thermos bottles.

“Yo, Will!” I shouted cheerfully as we approached the pair. 1
thought Olongo looked particularly jaunty in his great ape-sized
yellow hardhat. Like everybody else in the known galaxy, he
greeted Lucy warmly. “What’s that you're eating?” My mind

scemed to be on food today. I wondered why.
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“Peanut butter and chutney sandwich.” Will replied. He held
it up. “Hiya, Lucy! Either of you want a bite?”

“Geez.” My stomach gave a lurch, not at all like the one I'd
felt making that three-hundred-mile-per-hour turn. It could have
been a reaction to being shot at setting in, but it was probably
the chutney. “No, thanks. What ever gave you the idea for a
sandwich like that, anyway?”

“The girls got me started,” he grinned, taking a gulp from his
vacuum bottle. I didn’t even want to ask about that. “Fran and
Mary-Beth. About the only craving they've experienced—that
and hot-and-sour soup by the gallon. Not such a bad idea, really.
After all, what is Major Gray’s but mango preserves with raisins
and stuff? Like I said, they thought it up, I tried it, and the rest,
as they say—"

“Is nausea.” I shook my head and waved the thought away.
“Okay, y'wanna tell us what happened here? Lucy’s trying to
talk me into investigating this and whatever happened at the Old
Endicott Building, of which she’s a partial owner.”

“Was,” the president corrected. Like everybody else here, 1
was accustomed to having conversations with furry individuals.
In fact, Olongo’s English was better than mine. He didn’t talk
in the normal sense. The first apes to communicate, a century
ago, had used manual sign language. Later, somebody figured
out how to detect microscopic wrist and forearm movements that
accompany signing, and translate them electronically into synthe-
sized speech—without actually making the signs themselves.
“The insurance companies wrote it off this afternoon as a total
loss; I saw the news on the way out here. Presumably, my dear
Mrs. Kropotkin, your check is in the mail.”

His voice didn’t seem to come from his wrist. He was wearing
a synthesizer on each arm—1’d seen others do that so they could

carry on two different conversations—creating the illusion that
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Ever notice how the folks who claim to believe in animal
rights generally don’t believe in huzan rights?
—Mernzoirs of Lucille G. Kropotkin

I tried to take a moment and look over the crime-scene as I had
so many others during my career as a homicide detective in the
States. Apparently Lucy was looking me over at the same time.

“What’s the matter, Winnie?” she asked. “You’'re appearin’ a
mite green an’ peaked.”

It wasn’t an easy thing to confess, even to her. “I gotta face
it, Lucy, I'm a city boy.”

“Denver born and bred,” she nodded, understanding intellec-
* tually if not at the emotional level. There isn’t any Denver in the
North American Confederacy, just two little towns on the South
Platte called St. Charles and Auraria.

It’s a fairly common thing, but people don’t talk about it often.
Some little something deep down inside me felt dangerously ex-
posed and was suffering the yammering jim-jams. Blame the wide
open spaces all around me. As it is in my world, this stretch of
high plains is about as empty and deserted as anyplace could be
this side of Outer Mongolia or the Moon, roofed over with a
merciless, blue, blindingly cloudless sky (Mongolians fear the
open sky and worship it), carpeted from horizon to horizon with
dry yellow grasses, sagebrush, and a tew gnarled scrub oaks or
pines. Aside from the occasional twister, nobody even made a
stab at weather control down here. 1 think that was okay with
me, actually. It’s nice to think that there’s something left in the
world that’s wild and out of control, even by default. But be-

tween the 110-degree heat and the forty-mile-per-hour wind,
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[ realized it was a whole lot like standing in a convection oven.
A broad pair of subtly curved wings, so high overhead they could
hardly be seen—some kind of big predatory bird—screeched
and circled, no doubt on the lookout for a rabbit or a prairie
dog that was about to die of sunstroke or heat exhaustion. Far
below the crater lip where we stood, on the breast of the dry
golden sea, I heard the shockingly beautiful warble of a mead-
owlark.

Down inside the crater and up onto the rim opposite where
we were perched, a hundred individuals of assorted sizes, ages,
sexes, and species poked around, examining the freshly ravaged
ground with all kinds of instruments I wouldn’t have recognized
close-up, let alone at this kind of distance. I've always been a
hands-on kind of homicide detective; I try to leave the scientific
stuff to the scientists.

I turned to Will and asked, “So where’s the wreckage?”

“An’ all the dead bodies?” Lucy echoed, although I believe
she realized the answer at the moment she spoke, about half a
heartbeat before 1 did.

Will’s eyebrows went up, followed by his shoulders. He wore
a LaPorte Patriots baseball cap, a tan epauletted workshirt with
faded denims, a big, unfamiliar-looking, silver-colored autopistol'
in a custom high-ride on his right hip, and what I guessed were
Tony Lama boots. Python, I think. There didn’t seem to be any-
thing like a Greater LaPorte Militia uniform, not so much as an
armband, lapel pin, or secret decoder ring. They all just knew
each other pretty well, and that he was the boss. All in all, it’s
probably the best way to run an outfit like that. Very hard to
infiltrate, anyway.

“There isn’t any wreckage, Win, nor any bodies, Lucy. The
best my people ‘down there can figure, someone set a big explo-

sive charge about where the center of this hole is—they probably
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tamped it by leaving a car parked on top if it—and left it to be
set off, most likely by a seismic sensor of some kind. Mind you,
that’s just our best guess. It’'s how I'd do it if I had to. There
isn’t any evidence, either, to speak of.”

“Or to put it another way,” Olongo offered, having observed
the unsatisfied expressions on our faces, “what evidence there may
be—whatever wreckage—is all around us, in the form of micro-
scopic particles in the soil, of shocked quartz and tiny beads of
vaporized and recondensed titanium, steel, and plastic—"

“Not t'mention the vaporized and recondensed remains of
more’n a thousand souls,” Lucy finished for the president, “who
probably never even knew what hit ’em.” Her thumbs were
thrust in her gunbelt, and she was looking more pissed off than
I’d ever seen her. This was proving to be an educational expe-
rience. “Or what they hit.”

Will nodded grimly. “So far, we haven’t found so much as an
intact strand of DNA. The best we can hope for is to identify
the explosive—it my forensic team is right and there was one—
and compare it to what we know about the Old Endicott Build-
ing explosion.” He looked toward the president. “As 1 told
Olongo, just as you were arriving, I mistrust coincidences in gen-
eral, professionally speaking. Frankly, after more than two cen-
turies of nothing like this ever happening in the North American
Confederacy, I don’t believe that the two events can be unre-
lated.”

Something whirred and chittered out on the prairie, some kind
of grasshopper or locust, I supposed. Once it got dark, we’d be
hearing coyotes. I'd been told that there were rattlesnakes out
here, and big wooly wolf spiders the size of your hand. I agree
with Eva Gabor: give me the city, with its rats, pigeons, and

cockroaches, any time.
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“They’re very clearly related in at least one sense,” said Olongo
after what seemed like a long while. I had to scramble, mentally,
to remember what we’d been talking about. “For the first time
in decades, something resembling a political party—"

“The Franklinite Faction.” Lucy and I both spoke at once.

“That never-to-be-sufficiently cursed Franklinite Faction.” the
president corrected us. “Those vile bounders have redoubled
their demands that ‘somebody do something’” about these terrible
occurrences. Something . . . well, frankly, governmental.” He spat
the word out as if he- were disgusted by the taste it left in his
mouth. Funny attitude for one of the Confederacy’s few working
politicians.

“Giving the Franklinites a chance to make that ‘something’
permanent,” I offered.

“Precisely,” Olongo nodded. “Believe me, my friends, I'm as
aware as you are that, in the words of the revered sage (whoever
he was), ‘No man’s life, liberty, or property are safe when the
legislature’s in session.””

“You can say that, again!” Lucy agreed. Pointedly, she drew
her outsized pistol, pulled the bolt back a quarter of an inch,
and inspected the thumb-sized cartridge in the chamber. Men-
tion of certain words like “government” or “taxes” seemed to
trigger that reflex in her, and in a great many other Confederates
of my acquaintance, as well.

“Dear me,” Olongo sighed. It was a strange thing to hear,
coming from a giant, hideously fanged lowland gorilla, especially
one wearing a yellow plastic hard hat and nothing else but a
broad leather pistol belt—this morning he favored a Hunter &
Jordan .500—over a red and purple kilt. “As president, [ con-
tinue to resist such demands, of course. But I'm afraid that I can
hold out only so long. I came out today, officially, to inspect the

damage here, but the sad truth is, 1 needed very badly to get
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away from my office. Somewhere that Buckley F. Williams and
his little brother can’t find me.”

“His little brother?” Will asked. “That’s a new one on me.”

“Bennett Williams,” I supplied, recalling my earlier conversa-
tion with Lan and the Wizard. “He runs the Franklinite Faction’s
online ragazine, The Postman. Big guy, pleasant enough looking,
and he’s got a really wonderful voice—until you make the mis-
take of paying attention to what he’s saying.”

“Right as usual, Win. I believe they’re taking turns calling me,”
Olongo complained. “They’re also sending me dozens of C-mails
a day, and that creature of theirs, that Allard Wayne, has virtually
set up camp in my outer office!”

“Then throw the slimy little flatworm out, Olongo!” advised
Lucy, holstering her mighty weapon with a snap of the wrist. “I’ll
. be glad to help you!”

The president gave her an appreciative grin—one of the most
frightening sights I've ever witnessed. “I would enjoy that very
much, my dear Lucille, and I thank you for the thought. But
they’d simply send somebody else. Besides, I deeply fear that the
situation is more complicated than that.”

I shook my head and rolled my eyes. “Great.”

“What in Tom Paine’s name’re you talkin’ about, old friend?”
Lucy asked, a suspicious look gradually beginning to appear on
her face. I could tell that she was frustrated because she’d already
checked her pistol chamber.

“Two things, really,” Olongo answered after a moment’s
thought. “In the vulgar parlance, would you prefer to hear the
bad news or the worse news first?”

“Oh, by all means,” I answered sarcastically, “the bad news,
if we have a choice, old bean.”

“Very well, Win.” For the first time since I'd met the gentle

giant, I'd failed to get a rise out of him when I made fun of his
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Oxford accent; the poor guy’s sense of humor was gone com-
pletely. “The first—and I must ask you all to keep this to your-
selves for the time being—"

“Oops, here we go down the slippery slope,” Will interrupted
the president, “inventing exactly what the North American Con-
federacy doesn’t need most—government secrecy!”

Olongo looked severely pained but ignored him. “The first is
that, apparently, this is only the start of a series of horrible acts
that somebody intends to commit simply to terrify our once-
crimeless civilization.” .

“Like ... ?” I asked, already having a general idea what he
would say.

“Like a bomb,” Olongo replied, “set to explode at noon, day
after tomorrow, that was discovered this morning aboard the
fusion dirigible City of Calgary. As you know, she’s just one of
dozens of vessels carrying hundreds of thousands of passengers
continually from the North Pole to the South Pole and to points
between. Had it gone off over the center of a city, many fimes
that number would probably have died.”

I knew that kind of airship well, having taken a short ride on
the huge and elegant San Francisco Palace the first few weeks I'd
been in the Confederacy. I'd come to love traveling by fusion
dirigible—especially compared to the Bulgarian dungeon tour
that air travel in my native country had become—and | wanted
to get my hands on the asshole (figuratively speaking) who was
trying to make the former just as unpleasant as the latter.

But the president was going on. “There are also rumors, un-
confirmed as yet, of products in stores being randomly poisoned.
The worst part is that no demands of any kind are being made,
monetary, political, or otherwise, so we must assume that these
acts are being carried out for their own sake.”

“And that’s only the bad news?” Lucy asked Olongo with a
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highly uncharacteristic gulp. It was admittedly an extremely odd
moment.

I generally tend to think of Confederates as tougher than the
people T grew up among. But they’re completely unaccustomed
to witnessing violent crime on this or practically any other scale.
I suddenly realized that they needed Amzericans to deal with this
mess for them. They were too busy, figuratively or literally,
throwing up to deal with it themselves. Lucy and Olongo were
in a funk over the sheer callous brutality of it all. Will and I, on
the other hand, who’d both been born into cultures jaded by
such acts of barbaric criminality—usually carried out by govern-
ments—were more or less untouched by it. I wondered which
reaction was healthier.

“I’'m afraid so, my dear,” Olongo told her. “The worse news is
that I’'m beginning to get other calls and C-mails, as well. Hundreds
and thousands of them. It would appear that, despite their basically
kindly nature, and a long history of judging other individuals
strictly on an individual basis, many of our own folk—ordinarily
rational, decent Confederates—are starting to blame all that’s
happening on you newcomers.” He looked to Will and me.

In that moment, an old, familiar knot began to tie itself, all
over again, in my stomach. God damn these sons of bitches,
whoever they were. I hadn’t had any trouble with my ulcer for
nine mostly wonderful years. But now, here it was again, just like
some long lost relative you dislike and have so far managed to
avoid.

“After all,” Lucy suggested, “these things never used t’happen
'til there was an American Zone.”

“Right,” T replied. “I seem to recall there’s a name for that

particular logical fallacy.”
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“Yeah,” said Will, “Headus upassus.”

“Heretofore,” the president went on, “we Confederates have
tended to feel nothing but compassion toward the immigrants
fleeing societies less free than our own. We have welcomed them
in, helped them where we could, and they have made a respect-
able place for themselves. But under the present stress, I fear,
the fine line between compassion and contempt could begin to
blur. Certain unfortunate tensions could begin to manifest them-
selves.”

Lucy had a funny, sick expression on her face and 1 knew
exactly how that expression felt from the inside. Was the golden
dream we all shared, of peace, freedom, and prosperity, coming
to an end? What Olongo was saying certainly didn’t sound like
the North American Confederacy any of us knew. But I didn’t
say anything. What the hell was there to say?

“Naturally, those immigrants who are aware of the situation
are growing increasingly angry and perturbed,” Olongo contin-
ued. “But there is good news . . . of a sort. I believe I have found
at least a stop-gap solution.”

“Well, that’s...that’s something, anyway,” Lucy muttered,
more to herself than to any of us. I hated this. This woman, my
second closest friend, had fought for freedom and the Confed-
eracy in more than one war. She’d been a pilot in the famous
Thousand Airship Flight against the Kaiser. She’d stood against

the Czar in Antarctica. Now she was beginning to look her age—

a century and a half—and it wasn’t a pretty sight.

The president replied, “Indeed. Before things get any worse,
I have endeavored to persuade a few of the more financially suc-
cessful among their number to seek an expatriate like them, a
former police officer from one of the United Stateses, to get to

the bottom of this mess if he can.”
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[ threw my hands up. “Olongo, I'm flattered as hell, believe
me I am. But damnit, I already have a case! That’s what I've
been trying to tell—!”

“My sincerest apologies, old bean,” said Olongo. So he’d been
paying attention, after all. “I was referring to Captain Sanders,
here. I understand that his public safety experience in his native
continuum parallels yours remarkably. His militia credentials and
contacts should make the job a trifle easier for him than it might
have been for you—and, as you say, you already have a case.
Please give my warmest regards to Clark and Carole, will you?”

Will, that sonofabitch, superciliated at me, gazed complacently
at his fingernails, and buffed them on his shirt.

Meanwhile, I felt myself blush, hot and deep. “Well, pardon
me all to hell while I go find a hole to fall into. There oughta be
a prairie dog burrow around here somewhere—or how about

that big crater over there?”

Lucy AND I had a long talk on the ride back to LaPorte. Mostly,
I talked, about what I'd found for myself, here in the Confed-
eracy, and what I felt I stood to lose. “It’s kind of funny,” 1
observed to my oldest Confederate friend (in a couple of mean-
ings of the phrase). “It hasn’t been a free ride, by any means.
There are plenty of hazards associated with untrammeled indi-
vidual liberty. For example, those who won’t work are perfectly
welcome to starve.”

Out of the corner of one eye, I could see Lucy nodding, so I
went on. “But I've noticed that, despite a complete lack of any
kind of government welfare system, starving is a pretty difficult
thing to do here. This society is just too wealthy and casually
generous. Look at the way that you and Ed took care of me when
I first arrived.”

“An’ Clarissa,” she insisted.
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“How could I ever forget? Be that as it may, the fundamental
human right to fai/ is as scrupulously defended in the North
American Confederacy as any other right.”

“Make that a basic sapzent right,” Lucy corrected me again.
She did a lot of that. “Gorillas an’ chimpanzees an’ dolphins an’
Orcas gotta right to fail, too, same as you and me.”

[t was interesting to me the way that recent American immi-
grants who’d thought themselves bias-free regarding human be-
ings of other nations, religions, or races, were now struggling with
prejudices they hadn’t known they harbored, against creatures
they’'d perceived all their lives as inferior animals. It seemed that
scientific doodling with intelligence and communication—a cen-
tury earlier here than another place I knew of—had resulted in
the education (with a little help from genetics and electronics)
of certain simians and cetaceans: chimps, gorillas, gibbons, orang-
utans, several kinds of dolphins, and killer whales, who were now
respected members of society taking full part in its everyday life.
As I'd told the Wizard, the paratronic machinery that brought
him and me and so many others here in the first place was in-
vented by a physicist, Ooloorie Eckickeck P’wheet, a genuine
Tursiops truncatus, or bottle-nosed dolphin. A lot of newcomers—
especially, it seemed to me, the most fervent former advocates
of “animal rights”—aren’t up to seeing all these furry and finny
folk as people. But I didn’t want to change the subject. We'd
been discussing the responsibilities that come with full ownership
of your life.

“Meanwhile,” I continued, “any unemployment, or health, or—
I don’t know—liability insurance people want, they have to de-
cide on and purchase for themselves. No Social Security or Med-
icare. Without a legislature to protect them from their own
stupidity or negligence, they’re fully liable for any harm they may

bring to anybody else’s life, liberty, or property. And you know
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the thing that surprised me most? It’s that payment may be de-
manded in gold—or on the field of honor.”

Lucy chuckled. “Well there certainly aren’t any anti-duellin’
laws t’prohibit it.”

“Tell me about it.” I'd fought a duel myself, in my first weeks
in the Confederacy. To this day, I had mixed feelings about the
practice. But in this culture, the only right that nonparticipants
have in such affairs is . . . well, not to participate. You aren’t per-
mitted to make laws about something that other people do
among themselves. Sensible. If you don’t play the game, you
don’t make the rules.

“No need to,” Lucy observed. “You know from your own
experience that the North American Confederacy is the first cul-
ture in history—and the only one in any universe that we know
~of—run of the adults, by the adults, and for the adults.”

“That we know of, Mr. Lincoln. And some people might give
you an argument about duelling being an adult occupation.”

She snorted. “The same ones that’d have you believe that
‘honor’ is only a word—an outdated one, at that. Winnie, there’s
always a gap between what justice demands and what the law or
custom provides. Speakin’ statistically, duelling fills exactly fifty
percent of that gap (though I could make an argument that the
person in the right is likelier to be a better shot). Anyway, that’s
more’n you can claim for any other system.”

Damn it, there I'd gone and changed the subject! Having
fought a duel, I could attest to what she said. It sure hadn’t been
much fun at the time, but duelling did seem to make for a better,
cleaner world in the long run.

And that’s a good thing, because the North American Con-
federacy is not a culture inhabited exclusively by saints, believe
me. There’s no lobby here at all for anything resembling patri-

otism, altruism, or civic virtue. What most former United Sta-
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tesians fail to comprehend when they’re first informed of it, is
that what makes the place tick isn’t the kindliness, decency, or
rationality Olongo had referred to (although I like to think he’s
right about all of that), or even the love of liberty for its own
sake—Ileave that to us huddled masses—but pure, unvarnished
greed.

Every Confederate child is taught at his mother’s knee to avoid
being taken advantage of, just as he’s taught to check the cham-
ber of his pistol or count his change or (sometimes the hard and
final way, at the hands. of his intended victim) that crime can be
as dangerous to any would-be practitioner as juggling bottles of
warm nitroglycerin. The time-honored expression, “There ain’t
no such thing as a free lunch,” is more than just a slogan here,
it’s a statement of natural law, and a courteous warning.

Immigrants from a hundred thousand Americas, brought up
foolishly dependent on the false comfort of a government’s “pro-
tection,” must learn all these lessons and more, rather late in life.
Some of them accomplish it more readily than others. Without
zoning laws, building codes, trade commissions, or professional
licensure, some fall victim to loan sharks, snake-oil salesmen, and
crooks of every sort except the political variety—most of whom
are bluebacks like themselves, preying on their own kind. Many
newcomers suffered from the same disorienting experiences often
reported in the late-twentieth century of my world by Communist
refugees to the relatively better-off United States. Unequipped to
bear the noise, the color, and the velocity of Confederate life
anymorce—or simply exhausted by its limitless array of personal
choices and opportunities—they finally decided they wanted to
go home. Failing that, they tended to pile up like dirty snowdrifts
in places like the American Zone and whimper for somebody to
pass laws that would turn the Confederacy into the same kind

of stagnant cesspool they escaped from.
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“Always it’s the kids,” I rattled on at Lucy, who was bearing
it with commendable stoicism, “who serve as an excuse to de-
mand special rules—drug laws, tobacco and alcohol prohibition,
censorship, gun control—(so far, thank Gallatin, without suc-
cess) which would restrict the individual pursuit of happiness and
destroy everything that made the Confederacy the haven of lib-
erty they escaped to so gratefully, once upon a time.

Lucy nodded. “On the other hand, their kids tend t’learn
pretty quick that Confederate children have a customary right to
divorce their parents, and that opens up a whole 'nother can of
worms!”

We laughed together—Banz172/—until a tremendous blast right
behind us lifted the rear of my little red Neova, flipping it end
over end over end until it crashed upside-down on the sloped
embankment of the Greenway, leaving Lucy and me to hang in
* our four-points, the smell of smoke filling the tiny passenger com-
partment. Strangely enough, the last thing I thought of before 1
lost consciousness was that I'd forgotten to tell Will and Olongo

about the hole in my cloak.
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Choose your allies carefully: it’s highly unlikely that
you’ll ever be held morally, legally, or historically ac-

countable for the actions of your enemies.

—Memnzoirs of Lucille G. Kropotkin

There’s a problem with gullwing doors that I'd never thought
about before: It’s kind of hard to get them open when the car’s
lying on them, upside-down.

Maybe I never fully lost consciousness. I remembered counting
at least four times that the little Neova had flipped ass over tea-
kettle before it finally shuddered to a stop, but I'd missed some-
thing else, because we were now facing backward, the way we’'d
come. Whoever did the lawnwork on Greenway 200 was gonna
be really annoyed with us. We’d bounced eight times, gouging
out huge, ugly divots, then slid a long way, maybe a hundred
yards, digging a long, curved furrow upward, exposing the un-
derlying steel and concrete at the bottom of the ditch, onto the
east-side berm.

I shouted, “Lucy!”

She hung next to me in her seat belt, unconscious beyond any
doubt, a little blood trickling from her open mouth. It could have
been from a serious internal injury, a split lip, or a broken tooth.
For that matter, she might have bitten her tongue. The smoke
inside was getting thicker by the second. Briefly, I wondered
where it could be coming from. My little supercharged Neova
ran on some of the less volatile petroleum fractions—what would
probably be sold as jet fuel back in the States. At least we weren’t
going to wind up getting fricasseed in gasoline. Carefully, I
braced myself against the ceiling with my good arm—the other

was still useless in its sling, of course—punched the seat belt re-
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lease at the center of my chest, and managed a controlled fall
onto my head. The passenger compartment seemed even tinier
than usual. Once I'd managed to right myself awkwardly, I found
that I was sitting in extreme discomfort on a collection of knobs
and buttons sticking out of what had been the overhead console.
Next time, I thought, a sunroof.

Momentarily, I considered unlimbering the Browning and
shooting a hole through the transparent door, just to get an es-
cape route started. But then I thought better of it. For all I knew,
the tough high-tech plastic would bounce my puny little .375 slug
all over inside the cab, and Lucy and I would both end up look-
ing like Swiss cheese smothered in raspberry jam. But there
wasn’t much time left to think. I was beginning to cough from
all the smoke in the cabin, and so was Lucy.

“Win?” she managed to croak between bouts of coughing.

“Right here, Lucy,” I told her, “and just about to get us out—I
hope.”

She replied, “Be sure an’ simmer the tricycle doors.”

“Right, Lucy,” 1 replied. Now she was delirious. What else
was | going to say?

With a surprising amount of difficulty, I reached around my
ample rotundity and retrieved my Chris Reeve Sable IV from its
heavy leather scabbard. It was one of those deep, molded, Scan-
dinavian deals that cover half the handle and don’t require a
strap. Without realizing it, somewhere in the middle of the pro-
cess, I worked my left arm out of its sling. It didn’t seem to hurt.
If I was injuring it further, I couldn’t feel it, and it was nothing
compared to the two of us dying of smoke inhalation.

The floor of the Neova was some sort of composite, a bit like
fiberglass bonded to a sheet of stabilized magnesium-titanium—
an alloy that could only be manufactured in the weightlessness

of space, that made the lighter of the two metals stronger and
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less prone to going up like a box of kitchen matches at the
slightest provocation. 1 reached up and pulled two levers that
released my seat. Before it fell, I pushed it backward, into the
comic-relief rear passenger compartment, pulled the mat away,
and pushed the point of the knife into the floor.

Or tried to, anyway. The knife was sharp and strong, and it
penetrated maybe a full thirty-second of an inch. This was going
to take a long, long time. Then I got a fairly bright idea.

“Lucy!”

“If the pertwonkies .call,” she advised, “remermelize ’em!”

“Lucy,” I insisted, “let me have your gun!”

“Over my dead—oh . . . okay, Winnie.” She was coughing very
badly now. So was I. But the demand to surrender her beloved
elephant pistol was like smelling salts, and her mind seemed to
be working once again. I still wondered what was burning.
“Whatcha gonna do with it, put us outa our misery?”

It was an idea. “No, I’'m gonna get us out of this fucking car!”
I took the mighty Gabbet-Fairfax in both hands, pointed it up-
ward at the floor, said good-bye to my hearing and wrist tendons,
shut my eyes as tightly as I could, and hauled back on the trigger.

BRRRRAAAMMM! |

“Clonk!” went the empty case against the windshield. We
could have cleaned the damned thing out and used it as a shot-
glass. The noise of the weapon’s discharge had been several times
worse than the explosion that had wrecked the car. It not only
hurt my ears, it hurt my eyes, my teeth, my testicles, the top of
my head, and every axon and dendrite in my nervous system.
Lucy stirred and groaned, regaining even more of her conscious-
ness. Oddly, her .50 caliber hip-cannon hadn’t hurt my hands.

The big fat slug had expanded even farther on impact, opening
a three-quarter-inch hole in the belly of the Neova, exactly as I'd

hoped it would. I imagined there was smoke billowing out of
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that hole, and I hoped that somebody would notice it. Greenway
200, for all that it looks like nothing more than a couple of big
ditches, is actually a highly sophisticated transport system. Its
powerful electronic brain should have noticed by now that some-
thing formerly zooming down the line at 350 miles an hour was
suddenly doing zero. In fact it should be warning all the drivers
as far south as Raton that there was an obstruction on the right
side of the northbound lane.

Us. Dead us, if I didn’t do something about it, soon.

For all of its strength, the floor was less than an eighth of an
inch thick. As I'd planned, I pushed the Chris Reeve knife into
the bullet hole until it stopped, and began to rock it, back and
forth. Now the hole was an inch wide, from one side of the circle
to the end of the slit I'd cut. Now it was two inches wide, now
three, now four, and I was beginning to lose leverage. Still, the
blade was hard and remained sharp, despite the nasty stuff it was
cutting through. Hell on the finish, though. Every now and again
I shoved it in to the hilt (to avoid breaking it off) and rocked
the knife from side to side to widen the cut as well as lengthen
it. The big knurled handle helped a lot (most knives don’t have
handles nearly big enough, in my experience) as did the little
friction serrations at the rear of the blade where my thumb was
pushing.

Pretty soon I was using one of Lucy’s shoes—the first thing
that came to hand—as a combination hammer and fulcrum to
drive the Sable IV farther along the line of the cut. This was
mistreatment many another knife might not have survived.
Smoke was billowing out of the elongated bullet hole for sure
now, and the air inside the car was getting a little clearer. Even
better, fresh air was coming in and I began to feel healthier.
When I was about eighteen inches along, 1 fired another shot,

made a right-angle turn, and cut a foot and a half in another
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direction, completing two sides of a square I hoped would be
big enough to escape through.

By the time I started the third side, Lucy was wide enough
awake to start offering “helpful” suggestions about what I was
trying to do. Fortunately, completely deafened by the roar of her
gigantic and powerful pistol—three shots in a closed space the
size of your average closet, I couldn’t hear her. At least that’s my
story and I'm sticking to it.

[ didn’t bother cutting the fourth side, but lay on my back
and kicked at the trapdoor I’d made until it bent outward. Then
Lucy hit her belt release, I gave her back her gun and put my
knife away, and we rearranged ourselves awkwardly inside the
tiny cabin.

I was handing her out through the makeshift hatch I'd whit-
tled, onto the underside of the Neova, when the ambulance ar-
rived. Poor little upside-down Neova, cares and woes you've got
‘em, 1 misquoted sadly to myself, because, little upside-down
Neova, your top is on your bottom. I'd never peeked under the
skirt of a hovercraft before—this one was a modern, ducted-fan
model, rather than the older kind with propeliors that Lucy
drove—and under other circumstances it might have been
interesting. The EMTs lifted Lucy clear of the wreckage and
CAT-scanned her on the spot in the back of their van. Naturally,
they both knew her from way back. Everybody does. I thought
I recognized Francis, the chimpanzee Healer, from a weekend
medical convention (and second honeymoon) I'd attended some
time ago with Clarissa. His paramedic aide was a tough-looking,
grizzled gorilla named Snodderly who had somehow managed to
grow himself a ponytail (better living through recombinant ge-
netics?). He was a stranger to me, but a welcome one.

By now, Lucy was sitting up cheerfully. “Well, that was cer-

tainly refreshin’, boys,” she told us. “How do I look, Doc—never
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mind, the question was rhetorical. By Albert, I think we’re star-
tin’ t have an adventure here, Winnie! It was gettin’ a mite bor-
ing, out in the asteroids.”

Maybe I should explain about the asteroids—and Ed Bear.
Not me, the other one. In my world, some joker—I think it was
my mother—noticed an accidental resemblance between the
name she’d given me, Edward William Bear (for herself, Edna,
and my father, Bill) and the formal monicker of a certain char-
acter created by A. A. Milne: Edward Bear. From earliest child-
hood, guess who got called “Winnie.” At that, I suppose it was
better than “Pooh.”

Over here, there never was an A. A. Milne—or he never wrote
all those stories about Christopher Robin and the 100 Acre
Wood—so the guy with my fingerprints on this side of the
broach was allowed his dignity. When he grew up, he became a
private investigator, bought a huge, beautiful house at 626 Gefet
Place in LaPorte, drove a little red Neova Hoversport, and even-
tually married his 136-year-old neighbor and moved out to the
Asteroid Belt.

“Rhetorical shmetorical.” The Healer shook his head. “How
do you look? Like one of the oldest human beings I've ever
examined, Lucy, and in remarkably good health. How many re-
generations have you undergone, if I may ask?”

“Just the one,” Lucy replied. “I started another a little while
back, but got interrupted by those Hamiltonian dungflies, an’ 1
never finished it.”

“I see.” He turned to me. “You, Mr. Bear, have a broken
arm.”

“I know, Francis.” With my good hand, I held out my sling
where it hung across my body. “I didn’t exactly borrow this from
William S. Hart. And it’'s ‘Win.””

“William S. Hart ... William S. Hart . .. now where have I
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heard that—" He shook his head as if shooing away a bother-
some insect. “You don’t understand, Win. You've broken your
arm again. | don’t even know how you got out of that car. It
must have been something like hysterical strength.”

Just then my poor little Neova burst into flames.

“Hysterical . . . strength . . .” Suddenly it was taking an awtul
lot of effort to understand him. “If the pertwonkies simmer the
tricycle doors,” I remember telling him—somebody had thought
it was important, but I couldn’t remember who, “remermelize
‘em!”

Tt all went black and this time 1 really passed out.

“THERE YOU ARE.” My beloved Clarissa frowned down at me,
but I could tell she wasn’t serious. I recognized this dream as a
rerun from the Old Endicott Building explosion, and intended
to enjoy it for as long as it lasted. “Honestly, Edward William
Bear, sometimes I don’t know what to do with you!” Watch it
when they use all three of your names. She’d just been scrubbing
her fingers with a damp-wipe, which she now disposed of. I could
smell the alcohol and began to suspect that this wasn’t a dream,
after all.

“Cut my porkchops for me for another few days?” I grinned
up at my adorably freckled spouse. I couldn’t do much else; my
left arm was now in a double-sized cast and I was lying on the
gurney in the back of her van. I could tell, because she had a
dozen pictures of our cat up on the ceiling for her younger pa-
tients to look at and enjoy. Through the windows and the wide-
open back doors, I could see that we hadn’t left the crash site
beside Greenway 200 yet. Somewhere, not very far away, I could
hear several voices. One of them was Lucy’s, strong and vigorous.
| said, “I’'m happy to see you, too, honey.”

Clarissa’s professional facade evaporated. She bent over me,
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wrapped her arms around me, and laid her smooth, pink cheek
next to mine. A tear trickled between our faces; I wasn’t sure
whose it was. I wanted to pat her somewhere, but a drippy-tube
in my good arm and the brand-new exoskeleton on my left pre-
cluded it. Perhaps unromantically, I found myself thinking that
this was definitely going to cause some self-defense problems.
“I'm just so glad that you’re alive!” she exclaimed. “Will says he
thinks they used something on you called a Stinger!”

The hair on the back of my neck stirred and stood on end.
It’s a very peculiar feeling, let me tell you. “Gee, I'm flattered all
to hell, baby! The Mujahideen used those things in Afghanistan
to shoot down Russian helicopters. I wonder how the Neova
survived as well as it did.”

She shook her head ruefully and said nothing.

I went on. “But the real question is, ‘they’ who—or more to
the point, can I get up now?” Clarissa started blubbering all over

my chest, so I guessed the answer was no.

I TURNED fifty-seven last May 12—happily, in a culture where
years imply experience, not necessarily decrepitude. At my age,
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