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Introduction


▫

▫

When reading a new book, I usually skip introductions and go right for the story assuming that a competently written tale should speak for itself. I find that I am not alone in this. Many readers have no interest in the story about the story and skip intros hoping no information vital to the yarn will be passed over. Such is the case here. If you want to streak straight for one of the best stories I have ever written, go for it with a clear conscience. Nothing necessary to understanding the story will be recounted in this section. If you have an interest in why I wrote it and why it turned out the way it did, however, I'm afraid it's rather vital to read this introduction, for the information appears nowhere else.

▫

What if a couple of what ifs got together? What if the refuse both produced and discarded by a cumbersome, lawyer heavy, justice starved legal system were dumped and set free unsupervised in an alien world to either die, be killed, or work things out on their own? What if you really can't con a con? What if you take a murderer and inveterate cop-hater, place him and his fellow convicts in a situation where their only chance of survival is to come up with an efficient, just legal system, and make that cop-hater the society's first police officer?

There is an under society out there whose methods, goals, attitudes, and senses of right and wrong are every bit as foreign to us as is the Taliban's or some unimaginable nest-based social order from an alien planet. Our under society is called "crime." This covers everything from a junky shoplifting a candy bar to serial mass murderers. And we—you, me, business, academia, and government—are at a loss as to what to do about "crime."

Throw money at it, create jobs, improve education, stop drugs, increase beatings, lock them all away, let them all loose to do community service, educate them, love them, scorn them, pay them, kill them and none of it seems to do any good. But, then, "good" is defined differently by "crime."

To this particular multi-leveled social caste, the justice system is not the source of the social stability we refer to as "civilization." Instead, the justice system is just another gang against which they must compete.

Many are stunned, confused, or outraged by this attitude. Just another gang? How could anyone become so stupid, twisted, or corrupt as to believe such a thing?

▫

There's a kid behind bars right now who is guilty as hell of some crime, but who knows just as certain as death at the end of a short life that if he had gotten the same level of defense as that received by O. J. Simpson, he'd still be on the street. No one on this planet disputes that, certainly no one who has been through the ironically named criminal justice system. And then the kid sees that "Equal Justice Under the Law" inscription some naive architect had inscribed above the entrance to the court house. You have to smile; the price of crying is too high. Anytime you find yourself behind walls and need to get a laugh, say something about equal justice under the law.

The cops are simply the soldiers of another crime family? Well, what is the police mission? There is as much confusion about that as there is in what the public school teacher mission is. The published mission has infrequent correspondence with what actually transpires. Is the public school teacher's mission the enlightenment and preparation of children for life or is it to crush the private competition through government regulation and taxation to achieve higher pay, more benefits, and less accountability? Is the police mission justice or clearing cases? Serving and protecting, or advancing within the organization? Law and order or blue solidarity? Let's see:

Two unrelated murders take place on opposite sides of town: a prostitute and a police officer, both individuals killed in the line of duty. Want to take bets on which case gets the investigative resources? Want to guess which one gets solved first?

Well, a prostitute is breaking the law and is morally corrupt and is probably into drugs and might even be spreading AIDS. The dead police officer was enforcing the law and, whatever his faults, probably has the moral edge on a whore.

Are we saying, then, the cop "deserves" the preferred response?

Perhaps. It was just that "equal justice under the law" thing we were considering. One must ask, "equal for whom and under what circumstances?" When that youngster is on the block contemplating a choice between a well-paid if risky future as a criminal and being a less well-paid "honest" citizen who knows that the law is a rigged game, what can you tell him for why he should remain on the straight and narrow? He's watched you during your reefer moments, speeding in traffic when you thought you could get away with it, and playing games with deductions on your income tax. Did he see you bribe a cop to get out of a traffic ticket? Or a building or health inspector? Or screw someone out of something you knew was his? Make any of those "smart" bargain purchases of auto parts, jewelry, or clothing offered by establishments who can afford such low prices by eliminating production costs through theft? Do you have any argument for why this kid should be honest, other than threatening to beat the crap out of him if he isn't honest? Chances are, you have nothing to say to this kid.

▫

Equal justice under the law.

When the innocence of a convicted criminal is, at last, revealed by subsequent circumstances, is the injured party immediately released, apologized to, monetary reparations made, and a media campaign conducted to attempt to repair the damage to his reputation done by the weeks or months of negative exposure when the poor boob was presumed guilty by a system required by law to presume him innocent?

No. The usual reaction is to throw out the anchors, lose the files, generate the fog, explain away, work the spin, not to correct a miscarriage of justice, but to cover butts. Mistakes happen, of course, but they aren't all mistakes, are they?

▫

How many times have jurors thought to themselves, I'm not absolutely sure he did this one, but I know he's done something. How many times have cops jammed someone they know didn't do the current deed simply to smack the perp's knuckles for something they know he did do and couldn't prove? How many times have prosecutors left out evidence that might serve the interests of the defense to nail someone they want nailed? All of this serves goals, none of which happens to be "equal justice under the law."

How many members of this under class called "crime" see the slogan "To Serve and Protect" stenciled on police prowlers and secretly smile or curse, knowing from experience that the slogan should read: "To Clear Cases and Convict."

No. No one in the joint is interested in any heart warming paeans to justice and the rule of law. Cons lie and can do time for it. Cops lie, too, but get commendations for it. They're allowed to lie to obtain confessions. The Supreme Court says so. And no one is prepared to hold up lawyers as paradigms of virtue. If you've ever served on a jury, especially in a jurisdiction that forbids jurors to take notes during a trial, you quickly become aware that it's an expensive, cumbersome, slow-playing game of "Who do you like?" Which attorney puts on the best show? Curiously enough, it works just like the NFL and the big leagues: the ones who are paid the most put on the best show. Smart players, the cynical deal makers, slip through the cracks, and the slow, the poor, the stupid, the unaware, the unconnected, as well as the honest and truly remorseful go away for a long, long time.

▫

Which draws our attention to incarceration. Prisons and jails. Indeed, what's the point? Correction? Rehabilitation? Deterrence? No. Few are so unsophisticated these days to believe that. It's handy to have a place to hold a charged suspect until the accused's trial is concluded. But once that guilty verdict comes down, what's the point in prison? Originally, penitentiaries were places of meditation. A convicted criminal, by definition, had done "wrong," and with sufficient time to reflect upon his or her ways, enlightenment would accrue, the forgiveness of a higher power would be sought, and a productive, god-fearing, law-abiding citizen would be the result. I don't suppose there's any need to describe what prisons actually do produce.

So John steals five thousand dollars from Harry, John is arrested, the taxpayers are soaked for twenty to forty times that to investigate John, try him, find him guilty, and put him up and away for a couple of bullets. Harry never gets his five grand back, but John makes new contacts for future jobs, gets his teeth fixed for free, learns how to make license plates and where to stick that shiv so it does the most good, and continues embellishing his attitude about "the system." Once out, he can say, "I've paid my debt to society." Okay, but what about his debt to Harry?

▫

There are times when I wonder why everyone doesn't think the way "crime" thinks. We're all afraid of cops. Check your pulse the next time you see those blue lights in your rear window, no matter what you were or weren't doing. Is the first thing that pops in your head, "This is a nation of laws; If I haven't done anything wrong, I have nothing to worry about."

Yeah, right.

Everybody knows that every one of us is breaking at least one of the hundreds of thousands of laws, rules, or regulations that cover us like a bad rash. When those blue lights flash, what pops into most minds is: "I'm caught! What'd I do? Is the cop going to jam me?" You begin cursing skin colors, clothing choices, length of hair, that new row of body piercings on your left ear. In our hearts we know that the law has very little to do with what happens next. It's pretty much up to the cop: A notice, a warning, a citation, an order to exit the vehicle, face down on the asphalt with your hands cuffed behind you, a ride to the pokey awaiting charges, perhaps a few thumps, the course of your entire life altered depending on how some man or woman chooses to interpret his or her mission and act out the day's frustrations. That's what flashes through most minds when those blue lights appear in the rear view mirror.

Even cops are afraid of cops—their cops, at least: Internal Affairs. Do street cops and detectives look upon IAD investigators as honorable defenders of the purity of the jurisdiction's cophood? Or do cops look upon IAD investigators as "rats," "shoe-flies," and—dare we say it—just another gang with which they must compete?

So, what is the law for? What is justice? Is it possible to have law that isn't merely a game to play or a tool by which one group of thugs can gain an advantage over another? And what of the police officer, prosecutor, counsel for the defense, or judge who is actually an honorable person striving against impossible odds for this "justice" we all would like to see? The frustrated police officers I have known inspired a character in one of my mysteries to explain to his father what it was like being a cop. "It's like trying to bail out the Titanic with a thimble and taking the blame for all the wet feet."

▫

To top it off, there is the endless succession of victims, the recipient of all of this incompetence, venality, brutality, cruelty, insensitivity, and greed. What is "justice" for them? Paying them off ? Killing off the perpetrators? Or do we put them in jail too for attempting to defend themselves by means other than that provided in the law? All to often those in the system become trapped by the letter of the law, forgetting what the law was supposed to accomplish.

▫

Meanwhile, as we are wrapped in fear, burying our loved ones, wiping up our blood and tears, and pondering all of these heavy issues, John (still in prison for stealing Harry's money) sneaks into Bruno's cell and steals a carton of Bruno's cigarettes. Bruno finds out about it (tough to keep a secret in a small town), looks up John and cuts all protestations of innocence off at the knees. Bruno takes his cigarettes back, lumps up John's head a bit, and picks up a couple of other things of John's for his trouble. In addition, Bruno promises to reach down John's throat, grab his scrotum, and yank him inside out if he tries stealing anything from Bruno ever again. What has transpired is something very ordinary, yet quite profound. No one notices, however, because it happened so quickly, so inexpensively, and in an environment where such efficiency is taken for granted.

▫

▫

Stage two.  Group therapy is based on a simple truth: you can't con a con. An alcoholic in rehab sitting in group cleverly and charmingly trying to minimize what he has done will be challenged by the other alkies in the group every time because every sodden soul in that circle knows all of the games by heart. All of them have played those games until they are all experts. It works the same with drug addicts, compulsive gamblers, child molesters, rapists, schizophrenics, and … convicts.

In court, or a police station's holding pen, where wrongdoers have an opportunity to witness one of their own pulling a song-and-dance on a cop, judge, or an ADA, look at the ones who don't think they're being observed. Smirks, chuckles, whispers, laughter—the amused superiority of the knowing.

Take a vicious little street punk, put him in a white collar with a big bow, pluck all that chain mail out of his face, brush his hair, polish his Buster Browns, have him look at that judge with big, wide eyes and say, "I swear I didn't do it, judge, and I promise I'll never do it again." Then watch the heads shake and the shoulders quake as the judge buys it and issues a little wrist slap. The knowing ones know what has just taken place, and they know the result. The laughs die away early, though, because a fiction that criminals too, in their deepest souls, would like to believe in has just been shown once again to be just another pipe dream: Law and order.

Meanwhile, Bruno is back in his cell, smoking one of his butts, with no complaints. Justice for him has been served. You will note that in this example, Bruno did not rat out John to the guards and attempt to seek justice through "the system." It's not just the universal prohibition against being a rat, either. There just isn't any point in seeking justice through "the system." Not for cons. Perhaps not for anyone.

▫

You let that kind of stuff fester in your brain long enough, and Infinity Hold3 begins demanding to be told. I admit it: stories push me around all of the time, especially this one. It went places where I didn't want to go and dished up some characters and situations I didn't want to have in my pages. Of course, as this group of cons would be happy to point out to you, as they pointed it out to me, they own the pages.

Infinity Hold3 tells of a different kind of lawgiver with a different kind of law. Indeed, it's a different attitude about law. When I began it was just a story. By the time I finished, there was a body of enforced domestic and foreign law that still seems to make more sense to me than the system under which I live.

The novel Infinity Hold was first published in 1989, but due to publishing limitations and practices at the time, most of the story had to be left out. The work was reissued in the same form through the Author's Guild Backinprint.com program in December of 2000. Now, thanks to print-on-demand and e-book technology, I am pleased to be able to bring you the full story published as Infinity Hold3.


These are not pretty people, they are not in a pretty place, and pretty things don't happen to them. Every now and then, though, a thing called "justice" peeks through. Enough readers got caught up with these characters and what they did as they struggled to make order out of hell to encourage me and keep me at my efforts over the years to bring them and you the remainder of this tale. A number of those readers were police officers, and a larger number were convicts and ex-convicts. The convicts expressed the belief that I could not have written Infinity Hold without having done hard time. The police officers wanted to know if I was or ever had been "on the job." Very big complements, both of them.

▫

Is a full series likely, with additional works coming in the future? It is very possible. At the end of Infinity Hold3 there is still a huge amount of work left to do on Tartaros. I think I'd like to try my hand at it. 

▫

—Barry B. Longyear


Vienna, February, 2002 
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▫

Greenville, A.D. 2115


▫

There's a story every shark's heard. It's supposed to have come from a crowbar pit on one of the upper rim-side planets. Maybe it was from Jonomann Penal on Menes, or Vandys Correctional in the Killilian Wastes on Rashnu. For all I know, it could have happened right here on Earth. It's about old protomo: a new shark on his first day in the crowbars.

After proto gets his uniform issue, he walks onto the block, and the first thing that greets him is a fist in his face. When the birds stop chirping, the new shark sees that the guy who decked him was the same guy who had been standing in front of him in the issue line.

"Why'd you do that?" protomo demands.

"You're new," he answers, then the slugger walks off.

Old protomo goes into a blind rage about this treatment, and he looks around for something to smash. The first thing he sees is a face and he drives his fist into it. With his anger cooled a bit, the new shark sees that the guy he punched was the guy who had been standing behind him in the issue line.

The fellow on the floor holds his jaw and asks, "Why'd you do that?"

Sharky answers, "You're new."

Thus endeth the lesson.

▫

▫

It used to be a tickle watching the protos being led to their cells. The oh-seven thousand door slammed open, then in came the cherry following the lime green directional lights. He'd be all wide-eyed, dressed in stiff new crowbar blues, carrying a double armload of sheets, blankets, underwear, and his second uniform. You knew what those wide eyes were seeing. You knew what those new ears were hearing. You knew what proto was feeling because you been there once yourself.

Protomo was seeing cage after cage of trapped sharks—vicious, unpitying animals, his new peers. You picked up that word "peers" if you collected some breaks and worked the clock in one of those rehab hotels where all you did was put on the heads and put in your time. It's a soft clock and it's something to do. I was in one of them for a short stretch. Williamsburg Rehab. Then I got transferred to Old Miss; the joint with the view of the big runny; the Union of Terran Republics' Penal Center at Greenville. We called it the Crotch.

The proto who came to the Crotch faced the rock clock: hard time. And after his eyeballs soaked up all those bars and cruel faces, his ears got pounded numb by the combination of a thousand rads and vids all on different stations, each one going full-blast, trying to drown out the rest. Then the sharks shouting at the top of their lungs trying to talk and be heard over the racket. The constant rumble of bars moving, the dit-dit-dit of warning alarms, then the slam after slam of barred doors closing, the stains blowing orders and watch calls into their little hand rads.

▫

Jeez, man, she was slinky-y-y—


—block twenty-seven secure—


—turn down that damned thing, man—


—just a little-bitty powder, man, I'm sick—


—fool got over to the women's side, and he—


—dit-dit-dit, rum-m-m-m-mble-SLAM.


Hey, and he said—


—open the oh-eight thousand gate—


—turn it down, man, or I'll slice your ass'n the yard—


—you're dead if you ain't got the bread—


—once he got there, hell they was uglier'n you—


—dit-dit-dit, rum-m-m-m-mble, SLAM!


▫

Then there's that whiff: A blend of locker room, hospital, discount drug store, garage, and underground toilet. Stale sweat, dirty clothes, disinfectant, sixty different kinds of after-shave, perfume, and deodorant, all overpowered by the constant smell of machine oil. The stuff that keeps those bars rolling, the locks turning, all that steel from rusting.

They say that after they were finished building Hell, the Devil loaded up an illegal hauler with the construction clean-up trash, and the hauler nosed around until he found a deserted place that no one would ever want. He dumped Hell's trash there, and they called it Mississippi. Then they found a fever swamp on the flood plain, they built a cesspool right in the middle of it, and they called it Greeneville. When it came time for the Union of Terran Republics to build its maximum security facility for recidivists, incorrigibles, and unrehabilitatables, it seems the Minister of Corrections selected the site after accidentally getting knocked into a vat at the sewage treatment plant in the El Segundo Home for the Intestinally Gross.

Summer, Autumn, Winter, Spring, the air at Greenville was so heavy, every time a breeze blew, you could hear the splash. That's what proto was breathing when he took in the sights at Hell's Shitcan.

Protomo absorbed that atmosphere, his chin trembled, and his buns started getting tight. He had been dropped straight through the floor of the candy store right down into the heart of Hell. God but it made your guts twitch.

Proto wasn't thinking about that little thing he did on the block that bought him his room at the Crotch. He wasn't thinking about that little old lady he tapped but just happened to thin in the process, or that cute little teller he yellowed as he shoved that note across the counter and aimed that greasy, black gun muzzle between her breasts, or that jury of his "peers" that never had to grow up where you stole and killed just to work your way out from under the bottom of that mountain of bodies, despair, and garbage called "home." He wasn't even thinking about that judge who sat there, man, like he had to explain away the five-to-ten rock he was dropping on you.

Hell, proto wasn't even thinking about that lawyer of his, that cockroach cash register in the money threads who collected maximum court fees by running him through the juicer with a minimum of effort. No, that's not what protomo was thinking. All that was over. Done past. Ancient history.

What the new boy did is what we all did. He stopped thinking. Kept a numb skull. You think, man, and there's only one thing to think about: time. Time and where you're spending it. You think in Greenville, or in any other pit, and you buy yourself infinity in the white rubber room.

When protomo climbed those stairs and followed the lights down that gallery toward his cell, the sharks whistled at him, made smacking sounds with their lips, said things. You know what kind of things. A lot of them were kidding; a lot of them weren't. Then you knew what pro is feeling: chicken feathers. Running down the legs terror, man. Like, if proto can't get to a white throne in the next five seconds, his brand new blues won't be brand new no mo'. If proto knew anything, he'd start counting up the colors on those sneering, smirking faces, then check his own leather and pray like hell his skin resembled the sharks in power.

▫

—bay-beeee, will you look at ol' protomo. Not a hair on that sweet thing—


—close oh-eight thousand gate—


—you turn down that damned thing, man—


—I'll get the bread, man. You know I'll get the bread—


—o-o-h, will you scan the buns on proto, there. I'm giving up tryin' the women's side, man—


—Dit-dit-dit-dit, Rumble, rumble, rumble, SLAM, SLAM, SLAM!


▫

Like I said: it was a tickle watching the protos come in. And I laughed. You had to laugh at something. It killed the clock. But you laugh real quiet, man, because if you laugh too loud, you might never stop. Then it was back to the rubber room.

▫

▫

Sharks had ways of doing the clock. Some fools got books, took mail courses, and studied like maybe someday they'd become tycoons, scientists, deep space navigators, or teachers instead of muckshuckers and deadheads. Some of the brothers buttoned the clock by talking about breaking out; others just talked; others just sat and stared at the walls. Some escaped by numbing their heads with loud music, stroke sheets, religion, or happy powders. A few mentally left the crowbars by writing stories and books. Some of them were even published, too. Some killed the clock by killing each other.

Some thinned the timepiece by getting into group activities. The chappies would shuck around singing hymns, the perverts and deadheads would hold therapy meetings, and we even had a theater group. On the men's side they were producing Brother Crowbar, an in-house ripoff of someone else's play. On the women's side they were rehearsing Mob Cinderella another ripoff of an even older work. There was a tap on the pipes that Mob Cinderella was a spoof written anonymously by a genuine goomba wiseguy, but it never paid to believe the taps. After all, a lot of sharks shocked the clock by sending out lies and rumors just to see how long they took to come back.

Whatever. It killed time.

Some killed the clock by killing themselves; taking a flyer off one of the upper galleries, a strip of trouser leg around the neck from the top of the bars, even drowning in a white porcelain throne. The young, pretty pros did that a lot. There used to be nets strung across the open spaces between the galleries to save the jumpers, but the nets were removed years ago. Like that one guard said, "Costs too much to keep you burr heads alive."

▫

When I wasn't prowling the library for something new to read, or listening to the yard gurus, I killed the clock by watching my fellow sharks at work, play, and destruction.

There were the yard monsters. They whittled on the clock by pumping iron for endless hours every day, cultivating the body grotesque. A black nationalist called Rhome Nazzar was their unofficial leader. Smart. Seen him in the library. But Nazzar had killed a lot of angel cakes, and when the haystacks walked by, you could see them give Nazzar that I-just-wanted-to-make-certain-where-you-were look as they gave the homemade cutters in their pockets a little squeeze for comfort.

We had lots of political filberts, like the anarchist Martin Stays who foamed at the mouth for his first year at the hotel. When he arrived, no one got a chance to see what he looked like, he was dropped into the black hole that fast. And every time they'd let him out, he'd rip, tear, and foam at the mouth again. Then it was back in the black hole. Out of his first year in the Crotch, he couldn't of had more than a month in the yard. When he finally stopped swinging from the treetops and they let him out of the black hole for good, he hung out in the library some. Most of the time, though, he spent the same as me: watching the zoo, but real quiet.

Another pistachio was Nkuma, and he only had the one name. He was a semi-yard monster who went around spreading "the truth." He had been a libertarian communist who discovered Jesus and was doing infinity for thinning the entire family he had been holding hostage when the stains finally cornered him. Seems they weren't quite down with the Savior, and it bought them a lot of edges.

One strange character was Ice Fingers. The name he used in prison was Herb Ollick, but he was really a middle management goomba, head of his own small family, out of some Jersey rathole. Whether that was the truth or a let's-stir-up-some-trouble rumor was one of the hotly debated topics on slow news days. However, after all of the bets had been laid, Herb would never say one way or the other. He'd just smile, write in his cell a lot, and polish his diamonds. That's how he got the name Ice Fingers. He wore five diamond rings, two on his right hand, and three on his left. Sharks weren't allowed to wear jewelry, but Ice had some guard captain on the cob. The rings were very valuable, but no one made a try for them. After all, it was just possible that Ice really was a goomba, and the Hand has long fingers.

We had a prize fighter staying with us. His name was Abner Pandro, but his fans knew him as Kid Scorpion. The wagering was that he could have captured the heavyweight title if he hadn't gotten offended by a vid reporter's question and turned the interviewer into roadkill the next day. The Kid probably could have gotten away with it, except that when the stains arrived on the scene of the crime an hour later, Kid Scorpion was still driving over and backing up over the flattened remains of the visual fourth estate.

We had some notables on the women's side, too, although it wasn't often there was an opportunity to observe. Bloody Sarah, the UTR commando officer who was working the clock for murdering one hundred and fifty-some Suryian villagers, was our most famous prisoner. The next most famous prisoner was Marantha Silver, the MJ agent who everybody knew was doing the clock on a bad rap.

The women had their own yard monsters, too. There was a bull croc named Nance Damas who pumped a bit of iron and was there for torturing to death a rapist who had done a close friend of hers, and for torturing to death the six witnesses to the event who didn't do anything because they didn't want to become involved. As they say, not making a decision is making a decision. Bad choice, too, sometimes.

It was quite a place. As big Dave used to say, in the crowbar hotel you get to see the best of everything at its worst, and the worst of everything at its best. There was the Whacker. She was an ax-murderer from Washington who used to be a social worker. We had a police captain who threw the law books out of the window along with the untouchable sleaze he was after. There was the Soprano-maker, a pepper bit who used to geld her male friends with a razor when they disappointed her, and she must've had quite a crowd of disappointments, if you listened to the stories. But stories always grow hair in the crowbars. To live up to the in house yarns of her exploits, the Soprano-maker would have had to have been running through rush-hour crowds with a chain saw.

▫

Watching the sharks was entertainment, and it kept me on top of what was happening. I knew the gangs, who to steer clear of, who to do favors for, and how to pick up and use the little pieces of information that filtered through the grapevine or down the pipe from the front office.

I survived by becoming as valuable as I could to as many brothers as possible, and by being no trouble to the rest. I knew the score, the drill, the ropes, like any old hand at the game. I was twenty-seven; eleven of those years in the crowbar stacks. Three years in Lancaster Juvenile Rehab (assault), two and six in Binghamton with another deuce and a half at Jordensville (armed robbery), a deuce at Williamsburg Rehab with a move and another big one at Greenville (murder, aggravated assault, armed robbery, resisting arrest) with, maybe, ten more on good behavior. Sixteen if I was naughty. I figured on doing the dime and walking through the door in the year 2125 at the age of thirty-seven. Then news of Tartaros came down the pipe. Brother Crowbar and Mob Cinderella were cancelled.
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▫

When You Wish Upon a Star


▫

The whole lodge had heard about Tartaros before—a planet where seventeen other planets dumped their worst sharks. It just had nothing to do with us. We'd heard Parliament blow wind at the subject, read the editorials against the penal colony, heard about the protests, saw the issue dropped time after time thanks to the bleeders and sobs. Earth wasn't one of the planets belonging to the Tartaran con cartel, so who worried about that? There were always more important things to worry about, like scoring a powder, spreading some corn, staying alive and disease free.

But there was a turn in the arguments: for every shark supported in the crowbars, eight new jobs could be created, twenty families could be fed, or another step toward finding that elusive cancer cure could be taken. That's what came down the pipes from the front office. Earth had joined the human landfill. There were too many humans in too little space to waste precious resources on the anti-social element. The bottom line was the bottom line.

We were all going to be protos. All of us were officially notified three weeks after we already knew. Anyone doing numbers on murder one, rape, child molesting, unclassified acts of terrorism, any felony involving more than ten thousand credits (including the cost of apprehension and prosecution), a second felony of any kind, the "unrehabilitatable", and anyone who they felt like sending, were to be dumped on the big T. Everyone in the Crotch had already been classified as "unrehabilitatable." That's why we were in Greenville. So, we were all notified. All of our sentences had been "commuted" to exile on Tartaros.

I went to the prison library and looked up Tartaros. The information on the planet, even its location, was classified. The information on the planet's name was not. According to the ancients, Tartaros was Hell's hell. What the Sibyl told Aeneas, as she took him on a guided tour of Hell, was that the gulf of Tartaros was so deep that its bottom was as far beneath their feet as Heaven was high above their heads. All in all, it did not sound as though being exiled to Tartaros had much chance of being a move for the better.

Exile. It sounded like something out of the days of feudal kings, knights, and all that yore.

We waited, while I watched and listened.

▫

"I don't care where I put in my time, man. It's got to be better than this place."


"Bay-beee. You have obviously not gotten the word."


"What word?"


"Nobody is going to fetch you off that rock after your time is up, bay-beee. No way. Your sentence has been commuted, changed, you have been handed the sticky stick. Tartaros is for ever, bay-beee."


"What? Man, when my time is up, I go back on the block. That's what the smear in the black rags said. And, my man, that's just what I intend to do!"


"Sor-r-r-r-y, bay-beee. The man has changed the rules. Isn't that just like the little devil? Let me consult my crystal ball. I see in our futures a long voyage, and a long, long stay."


"You telling me, man, that we don't come back? No matter what our sentences are?"


"You got it, bay-bee."


"Don't we got some rights in this? What about appeals?"


"Sor-r-r-ry, bay-bee. No rights, no fights, no deals, no appeals. We are being put on infinity hold."


▫

Watching.

The family men began putting on the ants early. Cut off, no more contact, no more mail, no more packages filled with goodies some stain was paid not to notice. The coldest monsters in the crowbars would begin weeping at odd moments for no apparent reason at all. I listened to more than one sob story about Bud, Sis, Fido and the Little Woman. Even the patriots started to come out of the closet, pissing and moaning about purple mountains majesty and amber waves of silicon chips.

The vids even got into it when the matter of pregnant prisoners came up. Why should the offspring suffer the punishment of the parent? Didn't that make the sins of the parent the sins of the child? I suppose the two-for-one reduction in the population totals helped the argument some, but the clincher was what it had always been: the children have been suffering for the sins of their parents since man invented sin. Why change now? Pregnancy was no ticket off of Tartaros. The womb brooms did a clean sweep.

I heard some of the don goomba kingpinners were talking about hiring private raiders to come and lift them off the big T, as some of them began calling the planet. But the mob chiefs usually found their money was all dried up. That number two suit in the brotherhood got real assertive when he found out that number one was on his way to infinity hold.

The yard monsters kept pumping iron, but there were lots of furtive conversations between Nazzar and some of the others like Ow Dao, Steel Jacket, and The Match. For a time, security at the Crotch was maxed. The front office expected the hotel to entropize after getting the streak, and the stains were powered up to where they probably could have taken on the army of a medium-sized planet. I had no complaints. It kept the streets clean for a bit. But the man should have saved the taxpayers the change. The Crotch wasn't ready to rock. Instead, we were stunned. Thinking about change did that.

Straightmeats fear change; the unknown. But you sit in the crowbars long enough and change is something you pray for. Even a move to another pit looks like a holiday. The thing that made the T look good to the sharks at Greeneville was that none of us knew anything about it. None of us'd ever been there, and none of us knew anyone who had been there. Not even the stains knew anything. The only ones who knew the real story were on Tartaros. There was no trouble, and, after a few days, the stains went back to business as usual.

▫

Watching. It was a tickle the way the sharks packed up the few things they were allowed to bring. Rads and vids, photos of Mommy and Fido, feelthy peektures, some health pills packed with classified vitamins and minerals. The tobacco addicts were jamming as many nails as possible into those tiny metal boxes. They were jabbering away, grinning like they were going off to grandma's for a holiday. I wondered what would happen when the pills, the weed, and the little vials of alk, powder and other stuff runs out.

There's something invigorating in thinking about being smack in the middle of fifteen thousand freaked out sharks who are all fighting rats, bugs, snakes, and giant squids in their imaginations. But the deadhead puffs can always find a way to continue being a loser. Hell, you can grow alcohol anywhere. When they can't get anything else, some of the powder-puffs even get high by cutting off the blood to their brains until they pass out.

Me? I found myself—for the first time in my life—staring at the concrete walls of my cell, wondering about me, my life, the things I had done, the people I had done them to, the things that had been done to me. What about that teacher I punched out in high school that bought me my trey in Lancaster? You punch out people that have a mouth on them, and that bundle of wimps had a mouth on him. I got my trey, but at least that smear got his mouth wired shut. I was told he quit teaching. I did some good, then.

Good. All my life I was good. Never thought of myself as bad, although there was a lot of opinions on the other side of that. It had something to do with the definitions used by the straightmeats against the ones used by the sharks.

The straightmeats told me I was no good, but good was living up to your buddies. Loyalty. Good was never growing feathers on a job, pulling out and leaving your partner to entertain the stains. Good was keeping your blowhole shut when the man wanted you to roll over on a brother to keep the numbers down when the clock was dumped in your lap. Good was stealing enough to keep your face fed and food on the table for your mother and kid sister. That was good. Good was walking down the street swinging, knowing no one would tangle with you because if you didn't stripe his ass, your gang would.

That five I did in Binghamton and Jordonsville for liberating that mom and pop grocery. I thought about that judge—wheezy old smear in the black rags—lecturing me on the "right to property."

The right to property. The judge he said, young man, he said, I don't think you will learn about this any other way. Five to eight in the Binghamton Crowbar Hotel where you will be denied your "right to property." I never had any bloody damned property in the first place. Some lesson.

Half way through my nickel at Binghamton, Eddie "The Whisper" got a modified spoon slipped between his ribs because he couldn't keep his blowhole shut. The stains knew that I knew, so it was go to the juicer and sing or go to Jordonsville. Jordonsville it was. Good. I goddamned well knew what good was. I didn't need a spoon between my ribs because I couldn't keep the wind out of my hole.

But after I spent my nickel, the doors opened and I was back on the block. My mom was dead. My kid sister off with some deadhead. No job. The gang gone—jail, dead, or just plain out on juice or powder. Hell, even the tenement where I had grown up was gone. In its place was a big hole in the ground waiting for some agency and a lot of money nobody wanted to spend to fill it with another housing project designed to deal with over population by vertical filing.

Nights I would go out to the plush quarters and do a little liberating to keep change in my pocket. I only did easy stuff. I learned to do locks in Jordonsville, along with a few other things like boxes and alarms. I learned all about the "right to property": if you leave it sitting around like a damned fool, it's mine.

Half the time I didn't even have to do a lock. Doors left open, windows open, cellar doors open, fancy boxes on dressers shouting "Hey, look in here! This is where the good stuff is!", picture frames with shiny brass hinges on one side saying "Guess what's back here?" Then you open it up and find a "safe" that couldn't keep out a spastic with a hairpin.

Then my kid sister, Danine, was found dead in some dump. She had taken a bunch of pills because her old man had gotten bored with her and split. Before he left, he had turned Danine's sweet face into an ad for a horror flick. His name was Kosta something and he was a powder puff looking for a bit with some ass left to sell. I found him and thinned his shadow. I was a little crazy after that.

I still had the gun and I went into the first bank I saw and pulled it out. I didn't even need the money. But I needed to tap that bank guard, and that first stain with a badge that came through the door. When they laid the stripes and thumps on me, I guess I needed those too. The chaos, the broken bones, helped to kill what I was feeling inside.

Then there was the rehab facility at Williamsburg where they decided I was beyond hope. I couldn't see what was wrong with thinning Danine's old man, and they figured that wasn't a plus. I had been sorry about the two stains who got broke up, but they shouldn't have gotten in the way of my pain. That was it for the rehab.

Then they sent me to Greenville. But from there where? A place called Tartaros. The big T. Exile. Permanent sentence. Infinity hold.

There would be no mail, no vids, no phones, nothing but a free, no frills, one-way ride. That was all corners with me. There wasn't a single body on Earth I wanted to write or call me. I thought about that for a long time, then I bought permission for a call and punched in the number of a bit I knew. It was the only number I could remember. She didn't remember me at all, but she wished me luck.

When it came time to pack my belongings, I couldn't think of anything special I wanted to bring. I didn't have a thing that would be useful, and there wasn't anything I wanted to remember.

I mentioned this to the yard guru in the cell next to mine. His name was Big Dave Cole. To keep me sane he had lent me the first book I had ever read all of the way through. Southey's Life of Nelson. It kept me sane, and started me on reading. So when Big Dave talked, I listened. He said to me that I should bring a book. If I didn't enjoy it myself, I could always trade it to the print addicts for what I did want.

"There won't be many books on the T, Bando, and readers will pay almost anything to keep reading."

I spoke through my bars. "What book should I bring?"

He laughed. "Hell, anything. After a few days without reading, there'll be those who'll swap you mother, best bit, and cat for a seed catalog."

"I don't know." I sighed. "It's almost like a point of honor not to bring anything. Taking something is like saying that I'm going along. It's like I'm thumbing my nose at the stains one last time if I don't bring anything."

"That's like trying to get revenge on someone by punching yourself in the head, Bando. Real smart." I heard Big Dave move around in his cell for a bit, then he laughed and said, "Here. Bring this one."

I saw the corner of an orange cover and I reached between my bars and pulled in the little pumpkin-colored book. Its title was Yesterday's Tomorrow: Meditations for Hard Cases.


▫

Moving day.

"Nicos, Bando, 3340792. Stand at the door." It was a couple of stains with screenboards with more stains behind them herding the processed sharks out of the block. I stood at the door, grabbed the top of the bars, and waited until the stain was finished feeling me up.

"Any belongings, Nicos?" asked the short skinny one.

"No."

"You're not coming back from this one, sharkie. You sure you don't want to bring something with you from Earth? Some pressed flowers? A vid of your old gray-haired granny?"

"I got my stripes, a back full of scars, and all the shit I can carry from you assholes. I got all I want from Earth." That book of Big Dave's was in my little box that would go in the cargo hold, but why should I tell him?

"Suit yourself, tough guy."

I always had.
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▫

To Grandmother's House We Go


▫

They moved us in groups of fifty to the spaceport. It was another tickle to think about space, other worlds, stars. When you have your nose in the garbage, garbage is all you ever see or think about. Thinking about not being on Earth, about being out there in space somewhere, was a cruise.

I used to dream about flying among the stars when I was a kid and could still dream. I would eat up the stories of UTR deep space pilots and explorers, imagining myself zipping past pink gas clouds and huge red stars. At least I was going to get to see some of those things on the way to Tartaros.

On the bus I sat by the window. That way I got to see all those places I never saw in the daylight. Sure, I saw plush before when I used to do it for jewelry, cash, coats, coin and stamp collections. But that was work, and always at night. There were still neighborhoods like theirs, neighborhoods like mine; people like them, and people like us. All those big highways, glass office buildings, cozy little mansions saying bye-bye to old Bando Nicos. Can't use you, Bando. Time to put you away—far away from us good, good people.

Hell, no one noticed the bus. It was just another vehicle in another rush hour parade whining down another road. Fifty human beings on their way to infinity hold, but the world, the city, not one soul paused to take notice.

Maybe, somewhere in one of those glass office buildings, some government accountant was patting his fat belly and nodding over his backlit spread sheet. It took the Union of Terran Republics sixteen thousand credits a year to keep Bando Nicos locked up in Greenville. Now Bando and the whole joint were on their way to the spaceport and a place called Tartaros. Cost: the no-frills price of the trip. He'd pat his belly and nod again. Check, check, enter column, delete; the Ministry of Corrections was moving into the black.

I turned from the window and went back to watching my fellow animals. Nkuma was seated next to me, and in the aisle seat across from him was a defrocked priest whose name I never knew. Everyone just called him Fodder and he was rocking the clock for raping a young girl and killing two parishioners in an alcoholic rage. He was the most guilty shark I ever saw, constantly mumbling prayers that might, somehow, plea bargain his way out of the big toaster. Nkuma leaned over and said, "Pack it, Fodder. There ain't no way 'round the red suit." With his cuffed hand Nkuma touched a finger against his own knee. "Ssssssss!" He lifted his finger, shook it and blew on it. "Hot. Hot!" Then he laughed while Fodder continued his mumbling.

We never got to see the outside of the prison ship. The waiting pen had no windows, and there was nothing but a guarded corridor to the hatch. At the hatch I caught the whiff. It smelled like any other pit.

"Nicos, Bando, 3340792."

I shuffled out of the pack and made my way down the bare-metal aisle between the drab-looking seats. Whoever built that ship had saved a bundle on interior decorating. In the back of my head was an itch that wondered if I could keep sane doing nothing but sitting in one of those minimalist flight couches for the days it would take to reach Tartaros. When I imagined the ship, I expected to see windows. I thought I could kill the clock watching the stars pass by. But there were no windows. I felt panic gnaw at my edges. Close places make it hard to breath. I have to see the outside or I suffocate.

I stopped before a stain who was carrying a bad look and a screenboard. After checking the number on my jacket against his board, he nodded, toward a half-filled row of seats. "In there, Nicos."

I looked toward the rear of the compartment. Rows and rows of cons. They looked like galley slaves in one of those old Roman ships. I glanced at the stain. "When do we get issued oars?"

His eyes were covered by his cap's visor. The rest of his face was like brick. "Oars?"

I shrugged. "Forget it."

His cheek muscles twitched. "Don't make trouble Nicos."

"What'll you do, stain? Put me in jail?"

The tiny mouth beneath the guard's visor cracked into a humorless grin. "No more jails for you, burr head. But I might arrange for you to make the trip to Tartaros with a couple of broken knees. Maybe you'd like a little stroll outside after we take off? Maybe I just won't let you use the white throne for the trip."

The man always has the power. I did what I should have done in the first place: shut my blowhole. Again the guard nodded toward the half-filled row of seats. "Put your striped ass in that chair and buckle up, tough guy."

I moved in, sat in the last empty seat, and buckled the metal mesh belt across my upper thighs. Just for the laughs I tried to release the buckle.

"No way."

I looked and saw that my left-hand companion was one of the yard monsters from Greenville. One of the black gang that broke arms for Snowflake. Freddy something. I had done him a couple of favors. "Never hurts to try."

Freddy something nodded once, then closed his eyes and rested his head against the back of his couch. I looked to my right as another yard monster, Dick Irish, dropped into the next seat and buckled up. I closed my eyes and swallowed. Dick Irish's arm was one of the many snapped by Freddy in the line of duty. Irish nudged me with his elbow, grinned, and talked in a low whisper. "Keep low, Nicos. I got a little present for that black bastard." He glanced at Freddy then opened his jacket just enough for me to see the handle of a home-made cutter.

My gut knotted as I contemplated those two sweetmeats having a slash-and-snap contest in my lap. I glanced up at the compartment's overhead and whispered to Irish: "Up there, Dick."

He looked up. "What?"

"See those things that sort of look like air vents?"

Irish frowned and nodded. "Yeah? What about them?"

"Cameras. They're watching us every second."

He glared at the air vent for a moment, shrugged, and leaned back in his seat. "How long's it going to take for the stain to work his way down a row full of sharks? I can make ground round out of Freddy before anyone gets here. I'm on infinity hold. I ain't got nothin' to lose."

I moistened my lips and whispered again. "Don't be a jerk. They got comp-run light guns tied in with the cameras. You'll be cut in half before you can get that edge all the way out of your jacket." I glanced at Freddy, but the monster still had his eyes closed. When I looked back at Irish, he was glowering at the overhead. He rubbed his chin, then clasped his hands over his belly and turned his face in my direction. "You sure, Nicos?" I nodded emphatically. He looked back at the overhead, then closed his eyes. "God damn stains."

The knot in my gut eased just a bit. Cameras? Light guns? Computers? How long was it going to take for old sweetmeat on my right to figure out that those air vent-looking things were only air vents? I felt an elbow nudge my left am and I looked into Freddy something's smiling face.

"Smart," he whispered. "Stay smart." He resumed his sleeping pose while that protomo feeling crawled all over me. Greenville was beginning to look better and better.












││││

││││

││││

▫

UTRPSS 1364


▫

In the ship, we were stuck in rows sixteen across. A few sharks were cut loose long enough every now and then to hand out tasteless little box chows to the rest. You went to the white throne under escort, and when you stood up to make the trip, you got to see the whole compartment. It was a long trip, and I got to count the rows a lot of times.

Fifty-four rows, and all were full. Eight hundred and sixty-four cons in that compartment. Twenty compartments in the ship. Seventeen thousand two hundred and eighty cons. Maybe. I never got to see the sizes of the other compartments.

When the stains took you to the white throne, you were put through a zatz thing that cleaned you, clothes and all. You didn't feel clean at all, but it sort of killed the smell. I knew some of the happy-powder boys who had hollowed out heels, had sewed sweet death into their seams, and had even dissolved their shit and soaked their blues in a saturated solution. None of the stuff made it through the zatz.

"Man, how can that thing clean out a sealed glass container?" The whine came from a powder-puff three or four seats down from Dick Irish. He had his shoe off and was looking with great woe upon an empty vial that protruded from the back of his heel.

When the puffs began getting tense with the sweat-writhe-and-heave thing, the guards and even some of the sharks thought it was funny. At least the sharks that weren't sitting near them thought it was funny. A lap puddled in puke does terrible things to one's sense of humor.

When the puffs started seeing tentacles and strangling their seat mates, prescription downs were issued. I didn't even want to think about what the puffs would be like after landing. After the downs had all done past.

You got to brush your own teeth with a recycled toothbrush dipped in a paste that tasted like frog-fungus frappe'. Back in my seat, the metal mesh belt was locked in place, then it was back to staring at the insides of my eyelids.

What can you do when you can't do anything? At first I tried sleeping. That constant rumbling vibration from the ship's engines helped to drown out the noises around me, but it's tough to sleep for weeks if you're still alive.

I hummed songs, I thought of every piece of my past that I could remember, I tried figuring numbers in my head, which was a waste. I couldn't do much with numbers when I had a calc. Without a box, I was helpless.

It got so that I would have given my left leg, and a good bit of my right, to get Big Dave's book out of my box in the cargo hold. There were a few paperback books that had been carried on board, but they never seemed to travel my way. I began having fantasies about the wonderful time I would have when I could plant my feet on solid ground, open Yesterday's Tomorrow, and read until I went blind.

Finally Freddy got bored enough that he wanted to talk. What he wanted to talk about were the men, women and children, in and out of hotels, that he had tortured, maimed, and killed. With surprising gracefulness he would gesture with his hands as he talked, and the stories frightened me so that it took quite a bit of mental effort to remember to blink every now and then.

Watching.

There was a shark sitting in front of me who carried a long face on a slender body. The stains would call him out when it was his turn to visit the throne, which is how I knew his name was Clark Antess. I thought I had remembered him from the vids. He was a former member of Parliament, had been appointed by the First Minister to head the UTR Defense Force's Office of Procurement making him the number two man in the Ministry of Defense.

Clark Antess had been caught with his manicured fingers in the till to the sound of three mills. What that long face had to have been pondering was this vaporous thing fools call justice. See, there was a bird in the Ministry of Defense who had done the very same thing Clark had done, except that he had done it two years earlier for eight times the change. That fellow had done eight months on a rehab farm and was on parole publishing his book by the time the nabs got Clark.

It was all in the timing. An election came rolling around and it was again time to interview a couple of bums, drag out the drug addicts again, and just to show the folks that we're not just down on the little people, let's nail someone who wears a suit.

So Clark found himself with a bag full of bad numbers and riding a rocket to Hell's hell thinking that if he had stolen thirty mill instead of three, he wouldn't be on his way to infinity hold. Instead he'd be in group therapy nodding his head and telling some counselor how he'd seen the light and was bent on mending his ways just as soon as the movie and vid-serial rights from his life story were negotiated.

One time when he came back from the throne and was facing me before he sat down, I held up my right fist and said "Justice!"

He looked at me with those sad eyes, turned around, and sat down without replying. Freddy jabbed me with his elbow and observed, "You're always lookin', Bando. Always lookin'."

"I don't mean anything by it. Just killing the clock, same as everybody else."

Freddy grinned and shook his head. "No, you watchin', but not like everybody else. See, when the other yard eagles look around, they're tryin' to find somethin' to laugh or shout at. They're tryin' to fill the moment. When you look you see things maybe you shouldn't."

"I don't know what you're talking about."

"Sure you do." He sat up, faced me and opened his big brown eyes. "I've seen you lookin' with all those gears turnin' in your head. Sometimes when I catch you lookin' at me or Irish or some other shark, sometimes I get the feelin' you're takin' somethin' that don't belong to you."

"Like what?"

"If I believed in vampires, I'd say you were soul-stealin'."

"Freddy, do you believe in the big bats?"

"No. I don't believe in vampires." Freddy closed his eyes and rested his head against the back of his couch. "That's why I figure you're some kind of ghoul livin' off the rest of us somehow—eatin' us with your eyes."
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▫

Pussyface


▫

Dick Irish wanted to talk about the new world we were going to, how it was a fresh start for all of us, and that he would go straight and make himself into a new man just as soon as he had finished butchering Freddy and settling a few other old scores he had in mind. Between trying to sleep sitting up, my legs hurting from sitting so much, being locked up with no windows, and listening to the yard monsters' horror stories, I was a long way from getting rested. Above the sink in the throne room was a mirror, and every time I looked at it, the fellow who looked back had aged a year.

There was a game we played like twenty questions, except we only allowed eight questions. One of us would pick a shark and answer questions on the yard eagle's criminal record or crowbar history while the other two tried to guess the shark's name. Dick Irish was as thick as frog-foot fungus, but Freddy was sharp. Anyway, he knew a lot about the sharks.

"Male?" asked Freddy.

"Yes."

"White?"

"No."

"Murderer?"

"No."

"Political?"

"No."

Freddy looked up at the air vent. "Arson?"

"No."

Freddy squinted his eyes at me and asked, "Does he pump iron?"

I nodded and tried to keep a poker face. There were maybe two hundred yard monsters at Greeneville. "He pumps iron. You got one more question."

"Swindler? Yirbe Vekk? Steel Jacket?"

"Yeah. Now you pick one."

Freddy closed his eyes and flexed his fingers as though he were strangling a rhino. "I got one."

I blew my eight questions, and an additional eight questions that Freddy gave me out of the goodness of his heart.. I couldn't guess who it was, and Freddy expanded on the game. He gave me a five-minute description of the shark, and the only thing I managed to figure out was that, whoever the yard eagle was, he was a real asshole. Then I gave up and Freddy told me. The shark was Bando Nicos. I got tired of the game and Freddy didn't stop giggling for hours.

▫

Watching. Maybe half-way through the trip the sharks stopped making like a trip to grandma's for the holidays. First quiet, then talk; pumping the stains for something on Tartaros. But none of them had been there either. One of the seventeen other planets using the big T had supplied the prison ships, but the UTR had supplied its own guards. The talk got angry, then the guards shuffled us around to different seats. I said goodbye to Irish and Freddy and let my guts unwind for the first time in days.

I wound up with a pussyfaced filbert from Lewisburg Max on my right. He was a terrorist who looked like a daisy with a beard and sideburns. On my left was the aisle. In the aisle seat across from mine was Big Dom from Greenville. Him I knew. He was a big Greek with a brain the size of a pea who killed his clock by lifting weights ten hours a day. I had done Dom a few favors back in the Crotch.

"Hey, Bando."

"Dom. How goes it?"

The giant grinned, half the teeth missing from his head. "Need my weights, Bando. Dom needs his weights."

"Can't be too long, now."

"All this energy in me's ready to explode. I can't find no way to work it off. You know this ship ain't got no windows?"

"I noticed."

"I want to look at the stars, Bando."

"Just cruise, Dom. Can't be too long now. Just cruise."

"What about my energy? How can I work it off?"

"Try isometrics. Like you push and pull against things." I put my hands on the back of the seat in front of me. "Like this, and push. It'll work your arms, back and shoulders. Get your legs into it and you can even work those too."

Dom placed his hands on the back of the seat in front of him and pushed. There was a hellishly loud cracking sound and Dom just about folded the shark in that seat in half. Those seats weren't supposed to move, and when they replaced the back on that one, I saw the steel back supports the big man had snapped in two. He looked at me, his hairless eyebrows raised, looking very guilty.

"It's okay, Dom," I said to him. "It can't be too long now. Just cruise."

Dom nodded. End of conversation. The hairy thing on my right opened his mouth for the first time and whispered. "That sweetmeat a friend of yours?"

"What's it to you?"

The hair nodded at Dom. "We're going to need friends like that where we're going."

I looked at the kid. "What do you know about where we're going, Pussyface?"

The kid grinned. Nice dental work peeked out of all that hair. "I'm not like the rest of you yard eagles. I got ways of finding out. Tartaros is going to be my place."

I laughed. "You?" Skinny little punk. I laughed again.

The kid nodded. "Me."

I shook my head. "Look, Pussyface—"

"My name is Garoit. Darrell Garoit."

"Okay, Darrell Garoit, you pussyface. For openers, it's sharks with think-goo, coin, and connections that run the pits. Next, you're a pussyfaced little punk. Punks don't run the crowbars; they get run by the powered up sharks. Last, just what is it that you know about Tartaros?"

He sneered at me, leaned his head back against his seat, then closed his eyes. I wrapped the fingers of my right hand around his skinny wrist and squeezed. "Pussyface, I can bust this arm like a twig. Now, I asked a question."

"All right!" Darrell Garoit rubbed his released wrist, then gave me a bad look. "There's no hotel on Tartaros. No crowbars, no stains. Nothing but cons. My group, the Freedom Front, we fought against the UTR joining the con dump on Tartaros, so I've studied all about it. See, there's no jail, no government, no guards. A guy with political savvy can go a long way there, if he can stay alive long enough. I plan to stay alive."

"You're packed. What kind of system is that? How do they get any work done, or keep the sharks off each other's throats without hightowers keeping watch?"

"No guards of any kind, Nicos. No stains, no front office. We'll be on our own."

"That doesn't make any sense. What is it, then?"

"It's a dump. But it's the raw stuff of political evolution. Anarchy of a kind waiting for Utopia."

I looked around for a face, but couldn't find it. "Look, Garoit, my bunch from Greenville has a terrorist in it ten times riper'n you. He's an anarchist, too." I chuckled. "He's bigger'n you, too. You get a chance, you find Martin Stays and tell him how you're going to run the place. If it's like you say, he'll be thinking the same thing you are. Watch out for him when he starts foaming at the mouth, though. He's about due."

The kid nodded and smiled. "It's true. You'll find out."

▫

Tartaros makes sense, if you think about it. If you think about it like a budget-strapped prison system up to its high pockets in population, sharks, angry taxpayers, and anti-crime pressure groups. Dump the cons. It gets rid of them, no maintenance costs, no crowded prisons, and who cares what happens? The cons are being all set free, so why should they complain?

Free. Why that word yellowed my guts confused more than just me. All cons want to be free, except for a few sickies who can't sleep without a pile of crowbars to hug. But most cons want to be free. If what the kid said was true, then I could go off in the mountains or forests, set up my own shack and be at peace with myself. Maybe I could find a woman. There had to be female exiles from Greenville on board the ship. Exile to Tartaros could be the best thing that ever happened to me.

I thought about it, and thought about it some more. With each thought my cabin in the woods dream faded a bit more. Cons had been dumped on Tartaros for over forty years. We wouldn't be dropping into an uninhabited paradise. Forty years is a lot of cons, and the more that cons run a place, the more deadly and unpredictable that place becomes. What's more, if it was paradise, the man would have his own cabin put up there. No one ever turned paradise over to sharks. Tartaros would be something else.

No walls, no bars, no guards—but what? The word spread, but that question "What?" kept things under control. We were all going to be free. But what is "free?" Take a shipload of dumb sharks and have them ponder their first philosophical question. A lot of frowns, a lot of head shaking, a lot of fear, but no trouble.

By the time the ship entered Tartaros's atmosphere, I made certain of two things: Big Dom was going to stick to me like a second skin, and Darrell Garoit, former crazy bomber for the Freedom Front—whatever the hell that was—would be with us. Maybe he'd run things for a while. There was a new set of ropes to be learned, and he talked like he knew a few knots.
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▫

Free At Last, Free At Last


▫

Before the hatch opened each of us was issued a heavy parka, five days worth of those little box chows and a plastic bottle of water in a sack, and a kit bag containing the personal belongings each of us had been allowed to bring along. I checked and my kit bag had only Big Dave's book in it, so I put my box chows and water in the bag, as well.

The hatch opened, and there was nothing but blackness beyond the illuminated bay. An icy smell of sulfur and dust crept into the ship. As soon as I stood at the head of the ship's ramp, I slung my kit bag on my shoulder and that protomo feeling was on me like slime on slugs.

Outside it was the kind of cold that sticks the insides of your nostrils together when you inhale. The area around the ship was lit up with a huge umbrella of yellow light. You could see that the ground was loose sand with little clumps of round-bladed grass sticking out here and there.

The edge of the light umbrella seemed to steam the ground where it touched. "The ship puts out a force field to keep the old sharks on the planet from attacking it." I looked back and saw Garoit staring wide-eyed at the yellow lights. His eyes aimed at me and he gave one of those nervous grins.

"No question about it, Nicos. This is a one-way trip."

I looked around and saw the expressions on the faces of a few of the powder puffs. They were beginning to take in that whatever deals they might have made with the guards to obtain various valuable medicines were null and void. Once we stepped beyond the yellow umbrella, there would be no more contact with the stains. The expressions were of resignation and suppressed panic.

A few of them, as always, put aside their panic to become predators. Each one began doing an inventory on the remaining puffs, making a mental list of who was probably holding what. This data was collated against each puff's physical strength and speed, as well as against each deadhead's place in the disembarkation order. Sworn lifetime friendships and blood brotherhoods were evaporating as everyone reassessed his priorities.

I saw Freddy waving a finger at me as he shook his head and mouthed the words, "Watching, Bando? Still watching?"

I shrugged and waved a hand in return as I faced the hatch. The names were called and checked off a screenboard as a body admitting to each name exited. The guard reading the names was the same stain who had ranked me on that first day before I had even gotten to my seat. On the trip I had learned that his name was Crawford.

"Nicos, Bando, 3340792."

I held up my right hand and wiggled my fingers. "That's me."

Crawford looked up from his board, his gray eyes laughing at me. "Well, this is it, tough guy." He nodded toward the hatch. "How's it look?"

"At least it's got a big beach," I answered with my usual you-can't-touch-me grin. The grin melted as I looked upon one of the last persons I would see who would make it back to Earth. "Crawford, have a good trip back." What the hell, it didn't cost anything.

The stain looked out of the hatch and back at me. "Good luck, Nicos." He held out his hand.

I nodded and shook hands with him. "Thanks. It looks like I can use some."

Before he let go of my hand he looked like he was trying to decide if I'd be worth the waste of a few words. I passed the test. He said, "Anytime before you arrive at the gates of Hell, Nicos, you can change your own luck."

I gestured with my head toward the hatch. "Here?"

He gave my hand a final shake, "Even here. Give it a try." He released my hand and called out the next shark's name and number.

▫

After we were all out, the ship closed its hatches, turned off the lights, then gave us a two-minute warning to stand clear. We stumbled off in the dark, away from the ship, then watched as it rose into the night and fired off with a blinding white streak of light. I watched it until the light disappeared over the horizon. Big Dom stood next to me. He pointed up at the sky.

"Bando, look. I don't see no stars."

I looked up. "Your eyes haven't adjusted to the dark yet. Maybe it's just cloudy."

My eyes were adjusted to the dark. I could make out a couple of faint stars, but the rest of the sky was blank. The sky wasn't overcast. It was just empty. I pointed the two stars out to Dom, but the big man was crying.

"Them stars's all I could see from my window in Greenville. I knew them stars, Bando. The names, stories, and everything." He looked down and shook his head. Then that look came over him. It was the way the head hung and the shoulders slouched. It said, "It is the purpose of the universe to dump on me. So what's new?" That's how the shark makes it from one day to the next without taking it slam between the eyes. I squeezed Dom's shoulder and looked up at the sky.

I knew enough about stars to know that they could have stuck us all the way outside the galaxy and the sky would still be crowded with lights. There should be thousands of galaxies up there, each one looking like a star, unless we had been stuck on the outside edge of the universe. Then, I thought, maybe that's what they had done. God, it made my guts knot.

I pulled on Dom's arm. "What're you looking for? A post office? C'mon. We better find a place to hole up for the night. You seen Pussyface?"

Dom looked around, a head and a half above the crowd of sharks. Somewhere there was talking, then everyone talking at once. Dom pointed toward a bunch of dark figures huddled together in their parkas. "The beard's over there."

We slogged through the crowd, our shoes filling with sand, until we came up on Garoit and his group. Six men and four women. I thought I recognized a couple of them from Greenville. He looked around at us, then held his right hand out toward his ten listeners.

"Nicos, Dom, these are the other members of the Freedom Front." A few of them nodded at us. Garoit turned back to his buddies.

"Later we'll pool our chow. Then I'll distribute according to need." He looked back at us.

"You two understand that?"

I laughed. Whatever had Pussyface been smoking? Dom walked until he stood inches away from Garoit. Then the giant looked down at the fuzzy little man and poked Garoit in the chest. "What's mine is mine, hairball. You got a problem with that?"

Garoit licked his lips and backed away, rubbing his chest. "No, Dom. No problem." He pointed at two of his buddies as the crowd of sharks started talking louder.

"Shaw, Emil, hold me up."

The two lifted Garoit up into the dark until he was sitting on their shoulders. Then he held out his hands and shouted. The strength of his voice surprised me.

"Listen to me! All of you, listen!" The blowholes quieted down some. In the distance there were the sounds from the other gangs that were organizing, but they quieted down and listened.

"I don't think the old sharks on this planet know about us yet," said Garoit." That's why the ship put us down on the night side. But, they'll find out about us soon enough, and we have things they want—new coats, clothes, food."

He sat silent for a long moment, then he said in a quiet voice. "The only way we're going to survive, is if we stand united. Right now there are sixteen, seventeen thousand of us. Nobody is going to tangle with a united force—"

"Stick it!"

The voice stood out, and was joined by other voices.

"You're packed."

"Goddamned politicals."

"Punk."

"Did ya hear the blowhole on that beard?"

"The overripe mushrooms do grow in the dark."

Then most of the cons turned away and gathered with gangs and around leaders that they knew and respected; prison gangs from their former hotels. A lot of them moved off into the night. Some, about sixty, stayed to listen to Garoit.

Martin Stays, Greenville's answer to Pussyface, was one who stayed. I saw Freddy there, which meant that Dick Irish couldn't be far behind. I saw Steel Jacket, Nazzar, and a couple of other Yard monsters from the Crotch. Most I just couldn't see because of the dark, but I heard Ice Finger's voice, Kid Scorpion's and a few others.

Garoit slung the bull around for half an hour about freedom, equality, and crapternity. About the only thing he said that did make any sense was that being part of a strong group was the only sure way to stay alive. It seemed to me that depended on the quality of the gang you joined, and seventy flabby or underfed filberts was a wimp-looking bunch compared to some of the other gangs out there on the sand.

I was about to jab Dom in the arm and find a healthier new society to join, when a huge mob began working its way toward Garoit. Fifteen hundred, maybe two thousand bodies. From what I could see and hear, they were mostly women. They surrounded Garoit and his tiny band, then one of them separated from the others and walked up to the beard as his two buddies lowered him to the ground.

Her hood was up, and she stood a half-head taller than Garoit. "We want to know what you plan to do, and how you plan to do it. And don't stick your flag in my face, tiny. Just give me the facts."

Garoit stared at her for a moment, then pulled at his beard. "Let me ask you: what do you want?"

"We're women dropped in the middle of a pack of real hungry sharks. What in the hell do you think we want?"

Garoit nodded. "I see." He nodded some more, then looked at her.

"What's your name?"

"Nance Damas."

I had heard about Nance Damas for years. Bull croc, yard monster, torturer, murderer, and all-around graduate of Old Miss's Finishing School. I squinted to see her face, but it was too dark.

"My name is Darrell Garoit." Old Garoit looked like he was busting a gut swallowing eight-hundred political slogans, trying to find the words that would win over Nance Damas and her crowd rather than have her leave him in the dust or bust him up. "We stick together. We protect each other. That's what we plan to do."

Nance looked around, then faced Garoit again. "Who's going to boss this gang?"

Garoit looked around at the electorate, and I could see him eating his own flag. "It's not a gang, and there's no boss. First we get out of here. Find a place to hole up. Then we talk about it. Then we vote."

"Majority rules?"

"That's right."

"What if you lose the vote, fuzzy? Do you take your ball and go home?"

"Grunt all you want in the women's yard, Damas," Garoit said under considerable steam. "Here I said we vote on it, and that's what I meant."

Nance stood quiet for a time, then she looked up as we all heard a fight here, a fight there, breaking out. The first long night was already in progress. She looked back at Garoit. "Okay. Let's hole up. Then we talk."

But there was some that wanted right then to talk. Who's going to run the thing—red, yellow, white, black, male, female, straight, gay, fried, clean—a couple of fights, a lot of serious threats, a cutter or two pulled, a few drips of blush on the sand. Between Nance and Pussyface we tabled everything. For the time being, we'd stick together and sort out the banners in the morning.

It was the biggest gang, so me and Dom went along. Maybe another couple of hundred other men joined as we left. Maybe it was because we were the biggest gang; maybe it was because we had most of the women. We walked a couple of hours until we came to an area with tall dunes capped by that grass. We put out guards and huddled down together for warmth and to try and get what sleep we could.

There were a few of the sharks, men and women together, who began to talk and they must have kept it up for an hour or more. I glanced up a couple of times, and they were talking out their troubles. I snuggled against Dom, and I saw him looking up at the night sky. I supposed it wouldn't have hurt anybody if they'd found a place with more stars. I turned over, got a mouthful of sand, and spat it out. The stuff tasted like sulfur and chalk. My body began shaking with chills as the wind picked up.

Free at last; free at last. God damn it all to hell, anyway. Free at last.












││││

││││

││││

▫

A Patch of Green


▫

The false dawn began with the sky a deep purple that faded into black. After a few minutes, pale blue edged into the black, then there was this moment of beautiful blue that filled the sky and slicked you into believing the planet might be capable of offering a halfway reasonable day.

Tartaros, however, had an effective way of evaporating the illusions it created. While I could still see my own breath as it hit the icy air, green edged into the blue, then that brassy light filled the sky.   The sun came up hot and orange.

As the light burned off the frost, a few of us clapped and cheered. But not long after the disc of that star cleared the horizon, the sweats began, the parkas and shirts began coming off, and soon you felt like every breath was a suck off a blowtorch.

You'd say to yourself, it can't get any worse than this, then the sun would move higher, the sky would go white, and we stopped kidding ourselves about being lucky only to get sentenced to Hell. We began getting the earnest heat.

You breathe in that hot air and your lungs block. They'd jam—act surprised, like don't you know this stuff is too hot to breath? Humans have only a certain temperature range in which they can survive, and this is way outside operating spec's. Yeah, but there's nothing else to breathe, so we breathed it and our lungs felt like they were crisping and curling up out of our mouths.

A little way into the morning and we all had our parkas off. That grass we saw the night before was gone—retracted into the sand. Most of us took off our shirts and put them over our heads and shoulders for some shade. The women, too, after awhile. There wasn't any reason to worry about the men. As hot as it was on the sand, even the perverts were limp and past it.

When the soft ones started to fade, a few of the stronger ones crutched them along. I watched and wondered how, long that would last. Back in the crowbars the sharks would help one another if it didn't cost anything. In fact, that was the surest way of putting someone else in your debt. Every now and then it's real important to have the right people owe you.

Always, when the helping started to cost, then it was later, some other time, and "Do I know you?" We were on Tartaros now, but a leopard still had the same spots no matter what zoo you stuck him in.

At the top of one of the taller dunes, we could see tall green mountains off in the distance. Where there were green mountains, there had to be life, trees, water, shade. Perhaps there might even be people there who could point us toward life. The image of the mountains shimmered in the heat like a dream.

Any kind of green looked good from the middle of all that parched yellow, and any fool could see that moving in that direction was number one on our things to do list. But, no, we weren't just any fool; we were a collection of very particular fools. First we had to sit in what shade we could find and decide who was going to boss the gang.

I never realized the number of political filberts a hotel collects. I mean, who cares what party grinds the bennies? You're either on the ins or the outs whatever flag the pol carries. But a bunch of those dune sharks cared. I mean, they went at it for an hour without a seam. Nance Damas, Garoit, Nkuma, a bunch of others. Martin Stays kept his mouth shut, though, and only watched.

I wondered if he was planning something. I caught myself trying to mind somebody else's business, and I stopped. Sure he was planning something. Sharks are always planning something, and the something is usually something no good.

It was none of my business. In fact, none of it was any of my business. The spec was only worth a mental moment. Me and Dom ended the ment, got bored, wandered off, and went looking for some excitement. We found something that got our attention real fast.

We climbed up a tall dune and looked back toward where the ship had dumped us. Not all of the brothers and sisters had taken off for the dunes the night before. What I saw in the old landing area was a maggot convention. There were maybe two or three hundred bodies stretched out on the hot desert.

They were dead and stripped naked, guts, blush, and think-goo spread out all over the pretty yellow sand. There were little black flying things flitting about from departed to defunct chowing down on our old cellmates.

In addition to all those dead bodies, we saw a mob of white-sheeted live ones moving in our direction. They were riding strange-looking critters and following the tracks we had made the night before.

Dom looked at me with a puzzled expression. "Bando?"

"Old sharks. Scavengers. They live off the protos when they get dumped. They must've seen the ship when it came down."

There were around five-hundred of them. They had what looked like guns and were mounted on beasts that looked like water buffalos with tusks and too many legs. The animals didn't move very fast in the sand, but they were moving a helluvalot faster than Pussyface and his goddamned blowhole society.

I smacked Dom on his shoulder. "Let's stroll."

We ran back and made it to the center of the group. Garoit was trying to shout down a couple of other pistachios, while Nance was out on her back, resting in the rapidly disappearing shade of a dune. I slapped Garoit on his shoulder. "Time to wind it up, Washington. The old sharks know we're here. About five-hundred of them, mounted and with weapons, are coming straight at us. They look like they already thinned around two or three hundred of the brothers and sisters who came in with us."

The whole gang got to its feet, talking at once. Nance sprang up and shouted. "Hold it! How far away are they?"

"Hang around here for a couple more minutes and you can talk to them."

The bull croc leveled a gaze on me that could air condition Hell with enough chill left over to solidify Mauna Loa. "How much time?" she demanded.

"At the rate they're going, maybe ten or fifteen minutes, a little less."

Nance held up her hands. "Now we gotta move. Shut the blowholes and no more wind. Let's get moving!"

No. First, there had to be more talk: 

"Izzat gang there black or white?"

"Maybe they'll help us. Think of that?"

"Where'd they get the guns?"

"Why do they have guns if all they want to do is help us?"

"What about all the dead brothers and sisters from our ship they already helped?"

Garoit pulled at his beard, then whispered to Nance as he pointed toward the mountains. She looked at him for a second, then nodded. He faced the gang. "Here's what we're going to do."

▫

Pussyface had a plan. What we did was to form up a column and run toward the mountains for about fifteen minutes. That run might not sound like much to jog jocks, but it was murder on a bunch of people who had spent the previous months sitting in a cell, and the previous weeks stretched out in a flight couch.

At the end of the fifteen minutes, we split into two groups and went off to either side of the trail and doubled back behind the dunes. I flatted out on the sand, my breath coming hard and my eyes out of focus. Dom flopped next to me, but he was hardly breathing.

"You should get in shape, Bando."

"Not now, Dom. Not now." I died and was almost resurrected several times.

We waited. What we were waiting for was the same thing you waited for in the yard back at the hotel when some shark was angling for your deal. It was what you waited for back on the block as you listened for those little sounds that a rival gang made as it stepped over the line and entered your plot. We were waiting to kill first—before the enemy had a chance to kill us.

Soon enough, the sharks in the white sheets came along, riding their strange animals. They were just loping along, joking among themselves, not paying any attention. The ones with the guns had their pieces across their thighs or slung on their backs, and they all ran their blowholes like they were on a bird hunt where they didn't really care if they got any birds. After all, they were all pretty plush from their last kill. Behind each rider was a bundle made up of parkas, clothes, chow sacks and kit bags.

They were plush all right. I knew the feeling. They owned the block. It wasn't just because they held the territory and had the guns. They owned the block deep inside their guts. They were the primo mokker in the neighborhood, and every one of them knew deep down that you'd have to be gibbering out of all orifices to attack them. Pussyface must've counted on that. That conviction of invincibility in the dune sharks was why our surprise should work.

Garoit's plan called for surprise, since we had nothing but knuckles, fingers, belts, and a few homemade cutters. So we all held our breaths and waited for the signal.

I could hear the blood crashing in my ears my heart was beating so hard. I looked at the backs of my hands as they rested against the sand. The history of each little scar flashed through my mind. Street fights, a couple of zealous interrogations by the precinct stains, a seemingly endless series of fights inside the walls proving myself, keeping the boybungers out of my ass, showing the stains that no matter how hard they thumped, I wasn't going to sing.

I collected the scars before I got smarted and learned how to protect and get protected. Except, here I was again, stuck with killing or being killed, and not even the stains who dumped us on Tartaros would notice.

That was the strange thing. Back on the block, or back in the crowbars, there was always the man. The fight would be going down, and back there in your head you knew that if the man found out, he would stop it. But the man wasn't on the sand. All of us could have died in the next ten minutes and no one would know. No one would care. No investigations, no grave markers, no nothin'.

There was a very powerful feeling in my gut. This was wrong. It was all wrong. Tartaros was wrong, dumping us here was wrong, what those dune sharks had done back at the landing site was wrong, what we were about to do to stay alive was wrong, and I was wrong. Everything was wrong, and it was the first time I had ever felt like that.

Suddenly Garoit screamed out the goddamndest sound I ever heard and the gang went over and around the dunes. I dug into the dune with my toes, ran over the top, and saw the column stretching to my left and right. The sheets began lifting their weapons as we hit them. Some of them got off a shot or two before they were dragged from their mounts. The weapons made a loud cracking sound when they fired.

I ran down the face of the dune, and leaped at the nearest rider. The sheet had his weapon pointed right at me, the shot whizzed by my ear, and I crashed into the man's face with the top of my head. Once we were on the sand, I pulled the rifle from his grasp and was about to fire when his mount stepped on his chest and went straight through. He had no air to feed his scream.

All around me the brothers and sisters were grabbing those weapons, pulling and knocking those sheets off their mounts. They punched, clawed, stabbed, fired, and strangled. I threw my gun to a sister, got my fingers on another sheet, and pulled him off his critter.  He didn't want to let go of his weapon. I stomped him in the jewels and he let go.

It was a lever-action piece, and I pumped and fired at anything in white until it was empty. Then it became a club. I ducked a flying blade and swung the weapon's stock into the blade-slinger's surprised look. His face splashed like a ripe tomato. Those animals were rearing up, bellowing, and screaming, pawing at the dust and smoke in the air, while we fought it out in the dust around their razor-sharp hooves.

I had my rifle across the neck of one of them, pinning the sheet to the sand, when it started getting very quiet. The fight was over. I lifted the piece, but the one in the white sheet didn't get up. I pulled the sheet off and stared at her. It was a woman and she was dead. I sat on the sand, looked around, and stared at the maggot convention. From defunct to departed it was a whole lot of death.

I hate death. When it tugs at my sleeve like it always did in the crowbars, I can almost ignore it. Then it just becomes a stiff neck, a backache, a sour stomach, or a jaggy attitude. But when death reaches up out of all those worms and rot with its stinking, wart-covered hand and rubs its shit straight in my face, I can't do anything but be scared.

For quite a while I wondered if I would toss my chow. Back when I thinned Danine's old man, I hurled my greens all over the crime scene. This time, though, I didn't lose it. Then I wondered what I must have become not to toss my chow. I still didn't lose it, which maybe made me a different kind of sick.

I saw some of the therapy-group perverts and deadheads hanging onto each other, and wished I had someone whose strength I could borrow. The lone part of that lone wolf thing was on me like blue. I heard a low snort and turned to look. One of those animals was giving me the eye, and I returned the favor. The creature was large, but chunky and built low to the ground like a rhino. It was covered with matted shag, had two huge horns that were more straight than curved, and red eyes like a cartoon bull with a bad attitude.

The hooves were curiously small and pointed, making it a priority not to have one of those critters step on your foot. Part way above the hoof, though, was a hair-covered joint that was easily six times wider than the hoof and acted like snowshoes in the sand. Between the snowshoes and those sharp hooves pegging the critters into the sand, they had to be one of the most sure-footed things in the desert.

As dry as it was, I couldn't accurately gauge the smell. What smell there was reminded me of the horse barn at Lancaster, which wasn't all that bad. It kind of reminded me of popcorn. The riders hadn't used saddles. The backs of the creatures were broad, flat, and amply upholstered with that shaggy fur. To climb up and to guide the mounts, the longer shag at the back of the neck had been braided into reins.

The animal gave another snort, it shuddered, and its legs collapsed. It gave off a weak cry of pain, and deep in the shag of its neck I saw that it had been shot. I found a second wound in its side, and was standing there with my teeth in my mouth trying to figure out how to help the critter when a rifle barked at my right and the animal became still. I looked and someone with a gun turned away and was looking for more wounded animals. I bet he was nice to his mother, too.

Garoit and Nance supervised a body count. Between the sheets we had attacked and our own people, we left six-hundred and some odd maggot chows on the sand. We had some sixty wounded, but if the heat didn't get them, I figured the cold at night would. We took around fifty of the white sheets prisoner and stripped the rest taking with us the sheets, the weapons and ammunition, sleeping rolls, the food, and the four hundred or so animals that were still in good shape.

We didn't take time to vote that day. Darrell Garoit just fell into running things. He aimed us toward the mountains.
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▫

Alna


▫

With a little bit of encouragement we got some of the prisoners to talk, and the scraps of information we got didn't bring the mountains any closer. According to the sheets, the animals were called lughs or lughoxen, with the 'lugh' pronounced like the 'lose' in 'loser.' All of the riders came from Boss Kegel's gang, and when Kegel found out what we had done, that would be the end of the universe. "But you keep headin' f' them mountains, chup," one of the sheets said to Garoit. He was grinning as he said it, too.

We put the sheets to walking and learned how to start, stop, and steer the simple-minded animals. Garoit chose four scout leaders from among our selection of yard monsters. They were Nazzar, Dao, Vekk, and Rojas. I had to admit that the four he had picked were probably the only four sweetmeats who still had working brains.

The yard monsters chose up teams, and the ones on the animals rode scout ahead, both sides, and behind while the rest of us in the middle walked. We kept the prisoners with the walking column.

The point of the column moved toward the shimmering patch of green ahead. Those mountains hovered before us like something from the story I had found when I had looked up the name Tartaros. The story was of a loser named Tantalus who was doing the hardest time of all. He stood in water up to his chin, but every time he stooped down to drink, the water level would go down. He was dying of thirst. Above his head, hanging from branches over the pool, were luscious fruits: apples, figs, pears and more, and every time he reached up to pick one, the wind would lift them out of his reach. He was dying of thirst and hunger, yet he would never die, because he was doing infinity hold in Hell.

I kept watching those green mountains, imagining the shade of those trees, the cool waters trickling down those mountainside brooks, the fat berries to be plucked from the bushes. Yet the mountains never seemed to get any closer. I had to think about something else before I rented the gibber suite at the rubber hotel.

I had one of those white sheets on to keep off the sun. It fit like a poncho with a wide hood, but it was made of some rough-spun stuff that made burlap look sheer and there was only a little blood on the hem already dried chocolate brown. My shirt and parka were wrapped into a bundle, and slung on my back. I also had one of the leather kit bags, a water skin, and two of the ammo belts, in addition to my own kit bag.

The ammo for the rifles was made from blue plastic with a lead slug fixed on one end. When I looked at the rifle, instead of a hammer, there was a sparking mechanism that ran a tiny metal wheel over a piece of flint like an antique nail lighter. As near as I could figure out, all of the blue stuff was ignited by the sparker, firing out the slug. I looked down the muzzle of that piece to see how clean the ammo burned. There was only a slight haze on the smooth surface. There was also something else.

That barrel was grooved—rifled. I knew something about the old guns, and I'd seen rifling before. It was a good piece—accurate, hard-hitting, with a smooth operation. That put some questions in my head, because the only way those pieces could have come to be was to have been manufactured on Tartaros.

I was working on that one when I found myself walking next to a black sister wearing Greenville blues beneath one of those sheets. From the expression on her face, she was about to make reservations for the rubber hotel. She had a bad scrape on her left cheek that had opened up her skin, and she still had blood beneath her fingernails. Her eyes were wide, brown and frightened.

"What's your name?"

She almost jumped at my question. Then she looked at the feet of the person walking in front of her. "Alna. Alna Moah."

"Do you know me?"

She closed her eyes and nodded once. "I've seen you around, back in the hotel. Nicos, right?"

"Bando Nicos."

"That a spic name?"

I gave her a good study, but she hadn't meant anything by it.

"That's my name."

"I used to work the library in the Crotch. That's where I know you from. You read a lot."

"Yeah."

Her eyes darted in my direction, then back to the sand. "Those sheets we took prisoner. They say it's like this all over. It's like this all over the whole world. It's just like back in the Crotch. Find a big gang, crawl, kill, open your legs, bend over, and take it to survive." She looked back at me. "I won't be raped again. I can't live like that. No one ought to have to live like that."

"Maybe we won't have to."

"Says who?"

"We were the ones doing the rocking today, sister."

She looked at the sand, closed her eyes, and kept walking. "Nicos, you ever kill anyone before?"

I shrugged, then nodded. "Yeah."

"Murder one?"

"Yes. So I've killed." I sighed and shook my head. God, I felt awful. "Nothing like this."

"I got to one of those guns," she said as though she hadn't heard me. "It just fell on the sand in front of me. I picked it up and started crying. I didn't want to kill anyone. Someone fired at me, then I aimed and fired back. It was a sister. You know what I mean? A black sister! And it meant nothing to her. She was aiming a gun to kill me so I fired. I saw her face when she knew she was dead. And it hurt! I could see that. I could see from her face that it hurt her horribly."

I nodded. "I imagine it hurts—"

"Then I brought down another one. And another. I was so scared." She held her hands over her face. "God. I don't even know how many I've killed. How can you not remember how many men and women you've killed?"

"There wasn't much time to take inventory."

She was just standing there, iron despair filling her universe. I half raised my arm to put it around her shoulders, but lots of things brought it down again. She was black, and her gang from Greenville might think I was trying to pull a dip. The black gang from the men's side might mark me for all I knew. They didn't like chili peppers rubbing on the mau sisters. The women from all of the hotels on the ship made up one big gang, and who knew what some gibbering female might accuse me of. Cool was smart. It hadn't been long since I'd seen the sisters in action.

The next thing I knew, her hands were grasping my arms and her face was buried in my chest, while sobs shook every inch of her body. I stood there like a totem pole for one of those century-long seconds, waiting to be thinned, then I just didn't care. I put my arms around her and buried my face in her neck. It took a second, and I felt like a baby, but I could feel my own tears dribbling into my mouth, and I didn't even know what was making me cry. We stayed that way for a long time.
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▫

The Forever Sand


▫

At sunset we didn't look any closer to that patch of green than when we started. We were some discouraged, and the mountains still looked like only a day's walk away. As the light in the sky died, we broke up the prisoners into tiny groups so they couldn't start anything, and we settled down for another cold meal and frozen night's sleep.

Alna spread her sheet on the sand and we planned to use mine for a top cover. Don't conj up any ideas on that score, because dipping wasn't any part of it. Alna and I had cried together, which's a lot more intimate than dropping dip. Besides, she was half in shock still from the battle. Anyway, she was an old rape mark and all finished with men. More than that, she was as tired as last year's parole argument.

As for me, I had spent the last few years making certain that the last thing I ever thought about was sex of any kind. Back in the Crotch it helped keep me out of the white rubber room. It also made it impossible for me to feel certain things. I was tired, too. Both of us had our parkas on. Besides, Dom snored.

Alna wasn't hungry, and she sat with her arms around her knees, staring at the small group of prisoners nearest us. I watched her for awhile, thinking that she was very pretty, and that she hadn't said much of anything at all about herself. I didn't know her. I wondered what it had been that had paid for her reservation at Old Miss.

I began searching through the leather kit bag I'd liberated from one of the sheets during the battle. In the bag were thread and needles, a couple of pieces of cheap jewelry, a pair of dice, some cookies that weren't too bad, a really tough-chewing piece of cheese, some cooking and eating implements, and something that looked like hard candy. I popped it into my mouth. It had no taste at all. I bit it and whatever it was tasted like the warden's toejam. I spat it out and noticed one of the tied up prisoners giving me a big smirk.

"What's the tickle, sheet?" I demanded.

He just kept right on smirking as he looked away. I got up, tippied on over to him, and sat by his side. "You know, friend, it's real unfriendly not to share your joke, especially since I'm one who could use a good laugh right about now."

"Stiff off, chup." The rest of the prisoners chuckled at the comment.

I leaned over and unlaced one of the fellow's boots. With the long string in my hand, I doubled it, wrapped it around the sheet's neck and pushed the ends through the loop. Then I pulled on the lace until his eyes bugged out.

"You're getting unfriendlier by the second, Oswald." I gave the lace another yank. "Now, I can sort of figure out what 'stiff off' means, and I'm pretty sure I know what you're calling me when you say 'chup.' But there's something I think you ought to know. It looks like a real long way to those mountains, and who knows what we'll find there. Now, the only reason I can think of to keep you alive is to eat up our food and drink our water. So pretty soon now someone is going to figure out that those reasons aren't anywhere near good enough and you're going to be eating one of those dunes. So if you got something you want to say that might make you a little more valuable, maybe you better blow now. Do you read me, Oswald?"

I gave the lace another tug. "Talk to me."

"The blues," he coughed. "You don't eat 'em. Make fire with 'em."

"Blues?"

"Dolt out, Chup. The blues! The blue ice cubes? The fire cubes. You tried to eat one. They're not for eatin', chup. Make a fire."

My tongue found a piece of that foul-tasting stuff stuck between my teeth. I reached into the kit bag and found another piece of the hard candy.

"How do I light it?"

The sheet looked up like I was beyond all hope. I yanked on that lace and about pulled the dune shark out of his boots. "Fire, Oswald. Tell me how to light this damned thing right now or start inhaling through your asshole."

"Rub it—" Oswald coughed, and I eased up on the lace. "Rub it on some metal. You rub it on metal."

I let go of the lace and rubbed the fire cube against the barrel of my rifle. It began sparkling on one corner and I dropped the cube on the sand when it became too hot to hold. It burned hot, but not very bright. Alna moved close to the light and washed her face in the warmth as she stared at the glow.

"Thanks, Oswald. That was real helpful."

"My name's Suth, chup. Ondo Suth."

"Pleased to meet you, Ondo. My name is Bando Nicos. I should tell you that if you call me chup one more time, I'll slit open your belly and feed you your own guts."

"Term your hosties, fel." Ondo shook his head. "Chup don't mean nothin' in the sand. Nothin' bad. We just say chup like some say fel, buddy, or muthfuck."

"Just call me Bando and we'll be chill."

Alna looked up from the light at Ondo. "What are hosties?"

"Rep that?"

"You said 'term your hosties.' What's it mean?"

The sheet nodded and grinned. "Luv, it figures 'don't be angry."'

"Like in 'terminate your hostilities'?" I asked.

"You got it, chup."

I let the chup remark pass, took out what looked like a little pot, emptied one of my box chows into it, and held it over the fire. The smell and the light drew attention from the brothers and sisters. We told them how to light the fire cubes, and soon the dunes were covered with tiny pricks of deep orange light. In a few minutes Darrell Garoit appeared, his face lit by the orange of my fire cube.

He pointed at the light. "It doesn't seem very smart to make light at night. It's like an invitation to every dune shark within twenty miles."

I glanced up at him. "You might just be right." I returned to watching my chow cook. "I don't see how you can stop them, though. Too many remember how cold it was last night."

"That's the way I see it. Anyway, maybe we're too big to attack, especially since we have weapons now. We're in between the dunes. That might hide us some." He pointed a finger at Ondo.

"You."

"Ondo Suth, chup."

Garoit squatted in front of the prisoner and stared him in the eyes. "How many more of you are there out on the dunes?"

"More of me, chup? I'm all of me there is."

I nodded at the boot lace still wrapped around his throat.

"Careful, Ondo. We can still reinstitute the oxygen conservation program."

The prisoner nodded and looked up at Darrell. "Well, chup, it's this way. Me gang numbers close onto a hundred thousand—"

"Pack it, Suth," commanded one of the other prisoners sitting behind Ondo. I stood until I could see a large blond man with dark chin whiskers glaring up at Garoit.

"Give me your name," Darrell demanded of the blond sheet.

"Stiff off, and with your face that shouldn't be too tough."

"What?"

I grinned as I turned to Darrell. "He just told you to go fuck yourself."

"He did?"

"Uh huh. Said you were ugly, too."

Alna laughed, and her tickle was picked up by a few listeners. Garoit walked over to the blond prisoner, hauled back his boot, and kicked the sheet hard in his thigh. The thump and the prisoner's cry could be heard all over the camp.

"Give me your name, feather head, or I'll spread your cheese all over the grit and leave you for the sand bats."

"His name's Edge," said Ondo. "Jak Edge."

"Pack it, Suth, else Boss'll march you certain as death."

Garoit squatted in front of the one called Edge. "You don't look stupe, but you sure act that way. What's your boss going to do to you that I can't?"

Jak Edge looked away from Garoit. "He can term me family, chup. He can turn 'em out on the sand 'till they die of thirst."

Garoit studied Edge for a moment, stood, and called out the name of one of his followers from the Freedom Front. "Emil?"

A voice from the dark answered, "Listening."

"Herd these sheets together with our bunch." He pointed at Ondo Suth. "Leave me that one."

"Understood."

As Emil got them to their feet, the one called Edge said to Ondo, "Mind me words, Suth. There's some that you don't want out on the march yourself. Hear me?"

After the prisoners were gone, Garoit sat next to Ondo facing the burning blue. "Who's this boss?"

"Kegel. Boss Kegel. He'd put his own mother on the march, if he had a mother."

"March?"

"Nowt complicated, chup. He faces you toward the sand and says 'march.' You got no food or water and no one's lasted more'n four, five days. Course everyone puts in at least two, three days of pure hell before they term. Kegel usually has a pair of watchers on you to make certain you don't double back and no one helps you. Sure and they drink water and spit it in your tracks, too. The way your leadin' this gang, you'll find out about it soon enough."

"Find out what?"

"What dyin' of thirst means, Chup. Know those mountains you're makin' for?"

"About twenty miles west? What about them?"

"They was only twenty miles west yesterday, too, nowt?"

"Say what you're going to say."

"What if I said them mountains nowt even there, chup? What then?"

"Not there? Are you saying the mountains are a mirage?"

"A couple of kinds of mirage, chup. Here's the ace. Those mountains are near two thousand miles west of where we sit tonight. The lughs can make five, six hundred miles without water, but they'll be long dead before you reach the mountains. But, no mind 'cause you'll be dead long before the beasts."

He grinned. "Here's where it gets fun, chup. See, on the deuce of it, even if you was at them mountains, they be Hell's Divide, and nothin' lives there because nothin' can live there. It's so dead there it makes this place look good."

"Those mountains are green," I protested.

"Chup, you ever hear tell of a mineral called olivine?"

"No."

"No matter. All you need to know is that it's green, them mountains is made of it, and that's all that's green on the divide. Worse'n that, from the divide it's another eight hundred or thousand miles through West Hell before, you get to any water."

It was silent around our tiny circle. I held out my hot box chow to Alna and was pleased when she took a bit. As I held it out to Garoit I asked Ondo, "Why're you telling us this?"

Ondo tore his gaze away from the food and looked at me. "I have me reasons."

"I can't trust 'em 'till I know what they are."

"Bando, you told me to become valuable, nowt?"

"Is that the only reason?"

"Bein' alive's nowt reason enough? And I be a sight more value to you than to Boss Kegel. Mebbe you can see your way clear someday to treat me that way."

Garoit pursed his lips and nodded. "We'll see."

I asked the sheet, "What if we went north? How much desert is there that way?"

Ondo laughed, "Chup, you can pick it, sure." He quieted down and leaned forward, his hands still tied behind him. He glanced at Garoit, Alna, and then at me.

"I'm lettin' you know where you be. This stuff," he nodded toward his feet, "is part of somethin' called the Forever Sand. The Forever is the biggest, hottest, meanest, driest, dyin'est desert under Alsvid."

"Alsvid?" asked Garoit.

"The name of the sun, chup. It means scorchin' heat, and it was named after a horse."

"Out of Norse mythology," said Garoit. "One of the horses that drew the sun god's chariot."

Ondo shrugged. "Mebbe. Anyways, like I said, west of here you got near three thousand miles to go before you be out of the sand. North you got a third again as much to go before you reach the Greenland Plains. If you want to try east, it's twenty-five hundred miles you got before you reach the Sunrise Mountains and water. There be only one way out, of here and that's south to the Big Grass. There's ways to keep goin' out here on sand grapes and such, but to stay alive, you got to get off the sand."

"How far?" asked Garoit.

"The grass begins mebbe three hundred miles on. I can show you on a map. But as soon as the grass begins, so does Boss Kegel. That's Kegel's territory from the grass down to the Sea of Stars and west to the Southern Divide. You have to go through Kegel, he's nowt goin' to like it, and he's nowt goin' to like what you done. This mob's hit Kegel's pocket like stripes on a squeal."

"Isn't that what you are?" I interrupted. "You're a squeal, right?"

After a moment's pause, Ondo nodded. "Call it what you want, chup. I'm pure and that's why you can trust what I say. Besides, I'm thin now if Kegel brings me home for dinner." He glanced at Alna. "Kegel's short on women, Bando, and you got a plush gang of 'em. Might be a way through."

I looked at Garoit and the beard was smiling and looking at the sand between his feet. "Share your tickle," I said.

He looked at me. "I was just wondering how long I'd be alive after suggesting Ondo's plan to Nance Damas."

I laughed. Alna didn't. Garoit turned toward Ondo. "Is there any other way through Kegel?"

Ondo nodded. "The same way you got through us: Fight." He turned his body to the left which exposed his tied wrists to me. "Chup, could you kindly cut these? If I don't hit the dunes soon, I'll have but nowt for company."

I frowned at Garoit, and the beard smiled and said, "Cut the man loose before he shits in his sheet."

After I cut him loose, Garoit escorted Ondo into the darkness. I held out the cooker to Alna, but she wasn't eating. Instead she was staring at the light from the fire cube. "Another fight?" she muttered. "Will we have to fight again?"

"We don't know that Ondo is on the level. He just might be playing it up for position, or just to make himself look big."

"Is that how you read it, Bando?"

I thought about it for a bit. "No. I believe him, and I think we'll have to fight." I took a bit of the hot box chow and nibbled at it. "It probably won't be the last time, either."

She shook her head and mumbled something that sounded like, "I hope I die first."

I put out my hand to place it on her shoulder, but she pulled away from it. "What's the matter?"

"Bando, I've seen nothing but fighting my entire life. I've never seen anything but fighting, and I've lost everything I've ever had to fighting. I was fifteen the first time I was raped. I lost two brothers in the colors, and even my father when he couldn't stay away from his old gang. My mother and kid sister were killed in a street riot protesting." She shook her head. "I forget what they were protesting." She looked into my face.

"I was married before, and that was one long fight. I used to sit and wait for him to come home at night and beat me and my child. Then he'd rape me. It was the only sex he enjoyed."

She looked at me as though she hated not only me, but all men, which was probably the case. "One time he had me in the hospital with a broken jaw and four broken ribs. That was when he beat my baby girl until she died. Five days later I got out of the hospital and shoved a butcher knife through his heart."

I nodded and said, "And because you waited the five days instead of thinning him right away, you bought the big one and the Crotch."

"Almost right. They gave me murder one, but sent me to Freeman Rehab where I became a guard's favorite rape. Then a bull croc at Freeman named Ilene tried to rape me." She looked up at the starless night sky of Tartaros.

"I shoved my thumbnails into her eyes, and when she was blind I took a hammer and a piece of table leg and showed her what it was like to be raped to death. Then I was sent to Greenville."

She shook her head and said in a whisper of pain, "I can't take it. I can't take it anymore. I don't want to fight. I can't fight." Her eyes closed, I reached out my hand, but she turned away and walked into the darkness.
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▫

The Pure


▫

I told myself that the universe is packed with people I can't help no matter how much I want to help. I dug my heel into the sand as I confirmed to myself that such a state of affairs was no comfort. Anyway, I couldn't think of anyone who needed more help than I did.

A shark, one of the haystack deadheads from the men's side, stopped by my fire cube and squatted next to me. He smiled at me and said, "I hear you have a copy of Yesterday's Tomorrow."


"Who'd you hear that from?"

"Big Dave Cole back in the Crotch told me."

"I didn't know Big Dave hung out with the deadheads."

The man laughed, seemed just about to say something, then he put it to rest. "I'd like to borrow your copy."

"Why?"

"I'll bring it back in an hour or so. We just need it for the meeting."

"You want to buy it?"

Rus Gades nodded. "Yeah, but I'll have to talk to the group about coming up with a price. What do you want for it?"

I looked down as I rubbed the back of my neck. "I don't know. Let me think about it." I reached into my kit bag and pulled out the tiny pumpkin-colored book. I looked at the deadhead.

"You're not going to rip this up for papers or anything like that, are you?"

He shook his head as he smiled. "No. Those of us who used to drug don't do it anymore."

I still hung onto the book because I had never heard such a load of crap in my life. "Just what does your group do?"

"We help each other to recover. We usually start off a meeting with a reading from Yesterday's, but all our stuff was lost in the fight."

"By recover, you mean like from drugs?"

"Addiction. And other things. Haven't you ever heard of CSA?"

I frowned. "The Confederate States of America?"

He chuckled again. "Compulsive Self-destructives Anonymous. We're made up of addicts of various kinds. Drugs, sex, work, gambling, emotions, overeating—"

"I know," I said as I held up my hand. "A platitude for every problem."

"Maybe you'd like to come to a meeting and see for yourself?"

"No thanks." I held out the book. "Take care of it, and you'll have it back in an hour?"

"Right, and thanks a lot."

As I released the tiny volume, I asked, "Did Big Dave belong to your bunch? Just curious."

"I can't say. Our traditions don't allow us to say who is a member."

"I don't see what difference it makes here on Tartaros. I can't exactly phone it in to the nearest vidwatch."

"The rule hasn't changed any." He nodded at me. "I'll bring this back in an hour."

He walked off into the dark and I pondered the prospect that Big Dave Cole might have been in CSA. That was scary to think about, because Big Dave never seemed to need anyone or anything. He always seemed to be happy and comfortable. In fact, that was why I used to talk with him. I used to like to be around him. He was strong, and I could always draw strength from him to last out the Crotch for another day.

It was scary to imagine that the person I had drawn so much strength from was a deadhead, pervert, or some other kind of addict. But then, I didn't know for sure he was a deadhead.

I was stewing that around in my mind when Garoit returned with his prisoner. Pussyface wanted to get some sleep, so he left Ondo Suth with me and didn't order him tied. After the beard had gone, Ondo asked, "Does he trust me?"

I leaned on my elbow and stared at the tiny light. "Who can say? Pussyface is a political. Filberts think different than regular sharks."

"What about you, then, Bando Nicos? You trust me?"

"Hell, no," I laughed.

"Why?"

"Why?" I shook my head and used some of the new lingo I'd picked up. "Dolt out, chup. You're a squeal, right? There's only a couple of things to call a man who trusts a squeal, and that's either stupid or dead."

Ondo looked very hurt, and I laughed at him. "Man, what galaxy are you from? You act like you never seen crowbars before."

"Maybe if I showed you about the sand grapes?"

"Sure, you show me about the sand grapes."

Ondo found some of that retractable grass. He brushed the sand away from the blades until he could get a good grip on them. He pulled and came up with a bunch of roots that looked like tannish-green grapes. He knocked the sand from the bulbs and popped one into his mouth.

"Water," he said as he chewed.

I took one and popped it into my mouth. When I crushed the bulb with my, teeth a deliciously cool squirt of water shot into my mouth. Then came the taste. It began smelling and tasting like wet cardboard. Ondo laughed at my expression.

"It'll keep you alive, but you have to find your happiness someplace else." He waved a hand. "Don't swallow the pulp. It'll give you stomach cramps. Maybe you can trust me now?" He looked at me with wide brown eyes. He was about twenty, although right then he seemed much younger. He began talking in a low voice. "I'm not like you sharks, Bando. I did nowt to get here."

I waved my hand in disgust. "Yeah, I know. The hotel is filled with the innocent. Tell it to the chappy." I spat on the sand. "Where're you from? What hotel?"

"I was born here, Bando. I'm native to Tartaros." My eyebrows went up, and Ondo nodded. "Like I said, chup. I'm one of the no crime, nothin' but time, pure."

He pulled his sheet up over his head and spread it inside out on the sand. He pulled a metal pin from his boot and touched one end to the fire cube. The cube attached itself to the pin and Ondo held the light over the sheet.

"The best I can draw it, this is a map of the Big Land and what I can remember of First Landin'."

From his pocket he pulled a sliver of green wood and held one end in the flame from the fire cube. He marked an 'X' on the Forever Sand and said, "We're about here."

I studied it and said, "It doesn't look all that far to the grass."

"Hey, chup, looky here." Ondo pointed at the map. "There's no scale here, but see the lake called the Sea of Stars?"

I looked and found the large lake in the Big Grass halfway between the 'X' marked on the map and the range of mountains called the Sunrise. "Yeah, I see it. Pretty big, is it?"

"Kind of big, chup. From southwest to northeast it's almost two thousand miles."

If Ondo's map was anywhere near any kind of scale, the Forever Sand was large enough to swallow the North American continent. I began feeling very, very small.
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▫

Under the Horizon


▫

I listened as Ondo talked late into the night, and I didn't notice when Alna returned. Just at some point I looked and she was there, igniting another blue. She sat next to me, but we didn't touch. While Ondo talked, he kept looking at the map. "East of the Big Land is another continent we call First Landin'. That's where me mums and dads was put down. First Landin' is mostly a desert called t' Graveyard. It's got a tricky range of mountains, too. From the eastern desert it looks all high and even more green than Hell's Divide. The range got the name Last Illusion Mountains, because if you ever fell for the trick, it'd be the last time you ever fell for a trick." He raised his arm and pointed at both sides of the Last Illusion range.

"The Illusion cuts right down the middle of the Graveyard, so if you manage to make it, there's no water in over a thousand miles of desert in whatever direction you pick."

Alna nodded at the map. "Is it called First Landing because the first prison ships put down there?"

Ondo half-shrugged. "That's the story. They used to tell me that the first twenty loads of exiles thinned at the Illusion before someone smarted and went south." A look of pride spread across Ondo's face. "That someone was me dads, Arkin Suth. He was a geologist from Planet Duat."

"Geologist?" I repeated. "That hasn't been a crime for years."

"He did a swindle or two, hear him tell it. Anyways, as he told the story to me, he knew the image was a mirage cause of the shimmy—a kind of distortion that made the edges move some. He'd seen 'em in deserts on Duat. Trouble was, he couldn't get the leaders to listen. They said the shimmy was just the heat.

"Dads backed off. He was set on stayin' alive, along with some others. It took him a day to figure they'd been put down south of the equator, so it stood t' reason south would be the shortest way out of the sand. The next mornin', with a lot of bad feelin's, he broke off from t' main group. About eleven hundred exiles went with him. It took near eight days, and the water was about all out, but they come upon a wide grassland. Then, at sunset, they come upon a beautiful huge fresh water lake they named Lake Real because so many of 'em thought it was a mirage when they first saw it. There was birds of a sort on the water, and plenty of lughoxen livin' wild. They could of made a home there.

"Once they was there and didn't need me dads to guide 'em, though, the gangs chose up sides and began fightin' again. Me dads tried to cruise 'em, and soon a couple of bosses, real hostie, wanted Dads thinned. So in the middle of the night me dads slides for the south. A sis named Hira, me mums, asked to go along. About fifty others, too. They slid out and went south down the five hundred miles that lake was long. They wanted to stop and set up homes lots of times, but Dads wanted to get clear of the gangs at the top of the lake.

"He led 'em south, away from the lake for near thirty days, until they ran into ocean. They just called it the ocean, but it's called South Sea now. They was a long way from the gangs, but dads didn't want to settle on flatlands backed by salt water, so he gathered up some of the lughoxen and struck out for the west into the mountains. In the middle of the mountains, he found a tiny valley with fresh water, green grasses, and trees so big one of the things sawn into boards could build ten houses. Hira named the valley Our Place, and they started in to build houses."

Martin Stays walked up, put his hands in his pockets, and stood there listening as Ondo continued. "To hear Dads tell it, Our Place was Heaven, if a little dull. He used to say he missed workin' with money and numbers a bit. More than that, Dads was always wonderin' what was under the edge of the sky. From the tops of the mountains we could see a huge lake in the west, and far beyond that, another ocean."

He clasped his hands and closed his eyes. "They made a good life in the valley, and now and then they'd get a wanderer or fugitive from another gang that'd stay and join. Most everybody farmed or raised the lugs, but me dads and mums went into the iron business. As a boy, they showed me the rocks to look for, how to make a hot stack, and how to pound out the slag. That was where the nails, axes, saws, and knives came from. They used to settle their troubles among themselves, there was no gang, and no one was boss. They was just free.

"Me world was trees, crops in the fields, barns full of lughoxen, a full table, friends to play with, and a peaceful bed at night. There was Mums and me dads. Mums'd gone to school and she taught me letters and numbers, and how to do what's right. Never did know what Mums did to be exiled off to Tartaros. I think she was real ashamed of it. It was a beautiful place."

Ondo was silent for a long time, and I'd been in the crowbars too long not to know what that silence meant. The native Tartaran stared at the fire cube and said, "That all ended when I was eight. One of the Lake Real gangs got pushed into us by another gang."

Alna asked, "What happened?" Her features were reflected in the light from the cube. I looked beyond her, and standing at the edge of the shadows, Stays was studying the map. I pointed at an empty spot near the burning cube. Stays nodded, walked over to the place, and sat down.

Ondo looked up at Alna, and without blinking he said, "In a couple of hours all we had in Our Place was done past. Me dads tried to organize a fight, but they striped and thinned him. It was Rack Tanner's mob, and before me dads died, they raped me mums in front of him a dozen times."

Alna grabbed my arm and held on as Ondo continued. "I saw it happen from where I was hid. Then they killed me mums by cuttin' her throat and sittin' her up so she could watch herself and Dads die. Next day the gang was gone and the valley was dead."

He sighed and the glisten in his eyes was very real. "I buried me parents, then I buried the rest of me friends, the ones I could find. After that, I went to the' furnace, stoked it up, and began makin' myself a brace of throwin' knives. Don't know how long it took. Don't know how long I practiced with the knives as I tracked Tanner's gang. One-by-one I thinned the lot—Tanner, and every one of them that did me dads and mums. When I'd done with it, the rest of the gang was after me, so I strolled. I went west, made a log raft with a couple of other fugies like meself, and went to find out what dream was under the horizon."

He shrugged and spat out the pulp from his sand grape. "When we landed, we got captured by the Hand, then we was thrown to Boss Kegel. He give us an offer to either ride and kill for him or die. I had knives, but his people had guns, so I rode. I been with Kegel since."

Martin Stays leaned his elbows on his knees and studied the map. After awhile he said out loud something I think he meant only to say to himself. He said, "Wherever you are, there is a sunset and another land beyond it. It will always be invisible to those who quit looking for it."

▫

Everyone else was turning in as I sat alone with my thoughts at the fire cube. As the size of the cube dwindled, I thought about what Stays had said about there being a land beyond every sunset. The possibility of hope was the core of the thought, and I hated the thought of having any kind of hope if the hope would turn out to be nothing more than another lie.

There was something else that stuck in my mind. It was something that guard on the ship had said to me on my way out the hatch. Something about being able to change my own luck.

In the middle of the Forever Sand at night was a strange place to be thinking about hope, changing my luck, and what's under the horizon. I heard a noise to my left and I looked up and saw the deadhead who had borrowed my book.

"Here it is, and thanks."

"It was nothing." I took the little book and flipped through the pages.

"I spoke to the group about it, and they'd like to buy the book from you. We have some tobacco, food, stuff we took off the sheets, some clothing, even some other books. What do you say?"

"Let me think about it, okay?"

"Sure. If we're still alive we'll be meeting tomorrow night. Can we borrow it again?"

"Yeah. Sure."

Rus Gades waved and nodded his thanks, then he walked off and was swallowed by the dark. I faced the open book toward the dying fire cube and continued to flip through the pages. There was a pumpkin-colored ribbon marking a place. I began reading there.

▫

Do I find myself in despair with the words "It's hopeless" on my lips? Once again am I collecting evidence to confirm how pointless it is to try one more time?


Ponder the arrogance it takes to declare a person, place, thing, or situation hopeless. Although hope and hopelessness exist in the present, they both find and make their lies or truths in the future. To have the certainty that something is hopeless, then, I would have to know everything about the future. If I know less than this, I cannot make a judgment that something is hopeless.


I cannot see the future, which means there is nothing—no person, place, thing, or situation—that I can declare hopeless. In the absence of certain hopelessness, there is some hope. Shall I have hope or despair?


It is my choice.


▫

"Back in the crowbars they would say that this guy is short on yard smarts," I muttered as I closed the little book and stuck it in my kit bag. I didn't feel as certain as my words sounded. When I was finished putting away the book, I pulled my sheet around me, snuggled up against Alna, and thought about the stupe who had written all that treacle about hope and hopelessness. Whoever it was had to have been sitting in a plush chair in a plush room trying to overcome the despair he or she was feeling over the price of magnolias or something. Maybe his video heads needed cleaning. Maybe it was a vid star who broke a fingernail or woke up with the Zit From Hell on her nose.

Just to satisfy my curiosity, I opened my kit bag and took the book out again. I looked and there was no author listed. The brief introduction stated that the selections came from recovering addicts of various kinds.

"Ahh, leave it to a deadhead to believe in hope."

"Bando?" It was Alna's voice, thick and sleepy. "Are you all right?"

I shoved the book back into my kit bag. "All right?" I smiled as I snuggled up against her. "That covers a lot of territory. I sure hope so."












││││

││││

││││

▫

A Beginning


▫

It didn't sound like much of a choice. At first light we gathered on the facing sides of a couple of dunes as Darrell explained about the mirage and why we had to head south where Boss Kegel and a hundred thousand armed cons were waiting for us. There were prisoners who said that Ondo Suth was lying and that if we didn't head for the mountains we would certainly die.

Ondo replied that the ones who wanted the gang to head for the mountains counted on the sheets knowing more about living in the desert than the newly arrived exiles. He insisted that only death would result from heading toward the mountains.

The filbert named Nkuma got into the middle and began calling Garoit a bunch of names in a couple of different languages. He pointed out that the lives of everyone hinged on whether we could trust Ondo Suth, and that he, for one, didn't trust him.

Garoit tried to shout Nkuma down, so Nkuma fed Pussyface a fist. Darrell went out, Nkuma headed west for the mountains, and around three hundred of the gang, fifty animals and thirty rifles went with him. Democracy in action.

Dom was one of those who went with Nkuma. I tried to stop him, but there wasn't any point in trying to get physical with Dom. That would be like trying to arm wrestle an avalanche. As best as I could, accompanied by finger-drawn maps in the sand, I explained where the Devil's Divide was, mirages, and the Big Grass south. Then Dom summed up for all eternity the central issue of the past several thousand years' discussion on religious philosophy.

"Bando, if it ain't real but I can see it, it's a lot realer than somethin' that's real I can't see."

I watched the big man tag on to the end of Nkuma's gang, and offered a little request to that which cannot be seen. Some night I hoped Dom would open his eyes and see the sky filled with stars.

"Bando?" I heard Alna's soft voice. I turned to look at her, and she was looking at Nkuma's herd.

She had a strange look on her face. I took a step toward her. "You're not going with them, are you?"

"Maybe," she answered.

"You're joking. Did you notice that none of the prisoners who said they wanted to go to the mountains went with Nkuma? They're staying with us. Why they're staying with us is because they want to live. That filbert Nkuma is going to get his bunch thinned."

Her eyes looked down. "Are we something, Bando?"

"Something? What are you talking about, something?"

"Are we something? Anything? To each other?" She pointed toward Nkuma's gang. "Almost all the sisters I know—my friends—are with Nkuma. I want to be with them." She looked down for a moment. "But if we're something, I'll stay with you."

"What'd I just tell you? Your friends and Nkuma are off to eat sand until death do them part."

"Answer me. What are we, Bando?"

It was no time to lecture her on being in command of her own life. If she went with Nkuma, she'd die. I didn't figure it was time to search my own heart for feelings that had been paralyzed for years. But I guess that helped put things into a grotesque kind of balance. I was impotent and she was terrified of sex. Perfect. A match made in Heaven.

But Bando Nicos always kept his options open. It would be a cold day in Hell before this busy bee tied himself down to one blossom, always assuming that I could get my stinger working again. Anyway, I didn't really know her, and she didn't really trust me. Of course, I didn't really know anybody, and I didn't really trust anybody.

As such things usually went, I made my decision based on cold reason and flawless logic: She had cried on me; I had cried on her. "Yeah. I guess we're something."

With one hand she gave my arm a tiny squeeze, turned and waited for Garoit's mob to begin moving south. This was going to be some torrid romance. I wondered what peaks of passion we would climb when she squeezed my arm with both hands. The prospect fairly made me tremble with anticipation.

I spat in the sand as some noise drew my attention. There was another argument raising the dust near Garoit, and I worked my way through the sharks until I saw Pussyface spitting blood at a yard monster from Greenville.

The yard monster was the leader of the black gang, Rhome Nazzar, and he made Freddy the leg-breaker look anorexic. Considering who he had picked his fights with, I figured Pussyface must be dragging around a death wish the size of a hippo.

I guess he deserved a little credit. Right after his knuckle entree from Nkuma, Garoit was up to his ears in there flapping his jaw at the monsters, asking for another helping. I wasn't certain that what I was feeling for him was respect or pity, but it didn't make any difference. If we lost Garoit, I couldn't even guess at the pistachio that would slide into control.

I positioned myself between Darrell and the yard monster and asked Nazzar, "What's the problem, friend?"

The yard monster's eyes went wide. "You're about to die is the problem now, greasy."

I grinned, which is what I do sometimes instead of raging off into hysterical fits of temper. When I could see again, I spoke. I tried to soften my observations with logic and sweet reason.

"Listen, Frankenstein," I began, "I don't swap taps with sweetmeats 'cause I'm not stupid. If you want to work your jaw on my socioeconomic heritage, I won't stop you. Not in the daylight."

My grin went a little wider. "But what I will do is slide on you in the shadows. I'll glide out of the shadows like a shade and, maybe, shove an ice pick in your ear. I think maybe I'll give the pick a couple of quick gorm arounds in there before I shove it all the way in and yank it out. What do you say, Frankenstein?"

The yard monster stared at me for ten of the longest seconds of my life. Then he nodded and said, "My name is Rhome Nazzar. I apologize for the 'greasy' thing. I was out of line."

"Bando Nicos. So pleased to meet you."

I turned to Garoit and almost fell flat on my face I was so light-headed from the sheer terror of certain doom averted. Pussyface was staring at me like I had a tentacle growing out of my forehead. "What's your problem?" I asked.

Garoit pointed at Nazzar. "He's the problem."

What the hell. Maybe I was immortal. I looked back at the yard monster. "Pussyface says you're a problem. How about it?"

Nazzar put his hands on his narrow hips and looked at his feet for a second. He lifted one of his massive arms and pointed over his shoulder with his thumb.

"It's the prisoners. Me and my point gang have been set to guard some of them. I'm no stain and I don't like it."

I shrugged. "No problem. We'll get someone else."

The big man shook his head. "That's not the way I see it."

I took a deep breath and let out a long slow sigh. "Share your sight, brother crowbar, so that we can all become enlightened."

"No guards, no prisoners, is the way I see it. Either the sheets join us, we cut them loose, or kill them. I just spent twenty-four years in crowbars with the stain grinding his foot in my face. I'm not going to let us build our own little walking penitentiary here on the sand. No guards; no prisoners." He looked around and shouted at the watchers.

"No prisoners!"

There were a lot of nods from the brothers and sisters. I was nodding myself. I looked at Garoit. "I agree with Nazzar. It looks like a lot of the sharks agree with him."

"It doesn't make sense," Garoit hissed through his torn lips. "It isn't safe." He looked at the brothers and sisters. "We have something to protect here, and that means keeping down those who want to destroy us."

"No!" shouted Nazzar. "Kill them or cut them loose. Don't keep them down." He looked around at the brothers and sisters. "From when we all cherried as protos, that's what the stains and smears have done all our lives: keep us down." He pointed at his heart. "We got to know better than that." He looked around until his gaze settled on Nance Damas. She was stretched out on the sand, her legs crossed, her hands clasped in back of her head.

"Damas, what about you? You speak for the sisters."

"No," she answered quietly as she sat up and got to her feet. "I only speak for me. The sisters speak for the sisters." She pointed at the faces in the crowd. "The rest of you sharks do the same." She looked around, ending her scan with Nazzar's face. "We vote on it."

Garoit held up his hands. "Wait, there are things we have to discuss—"

"I can't think of anything we've already discussed more or thought about more before we even heard about this damned place," interrupted Nance. "Either we can hold someone prisoner or we can't. Vote on it."

Nazzar shouted, "Vote on it!"

The call was picked up and repeated until Garoit nodded and held up his hands. When things were quiet, he said, "We resolve that this gang shall not have the power to take and hold prisoners. All those in favor, raise your hands."

Nearly all the brothers and sisters put up a hand.

"Opposed."

There were maybe twenty hands. Garoit faced Rhome Nazzar. "You win. We can't hold prisoners." Nazzar grinned widely. Garoit returned the grin. "So now it's time for you to keep 'em, kill 'em, or cut 'em loose."

The grin disappeared. "Me?"

"You started this shit, Nazzar!" Garoit exploded angrily. "You got it your way, so finish it!" He looked around at the voters. "We're heading south, people. Since no one trusts anyone else to do a fair job at rationing, everyone is responsible for his or her own water and food. We have three hundred miles to make before we reach water. If we can make forty miles a day in this heat, it'll still take seven or eight days. If you run out before then, we'll show you how to get water from the sand grapes. If that isn't to your taste, that's tough."

A sharper edge of scorn slid into his voice. "So that we can put some distance between us and Nkuma and those of Kegel's gang Nazzar turns loose, we'll march today, take a brief rest this evening, then begin marching at night and sleeping during the heat of the day. We'll continue traveling at night from then on, unless there are some objections from the constituency."

He whirled his hand around his head and pointed south. "Scouts out." His face grimaced like he was trying to be gracious and swallow a slab of raw liver at the same time. "Please."

Garoit and the others began moving south. I hung back wondering what Nazzar would do. "What're you lookin' at?" he demanded.

"Nothing," I answered. "Except maybe you might want some help?"

He averted his eyes and nodded. "Thanks. Come on." He turned and walked toward the space between two dunes where he was holding the prisoners. There were ten or so guards holding guns on the sheets. Nazzar stood before them, his rifle held across his chest. "We just took a vote, people. It was about what to do with you." I watched as the faces lightened a shade.

"We don't hold prisoners from now on, so you have three choices. Either you can join up with us, we kill you dead right now, or we send you out into the sand with nothin' but your ugly faces."

"Hey," called Jak Edge. "If we join, what's that mean?"

"It means you're part of this gang, and if you sell us out to some other outfit, you're dead."

"We can just walk on out of here if we don't join?"

Nazzar nodded. "That's right."

"I don't understand," said Edge. "You mean you're going to let us go, even if we end up fighting you again?"

"Yeah," said Rhome Nazzar, "but I can promise you one thing, sly. If you do fight us again and your ass gets caught again, you can count on a quick trip to cement city."

Jak looked around, but each one of the sheets was taking his own counsel. Nazzar held up his hand and shouted, "Everyone who wants to die, form a line right here."

There were no takers. The yard monster moved over a couple of paces and held up his hand again. "Everyone who wants to get cut loose out there in the sand, form a line right here." There were a lot of looks, but no one chose the sand.

Nazzar lowered his hand and said to the sheets, "Then you are now members of this gang. If you betray us, you die. Does everyone understand that?"

There were nods.

"Is there anyone in this group who does not feel comfortable with fighting for this gang only?" He looked over them all, one at a time. Finding no one who wanted to die, he began moving south. Ondo Suth and the new members of the gang followed him.
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▫

The Lesson


▫

Close to noon, the sun hammering us into the desert, I heard one of the sharks say, "Look at that. A three-hour difference. The days here are twenty-seven hours long."

I looked over, and a woman had a stick stuck in the sand. She was squatting next to the stick and looking at her wristwatch. I stopped by her side and asked, "How much?"

She pushed back the hood on her sheet and looked up at me. She was older. Maybe she was in her fifties. "How much what?"

"How much difference? You know, between Earth and here?"

She pointed at the stick. "Three hours, more or less. This is pretty crude for a noon indicator, but I'd say the days are about twenty-seven hours long. Maybe twenty-seven and a quarter. I'll know with a lot more accuracy after sunset when I take my next measurement."

I pointed a finger at her. "Astronomer?"

She stood up, pulled her stick out of the ground and shook her head. "Social worker."

I watched her back as she walked away, thinking about twenty-seven plus hour days. A twenty-four hour long day on Earth was bad enough. Twenty-seven on Tartaros was insane.

There was shouting coming from the front of the column. I picked up my pace and soon I got a good look at what the front walkers were shouting about. The spaces between the dunes were covered with a layer of naked, sun-blackened corpses. Thousands of them.

Here and there I could see those black flying creatures flitting around. "Sand bats," said a voice from behind me. I looked and saw that the speaker was Ondo Suth.

I turned and grabbed the front of his sheet. "Did your bunch do this?"

"No. Couldn't of been us. There must be fifteen, twenty thousand down there." He pulled himself loose.

"Kegel's not the only gang that works the sand, Bando. Might be the Hand, or the Spanish gang. Even Boss Morret from over the Divide's been known to work the sand. It'd have to be a bigger bunch than mine to do all that."

"There's all kinds of little freelance gangs out here, too," Jak Edge threw in. He nodded toward the landscape of corpses. "Anyway, it was short."

I looked away from him and back at the bodies. "How can you know that?"

"They're all together. Usually by the day after landin', they're divided up into little groups, like your shipload did. Look."

Jak moved forward and pointed at a place in the sand that was mostly clear of bodies. He squatted and pointed down at a discolored stripe that ran along the surface.

"See here?" He brushed away the loose sand to show the discolored portion to be made of fused-together granules.

"What's that?"

"This is where the edge of the ship's guard shield touched down." He pointed around at the corpses. "The ship must've just left. They couldn't've been down more'n a few minutes when they got hit."

"Jak," called Ondo. "None of the dead've been shot."

We both looked up and Ondo was working his way through the bodies. Jak Edge and I joined him, and it was true. Some of the bodies showed the effects of a well-honed razor, but there were no bullet holes.

"So, what does that mean?"

"Let me see," said Jak as he climbed up the nearest dune. I accompanied him, and when we both had some altitude, Jak pointed toward the east where the bodies seemed to be the thickest.

"There. See the tracks?"

"Where?" I squinted my eyes against the sun.

"Beyond that wall of bodies, see the tracks going off to the east?"

"Yeah."

"That's where this shipload of protos met the attack." Jak pointed to where the bodies were few and scattered out. "Here they were runnin' away from the attack."

I nodded. "Okay. I see that."

Jak started walking down the dune toward the east, picking his way carefully between the corpses. I followed, checking each body as I passed. None of them showed any evidence of being shot, although most of them showed evidence of having had their eyes eaten out. The sand bats were responsible for the eyes, though.

I concentrated on Jak Edge's back and tried to keep from vomiting as I fought to make sense of the evidence. The sharks from this ship had been hit by a strong force, but a force that had no firearms. There were no droppings from the lughs or carcasses, so the attackers hadn't been mounted, either.

We could see from the tracks that the attackers had numbered many thousands, and had spread out to attack on a wide front. We followed the trail for about a mile, if that, when we found another guard-shield oval. There weren't any corpses littering the landing site, so it was easy to see where the ship had put down.

There were a couple of stripped corpses. Leftovers from an early power struggle, or a couple of old scores settled. I said to Jak, "This ship put down first, didn't it?"

He nodded. "I'd say the second ship put down just as this one took off. These chups figured out their chances real quick, and banded together to improve their odds with the second bunch's supplies and clothes. I'd say they struck before the second ship even lifted off."

He spat on the sand and said, "Thus endeth the lesson."

We returned to the second landing site to find that the column had moved on. I looked at that ocean of corpses and it finally sank in. This load of exiles had just stepped out of the hatch, and the whole shipload had died—seventeen thousand of them.

I looked up to find Jak, just to have the sight of someone living before my eyes. He was walking toward the west. I followed him until we found the trail of the winners. After murdering and stripping their fellow sharks, the victors had headed west toward the mirage.

Only a mile or so from the scene of the massacre we found about a hundred and fifty more bodies feeding their eyes to the sand bats.

"The sharks stuck together for almost a mile," said Jak. "I'm impressed."

I saw a trail heading north, a second heading northwest, and a third continuing west. "So, now they're all going to die?" I asked.

"Now it begins. The mob divides in blood, each time its pieces becomin' smaller, weaker, more fearful. Follow these trails out and you'll find more branches with a little pile of bodies at each fork."

"When Nkuma split off, no one died."

Jak nodded slowly. "Very unusual. Voting. Very unusual." He took a breath and sighed as he turned to catch up with the column.

I stood in the silence for a moment, letting the smell of death's fingers cuddle around me. I had a headache and something in me wanted to explode. I had to ask myself, didn't the UTR know what was going to happen when they dumped us here? Damn them.

Why had no one come down to Tartaros to see how the experiment was progressing? Every crowbar hotel in the system had half a billion sociologists and criminologists infesting the places like rat plagues. They were always doing little studies, having us answer questions, feeding their computers with tons of worthless data in order to generate grants, degrees, and reports no one wanted to read.

One of the corpses had an arm raised, its fingers outstretched toward the sky. It's empty eye sockets stared at me while something inside of me screamed that we did not deserve this. No one deserved this. I looked and Jak was out of sight. I ran to catch up with the column. All I wanted to do right then was to surround myself with the living.
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▫

The Retired Messiah


▫

All that day we marched south, that green-looking mountain of a mirage always hanging there on the right, that flat white horizon to the south never seeming any closer, the image of that field of corpses always fresh in my mind. I would glance at the mirage—no. My eyes were pulled toward the mirage almost as though I was under a spell of some kind. I would tear my gaze away from it, but in minutes I'd find my eyes once more feasting upon the illusion.

From time to time I caught others taking surreptitious peeks at the mirage, and more than one of them fell back in the pack. When they reached the end they turned about to try and catch up with Nkuma. I mentioned it to Garoit, and he answered with just a touch of sarcasm, "It's a free country, isn't it?"

He stormed away toward the left of the column as I said to no one in particular, "Who yanked his chain?"

An amused voice came from behind me. "It's tough being a messiah."

I looked around and there was Martin Stays. He was wearing one of the desert sheets over his blues and did not carry a weapon. Judging from the way my face felt, I was gathering a hostie or two against Stays. "At least Garoit is doing something instead of sitting on his ass making smug comments."

Stays laughed and shook his head. "Don't get me wrong, Nicos. In my day I was a bigger asshole than Darrell Garoit can ever hope to become." He adjusted his gait until he was walking beside me, both of us on the hard sand between the dunes. His face became serious. "I put in some time on the barricades waving a banner and shouting 'follow me!' to a bunch of children who wanted a better way and thought they could take a shortcut through me."

"Ah, you pols have an ego-thing working. You always think you're better than everyone else."

"You're right." As he turned his head and looked at me, his eyes narrowed. "My ego fed on that be-my-guru stuff until I was as salted as Charlie Manson." He looked down for a moment, nodded, and continued. "Bando, I could point my finger at a building and say 'disappear,' and it would entropize. I could point at a smear and say 'die' and the pol would drown in blush. My mission was pure, my motives righteous, my intellect tuned to reality, and I had a hundred sets of hands eager to place their lives in jeopardy to try to turn my fantasies into reality."

"How did you wind up in the Crotch?" I asked.

"You were already at Greenville, weren't you?"

"Yeah. I remember when you showed up. Didn't your bunch get shot up trying to kidnap some pol?"

"Yes. Toshiro Maki. One of the members of Parliament."

"Yeah, Stays. I remember when you showed up. I saw four stains trying to sit on you until they could drop you down the black hole. I thought you were the original foaming-at-the-mouth pistachio from Hell."

"I was."

"Was?" I snorted out a laugh. A con is a con is a con. "But you're all better now, right?"

"Not better. Different." He looked up at the southern horizon. "In that abortion of a kidnapping attempt, five of my people got wiped, four were wounded, two of Maki's security guards were killed, another stain was turned into a vegetable, and the pol got off without a scratch. That evening, just before the nabs arrived, I saw the bastard on the vids. He was so far up in the polls at that moment he was having a public orgasm."

"What did you expect?"

"I thought like a child. I expected things to change simply because so many wanted change so badly, and were willing to die for it. But all I'd done was to make what was already in place more entrenched than ever. I got to think about that each time I was dropped into the black hole, and each time it made me crazy. When they would let me out, I was your basic mad dog. Then it was back in the hole.

"One time sitting in the hole, all of the anger finally dribbled out of me. I was left with nothing but failure, shame, and confusion. In the center of my being was a huge cavern that demanded to be filled with new answers. I've been looking for some of those answers since—something in which to believe."

"Answers," I laughed and held out my hands to indicate our companions in the white sheets and crowbar blues. "What good are your answers here?'

Martin Stays was quiet for a moment, then he pulled me to a halt and asked, "Don't you believe in anything?"

I pulled away from him. "Yeah, I believe in something. I believe I'm in it up to my ears, and have been in it since I can remember. As for politics, I believe in whatever the strongest goon next to me wants me to believe. If you belong to the Yard Monsters for Jesus, I'll hallelujah my ass right on down to the River Jordan and bubble my bum. If you can swing the sweetmeat and you like the Purple Puck Suckers, I like the Purple Puck Suckers, too. As they say back in the crowbars, it don't mean a thing."

He studied me for a moment, then averted his glance. "It means something. Nicos, what we're in right now will change someday. It has to. That change is going to take some kind of form, and the form is up to us."

"You sound like you have an itch to crawl up on those barricades again, Mad Dog. Maybe you want Pussyface's job?"

He shook his head. "No. What I learned in the black hole was that what I need aren't followers; what I need are answers." He took a deep breath, looked off to the west, and sighed. "Nicos, about Garoit."

"What about him?"

He pointed toward the mountains. "Just about all of his Freedom Front dips chose Nkuma and the mirage. Pussyface is taking it personally." He lowered his hand and smiled. "Give him time. Being a messiah is an educational process. The lessons come hard."

He dropped back and I walked by myself for a moment. I felt uncomfortable and looked around, but there was no one I knew near at hand. I was alone with my own head, and the head was asking "What do I believe?" I didn't have any answers.

Back in Jordensville there was this chappy who used to ask that during his sermons on Sundays. "What do you believe?" In the back seats we used to tickle around and sing "I believe for every drop of rain that falls a spot gets wet," and other selections from the I'm Too Smart to Believe in this Shit Songbook.


I stood at the foot of a huge dune. I looked up and began climbing through the loose sand toward the top. Once on top, I looked around. Here we were, a bunch of killers, thieves, terrorists, perverts, and crazies, caught in a furnace between Hell and a mirage, heading south to do battle with an army that outnumbered us maybe a hundred to one. Just for the laughs, I tried to think past Kegel's army. What if we lived through that? Where would we go? What would we become? What would become of us?

I thought about my reading from last night. "At least it's not hopeless," I laughed. I wondered if there would ever be a time when I could say that without laughing.

What do I believe? I saw the brothers and sisters below, strung out, rifles slung, stumbling along, half asleep under the force of the sun. Alna was among them, and whether she lived or died was an issue with me. There was something I believed in. I couldn't call it love, but Alna and I had something.

Far ahead was our main force of armed riders, and to the left and right were somewhat smaller forces. I could see the flank riders on my side riding in exactly the same manner the sheets had been riding when we had surprised them. I had never seen Kegel before, but I believed in him, and in his army. Sure, I believed in lots of things.

One thing I believed in was that unless things changed soon, we might not live long enough to be massacred by Kegel's army. I could see the problem. We weren't an army, and we certainly couldn't fight one that was expecting us with any hopes of survival. But how to shift the odds?

I thought, maybe I should just cruise, mind my own business, and see who walked away with the chips. That was crowbar wisdom, yard smarts. That was the intelligent thing to do. Of course, no one ever accused me of being intelligent.

Tartaros, this gang, Garoit and Alna were in the hand that I had been dealt. I figured I better play that hand to the best of my ability. Anything less than that and I might as well fold. And if you stay in a hand, you may not be smart, but you must have hope, no matter how stupid that hope is.

There were lots of things to do, many changes that needed to be made. There wasn't any point in going to Garoit and Nance Damas until I knew what I wanted, and I wouldn't know what I wanted until I knew what I was talking about.

I sat down on the dune and watched the brothers and sisters as they passed. I was looking for a certain face—praying for a certain face. If I remembered it right, it was a very beautiful face. The face of a primo killer. She was called Bloody Sarah, and I tried to remember her particulars.

Former Major Sarah Hovit was late of the UTR commandos, and held the Crotch record for the number of murders committed without receiving the death penalty. I had forgotten the exact number, but it was around a hundred and fifty. The story had traveled the pipes the year before last, just before Major Hovit transferred to the Crowbar Blues.

Sarah Hovit had been in command of an counter-insurgency field team of thirty soldiers on the planet Surya. By following orders playing kissy-kissy with the locals, her unit had been caught in an ambush and thoroughly mauled. Half her command had been killed, and a third of those who remained had wounds. The few weapons they had were out of ammunition, and she was ordered out of the area. She sent her troops back but she stayed behind herself to tie up a loose end or two, counter-insurgencywise. The people in that village had not only helped stage the ambush for the rebels, many of them had participated in the actual fighting.

Sarah Hovit did a personal sweep of the vill, and when the investigators assembled and divided up the remaining body parts, a hundred and fifty-odd Suryian men and women had gone to a better land. 

She had been in Greenville, so she would have been sent to Tartaros with the rest of us. At the landing, did she join the gang with the rest of the women? If so, did she survive the battle? If she did survive, was she now with Nkuma trying to chase down a mirage? I studied the faces below me, and thought about what I believed. I believed that unless we managed to put together one hell of a fighting machine over the next few days, we would be eaten alive by Boss Kegel or some other gang.

I thought I saw her on the far side of the column. She was small and had modified one of the sun sheets to fit her tiny frame. As she walked along her attention was divided between searching for any kind of danger and her rifle. She had her weapon taken apart and it looked like she was cleaning it. As I watched her I realized I was a little afraid of her. Her story about why she thinned that village had been to neutralize a local rebel strong point. But I remembered the images.

The viewers saw a blood-crazed shark in feeding frenzy searching desperately for live bodies to make dead. They even had some bits of vid taken by a reporter that had been with the team and who had remained behind when he learned that Sarah Hovit was staying back in the vill to win over a few hearts and minds.

The reporter didn't live through the experience. The villagers, after all, were armed. But his tape was found during the investigation the next day, and the viewers were treated to scenes of Bloody Sarah darting from shadow to shadow, patiently seeking out and eliminating the maximum number of villagers with the minimum amount of effort. In the middle of her spree, she even stopped at one point and sharpened her knife. This is how we all learned that a standard issue UTR commando knife will hold an acceptable edge through seventy-seven throats.

The one scene that the vids replayed thousands of times until Sarah was found guilty was the one where she ran past a villager as she was dashing from the right side of the main street to the left side. She passed by the armed man in a blur, leaving the Suryian rebel with a surprised look on his face. The expression became more pronounced as the fellow reached to his throat to find that it had been slit from ear to ear. You could see it on his face as clearly as if he had said the words: "I'm dead." He dropped his piece, turned, and looked for his assassin, but by then, Sarah was long gone.

They would always follow the clip with a slow-mo replay showing Sarah flashing by the rebel. She would lift her arm as she came abreast of him, she'd position the knife in her hand, rip it across the man's throat, and continue past, all without even glancing at the mark. She had devoted less attention to slitting that guy's throat than you would spend swatting a mosquito. And he was left standing there with his teeth in his mouth, his blush gushing down his front, and that silly look on his face. It was that look more than anything else that convicted Bloody Sarah.

No one seemed to be able to remember that the guy was carrying a weapon he wasn't supposed to have. All anyone could remember was the look on his face when he knew he was dead.

Well, there she was. I had found our general. Now I had to chase down the administration to begin the process of placing the creation of an army before the voters. I got up, headed toward the front of the column, and began looking for Pussyface.
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▫

A Gathering of Monsters


▫

As the light in the sky faded to that deep purple, we sat around one of those burning ice cubes. There was Garoit, Nance Damas, Bloody Sarah, Alna, Martin Stays, Ondo Suth, and the four yard monsters who led the four groups of armed riders.

Rhome Nazzar had been bossing the point. The left flank leader was a golden mountain with an expressionless face named Tao Dao. He was a bandit chief who had been transferred to Greenville because the UTR facility at Shenyang was afraid of him. He looked like he could eat the crowbars out of a cell block and shit nails. He was called Ow Dao, but not to his face.

The right flank leader was a black nightmare from the yard named Yirbe Vekk. There was a story around the Crotch about an escape attempt that Yirbe engineered years ago. The attempt failed and Yirbe was cooked once in the lung and once in the gut with a beam weapon. He was supposed to have taken the weapon from the stain that did the shooting and beat it to pieces, on top of him. I couldn't vouch for the story, but in the light from the ice cube I could see Yirbe's chest scar. He was called "Steel Jacket" and, curiously enough, Yirbe Vekk was in for his third stock swindling scam.

The monster who bossed the rear guard was an Indian from Mexico. He was an arsonist who had been sent to the Crotch after he had burned down the UTR calaboose at Culiacan just to prove that he could do it. His name was Mig Rojas, and he was known as The Match.

Pussyface was shaking his head. "Are you gibbering through your pores?" he asked me.

"I take it you have some kind of objection to my proposal."

"As soon as you put an army together, Nicos, the army runs things, which means whoever's in charge of the army runs things. Is that what you want?"

I raised my eyebrows. "Garoit, if we don't put something together so we can get through Kegel, Kegel will be the one running whatever's left of us. That is, unless we get taken over by some other gang first."

"That's just great," said Garoit. "The first thing we do with whatever freedom we have is to turn it over to a bloody fascist dictatorship."

Nance Damas laughed. "No one elected you president, beard."

"Yeah, but I'm not about to put everyone in jackboots and paint swastikas on their arms."

"Pussyface, what are swastikas?" asked Vekk.

"Forget it."

I shook my head and looked at Garoit. "Either we put an army together, Pussyface, or you come up with another answer, fast. Remember those seventeen thousand corpses we saw today? We can't stay in the sand, and the only way out is through Kegel. How about it? Do you have another answer?"

"Maybe Kegel won't push it to a fight. Maybe we can negotiate."

"After what we did to his buzzard brigade?"

Nance eyed Garoit and pointed at Ondo Suth. "This one's said it before, beard. The only thing we've got that Kegel wants is women."

Garoit rubbed his eyes. When he brought his hand down he looked at Martin Stays. "How about you?"

"To me it looks like a choice between forming an army or going into the slavery business."

Nance pointed a finger at the beard. "Don't forget that those potential slaves outnumber the men in this gang five-to-one, and we have most of the guns, knives, and hatchets."

Garoit waved his hands back and forth. "No one is going to sell anyone." He rubbed his eyes again. When he lowered his hand, he looked into the flame of the fire cube. "We have to stick together, and if we can't get around Kegel peacefully—"

"Count on it," interrupted Ondo.

"If we can't get around Kegel, then we'll have to fight." He looked at Sarah Hovit.

"If we have to fight," she began, "we'll have to know how to fight. To do that, we have to train. To train we have to organize. To organize we have to be an army."

"I guess you've got the know-how, Hovit." Garoit stood and pointed first at Nazzar, and next at Ow Dao. "But how are you going to get these sweetmeats to carry your banner?" He bent over, rested his hands on his knees, and spoke to Yirbe Vekk. "How about it? When this little bit here tells you to jump, what're you going to do?"

"Nobody tells me to jump." He grinned as he glanced at Sarah. "But I've watched the vids. I've seen the major in motion. If she suggests something to me, chances are I'll take the suggestion, unless I need a real close shave."

Bloody Sarah smiled at Vekk and Garoit looked at Rhome Nazzar. "What about you?"

Nazzar chuckled. "Man, Garoit, I've never seen someone fight so hard to lose in my whole life."

"What about it, sweetmeat? When this little white bit starts ordering you around, what are you going to tell her?"

The yard monster grinned widely, "I watched the vids too, Garoit. I've seen the white slice move through a dozen armed hogs and come out the other end with a string of sausages and a whole trunk full of pork chops. I guess I'd tell her, 'yes'm.'"

There was laughter around the circle. Garoit turned and looked down at Bloody Sarah. "What about you? If these four muscle heads can't do the job, do you have what it takes to fire them?"

Sarah Hovit climbed to her feet and pushed her sun sheet behind her shoulders. With her hands on her hips she smiled gently at Garoit. "First let's see if there's any need."

She turned and pointed a finger at Rhome Nazzar. "This is a little tactical test, Rhome. You're leading a group of fifty armed soldiers against an exposed uphill position held by two hundred of Kegel's best and I tell you to kill the enemy, what would you do?"

"Kill them."

There were quiet pump words from unseen faces in the shadows: Yaas, We do that. The man.

She looked at Tao Dao. "You are in command of twenty worn out unarmed soldiers and are facing a superior enemy force that holds the high ground and is heavily armed. I tell you to kill them. What would you do?"

"Kill them."

Power talk. Dow take on the tower. Do. The shadows were getting cranked.

She looked at Yirbe Vekk. "I order you to sneak into a heavily armed enemy camp by yourself and kill everyone in it, what would you do?"

"Kill them."

A distinct, "Hoo, doggies!" came from the left, all of us reacting with chuckles.

She pointed her finger at Mig Rojas. "I'm dead, so is the beard, and so is everyone else in the gang. You're wounded, dying, and unarmed, and thousands of the enemy are closing on your position. What would you do?"

"Kill them!" answered The Match along with a number of others within hearing, including me.

Bloody Sarah paused as the circle and the shadows became very quiet. She turned around and smiled at Garoit.

"I'll play these."
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▫

The New Order


▫

After the night march and a brief nap, we gathered in the heat of the morning to become a people. Garoit explained what we had discussed the night before, and in a matter of seconds we had a fight on our hands. The main factions were divided between those who wanted the new organization and those who didn't, although there were a dozen variations.

A proposal was shouted into the middle of the brawl, and I heard Martin Stays say, with a touch of wonder in his voice, "I'll be damned. We're going to have an election."

There were three candidates. Garoit was already there, so he was up. A pro-army faction of the women put Nance Damas up, and the anti-army candidate was a shark named Neala Gates. We did the vote by raised hands, and it wasn't even close. Nance Damas came in first, followed by Neala Gates, with Darrell Garoit coming in a pitiful third. It was the only time I'd ever voted in my life, and it was a pity vote.

There was some grumbling among a few of the men who objected to a woman bossing the gang, and there was more grumbling among a few of the women who objected to a bull-croc lizzie bossing the gang. There was no way of getting around the fact that the women were the majority, so those male grumblers were told to either like it or head for the dunes. When it became clear that sexual preference had nothing to do with bossing a gang, the straights chilled out and put it to rest.

Later I saw Garoit. Pussyface looked really depressed. After the vote was settled and the talking was still loud, I overheard Nance Damas say to Garoit, "I need a number two. You interested?"

I'd seen Garoit swallow a few since the landing, and this one just about choked him. I could almost see the space behind his eyes trying on a foot-stamping temper tantrum for a reply. Instead, he looked at me. I think he was remembering our ride together on the prison ship and his smug assurances that Darrell Garoit would be running things on Tartaros. I shrugged and felt embarrassed. I didn't know what to tell him. He turned his head and looked at Martin Stays.

Stays shook his head and looked Garoit in the eyes. He asked, "Do you think you have anything to contribute?"

Garoit flushed deep red. "Of course I do."

"Then shut up and take Nance's offer. Quit taking everything so personally."

Garoit took the job and walked off into the dunes to eat worms, if he could find any. Nance held up her hands for quiet and explained to the constituents how it was.

"Sarah Hovit is in charge of the army, so she is in charge of you. You elected me, so you are in charge of me. I am in charge of Sarah. I have appointed Darrell Garoit my number two, and when I'm not around, he's in charge."

She looked at the sky for a moment, then back down at the faces. "We have a fight coming up, and we have to work like hell to prepare for it. You now belong to Sarah Hovit. Anyone who has a problem with that can leave now. We aren't going to hold anyone prisoner."

There was a lot of looking around, but no one walked. After another minute or two, Bloody Sarah stood in the center and began talking. She had a voice that could be heard throughout the camp. It was a special kind of voice that made you believe you could lift mountains. She ended with a strange speech.

"The God Razai is the desert death lizard of the planet Surya," she said. "It can run all day in the hot sun and not thirst; it can run all night in the freezing cold and not tire; it can go for a month without food and not hunger. It can do all this, take on three times its number, and kill quickly, quietly, efficiently, and without mercy. Even if you should manage to kill one of them, the Razai's single-minded determination is such that, three months later, its sun-desiccated corpse can still jump, bite, and poison the fool who comes too close. I name you all for the Razai, and will see that you live up to your name."

I was amazed to see the brothers and sisters raise a thundering cheer for their new commander. Even those who had voted against the army were cheering. As I remarked to Martin Stays later during the night march, "By definition those sharks can't take discipline. How is she going to get them to run all day and run all night and bite Kegel's boys three months after they're all dead and dried up? How is she going to get them to follow orders?"

Stays thought for a long time before he spoke. "I disagree, Bando. They have discipline. It takes discipline to do your numbers in the crowbars and not go insane. Not only does the juicer want sharks to undergo eight different kinds of hell from rape to endless monotony while he does his numbers, the shark is supposed to do it without complaint. Not everyone can do it, which is why so many die behind the crowbars. But all of us made it, one way or the other. We have discipline, at least the kind Bloody Sarah needs."

"What kind is that?"

"We can endure."

I shook my head. "Can you see Rhome Nazzar following orders?"

"Maybe. Hovit is giving them the chance to bet it all for the right thing. Not just her generals, but the whole gang. She's giving them the chance to earn being good. Do you know what those sharks'd be willing to do to feel good about themselves? What would you do, Nicos, to feel good about Bando Nicos?"

I jabbed my thumb at my own chest. "I feel just fine about me."

"Not all of us are that lucky, Bando."

Alna took my left hand in hers and held it gently as Martin Stays walked ahead. I squeezed her hand and said, "Pretty soon Nazzar and the other monsters will choose up sides. Think we might be separated?"

"Would that bother you if we were?"

"Sure."

I looked at her as we walked, then I bent over and gave her a tiny kiss. She wrapped her hands around my left arm and rested her face against her hands.

"What about you and fighting, Alna? The way you feel about it. What'll you do?"

"I'm just going to trust Bloody Sarah. That's all." She continued to rest her head against my arm.

We were that way when Nance Damas fell in beside me and said, "Nicos, there's been a razor job toward the back of the walking column. Things look ugly and we can't fight each other and Kegel both. Check into it."

"Check into it?"

"That's right."

I stared at her for a moment because I was in shock. "What do you mean, check into it?"

"Check into it is what I mean when I say check into it. You're not stupid. Clean out your ears."

I pulled Alna to a halt and shouted at Nance, "Do you mean investigate?"

"Yeah."

My throat became very dry. "You mean, like a cop?"

"Nicos, you're acting like this is your first day out of the rubber room. I don't care how you check into it, just so you wind up with the truth and settle it."

She studied me for a bit as she rubbed her chin. "Maybe you should bring someone with you. The razor's name is Jobo Ramis, and he's a mountain looking for someone to fall on."

"What if I tell you to go to hell?"

"You're not a special character, Nicos. Either do the job or hit the dunes."

She turned and left me standing there in shock. I heard a laugh and Martin Stays was holding his middle. "A cop! A stain! Bando Nicos, a po-leece-man!"

When he calmed down enough to listen, I appointed him my deputy.
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▫

Here Comes the Judge


▫

First, we scared up a gun for Stays. The sky was just growing light as we worked our way down the column to the part that wasn't moving. There was a crowd and in the center of the crowd was a bleeder. The guy leaking all the blush was white ex-prize fighter, Kid Scorpion.

The name on his front office file was Abner Pandro. His forearm had been sliced real nice, and he was holding his right side in what looked to be a non-vital part. He was in the middle of a group of about fifty sharks that seemed to be growing larger.

The sharks loved a fight they could watch without having to participate, and cutter fights were colorized. I could see what Nance meant. With a choice between watching two gorillas make hash out of each other or joining the army, not only might the ranks wind up pretty thin, something violent could get started here that might not be possible to stop. This had every possibility of turning into one of those forks in the trail marked with a heap of bodies.

Stays grabbed my arm and pointed toward one edge of the crowd. "That's Ramis. The tall mokker with the shiny head. I know him. Watch yourself."

Ramis was big and shaved bald, and the home made cutter he had in his hand looked as big as a sword. I glanced at Stays, and he shot me your basic wimped-off shit-eating grin. "How're you going to handle it, Chief?"

The first thing that came into my mind was unslinging my piece and drilling Stays between the eyes. "Let's get this mob moving."

I walked into the center of the crowd and stood between Ramis and Kid Scorpion. That was when I saw that the Kid had a cutter of his own balanced in his left hand.

Most of those in the crowd were drooling for a fight, and I wondered if there was such a thing as being addicted to violence. I noticed some addicts of another kind, too. In the crowd I could pick out two or three deadheads who were well into the sweat-writhe-and-heave thing. Sooner or later we would have to deal with the deadheads. That was a big problem coming up. Right now they were substituting blood for the alk and other stuff.

There was a roar from the crowd. I turned and saw that Kid Scorpion was waving his cutter. It was time to stop worrying about the deadheads. One thing at a time. I held my rifle up at waist level and aimed it around at the crowd as I raised my voice.

"Now, these two razors have some rhubarb to eat, and they don't need anyone here except those who want to get cut. If you stick around, you're going to have to fight."

"Sez who?" demanded a yard monster from the edge.

I fired my piece and kicked up the sand between his legs. He grabbed his balls with both hands, jumped backward, and landed on his ass in the sand. I waved the gun around some more.

"People, if you aren't going to fight, cruise." The crowd began moving off. There was a background mumble of threats and curses, but after a bit there was only Stays, me, Ramis, and Kid Scorpion. I waved my piece at the Kid. "Let's move out into the dunes so we can settle this thing."

The Kid looked at Ramis, and Stays pointed his weapon at Ramis.

"You heard the man."

Ramis spat on the sand. "The man," he said with scorn as he lifted his knife. "The man is forgettin' what we do with the man."

"Ramis," Stays said with a deadly quiet voice, "I'm not very good with this gun, but at this range I couldn't even miss something as small as your brain." He gestured with the weapon's muzzle. "Start moving."

"You're dead meat, haystack. You and the spic both."

Stays aimed his weapon at the center of Jobo Ramis's face. "Then I got nothin' to lose."

Ramis bit at the skin inside his mouth, then turned and walked east with long strides. The Kid followed and Stays and I brought up the rear. I looked at Stays and he gave me another one of those grins. He was having the time of his life.

When we were well away from the others, I asked the Kid, "What happened?"

"None of your business, asshole."

I looked at Ramis. The mokker waved his hand at me as though he were brushing away a fly. "This's nothin' to do with you, Nicos. Why don't you and your asshole buddy go and play po-leece-man someplace else?"

I nodded my head emphatically. "Oh yes it does have something to do with me, Ramis. I've been appointed by our esteemed leader to investigate and settle this caterpillar fight. Now, one way I can settle this is to thin both of you right now and say that you attacked me and Watson here. Unless someone wants to talk to me, that looks like the way to go. Right Watson?"

"Elementary," said Stays, with only a foot or so of tongue in his cheek.

"Bah!" Ramis growled. "This is beef that goes back to the Crotch, Nicos. Let us settle it our own way."

I nodded. "If you'll settle it, that's all I want. What I don't want is you two trading these little taps and scratches while slinging around all of these heavy threats. It upsets things. If you both want to cut it up, get down to the earnest slicing. It'll save me a lot of trouble." I looked at Kid Scorpion. "How about it, Kid? You want to get in there and yank out a few yards of guts?"

The Kid thought for a long time. He looked at the sand and threw down his cutter. "I'm no razor."

Stays jabbed me with an elbow. "What now, Chief?"

I glared at him and shook my weapon as I muttered, "I could just as easily blow your balls off, Watson, or doesn't that make any difference to a retired anarchist?" I turned from Stays and looked at Jobo Ramis. "Why're you after the Kid?"

Ramis's eyes narrowed as he looked at Abner Pandro. "He came for me. He's worked on me with his fists back in the Crotch. I wasn't gonna let it happen again. I told him then I'd kill him the next time he hit me."

I looked at the Kid. "Well?"

The fighter grinned and nodded. "I whipped his ass, and good. But he ain't sayin' why I done it. He stole somethin' from me. I found out about it and put the thump on him real good."

Ramis pointed a finger at the Kid, "That thing you say I stole was mine! The Bird gave me that before he died and you stole that from—"

"I didn't steal nothin'. I bought that from—"

"Enough!" I shouted. When they were quiet, I shook my head. "Look, you both know there's no way to sort out old crowbar beefs. They go on forever. You two forget this one. Forget everything that happened before we landed here. That's another life. It's done past."

The Kid held out his right arm streaked with blood. "What about this?"

I raised my eyebrows. "Maybe you should get someone to bandage it up? With all the killers, thieves, and swindlers in the column, there ought to be a doctor or two."

The Kid's face became dark with anger. "I mean what're you goin' to do about him cuttin' me? This happened after the landin'."

I looked at Ramis. The big man looked down and shrugged his shoulders. "The Kid came at me with his fists. I'm no boxer. What was I supposed to do?"

I looked at the Kid as Stays said to him, "It's your ball."

Kid Scorpion held out a hand as he looked down. "Yeah, I went for him, but back in the Crotch he threatened—"

"Back in the Crotch is done past," I interrupted. 'Back in the Crotch is less than ancient history. It's long gone, done past, dead, like it never was." I pointed at him. "Kid, you went for him with your fists and got cut. You asked for it. Don't go for him again and you won't get cut again. Now bandage up, shut up, and put it to rest. If it happened before the landing, its done past, dead." I waved the muzzle of the rifle around. "If you can't put it to rest, I'll put it to rest for you. Do we all understand me? Am I clear?"

The Kid looked as though he was trying to choke down a big one. Finally he nodded. I looked at Ramis and the mokker nodded once and headed back toward the column.

"Bando?"

"Yeah, Stays?"

"I have a question."

"What?"

"With all of the new friends you and I are making these days, don't you think it might be wise if we sort of stood watch over each other when it's time to sleep?"

I looked at the drips of the Kid's blush on the sand. "I don't suppose this is going to be the end of trouble, huh?"

Stays snickered and pointed toward the column. "Killers, crooks, mass murderers, torturers, bombers, thieves—just about the highest concentration of me-first mothers in the universe. Every single one of them has been judged an unrehabilitatable criminal. At least a third of them should be in rubber rooms, and the only thing that they hate more than each other is a cop." He lowered his hand. "Should we live so long, I think we've found full-time work."

"Nance isn't going to stick us with this permanent."

Stays grinned. "Keep your sense of humor, Bando. I think we're all going to need it." He held up his rifle. "By the way. Don't you think it's about time you showed me how to load and fire this thing?"
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▫

Old Anarchists Never Die


▫

That evening as we sat around the fire waiting for the night march to begin, I had my arm around Alna's shoulders as I looked at the faces. Bloody Sarah was updating Nance about organizing and training the riders. Sarah had also appointed Ondo Suth as an advisor and training officer. Sarah had kept the four riding groups and had added a walking group to back up each of the riding groups. The combination of each riding and walking group was called a guard, and Sarah had taken sharks from each of the guards to train herself. Most of them were ex military of one kind or another. Once they were trained, they would go back to their guards and train them. After that, sharks would be appointed to train the walking column.

The walking column itself was changed. Those with weapons walked on the sides, while the weak, wounded, and non-fighters walked in the center. A group of the non-fighters was assigned to keep track of the captured food and water situation, which was in pretty good shape right then.

A medical unit was being formed, as well as a sanitation team whose job it would be to dig latrines and fill them in when we left an area. A machinist who had ended a labor dispute by killing six union officials with a bomb, and a weapons fanatic who had supplied death to most of the galaxy, formed the core of an ordinance unit and were already busy collecting parts and repairing weapons. Stays and I were the po-leece. The silence that announcement drew was enough to convince me that, the very first chance I got, I was going to fade like a friend in need.

There were a lot of things we needed to learn about fighting on Tartaros and surviving in the Forever Sand. We weren't making forty miles a day and our water was nowhere near enough to last us until we reached the Big Grass. Besides the sand grapes, Ondo knew of some other things to do to get water and food.

Farther toward the south we would begin running into desert plants that could be recognized by a long stalk that supported a purple flower that looked like a thousand tiny little bells. The flower was edible and tasted like celery greens.

If you scooped away the sand and made it to the root, there was a white and lavender bulb that was anywhere from six to twenty inches across. The bulb could be cut up and chewed for water, or grated and the pulp squeezed. The water was sweet with sugar, and the pulp dried out and ground made a self-rising flour.

Ondo continued talking about edible lizards and insects, and I settled back to think about being a cop. Man, it made my skin crawl just thinking about it. How many times had I seen some arrogant stain in tailored grays and mirror glasses, strutting his fat ass down the block, itching for a skull to crack to prove that the street belonged to the badges.

And what would a gang of cop-haters do with me and Stays? Just to ride the fantasy for a bit, what if everything worked out just fine, we whip Kegel and find the promised land? What then?

I nodded just a little. What they'd do with us is what's always done with cops. You flatter 'em, you call 'em names, you stroke 'em, you spit on 'em, and when nobody's looking, you kill 'em. Nobody but the cop-killers ever gets real with a cop because, underneath all of that hate, scorn, and ass-kissing is fear.

Everyone fears the cops, and the more honest the cop is, the more the stain is feared. A cop's husband told me that once back when I was fifteen. I was in a squad room cage waiting to be pissed on, and I was sitting on the bench in a corner against the bars, my arms folded. There was a guy standing by the door to the squad room, and he was nodding and talking to the stains. A female cop breezed through, patted his cheek, and said it would be a few minutes more.

There was an empty chair next to the cage and he sat in it. After awhile he asked me, "Why are you here?"

I blasted at him, "None of your fuckin' business, man!"

I faced away from him and he was silent for a long time. Then he said, "I'm afraid of them, too."

"Huh? Cops? You afraid of cops, man?"

"That's right?"

I laughed. "Say, ain't that little stain you're waitin' for your old lady, or somethin'?"

"My wife."

"You afraid of her, man?"

I remembered he sat back in his chair, looked out at the squad room and said, "Just a little. But it's there."

As I remembered it, he was the guy who told me that cop was an abbreviation for 'constable of the people.'

I was afraid of cops and the law then, and I was afraid of them now. I was getting afraid of myself. If I couldn't corner out my head and get right, maybe I'd just have to leave the gang and continue on my own.

I brought my attention back to the present and looked at Pussyface. Garoit was on his side staring into the flame of the ice cube, and Nance was listening to everything that was being said. Every so often she would poke Garoit's shoulder and ask, "You hear that?" In response, he would nod.

At last she got to me. "Bando, that job I gave you?"

"Yeah?"

"Well?"

"Well, I settled it."

Garoit snorted out a laugh and said, "I think Nance would like you to expand on that a bit."

"Expand? I look like a balloon to you?"

Nance clasped her hands together and looked at me with unblinking eyes. "So what was the beef? How did you settle it?"

"Jobo Ramis and Kid Scorpion were working an old yes-I-did-no-you-didn't from back in the Crotch. I told 'em to knock it off."

Nance looked at Martin Stays. "Can you add anything?"

Stays nodded and said, "The chief here—" There was a round of laughter at my expense. I let him bathe in a glare for a bit, and when the laughing died, Stays continued with, "Bando laid a couple of rules on the mokkers. First, if it happened before the landing, it doesn't count."

"What was the other rule?"

"The other rule was, if two razors want to walk off into the dunes and slash it out, that's their business. It becomes his business," Stays pointed at me, "when the fighting disrupts everybody else." He looked around at the circle. "As a matter of fact our little band is developing quite a body of policies and law."

"What're you talking about?" asked Nance.

"I'm talking about our rules of operation. We have quite a bunch."

Garoit spat at the sand and said, "Some anarchist."

"I'm only your humble reporter, Garoit, not a judge." Stays reached into his parka pocket and pulled out a tiny black notebook. He opened it and said, "The first policy," he grinned at Garoit, "was made the night of the landing." He read, "Each person is responsible for his or her own sustenance."

I nodded. "Yeah. After Garoit said something about redistributing the wealth, Dom grabbed him by his throat and said 'What's mine is mine.'"

There were some chuckles, Stays nodded and looked back at his notebook. "The second policy was put together on the third day when Nkuma split." He read, "Each person is free to follow the leader he or she wants."

Nance held her hand out over the fire cube. "Let me see that."

Stays handed her his notebook, and as she read, I said "Who're you supposed to be? Moses?"

"No, I'm no lawgiver. As I said, I am only your humble reporter."

When she was finished looking at the notebook, Nance handed it to Garoit and looked at Stays. "Your handwriting really blows."

"Sue me."

"Why're you keeping a record? Why're you doin' that?" She pointed at the notebook in Garoit's hands.

"It's interesting seeing what a bunch of sharks come up with after they've been handed this special kind of freedom." Garoit handed the notebook to me. I opened it and began reading.

▫

POLICIES (not voted on)



1. Each person is responsible for his or her own sustenance (Dom's Decision). On the march, Day 1.



2. Each person is free to follow whatever leader he or she wants (Nkuma splinter). On the march, Day 3.



3. Policies can be changed by the leader and by majority vote (The vote on Nazzar's no prisoners proposal). On the march, Day 3.



4. Policies changed or affirmed by majority vote become laws (no prisoners) changeable only by majority vote. On the march, Day 3.



5. The leader of the gang is elected by plurality vote (the pro-army/anti-army contest between Nance Damas, Darrell Garoit, and Neala Gates where pro-army candidate Nance Damas won and everyone became a part of the army). On the march, Day 4.



6. The leader has the power to appoint subordinate positions (Nance Damas appointed Darrell Garoit number two, Sarah Hovit head of the army, and Bando Nicos investigator). On the march, Day 4.



7. Each appointed officer has the power to appoint subordinates (Sarah accepted her current choice of generals, Bando appointed Martin Stays deputy). On the march, Day 4.



8. The 'no prisoners' law includes not forcing anyone to serve in the army (Damas interpretation). On the march, Day 4.



9. Not serving in the army is grounds for expulsion from the Razai. On the march, Day 4.



10. Fighting to the death is allowed as long as the fighting is confined to the combatants (Ramis-Pandro rhubarb). On the march, Day 5.



11. Any crimes or issues that originated before the landing are done past. Any kind of retribution based on such crimes is a new crime (Ramis-Pandro rhubarb). On the march, Day 5.



▫


LAWS (voted on)



1. No Prisoners (either keep 'em, kill 'em, or cut 'em loose) proposed by Rhome Nazzar, voted in on the march, Day 3.



▫

When I finished reading, I handed the notebook to Alna and frowned at Stays. "Watson, you sure can find more damned silly ways to kill the clock."

Garoit rubbed his chin and shook his head. "Stays, what's the point of trying to make some kind of constitution out of the choices we've made so far? Most of the things you have in that list were nothing more than the most expedient thing at the moment—what seemed like a good idea at the time."

"Pussyface, you have just described most of the statutory laws in the universe."

"That's going to be the motto on our great seal, Stays? 'It seemed like a good idea at the time?'" He shook his head. "You can't make a society out of stuff like that. It has no central plan, no principle, no coherent purpose or goal, no vision. That flaws it right from the beginning."

Stays pushed himself to his feet and looked down at Alna and smiled. "Make sure it gets back to me, okay?"

Alna nodded, but did not stop reading. "Sure."

Stays put his hands in his pockets and looked at the sky's fading light. "Garoit, you're right. Of course you're right. It is flawed." He looked down at Pussyface.

"Then, what's the point?"

"The point is, I'm not a sophomore any longer. I don't look for perfection." His eyes seemed to search his inner self for an instant, then he grinned. "Maybe you hadn't noticed, Garoit, but we aren't out to build a new society. The society is already here. The only thing we have to work with is the same thing that we had to work with back on Earth: change."

"Still, there are principles that—"

"To Hell with the principles," Stays interrupted, "and to Hell with the ivory-tower chair queens who think them up." He pointed a finger at Garoit.

"Look, some academic with time heavy on his hands between classes sits down and says, 'how should things be?' For answers he doesn't go down on the block, or in the factories and schools, or in the fields or the barracks to find out anything about the men, women, and children who might have to live in his 'How should things be.' No. For answers he searches the insides of his own head, which is filled with the sludge of other academics who found time heavy on their hands between classes. And what's the result?"

Stays put his hands in his pockets. "Earth. Too many people, thousands of murders every day, billions going hungry, air so thick with shit you can paint your house with it, and a criminal justice system that is so swamped that the only thing it can do efficiently is sort out the privileged from the poor, and spring the privileged." Stays spat on the sand and smiled.

"I would like to end this lecture," he continued, "by saying that I don't give damn for philosophic first principles or all of the rarified atmospherics of legal scholars and political science majors individually or in congress. I've seen and lived in the results."

A voice in the back called "Preach it, brother." After the chuckles tapered off, Stays pointed at the ground.

"Right here, on Tartaros, on the sand, we are in the trenches.  Right here is where we have to make it work. It doesn't have to work for the universe. It only has to work for us. Perfection is the great deity of the adolescent mind, and I'm feeling mighty old and creaky these days. Right now I'd settle for a system that worked half-decently most of the time."

He turned and walked toward the darkening dunes. Those in the circle were silent. It was more than any of us had ever heard Martin Stays say at one time.

I watched his back as he faded into the shadows, realizing that Martin Stays was the person on Tartaros I trusted the most. And the least.

Alna looked up at me and asked, "Do you know what the major has me doing in the army?"

I shook my head. I couldn't think of anything Bloody Sarah would assign Alna that wouldn't send Alna around the bend. "No," I sighed. "What's she got you doing?"

"I'm learning to be a nurse."

"A nurse?"

"You know that doctor who was sent to Greenville for all of those mercy killings? Jane Sheene?"

"Mercy Jane. I remember. Four, five years ago."

"She's teaching me how to treat wounds. I'm going to be a nurse."

As Alna talked about her first day of training, I nodded to myself because it made sense. You've got someone who doesn't want to fight. Make her a nurse. I saw Garoit looking at Alna. He was biting nervously at the skin on the insides of his mouth. I could almost hear him thinking, "What if everyone refused to fight?" and a hundred other what ifs from the done past. But that was the point Stays had made. Here on the sand all we were concerned with was what works. We weren't concerned with what would work under such-and-such conditions, or what would work ten years from now, or what tried to work in the distant past on a distant unworkable planet.

We were on Tartaros. We were on the Forever Sand. What worked right then and there was our concern. For me, Alna being a nurse worked just fine.

Just about then Rus Gades came up to us. Without being asked, I reached into my kit bag for my copy of Yesterday's Tomorrow. As I handed it to him, I asked, "What goes on in those meetings?"

"Why not come to a meeting and find out?"

I laughed. "Do I look like an addict?"

"No one looks like an addict."

"Look, I was just kidding, but do you think I'm a self-destructive compulsive, or whatever it is?"

Rus shook his head. "It's not a judgment I'm qualified to make. But there's something you might want to think about. If you do something that causes you big problems, and you keep on doing the same thing over and over again, chances are you are dependent on whatever it is. That would make you an addict."

I shook my head. "I don't do anything like that."

Rus pursed his lips as he tapped his fingers on the book. "My guess, Bando, is that no one except the pure got to Tartaros by birth."

I was getting a little steamed. "What does being here have to do with being an addict?"

The man shrugged. "Maybe nothing if the Crotch was the first time you ever saw crowbars. I've never heard your story, Bando, but my guess is that you've seen the insides of jails and squad rooms lots and lots of times ever since you were a little kid."

I pointed around at the dunes. "Most of these sharks've done the same thing. I'm not the only repeat customer in the hotel."

He smiled. "I can't argue with that." He turned and began walking as he said, "I'll be sure to get the book back to you before we move out."

▫

I stewed in my sheet for a time, trying to get to sleep. Even though me being addicted to going to jail was the most salted thing I had ever heard, it gnawed at me. I couldn't put it to rest.

Alna turned over and said, "Bando? What's wrong?"

"Oh, that spud-nuts who said I was addicted to jails. Can you believe that? I can't get it out of my head, though."

"I don't think he meant that you were addicted to jails. I think he meant you were addicted to the things that keep putting you in jail."

I began thinking about what she said, and that ended what chances I ever had for some sleep. Being a cop in the middle of two thousand sharks was all the problem I needed right then. I didn't need someone messing with my melon. I decided to tell Rus Gades to keep the damned book and to stay out of my face forever. Before I dropped off to sleep, Nance dropped by to speak to Alna.

"You finished with Stays's notebook."

"Yes." Alna handed it up. As Nance took the notebook, I asked her, "What do you think of that?"

"I think I'm going to have a few copies made and have it read to the troops. That's what I think."

I chewed on that one for a ment. We got cops, we got law, we got law books coming up. Could lawyers be far away?

That was the main trouble in that situation. Awake or asleep, I couldn't get away from my nightmares.
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▫

The Chopper


▫

That night during the march, Stays and I saw a string of lights close to the southern horizon. We were at the head of the walking column, and at first I mistook the lights for a city. I said so to Stays, and before he could respond a woman's voice from behind me said, "They're stars."

I looked and saw a woman with graying hair. She wore a sheet, but she wasn't carrying one of those rifles. Instead there was a hand ax hanging at her waist. It was the same woman who had been measuring the length of the day before we discovered all of those dead sharks.

"This place doesn't have but two stars at night," I countered, "and who are you?"

"My name is Seraphine, young man, and those are stars. Tartaros's orbit is around a star that is located at the edge of a dark cloud known as the Spider Nebula. The northern pole of Tartaros points toward the center of the Spider, which is why we couldn't see but two stars until tonight. The further south we go, the more stars will become visible."

"Are you some kind of astronomer?"

"Strictly amateur. By trade, I'm a social worker, as I said before."

Stays laughed at the sound of the filthy word. To sharks, soshes were the hated underclass. They were made up of idealistic do-gooders without experience, skill, or sense dropped into fantastically complicated family and community situations to see what they could do to make the simple complicated and the serene frustrated. All of them started out with a desire to wallow in and feed off of the gratitude of the bleeding masses they attempted to band-aid. Once they discovered that they were little more than objects of hate or contempt, however, they dropped the "love me" bit and went for the long green and serene.

I remembered two years before when the case workers for the entire UTR went on strike for more corn and bennies. The prison newsletter in the Crotch carried a picture of a long-haired thing carrying a sign that demanded parity with other "professionals" like doctors, money threads, and such. The picture carried the caption "Soshes Get Honest." The yard gurus always said that trusting a sosh was more stupe than trusting a squeal, and the yard gurus never lied unless it could get them something.

"I don't trust a sosh's word about social work. Why should I believe you about black gas and Spider clouds?"

"Are you a biologist?" she asked me.

"No."

"Can you tell whether or not you have your dipper in your mitt?"

"My dip—you mean my dick in my hand?"

She grinned. "My, you are quick for a cop. Yes, that's what I meant."

"Yeah. So?"

"So, there you are. You're no more qualified to talk about your weenie than I am to talk about the stars."

"Lady, at least I got a dipper."

She grinned. "And I have the stars." She let the grin fade. "Once I heard about Tartaros, I looked up the information in my books. Take my word for it, Nicos." She pointed up toward the blackness. "That is the belly of the Spider." She pointed south toward the lights. "Those are stars."

"All of the stuff about Tartaros was classified. I tried to look it up myself."

"I was using my books, not the censored stuff from the prison library."

Without moving, she kept staring at the lights. She glanced to her right, saw a dune that she liked, and climbed it. Once she was on top of the dune, she looked again. After a moment she called down to us. "Those are stars, but you had best call Nance and Bloody Sarah. There are other lights below the stars, and I think they might be from a camp." She stayed very still for a long moment, her unblinking eyes studying the horizon. "It's a camp."

The word was passed, and I ran up the dune and stood next to Seraphine the sosh. I looked below the alleged stars and saw lights that were the same dull orange color given off by the fire cubes. In a matter of a couple of minutes Nance Damas and Rhome Nazzar had joined us, followed in a couple of more minutes by Sarah Hovit and Ondo Suth.

After a few seconds, Sarah nudged Ondo. "Well?"

Ondo's expression was worried. "I'm nowt sure, general." He pointed toward the lights. "Must be Boss Kegel, but I can't figure why he's so far north."

"Maybe he's looking for his lost patrol," I offered.

"Ah, no. We weren't due for days and days." He scratched at his chin for a moment. "See here, he might be checkin' up on Jak Edge."

"What about him," I asked."

Ondo turned toward me. "See, Jak's been a pain in Boss Kegel's side for long time now."

"Why hasn't Kegel done him?" asked Stays.

Ondo gave a little shrug. "I think Kegel's afraid. I think he's afraid Jak's got too many followers and puttin' a move on Jak would pull hisself down."

"Does Jak Edge have that kind of power?" I asked.

Ondo shook his head. "I don't think he ever did, but if he did, that was before you killed most of his soldiers back at the dunes. I'm thinkin' that Kegel wants to catch Jak away from his soldiers and do him. I can't think of no other reason for Kegel to be here. Boss Kegel hates the sand worse'n locks."  He held out a hand. "Might be another, gang, though."

Sarah grabbed Nazzar's arm and pointed toward the lights. "Rhome, put together your ten best and scout out the position. Scout it just like we talked about, and remember: you are the night. If you are noticed, leave no one behind who can talk, ours or theirs."

"You want us to do it on foot?" he asked.

"That's right. Those animals stink and make too much noise. Ride half way, then go on foot. Keep alert for their patrols and pickets. Before you go in, check your ten for noise. Then become as shadows, be the night, invisible."

Nazzar nodded and gestured with his thumb at Seraphine the Sosh. "Chopper. With me."

He skated down the dune and the sosh followed him into the darkness. I was damned if I was going to ask, but Stays didn't appear too proud.

"We're in big trouble." He looked at Bloody Sarah. "Is that old white woman one of Nazzar's ten best?"

"You're kidding," she said.

"No."

Sarah Hovit grinned. "That's the Chopper." When she saw that Stays's face remained blank, she said, "Seraphine Clay? You never heard of the, D.C. Chopper?"

Then I remembered. How could I have ever forgotten the D.C. Chopper? As Bloody Sarah followed Nazzar down the side of the dune, I looked into the shadows as a bitter taste in the back of my throat made my stomach strongly consider the possibility of issuing the most colorized belch of all time. I thought back to when even the Crotch recoiled in horror as it watched the story. The vids loved it, though.

She had been a case worker in the Union of Terran Republics' national district capital until she had a breakdown trying to get the system to help some people. Earth had its claws out for a certain family. There was a drug dealer who couldn't be persuaded to stay away. There was a judge who tied everything up with the letter of the law. There was a couple of cockroach lawyers who were squeezing the juicer and the family along with it. There were three gang toughs who thought it was funny to keep terrorizing the family. There was a hospital administrator who couldn't work his way through a paperwork blizzard in enough time to save a baby that had a deadly disease that an obstetrician at the same institution had failed to detect when the child was delivered. There was a supervisor in the social services department who seemed not to care about anything except where her next vacation was to be held. There was the steward of the local union who—

—It just seemed like everything in the universe had combined to frustrate Seraphine's attempts to help this particular family. Maybe, like a lot of us, Seraphine believed that if she only cared enough, if she only tried hard enough, if she only shouted loud enough, and worked hard enough, if—

And none of it was enough. It was like trying to erode a granite mountain with an eye dropper. Reality reached its hand up out of the sewer and smacked the social worker in the face. That smelly brown handprint on her cheek said, "No matter how hard you try, no matter how strong your will, no matter how untiring your efforts, no matter how deep your love, this family will die that long, slow, horrible death slated for most of the world." That slap said, "There's nothing you can do about it, Seraphine."

Then something inside of Seraphine's head gave a loud snap, and she had said, "Oh, yes there is."

There had been an antique butcher's ax mounted on the wall of her father's living room along with some other antique tools he had collected. She had always seen it hanging there, doing nothing, meaning nothing.

Suddenly the ax became to her a tool of social reform. She bought a new sharpening stone, and after putting a razor edge on the blade, she went forth to do the good work.

Anyway, that was the story her money threads put out. He tried to sell the juicer that Seraphine was the most salted pistachio that was ever meant to go directly to Gibber City. The juicer didn't see it that way, because Seraphine didn't look crazy, no matter how enthusiastically she had taken her revenge. There had been a total of sixteen men, in addition to three boys in their teens and five women, who had mysteriously disappeared over a nine day period.

When they found the first body, it had been hit at least fifty times with a hatchet or ax. From dental examinations the police had determined that the open cases on drug kingpin Billy Aculo might as well be closed, since Billy Aculo was burger.

The next three bodies were members of the Fang. The Fang was a center city youth organization that specialized in drugs, murder, and mayhem for the hell of it. The parents of the Fang members never did have much confidence in the sorting job the morticians had done before burying the chopped remains of the three victims, but after watching the news on the vids there had been a lot of jokes in the Crotch about quarter-pounders, and burial by the quart. Does the Devil use a microwave, or does he still flame-broil?

After the remains of twenty-four bodies had been found, the stains still hadn't a clue to the identity of the D.C. Chopper, as the vids had named the social worker. The perpetrator of the now famous Burger Murders was still on the loose, and Washington was paralyzed.

That was when Seraphine had finally had enough. Whatever her monster was, it had become small enough for her to feel some remorse for what she had done. Seraphine Clay quit her job, went down to the local police station, and was made to wait almost four hours before the stains gave her a chance to turn herself in. Even then they didn't believe her. She just didn't look like a crazed ax murderer. As a matter of fact, she looked like a social worker.

It's too bad that some station's vid-jocky hadn't been in on Seraphine's interrogation, because I would have loved to have seen the expressions on the faces around that room when, frustrated one final time, Seraphine had reached into her tote bag, pulled out her wide-bladed, short handled butcher ax and sunk the blade deep into the interrogation table—right across the fingers of Officer Lefty Bodeen. Since the digits on the table leaking all the blush were from Lefty's left hand, I always wondered what Lefty Bodeen's friends had ended up calling him. Righty?

Anyway, if the Chopper had been sick, she should have been sent to the rubber hotel. If she was guilty of that scale of premeditated murder, by the man's own rules she should have been thinned by the application of lethal rays. Either she was sick or she wasn't, and the consensus in the Crotch at the time was that she was as salted as Manson, and she had done it without drugs.

But the man is always changing the rules when it suits. The Chopper was dropped into the Crotch because she fit somewhere in between: she was sick, and the smear in the black rag knew she was sick, but the jury, the public and the press demanded a guilty body upon which to take out their fear and frustrations, much like the Chopper had done on them.

I suppose the point worth pondering about all of this is that it worked. The family she had tried to help was rescued from the sewer, and several important reforms were instituted to streamline the operation of the department. This improvement, and what had inspired it, had caused much debate in Parliament and even more wind breaking on the vids.

One of the vid commentators at the time had showed a still of Seraphine's supervisor all chopped up, many of the pieces on the desk next to a work basket overflowing with case reports. The commentator said about the new reforms, "Sometimes you just have to cut through the red tape." Not everything on the vids was a waste.

The Chopper had to be in her fifties, but she was one of Rhome Nazzar's best ten, which meant she was still a hand with an ax. I sort of wondered who her cellmate had been back at Ol' Miss, and how long it had taken before she managed to get a night's sleep doing bunkies with the Blade. On the men's side we called her the Blade, which is why Stays and I hadn't recognized her name.

It was while I was thinking about Seraphine Clay that I first realized that there are some very dangerous persons in a prison, and that they were all running loose on Tartaros. I wasn't thinking of the contract killers, leg-breakers, and yard monsters. The ones I was thinking about were the ments who kept a tentative hold on reality only by reaching through a bucket of blood. I thought about that, and I thought about the incredible fact that the only law the Razai had was a prohibition against holding prisoners. I was beginning to see Garoit's side of it.

When that itch at the back of my neck eased a bit, I faced Sarah. "Won't that leave Nazzar's bunch at the point short a few? Should Stays and I go up and fill in?"

"Sarah has it covered." Nance lifted a hand and rubbed the back of her neck. "Anyways, you're not in the army, Mr. Policeman. You got business someplace else."

"You got another yard-monster snap-and-slash for me to referee?"

"Something like that."

That itch on the back of my neck returned. "Exactly what?"

"You know a yard monster named Dick Irish?"

"Oh, no." What I meant was, yeah. I was locked in the seat next to him in the pit ship when we left Earth."

Nance lifted an arm and pointed. "Back at the end of the column. He just knifed and killed a mau named Freddy. It's turning into a salt-and-pepper thing real fast. Handle it."
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▫

Payback


▫

By the time Stays and I reached the rear of the walking column, things were tense. The words were loud and the threats graphic. There must have been over four hundred sharks milling around. Toward the center of the mob, Dick Irish was in the clutches of two black yard monsters, the three of them surrounded by a salt-and-pepper wall of anger that had the maus and the haystacks getting ready to rock.

It was clear to me that everyone was using Freddy's killing as an outlet for every frustration that had been accumulated for the past few lifetimes. The way the words were going, the black-and-white stripe of this zebra was the one running the animal.

I knew what I looked like, and Martin Stays almost glowed in the dark. I looked around quick and found someone with the proper qualifications: big, black, armed, and quiet. I didn't recognize him, but he was standing apart from the shouting and was watching. I jabbed Stays in the ribs.

"C'mon. It's time to integrate the po-leece."

"We are integrated," he answered with a smile, "you just think we ought to darken the mix, noo?"

I ignored him and walked up next to the candidate I had spied. Stays stood next to me as I asked him, "What's your name?"

A towering glower looked down upon me and studied me like an insect. "Marietta," came the response.

"Marietta?" I repeated.

"That's right. You're that little spic, Bando Nicos." She jabbed me in the chest with a finger about the size of a ham. "Why're you sniffin' 'round me, down an' brown?"

He was a she, but she was still big, black, armed, and not caught up in the moment. Besides, with three-fifths of the gang composed of women, it made sense to have women in the cops. I glanced at Stays, but he had his back turned toward me. I looked back at Marietta.

"You know what I do?"

She nodded, that glower even deeper. "You must be the onlyest po-leece-man in the whole world."

"Not really. I have Watson here." I pointed over my shoulder at Stays.

"Unh," replied my candidate. "Deppity Dawg. So, you wanna invite me up to your dune to polish your badge or what?"

"You see what's going on here?"

She nodded. "I got eyes."

"I need help. You want the job?"

That powerful glower melted into an equally powerful grin. "Why you sweet little thing. You want me in the po-leece?"

"We're going to call it something else, but that's right."

"I thought you were makin' a move on me, chili pepper!" She slapped my arm, and laughed loudly. "Man, Pancho, I thought you were after a ride on the magic mountain."

Despite myself, I blushed. "No. But I could use the help."

She nodded, then she gave out a huge sigh. "But maybe I was wrong about you, chili pepper. That might have been one sweet ride."

It was dark, but the heat from my face felt like it could be seen in the dark. I turned toward Stays, but he was kneeling on the sand, holding his guts, quaking. I thought he had been knifed, and I knelt beside him. I was not much relieved to find that he was only laughing so hard he couldn't get his breath. I punched his arm and hissed, "Whenever you're finished, asshole, we have a killing to handle."

I stood up, checked the load on my rifle, made certain that Marietta was behind me, and waded into the crowd. Every now and then the sharks refused to part for me. Then a huge black arm would reach over my shoulder, tap the immovable object to get its attention, and suddenly the immovable object would stroll.

When I faced Dick Irish his expression changed from panic to hope. The crowd quieted a bit and I nodded at him. "Dick. What's going on here?"

Dick Irish's eyes grew wide. "I did Freddy like I said I would. He broke my arm and I gave him the payback."

A voice from the salt said, "Spic, if you let the pepper do Irish, there'll be a war right here."

"Shut your face!" bellowed Marietta. "Pancho'll do what's right. The rest of you don't have no business here, so git!"

"Yes we do," shouted a voice. "This gang isn't bossed by a big gun; we vote! We got a right to see how this is handled."

I looked back at Marietta, closed my eyes, and nodded. "He's got a point."

"Yeah, and it sticks right through that hat he got on."  Marietta glowered as she scratched her chin with her rifle's front sight blade. "Okay." She lowered her weapon and faced the voice. "You all can stay and watch, but no bad words—no threats. If you threaten something, what you say is exactly what you goin' get. If you threaten to kill the chili pepper here, you'll be dead before the echo gets back to you."

I remember standing in the middle of that nightmare thinking that Marietta's offering was an interesting policy addition. Threatening murder is the same as committing it. That would sure put a cramp on most of the conversation that takes place among sharks. Either that or it would solve any future over population problem we might have. However, it was not the time to discuss law. Right at the moment Marietta's rule was the only thing covering my ass, so I kept my ass and the rule both.

I looked at the black yard monsters holding Dick's arms. "We only got one law in the Razai, and that says no prisoners. Let him go."

"Is your gourd dribbling, Pancho?" asked the yard monster hanging on Dick's left arm. "What if he just strolls on out of here?"

I shrugged. "What about it? What we're going to do about him thinning Freddy can be decided if he's here or at the other end of the column. It makes no difference." I looked at Dick. "If you got something to say, though, you better stick around."

I pointed at the yard monsters holding Dick. "Well?"

I heard the word "Well?" boom out over my head. I silently applauded the instincts that had chosen Marietta from the crowd. The yard monsters released Irish. He shook out his arms, rubbed his wrists, and took a couple of steps toward me.

"Bando, I told you I was going to thin Freddy once we got out of the pit ship."

"Yeah." I moistened my lips. "Dick, will you stand by what I decide in this, or do you want us to put up someone as a black rag? Maybe you want a jury."

Dick Irish shook his head. "I'm not sayin' I didn't do it, Bando. I'm sayin' that it was somethin' that needed to be done. I don't want no judge. I know you'll do what's right by me."

I knew the answer before I asked the question, but this was for the record. "Dick, you thinned Freddy, right?"

"Right, but you know—everybody knows—he broke my arm back in the Crotch. I owed Snowflake a couple of decks, and—"

"Dick," I interrupted, "that was back in the Crotch. This is Tartaros."

"So?"

"So did you hear it when we made the rule? Did you hear when we said if it happened before the landing, it's done past? Nance was going to have it read out to all you muscle heads."

"Yeah, I heard it, but that don't make no difference to me. See, back in the Crotch he broke my arm. I don't—"

I lifted my rifle, aimed, and fired, striking Dick Irish in the heart. His face looked very confused as he went over backwards and turned his face up to the belly of the Spider. He dropped to the sand and was still. It was very quiet.

From behind me I heard Marietta's shocked whisper, "Damn, Pancho!"

I spoke to the crowd. "It's payback, just like in the yard. If you steal, payback is you return what you took plus a little. If you can't return what you took, then you return something worth as much. If you can't or won't return the stuff, or stuff worth as much, you get thinned. You lose it all."

I looked down at Dick's still form. "Dick Irish took a life. He couldn't return what he took, so his payback was to give up the life he had." I looked around at the crowd.

"If it happened before the landing, it didn't happen. Before the landing is done past. Tartaros is a new hand. Play it that way. The cards you were dealt last hand don't play here."

There was a moment of silence, then a voice asked, "What about Dick's stuff? Who gets it?"

"Yeah," said another voice. "And what about Freddy's stuff?"

I looked around at the faces. "Did Freddy have any relatives?"

A slender woman with night-black skin held up her hand. "We sleep together. She looked up at me, her eyes filled with tears. "I loved him."

"What's your name?"

"Ginger."

I held out my hand. "Anyone else?"

One of the yard monsters who had been holding Dick said, "Freddy was my friend."

"Did you sleep with him?"

"What're you tryin' to say, you spic-ass little grease ball motherfucker?"

I grinned. "Nothing offensive, I assure you." I held my rifle across my chest. "But here is the way I see it. Sleeping together here on the sand is as much of a marriage as anything we got. A wife gets the husband's stuff, unless he makes a will giving his stuff to someone else." I looked at the one who claimed to be Freddy's friend.

"If there's something particular you'd like, talk to Ginger about it."

"What about Dick's stuff?" came a voice.

I got angry. "What's with you people? Hard of hearing?" There were a few blank expressions, so I spelled it out. "Payback. Dick took something from Freddy, and he can't pay it back. So he owes Freddy everything he's got. Ginger gets the lot."

"Hey chili pepper, who appointed you judge and jury?"

There was some laughter and a lot of angry grumbling. I walked over until I stood next to Dick Irish's body. I turned him over with my toe, looked down at the dumb son of a bitch, and said, "He did."

The rest of the scene faded from my awareness as I looked down at Dick's face. The big, dumb son of a bitch just couldn't let go of the past. I wondered if any of us could. Was the time before the landing really done past? Had I simply performed the final atrocity upon Dick Irish, and with his permission?

My rights and wrongs were very confused, and I began to feel sick to my stomach as a wave of fear washed over me. I had just thinned one of the honker yard monsters, and the rest of the white should be on me like winter. Taking Dick away from the black yard monsters should have had the maus all over me.

I looked around at the few remaining faces, for most of the crowd had rejoined the column. Why were they letting us get away with it? Marietta, Stays, and I were armed, but so were many of those in the crowd. Marietta was intimidating, and Stays and I could probably take care of ourselves against an equal number, but the three of us together were nothing against an angry armed mob.

I felt a hand on my shoulder, and I turned and saw Stays. I shook my head as I whispered to him. "I don't understand. Why're we still alive?"

Stays gave my shoulder a pat and said out loud, "The reason is simple, Chief. We aren't just a mob of con artists, psychos, thieves, and killers. Those sharks hate what you did, and probably hate you for doing it. But every one of them, deep down, knows it had to be done."

I spat on the sand. "It's a dirty job, but somebody's gotta do it?" I turned my back on the pair and began walking toward the head of the column.

"That's right," Stays answered.

I turned and looked back. Stays was standing in the sand, looking up at the belly of the Spider. He paused for a moment and slowly began nodding his head. "That's exactly right." He pointed a finger at me, and then at Marietta.

"We're not a gang like the others out here, brother and sister crowbar. We aren't together because some big gun threatened us. We're together by choice for our own mutual interests. We are a tribe, a society, a civilization."

Marietta rumbled out a laugh and said to Stays, "Man, you got more bull in you than Elsie's ass."

Stays laughed. "That's why I get the big money."

They both laughed, and I didn't want to listen to them. I especially didn't want to listen to them laugh. All I wanted to do was to put down this anvil I was carrying and to get the picture of Dick Irish's face out of my head.

It was still night, but in the east the sky began turning purple. It was bed down time, and I wanted to find Alna. I aimed my feet toward the front of the column. In the half-light of dawn, the column halted. I saw Rus Gades in a group of about twenty sharks sitting in a circle off by themselves. They became silent as I walked up behind Rus. I pulled the book out of my kit bag and held it out to him."

He took the book, but kept looking at me. "What's bothering you, Bando?"

"Bothering me." My head was filled with squirrels. "I just killed somebody." I looked around the circle of faces. "I just killed somebody I didn't want dead."

By the light of the dawn, Rus began paging through the little book. When he reached the page he wanted, he handed the book up to me and said, "Read that. It might help."

I looked down at the page marked with the pumpkin-colored ribbon and began skimming the lines. Blah, blah, blah it ran with a few platitudes generally concerned with asking for help in letting go. It was about how to let go of fear, of pain, of guilt, of sadness, of all kinds of things.

I handed the book back to Rus. "My problem isn't trying to let go of pain. My problem is trying to get pain to let go of me. Keep the book."

I turned my back on them and continued toward the front of the column.
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▫

A Policeman's Lot


▫

It was light by the time I found Alna. She was wrapped in her sheet and was sleeping at the bottom of the western side of a dune. The air and the sand were still icy, but in minutes that would change.

I sat next to her and looked down at her face. She smiled when she slept. I wondered where she was in her dreams. Was she in a safe, beautiful place? Had she found a strong, handsome protector? Had she conjed up a magician that could fix her and fill all of those incredible needs she had?

I was surprised to feel a tear streak its way down my cheek. I reached up to brush it off and felt the week's worth of growth on my face. Pretty soon all of the men would be pussyfaced. I looked at the glisten of the tear on my finger with the detachment of a scientist observing a curious natural phenomenon. Maybe I was tired, or maybe it was the wind, or maybe I had gotten something in my eye. Things like that used to seem important to me at one time. Macho is, after all, the Spanish word for asshole.

Then everything that I could see became blurred, pain twisted my guts, and the tears could no longer be argued out of existence.

I climbed to the top of the dune and sat cross-legged on the sand as my guts writhed. I stifled the cries by burying my face in my hands, but the tears flowed and I choked on them.

The edge of Alsvid peeked over the horizon, filling the sky with that brassy light. I didn't know why I was crying. Was it killing Dick Irish? Irish was a waste and the universe was better off without him. In fact Jesus could have done a lot more for the human race if, after love one another, he had said, "But first thin the Dick Irishes, the dumb sons of bitches." The death of Dick Irish was no loss.

Was it because I had been the executioner? I was no cherry. It was a little late in the game to be crying over a lost innocence that had never existed in the first place.

Maybe it was carrying everyone's hate for being the gang cop. Maybe that was part of it, although getting everyone in the world to love me never had been my thing. I never did want what was in your heart. I was after what you had in your pocket.

Still, it had been everyone's job to take out the soiled spot of Dick Irish. I was the one, though, who had done the laundry. I took out the spot and was hated for it. A few of the tears were for that.

From my past I remembered a bit of conversation I had overheard in a police squad room in one of those monster piles of human shit that ringed Philly called King of Prussia. I was cuffed into a holding chair, and a stain that was old enough to be my father was tapping my current credits into his terminal while I was trying to look bad-assed to cover up the sick fear I felt.

My contribution to the information updating exercise had been over for some time, so I was just a piece of furniture while I waited to be taken to Lancaster Juve. Every time that old stain would stretch, take a break, or look around the squad room to rest his eyes, he would look right through me. I was a piece of meat to be processed, and it was easy to see that and hate it. That way I gave my fear a hiding place.

While I was trying to kill the old stain with my eyes, a young cop, maybe only twenty-five or so, stopped in front of the old guy's desk. I had noticed the tears of anger in the young cop's eyes and the garbage stains on his pretty blue shirt.

"What're you cryin' about?" asked the old stain, you know, real sensitive like.

"They threw garbage at me! I took that bloody murdering bastard out of that building, and the people he was killing threw garbage at me!"

"What'd you expect? Flowers? Money? Gratitude?"

The young stain worked his mouth a bit, but he had no words. The old stain leaned back in his chair, clasped his hands over his belly, and studied the young officer for a moment. Then he looked me square in the eyes and said, "Listen up, Pancho."

"My name is Bando, pigshit."

The old stain nodded toward the young officer. "This is Patrolman Danner, Bando. Danner and his partner are big heroes today. They managed to track down and apprehend Henry Vicat, the Old Gulph Slasher. The Slasher murdered at least nineteen that we know about in the Gulph district, and now Henry Vicat's neighbors can sleep again at night. What do you think about that?"

I spat at the young stain, but I couldn't make the distance. It probably had something to do with a dry throat. The old stain smiled and looked at Patrolman Danner. "There you have it, youngster. The civvies out there don't notice dog shit unless they step in it. Once they do step in it, however, they have all kinds of things to say about those whose responsibility it is to keep the dog shit off the sidewalk. That's what we are, Danner: turd pickers. We're society's poop-scoops.

"If the civvies don't step in the shit, they never think about the thing that picks it up. Civvies look at us like garbage collectors, sewer workers, undertakers, and proctologists. They're really not comfortable about shaking your hand. Know what I mean?" The young stain was staring daggers, but the old guy kept at it.

"But we're a little worse than them in one respect. See, the civvies never identify with garbage, sewage, the dead, or even with their own assholes. However, they do identify with the turds we scrape off the sidewalk. Every powder-puff deadhead who murders nine bystanders on his way to get high that we stick in front of a jury has this going for him: Every juror has a piece of knowledge stuck in his gut that says, there but for the grace of the Great Juju go I, which is why they threw garbage at you when you arrested Henry Vicat."

"It's wrong," said young stain Danner. "It's not right."

The old stain went back to his terminal. As he typed he talked. "Danner, there are only two reasons a sane person can have for being a cop. The first reason is the cob, getting on some golden boy's dole and squeezing it down to the last drop. The other reason is because it's a job that needs doing, and doing that job is a satisfaction. If your purpose is to get gratitude, resign and become a priest."

I thought long and hard about that conversation. Somehow I understood the young cop a bit, but I wished I could talk to the old stain. I had tried to spit on him, too, but the old guy was pretty nimble and had sidestepped the shot.

I picked up a handful of sand and let it trickle through my fingers. This was Tartaros. Was Earth really done past? It became warmer and beneath my sheet I removed my parka and shirt as the heat increased. I tied them into a bundle that I could sling and pulled the white hood over my head. I turned to my right to keep the sun off of my face as a piece of truth came to me.

It was the responsibility of being Mr. Po-leece-man that was weighing me down. I was sinking under it. I felt trapped, like I was being eaten by hogs. I didn't know what to do. I thought about what some of the stains and smears I had known on Earth had done with their responsibilities. Let them slide, and if you can grab a cob on your way out from under, do so.

What would happen if I eased out from under it like I'd seen and heard about so many times before? There were stains who took corn from the dealers and players. Black rags weren't above sucking a cob, either. Every day on the vids, scandal after scandal about another tycoon, general, politician, judge, or vid star who had been caught with a dusty nose or sticky fingers. Only once every winter in Hell did you hear about one of those nibs going down to the crowbars.

No one had to take my word for it. All anyone had to do was ask former First Minister's appointee to the Office of Procurement, Clark Antess. No one could have been forced to believe that Antess would have gotten the idea to grab the three million on his own. His type doesn't even park in a crip zone unless everyone else is doing the same thing. Everyone had to know that there were others—lots of others. But, just for the sweet old record, no one ever pressed Clark Antess very hard for names, did they? That was the difference between stealing three million and thirty million. Thus endeth the lesson.

The ones hired to keep the rules dumped on the rules worse than anyone else. It was written: a crook's only a crook, but to fuck over the law big time, you need a lawyer. That was one reason why dirty cops and black rags with sticky fingers never lasted long behind the crowbars. After being sent down, they would be thinned in a matter of hours after being released into the general pop.

I think the reason was because of this fantasy the sharks believed in. The fantasy went something like this: If all you cops, judges, and politicians were honest and did your jobs with integrity and courage, the world would be a much more livable place.

I think, deep down, sharks would like to believe in honesty and goodness—something better than themselves. No one dropped more scorn on a cop who can't be bought than a shark in the crowbars. But deep down in his guts was an admiration for the untouchable cop. Even when they cuffed you and dropped the clock in your lap, they were like rocks, islands, in an angry sea of slime.

You could see the pain in their eyes when a crooked pol, cop, or judge made the news. The sharks'd snicker, nod, and crack wise about them like, "No kidding? A crooked cop? Go figure," To show how wise and yard smart they were, the other sharks would laugh knowingly.

If you watched the way I watched, though, you could see that twitch in a jaw muscle, that downward glance, that nervous biting at the skin inside the lips, that symphony of impatient gestures that sharks do when they feel betrayed and don't want to let anyone else know. Every time it's like finding out for the first time that your father drugged, your mother slept around, that God left a few loose ends. The crooked cops hurt the killers. They hurt everyone in the pits.

They say one crooked cop hurts all cops, but no one ever suspected that a dirty stain hurts the sharks, too. But like any other Santa Claus that gets blown away, the law turns out to be just that: a fantasy, a made up thing, a joke, a game to be played for power and profit. The dirty cop or judge, just by being there, confirms to the shark what the man with his face in the toilet always knew: this is as good as it gets. This is why this is as good as it gets.

The cops would always say to the vids that the cops who were sent to prison were killed just because they were cops. That was not true. In fact I knew several ex-cops behind the crowbars who were just as liked, respected, and accepted as any murderer or psycho in the place. Two or three of them were with the column. None of them, however, were in the pits for taking corn and looking the other way. The three ex-cops I was thinking of were all in the Crotch for murder.

One woman cop had thinned her wife-beating husband. The other two, one male and the other female, both from different cities, were sent down for doing a little of what the Chopper had done big time.

The male cop was called Cap. He was a lanky red-haired former police captain from Atlanta who had been trying to put the shutters on a local sleaze boss called Lou Imagia. The sharks used to call him Diaper Lou because his specialty was providing, for a price, little boys and little girls for sex and snuff parties.

Diaper Lou certainly didn't want to go to the crowbars. Not only would he be cut off from his kiddies, after we got hold of him his balls would have been cut off just prior to his being cut off from his supply of oxygen.

Maybe three out of every five sharks in the pits, male and female, had been molested as kids. That's why they always saved the slow strangle for child molesters. It gives you time to reflect upon your past life of misdeeds when it takes fifteen or sixteen minutes to die.

So, Diaper Lou couldn't afford the rent in the crowbar hotel, which is why he had sharp money threads and a couple of black rags and stains chewing on his cob. After Cap's third case against Diaper Lou blew up in his face, it became clear that the system was never going to get Lou Imagia, and the snuff-a-kid franchises would go on until the sickos found some other way to get rid of their money.

After he returned from court, Cap ordered his men to close the investigation on Diaper Lou. That night, behind a wall of security systems and guards that made it easier to get at the First Minister than at the kiddie-snuff boss, the captain closed Diaper Lou's file for good.

Cap got away clean, too, and turned himself in the next morning. For turning himself in, not for being an ex cop, the sharks used to give him a hard time. Anyway, the case turned into an election year rights and ethnic thing, so Cap found himself in Ol' Miss doing the rock clock. The way we thought of the captain, any shark who made a move at thinning Cap would have been committing suicide.

The female cop, Marantha Silver, had been a top inspector in the UTR Ministry of Justice. The MJs had a lot of respect in the hotel, because when they were on the job instead of on the cob, they could put together your life story from the remains of your gerbil's three-week-old fart.

As the story went, agent Marantha had been assigned as part of an investigation by the MJ into drug moneys being used to purchase off-the-rack political candidates. The vids had uncovered the story first, and at Blackhall the First Minister reacted with a public protestation of his innocence and a proclamation of his support of the MJ's thorough and complete investigation of the matter. A clean sweep was the order of the day.

It was the public order, anyway. On the block and in the backrooms, it was business as usual. Maybe Marantha Silver was just too thick to understand what had been expected of her. Maybe she just hadn't gotten the word. Maybe she had gotten the word, and just didn't give a damn.

Anyway, she took the investigation right into the First Minister's office, and that was when the MJ started emptying sacks of marbles on the nicely swept floor. Press secretaries started sending their own press secretaries out to talk to reporters, platoons of ranking witnesses turned out to be too ill or too dead to testify in front of committees or in court, and "Marantha who?" became a whispered joke in the halls and craphouses of the Ministry of Justice.

Marantha was taken off the case, she was assigned to another station four thousand miles away from the First Minister's office, an investigation was begun on her background and finances, three hundred some odd agents collected up and grilled old boyfriends and girlfriends, former classmates, teachers, employers, and supervisors and subordinates of hers at the MJ.

From her criminal past the MJs had turned up a student loan that she had repaid several months late, and there was someone who had once been a fellow student back in the eighth grade who was doing six-to-eight months for mugging the secretary of a law firm. For some reason the implications of this set of circumstances staggered the viddies. Sure, plenty of viddies had climbed on the cob, too. Being on the tube didn't keep you clean. There was serious talk of a special prosecutor.

When news of the special prosecutor cockroach leaked out in a flood, I remembered a yard guru I liked a lot named Stogie Gomez remarking that, if she lived long enough, we would see Marantha Silver in the Crotch.

"There's no room in the MJ for a good cop this year," he had said. At the time I thought he was farting through his hairpiece, but fourteen months later agent Silver was dropped through the crowbars into the women's side for murdering another agent. Her plea of self-defense was considered preposterous. The idea that the MJ and Blackhall would stoop to having one of their own agents hit to cover up the First Minister's dirty fingers was not even considered, except in the crowbars.

Stogie Gomez had pointed out that Marantha's jury had consisted of too many angel-cake social uprights who were too inexperienced to be able to believe that anyone in high government positions could get dirty, even a first minister. If the trial had been held inside the crowbars, the jury of sharks would have cut her loose in a second. Then they would have arrested and convicted her for her stupes.

Anytime during that whole thing, Marantha could have taken the smart way. She had been close enough to make Blackhall sweat, so there must have been plenty of cash offers. Right now she could have been rolling in the long green and serene instead of trying to stay alive upon Tartaros. She just hadn't been smart.

The same thing with Cap. He'd been to Disneyland; he'd seen the duck. The smart door was right in front of him all the time, and he slammed it in their faces. Plain stupe, right?

Maybe it was something else. Maybe it was something that every shark would like to believe in, but can't. Maybe some people just don't feel comfortable on a cob, no matter how much corn they get. Maybe an oath means something to some people. Maybe there is such a thing as an honest cop.

Okay, maybe Cap was just a little squeamish about taking money over the corpses of little kids who had been raped to death. But the smart way was still there for him. He didn't have to take any corn. He could have just looked the other way and let that horrible responsibility slide. If he'd kept his eyes shut he'd still be a police captain in Atlanta, maybe even chief of police, pretending to serve and protect.

Then I thought, maybe people like Marantha and the Cap don't like pretending about certain things. Maybe they hate it; hate it enough to rather die than do it. Trying to understand someone like that made me shake my head in despair. Me, I would have taken the money, shut my mouth, and considered myself both smart and lucky.

I was crying because I had never felt so unworthy before in my entire life. Unworthy to do a job. Unworthy to do this job. Unworthy to do it right. Anybody could be a crooked cop. What would it take to be an honest one? A competent one?

I heard soft footsteps in the sand behind me. I turned, looked up, and saw Alna. She stood behind me, put her hands on my shoulders, and began rubbing them. "It's daylight, Bando. Why didn't you come to bed?"

"I had some thinking to do. You heard about Dick Irish?"

"Yes." She squatted next to me and rested her face on my shoulder. "You did what you had to do."

I stood up, brushed the sand from my blues, and looked down into Alna's eyes. "Lady, what do you say we get to a place where there's grass and trees, maybe a few mountains, a pond, a quiet little valley? What do you say about striking out on our own? Nobody to watch out for except you and me. What do you say?"

She stood as her face blossomed into smiles. She lifted her hands and fiddled with the drawstring of my hood. "I'd love that, Bando. Just you and me?"

"Just you and me."

"We could build a nice little house, couldn't we? Do you know anything about building?"

"I can learn, even if I have to teach myself." I held her chin in my hand. "Back in Lancaster Juve I once taught a rat to sit on its hind legs and sing."

"You what?" She pulled her head away and raised her eyebrows at me. "You never taught a rat to sing." She turned and began walking down the shady side of the dune. I followed.

"I thought it was singing," I said. "The other sharks thought it just sounded like eeee eeee eeee eeee eeeeeeee, but to me it sounded like The Russian Easter Overture."

I put my arm around her shoulders and she put her arm around my waist and said, "Bando Nicos and his singing rat. Give me a break." We both laughed, and I clung to the laughter.

"The rat was named Brunhilde!"

We laughed some more, and I hoped I wouldn't cry. Brunhilde was still at Lancaster for all I knew. God, I loved that rat. It was the only thing besides my sister that I had ever loved. My sister, a rat, and maybe one day soon I would trust myself and Alna enough to love her. Maybe today was the day.

Alna and I found a place alone and made love for the first time. I don't know about rocket ships flying and fireworks going off. Out in the sand it was enough just to feel a little tenderness.
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▫

A Room With a View


▫

As we slept in each other's arms, I dreamed about a tiny wooded valley with a clear running stream. I was sitting on the bank of the stream looking up at the top of a hill. That would be the place for our house, I thought. A nice view, plenty of trees for shade and firewood. The water was down where I was sitting, and I started thinking about digging a well.

I heard a voice and I looked down the stream and saw Alna standing in a meadow, her arms filled with wildflowers. She was wearing a bright yellow dress of material that caught every little breath of air and flowed with it. The meadow surrounding her, as beautiful as it was, seemed oddly familiar—somehow threatening.

I heard the voice again and opened my eyes.

I was back in the furnace on the sand in the middle of a bunch of sharks who hadn't had a shower in weeks. I couldn't figure out who smelled worse: me or Alna.

I sat up and remembered where I had seen the meadow from my dream before. That had been the view from my cell at Lancaster Juve. Every year we used to have to cut the hay out of that meadow and I would get sinus problems.

Nance, Garoit, and Ondo were standing over us.

"What?"

Nance pointed south toward the point scouts. "Rhome and his top ten are back. That camp belongs to a gang called the Hand, and Ondo says they shouldn't be here. He figures they're on their way to take on Kegel through the back door."

"What's that to us?" I asked as I disentangled myself from Alna.

Nance squatted in front of me and lowered her voice. "Maybe nothing. Maybe the Hand is our ticket through Kegel. Maybe we can join forces. Maybe we can thin them and take their food and water. What we took from Kegel's scavenger patrol won't last forever. Also, they have weapons, ammo, and riding critters. Maybe enough to outfit the rest of the Razai. Anyway, we're heading on up to the point for a talk. I want you along."

I pushed myself to my feet and put my sheet over my head. When it was in place, I asked Nance, "You heard about Dick Irish?"

"Yeah, I heard."

"Well?"

"Well, what?" She folded her arms and shook her head. "It's a little late, if you're asking for permission."

"I'm not asking for permission. I just wanted to know what you—I mean—" I stood there feeling very hot in the face. "Okay, I guess I was asking for permission. You're right. It is a little late."

"You did what you did, and it's done with, Bando. If you can find something useful out of it, keep it. For the rest, if it moves, let it pass. If it doesn't move, piss on it."

As I fell in behind Nance, I tried to remember what the little pumpkin-colored book had said about letting go. In considerably different words it was pretty much what Nance had said. It was something about accepting the things I can't change, and me killing Dick Irish was one thing that no one in the universe could change. I wondered how you accept such a thing, and I sort of wished I had stayed for the CSA meeting.

The smell of my body crawled out the neck of my sheet and hung there beneath my nose. As we hoofed it I wondered what would happen if I stripped and scrubbed myself down with sand. With my luck, I figured, I'd probably get some kind of fatal skin crud.
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▫

The Hand


▫

Up at the point camp, Nazzar's best ten were a short distance away resting. Sarah and her generals, Nance, Garoit, Stays, and I were in a circle around Ondo as he smoothed the sand and drew his map on the smoothed portion with fine black sand from a pouch at his belt. He would hold some of the black sand in his fist and pass it above his map, quickly sketching in terrain features, dotting in some boundary lines, and lettering in the gang names. The last mark he made was the X showing our position.

When he was finished he reattached the pouch of black sand to his belt, rested his elbows on his knees, and looked around at the faces. "You know already about Boss Kegel. His territory runs from where the Big Grass starts down to the northwest shore of the Sea of Stars." He reached out his arm and pointed with his stick. If the Sea of Stars was almost two thousand miles long, Boss Kegel's territory was as wide as the North American continent. If he only had a hundred and fifty thousand in his gang, there might be some big gaps through which to sneak. We all watched and listened as Ondo pointed and talked.

"Here at the east shore of the Sea of Stars is where the Hand's territory begins. The Hand is bossed by a sewer slug from Planet Ghitan who calls hisself Carlo T. He thinks he's some kind of criminal royalty, and he hates Kegel's guts worse'n locks. You know the camp down there is the Hand, because of the painted hands on the rumps of the lughs. You'll see different colors, and they belong to the different units."

He pointed. "The Hand runs the east shore of the Sea of Stars, and all of the Sunrise Mountains. When I came over from First Landin', I fell in with the Hand."

"How'd you wind up with Kegel?" asked Stays.

"The Hand won't take just anyone. You need to be born into it, or have a certain kind of name. Since Carlo had a message he wanted to send to Kegel anyway, he had his guard run me over the mountains to the Sea of Stars. They took me in a boat and dumped me on Kegel's shore."

"What's this gang called Spanish between Kegel and the Southern Divide?" I asked.

Ondo looked from me to Nance and the others. "I'll run down what I know." He pointed at the territory called Spanish. "It's named after Boss Tommy Spanish. The bloodiest battle I was ever in was with the Spanish gang. I don't know where Tommy comes from, but nobody messes with the Spanish gang. He has ways of killin' that make parchin' to death in the Forever Sand look fun. The word is he's talkin' to the shadows." Ondo tapped the side of his head, then pointed at the territory south of the Sea of Stars marked Lido.

"The boss of this gang is Quana Lido, a woman. I don't know much about the Lidos except that they make the fire cubes and the blue goo for the ammo. Once I was on a boat trip to the south shore where we traded some wild grain for the blue stuff."

He pointed at the west. "Morret and Abuat, I just know their names. We never tangled or traded with em'."

He moved back to the edge of the circle, squatted down, and wrapped his arms around his knees. Nance nodded at Sarah. "Let's hear it."

Bloody Sarah nodded. "It was easy to get into the camp." She thought for a second. Whatever feeling it was, she shrugged it off and continued. "From what Ondo and the others overheard and saw, it looks as though the Hand is making a raid on Kegel's northern territory. They're camped in one big clump of about eight hundred men and women, mostly men. They're armed, but not alert. The way we read it, they don't expect anyone else to be in the desert. Their mounts are away and downwind from the camp under light guard. The camp guards they did put out don't know what they're doing, and are in all the wrong places if they did know."

"What are you saying?" asked Nance.

"I think we can take them, if that's what we decide to do."

I spat on the sand and asked, "Is that what we're going to be? Like all of the other animals out on the dunes, killing and grabbing? I just had to take a life to meet payback on a murder. Isn't what applies on the small scale going to apply to the Razai as a group?"

Nazzar growled at me, "Hey, chili pepper, why don't you go out and start a flowers and love movement? You can call it Pussies for Peace."

I started getting up, but Stays's hand on my shoulder kept my ass in the sand. "Attacking the Hand is an option, Chief," he said. "There are other options. We'll consider them all."

I simmered down, trying to remember that the only things I would be accomplishing by a fight with Nazzar would be hiding how I felt about thinning Dick Irish and a premature trip to the Big Toaster. Nazzar's yard monster work back at the Crotch wasn't just for show, although he had a well-built body as a result of all the time with the irons. The point general was also quick on his feet, and deadly fast with his fists. I'd seen him mince a mokker or three over the years. Me tangling with Nazzar was just suicide under an alias.

I quit my struggle against Stays's hand. As I shrugged I nodded at Stays. "Okay.

Garoit stood up. "What about making up a delegation to go and feel them out about helping us, or maybe letting us join up with them?"

"The second you walk into their camp," said Sarah, "there goes your surprise, and we can't take them unless we have the element of surprise."

"We have them outnumbered," said Nance.

Sarah nodded. "Yes, we have more bodies than they do, but only a few of them are armed or have enough training to be fighters. We've got around four hundred and seventy rifles that work, and enough ammo for eight or ten shots per rifle. If we hit them in camp there won't be more than fifty of them that can get it together and be armed in time to defend themselves. If we announce ourselves first, we'll be facing eight hundred rifles, and every one of those jokers was carrying double belts of ammo."

"If you join up with the Hand," cautioned Ondo, "Kegel will eat you alive. The Hand's big, but it's no match for Kegel. At least they's no match for Kegel on Kegel's own ground."

Ow Dao chuckled. When he spoke his voice rumbled out, "Ondo, you said that Boss Kegel won't like us anyway. Remember, we thinned his raiding party? You also said, whatever else we do, we have to go through Kegel to get out of the sand. In the balance, eight hundred more rifles aimed at what Kegel throws at us does seem attractive."

While the discussion continued, I heard someone come up behind me and I turned to look. It was Marietta. Behind her was a tall man with red hair that was going to gray. His beard was streaked with dark gray.

Marietta squatted behind me and said, "Chief, we got a bit of trouble."

I shook my head. "Man, I don't know what's going to happen to us when we no longer have the desert and all of those killers out there to keep us together. If we ever do get the fear of war and the threat of thirst and starvation off our backs, we're going to wind up killing each other just to keep up the chaos level."

Her eyes looked at me steadily. "We still have some trouble, Chief."

Stays looked back at her. "What is it?"

"Back in the middle of the column. Mojo Tenbene says Herb Ollick tried to kill him."

"Ice Fingers?"

"Right. Herb says he didn't, and the salt-and-pepper thing is heatin' up fast."

"I guess we don't have to worry about the mob doing anything to us here. Were there any witnesses?" I asked.

"Haw!" she exploded. "Nobody's seen or heard nothin' since Eighteen and ninety-two."

I got to my feet and tapped Stays on his shoulder. "Hang in here and let me know what they decide." Stays nodded back and I faced Marietta. There was a different look to her face.

"What is it?"

"I could of handled it if it was just what I told you."

"Yeah?" I could almost see it coming.

"See, there's a guy down in the walkin' column who's confusin' everything. That's why I come to get you."

"Who is he?"

"His name's Pendril. Jason Pendril."

"I never heard of him.

Marietta's eyebrows went up. "Well, you know when I said Ice Fingers said he didn't do it?"

"Yeah."

"Well, Jason Pendril is Ice's lawyer, and he says that we have to give Herb Ollick a trial."

"A cash register? He wants a trial? Here in the sand?" A rotten taste crawled into my mouth as I watched Marietta's head nod.

How had a money threads managed to stay alive in the Crotch? He probably had kept a low profile, done favors for the yard monsters, the way I had. He probably had so many markers out for free legal work, the best thing that ever happened to him was Tartaros. If he had a connection with Herb Ollick, maybe he had a wire in to goomba central. That would've kept him alive.

All I needed was some slippery cockroach cash register with a mouthful of Latin, the scruples of Attila the Hun, and the angles of a snake to intimidate the hell out of me. Whenever I saw one of those smug, indulgent smiles followed by one of those pat little mouthfuls like, "let me handle it," "I know what I'm doing," and "trust me," I know some lawyer is going to get rich and Bando Nicos is headed for the crowbars with empty pockets and a new asshole.

"Damn. Not a lawyer." I looked at Marietta. "I can't get a break."

"If it don't get any worse'n that, Chief, we can handle it." She grinned with menace. "You can always thin the cockroach. Don't have no law against that." Marietta turned and headed north toward the column.

I thought about Marietta's remark, and it was true. I could always kill the lawyer. I wouldn't have to be crooked to do that. There wasn't a lawyer in the universe who had gone more than an hour without doing something that deserved killing, not that I have anything personal against cockroaches.

"Stays, give me your notebook."

"Why?"

"Don't lay that why stuff in my face, Hammurabi. Just give me the damned notebook."

Stays gave me that big grin. "Why?"

Why? Why did I want the notebook? I held out my hand. "Because it's all we got for rules right now, chup."

Martin Stays pulled out his notebook, handed it up to me, and nodded. "Just so you understand."

I grabbed the notebook and began running to catch up with Marietta. Stays called out from behind me. "Chief, there're some additions since you read it last."

As I followed the rookie, I suspected that I was already losing whatever it was that I had in the way of confidence. When two razors start going after each other, any fool whose blood isn't up can see how to work it out. Courts with black rags and money threads blowing smoke and angling mirrors were no man's land.

It wasn't that the juicers were all rigged, and the rags and cash registers all crooked. Every now and then I had come across a lawyer or judge who was really trying his best to do the job, serve justice, and all that crap. They were the poorest and most depressed people I ever met.

I remembered that sad-eyed jerk with the trembling smile saying to me one time, "The judge, he really likes you, Bando. He's giving you sixteen to twenty years."

The funny thing was that the judge really did like me and my attorney wasn't making a joke. After I thinned my sister's live-in dealer, everybody understood and wanted to help me. Sixteen to twenty years. All I could figure was that it wasn't assholes who made the system; it was the system that turned everybody into assholes.

I glanced at Stays's notebook, wondering if what we were doing was constructing another asshole factory. The tall man with the gray and red hair fell in beside me.

I looked at him. "Was there something you wanted?"

He pointed toward my newest rookie. "Marietta said you might be able to use me."

"What's your name?"

"Brady. John Brady."

"Why'd the rookie grab you, Brady? Did you get lonely for Hell, or did you just look too happy to suit her?"

He smiled. "She knows I've done some police work."

"Oh?" I paused and considered the man standing before me. He looked like a cop, or an airline pilot, maybe a priest or a vid player who does fathers on the sitcoms. It would be more luck than Bando Nicos had ever seen in a bunch of years to get someone in the Razai Cops who actually knew what he was doing.

"Where did you do stains, Brady?"

"I was on the force in Atlanta."

"Atlanta?" I skidded to a halt, which is no mean trick on sand. "Like, in Georgia, North America?"

"The same."

"Cap? You're Cap?"

"I was a police captain, yes."

I held out my hands. "You're the one who thinned Diaper Lou!"

The man's smile vanished. He nodded, looked down, and shook his head. "I really don't know what I'm doing here. I guess Marietta thought I might be able to answer some questions for you. Anything I can do, just let me know." He shook his head. "I'm sorry." He began walking away.

"Hold it!" I grabbed his arm. "Don't go. I'm sorry if I seem a little stunned. It's just that I've been in it over my head for days, and I was just thinking about you." I held out my hand. "Man, am I glad to see you!"

Cap Brady looked down at my hand, his face looking very somber. "Bando, the day I killed Lou Imagia I became everything I ever hated. I broke the law."

"Hey, Cap, none of us got here because of a great record." I gestured with my hand again, and Brady took it. He had an iron grip and a strong smile.

"Thanks, Bando. This means a lot to me."

I placed my free hand on his shoulder and said, "I hope you feel like that an hour from now." We ended the shake and continued following Marietta. "Cap, have you ever heard of an ex MJ cop named Marantha Silver?"

"Sure. You'd have to have lived under a rock not to have heard of her."

"She was in the Crotch, I know. But is she with the column? If she is, we could sure use her."

Cap nodded. "Yes, she's with us. Would you like me to ask her?"

"Yeah. Great."

Cap stopped and said, "I'll catch up with you. I have to go back to the point."

"Why?"

"Marantha's there. She's probably sleeping now. She's one of Nazzar's ten best and they were real busy last night." He waved a hand. "I'll get back to you as soon as I can."

I watched his back for a moment, suddenly feeling like maybe what I was doing was not entirely a lost cause. I thought for a second, then opened Stay's notebook and did a quick scan of the pages. The murder of Freddy had added a few provisions to the policies of the Razai.

▫

12. The Razai have the right to observe the judicial process (Freddy-Dick Irish murder). On the march, Day 5.



13. A threat is a crime, and it carries as a penalty the performance of the threat upon the threatener (Freddy-Dick Irish murder). Issued by Marietta Jackson, On the march, Day 5.



14. If the parties to a dispute agree to it, the dispute may be settled by the investigating cop (Freddy-Dick Irish murder). On the march, Day 5.



15. The penalty for all crimes is payback, and payback for taking a life is everything plus a little (Freddy-Dick Irish murder). On the march, Day 5.



16. As part of payback, the murder victim inherits all from the murderer (Freddy-Dick Irish murder). On the march, Day 5.



17. Without a will, the spouse inherits. Without a spouse on record, sleeping together constitutes spousehood (Freddy's estate to Ginger). On the march, Day 5.



▫

My eyebrows went up as I read the final entry. According to policy number seventeen, Alna and I were married. I wondered what Alna would have to say about that when I told her.

A niggle of something else was bothering me. It was about the whole policy making thing. It seemed like every time anyone made a decision, a new policy was made. So far it hadn't run us into trouble, but we had a couple of real crazy rules on the books. Thirteen and seventeen came to mind real fast. A threat being the same as the action threatened promised to get half the gang thinned for just working their blowholes the way sharks've done since the invention of crowbars.

Sleeping together constituting some kind of marriage status promised to make for a lot of lonely nights. Either that, or it would make marriage into nothing. Then, I thought, what was marriage? It was a contract. And what did I know about contracts? They had super cash registers on Earth who did nothing but contracts.

Any time I had ever brushed up against a contract, particularly if it involved black rags or money threads, it was like splitting fly hairs in the dark with a dull ax. Also, every time a money threads came at me with a contract and one of those smug "you don't have to worry about that provision," or "this item doesn't really mean anything," or "no one ever enforces those provisions," I know again some lawyer is going to get rich and Bando Nicos is going to wind up with empty pockets and a brand new asshole.

I shook my head and decided to take things just as they came. One shovel full of shit at a time was all I could handle. Trying to deal with the whole mountain at once was overwhelming. I looked again at number seventeen. Someday, I thought, someone is going to demand that these things get voted up or down, and I just might be the one who does the demanding.

I looked up from the notebook and turned to follow Marietta but she was out of sight. All of the dunes looked the same, and there were so many different trails and footmarks going off in all directions, I couldn't possibly figure out which trail was hers.

For a second I felt lost. Then I realized that all I had to do was climb one of the dunes to see where I was. I was about to climb the nearest one when Marietta's voice rumbled behind me. "This way, Chief."

I turned and saw her standing between two dunes, her rifle slung, her hands upon her massive hips. "Why didn't you follow my trail, chump?"

"How was I supposed to tell which trail was yours? A footprint is a footprint."

"A footprint is a footprint?" She shook her head. "Listen, chump—"

"I believe they pronounce it chup—"

"Listen, chump, I spent a month in court listenin' to lectures on footprints, complete with movies and plastic models. A footprint is what got me my numbers, chump, and sent my sorry ass to Tartaros. Don't tell me a footprint is a footprint! And don't tell me how to say chump, chump!"

"Okay, I can follow the trail now."

She shook her head. "You couldn't track a three-legged rhino through wet sand on a sunny day." She presented me her back and continued toward the column.

Mighty touchy on the subject of footprints, she was. I mentally noted this particular area of Marietta's expertise in the unlikely event that the Razai Cops should someday find themselves in a land with enough water to make footprints possible.
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▫

Tenbene v. Ollick


▫

The sides of three dunes faced each other, and there were, perhaps, five hundred spectators there availing themselves of the amusement benefits of policy number twelve (The Razai have the right to observe the judicial process). When I arrived there was even a tiny round of applause. We were entertainment.

The vids and rads didn't work on Tartaros because there were no broadcasting stations. Batteries had just about all run out on the vid players, and the solar-powered outfits were just about burnt. Very few sharks had brought books along, and the few decks of cards there were could not be bought, borrowed, or stolen. For something to do, then, this left conversation and watching Bando Nicos make a fool out of himself.

There was a clear place between the three dunes, and I slung my rifle and stood in the center. When the chatter eased off, I said, "Mojo? Mojo Tenbene, do you have a charge to make?"

A tall dark man standing at the bottom of the dune to my left raised his hand. "I am Mojo Tenbene." He lowered his hand and pointed toward the dune to my right. Ice Fingers sat there, his face impassive, his fingers glittering. "This man, here, he took a blade and tried to thin your brother, Mojo."

There were angry support noises coming from the crowd. Many of the comments suggested ill happenings upon my person should the trial not go to the threatener's liking. I pretended not to hear the threats. Instead I unslung my rifle and looked around at the spectators.

"We have a rule. It's number thirteen. It says that a threat is a crime and that a threat carries as its penalty the performance of the threat upon the threatener. In other words, anyone who threatens to bust up my face is going to wind up with a busted face. If you threaten to kill me in the hopes that it will make this thing turn out the way you want, you die." I glanced back at Marietta. She held up her weapon, looked around, and the crowd got real quiet.

"I think they got rule thirteen, Chief."

I looked back at Mojo Tenbene. "Who do you say did it?"

"Him! Herb Ollick! Ice Fingers! The big goomba from Block Nine." Mojo walked half of the way over to the right-hand dune and pointed at Ice Fingers. Herb Ollick's face was impassive. He didn't seem to be the least bit worried. It was almost as though he were still connected and all he had to do was wiggle his finger to fill the dunes with goons. I vaguely remembered him from the Crotch. Sometimes I'd catch a peek at him in the yard or on the galleries. I wondered if he really had been in the mob. Anyway, he was used to having others do his work for him. The cockroach was just his current garbage man.

"What do you say, Ollick?"

Herb Ollick held the stub of a cigar between his fingers and nodded at another man. The third man got to his feet, and I'll be best man at a lughox's wedding if his hair wasn't styled. This had to be Jason Pendril, the money threads for Ollick. In the middle of that desert, without any kind of a shower for weeks, the cash register managed to show up at court with styled hair.

"Damn, will you look at the hair," I whispered.

Marietta mumbled something.

"What did you say?" I asked without taking my eyes off of Pendril.

Without lifting her gaze from the crowd or lowering her weapon, she bent over and whispered into my ear, "It's a rug."

"A what?"

Marietta stood up and pulled at her own hair. "A rug. A hairpiece."

"Oh." I nodded toward Pendril and asked out loud, "Your name?"

"Jason Pendril for the defense."

The man had an expression on his face that was very frustrating. It wasn't quite contempt, and it wasn't quite smirking. It was close, though.

"So, how does Herb answer the charge?"

Jason Pendril turned and spoke to the crowd, rather than to me. "As the unfortunate demise of Dick Irish has shown, Nicos, entering a plea with you may not be the healthiest thing we could do."

There was laughter, and I felt an imaginary knife blade turn in my gut. When the laughter died down I looked at the smug expression on the cash register's face for a long time, realizing as I did so that I was seeing every cockroach meatwagon barnacle that had ever put on a lawyer suit to juice me and drop me into the black hole.

It was important to me, as well as to Herb Ollick, that I not try to take out my entire revenge on the whole gang of money threads by crushing this one little cockroach and his client. Still, this little fantasy popped into my head. It wasn't anything complicated or subtle. Pendril would raise his hand, he would open his smirking mouth, and say to me, "I object." Then I would lift my rifle and blow off his head.

I tried to shake the thought from my head as I whispered to Marietta. "Where are we?"

"The roach doesn't want to enter a plea," she whispered back.

I said to Pendril, "If your client refuses to say if he did it, I'll assume he tried to kill Mojo."

"That is not how it is done in a court of law, Nicos."

I really did feel like lifting my rifle. Aim. Boom. No head on the cockroach and Bando Nicos gallops over the dunes leaving nothing behind but a cloud of dust and a shrill cackle. I wrestled myself into the present moment. "Maybe it's not how it's done in the juicer, Pendril, but it is how it's done in the yard. You've been in the crowbars awhile. Silence is a plea of guilty there. Silence is a plea of guilty here."

The money threads threw up his hands to indicate his helplessness before such a stupe. "In that case, of course he enters a plea of not guilty."

Pendril showed no reaction to the hisses and boos of a few of the watchers. Marietta began walking around the clear area between the dunes, aiming her rifle and her face up into the crowds. They quieted down.

I checked Stay's notebook, found what I wanted, and said, "Mojo, Herb, according to rule fourteen, if both of you agree to me settling this, I can take care of it. How about it?"

Mojo nodded. "That is just dandy with me." There were murmurs of approval and disapproval from the crowd.

I looked at Ollick, then at Pendril. The money threads was giving me his best patronizing smile. I wondered what rule I would create by running over, sticking my foot in Jason Pendril's face, and turning his kisser into tomato soup.

Pendril again addressed the crowd instead of me. "My client chooses to have a jury of his peers decide his guilt or innocence."

There were more murmurs of approval and disapproval, and then there was a voice that spoke up from the dune face behind me. "Bando, I'm not makin' a threat, understand? I'm just askin' a question."

I turned around and looked. There was a wiry little bastard Mexican sonofabitch from the Crotch named Hector Diaz. For reasons I never understood, Hector and I hated each other at first sight.

"So?"

Hector grinned as he held his rifle in his arms like a baby. He stroked the weapon and asked, "What would happen if we just smoked you and the big sister crowbar there?" There were ugly chuckles and hisses from the spectators. "What if we just got tired of you playing little tin god and just thinned your brown-sugar ass?"

The ugly sounds from the spectators were cut short by the sounds of three rifles levering fresh rounds into their firing chambers. I looked and saw Martin Stays standing at the top of Hector's dune. I turned and saw Cap Brady at the top of the dune behind Mojo, and a woman that had to be Marantha Silver standing at the top of the dune behind Herb Ollick. I nodded at her and she smiled back.

I turned toward Hector Diaz and said, "My guess is that you'd be dead before your face hit the sand."

Hector grinned and held out his hands. "Just asking," he said as he sat down to the laughs and jeers of the others.

I knew I looked good right then, in front of the others. But I was grateful that no one could see the yellow feathers lining the inside of my stomach. As things quieted I looked at Ollick and Pendril. "How many do you and your cockroach want on the jury? Pick an odd number."

Pendril frowned. "Odd number?"

I nodded. "Majority rules here, and we don't want any ties." I looked around and called out to the crowd. "Anyone who wants to be on the jury, line up right here." I held my hand out indicating the space between Ollick's dune and the dune behind me. Perhaps fifty sharks began moving down to the jury line.

Jason Pendril put on his most outraged is-this-what-you-call-justice voice. "Do you propose that verdicts be handed down on the basis of a majority vote?"

"No," I answered. "I do not propose it. Majority vote is the way we do things in the Razai." I glanced at Stays's notebook. "Numbers three, four, and five."

Pendril pointed at the notebook. "What is that?"

I held up the open notebook and faced it around at the crowd. "This is a record of the votes and other decisions that have been made by us so far." I looked at the money threads. "For what it's worth, it's the law here."

"May I see that?"

"Pick a number, first, then while we're putting together the jury, you can go back to law school." My comment drew another chuckle from the crowd.

Herb Ollick got to his feet and whispered into Pendril's ear. Pendril whispered back, then they seemed to fight in whispers for a bit before Ollick sat down and Pendril said, "Most of the men and women in that jury line aren't white."

I stepped to one side, glanced down the line at the faces, and looked up at Marietta. She looked down the line and nodded. "He's right."

I looked at Pendril and said, "You're right. And when you're right you're right. Pick a number."

As we spoke a few haystacks got up to join the line, followed immediately by a few more maus, hows and a chop or two. Everyone was getting civic minded.

"The point is," said Pendril, "how can my client receive a fair trial if most of the jurors are, say, of another ethnic persuasion?"

After the hoots and catcalls died down, I looked at the jury line. The salts and the peppers were at it, jabbing and grabassing around, the whole thing a joke to them. But there was a life and a few other important issues at stake. One of those issues involved a possible fight the Razai was facing with the Hand. We had to prepare, and we couldn't afford to waste the whole day settling the Tenbene-Ollick hash.

I said to the jury line, "I want you all to understand why we are here." I turned from the line, looked around at the crowd, and looked at Pendril, Ollick, and Tenbene. "We are all here for the same reason. That reason is to make certain that Mojo and Herb get exactly what's coming to them." I looked back at the jury line. "Herb is up for attempted murder. If you get to be part of this jury, your job will be to see to it that Herb gets what's coming to him."

A number of black hands traded fives to the cruel laughter of a few sharks in the jury line and up on the dunes. Something occurred to me, and I continued, "Remember, if you say Herb is guilty, and we find out later that he isn't guilty, then all of you in the jury who voted for guilty will suffer the fate that Herb suffered."

There was a rumble of exclamations from the crowd, and a few of the men and women in the jury line became less civic-minded and headed back to their seats on the dunes. "And it goes the same if you vote him innocent and he turns out to guilty. You will stand the punishment he should have stood."

"Nicos," said Pendril, his voice loaded with scorn, "are you just making this up as you go along?"

Since that was exactly what I was doing, I grimaced a bit as I sorted among my possible answers. I settled for one I must have heard a million times in front of some black rag's bench. "If you don't like the rules, change them." I turned to the crowd.

"You elected Nance Damas, and Nance appointed me. If you aren't happy with the way I handle things, talk to Nance about it. If you aren't happy with the way she handles me, hold another election." I pointed at the jury line. "Now, let's get on with it."

The jury line was pared down to about twenty-five or so who were prepared to back up their judgment with their lives. Maybe there might have been one or two who didn't think I was serious. There were a few salts, a few peppers, but mostly chili peppers, chops, and hows. I turned to Jason and Herb. They were still blowing hot whispers in each other's ears.

"You two come up with a number yet?"

"Not quite yet," answered Pendril.

"Do thirteen!" came a shout from the dune behind Mojo. "That fits a jury of sharks! Thirteen!"

The call went up, and a jury of thirteen appealed to the sharks. Since Pendril and his charge either couldn't or wouldn't come up with a number, thirteen it was. I held up my hands for quiet. "I make it thirteen," I called out.

I looked around and found a pair of specs. They were on an old woman who might have been black pepper, might have been chili pepper. It was hard to tell when they got that old. I pointed at her and asked, "Can you read and write?"

"Yes." She stood and walked over to me. I handed her Stay's notebook. "Pick a fresh page and write down the names of the ones picked for the jury, understand?"

"I understand." She pulled a writing instrument, perhaps a pen, out from under her sheet. She turned to the next page in the notebook, and waited. "Yes?"

"What's your name?"

"Ila Toussant."

"Write your name in there, too, and thanks."

Turning to the jury line I said, "Everybody get down and pick up some sand."

I squatted over and picked up a handful. "When it's your turn, stand beside me and I'll hold both my fists out like this." I stood and held my arms to the front parallel to the ground.

"Hold your fists out the same and we'll open our fists at the same time. I might have sand in both hands, only my left hand, only my right hand, or sand in neither hand. If your hands match mine, you are out. If your hands do not match mine, you are in."

I pulled my hands in beneath my sheet and dumped my sand into my left hand. "First one. Let's go."

The first one was a skinny female chili pepper. She stood to my right, we held out our fists, and opened up. She had sand in both hands. "You're in," I said. "Give your name to Ila. Next."

In nineteen tries we had selected a thirteen-shark jury. There were nine women and four men. I had them stand where the jury line had been and looked up at the sun. It was getting to the point where we could begin expecting small metal objects to liquefy.

"Okay, Mojo, let's have your story. Don't take all day."

"One second," interrupted Pendril. "Don't I get the opportunity to question the jurors?"

"Nope."

Pendril went red in the face. "Do you call that justice?"

"Nope."

"What do you call it, then?"

"I call it a jury, and I call it getting on with it." I pointed at the jurors. "Those men and women are backing up the decision they make with their lives. Is grilling them about their political beliefs, ethnic backgrounds, or tastes in music going to move things along any faster or fairer than that?"

"You just can't pick due process out of the air, Nicos. There are time-tested rules that have—"

"I think all of us have had some experience with your time-tested rules, Pendril. So, we're going to do it this way mainly because we can't afford to fart away the next six months to two years playing around with a trial the way they do it back on Earth."

"Speed does not make justice!"

I sighed and shook my head. "Neither does dragging it out forever." I scratched my chin and thought for a moment. Every shark had thought about the justice thing at one time or another. You can't sit through the middle of a jury trial with all of that grandstand blowholing by the cockroaches going on without trying to come up with an answer that was more efficient than the current definitions. Of course, the sharks never come up with very good suggestions in this department, because anything that would be an improvement on the current mess meant that sharkie would be dropping through the crowbars all that much sooner. But we were serving something a little different in Tenbene v. Ollick.

"Okay, Pendril, here's a definition of justice as it works in the Razai on this desert today. Justice is everybody getting exactly what they deserve as fast as possible." I held my hands out indicating the jury, myself, Mojo and Herb. "That is why we are all here." I nodded at Mojo. 'Let's have your story."

Mojo stood up and said, "Man, last night I was walkin' by these haystacks, see? Not a mau or chocolate brow in sight, do you see what it is?"

"I understand," I confirmed.

"Yes, well, see I was movin' up to the front of the column to get out of the dust. My lungs can't take all the shit in the air, catch it?" Mojo pointed toward Ollick. "This fishbelly angel-cake haystack, he doesn't want me walkin' up with the white folks, see—"

"Objection," called out Pendril. "The witness is drawing conclusions."

Immediately that fantasy of blowing off Pendril's face leaped to mind. With an effort, I wrestled it back into the dark. "So what?" I asked.

"Mojo had no way of knowing what my client thought, therefore him saying that Herb Ollick didn't want him walking with—

"I know that. So does everybody else."

Pendril folded his arms and began, with elaborate patience, "The rules of evidence—"

"Bite it off, Pendril. Those rules aren't our rules."

"The rules of evidence are designed to keep improper, incomplete, or illegal evidence from being presented to the jury. Tenbene concluding that—"

I held up my hands. "Enough." I turned to the jury. "Are any of you people having trouble understanding Mojo?"

They all shook their heads. I looked at Pendril. "Let Mojo say it the way he wants to say it. The jury isn't stupid. It can sort out the chicken from the fricassee."

I faced Mojo. "Go on."

"Man, I forget where I was."

"I sympathize."

"He didn't want you walking with the white folks," prompted Ila Toussant. I looked at her and she showed me the pad. She was keeping a transcript of the entire thing. I nodded at her and faced Mojo.

"Yeah, this ugly, white, faggot, motherfucker, he—"

"Objection!" Jason Pendril was on his feet. "Nicos, you cannot allow this inflammatory language to go on—"

"You'll get your chance, Pendril. Now, shut up!" I looked at Herb Ollick. "Ice, you better tell your cockroach to quit slowing things down. You've been around awhile. You ought to know by now that the lawyer gets all the money and glory, while you get the bill and the crowbars. It's your ass that's on the block, not his. See, you are responsible for whatever Pendril does. So, if he slows things down to where we have to give the trial to Mojo by default, you are the one who pays. Understand?"

Herb Ollick nodded, he grabbed Pendril by the seat of his trousers and pulled him down into a sitting position. Then Ollick put a bug in his ear while we listened to the end of Mojo's story.

There wasn't anything unusual in Mojo's tale. Every shark had seen the same thing a hundred or a thousand times. One guy operates his blowhole, another guy blows back, the years of frustration dump into the temper of the moment, a cutter gets pulled, and it's slash-and-snap time at the zoo.

When he was all done, I asked him, "Mojo, you got any witnesses?"

Mojo nodded. "I gots lots of witnesses. Trouble is, man, all of 'em are mighty pale, if you get my meanin'."

Pendril got to his feet and said in a very quiet voice, "May I cross examine now?"

I held up my hand. "Just a minute."

"He has no witnesses. My client has half a dozen—"

"I said, just a minute, Pendril. I have to explain something before any witnesses are called." I looked over to the Ollick dune. "Are any of you planning on being a witness for Herb?"

Seven haystacks got on their feet. They were laughing and jabbing each other around. "You people who want to be witnesses, listen up. When you give testimony here, what you say can decide whether a man lives or dies. So, if you lie, and later we find out that you lied, the maximum payback that this trial is considering will happen to you, whatever happens to Herb Ollick. In this case, that means death. Understand?"

One by one the witnesses declared themselves non-witnesses by sitting down. A haystack and a mau seated behind Mojo stood up. The haystack waved his hand once. "I want to testify."

I held up my hand. "Let's always take the short road. The most important witnesses first. Then if the jury needs more, we'll get more." Lowering my hand, I turned to Pendril. "Is your client guilty or innocent?"

Jason Pendril frowned and looked at me as though I had just spoken to him in Suryianese. "He entered a plea of not guilty."

"I heard that. What I want to know is something different. What did Herb Ollick tell you? Did he do it?"

"I'm not a witness here, Nicos."

"Everybody is a potential witness, including you."

"I can't be made to testify against my own client. The attorney-client privilege forbids any such—"

"That doesn't exist here," I interrupted. "Let me run a streak by you, counselor. This is Tartaros, the big T. This is not Earth. Your job here is the same as the jury's, and it is the same as mine. We are all here to make sure that everybody gets exactly what's coming to them."

"No." Pendril addressed the crowd. "My job is to give my client the best possible defense I can, regardless of his guilt or innocence." He faced me. "That's my job!"

I shook my head. "Nope. You're just like everybody else, Pendril. If you know Ollick's guilty, and you keep it from us, then you are just as guilty as he is. And in the Razai, that mean's you suffer the same punishment."

"Don't be juvenile, Nicos. What's that going to do to the attorney-client relationship? You wouldn't be able to tell your attorney anything. What kind of effect do you think that would have?"

I considered it for a moment and answered, "I think it would make someone who was guilty real nervous. That's what I think." I pointed my finger at him. "So let's have your statement, Pendril. Is this guy guilty or not."

"I have to think about this—

"There's nothing to think about. If he's guilty, either you know or you don't. If he's guilty and you know, either you tell us or you don't. If you don't tell us, and we find out that you knew he was guilty, you'll suffer the same punishment that he suffers. Understand?"

"I understand." Pendril shaded his eyes against the sun, glanced at Herb Ollick, and looked again at me. He pushed his hands into his pockets and shrugged. "In that case, he's guilty as hell." Jason Pendril sat down to the combined gasps, cheers, and jeers of the spectators.

One of the jurors called out, "I think we've got enough."

I turned to the jury. "Is there anybody who needs something more?"

They looked at each other shaking their heads. "We've got enough," repeated the juror, a chop female who couldn't have been more than eighteen years old.

"So, what's it going to be?"

Altogether they called out "Guilty!"

I turned to Mojo. "That's it. He's all yours."

"What?" Mojo Tenbene stood in front of me, his hands on his hips. "Chili pepper, you're supposed to waste his white ass."

I shook my head. "There's no need. You're still alive. He didn't try to kill me. He tried to kill you."

"You wasted Dick Irish."

"That I did. And the one I did it for was Freddy, since Freddy wasn't there to do Irish himself. Since that was the case, Dick Irish got the max. You're still here, so you can collect your price for what Herb Ollick did to you. I only do contract killing for the dead."

Mojo's face looked frightened, then it looked sly. "I can do anything I want with him?"

I thought about it some. "You can't violate the law. You can waste him, take all he owns, or send him out of the Razai. Everything he owns, including his life, belongs to you if you want it. But you can't torture him, make him a servant or slave, or anything like that because that would make him a prisoner and break the only law we have."

I pointed at Herb Ollick. "Make up your mind what you're going to do. We can't hold him prisoner either. So smoke him or do whatever it is that you're going to do."

Ice Fingers stood in the same place where he had been when the jury had found him guilty. He looked up at Mojo as the black man approached. Mojo stopped a couple of paces from Ollick and unslung his rifle. Herb Ollick closed his eyes and tensed all over. When the expected shot did not hit, Herb opened his eyes. The muzzle of Mojo's weapon was lowered to the ground. Mojo was looking at the tips of his own shoes. Slowly he lifted his gaze until he was looking at the haystack.

"Ollick," called Mojo.

"Yes?" Herb's voice sounded awful dry.

"Ollick, you been rubbin' your white trash goomba shit in my face ever since you got dropped in the Crotch, and now you tried to waste me. I can mow your white ravioli ass right now!" The muzzle of Mojo's weapon came up again. "Man, I can trigger off this gun and thin your fat ass in a split second. I own you."

Ollick nodded and closed his eyes again. I thought I saw a tear fall off of Herb's face, but I couldn't have sworn to it.

Mojo stood like a statue for a long time. Taking a deep breath, he let out a sigh and lowered his rifle. "Ollick, I want an apology."

Herb looked up, his eyes wide with surprise. "An apology?"

"That's right. I want you to say you're sorry for callin' me a nigger. I want it just like that. And for pullin' a cutter on me. I want to hear you say that."

Herb Ollick rubbed his eyes, and I thought I saw his knees shake. "Mojo, I'm sorry. I was way out of line. I'm sorry for calling you a nigger, and I'm sorry for pulling a cutter on you. Any excuses I got aren't any good. Not here. I'm sorry."

Herb glanced at me and held out his hands. "I really am."

I asked Mojo, 'Is that it?"

"Yeah." Mojo turned and walked off.

I turned to Herb and said, "You're free to go." I looked at the jury and the crowd.

"It's all over."

Herb glanced once at Jason Pendril, then he turned and walked away in the direction opposite from Mojo's. Jason Pendril walked past the jury and headed for the front of the column.

A single person behind me started clapping. I looked up and saw Martin Stays, his rifle slung, slapping his hands together, a big grin on his face. Marietta and Ila took it up, then Cap Brady and Marantha Silver started applauding. A few of the sharks even joined in.

Maybe it was a compliment. I didn't know. Maybe I was just too tired to figure out what had gone on and what was going on. All I wanted to do was make it to the head of the column and get back to Alna and some sleep before the night march.

Stays came sliding down the dune toward me. "Hey, Chief. Nance wants you up at the point."

"Why?"

"We're going to send a delegation to the Hand. She wants you to go along."
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▫

The Delegates


▫

It was late, and the shadows were filling the valleys between the dunes. We were about two miles west of where the bunch from the Hand had made camp for the night. Two hundred armed Razai under Nazzar's command were taking positions around the Hand camp, and the walking column would be moving up during the night, guarded by the remains of the armed sharks under the command of Yirbe Vekk.

Twelve of us sat in the shade. There was Nance, Garoit, Bloody Sarah and two of her generals, Ow Dao and Rhome Nazzar. Stays sat to my left, Marantha Silver to my right, and to Marantha's right were the Chopper and two more from Nazzar's best ten.

One of them was Slicker Toan. Slicker was a clumsy-looking haystack with half-closed eyes that made him look like he had the smarts of an eggplant. He was very strong, very smart, as nimble as an athlete, and one of the best pickpockets in the universe.

The other was a woman, a tiny pepper named Minnie McDavis. She used to run marathons, she was absolutely ruthless with either a knife or a gun, and she was one of those persons who never seem to be noticed. In broad daylight she was almost invisible. She was the one who used to geld her men with a razor when they disappointed her. It sort of shriveled me up to think about it.

After reading the notes Ila Toussant had written on the trial, Nance tossed the notebook back to Martin Stays. Turning from Stays she glanced at me. "You boys made a lot of law today."

Her legs were crossed and she leaned forward, her arms folded, her elbows resting on her knees. "I wonder where all of this is going," she said to no one in particular. She shrugged and sat up. "In another day, we might all be dead, so why wonder?" She looked at me. "Bando, you put Stays in charge of the cops while you're gone, right?"

"Right."

Nance looked at Sarah. "Sarah, you're with the delegation, too. Nazzar's in command in your absence, and if Nazzar drops, it goes to Ow Dao, right?"

Bloody Sarah smiled. "Yes, but General Dao would prefer to be called Tao Dao."

"Sorry. I forgot."

Tao Dao nodded his forgiveness. Nance looked at Garoit. "If I drop, Pussyface, you get your old job back, at least until the next election."

"Why don't you send me, instead, Nance? You don't know what's out there, and anything could happen."

Nance smiled. "You know, Pussyface, I almost think you're afraid something might happen to me."

"I am!" He said loudly, then repeated himself more quietly, "I am. So send me as your representative. I don't serve any other function around here. Look, I won't make any deals or commit us to anything without your approval. How about it?"

Nance looked around the circle for a moment. She looked down at the sand in front of her feet, picked up a handful, and began letting the sand trickle through her fingers. "I thought about it, Garoit, and I'm going to tell you why I'm not sending you." She brushed off her hands and folded her arms again.

"Listen, all of you. My name is Nance Damas. I was given life as the mistake of a stupid Juarez hooker. I have been molested, raped, almost killed, and left to die in the sewers and garbage cans of Earth. The only person whose love I could ever accept was a woman, and she was raped and murdered. I did the rapist and the six witnesses who let it happen because they didn't want to get involved. That put me in the Crotch when I was seventeen. I've lived in Hell ever since. I don't know anything but filth, cruelty, the backs of hands, and the shitty end of the stick." She unfolded her arms and held them out.

"I'm smart enough to know that we—the Razai—we got something here. I think it's something that might be important." She burst out with a quiet laugh. "That's all I know." She pointed at Garoit. "Pussyface knows a lot more. He's smart and he's read and thought about a lot of things. I know, because the two of us have talked a lot. I think we need Pussyface. He's valuable for the future." She held her hand to her breast. "If I die, it's no great loss. That's the way I feel about it," she looked at Garoit, "and that's why I'm going instead of you."

We all tried to speak at once, but Nance held up her hands and ordered us to silence. "Shut the goddamned hell up! We're right next to the damned Hand, and we can't afford to have them hear us with you working your blowholes at full pressure!" She put her hands down.

"Now, I don't want any we-love-you-and-need-you testimonials from you assholes. I told you why I'm doing what I'm doing, and that's the end of it. Understand?" She got to her feet. "Does everybody understand?" There were a few nods around the circle.

Nance pointed to my right. "Seraphine, I want you, Marantha, Slicker, and Minnie to be our guard. If things start happening, you have to keep the Hand off us long enough for us to signal Nazzar and Dao." The Chopper nodded and Nance held out her hands. "What are we waiting for? It's time to let the rest of this planet know we're here and in business."

We all got to our feet and Nance led off, heading east. I looked at Stays and started unbundling my shirt and parka. It would be getting cold soon. "Stays, maybe you ought to make up some more copies of the rules."

"Okay."

"See if you can find some more paper. Somebody's got to have some."

"Okay." Stays held out his hand. "Take care of yourself, Sherlock."

I shook hands with him. "Same to you, asshole. When you can, let Alna know what's happened to me."

"Okay. And here's something someone left for you.," He held out the tiny pumpkin-colored book.

I took it and looked at it for a long time. I had told Rus and his bunch to keep the book. Him returning it made me a little angry. I was glad he returned it, because I was afraid. That made me a whole lot more angry. I reached under my sheet and shoved the book into my pocket.

"You can't ever tell. It might just be so boring that I'll be grateful to have something to read."

"You can always hope," Stays encouraged.

I turned and fell in behind the Chopper. I felt that it was going to be another long night.
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▫

The Irish Goomba


▫

On the way to the Hand camp, Nance wanted us to talk. Bloody Sarah had said that, although it had been no difficulty getting past their guards, it might be something of a difficulty getting a guard's attention, without making the clown look bad.

We didn't want to embarrass either the guard or the leader of the camp. Sharks that think they look bad don't think good, and the first thing they do is look for someone to blame. Since people with guns tend to do their blaming in the loudest and most destructive manner available, and since we had no doubt that the someones taking the blame would be us, Nance figured it would be best to walk in making as much noise as a marching band and let the guard discover us on his own.

While I walked, I listened a bit to the others, but I had something that was gnawing at the back of my mind. I took the opportunity to ask Nance. "If you left Garoit behind because he's so valuable, why did you bring me?"

She laughed and put her arm across my shoulders. She was about four inches taller than me. "Pobrecito," she taunted with a grin, "did big old nasty Nance hurt the little copper's feelings?"

I felt my face get red, then I laughed. "Okay, okay."

Nance's voice became serious. "You know, Bando, that number two of yours is real smart. Maybe smarter than all of us put together."

"Stays? He's an old bomb thrower. I've seen him foaming at the mouth and wearing a rubber jacket."

"Bando, did you get here because of your deep respect for government institutions, or because you were so well adjusted?"

I shrugged and put in a ment. After the mental moment had expired, I said, "Yeah, he's smart, but it's different than with Garoit. Pussyface got all his stuff out of books. Stays did some of that, but he's got something else. He watches people and I think he learns from them."

"How so?" Nance removed her arm and pushed her hands into her pockets. With the last of the red and purple light in the sky, it was getting chilly.

"Like when I look at us, Nance, I see a bunch of sand sharks kicking and biting to stay alive. Martin Stays sees principles, institutions, trends. This business with writing down the laws and policies. I never would've thought of that."

Nance nodded. "It was a smart move."

"I don't know. That list of rules is sort of developing a life of its own. Like that rule thirteen that makes a threat the same as the crime being threatened."

"What about it?"

"I thought it was a dumb rule. I guess I still do, but when the sharks were making bad-ass at the trial, I pulled old thirteen out of the hat to shut 'em up and save my buns. Just by doing that, I pumped life into that rule." I faced her. "I'd sure feel better about this law business if we weren't making it up as we go along. Don't you think we ought to get the whole gang to vote on some of those things?"

She heaved her shoulders slightly and cocked her head to one side. "Maybe. You know, this little gang of ours is less'n a week old? If we make it through another week, maybe we can start wading through votes, rules, laws, and such. Right now there's more important things to do, like getting out of the Forever Sand. Maybe this bunch we're going to see can help."

"Maybe."

She reached out a hand and squeezed my shoulder. "Don't worry about how the law's going in the Razai, Bando. There's nothing in the universe that's been jawed over, tested, and voted on more than the law back on Earth, and you remember what that was all about."

"Yeah," I answered. "The juicer.'

"It's a mess that no one understands 'cause it doesn't mean anything. It's just a machine for keeping the cockroach money threads rich, keeping the ins in, the outs out, and the downs down."

Nance stopped and turned around. I turned to see why. Bloody Sarah was tugging on Nance's sheet. After we had stopped, Sarah pointed to the top of the dune to our left. Standing on top of the dune, admiring the fading rays of the sunset, oblivious to all but the desert's beauty, was a guard. Although his hood was off, exposing his red hair, his rifle was slung and his arms were folded beneath his sheet for warmth. A ten-year-old nearsighted cripple with a wooden leg and a bad wheeze could have crept up on him and taken him out with a rubber chicken.

If we called to him we'd make him look bad. We also didn't want to startle him. Bloody Sarah held up a hand and said, "Look at that haircut. He's from Surya."

I looked, but I didn't see anything particularly special about the haircut. The sideburns were pointed, maybe the center brushed forward some. Anyway, it was a sign to Sarah. She cupped her hands, turned her back on the guard, and made a strange bird sound, like "Call-all-all-alllll."

I watched the guard and a smile spread itself across his face as he listened to the sounds of the early night.

"Call-all-all-alllll," Sarah repeated, and the smile faded as a frown creased the fellow's forehead. He looked to his left, to his right, then unslung his rifle.

"Call-all-all-alllll," cooed Sarah, and the guard looked down at us.

The man studied our party for a moment, then said, "That's the call of a beautiful bird, but the nearest one of those birds is forty light years away from here, nohomiht?"


"Ahviht," replied Sarah, and the guard came down from the dune, his rifle carried across his breast. He stopped several feet from us. After examining our faces, he asked, "And who is the Suryian night dove?"

"I am," answered Sarah.

The guard squinted in the fading light, then his eyebrows climbed up his forehead. "Bloody Sarah, as I live and breathe!"

"And you?"

"Vin Otelli." He smiled. "The UTR stains sent me here for serving the other side of the rebellion."

"Yet we are both here, nohomiht, Vin Otelli?"

He nodded. "Ahviht. All of us had assumed that when you were taken to Earth that it was to receive a slap on the wrist and a fat pension. Instead we are both here, which makes me wonder just what the point of the war was."

"What is the point of any war, Vin Otelli?"

"Freedom, justice, rights, and other meaningless mouthfuls." He smiled and nodded. "You do the night dove call very well."

"Thank you."

"It made me wonder, just a bit, if I was losing my mind." We all laughed, and Vin Otelli asked, "Who are these others?"

"We are a delegation of peace from the Razai."

"Razai?" He frowned. "This is the word for the desert death lizard on Surya."

"We are named after the lizard. It seemed appropriate since we were born in the desert."

His face seemed to light with hope. "Is your gang from Surya?"

"Ah, you are homesick." She shook her had. "We are not from Surya. We are from Earth." Sarah nodded toward Nance. "This is our leader, Nance Damas." She held a hand out toward me. "Bando Nicos, one of our subchiefs, and our guards, Clay, Silver, Toan, and McDavies."

Vin Otelli studied us for a few seconds. "I've never heard of the Razai before. There is supposed to be nothing between the Hand and the Southern Divide but Kegel."

"You have heard of us now," said Nance. "We've come to parlay with your boss."

Vin Otelli studied Nance. "You boss the Razai?" asked the guard.

"That's right."

"I've heard about Quana Lido, but you're the first woman gang boss I've ever seen." He grinned. "Is this because there are a lot of women in the Razai?"

"Why?"

"Women are in short supply in the Hand. They are in short supply everywhere."

"Vin Otelli," Sarah interrupted, "shouldn't you notify someone of our presence?"

The guard's face became serious. "Look, if I should do that, the two men would be put to death." He thought for a moment, then shook his head. "I was about to say that you women might be able to find husbands and protection in the Hand, but this one," he indicated the Chopper, "is too old."

He nodded toward Nance, "You've been a boss, and that might be too much of a temptation for you. Carlo would want you thinned just as a safety measure. Besides, you're a little brown for Carlo."

He faced Sarah, "And you, you're just plain too dangerous to let stay alive. Everybody in this galaxy must've seen those vids of you back in that village." He pointed at Marantha. "You might be acceptable."

Marantha said quietly. "I am so relieved. For what might I be acceptable?"

"Marriage. Marriage in the Hand. You look like just what Carlo has been after."

"Indeed."

Vin Otelli frowned as he looked us over once again. "Where's the little black one?"

"Behind you," Sarah answered.

The guard's frown deepened as he turned and saw Minnie McDavies standing behind him. I could tell from his expression that he really wanted to know how Minnie had managed to get from in front of him to behind him in full view without being noticed.

"Don't creep around like that, sister crowbar. You make me nervous."

"I make a lot of people nervous, brother." Minnie grinned. "You were about to say about the little black one?"

"Yes." Otelli looked back at Nance. "The little black one would be killed on the spot. No maus, no chops, hows, or chilies."

I snorted out an angry laugh and pointed a finger at the guard. "Well, brother crowbar, just what in Hell do you have to be to get into this exclusive club?"

Vin Otelli slung his rifle and held out his hands. "Look, I'm not trying to start a war. I'm just telling you how it is in the Hand. If you can't scare up a Sicilian or two in your family tree, or at least an Italian with a bad attitude, forget it."

Nance poked Vin Otelli's chest with her finger. "I'm from Earth, Hand job, and I've seen enough genuine goombas in and out of crowbars to populate this planet ten times over. One thing I know about 'em is that they keep their mouths shut. You work your mouth like every backyard gossip I've ever met. The other thing I know is that none of them ever looked like you. With that red hair, teeny nose, blue eyes, and whitey-white hide, you're about as Sicilian as shamrocks."

"Vin Otelli," said Bloody Sarah to herself as she smiled and nodded thoughtfully.

The guard's face was very angry. "I'm not from Sicily myself, but my family came from Sicily, and that makes me Sicilian."

Sarah laughed and nodded, "Vin Otelli!" She pointed at him. "I know you, but if your family came from Sicily it was by way of Belfast." She faced Nance. "When I knew of him, Vin Otelli pronounced his name Galvin O'Dell. Back on Surya, Galvin O'Dell used to make quite a point of mentioning coming from a long line of Irish revolutionaries." She looked again at the guard.

"Have you been giving us a wee little kiss off the old Blarney Stone, goomba? Sure and you must be the fastest of the world's fast talkers to convince Olive Oil and the rest of the gooms that you come from a long line of pepperonis."

All humor left the guard's face as his finger moved into his rifle's trigger guard. "I am descended from Sicilians—"

The guard arched his back and looked strange for a moment. That was when I realized that Minnie had somehow gotten behind him again. We heard her quiet voice.

"With me right now, O'Goomba, I have the sharpest razor the universe has ever seen. Ease that finger off that trigger, brother crowbar, or what I have in my hand right now goes home with me."

He quickly removed his finger from the trigger and held the rifle by its muzzle at his side. "Okay?" he asked with a note of panic in his voice. "Okay?"

We heard a very girlish giggle, and then Minnie said, "Finestkind." She moved to his side and looked up at him with an enormous grin.

"Hey, goomba," said Marantha Silver. "Parla italiano?"

"What?"

"Non capisco, Vin Otelli," said Marantha. "What is going on with the Hand? Do any of you know anything about Sicily? Do you people know anything about our thing?"

"Our thing?"

"Cosa nostra?"


"I don't understand."

Marantha Silver smiled and nodded. Looking at Nance she said, "This is amazing. Somewhere along the line some boss began living a fantasy about being a mob don. Using whatever he had in his head for guidance, he's got the whole bunch living the same fantasy." She pointed at the guard. "Or in the case of our goomba shamrock here, living a lie to stay alive."

"That's not true." He pointed a finger at her. "Who are you to judge these things, anyway?"

"Mi chiamo Maranta Argento."


She looked at Nance and repeated, "My name is Maranta Argento. I had it legally changed to Marantha Silver when I joined the MJ."

Nance's eyebrows went up as she nodded, very impressed. "Argento? Are you any relation to Red Pete Argento? The Argento family of Philadelphia?"

"He was my father."

Nance shook her head in wonder for all of us. The story behind a genuine Mafia princess winding up as a top MJ cop must be a trim little tale, indeed. It would have to wait, though, until several urgent crises had their turns.

Nance walked up to the Irish goomba and poked him in his chest with her forefinger. "Look, ratbait, it appears that the only real Sicilian around here belongs to the Razai. We have your lie, as well as the Hand's lie, all sewn up in a little sack. Is my message coming through?"

"I think so."

"I'm going to be straight with you, Mick O'Goomba. The Razai needs help, and we're hoping to get it from your bunch here. But don't ever get the idea that we're helpless. Right now our legions surround this place and are ready to land on the Hand like sixty tons of cement."

She folded her arms. "We're a peaceful bunch, and all we want to do is ask for help. The Hand is free to help us or not. But if that group of bogus goombas wants to make trouble, we'll leave nothing but your bones and moustaches for the sand bats. Is any of this getting through to you, O'Goomba?"

"Yes. I'll do whatever you want."

"I want you to help us, understand?"

"I understand."

"If you're helpful to us, Galvin, we'll take you into the Razai." Nance grinned. "And we do have lots and lots of women."

Galvin O'Dell started as Minnie McDavies put her arm around his waist, leered at him, and said, "Lots and lots of women."

In moments O'Goomba was leading us through the dunes to the camp. Just before we reached the lights of the Hand's camp, Nance and I were at the rear walking together. When she could see my face, I raised my eyebrows and mouthed the word "Legions?"

She pulled back one corner of her mouth into a tiny little grin and walked ahead. It was funny, because Nance never struck me as being any kind of operator. She had always seemed to be straight up, her thoughts and feelings right on the tip of her boot for anybody. There was all of that I'm no good and that's why I'm leaving Garoit behind stuff for just one example. Of course, she might have been the best confidence operator ever to grace my experience. If that's what she was, she was more than good. She was beyond art.

I looked at her back as we hiked through the sand. She was a big, bull-croc lizzie who had survived the universe's endless series of harsh judgments with her fists and her will. The longer she lived was how she measured her revenge against life.

Sure, she had done a neat little con on O'Goomba, with the mighty legions of the Razai surrounding the Hand, awaiting only the slightest signal to roll down and tamp the camp. Why shouldn't she know how to do the con? She went to college at Ol' Miss in Greeneville, and the Crotch was the best place to learn such skills.

I shook my head as I trudged along, my heart filling my throat. Conning others was never a problem for me. It's second nature to anyone coming off the block. It's conning myself I was no good at. As the first lights of the camp appeared, I was afraid and that protomo feeling was all over me. I found myself walking next to Minnie McDavies, and I whispered to her, "Just what was it of O'Goomba's you had in your hand?"

I know she was a mau and it was night, but I swear she blushed.
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▫

The Prince


▫

From the outside it looked like something from the vids, maybe the Arabian Nights with a bad cast. Huge tents filled the camp area. They were made of the same material as the sheets we wore, but they carried bright colors in several designs, including handprints.

The colors and designs were repeated on some of the sheets on the soldiers I saw. They seemed to be the military markings Ondo mentioned. There were a couple wearing red markings, and bunches who wore blue, black, green, and white.

After being challenged, O'Goomba informed the guard commander of the great and powerful Razai gang's desire to parlay with the Hand. He added that, should this parlay not transpire, or should it turn out badly, there were the many legions of the Razai straining at their leashes, waiting to tear out the throats of the Hand.

It sounded a bit overdone to me, but the guard commander seemed to buy it. He sped off, and returned in a few minutes and said, "Please follow me."

The biggest tent looked huge enough to house an elephant parade. With Galvin O'Goomba and his guard commander leading, and flanked by an armed guard of about eighteen or twenty men, we were led inside as the iciness of the night spread across the sand. No one had searched us, and no one had asked for our weapons.

Once inside the huge tent, we were led through a corridor illuminated with oil lamps. There were more guards lining the corridor, and even if they didn't impress Nance or Bloody Sarah, they sure as hell impressed me.

The corridor opened onto a huge central room that was comfortably warm because of all of the oil lamps lighting the area, and from the four metal pots which contained the burning blue ice. The air in the tent smelled a bit smoky, but sweet, like flowers.

The room was crowded, and when we entered the crowd spread to the sides giving us a view of the opposite side. O'Goomba faced away from us, held out his hand, and said. "Pau Avanti, I present the boss of the Razai, Nance Damas."

O'Goomba faced Nance. "Boss of the Razai, this is Pau Avanti, Prince of the Hand, Son of Carlo T., Don of the Eastern Shore and the Sunrise Mountains."

Pau Avanti looked like something out of a fantasy vid. He sat high upon a golden throne inside his huge palace of a tent. He was a tall, powerfully built man with a dark, scowling face and shifty, suspicious eyes. His robes were of some fine light blue cloth that shimmered as it moved. On his fingers he sported golden rings set with large, garish gems that seemed not only to reflect light, but to give off a light of their own.

Standing to his right and left were more guards, and before the throne was an audience like old-time kings had in the vids. They were mostly men, and the few women that were there looked like court pros. Our delegation stood in front of Pau Avanti, with Nance in front, Galvin O'Goomba and Bloody Sarah to her left, and Marantha Silver to her right. I was in the rear comfortably situated between Minnie McDavies and the Chopper.

Pau Avanti crossed his legs, leaned his right elbow upon an arm rest, and gestured with his hand. "You are here before me, woman, with tales of a great gang that comes in peace, yet is ready to have its many legions crush the Hand like so many insects." He grinned. "Why do I not believe you?"

"It's your choice," Nance answered. "But you might want to think real hard on which way you pick."

She turned around and pointed with her arm, indicating the entire camp. "Our trusty spies have seen the best you have here, Pau Avanti. Shall I tell you?"

"Please do."

"You have some real pretty tents, but you can only put up eight hundred rifles. Isn't that true?"

The man on the throne looked uncomfortable as he recrossed his legs. "Perhaps. Perhaps not."

Nance laughed out loud, and we laughed with her. My laughter might have been just a shade shrill. I checked and made certain that my right side was covered by the Chopper. When I looked to make certain that Minnie was protecting my left, I noticed she had vanished. I did a quick scan of the room, but couldn't find her.

"Pau Avanti," said Nance, "we have no desire to harm you or your people. Although we have more than ten thousand to throw against you, we are here strictly in peace. However, we do have a battle in mind."

"What battle might that be?"

"The Razai are heading south out of the desert. To do that we need to get through Boss Kegel. We think you're moving against Kegel. Perhaps we could join forces."

The prince rubbed his upper lip. "What makes you think we're moving against Kegel?"

Nance held out her hands. "Are you out in the desert taking a vacation?"

The entire population in the tent erupted with laughter, which quickly quieted as Avanti waved his hand. "Why we are here is our business." He pointed with his finger at Nance. "Why you are here, chili pepper, is the question."

Although she hid it pretty well, I could almost see the hairs on the back of Nance's head stand straight out. She took a step toward the prince, and six of the goombas standing around the throne moved in to protect their boss.

Nance held out her hands in a gesture of defeat and said, "Perhaps we can discuss this better alone, Pau Avanti."

Pau Avanti and some of his toughs laughed at this, then the prince's laughter was cut short. In a moment the laughter of the others died as they saw Minnie McDavies holding a razor at the left side of the prince's throat.

The toughs who had moved away from the throne to intercept Nance took a step back, but Minnie grinned and touched the edge of the blade against the skin of Avanti's throat.

"Don't come any closer, you handsome boys. In my hand is the sharpest razor in the universe. I can take his neck down to the spine in less than an eye blink."

One of the toughs said, "Say the word, Pau, and she's done past."

Minnie whispered into the prince's ear, "Don't you want your head? If for nothing else, you need it for this," she said as she stuck her tongue in his ear.

"Get out!" shouted Avanti as a blush covered his face. "All of you get out!" He nervously moistened his lips. "I have things to discuss with our friends."

Grudgingly the court emptied and stationed itself just outside the room. Minnie released the prince and smiled at him as he rubbed his neck, stared at her, and wiggled his finger in his ear.

Nance looked back and motioned with her head at Marantha Silver. Our own Mafia princess walked up and grinned at the Prince, "Pau Avanti," she said, "Parla italiano?"


"What?"

"Tell me about omerta, prince. What do you say when the fire is placed in your hands?"

"What fire? I don't know what you're talking about." He pointed a finger. "Do you?"

"Yes, I do." She folded her arms and smiled. "How would you like to boss the Hand?"

He studied her for a moment, then closed his eyes as he leaned back in his throne. As he opened his eyes again, he said, "I am Carlo's most loyal and devoted son."

"There is no question about that, Pau Avanti," said Marantha. "The question is, do you want to take his place as boss of the Hand?"

The prince sat up. "Say what you have come to say."

"Very well." Marantha looked at the man on the throne. "Pau Avanti, you are not Mafia, you are not Sicilian, you know next to nothing about either, and the only reason you hold the position you have is because this Carlo T. is just as ignorant."

"I suppose you think you know more than Carlo, more than me?"

"I am the daughter of a don. My father was Red Pete Argento, head of the Argento family in Philadelphia." She smiled again. "That's on Earth."

"I know where Philadelphia is," he answered. He placed his elbows on the throne's armrests and began rubbing his temples with his fingertips. He continued for a few moments, and clasped his hands when he was finished. He gave his throne room a careful scan to make certain none of his own gang was present.

"If I was interested," he said, his voice just above a whisper, "which of course I'm not, what do you think you could do to change things?"

Marantha grinned. "I could show you things, teach you things." She held her hand out toward us. "But not in front of the others. After all, omerta."


He pointed at Minnie McDavies. "Will you need her here?"

"No, but Minnie will be here. She is here, she is there, she is everywhere."

He sat up and nodded. "I will listen to at least a little of this nonsense, just to be polite." He held out a hand toward the corridor. "May I call my chief advisor?"

"Consigliere," she corrected.

"Yes, my consiggalorry, is it?"

"Quite close. And, certainly, it's permitted."

The prince held up his hand. "Voam! Come here."

A slender man in dark blue cloth robes entered and stopped at the right side of the throne. "Yes, Pau?"

The prince held out his hand indicating the rest of us. "Take our guests and entertain them." He pointed at me. "What's your name?"

"Bando Nicos," I answered

"Be sure to offer Mr. Nicos the hospitality of the Men's Hall." He gestured back toward Slicker Toan. "Him, too."

Pau Avanti looked around the room, his brow growing heavy with frown. "Where is the little black one?"

Minnie was gone. Nance shrugged and answered, "She's probably out there somewhere keeping watch on us all. If anything should happen to us, she's the one who will signal our legions, as well as avenge us."

The prince stared at Nance for a moment. "She has a rather disturbing way of getting about, doesn't she?"

"She disturbs a lot of men. I find her quite a comfort."

"Indeed."

The prince nodded at Voam and the consiggalorry held out his hands, indicating that all of us, except Marantha, should exit. Nance and I walked together, and as we came out of the entrance there was something bothering me. I spoke to Nance beneath my breath.

"Doesn't it strike you as just too good to be true that we have our very own Mafia princess right here in the Razai to run interference for us?"

"That does seem too good to be true," Nance confirmed.

"Yeah, especially since she's a cop for the MJ."

We were led to a place where what looked like a banquet had been laid out. There was a large circle of men sitting and eating, with the few women there that were waiting on them. The food looked very good, but my appetite died as my conversation with Nance continued.

"You know, Bando," she whispered, "Marantha's no Mafia princess."

"What?"

"She was the lead in our production of Mob Cinderella back in the Crotch. Everything she's said so far is straight out of the script."

"Script?"

Nance grinned. "I played the part of Red Pete Argento."

I felt sick to my stomach. "But the Italian. She spoke the language."

"Right out of the script, Bando. She's really quick on her toes. Now that you mention it, I think she's Jewish. Keep your fingers crossed that she doesn't run out of lines."
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▫

A Bird in the Hand


▫

Nance and the Chopper were seated at the banquet and were greeted with what appeared to be great enthusiasm. Atan Voam took Slicker and me to another tent. A guard on either side of the entrance lifted up double flaps and we walked into wonderland.

There was a rich scarlet carpet beneath our feet, a table heaped with hot meats, golden pastries, and beautiful fruit. There were even what looked to be wines and candies. There were six men seated on cushions around the table with four beautiful women clad in next to nothing waiting on them. Almost in shock I took a step backward and bumped into Slicker.

"Steady," cautioned the pickpocket.

One of the six men, a young looking fellow with a trim dark beard, got to his feet and looked inquiringly at Atan Voam. "My friends," began Atan, "Pau has asked that you entertain these two representatives of the Razai." He held out a hand toward me. "This is subchief Bando Nicos and his guard."

Slicker simply stood there looking like a side of beef, and I said, "His name is Slicker Toan."

Pau Avanti's number two glanced at Slicker as though he were trying to attach the name to the physical being and was getting a bad fit. Shrugging it off, he addressed the men at the table. "I count on you to show them the full courtesy of the Men's Hall."

"It would be my pleasure," said the man standing. His clothes were of a fine material, and his trousers and pullover were deep maroon. He had very rich looking soft-leather boots of gray on his feet. He nodded toward me. "My name is Padra Amitis. I command the Loyal Reds."

He held out his hand and introduced the other five men at the table. As each one was introduced, he stood and gave a friendly little smile and bow.

There was a squat, bull of a man, named Dagi Preit. He was the commander of the Mighty Blacks, and from the way Padra Amitis handed out the strokes, I gathered that Dagi Preit also ranked everybody else.

Yal Donat, a tall, blond, intelligent-looking sort who ought to have been off someplace painting flowers, was the commander of the Swift Whites. Mano Leaf, who had more chili pepper in him than goomba, was the commander of the Courageous Golds. A yard monster named Dono Vicar commanded the Faithful Blues, while a weasel-looking thing with burns on his face named Hach Imis commanded the Steadfast Greens.

There was a moment when I felt like introducing myself as Bando Nicos, big kahuna of the Chicken Yellows, but my attention was drawn to a silver-looking cabinet on the far side of the tent. The Commander of the Reds noticed where I was looking and smiled at me. "Ah, can I offer you a bath?"

"A bath?"

"Certainly. I apologize for not thinking of it."

"A bath? With water?" I asked.

They all laughed and Padra Amitis led me next to the cabinet. It turned out to be a high-backed bathtub. He snapped his fingers and two women appeared almost out of nowhere. "Prepare our guest for a bath."

"Immediately," answered one of them.

I felt a sharp jab in my back and I turned around to see Slicker staring off into the distance as though he were dead from the neck up. "And my guard," I said. "He could use a bath, too."

"Of course," said Padra Amitis, and he snapped his fingers again. The two women who showed up were ordered to bring in another tub, and all four of the women were ordered to bring in hot water. A curtain was drawn between us and the dining area, and two more women arrived and began undressing us.

"When you're finished," said the commander of the Loyal Reds, "join us at the table."

▫

After so much deprivation, my wishes and desires were being swamped with fulfillment. The undressing was efficient. It would have been sensual if I hadn't been so embarrassed at how bad I smelled. I was helped into the tub, and as I sank down into the steaming water, I hoped that the dirt wasn't the only thing holding me together.

I closed my eyes, leaned back, and sank as deep into the water as I could. Perfume reached my nostrils, and it made my head swim. Soapy hands began gently rubbing my chest, stomach, legs, and all intermediate stops.

▫

Later, feeling quite spent for several reasons, more hot water was added to the tub and Slicker and I were left alone to soak. It certainly beat slogging through the sand with Nance and the Razai Cops. I never believed it could be this good. I never believed I would ever feel this relaxed and safe again.

Another hand rubbed my chest and slid down my stomach where it came to rest among the jewels. I was so relaxed I didn't know if I was up for another round, but I was certainly willing to allow my bath-nymph to give it a try. The hand fondled me, and just as things were firming up, the hand gathered up my penis and scrotum together.

It felt just a little uncomfortable, and I opened one eye just a crack. I saw two very dark arms in the water as a husky voice whispered in my ear, "With me right now I have the sharpest razor in the universe. If you don't stop enjoying yourself so much and get back to work, what I have in my hand right now will go home with me."

After a moment of paralysis, I nodded. The hands slithered out of the water, I looked around, and Minnie McDavies was gone.

"Slicker?"

"Huh?"

I looked over at the pickpocket, and if he had been any more relaxed he would have been liquid. "Did you see anything?"

"See what?"

I looked around again, almost doubting my senses, yet feeling awfully vulnerable. I stood up in my God-issue and grabbed a towel. "Let's get to work."

"Bando, can't we just lounge around a little longer?"

"You want to sing soprano for the rest of your life?" I demanded angrily. "Let's go!"
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▫

The Other Side


▫

If I had a brick for every time I had wasted time dreaming about how things should be for Bando Nicos, I would be able to build four Philadelphias. Behind the crowbars, the dreams were always about the other side of the bars. Outside, on the block, the dreams were always about another planet, another country, the other side of town, the other side of a security wall, the other side of a lock.

Sometimes I would get into primo deep wallow with my fantasies and wouldn't come out for days. I don't mean that I was gibbers or anything. It's just that I would have either the picture or the feeling of what things should be with me all the time.

It made it easier to pick up that piece of jewelry when no one was looking. After all, when you think about where I was, and then looked at where I should have been, things needed to be evened out. I had a right to even them. The diamonds were mine. The juicer never saw it like that, but it helped to keep a troublesome conscience quiet.

In the Men's Hall at the edge of the Forever Sand, with a full belly, a glass or two of wine buzzing my head, and the richness of the tent and the beautiful girls filling my eyes, I thought about all of the different fantasies that had ruled my life. I wondered if any of them could ever live up to the reality I was wallowing in right then. I even heard music coming from the banquet circle outside the tent. It was a snappy tune that almost forced you to move your feet.

"To brotherhood and honor!" toasted the commander of the Blues, Dono Vicar.

"To brotherhood and honor!" we all toasted back. I only touched the heady wine to my lips, and did not drink any more. I could just imagine the alks back in the walking column dragging their tongues in the sand for just a wee drop of what I wasn't drinking, but I had to keep my head screwed on straight if I didn't want Minnie McDavis to get beneath my sheet with the universe's most honed penis plucker.

There was another reason for keeping straight. Sharks are sharks the whole galaxy over, and none of the brothers of the crowbar would put on an extravagant show such as that without wanting something in return. What did they want? That was the question.

The one obvious thing they wanted was women. The few that Slicker and I had seen in camp were gorgeous, but they were very few and seemed to be nothing more than servants or slaves.

A bare arm reached over my shoulder and filled my wine cup to the brim. I looked up to see one of the lovely servants, and she did have a pleasant smile on her face. I examined the face for as long as I could, and when I turned back to my meal and the conversation, something nagged at the back of my head. The woman only smiled with her mouth, and there was something about the eyes that bothered me. The eyes were hard—a strange mix of hate and fear.

Mano Leaf, the commander of the Courageous Golds, struggled to his feet to give a toast. As he did so, something slipped off his cushion onto the floor. I leaned over, picked it up, and saw that it was a book. It had a leather cover that was so old the title stamped on the spine was unreadable.

Sickness gnawed at my guts. That particular cover was very familiar to me. I almost cried to see it. Robert Southey's Life of Nelson. Inside on the crumbly pages there would be a beautiful old engraving titled "Nelson's Conflict with a Spanish Launch." It would show the old-time British sailor, with all of his arms, getting ready to shove three feet of steel through a sad-eyed Spaniard. Opposite the engraving would be the title page, and at the bottom of the title page it would say "London. Bickers and Son, Leicester Square. 1883." It had been Big Dave Cole who had told me that Leicester was pronounced "Lester."

After my quarantine at Greenville, I had been sitting on my bunk in my new cell splitting my skull with suppressed rage, trying not to blow up. I couldn't bear the thought of being dropped into the black hole, or tossed into a rubber room, so I just sat there, my arms wrapped around my guts, trying not to make a sound, knowing that if I kept too quiet, that could end in the rubber room, too.

I had heard tapping on my bars. I moved to the barred end of my cell, crouched next to the left wall and whispered, "What?"

"Quick," a voice had answered. "Read this. It'll save your life."

I had reached through the bars to my left and felt the end of a book. After I had it in my possession, I opened it. It had been Southey's Life of Nelson, but I quickly flipped past the front stuff and began reading.

I had been well into Nelson's time on the Agamemnon before I rapped on the bars and asked the shark in the next pen his name.

"Dave Cole. In the yard they call me Big Dave."

"Big Dave, how is reading this thing going to save my life?"

He had laughed. "You're still alive, aren't you?"

"So?"

"It's working just fine."

True. That book got me out of my own head. It saved my life, and started me on a reading binge that had never ended. And now it looked as though the book was about to save my life a second time. I opened the book as Mano Leaf wrapped up his toast. Inside the cover was the sheet Big Dave had cemented in to repair where the front cover had split off. On the second blank page in the front, Big Dave's name and number were lightly penciled in above a pen-written inscription to a fellow named Harold Drewitt dated July 1889. Big Dave would never have let that book out of his sight. He was dead and I felt like I needed to kill something in return. There was something else, too. I had never been much of a mathematician, but no matter how I added up the numbers, the Razai was in big trouble.

I looked around at the faces and thought back to the routine Pau Avanti had put on in his tent. Whatever their other claims to fame, the members of the Hand were certainly a slick bunch of con artists. The secret of the con is always to give the mark what he wants. We wanted the Hand to be a weak and careless bunch of halfwits, and that's just what they gave us. I blushed at how we had been taken in. I covered up by laughing with the others at a joke that made no sense to me at all. Somehow I had to warn the others.

Mano Leaf seated himself on his cushion as I replaced the book on the carpet. Acting drunk, I struggled to my feet and said, "Good friends, I know it is your custom to dine without female companionship, but I am having such a good time, and the music outside is so inviting, I must share a dance with my wife."

"Oh, a wife!" said Padra Amitis.

"And a dance," added Yal Donat. "Perhaps we could all have a dance?"

"Perhaps," I answered, "although she is very shy. "But, come along. She may want to dance the night away."

The six commanders cheered. I glanced at Slicker, and his jaw seemed jammed in mid-glut. He got to his feet, however, and brought up the rear of our happy procession.

▫

When we approached the banquet area, several of the men were dancing with each other to the clapping hands of their comrades. Nance and the Chopper were clapping along, and suddenly the music ended. There was much applause, and while it was at its height, I came up behind Nance, bent over, and whispered in her ear.

"I told them we're married, so let's dance and don't give me any shit. We're in big trouble."

She turned her head, kissed my cheek, and whispered into my ear. "You sure do smell pretty, Bando. I can't dance. Can you?"

"How tough can it be?" I answered. "We just need something slow and huggy so we can cheek it up and I can fill your ear with sweet somethings."

"You can't dance either?" She stood up, and never did her six foot something look so tall. She turned to the small band that had been plucking and blowing out the tunes.

"Something slow and dreamy." She looked at me with the biggest brown eyes I had ever seen. "My man wants to dance." I glanced at the Chopper and Bloody Sarah to dare them to laugh, but they were looking elsewhere.

A chorus of howls began and it ended with a round of applause and the band playing. The song was a slow folk melody of some kind that seemed very familiar to me. I put my right arm around Nance's waist, and was surprised to find her waist at waist height. Somehow she was squatting down, her bent knees hidden by her sheet, so that her head could rest on my shoulder.

"What is it?" she asked.

"The Hand must've hit at least one of the other gangs from our ship. Maybe more. I found something that belonged to a friend of mine. There's only one way he could have been separated from it, and that means he's dead. The Hand must've learned about the Razai from the others. I don't think the prince is here in the desert going after Kegel. I think he's after us—after the women."

She wriggled around, put her arms around my neck, put her cheek against mine and snuggled her lips into my ear. I was beginning to get a little cranked up.

"I don't get it," she whispered. "What about the guards, the sloppy discipline?"

"Just pin a cow pie on my nose, querida. Like a couple of marks with hay in our ears, I think we've been sucked in here real good, is what I think."

"O'Goomba? You think that mick wop red-haired Sicilian was doing a number?"

"That's what I think."

She was quiet for a moment. "Hombre, I would hate to think I believed he was that stupid because he was that smart."

"That's how you set up the mark, Nance."

Again she was quiet. I could feel her head shake slightly as she thought. "Bando, there's more to this. Have you seen any women in camp?"

"A few. They use a bunch of angel cakes over in the Men's Hall for servants and—" I searched my failing memory for a term. "Bath attendants."

"Did you get your whistle cleaned, Bando?" I searched for a response, but the heat from my face appeared to be response enough for Nance Damas. "Bando, at least pick your feet up and put 'em down. When you slide around like that you're digging yourself into a hole. If you get any shorter I'll have to dance on my damned knees."

We shuffled around a bit more, and she whispered, "What about the column? Are they going after the column right now?"

"My guess is no. I think they want to seduce us. It costs less. If they wanted to fight we would've heard something by now."

We moved around a bit more and Nance whispered, "There's something more to this. We've got to get out of here. Keep alert."

I whispered back, "What's the name of that song they're playing?"

"La Paloma," she answered. "There's a lot of chili pepper in that goomba band."

The tune came to an end, Nance leaned back, gave me a big kiss on the lips, and turned to the crowd as she held out her hands. "I am having a wonderful time!"

The crowd cheered, and one of the men stood. "Then bring your whole gang in! We'll have a party!"

Another cheer. Nance grinned at the two-faced little bastards, gave me another kiss, and held out her hands again. "Before we can do anything like that, we'll have to get Pau Avanti's permission."

"I don't think there will be any problem with that," said Padra Amitis with a tiny bow. He held out his hand to Nance and spoke to me. "With your permission?"

I held out my hands and said, "Of course."

The all-Sicilian jug band started up with a rousing Italian ranchero titled "La Noche e Tu," Nance stood up to her full height, and whirled the amazed commander of the Loyal Reds off into the night.

In turn, I danced with the D.C. Chopper and Bloody Sarah to let them know what was happening. Sarah couldn't dance any better than I could, but Seraphine knew some steps, and even taught some to me. It was hard to concentrate on dancing, though, with the threat of the Hand hovering over us, not to mention the ax the Chopper had hanging at her waist bumping into my leg.

Minnie McDavies even popped out of nowhere and got in a dance. It was when I put my arm around her waist I found out that, beneath her sheet, she wore God-issue.

As I removed my hand and placed it on top of her sheet, I said to her, "You know, Minnie, you are about the sexiest and scariest little bit I ever met."

She grinned at me and said, "Exciting, isn't it?"
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▫

Let's Party


▫

Back in the palace tent, Marantha sat upon a cushion at Pau Avanti's feet. "A party is an excellent thought," said the prince. His eyebrows went up a notch as he looked at Nance.

"Was there a question?"

"Yes. I think more of our women would come to the party if there was some way they could freshen up. We've been in the desert a week—"

"—and sugar and spice only make up for so much," completed the prince. "I understand completely." He placed a hand on Marantha's shoulder. "Please take one of our water sleds, with the compliments of the Hand."

"We are very grateful."

"Yes," said the prince. "Should those attending the party wish to continue on with the Hand, as your friend Maranta has done, this will not offend, will it? I understand that, according to your custom, the members of the Razai are free to join whatever gang they wish."

I was gaping at Marantha, and Nance poked me in the arm, snapping me out of it. "How about it, lawman?"

"Yeah," I answered. "Rule two says that each person is free to follow whatever leader he or she wants."

"Excellent," said the prince with a broad grin. "I fear that your gang will be a good deal smaller when we part company, Nance Damas."

"Perhaps some of your men will choose to join us?" she offered.

The prince's face was devoid of any softness or humor as he slowly shook his head. "No. That is not allowed." He squeezed Marantha's shoulder.

"Tell them, princess."

"Once a member of the Hand," she said, "always a member of the Hand." She smiled at me. "Bando, when you return tomorrow for the party, could you bring my things?"

She had to be working a con. "Sure," I answered. "I'll bring your stuff."

Marantha looked at Bloody Sarah. "Sarah, ease army Rhome carefully home. Ease army steel, too."

Sarah nodded and answered with downcast eyes. "Your ease, sunrise."
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▫

Home and the Law


▫

As we marched through the night to our own camp, leading the six lugh team water sled, I was glad I was me and not Nance Damas. The responsibility I toted by being a Razai Cop was nothing compared to her load. It wasn't just that the Hand was probably preparing to take us over. There were some other matters, as well. Not only would that takeover involve placing the women they decided to take into some kind of slavery, I guessed it would also involve killing off just about all of the men.

Just so it would be thick enough to patch a fusion reactor, there was Razai rule number two: Each person is free to follow whatever leader he or she wants. In other words, in exchange for the food, drink, baths, fine clothes, and the rest of what the Hand could offer, it was just possible that some of the women might be willing to give up wandering in the desert, counting drops of water, and smelling like hell with the Razai. They just might be talked into selling their asses for money, food, and a little security.

There were bits in the Razai who had been doing that all their lives. It was the way things were because it was the way things had always been. Any way you looked at it, we were going to get hit hard.

That was Nance's problem, not mine. As soon as we were out of sight of the Hand's guard escort, Bloody Sarah pulled the sled team to a halt and said, "Minnie, Seraphine, Slicker, let's go."

They vanished into the shadows, and I looked at Nance as she got the sled team moving again. "What's going on?"

She looked from the lead critter to me. "Didn't you hear what Marantha said to Sarah?"

"What? You mean that stuff about easing Rhome's Army on home?"

A note of exasperation crept into her voice. "Obviously you haven't been attending your training classes."

"No kidding, Sherlock! Maybe I've been a little busy with the job you stuck on me!"

She touched her fingertips to my lips. "I was just joking." She removed her hand, clucked at the lugh team, and continued. "It's a real simple first letter code. She said 'Sarah, ease army Rhome carefully home."'

"Search," I said. "And then there was something else. 'Ease army Steel, too'—East. Search east. And Sarah answered 'yes'."

"I think he's got it," said Nance with a smile which quickly faded as she pulled on the lugh critter's harness. "Let's get this water back, and you be quiet for a bit, I'm trying to think."

I shut up. There was plenty to think about. What do we tell our own people? How do we keep the majority of the gang from going over to the Hand? How do we get Marantha back? And just what was east of the Hand's camp?

By the time we got back to the point camp, I figured whatever could be done about the military situation was in better hands than mine. The problem of getting back Marantha and of defending ourselves against the Hand concerned me very little because I had something else to occupy my attention.

My problem was Victor Myerson and Jim Bennet. When Nance and I returned to the point camp, Stays and Cap Brady were waiting for us. I followed the pair back to the column as Martin Stays filled me in.

"It's a rape case. Considering what our population contains, it's amazing it's taken this long for one to happen."

"Oh, I don't know," I answered with a touch of rancor. "We do pretty well for a town of two thousand. In less than a week we've managed a war, a murder, an execution, an attempted murder, and a rape." I spat in the sand. "Let's have the rest of it."

"Jim Bennet, a shark from Lewisburg Max, claims that Victor Myerson, also from Lewisburg, boybunged him against his will. Myerson says he didn't rape anyone. Between the number of rapists and rape victims we have in the column, it's a real tense situation."

I nodded. "This is the nightmare I saw when Nance shoved this job at me. This is just the thing I never wanted to see. What are we supposed to do?"

Stays handed me several sheets of folded paper. "Just like always, Chief: what isn't in the rules, we make up. Here's your own copy of The Law of the Razai."

"That sounds real impressive."

"I thought so."

As we approached the walking column, I asked, "Is there any doubt about the facts? Did Myerson do it?"

"Myerson did it. He admits they had sex, but he says it wasn't rape. He says it was sex between consenting adults."

"Are there any witnesses?"

He nodded. "There are plenty who are willing to scream at each other, but I don't know if they're willing to back it up according to rule thirty-two."

I started opening the papers and Stays said, "Thirty-two is the rule that gives false witnesses the maximum penalty under consideration."

"That's a thought," I said. "What's the max payback for rape? What's the penalty? Do we let the victim rape the rapist back?"

"In this case," Stays answered, "I think this Myerson would regard that less like a penalty and more like a treat."

"Maybe that depends on what we rape him with."

"For rape," added Cap Brady, "Jim Bennet is talking the big payback: death. There's a lot of support for his position in the crowd. But there's something else." He glanced at Stays. "Tell him about the complication."

"A complication?" I said as I came to a halt. "You mean what you've been telling me is the simple part?" I rubbed my eyes as the lack of sleep made my skin tingle. "Tell me about the complication."

Stays rubbed the back of his neck. I got the impression that he hadn't been getting enough sleep either. "The complication is one of the rapists from the Crotch. His name is Abe Lyles. He was in one of those therapy groups, and I think he meets with that bunch that keeps borrowing your book."

"CSA," I said.

"Yeah. Well, the complication is this. He says even if Myerson did rape the kid, it's not his fault. He says that Myerson's got an illness that makes him do those things." He lowered his hand. "And there's something else."

"There had to be." I rubbed my eyes again and took a deep breath. I guessed that just about one more thing piled on top of this crapheap would have me looking for a rubber room. "What is it? Is Pendril Myerson's cockroach?"

"No. In fact, Pendril is working for Bennet. Myerson has found his own money threads. It's a roach named Lane Rossiter."

"Two lawyers?"

Stays tapped the folded papers in my hands. "And both of them have copies of the rules."

"Anything else?"

Stays grinned. "Yeah. Welcome home, Chief."
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▫

Bennet v. Myerson: The Warm-up


▫

The sky was beginning to lighten as I took in the scene. The crowd was divided between the facing sides of two large dunes. Since the column wasn't moving, and since it was an issue in which everyone had an interest, there were close to fifteen or sixteen hundred spectators. The only thing limiting attendance to that level was the fact that the organized guards had their troops elsewhere trying to prepare to meet the Hand.

I stood between the dunes with Marietta covering my back and keeping order. Stays covered the crowd from on top of the left dune while Cap Brady took the right. I counted the number of spectators who were carrying guns, decided the Razai Cops were understaffed, and a brand new rule began to geminate within.

Pendril and who I guessed was Jim Bennet were off to the left discussing things. To the right I couldn't pick out Victor Myerson or his cockroach through any obvious means. I looked at the sheets of paper and raced through the rules from what's mine is mine down to rule forty-five which said that one found guilty of attempted murder may be expelled from the Razai.

It wasn't so much the rules. I could remember them. It was the implications of the rules and how they fit together, and it was how the cockroaches were trained to see those implications that had my stomach burning up.

"You ready, Chief?" asked Marietta.

I nodded. "Okay."

"You can handle it, Chief," she said giving me a wink. She turned around and bellowed at the dunes. "Shut your mouth!"

The dunes got real silent real fast. I glanced up at the sky, noticed that the light was entering that deep blue, deceptive, oh-what-a-beautiful-planet-this-is phase. Beneath my sheet I began removing my parka and shirt. It would soon be hell in a hibachi.

I saw one of the women seated behind Bennet stroking her rifle and moving her lips in silent mutterings as she searched the opposite dune for someone. The odds were that she was a former rape victim. What I didn't need right then was an armed mob filled with righteous rage looking for an outlet. It was time for the new rule.

"Okay," I said as I undressed, "Let's stack our rifles neatly right down here." I pointed to the area in front of me. "Emotions run high in certain kinds of situations, and this is one of those kinds. We don't want to turn this thing into a war crimes trial, so everybody who is armed and who wants to stay for the trial, bring your weapons down here. Anyone who doesn't want to give up his or her weapon, get away from here."

The scene before me could have been a painting. Nothing moved. Then Marietta nodded at the crowd and said quietly, "Sun's gettin' hot. Do it soon."

Her request was underscored by Stays, Cap, and Marantha levering fresh rounds into their weapons and lowering their muzzles until they pointed at the crowd. One by one a few spectators left, but most came down and piled up their weapons.

Marietta asked me in a whisper, "What if the Hand attacks in the middle of the trial?"

I shrugged. "We have guards out to warn us. Besides," I added with some sincerity, "the court is not as worried about the Hand attacking it as it is worried about the Razai attacking it."

I noticed with some surprise that Herb Ollick was one of the ones who had come forward to supervise the stacking of the weapons. Ila Toussant came from the rifle stacks and grinned at me as she pulled out her own paper supply.

"Chief, am I still court clerk?"

I nodded. "Yes. Where's your rifle?"

"In the stacks."

"Go get it back. You're an officer of the court and you can't tell when you might have to dot somebody's eye."

While she returned to the stacks, I rolled my parka and shirt into a bundle and contemplated how fearful I was. I was afraid of so many things right then. There was the Hand ready to do whatever it was going to do to us, there were all of the angry faces up on the dunes who hated me for what I was doing and how I was doing it, and all of this was on top of my fear of the planet Tartaros and the Forever Sand. More than that, I was afraid of making a mistake. More than anything else, I was afraid of having another Dick Irish haunt my dreams.

That little pumpkin-colored book was in my parka pocket, and I pulled it out. Once my bundle was rolled and slung, I took my copy of Stays's rules and opened the little book to tuck them inside. The first line on the left page caught my attention.

▫

With a foot in the past, and a foot in the future, all I can do with the present is piss on it.


▫

I closed the book and stuffed it and the rules into my hip pocket as I remembered something Big Dave once said. He had told me, "Right now is when you're alive, Bando. Don't waste now feeling afraid of the future because of what's happened in the past. Do your best, and things will work out."


"All the guns are stacked."

I looked up and noticed Herb Ollick standing in front of me. "Thanks.'

He did a quick sweep of the area with his gaze. "Where's Marantha Silver? She's still in the RC, isn't she?"

"Yes. She's over at the Hand camp."

"Is she all right?"

I gave the question a good shrug. All right. Was anyone on the Forever Sand all right? "Sure. As far as I know. She's making some arrangements for us with them. Don't worry about a thing."

He nodded. "If you need any help, Bando, just let me know."

"Thanks again." The man started to turn away, but I called him back. "Herb?"

"Yeah?"

"If I keep it a secret, will you answer me a question?"

Herb smiled and flashed his ice fingers. "You want to know am I a pezzonovante in the organization, the Capo di Capi of the 'friends', as we say in polite society, true?"

"You got it, Herb. How about it?"

He held up an ice-cluttered hand and whispered into my ear. "I am Herbert Ollick from Dayton, Ohio. In a certain sense, I am an illusionist. However, the court chose to call my illusions embezzlement, fraud, criminal conspiracy, and a few other things. I give people's eyes and ears what they want to see and hear."

I looked at his smiling face. "No mob?"

He shook his head. "No mob, although I did do a bit of newspaper writing years ago. I did an inside info column for a financial paper and made a bundle selling worthless stock tips prior to publication."

"What about the diamonds?"

He flashed his rocks. "Phony."

"But back in the yard once I saw you scratch glass with them."

His eyebrows rose as he said, "Quartz scratches glass too, didn't you know?" He reached into his ration bag and pulled out a roll of papers. "Here's something I've written that you might enjoy. When you're finished with it, make sure it gets back to me."

"Okay. Thanks."

He smiled and headed back to his dune. I felt a little disappointed. After all, it had been something of a minor brag point to be in the same pit as a genuine goomba big-shot. To find out he was just a fat little con artist from Dayton was kind of a let down.

The faces quieted down as the now weaponless sharks returned to their respective dunes. The air was very still as I thought about Big Dave and how I wished I could wrap this whole thing up and dump it in his lap.

Out of the corner of my eye I saw Nance seat herself among the spectators. Silently I nodded to myself, remembering what Nance had said about her lover's death. Nance certainly had an interest in how this one came out.

I stuffed Herb's papers into my ration bag and turned toward Ila Toussant. "Let's begin." I thought for a moment and then said, "This is the seventh day."

A strange look came over Ila's face. "On the seventh day," she said, "God rested."

"Yeah. But he wasn't chief of the Razai Cops. Maybe this is a case of eternal vigilance is the price of freedom."

One of her eyebrows went up. "I was thinking more along the lines of no rest for the wicked."

As tired as I was, that joke hit just a little close to the bone. I held up my hands and waited until something resembling silence was achieved. I looked left and right at the crowd seated on the dunes, and began to speak. "Here, justice is everybody getting exactly what they deserve as fast as possible. All of us who are here, that is our purpose. Anyone here who interferes with that purpose will pull down the maximum payback this investigation will consider, whatever happens to Victor Myerson."

I looked at Jason Pendril. "Let's have your charge."

Bennet's cockroach got to his feet and stood between the dunes. I noticed that his hair was blond and very thin. His rug was not in evidence. Probably making fishing flies with it.

"Before we get started," Pendril held out his hands and asked, "what do I call you?"

"What do you mean?"

"Should I call you 'judge,' 'your honor,' 'officer,' 'inspector,' 'investigator,' 'generalissimo,' or what?"

All of the selections, with the possible exception of generalissimo, really bit it. "Just call me Bando."

"Very well, Bando. Before we can get started, there is a bit of housekeeping we have to do. It has to do with the payback for rape according to the Razai."

"Excuse me."

At the foot of the dune to my right, a well-padded fellow with an olive complexion and wavy black hair stood up. This had to be Lane Rossiter, roach-at-law.

Next to where Rossiter had been sitting on the dune was a large man who joked with a couple of nearby buddies. Victor Myerson was strong-looking, but he didn't look like he had done much iron time with the yard monsters. He was just naturally big. His hair was cut short, and he had a substantial beer gut.

I raised my eyebrows at Rossiter. "What is it?"

"Couldn't we put off the matter of penalties until such time as we determine that a crime has been committed? Tying the noose before we determine that there is a neck that should be in it seems to go against the presumption of innocence."

"No one is presumed innocent here," I answered, "and no one who ever was dragged in front of a court ever was presumed innocent." I looked at Pendril. "Did you have something to throw into this?"

Bennet's roach nodded. "Bando, rules twenty-four and twenty-five inflicting the max payback on jurors for bad calls, as well as rule thirty-two, inflicting the max on false witnesses, make it necessary to know right now what that max will be. Are we talking about a slap on the wrist or death? A witness who might be willing to perjure himself if he only risks a trivial penalty, might not be willing to lie if, by lying, he risks death."

Lane Rossiter clasped his hands behind his back and said, "My brother seems bent on achieving a capital penalty for a non-capital offense. Rape, if such a crime has indeed been committed, did not take the life of the alleged victim. If how we define justice is to have a meaning other than hysterical vengeance, there must be a difference between the paybacks for crimes which leave live victims and those that leave dead ones."

I took my bundled parka, dropped it on the sand, and sat on it. I didn't have any answers, so I guessed I needed more input. I looked at the roaches and nodded. "Thanks." I looked up at the dunes.

"Abe Lyles?"

A man seated at the foot of the dune to the right stood up, walked until he stood between the dunes, and faced me. "I'm Abe Lyles." He was a slender, pleasant-looking man with brown hair and blue eyes. He was tall and stooped a little as if to apologize for his height.

"Abe," I began, "I was told that you think what we're talking about here is a disease, not a crime."

An uncomfortably angry sound rose from the dunes. As it quieted, Abe looked down and selected his words with care. "I am a recovering compulsive rapist—a sex addict." There was laughter and a batch of cat calls from the crowd. There were also a few muttered threats that almost caused me to invoke rule thirteen.

I stood up and shouted. "This isn't a football game!" The dunes quieted down and I continued. "You are not here to root for your side. You have the right to observe. You have the right to volunteer as a juror. You have the right to testify as a witness. But your purpose here is the same as ours. Your purpose is to see that everyone here gets exactly what's coming to them, as quickly as possible. Again, anyone who obstructs justice, that is, anyone who interferes with these people getting what they deserve as quickly as possible, will suffer the max, whatever happens to the guy charged. That means if you slow things down with these demonstrations and otherwise continue acting like assholes, you will catch the max."

I pointed around at the crowd. "So listen and pay attention. Now, shut your blowholes and let this man say his piece."

I sat down again and Abe Lyles rubbed the back of his neck, waiting for the emotional echoes of my speech to die. Whatever he was there for, I had to admit the guy had a pair. Maybe a third of the men and probably three quarters of the women in that crowd had been victims of rape, and here was Abe Lyles standing in front of them all, not only identifying himself as a rapist, but preparing to support the position that rape wasn't a crime but was, instead, the symptom of a disease. Gutsy. Or crazy.

On both sides of the witness, the cockroaches were crouched, ready to pounce in an attempt at forcing Abe's testimony to serve their own ends.

"I remind both Jason Pendril and Lane Rossiter of rule twenty-nine that allows this witness to say his piece his way and in his own words. When he's finished, I'll allow you to question him if anything needs to be cleared up."

I looked around at the crowd. "Do we all understand why we're here?" I accepted the ensuing silence as an affirmative response. I nodded at Abe. "Sorry for interrupting."

It became very quiet.
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▫

The Price of Rape


▫

"I'm not sure why I'm here," Abe began, "except that I've had some experience with this, and there's something we all ought to know about rape." He put his hands in his pockets, looked around at the crowd, and finished by looking at me. "There's something we ought to know about rapists, too." He looked down and his voice grew quieter, but stronger.

"I am a rapist. Some of you know my record. For those who don't, I was dropped in the Crotch on my third rape conviction with no hope of parole. The record doesn't even begin to say what I really was. I don't know how many women I've raped, there were that many. I don't even remember them all, although as part of my recovery I have tried to remember."

He looked up at the spectators and said, "I'm not here to tell you that I'm proud of what I did. I'm here to tell you that I was insane with an addiction that caused me to hurt a lot of people. It's a clawing obsession that, once I translated it into action, became a compulsion that I couldn't stop by myself." He shook his head slightly.

"Not only couldn't I stop it, I really didn't think I had a problem. I denied the whole thing to myself, through two trials, and to I don't know how many head shrinkers.

"I was in a constant state of hating myself. I had terrible and vast needs, and the only way I knew to meet those needs was with sex, and the only sex I knew was forced and violent." He looked at the sharks and pointed. "You junkies know what I'm saying. Just to stay alive, just to keep from screaming, you had to have your stuff. You don't have your stuff right now, and look at you. But I bet most of you are still telling yourselves that you don't have a problem.

"That was the way it was with me. But for over six years, now—five of them on the outside—I haven't had to act out any of my rape fantasies. I got help, and the same help is available to anyone who needs it, even here on the sand. It's a disease that made me do terrible things. But it's a disease that can be halted."

He rubbed his chin, shrugged, and said, "I guess the only thing I have left to say is that there's no way to recover from this disease if you're dead." He looked at me. "That's all."

Both of the cockroaches were practically pawing the sand. They were that eager to get at Abe. I was about to call on Pendril when a shout came from the dune on my left.

"I want to say something!"

I recognized the voice. It was Alna. I nodded and pointed to where Abe Lyles had stood. "Go ahead." I looked toward Ila. "Her name's Alna Moah." I turned back to see Alna. She returned my look with nails. She appeared like she was back to hating all men again.

Her eyes were narrowed, her hands clenched into fists, as she spoke. Her voice trembled with pain and anger. "Bando, I can't believe you had that man speak! Are you saying that rape's just a disease, nothing but a head cold?"

The rumbles from the crowd got loud and then eased quickly. "I'm not saying anything, Alna," I answered. "Right now I'm only listening. We're you going to say something?"

She faced Myerson and pointed her finger at him. "I was raped by a husband, I was raped by four different guards, even a sister tried to rape me, and now she's done past for it."

She lowered her hand and looked around at the crowd. "But I'm just going to tell you about one time—the first time I was raped. We're looking for the payback for rape. To know that we need to know what was taken from the victim. For murder, life is taken from the victim, so max payback is to take the life from the murderer." She faced me. "Like Dick Irish."

She glanced once at Victor Myerson, and back at me. "When I was fifteen years old someone whose face I never saw dragged me into an alley, raped me, then beat me with a length of pipe and left me for dead. When I came to in the hospital, I couldn't remember what'd happened. I couldn't bear to think about it, so I just didn't think about anything. I was numb. I was trapped in my horror like that for months. So the first thing he took from me was my freedom."

She looked up at the brassy orange sky, the tears on her cheeks. "Once I started thinking about it, I couldn't stop thinking about it. I just relived the nightmare over and over again. I couldn't eat, I couldn't do anything, I couldn't sleep. All I could do was cry, rage, curse, cry and rage some more. So the next thing he took from me was my sanity."

Her voice grew quiet. "Everyone began treating me like I was different—something less. They treated me like I was spoiled goods, like somehow getting raped had been my fault." She placed her hand over her heart. "I started to believe that it was my fault. Sometimes I used to stand naked in front of a mirror and scratch myself bloody with my fingernails. I didn't know why, and I couldn't stop. So the next thing he took from me was my self-respect."

She lowered her hand as she looked at me. "He took many things from me. Since that night I can't trust, I'm afraid to love, I'm afraid to be loved. And in a world where this horrible thing could happen to a young, innocent girl, there could be no god. That faceless bastard took that from me, too. If he had only taken my life—if he had just killed me—he would have done me a favor."

She dried the tears from her cheeks with the heel of her hand and looked at Abe Lyles. "I don't know about any damned disease. Maybe Dick Irish was just sick and had to kill Freddy, but that won't warm Freddy's body up any. Maybe you are recovering, and if you are, I can be happy for you. But I'm not one of the women you raped. If I was, I'd probably be hoping for what I hope for the monster who raped me. I'd probably pray that you burn in Hell forever." She folded her arms and kept looking at Abe Lyles.

"Right now I am thinking that if they had thinned you after the first time you were caught and convicted of rape, there would be a lot fewer raped women in the universe." She looked at me. "Rape demands a bigger payback than murder. Death is nowhere near enough of a payback for rape, but it's all we can get."

She walked back to her place among the spectators. Everyone was looking at me. I stood up and walked until I was standing where Alna had been. The cockroaches were looking very frustrated. I spoke to them. "Pendril, Rossiter, since we don't have a jury yet, that leaves me as the only person who might change his mind by whatever points you might bring up or muddy up through cross examination. But there's only one thing I really need to know right now." I looked up at Abe Lyles.

"As far as you know, is everyone who rapes a compulsive sex addict?"

He was silent for a long time. Finally he held out his hands and said, "I don't know. That'd be like asking if everyone who takes a drink is an alcoholic. For taking a drink, I don't think every drinker is an alcoholic. But rape is something sick in itself. To do it at all you have to be some bent." He shook his head. "But I don't know."

I scratched my head and faced Lane Rossiter. "How about your pigeon? Does he claim to be insane?"

Lane Rossiter got to his feet. "Our position is that no rape was committed. If it is the judgment of this investigation that a rape was committed, however, we'll keep our options open."

There were snickers from the dunes. I said, "You mean to say my client isn't guilty, but if he is guilty, it wasn't his fault because he was crazy."

"As I said, it's an option."

I laughed. "Not on this griddle, buddy. You pull that kind of shit with the paper wizards back on Earth. This is no debating match. Your job here isn't to see what you can get away with. Your responsibility here is to plead the truth as you see it. Either he raped the guy or he didn't. If he did, maybe he was crazy. Don't come at us here with any of that down-home he didn't do it, but if he did do it, he didn't mean it smoke."

Rossiter and Myerson whispered among themselves for a moment, then the roach faced me. "Innocent. We hold that no rape was committed."

I nodded and leveled my gaze at both of them. "Then to you it really doesn't matter what the max payback for rape is, right?"

Rossiter sat down without answering. There was just one more thing I had to bring up. I faced Abe Lyles again. "Abe, for someone in the middle of this disease, you hold that it's like for any other kind of addict—there is no choice. Without help it can get so the compulsion must be acted out. Did I understand you right?"

"Pretty much so."

The dunes seemed to wobble a bit and I got very lightheaded. I needed sleep and lots of it. When Tartaros resumed its normal spin, I asked Abe, "Can the sufferer of this disease choose to get help?"

"Sure."

"Then by choosing not to get the help, you could say the rapist chose his disease and its consequences."

Lyles thought for a long time, and then he nodded. His voice sounded very rough. "I think you're right."

I bit at the skin on the inside of my lips as I faced Pendril. "Is there anything you want to add?"

"No, but I certainly want to underscore Alna M—"

"Underscore on your own time, Pendril. All we need right now are new points. Keeping in mind rule number thirty-one, which says 'Trials that are unnecessarily delayed by one party will be decided by default in favor of the other party,' Do you have anything new to add?"

Pendril sat down and I turned around and faced Nance. "I want to put it to a vote. Up or down, death is the max payback for rape."

"Right now?" she asked.

"Right now. We have almost everyone here. If the vote is so close that the others would make a difference, we can send out runners."

"Can't you just make a decision? You know I'll back you."

"Nance, I've never been raped. I don't think I'm qualified to decide what a rapist takes from a victim."

She frowned as she got to her feet and stood between the dunes. She looked over the faces, then nodded. "Okay. The max payback for rape is death. All those in favor, stand up." I was one of the ones who was standing. It was an effort to find the ones who weren't standing.

"All those against." Everyone sat down and about a hundred sharks got to their feet. To his credit, Abe Lyles was one of them. Right then I made up my mind to go to one of those CSA meetings to see what was going on there.

Nance faced me. "There's your second law, Bando. The max payback for rape is death." She went back to her place on the dune.

I glanced first at Bennet and then at Myerson. "Are you both agreeable to me settling this matter?"

They both wanted a jury trial. I faced the crowd. "The penalty for being a false witness, an errant juror, or delaying the proceedings in this case, is death." I pointed to the area between the dunes. "All those who want to be jurors, grab some sand and line up there."

As I squatted down to pick up some sand for the choosing, Garoit came from behind the dune on my right, went over to Nance, and began whispering to her.

She began leaving, and I asked, "What's happening?"

"Later," she said, and they were gone.

Were we being attacked? Had Bloody Sarah and the scouts uncovered the Hand's hidden armies? What was going on?

I looked at the first applicant for the jury. It was Minnie McDavies back from her scouting mission. She was holding her face up with a big grin on it, and both of her fists out, knuckles down. I held out my hands and we both opened up at the same time. I had sand in both of my hands, she had none in hers.

"You're in. Next."

After the jury was in, Jim Bennet was his own first witness. "Last night when the column was halted, I wrapped up in my sheet to get some sleep. Vic Myerson and his two goons got me up, and Vic said to me, 'get your clothes off, sweet thing. It's time for love.' Bennet spat on the sand and looked at Myerson, who was smiling.

"I told him no. I told him I didn't want to and to leave me alone. Then Huey held me and Lacy began pulling—"

"Just a second," I interrupted. "Who are Huey and Lacy?"

"Huey Garret and Lacy Moore."

I looked at Pendril. "How come you're not charging Garret and Moore as accomplices?"

Jason Pendril glanced at Jim Bennet and faced me. "Vic Myerson is the only one who actually achieved penetration. We thought—I thought going after Myerson would be a surer thing."

"Are you being paid by the victory?"

The roach flushed scarlet. "Of course not."

I faced Bennet. "Jim, how do you feel about these two: Garret and Moore."

"I don't know what you mean."

"An accomplice is just as guilty as the perp. Do you want to charge them?"

Jim Bennet glanced at Pendril, at Myerson, and looked at me. "Will it affect my chances of nailing Myerson?"

"I don't know," I answered. "But they either did what you say or they didn't. So, do you want to charge them?"

Jim Bennet's face was twisted into an expression of anger, fear, anxiety. In a quiet voice he asked, "What about witnesses who saw what was happening and didn't do anything to stop it? Aren't they accomplices? Even more than that, the ones who saw what happened and won't testify because they don't want to get involved. Aren't they accomplices?"

"Accomplices are accomplices," I answered. "Do you want them charged?"

"Yes."

"Let's have some names."

Bennet closed his eyes and attached names to the faces in his mind.

"Haman Surus and Claudine Lowe. I called for help. I begged them to help, to get someone. They just walked off. Barth Lazar was there, too. I begged him for help and he said there wasn't anything he could do. Then he left. None of them are willing to testify."

"Where are they?"

Bennet looked toward Myerson and pointed. "Right there next to Vic. The fat goon with the bald head. That's Huey Garret."

The fat goon grinned, cocked his thumb, and pantomimed shooting Jim Bennet. Bennet looked and pointed, toward the top of the dune behind Myerson.

"Up there. The yard monster with the short black beard. That's Lacy. Lazar is up there, too. And on the other side near the top are Claudine Lowe and Haman Surus."

I stood up and motioned with my arm. "Lacy Moore, Claudine Lowe, Barth Lazar, and Haman Surus, come on down!" There was some nervous laughter, then Lacy stood up.

"Why should I?"

"I think you might want to get in on this, Lacy. You're facing the death penalty."

"My ass."

I grinned. "That might be the price. I want you all to come on down and enter a plea to the charges."

"I ain't enterin' no damned plea," said Lacy Moore.

I pulled out the Law of the Razai. "Rule nineteen: 'In a trial, not entering a plea is a plea of guilty."'

Lacy Moore took a step down from the dune and shouted, "How 'bout I come on down there an' feed you your own damned foot, you goddamned cop sonofa—"

Cap Brady stuck his rifle muzzle into Lacy's left ear. "You don't have to enter a plea, sonny, but if you threaten the chief, we'll have to invoke rule thirteen and snuff your candle."

Lacy Moore's dark eyes darted back and forth in his head making him look like what he was: a trapped animal. "I thought we couldn't hold no prisoners."

"Why, you're not a prisoner, bucko. If you want to leave, leave. But if you start making threats again, I'll have to stick this in your ear again." He pulled his rifle out of Lacy's ear.

Lacy looked down at me. "You tellin' me if I just walk, that's a plea of guilty?"

"That's right."

I looked at Lane Rossiter. "We already have a jury, and as soon as they make up their minds, the trial's over. The jury has seen and heard all of this. Don't you think you ought to nip on up there and talk to Lacy Moore? Right now he's doing his best to hang himself and the rest of you."

A man and a woman came down from the left dune, and the woman spoke first, the tears in her eyes. "I'm Claudine Lowe, and I'm so sorry, but what could I have done? All I've ever been told in the crowbars was to mind my own business, and that's all I did. All I did was mind my own business. I was afraid and—"

"We aren't in the crowbars anymore," I interrupted. "Are you entering a plea of guilty?"

"No!" answered Haman Surus. "We are not guilty of anything!"

I looked at the woman. "Does he speak for you?"

"Yes!" the man repeated.

I looked at the woman. "Claudine? Does this guy speak for you?"

She nodded. "Yes he does."

"Very well." I looked and saw Barth Lazar come down the dune and walk to the center. He looked as though he carried the sins of the world upon his back.

"I'm guilty," he said.

The silence following Barth's plea could have crushed solid steel it was so intense. You didn't have to be a cockroach to figure out if any one of the ones charged as accomplices were guilty, all of them had to be guilty.

"Bando," called Minnie from where the jurors were squatting in the sand. "May the jurors ask questions?"

"Sure."

Minnie stood up and asked Barth, "You said you were guilty. Of what?"

"Just what Jim Bennet said. Lacy and Huey were forcing Jim into position so Vic Myerson could rape him, and Jim asked me for help. I said I couldn't do anything." He folded his arms beneath his sheet. "I could've done something, but I was afraid." He glanced at Jim. "I'm sorry." He looked back at the sand.

Minnie looked around at the jurors and back at me. "I think we're ready."

"Wait!" Lane Rossiter was up like a shot. "You haven't even heard from the defendant yet, and there are still two pleas that haven't been heard."

I looked at Huey Garret and up at Lacy Moore. "How about it? Guilty or not guilty?"

"Not guilty," answered Lacy. He turned around and walked over the top of the dune, toward the point camp.

"Huey, what about you?"

"Not guilty." Huey remained seated. In his heart of hearts I don't think he believed that anything would happen.

I glanced at Minnie. "We're still ready," she said.

I scratched the back of my neck and looked at Rossiter. "Is there anything your client can say that might add to the jury's information?"

"Of course." He gestured with his head and Vic Myerson stood up. "Just tell them what you told me."

Myerson looked around, thrust his fingers behind his belt, and grinned. "You folks've been really taken in. What's going on here is nothin' new. I didn't just jump little Jimmy's bones out here in the sand. Jimmy and me have been gettin' it on for almost a year. The guys from Lewisburg Max know. And it's always the same thing with Jimmy. It's part of the game. I grab him, Jimmy cries a little and says 'no, no' and I rough him up a little. Huey and Lacy just add some to the excitement when they pretend to hold him down. They don't do any harm. It's all part of the sex play. Huey and Lacy can tell you. Lots of the guys from Lewisburg can tell you."

I looked at Bennet, and he was so stone cold steady with rage, I don't even think he was breathing. "Did you want to say something, Jimmy?" I asked.

He bunched up the sides of his sheet exposing his arms. He turned around once so that everyone could see the terrible bruises on his arms. So much for Lacy and Huey pretending to hold Jimmy down.

"Vic," he began, "there were dozens of times back at Lewisburg when you wanted sex, and just as many times that I told you no, and just as many times that you and your goons forced me to have sex. I think you just confessed to raping me dozens and dozens of times."

I glanced at Minnie. She turned and huddled with the twelve other jurors. When they were done, she faced me. "There's something the jury thinks needs to be said. If a person shows that he or she is unwilling to do sex, and you go ahead and force that person to have sex, that is rape. It doesn't matter if you've had sex with that person before, or if you're married. Rape is rape." She pointed her finger, "And you, Victor Myerson, and you Huey Garret, and Lacy Moore, wherever you are, are guilty."

She looked at Claudine Lowe and Haman Surus. "We find you two guilty, as well as Barth Lazar." Minnie turned toward me. "We don't know if we're allowed to recommend anything, but we think Barth should get some slack." She sat down.

Rossiter looked like he was going to burst a blood vessel. I suppose that was understandable. In a Razai court all of his best material was unusable.

"Jimmy," I said to the victim, "They are all guilty, and the max payback is death. What you do is up to you."

Bennet went to the stacks and picked up a rifle. As he did so Haman Surus and Huey Garret took off in opposite directions. With two clean, unhurried shots, Jimmy drilled them both. As he was bringing down his weapon, he popped Claudine Lowe right between the eyes, then faced Victor Myerson.

Myerson was crying and begging on his knees as the bullet went through his heart. As Myerson fell over, Jim Bennet faced Barth Lazar.

Tears began streaming down the Jim's face. "You should've helped me! You knew better! Damn you, you should have helped me!" He pulled the trigger and Barth Lazar fell dead on the sand.

I stumbled off into the dunes and puked until my nuts ached.
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▫

The Meeting


▫

It was something that I had to do, going to the CSA meeting. After the executions I had to face them. I didn't know if I could justify myself to them, I didn't know if I should justify myself to them. I didn't know if I would even have to.

I sat on the sand next to Rus Gades. The pair of us formed part of a circle of close to forty sharks that was growing in numbers as I watched. As we cooked beneath the high sun, they began with a prayer. I was preoccupied getting acquainted with my new platoon of ghosts, so the words didn't register. I saw Abe Lyles there, as well as Marietta and Cap Brady.

While they were reading some things out loud, I motioned for Marietta and Cap to come over. When they were next to me they stooped over and I whispered, "You two don't have to nurse me. I can take care of myself, so beat it."

"Speakin' just for myself, chump," began Marietta, "this here is my club. I belong here. If I make you nervous, maybe you ought to leave."

I looked at Cap and he nodded back. "I belong here too."

I waved them off and wondered what I was doing there. I didn't have long to wait, because there were some others wondering the same thing. After the readings, Rus Gades said "I'm an addict, my name's Rus."

"Hi Rus!" answered the crowd. The introductions worked their way around to the left, and they had to go in and out of the ring several times there were so many there. By then there were close to a hundred.

They introduced themselves as addicts, alcoholics, co-dependants, children of addicts, sex addicts, overeaters, workaholics, rageaholics, and so on. Marietta called herself an adult child of an addict. Cap said he was a rageaholic.

After all of the introductions were done, everyone was looking at me. "My name's Bando," I said, and left it at that. There were a few greetings of "Hi Bando," but since the four who had said that were Cap, Rus, Abe, and Marietta, that left a bunch who didn't want me there. I wasn't really sure why I was there myself. I rubbed my temples as someone called out, "How did he get in here?"

There was a muffled roar of agreement, and Rus Gades stood up. Into the following quiet he said, "Bando got in here the same way all of us did. Something pointed in this direction, and his feet brought him here." Rus looked down at me. "You don't have to speak, but do you want to say why you're here?"

I nodded. Rus sat down and I spoke from where I sat. "I've heard of CSA for a long time. I don't know if I have your kind of problem. Of course, it's been pointed out to me that if I do have your kind of problem, not knowing about it is one of the big symptoms, which seems like some kind of no-win deal." Taking a deep breath, I continued. "Anyway, I'm here for another reason. I'm here to face you people and to take whatever it is you have to dish out. I listened to Abe, yet Vic Myerson, and a number of others, are dead right now. I don't know about explaining it or justifying it. That's the way it is." I crossed my legs and rested my elbows on my knees.

"I heard Abe, I saw how he behaved and what he tried to do. I don't agree with him, but I liked what I saw. That's why I'm here."

There was a long silence, as though everyone was afraid to speak. Finally, from the side of the circle across from me, a woman stood up and said, "I'm Ella. I'm an addict."

She was met with a round of greetings.

She looked down at the sand, then around at the faces. "There have been lots of times when I cursed the lack of justice in the world. Every time I did it, I confirmed for myself that things were just as rotten as I imagined them to be. That gave me a great excuse to go pick up and use. Every time I did that, of course, I'd get into trouble and then complain about the lack of justice in the world. The thing that never got through my thick skull was if there had been any justice in the world, I would have been dead fifteen years ago."

Some of the listeners chuckled, some of them laughed out loud. Ella continued. "I hurt a lot of people chasing my devil. I hurt myself, too. But let me tell you what finally got me honest. It was a cop and a judge. I was caught holding, and I wasn't anything big. If it had been any other cop, I would have been able to cry or buy my way out. I've sold my ass to stay sick lots of times, but this stain wasn't buying. An honest cop, I couldn't believe it. And that ran me into an honest judge. I whined for justice all my life, and then I got it. They took my two little boys from me and dropped me into the crowbars."

She looked at me and smiled. "I called that cop and that judge a million names and damned them to Hell a billion times over. But the truth of the matter is that the first chance I got in the crowbars, I showed up at a CSA meeting because it had finally gotten through to me that I had a problem. That cop and that judge saved my life, and probably the lives of those who I might have killed if I had kept on using."

Ella looked around at the faces. "I've hit every meeting we've had since the landing. There were twenty-four of us at the largest meeting. There were six at the smallest. I haven't counted the house, but it looks like there's getting to be close to two-hundred at this meeting." She looked at me. "I think you and Jim Bennet might have saved a lot of lives this morning."

She sat down. Others got up and talked, but I didn't hear them. The universe can get to be a mighty complicated place at times, and it was very confusing to get patted on the back when you expect to be beaten to a pulp. That is especially true when what you wanted was the beating.

Cap Brady got up at one point and talked about being a rageaholic. He was addicted to rage, and it was while he was in the middle of one of his rages that he had thinned Diaper Lou. I think he made a point that finally got through to me. It wasn't whether or not Diaper Lou should've been snuffed; it was what it had done to Cap.

I nodded. They could give me a medal and show me that I had cured everything from rape to spoiled milk by the death of Vic Myerson and his accomplices, intentional and unintentional. But what was adding their corpses to my collection doing to me? By the time Cap was finished, I knew what I was. I was addicted to rage. That was what had dropped me into the crowbars each time. I didn't get in trouble every time I went off into a tear, but every time I had gotten in trouble, somewhere along the line I had been in a rage. That teacher I had punched out. That wasn't a fight. At the time I had been insane with rage. I could have just as easily killed him.

My sister's powder-puff old man, the bank afterwards, trying to pistol-whip a squad of cops by myself. Rages. I hadn't had one of those rages since the landing. What I heard at the meeting was that, if I kept coming back, I'd never have to do it by myself again.
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▫

Precedent


▫

I didn't think I had the energy to dream. I was wrong. They were all there. Dick Irish was leading a delegation of corpses: Barth Lazar, Huey Garret, Haman Surus, Claudine Lowe, Victor Myerson. They zombied along, their arms stretched out toward me, their faces drawn and pale.

I heard Jimmy cry out.

"You should've helped me! Damn you, you should have helped me!"


His voice shredded my mind.

I heard the shot.

I saw Barth Lazar fall to the sand. I saw him fall again. And again and again and again.

It was like something from a repeating video image. Jimmy would cry out, there would be a shot, Barth would grab his chest and fall to the sand, Jimmy would cry out again, the shot would slam against my ears—

None of the corpses could understand why they were dead. They had grown up with the court game on Earth, the land of pleas, tricks, stalls, appeals, and deals. They would have walked in minutes. If by some fluke they had been held, just the five of them could have tied up the court system for years.

No one goes for the death penalty anymore, because it's too expensive, what with all the appeals, news conferences, candle-carrying sobbers, and other idiots. Only the very poor, the very stupid, and the very repentant get the death penalty. The rich, the clever, and the vicious have the ability to drag it out for too long. That's why the juicer made the death penalty a bargaining chip.

Plea guilty and we'll give you life. This offer not available to the poor, the stupid, or those who really do feel bad about what they did.

So, it didn't make any sense. Why were they dead?

They weren't poor.

They weren't stupid.

They weren't repentant. In fact, as far as they were concerned, they really hadn't done anything wrong.

In a universe of sharks, you minded your own business, did your own thing, and went into frenzy with everyone else. If you want to get along, you go along. That's what they had done, that's what they had always done, so why were they dead?

Vic Myerson was the most confused. Jim Bennet was a faggot, wasn't he? The gay dude is always put down and he always goes down, right? That's the first slogan above the Crowbar Museum of Unnatural History, isn't it?

"Why am I dead, Bando? Why?" Inquiring ghosts want to know.

The frito fagitos; the guards spit on them, the sharks either ignore, fuck, or kill them, and everyone looks the other way. It's not like they were human beings, or anything.

I mean, look at the numbs who write letters, sign petitions, carry signs, and raise hell to keep lab rats from getting cut up in laboratories. Did you ever see them standing up for a crowbar fag's right not to get raped and cut to pieces? Never.

Those were the rules, man, and Vic had lived by those rules for his whole sick life. "Bando," asked his ghost, "why am I dead?"

I tried to defend myself, to defend the RC, to defend Jim Bennet, to explain to Vic—to all of them—the reasons.

—We aren't on Earth.

—We're out of the crowbars.

—The cockroaches and the stains don't operate the justice machine anymore. The juicer is dead.

—We don't rape in the Razai.

—We don't stand by while another is raped; it's not right.

—We are no longer tiny frightened little islands floating in a sea of law-made shit. We are involved with each other.

—If I stand by and let you bung Jimmy Bennet, you have every right to my asshole as well.

—Jim Bennet is a human being.

—One person's freedom is the freedom of us all.

—One person's slavery means we are all enslaved.

The reasons sounded made up and phony. The corpses looked at each other, shook their heads, and held out their hands as they asked, "But why are we dead?"

▫

Two huge crows flew into a cornfield and began tearing at the ears of corn. They pecked, filled their bellies, and pecked some more. They grew bloated and fat, yet the pecking never stopped, and there was never any less corn. In fact, the more they pecked, the more corn there was.

I looked at the crows closely and recognized them. Cockroaches. Money threads. One of them was Pendril and the other was Rossiter. They began speaking.

The two crows filled the air with fine-sounding words like justice, rights, certainty, due process, mercy, motivation, the spirit and the letter of ninety million conflicting laws, all of which said that the dead should be alive and the alive should be dead, but in either case the process should decide these matters with all deliberate speed, which meant very very slowly, the attorneys should be very very well paid, and the cornfield should go on forever.

"What about the scarecrow?" I screamed.

The two crows laughed, flew over to the suit and hat hanging from a pole, and pulled the stuffings out the scarecrow. The pieces of the stuffings fell on the dirt: constitutions, courts, oaths, codes.

While the crows covered the straw man's hat with droppings, I went before the Razai. I had it put to a vote, and the vote was unanimous: the max payback for being a lawyer from now on would be death. Guilty of cockroachery in the first degree.

The two crows, their feathers plucked, were sent walking into a barren, scorching desert.

"There are no cornfields on Tartaros!" I screamed.

▫

I opened my eyes to see that Alsvid was high in the sky and the shadow I had curled up in had disappeared. Alna was not next to me. It was still a long time until the cool of the evening and the exhausting cold of night.

I was on my side. My hood was propped up with a flat green stick making a tiny tent out of my hood and forming a tiny spot of shade for my head. My eyes were filled with grit and I had a two-hundred pound death grip on my rifle.

I relaxed my grip on the weapon, flexed my fingers, wiped the sleep from my eyes, and looked again at the stick. I didn't own any stick, so someone must have put it there. Bloody Sarah, Rhome Nazzar, Ondo, Nance, Garoit, Stays, and Minnie McDavies were seated in a circle staring at me.

"What?"

"You yelled something about cornfields," answered Nance. "Are you all right?"

My mouth tasted like I'd slept all night sucking on the warden's jockstrap. I opened my water bottle, and what water I had in my ration bag smelled even worse than my mouth tasted. "Yeah. I'm terrific."

"Bando," said Nance, "about the way those trials finish up—"

"Trials?" I struggled into a sitting position, my legs crossed in front of me. "What about them?"

"There was a lot of shooting."

"That explains all the noise." I shook my head as I rummaged in my bag for something to eat.

Stays scratched the week's growth of hair on his chin. "We've been kicking around the shootings at trials, Bando."

I kept looking in my bag, wishing that they would change the subject. "That's the law for you. When you have to kill a lot of people, there tends to be a lot of shooting, and strangely enough a lot of people wind up shot."

"What if Jimmy hadn't been such a good shot?" asked Sarah. "He might have drilled a few innocent bystanders."

"Then the law would have come down on Jimmy with the max. Another shot, another ventilated head. All accounts paid."

"What about the innocent bystanders?"

"We don't have innocent bystanders. Not on Tartaros." I found a wrapped bar of something grim and took a bite. As I chewed I looked at the horizon and talked. "I suppose we could hang them, except that we don't have any trees and the law says we can't hold any prisoners. Before you can hang 'em, you've got to hold 'em, and we aren't allowed to hold 'em. So, we do it the way we have to do it. We can't take prisoners, which means we can't separate potential targets from the rest of the Razai and hold them. So, it has to be done the way it has to be done."

I looked at Nance. "Ever since the Dick Irish execution, everybody's known how it's done at court, so anyone who wants to watch does so at his or her own risk." I took another bite of the thing-bar.

"Man, Bando," said Nance as she shook her head, "I didn't see the shootings, but I saw the blood splashed on some of the sharks. They were plenty upset."

I gave it a ment, trying to measure my feelings against what seemed to be real. For once they were the same. "When we splash blood for the Law of the Razai, Nance, the more people who are splattered with it, the better. The law, the things it protects, the deaths of those who break it, all belong to us—the Razai. I think they might remember it better if they have to wipe Vic's blood off their boots rather than if they just watch him taken off in the desert out of sight someplace to disappear."

Deeper feelings opened for me, and things I had never known about myself surfaced. "Nance, if it was up to me, I'd rub all their noses in the blood. See, Jimmy didn't kill those people. They killed themselves by what they did and what they didn't do. That's not all of it, either."

I clasped my hands and looked around at the faces. "I wonder how many of us own just a little piece of those executions."

Garoit shook his head. "No, man, I'm not taking on anyone's load of original sin. Sell that one someplace else."

"Pussyface, I can't figure out any way to stick it in the law, but I wonder how many times Vic and his two goons went on a pansy hunt, and everybody looked the other way. How many times've you laughed at one of those, you-mah-little-honey-now, Bubba-bungs-his-cellmate jokes?"

"It's not my job to keep the boybungers off the pansies," said Garoit. "That's why we hire cops."

I nodded. "In other words, it is our job but we hire somebody else to do it. Then we laugh at the rape-a-pansy jokes, keep our mouths shut when Vic or some other boybunger turns a human being into a piece of meat, and otherwise tell the cops we hired to forget about it." I spat on the sand. "Risking a wounded or dead spectator and splashing their sheets with some blood, maybe that brings it home where it belongs." I felt sick to my stomach and tossed the remainder of the bar into my ration bag. "Anyway, that's how I feel about it. You want something different, make another law."

They were all quiet. I noticed the papers Herb had given me and pulled them out of my bag as I looked back at Nance. "Have you seen Alna?"

"No. Not since I left the trial."

I stood up and pulled the stick out of the sand. "Who do I owe for this?"

"I gave it to you, chup," answered Ondo. "You don't owe me nothin' for it. Just figured you'd think better if your brains weren't all baked."

"Thanks." I added the stick to my pack and shaded my head from the angry sun with my hood. I unrolled the papers Herb had given me and read the title: Mob Cinderella by H.O. I was surprised out of my depression. Herb Ollick was the author of Mob Cinderella. My picture of the man kept changing. I stuffed the papers back into my bag and went to join the others.

Once I was comfortably seated in the circle, I took a sip of that grim water, and let the vision of that meal in the Men's Hall pass though my mind as I swallowed.

The circle was silent and I looked around at the faces. "You all look like your pet rat died. What is it? What's going on?"

Nance nodded toward Sarah. "When they went scouting last night, they found something."

"Found what?" I looked at Bloody Sarah.

"When we were at the banquet, I noticed that most of the markings on the sheets were black, green, gold, white, and blue. Only three of the sheets I saw carried the mark of Padra Amitis's Loyal Reds. Thanks to Marantha's lead, we found them. They're about ten kilometers back toward the east. They have about two hundred rifles, and they're guarding something."

I wrapped my arms around my knees. "What are they guarding?"

Sarah looked at Minnie, and Minnie looked at me. "Prisoners," answered Minnie. "They have women prisoners they captured from our ship. They don't look like they're holding any men. They have maybe four hundred women prisoners." Minnie glanced down for a moment. "I never knew there were so many lily-white haystack bits in the crowbars." She looked up at me. "No maus, no chili peppers, no chops, no hows. Angel cakes, all of 'em." I could see her cheek muscles twitch. "Man, they kept what they wanted and killed the rest."

Sarah spoke to Minnie. "Tell Bando how you know."

"I slipped in there and talked with them. They were taken the day after the landing." She waved a tiny hand in a graceful arc. "That's the Hand's pussy supply. When one of those phony goombas wants to rock off, he picks one and just does it. If the bit doesn't go along, the goomba beats her until she does go along. A lot of them don't survive the beating. Some who do survive don't look so good anymore, so they get thinned anyway."

Minnie wiped the tears from her eyes with the back of her hand. "Bando, all of those women are from our ship. The Hand's own women, except for the few slaves in camp, are back in the Sunrise Mountains."

I rubbed my eyes as I tried to ignore the size and nearness of the crime. "So, among other things, we're facing a thousand rifles instead of eight hundred?"

Minnie leaned toward me. "Bando, those women are being raped and murdered."

I could see Bennet v. Myerson hovering above me like a great predatory bird. "And they asked us for help?"

"Yes."

"And we are the Razai. We don't stand by and do nothing when someone is being raped. It's not right." I looked at Nance and the others. "What have you yard eagles been discussing? What to do, or whether or not to do it?"

Garoit spoke. "It's terrible what they're doing, but the Hand has more than double the guns we have. We have to be practical and save ourselves." He held out his hands. "Those prisoners aren't even in the Razai. They had the choice to join up back at the landing, and they chose another group. We don't owe them a thing." He let his hands drop between his knees. "We can't save the whole world."

"Some revolutionary," I snorted and faced Bloody Sarah. "How about it, general? How do we stack up against the Hand?"

"They have us outgunned, but we have them outnumbered. With the two hundred guns they have guarding the women, their forces are split in two. That means we can bring a superior force against the two hundred rifles, equip another two hundred of our people with the captured weapons, and then we would have six hundred rifles against their eight hundred."

My mouth was dry. "What about our chances?"

"Remember to invoke your gods." She smiled and ended by saying, "It's possible that we could win a head-on fight, but I doubt it. The Hand's soldiers aren't like the patrol of Kegel's we surprised. These birds are expecting something."

I looked at Stays. His lips were compressed into a narrow line. He looked down for a moment, then returned my gaze. "You said it first, Chief. We don't stand by and do nothing when someone cries rape. It's not right." He smiled and looked down. "After all, we just made that rule today."

I looked at Nance. "I just want to know, is that rule worth the death of the whole Razai? The yard smarts would be to do what Garoit said. We can't save the world."

Nance folded her arms and let her head hang forward. "We're not in the yard now." She smiled and looked up at Garoit. "And we'll never know about saving the world until we try."

Garoit faced her and held out his hands. "What if all we do is get wiped? Remember, because of this stupid law against holding prisoners, Lacy Moore is over there right now filling Pau Avanti's ear with how many men and women and how many guns we have. There's no surprise working for us. Nothing. What about our right to live?"

Nance got to her feet, pushed back her hood, and scratched her scalp with both hands. After she fluffed up her hair, she placed her hands on her hips and looked toward the Hand's camp for a long time. When she was finished, she turned, looked down at Garoit, and asked, "Have you ever risked your life before?"

From Garoit's blush, I could see that Nance had tickled his macho. "Of course."

"That's right. You were a big time terrorist bomber, weren't you?"

"Yes.

"When you risked your life, bomber, was it always with a sure chance of winning and getting out alive?"

"No, but that was different. We weren't trying to conquer anyone; we were usually just making a statement."

"You mean you weren't out to overthrow a government or two?"

Garoit shook his head. "I'm not buying into this, Nance. Twist things around any way you want. The situations are different."

"Tell me, Garoit, you were willing to die for a statement?"

"Yes, but it was a statement of high principle. I was willing to die for the right of the people. I was willing to die for freedom."

Nance waved the front of her sheet in and out to circulate the air next to her body. "Maybe all we can do here is make a statement, Garoit. Maybe all we can do is die for that statement. Maybe it isn't high principle or sacred politics to you, but the statement goes like this: every man and woman has the right not to be raped. If all the Razai ever amounts to is to kill and die for that statement, my ghost'll be happy."

She looked around at the circle of faces. "I'm going to put this to the sharks, and if it goes my way, we are going to rock with the Hand." She faced Garoit. "We do have one big hunk of surprise left, Pussyface. The Razai is made up mostly of women, and the Hand knows that." Nance nodded. "But what is a woman? Macho man never did figure out that one."

As Nance spoke, I saw a vision. I cannot call it anything else. As soon as Nance made that macho-man remark, and that she was going to put the rescue to a vote, a complete plan bloomed in my head. It was so simple it had to work. Or, if it didn't work, I could be certain of not living long enough to call myself a failure.

"Chief," said Stays, "your head is smoking."

I nodded and looked up at Nance, "Either I've got a plan or I'm crazy." I looked at Stays. "You and Marietta sort out all the angel cakes and anyone who can pass. With the water we brought back, get the cakes bathed and their hair washed. Their clothes, too. But just the angel cakes."

"What are you trying to do, start a race riot?"

"Nance'll explain everything when she puts it to the vote. Get 'em washed up, and find out if anyone has any perfume. And combs. Combs and brushes, and we need someone who knows about fixing hair."

"You won't believe this," said Stays, "but Jim Bennet is a hairdresser."

"Great. Find out if he knows of anyone else who does hairdressing. There is going to be a lot of hair to fix. And see if you can find Herb Ollick. I need to talk to him right now."

Stays glanced at Nance, Nance nodded back at him, and he moved off as I rubbed my chin and looked around at the faces. "Does anyone know how much sleep I've had?"

"About five hours," answered Nance.

"In that case," I said, "it must be a plan. I've had too much sleep to be crazy."
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▫

The Secret of Guido Abalone


▫

The point, flank, and rear guards were called in, as well as Nazzar's newly organized mobile force. A few listeners were left out to raise the alarm in case of attack. It was a big risk, but Nance wanted as many in on this vote as was possible.

Stays and Marietta had gotten the angel cake project moving in good order. Besides Jimmy, he had found one other man and six women who had experience hairdressing. While they tried to turn sand-and-sun-scoured straw piles into high fashion, others washed and dried the clothing, while still others attacked the clothing with razors and homemade cutters attempting to turn crowbar blues into playtime rompers.

A few lipsticks, compacts, and nail polishes were tracked down along with three bottles of perfume. Their brand names were: I'm Yours, Enchantment, and Night Fever. They all smelled the same to me.

There were four hundred and twenty-two angel cakes, and an additional fifty-seven who could pass, if the light wasn't too bright. By the time we had our town meeting, the chops, hows, chili peppers, and maus were a little microwaved, but once Nance explained the plan to everyone, however, tempers cooled.

Before she explained the plan, there was a security matter that needed to be covered. The first thing Nance put to the vote was the Law of Silence. She told the assembled Razai that those who stayed to listen to what she had to say must be sworn to secrecy.

Everyone knew the word omerta and knew what it meant. Anyone who broke the law of silence and betrayed what she said would draw max payback on the spot. Anyone who could not keep the silence was told to leave the meeting before it started. There was plenty of looking around, but no one left.

Nance then told them about the women prisoners held by the Hand, what was happening to them, and that they had asked us for help. Nance wanted helping them put to the vote.

▫

That was the day when why the witnesses were found guilty and thinned in Bennet v. Myerson was made our third law. What applied to us as individual members of the Razai applied to the Razai as a whole. If a crime is being committed, and the victim asks the Razai for help, the Razai must either help or be as guilty as the perp.

Garoit said his piece, and I could see his side of it. Every gang on Tartaros was probably committing crimes of some kind, and for each of those crimes there would be victims calling for help at some point. What was a tiny gang of two thousand that had only been in existence for a week supposed to do about the whole world?

However, at the moment, it wasn't the whole world we had to fight. It wasn't our tiny gang against all of the gangs of Tartaros. It was only this one spot in the Forever Sand, and it was the Razai against a small expedition from the Hand.

The sharks at that meeting were told everything, and there was a hot debate. The two cockroaches climbed into the argument with "Listen to me, I know what I'm talking about" attitudes, but they were on opposing sides, so there wasn't much point in listening to either of them.

Fighting the Hand, which seemed probable, might mean the end of the Razai. We could all wind up dead or slaves. The chances of us coming out on top really chewed. Were we going to fight and maybe die for this right not to be raped and killed, or were we going to play it smart. In the end, Nance got her vote. That big mobile stink, digging and scratching, voted to save the world.

Nance explained the plan and assigned parts and tasks to the members. Several of the professional women in our bunch were either assigned parts or served as technical consultants. My part was to play a pimp and go in to the main camp with the angel cakes, each one polished, perfumed, painted, powdered, and puffed for the event. Each bit was armed with a point or an edge of some kind, razors, cutters, ice picks. For my own edge, Nance lent me her personal clandestine blade. It was a wicked-looking eight-inch blade with the point of a needle and the edges of a razor.

After much persuasion, Minnie McDavies got me down on the ground and gave me a shave. She shaved my face, which I guessed was a real stretch for Minnie. With a clean face and slicked down hair, I assumed my role as Don Guido Abalone's number one pimp, Fidel Midol. The part of Don Guido, of course, went to Herb Ollick. In the play Mob Cinderella, Guido Abalone is the youthful suitor of Red Pete Argento's beautiful daughter, Maranta.

As the sun touched the horizon, the cooling shadows filled the valleys between the dunes. Soon it would be colder than ratbait in the black hole. When I thought about the coming cold of night, I wondered at the wisdom of my plan. It depended on the angel cakes looking sexy to macho goomba, which meant their outfits would be somewhat abbreviated. However, if all they were going to do was sniffle, chatter their teeth, and turn blue all over, maybe all they would do is turn off everybody.

I thought about it some, and I remembered vids of girls and women wearing those skimpy little skating outfits in subzero conditions on Earth. Then I remembered the hookers in Philly, the Apple, and up in the Combat Zone. The weather would be cold enough to geld every brass monkey in the northern hemisphere, and there would be the hookers on the sidewalks wearing high heels, short shorts, and a beauty spot. Then old Pepe Pimpo would come rolling up to collect his slice. He'd be wheeling a heated chrome machine with thermopane windows and be dressed in ear flaps and furs like Nanookie of the North.

There was something a bit once told me. She said that women have to be tougher than men just to survive. She said men only have to put up with women and other men. Women have to put up with how men treat women. She made her point.

I pondered these things and let go of them as Minnie finished shaving Herb. After his rinse, he stood before me with his hair oiled down, wearing a cut-down sheet tossed over his shoulders like a cape. It didn't matter what you did to Herb, he simply looked more and more like a loyal son of the Great Goomba. Shaved and caped he looked like Don Macho Di Capo himself.

He was Herb Ollick, petty con artist from Dayton, author of Mob Cinderella, holder of the Tartaros world supply of quartz rings. I remembered him asking about Marantha, and I asked him about the curious coincidence of how, back in the Crotch, the part of Maranta had been played by a woman named Marantha.

Herb smiled sadly and looked down. "The coincidence is even stranger than you might think. I've admired her ever since I saw the first of those stories about her on the vids. She is beautiful, of course, but courageous, too. And she has the integrity of a saint—an honest saint, of course."

"I understand."

"I watched every moment of those hearings, and watched as the MPs and the vid reporters and commentators shoveled mud on her, and she didn't flinch. Not once. She did her honest best, took the cards she was dealt, and played them without complaint. When she was condemned to Greeneville, I thought up Mob Cinderella and wrote the part of Maranta Argento just for her. The saddest day of my life was when the stains told me that women would have to play all the male parts in Cinderella, which meant I was out. The happiest day of my life was when I found out that Marantha had tried out for the part."

I shook my head at the overweight pseudo-Mafioso. "Ice Fingers, you've got yourself a crush on a cop!"

He held out his hands and shrugged. "It seemed like a good idea at the time."

"Does she know? Have you told her?"

Herb shook his head and held his finger before his lips. "Omerta." He smiled that sad smile again, and asked, "Is she really all right, Bando?"

I frowned and spent a useless second or two checking my loaner blade from Nance. "I don't know, Herb. She's a hostage, except nobody's calling her a hostage. I figure she's safe until we either deliver the merchandise or Pau Avanti figures out what's going on."

"Is there much chance of that?"

"Herb, they've been two steps ahead of us since before we first ran into them." I placed my hand on his shoulder. "But as my little meditation book pointed out to me, don't waste time thinking about what might be or what might have been. Live in the moment. Right now you are Don Guido Abalone on his way to see his true love, Maranta Argento, and I am Fidel Midol, your trusty pimp."

"What are you doing with a meditation book?"

"It was a gift from Big Dave Cole."

Herb looked at where Minnie had Garoit down on the sand, shaving off his beard. "I wonder what Pussyface will look like without his beard. I guess it can't be helped." He looked back at me. "I, Don Guido Abalone, can't have my consigliere looking like an Old Testament prophet, can I?" He laughed a little. As his laughter faded, his face became very serious. He thought for a moment and frowned as he said, "This might be it."

"This might be what?" I asked.

"You, me, Garoit, Marantha, all of us. We all might be dead by this time tomorrow."

"Don Guido, that's true for everyone in the universe. What's also true is this time tomorrow, any or all of us might still be alive." I scratched the back of my neck for a moment, because there was something about Herb Ollick that puzzled me. "Herb, you're in love with a Jew cop, you're working closely with all kinds of maus and other types right now, and you just don't seem to be the type who'd sling around the 'N' word or pull a cutter on someone without a good reason. What was with you and Mojo Tenbene?"

Herb held out his hands. "Bando, you've seen me. I'm not a very muscular fellow. However I do have an imagination. When I was sent to the Crotch, there was no way that I could keep myself from getting bullied and boybunged by force. So I used my imagination. With a little hint here, a knowing nod there, I conned the whole Crotch into thinking I was connected. As long as they thought I was hooked up, they left me alone." He shook his head and grimaced. "I'd been playing the role of a mobster for so long, I guess I lost myself in the part. I just got carried away."

"That's some dangerous role-playing. You're real lucky that I came up with the victim performing his own payback when I did."

"Yes." His eyebrows went up as he expressed a chilling thought. "Do you think it might happen to me again as Don Guido? Do you think I could lose myself in the part?"

I stared at him for a few seconds. "Just keep in mind what we're trying to do. We want the prisoners, we want to stay alive, and if there is any kind of a fight, we want the Razai to come out on top. As long as that's what Don Guido Abalone wants, I don't care if you lose yourself in the part or not."

Herb frowned as a thought seemed to darken the doorway of his mind. "Bando, what are you going to do about afterward?"

"About what?"

"You haven't thought about it yet?"

"Thought about what?

Don Guido Abalone pointed a quartz-encrusted finger toward the Hand. "You've got hundreds—maybe thousands—of rape and murder cases to deal with out there. What're you going to do about them?"

My eyebrows went up. What he had said was true. What was I ever going to do about them? I rubbed my eyes and shook my head in despair. Right then the best-sounding answer I could think of depended on either wiping out the entire Hand or losing.

"Bando!"

I could hear Marietta's bellow calling me, and I hoped it wasn't any more trouble. Just what I didn't need right then was another trial. That was when it got through to me that I wasn't the only RC in the Razai. Stays, Cap, Marietta, they could all act as investigators. In fact, right now I could tell Marietta to run her own trial.

"Bando!" she repeated. "Over here!"

She came around a dune and as soon as she saw me, she frowned. She nodded at Herb and came to a stop in front of me. "I've been lookin' all over for you."

"So, you found me."

She shook her head. "I don't know any other way but to let you have it right between the eyes. I found Alna—"

"Where? Is she dead?"

"No, she's alive. I found her tracks going back the way we came. I chased her down and talked to her. She's lookin' for Nkuma and his bunch."

"Why? Because I let Abe Lyles say his piece?"

Marietta shrugged as she nodded. "Maybe. Mostly I think she misses her friends. Bein' lonely can make you do strange things."

"Lonely? She has me, doesn't she?"

Marietta looked at me in silence as she waited for me to answer my own question. It was true. She didn't have me. No one had me. I hadn't been available for anyone since before I could remember. I couldn't allow myself to get too close to anyone, because if they don't get close, they can't hurt you. The thing that was screaming at me right then was, if I hadn't allowed Alna to get close to me, why did her trying to leave hurt so damned much?

"Well, where is she? I want to talk to her."

"She's gone, Bando. She's headin' for Nkuma and the mirage."

I was stunned. "Why didn't you stop her?"

"Rule number two, Chief. She's got the right to go wherever she wants."

"What? To kill herself?" I demanded.

Marietta placed her hand on my shoulder. "We all got that right, Chief."

Stays came around a dune leading a party of twelve scantily-clad angel cakes. They were made up, and looked beautiful. They wore their sheets pulled up in front and thrown back over their shoulders. Their cut-down trousers were very short shorts and what was left of their shirts was hardly enough to qualify for a brassiere. If you concentrated on it, the only thing that looked silly was that they were still wearing their crowbar issue boots. It took me several looks before I recognized Bloody Sarah. She was perfection, and her image all but wiped out those memories of her ripping out the throats of those Suryian villagers.

I closed my eyes, feeling guilty as how I felt about Alna collided with how I felt about what I was seeing. Seconds after hearing my true love had taken off into the dunes, my tongue was in the sand panting after the angel cakes. No wonder Alna had left. She must've known about the rub-down bath in the Men's Hall. Maybe she didn't know about that, but could see inside of me and saw that I had the morals of a goat, and not half the good taste. Maybe it was because Alna couldn't see inside of me because I was afraid to let her know me. I couldn't deal with it right then.

"The rest of them should be finished soon." Stays looked like he was presenting his first big school project as he faced me with a big grin.

"What?"

Stays waved toward the angel cakes. "What do you think, Chief."

"Good," I answered. "They should do fine." I turned away as tears seemed to catch in my throat. Marietta squeezed my shoulder again and whispered in my ear.

"You can't fix everything and everybody, Pancho. You're only a man. But right now you're an RC and you can't take out time for a broke heart. You got things to do."

"Fidel?" called Herb as Marietta removed her hand from my shoulder.

"What?"

"What did you answer?" demanded Don Guido Abalone in an angry voice.

I wrestled down my temper. It was true. There were too many important things that needed doing to waste time on blind rage. Besides, as they showed me at the CSA meeting, rage never did anything for me except get me in trouble. I still hadn't learned what to do with the rage I had bottled up in me. Maybe I needed to focus my rage on something, the annihilation of which would serve the cause.

I bowed and said, "Forgive me, Don Guido. How may I serve you?"

Don Guido held out his hand toward the angel cakes. "The girls are almost ready and I don't want us to be late for the party."

"Yes, Don Guido." I turned away and called, "Ondo!"

In a moment Ondo Suth and Nance led three lughoxen to where we stood. The critters had been brushed, their horns polished, and their hair braided and ribboned. On the back of one of the animals was the rat-faced glower of Don Guido's consigliere, Salvatore Capon, alias Darrell Garoit.

"Here are our steeds, godfather," I announced.

"Excellent."

Don Guido mounted the steed next to Salvatore's, and I mounted the remaining animal. Stays walked over and stopped next to my lugh. He held up some papers to me. "Take care, Chief, and here are your additions to the Law of the Razai."

"Who is making all the copies?"

"Ila Toussant."

"She's very handy."

Stays laughed, but said with sincerity, "She's a gift from the gods, Sherlock. Again, take care."

"I'll do my best. By the way, here's something to think about. Something that Herb mentioned." I stuffed the papers in my copy of the Law, and nodded toward the Hand camp. "If the Razai still exists after all this is done, we've got a lot of rape and murder charges were going to have to handle."

Stays frowned for a moment, then by gradual degrees his eyebrows climbed. "Great Mother Crowbar," said Stays, putting a hand to his head. "I see what you mean."

"Here's something else to think about. I'm not the only investigator in the RC. Get my drift?'

"You want us to run trials too?"

"You got it.

Stays rubbed his chin. "I don't know."

"What's the matter. You scared?"

"No, it's not that." He grinned. "Well, it is that, but there's something else, too.

"What is it?"

Stays looked up at me. "With the investigations going on at the same time, independent from each other, with the way we make up the rules as we go along, separate investigations, might come up with conflicting rules."

"So figure out some way to take care of it. Like I said, if we're alive after this, we're going to have a lot of rhubarb to chop." I reached out my arm and patted his shoulder. "I'll be as careful as I can."

Stays reached beneath his sheet and took something from an inside pocket. He held up his arm and handed it to me. "Here. I made you something."

I took it from his fingers and turned it over in my hand. It was a big silver-colored five-pointed star with the words: "Chief—Razai Police" carved into its center. On the other side, the top point of the star had been shaped into a needle and bent back so that the star could be pinned on. I bounced it in my hand. "You really have a lot of time on your hands, don't you?"

"Do you like it?"

I reached under my sheet and stuck it inside my shirt pocket.

"What'd you make it out of?"

"I cut it out of the lid of one of those personal belongings boxes. Do you like it?"

"Yeah. Make one for yourself, and make 'em for the rest of the RC."

Stays moved back, and as more girls arrived, Nance looked them over and nodded her approval. Finally she examined Don Guido, Salvatore, and myself as the last of the girls assembled. "I have to admit," she said to Don Guido, "you are beautiful, you macho goomba thing you." She mouthed the words "You too" at Garoit. Salvatore Capon blushed.

Nance climbed halfway up the side of a dune so she could see all of us. She grinned and shook her head. "All of you look really silly."

Everyone laughed, and Nance held out her hands for quiet. "Keep it down!" When it was quiet enough for her to be heard, Nance continued. "Okay, now you know how to turn on macho man: puff up your glands, dress like a little girl, paint up like a Comanche, make yourself smell like a drugstore, act stupid, and tell him you're a virgin."

They laughed again, and in a way I felt like they were laughing at me. Actually, in a way they were laughing at me.

Nance's voice became serious. "You all know the ready signal and the do it signal. We're counting on you to tie up and take out at least half of their force in the main camp." She was silent for a long time. "I'm counting on you to do your jobs without getting killed yourselves."

She looked us over one more time and said, "The rest of the army is in position." She smiled at me and looked at Don Guido. "So go break a leg. Go break a lot of legs."

Don Guido saluted in farewell and urged his mount forward. Salvatore Capon rode beside him, and I headed the train of beautiful women, dividing my thoughts between what I had to do and wondering where Alna was and how she was doing alone in the desert.
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▫

The Short but Happy Life of El Fugitivo


▫

In the Hand camp, our angel cakes were held under close guard by at least two hundred rifles while, in the palace tent, Pau Avanti and Don Guido tied up a few loose ends.

"Don Guido," said Pau Avanti from his throne, "there are several things I do not understand. I hope you can clarify them."

From his chair facing the prince, Don Guido waved his hand in a careless gesture. "I will try my best, Don Pau." We could all see how Pau Avanti preened at the use of the "Don" before his name.

"Very well. First, what was this business last night?"

"Business?"

Pau Avanti nodded. "Yes. The big chili, Damas, who bossed your gang. The poorly-dressed attendants she had."

Standing behind the don's chair, Salvatore Capon was looking very nervous. For a brief moment I thought Nance's choice of Garoit for the part of Salvatore had been foolish, but the more I thought about it, the better the choice seemed. A consigliere standing in the center of an enemy's camp, his don's life in his hands, should be nervous.

Guido Abalone shrugged and held out his hands. "You cannot blame me, Don Pau, for being cautious. We knew nothing of you." He smiled knowingly. "I mean to give no offense, but so many of the gangs are headed by maus or chili peppers. We even heard of a gang of chops. It is not wise to take chances."

"That is true," said Pau Avanti.

"It is good that you understand. You will understand as well, then, why we could not reveal the true nature of the Razai until we could satisfy ourselves that you were genuine. Hence, we could not trust you completely until the daughter of Red Pete Argento said that our two families could meet together in trust and mutual respect."

"Is that what that mysterious thing she said—that 'Ease army Rome' something—meant."

"Forgive us our little signals." Don Guido raised an eyebrow as he looked around the tent. "I trust Maranta is well?"

"Very well. She is getting dressed for the party, always providing that there is to be a party." From the tone of Pau's voice, it was clear that we were selling, but that the prince wasn't buying.

"I certainly hope there is no shadow between us to spoil the party." Don Guido waved his hand. "After all, we have gone to considerable expense to prepare for it. I have brought my best girls."

"In any case, Don Guido, Maranta is late." He held out a hand. "You know how women are."

"Yes, of course."

I was grateful that no one looked at me right then. Either I would have laughed or fled from the tent. Neither course would have aided our cause at all. There was a slight commotion at the rear of the tent, and I turned to see Marantha Silver, clad in a filmy macho gland-thumper if I ever saw one. The prince held out his hand. "Ah, there she is now. Isn't she lovely?"

Don Guido stood, turned, and bowed until Marantha was seated on the cushions at Pau Avanti's feet. She looked surprised for an instant, then a light of understanding filled her eyes. She smiled warmly and said "Don Guido, I am honored."

"Maranta." Herb passed off the comment like it was only to be expected and resumed his seat. Two things teased at my mind right then. First, I was wondering how Herb was keeping off his heart attack, because Maranta Argento was some lovely picture right then. The other thing was, how did Marantha know that Herb was playing the part of Don Guido? All I could figure was that Minnie McDavies had snuck in to the Hand camp to clue Marantha, but Minnie was supposed to be on her way east to sit on top of the prisoners until we finished at the main camp. Hell, who ever knew where Minnie was?

Pau Avanti placed his fingertips together as he turned from Marantha and studied Herb Ollick. "As I am to understand it, Don Guido, you are the boss of the Razai gang?"

Don Guido winced as he held up his hand. "Please, Don Pau. I am the head of the Razai family. We don't use words such as 'boss' and 'gang' because of the press. You understand."

"Press? What press?"

"Of course, of course," laughed Guido Abalone. "But it is the tradition that is important, is it not?"

"I don't see."

Don Guido held out his hands and turned down the corners of his mouth. "So we are in the middle of a desert on a primitive planet. Big deal. The family has seen lean times before, has seen troubled times before." He pointed his jeweled finger up into the air. "Always we maintained our traditions. Omerta, the oath of initiation, making your bones, everything wrapped in Valachi papers, comprende lei? You see that, don't you?"

"Yes. Of course." The prince's brow was heavy with furrow. He didn't look like he understood much. I certainly hoped that the one thing he did understand wasn't that he was getting his leg pulled out of its socket.

Don Guido nodded. "Perhaps someday my family will find itself on another planet that has vids, reporters, and other forms of mass communication. Perhaps one day the press might come to Tartaros to see how we are all doing here, living off of the Union's terrible charity."

Don Guido intertwined his fingers and raised his eyebrows. "Perhaps one day Tartaros itself will even develop its own news media." He waved his hand back and forth. "Whatever happens, if our traditions have been maintained, we will be prepared. This is how it has been since the days of the Romans. Always the family must be protected."

"I understand, Don Guido."

"I was certain you would, Don Pau."

The prince nodded slowly and looked as though he were pretending to have difficulty saying something that might risk being regarded as disrespectful.

"With respect, Don Guido, what if I suggested that you have no legions out on the dunes? What if I said you only have four or five hundred captured weapons and a lot of weak, starving women? What would you say then?"

Don Guido flashed his phony diamonds as he grinned, and I swore that either Herb Ollick was the world's greatest con man, or he had completely lost himself in the part of Guido Abalone. "One thing I would say, Don Pau, is that perhaps you need your contacts cleaned. I think you might want to let your eyes caress the angel cakes I brought with me one more time before you conclude that they are starving." Herb rolled his eyes a bit to the laughter in the tent, then waved his hand at the prince. "Please finish your thought, Don Pau.''

"Very well, I will." Pau Avanti leaned forward, his elbows on his throne's armrests. He pointed a finger at Don Guido.

"To me you do not look strong enough or ruthless enough to be a don. What if I said that you are a nobody? What if I said your gang is bossed by that big bull croc lesbian chili pepper who was here last night with her little mau razor Minnie? What if I said I think I can attack the Razai right now, capture your women, and put the rest of you to death? What would you say to that?"

I could see Garoit sweating, and I knew I was, but Don Guido began laughing. When he was finished laughing, he leaned back in his chair, dried his eyes, crossed his legs, and said, "In answer to your questions, I would say that I think you have been listening to Lacy Moore."

"It's no crime," said the prince.

"No," agreed Don Guido, "but believing him could be quite hazardous to your health."

"Hazardous how?"

"Don Pau, did Lacy Moore also tell you that he is under a sentence of death by the Razai?"

The prince shrugged. "I assumed as much, since he had broken your law of silence."

"Since he has told you nothing but lies, Don Pau, it seems he has not violated omerta."

"So?"

Don Guido paused, a mischievous smile spread across his face, and he asked "Have you ever seen a man with painted lips, Don Pau?"

The prince's face grew dark with anger. "Explain yourself!"

Don Guido nodded and drummed his fingers on his knee. "I take it Lacy Moore hasn't told you that he is under sentence of death for forcing a boy to have sex with him."

There was a gasp in the tent, and Don Guido inspected his fingernails and buffed off an imaginary smudge. "He and two other strange ones forced themselves upon a boy. The other two have already been executed." He shook his head at the evils of the universe. "Of course, Don Pau, I have no idea how the Hand stands on this particular issue. I assumed you all to be men.  However, I have noticed very few women in your camp."

Don Guido raised his eyebrows, nodded, and continued with a shake of his finger, "Very few women. Perhaps where you come from the brotherhood has adopted new ways—modernized. Among you it may even be called the brother and sisterhood—or, perhaps, the personhood?" As Herb chuckled merrily at his little joke, the silence within the palace tent could have absorbed an exploding star. Nothing was going to stop Herb, though.

"Perhaps Lacy Moore's evil, is only considered a mere peccadillo in the Hand—"

"No!" shouted Pau Avanti as he stood abruptly. "Make no more of these slurs upon the honorable name of the Hand, Don Guido!" He lifted his hand and snapped his fingers. "Bring Moore to me! Bring him to me now!"

Atan Voam, Don Pau's consiggalorry, ran from the prince's presence. Pau Avanti glared down at Don Guido. "You walk thin ice, my friend. We are all real men here, and I, Pau Avanti, do not take kindly to your snide comments."

"I meant no disrespect, Don Pau. I had assumed you all to be real men. That was why I was confused by the reliance you seem to place on the words of the pervert Lacy Moore." Don Guido hung a limp wrist and let it flop. "I mean, my good friend, the name Lacy says it all, doesn't it?"

Don Guido held out his hands and looked around the room. "Lacy? Makes you just a little sick to the stomach, eh?" Don Guido said this with a smile still upon his lips. At that point I was willing to wager, just before they shot us, Herb Ollick would take a bow.

Lacy Moore came into the room flanked by six soldiers of the Mighty Blacks. The procession stopped before Pau Avanti. Lacy looked nervously at us, then faced the prince. "What is it? Did they say I was a liar? I told you they'd say I was a liar."

"No." Pau Avanti pursed his lips and clasped his hands in front of him. "There is something else that has been said, and I want to know if it is true. This is important, so listen carefully. They say that you are under a sentence of death." He nailed Lacy with a down-home, East River, dead-fish stare. "Lacy Moore, they say that you are the kind of man who makes do with boys. Are you?"

Lacy's face flushed bright scarlet and the prince looked away, ashamed. "You have answered my question."

"Wait, I—"

"You have answered my question!"

Pau Avanti nodded toward Herb. "My sincerest apologies to you and to the Razai. May this Lacy Moore meet the same fate as his two strange accomplices. He is yours, Don Guido, and—"

"Don Guido!" Lacy shouted. "Just a second, Pau Avanti. You've got this all wrong!" Lacy turned toward Herb, "There's a play. It's called Mob C—"

Herb Ollick leaped to his feet, reached into his sleeve, and before anyone could see what was happening, the handle of a cutter was sticking out of the left-center of Lacy's chest. The man looked down at the handle, wide-eyed, almost as though he didn't believe his own senses. He opened his mouth, but no sound emerged.

"Lacy," said Don Guido as cool as Frosty on Pluto, "that's a little payback from Jim Bennet." Then Herb blew Lacy a kiss.

Lacy clutched one hand to his chest and reached the other out toward Don Guido. The big man fell on his face, his hand still outstretched. He twitched for a bit as Don Guido stepped over him.

"Don Pau," he called over his shoulder, "I apologize for the stains on your carpet. I think we may begin the party now, don't you?"

"Quite," answered the prince. Pau Avanti faced Atan Voam. "Have this mess cleaned up." He turned back to Don Guido. "And you will please ignore my unthinking remark about not being ruthless enough to boss a gang."

"Of course." Don Guido bowed, held out his elbow toward Marantha Silver and said, "May I escort you to the tarantella, Maranta?

She blushed and averted her eyes as she took Herb's arm. "Oh, Don Guido, I would love to."

Herb glanced at me and pointed at Lacy's still-warm corpse. "Fidel, be a good fellow and get my knife, will you?"

"Of course, Don Guido," I croaked. I watched the happy couple leave the tent arm-in-arm followed by a less than pleased Pau Avanti. 

Party time.
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▫

Boogie 'Til You Die


▫

The sounds from the all-Sicilian mariachi jug band reached levels of enthusiasm not even imagined the night before. Suspicions dampened things at the start, but between Don Guido's assurances and the picture of the angel cakes, Don Pau and his commanders decided that they didn't have to trust us as long as they guarded us very closely.

I didn't think the plan would work at first. The double number of guards surrounding us held their weapons at the ready, and kept their eyes on the dunes surrounding the camp. As the curiously Latin rhythms of the jug band filled the wide area between the dunes, however, the laughter and cheers filled the night air. Bit by bit the attention of the guards was drawn to the hundreds of dancing couples.

Despite the frosty air, the women had taken off their sheets to dance, and most of them were dancing barefoot as well. In some cases, what had begun as short shorts had been rolled down and tucked up until I was beginning to steam a bit myself As the air got colder, the more animated they became, and the more the guards and reserve soldiers turned green with envy. Don Guido was dancing with Maranta, and Pau Avanti's attention never wavered an inch from her the entire time, which was the point.

The plan had been a simple one based upon an awareness of a few of my own character defects. Thanks to Big Dave, CSA, and a lot of reading, I understood macho man very well. Take one insecure male who is terrified of women, teach him to compensate by treating women like pieces of meat, and you have created a curious kind of addict. I made a mental note to remember that should I ever live long enough to make it back to another CSA meeting.

Anyway, to keep down his fear of women, the more women macho man must have. Of course, the more women macho man has, the more he is frightened of them. This isn't how macho man sees, feels, or thinks, however. Macho man sees other men as threats and sees women as either spare mules or possible sexual partners. Macho man feels nothing except terror and deprivation, which he frequently interprets as horniness. Macho man thinks with his dick.

I knew all that, and I knew that there was a big slice of macho man left in me. I watched the angel cakes dance, and there is something about a woman's buns the sight of which ought to be listed as a controlled substance. I can watch them move and bounce around for just so long, then I feel compelled to leap out there and sink my teeth into some young thing's bottom—

—or, at least, that's the way I used to think before I became enlightened and got all better.

The primary motivating force behind macho man is not sex. It is envy. Right then I felt envy. If I felt deprived, I could just imagine what the guards and the soldiers on reserve were feeling.

I tore my gaze away from the beautiful bouncing bottoms and began checking out the guards. We couldn't be lucky enough to have nothing but macho types carrying the weapons. There had to be a few dedicated types who actually were standing guard, maybe a couple of closet gays, but I couldn't find them.

At the edge of the dancing area, there were couples on spread sheets who were doing some numbers. I listened as one woman cooed in her macho man's ear: "Not just yet, honey. We don't want to end the night just yet do we? Be patient. Take it easy." All of the time she was saying those things, she was kissing the guy's ear and stroking his scrotum. The subject of the exercise was having a meltdown.

There was a pause in the music. Every girl had the physical attention of one or two soldiers from the Hand, and close observations of the guards and reserves. I found Bloody Sarah lying on a sheet, looking in my direction. The Hand commander of the Loyal Reds, Padra Amitis, was up to his ears in her breasts. I nodded at her, and she bent over and whispered something to Padra. He pulled out his face, took a few gulps of air, and shouted toward the band, "Play 'My Old Kentucky Home'."

As the uppermost edges of the dunes surrounding us seemed to undulate with the passage of mysterious dark shapes, each one of the women whispered at her partner, filling his ear with the provisions of the first law of the Razai. Along with the whisper there was a sharp instrument that had been positioned in a tender place. The members of the Hand were being given the choice to either join, or die.

The strains of the ancient song filled the night as the women whispered and the dark shapes slithered down the faces of the dunes toward the backs of the guards. I positioned myself next to Atan Voam while Garoit stood behind Pau Avanti. On the first note of the repeat, I threw my arm around Atan's throat, held my cutter against his jugular vein and hissed in his ear, "Join the Razai or die! Choose!"

"No! I—"

I ripped open his throat and let him fall. As Pau Avanti slumped back with an ice pick thrust into his temple, I assumed that Garoit's selling job had been no more successful than my own. I went for the guards who were at Garoit's back. One of them tried to bring up a rifle. I blocked the rifle with my arm and shoved my cutter into his chest. His scream joined the hundreds that tore at the night air.

I picked up his weapon and began shooting as the Razai surrounding the perimeter killed the guards and rushed in against the reserves, who immediately began scrambling for their weapons. Before they got to them, two of the angel cakes playing grope-grope in the shadow of the tents thinned their escorts and ran along the rifle stacks, knocking them over into a tangle of weapons.

A rifle went off next to my ear, I could feel my hair being blown to the other side of my head, and I turned to my right to see Galvin O'Goomba fighting with a jammed weapon. "Galvin," I shouted, "Don't be a fool! Join us and stay alive!"

"There's only two thousand of you," he said as he lifted his rifle for another try. "In the mountains the Hand has over half a million mounted warriors!"

I fired at his chest, drilling him through the heart. After he buried his face in the sand I said, "You did the smart thing, Galvin. There's no doubt about that." I knew a little about Galvin O'Goomba, and I would have liked to have spent some time over his cooling corpse, but there was no time.

I saw Marietta with Rhome Nazzar's group as they charged into the center of the Hand's reserve force. She had one goomba by the throat and a second by his hair. I saw Mano Leaf, commander of the Golds, catch a familiar hatchet in the back of his head as the living stepped over Padra Amitis's blood-drained body. I couldn't find Sarah anywhere, but I knew the white slice would be out there somewhere thinning the crop.

Ow Dao and his troops put down a base of fire against the eastern guards, and Mig Rojas and his gang burst through and crumbled that half of the camp.

Perhaps only a hundred and fifty men of the Hand managed to get to their weapons, load them, and form into a defensive circle under the command of Dagi Preit of the Mighty Blacks. Nance called to them and read them the first law while the Hand's weapons and ammo was distributed among the Razai. To a man, the Mighty Blacks chose death. It took less than a minute of firing to silence their weapons. In minutes more the dead were stripped of their weapons, ammo, and clothes. I stopped to take a breath and look around. At the place of honor, Marantha was bandaging up Don Guido's arm and giving him all kinds of teary kisses. I felt a stab of that envy, and it confused me. I shook it out of my head and looked around.

In the center of the dance area I could see that at least two-thirds of the Hand's men had come up with the wrong answer when they were quizzed about joining the Razai. There were several dead women among them. I moved among the dead angel cakes, feeling guilty because I didn't know all their names. They paid for our future with their own. That deserved at least a line in a book.  A memory.

Then I saw one I knew, and I took a sheet to her side. I held the sheet as I knelt down on the sand and looked at Seraphine Clay, the D.C. Chopper, one of Nazzar's ten best. I would've thought that she was too old to bounce buns with the num-nums, but she was looking good. She had pushed an ice pick into the eye of her partner, but someone had gotten to her from behind.

I saw droplets of water splash on her bare middle and realized that I was crying. I removed her hand from the ice pick, arranged her arms and covered her with a sheet. I felt a hand on my shoulder and looked behind me. Marietta was standing there and Nance was behind her.

"It worked, Bando," said Nance, "but its not over. We still have to convince the Loyal Reds in the east camp who are back there guarding the women that it's over. We have over a thousand rifles now. That'll make convincing them a lot easier."

Marietta squeezed my shoulder. "There's plenty time for tears after the battle, Chief."

"What about Stays and Cap?"

"Stays got his scalp creased, but that's all. The RCs are fine. What about you?"

I looked back down at Seraphine. "Did you know the Chopper knew astronomy?" I lowered the sheet on Seraphine's face and turned toward Nance. "When we have the place surrounded, let me go in to talk to the Reds."

"That wasn't the plan," said Nance. "I'm supposed to read them the first law."

"So I'm making a new plan." I dried my face with my palms. "Let me do it, Nance. Please."

Bloody Sarah, her playtime rompers soaked with someone else's blood, walked up to us as she pulled on a parka and a sheet against the cold.

"Nance, it's Garoit. He's been hurt. Jane Sheene did what she could, but she says he won't make it." Sarah had something in her hand. She lifted her arm and held it toward me. It was a book. As soon as I touched the cover, I recognized Southey's Life of Nelson.
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▫

A Candle for Pussyface


▫

While they gathered up and assigned the weapons, and collected tents, wagons, sleds, animals, and anything else that wasn't on fire, I knelt next to Darrell Garoit. Nance was seated on the sand and Garoit's head was resting in her lap. His belly was all bandaged up, but the bandages hadn't slowed the bleeding down much.

Nance brushed the sand from Garoit's face and smoothed his hair back from his forehead. I held his hand, and he squeezed back with more strength than I thought he had.

"Bando, you remember the ship?" he whispered.

"I remember."

"Remember me saying how I was going to run things, take over, make a new world?"

"Yeah."

"You must've thought I was incredibly stupid—" He tensed with the pain and sweat broke out on his face. "God, I feel sick." He looked up at me. "I feel so bloody useless, like I'm a mistake—some grotesque kind of joke God played on the universe. There's nothing I ever did right. Nothing that ever worked out. I failed on Earth, I failed here. I couldn't even thin Pau Avanti without getting my guts ripped out."

He closed his eyes then opened them. He looked up at the belly of the Spider. "Bando, I always aimed so high and every time missed the mark so wide I kept shooting myself in the foot. I'm going to die, Bando, right here in the middle of a wasteland on a planet that's a human garbage dump. I'm going to die, and I don't have a single candle to bring with me. I don't have anything to show but a worthless heap of good intentions."

I squeezed his hand back. "Listen, Pussyface, if it wasn't for you, there wouldn't be any Razai."

"Play it in Paducah."

"I mean it. We're not a gang run by whoever's the toughest or meanest. We're not a gang at all, we're a democracy. When it came time to change leaders or policy, it was you who said we vote on it. The big fist doesn't command here. You put the people in charge of the Razai. That's why we're going to go and rescue those women instead of raping them ourselves. You did that—"

His hand was still. There was no strength left in it. I held his hand for a few moments more, then placed his arm at his side and looked at his face.

"He heard you," said Nance. "I'm sure he heard you."

I looked at her and there were tears in her eyes. "Damn you, Pussyface," she said. "Damn you for leaving me alone."

I stood up and turned away. It wasn't something for me to see or hear. After a few moments I heard Nance stand up. I turned around and Garoit was covered with a sheet. Nance picked up her rifle and handed me one.

"Okay, chili pepper. Right now I'm all the Razai has for a boss. You go in and talk to the Reds. If you can talk them out of a fight, I suppose that would be okay. To tell you the honest truth, though, I feel like butchering the lot."

I checked the load on the rifle she gave me, and nodded. "Let's go." We found the column, a thousand rifles strong, and joined it.
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▫

Love Letters in the Sand


▫

As we marched through the night, I thought of Alna. I felt I should go and chase her down, but I was heading in the wrong direction for that. My head was filled with what ifs. What if she was already dead? What if when she catches up with Nkuma she doesn't want me any more? But why worry about that, I thought to myself, when the Reds might thin me on the spot?

I had the same sickness that had filled me after the first battle. It was a peculiar bone in my body that kept saying someday the killing has got to stop. But it was all confused with hurting over Alna, hurting over Garoit and the Chopper. I didn't know who else had been killed, and right then I didn't want to know.

I saw Marantha, now wearing a sheet. Her rifle was slung and she was walking a little farther back in the column. I slowed until I was walking next to her. "How's Herb?" I asked.

She looked puzzled for a moment, then laughed. "You mean Don Guido?"

"Yes."

"His name is Herb?"

"You remember him. Herb Ollick from Tenbene v. Ollick?"

"No kidding?" She held her hand to her head. "Of course! H.O. Herb Ollick. He wrote Mob Cinderella." Marantha shook her head.

"Some detective. I never recognized him. Brother crowbar, does that ever explain a lot of things." She glanced at me. "He's okay. He took a round through his upper arm, but it didn't break the bone." Her lips pulled into a grin. "He did quite a job as Don Guido, didn't he?"

"Spectacular. Tell me, how did you know he was playing the part of Don Guido? Did Minnie fill you in?"

Marantha laughed and shook her head. "No. No one told me. No one had to tell me."

"Then how did you know?"

"Did you ever get a love letter, Bando?"

"Love letter? No. I never got a love letter."

"I did. It was in the form of a prison play called Mob Cinderella. It was my fourth month in the Crotch and one of the stains hand delivered a copy of the script to my cell. On the cover was written Nance Damas's name asking me if I wanted to try out for one of the parts in the play."

She shrugged her shoulders and looked down. "I was in Hell right then. I don't know how you feel about what happened to me—"

"Everyone inside knew you weren't guilty, Marantha," I interrupted.

"Thanks. Thanks for that." She brought her head up. "So I was almost dissolved in self-pity when the script was delivered. I started reading it, and I wasn't two pages into the thing when I realized that Maranta Argento was me, and that Mob Cinderella was a love letter to me." She smiled.

"How did you figure it out? Do you speak Italian?"

"No, but argentum is Latin for silver. So Maranta Argento, Marantha Silver."

"You speak Latin?"

"A little. I needed it for my law degree."

I stopped dead in the sand and pulled her to a stop next to me. "You're a cockroach?"

"I never practiced law, Bando. I needed the degree to become an agent in the MJ." She began walking again and I fell in beside her. "So Maranta Argento fell in love with Guido Abalone a long time ago. That's how I knew who he was. No one else could look or act like that." She glanced at me. "So, Guido Abalone is Herb Ollick?"

"Yes."

"He isn't connected at all, is he?"

"He's an illusionist from Dayton, Ohio. Pretty good with a knife, too."

"He's also very brave, and very much in love with me." She thought for a second and nodded. "I am very much in love with him." She grinned as she turned toward me. "Give us your blessing, Chief."

I nodded and increased the length of my stride. "I have to get up at the head of the column." I left her behind in the dark.

Love. The word was an accusation, a curse.

Where was I about Alna? Why should I give a damn? Why was Bando Nicos crippled inside because some little mau bit took off into the night?

If there's one thing the Razai had plenty of, it was women, and all shades, too. Some of them were chili peppers and spoke the brown sugar. So who cared if Alna took off? Who needed her? Who cared if a couple of haystacks, some bomb thrower and a hatchet-killer, get thinned? I got along my whole life without Alna Moah, Seraphine Clay, and Darrell Garoit. I could again.

So a Jew cop gets a love letter from some fat bastard who can't tell if he's in the real world or flying through dreamland. Why should Bando Nicos get all teary-eyed about that, or about anything?

What was it that guard had said to me on the way out the hatch? Something about anytime before I arrive at the gates of Hell, I can change my own luck. His name had been Crawford. I spat on the sand. What did Crawford know about me, about Tartaros, or about the gates of Hell? I looked up at the belly of the Spider. Wasn't there a committee up there somewhere that measured out and dispensed the shit that landed on everybody? Hadn't that committee, time after time, taken the same vote? Dump it on Bando Nicos and then see if there's any left over?

Change my luck, my ass. You don't just start things and move them. Events snag you and drag you along, and the only thing you can do is look out for the bumps and wriggle around to try and miss them. Tartaros was a fine example of that. The Razai flew in the teeth of that, however. We were different. Events were dragging us all around down here on the sand, but Garoit had thrown in a spike, stopped it, and said, "we vote on it." The direction had changed. There were more spikes. Kegel's gang hadn't thinned us. We had turned our luck around and had taken them out. We owed Garoit for that one, too.

Nazzar and the no prisoners vote made us over into something completely different again. And with the unanimous vote of the Razai behind us, we had beaten the Hand and were off to stop a crime and the only thing we could be sure of was that we were doing the right thing. Not the smart thing—the right thing.

"Bando, up here!" I heard Nance whisper, and I scanned the tops of the dunes until I saw her silhouette against the night sky. I climbed up until I was next to her.

"There."

I looked toward that little patch of stars in the south, then down at my feet. The camp was right below us.

"I'll start surrounding the place now," said Nance.

"Have everybody ready to light up one of those fire cubes for when they get in place."

"Why? That'll make it easy for them to see us."

"Seeing is believing."
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▫

An Offer They Couldn't Refuse


▫

Once the Razai had the Reds surrounded, Nance gave me the high sign. I had my rifle over my shoulder and my hand on the pistol grip as I walked down the dune into the Red's camp. There was a peculiar war going on inside my head. One side wanted to stay alive, to find Alna, to have peace, to live happily ever after. The other side wanted to die, and to take as many Reds with me as I could. It made me reckless and impatient.

A guard standing in front of me called "Halt!" I didn't stop, and he raised his weapon and fired, missing me by a yard. I pulled my weapon down and said, "Join the Razai or die."

He fired again, and I felt the slug whiz through the cloth covering my right shoulder. In a second it started to sting. I pulled the trigger to my weapon and shot a round through the guard's chest. Another guard, twenty yards away, lifted his weapon to bring me down, and a flash in the dark from outside the perimeter thinned him flat.

Voice alarms went up all over the camp, and I kept walking until I was near some large tents. "Where's the commander of this camp?" I hollered.

A youngish man with a surprised face emerged from what I imagined was their smaller version of the Men's Hall. He was followed by a man with an older face framed by a black beard. The one with the black beard said, "I am Novi Abennis. Temporary commander of t—"

Nance and the Razai touched off the lights, and it was impressive. From the dunes surrounding the camp came the sinister gleams of a monster with a thousand eyes. Novi Abennis's eyebrows mated with his hairline and I could almost see the digits adding in his head as he scanned the lights.

"What is this?"

"Novi, this is a once-in-a-lifetime offer," I said. I placed my rifle over my shoulder again. "I want the surrender of your camp. Have your men stack up their weapons and file out."

"You are from the Razai?"

"Yes."

A crafty look came into the fellow's eyes. "We have prisoners. Hostages from your ship. Women. We have over four hundred of them."

"I know. That's why we're here."

"Can we make a deal?"

"Sure, we can make a deal, Novi Abennis. You do what I say, surrender and have your men stack their weapons, and I'll let you stay alive."

His eyes darted back and forth in his head, desperately trying to find a route of escape. "I must talk with Pau Avanti, with my staff."

"No talk. Just surrender. You don't have much time. Avanti is dead, and so is the Hand in this part of the desert."

"Razai," said the man, "if I give the word, my men will kill the hostages. Wouldn't it be smarter for you to deal?"

"I'm pretending I didn't hear that, squid. We have a rule that holds that a threat is the same as performing the deed, so if you threaten murder, you get punished for murder, whatever happens to the victim. A crazy rule, but we like it so we're going to keep it. But, instead of slaying you here on the spot for threatening mass murder, I'm going to let you surrender."

He smirked at me and said, "If I give the word—"

I leaned forward and stuck my words right in his face. "First, at top speed with an automatic weapon, it would take your goomba jerk offs minutes to kill all of the hostages. Second, you don't have any automatic weapons. Third, it will only take us seconds to kill all of you. Fourth, we figure there're worse things than dying, and being a slave is one of them. If you want to shoot, shoot, if being dead is what you're aiming at."

"I don't know!" Abennis held out his hands. "I have to think. What would happen to me and my men if we should be captured by Carlo T.?"

"Don't let that happen."

"I have to think!"

I moistened my lips and pointed my rifle at his face. I could feel the advancing wall of rage coming over me. "You know something? I asked to talk to you because I was sick of all the killing and I wanted it to stop. I thought maybe I could do a little toward stopping it. But, you know, after one minute of talking with you, I feel like killing all over again!"

He raised his hands. "Take it easy." He pointed with his thumb at some of his men. "What will happen to us if I do as you say?"

I took a deep breath and let it out again. "We can't hold prisoners. So if we don't kill you, you can either join the Razai or go off on your own. You leave the prisoners and the weapons behind."

"Who gets killed?"

"That's up to your prisoners, although if you start killing them, I can guarantee all of you die." I aimed the rifle at his nose. "Your time's up. Five, four, three, two—"

"All right! I'm surrendering!" He turned around and shouted toward the tents and the armed men gathering in front of them. All of the Reds who were outside were looking at the lights. "Men, we are surrendering. Stack your rifles. Those still in the tents come out here." He looked up at the perimeter. "You men on guard, lay down your weapons. Everyone stack arms and come out into the open!"

As the Reds filed out of the tents and stacked their weapons, I heard the rumble of Marietta's voice come out of the night. "Damn, Pancho! Hot Damn!"
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▫

A Pure Rookie


▫

An hour later I found Stays beginning the job of processing the charges of the prisoners. His head was bandaged and he was talking to one of the bath attendants from the Men's Hall. Her brief bath costume was covered by a sheet, and her name was Margo Hoyt. She was reading his copy of The Law of the Razai. She nodded and faced the booklet toward him. "That's what it says right there. If a crime is being committed, and the Razai is asked for help, the Razai cannot refuse."

"I know, but—"

"In the Sunrise Mountains the Hand holds thousands of slaves, men and women, just like us."

"The prisoners we rescued were from our own ship."

She waved the booklet in Stays's face. "It doesn't say anything in here about a ship."

"But they haven't asked us for help."

"I'm one of those slaves, copper, and I'm asking you for help." I saw Stays's face blanch. I couldn't figure out if it was at being called copper or going to the Sunrise Mountains to whip the Hand's half million with our two thousand plus.

"Excuse me," I said. "Stays, I'm taking a couple of critters and going off to find Alna. Is your head all right?"

"I'm fine. Bando, what am I supposed to do about this one? She says that—"

I held up my hand. "I heard." I smiled a little as I fed him back one of his own wisecracks. "What we don't have covered, we make up as we go along." I faced the woman. "Keep at him. I think you have a case."

Margo looked at me through narrowed eyes. "I gave you a bath."

I felt the heat in my face. "That's right."

"What's your name?"

"Bando Nicos."

She nodded. "You are the chief of the Razai Cops?"

"Yes."

"I want to join."

I glanced at Stays, Stays held out his hands, and I looked back at Margo. "Why do you want to be an RC?"

"The Razai is down on slavery and rape, the RCs enforce the law, and before you can free my people, you have a lot of cases your investigators have to decide."

"What about all the other cases?" Stays interrupted.

I shrugged and held my hand out toward Margo Hoyt. "Here's some help for you, Watson."

Stays held his hand to his bandaged head. "What was the name of your hotel, Margo?"

"Prison?" She spat on the sand. "I'm pure, ratbait. I was born here."

Margo Hoyt was no crime, nothin' but time, pure. Her story would have to wait. I looked at Stays. "I'll be back as soon as I can. For now, you, Marantha, Marietta, Cap, and the rookie here sort out the crimes, charges, and executions. I'm taking a few days off."

"I'm in?" asked Margo.

"You're in," I answered, thinking that Marantha, Marietta, and Margo sounded like a weird law firm. Facing Stays, I asked, "Have you figured out some way to avoid coming up with conflicting rules?"

"Yeah. The investigators all drop everything, huddle, and take a vote. It's clumsy, but it's all we could agree on."

"Sounds fine. Adios."


Stays eyed the beautiful bath attendant with the mean expression. "The way things are going right now, Bando, by the time you return we might be heading east against the Hand instead of south against Kegel."

"Stick a light on top of a tall dune at night. I'll find you."

"Hey, look at this." Stays reached beneath his sheet and pulled out a sawed-down version of a rifle, except this one had a very large caliber barrel. He held it above his head, aimed at the belly of the spider, and pulled the trigger. A shower of white sparks streaked into the night sky. We were too close to see how high it went.

"A signal gun," said Stays. "How about I send one of these up every hour or so at night?"

"Have you got enough ammo for that?"

"Cases of it."

I nodded. "Okay. That ought to do it."

Stays reached out a hand and placed it on my arm. "Take care, Chief. And about Alna, good luck."

I turned to accept a goodbye from Margo Hoyt, but she was busy studying The Law of the Razai. What with Cap Brady being a cop, Marantha being a cop and having a law degree, Stays crawling with education, and now with Margo Hoyt zealously absorbing the words, I figured it wouldn't hurt if I studied the law a little myself if I should ever get a spare moment.

▫

I grabbed a lughox for myself and another for Alna. In addition I took a load of extra water bottles, some rations and a huge sack of those fire cubes. Instead of retracing our steps, I headed northwest into the darkness to try and cut Alna's trail. After an hour of riding, I began lighting fire cubes and throwing them out in front of me to see if I could find tracks.

Why was I there? It was because I couldn't get the image of Herb and Marantha kissing out of my mind. The feelings I had weren't feelings I had ever felt before, so I didn't have any words for them. All I could think of every time that picture of Marantha crying and kissing Herb came into my mind was, I want some of that. I need some of that. There was that look in her eyes, that note in her voice, when she talked about Herb. Maybe Alna didn't want me any more, but I wanted to make certain she knew that I wanted her. Maybe Alna needed some of that, too. That was why she had left.

After three or four hours of riding, I saw the tracks the column had made as it had moved south. I turned the critter north to follow the trail back, and I checked four more times with the fire cubes, and each time the lugh was still on the trail. Satisfied that the critter could find his own way, I folded my arms and tried to doze as I rode. The dreams came and I slept in the shadow of the Spider.
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▫

The Eighth Day


▫

The sun woke me up. Half of its disk was above the horizon, and I was already uncomfortably warm. The lughox wasn't moving. I dismounted and looked at its face, but it didn't seem any more tired than the other one. Still, I figured it wouldn't hurt to rest them a bit. They had been going all night. I took one of the water bottles and poured half of it down the critter's upraised mouth. I emptied the rest into the other critter that I had been leading.

As I removed my parka and shirt beneath my sheet, I looked at the tracks made by a thousand plus people. Individual trails by the dozens went off to the sides. If you wanted any privacy, that was where you had to go. I looked at my own tracks in the soft sand and couldn't tell the difference between them and the others. The only way I could try and find Alna was to try and find Nkuma. That meant riding until I reached where Nkuma had split off, then heading west toward the mirage.

I thought for a moment that by heading northwest, I could cut Nkuma's trail and shorten the time by a couple of days, but I might miss Alna. I wouldn't know whether she was in front of me or behind me. I scratched my head when I realized that was already my problem. I could have passed her during the night and not have known.

I muttered a curse or two as I climbed to the top of the nearest dune and strained my eyes to see. It was nothing but what it had always been, a vast ocean of sand. It was the Union of Terran Republics' litter box. I faced north and squatted on top of the dune as I tried to piece together some kind of plan.

Right then the only thing that seemed to make any sense was heading back to the camp and starting over with the search, but I couldn't bring myself to do it. I saw a flash of reflected light coming from the north. I held my breath and waited for another, but saw nothing. Was it my imagination? Was it Alna? Was it someone else?

Suddenly I felt very vulnerable about being alone on the Forever Sand. There were a lot of sharks on Tartaros, and lots of them were taught to swim in the desert.

I saw it again! The flash!

I slid, tumbled down the slope, and mounted my critter. "Let's go, animal!"

It started off at a walk, but at my urging, it began to do something between a trot and a gallop. Whatever it was, we were moving. I kept up the trollop, always heading north, and when the critter began slowing down, I switched critters, let them walk for an hour or so, then moved them into a trollop again.

Twice I stopped to climb a dune and examine the north for more flashes of reflected light, but saw nothing. As my initial excitement wore off and the day wore on, I took out my copy of The Law of the Razai and read the additions since Tenbene v. Ollick.

▫

46. During trials spectators will be unarmed. (Bennet v. Myerson) On the march, Day 7.



47. Officers of the court will be armed during trials. (Bennet v. Myerson) On the march, Day 7.



▫

I nodded as I thought that there were a couple of sensible rules. I noticed that we had not mentioned if the cockroaches were officers of the court. I made a mental note to make certain that cockroaches were not officers of the court, should the subject ever arise.

▫

48. The infliction of the maximum payback for obstructing justice applies to everyone, including the spectators. (Bennet v. Myerson) On the march, Day 7.



49. The first thing to be determined in a trial is the max payback under consideration. (Bennet v. Myerson) On the march, Day 7.



▫

If a bunch of spectators did get out of hand, I wondered if thinning the lot would be supported or end the Razai. There wasn't any room for slack left in the wording, unless the execution of the payback is left to the victim. But who is the victim when 'justice is obstructed'? In such cases it would be up to the investigator to decide whether the victim of the obstruction was the victim in the case or the perp.

For a thin second, I envied Pendril, Rossiter, and Marantha their training in the law. The more I looked at it, and the more I thought about it, the more it seemed as though I was way out of my depth.

But then I thought about the law we did have and how it had worked. If we had been using juicer law from Earth, we'd still be fighting about who would be on the jury in Freddy v. Dick Irish. I turned the page.

▫

50. Friends of the court may testify. (Bennet v. Myerson) On the march, Day 7.



51. Compulsion, addiction, or otherwise suffering the symptoms of a compulsive disease are no defense if the perp could have sought help prior to the commission of the crime. (Bennet v. Myerson) On the march, Day 7.



▫

Fifty-one seemed to go against some universal truth or racial memory. How many times had the perps said "I was drunk, judge," and the black rags tapped their wrists and said, "don't do it again." Then the perp goes and does it again, and the black rag gives him another tap on the wrist because, well, after all, he was drunk. He wasn't in his right mind. He didn't know what he was doing.

On Tartaros the argument played a little differently. "I was drunk, I didn't know what I was doing."


"Then you should have stopped drinking."


"I couldn't stop."


"Then you should have gotten some help."


"Well, I wasn't ready for that. After all, I wasn't that bad—"


Bang.

You're dead. The price of not getting help has just gone through the roof.

Would it make a difference? The CSA meeting seemed to tell me that it would make a difference. Time would tell, and that's one thing we had lots of on Tartaros was time.

▫

52. Truth is the only acceptable plea. (Bennet v. Myerson) On the march, Day 7.



53. Forcing sex upon someone who has refused the advance, is rape. (Bennet v. Myerson) On the march, Day 7.



54. Accomplices are as guilty as the perp. (Bennet v. Myerson) On the march, Day 7.



55. Witnesses to a crime who take no action to prevent the crime are as guilty as the perp. (Bennet v. Myerson) On the march, Day 7.



56. The jury may make non-binding recommendations regarding payback to the victim. (Bennet v. Myerson) On the march, Day 7.



57. The Law of Silence, if agreed to, is a binding contract. Violating the contract draws max payback. (Nance Damas in the vote on the third law) On the march, Day 7.



▫

I folded up the papers and stuck them back in my pocket. I felt torn between two extremes. The first was this sense that, with this law, the Razai was bound into something special, something clean and honorable. I felt the law lifted us above the groin thumpers and leg-breakers on Tartaros.

The other extreme was this feeling that we were a bunch of children playing with something about which we didn't know nearly enough. I hoped it wouldn't all blow up in our faces.

As evening began filling the valleys between the dunes with shadows, I realized that I must be ahead of Alna. I couldn't imagine her being able to go fast enough that I hadn't overtaken her by now.

I pulled up the critter and began getting into my shirt and parka as I dismounted and climbed a dune. Once on top I looked all around and saw only the sunset. I watched it, and thought of the many times I had cursed that star. While I watched, the sky turned from yellow to that brassy orange, and then to the richest gold. For some reason it seemed to fill my heart with a kind of peace. It's easy to see how the ancients picked on suns for gods. If things had been different, Alsvid could have been such a god. The great blackness of the Spider could have been another god. The ancients on Tartaros could have worked up a top-level mythology.

I turned and looked at the north. There were no lights or any other signs of life. I turned around as the last of Alsvid slipped behind the horizon and studied the south. I had told Stays to put out a light for me, but I wondered if I had gone so far that the Razai camp was below the horizon. Suddenly there was a white streak in the south that reached from the ground up toward the sky. The image of the streak burned into my eye long after it had faded from the sky.

It was Stays and his signal gun. I took it as a good omen, and began to climb down the dune. Another light in the west caught my eye, and I squinted and searched patiently for another glimpse. Slowly retracing my steps up the dune, I kept my gaze fixed on the spot where I thought I had seen the light.

And there it was. The steady dull orange of fire cubes. There was another gang of scavengers out there about four or five miles away. At least one more gang. Other gangs might be more disciplined about how they make their fires.

What if that fire was Nkuma's group coming back? But, then why would they be off the trail? I was pretty certain they were scavengers and not Nkuma's people, but I began worrying about the signals Stays kept zipping up into the night sky. They might attract all kinds of unfriendly attention.

I decided to continue north. Once I ran into Nkuma, if I hadn't found Alna by then, I could turn around and go back the way I had come. I mounted one of the critters and went north at a relaxed walk. I reached into my ration bag and munched on a thing-bar as I rode.

I opened my eyes and saw that it was late at night. I had dozed, and something had awakened me. With a shiver I realized it was the bone-cracking cold. There was just the-hint of a breeze, but it was enough to make the cold colder, and began the process of covering up the tracks. My first thoughts were to hole up in the lee of a big dune and start warming myself and my two animals with the fire cubes. My next thought had me riding north for all I was worth. Those tracks were disappearing quickly, and I did not want to lose them.

Every now and then I threw a fire cube far out in front, and we seemed to be keeping to the trail. As the critters trolloped, and I tried to take a gulp out of one of my water bottles, something hit the back of my hand, which in turn drove the water bottle into my face, knocking me out.

I could feel myself falling, I could even hear the critters bellowing in fear, but I never felt my body hit the sand. My last thought was that I was captured and would soon be dead.
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▫

Someone To Watch Over Me


▫

I heard crying, and soon after, I felt warm lips kissing my face. All I could think about was Vic Myerson, Lacy Moore, and a bunch of boybungers had grabbed me. I opened my eyes and looked up. By the light of a fire cube I could see a face. Her face was right above mine.

"Alna?"

"Oh, Bando," she cried as she held my head and kissed me. "I thought we'd killed you. I thought the Razai had lost and you were in the Hand trying to chase us down."

There was a salty taste in my mouth, and I realized that Alna was crying. There. Bando Nicos was getting the same teary kisses that Herb Ollick had gotten. My head was on Alna's lap. I reached up my hand, put it behind her neck and pulled her head down into a very long and very overdue kiss. When we finally came up for air, we hugged there on the sand until something I'd heard finally gnawed its way into my awareness.

"We?

She nodded. "Nkuma and a few others. They gave up on the mirage and have been trying to reach us ever since."

"How few?"

"There are seventeen left. Look over there."

I looked and at another fire cube I saw four men and two women sitting in a circle. The rest were huddled together under sheets sleeping. I could see Nkuma's face, and he looked different.

Nkuma had been through something, it had crushed him and made him into something new. Whether the new thing was stronger or weaker wasn't clear. One of the men at the fire had his back toward me, but there was not much chance of mistaking that lump. "That's Dom."

"Yes."

"Dom," I called out. The big man pushed himself up to his feet and walked over. He squatted in front of me.

"Bando. You alive, you dumb chili pepper. I love your face, Bando."

"It's good to see you, sweetmeat. Dom, I found you some stars. In the south."

"Alna said."

I grabbed his hand and squeezed it for all I was worth. "It's good to see you again. I'm glad you didn't die."

Dom nodded and sniffed. "Lot's of us died, Bando. We had fights, murders." He grinned. "I hear Nance Damas is the boss and pussyface is number two."

"Nance is boss. Garoit was killed. He did good. We all did good, but we lost a few in the fight."

"What was the fight about?"

I rested my head against Alna's lap. What was the fight with the Hand about? "I guess it was about slavery."

"Were we for it or against it?" asked Nkuma.

"Against it," I answered. "And we won."

Nkuma stood up and came over, stopping next to Dom. He squatted down and faced me. "I hear you're a cop now."

"It's a living."

The man nodded and looked back at the ones seated around the fire cube. His expression was haunted. Several times I thought he might cry, but each time he shook it off. He seemed like he was about to split right down the middle.

He lowered himself until he was seated cross-legged before Alna's fire cube. "I have a cancer in me, Bando. It is a huge thing that is eating me alive, and I can't cut it out."

"Talk about it." I said.

He looked at the glow from the fire cube and began talking, his words quiet. "I never thought so much could change in a few days. It's not just the deaths, but who I am, what I am. We took off that first day, me knowing more than anyone else in the world. I could see the mountains, couldn't I? What that Ondo was talking about, the Big Grass, was nothing but words. I did the smart thing, and everyone who went with me did the smart thing, too. And we died.

"Before that first day was over, eleven men and women were dead. They had disputes over food, clothes, colors, who gets to ride, who has to walk, and ages of ancient beefs from back in the crowbars. After that first night I tried to boss them the way any boss would do it. I told them to do it my way, or I'd waste 'em."

"How long did that work?"

"Almost a day. Then there was a minor scuffle that turned into a salt-and-pepper thing. Before I knew it, they were laying cutters across each other's throats. To try and stop it, I sent my goons in with cutters." He shook his head as he looked down. There were tears on his face. "I don't know. Maybe twenty-five, thirty dead. We kept walking, and each time we looked those mountains never came any closer. Some of the sharks wanted to break off and catch up with you people, but I wouldn't let them. I thought our best chance was to stick together. The next morning when we woke up, three-quarters of the plastic water bottles had been slashed. Some maniac had destroyed our water supply.

"Then the killings really went wild. I tried to stop them, but the only thing I could threaten them with was more killing." He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. "But I kept on. Despite everything, I kept on. I studied those mountains until I damned near hallucinated myself into believing they were walking away from us. I saw we were almost out of water, I knew that we should go back, yet I kept going on until it was even clear to me. We had to get back to you people or die.

"When we decided to go back, there were around a hundred of us. We were all riding by then because none of the lughs had died. When the water ran out, we killed one of the lughs and took out its water storage bladder. We all drank from it." He nodded his head, indicating the survivors. "We were the only ones the water didn't kill. That was two days ago."

He looked at me, and it was as though his look was a plea for forgiveness. I couldn't meet his look for long because I had my own herd of ghosts to tend. "Nkuma, you're in a bad place if you're looking for someone who never made a mistake. You did your best."

"But my best wasn't good enough!"

I sat up and looked him in the eye. "Sometimes that happens."

"Bando, all of those people are dead because I split off for the mountains."

Alna reached out a hand and touched Nkuma's arm. "Who is to say that if you didn't split, those same people wouldn't have been killed fighting the Hand, or in one of Bando's trials."

"Trials?"

I nodded. "And executions. Even among thieves and killers there are behaviors that cannot be tolerated." I grinned. "I read that in a book back in the Crotch." I reached out a hand and placed it on his shoulder. "The law doesn't mean that there isn't killing any more. The law just gives you some rules to stay alive by, and makes it so that if someone does thin you, he gets his payback."

Nkuma dried his eyes and looked up at the belly of the Spider. "I just keep crying. I can't control it. It just pops out whenever it wants."

"So let it."

He turned his face away, then suddenly he jumped up. I turned my head to look in the same direction, but Alna's body blocked my view. "What is it?"

"A bright streak of light."

"That's Stays. He's found a way of signaling me to let me know where the—"

A loud roar rolled over us. It was such a powerful roar, the air seemed to slap my face a thousand times. Dom stood up followed by Alna and me. "That's a ship landing," said Dom. "Up ahead. Close."

"What'll we do?" asked Dom.

I turned to Alna and held her hands. "I came up here to find you and to tell you I love you and want you to be with me. That's the only reason why I'm here. Will you come back with me?"

She nodded, smiled, nodded again and cried as she hugged me. I buried my face in her neck and hugged her back. After a moment she leaned back and looked me in the face. "You know what I would like to do, Bando?"

"What?"

"Up there at the landing. I'd like to tell the sharks the stains are kicking out of the hatch right now about the facts of life here. I want to tell them about the Forever Sand and the gangs."

"And about the mountains; the mirage," added Nkuma.

I nodded. "Maybe I have a thing or two to tell 'em." I looked at the giant. "Dom, I'm going to give you and the others all of my water and rations."

"Okay."

"Move at night. I want you to keep looking. Every so often there'll be a streak of light. You keep heading for that light, understand?"

"I understand. What about him?" He pointed at Nkuma.

Nkuma studied my face for a moment. "Could you use another policeman?"

I grinned. "Sure. But we call ourselves cops. The Razai Cops, or RCs." I looked at Dom. "I think Nkuma wants to come with Alna and me."

Nkuma took Dom by the arm. "I'm going with them. Take care of the people and do like Bando says. Head for that light at night, and go south during the day." His voice caught a bit. "Don't lose any."

"When should I go?"

I caught sight of Stay's fireworks. He had fired off two close together.. "Dom, see it?"

"Yeah. I can follow that."

"Good," I said. "Get everyone fed then get going. You should be there in a day or two."

Nkuma, Alna, and I walked over to the critters. Nkuma mounted one, I mounted the other and pulled Alna up behind me. We urged the beasts north and heard Dom call after us.

"You'll see, Bando. I'll get them home."
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▫

The Lesson



 

The bright yellow force field lit up the sky for miles around, making it easy to find the ship. Shortly after we sighted the vessel, the force field went off, the sharks were ordered out of the area, and once they were clear, the ship lifted off the ground and roared into the night sky riding the tip of a blinding white column. As the rumble of its engines died, I watched that white column grow smaller and smaller until it curved over the horizon.

We urged our mounts forward, and a half hour later we came upon the first group of sharks. They were already fighting, arguing, and dividing themselves up into gangs.

"Haamisit!" cried someone to a god who was too far away to hear, "This is a nightmare!"

I nodded at Nkuma and he fired three shots into the air. I began lighting fire cubes and throwing them around the two Lughs until we were circled with light.

We both held our rifles at the ready as the sharks gathered around. "Where are you people from?" I called out.

One small dark man at the edge of the circle said, "Mihviht. We come from the planet Mihviht. Who are you?"

"My name is Bando Nicos. I am a member of the Razai. We are all from Earth. I have come to invite you all to join us."

"Join you?" bellowed a loud voice. Some giant pushed his way to the edge and stood in the light. I don't care what planet they come from, a yard monster is a yard monster.

"Certainly. Join us."

"My name is Jotehba Mokk," declared the yard monster. "I boss the Steel Glove. The Glove is the biggest, meanest, most powerful gang that ever saw the inside of the crowbars. I eat mountains, shit bricks, piss acid, and if you're real sweet to me, I might just let your bunch apply to join my gang. Every hairless ass from that ship belongs to me, so you better go back and tell your boss to watch out, 'cause his ass belongs to me, too!"

There was some laughter, some more catcalls, and a little stretch of silence. "Jotehba Mokk," I began, "Have you ever killed anyone?"

The yard monster laughed. "Many times, little chili pepper. In fact I have just dealt with one fool who thought that being here on this planet somehow ended my power." He turned around in a complete circle and bellowed as he turned, "I am Jotehba Mokk! I am the boss of the Steel Glove! If you oppose me, you die like Damid Ahtib died!" He ended his turn by looking at me with a big grin.

The crowd was quiet and I called out, "Did anyone see this man kill Damid Ahtib?"

"You do not believe me?" shouted the monster.

I shook my head wondering why prisons ever allowed weightlifting programs. I mean, why not get it over with, teach them karate and issue guns and knives? "Did anyone see this man kill Damid Ahtib?" I repeated.

There were several mumbled affirmatives. One fellow who stood right across the circle from the yard monster looked particularly angry. I pointed at him. "Who are you?"

He looked surprised for a moment, then he pushed his hair our of his eyes and folded his arms. "Tensin Beyrak."

"Beyrak, can you describe to me the death of Damid Ahtib?"

"Yes I can. Once through the hatch, Damid said that we can at least be grateful that the terror of the Steel Glove is at an end."

There were murmurs of agreement. One look from Jotehba Mokk and the murmurs silenced. "Go on," I said.

"After Damid said that, a minute later Mokk comes up and says 'I will kill you.' Damid backed away, but Mokk there put his big hands on Damid and crushed his throat."

I nodded and looked at Jotehba Mokk. "Did this fellow describe what happened accurately?"

The yard monster put his fists on his hips and roared out a laugh. He spat on the sand and held up his right hand. "His account is all wrong! I only used one hand to crush his throat!"

A number of Mokk's nearby toadies laughed at the joke, then the yard monster stepped over the ring of fire cubes toward me and said, "So what are you going to do?"

"My job," I answered. "Payback for Damid Ahtib."

I let the muzzle of my rifle fall and fired it point blank into the yard monster's face. I don't know if he was surprised or not. There wasn't enough left of his face to tell.

He fell backwards onto one of the fire cubes, and my imagination made it sound as though he were sizzling like a piece of bacon. One more ghost in my dreams at night, another figure in that pale parade who couldn't understand why he was dead. He had followed the rules, hadn't he? He had done the yard smarts, right? I already began whispering to the ghost that this isn't the yard. This is Tartaros.

If the monster didn't look surprised, the faces in the circle looked shocked. Some of them looked skeptical, however. They really couldn't believe that Jotehba Mokk was dead. And if he was indeed dead, what horror would step into his recently vacated place?

I levered a fresh round into my rifle and rested the stock against my thigh, the muzzle pointed up at the belly of the Spider.

"Murder is a crime in the Razai. The payback for murder is death. You have just seen one of our trials." I took a deep breath and spoke as loudly as I could. "It's cold now. It will get colder before the night is over. Those lights and sounds from the ship will draw scavengers from all over the Forever Sand right here to steal your clothes, your food, and to enslave you for work and for sex, if you're lucky. If you're not so lucky, they'll just kill you. If you live through the night, there will be tomorrow.

"Tomorrow, just before the sun shows itself, the sky will be a beautiful blue. It will start to warm up, and you'll give a little cheer. That will change. In minutes it will be too hot to breath. Getting out of the desert is all that you will be able to think about. You'll see some green mountains, and you'll head for them, even though they are thousands of miles away, you are on foot, and your water will run out in less than a week. But you'll keep going in that direction, because it is the only green thing you can see.

"By then, the gangs that miss you tonight will probably follow your tracks and catch up with you. If you belong to a small group, you will be eaten. If your group is large like mine was, perhaps you can turn the tables on them and fight back. But there are important issues you will need to settle. Who will boss the gang? How will you decide who will boss the gang? What about the races? What about the sexes?" There was a lewd giggle in the crowd.

"You women, and a lot of you men know what it's like to be raped—to be treated like a piece of meat. There was part of a gang on the dunes who specialized in doing just that. They held women as servants and slaves to provide them with sex on demand. The reluctant were beaten to death. The gang's name was the Hand." I slung my rifle. "I belong to the Razai. We wiped out that finger of the Hand."

I turned around and waited for one of Stay's fireworks displays. While I waited, the crowd mumbled among itself. One fellow yelled, "Do you mean we have to join the Razai?"

Alna answered. "No. You're free to join whoever you want or join no one at all."

"I see a chili pepper and two maus. Is your gang brown, black, white, yellow, red, or what?'

"We are the Razai!" Alna hissed. "We are human beings! If you are human beings, you are welcome."

"You're lyin' about them mountains, ain't you, man?"

"No," answered Nkuma. "I started in that direction with three hundred men and women. I was very lucky. I managed to make it back with seventeen left alive."

In the south I saw a white streak rise above the horizon. The sharks hushed as they saw it. I looked at them and pointed back over my shoulder. "Just to the right of that light is south. Unless you can get additional supplies somewhere, that is the only way out of this desert. If you go far enough in that direction, you'll run into the Big Grass and a very powerful armed gang bossed by a killer named Kegel.

"Or,
if you want, you can join the Razai. That's who's sending up that white streak every hour or so. That streak seems to be moving more and more east every time I see it, so I guess that means we're going to the Sunrise Mountains to take on the rest of the Hand. The Hand holds slaves and looks upon rape as a pastime, like a lot of gangs on Tartaros. We're opposed to that."

"How long have you been here?" shouted a voice.

I thought about it—thought about lying. But decided to tell the truth. The truth seemed very strange, however. "This is our eighth day."

There were a great many laughs, and it did sound silly. I mean, it was like that old joke about the protomos in the issue line saying to the one standing just behind in line, "You're new."

Well, they all were new. We aged fast on Tartaros. After all, Tartaros had longer days. I nodded at them. "We've managed to cram enough experience into those eight days to fill a couple of lifetimes. You're welcome to follow me and my friends back to the Razai, or go ahead and form up your own gangs and do your own research. Here on Tartaros, you are free to either change your luck or rebuild your own Hell right smack down to the last splinter. It's your choice."

I clucked at my critter and Nkuma and I swung around to the south.

"Hey," yelled a voice, "What's the Razai got to offer that's any better than the other gangs?"

I turned around and looked past Alna. I grinned and reached into my shirt pocket. As I pulled out Martin Stays's silver star and pinned it to the outside of my sheet so that they all could see it, I said, "We have law, brother crowbar. We have law."

The three of us rode toward the white streak that night, and when we made camp before the sunrise, we had sixteen thousand new brothers and sisters for company.

Thus endeth the lesson.

▫

▫

▫
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Book Two


KILL ALL THE LAWYERS
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▫

The Job


▫

I looked through the eyes of a little boy. A wet winter night in the hell of South Philly's Free Fire Zone. The boy had watched as they ran the bait and teased the stain into the alley. They beat in the cop's head, ripped open his guts, and took the stain's badge, gun, jacket, gloves, belt, shoes, and wallet.


The cop's eyes were open. He had to know he was dying there in the freezing filth of that alley, his open belly steaming in the cold. The little boy pulled out his penis, pissed on the cop, and laughed at him as he died. . . .


▫

"Hey, pigfuzz. You got a killing."

The voice was strange. High, birdlike, and dripping with contempt. Like a little child I kept my eyes closed and buried my face in Alna's hair. It was hot beneath the desert sheet, Alna's hair stank, and at least a third of the desert's sand was in my mouth gritting between my teeth. Still, it was better than the deal I'd get from the voice that had interrupted my nightmares.

I didn't want to do a trial first thing in the evening. It was too early in the day to do ragtime, and I didn't need to kill anyone else. My cargo of ghosts already had my springs bent.

"You hear me, chili pepper? You got a stiff and a perp out there on the grit. You're the man with the star, the big talk, and the law. You gonna cop or cop out?" I felt a docker poke me in my arm.

I rolled over, pulled the sheet off my face, and looked up at a young kid about fourteen or fifteen, with pale skin, thin lips, and all the hate in the universe sitting in a pair of gray eyes. He was wearing one of the metallic copper Mihvihtian sun sheets with his cold-time togs bundled and slung on his back. Behind him was the brassy late afternoon sky of Tartaros.

"Who're you?" I asked.

"I'm the one who's bringing the bad news, pigfuzz. You got a killing over in the left flank guard. Are you going to do something?"

I sat up, and shook the sand out of my hair and off my sheet. The sun was almost to the western horizon. The furnace was beginning to turn down. In another couple of hours the night cold would shatter our bones. We'd have to get the column moving soon or freeze to death. I reached out a hand and shook Alna. She groaned and turned her back toward me. True love.

I got to my feet, shook more sand off me, and looked at the kid. "You got a name?"

"Yeah."

A real attitude. "You want to tell me what it is?"

"Ratt. Ratt Katz."

Those gray eyes were on me like green on twenties. Go ahead, they said. Just make a crack about my name. I'll rip out your lungs for water wings. "Okay. You seen Nkuma?"

"Your mau buddy with the other rifle?"

"That's right."

Ratt shook his head. A tiny grin parted those thin lips. "I figure one of the yard monsters did him for his piece."

"You got anything to go on, or is that just wishful thinking."

"I haven't seen him, pigfuzz. Not for days. So, what do you do now?"

"Now I wake up." I turned my back on him and picked up my cold night rags that I'd been using for a pillow. My skin was all rashed up from the sweat, grit, and no showers. I was obsessed with getting a bath when I could afford the time and find the water. Right then, however, there was a trial coming up and Nkuma was nowhere near.

I didn't figure anyone did Nkuma for his weapon. Getting killed so some hunk of meat could grab his rifle would've at least made some sense. Parching out on the dunes trying to save all the new convict-exiles from the desert out of guilt was rank stupe, so that was probably where he was: exactly where I'd told him not to go.

I looked back at the squib. "Who's the perp?"

"A little haystack bit named Tani Aduelo. She thinned one of the sisters for her rations."

"She killed a mau?"

"Pushed a cutter right between her ribs. Whacked out her pump and main ducts. Witnesses, too. I'm one of them."

"Are the natives getting restless?"

Ratt shook his head. "Nobody cares about Misi Pihn. She's the croakee. Give the angel cake a slap on the wrist and the maus'll be happy. Tani's got a cockroach. His name is Lewis Grahl."

My evening was complete. A lawyer. I bent over and began wrapping the strips of cloth around my ankles to keep the sand out of the tops of my crowbar dockers. "What's he want?"

"He said he just wants to make sure everything's done according to The Law of the Razai, just the way you read it to them." Ratt gave out with one of those cynical little snickers. "I think he figures on getting her off."

"This Misi Pihn. I take it she wasn't exactly crowbar prom queen."

Finally Ratt's mouth did something beside sneer. He actually looked angry. "Misi Pihn was a snitch. Her mouth hurt a lot of people back on juve block."

"Juve?" That got my attention. "How old was she?"

"A little younger than me. Maybe fifteen. We called her the Black Wire."

"Straight to the warden's ear?"

"A one mouth news net."

I picked up my rifle and kit bag. "So what're you? The local attitude problem?"

"What do you mean by that?"

"I mean a snitch is dead, no one wants the perp in the grinder, and here you are blowholing to the cops."

"So?"

"Illuminate me, kid. What beam are you riding?"

Those eyes seemed to go wild for a split second, but the face didn't changed expression. Like most sharks in the crowbars, Ratt was half control and half gibber festival. "It's all air, isn't it? You, the Razai Cops, the law? I'll tell you what I do, pigfuzz. I find lies and I rub people's noses in 'em. Does that put a turd in your taco, chili pepper?"

Ratt Katz was maybe fifty kilos with a deep breath and his pockets full of sand. For the life of me I couldn't figure out how he'd lived as long as he had. Anyway, I didn't have to give in to the urge to kill him; not right then. And I didn't have to explain or prove anything to any wet-eared diaper rash with a jerk tag like Ratt Katz. There was a thought splinter though that was beginning to peeve my psyche. "This Tani Aduelo. How old is she?"

"Fourteen. She just turned fourteen."

"Fourteen." I began sweating grenades, trying to remember how big kids were at fourteen. How big, and how mean. "Fourteen years old?"

"Yeah. Pretty. Real popular, too. Maybe you can swap your mau bit and make her a deal for her young ass. You let it live, she lets you crawl inside."

As I fought down the desire to burger young Katz on the spot, I looked upon any hope that he'd get within striking distance of his sixteenth year as rank fantasy. I unclenched my fingers and wiggled them to work out the strangle strain.

"Bando," said Alna, her voice thick and sleepy. "What is it?"

I looked down at her. "There's trouble. I got to go to work."

I reached into my shirt pocket and pulled out the homemade star with the words "Chief—Razai Police" scratched into the metal. I pinned it on the outside of my dirty white desert sheet, kissed Alna, and got back on my feet.

"Do you want me there?" she asked.

I held out my hand. "Yeah," I whispered. "I need you there. This perp's female, fourteen, and already I want to puke."

Alna took my hand and I pulled her to her feet. We held each other and she whispered in my ear, "You're a good man, Bando Nicos. You're going to do just fine."

Yeah, I thought. I could almost hear my ghosts laughing. We held each other a moment longer, then followed Ratt Katz as he struck out across the sand for the left flank guard camp.

We stopped as the white streak of a descending prison ship's exhaust trail headed toward the east to land in the dark. That load of sharks was getting a break being landed that close to the edge of the desert. Of course it wouldn't do them any good unless they knew what direction to follow. To find that out, they would have to be told.

I glanced at Alna. She was staring back at me, her eyes carrying more than a bit of accusation in them. "We already got more than we can handle, doll. Besides, they're too far away. We can't save 'em all."

"Maybe Nkuma sees them, too." She looked at the kid and asked me, "Who's this?"

I held out my hand, "Alna Moah, this is Ratt Katz, seeker of justice."

"You came to the right man," she said. She sounded like she meant it. The kid looked at her like she was garbage.

As Ratt lead the way over a dune, I could hear voices, whistles, laughter. I tried to work up enough spit to swallow as I held on to Alna and tried to wrestle my ghosts into the dark corners. It was ragtime.
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▫

Pihn v. Aduelo


▫

The column of sharks was strung out over maybe two miles aimed toward the east and the Razai. They were organized Razai style with a main walking column headed by a point guard, flanked by wings, and brought up by a rear guard. Except for my rifle, the only weapons the sharks had were belt buckles, sand saps, and homemade cutters hand crafted back in the crowbars.

By the time we reached the left flank guard area, the sun was half under the desert's edge. The air was cool enough to breathe and everyone should've been packing up for the night's march. Instead the dunes were covered with sharks who wanted to watch another episode of "You Bet Your Life." I left Alna at the sidelines as I moved into the middle of the mob. Ratt walked with me, the muttered comments aimed in his direction drawing obscene gestures and comments in return. He'd save the ripest cracks for the biggest mokkers. Either the kid was real brave, real stupid, or a death addict.

Tani Aduelo was easy to spot. Even in the fading heat of the day, this girl was pretty. Lovely. Beautiful. Adorable. Maybe it was part sexual, part little girl parent protective, part I don't know what. I just wanted to wrap my arms around her, cuddle, and protect her from all the nastiness in the world, which is saying a lot on Tartaros.

She made me think of the wood nymphs and water nymphs I'd read about in the Crotch back when I was killing the clock reading Greek mythology. She was even more than that. She was the kind of deep pretty that made you need to be within sight of her, because to be in sight of her filled your heart with joy, and a crowbar shark needed that joy more than any drug.

Fourteen years old, with blond bobbed hair, bright blue eyes, and cheeks the color of strawberry cream. She looked like one of those antique china dolls. When she spoke, her voice was soft, sweet, and full of fun. When she laughed you could hear bells tinkling all over the galaxy. You just knew that when she came down the chute her parents had just sold themselves into slavery. What heartless bastard could've denied little Tani anything her little heart desired? You could tell that throughout her entire life she had been given the extra slack.

Now, there are people like Bando Nicos who get thumped by the stains even when they don't do anything simply because they look like they ought to get thumped. If I really hadn't done whatever it was, then the thump was still righteous because I had certainly done something in the past, or would do something in the future, that deserved it. If a body dropped dead from old age on the other side of the planet, the first question that would leap into the head of the local cops would be "Where's Bando Nicos?" Even with me on infinity hold I was sure the stains on Earth were still asking the same question.

People like Tani, however, get to fly in a friendlier sky. You just knew that if she had been caught standing over a stiff with her feet in a pool of blush and with a smoking piece in her mitt, the first question the stain would ask was "Who handed her that gun?" Then he'd ask, "Where's Bando Nicos?"

There wasn't anything left to do but do it. "Ratt," I called out loud for the benefit of the crowd, "What's the charge?"

There was a noise from the spectators made up of laughter, snickers, rude comments, and a bunch of threats. I fired one of my precious few rounds up into the air to chill down the spectators. They iced to a low mumble and I looked around at the sharks.

"We read you all the law at least a couple of times," I yelled. "You crowbar blowholes with the big mouths, remember Rule Thirteen, the 'You Say It, You Pay It Rule'. A threat is a crime, and it carries as a penalty the performance of the threat upon the threatener." At last, complete silence.

In the quiet, Ratt Katz walked over until he was standing in front of me. It was rag time. "Where's the stiff?"

Ratt looked off to his left and I followed the direction of his gaze until I saw a prone shape covered with a Mihvihtian sun sheet at the foot of the dune to my right. I went over, and as I approached I saw that the copper-colored sheet was dotted with goobers. At least two or three hundred sharks had taken the opportunity to spit on the Pihn remains. The legacy of the snitch.

I unslung my piece and lifted the sheet with my rifle's front sight blade. There was Misi Pihn, former bigmouth. She was a mau, maybe fourteen or fifteen, skinny with eyes like a snake, still open. Her crowbar jacket was stained with a small amount of blood, and I could see where the cutter had gone through the cloth.

There wasn't any point in asking where the murder weapon was. To make a good cutter and smuggle it all the way to Tartaros under guard takes a lot of work and risk. It was a valuable item, and I had no doubt that Tani Aduelo's cutter was in the possession of pretty little Tani. I glanced up at the dune facing me, and those sharks that weren't looking down at Misi Pihn with narrowed eyes were transmitting high signs to perky little Tani.

It didn't look good. If Tani had any sense at all, she'd go for a jury, which was almost a guarantee she'd get off, given the current selection of potential jurors. If the jury let a guilty perp off the hook, the Bad Call Rules required the execution of every juror who voted for not guilty. We had thirteen jurors per trial, and I only had four rounds of ammunition left. I issued a quick curse at Nkuma for running off on his jerk quest with the other rifle and the rest of the ammo.

I talked to Ratt without looking at him. "Any witnesses?"

"Twenty or thirty. A regular audience to see the Wire get hers. Like I said, I'm one of them. So, what do you do now?"

I turned my head and did a scan for the roach. My orbs picked up a chubby mau standing next to Tani. That would be Grahl. Maybe they were tying up a few loose ends to the Aduelo defense strategy. I figured there were all kinds of ways to waste time. Trying to beat a charge on points was a juicer game from back home. The law was the law. Home was all done past.

"Tani Aduelo."

She broke off her conversation with the cockroach and looked at me. I felt a physical pain right beneath my breastbone. This was going to be a lot harder than I figured. "Tani, you've been fingered for killing Misi Pihn to get her rations. According to Ratt, there're witnesses. Under the law, I can handle it, but I suppose you want a jury."

She smiled very warmly at me. Damn her for that smile. "I don't want a jury."

As my lower jaw hung open, she looked at the roach. The lawyer raised his eyebrows and said to me, "I am Lewis Grahl representing Tani. Under the provisions of Rule Fourteen, what you call the Black Rag Rule, the defense moves to have the investigating officer decide this issue."

He was crazy. "Cockroach, are you shuffling dimensions?"

"I beg your pardon?" Grahl had smug oozing out of every pore. My first impulse was to let him go down in flames, but a glance at Tani finished that. I walked over to them and faced Grahl.

"Look, money threads, I don't know what in the hell ambulance you think you're chasing, but if this kid killed Misi Pihn for nothing but her eats, the only chance your pigeon has is a crooked jury."

Eyebrows still up, Grahl's forehead wrinkled in that eternal expression of burdened superiority sported by those princes of the blood reduced by cruel fate to having to treat with dung. "The way I understand your law," he said, "if the officer decides the case, new rules can be made to cover situations not already addressed by the existing rules. However, if a jury decides a case, it must be done under the existing rules. There would be no opportunity to make new rules."

I frowned as I thought about it. It hadn't registered on me before, but he was right. The pain in my chest eased a bit as I felt a gleam of hope. "You have something? Something that isn't covered by the law?"

He nodded and said, "Trust me."

There it was again: Trust me. Every time a cockroach had ever fed that line to Bando Nicos, the only certain thing was that Bando was headed for the crowbars with a new asshole and a flat wallet. But maybe he knew what he was doing. He'd already seen something in the law that I hadn't seen. Maybe.

I looked at Tani. It wouldn't be hard to get lost in eyes like hers. Jesus, she was just fourteen! I looked toward the setting sun. "I don't have to trust your cockroach, kid. You don't either." I looked back at those eyes. "You sure you want to do what he says? A jury can vote you not guilty, and you got a lot of friends out here."

"She wants to do what's right," said Grahl. "You'd have to execute a jury that voted wrong, wouldn't you?"

My voice went real low. "I don't have that much ammo."

"Sooner or later you'd have to go after the jury, correct?"

"Yeah. I would."

Tani placed her hand on my arm. "Honest, I'll be all right. Lew knows what he'd doing." There was almost a gleam of mischief in her eyes.

I looked at the cockroach, and he said again, "Trust me."

Maybe he had something. Hell, Bando Nicos didn't know everything in the world. I wasn't exiled to Tartaros because I was gifted with great smarts. I went back to my place on the sand. "Okay, Grahl. Tani. No jury. How do you answer the charge?"

"First, there are a few things I would like to make clear for the record."

Speaking of the record, I hadn't made any arrangements for one. My old court clerk, Ila Toussant, was back with the Razai. I looked back at Alna, and she smiled as she held her hands over her head. In one hand she had a writing instrument and in the other was some paper. I nodded back and returned to Grahl. "Okay."

"Very well. To begin, the deceased was an informer. Back in prison she and Tani had had several run ins—"

"Forget that stuff," I said. "Rule Eleven. If it happened before the landing, it's done past. As if it never happened. I thought you knew the law."

"I do. I just thought a bit of background might be helpful in making a decision."

"Facts help, cockroach. Background is bullshit."

"Very well. I should mention that, somehow, this Misi Pihn had an over abundance of rations. It has been rumored—"

"Yeah," I interrupted, "and so what? Are there any charges? Like, is Tani charging that Misi nabbed her eats?" I gave him an out if he wanted to take it, but he had to do it his way.

"No," he said.

"First Rule. What's mine is mine. It's not Misi's job to feed Tani, no matter how much stuff she has." I gave a little sigh of impatience. "Look, you know the law. So far this has all been smoke. Do you have anything or not?"

Grahl studied me for a second, glanced at Tani, and nodded. "Very well, Nicos. Tani enters a plea of guilty and the defense makes a motion that Tani Aduelo be sentenced as a juvenile. She is only fourteen and has that right." There were a couple of giggles from the dunes.

I stood there with my teeth in my mouth for I don't know how long, waiting for him to give me the rest. After a long time I managed to figure out that's all there was.

"That's it?" I demanded. "That's your big move?" I had counted on the lawyer to have an answer. You'd think by then I would've learned. "Talk to me, cockroach. Is that your sharp step, your deft play?"

"Think for a second, Nicos! This law of yours doesn't allow any grading of punishments, especially not for taking a life. The Razai cannot hold prisoners, the payback for taking a life is death."

"Yeah?" Again I waited. Again I damned myself for not learning from the time before. "So what's your point?"

He looked exasperated at the low form of intelligence with which he had to contend. "Don't you see? No provisions have been made regarding juveniles. You now have an opportunity to make such a provision. From what I understand, most of this law you're so proud of was made up by you. Now you have an opportunity to correct one of your many oversights." He glanced knowingly at the thousands of surrounding sharks. "It would also be a way to avert further unpleasantness."

I don't know. Maybe in law school you have to get certain neural centers crisped before you're allowed to take the bar exams. The juicer had lots of games, and the juve game was an old favorite. I'd even used it myself to keep down the numbers after almost beating to death that school teacher, which is why I was sent to Lancaster Juve instead of Pen State.

And everyone knew it was a game. Everyone in the crowbars, anyway. That's right. Cut his hair, put him in a suit and short pants, rouge his cheeks, promise the black rag he'll never do it again, and turn that little killer loose on the streets to bust more skulls. What about payback? What about justice?

Juicer law never was much concerned with the victim or with what was just. What was funny, though, was that everything the cockroaches, stains, and black rags did was in the name of justice and for the victim.

I began unslinging my piece. Grahl took a step toward me. "What are you doing?"

God, I was sick. I spat on the sand as I checked the load in my rifle. "You got another motion, cockroach?" I levered in a fresh round.

He walked over until he was next to me and began speaking in a very low voice. "Don't you see, Nicos? I've given you a way around your Payback Rule."

Man, the taste in my mouth was ancient and repulsive like the papers off the bottom of a legal eagle's birdcage. Yeah, I wanted a way around the Payback Rule, but it didn't have anything to do with there being something wrong with the rule. That and the rest of the law was all that kept us out from under the big fist. It's what protected us.

I looked at Tani. "You got anything to say, kid? I think your cockroach's run out of air."

"I have more to say, Nicos!" bellowed the roach.

I turned my head until I faced Grahl. "You remember Rule Forty-eight?"

The cockroach thought for a moment. "The Obstruction Rule?"

"Yeah. The Obstruction Max Payback Rule."

"Yes. The maximum punishment under consideration in an action is applied to anyone who obstructs justice in that action. A trifle barbaric, I thought."

"Most cockroaches do. Anyway, just so you understand, blowholing for the sake of it obstructs justice. It delays things. For that you get the max."

Tani Aduelo's cockroach was quiet, so I stood my ground on the sand and faced the mob of convict-exiles from Mihviht. I didn't need to read The Law of the Razai. I knew it by heart. But reading it meant that I wouldn't have to look at Tani. My hands trembled as I began reading Rule 15. "The penalty for all crimes is payback, and payback for taking a life is everything plus a little."

"Objection!" shouted Tani's cockroach.

"Man!" I shouted, "I told you slowing things down draws the max!"

"Then shoot me, Nicos!"

I pulled my rifle off of my shoulder and aimed it between his eyes. Every rotten money-threads cockroach sonofabitch who ever lined his pockets by running me through the juicer filled my sights. My finger tightened on the trigger. I took a breath and waited a second. The edge of rage was pushed back by knowing that I didn't have to act upon it. The image of my fellow rage addict, Cap Brady, came into my mind. I thought of the CSAs at the meetings who told me that as long as I don't give into the rage, Bando Nicos still had choices. The chili pepper was still running things. The instant I give into it, the monster runs the show.

There was another exhaust trail in the sky far to the north. I fixed my gaze on it and slowly lowered the rifle. When it was down and my aching finger was off the trigger, I looked at the cockroach. Grahl, his eyes closed, was licking his lips and trying to get his heart started. "Cockroach," I said, "I'd be damned careful about handing out invitations like that." I slung my weapon. "Say your piece."

Once he stopped trembling, the cockroach looked around at the sharks as he held out his hands. "Tani is only fourteen years old. She's just a child. She didn't plan any murder. She couldn't. She's too young and immature to understand what killing another person means. In addition to that is the frightening stress of exile to this horrible place. Here she is, a helpless child, condemned to a hell populated by vicious predators."

The dunes grumbled with agreement even though they were the vicious predators Grahl was talking about. The cockroach looked at me. "At best this is involuntary manslaughter, not premeditated murder. And you can't hold a child this young responsible for a murder in any event. No judicial system I know of does that. Mihviht doesn't; Earth doesn't—"

"That's enough, cockroach," I interrupted. "You're chewing old cabbage." I looked from him to the dunes. "People, it's time to wake up. This is not Mihviht. This is not Earth. This is Tartaros. Here we are responsible for our choices. All of us." I pointed at the girl. "Tani chose to steal Misi's food. Misi defended herself. Then Tani killed Misi. It was her choice, even if she only tried to scare or wound Misi. The thing she did took a life, and the payback for taking a life is everything."

The cockroach pushed his fingers through his hair then held out his hands. "What about rehabilitation—"

A wave of laughter moved over the crowd. It looked like putting on the head doctors and working the cotton candy rehabs was a popular sport on Mihviht, too.

"Damn it!" screamed the cockroach. "She can't become rehabilitated if she's dead!"

I held up my hand to shut him up. "No one's trying to rehabilitate her, Grahl. The only thing that concerns us here is payback." I moistened my lips, glanced at Tani, and looked back at the cockroach. "If the girl wants to improve her emotional life, she better get on with it. Her time is running out."

"Nicos, what about the lack of premeditation?"

"What about it? I never heard a corpse ask a killer how much thought went into thinning him. In the Razai, taking a life is taking a life. You take it, and you can't pay it back, you're done past."

There had already been too much talk. I faced Tani, half expecting her to run for it. The one law that most of the Mihvihtians found very amusing was the Razai's prohibition against holding anyone prisoner. Under the law she had the freedom to boogie. She didn't even have to be at the trial.

But she didn't run. She stuck it out and concern for what she was facing hadn't once crossed her face. She thought she had the cards. She really believed that she could get out of it. Somehow something was going to cut her a break.

"You got anything left to say, Tani?" My throat hurt it was so dry. She nodded and smiled at me.

Tani did have a closing argument, and it was pretty effective. As she held me with her gaze she began undressing. The sharks fell as silent as death. Piece by piece she removed her crowbar uniform down to her smalls. She slipped off her top and panties, and stood there on the cooling sand in her god-issue. She held her arms out and slowly turned around. Little pips for breasts, only a suggestion of hips, a wisp of golden pubic hair, dear God she was young. Dear God she was beautiful. I looked at the cockroach, and maybe he had a better reading on me than Tani had. His eyes were closed, his head hanging down.

I faced the kid and Tani Aduelo was facing me, her arms still held out. I quickly raised my rifle, aimed for her heart, and blew her away. She dropped to the sand like a wet rag, her eyes wide open.

The sound of the shot faded and the scene could've been a painting. Then there was a growl, and a haystack yard monster with oily black hair started coming down the dune to my right. "Bando Nicos!" he bellowed, "I'm going to kill you, chili pepper! I'm going to rip off your bit's head and shove you in the hole!"

I didn't look at Alna. I didn't even think about what to do next. Rule 13, the You Say It, You Pay It Rule, was still in the law. Besides, when the dark horse rode me next time, the haystack's ghost would hardly be noticed next to little Tani's. I waited until the yard monster wasn't directly in front of anyone, aimed for his head, and fired. The sharks to his rear were splattered with the think goo he never used, he plowed into the sand face first, and was still.

Ratt Katz was looking at me like I'd popped up from Hell. "A threat is a crime," I recited. "It carries as a penalty the performance of the threat upon the threatener." I must have sounded dead. Like a machine. I wondered what Marietta would feel now that the rule she'd invented had finally claimed a life. Maybe it'd saved a few lives, too. I had to remember that for when the ghosts came at me with their questions.

I felt light-headed. I looked and Alna was standing at the edge of the crowd, her mouth open, her eyes wide. She tilted her head to one side and looked at me. Her eyes were full of fear. Was it fear for me? For us? Was she afraid of me?

She covered her face. I looked around at the Mihvihtians. They were looking back. What I read in their faces really threw the coal to it.

I hated them. All those faces. Right then I hated every single one of them. Back on Earth I never understood why cops seemed to have a case on against the universe. They were the man. They were on top, right? Then why did they hate the world and everything on it? As Tani's bare little ass cooled, I knew why they hated everyone.

I levered a new round into my rifle. "Sun's almost down. Get the column moving."

"What if we don't want to get the column movin', baby-killer?"

I looked to the dune on my left but I couldn't make out who had shouted the question. I guess in a way they all had. "Find your own way out of the desert," I answered.

One by one, and then in little groups, the crowd began to thin. Angry eyes and nodding heads pointed in my direction. Angry lips whispered silent threats and vows. The shadows had grown long enough to cast the space between the dunes into darkness. Ratt sneered and headed east. Alna stood there for a long time, then she turned and walked away by herself, her desert sheet pulled tightly about her.

When the sharks were just about all gone, I walked over to Tani Aduelo's still form. Her face was soft and innocent. I had to remind myself that I was just looking at the outside. She had probably sold her young ass a thousand times, and no one from lock city carries a cutter who doesn't have experience in using one. The only fourteen year old kids that were sent to Tartaros from Mihviht were killers.

If the outside is all you can see, though, that's all you can look at. Her silent face still said, "It's lies, all lies." A wisp of steam was coming up from her wound. The horror of the coming night cold touched my neck. I wrapped my desert sheet about me.

"What are you doing here?" I looked up and Lewis Grahl was standing there.

"I don't know."

"Haven't you done enough? There's nothing you can do to make up for this." Tears edged into his voice. "Go away. Just go away."

"I got nothing to make up for, cockroach." I pointed at the girl's body. "Grahl, I seen thousands and thousands of dead on the sand. I splashed a few of them myself. We never bury the dead. Sometimes there's too many to bury. Usually there isn't any time." I nodded at the girl. "The sand bats. They go for the eyes first."

"Nicos, you're a monster."

"Yeah."

As the column moved on, Tani's cockroach and I knelt down and began scooping out a grave with our hands. She was still warm when we lowered her in. Grahl tore a piece from his sun sheet and placed it over her face. Then we pushed the sand over her.

The cockroach was crying, and I got this flash. It said that things would have been a lot better on Earth if, instead of just topping off their bank accounts, the cockroaches who lost cases had to bury their pigeons, or do time with them.

"What're you crying about, cockroach?"

He shook his head. "I've never lost a case before. Never. And to lose this one; it's a sin."

I pushed myself to my feet. "Your still corners." I held out my hand and helped him to his feet.

"Corners?"

"You know, all corners, perfect score. Everybody's job here today was justice. Everybody got what they deserved, so everybody won."

He held a hand out toward the grave. "This dead child? That's justice?"

No, man, I thought. That's a corpse. "Yeah. That's justice."

"If this is what you call justice, Nicos, I don't think I can bear it."

I nodded as I slung my rifle and turned to follow the column into the dark of another icy night. "It ain't for the timid."












││││

││││

││││

▫

As Good As It Gets


▫

That night was the coldest I ever saw on the desert. It made the air snap. Sounds carried so far I could hear myself being cursed from both ends of the column. I swear I could hear the grains of sand grating against each other. The hoods on my sheet and parka were up and the filthy rag I had wrapped around my face was caked with my frozen breath. A light came into the eastern sky, low and slow. It was a moon. That'd make Dom happy, anyway. By the time that moon's bluish gray dot was high in the sky, we had dragged more than a hundred exhausted or dead sharks out of the column's path. A few we crutched along. I saw one carried by a couple of yard monsters and I gave up my lughox to let two more ride. Here and there you could see an old crowbar buddy helping an exhausted mate crip it along. The rest were meatsicles left for the sand bats. The Mihvihtians had been issued stretch gloves as part of their equipment, but by the time I got to one of the stiffs, everything was gone but the god issue. I kept my hands in my armpits and cursed at the moon.

Priorities. If we hadn't kept moving all of us would've died. The sharks understood that, most of them. Every now and then reality has a way of busting through the bullshit. What the sharks couldn't understand was the death of Tani Aduelo. That stiff little bit back there beneath the grit didn't fit any of the usual crowbar scenarios. Everybody hated the snitch, Misi Pihn. Everybody loved the little pretty, Tani Aduelo. Two plus two equals twenty-two. Everybody knows that. So how come that chili pepper RC blew a hole through Tani? Is he a proto? This his first day in the crowbars? It was all jaw music.

Working a mouth is one way to forget the cold. There were others. A small pack of Jesus jammers were crutching each other along singing hymns. Oh, Lord, I'm such a worthless asshole, so give me a break because I think you're a chump, and other selections from the Thank the Lord God is a Sucker Songbook. I thought about burning Big Dave Cole's copy of Southey's Life of Nelson for a little warmth, but I couldn't. That book was my only connection to Earth, to Big Dave, and my past, what there was of it. Besides, during his life old Horatio Nelson had faced a few problems. He'd outlasted all of them except for that French sniper's musket ball at the end. His legend, the things he had done, and the effects of the changes he had made outlasted even that. I didn't figure I was any Admiral Nelson, but the book was something to lean on in a place that had no trees. Just feeling its weight in my kitbag gave me the illusion of not being all alone.

There was a rag head mullah who kept pointing around at the sharks on the desert, calling humans Allah's chosen of the universe. His evidence was that humans were the only known intelligent form of life. That we were the humans he was pointing at kind of made you wonder about his definition of intelligence. He was talking to himself, which was pretty common in the cold when someone was working with a bent strut. Either the cold, the situation, or something else had stroked the guy's gyros. But what he said gave my lobes the noids.

Is the human race as good as it gets? Is that sewer back on Earth the top-of-the line? It kind of made you smoke your wig some about where the Great Spirit had done his training. Did anybody ever wonder if God was qualified to do what he was doing? He, She, or It might be an on-the-job trainee filling in for someone who got fed up with the working conditions and quit. The universe might be just another blown project on the scrap heap behind the celestial vocational school.

I backed up my head and loaned a lobe to what I'd heard once from my mother about her father. She'd said, "He was doing the best he could with what he had." That was her way of letting the old bastard who'd raped her at the age of eight off the hook. She called it forgiveness, and she said it wasn't something she was doing for her father. It was something she was doing for herself. It didn't make any sense to me, but maybe that was what God did with the human race: the best he could with what he had. That was an even scarier thought. You kind of hoped that God had a little bit more juice than that.

I jammed it and concentrated on the pain in my fingers. I didn't have to answer any big questions. My only job was to survive the night and keep the column aimed toward the Razai and those signal flares Stays would send up every so often.

▫

Hours later, with the Eyes of the Spider directly overhead, that little blue moon far down in the west, I was in the middle of the walking column. I hadn't been able to track down either Nkuma or Alna. I felt lonely without Stays, Cap, Marietta, and the rest of the RCs. I needed to have someone there who was in the cops, someone who knew what it was like, someone who knew why we did what we did. I was just telling myself that it would only be a few more days and we'd be back, when a terrible scream ripped up from the direction of the left flank guard. It was immediately followed by a chorus of more screams from the same direction.

The walking column sharks froze. About the last place I wanted to be was the left guard, Tani's old buddies and all, but I took off running toward the north, wondering how many perps I'd have to chill this time.

By the time I reached the left flank guard, most of it was moving again. A few sharks were weeping on each other and getting their asses patted. "What the hell was all the noise about?" I demanded.

No one talked. One rough hand grabbed my right arm and pointed straight ahead. I went in that direction and could see the light from a fire cube burning. Surrounding it on the sand seemed to be a forest of strange little stumps, trunks, and branches dancing in the orange light. A little closer and I could see that the strange little trees were the outstretched arms and legs of long dead sharks. Hundreds, thousands of them. They had been covered by the sand, dried out, and were now newly emerged to give the Mihvihtians their special welcome to Tartaros. My skin crawled as my legs cramped from the desire to run. Grinning skulls covered with tatters of dried skin were everywhere. There were no clothes or belongings. The bodies had been stripped. "What happened to them?" asked a shadow. The voice sounded like it belonged to Ratt Katz, the people's conscience.

"I just got here."

I touched my greenstick to the fire cube and held it above my head. The corpses covered the sand as far as I could see. Here and there a dark furry thing sleeping inside a rib cage was startled by the light and scurried off. It looked like the work of a scavenger gang. Bending over I held out the light and checked out skeletons one at a time, turning over bones with my toe, until I found the evidence I was looking for. It was a neck vertebra that had been shattered by a slug that was still stuck in it.

"See that? A rifle."

"So?"

"So the lock watchers don't arm sharks on the way out the hatch, do they? This crowd was done by one of the old, established firms."

"Who? That Kegel you told us about?"

There was a lughox carcass nearby. I picked my way through the defunct and departed and examined the remains of the lughox's raggedy hide for markings. The bleached painted remains of a colored palm print was on the mummified critter's ass end. I pointed at it. "The Hand. Carlo T's boys did 'em."

"Is that the gang in the east the Razai is going to fight?"

I turned and the light fell on Ratt's face. The kid's features were hard, the eyes gray and noided out. The kid wouldn't admit it if you stuck a howitzer in his ear, but he was scared. "That's the one."

"Nicos?"

I knocked the fire cube off the end of my greenstick and turned to the shadow. "What?"

"I know you and your two mau friends've been talking up the law and about how tough things are on the sand."

"Yeah?"

"Don't jerk me off, pigshit. How bad can it get?"

Ratt had a way that just made you want to do things for him. When I realized I was biting through the skin on my inner lip, I turned back and used the toe of my boot to push the fire cube next to a laughing skull that had a black hole drilled into the center of its forehead. "Ask old Crowbar Charlie there. He won't lie."

I headed back toward the walking column, thinking that it might just be a great idea to march the whole column through the corpse forest. Reality time. Here it is, you yard sharks. This is the real world. Grab a piece so you'll remember this is as good as it gets without the law.

I scrapped it though. We didn't have enough fire cubes to light the show for that long, and we couldn't afford to sit around until daylight. Instead, I kept them heading for the Razai. I looked up, and the light from Blue Moon faded behind the western edge of the desert. Then what I feared the most finally reached my ears. A shadow named Samara spoke and her words dripped with tears and hate. "Tani Aduelo was my friend."

I wrapped my fingers around the handle of my ice pick and located the source of the words as electrons skittled up and down my spine. It was black dark, but my sheet was different than theirs. I felt like I was walking around with a big "Bando Nicos, Pigshit Cop" sign on. There was a pause and Samara spoke again, her voice quiet.

"No, she wasn't my friend. No one was ever her friend. She never would allow anyone to get that close to her. But I liked her. Loved her. I can't bear the memory of that bastard gunning her down. One second she was full of life, the next she was nothing but a sack of dead guts. I hate him, and my hate is eating me alive."

Samara didn't know that the shadow walking next to her was Bando Nicos, the bastard baby-killer. I stuck my ice pick back in my belt. Inside I was dying.

Another voice. "You make it sound like it's the Razai Cop's fault that Tani killed Misi."

"Aren't you angry?"

The other shadow's answer came slowly. Maybe he was choosing his words. Maybe he was just cold. "I'm angry about it, but I'm not angry at the cop. I'm like you, Samara. My addiction is rage. If I was angry at Nicos, though, my addiction would be doing the aiming. It'd just be a way to kill the feelings and keep the flames roaring. Tani killed Misi, and she had to take the consequences for what she did. I'm angry at Tani, not the cop."

My god, I was right in the middle of a walking CSA meeting.

Another shadow spoke. "I'm an addict, my name's Brenie."

The meeting gave her the welcome. As a joke I prayed to the Spider for a change of subject. As they say in CSA, be careful what you pray for.

"I'm a crowbar shark," she began. "There's nothin' in this world I hate more'n cops, 'less it's cockroaches." There were a few chuckles.

"I saw that Bando Nicos only four times since I stepped out on the sand. The first three times was when he read us the law. The fourth time was when he smoked Tani Aduelo. He told us if you kill, you die. Tani killed, and she died. I respect that. What I respect more was that Nicos was just one little chili pepper cop in front of five or eight thousand sharks who didn't want Tani to die. All by himself he dropped the dark on Tani right in front of us. I'm not just talkin' brave, brothers and sisters. Bando Nicos is either a saint or is running with a stripped gear."

Samara had an angry response to Brenie's comment, but I didn't get to hear it. My feet were rooted to the dunes and I was sick to my stomach. Alna didn't want to be near me. I didn't want to be near me. My heart was about to explode. I turned away, ran south through the sand, and kept going until I was all alone. As one of Stays's signal flares streaked up into the cold night toward the belly of the Spider, I knelt on the sand, covered my face with my hands, and cried.












││││

││││

││││

▫

Head Smoke


▫

The night cold deepened. I climbed a dune to get a fix on Stays' next signal flare. As I checked the Eyes of the Spider for our direction, I noticed that the few stars toward the south were gone from the sky. It seemed a little warmer. A half hour later the Eyes were gone too. The wind picked up and it began to snow. The tiny hard flakes stung wherever they hit bare skin. Just about as soon as it started, though, it stopped. It wasn't enough snow to add any time to our water rations. It was only enough to make us wet and miserable. Once that was accomplished, the snow stopped and the deep chill returned.

Muchas gracias, Great Power of the Universe. Many thanks, Great Spider. On some of the dunes I could see the blades of that retractable grass fully extended in great clumps to absorb the moisture.

After I saw the signal light streak up in the east, I walked toward the head of the column. All along the way there were the shadows of Tani's fellow exiles to contend with, not to mention their muttered curses. As the wet soaked in and the cold grew colder, the muttering ceased.

Somewhere during the night, I felt an arm wrap around my waist. It was Alna. For some reason, it wasn't much comfort right then. "How do you feel, Bando?"

I walked along through the sand for a bit, then I shrugged. "I don't know. Who ever knows how they feel?"

"Lots of people."

It wasn't something I wanted to talk about. The lump of lead sitting on my heart told me it was probably something I needed to talk about, though. My eyes began burning and I turned it off with anger. "How does Bando Nicos feel? I feel like I want to die, like I want to kill, like I want to take you and leave the Razai forever." My eyes began burning again and I was grateful for the dark.

"Alna, you remember that time when we talked about going off together and finding someplace with trees?"

She wrapped her hands around my right arm. "Yes. A little valley where we'd build a cabin for just the two of us."

"I been thinking about that a lot. Once we get out of the sand and hit the grass, there's mountains down that way. Maybe we should head off on our own. Maybe we can find that little valley. Build that shack and fill it with a bunch of little brown kids."

I looked at her, and her dark face was almost invisible inside her hood. For a startled second it seemed like she wasn't there. That I was talking to a ghost. I stopped us and turned her face toward the moon. If our kids looked like Alna with just a dash of chili pepper, they'd be beautiful. But the universe loves to play jokes. Our kids could look like me, but with nappy hair. They'd be something only a mother could love, and I was sure Alna would love them.

"Bando, what are you thinking?"

"Me? I'm thinking that you are my nightingale. You are my heart, my anchor in the universe, the only thing that keeps me from throwing a mental shit fit."

"There's more, Bando." Her voice was dead serious.

I hate it when people try and draw me out. I was quiet for a moment, the taste of killing Tani Aduelo still in my mouth. "I'm thinking I don't like my job much."

"Maybe you can boss the Razai someday and change things."

"No, lady, no." I shook my head. "No way, sister crowbar. That's the one job I want less than the one I got."

She laughed and I shook off the chills her joke had brought on. Leading the Mihvihtian cons for a few days showed me that I didn't want Nance Damas's job. What the hell, I was bringing in sixteen thousand new voters to a gang that numbered less than three thousand. Chances were a new election would find us all out of work. That would be corners with me, I thought. After my few days as a Razai Cop, I could haul a rifle in Bloody Sarah's army through Hell as a buck-ass private with a song in my heart.

"There's something I don't understand, Bando."

"There's all kinds of stuff I don't understand." I shook my head, trying to dislodge the naked image of the new ghost. "I don't know much, Alna. If answers are what you want, I'll probably let you down."

She reached up and touched my cheek. "You know, Bando, you're not half as bad as you think you are."

"Tell it to the black rag who dropped the clock in my lap. What'd you want to ask?"

"The girl? Tani?"

I could feel invisible fingers wrapping themselves around my throat. The breathing came hard. "What about her?

"Why did she take off her clothes?"

I nodded. "That one I can answer." I took a ragged breath as guilt filled in the words her image supplied: look at me, I'm so young, how could I have done such a thing? Look at me, I am so lovely, even if I had done something naughty, I surely didn't mean it. Look at me, certain of you men and you particular women, and you know who you are. Look at me. Feast your eyes on this. Doesn't my youthful form, my smooth skin, my tender age, excite you? Don't you feel horribly guilty about—

"It was the best argument she had."

Alna snorted, "Didn't look like much of an argument to me."

"No. It wasn't much of an argument," I answered. It was tearing the guts out of me, though.

Alna's head turned and she pointed. "Look! Another flare!"

The white streak climbed into the sky. We were close. In another day or two, we would be back with the Razai. I looked up and saw that the two stars that were between us and the belly of the Spider Nebula had set, Blue Moon long gone. The stars to the south were out and sparkling.

"The sky's cleared."

In minutes the stars began to fade as the sky began to lighten. Another engine streak burned its way down through the sky northwest of us, into the dark of the desert. There had been more than a dozen of them since we picked up the cons from Mihviht. Another shipload of convict-exiles were about to be dumped. Seventeen thousand more sharks on infinity hold.

Would they eat themselves alive? Would they fall prey to one of the scavenger gangs? Would they become a scavenger gang themselves and wait for the next load of sharks to be dumped on Tartaros?

"I wish we could help them," said Alna.

"Let's get this bunch back to Nance before we worry about anyone else."

I watched the burn trail fade from the sky and turned my attention toward the front of the column. That ship of sharks had nothing to do with us. They were too far north. Besides, I already had my hands full. So I just took what was going to happen to that new load of cons and jammed it into my mind's darkest corner along with all of my other nightmares.

This dawning I couldn't hear any voices. On that first morning after picking up the Mihvihtians the voices complained, bitched, pissed, and moaned about fate.

"How'd I ever get here?"


"I didn't deserve this."


"This is a violation of my rights."


"I'm innocent!"


"This is not fair!"


So much bullshit; so little time. The next night the voices only talked simple survival and observation.

"How much water you got left?"


"These nights can't get any colder, can they?"


"God I'm tired."


"Can you carry the baby?"


"There aren't any stars here."


"Where in the hell are we?"


"Where are we going?"


"These days can't get any hotter, can they?"


Can you carry the baby was a question that made my head smoke. Our group of sharks from Earth didn't include any urches or pregnant bits. The bunch from Mihviht included everything from babies to an adult set of Siamese twins. They don't look kindly on abortion on planet Mihviht, so the new bunch of sharks included about sixty babies that had been delivered on the ship. Three women had died in childbirth since we had picked up the Mihvihtians. Judging from the size of some of the sisters, more additions would be along directly.

What was worse than that, about a thousand of the Mihviht bunch were urches, under sixteen. Some of them were as young as twelve. The juicer on Earth still hadn't accepted that a twelve year old arsonist and murderer could be "without hope." Mihviht didn't have that problem.

A young little bastard asking for it and getting it didn't bother me, with the exception of Tani. One thing that did bother me, though, were all of the weenie wavers, kiddie bungers, baby snuffers, and other perverts back in the Razai. There were a whole lot of problems I hadn't had to deal with up until then because the Razai didn't have any kids in it.

Of course, it wasn't just the perverts in the Razai that were bothering me. I was bringing sixteen thousand new sharks into the mix. I pretty much knew the spectacular assholes from Earth. I didn't know a soul from Mihviht. I made a mental note to bring in some recruits for the RC from the Mihviht bunch. We needed information. We needed a few Mihvihtian watchers who could point out the short fuses.

Alna held onto my arm and rested her head against my shoulder. I liked it when she did that. It said she loved me, and that was something I needed to see and feel, as well as hear. "Bando, have you seen Nkuma?

"No. He's gone. Man, do I ever plan to lay a lump on his ass when I see him again. I can't believe he left me by myself with one rifle to thin Tani Aduelo."

"Baby, Nkuma could bust you in half if he wanted." She reached up and kissed my cheek.

I held her at arm's length. "Sister, you don't think that dumb bastard Nkuma took off by himself to meet those ships, do you?"

She quickly looked away, and I posted a mental note to remind her to stay away from poker games. Bloody hell. Was I going to have to make room for Nkuma's ghost too? I looked back toward the west. There wasn't any way I could catch up with him, even if I could figure out which direction he'd gone. "Bastard. I told him not to go."

"Rule Two, Bando. He's free to go wherever he wants."

I nodded. "Yeah. That's how he got almost three hundred sharks killed the last time."

Alna's unblinking gaze settled on me. It never failed. The more cranked I'd get, the smoother Alna would go. "You don't have to be a brain surgeon to figure it out, Bando. What he wants is to steer the new sharks away from the things that killed the people he led before."

There wasn't anything to do with it but accept it. After a few minutes of mental flogging, Alna and I got back to putting one foot in front of another. Just her and me in a valley of our own with no one else to be responsible for, that was my fantasy.

The sky was turning red and it was getting hotter. It was time to settle down and hide from the sun. Before I could even get my sheet over my head, a shout came from the front of the column. "Nicos! Up at the point! We've spotted some riders. They're wearing stars!"












││││

││││

││││

▫

A Minor Complication


▫

As Alna and I reached the limits of the point guard camp, it was a different world. Instead of everyone sitting around in clumps pissing and moaning about heat, fate, and the future, these sharks were all quiet and keeping down. They were frying in the sun like so many fish on a griddle, but they all had their aluminized sun sheets rolled dull side out and tucked away on their backs. If they had been wearing their sheets it would have been like a mirror convention to whoever was out there on the sand. The Mihvihtians hadn't shown up on Tartaros with much in the way of weaponry, but every one of the point guards was ready with something lethal. They had everything from homemade cutters and garrotes to belt wrapped fists and saps filled with sand.

The posted guards each kept an eye on his or her hunk of the perimeter, while the reserve guards crouched silently with their units. They were a bunch of crowbar jerk offs who thought discipline was a disease, and there they were like a case of razors, unwrapped, polished, and ready to slice. I mentally slipped myself a bit of taffy for fingering Colonel Indimi to push the point.

There was a line of sharks stretched out on their bellies examining the northern approaches to the camp. I bent over, tapped one shark on his shoulder, and asked "Where's the bald Eagle?" The eagle tag had to do with the Colonel's hairless pate. There wasn't a hair on his head except for thick, black eyebrows and a matching handlebar moustache. The shark I tapped turned slowly and looked up at me like I'd just farted in his face. He was a young chop with a jaw like a granite tombstone. He lifted his hand and pointed toward the east.

"The Colonel is over there," he whispered. He then turned his back and resumed studying the distant dunes.

There was that loyalty thing again. I had no doubt in my crowbar bound mind that the little chop on guard there would happily fight and die for the Colonel should the hammer drop. I looked them over one by one and knew that they all belonged to Colonel Indimi. I felt a pang of jealousy as I turned away and headed east.

Alna was grinning as she whispered at me, "I don't think he liked what you called the Colonel."

"You wouldn't kid a cop, would you, sister?"

I gave the laugh, but inside I was turning frog green. I'd never felt that loyal toward anyone, and no one had ever felt that way toward me. It was like being unable to love or be loved. I felt like everyone else had parts I was missing.

There's something mysterious that makes someone a natural leader. I'd seen it in school, on the block, and behind the crowbars a hundred times. Some character with nothing visible to recommend him is dropped into a crowd and the next thing you know is he's making plans and giving orders and most of the people around him are grinning, nodding, and saying "Yeah, guy. That's corners. What do you want me to do? Huh? Huh? Huh?"

Nance Damas was one of those natural leaders. Sarah Hovit, the commander of the Razai Army, was another. Three of the four generals under her, Rhome Nazzar, Yirbe Vekk, and Mig Rojas, were natural leaders, too. The fourth General, Tao Dao, was different. You didn't want to do for Ow Dao; you were afraid not to. That was all right because the bandit chieftain never was after anyone's approval. All he ever wanted was power.

I was different, too. I didn't hold my position as chief of the RCs because of anyone's loyalty. Nance'd dumped the job on me because I was the last in line. Nobody interfered with me for fear of being stuck with the job themselves. I was there because no one else wanted to take out the garbage.

I envied the ones who drew that loyalty from others. It was like some kind of ultimate stamp of approval from the universe. The trouble is, to get that loyalty, you had to be the kind of hairpin who didn't need it. They have to be able to see a certain something in you; something I couldn't see in anyone; something no one could see in me. I suspected to get that loyalty you had to be worth it. Was Bando Nicos worth it? The laughter in my head was a roar. The ghost of Tani Aduelo was right in there leading the rest of my spooks in a protest against the continued life of Bando Nicos. The delegation wanted its payback. It wanted me on the dark ride. That's what Bando Nicos was worth.

▫

Alna and I climbed quietly up the backside of a dune. Habran Indimi was on top lying flat on his belly. Indimi was a big man, his skin burnt as brown as mine, his head as bald as a baby's bum. His moustache was curled down at the ends, and he was on infinity hold for making an environmental statement. To prevent his commanding general from polluting the environment with one more stupid order, the Colonel had beamed a ray though the old boy's head.

Although he saved the day, won the battle, and earned the eternal gratitude of hundreds of thousands of soldiers, dropping the croak on his general earned him the enemy's most important decoration. The general, in addition, was well connected at the front office. It was real bad press on Mihviht. The media charged, tried, and convicted him. The juicer agreed with the verdict and put him on infinity hold. That much of his story I managed to piece together from crowbar gossip. The real man, however, is always something different from what you can see or hear.

I got down on the sand and slid up next to him. Alna slid up on my right. "What you got, Colonel?" I whispered.

Without taking his gaze off the distant dunes, he pointed a finger toward the southeast. I squinted my eyes against the glare and looked. In between the dunes, trying to stay in the shadows as much as possible, was a party of about twenty mounted and armed dune sharks. Some wore plain white sheets like Boss Kegel's gang, while others had sheets with colored markings, like Pau Avanti's mob, the Hand. A couple had yellowish sand-colored sheets that I'd never seen before. They were riding the broad-backed, shaggy, six-legged lughoxen and leading an additional half dozen of the critters. The horns and tusks on the creatures were highly polished. I was totally bent.

"Look at them bopping through the sand like they owned the grit. They could be ambushed by two crips with wet noodles."

"Maybe not," the Colonel observed.

I glanced at Indimi. "I was told they were wearing stars, like mine."

"Wait a bit. They're moving into the light."

The front of the column came around a dune into the glare from Alsvid. The lead shark had a bandage wrapped around his head and there was a flash of reflected light from his chest. "Stays."

"Who is he?"

"Martin Stays. A recovering anarchist. He's my number two in the cops. They're Razai, but I'll be damned if I can figure out why they're cruising the dunes. Talk about asking for it."

Colonel Indimi smiled at me as he twirled the ends of his moustache with his fingers. "As soon as you return, Nicos, I'll show you why."

Military types. They get so damned smug about their little plans and stratagems when they talk to civilians, they remind me of cockroaches. I let it go, got to my feet, and began waving my arm. The leader of the patrol held up his hand and the column came to a halt.

Stays dismounted and just stood there. "Why in the hell isn't he coming over?"

Indimi nodded and glanced up at me. "For all he knows, you're a hostage. You better go down there and talk with him."

I looked at Alna. "Let's go see what's up."

Alna slid down the dune behind me. As I reached the bottom I put up my hood to keep my melon from baking and groped beneath my sheet for the comforting feel of my ice pick. You never know what's going to happen in life, so be prepared for everything, Big Dave Cole used to say back in the Crotch. Expect everything to work out fine, but be prepared for it all to go down the shitpipe. That was Big Dave's plan for success in the crowbars. I was never much good at playing any of those let-go-and-let-God serenity games. My plan had always been to expect everything to turn to shit, and then watch it do just that. I wasn't often disappointed.

When we were close enough to his riding critter to smell it, I nodded at Stays and looked up at the others. The RCs he had with him were Marietta and our super cop Marantha Silver. Behind them was Rhome Nazzar, the Razai's point group commander. With him was Ondo Suth and a squad of yard sharks I didn't recognize. The whole bunch was grimmer than next month's parole board.

During the few days we'd been gone, my number two RC had grown a sandy brown beard and moustache which were about three shades lighter than his hair. He still wore the bandage on his head from the wound he had gotten in the fight with the Hand.

Nazzar had changed, too. There was a little scraggle of something growing on the yard monster's young face, and near that old scar on the left side of his chin, the beard was coming out silver white. Marantha Silver had cut her hair short. For a split second I wondered what Herb thought of Marantha cutting her beautiful black hair short, but then I remembered: to Herb Ollick, Marantha was a goddess. She could've told Herb to cut off his own foot and eat it, and he would've done it, bunions, toenails, whiff, and all.

Marietta had added a cutter to her weapons that looked almost big enough to be a sword. She had it slung from a belt on her back. Her hair was cut short, too. Ondo Suth looked the same: wiry and wary. The sharp gray eyes beneath those mousy brown eyebrows examining the tops of the surrounding dunes.

By the time we were in the middle of them, everyone had dismounted from their lughs and were waiting. "What's happening?" I greeted. There was nothing but silence. "Whose minding the store?" Everyone seemed to be searching the tops of the distant dunes. "Talk to me, people. Who's doing cops back at the Razai? What're you cheese heads doing on the dunes in the daylight?"

Stays frowned as he looked at me. "Cap, Margo, and Herb are out on the dunes chasing down and maxing the perps from the Hand's rape trials."

I glanced at Marantha and back at Stays. "Herb Ollick?"

"Yeah. We needed more RCs. I appointed him. Is there a problem?"

"Nope. If they're out chasing bad guys, I take it you fingered some more RCs to stay with the gang."

"Slicker Toan and Minnie McDavies."

I said to Stays, "So we're still a going concern. It's good to see you again."

He nodded, his face still grim. "It's good seeing you again, Sherlock." He nodded at Alna. "I'm glad he found you. I was concerned. Where's Nkuma? Dom said he went on with you two to meet a pit ship."

"I don't know where he is." I waved a hand at all of them. "I want an answer this time. Why are you assholes out on the sand here in broad daylight? We were following your signal flares in all right. Are you looking for trouble?"

"We were thinking," said Stays, "some other dune sharks might've been following the signals, as well."

Rhome called from the back. "Scouts said that a big gang was heading our way. We were just being careful."

I frowned. "You kidding, man? Riding out here as big as Bozo with a nose twice as red? With only twenty sharks? You call that being careful?" I shook my head. "Don't worry about it. That big gang your scouts saw is the sharks Nkuma, Alna, and me picked out of the sand to join the Razai." Stays glanced at the dunes and back at me. "How many of them do you have with you?"

"I pointed over my shoulder with my thumb. "We have sixteen thousand, more or less."

Stays just stared at me with a dumb expression. I looked around and they all had the same dumb expression. "What's the matter with you people? If we're planning on hitting the Sunrise Mountains and doing the Hand, we're going to need one hell of a lot more than three thousand sharks." I looked at them more closely. "That isn't it at all, is it? Spill. What in the hell is eating you assholes?"

Stays looked down at my feet. Everyone else was looking every place else except at me. Finally Marantha Silver looked me in the eyes. "It's Nance Damas," she said. "Someone tried to kill her. She's been shot."

Suddenly, right in the center of that oven of a desert, it became very cold. Now that it had happened it seemed real stupid that I hadn't expected it. The truth was that it had never crossed my mind that Nance might be in danger. She was one of those people who're so tough and so necessary you just naturally assume they're immortal.

"Will she live?" asked Alna.

Stays scratched at his new beard. "Unknown. Mercy Jane was getting ready to operate when we left. Nance was hit in the left lung and it looks like the slug lodged near her spine or in it. The column's halted until she can be moved again."

I rubbed the back of my neck. "I take it when you said somebody shot her, we don't know who."

"That's right."

"Who's on it?"

"I am," answered Marantha.

I nodded. "Good. Maybe we can make some use out of all that hot shit Ministry of Justice training." I looked at the faces. "Who's taking over for Nance? Did she appoint another number two?"

Stays nodded and half smiled. "Yeah. You."

"That's not much of a joke, Watson."

He smiled all the way. "No shit, Sherlock. No joke, either."

"I can't even haul the load I got. I'm an RC. Those crowbar monkeys hate my guts. I can't do it. I won't do it."

"I told Nance that's what you'd say. She said maybe they hate you, sure enough, but they also trust you."

"Terrific." I examined the sand at my feet and shook my head. Here was some of that big time validation coming at me and I didn't want to be anywhere near it. Something else occurred to me.

"Why haven't you people held an election?"

"If Nance dies, we'll have to. She isn't dead yet, we don't want to, and she gave you the job."

I shook my head, glanced at Alna, and looked back at Stays. I didn't know. I was about ready to strike out on my own. Pushing the Razai could give my nightmares nightmares. Something registered in the dimness of my mind. Maybe I was off the fuzzy blue hook. "What about the cops? Am I still in the RCs?"

"Sure," said Nazzar. "Man, nobody is low enough to take that job."

They all laughed while Stays decided to have a moment. "You know, Sherlock, the way I read it, if there ever was an election, the Razai might elect you."

"What I can't figure, Watson, is how you smuggled in all those flash buttons you been eating."

"No more of this blushin' modesty," Marietta commanded. "We got things to do. It's yours, down n' brown. Quit cryin'."

I glanced over my shoulder, recalled what was crouching back there in the dunes, and got a very bad feeling. I looked at Alna, and then faced Stays as a grin sprouted on my lips. "I'm bringing in sixteen thousand new voters, and these sharks really hate my guts. They've got a bunch of children with them, and yesterday I had to lay the max on a little girl. It wasn't a politically astute move."

"We've survived not being popular before, Sherlock." said Stays.

"The point is, with me as number two, all of us might be voted out of office about ten seconds after we make it back to the Razai."

Marietta bellowed out a laugh. "We all could use a vacation."

"That reminds me." I looked over at Marietta. "I had to send a shark off to a better land riding Rule 13."

"Huh?" She thought for a moment and nodded, her face empty of expression. "Had to happen sooner or later."

"We've had a few of our own executions," said Stays. "A rape, some powder puffs killing on the freak, trying to find some stuff. I'll fill you in on the way back."

He walked his critter over while Rhome and his deadly dozen mounted up. Stays turned back and waved his hand at Rhome Nazzar. "See you in a couple of hours." As Marietta, Marantha, and Ondo led their critters over, Nazzar's people moved off toward the east. I took Alna by the arm and began slogging through the loose sand toward Colonel Indimi's dune.

Stays, Ondo, Marietta, and Marantha had squatted in my memory like close family only the night before. Now they seemed like strangers. A tide of panic was rising around me. The law, the Razai, taking on the Hand to free all their slaves, I could get behind all those things. It's easy to join a parade. Responsibility and effort are spread around over lots of heads. When you're leading the parade, though, the cards make a different sound when they land. I was convinced Nance had made the biggest mistake of her hellish life when she fingered Bando Nicos to be number two. The biggest mistake of my life, too.

I glanced at Marietta's towering hulk and suddenly I wanted to talk with my mother. It seemed silly as I thought it. My mother was dead and she hadn't had a whole lot to say to me when she was alive, but that was the feeling the Magic Mountain called up in me right then. She was huge, strong, with fists that'd souped more than one yard monster. The homemade RC star pinned to her sheet looked like a sequin.

She caught me looking at her, and her massive face fell into a frown as she led her critter over and draped her arm across my shoulders. It was like trying to carry a full grown hog on my back.

"Listen here, down and brown," she said to me. "We both in the CSAs, right?"

"I guess. So what?"

Marietta let go of her lughox and held out a fist the size of a ham. "Don't you so what me, chili pepper! The last time a man so whated me, he spent the rest of his short life lookin' at the world through his asshole. An' that ain't no Rule 13 threat, chili pepper. That's history."

"Sorry. It's just an expression."

"There're expressions that get people killed."

"All right. We're in CSA."

"Down n' brown, I see chicken feathers growin' out all over you. It wouldn't surprise me none if you started flappin' your wings, cruised right on out of here an' left the rest of us scratchin'."

I glanced at Alna, but she was looking down, her face very serious. Looking up at the dark face of the Magic Mountain I said, "So is your job to drag me kicking and screaming into camp?"

She shook her head. "Wouldn't do nothin' like that, Chief. Freedom Rule. Says you can go wherever you want, whenever you want."

I looked over at Stays. "Man, what about an election being forced once we get this bunch back to the Razai? If it happens, I'm down the pipe anyway."

"Don't give your last hurrah yet, Bando. Chances are, no one would run against you."

I laughed at him. "Man, everybody wants to be boss."

"Not in the Razai. Sharks only want to be boss for self-protection, power, or money. We have the law and the RCs for protection, the vote has the power, and no one has any money. There's no percentage in being boss, so nobody but a whack would run against you, and even you'd vote for a cop before you'd vote for a whack." It was an ego building moment.

I took Alna's hand and squeezed it as we climbed the dune back to the Colonel. I was scared and everybody knew I was scared, which made me wonder why Nance had dumped her job on me. Even more important, why didn't Stays laugh in her face when she told him she wanted me for the deuce?

It seemed like questions without answers were getting to be my specialty. When we reached the point group commander, Colonel Indimi was standing. I did the introductions, then told him, "We're only a couple hours from the Razai. Forget about waiting until night. Get 'em on their feet and headed east."

The Colonel gestured with his head toward where the meeting had taken place. "Has there been some trouble?"

"Some." What the hell. There wasn't any reason to keep it a secret. "Our boss, Nance Damas, got shot. She's still hanging in there and they don't know who did it yet. They came out to tell me that Nance tapped me for temporary boss."

"You don't look as though you think congratulations are in order."

I could feel myself glaring at him. "You have a sharp eye."

"Speaking of sharp eyes," said Colonel Indimi, "who does the training for the Razai?"

Right about then I didn't want any criticism, constructive or otherwise. "I think they were just anxious. That's why they rushed out with such a small group like that—"

The Colonel, Stays, and Marietta laughed out loud as the Colonel pointed with both arms. "Look."

I turned around and on either side of the small mounted column there were around six hundred armed soldiers strung out across the dunes.

"If anyone had snapped at the bait, those two jaws would have bitten off his head. Who did you say does the training?"

"I didn't. But it's Sarah Hovit."

His black eyebrows climbed for the sky. "Bloody Sarah? Of the Suryian Insurrection?"

"The same."

The Colonel nodded. "I know of Bloody Sarah." He smiled and pulled his hand across his bald head as he looked at the disappearing backs of the Razai soldiers. "I just might be able to find interesting work here after all." He looked up at Marietta "About your boss. Does it look like she'll make it?"

"She'll make it, chump," the Magic Mountain answered. "Big Nance is made out of iron."
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▫

On Passing the Buck


▫

On the way back, the Mihvihtian point guard surrounding us, I listened with half a lobe as they talked around me. The problems were old and new, big, bigger, and truss city. Stays was concerned about being overwhelmed by all the new deadhead powder puffs deep in the sweat-writhe-and-heave thing. Appointing new RCs from the Mihviht load was hot up front with him. "We got some idea who to watch out for from the Crotch, Lewisburg, and the other earthside pits. We don't know anything about Mihviht."

"One thing I know," said Alna, "is that they're mostly men. Only a third women. Women put the Razai together. We did it to protect ourselves from monsters like the Hand and Kegel's gang, from men in general. What's going to happen to us when men become the majority?"

"As long as we have the law," Marantha said, "we don't have to worry about that."

"What if they toss out the law? They're going to be the new majority. What about that?"

There was a big silence. Losing this little spot of sanity we called the law was our common nightmare. I caught myself thinking that the only reason the Mihvihtians were on their way to join the Razai was the law. Then little Tani's ghost brushed the edges of my thought, evaporating it. For all I knew, the only reason the Mihvihtians were still heading east was to see the chili pepper chief of the RCs get his.

There were still voices around me on the outside, and I switched channels. Stays was grinding a couple of other blades. "Even with the sharks from Mihviht, we're less than twenty thousand with only twelve hundred or so rifles between us. Once the Hand knows about us and the shape we're in, they'll eat us alive. With a big enough force, they can put us in the maggot trough in an instant."

"I heard Sarah's got the Trolls workin' on makin' machine guns out of these popguns," said Marietta.

"Forget it, chup," said Ondo. "Every boss on Tartaros's had the same idea n' no one's been able to do it."

"What I heard is the trolls Sarah's got're somethin' special."

"Can't be done," Ondo repeated.

With a deadpan face Stays said to the others, "Maybe it'd make more sense to head south and take on Kegel's gang. That way we'd only be outnumbered five to one instead of twenty five to one."

Funny. Stays always seemed to me like one of those observers of the passing scene remarking on conditions and events with philosophical detachment. A couple of Tartaran weeks in the RCs and he was a wisecracking cynic.

I listened to them talk around me, and even though they were playing their jaws to some mean stuff, it was good to hear their voices again. The problems were real and they were big. But the Razai had been in tough fights before and come out on top. Maybe after that tour through the forest of corpses the word had spread among the Mihvihtians that on Tartaros power was life, and the only place where the ordinary crowbar sharks had the power was in the Razai, and that only because of the law.

▫

By the time we arrived at the Razai camp, the midday sun was torching our lungs. Things had changed a lot. Instead of a bunch of sharks standing around filling the air with high bitch and agony, the camp was almost invisible until you came right up on it. The tents we had captured from the Hand patrol had been colored whitish yellow to match the sand, and instead of being pitched like a little house in the open, an edge was pitched on the side of a dune and again down at the bottom, leaving a lens shaped shelter beneath. With a little sand sprinkled on the edges, it looked just like just another part of the dune. Each of the sharks had one side of his or her desert sheet the same color, and with them made smaller versions of the camouflaged shelter.

The Hand's big tent had been colored as well and had been stretched between two dunes, leaving a very large space beneath where they hid the lughoxen-pulled sand sleds. In one of the house sleds Nance Damas was stretched out, feverishly fighting for her life. I felt a pain in my chest as I thought about Nance being down. Hearing about it was only words, and words were air. Seeing it brought the terror right up in my face.

I felt Alna's hand on my arm. "Bando. Baby, I'm going to look for Nkuma."

"Yeah."

She turned back and headed through the point guard. While Stays and the others waited, I climbed the stairs to Nance's sled, pushed the curtain aside, and entered. Two fire cubes burned in black metal wall holders filling the compartment with orange light and that plastic smell. There were built-in bench seats along the walls, the center being taken up by a single bed hovered over by Mercy Jane, the mass mercy killer doctor who chiefed the Razai's med unit. There was also a ragheadded bit named Delia who kept squeezing water from a rag onto the sheet that covered Nance Damas. I wasn't prepared for how Nance's face looked. She was thin, her cheeks and eyes sunken, her skin waxy and yellow.

"It was bound to happen," Mercy Jane muttered. "No medical supplies, no gloves, homemade instruments, an infection was bound to set in. What's worse, I don't even know if the infection is normal Earth stuff, or something from here." Mercy shot a glance at me. "You nab who did it?"

"I just got back."

She faced down at Nance and I watched her as the terrors only she had the training to understand danced in her imagination. Without being aware that she did so, Mercy pushed a strand of reddish blond hair out of her eyes with her long delicate fingers. I never saw so much care in a person's eyes. She shook her head, went through the curtain, and climbed down from the sled.

I didn't know much about her story, but my gut feeling was that the black rags had dropped the clock in the wrong person's lap. Some people just don't belong in the crowbars. The sharks can smell them out faster than they can make an undercover stain with a badge tattooed on his forehead. When they fingered a fellow shark as innocent, the sharks were never wrong. It's something you read with your gut, and a shark's guts can always see through the bullshit. But no one ever listened to sharks unless the crowbar monkeys had hostages, and then only until the hostages were released or killed.

I scratched my growth of beard and pushed it all out of my skull. It wasn't something I could change. Innocent or guilty, Jane Sheen was on infinity hold with the rest of us. It sucked muck, but that was just another lump of life's rich pageant.

As soon as Delia was finished wetting down the sheet, she looked up at me. She had those huge black eyes that looked like they came off a cartoon. "If there's any change, or if that sheet dries out, give me a yell. I'll be just outside."

I nodded. She left and I was alone with Nance. Her tall muscular frame was limp, her breathing so shallow she could've been a corpse. With her square jaw and those heavy black eyebrows, I just knew that no one had ever called her cute, or cuddled her, or dressed her up in something dish for a party. She had missed some. But those were her dues to the crowbar club. We had all missed a lot. For me it was okay. I was still alive, which was more than I figured I deserved. And as long as you're still alive, you got a chance to make it. Nance didn't look alive. She looked like all of her chances had been used up.

I sat next to her bed on the built in couch to her right. I felt my eyes burn a bit. Nance moaned, opened her eyes, and reached up her arm. I took her hand in both of mine and held it. She glanced at me, closed her eyes and seemed to relax everything except the grip she had on my fingers.

"Hey!" I called out. "Someone get up here!"

Delia and Mercy Jane both poked their heads in through the door of the sled. "What is it, Bando?"

"She opened her eyes and reached out. I even think she tried to say something."

For the first time Mercy Jane's face seemed to relax. "Good. That's good." As Delia's face hung in the doorway, Mercy Jane climbed into the compartment and took Nance's pulse.

"Does it mean she's coming out of it?"

Jane raised an eyebrow at me. "Coming out of what?"

"The anesthetic. What in the hell d'you think I'm talking about?"

"We didn't have any anesthetic," remarked Delia.

My guts went rigid with horror as a great empty pit seemed to yawn beneath me. "Nothing?"

"Nothing."

I blinked my eyes, trying not to accept the thing I had just been told. "Alcohol. What about the wine? The Hand camp had some wine. I know. They served me some."

"No wine," answered Jane. She shook her head and said, "The alks and deadheads wiped out the wine within a couple hours after the fight. Like it was something out of the Stone Age, when I cut her open she had nothing but a bunch of hands holding her down."

I began feeling more than a little queasy. "She was out, though, wasn't she? When you cut into her? She was unconscious, wasn't she?"

I saw a nightmare rerunning behind Mercy Jane's eyes as she looked at Nance's face. "She was fully conscious when I opened her chest. I put a rolled rag between her teeth and eight yard monsters held her down." Mercy Jane closed her eyes and whispered, "God, did she scream. My head still aches from it." She took in a breath and let it out slowly. "Nance didn't pass out until I cut through the second rib." She opened her eyes and looked at me. "Do you want to see what I cut through her ribs with?"

"No." I only mouthed the word.

"Homemade bolt cutters. They were in the tools we captured from the Hand." She turned her face up toward the roof of the compartment. "I can't believe the penal authorities just dumped us here! No instruments, no medicines, no antiseptics, no anesthetics, nothing!" Mercy Jane lowered her head, rubbed her eyes, and sighed. "When she gets a little stronger, I'm going to have to go in there again.

"Without anesthetic?"

"Of course, without anesthetic!" For just a moment her face was contorted into a scarlet rage. In a flash it eased until she again spoke in a lifeless monotone. "Unless someone in that bunch you brought in today knows acupuncture or has something with them, it will be without anesthetic."

"I'll find out."

"Tough lady," Jane observed as she replaced Nance's arm on the bed and covered it with the sheet. "Tough lady," she repeated. Jane turned and went through the door.

I studied Nance's face. She was always so tough. Now she was soft-looking for the first time. I never thought of her as being good looking. Maybe she was the kind of woman you'd use the word 'handsome' to describe, if you were really desperate. I could see a couple of little scars I'd never noticed before. I used to call her the Bride of Frankenstein, she was so big. Now she looked so helpless it made me want to cry.

There was so much to do and I didn't know where to start. Somehow I'd have to get the column moving again. We couldn't sit here waiting for Nance to get better. We were still in the Forever Sand, and we only had so much water. Someway I was going to have to come up with some new RCs and get them trained in how we do things in the Razai. We'd have to reorganize some, too. We had almost twenty thousand in the gang, and that's too many for a hit-and-run investigator. We needed to assign RCs to each group.

I'd have to get Marantha to update me on her investigation into the attempt on Nance's life, and then there was the army. Bloody Sarah now had more bodies, but no more weapons. Somehow the new sharks would have to be trained, armed, fed.

I brought Nance's hand to my mouth, kissed it and held it to my cheek as I muttered, "You dumb bull croc lizzie yard monster, why'd you have to go and get yourself shot?"

I felt the fingers of her hand tighten on mine until the pressure was considerable.

"Ow." The pressure increased. "Hey!"

I saw her lips move.

"Nance? Nance, what is it?"

I stood and bent over her, placing my left ear next to her mouth. "Nance? What're you saying?"

I felt a stabbing pain in my earlobe and I broke her grasp and jumped back, holding my ear. It was wet, and I looked at my hand. My fingers were wet with my own blood.

"Bitch! You bit me!" I looked down at her and her eyes were open. They were glazed with pain but she grinned at me.

"Next time you call me a lizzie," she whispered, "I'll bite off your damned head."

"Nance!"

She closed her eyes. "Get out of here. You have work to do. When it's dark, get the column moving." Her breathing became very labored and I saw her eyes glisten. It frightened me to see the Iron Lady with tears in her eyes. "Bando, get together with Bloody Sarah about our plans for doing the Hand. We need more soldiers. When Dom came in he said you were going to meet a landing. Did you get any to join the Razai?"

"About sixteen thou."

The expected pat on the head didn't come. "We need more. Lots and lots more. And, Bando?"

"Yeah?"

Her voice became a hoarse whisper. "Find the bastard who did this to me. I want him to get his payback, and I want to deliver it personally. Get going." She closed her eyes and I stood there for a moment looking down at her. I had my orders. I touched her hand, turned, and left the sled.
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▫

What's Mine Is Mine


▫

When I climbed down from the sled there was a crowd waiting for me at the edge of the sunlight. Columns of the Mihvihtian convicts were entering the camp, and Colonel Indimi along with a few of the other Mihvihtians were waiting for me. Besides the Colonel and the commanders of the other columns, the only Mihvihtian I recognized was cockroach Lewis Grahl. Apart from them were Ondo and the RCs. Stays detached himself from the crowd and met me. "You all right, Sherlock?"

"Peachy." I pointed back toward the sled with my thumb. "You know about her not having any anesthetic?"

"Yes."

I turned and grabbed his sheet with both hands at his neck. "Why didn't you do something? Couldn't you get her some drops, save some of that Hand made vino, anything?"

With his strong hands he gently pried my fingers off of his sheet. "Grab a piece, Bando. The few bottles of hootch we captured from the Hand were like raw meat tossed to the lions. Hell, I bet at least a quarter of our people are dry drunks. As for pills and powders, most of the stuff that did manage to make it to the grit was used up days ago. What's left is near and dear and there's nothing in the universe you can trade a deadhead for it."

"Then why didn't you take it from them?"

He looked at me with hooded eyes for a long moment. "Our first rule, Chief: What's mine is mine. It's the law. Nance understands. Why don't you?"

"Man, this law shit is getting real old real fast."

Stays grinned sympathetically. "Welcome to the universe." He pointed toward the Mihvihtians. "You have other things to handle right now." He studied me for an instant. As he placed a friendly hand on my shoulder, he said, "I'm going to do a little survey of the newcomers and see if I can come up with something for Nance. Okay, Sherlock?"

"Yeah. Thanks." I shrugged and held out my hand. "Sorry about grabbing you. It's been—"

"Yeah. One of those days." He shook my hand and left me standing there feeling out of place. Everyone was waiting for me to tell them what to do. Rather than look at any of them, I rubbed my eyes.

"Beautiful camouflage on the camp," said the Colonel. I looked at him, glanced at the tent that covered the wagons, and walked over to the gathering. "I'm no judge."

"I am."

"So what do you want, man?"

"Where should we put them?" He gestured with his thumb toward his fellow Mihvihtians coming in from the dunes.

I rubbed my temples for a moment. When I had eased my aching head a bit, I said, "The Razai is divided up the same way I divided up your bunch: point, flank guards, rear guard, and walking column. For the time being I'm going to send each group to its corresponding Razai group. Things'll probably change once I get together with Sarah, but for now we'll do like I said." I saw a familiar face out in the sun. "Jak. Jak Edge."

The former commander of Kegel's defunct patrol turned and shielded his eyes against the sun with his hand. He walked over. Once he was under the canopy and in the shade, he said, "It's good to see you again, Nicos."

I turned to Ondo. "I want you and Jak to scare up some guides. Have one take Colonel Indimi and his people on up to the point. When the walking column gets here, have them park it here until it's time to crank up for the night march. Bring their left flank guard on over to Ow Dao, the right flank guard to Steel Jacket, and the rear guard to The Match. Tell the generals to settle them in somehow."

"Sure thing."

Jak nodded toward the sled. "How's the Iron Lady?" He held up a dark green sheet of paper. It was covered with pale yellow writing. "Mercy Jane's been lean with the news."

"What's that?

He held up the sheet. "The Taps. A newspaper." He handed it to me.

"Ila Toussant puts it out," said Ondo.

I glanced at Marietta. "My court clerk?"

"That's the one. Besides The Taps she made up maybe five hundred copies of the law. She's got a way of bleachin' out old ink then usin' greenstick juice to make contact prints with the sun."

I held it so the light would fall on it and tried to read it. "I can't see a thing."

Jak pointed toward the sunny part of the sand. "Don't let the sun fall on it, chup. Read through it."

It was all in negative. In Ila's neat handwriting was the news of yesterday. The scout reports about a large gang following the Razai, no word yet from Bando Nicos, Nance Damas still unconscious, Mercy Jane looking for anesthetics, Bloody Sarah looking for sharks with military experience. There was a swap and shop corner and a list of meetings of various kinds from CSA to the Black Gay Bikers for Jesus. I handed the paper back to Jak thinking about everyone being able to have a copy of the law. Would it make us more lawful, or would it turn us into a tribe of cockroaches? There was something else, though. A feeling. The existence of that pitiful, one sheet newspaper seemed to give the Razai more rides on its ticket. When I saw it I knew we weren't something that would just fade away into the sands. We would have to be destroyed.

I looked up at Jak for a moment. His hair and beard were totally gray even though he wasn't more than thirty years old. He was all fog to me. I couldn't read him. "Nance'll make it," I said to him. "She's awake now and talking."

"You sure?"

I laughed, turned my head, and pointed at my ear. "I'm sure she doesn't like being called a lizzie."

Jak smiled a smile that didn't mesh with the moment, then he and Ondo led the Colonel away. All but two of the Mihvihtians went with them. Lewis Grahl, Tani Aduelo's cockroach, stayed behind along with a haystack with short brown hair, a pockmarked face, and the deadest eyes I've ever seen in a live head. He was tall and built lean like a jungle cat.

"I got a question," he stated in a voice pregnant with ready-to-be-realized catastrophes.

I glanced at Marietta and Marantha, then looked back at him. "Let's have it."

"You got any cops from Mihviht in your RCs?"

"Nope. Not yet. You want to be the first?"

Suddenly his face lit up like a cat that just discovered it had a canary in its mouth. "Yeah. Yeah, I think I'd like that. What do I do?"

I nodded toward Stays, Marantha, and Marietta. "They'll fill you in and get you a piece and a copy of the law. Go get your stuff."

Those dead eyes crinkled at the corners, he nodded once, walked out into the sunlight, and headed toward a dune where several Mihvihtian sun shields had been set up. He squatted down and began making his roll.

"Who is he?" asked Stays."

"Someone who wants to be a cop."

"You didn't ask him for his background?"

I snorted out a laugh. "Except for Marantha, every badge in the RCs is a murderer, including you and me. What kind of background should he have?"

Lewis Grahl was looking at me like it was absolutely beyond his ability to comprehend the depth of stupidity in the being standing before him. "Cockroach," I asked him, "who farted in your soup?"

He folded his arms and raised his eyebrows. "Nicos, after you executed that little girl out there on the sand, you remember that other fellow you killed?"

"The Rule 13."

"His name was David Ostrow." Grahl pointed back over his shoulder with his thumb at my brand new RC. "That's his older brother, Jay. Professional killer. At least forty or fifty gang executions to his credit. Very famous where I come from."

"No kidding?"

"No kidding." He grinned as he waved at me. "Now you go and have a nice day." The roach turned and walked away, his moment made.

I turned and faced the others. "Remind me sometime about coming up with some kind of way of screening applicants to the RCs."

"Check," Stays answered as Marantha and Marietta gave me bad looks.

I looked around for a second. "I've done enough damage here. Where's Bloody Sarah?"

"Over there," called Mercy Jane from the back of Nance's sled. I looked and the doc was pointing toward another sled. "The last time I saw her she was in the ordinance sled."

I shook Jay Ostrow out of my head. With all that I had to think about, there wasn't any room for worrying about back shooters. Of course, not having her back covered was what got Nance an opportunity to get her chest chopped up while she bit a rag. Maybe I'd have to work up some kind of bodyguards for Nance and me. Maybe not. Considering who we were, where we were, and who we were with, what RC didn't need a bodyguard? Bando Nicos was no special case.

I looked at Marantha. "The Nance Damas shooting. You got any suspects?"

"About three thousand."

I rubbed the back of my neck and looked around at the activity beneath the shelter and in the sunlight. Right there we had the densest concentration of killers for profit, fun, politics, and just-for-the-hell-of-it in the universe. We weren't in some little English rose garden looking for the bad apple who took out the local attitude problem. We had nothing but rotten apples and attitude problems. "So what're you going to do? Just hang it up?"

Marantha's nostrils flared as her eyelids half closed and her eyebrows went up. "Now that Nance can talk, maybe I can narrow it down a little."

"What about the leftover rape cases from the Hand?"

"It went a lot faster than we thought. Under the No Prisoners Rule, everyone who was accused took off into the desert. That meant that they all entered guilty pleas, so it was mostly a little paperwork. There were forty one convictions for rape, and nine for rape-murder."

"I figured there'd be a lot more."

She pursed her lips. "I figure there are. For some reason the victims are hanging back."

I pointed toward the open spaces. "And Cap, Margo, and Herb are out chasing down the buggouts?"

"They made maggot chow out of at least a dozen perps we know of."

"Could one or more of them have gotten their hands on weapons, doubled back, and done the job on Nance?"

She nodded. "As I said, we have at least three thousand suspects, and a few of those are dead. Once when Cap came back for more water, he said that it looked like a group of five perps seemed to be heading for a specific place. Every time they moved they ran a straight arrow course south."

"A camp? An arms dump? Food?"

"Maybe." She looked past my shoulder and said, "I'm going to see if I can talk to Nance."

"Keep me posted." I said to them all, "I'll be in with Bloody Sarah. I'll look in on Nance after awhile.

We broke up the jaw jam and I watched as Marantha headed toward Nance's sled. My head felt cross-threaded. There were at least a thousand things I ought to be doing, and I couldn't figure out a single one.

I stuffed my hands into my trouser pockets and shuffled toward the ordinance sled. On my way I walked next to the tightly parked row of water and supply sleds that we had captured from the Hand. I glanced in between two of the sleds and noticed a pair of feet sticking out over the runners of one of the sleds.

"Hey! Hey, sandman!" The feet didn't even twitch. Turning sideways, I worked my way between the sleds until I was standing over the feet. They were covered with dockers from the Crotch. I kicked one of them. "Hey, are you okay?"

There was no sound, and I thought whoever it was must be dead. I squatted down, looked beneath the sled, and saw the emaciated out-of-this-galaxy countenance of Pill Phil, a former pharmacist who got into the stock and became as lost as the sweet tooth who bought the candy store. One time when he had been frying his brain at work he did some creative prescription filling. Six people died and Phil came out of his fog sitting in front of the black rag who dropped him into Greenville. As a guest of the Crotch myself, I couldn't ever remember seeing Pill Phil awake during the couple of years that I had known him.

He had planned on floating through his eighteen year sentence, should his pills allow him to live so long. I always figured that once we hit Tartaros, Phil would be up to his baggy eyes in a reality bath, since there wasn't any way the deadheads could get their chemistry through the trip. I was obviously wrong.

I felt his wrist and couldn't get a pulse. His skin was clammy and wet. I felt for the spot in his neck and there I found a slight pulse. Pill Phil wasn't dead. He was just touring the universe by using up the remainder of his brain cells for fuel.

That this chup could get his hands on downers while Nance had been screaming out her guts under a pair of bolt cutters was almost enough to drive me into the red rage. But I chilled it. If I offed the pill head, there were consequences I didn't want to pay, even if no one else would know. I would know.

A thought did creep in. Maybe I could do Nance a favor by doing Pill Phil a favor. Besides, maybe he hadn't come up with any product because no one had asked him the right way.

I crawled beneath the sled until I was on my side next to him. God his skin looked awful, all gray and blotched. "Say, Phil, what's happening, my man? What you got?"

I looked around on the sand, and then I began patting down his pockets. They contained only little bits of this and that and I'd just about figured he'd used up his last when I noticed a bulge in the front of his pants. Either he was hung like a fire truck or there was something else snuggled up to his scrotum.

I unsealed his fly, opened his trousers, and lifted the band on his graying whites. Nestled next to his naughties was a clear plastic bag three-quarters filled with clear caplets that looked like so many glass beads. They were major downs. On the street they were called diamond drops or thumpers. Phil had been eating them like gumdrops. "Hey, Phil. Can I have these?"

I placed my hand beneath his head. "I know someone who needs 'em real bad, man. Okay with you?" I moved my hand and nodded his head. "You sure, amigo?" He nodded again. "Thanks, man. I owe you."

His mouth fell open and in a voice from some kind of horror show, he said, "It wasn't my fault. Honest."

"We know, man. A bad call. They shoulda had more sense than to come to your store."

He fell silent. I pulled my hand from beneath his head and his face turned toward me. His eyes were half open revealing nothing but bloodshot whites. "If you live long enough to miss these things, Phil, drop by the CSA meeting and we'll show you how to get along without them."

I pulled the bag out of his shorts, tucked it into my trouser pocket, and crawled out from beneath the sled feeling just a bit gypped because I hadn't strangled the deadheaded bastard. I left his fly open, though.
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▫

Bloody Sarah and the Trolls

▫

In the heat of the ordinance sled Sarah Hovit wore only the cut down romper macho bait she had worn when we did in the Hand. Short shorts and less than a bandage for a top, her desert camouflage sheet draped over her shoulders, and the two crowbar sharks in the sled with her were only thinking about what she was asking and how to give her whatever it was that she wanted.

There was that natural leader thing again. She had it like no one I ever knew. When you told a shark to do something, the most natural thing for the shark to do was to either slice you, thump you, or tell you to climb into your own ass and pump 'til you puke. That's why the hightowers carried all that iron; that's why the walls on the crowbar hotels were so thick. But Bloody Sarah had those same sharks running around the dunes, training to become an army, learning how to hunt, how to hide, how to kill, how to die, and the sharks were eating it up like it had a cherry on top.

The ordinance people were called the Trolls and she introduced them. Emmet Stant was a squinty-eyed, noodle-built haystack machinist and bomb manufacturer for several terrorist pistachio groups on Earth. Gordo Diaz was a well-oiled, overly-padded chili pepper arms dealer who sold his peashooters to the wrong folks once too often. Gordo knew more about all different kinds of weapons than the manufacturers of those weapons knew. The rumor was that if Emmet could get his hands on the proper tools and materials, he could take what was in Gordo's head and turn it into reality. Considering the variety of sophisticated hell makers residing in Gordo's head, there was a considerable lump of potential in the Emmet and Gordo combination.

In the space of time that I had been away from the Razai, the pair of them had collected, repaired, and put into service almost a hundred rifles, which meant that the Razai now had around thirteen hundred armed sharks. They had converted one of the big sleds into a workshop, and the place was crowded with rifle parts, hunks of metal, and the crude tools that had been captured from the Hand. The cleanest tool they had was a pair of homemade bolt cutters.

When I entered the ordinance sled, the pair of them were in deep conversation with Sarah. Gordo had designed a way to convert the pump action rifles into semiautomatic or full automatic weapons. Sarah was checking out one of the conversions. After greeting me, she turned to the Trolls. "Gordo, Emmet, considering what you've had to work with, this is a remarkable job."

From the midst of their grease and metal filings, the pair of them blushed like a couple of school boys and immediately went into terminal "aw shucks" mode. Sarah held the rifle out to me. The pump lever was gone, the tube that held the cartridges had been welded shut for some kind of a gas operated bolt return, and they had made a clip that fed into the side of the weapon that looked like it held thirty or forty rounds. Sarah indicated a little switch next to the trigger.

"That converts it from semiautomatic to full automatic fire." She smiled as she hefted the weapon and sighted down it. "Of course, we can't afford to fire these weapons that way until we get some more ammo, but we can begin the conversions right away. Maybe by the time we face Carlo T. and the Hand we won't have to have as many soldiers as they have."

"Maybe," I said as I handed back the weapon to her. "I'd sure love to have a talk with that Quana Lido gang and find out where they get the guns and the blue goo."

"All you need is a magic carpet." Bloody Sarah handed the rifle to Gordo. "This is terrific, guys. If things look clear tomorrow, I want you to take this thing out away from the column and try it out."

Emmet Stant held his nose up in the air. "I'm afraid we've already tested it, general." He held his hand out toward a large wooden box. It had a hole in one end, and when Sarah opened its top, it was full of torn up rags. "With the door on the sled closed and the end of the weapon in the rags, it's fairly quiet."

I stood over the box and began pawing through the rags. In a moment I managed to find three of the slugs the Trolls had fired into the box. I looked at them, and the tips were polished, but not blunted. The lands and grooves around the slugs were sharp and clear. "You two?"

"Yeah?" answered Emmet.

"I want you to root through this box and get all of the slugs out of it. Then, every time you get a rifle in here to fix or do a conversion, I want you to number the piece and take a test shot first in this box. Save me the slug and tag it with the rifle number and the name of the one carrying the piece. Understand?"

"Yeah," answered Emmet, looking like I had just told him to eat a dead mouse. "I understand."

"And keep your mouths shut about what you're doing. Understand?"

Gordo stood up and folded his arms. He wasn't very tall, but he was wide with muscular arms that testified to some iron time with the yard monsters. "Look, amigo, we aren't the stains. You are. Right now we fix and convert guns and that's all we do. Don't try and stick us in the RCs."

"Look, amigo," I answered, "the slug that got Nance Damas is still in her. If Mercy Jane can get it out, we have a bit of a chance to find out who drilled her. Right now we don't have any records of names and who's got rifles, and if I tried getting sample slugs on my own, you can count on the rifle we want getting conveniently lost out there in the sand. This conversion business is perfect, and no one has to know a thing about it."

"Until we have to go to trial, right?" asked Emmet.

I shrugged and held out my hands. "Only if it takes a jury to nail the perp."

"Forget it, copperhead."

I glanced at Sarah as I tried to keep my temper. "Look. A crime has been committed. Someone tried to kill Nance. Remember the trial where Jim Bennet executed those witnesses who refused to do anything? They wouldn't go for help and they refused to testify?"

"We haven't witnessed anything," Gordo protested.

"True," said Sarah. "But what I think Bando is getting at is you have an opportunity to be a witness. If you refuse to do anything, it sounds an awful lot like those three witnesses who Jimmy Bennet drilled."

"We keep our noses clean and mind our own business," said Emmet, "just like back in the yard."

I sat on my temper and said through clenched teeth, "I've said this a thousand times, dog drool. We aren't in the crowbars anymore. We are on the grit, the yard is done past, and who shot Nance is everybody's business. Keep those three witnesses of Jimmy Bennet's in mind. They only looked after their own business and kept their noses clean, and now the sand bats are eating their eyes."

Gordo pointed at Bloody Sarah. "She's my boss, cop; not you." He looked at Sarah. "What about it, general? It'll take up lots of time, lots of ammo, and we really don't want to join the squeals. If anyone found out about what we'd be doing, we'd be maggot chow."

Sarah folded her arms and ordered, "Do it."

"But—"

"Do it," she repeated. "And keep it quiet. I know how you feel, but what Bando wants is important. Besides, Nance made him number two, so he's my boss. Don't let me down."

Gordo and Emmet looked at the floor as they nodded.

As my face cooled, I nodded my thanks to Sarah and said, "I sent a bunch of the new sharks to each guard and the walking column."

"Any soldiers?"

"About seven hundred of the Mihvihtian sharks are leatherheads, for what that's worth. They were dumped out of a military prison."

"Bando, did you run across any trained military officers?"

"A few. There's a Mihvihtian colonel with the point guard named Indimi. I think you'll be able to use him. Anyway, he sure seems to be an admirer of yours. Sometime soon we're going to have to get together about how you're going to organize all the protos."

I glared at the Trolls, exited through the door, and climbed down from the sled. I was still pretty hot about their anchor dragging. It wasn't that I had expected them to jump up and click their heels or anything, or say "Gee, Bando, what a great idea." What I did expect was a little more enthusiasm about nailing the handful of snot that had drilled Nance. Again I wondered if any of us had really escaped the crowbars. Was the yard really done past? There are all kinds of prisons. The deepest pits are the ones we tote in our lobes.

"Bando?"

I turned at the sound of Sarah's voice and looked up at the ordinance sled. She was standing on the sled's rear deck, her elbows resting on the railing that supported the roof.

"What?"

"Don't be too concerned about the boys in there. You must know that asking them to help the cops is asking a lot."

"I know." I felt it in my gut, and since I was a recovering macho there wasn't any reason not to say it. "I think Nance made a big mistake fingering me. You or Stays should be running things as number two."

Her eyebrows went up as her mouth fell open. Then she laughed and said, "You put the commander of the army in charge and the Razai would be a boss-run gang like any of the rest of the life takers on the sand. You put the law together. You must know that. Don't be silly." She turned and went back into the ordinance sled, pulling the curtain shut behind her.

"What's silly about that?"

After taking a few deep breaths, I noticed that the sun was almost down. Some walking column sharks were already pulling stakes and rolling the camouflage sheets. Sarah wouldn't have to be told about getting the column moving, so I turned to look for Stays.

I could hear muffled voices coming from inside Nance's sled and I felt the bag of thumpers inside my pocket. I climbed up and entered the door. Marantha was sitting where I had been and Mercy Jane was seated on the opposite side of the bed. They fell silent as soon as I entered.

"Cheese it, the cops," whispered Nance. Marantha and Mercy Jane laughed. Nance still looked like hell in a hibachi, but much more alert. Her sheet was almost dry.

"I guess you're feeling better," I said. "You ready to take back your job?"

"Bando," she said in a stronger voice, "there's a whole lot of weasel in you, querido."

"Got anything?"

The corners of her mouth turned down as she nodded. "A few things."

"Such as?"

"Outside with that," Mercy Jane ordered. "I can't have you wearing out my patient by dragging her through all that again."

"It's getting dark out," said Nance. "Is the column getting ready to move?"

I nodded. "It's running itself, Nance. The Razai knows what to do and the new sharks'll stumble along somehow until they learn the ropes." I turned to Mercy Jane as I pulled Pill Phil's thumpers out from beneath my sheet. "Hey, Doc, you wanna see God?" I held out the bag. "Plug a couple of these into your hard drive."

Her mouth dropped open in astonishment. "My god! Where did you get them?"

"Guy I know. Made a donation."

"What is it?" Nance whispered.

Jane raised an eyebrow at me, then she turned, leaned over Nance's bed, and showed her the bag. "Diamond drops, honey. Look."

Nance was silent for a moment, then she ordered, "Get out. Jane, you and Marantha get out. I want to be alone with the cop." She swallowed hard. "Go on. Get out"

"I'll wait for you outside, Chief," said Marantha as she climbed down from the sled. Mercy Jane tucked away the sack of caplets and patted my arm on her way out.

I walked over to Nance figuring from the tone of her voice she was going to bite off my other ear. I looked down at her and she was looking straight up at the overhead, the tears pooling in her dark eyes and running down the sides of her head. Her hands were in two tight fists, and I picked up one of them. We held hands for a moment, then she closed her eyes, nodded, and turned her face away from me. She let go of my hand and I left her like that.
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▫

Hercule Poirot, Where Are You?


▫

Outside the desert was beginning to give up its heat. Two of the sleds had already been pulled off by their ten-critter teams of lughoxen. I glanced beneath the sled where the deadhead had been counting dimensions, but he wasn't there. When I returned from Nance's sled, Deadeye Jay and Bloody Sarah had joined Marantha and Mercy Jane, and all four of them were wriggling beneath their desert sheets putting on their heavy threads against the coming cold. I unbundled my own shirt and parka and put them on under my sheet as I joined them.

I asked Marantha, "Did Sarah tell you about what the Trolls will be doing?"

She nodded as she zipped up her pair of Mihvihtian leggings. I wanted a pair of those myself and wondered where she'd gotten hers. Then I remembered the hundred-odd Mihvihtian sharks we'd left out in the grit the night before. The Mihvihtians had stripped the defunct and departed in order to build up a little inventory for trading purposes before reaching the Razai. I sure did want a pair of those gloves.

"We'll have to keep our eyes open for a magnification lens of some kind," said Marantha. "Unless we're lucky and the shooter's piece has a severe defect in the bore, we probably won't be able to tell enough by eye." She gave a tiny sigh. "Checking slugs'll probably produce more than the stuff I have to work with."

"Nance couldn't think of anyone?"

"She could think of a few, Chief. Just for openers, how about all those members of the Hand and of Boss Kegel's gang that are in the Razai? Every one of those sharks lost family or friends when we took them."

I shrugged. "So, what's that? Four, five hundred suspects?"

"Don't stop there. What about all of the sharks from Earth that lost someone in one of the battles? That puts the number up to a couple of thousand, at least. What about the friends or relatives of someone executed in one of our trials? She was in charge. She's the one who appointed you."

I glanced at Jay Ostrow and he was giving me that deadeye look back. "That it?"

"No. Throw in the machos who want her out because she's a woman, and the straights who want her out because she's a lesbian, and the whackos who want her out simply because they're homicidal maniacs on personal power trips, and maybe you'll get the picture."

I rubbed the back of my neck and looked up at her. "I take it motive is not going to be our trail to the shooter."

"Neither is opportunity," said Sarah. "Three thousand sharks on the sand at night, no one keeping track of anyone, a third of them armed, no one really guarding his or her own piece."

"Didn't she mention anyone in particular?"

Marantha pulled her arms in beneath her sheet and began putting on a pair of gloves. "There are some old crowbar beefs she mentioned; stuff from back before the landing." She pulled some papers from beneath her sheet and looked at her notes.

"Jordie Woltz. He was in the Crotch for murder. He's the brother of the rapist that Nance tortured to death. She thinks she saw him in the rear guard." Marantha looked up from her notes. "Nance was down checking the Match's guard when she got hit." She looked back at her papers.

"I have an ex-lover of hers, Dol Corlis, who may or may not be working a grudge. There were a lot of bad feelings when they parted company."

"Who left and who got left?" I asked.

"Nance dumped Dol."

"Why?"

Marantha smiled as her eyebrows went up. "Did you ever meet Dol Corlis?"

I shook my head. "Nope."

"Everything about her that's worth anything is on the outside. Great face and body, and a voice and manner that seem to fill the world with fun. Inside she has the attitude of a wolverine and all of the vulnerability of a cobra." Marantha pulled out a slip of paper and put it at the back of her slim stack.

"There were a few of the sisters who tried to take Nance down back in the crowbars. It was a power thing. Nance thumped them pretty badly. There might be as many as six of them with the column. Their leader was Syl Hagen. There was also Alice Hill. Alice was a snitch, and Nance posted her."

"Posted her? What's that?"

"It's something we used to do to snitches on the women's side." Marantha looked me right in the eyes. "You find a snitch, then you take a big nail with a big wide head and stick it in the snitch's big mouth and nail her cheek to a post in the yard. When you're posted you're hands are tied. When the hammering is over, you're pulled out along the nail until the big flat head of the nail pulls against the inside of the cheek, then a rag is stuffed in your mouth."

Marantha shrugged. "No one can hear you to help you, so there's not much you can do except yank yourself free by tearing open your cheek."

I shook my head. "You bitches got some nasty rules."

"Had. What'd you do with snitches on the men's side?"

"We just pull a cutter and lay 'em open."

"Very humane."

I pointed at her papers. "How long ago was it the snitch got posted?"

"Two years. I checked and Alice is with the left flank guard. She's very pretty, except for a badly scarred cheek." She folded her papers and tucked them in beneath her sheet. "That's about it."

Sarah placed her hand on my arm. "Do you need me for anything?"

I shook my head. "Where you off to now?"

"I'm going to hit all the guards and make sure that the protos are settling in. I'll need to know where you are. I have some scout reports coming in soon."

"Marantha, Deadeye, and me are going back to the rear guard to look up this Jordie Woltz and maybe nose around a little. If you see Stays, let him know. And tell everyone to keep an eye out for Nkuma. He's missing."

There was one more thing, "Sarah?"

"Yes?"

"I didn't want to push Nance about this, but what kind of shape are we in? Can we reach the Sunrise Mountains?"

"How well is the new bunch supplied?"

"A lot better than we were. Their clothes are better designed, and they were issued rations for ten days instead of five. So they still have six days left. Also, they haven't been in any battles."

Sarah nodded. "Sounds good. Stores says that with the water and supplies we captured from the Hand, we're good for another twenty days, and with what the Mihvihtians are carrying," she raised her eyebrows as she ran a few numbers in her head, "that should give us a little over eight days."

"How far are we from the Big Grass?"

"Ondo told me this morning we're about three days from the grass, and maybe another three days to good water and some edible game. We'll make it if we're careful. The only things we really need to worry about are staying out of fights along the way and what we're going to do once we get there."

"You mean the Hand?"

"There's that, too."

"What else?"

Bloody Sarah nibbled on the inside of her lip. I'd never seen her display evidence of any kind of anxiety before. It put the rattles on me. "The thing I was thinking of is probably our biggest threat."

I folded my arms across my chest. "Which is?"

"Right now we have the desert keeping us together. Once we get off the sand and reach water and vegetation, is the mission to free the Hand's slaves going to be enough to keep us together? I don't think so. You see, we're not an army yet. We're still a collection of raving individualists. Right now the desert makes it so we need each other just to stay alive. So, for awhile at least, we act like a team. Once we get to water, that'll change. We won't need each other so much."

"Sarah, maybe sharks know better than anyone else the difference between a mob that rules with a fist and what we got. I think that's why the crowbar rats from Mihviht joined up with us. Here we're the good guys. Maybe the law can keep us together."

She gave a tiny shrug of neither agreement nor disagreement. It just meant that she didn't want to talk about it anymore. She cocked her head toward the east. "I'm heading on up to the point and see if I can find this new colonel you brought me."

Bloody Sarah left as the icy night air closed over us. I turned to Jay Ostrow. "Okay, Deadeye, you stay with me and Marantha. Learn the business. You may inherit someday." I thought, just for the hell of it, I'd feed him a line. "I'm not immortal, you know."

Like lava down a slow hill, a smile spread across his face. "Yeah."

The creep.

I gestured with my head toward the west and the three of us turned and headed on foot for the Rear Guard.
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▫

Cops


▫

The Eyes were out, Blue Moon just beginning to touch the dunes with its special light, and the column was on the move. The sharks were silent as they hunched into their parkas, kept an eye on the shadows, and concentrated on conserving warmth and putting one foot in front of the other. As the three of us dogged the grit on the way to the rear guard, that dull ache in my neck grew into a class seven headache. My stomach became queasy as I was filled with an overwhelming feeling of dread. The feeling wasn't there so much because of Deadeye Jay as it was the responsibilities of the number two job. To chase away the spooks we kicked around the possibilities about Nance's shooter and then chewed them over again.

Marantha kept asking questions about this suspect or that suspect, then she'd turn the questions and suspects inside out and ask them all over again. I kept trying to answer the questions and every answer I came up with she had either a better answer, a flock of other answers, more questions or an objection. I was beginning to steam my hosties until my brain dropped into gear and I realized that Supercop was only thinking out loud. After that I sort of threw in a grunt now and then and just listened to her think. Once I glanced at Deadeye Jay. He was totally absorbed in what Marantha was saying.

Since I still identified with the fox more than with the hounds, it gave me chills the way Marantha Silver could chew on a fact and worry the damned thing until it either yelped out an answer or died from a broken heart because it couldn't produce for her. When that was done she'd take that worn out old fact, put it together with another tired piece of information and start chewing and worrying all over again. No wonder the Ministry of Justice dropped her in the crowbars when her investigation into top government dirty fingers led her to the First Minister's office.

There was something else about the way she worried the facts. She was buried in them, using their impossible puzzles as a place to hide the same way I used rage. The more I listened the more I was convinced she was worried about more than who shot Nance Damas. After we had left the end of the walking column behind and there was just the three of us, I put out my icy cold hand and stopped her.

"Tell me something, Supercop."

"What?"

"What's eating you?"

She burst out with a laugh, her words buttered with anger. "Being here on the grit isn't enough?"

I let go of her arm and placed my hands beneath my armpits. "Sure, that's enough. Enough for me or a thousand other pieces of rat bait I can think of. I don't think it's enough for you, though."

"Maybe."

"You got something on the gnaw. Spill. Maybe I can help."

She was silent for a long time. She sniffed against the cold, or perhaps it was a tear. "It's Herb. I'm worried about him."

"About being killed on the hunt?"

"No. There's no man alive who's better with a knife than Herb. No perp's ever going to get the drop on him. But it's changing him. He's becoming different. He doesn't smile. He doesn't laugh."

"Marantha, doll, killing people tends to make you real serious." I glanced at Deadeye. "Just ask him."

"It scares me, Bando. It's like he's dying inside."

"Hey, you want me to take him off hunting down perps? You got pull in the front office. I can do it."

I could tell she was wrestling with my offer. Finally she lifted her gloved hand and patted my cheek. "I love you for that, Chief." She lowered her hand. "I'd be doing it more for me than for him. He's a man, not a little boy. I couldn't do that to him."

"Hell, lady, the way Herb thinks about you, there isn't anything you could do down to and including sawing off his left leg that he wouldn't blush, kiss you, and say thanks. The guy worships you. Let me take him off the hunt."

"If he asks to be taken off. Only then, Chief. Promise?"

True love, I thought to myself. One of these days I'm going to have to get someone to sit down and explain it to me. "Sure."

She took my hands in hers and gave them a squeeze. "And keep what I said here between us, okay?" She looked at Deadeye. His face was turned away. "Jay, can you keep it shut?"

Without looking at her he nodded and answered, "Like a tomb."

I nodded and squeezed her hands back. "I won't say anything, on one condition."

"What condition?"

"Tell me where you got the gloves."

I could see her teeth flash a smile. "The Mihvihtians. Some of them were dealing in leggings, gloves, and coats. I traded some fire cubes for them." She rooted in her kit bag for a moment and then held out something. "Here. I got them for Herb. Maybe I can get another pair before he returns."

Deadeye stuck a hand in my face. Gripped in his fingers was a pair of gloves. "Here."

I frowned at him. "You sure?"

"I'm sure. Go ahead."

"If you want 'em back later, just ask."

He turned and looked at me, that smile again on his face. "No need. The shark I took 'em from the last time was dead, too."

A real casket of chuckles. I put on the gloves and nodded at Deadeye. "How long you want to drag this thing out?"

"What thing?"

"About your brother. I'm not a real patient man, so if you're high on mental water tortures and subtle pain, you're wasting your time and mine."

He stared at me for a beat, then glanced away. "All I did was lay a pair of gloves on you. Don't make a thing out of it."

"In that case, thanks."

Marantha lifted an arm and began waving. "Hey! RC! RC! Over here!"

As I winced against the pain in my warming fingers, I turned and looked into the night. In the dim light of the moon I could see a shark wearing a sheet walking toward us. Every now and then there was a moon flash from the star pinned to his chest. "Watson? Is that you?"

"Thought you could use a hand with the cop work." It was Stays. When he was standing next to us, Stays nodded once at Deadeye and looked at me. "Chief, some dust was spotted way south of us by the right flank guard just before sunset."

"Riders?"

"Maybe. Nazzar sent out his Best Ten to scout it out. Also Alna wanted me to tell you she's working for Mercy Jane for the time being, and that she couldn't find Nkuma." He snorted out a little laugh. "There wasn't a loose down or drop of alk in the column that could be had short of murder. Yet I see you found some real good stuff. How'd you get the thumpers, Sherlock?"

I shrugged and looked away. "Nothin' but top flight police work." I looked back at him. "Maybe we ought to send a party out to try and chase down Nkuma."

"Maybe it's time to face that he might be dead."

That ache in my neck along with that sense of dread finally owned me. "Let's go." I turned toward the west and began walking, my gloved hands thrust beneath my armpits from force of habit. With those who'd freeze to death that night, along with the populations of corpses we'd discovered or created since we'd been dumped by the prison ship, it seemed power stupid to be investigating one little attempted murder and worrying about one guilt-ridden mau lost in the dunes. It was like throwing snow flakes into a volcano.

I was afraid of what Nazzar's best ten would find down south. If it was riders, it'd be the Hand, or maybe Kegel's gang. One way or another it would mean another decision I would have to make, another responsibility taken on by a chili pepper who'd made a career out of avoiding responsibilities, especially for others.

On the vids I once saw a juggler whose comedy routine was to play someone trying to learn how to juggle. He would try one ball, get the hang of that, then someone would threw him a second ball. Once he got used to juggling two balls, he'd call for another. What he was then thrown was an anvil followed in rapid succession by a running chain saw, three lit sticks of dynamite, and a filled goldfish bowl complete with goldfish. That's the way I felt right then. I was just waiting for the goldfish bowl.

"Halt!" screamed a voice that made me jump half out of my sheet. "Who goes there?"

"Asshole!" I cursed.

There was a pause followed by, "Advance, Asshole, and be recognized."

Stays, Marantha, and Deadeye weren't very successful in keeping their snickers quiet.
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▫

Guess Who's Coming to Dinner?


▫

It was so cold your piss'd freeze before it hit the grit by the time we got back to the Rear Guard. Mig Rojas was up to his ears trying to work the new sharks into his organization. He dumped the four of us on a hard case named Leo Carvecci, his second in command.

Carvecci had a nervous habit of dislocating his right thumb and bending it until it touched the back of his wrist. His crowbar handle was Locks and he took us all the way to the rear where the walking part of the rear guard had watch positions set up to cover the rear approaches to the column. On one of those dunes overlooking the way we had come in was Jordie Woltz, brother of the dead rapist whose death, along with the deaths of six witnesses, had earned Nance her reservation in the Crotch. Carvecci went back to the settling in and we got to work.

Jordie Woltz was a haystack, tall and slender with sandy hair and eyes that never seemed to look anyone in the face. When we found him he was squatting just below the crest of a dune studying the western approach to the column. He glanced at Marantha, Stays, Deadeye, and me, then back at the west. "What do you want? I been good." He turned slowly and looked up at me for a second time. "This is about Nance, right?"

We gathered around and Marantha began the questions. Jordie's answers seemed straight enough to me, but I wasn't trained to wring the shit out of a tone of voice or an eyebrow twitch like Marantha was. Stays just squatted there, his arms folded across his kneecaps, studying Jordie Woltz. Deadeye just studied me.

"Yeah, I knew that Nance was the one who tortured my brother to death," Woltz began. "I don't hold anything against her on that account. If she hadn't killed the bastard, I would've done him myself. I mean he took that poor woman and raped and murdered her. That was Nance's lover, you know."

"Yeah," I said. "We know."

"I can see why you're looking at me, but like I said, I would've killed the bastard myself. A guy doesn't get to pick his brother, you know."

I scratched my chin and studied him, thinking about all of the times I'd been on the receiving end of a sometimes less than gentle interrogation. I never liked getting thumped, but just then I understood the urge to pound the shit out of a suspect to get some straight answers. Marantha came on meek and gentle.

"Jordie," she began, "When the shot was fired two nights ago, where were you?"

He grinned. "It's funny talking to cops without a lawyer."

"You think you need a cockroach?" I asked.

"Why?"

"It's like this, sly. If we think you did it we'll try and fry your ass. We don't toss killers back on the street because you didn't get read your rights or were potty trained wrong."

"Man," he said to me as he laughed, "I guess that good cop, bad cop stuff is in the blood, huh?"

"Answer the lady's question, sly."

He shook his head and looked at Marantha. "I can answer your question, sure. That night I was running messages for Mig Rojas. I was up at the left flank guard when the shot was fired. I'd just given a message to Ow Dao. He can back me up on that, because we both looked at each other when we heard the shot. That all?"

"Not quite," answered Marantha. "Who was on watch here when the shot was fired?"

"Down here? I don't know. Like I said, I was up running messages. Ask the Match."

"Did you love your brother?"

The question had shocked me.  Surprised me. Left field stuff.

"I hated him. Just like I told you."

There was a slight pause followed by Marantha asking just loud enough to hear, "You never loved him?"

Jordie shook his head and whispered, "Never."

"Why? It's not normal to hate a brother from birth."

The suspect burst out with a laugh. "I never claimed to come from a normal family." He glanced over his shoulder, indicating a few other sharks who were on watch. "Maybe around here, though, my kind of family was normal."

He has a point there, I was thinking, when Marantha poked the obvious open sore one more time. "Why did you hate him, Jordie?"

"My business," he hissed. "Okay? End of discussion." The tone of his voice was very strained. Jordie Woltz went back to studying the night.

Stays, Marantha, Deadeye, and me looked around at each other for a moment. Marantha nodded at me, we stood, walked around the dune, and back toward the east. "That would seem to wrap up that," Stays remarked.

"Maybe," answered Marantha.

"What, maybe? It's pretty clear Jordie was bunged by his brother and that he hates his brother's guts. That blows the motive. On top of that he's got an airtight alibi."

"Maybe," said Deadeye. "But hating the brother could be an act."

I looked at the hitter, then at Marantha. "What about the alibi?"

"First we have to check it out with General Dao. If he confirms it, then we have to check out if the general is lying."

"Lying? Why would he lie? Unless—"

She nodded. "You've got it. What if Dao wants to be boss? Stays knows him. What about it, Martin?"

Watson thought for a long time before he nodded and answered. "He was a big time mountain bandit chieftain back in China. Back in the Crotch he bossed one of the strongest gangs in the crowbars. Maybe he still thinks he ought to be number one."

"Hell, I expected to start eliminating suspects. Now we got more than when we started. Where do we go now?"

"We could begin with the message Jordie was supposed to carry to Dao," Marantha answered. "Did it originate with General Rojas, or was the Match responding to a message from Ow Dao?"

Deadeye jumped in, his voice excited. The hitter sounded like the detective business was turning him on. "You mean, if it was a response, Dao could have known Jordie was the runner for the night and sent his message as a setup to give Woltz an alibi?"

"Yes. It could have been prearranged so that they could each give the other an alibi." She paused for a moment. "There's something else."

I felt terribly discouraged. There were simply too many details to sort out and loose ends to nail down. "What else?"

"Jordie is making convincing sounds like someone who was sexually abused."

"That's what I said before Deadeye peed on it by saying it was all an act. I don't get it," I said. "Which side're you on, Supercop?"

She smiled. "I'm on the side of the truth, which means making certain when we take a step there's something besides air and wishful thinking under our feet." She smiled, and I felt not just a little bit patronized by her expression. "Bando, perhaps it is as you say. But what if he did love his brother? Love turns into other things, but it never dies. What if Jordie and his brother were lovers? It's not a rare thing. What if Nance tortured to death Jordie's lover? And there's more."

"What more?"

"What if Jordie did hate his brother, perhaps to the point of obsession?"

I held out my hands again. "Then it's the way I said. He'd be happy to have his brother killed. You heard him say it a couple of times. He said that he would've killed his brother himself."

She nodded and looked at Deadeye with her eyebrows raised. "Yeah," said the rookie. "But what if what he wanted to do was to have out his revenge on his brother himself? Nance might have gypped him out of that, and for only one little rape. Jordie may have been raped hundreds of times."

At that point I was really discouraged. If every suspect had a story that had to be looked at nineteen different ways, I couldn't figure out how we'd ever nail Nance's shooter. Marantha's face, however, was very excited. She looked and sounded like a little kid in the middle of a mountain of Christmas presents. Deadeye looked the same. "You people really get off on this stuff, don't you?"

She shrugged. "I like to hunt." She looked puzzled for a moment.

"What?"

Stays perked up his ears and held up a hand as he whispered, "Listen."

Deadeye turned his head and I strained my ears, but I couldn't hear anything. Marantha pointed up toward Jordie's watch post. We climbed back up the dune.

"Do you hear it?" Marantha asked Jordie. He nodded and pointed toward the northwest.

"There."

I squinted and could see a dull glow against the top of a distant dune. It looked like the reflection from a fire cube. After a bit my ears picked up a dull clatter like hundreds of rats running across a concrete floor.

"What is it?" I demanded.

"Our listening post out there must have picked it up," said Jordie. "They ought to have a rider in any second." He lowered the aim on his outstretched finger. "There."

First came the sounds of a lughox panting, then there was a shadow between two dunes. Jordie challenged the rider, and the rider gave the password. He also said something that made me plant my ass on the sand and shake my head.

"It's Nkuma! He's bringing in sharks he's collected from three different landings! He's got over fifty thousand cons with him!"
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▫

The Ghost Rider


▫

They came in all that long night, joining the column as it moved toward the next dawn. In less than a day the Razai had increased its numbers from three thousand to almost seventy thousand and was strung out over twenty miles of desert. We needed more bodies to take on the Hand, but how do you control a gang of seventy thousand? We'd need more RCs, and what about languages? What about telling them about the law? Sooner or later the whole thing had to fall apart.

Marantha, Stays, Deadeye, and me went back with the listening post rider to meet Nkuma. By the time we reached him, he was surrounded by Razai and was getting ready to head back into the western desert to gather up more protos. It took a considerable amount of leaning on him before he agreed to sit down and have some rations. His eyes were wide and wild, and his hands shook like an alk twenty hours dry. He sat between Marantha and me, and across the fire cube from him sat a blacker than hell old guy proto named Lomon Paxati. About half a dozen protos squatted in the shadows behind Nkuma.

"Talk to me," I said.

Nkuma finished off three ration bars and half a bottle of water before he stopped trembling. "He hasn't eaten since he met my ship," said the proto. Paxati was as tall as me and was unusually skinny. His eyes were sunken into his head but they were alive with a messiah light. His voice was very deep and his accent was clipped making him sound almost Brit. He wore a lined silver-metallic poncho that doubled as a parka and desert sheet. Beneath his left elbow was his shoulder pack containing his rations and belongings. His bunch had been issued gloves and leggings, too. It kind of made me wonder why the UTR had been so damned cheap with the load from Earth. Maybe they figured we were maggot meat anyway, so why go first class?

After taking another swallow of water, Nkuma nodded toward Paxati. "All black. All of the prisoners on that ship. All black."

I looked again at Lomon Paxati. He had long delicate fingers and the air of a bank clerk. He just didn't vibe like a shark. "What're your bones, man?" I asked.

Paxati's eyebrows went up. He smiled and held out his hands. "Calcium, I suppose."

There were a few chuckles from the shadows, and from Nkuma. He shook his head. "No, Lomon. Bando wants to know what you did."

"Did?"

Nkuma nodded. "Sure. Tell him what you did to get sent to Tartaros. What're you guilty of, man?"

Lomon Paxati gave a sheepish smile and shrugged as he held out his hands. "I'm afraid I am guilty of being elected president of the duly constituted government of the Planet Kvasir."

I looked back at Nkuma. He was rubbing his arms against the cold and slowly shaking his head as he looked into the dull orange glow of the fire cube. "Man, they solved their race problem on Kvasir all right. The blacks they didn't kill, they packed off to Tartaros. Men, women, children, everyone."

Great, I thought. Just what we need. More children and a shipload of straightmeats.

Nkuma glanced at me. "I guess you want to know what I've been doing."

"There was a point back there when I was going to put a crease between your horns for leaving me with the only shooter in the middle of sixteen thousand angry sharks."

"I know you said not to chase them down, that they were too far away, but I just couldn't leave them to the desert. Not after what the fools who followed me toward the mirage went through." He moistened his lips and looked back at the fire cube. "I almost didn't make it to the first ship. That was Lomon's."

His eyes grew haunted and his voice fell to a whisper. "Bando, it was like when we met the sharks from Mihviht, except the blacks from Kvasir were already divided up into gangs and were busy killing each other. They're straightmeats, too. No sharks." He looked me in the eyes. "I had to conduct three trials. I executed five men and a woman. The woman was the mother of three children. All three of them watched me drill their mama."

"You keep any kind of record?"

Nkuma nodded toward Lomon. "He's my clerk. Don't worry, he's not a cockroach; he's a philosophy professor."

I scratched my head. "That might be even worse."

The president laughed, and it seemed genuine. Maybe he'd be okay.

Nkuma looked up at the belly of the Spider. "Who knows how many ships they have dumping cons here? No one, I guess. I must've seen twenty exhaust trails the last couple of days." He looked down at the fire cube, now burned down to an orange point of light.

"Once I'd explained about the Forever Sand, the mirage, and about the Razai, I started off toward the signal flares you had Stays send up at night. We'd only marched for a few hours when another ship put down just north of us, close." He indicated Lomon Paxati and the few who were standing in the shadows.

"A couple of these birds volunteered to go with me to meet the new ship. The second ship was from Earth. They were the twenty-sixth load from back home."

Our bunch had been the first load. I nodded as I silently congratulated the bottom line boys in the Ministry of Justice. The crowbar hotels must finally be putting out the vacancy signs. There was something else to think about. What had happened to those twenty-four other loads of convict-exiles from Earth? Maybe four hundred thousand men and women. The chances were that the ones who were still alive were struggling to reach the Green Mountain Mirage before their water ran out. That didn't even count the cons being dumped by other planets. I think it was just getting through to me how close we had come to death, and how the special nature of the Razai was what had been keeping us in the running.

"They hadn't been on the sand three hours when we got to them," Nkuma continued. "Two murders there. Two more trials. Two more executions."

"What about the third ship?" asked Marantha.

Again Nkuma moistened his lips. He wrapped his arms around his middle and bent over as Marantha struck another fire cube. "The third ship contained the entire population of the Cumaris Institute for the Criminally Insane."

It was as though an ice cold eel slithered down my spine. "You didn't tell them about us, did you?"

Nkuma looked at me for a bit. Then he reached beneath his sheet and pulled out his copy of The Law of the Razai. He held the papers out toward me. "I did what it says in here. The past is done past and they could join the Razai or do the desert on their own. Most of them joined."

"I can't believe it," I said. "Don't we have enough rubber hotel meat of our own? Did you have to bring in the whole Tiltin' Hilton? How many of them?"

"It was a standard pit ship. Sixteen, seventeen thousand." Nkuma let the hand holding the papers fall to his lap. He sat there staring at them. "It's the law. What happened before the landing is done past. Everyone is free to join whatever leader he or she wants. Besides," he said as he looked up at me, "that was the only ship we met out there where I didn't have to kill somebody to get their attention."

"I guess that's a plus." I rubbed my eyes as I thought. Maybe the shadow talkers from Cumaris were crazy enough to believe in what's happening on Tartaros without being shown. I glanced at my fellow RCs. For the first time Deadeye's cool menacing smugs were gone. He looked worried. So did Marantha. We'd never had a not guilty by reason of insanity plea. I didn't think I'd know what to do with one if it landed on me. Stays grinned and held out his hands. "This is Tartaros, Chief. Things're different here, including the rules and definitions."

Marantha nodded. "Who knows what the definition of insane is, or even if the law has to define it."

Deadeye frowned and shifted into deep thought. I let out an involuntary sigh and looked at Nkuma. "I don't know, man. This is an awful lot to chew."

Nkuma gave me a malicious grin. "We saw two more ships put down close enough on the way in. I sent four new RCs out to meet each one."

"You made new cops?"

"We needed more. I was the only RC in sight." He leaned forward a bit, his face anxious. "I want to go back out there, Bando. That's what I want to do: greet the protos when they come in. We need the bodies to fight the Hand, and doing this'll help heal me a bit."

"Man," I said, "You got your legs wrapped around a ten ton ghost and you're riding it for glory."

He stared at me with hooded brown eyes. At last he said, "What's your point?"

"No point." I thought back to the bus ride from the prison to the spaceport. I had been sitting near the window and Nkuma was next to me on the aisle. Across from him had been the ex-priest we all called Fodder, who was being ridden by a few ghosts of his own. Nkuma had been amusing himself by tormenting the guilt-ridden man.

Maybe Nkuma thought he had found a way around the red suit. Anyway, we needed the additional bodies. I got to my feet as a thought occurred to me.

"What is it, Chief?" asked Marantha.

"Signal flares. We stopped firing them once the bunch from Mihviht came in. I've got to get someone back on the gun to help steer in all these new groups." I looked down at Nkuma. "Okay, man. You get to drive the welcome wagon. Work out some way to keep in contact with all of your groups and with me, and make sure your copies of the law are up to date. Bring some Razai with you. It's too much to do by yourself. I'll try and get some water to you."

Nkuma cocked his head back toward the shadows. "Come up into the light." A small crowd of sharks stood and moved in close. He looked at me. "I'm bringing these guys. There are a couple from each ship, and a couple of Razai wanted to go, too. And I have my clerk."

I shook my head. "I'm keeping your clerk. Appoint another one." I raised my head and looked at the new squad of RCs that would be running the welcome wagon. Big Dom was one of the Razai that had volunteered to stick with Nkuma. He had followed Nkuma to the mirage and back, and there must have been something the yard monster saw in Nkuma that he liked.

"You all got copies of the law?" They nodded and muttered in the affirmative, and one more class graduated from the Razai Police Academy.

At the end of the line was a Razai shark wearing one of the Kegel Gang sheets. I studied the guy's face. He was a haystack with graying hair and a haunted expression of his own. It wasn't until we had left Nkuma and his bunch behind and were halfway back to the walking column that I remembered who it was: Fodder, the priest on the prison bus who was all frocked up.

As we walked I spent a ment pondering how the sharks I knew were morphing out, becoming something different. Killers were mutating into sources of wisdom, terrorists were getting into social work, sex perverts and the burnt brain set were becoming responsible, and it wasn't just Tartaros. There were plenty gangs on Tartaros made up of the usual assortment of losers and bone grinders who hadn't changed a bit. But the Razai was different. I asked myself why, thinking that if I could answer that question I'd have a valuable piece of truth in my grasp. Was it because of the law? Before I could explore the question or the answer there was a shout from up ahead. A mounted shark came trolloping between the dunes shouting my name.

"Nicos! Bando Nicos!"

We all called him down. He pulled up his steam snorting lughox in front of us and dismounted. It was Slicker Toan, partners with Minnie McDavies in the walking column RCs. It never failed to stun me how big, clumsy, and stupid Slicker looked. A trim cover for a nimble-fingered brain.

"Slicker, what is it?"

His answer tied the pink ribbon on the end of my thirteenth day on Tartaros.

"Bando, Nazzar's best ten just reported Kegel's Gang riding up from the south! They're armed, there must be twenty-five, thirty thousand of them, and they're looking for us!"

We went back to the Rear Guard and got Mig Rojas to cut loose four critters for us, we mounted up, and Slicker led us toward the east.












││││

││││

││││

▫

The Dark Time


▫

We trolloped toward the walking column until we had to rest the critters. While they puffed and we walked, my brain cooked. There were just too many things in my face. It was like the snowball from Hell doubling in size every few turns as it lurched down the side of an erupting volcano on a crumbling ridge separating a river of molten lava from a smoking bottomless pit. We were seventy thousand sharks with another thirty thousand or more on the way, and I couldn't even imagine seventy thousand, much less think in terms of leading them in to tangle with Boss Kegel's army. I was already juggling the anvil. I figured it wouldn't be long before some chup tossed me the lit sticks of dynamite.

Since it was thirty thousand armed and mounted Kegeleros coming at us against our twelve or thirteen hundred rifles, there wasn't much point in thinking about trading taps with our neighbors from the south. Among our options, a high speed stroll in the opposite direction seemed smart, but I was no general. For all that mattered, I was no boss or cop, either.

Just to put hair on it, only three thousand out of our seventy thousand sharks had any idea why the Razai was what it was, or had any reason to fight Kegel. The rest of them didn't know any more than a sand bat about what they'd be fighting for. They'd had the law read to them, and some of them had seen Bad Blue as he dropped the lead on pretty little Tani Aduelo, but they didn't know what the alternative was.

Tartaros without the law was crawling on your face and either killing or begging for every scrap of food. It was bending over or spreading your legs to anyone with power. Under the bosses the fist, the cutter, and the gun was power. Tartaros without the law was that forest of skeletons back there on the sand, along with the hundreds and thousands of corpses whose blood had been soaked up by the sand.

The Law of the Razai put the power in the hands of the people. The yard shark had the right to life and he had the right to vote on who protected that right. The Law didn't protect territory, money, cockroach fees, or power; it protected us. It was funny to think that when Pussyface died he thought his whole life had been a total waste. Considering our cards, maybe Pussyface had died in a turd shirt. Caught between the soldiers of the Hand and the Kegeleros it didn't look like the Razai had many rides left on its ticket.

In the dark Stays and Marantha were chewing over what we had on the Nance Damas shooting, and I could hear tiny scrapes and clicks as they took apart their weapons and cleaned them, another chance to do so not being guaranteed. I couldn't concentrate on the talk, but cleaning my piece was something I could do. I broke down the rifle, a little surprised at how quickly we had mastered the art of stripping and cleaning a rifle in the dark with no instruction. As I cleaned the piece, the physical activity put my head to rest for a couple of minutes. Soon, however, I was done and back in my own head, lost behind enemy lines.

Lomon Paxati was questioning Slicker about life on the big beach, and I owned up to myself why I had nabbed him from Nkuma. I didn't want to be boss. Worse than that, I had no business in the job. Hell, almost anyone in the old Razai would've jumped at the chance to be power one. A number of them had been bosses back in the crowbars. The only reason I could think of for Nance sticking me in the slot was that I didn't want it and would dump it back in her lap at the first opportunity. Of course that was exactly why I had no business being in the position in the first place.

I grabbed Paxati because I was a thief, murderer, and crowbar shark. He was a genuine elected president of a world population. He had to have a better idea than me about what to do and how to run things. I didn't tell him about it because there was something about him that bothered me. Until I knew what it was I wasn't going to be handing out any jobs.

Where do you go for the strength you don't have? The heebers, rag heads, and Jesus jammers all had answers to that, but Bando Nicos slithered his own path through the swamp. I reached to my kit bag and traced the outline of Big Dave's copy of Southey's Life of Nelson with my fingertips. I thought of the old sailor's defeat in the gun boat battle at that one French port. His ass kicked, a good friend in the maggot trough, Nelson quit the navy. He was in dark time, he resigned, and went to live in a place called Merton in Surrey.

He was finished, fed up, and funked. Right then I knew how he'd felt. What I wanted at that moment was to dump it all and be done with it. Maybe my Merton in Surrey would be hot and a little too gritty, but to be out from under all of that responsibility would be all the home I'd ever want.

There was a big difference between Nelson and me, though. He quit only after he got his ass kicked. I was made smart on the street and in the yard. I wanted to quit before my ass got kicked. There was another difference, too. When his country needed him he came back. I figured if I ever did take a stroll, I'd never have the guts to come back. But what can you do about it when thousands might die because of a stupid mistake you might make? Hell, what can you do about it if, making no mistakes, thousands might die?

There was something else I remembered. Long before Nelson was a great hero and admiral, he was a young midshipman flattened and crippled by one more illness, failed in his duties and career because his health had failed him. His future was piss on a dog's hind leg and he was thinking of suicide.

The critters were rested and we stopped and mounted up. When we were moving again I scrounged a fire cube from Stays, struck and fixed it on my green stick, and looked through my Nelson until I found the admiral's own words. As I read them I was filled with how I had felt that first night in Greenville.

▫

"I felt impressed with a feeling that I should never rise in my profession. My mind was staggered with a view of the difficulties I had to surmount, and the little interest I possessed. I could discover no means of reaching the object of my ambition. After a long and gloomy reverie, in which I almost wished myself overboard, a sudden glow of patriotism was kindled within me and presented my king and country as my patron. 'Well, then,' I exclaimed, 'I will be a hero and, confiding in Providence, I will brave every danger!'"


▫

I knocked the fire cube to the sand and put the book back in my kit bag as I smoked my skull. Half the time that passage sounded like some of the spiritual awakening stories I'd heard at CSA meetings. Other times Nelson's thinking might as well've come out of the head of some kind of swamp critter from outer space.

I had been in the deep funk like the midshipman those first days in the Crotch. When Nelson used to talk about that desperate moment in his life, he used to say that from that time a radiant orb was suspended in his mind's eye, urging him on to renown.

I looked over my shoulder at Blue Moon and spat at the sand in honor of the only radiant orb that was suspended in my mind's eye. Still, back in the Crotch, I had felt one of those radiant orbs in my heart after reading about the midshipman. It had been a feeling of hope. The shit never goes on forever. This too shall pass. I sighed as I realized the old Earth platitudes just didn't work on the sand. Tartaros was infinity hold and infinity hold does go on forever, or at least as much of forever as I'd ever see.

As we entered the limits of the old walking column camp, Stays asked and Paxati gave us the full story about the Kvasir maus. It seemed the majority on Kvasir was made up of haystacks, and the salt 'n pepper thing had been getting out of hand for some time. So the haystack cockroaches passed a few quick laws, redefined justice, and started rounding up the maus and sticking them in what they called resident areas. Sharks still call them concentration camps.

All of the maus, of course, were bent. What thumped Kvasir in the gyros, though, was the heap of haystacks who were angry at the government, as well. In their haste to throw all the maus into resident areas, the anti-mau haystacks neglected to change the laws concerning who is eligible to become president. So the maus and the opposition haystacks jumped into the sack and elected Lomon Paxati president of the world government of Kvasir. In addition, he was backed up by a congress with a narrow pro-mau majority. Things were looking up for a whole millisecond.

Unfortunately, while possessing a majority of the votes, the salt 'n pepper coalition did not possess a majority of the guns. Funny how things like that work out. The army and the national police held their own election, arrests were made, and those maus who weren't killed found themselves on a rocket ride to infinity hold. Although there were lots of gramps and urches in the load, most of the maus had been doing dukes for the revolution. They were angry and looking for someone to take it out on.

Stays had an observation. "Sherlock," he said to me, "With this bunch and the shipload of shadow talkers from Cumaris, it looks like more than sharks are getting dumped here."

"Your vision encompasses universes, swami."

"What I mean, chup, is that the council that decides who gets dropped on Tartaros isn't on the up and up."

"Write your representative." I pulled up my critter and looked at Stays. "We're not exactly in a position to file any charges, are we? Anyway, what do I care who in the Tartaran Administrative Council lines his pockets. All that's done past."

"I wasn't thinking of that."

"Then what?"

"The rifles. You've always wondered how they got here. So's everyone else. No one on the planet has the tools necessary to make them, and no one knows what the propellant in the ammo is made of. What if the rifles and blue goo come from outside? Off planet?"

I patted my critter's neck and frowned as I looked up at the Eyes of the Spider. Escape. That's what it meant. One slim chance to haul it off that rock. "They'd have to get here somehow. Ships." I faced Stays. "You think Quana Lido's gang has an in with TAC?"

"That's where everybody goes to get the blue goo. If she doesn't have an in with the council she's at least tight with the gun runners who do have an in with TAC."

I nodded as I looked back at Blue Moon, now low and greenish on the horizon. My wig was smoking as I tried to add the lit dynamite to my juggling act. "Possibilities. Possibilities."

"Speaking of guns," interrupted Deadeye from behind me, "shouldn't I have one? I might have to do some cop stuff someday."

I turned on the back of my critter and looked at the shadow riding on the critter behind me. Every now and then I put the death angel on my shoulder and pinch her ass. Maybe it's my way of tempting the powers out there. Here's a great chance to wipe Bando Nicos, the gesture would say. Do it and end the hoax, it would say. But, after loading the cannon, lighting the fuse, and sticking my head in the muzzle, if I was still alive the next day, what was the message? Did God love me or was it he hadn't quite finished running me through his bag of gags? More head smoke.

"Yeah, Deadeye. You need a piece." I tossed him mine. He caught it and gave me a look. Maybe that was the only point of wearing a death angel: just to see that look on somebody's face when you do something so stupid they suspect that they've misread the cards. They begin to wonder if they're the one's that's stupid instead of you. It's a way to kill the clock.
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▫

The Volunteer


▫

Blue Moon and the Eyes were gone as we reached the tail end of yesterday's walking column camp. Behind us there was a disturbance and we all turned on the backs of our critters to see what it was. It was a rider, someone who obviously didn't care how much noise he or she made. The rider was hollering my name and raising one primo clatter. Since it might've been a messenger from Rojas, we pulled up and waited. The rider's critter came to a halt and the figure on the critter's back moved in the shadows.

"You're Bando Nicos?"

"I'm Nicos."

"May I have a word?" It was a woman's voice, strong and all business.

Stays lit a cube and tossed it on the sand between us. The person was a pale mau, very slender, and she carried a pack on her back. More packs were strapped across the critter's shoulders in front of her legs. The hood on her silvered Kvasiri weather cape was thrown back revealing a face that came from a dream.

"Who're you?" I asked. I looked at Paxati but the President only shook his head. I went back to looking at the rider, which was okay because she was easy on the orbs.

Very white teeth grinned in the darkness. "My name is Jontine Ru. I'm a reporter."

I started laughing, "For what? Grit Publications?"

The smile faded. "Mihviht World Vidwatch.

That was an even sillier answer than mine. "You're a real reporter? I mean, you're on the job?"

"That's right."

I laughed as I shook my head in absolute wonder. "You telling me you volunteered for this place?"

She hesitated and shrugged. "In a manner of speaking."

I glanced up at the belly of the Spider. The big bug's eyes were over the horizon and it seemed to be laughing at everything. I lowered my gaze until it landed on the reporter. Maybe she was a caress on the orbs but she was a bent on the struts. I had other problems; too many of them to sit and drool over impossible fantasies.

"So what can I do for you, Jontine Ru?" There were a couple of giggles at the unintentional poem.

"I'd like to tag along for a few days. I'm doing a piece on Tartaros and—"

"You mean like you're a reporter for real?" I interrupted.

"Yes."

I dismounted, walked over, and stood up close to her. She was very pretty and slender. She looked more like an actress than a crowbar bitch with a five ton ass to swing. I was astounded she hadn't been eaten alive. "Are you out of your mind, lady? How did you get here? Why wasn't your candle snuffed yards ago?"

"I followed a story. That's all."

"No, that's not all."

"Very well. When I was covering the elections on Kvasir, the roundup began and I sort of took the place of one of the exiles."

"Sort of?"

"Yes."

I scratched my beard, rubbed my neck, and shook my head in sheer wonder. "Jontine Ru, you may cause the universe to entirely revise the concept of asshole."

Her words came out steam pressed. "From what I can determine, Nicos, twenty or thirty million exiles have perished on this damned desert. Perhaps even double or triple that number. Don't you want the bastards who sent you here to know what's going on?"

I climbed back up on my critter and settled down on its broad, hairy back as I thought. There were a lot of causes out there carrying signs, but the Free Bando Nicos Movement never had gotten off the ground. In fact, it was Bando Nicos who'd gotten off the ground. What with all of the new ships coming in, getting ready to face the Hand, trying to stay alive against the Forever Sand and Boss Kegel's thirty thousand rifles, the back home public's right to know really wasn't one of my peak priorities. Did I care if Saul and Sally Straightmeat heard the truth about Tartaros so they could go tch, tch, tch over their morning chocolate? Pull a short and curly and wake up, sly.

"Look, Flash, I got no time to make TV shows." I pointed at her pack. "You really got a vid recorder in there?"

She held up her hand, and in her palm was a tiny black box a little smaller than a pack of nails. "This is my camera. In the packs I have editing equipment and about four hundred hours worth of high density micro discs to fill."

Stays chuckled and said, "You must be planning on staying a long time."

"I believe we all are," said Deadeye. What do you know. The hitter made a joke.

"It's a big story," she responded. Looking at me, she asked "Do I get to tag along?"

Marantha stepped up to Jontine and asked, "What about getting your discs off planet? Do you have some kind of arrangement?"

That perked up my ears. If her company had gotten her on the planet, they must've figured out a way to get her off. That was what I figured until I saw the expression on Jontine's face. "No. We didn't work out anything like that. This was a last second thing." There was something about her expression that seemed guilty, defensive. "We couldn't quite work out the details. I'm on my own."

Deadeye chuckled and shook his head. "What you mean is you were covering another story on Kvasir and got caught up in the mau sweep."

If looks could kill, Deadeye Jay would have been doing contract hits in Heaven for angels with ambition. Jontine moved her gaze from Deadeye to me. "Yes."

"Perfecto," I muttered.

She nodded her head toward me. "The conversation I overheard back in the rear guard made it clear to me that someone probably has contact with Tartaros on a regular basis. That's where the guns and ammo come from. I'm a professional at finding out things like that. How about it, Nicos?"

"Are you talking Quana Lido's gang?"

"That's right."

"From all we've heard, Boss Lido's territory is a long way from here. Even further south than Kegel. We're going east. For all I know, it might be years before we make any kind of contact with Lido."

"One way or the other, I'll get the story out. How about it? From what I've seen and heard so far, there's at least a few things you people might want to tell the governments who dumped you here."

"What can you tell a cockroach?" asked Slicker.

While the others picked at her with questions and made fun of her, I chewed her request. Actually, it was no big deal. As long as she shoveled her share of the shit, I didn't care what she did on her own time. I really couldn't think of a single objection except that I look upon reporters as not much higher on the social scale than cockroaches. I've had words stuck in my mouth more than once by one of those plastic-headed, microdried vidstars that do their editing with a turd. And right after he turns a purse snatching into a mass murder to boost ratings, the next thing you see is the same clown holding forth on some commentary about journalistic objectivity. They make my hemorrhoids throb.

There seemed to be something different about Jontine Ru, however. It wasn't just that she was in the same shithole with the rest of us. It was something else. It was an intensity, an energy, about her. Something in me wanted to trust her, and that was the thing that I mistrusted the most. What to do?

In my pack I had Big Dave's copy of the life of Lord Nelson. Inside the book was my copy of the law. What to do with Jontine Ru was Freedom Rule, number two. She was allowed to go wherever she wanted.

"Okay. You can come along until I say different." Right then I felt a real uneasiness about my decision. "Just don't turn your little viddie cam on me unless I know about it. Okay?

Her eyebrows went up. "Why?"

"Because I told you, that's why. I don't want to be worried about you getting shots of me while I'm pulling up my drawers or shaking off out in the dunes."

She laughed again and nodded. "Very well. No nudity." They all laughed, except me and Slicker. I figure we were both thinking about Kegel and his thirty thousand rifles. Slicker mounted up and began heading east. We all mounted up and followed him while Marantha instructed Show Biz how to quiet down all her packs of junk. Soon we were all riding in silence. As we rode I buried myself inside my parka hood and desert sheet against the cold, cursing the silence. Every time the noise level outside went down enough, the noise from inside began taking over.
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▫

Trust, Death, Love, and Blisters


▫

We had just reached the front end of the old walking column camp and Nance's sled was still beneath its camouflage sheet. There was another sled containing supplies, and surrounding them both was a small force of fifty or so armed sharks. The few who were left behind were beating their gums about Boss Kegel's column of rifles. On the steps going into the rear of Nance's sled stood Mercy Jane talking to a man wearing one of the Mihvihtian desert sheets.

I climbed down from my critter and walked over to the stairs. "Why didn't this crate move off with the rest of the walking column?" I demanded.

Mercy Jane looked at us for a moment, then came down the steps and stood on the sand in front of me. "She still can't be moved."

"Why? I mean, I thought she was getting better."

"If she's moved, it could permanently damage her spinal cord. It might even kill her. We're going to have to operate again, and much sooner than I had expected."

I looked up at the Mihvihtian shark who had been passing the time of day with her. "Why are you here, yard eagle?"

The man was craggy faced with dark hair turning to gray. He looked like a retired sea captain, someone who ought to be sitting on a dock someplace whittling trees into toothpicks.

"I heard about the Iron Lady's injury, and offered my assistance to Dr. Sheene. My name is Wolfgang Toffel. I am a neurosurgeon."

Dim memory itched at the back of my head. What finally shook it loose was when Jontine Ru said, "The Bordentown Ghoul."

"Oh, yes," I muttered as little electric itchies ran up my spine. I studied him all over again and he no longer looked like a fatherly type who ought to be whittling toothpicks. He used to do other things with knives. Basically he looked like someone who ought to have a wooden stake driven through his heart.

It had been a bunch of years ago. The stains and black rags had nailed him on Mihviht, but the Wolf had earned his rep on Earth. It had been at Bordentown Rehab fifteen years or more ago. He had been part of the rehab staff and had conducted a considerable number of unauthorized experiments on the inmates. One inmate had died, and two or three more wound up drooling in their diapers and discussing the meaning of life with the jellyfish.

"I'm surprised you're still alive," I said to the Wolf.

"Why is that?"

"After what you did to the sharks at Bordentown? I figured the yard monsters would've eaten you alive by now. Maybe the grapevine doesn't reach to Mihviht."

"It reaches." The man studied me for a moment and smirked. "I thought what had happened before the landing was done past."

At that moment I thought that I just might thin the bastard myself. But that would have to wait. Too many things were coming down. I turned to Mercy Jane.

"Do you know the story about this clown?"

She nodded. "And he knows mine. Whatever else you think about him, understand this. He is a skilled neurosurgeon, which I am not. I trust him, which is all you need to know." She held out her hand. "I need your ice pick."

I took a step back. "Like, hell."

"I need your ice pick and at least five more if you can find them. The cutters we have are too crude for the work we need to do. Wolfgang needs some delicate tools made, and the Trolls said they could make them, except that it would take a lot less time if they could start with ice picks."

I pointed at the door of the sled. "Is she awake? I have to talk to her."

"Don't take too long. She's had half a thumper, and I want her to stay quiet."

I climbed the stairs, pushed the Wolf aside, and entered the compartment. There was a fire cube burning in a holder mounted above her head, and it made her look like a stiff stretched out at a wake.

"Nance?"

Without opening her eyes she answered. "Bando, what were you bellyaching about out there?"

I sat down next to her bed. "Nance, you got to appoint somebody else number two. God, now I know how the number two came to mean shit. Look, I just can't handle everything that's happening. Nkuma's brought in another fifty thousand sharks, and he's going out to get more."

Nance nodded. "Good. We need more fighters. Is he running on his own, or did you okay it?"

"I okayed it, but—"

"You did good, then. So, what else're you worried about?"

"Well, for one thing, Kegel!" Remembering that Nance was very sick, I tried to calm down. In a quieter voice I said, "Lady, we are in a corner. Hasn't anybody told you about Kegel?"

"I heard." Her hand reached out and gently enclosed mine. "Bando, I want you to push all your stupid macho bullshit out of the way and listen real hard to what I'm going to tell you."

I sat up. "I don't do that stuff."

She smiled. "That's right, you're all better now." The smile faded under the force of the thumper Jane had given her. "I'll tell you something, Bando. There's only two ingredients you need to make a macho muffin: fear and bullshit. Right now you are full of both. You going to listen?"

"Si, Mamacita."


It was deadly quiet for a few seconds, almost as though Nance had forgotten how to breathe. Her eyelids fluttered and she inhaled. "Those were some power drops you handed Mercy Jane. The world is spinning." She moistened her lips and turned her eyes toward me. "Bando, you can't do it all by yourself. I know the brown sugar. I grew up surrounded by it. I know you think to be a man you should be able to run everything by yourself. That isn't so. It's not even smart. You have to rely on your people. Understand?"

"What? What do you mean?"

"You can't do it alone. You try and do it all by yourself and you'll fall apart. You'll crack, stare at walls that aren't even there, or start chopping up people in the shadows. If you don't want to go crazy, you have to spread the job around."

"Like what?"

"Like how I relied on you to settle things when Jobo Ramis and Kid Scorpion began waving blades at each other. I didn't look over your shoulder or tell you how to do it. I relied on you to take care of it."

I shook my head. "You mean trust? I got to trust them?"

"That's right. If you can't trust them, get someone you can trust." She squeezed my fingers.

"I don't get it, then, Nance. If Stays is running the cops, Bloody Sarah the army, the Trolls are fixing guns, and Mercy Jane is fixing you, what's my job? What am I supposed to be doing out there?"

"Be there. Your most important job is to be there. Be calm, and be strong. Your second most important job is appoint good people and get rid of the assholes. Another thing."

I rubbed my eyes and tried to ease the tension in my neck. "What's that?"

"Remember that first morning? Remember that fight with Kegel's scavengers? We didn't have any weapons at all, and the scavenger patrol had five hundred rifles."

I nodded. "Yeah. I remember. I remember we left six hundred friends and enemies on the desert for the sand bats."

"Just so you understand, Bando. Just so you understand." Her voice had faded to a whisper.

"Just so I understand what?"

Her eyes opened to dark slits. "People are going to die. If the Razai is going to live, people are going to die."

"And I'm the one who has to tell them to kill and die?"

"You got it." She released my hand and pointed at the door. "Get going. We'll catch up when we can."

I wanted to ask her about Lomon Paxati, the former president of Kvasir. Wouldn't he make a great administrator? In fact, wouldn't he make a great replacement for Bando Nicos? The answers were there, if I wanted to look at them. One of the sharks I was going to have to learn to trust was Bando Nicos. Maybe someday Lomon Paxati would make a great administrator, but right then he didn't seem to know squat about being a shark, much less a shark in the Razai. But maybe he could learn. Maybe I could haul him around until he could learn. As I stood in the doorway I glanced at Wolf Toffel, the Bordentown Ghoul.

"Wolf," I said to him, "I was out of line. What's past is past, and that applies to everyone." As I pulled out my ice pick and handed it to him, I saw Alna approaching the sled with a double armload of bandages and stuff. Her breath rose in clouds above her head.

For a second I wanted to pull her out of the nursing business and keep her with me to prop up my liquid ego. But she had a job and was needed. Besides, the sooner she and the docs made Nance better, the sooner Bando Nicos was off and away enjoying the carefree life of a Razai Cop. Besides, I felt safer with her in the back with Mercy Jane, away from the fighting.

"Bando," she called when she spotted me. I stepped down from the sled and gave her a peck on the cheek.

"You think that's a kiss, chili pepper?" she asked as she laughed. "C'mon, down an' brown. Shake off those ice cubes, stir up that brown sugar, and give me a plant."

I gave her one and just about squished the supplies she was carrying. Still holding her, I whispered, "How's that?"

"The nights get awful long without you, Bando." Her warm lips on my ear were stirring up the brown sugar plenty, and I held her out at arm's length.

"I got to get up to the point. There's a lead storm coming this way. Take care of Nance." I took off my right glove and placed my hand on her cheek. "Stay safe."

She turned her head, kissed my palm, and looked up at me. I wanted to dive into her huge brown eyes and lose myself forever. "Bando, do you love me?"

It was right of her to ask. I mean, love was a hard thing for me to understand; a harder thing to feel. I nodded, and she said "Say it."

I glared around at the President, Marantha, Stays, Slicker, Show Biz, and Deadeye until they moved away. I looked down at Alna. She was still holding all that stuff, so I took it from her and handed it to Mercy Jane. When I returned to Alna, I took her by the waist and kissed her. For a moment she was limp, then she came alive and wrapped her arms around my neck. I touched my lips to her ear as I whispered, "Yes. Yes, I love you. You are the only thing in the world that I do love. Be here when I get back."

Her breath warmed my ear as she whispered back at me, "Remember the stars, Bando? Remember the Eyes of the Spider?"

"Yeah?"

"Remember when you look at the Eyes of the Spider, I can see them too. That way we won't lose each other."

I don't know. Maybe I was getting used to the smell of the unwashed. I buried my face in her neck and held on for all I was worth. She smelled wonderful and I knew every second without her would be a hole in my life. When I released her she ran into the sled without looking back. Marantha and Slicker went over to the Left Guard to question Ow Dao. The rest of us loaded up on supplies, aimed our critters east, and made for the point.
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▫

Respect, Justice, and All That Stuff


▫

After the first dark shape on the sand, we knew that the night of the thirteenth was going to be one of the worst. Frozen stripped bodies were laid out next to the trail, sometimes alone, sometimes in little groups of three or four. Instead of just leaving them like they fell, the bodies had been arranged flat on their backs, hands crossed over their breasts, faces covered with a piece of desert sheet. I remember thinking that the Razai was becoming civilized.

By the time we reached the point I had counted over three hundred men, women, and children who'd fallen from the cold and the march. Of course that was only one end of one column. If the rest of the groups were doing as well, that would mean maybe another seven hundred or so dead from exposure or exhaustion. An even thousand for the night's work so far.

The corpse of a little girl of eleven or twelve stuck in my head as a permanent resident, one of the first ghosts to move in my head that I hadn't killed myself. She'd been stripped like the others, but in her left hand was a dirty faded rag doll. For some reason no one'd been able to bring themselves to take it from her. As we left her behind I filled myself with hate and toasted on it until we reached Nazzar's troops.

The unarmed and walking members of the point gave Stays directions to where the actual point guard was playing host to a special unit that'd been put together by Bloody Sarah. Once we were there, however, there was no one we could find. Between Rhome Nazzar's armed point and the remaining point troops from Mihviht, there had to have been close to fifteen hundred sharks, but we couldn't see any of them.

I pulled up my critter, looked at the dunes, studied the shadows, and strained my ears. Leaning over, I poked Stays in his shoulder. "Are you sure this is the way?"

"I'm sure, I think.

"What the hell do you mean, you're sure you think?"

I heard the movement of cloth behind me and I turned to see a red light staring at me out of the darkness. In an instant I grabbed for a rifle that was no longer on my shoulder, and reached for an ice pick that was miles south with the Bordentown Ghoul.

"Hold it, Chief," said Stays. "It's Show Biz."

I took a deep breath, vowed to get myself another rifle, and let out my air. "Flash, if you ever want to see another sunrise, you better not turn that camera on again until you get rid of that red light! You understand me?"

I looked around and searched the shadows. Careful or paranoid? The question of the moment. Bad vibrations were crawling all over me. "Anybody got a fire cube?"

Stays struck one and tossed it as far forward as he could. The grit lit and there weren't even any tracks. Stays turned his critter around and pulled it up next to me. "I don't get it. Where are they? Where are their tracks?"

"What about it, Watson? Is this the way or not?"

"Maybe I heard the directions wrong."

There was a slight buzzing sound and I turned to see Jontine looking through her little camera at the pitch black beyond the edges of the light. "Knock off the noise, too," I hissed. "Besides, you can't see anything out there anyway."

Jontine did not bring down her camera but continued sighting through it. "It has an light amplification lens in it. I can see like it's purple daylight."

"Keep looking."

We all looked for a long time, finding nothing until on the dark air came the soft "call-all-all-alllll" of a Suryian night dove. I smiled.

Too quickly for Jontine's special viewer, the dunes surrounding us erupted with motion and light. A hundred fire cubes were struck and flung toward us. In seconds we were surrounded by ignited fire cubes and were staring down the barrels of six hundred rifles. I nodded and thought to myself that Sarah and the Colonel must have hit it off pretty good. I realized that there was just a little bit more to the exercise than what I saw. I couldn't help but believe that it had been staged, at least a little bit, to stiffen the spine of Bando Nicos.

A bit later, my bunch was together with Rhome Nazzar, Colonel Indimi, Bloody Sarah, and Ondo Suth. After a quick pan with her vidcam, Jontine sat back and listened as we were brought up to date. Kegel's column was only days away. By the light of the fire cubes that burned in the center of our tiny circle, Ondo used his fine black sand to sketch out a diagram.

"Right now the Razai be set up usual way, walkers guarded left, right, point 'n rear. From what Bando says, the protos comin' in from Earth, Kvasir, 'n Cumaris'll be organized same way, though I don't know where they exactly be. More protos'll be followin' them, too, I expect."

He reached down and drew a long line. Next to it he drew another. "Kegel's got maybe thirty thousand mounted rifles. He runs 'em in a double column like this. Each column'll be about eight riders across, and the columns'll be separated by no more'n a good shout."

"Ondo," said Bloody Sarah, "Do the columns ever lose sight of each other?"

"Sure. Once you're far enough into the dunes, each column has to weave its own way around 'em, and the dunes get pretty big. So the columns don't stray too far from each other, they send out runners every now 'n then."

I pointed at the diagram. "What about guards? Do they run anything on the flanks, point, and rear?"

He put in a tiny mark far ahead of the double column. "Up here they'll have a small mounted scout group at point. It's not big like ours. It's not supposed to do anythin' but hustle back and warn the columns in the event of trouble." He added two more dots, one on either side of the double column. "Same thing here and here."

"No rear guard?" asked Sarah.

Ondo shook his head. "They figure the supply train makes enough of a rear guard. They'll have a couple hundred rifles riding around the baggage sleds and maybe another couple hundred in the sleds." He thrust his lower lip out as he looked at the diagram. "Of course, Kegel thinks his ass weighs a ton. He can't believe anyone in his right mind would attack him. When he got the news about you chups thinnin' his whole patrol, he must've eaten his beard."

He drew a third long line centered on the previous two, but far behind them. "This is his supply train. Back here on sleds 'n pack critters he'll have food, water, ammo, spare weapons, tools, and shelters."

"Ondo Suth," said Lomon Paxati, "how do you know these things?"

Ondo looked up from his diagram at the President. "I used to be in Kegel's gang. I was part of the patrol the Razai thinned."

"I see." The President turned his head until he was looking at me. "How many more members of Kegel's gang are in the Razai?"

I shrugged. "Maybe two hundred. We don't exactly call roll every morning."

"I see." The President tugged at his lower lip for a moment. When he released it, he looked at the fire cube but addressed me. "Bando Nicos, what is to keep this fellow telling the truth? And if he is telling the truth, what is to keep other members of this Kegel's gang from informing on the Razai as to our size, composition, arms, disposition, and so on?"

"Maybe I can answer that," said Stays as he reached beneath his sheet and pulled out his copy of the law. "Our third law is the law of silence. If you break the law of silence, it draws the max."

"The max?"

"Death," I answered. "Anyone who joins the Razai from another gang, like Ondo or the sharks from the Hand, are free to come and go as they wish, but if they break the silence, or are captured at some time in the future fighting against the Razai, it's the max."

The President slowly shook his head as the corners of his mouth went down. "Every nation has similar laws, and every nation has its traitors. The reason I mention it is, from what I understand, we can't afford the luxury of a traitor."

"We can't hold prisoners," I said. "So what can you do?"

Ondo pushed himself to his feet and stretched his legs. "Only speakin' for myself, chup," he began, "the Razai is the only gang on the planet I know where the people are in charge." He looked at Paxati. "We vote in the Razai. We vote on our laws, we vote on who bosses us. And we got the law. If somebody thins me or tries to thin me, I know he's going to get his. In the Razai I got the right to life. I don't have that nowheres else on Tartaros. I'm not about to throw it away."

"How do the others feel?" asked the President.

"I can't speak for them," he answered as he shrugged. "There're a few who'd sell us fast enough if they thought Kegel had a chance of takin' them prisoner."

I held up my hands. "We'll have to bite that bastard when it jumps us." I looked at Sarah. "What's your plan right now?"

"I'm going to resign."

"Like hell."

A little mischief crept into her eyes. "It's true."

"I'll tell you when you can resign—"

She laughed out loud, and so did Colonel Indimi. "Bando," she said, "I can't fight and train troops too. I know all about Habran Indimi. He's an excellent officer, and he should be in command of the army. Once you okay him, he'll organize and continue to train the protos and protect the column while I run a raider force that'll attempt to stall Kegel and whittle him down. Later, when the new troops are trained, we'll all get together and do Kegel."

I listened to them talk, and there were countless details to work out, not the least of which was would the original four generals be willing to serve under the Colonel, or were we about to have a revolution? Nazzar seemed to admire Indimi, and Sarah'd sent out messengers to Rojas, Dao, and Vekk.

From Lomon Paxati we learned that the ship full of maus from Kvasir had the beginnings of a protest group forming. They held that, since all of them were innocent, they didn't want to be ruled by a bunch of convicts who deserved Tartaros.

"Rule two," I answered. "Each person is free to follow whatever leader he or she wants."

"That could cost a lot of lives," said Colonel Indimi.

"It's already cost a lot of lives," I answered. "We formed that rule on our third day on the sand to allow Nkuma and his followers to strike out for the Green Mountain Mirage. We're not in the Razai by force. We're here by choice." I looked at the President. "There's nothing to protest in the Razai. Either you vote to change what you don't like, or you get the hell out."

A frown crossed Paxati's face. "Get out?"

"Yeah. They stroll, take a walk, vaya con nada, they do the Forever Sand their own way."

The frown on the President's face deepened. "Isn't that rather extreme?"

I nodded at Ondo. "He tells 'em how to survive in the sand, if they're willing to listen."

"Still, isn't this exile in the midst of exile rather severe?"

I looked at Stays, and Stays smiled and looked at the President. "You haven't put in much time behind the crowbars, have you?" Stays asked.

"In prison, do you mean?"

"That's what I mean."

"Except for the ship that brought us here, I have never been in a prison."

Stays crossed his legs and leaned forward, his elbows upon his knees. "The stains on Kvasir just swept you people up and dumped you in a ship bound for here?"

"In essence. There was a brief confinement by myself in my home for a period during my farce of a trial, but I don't suppose that counts."

Rhome Nazzar climbed to his feet and flexed his array of muscles as he stretched. "Man, what dimension did you warp in from?" He chuckled and pointed at the President as he squatted down. "Every pit—every prison—has its own way of doing things. They got the rules and the stains, but the sharks got their own rules, too. It's us against the stains, us against time, us against the other yard gangs, us against the system, us against everybody and everything else in the universe." Rhome folded his arms across his chest. "And either you're on the team, or you're out."

"Even if being out means death?"

"If you're out," I answered, "your death isn't my problem. It's only my problem if we're brothers."

It sounded meaner than was necessary, and I tacked on a little bit in the way of easing the chills. "Paxati, between the desert, the Hand, Kegel's gang, and the other gangs out here, the Razai is already facing more enemies than it can handle. We can't afford the time and effort to be looking over our shoulders, too."

I got to my feet and nodded at Indimi. "Okay, Colonel, you are now in command of the army. I'll lay it on you the way Nance did when she appointed Sarah. You're in charge of the army, so you are in charge of the sharks. The sharks elected Nance Damas boss, so they're in charge of her. She's in charge of you, which means until she gets better I'm in charge of you. You got any problem with that?"

"If I ever do, I'll let you know."

When I heard his answer I thought, now there is a carefully chosen bunch of words. I looked from him to Sarah and around the circle. "I think I already know the answer, but the question needs to asked: Is there any way we can avoid Kegel?"

Sarah shook her head. "He's looking for us, and he's totally mounted, so he's moving a lot faster than we are. Right now we're too big and clumsy to hide from Kegel, too slow and short on rations to outrun him, and not well enough armed or trained to outfight him."

"What about running east?"

"We're not ready to take on the Hand. If we did try to streak east, we'd get caught between both Kegel and the Hand, and that would be the end of Rico."

"Rico?" asked the President.

"Just a phrase," I answered. Turning toward Indimi I asked, "So what's the plan?"

The Colonel nodded at Sarah. "As the major said, she'll try and stall Kegel and wear him down while we organize and train. Because of the signal flares that have been going up every hour each night, Kegel must have a fair fix on where we're headed. I suggest that we keep a small party headed east to put up the flares while our main body heads north for right now. It might draw them off and give us an extra two or three days."

I frowned and rubbed my chin as I thought. If we kept heading east, our collective best guess was that we would make it to the Big Grass and water in six days, with maybe two days of slack, provided no one was there to give us a hard time about using the water. Every hour we spent going north would be shaved off our slim margin.

Then I shrugged. If Kegel mauled us, we wouldn't need the reserve, and if we did Kegel we'd have his supplies and still wouldn't need the reserve. "Okay, Colonel, you got yourself a deal. Keep me in on what your up to." I looked at Sarah. "How're you going to keep in touch?"

"Mounted couriers. I'll send at least one each night, more often when there's a need. You can communicate with me by return mail. During the daylight hours, if concealment isn't a priority, we can use the heliographs."

"Heliographs?"

She pulled a gleaming piece of metal from beneath her sheet and caught the light from the fire cube with it and flashed it into my eyes. "Heliographs. We made them from the box lids."

I stood over her and offered her my hand. She took it and I pulled her to her feet. She studied my face. "What is it, Bando?"

I scratched the back of my neck as I felt very uncomfortable. "I was the one who picked you out of the column to organize us an army."

"Yes?"

"Well," I moistened my lips and looked down at my feet. "Be careful out there. We're asking an awful lot of you, and if you got thinned, I'd feel—"

She burst out laughing and put her arms around my neck and gave me a big hug. When she was finished, she held me out at arm's length. "There's something you don't understand Bando."

"What's that?"

She reached beneath her sheet and pulled out her personal cutter. As she passed the pad of her thumb across the edge of the blade she said, "This is what I do. This is why the gods invented steel and gave me hands. This is what I live for. I'm a warrior in Valhalla, my friend. A pig in slop heaven."

She kissed my cheek, motioned to a few shadows, and left the circle. I could tell that the Colonel was mighty cranked about something. It might have been concern for Sarah. Then again it might have been plain envy because she and not he was riding off to fight a thirty thousand man mounted army with only a few hundred Razai. I wondered if I'd ever understand a mind like that; the kind that likes the fight, maybe even needs it. But then I didn't have to understand them. All I had to do was aim them.

I looked at Stays, Paxati, Deadeye, and Jontine Ru. "I'll be moving back up the trail to meet the new sharks and welcome them to the Razai." I glanced at Stays. "I'm a little nervous about the pistachios Nkuma might be picking out for RCs. I want you to stick with the home column and run the cops."

He nodded. "What about new rules?"

"What new rules?"

His shoulders gave a tiny heave. "I figure with all of the new sharks coming in and with you back in town, there's going to be lots of trials and plenty of new rules."

"How's that thing worked out where all the RCs get together in a huddle to decide on new rules?"

"We haven't had to use it yet. I don't think we can now with all the new sharks and the RCs spread out over such long distances. If all the investigators have to huddle over each new rule, our trials'll look less like justice and more like the juicer back on Earth."

I nodded my agreement. "For right now, if a new rule comes up, I'll act as a clearing house." I thought real hard about what Nance had said. "On second thought, you be the clearing house."

"Me?"

"You. Also, have the RCs keep you posted about their trials. If you can't be there in person, have a runner there who can get you to the justice in a hurry."

"Justice?" interrupted Jontine Ru. She was grinning and holding out her hands. "I apologize, but this seems to be a strange place for such a word."

"And," Paxati joined in, "you seem like strange people to be using it."

"Straightmeats," I heard Nazzar mutter.

I looked at Lomon Paxati and half made up my mind about my choice for gang boss trainee and the reporter both. My first thought was, you judgmental assholes. My second thought was that it took a judgmental asshole to judge someone a judgmental asshole. Again that brought me back to who in the hell was Bando Nicos to be judging anyone about anything. I shook my head and looked at Show Biz.

"So what do you call justice?"

She glanced at the President and returned her gaze to me. "I'm not certain, exactly. What's right; what's fair and moral."

"Justice," said Lomon Paxati, "is upholding what is just. In other words, in accordance with fair treatment and the law."

I pursed my lips and nodded. "We word it different. In the Razai, justice is everybody getting exactly what they deserve as fast as possible."

"How do you know what someone deserves?" Paxati looked at Stays. "I mean, how do you decide your laws?"

"The laws are voted on," answered Stays. "We make up the rules as we go along."

Show Biz shook her head. "By what standard? How can you know what someone deserves?"

I felt cornered. It was Stays who answered. "I never thought about it before, but it's not really a conscious thing with cons. On the sand and back in the crowbars, every shark has burned into him a particular sense of right and wrong. In any given situation it's as obvious as hell to any brother or sister crowbar who should get what. I'm not talking about court games back in the system. There the sharks use the rules to escape payback. But inside the crowbars there is no escape. If you snitch, or if you steal from or kill a stand up shark, you get your payback."

"And the payback in the crowbars," I continued, "usually fits the crime a lot better than the juicer does it. In the crowbars we don't get tangled up with cockroaches, black rags, and technicalities."

"Cockroaches?" asked Jontine Ru, looking at Stays.

"Lawyers."

She looked at me. "All of those technicalities are designed to protect the rights of the guilty and the innocent alike, aren't they?"

Stays and I both laughed, and we could hear the laughter from the shadows beyond the light of the fire cube. Like they say in CSA, there comes a time when you simply have to accept you can't turn the light bulb on in someone else's head. All the switches are on the inside. I pushed myself to my feet and began walking toward my critter.

"If you're coming along, mount up." As the three of them got to their critters, I turned and looked at Stays, "Be seeing you, Watson."

"Take care, Sherlock."

I looked at my companions. "You keep listening and watching. It's the only way you're going to learn anything. And you got a lot to learn."

I mounted up and headed west, wondering if this desperately lonely feeling was a permanent thing for those in charge.
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▫

The Nicos Rabbinate


▫

On the way through the walking column that night, I had Paxati, Deadeye, and Show Biz hit the supply sleds for water and what rations they could scrounge, while I hit the ordinance sled for a repaired rifle and a belt of ammo. Emmet and Gordo had already begun the conversions, so they were already collecting rag box shots for the ballistic check. They still didn't like it, which was no new thorns in my crown. An hour later the color of blood filled the sky as we left the protection of the rear guard behind. The morning light made it easier to follow the trail back to the column from Kvasir and it melted the frost on our bones. Then it began melting our bones. I shucked my shirt and parka, and as I was bundling them up to sling on my back, Deadeye rode up beside me.

"Back there. We're being followed."

I pulled up, turned on the back of my critter, and squinted against the glare. Lots of dust. Riders. From the amount of dust it looked like a column of a few hundred sharks traveling at a trollop. If it was Kegel, that would be the end of Rico.

"What do they want? Who are they?" the President demanded.

Show Biz had her vidcam on them. "Hey, Flash," I said. "You got a zoom on that thing?"

She nodded and showed me the little orange button to push on the side of the tiny box. I looked, fiddled with the button, and brought in the image of the riders. There were a couple hundred of them, all mounted and all armed. I could see they wore a mix of desert sheets. Some wore Kegel white, a few wore the color-marked sheets of the Hand, there were a bunch of the new sand-colored camouflage sheets as well as a half dozen of the Mihvihtian copper-colored rags. I handed the vidcam back to the reporter.

"It's okay. With that mix they have to be Razai. Let's climb down and spell the animals."

I dismounted and leaned on the back of my critter. Between my stench and the aroma of the lughox, it was whiff. I looked over and Deadeye was leaning on his own mount. "So you were a hitter, right?"

He faced me, stared for a second, blinked, and nodded. "That's right."

"How did it make you feel?"

"How did what make me feel?"

"All those people you killed. Did it bother you, killing them? Did you feel guilty after?"

His eyebrows went up in surprise. "It was business. I wasn't emotionally involved." He cocked his head toward me. "What about you?"

I looked back at the riders, but I wasn't seeing them. Instead I was seeing my ghost parade from Dick Irish to Deadeye's brother, David. "It bothers me. Killing bothers me."

"You feel guilty about splashing my brother's brains?"

Hoorah, hoorah. Finally we were going to talk about the white elephant that had been sitting on top of us. "Yeah. I feel guilty about it. There wasn't anything else I could do, but I feel bad."

Deadeye shook his head. "Get yourself another line of work, chup. You don't get any points for feeling guilty. All you get is an ulcer."

"So how do you feel about me dropping your brother in the grit?"

Deadeye stared off in the distance, and twice his mouth started up with some smart crack, and twice he killed it. Finally he said, "Twenty years ago he was my brother. The pistachio you drilled was different. Talking to the shadows. He was more salted than Manson, he was a bundle of bent struts, and I didn't know him." He glanced at me. "You want me out of the RCs?"

I shook my head and looked at the approaching riders. Why was it so hard for me to distinguish between having a good attitude and being a sociopath?

When I could make out their faces, the column of riders began slowing down. In the lead was one of Bloody Sarah's grunt thumps, Zarika Yute. Another one of her officers was Bongo Lee, and next to them was Jak Edge. When the leaders reached us Zarika held up her right hand, halted the column, and gave the order to dismount. I almost held my breath waiting for the bad news, whatever it might be.

"Hi, Bando," Zarika greeted with a big grin. She was pretty chunky, hauling maybe three hundred pounds on a five-ten frame. Like the other women in the column her dark hair was cut short.

"Hi, yourself." I nodded at Jak, Bongo, and the others, then looked back at Zarika. "Let's have the bad news. What's happening?"

Her thick eyebrows went up. "No bad news, Chief. Colonel Indimi sent my gang back to make like guards on the new loads of sharks." She nodded toward Bongo Lee. "He's running a training unit Indimi put together. We're all yours."

Bongo grinned causing the ends of his Fu Manchu moustache to point outboard just a bit. He hailed from the Crotch and both he and Zarika were military ratbaits left over from the Suryian Revolt, like Bloody Sarah. He was probably the most evil looking chop I'd ever met in my whole life. "I'll be dividing up my training people among the newcomers and setting up programs. That way, by the time they have to tangle with Kegel or the Hand, they won't be absolute frog green."

I felt like a jerk for not having thought of it myself. Of course, I reminded myself, my job isn't to think of it myself; my job was to appoint good people and get rid of the idiots. The flaw in the job description as I saw it was, what if I was one of the idiots I should be trying to get rid of? I gave her the nod and pushed my critter toward the west.

The small column rode until the sky was white and the heat reflected from the sand torched the insides of our nostrils. I had my hood closed over my face with only a slit open for my eyes. Although I did my best to examine the surrounding dunes, the glare was much too bright to see anything. After awhile I remembered what Nance had said about trust. I had a guide, two hundred guards, thirty combat experts, and Deadeye for a bodyguard. I closed my eyes and made for the zeds. After a few minutes of fitful sleep, there was a voice. "Bando Nicos?"

I uncovered my face and looked. Jak was up ahead and Paxati was riding beside me. The President hadn't said anything since we had left the main column. I had been too preoccupied with my own concerns to notice, so when he finally did speak, it startled me.

"What?"

"With all of the good that I am doing, I might as well have stayed with Nkuma. Why do you keep me with you? I have a right to know."

Why did I keep him with me? A real good question. "I guess it seemed like a good idea at the time." I glanced at the President, and he was glaring at me. I shrugged. "It's the truth. Look, you must have some idea by now what we're facing here on the big beach. There hasn't been a waking minute during the past two weeks that I haven't been in it over my head."

"What has that to do with me?"

I looked at him and held out my hands. "You were elected the president of an entire planet, many millions of men and women. You must've thought you could handle it. All of those people who voted for you must've thought you could handle it. That's why I stole you from the welcome wagon. Nance Damas is hurt, and we need someone in charge who knows what he's doing. That was why."

I was afraid he was going to ask that particular question, and he asked it. "If that is indeed the case, why have you had me just tagging along as though I were some sort of sidekick? Why don't you give me something to do?"

I checked, and although she was listening, the reporter was not taping. Again I looked at Paxati while the truth, that in a society of sharks he didn't appear competent to make shit stink, scrolled behind my eyes. "On the job training," I finally answered. "You have a lot to learn about Tartaros, about sharks, and about the Razai."

"I'll have you know, sir, that I hold doctorates both in political science and law, and have done extensive graduate work in criminology."

"In that case, you just might be beyond hope," Deadeye muttered. The sharks around me laughed at the remark, and I headed for the night horse, leaving Paxati to play with his own problems.

▫

I covered my face and wished for a piece of sleep featuring no ghosts. The sleep eventually came, but Tani Aduelo's bare little ass was there along with the rest of the spirit herd. Even David Ostrow was there and saying that sooner or later his brother Jay would burger Bando Nicos. All of them were still asking the same questions.

Why am I dead?


Who in the Hell was Bando Nicos to kill me?


In my dream I yawned, said good night to the ghosts, turned over, and went to sleep. That's how I knew I was really tired.
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▫

Nhandi v. Nhandi


▫

"There they are," called Jak Edge from the front of the column. I uncovered my face and jabbed my critter forward. As we approached the limits of the point guard, the Kvasiri were in camp, beneath their sun shields, resting for the night's march. I turned on the back of my critter and motioned to Bongo Lee. He dug his heels into his critter's sides and was soon riding on my right, his Fu Manchu dancing in the breeze.

"Yes, Chief?"

"Bongo, get your gang busy. We're only going to be here for a few hours, then we're going on to meet the nuts from Cumaris."

The chop pointed with his thumb back toward his team. "How many should I leave behind? I'm asking because I don't know how many more groups Nkuma's wagon is going to bring in before I get a refill of training officers."

"How few can get the job done?"

"For sixteen thousand sharks?" He frowned as he looked at the President. "And they really aren't sharks, are they?"

"If you mean convicts," said the President, "you are quite correct. We have been convicted of nothing."

Bongo cocked his head toward Paxati and raised his eyebrows. "If all of them think the same as this asshole, I don't think any number would be enough."

"Why?" I asked. "You'd think a bunch of straights'd be smarter, easier to teach."

Bongo shook his head and pointed his thumb at the President. "They don't speak Crowbar."

The chop had put his finger on it sure enough. It wasn't that they couldn't understand the words. They didn't have the experience behind the walls that cuts through the fog. Their definitions came out of a dictionary. Ours came off the cell block wall. I couldn't even imagine what it would be like with the ship load of crazies from Cumaris.

I faced Bongo. "We'll figure the two loads, so fifty-fifty. If more trainers are needed, we'll send for more." I gestured with my head for him to rejoin his troops.

Jak Edge waited for us, and when me, Show Biz, the President, and Deadeye reached him he geared up his critter. "The group from Cumaris should be due west, maybe two hours past this bunch."

I nodded in acknowledgment. "Let's get moving."

▫

The column moved forward and I stared in wonder at the acres and acres of maus from Kvasir. Under normal circumstances my skin is dark enough to keep me from getting hired first or from getting a good table at the local bistro. Right in the middle of all that melanin, however, I felt pale. The news of our arrival spread and we were soon met by an even paler face: the ex-priest, Fodder.

The man's eyes were still haunted, and the two-week old beard of white made him look like a derelict. "What're you doing here, Fodder? I thought you were with Nkuma and the welcome wagon."

He moistened his lips and looked away as he answered. "When we passed through here last night there was a problem. Nkuma left me to straighten it out." His voice was weary. He looked up and stared me in the eyes. "I'm an RC."

There was a round of chuckles from the sharks who'd done time in the Crotch. I tried to ignore it, but Show Biz turned on her vidcam. I faced the ex-priest. "Is the problem straightened out?" I asked.

His shoulders gave a tiny shrug as he looked down at the sand. "I guess. No." He cut himself off and looked up at me. "There's a family named Nhandi."

"I know them," said the President. "Bhadri Nhandi and his wife Pura. They have a young daughter named Lauris. On Kvasir Bhadri was one of our most important political leaders. What is the problem? Are they all right?"

Fodder responded to none of Paxati's questions. Instead he kept looking at me. "There's a Kvasiri RC that Nkuma appointed soon after he found them. Her name is Fanta Cerita. The Nhandi girl, Lauris, came to her to get out of her family. The way she put it was that she wanted to divorce her parents."

"Impossible," declared the President. "The child must be overwrought." He looked at me and held out his hands. "Bhadri and Pura Nhandi are two of my oldest and closest friends."

"Shut up. Okay, Pres?" I nodded at Fodder. "Go on."

"The child asked to get out from under her parents' control and have the same rights as anyone else in the Razai."

"How old's the girl?"

"Eleven." Fodder was silent for a long time.

"And?" I prompted.

The ex-priest held out his hands. "Fanta Cerita took a bribe to decide in favor of the father." He shook his head and stared at the sand. "All that we've fought and died for. And to get a pack of tobacco cigarettes." He looked up at me and said, "I don't know what to do." He pulled some papers from beneath his sheet. "The law doesn't cover a crooked cop."

His hand came down slowly. I studied him and I was sure that he had only told me the easy part. There was always a complication and Fodder didn't want to talk about it.

"What you've told me so far, Fodder, the law covers." I dismounted and slogged through the sand until I was standing in front of him. "Spill it, you old fart. What's the rest?"

Fodder looked at me and his washed out blue eyes seemed to haze over as he barely whispered, "Incest. Nhandi has been raping his daughter. That's why she wants out."

I looked at him. In his heart he was a criminal, not an instrument of Razai justice. Who was he to point the finger at a child rapist, even one who raped his own daughter? For hadn't Fodder been the father to all the young boys and girls, and hadn't he taken one of them and raped her? Who was he to point a finger? Still, with the self-imposed whippings Fodder had been giving himself for years, how could he stand by and do nothing while Bhadri Nhandi abused his daughter?

He could hardly draw an even breath. I placed my hand on his shoulder and said in a low voice, "What went before the landing is done past, Fodder. It can't be changed any more than I can change the murder I did back on Earth. And you know I've given the max for murder."

"How do you feel about it?"

"Feel about it? How do you think I feel about it? I have a herd of ghosts riding my back every second. But I can't waste time listening to them. We have too much work to do now to spend all of our time in the past."

"What I did, in God's eyes—"

"Pack it, Fodder. That you take up with that party at the appropriate time." I removed my hand from his shoulder as I remembered something someone had said at a CSA meeting. "Fodder, if that god of yours can't come up with some forgiveness for you, fire the judgmental son of a bitch and get yourself one who can!"

I turned my back and rubbed my eyes. It seemed like ten times a day I was faced with things I couldn't even imagine taking on before the landing. Just for openers there was Bando Nicos handing out spiritual advice to an ex-priest. But there were more serious problems than that.

An RC with dirty fingers. It took everything I had ever heard at the CSA meetings to keep from exploding. There was a piece of me, an incredibly gullible, incredibly naive piece of me, that believed we would never have a dirty cop. Because of who we were, what we were, and where we were, such a thing could never happen. You can't ever imagine having a thousand snakes dropped in your lap, and then it happens. Wasting time saying, Hey, this can't be happening, makes no sense. The snakes are there. The only question left is, what do you do with them?

"Fodder—Man, what in the hell is your real name?"

Fodder had to pause and think for a moment. "Amos," he answered. "Amos George."

I looked back at him. "Amos, do you know about Compulsive Self-destructives Anonymous?"

"Yes. I've seen you at a couple of meetings. Don't you remember?"

There was a hazy memory or two from the meetings I had attended. He probably had been there but I had been too wrapped up in myself and in my own pain to notice.

I reached out and put my hand back on his shoulder. "I want you to stay close to me for the next couple of hours. There are some things that need to be done, and it would be real easy to do them from the center of a rage. If I pick that route, I'm afraid I'll never come back. You understand me?"

He nodded. Still holding onto his shoulder, I gave orders to Bongo to begin the training and more orders to Zarika Yute to take her two hundred rifles and post guard on the camp. When they had gone, only Fodder, Jak, the President, and Deadeye remained. "Let's go. We have some garbage to take out."

I looked at Fodder. "Show me Fanta Cerita."
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▫

Lessons at the Rabbi's Kneecap


▫

Again I looked upon a familiar scene. There was Bando Nicos beneath the scorching rays of Alsvid, standing between a couple of dunes crowded with maybe two thousand angry faces, preparing to do something very unpopular. Before me stood a tall woman with purple-black skin and such a regal bearing that you just knew she came from a long line of queens. She was smoking a nail and her name was Fanta Cerita. Seated at the base of the dune to my right were Bhadri Nhandi and his wife, Pura. Bhadri was a handsome mau in his late thirties. His wife's face reminded me of my mother. They were both looking at the other dune where Lauris Nhandi sat stone faced staring at me with unblinking black eyes. The girl's parents appeared very hurt and very concerned for their daughter.

I had Fodder, the President, and Deadeye with me while Jak Edge and a few of Zarika's rifles wandered around in back of the crowd just in case somebody might want to start rocking. Only we were armed, so there was no need to go through the rifle stacking ritual and we could get right to the action. I nodded at Lauris Nhandi.

The girl stood and walked until she was between the two dunes. She moved as though she was an old lady. Her face showed no emotion at all. I recognized that face. It was the face put on by every child who lives in Hell and has absolutely no control over the monotony of horrors that are constantly inflicted upon her. Her face said, this I can control. I can't stop you, but I'd rather die than let you see my tears.

"I don't know what I'm supposed to do," she said. Her voice sounded very small, very strained.

"You have a problem you want to bring to the RC?"

She nodded.

"Tell me what it is."

She glanced nervously at Fanta Cerita and back at me. "I was already told I had to stay with my parents."

"There are a couple of problems with what happened before. We're going to iron them out right now. Tell me what your problem is like no one was ever told before."

She took a deep breath and balled her hands into two tiny fists. The kid had lots of guts. She had no reason at all to trust the RCs or the law, and there she was about to drop another tarantula into her old man's drawers. "I want to divorce my parents. I don't want them to control me or to tell me what to do anymore. Just like it says in the law. Rule Two." She turned her head slowly until she was looking square at her father. "I want to be free of them."

"Is that all of it?"

"That's all of it," she answered as she turned her face toward me. "I want to be free of them."

"You got it," I said.

The dunes erupted with mumblings, and the child's father jumped to his feet and shouted, "You can't do this! What kind of a hearing is this? She's my daughter! This has all been settled! You can't take her away from me!"

I fired my rifle in the air and the crowd hushed. After a moment of silence, I resumed. "As I told Lauris," I began, "there are a couple of problems with what happened before. If she leaves her parents, we won't be taking her away. She'll be walking under her own power and she'll choose her own direction." When I was certain the crowd had termed its hosties a shade, I slung my rifle. I felt a hand on my arm and I looked and saw the President standing there.

"What?"

"Bando Nicos," he pleaded, "is there not something you can do to stop this humiliation? Lauris Nhandi is a very difficult child, and she—"

I grabbed Lomon Paxati by the front of his desert sheet and hissed in his face, "Little children who're being fucked by their fathers tend to get a little difficult!"

His mouth fell open with utter shock. He pulled himself free of my grasp. "I don't believe it!"

"You don't have to. Neither does anyone else, because that isn't the issue. The issue is that she wants to be free of her parents. That's all she asked for."

I pulled out my copy of the law and talked to the protos. "The first law the Razai ever voted on was the no prisoners law. We don't take prisoners," I said to the Kvasiri, "we don't hold prisoners, and we don't allow others to take and hold prisoners."

"She isn't a prisoner," interrupted Bhadri Nhandi. "She's my daughter. She belongs to me."

I shook my head. "She don't belong to you, man. In the Razai nobody belongs to nobody. Nobody in the Razai is property." I held up my copy of the law. "Wasn't this read to you people when you joined the Razai?" I turned and shouted at the other dune full of faces. "Didn't somebody read this to you?"

There were some muttered assents followed by a shout from the left that was crammed with just about all of the prime Jesus-what-an-asshole-you-are sarcasm in the galaxy. "There is a difference between forced incarceration and being part of a family."

I looked and the mau was short, stocky, and had his big fat nose up in the air. Instinctively I wanted to stick my rifle in his mouth and blow his think goo all over the sand. He had to be a cockroach. It wasn't a debate, but the guy's expression teased me into a little of it. I jabbed the President with my elbow. "Who's that?"

"His name is Colis Vizelandi. He is a very distinguished attorney."

Maybe I was born with a special cockroach detecting antenna in my nose. I faced the money threads. "Aside from biology, man, what's the difference?"

"Purpose, for one. The purpose of keeping a prisoner is punishment, rehabilitation, or control. In a family the nature of the control over a child is benevolent—"

From behind my left shoulder erupted an almost maniacal laugh. I turned and it was Fodder. He was holding his rifle across his chest and on his face was the look of someone who was about to empty a machine gun into a crowd just for the sake of letting off a few decades of steam.

"Amos," I said quietly. "Amos?"

Fodder looked at me. The fingers wrapped around the handgrip of his weapon were dead white. In slow stages his mouth closed, his eyes seemed to focus, and his trembling eased. "According to the law," he said, "friends of the court may give testimony. I want to say something."

"It's already over, Fodder. She's free. It's the law. All we're doing now is farting through our hairpieces."

"Nevertheless. I have something to say." It took me a bit to decide, but in the end I figured it would be better to have him say it than shoot it. "Go ahead." I pointed at his weapon. "Sling your piece."

Fodder slung his rifle and walked until he was standing next to Lauris Nhandi. He reached out a hand to place it on her shoulder, but before he touched her his hand became a fist and he withdrew it. He turned to his right and faced the cockroach. "Compared to some families, prison is a treat. Next to some parents, torturers and slave masters are kind and gentle mentors." Fodder turned and looked around at the dunes. His voice became very strong. "A lot of you think you're better than us—better than the convict-exiles—because you've never been in the crowbars. When Nkuma picked you out of the sand, however, you didn't look any different than us, and you certainly didn't bleed any different. He met you maybe ten hours after you were dumped, and already you were divided up into gangs and were killing each other over food, water, and old scores. For the rest of you, I think the only difference between you and us is chance. We got caught; you didn't."

There was a rumble from the dunes, and before it became audible, I cautioned them about Rule 13. "Remember: a threat is a crime, and the thing you threaten is the punishment."

When it was again quiet, Fodder continued. "In the serenity of hearth and home," he began, "how many of you beat your wives, your husbands, your children? That's assault." He faced Bhadri Nhandi. "Under the cover of darkness, how many of you force your daughters and your sons—"

He closed his eyes and folded his arms across his chest. When he again opened his eyes, his head was back and he was looking up at the white hot sky. "Once upon a time there was a little boy whose mother was a judge. She was a black rag judge in a divorce court. Every day she would preside over hoards of parents and lawyers as they tortured little children. She would end her day by sentencing poor luckless little bastards to one parent or another. When her day was finished she would come home and make her little boy take off his clothes and climb into the bathtub. The boy was terribly shy and felt so embarrassed he thought he would die.

"His mother would remove all of her clothing, and then she would climb into the tub and wash him, concentrating on his genitals until his penis grew hard. Then she would slap it and accuse him of being a filthy little pervert. When the bath was finished, she would stand in the middle of the floor with her legs apart and make the little boy—"

For a moment I thought Fodder was either going to faint or kill somebody. When he calmed down, however, he continued with a trembling voice. "The little boy's father was a doctor. One time when the little boy didn't think he could stand anymore, he told his father what had been happening. The boy's father beat him. He beat him and accused him of being a dirty little pervert."

As Fodder talked I watched Lauris as she listened to him. Although she hadn't said a thing, by her reaction to Fodder's story, she had me convinced that her father had been on the bung with her.

She reached out and held Fodder's hand. He looked down into her eyes and continued in a quieter voice. "A year later, the boy was eleven, the father happened to walk in on one of these bathtub events. The mother was caught, and the little boy's heart soared with hope."

I saw the tears glistening in Fodder's eyes. When the words came out, they were choked and rough. "It turned him on! That's right! Seeing his eleven year old son eating out his wife turned him on. The three of us—the three of them slept together after that. After his mother would finish with him, his father would use him. They even called it love." He turned and faced the cockroach. "That was a family."

Bhadri Nhandi stood and walked until he was standing over his daughter, intimidating her with his height. To Fodder he demanded, "Tell me if you are accusing me of something. If you are, I want to see your proof. Are you accusing me?"

"Right now," I interrupted, "there is no trial and no one has been accused of anything. The girl is free to go where she wants."

The cockroach came down from his dune. "Certainly there are families where there is abuse, but not all families are like the one described by our friend here."

Fodder nodded. "Not all families are like that. But freedom is never like that. In the Razai, wherever we are, whoever we are with, it is by choice." He held out his free hand and looked around at the crowd. "Every son and every daughter here will remain with their parents until they choose otherwise. That's the law."

Bhadri looked at me and held out his hands. "Can't we be reasonable about this?"

"Sure," I said. "Just as long as Lauris winds up where she wants to be. That's what we call reasonable in the Razai."

"This is absurd. She's too young to even know what she wants. How is she going to eat? How is she going to survive?"

"Those're good questions for any one of us right now. How are you going to eat? How are you going to survive? Nobody knows that right now."

"Are you saying that a four or five year old child who throws a tantrum and gets angry with its parents can end the relationship?"

"That's what I'm saying." The ghost of Tani Aduelo, slender and naked, danced before my eyes. "Bhadri Nhandi, we are the Razai. We—each of us individually—are responsible for our choices." I looked around at the dunes, picking out the youngest faces. "Each one of us is responsible for his or her own choices. If you eat up all of your rations at once, it's your choice, and it's no one's responsibility to feed you."

I looked down at Lauris. "If you bail out on your family, you're on your own. It's your choice, and your responsibility to take care of yourself." I looked at one of the punk faces in the crowd. "If you are only a child and you play a trick on someone who ends up dead because of it, you end up dead too. That you didn't really mean it doesn't count. The only thing that counts is that you took a life. It was your choice, and it is the law."

I turned back and looked at Bhadri Nhandi. "And in the Razai if you force someone to have sex, no matter who it is, you get the max."

I looked down at Lauris. "What about it, kid? No one can fix it until you say it's broke."

Still holding Fodder's hand, she slowly shook her head. "I listened when the law was read," she whispered. "What happened before the landing is done past, like it never happened." Her head stopped shaking. "He hasn't done anything since we landed. I think he wants to start, but he hasn't done anything since the landing."

It was frustrating. I wanted to smoke Bhadri Nhandi out of his sox so bad I could taste it. Another piece of me knew that he was sick. The kiddie bungers at the CSA meetings had taught me that much. Still, I wanted to show Lauris that, despite Fanta Cerita's paid for decision, the law of the Razai could hear her tiny voice. But what happened before the landing was done past, and Bhadri Nhandi was in the clear.

I shrugged and said to the little girl, "That's it, Lauris. You're free." I looked at Fanta Cerita. "Now we take care of you."

Fodder whispered in the little girl's ear and let go of her hand. As he stood up he turned toward me and said, "I'm the RC here, Bando. It's my case."

I studied him. There was something different about his face, his voice, his bearing. He was light years away from the whining chup who met me on the trail with "I don't know what to do." Maybe he had figured out what to do. I sure as hell didn't know. Nance said I have to trust my people. Fodder was one of my people. I shrugged and got out of his way.

"So handle it."
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▫

Smoking May Be Hazardous To Your Health


▫

I couldn't honestly say that I trusted Fodder right then a whole lot, but I suppose letting him do it was easier than doing it myself. I would've been real stupid to think that we'd never have a dirty cop, so I guess I was stupid. In my gut I felt that the law and what we had gone through in the crowbars and on Tartaros would make even the idea of an RC climbing on the cob unthinkable. I forgot that sharks are always thinking, even if they aren't sharks.

And what to do about it? Who was the victim? What was the payback? I was too confused to think, and I comforted myself with the fact that at least this case wasn't mine. I found myself a patch of sand on the side of a dune and put my ass on it.

Fodder nodded at the little girl. "Okay, Lauris, tell us what you saw."

"When I went to the RC to get away from my father, Fanta Cerita took me back to him. She argued with him for a little while, then he gave her something and told her to do the right thing."

"Right thing?"

"I guess he meant make me stay with him, because that's what she told me I had to do."

Fodder looked at Fanta Cerita. "Is it all right with you if I decide the matter, or do you want a jury?"

"Jury?" The tall woman laughed. "We are making a production out of nothing at all."

"It's me or a jury, Fanta."

She shrugged, glanced around, and answered. "Fine. You decide. The little girl came to me saying she wants to be rid of her family, maybe like only a couple of hundred million cranky kids a year want. Her father gave me a little present: a pack of cigarettes. Without the gift, my decision would have been the same. A child belongs with her parents."

To underscore her remarks, Fanta lit up a nail and blew out a cloud of white smoke. I never gave any credit to Fodder for having a sense of humor, but he said, "Didn't anyone ever tell you that those things can kill you?"

Then he aimed, fired, and drilled her right through her head, causing the back of her scalp to explode and spatter the spectators. Fanta was stretched out, face up on the sand, her eyes wide open, the nail still burning in her lips. The crowd was stunned as Fodder turned his rifle on Bhadri Nhandi and said, "Justice is everyone getting exactly what they deserve as fast as possible. Fanta Cerita decided against the law for a pack of cigarettes, which obstructs justice. You offered the cigarettes, which also obstructs justice. In the Razai, according to Rule forty-eight, obstructing justice draws the max."

Then Fodder drilled Bhadri Nhandi through his forehead. Amos really liked those head shots. He slung his rifle to the stunned silence of the crowd. I'd never thought of Rule 48. I walked over to him and patted him on his back.

"Fodder, I really think you're getting the hang of it."

The crowd broke up and went back to their shelters. The ex-priest and the little girl stood there together for the longest time. Lauris was crying silently. Her father had raped her, her mother had stood by and refused to believe the evidence of her own eyes, and now her father was dead. Even if your home is a horror show, outside in the dark is still scary. She reached out her hand, took Fodder's arm, and they walked off together.

In my head a thousand things said that Fodder and Lauris were not a good risk. A scared little girl and an old little girl rapist. But it was none of my business. My business was Rule 2 and keeping safe the choice to go wherever you wanted and with whoever you wanted.

An hour later we were mounted and ready to go. Jak Edge was on top of a tall dune getting a fix on the crazies from Cumaris. Bongo was leaving ten of his troops under a mau yard monster named Zua Crown to train the Kvasiri and to man the local heliograph operation. Zarika had cut loose fifty of her mounted rifles to stand guard, and I felt just fine about leaving Amos George in charge of the local law. I had to leave the President behind.

"Maybe I'm wrong, Paxati, but I don't think you could find sand in the desert if you were walking on your hands."

The President stared at the sand in front of his feet. "It's a nightmare. A bloody horrible nightmare." He looked over at Fodder, his body trembling. "You killed one of my closest friends. You blew his head to pieces, in front of everybody!"

I shook my head and answered the Pres. "Bhadri Nhandi committed suicide. So did Fanta Cerita. When you can see that without any help, maybe we can use you."

"The whole thing was blown out of all proportion. It was over nothing! It was only a pack of cigarettes. I've never heard of a culture that uses the death penalty to punish the taking of such a little bribe."

"I can think of one," I said. "Snitches and wires back in the crowbars. They take little bribes to roll over on a brother. On the women's side they nailed 'em to a post. When we'd catch one on the men's side, we'd give 'em a slab."

"We aren't convicts! You didn't kill a snitch or some kind of back alley pervert! My people aren't career criminals and mad killers! They're respectable men and women."

I thought about that for a bit. "Maybe that's the problem, Pres. We've had to come a lot farther to appreciate what we have. Maybe that's why we're real jealous about it." I mounted and sat back on my critter and looked around at the President's shipmates, most of them now hiding from the sun beneath their desert sheets. I faced Lomon Paxati.

"Right now you and your people are Razai. While you are, you'll go by the law. But maybe being Razai is something you might want to put to a vote. The no prisoners law applies to you people too. We don't keep anyone by force."

"Then what about Bhadri Nhandi and Fanta Cerita! What about them?"

"They already made all of their decisions." Nodding toward Zua Crown I said, "If his people decide to bug out of the Razai, be sure to pack up and make it back to the walking column. We don't want to waste all of this good training on people who don't want it."

"You got it, Chief."

Jak came down from the dune and signaled to me that he had a fix on the crazies and on the next load from Earth. I looked down at the President and said, "Pres, right now Boss Kegel is riding this way with thirty thousand armed soldiers. All they want from you is your food, your clothes, your ass, your belongings, and your lives. If he's in a good mood he might use some of your women before he kills 'em. Maybe he might just bundle up the survivors and use 'em for slaves. If the Hand gets you instead, forget it. They don't have much use for maus. They just kill them. Personally, I think you got a better deal with the Razai."

Lomon Paxati spat on the sand. "Nicos, you are the ones forcing a war with the Hand. How can we believe you about anything?"

I shrugged my shoulders. "Do your own research." I turned my head and looked at Zua. "If this bunch does drop out, make sure our people get back to the main body. You understand the directions?"

She nodded. I looked down at the President. "Like I said, do your own research. Just remember, everything you hate about me and the Razai is there for a reason. You didn't put in the time on the sand and in the crowbars to understand what those reasons are, but if you live long enough, you'll see."

Paxati's face seemed to harden. "I can turn these people against your war, Nicos. It's not their war."

"Slavery makes it everybody's war, whether they fight or not."

I turned and saw Fodder standing on top of a tall dune, Lauris Nhandi standing beside him. I raised my hand and waved. They both waved back. I sat up and gave the high sign to Jak. Beneath the hellishly hot sun, we moved off to make contact with the crazies from Cumaris. Show Biz and Deadeye were as silent as death. I turned on my critter once and looked back. The Pres was gone, off to do what he had to do.
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Who Do You Trust?


▫

You ride in the sun long enough, that heat and that sidewise rocking motion turning your head into jelly, you numb out or start playing old tapes. Since the bio of Bando Nicos played real down, I numbed, half-listening to Jontine and Deadeye kick around the merits of Nhandi v. Nhandi. Show Biz thought I ought to be shot and Deadeye wasn't altogether certain. As they talked it came out that I had dusted Deadeye's brother, and Show Biz began salivating. She was onto a story. She put the grill on old Deadeye, and before she was done, we'd heard it all about Dave and Jay's childhood back in good old Crapheap, Illinois. They did hits from back in high school and had terribly interesting experiences slaughtering on contract. Eventually they were imported to Mihviht where they ran into a black rag and a set of crowbars.

Deadeye hadn't yet gotten to his alleged falling out with his brother when a rider came in from the direction of the main body riding hell for a hairy back. Beneath his sand-painted desert sheet the rider wore Greenville blues. Perspiration had cut trails through the dust on his young face, and he was near out of breath.

"Name's Elijah, Bando. Bloody Sarah sent me to let you know she's hit Kegel."

"Hit him? Already?"

"Ate him alive!" The kid was higher than Pill Phil on a five pound thumper. Zarika and Bongo joined us and we all listened. "About a half hour after sunrise. You wouldn't've heard much. Too far away. Maybe twenty-five keys south. Besides, there were only a couple of shots. Mostly we did cutters."

"What's the count?"

"Four Razai wounded." He grinned widely, displaying a few missing teeth. "Kegel lost eighty dead."

Jontine had her vidcam running and was turned on hotter than sunrise. Elijah gestured with his hand across his throat. "We hid under the sand during the night and ambushed their right flank guard. It was only a small bunch, but we got eighty more rifles and Kegel turned the column right to come looking for us. As soon as Kegel's point guard reached the next ambush, we took most of it out, too. Another sixty or so rifles. No one killed or wounded, and all of the new rifles and ammo are back with the Colonel."

"I'll be damned," I said.

As the others grilled young Elijah, I sat there in absolute wonder. It was working. If Bloody Sarah's raiders could keep Boss Kegel running around chasing shadows and dropping a few rifles here and there, we just might have enough time to rig the odds.

It amazed me. I was such a prepared loser I expected everything to fail at first. I always knew that any victory that Bando Nicos ever saw would be only after everything was lost so bad there wasn't any point. But, here it was. Sarah planned it, she said she was going to do it, and she did it—twice!

When I nodded at Elijah, I must've had the biggest grin on my face since the first fly discovered the south end on the first cow. "This is great, kid. You can come along with us."

"Hah! I gotta get back to the White Slice. There are throats to cut and skulls to explode. Busy, busy, busy. Any messages for her?"

I sat there on my critter, my teeth in my mouth, and damned little in my head. There should be fine words to paste onto such an event, and I couldn't think of a thing. I held out my hands, shrugged, and said. "What took you so long?"

Elijah laughed, turned his critter southeast, and dug in his heels. His lugh bolted and raced off between the dunes leaving nothing but some dust in the air and the grin on my face. When I turned forward, Jak Edge was looking back at me with the darkest scowl I'd ever seen on a haystack.

"What's your problem, chup?"

He continued scowling at me for a long time. When he finally moved his eyes, he looked down and spat on the sand. "I've got me a lot of friends with Kegel's riders." He glanced up at me. "Me brother Davi usually rides point when Boss Kegel's running the big column."

"I'm sorry."

He looked off into the distance for a couple of seconds, then gave a tiny shrug of his shoulders. "It's the way things go." Jak gestured with his hand. "The nuts're just up ahead." He faced forward and his critter began walking. I urged mine forward, and I studied our guide's back as I thought about our guide, Jak Edge, former patrol leader for Boss Kegel.

Who do you trust? With the possible exception of the maus from Kvasir and those who were born on Tartaros, all of us had criminal pasts of one kind or another. I'd done some picking and choosing about who would be in the RCs, but when Nkuma started appointing his own, that pretty much went out the window, which was something I'd have to change. I never wanted to see another Fanta Cerita.

But trusting Jak Edge, especially now after learning about his brother, made me very nervous. He had a wife and children down south in Kegel's territory, and the Razai had wiped out three hundred or more men in his command. He had to have had some friends there, as well.

As I looked at his back I could actually feel my trigger finger itching. Better to be safe than sorry. As the cautious man with the machine gun said one Valentine's day, a stitch in time drops nine. Better a dead friend than a live enemy.

The yard smarts would be to take him out, and if I was the boss of a regular gang, that's just what I would have done right then. But I wasn't the boss of a regular gang. I had a boss, which was the vote. And I had another boss, which was the law. I even had a third boss: Nance Damas. I didn't want to let down her, the Razai, or myself. But, damn, sometimes a slug between the shoulder blades seemed so clean and simple.

"You're head is smoking."

I turned to my right to see Deadeye Jay riding beside me. I shrugged and said, "You can't draw the max for what you think."

"What're you going to do about that load of whacks from Cumaris?"

I hadn't thought about them at all. Talk about being ridden by the dark horse. The whole subject of insanity yellowed me right down to my feathers. And these pistachios weren't just crazy. They were criminally insane, which meant that they'd done some real miff things while they were having their out of brain experiences.

How was the law going to handle the banana patch? What about doing a simple trial? When I stood in front of the Mihvihtians to execute Tani Aduelo, me holding the rifle didn't guarantee that I'd live. But it did guarantee that two or three attackers would splash before I did. It was enough to keep the sane sane. But what about a shipload of popcorns who really don't give a damn about living? What if they all were David Ostrows? I'd have to do Rule 13 with a flame thrower.

I shook my head at Deadeye. "I don't know what to do with them." I glanced out of the corner of my eye at him. "What would you do with them?"

He raised his eyebrows and shrugged. "They'd make great tax collectors."

It wasn't really funny but I laughed like a fool. An excuse to release a world of tension, maybe. Jontine Ru just sat on her critter staring at us. Later she asked him, "I thought you said Nicos killed your brother David."

"He did."

"Why were you up there joking around with his killer?"

"I thought of a funny. Besides, Dave was a whack."
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The Shadow Talkers
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By the time we reached the bunch from Popcorn City it was late afternoon. The sun was just above the horizon giving the sky that brassy yellow color. The yellow heat was cooler than the white heat we'd get for most of the day, but for some reason it seemed hotter. The air was completely still and it didn't seem to have enough oxygen in it. Maybe it was just that we'd all reached the enough-is-enough stage.

The whacks called themselves "Cicis," pronounced "kee-kees," for the Cumaris Institute for the Criminally Insane. There were well over twelve thousand of them. There would've been more but a few hundred had wandered off into the desert by then. Some were chasing the Green Mountain Mirage. Most had internal mirages they followed. The RC for the popcorns was a Mihvihtian appointed by Nkuma. He was a how yard monster named Booker Dry. As soon as we arrived he pulled Deadeye Jay off of his mount and began spreading Deadeye's nose all over his face. Deadeye managed a few swings, once he got his feet beneath him, and soon he was sitting on top of Booker, grinding his face into the grit, trying to bend Booker's arm into a coat hanger.

The former inmates of the Tilton Hilton looked on with reactions ranging from dancing screams to stolid indifference. I knelt down next to the yard monster's face, where it was buried, and scooped away enough sand to allow me to communicate with him. "Man, what is your problem?"

He grunted, cursed, swore, threatened, and pretty much gibbered out of his gourd. The gist of his remarks centered around an old crowbar beef that Booker had sworn to avenge, in that the next time he saw Jay Ostrow, he would kill him.

"Kill him!" shouted one of the popcorns behind me, and soon I could hear the phrase being repeated over and over again through the gathering crowd. "Kill him! Kill him! Kill him!"

Jesus, it made my skin crawl. I got to my feet and fired my rifle in the air. Bringing down my piece to the ready as the crowd shut up, I poked Booker Dry with my toe.

"Man, you have got yourself an attitude. Right now Deadeye could drill you right through your knuckle head, and it would be legal. Didn't you read the law?"

"Fuck the law."

The sentiment was picked up by the inmates, and soon every one was saying "Fuck the law! Fuck the law! Fuck the law!"

I raised my weapon again and they quieted down. Looking at Booker, I said "I don't guess it's going to be any big surprise to you that you're fired."

"Don't fire him, Chief," said Deadeye. "I won't bring any charges. Seeing Booker Dry as a Razai Cop has made the whole trip worthwhile."

The big haystack pushed away from Booker and sprang to his feet. Spitting sand, Booker pushed himself up and rubbed his left arm as he glared at Jay Ostrow through grit-filled eyes.

"We want Booker for our RC," said a pleasant voice with what sounded like a very gentile southern accent. I looked and there was a skinny man in his late forties with pale skin and thinning gray hair. He was smiling.

"Did you say that?" I asked.

"Yes, I did." He continued to smile.

"What's your name?"

"James Britton," he said as he grinned, "friend of the court."

"Why do you want him for your RC?"

"Why?" The man rubbed his chin thoughtfully. "I guess it's because he's a crazy son of a bitch. Just like us." A wave of very scary laughter came from the surrounding crowd. When the laughter eased, I stood squarely in front of Booker Dry and looked him in the eyes.

"Speak to me, asshole."

"What about, greaseball?"

With my finger on the trigger, I stuck the muzzle of my rifle in Booker's mouth. "Let me introduce myself. I'm Bando Nicos, Chief of the RCs."

The garble of words around my rifle's muzzle sounded like "Pleased to meet you."

"Have you read the law?"

He nodded vigorously.

"Then can you tell me what Rule 13 is?"

His eyes went wide and he shook his head.

"Rule 13 says that a threat is a crime, and it carries as a penalty the performance of the threat upon the threatener. I could squeeze my trigger right now and put a picture window in the back of your skull for that alone. But, do you know what Rule 33 says?"

Again he shook his head.

"Rule 33 says that the penalty for attempted murder is the max. I could blow your head off for that and go home and get a good night's sleep. There's more, though. You want to know what that is?"

He shrugged as best he could.

"We don't like crooked RCs. We just smoked an RC out of her sox for taking a pack of nails for a bribe. Just imagine what we'd do to an RC who tried to murder another RC. But then that's all up to Deadeye. He's the one you jumped."

Deadeye Jay Ostrow stood next to Booker Dry, put his right arm around Booker's shoulders, and removed my gun muzzle from the man's mouth with his left hand. "Hey, Book. You're slobbering all over the man's piece." Deadeye looked at me, still grinning. "Booker was only grabassing around, weren't you, Booker?"

Booker nodded with considerable enthusiasm. I slung my rifle and looked around at the crowd. Disappointment was on many of the faces. "That's it," I said. Many of them began wandering off, since the fun was over and it was time to tear down the camp and get back on the trail. I instructed Zarika to post the guard, told Bongo to see what he could do about training, and tried to figure out what to do about an RC for the popcorns. There would be an hour or so for chow before we struck out to make contact with the next load from Earth.

As I was rooting through my sack for something to eat, the skinny Cici with the gray hair walked up and offered me one of his ration bars. I took it and tried it. It was made from dried fruits and was delicious. "Thanks."

The man was still smiling when he said, "Bando Nicos, you are just like us, too. One crazy son of a bitch."

The evening air was shattered by a hideous scream followed by laughter and more screaming. I dropped the ration bar, held my rifle at the ready, and ran in the direction of the noise. I ran up and over a dune, and when I reached the top I saw a small crowd down at the bottom. Some of those in the crowd were screaming, some were moaning. Cicis were racing to join the crowd and see what was to be seen.

In the center of the crowd was a woman with a knife. She was kneeling over the bloodied remains of what appeared to be another woman. The woman with the knife was cutting off pieces of the dead woman's thigh and was eating them as quickly as she could. Her chin and the front of her desert sheet glistened with blood. Show Biz was off to the side getting everything down in livid color. I closed my eyes and thought as I worked to hold down my chow, here we go again. This time, however, the insanity defense looked pretty solid.
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▫

The Dead Lady v. Yvonne


▫

The lady with the human blood all over her chin was named Yvonne. There were plenty of witnesses, and they all said the same thing. Yvonne had walked up to the woman, lifted the knife, and stuck the blade through her throat, then again through her heart and a few other places. She then knelt down next to her and began snacking. No one knew the victim's name, and the only thing the other patients had ever heard the perp called was Yvonne.

As the sun went below the horizon and the desert air turned to ice, Booker referred to the victim once as "the lunch." I smacked him upside his head with the stock of my rifle. Later I apologized to him. After all, I had just broken the law and didn't want Booker Dry doing payback on my head bone. It was important to my own sanity not to let my rages get the better of me. The whole thing was getting just too damned tense.

We couldn't hold prisoners, so we weren't able to pull Yvonne from the dead lady. She simply knelt there and kept slicing and eating. I instructed two of Zarika's soldiers to remove the body and bury it. Once it had been removed, Yvonne's eyes glazed over, the knife in her hand dropped to the sand, and she became absolutely motionless. I couldn't even tell if she was breathing.

I squatted in front of her, picked up the knife, and looked into her eyes. It was like looking at the eyes of dead fish in the market.

"Yvonne?" I said.

The Cicis surrounding us took up the call with repeated whispers of "Yvonne? Yvonne? Yvonne?" It made every filthy square centimeter of my skin ripple with loathing. Popcorns, I thought. What am I supposed to do with the goddamned shadow talkers?

I shook her shoulders, and again repeated, "Yvonne?"

Again the popcorns took up the call. "Yvonne? Yvonne? Yvonne?" There was an unsettling screech of laughter, but the scariest whacks just stood there and stared at my eyes. I couldn't even imagine what their eyes were seeing. I looked around at the faces and asked, "Who knows her?"

"No one. No one knows her," answered a voice.

"No one," whispered a few voices. "No one. No one knows."

The original speaker was a frail old woman who was just about lost inside her parka. There was that chalky smell in the air, which meant that it was getting bitter cold. I unbundled my own shirt and parka and began putting them on beneath my desert sheet. As I did so, I asked the old woman, "What's your name?"

"Marie. Marie Vonat." The old woman looked down at Yvonne. "For as long as any of us were there, Yvonne was there. She was always there. She never moved or talked or even fed herself." Marie nodded and said with real pride in her voice, "I can feed myself."

I looked up at Marie as an incredible weariness came over me. "From what I saw, so can Yvonne." More shrill cackles from the popcorn gallery. Here was Bando Nicos doing standup in Gibber City.

I stood up and looked down at Yvonne. I couldn't even figure out how old she was. Her hair was long, stringy and gray, but her skin was baby smooth. She was incredibly thin making her look like a skeleton. And there was that blood all over her chin and hands.

You didn't need to be coking up with Siggy Freud to see that Yvonne's head was in another dimension. She was a big time whack, and that would have given her a ticket out of the gas can back on Earth. It let her off the hook for murder almost anywhere that I had ever heard about. But if insanity is your defense, and you get off, they're supposed to stick you somewhere so you can't hurt anybody else. And the Razai couldn't hold prisoners. And what about the dead lady's payback?

I walked to the edge of the circle and squatted on the sand, my forearms resting on my knees. The Razai couldn't hold prisoners, so there was no place we could stick her. What to do about the killer popcorns? What do you do in the Razai about a genuine not guilty by reason of insanity plea?

A small cloud moved in the night sky suddenly revealing the tiny satellite we called Blue Moon. I'll be damned if one of those whacks didn't begin howling and growling like a werewolf in full frenzy. Then the nutball laughed and said he was only kidding.

Popcorn humor.

I pulled out my copy of the law and leafed through the few pages. They were getting pretty ratty. It was too dark to read, so I pulled a fire cube and struck it off the barrel of my piece. I touched my greenstick to it, picked up the cube, and used the light from it to read. I began reading the entire law from What's Mine Is Mine to the Law of Silence.

Justice is everybody getting exactly what they deserve as fast as possible. But what did the dead lady deserve? What did Yvonne deserve? Who knew what hell had hammered Yvonne's head into this strange dimension she inhabited?

We did have one provision that covered old hells. Rule 11. Any crimes or issues that originated before the landing are done past. Any kind of retribution based on such crimes is a new crime.

And Rule 15. The penalty for all crimes is payback, and payback for taking a life is everything plus a little. Rule 19 held that, in a trial, not entering a plea is a plea of guilty, and Yvonne wasn't going to be entering any plea. It wasn't even possible to get her to understand the charges. If she had that much brain power left, she probably wouldn't have been locked up in the first place. She didn't understand anything like guilty or not guilty. If she understood anything at all it was kill, eat, and drop into neutral.

I looked up from my copy and saw that the crowd was silently squatting or sitting on the cold sand, Yvonne still motionless in the center. Deadeye was seated cross legged on the sand next to Booker Dry. Both of them were staring at me. Show Biz was getting pictures, and Zarika was keeping an eye on the guards she'd posted to cover the whacks.

A man came from the far side of the circle, unbundled Yvonne's parka, and put it over her shoulders. It seemed to make no difference to Yvonne. Hot and cold appeared to be too complicated to figure out. But, hell, even a vegetable tries to live. On the vids I'd seen the experiments on the nature shows. Plants have feelings. But you could've fed Yvonne feet first through a meat grinder and she wouldn't have noticed.

The Eyes of the Spider were in the sky, and I wondered if Alna was watching them. I knew Alna had feelings. Whatever she felt was advertised on her face twenty-seven hours a day. But it'd been pointed out to me several times before that I don't let my emotions show. The therapist at Lancaster juve used to beg me, "Show your feelings, Bando. Show your feelings."

I liked the guy, so I'd tried, but to show a feeling you have to feel it first, and I had been way beyond feeling anything besides rage and depression for years. Maybe Yvonne wasn't so crazy; maybe I was.

I looked back at the law. Rule 41 made the investigator responsible for doing payback for dead victims. Rule 42 made it so that when Rule 41 applied, the investigator would always choose the max.

I leaned forward and moistened my lips as I read Rule 51. ... suffering the symptoms of a compulsive disease (is) no defense if the perp could have sought help prior to the commission of the crime.

So for addicts, that meant that addiction, being thumped on a chemical, was no defense. But could Yvonne have asked for help before she cut up the dead lady? Maybe she did ask and no one remembered. Maybe she did ask and no one could hear her. Maybe she just couldn't ask anybody for anything. Maybe her mind was on such a level that she had more in common with a great white shark than with a dune shark. Real sharks never ask for help.

In which case, I asked myself, what in the hell was she doing with a knife? I lifted up the knife and held it in the light of the fire cube. It was no homemade cutter with a taped handle and an edge sharpened on the concrete of a cell floor. In between the sticky gobs of drying blood, the handle glittered with real silver. It was a folding knife with a five-inch single edged blade. I rubbed blood off the handle. Engraved on one side of the handle were the words "Chapel Hill." A sour taste flooded my mouth as I looked at the other side. On the opposite handle was engraved a little shield in the center of which was a tiny set of scales. The mark of the cockroach.

I pushed myself to my feet and walked until I stood next to Yvonne. I held the knife out in front of her face, and instantly her hands made a grab for it. I yanked it out of her reach just in time. As soon as the knife was out of sight, she went back to looking like a statue. She wasn't a woman; she was an automation; a killing machine.

I walked completely around her, looking at the edge of the crowd as I went, certain that the face I wanted to find would be one of the closest. I spoke to the crowd as I walked. "You've all heard the law," I began. "Every now and then something comes up that the law doesn't cover, and this is one of those times." There were some giggles and a harsh titter. My eyes searched for the titter, and they found the face I was looking for.

"I'm supposed to begin a trial by asking the perp—the defendant—if he wants a jury or if it's okay that the investigator judges the case. As you can all see, I can't really ask the perp in this case, so we're going to make a new rule. Rule 58. In cases where the investigator can't get a response out of the perp for any reason, a majority vote of the immediate spectators can substitute. So I put it to you: is it okay if I take care of this, or should the perp get a jury?"

It was almost unanimous that I should take care of it. That covered my ass for what I had to do next, because the last thing I needed right then was trying to put together a couple of juries out of a bucket of popcorns. When the talking quieted down, I walked until I stood face-to-face with James Britton, friend of the court.

"I've been looking for you," I said.

"Here I am," he answered. "You're still a crazy son of a bitch," he said as he grinned.

"James Britton, I'd bet almost anything that at one time you were an attorney."

Britton's eyebrows went up. "Very astute. I'm astonished at how perceptive you are. I didn't give you near enough credit."

"Tell me, lawyer, what do you think of The Law of the Razai?"


His eyebrows went up as his lips locked into terminal smirk. "You want my professional opinion?"

I stood close enough that I could smell his breath. That meant that he could smell mine, too, and I had been on the sand a week longer than him. I folded my arms. "Sure. You think maybe it needs a little work?"

He smiled as he practically batted his eyelids and answered with his honeysuckle accent. "Well, there are some amazin' loopholes in it, aren't there?"

I nodded and asked, "Is that why you did it?"

"Did it?" His smile slowly evaporated. "Did what?"

"Is that why you gave her your knife?" I held it up in front of his face.

"What makes you think that's my knife."

"You're a cockroach. This knife belongs to a cockroach."

"That could be anyone's knife." He held up his hands, palms outward. "Look, this is very improper—"

"A pretty knife like this. Some of your buddies must've seen it on you before." I raised my voice as I held the knife above my head. "It's a silver knife with a five inch blade. It's got the name of some mush mouth down south city called Chapel Hill on one side of the handle and a little crest with a set of scales in the middle on the other side." I poked his chest with the handle. "What was it, cockroach, a convention at the local roach motel?"

He shook his head. "You're wrong. You've got nothin'."

I held up the knife. "Anybody!" I turned around. "Has anybody seen James Britton with this knife?"

"I did," called one voice. "He always had it with him even though he wasn't allowed. We weren't allowed any knives."

"He had his daughter sneak it to him because he was afraid of us," said another. There were giggles and screeches. I could relate; not to the giggles and screeches, but to Jimmy Britton wanting a cutter. I was afraid of them, too.

"I saw him," said another. "He always had that knife."

"That's his knife," a third accused.

I nodded as I stared into those gray eyes. "Just wanted to see what would happen, cockroach? A little test of the system? Just to show how smart you are? Just to show how ignorant we are? Or was it just because we failed to consult your arrogant ass before we put together our pitiful effort?"

"What are you goin' to do?" asked the whack cockroach. "What ever are you goin' to do? Givin' a knife to someone isn't a crime, even accordin' to the law."

"It doesn't say," I answered. "But causing someone's death? It has a whole bunch to say about that. If one guy pays the money to blow away Oswald and another one pulls the trigger, who's guilty of killing Oswald? They both are, cockroach."

That smirk was bolted onto his lips. "I'm going to want a jury, you know."

His eyes twinkled, and as the corners of his mouth pulled back into a tiny grin, I said, "We already voted that Bando Nicos is settling this hash." I pushed the blade of the knife through his ribs and into his heart with such force I snapped off the blade.

"The jury's already in on you, cockroach."

There was that frown on his face. Kind of confused, like somehow I had broken the rules. He didn't make much noise, just a lot of gasps before he stopped twitching. Maybe it was wishful thinking, but I could swear his lips were trying to form the word "objection" just before he went still.

I went back to Yvonne and stood next to her as I spoke to the crowd about another new rule which immediately became known as the Mad Dog Rule.

"The Law of the Razai is for people. It's for settling beefs between people. Now if you've got problems with a rock, a windstorm, or a mad dog, the law only applies to you. It doesn't protect the rock, the tree, or the mad dog. The law only applies to people, and a people is someone who can choose not to kill." I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. This was not something I wanted to do. "If all you are is a killing machine, and you can't choose not to kill, then you aren't a person."

I pointed around the circle at all of them. "The way I understand it is that you are all killers that can't help yourselves. That's what I just called a mad dog. What happened before you landed is done past. But you kill here, you better do it according to the law. If you're in a firefight with the Hand or Kegel, if you're defending yourself, if you're executing a perp in a trial according to the law, go for it. But if all you have is an overwhelming need to kill, the kind of need you can't do anything about," I turned and fired my rifle at Yvonne, striking her in the chest. Still seated on her calves, she flopped backward and faced up to the belly of the Spider, her legs still folded beneath her. "Then there's no difference between you and a mad dog."

The crowd stood silently for a long time. There was a cry here, a whimper there, a laugh or two. Finally it started breaking up and they moved off to join the column heading east. Booker Dry was one of the ones who lingered behind. I had left him in some kind of doubt about his occupational status.

"Booker, about being an RC—"

"Forget it, Nicos. You don't have to fire me. I quit. I wouldn't do what you do for a free ride back home." He turned and headed east to join the column. Not being good enough for the likes of Booker Dry was a strange place to be. I didn't know whether I had been moved up or down in status.

In moments there was only myself, Yvonne, and the dead cockroach with the strange sense of humor. Killing the cockroach was almost fun. I sort of wanted to wake him up and kill him all over again. Yvonne was something else. She would make a very interesting addition to my ghost collection. When she haunted my nightmares, I wondered if she would finally speak.

I turned around, slogged through the sand over the dune, and came back to my critter and the rest of the party. By the light of a fire cube I looked through my copy of the law until I found a sheet that was only two thirds full. I copied down the two new rules twice. Once I'd ripped off one copy of the new rules I handed it to Zarika. "Have one of your people run this back to Stays with the details."

She folded the scrap of paper as her eyes studied me. "What if Stays doesn't like the new rules? Isn't he the clearinghouse for new rules? Didn't you appoint him the clearinghouse for new rules? Weren't you supposed to clear new rules with him before you started killing people with them?"

"Is getting that scrap of paper back to Stays too much for you to handle?"

"I can handle it." She cocked her head toward one of the soldiers, a haystack from Lewisburg named Boats. Zarika gave him the paper and nodded toward the east. Boats took the paper, tucked it in his belt, mounted his critter, gave me a power salute, and was gone.

Looking back at me, Zarika said, "I was just asking a few questions that needed to be asked. Maybe I was just being a Devil's advocate."

As I pulled myself up on my critter I said to her, "Reach into your shorts, yank some short and curly, and wake up. If you want to pound pork with the cockroaches, grab a black rag. Go be a lawyer. Asshole questions is all they're good for. What I need are answers, not more asshole questions."

Everyone was quiet, and the silence almost shouted that killing Yvonne was wrong. It wasn't her fault. She was insane. Sick. What did it matter that our guts were tuned to different worlds while reality was taking place on Tartaros. We probably didn't even need the new rules. Max payback for a life taken was already in the law. All the new rules did was clear up a for instance. You take a life not according to the rules, bang, you pay a life. Period.

Jontine Ru was mounted and her face was devoid of expression as she held up her little vid camera. "I've got it on tape, Nicos. All of it."

"And?"

She aimed it at me and began recording, her voice like St. Peter at the gate totaling up final accounts. "Is there anything you want to say for the record? Worlds want to know."

"Yeah." I turned on my critter's back and faced her. "Take your little camera and stick it up your tight little ass." I shot her and all those worlds a middle fingered salute, dug my heels into my critter's sides, and moved off.

Sure, Yvonne was sick. Something to think about, though: There's sick and there's sick. When your kind of sick starts killing others, then you lose your ticket on the ride. You become not a person. I didn't expect the popcorns to like it. I didn't expect Jontine Ru or anyone else to like it. I didn't even like it myself. I just didn't have a better answer.

An hour after leaving the Cici column behind, I glanced up and stared the Spider in the eyes. I needed help in shutting up the committee that was camped out and shouting between my ears. I didn't care that the Spider was a big cloud of dust in space. I needed one of those powers of the universe I used to hear about at the CSA meetings. I asked the Spider for just a little peace of mind. I closed my eyes, gave the critter its head, and tried to catch a doze or two before we reached the new bunch from Earth. I needed sleep. Tomorrow's light would signal the first day of my third week on Tartaros. My third week on infinity hold.












││││

││││

││││

▫

A Shot In The Dark


▫

Over the next four days we made contact with five more ship loads of sharks that Nkuma had steered in our direction. There was the new load from Earth, a consignment from a planet called Adramelech, two loads from Nyakate which were made up of nothing but chops, and a load of mostly India Indians from Rhitan. One accent or another, they all spoke Crowbar.

Each group had its Nkuma appointed RCs, a few hardheads, and a case or two that needed immediate attention. Nkuma seemed to have two great gifts. The first was tracking down landing spots and selling the new convict-exiles on the Razai and the law, even when language was a big problem. The second gift was appointing absolute disasters as RCs. By the time we caught up with him we had executed three dirty cops and had found it necessary to untangle any number of dangerous situations Nkuma's bum RCs had created or made worse.

With me watching I had Deadeye do a little on the job training on trial investigations and executions. When it came time to blow away a perp, Deadeye would pull the trigger, sling his piece, and be done with it. He still wasn't emotionally involved. It made him really good. There were the rules, here was a situation, add them together and subtract the perp. He was like a machine. I envied him.

There was another new rule I had to make, though. Rule 60, said that only the chief RC, or whoever he says, can appoint new RCs. The rule made it okay for any RC to finger someone as a deputy, but deputies couldn't conduct trials or do anything else except follow the orders of a regular RC. When Nkuma took off again to harvest the desert crop he had three Bando-trained RCs with him. When Deadeye, Jontine, and me made it back to the main column, I made arrangements with Stays to send more RCs to Nkuma as they were trained. Because Nance and her bunch'd been left behind, all of this time I'd been without Alna. We'd send messages back and forth with the couriers when we could, but neither of us were big letter writers. Instead we looked at the Eyes and talked to each other. Sometimes it was like speaking directly to her and hearing her answer. Most times it was like hollering into an empty box.

Bloody Sarah had whacked Kegel's gang three more times with hit-and-run raids and had managed to force Kegel to split his double column. This left a force of around fifteen thousand mounted rifles and most of the supply column chasing east after the signal flares while the remaining fifteen thousand turned south after Sarah. I would've preferred to been riding with Sarah, or even back in the column thinning perps, but my job was to be there, be strong, and trust my people.

▫

It was late evening and I was beginning to feel that Bando Nicos being in charge of the Razai wasn't the tremendous disaster I'd thought it was going to be. Messengers had brought the word that the Kegeleros were off chasing each other around the dunes, Mercy Jane and the Wolf had finished their carving on Nance, and Nance's sled was back on the trail.

Deadeye was training new RCs. Stays, the Magic Mountain, and me had just finished a CSA meeting and were working on our rations. All my little ducks were all lined up in a row, a condition that had more than once announced the end of a good time for Bando Nicos. At the meeting I'd talked about how things seemed to be going too well for me. I told them that the success was making me real nervous. It was like the happy feeling you had just before the cops dropped the sting in your lap.

They told me to turn off my projector and work it one day at a time. All of the worrying is nothing but trying to control the future. From experience we all knew that if the future was something that could be controlled none of us would've been on Tartaros.

We'd just finished our rations, the Eyes high in the sky, when Cap Brady and Margo Hoyt returned from an old business hunting trip. They had been chasing down and executing the Hand's fifty rape perps who had made a run for it.

After the greetings Cap unfolded his lanky frame on the other side of the fire cube and stretched out on the sand facing me. Margo sat to my right, leaned her elbows on her knees and rested her chin on her clasped hands. Neither one of them looked like they gave a crap about anything.

Margo kept staring at the fire cube like if she could fill her mind with the fire, it would put out the nightmare of thoughts nesting behind her eyes. I looked at Cap, and he was also looking at Margo. He dropped his gaze, then looked up at me.

Stays and Marietta orbed each other for a bit, then Stays looked at Cap and asked, "So, how'd it go?"

The left side of Cap's mouth curled down, he nodded, and looked at me. "They're all dead. Four were jumped by scavengers, eleven died from exposure, and Margo, Herb, and I did the remaining thirty-five."

"Where's Herb?" I asked.

"Looking for Marantha." Cap glanced at Margo then turned his gaze toward the fire cube. "Find something else for us to do, Bando. Something besides hunting and killing."

I looked at Margo and her large blue eyes were looking at me. They were filled with tears. "What's happening, Margo? A few days ago you had a razor in your teeth and were after every swingin' dick in the Hand. Is that off?"

"No." She slowly shook her head. "Not as far as I'm concerned, it's not. We've got to end that horror. It's just that—" She covered her face with her hands. "They're people. They're humans. When we started out they were just rapists and murderers: monsters. Especially the two who raped me. But they aren't monsters. One of them was dying of thirst and begging for his mother when I drilled him. One of the men who raped me, when he saw it was me who had come after him, looked relieved. He really believed he was off the hook. He believed that because what I called rape he really thought was love. He simply couldn't understand why I shot him."

She was silent for a moment as she dried her face with the heel of her hand. "You're right," she said, "I was filled with hate and anger before we started out." She looked up at me. "I'm empty."

A bit of a wind was up, and the icy chill of the desert night made us all wrap a little tighter, move a little closer. I said to Margo. "I've got a ghost collection, too."

Cap pushed himself to a sitting position and said, "Margo doesn't want to add to hers."

I rubbed my chin and thought for a bit. When I wanted out, Nance had told me to either do the job or hit the dunes. These two were like Alna. They just didn't want to kill any more. That was why Bloody Sarah had made Alna a nurse. Besides, thanks to the popcorns from Cumaris, we now had plenty of folks in the Razai who weren't bothered by some killing. I would have to think some more on that.

I didn't feel real cozy about making a compulsive killer one of the hunters any more than I'd trust an active alcoholic to be any good as a wine taster. It was just like with my addiction, rage. It isn't that there aren't any reasons that are good enough to make you angry. It's the difficulty in stopping it once it gets started. Well, there wasn't any reason why Cap and Margo had to do all of the exterminating.

"I might have a couple of other slots open. Margo, you were born here and lived with the Hand for quite a while. I want you to stick by headquarters and advise me and Nance about who's who and what's what. Okay?"

She took a deep breath and let it out as she closed her eyes and nodded. "Okay."

I looked at Cap. "I have something for you, too."

He raised his eyebrows and said, "I turned down being your number two cop once before."

"No problem." I pointed at Stays with my thumb. "Right now I got Watson doing that and I wouldn't trade him for a pack of peanuts. I've got something else in mind for you."

"Like what?"

I tossed the remainder of my awful bar into my sack. Tying the sack closed, I pushed it aside. "I'm not sure what to call it. An understudy, maybe."

"An understudy to whom?"

I smiled. "Me."

He held up his hands. "Bando, I already said I can't boss the RCs—"

"I'm not talking about the RCs. I'm talking about bossing the Razai. Nance fingered me for number two. Right now we need a number two for number two."

His mouth hung open in such a comical manner that it made me chuckle. "That's right, Cap. I need a number three."

"No." He shook his head and said with more force, "No. That would be a mistake."

"How so?"

He held out his hands, "Bando, I killed a man."

"Great jammed Jesus, Cap! By now, who in the hell hasn't?"

"I mean on Earth."

I shrugged. "I killed a man on Earth, too."

"I was a police captain!"

"I was unemployed."

There was still a lot of pain in that mental wound of his. It was time to begin washing it out. "You were a police captain. So that means you have a lot of experience commanding people and all of that administration stuff that I don't even know what I don't know."

Cap shook his head then looked at me. "To tell you the truth I'd rather be out on the dunes whacking perps."

"You are a hard man to please, Cap."

He wrapped his arms around his knees, stared into the glow of the fire cube and pressed his lips shut tight. Margo got up from her place and kneeled next to Cap, her right hand rubbing the back of his neck.

I looked at Stays. "What do you think?"

"I think it's a brilliant pick."

We both looked at Marietta and I asked, "What do you think?"

"You know what I think?" Her huge face remained impassive as she stared at me and answered in an even voice, "I think the capital of Tonga is Nukualofa. That's what I think."

It was her special way of letting me know that she knew what my responsibilities were even if I didn't. Stays laughed, and then Marietta laughed. Margo was smiling but Cap was shaking his head. I began to see that there was a lot of Fodder in ol' Cap Brady. Man, he was beating himself up so bad it's a wonder he was still alive. Fodder needed to forgive himself, which is a lot different than letting himself off the hook. He needed to accept that nothing, including beating himself up, could change the past. Cap needed the same thing. I didn't know exactly how to say it, and I didn't have time to write a sermon, so I let my mouth do the talking and hoped for the best.

"Back on Earth, Cap, when you thinned Diaper Lou Imagia, you really crossed your threads. You broke your oath, you dropped all your responsibilities, you murdered a man, and maybe to you it isn't important that the law never was going to get Diaper Lou. Maybe it doesn't make any difference that that child molesting, kiddie snuffin', sack of bat shit deserved killing more than any form of life that ever existed on Earth. You were a cop and you did a murder."

"That's right."

"Unh huh. And now you ain't worthy to chief the RCs and you ain't good enough to boss the Razai."

"That's right."

I held out my hands. "Who is, Cap? It sure as hell isn't Nance. The people she murdered she tortured to death. It isn't me. I've got blood all over my hands. We've both thinned a few. Everybody on the Forever Sand's killed somebody or did something else."

"But they weren't police officers!"

"Some of them were. I leaned forward and poked at my fire cube with my greenstick. "Cap, we got a lot happening right now. If we're going to come out of this mess on top of Kegel and the Hand, everybody's shoulders have to be in there." I pointed my greenstick at Cap. "Here's what I think, haystack. You still feel bad about what you did, but you're using it."

"Using it?"

I nodded. "Suckin' it dry for everything it's worth. One big excuse to shuck off responsibility. I know you're no coward, Cap. That's why I figure you're only doing what you're doing because you can't see it." I stood up and kicked sand over the fire cube. The Eyes of the Spider were sharp in the night sky, Blue Moon was on the rise. I pulled my parka hood up and put on my gloves as I silently asked Alna how I was doing. She figured I was doing okay.

I looked down at Cap Brady. "The job's yours Cap. As Nance once told me, either do it or hit the dunes." I started to bend over to pick up my sack and a light exploded in my face, the force of it spinning my head around so far that I was certain it had twisted completely off my body. There were a million blue moons in the sky.

I could see myself hurtling down a bottomless black well. There was no sound. It was like no one had noticed I'd been hit.

I had the smell and taste of iron in my mouth and I knew that I had been shot. There were three things in my mind right then. The first thing was that I really didn't have the time to be shot right then. There were just too damned many things I needed to do.

The second thing was Deadeye Jay. I was the one who snuffed his brother. Had he finally gotten in touch with his feelings? What about all of little Tani's friends? What about the whacks from Cumaris? Maybe the bird who threw the lead at me was the same bastard who had drilled Nance Damas.

The third thing in my mind was Alna. I concentrated on trying to remember every single detail of her face and body. I was distressed at how little I could recall. My last thought was a prayer that Stays, Marietta, Cap, and Margo weren't just sitting around patting my hand and dribbling tears into the grit, but instead were burning across the sand looking for a smoking piece and the finger who had fired it.

I had mixed feelings about surviving being shot. I dearly wanted to deal payback to the perp who put the hole in my head. However, I also knew that if I lived long enough to wake up, my head was going to hurt like stripes on a squeal.
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▫

At The End Of The Tunnel


▫

I'd heard about those out of body experiences before, but I always figured those who had them had also been chewing cactus buttons or otherwise crisping their lobes. I didn't believe in them, but I believed that the people talking about them believed in them.

There was my first cellmate at Greenville, Black Max Campbell. Black Max was opened up from his crotch to his breastbone by the chili pepper from Hell, Chulo Domingo. Max was in the prison hospital for almost ten weeks, and when he got out he was a different man. That night he told me that his heart had stopped and he had seen a dark tunnel filled with locked doors. He was in that tunnel for a thousand years trying to open the doors. He'd try one, then the next, and the next, screaming and crying the whole time. Then from the end of the tunnel, he saw a blinding yellow light. He moved toward the light, and the closer he came toward it, the more filled he was with peace. The agonies, evils, and angers that constantly plagued his mind were being replaced by serenity, joy, love.

"It was God, Bando," he had said to me in the dark. "I swear it was God."

Then he told me about moving toward the light and being caught up in a whirlwind of warm air that urged him toward the light until he was given a choice to enter the light or go back to the Crotch. He said he chose life. I remember telling him that he was bent. Given a choice between life in the Crotch and eternity in Heaven, who would pick the Crotch?

"You can't see it, Bando," he said. "You can't see what a gift life is." Then he told me about coming back and watching the doctors operate on him.

He was never the same after that. A year later Brooks and Norberg tried their big break out. They died along with about fifty-one other sharks that got whacked or wounded. In the middle of it maybe forty slugs stitched across our cell. I caught one in each leg, but Max caught his through the lungs and his pump. He died with his eyes aimed at me, but he was seeing something else. He was smiling.

I believed Black Max believed, but for me to believe, I had to try and accept that there was more to the universe than some humans stepping on other humans just so they could get their noses a little higher than the ever advancing tide of shit. There just wasn't any way I could believe that.

Anyway, I'd think of what Black Max'd told me every time I'd read about similar experiences, or see something about it on the vids. I kind of hoped that Max had found his heaven, but I didn't count on it.

The slug that put me down on the Forever Sand brought all of those memories back to me as I found myself walking my own tunnel. Instead of doors, the sides of my tunnel were gleaming black, like they were made out of polished obsidian. I ran down the tunnel, straining my eyes, looking for the light that Black Max had promised would be there for me. I could feel the tears choke my throat and fill my eyes as I screamed that it was all a lie, that there was no light, no peace.

Then, in the far distance, I saw a bluish light. Dim at first, it grew and grew in brilliance until it filled every corner of my heart, my mind, my soul. There were faces. All of my ghosts were there. They no longer accused me. I no longer feared them.

The dealer I killed, the bastard who had tossed my kid sister away like a used tissue, he was there. I didn't hate him and he didn't blame me. In the glow of that light every face there understood me, and I understood them and everything else. Yvonne was there, and no longer was she a gray-haired old cannibal with a blank stare. Her face was young, her eyes were full of life, and she loved me. I stood upon a place where, for ever and ever, I could swim in the stream of this great river of love.

All of a sudden I found myself suspended in darkness. There was a cluster of stars far away, but above me were the Eyes of the Spider. Below me appeared tiny orange points of light, and soon I was swooping above the columns, searching desperately for something.

There was the interior of one of the sand sleds. I could see Mercy Jane and the Wolf bending over Bando Nicos. It looked like the Wolf had my own ice pick stuck in my right temple almost all of the way to the handle. I watched as the long thin spike went deeper within my brain.

Alna was there. And Nance. Nance was up, sitting on one of the built in couches, leaning against the wall, holding my left hand, her lips moving. Alna kneeling next to my left shoulder, her forehead resting against my arm. Deadeye was leaning in the doorway, watching me, his face impassive.

There were voices and outside the wagon was Cap Brady and Margo. Cap was telling Colonel Indimi to begin planning to go for Kegel's supply train. It was time.

Stays was there, outside the sled, leaning against a taut tent rope. He was reading his precious copy of the law. That was when I realized just how much the law meant to me. It was a gift just as much as Black Max's life was a gift, and the law was our gift; our gift to each other; our gift to the future, our gift to ourselves.

I was given the choice between the Forever Sand and the river of eternal love, and, even though I knew I would call myself an asshole a thousand times over for it, I chose the sand. I did it partly because what Black Max had said really was the underlying truth of the universe: life is no promise, no right, no privilege. Life is a gift too precious to squander away just because it's painful. There was another reason, too.

As I hovered above the camp, I saw a man in a desert sheet watching the sled where the Wolf was gorming in my brain. There were lots of sharks watching and waiting. It was something that many cared what happened to Bando Nicos. Thousands. This particular man, however, was sticking something beneath his sheet that I didn't even know that they had on Tartaros. It was a pistol. I just had to come back to life to ask him about that.

There were some others, too. All of the cockroaches were there. Pendril, Rossiter, Grahl, and a few others. They were in deep, whispering among themselves, probably plotting on starting up a law school.

It faded.

I floated on dry water and went to sleep. When I awakened I had been whirling down a deep well for a billion years. It suddenly came to me that all I really needed to do to see the light and end the darkness was to open my eyes. I did and for a moment there was a smear of colors while the damnedest static I ever heard filled my ears.

I opened my eyes again and I could see the Wolf's face filling my vision. A stab of pain electrified my head, but I couldn't scream. All I could do was black out again and wonder about why I had chosen to come back to the Forever Sand, and why I had thought that you could cut into a human brain without it hurting. I could've sworn I'd read that somewhere. Whatever it was the Wolf was doing in my head hurt worse than a flaming bamboo manicure.

"Bando?"


Something was different. Something very important. I opened my eyes again and saw Alna's face. As I looked at her I thought what an amazing thing it was that she chose to be with Bando Nicos, Razai Cop. What an incredible creature a woman is. What an incredible creature this woman is.

How many times had she been raped? How many times had men shit on her body, her life, her dreams? Yet she could hold all that at bay long enough to care what happened to one little chili pepper. She could reach out her hand and stroke my hairy cheek. She could cry for me. She could bend down and kiss me with lips salty with honest tears. Her tears made me feel guilty because I wasn't worth a single one of them.

Alna. The crease of her thigh against her groin, the strain of her breasts against her shirt, the arc of her neck meeting her shoulder, the tremble of her soft lips, the look in her huge brown eyes. She was Alna and she was there for me. She filled the universe with miracles.

"Bando?"

I tried my mouth. I couldn't hear myself.

She held my right hand as she dropped to her knees and smothered my fingers with hot, wet tears and kisses. I reached up my other hand toward the Spider, somehow thanking this spirit for another chance, for my life, for my purpose, and for Alna. I felt like a totally different being and I wondered about this incredible difference in me. I lowered my hand and stroked Alna's cheek, feeling the tears, treating them like liquid diamonds.

It was still hard to accept that anyone could shed tears over something that had been done to Bando Nicos. I'd caused so many tears, which is why I figured I didn't deserve any. Still, I was getting some.

"Bando. I knew you couldn't die. I just knew it. You're alive."

"I love you." My whisper was more of a croak.

She closed her eyes and held my hand to her cheek. Electric pain entered my right eye and shot out the back of my head. It made me stiffen, and it made me think. There was still some unfinished business that needed tending.

"The bastard who did this to me," I whispered. "Who?"

"It doesn't matter. You're alive!"

"Believe this: it matters."

"We don't know."

"They sat around and held my hand and let the perp stroll, eh? Shit, what a police force." My mouth tasted like a lughox had wiped its ass on my tongue. "What day? What day is it?"

"The twenty first."

Twenty one, I thought. The shooter had caught me on the eighteenth. Three days had passed. What about Kegel? How was Bloody Sarah doing out in the desert? Who was bossing the Razai? Before the lights went out, Cap didn't look like he was going to take the job. If he hadn't, who had?

I closed my eyes as another stab of pain seemed to enter my right eye and burn its way to the center of my skull. All of the issues would have to wait. The Razai had survived three days without me holding its hand. It could survive a little longer.

In between the blinding stabs of pain, there were other things to ponder. There was a vague image of a man in the shadows concealing a pistol beneath his desert sheet. Was it only part of a dream? A hallucination caused by the Wolf jamming an ice pick into my lobes? Or had my spirit seen what it thought it had seen? That's the trouble with flying souls and out of body trips. Nobody ever thinks to take notes.

I felt Alna's hair against my arm. "Alna. Kiss me."

She got up off her knees and gently touched her lips to mine. "I love you, Bando. I was so afraid. Don't ever leave me."

That's what the big difference was, I thought. I could let her love me. I could love. Love was the difference. It didn't matter where we were, who we were, or that Kegel and his thirty thousand rifles were after us. It didn't matter that the Hand was waiting for us in the Sunrise Mountains with half a million armed soldiers. All that mattered was the gift of my life, my love, and finding the bastard who shot me.

"Never away from you, Alna. The Eyes. Look at the Eyes." She was smiling and nodding, her eyes submerged in tears.

"Look at the Eyes of the Spider and know I'm looking at them too."

I fell asleep again, the warm edges of a diamond drop for a blanket, Alna's hand for an anchor, the image of the Spider above me.
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▫

Recovery's Just Another Name for


    Crapping In Your Bed.


▫

For days I was beyond telling the difference between the heat of day and the cold of night. There were moments when things were clear and Alna, Nance, and I would talk, or I'd talk with Stays, Cap, or Marietta. Mercy Jane, Alna, and Delia always seemed to be hovering over me, taking a pulse, peeking into my eyes, changing the bandage on my head. Every now and then Wolf would be sitting on one of the built in couches, his arms folded, his eyes staring at me. At other times everything would blur making it tough to tell the difference between dreaming and being awake. An infection eventually settled in and life became one long nauseous nightmare.

The shadows parted for a moment once as Stays drifted in to tell me that they'd put Deadeye Jay Ostrow on trial for shooting me. Jay went for a jury and the jury wasn't willing to bet their own lives on him being guilty, so they let him off.

Alna half-kneeling, half-sitting next to my bed, holding my hand, her head resting against the mattress, sleeping as the bed rocked with the movement of the sled.

Pill Phil wandered in once to tell me that he had gone into a CSA meeting and it had helped him a lot. He suggested I try it.

Mercy Jane apologized for the infection. She had scrubbed and boiled everything a dozen times. I wanted to suggest that maybe the perp hadn't sterilized the slug he'd shot into my head, but I passed out first.

Wolf sitting there in the shadows, studying me. "Why're you looking at me?" I whispered.

"I attempted an operation on you that should have been impossible in a well equipped operating room staffed by a platoon of skilled specialists."

"So, how'd it go?"

He leaned back against the wall, folded his arms, and said, "That's what I'm waiting to find out."

That boy wasn't exactly in your bedside manner hall of fame.

▫

Sometimes the compartment door would be open and the blinding light of the sun would reflect off the sand into my eyes. I'd close them against the glare and when I'd open them again it'd be dark, the Eyes of the Spider hovering just outside the door. Sometime Deadeye Jay would be standing there, still watching me. Once I said, "I heard they did ragtime on you."

"I got off. The system works."

"You still not emotionally involved?"

He nodded. "Business is business."

▫

They had me stripped naked and were pouring freezing cold water on me, still I was burning up, the pain in my head shattering reality.

From the night shadows outside the sled were voices. Cap talking to Nance. The try for Kegel's supply train had been a disaster. Over a hundred dead and more taken prisoner. Indimi was almost finished training a new strike force to relieve Bloody Sarah.

Coming from the direction of the Kvasiri, we had a genuine anti-war movement going, probably centered around Lomon Paxati. The Hand slaves were white, weren't they? Rather than a wrong that needed to be righted, wasn't this poetic justice? Besides, we can't take on the world, can we?

It was a joke, but a lot of sharks were listening to the straightmeats. The cockroaches were in there, of course, fanning the flames.

Things cleared, the pieces of the universe came together again, and I was just plain sick. It was the twenty ninth day since the landing. I was shot on the eighteenth. Eleven days had gone by that I couldn't remember. I was too weak to move and it made me angry enough to cry.

I hated being sick. Plenty of hard time sharks loved the occasional respiratory infection, broken leg, or self-inflicted knife wound. Maybe a few days stretched out in the bone palace eating real food, watching the vids, and reading books looked real good to someone who washed, spun, dried, and folded a couple tons of laundry every day. Not to me, though. I was happier making little ones out of big ones. Being sick meant the body had let me down. I couldn't rely on myself. I had to depend on others, which was always a big mistake. My experience relying on others had been nothing but one disappointment or betrayal after another.

I wasn't much good as a patient. I'd pee in the jug Alna'd bring but I couldn't stand even the thought of crapping out flat using the soldered metal bedpan whipped up by the trolls for Nance. Mercy Jane and Alna tried to explain to me that I had crapped all over myself plenty of times in bed without the bedpan. They didn't understand. I didn't care what I did when I was out of it. When I was inhabiting my own head, however, a bowel movement was not a community event and was not a lie down experience. When I shit, I sit. What's more, once I've done it, I don't want people hauling it around looking at it and smelling it. My business is my business.

I held it for three days, even though it drove me into a toxic condition. The headache and nausea from that added to my constant headache from the wound, making me less cooperative than ever. Mercy Jane coaxed me, Alna begged me, and I wasn't having any of it. All I wanted to do was die.

On the thirty first day, I was so sick I couldn't whimper convincingly. Alna was with me alternating between anger at me and fear for me. Mercy Jane entered the sled followed by Nance. In Nance's hands was the bedpan. She looked down at Alna and cocked her head toward the door. "Go take a break."

"What?" I said as I looked at Alna. "No. Don't go."

Alna bent over, kissed my forehead, and looked at me with big sad eyes. "Be nice, Bando." She patted my hand and headed toward the door.

"Be nice?" I called to her back. "Get back here!"

Even the little bit of yelling had me all wore out. Nance twirled the bedpan between her hands. "You're full of shit, Nicos."

Mercy Jane grinned and pulled down my covers as she said, "It's a movement whose time has come."

I was naked and I groped with a feeble hand for the covers. "You hairy bitches lay one claw on me 'n I'll shave your asses with a blowtorch!" Mercy Jane reached beneath my shoulders and sat me up as Nance put the pan behind me. I had enough strength to straighten out, and I did so as the universe began spinning.

Nance stuck her face in mine and said, "You're too important to die full of crap." She reached down, picked up my left arm, twisted and bent it around behind my back until I thought a cutter'd been stuck in my shoulder socket. That sat me forward, then both of them lifted me up and dropped me on the pan.

I called them lots of names and threatened them with any number of hideous experiences, opening myself up for all kinds of unpleasantness under Rule 13. That was no big deal considering what they were doing to the Freedom Rule. I was entitled under the Law to go wherever I wanted to go, and right then I did not want to go in bed.

The pain in my gut was crippling, but I was damned if I was going to go until Nance said, "I bet if we started squeezing old shy bottom from the neck down like a big tube of toothpaste—"

Then I let go. It smelled like springtime on the back of a manure spreader. I wasn't even strong enough to use the rag to wipe myself, and Nance took care of that. I just wanted to die. Before they left the sled Nance said to me, "Thank you for your cooperation."

I did start feeling better a few hours after the Great Turd Robbery. However, I concentrated on strength and recovery, and before I had to go again two days later, I was in the dunes shitting on the grit by myself.
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▫

Back In the Cops


▫

It took several more days and by the thirty fifth day I was again on the back of a critter. Indimi's new strike force was out in the field thinning Kegel's column and collecting weapons, Sarah's bunch'd rested up and was out again, and the water and rations were very short. Paxati and the we-don't-want-to-fight-nobody movement was gathering steam.

The only reason our ticket had any rides at all left on it was because Rhome Nazzar and a special mounted unit had done a streak for the Big Grass with the water sleds. Cap was bossing the Razai alone because Nance was again back in her bed. The word appeared in The Taps shortly after Mercy Jane told me. Nance was going to need another operation. Again we left her sled behind with supplies and an armed guard of fifty. I hated to leave Alna there, but nursing's where you find it. We knew how to find each other when we needed to touch.

I didn't worry about any of it. My worry was the law. We had around one RC for every two thousand sharks, which meant we had over fifty cops. There were any number of problems with that. One of them was not being certain that the chup who had plugged my melon wasn't one of the RCs.

I had a constant headache. Mercy Jane was willing to drop a few diamonds on me for the pain, but I figured I already had all the problems I could handle. One thing I didn't need was a dragon on my back demanding more and more thumpers. Of course I might have been one of the lucky ones who didn't get addicted, and it was just as possible that Tartaros was only a bad dream and that I was the queen of the crowbar fairies. I stayed away from the drops.

My face was something from the sleaze street vids. It never had been pretty, but as I examined it in the polished surface of the homemade heliograph reflector, I gave up my hopes of trekking the tubes as a prime time heart throb. From the front the slug had struck the bone on the right side of my right eyeball. From there it had plowed and splintered its way back almost to my ear before it went outside the bone and through my ear. It was hard to believe that I still had the use of my right eye.

The Wolf must have plucked out a couple hundred bone fragments, and considering everything, he had done a pretty neat job, even down to the stitching. I did look like I ought to be ringing bells for Notre Dame, but the Wolf said the swelling would go down.

Cap Brady was the new number two, and all I wanted to do was sling my piece, get back on my critter, and administer the law. My rifle was in the ordinance shack being converted by the trolls. I was back chiefing the cops and that was where I figured I belonged. Belonging was an elusive thing, though. Getting shot, edging death, and walking around with the shooter still unknown and out there set me apart. I couldn't look at anyone for any length of time without wondering. To work on anything else required all of my concentration, so I concentrated. Nance's shooter was still out there, too.

To me the investigation into Nance's shooting was going nowhere. Marantha reported that Jordie Woltz and Ow Dao had been alibied by dozens of Dao's men, a few of whom Marantha trusted, which meant she believed them. Dol Corlis, Nance's ex-lover, looked pretty good as a suspect, since she hated Nance's guts, had nothing for an alibi, and had a history as a shooter. However, she wasn't one of the ones who had been given a rifle the times they were passed out, and no one would admit to loaning her one.

Since we hadn't allowed any of the ex-Kegels or ex-Hands to carry pieces either, it narrowed the suspects down to the few hundreds who carried weapons. Except there was a problem with that. What if someone who didn't carry a piece had simply borrowed and returned a weapon? Maybe the owner didn't know, or maybe the owner was keeping quiet? It was too much stuff for an impatient man to chew. Remembering my out-of-body wanderings, I went with a hunch.

Just after I recovered enough to get out of bed and stay out, I tracked down Jak Edge. The memory was very fresh. I could close my eyes, float above the desert, and see Jak pull out a pistol that wasn't even supposed to exist on Tartaros, much less in the hands of one of Kegel's ex-patrol bosses.

It was early in the morning and Jak was setting up his sheet in the shade of a dune. I was sitting on my critter, my head shaded by the umbrella Alna made for me. Jak noticed me and asked, "Something you wanted?"

I nodded, suddenly feeling very embarrassed. If I was right, and he had been the shooter, I was taking a big risk seeing him by myself. It would've been an easy thing for him to kill me and take off. But I wanted to talk about some weird things, and didn't want any witnesses if I turned out to be packed to the rafters.

I climbed down from my critter and sat down on the sand facing him. I rested my elbows on my knees as I looked up at him. "Jak, do you carry a piece?"

"No. I don't. None of the Razai from Kegel's gang do. You don't let the ex-Hand Razai carry weapons either."

"Does that piss you off?"

"Piss me?" He grinned and shook his head. "Hell, no. Nothin' else'd make any sense. I never expected you to arm your enemies."

"Former enemies."

"Suit yourself."

He went back to setting up his sun shield. I dragged the tip of my tongue over my dry lips. "Jak, I think I saw you with a piece."

He shrugged and held out his hands. "It wasn't me."

I rubbed my eyes, cursed my headache, and remembered as I spoke. "I was shot, I was down, and I was out. But when I was dying and the Wolf was sticking an ice pick into my brain, I saw a lot of strange things. I saw things I didn't expect."

"Such as?"

"I saw you watching this sled."

His eyebrows went up. "I was watchin' it. So was the whole camp." His bearded face smiled. "We all cared what happened."

I brushed away the bullshit. "What about the piece I saw you stick under your sheet?"

His eyebrows went up. "Oh. You mean this?"

He reached beneath his quilted jacket and pulled out the gleaming silver pistol I'd seen when I was dying. As I looked at it I knew I was maggot chow. I knew I was going to die. As has happened before, however, I was wrong. He turned the pistol around, held it by the barrel, and handed it to me.

"It's my son's. It's a toy."

I took it and turned the thing over in my hands. It certainly looked like a real Old West revolver. The face of the hammer, however, was flat, and the barrel had a screw right through the middle of it to hold the two halves of the gun together. I frowned at Jak. "A toy?"

"An antique cap pistol. The spring in the hammer was busted and my boy gave it to me to fix. I had it with me on patrol."

I worked the trigger and the gun clicked. The barrel rotated, the hammer lifted, but it didn't fall. I handed the toy back to Jak. "Sorry. I had to check it out, though." I felt like it was time for Nance and Mercy Jane to kick the shit out of me again. A real butt-brain.

He took it and looked at it as he said, "While I was waitin' to find out about your operation, I did pull this out. I was thinkin' about my son, missin' him. Holdin' this and lookin' at it seemed to bring me closer to him." He tucked it back beneath his jacket. "And you saw that?"

"Yeah." I leaned back, rested my elbows in the sand, and nodded. I felt very foolish. "I saw all that."

"I never believed in things like that. Out of body experiences, telepathy, spooks."

"Me neither." I pushed myself to my feet, got on my critter, and got the hell out of there. I didn't know what I was good for, but I decided to leave the detecting to Marantha Silver. Maybe all I was good for was some kind of fuzzy blue yard guru. Doing cops right then didn't seem to fit my lock.
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▫

Makhumbi v. Jackson et Dodd v. Makhumbi


▫

By sunset I was on my critter ambling through the ranks of the main walking column as they bundled up for the night's march. Since the Wolf had my ice pick and the Trolls had my piece in for conversion to semi-auto, my only weapon was the umbrella Alna had made to keep the sun off me. It was a four-sided pyramid of white cloth propped open with greensticks, with another greenstick for a handle. It kept me in the shade.

The headache never did leave me and the only non-chemical relief I could get was to concentrate on something else. There was more than a scatter on our platter, so topics weren't a problem. The problem was which thing to pick first. Paxati and the straightmeats, for example, were dragging their feet about taking on the Hand. Their plan was to kiss and make up with Boss Kegel, turn south, and set up a we-just-love-everybody utopia.

What about the fourth law? What about the requirement not to just stand by when a crime is being committed?

That's simple. The law was made; it can be unmade.

What about the slaves being held by the Hand?

What about them? They're not Razai, are they? They're all white, aren't they? To hell with them. We have to look out for Number One.

I'd find myself looking down my nose at them. They just hadn't polished those crowbars. They wouldn't recognize stripes on a tiger. They didn't have it. They weren't good enough.

Bando Nicos was a snob. I wrestled that one down and ordered it into my personal black hole. It doesn't matter how obvious a truth was to me, I had to learn mine the hard way. As they say in CSA, everybody is where they're supposed to be: he and thee, even me. Everybody has to do his own research. I didn't object to that. I just didn't want the Razai to have to pay for the experiment.

We'd been getting in some new recruits from Kegel's column. After they'd been wiped, they were given the options: join the Razai, hit the dunes after pledging never to take up arms against the Razai again, or die. From them the RCs were collecting up and passing along to headquarters reports of strange doings in Kegel's gang. One of his scavenger leaders, a woman named Anna Tane, seemed to have a spell on Kegel. It was making him do strange and cruel things. Just as a for instance was a punishment called gut stringing. It was a very slow, very painful, very humiliating way to die. They blamed Anna Tane for the crazy way Deke Kegel was conducting the campaign. The woman was supposed to be as beautiful as Kegel was ugly.

As I moved through the column of sharks, my wig smoking with issues, I saw a jam up ahead. As I came nearer I saw about two thousand sharks covering the facing sides of four dunes, which could mean only one thing: a trial. I pulled up once I could see who was on the guns.

The Magic Mountain, Marietta Jackson, was the RC investigator, and she was backed up by Deadeye Jay. There was a full sack of provisions at Marietta's feet. It was the kind the folks from Earth get issued on the way out the hatch.

Jason Pendril, the cockroach who had been involved in a couple of my cases, looked to be representing a huge yard monster named Itui Makhumbi. As I listened I pieced together that Makhumbi was suspected of thinning a fellow named Harry Dodd over an old crowbar beef. There were plenty of witnesses to the institutional agony back on Earth, but the only evidence linking Makhumbi to the killing on Tartaros was an extra sack of rations which also contained the belongings of Harry Dodd, including an old-fashioned windup wristwatch inscribed on its back with, "To Harry from Belle." Why anyone would steal a watch geared to Earth time on a planet with twenty-seven hour-long days might make you wonder, but as a former thief myself I know there are times when fingers have minds of their own.

Pendril spoke for Itui Makhumbi, and he refused either to enter a plea or explain how the articles had come into the defendant's possession. Instead, Pendril's amazing defense was a relic from the juicer.

"You have no case—nothing—against Itui Makhumbi. No witnesses to the knifing, in fact no one who has seen them together since the landing."

"What about the stuff he had?" Marietta demanded as she pointed a finger at the sack of provisions. "What about the double rations, the watch, and Harry Dodd's other things? How do you explain them?"

"If The Law of the Razai means anything, there is nothing to explain." Pendril assumed a pose of self righteousness that would've done credit to anyone looking down from a cross. "This so-called evidence of yours was obtained illegally. It's inadmissible."

As the dunes grumbled, I nodded as I realized why Pendril hadn't gone for a jury trial. If he had tried that line of horseshit on a thirteen shark jury he'd be lucky if they didn't demand his execution along with his client's. He was banking on a strict interpretation of the rules. The thing he didn't realize was that was exactly what he was going to get.

"The evidence is the evidence," said Marietta.

The cockroach warmed to his subject. "Are you saying, then, that the people are the only ones who have to obey the law? That the RCs are above the law? Are you saying that to get a conviction the RCs can break whatever laws they wish?"

Marietta's face darkened into a glower. "The fact, cockroach, is that Makhumbi cut Dodd for his pack and put him into the maggot trough. There's not a shark within hearing that doesn't know that for a fact."

"But you wouldn't have known that except that you broke the law yourself."

I scratched the back of my neck as I listened to the angry grumble from the dunes. It was real clear to the sharks what needed to be done, and it was clear to me as well. How was the only question. Pendril hadn't a clue about the reality he was standing in, and the only issue was, did Marietta have an answer?

I knew the Magic Mountain had guts, but I'd never seen her run a trial before. It was her case. I wasn't going to butt in unless I was asked.

Marietta looked at me for a long moment, then she grinned broadly and said to Deadeye, "Itui Makhumbi has accused the RC of stealing his stuff. It's okay with me if you decide the thing." She looked at Pendril. "What about you?"

Pendril placed his hands upon his hips. He held his head to one side and frowned. "You mean, you're going to have a trial within a trial? This doesn't make any sense."

"Stealing's a crime in the Razai, cockroach. It makes sense to get this out of the way first. Is it okay with you if Deadeye handles it, or do you want to do a thirteen?"

Pendril glanced at Itui Makhumbi and the big man shrugged and folded his arms. "Don't matter to me. Just so they can't use it, like you said."

Pendril faced the Magic Mountain. "Very well," said the cockroach. "Jay Ostrow is acceptable, although I still don't see the point. The evidence was still obtained illegally."

"I confess," said Marietta as she picked up the sack of provisions. "I took the pack away from Itui Makhumbi without his permission."

Deadeye studied Marietta for a beat. Turning his head he glanced at me and, without changing expression, said, "My decision is payback. Give him his kit back plus a little." He went back to looking at Marietta, Makhumbi, and his cockroach.

Marietta took a number of food items from her own sack and dropped them into Makhumbi's. She then brought the sack over to Pendril and handed it to him. "That's square," she said.

Pendril looked at her out of the corner of his eye. "Very well."

"Case closed," said Deadeye.

Marietta looked from Pendril to Itui, removed her rifle from her shoulder, and blew Makhumbi out of his sox with a shot just to the left of chest center. He hit the sand with a loud groan, and then he was still. The way Pendril's mouth was opening and closing he looked like a beached bass.

"You killed him," he said at last.

"Nothin' gets by you." She pointed down at the pooped perp. "The man murdered," said Marietta. "The payback for murder in the Razai is everything plus a little. I had to act for a dead man, and that requires the max. It's the law."

"That's not the point!"

"It is in the Razai." She poked his chest with her ham of a finger. "That is exactly the point." She turned and looked up at the crowd. "Makhumbi's payback to Dodd is everything plus a little, so Dodd gets all of Makhumbi's stuff. Did Harry Dodd have a squeeze or a bunghole buddy?"

There was a lot of look around until someone shouted, "Harry was a loner."

Marietta turned to Deadeye. "Get his stuff and give it to the supply sled."

As the crowd on the dunes began breaking up, the Magic Mountain looked around, saw me, and walked over. When she was standing next to my critter, she looked up at me and raised her eyebrows. "How come you didn't butt in, down an' brown?"

"You seemed to be doing okay."

She reached up, placed her hand on my arm, and squeezed it. "Thanks." She turned about and headed off toward the front of the column.

Deadeye stood there on the sand looking thoughtful. When the crowd had thinned out a bit, he kept his gaze on me as he cocked his head toward Pendril and his cooling client. "What do you think about that?"

"It looks like a bad season for kitbag killers."

"Is there a difference between what the RCs do and what I used to do on contract?"

I had to chuckle. A hitter with a guilty conscience? "Yeah. It don't pay as good." I pointed toward the stiff. "Ghosts beginning to bother you, Deadeye?"

He shook his head. "No. Just trying to find out which string rings what bell." Deadeye turned, mounted a critter, and wandered off after the Magic Mountain. I would have loved to have been there when he was doing ragtime for the Bando Nicos shooting. I wondered if his face ever changed expression.

Pendril was standing on the sand next to his client. I coaxed my critter over to his side and looked down at the cockroach. "I don't get it, Pendril."

"Get what?"

I held out my hand toward the deceased. "I don't see what you get out of trying to do this kind of work. Back on Earth there was at least big money in it. Maybe a little prestige among the rest of the roaches. Fame, glory, your own parking place. Maybe now and then you could feel good about helping someone who couldn't help himself. I don't see it here. Makhumbi could've gotten executed all by himself."

Jason Pendril placed his hands on his hips. The wisps of his remaining hair blew in the cooling desert breeze. "My whole life has been dedicated to the law, Nicos. I was sidetracked for a bit, which is why I'm here. It's nothing you'd notice here in the middle of the hell you've created, but I am rather well qualified to do what I do."

I nodded. "Like a lot of others, I've seen my share of trials on Earth. It must be pretty exciting out there in front of the black rag, waving your arms around, dueling with your mind, wit, and skill against an opponent for life and death stakes."

"It is. But that isn't anything like what you've created here."

"The law is something we all created. I think I told you before, cockroach. Winning here isn't beating the other guy or the system. Winning is when we get justice, and justice is everyone—"

"Everyone getting exactly what they deserve as fast as possible," he completed. "But does what went on here today mean that whenever an RC is willing to be found guilty of a small crime they can use illegal means to obtain evidence?"

I scratched the back of my neck as that shooting headache drilled my right eye and continued out through the back of my head. When it subsided I said to the cockroach, "Maybe. But right now a murderer's done his payback and is belly up to the Spider. Somehow that seems to be a lot closer to justice than letting him off because the other side got penalized on points. It's not a contest or a game, cockroach. Even you can't figure your pigeon was innocent."

"No, but—"

"But nothing. Look, Pendril, I know I've given you a hard time in the past, and that had nothing to do with you. It's just that you're a cockroach and I hate cockroaches—"

"Why?"

"How long you been in the crowbars, man?" I sat back on my critter and pulled my right leg up and crossed my ankle over the beast's back. "Look around you, money threads. You are in the middle of the results of millions of lawyers who got rich failing. The cockroaches who made the laws, the cockroaches who argued and judged according to those laws, all of the losers who then went and had a drink with the guys who beat them."

"The law on Earth isn't one huge scam the way you think it is, Nicos! We aren't some brotherhood of thieves!"

I scratched at my chin whiskers. "Okay, Jase, I'll give you this much. All lawyers aren't thieves. I've even known a couple who tried their best to get some squares for Bando Nicos, and felt real bad when they couldn't score. Lawyers being crooks isn't the problem."

"What is the problem?"

"Lawyers think different than everybody else. They're trained to think different. The honest ones think like little computers programmed with rules, events, conditions, sequences, and commands. In their own playing field, the courts, the crooked cockroaches take advantage of the rules. That's easy to do when everyone looks at nothing but the rules and forgets what the rules are supposed to do. A cockroach's head is filled with rules, arguments, and accounts receivable files. These are the guys who make up the laws, who prosecute violators, defend the perps, judge the contests, and work the appeals."

"Yes," said the cockroach. "That's why it's a profession. What's your point?"

"People. The point is people. The world isn't made up out of lawyers. It's made up out of people. Here the law isn't a thing or a game for lawyers. Here the law is for the people."

He stood silently for a moment, shaking his head. He just didn't see it. Maybe he was thinking the same thing about me. I didn't know. My head was hurting so badly I could feel myself being tempted to pass out. I steered my critter back toward Nance's sled far behind the rear guard. The way my head was pounding I decided to work Mercy Jane for one of the diamond drops.

"Dammit, Nicos!" came Pendril's voice from behind me, "I don't understand!"

I called back over my shoulder. "Results are all that count, Pendril. The rules don't count at all, if they don't deliver the results. The results we're after is justice. Change the way you think, cockroach. When you stop thinking like a cockroach and start thinking like a people, you'll understand."

I left him back there in the sand, pondering his past and his present. I figured he was in big personal trouble because, if all he wanted was something to do, we could have found something for him to do. But if he saw what I saw, the law, what it was, and what it was becoming, and if he craved to be a part of the process, he and the rest of the cockroaches were the last ones who should have anything to do with it.

Cockroaches try to bend reality to fit the rules. That was what they were trained to do. That was all that they were good for. In the Razai we made the rules fit our reality. It was the reality benders who got trimmed off.

On the way back to the hospital sled, the Eyes of the Spider were gleaming brightly. I dozed in and out as my critter moved through the rear guard. My headache went to sleep after awhile, and I'd half made up my mind to forget the thumper. Still, I wanted to see Alna, so I kept pushing west.

At one point I noticed that there was a rider following me. By turning slightly I could catch a flash out of the corner of my eye. The Hand? Kegel? They'd had patrols out trying to catch stragglers. Maybe it was Nance's shooter snipping off a loose end. Maybe it was my shooter. Out on the sand by myself, I'd be easy to pop off. Especially since I had no weapons. Maybe it was Deadeye.

Before I could even begin to think about what to do, I was startled by a hellish amount of rifle fire straight ahead where Nance's sled was. I kicked my critter along to the top of the nearest dune, but could see nothing. I kicked him along again and in a moment I was joined by about fifteen mounted rifles headed in the same direction.

We reached where the hospital sled was just as the sky turned light. Along with a dozen of our guards, the Wolf was shot up and on the sand. He looked like he had taken one in the left thigh and through the palm of his right hand. So much for all those years cutting up frogs on foundation grants.

I climbed down from my critter and went over to the Wolf. He was wrapping his hand with an almost clean cloth. He already had a cloth around his thigh.

"What happened?"

"They hit us without warning, Bando. Maybe seventy or eighty mounted rifles. We have about twenty dead here that are Razai. The other three belong to Kegel. What was left of the sled guard took off after the raiders, but from the way it sounded back here, Kegel had a trap set for them." He shook his head and finished tying his bandage with his teeth and good hand. When he was finished, using a rifle as a crutch, he struggled to his feet, his face wincing at the pain in his leg. He looked around at the bodies. "They must've taken out the flank guard or sneaked around it—"

"Where's Alna?"

"They have her. They have Nance Damas and Jane Sheene, too. All of our medical supplies. They want to negotiate, Bando. Nance Damas, Jane Sheene, and your Alna are the hostages."

"Negotiate? Negotiate what?" He shook his head. I turned my critter back toward the center of the column. Just coming into the area was the rider who had been following me. It was Deadeye. "Where are you going?" shouted the Wolf.

My head was pounding so hard I could hardly see. The dunes and the faces before me thumped in and out of focus. "The ordinance sled. I got to get a piece." I turned to the leader of the mounted riders. "What's your name?"

He said something, but it didn't get through the pounding in my head. "Find Martin Stays, Cap Brady, and Jak Edge. Have 'em meet me at the ordinance sled. I'm going to need some rifles and some shooters. Got it? "

"Right!"

He shouted an instruction to his number two, turned his critter, and dusted off. I rode up to Deadeye and said, "You come with me." I rode east.

An image of Alna's eyes hovered before me. They were filled with tears and she was telling me about the times she was raped and how she would die before letting anything like that happen to her again.

I chased the image and the memory away. I forced everything inside myself to shut down. I kindled a blue flame of deadly purpose. I couldn't allow my fears for Alna to touch my mind. I couldn't allow even an edge of this pressure of rage to enter my awareness. Death was my name, my meaning. I repeated it beneath my breath a thousand times.
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Hurack v. Rhadmajani


▫

"Remember what you got there is a lever-action piece that's been made gas operated."

To work on the extra weapons Bloody Sarah was bringing in, the Trolls had expanded into a second sled and now had eleven men and women working for them. There were two fat men turning a crank for all they were worth and a woman next to them pushing a sharp hunk of metal into a turning piece. They actually had a working metal lathe. The smell in the ordinance sled was made up of strange root oil, hot metal, and familiar super stale sweat. The odor combined with my headache, made me want to puke.

Chief Troll, Emmet Stant, pointed at the bottom of the rifle just forward of the trigger guard. "There's where the piston and rod'll come shooting out to yank open the bolt and pick up the new round. It acts just like a pair of scissors. When you fire, don't have your fingers wrapped around the stock there or you'll be picking them up off the sand."

I nodded, impatient to get after Alna's kidnappers. "Yeah, okay. Important safety tip."

"To get full automatic, just twist this little nut here clockwise." He pointed at a square piece of metal that protruded from the left side of the trigger housing. "Those things come out in case you want to prevent anyone else using the thing. Once they're out, the piece is junk, so don't lose it."

"Fine." On the other side of the trigger housing was an opening into which the Troll stuck one of his homemade forty round clips. A belt with six of those loaded clips attached to it was looped over my shoulder. Stant scratched at his beard and looked at me as his silver-peppered eyebrows went up.

"We've tested the things, but the housings and stocks weren't designed to withstand anything like full automatic fire."

I picked up the rifle, loaded a round into the empty chamber, and slung it. "So, sooner or later, it's going to blow up in my face."

The Troll shrugged. "It's possible."

"It didn't come with a warranty, so don't worry about it."

He pointed at the red button to the rear of the trigger guard. "The safety still works."

"So?"

He turned his back and reached for his tools. "Just another important safety tip."

I nodded at my faithful companion. "Get one for Deadeye."

"Bando?" It was Cap Brady's voice calling from outside.

I stood in the doorway of the sled. Cap and about a dozen armed and mounted Razai riders were waiting outside on the sand. All of them wore the sand colored desert sheets and were toting converted rifles. In the distance, Jak Edge was riding in our direction accompanied by the man I had sent to fetch him. I looked at Brady. "Cap, I'm going after the perps who took Nance, Alna, and Mercy Jane."

He looked over my ammo belts, newly converted rifle, and umbrella. "How're you doing, Bando?"

I looked down at him from the sled. "What do you mean, how am I doing? How am I doing what?"

Cap's shoulders went up and down slightly as he continued to fix me with his sharp blue eyes. "What I mean is, are you in control, or is your monster in control?"

He meant, of course, my rage. I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. "I'm chief of the RCs. Kegel's gang just nabbed three of our people, along with all of our medical supplies. It's cop work. I'm a cop. It's my job to go after the perps."

"By yourself?"

"No, not by myself. I'm taking Jak Edge with me, Deadeye, and I sent that one guy to go get some shooters."

Cap glanced at Jak then looked back at me. "Bando, what about the RCs?"

"We're stretched to the limit. I can't spare anyone."

"Neither can the army."

I pointed at the armed riders. "What about these chups? I don't know 'em, but they don't seem to be doing much of anything."

"They've been doing guard on the main column. Maybe I can spare them. We'll do some introductions." There was some distant shouting. As Deadeye emerged with his new weapon and stood just behind me, Cap turned on the back of his critter and looked toward the north. I looked and more riders appeared. They were followed by a large number of sharks on foot.

"What in the hell is that all about?" muttered Cap.

"It doesn't matter. If it's cop work, have Stays handle it. I got to get moving."

"Stays's with 'em," Jak Edge observed.

I didn't care. Stays was a lot smarter than me, so whatever it was, he would have to deal with it. I gave my shooters a quick scan. I didn't recognize a single one of them. From orange painted hair to wild-eyed stare, they were about a creepy-looking bunch. I looked back at Cap. "Where'd you get these birds?"

"They're all Cicis. I've been working with them the past few days."

I leaned over and said, "You want me in front of a posse of armed homicidal maniacs?"

"I said it's all I can spare. They ought to do all right. At least they're motivated."

Cicis. A string of armed killer popcorns. Not just that, either. They all carried converted rifles. Well, I thought, maybe that's what I need for this job. The bunch of us on full automatic could lay down one hell of a fire storm for a couple of minutes. Maybe you had to be crazy to ride out after Kegel.

"Okay, popcorns. You're all deputized. Do you whacks have a leader?"

The nearest one to me, a pale hulk with one black eyebrow resting atop bug eyes that never seemed to be pointing in the same direction at the same time, broke out into a big smile. "You are, Chief."

"Terrific." I pointed at him as Stays and the new crowd came rolling up. "Bug Eyes, I want you to ride in front of me and keep that piece pointed up at the Spider. Understand?"

His eyes each did independent scans of the day sky as that eyebrow writhed about on his forehead. "Let's go." I faced Stays. "While I'm gone, you run the RCs."

"Hold it," he answered as more walkers and riders joined the assembly. "Not so fast, Bando. We have a problem."

"So handle it. I got to get moving."

"It's a very strange problem in a very strange trial." Stays looked over his shoulder at the crowd. As he looked back at me he pointed with his thumb over his shoulder. "Here it comes now."

There were a couple hundred sharks working their way between the dunes. I could make out Jason Pendril, Lane Rossiter, and Lewis Grahl. Whatever the problem was, it attracted roaches. Jontine Ru was there, too. She was mounted on a critter and was taping the whole thing.

It was like trying to do the butterfly stroke in cold molasses. Nance and Alna were in trouble. I had things to do. I didn't have time to exchange hot air with the cockroaches. "If you've got something that requires a new rule, Stays, then you be the clearinghouse until I return. Okay? You know what happened to Alna, Nance, and Mercy Jane."

"No, that's not okay, Sherlock. This is something different." He looked around then said very quietly, "Yeah, I know what happened to them. But I don't know what to do here."

"You don't know what to do?"

"That's right. I've listened to what everybody's said," he nodded at the cockroaches, "and I'm not sure we have this covered. If we don't, I don't know what new rule to cook up."

I let out a short sigh of exasperation and nodded at Stays. "Okay, let me have it. Quick."

"This might take longer than that." He glanced again at the moving trial, and began. "The victim is Walt Hurack. You know him from back in the Crotch."

I nodded. "An asshole. What happened?"

"Walt was working his mouth and a fellow named Nuris Rhadmajani shut it for him with a cutter."

"Was it a threat? Did Hurack threaten this Nuris Rhad—"

"Rhadmajani," answered a voice from the approaching crowd. "Nuris Rhadmajani." The speaker was walking with his left arm across the shoulders of another man who appeared to be his twin brother. Both men were olive skinned, dark eyed, and had shaven heads. Jason Pendril was walking beside them. "He did not threaten me. He called me some names and made rude jokes about me and my brother, Peris."

I looked at Stays. "Is this my case now?"

"Yes. But there's a complication—"

"There always is." Returning my gaze to Nuris Rhadmajani, I asked, "Are you doing a thirteen, or do you want me to decide it?"

Nuris Rhadmajani grinned wickedly as he nodded. "Please, you decide."

"Okay. Then what happened?"

"I became enraged," he answered, his arm still around his brother's shoulders. "Therefore I took my knife and thrust it into Walter Hurack's heart."

I couldn't figure out what the big deal was. It was a simple case of murder with a guilty plea. I looked at Peris Rhadmajani. "Are you an accomplice to the killing?"

"No," he answered. "I tried my best to prevent him from killing the man, and once Hurack had been stabbed, I was the one who called for help. Regrettably Hurack expired before anyone could treat his wound."

I looked questioningly at Stays. "I don't get it. What's the big complication?"

Stays blinked once and said, "The Rhadmajani brothers. They're Siamese twins."

Talk about pulling the Spider's leg. I rubbed my eyes as Pendril spoke up. "Nicos, these two brothers share intestines through a tube of skin that joins them just above their navels."

"According to them," Stays interrupted, "separation would probably be very risky. We offered to let the Wolf give it a whack, but they refused separation. Without it, executing one means executing both."

"We are a unique life," said Peris Rhadmajani. "I am not sure life would be worth living separated from my brother. To do that I would have to become someone else."

Fucking Siamese twins. There are some days when it simply doesn't pay to open your eyes. This was the kind of thing stoned law students dream up for entertainment. I wondered how many different ways the Rhadmajanis had pulled this gag back in the juicer. Sending one to jail means sending them both to jail which means condemning an innocent man, yabba, yabba, yabba. The cockroaches must've had a lot of fun with the Rhadmajani brothers. I looked at Pendril and asked, "Cockroach, do you have anything to add?"

"No. The case seems to be summed up rather well."

Pendril had a shit eating grin on his face. Lane Rossiter had a bit of a grin on himself. Maybe I was reading the faces wrong, but it looked like someone was waiting for the Chief of the RCs to break down and hire a lawyer to unravel the knot. Either that or they were waiting, maybe praying, for the law to fail. Lewis Grahl, Tani Aduelo's old cockroach, stared at me out of a mask of hate that almost sparked. The roach brotherhood was there to get a piece of Bando Nicos. I didn't know for sure, but I half suspected that the roaches had put the Rhadmajani brothers up to it just for the sake of seeing Bando Nicos crack up on the rocks. If that was the case, my roach problem would be cleared up soon.

That was when it finally dawned on me that none of the cockroaches had ever forgiven Nance Damas for not putting them in charge of the Razai's legal stuff. I could see it in Rossiter's face and in Pendril's. I figured Grahl was the best of a bad lot, but it was in his face, too. The law was their exclusive club, and this little uneducated killer and bank robber was crashing their party. It added a few names to the list of suspects who might have shot Nance and me. I noted for future reference that only Rossiter carried a piece.

That pain stabbed into my right eye and I gently rubbed my right temple and shook my head. "Cockroaches," I muttered.

Lewis Grahl stepped forward and looked up at me. Black as he was, I could see the heat in his face. "Nicos, cockroach is just a name. I'm damned sick of it. I want to know why you call lawyers cockroaches."

I sighed. "Jesus, I don't know, Lou. I really don't mean to offend you assholes. I guess it's just because lawyers make a profit out of poverty and misery, they've done their best to make my planet hell so they can feed off it, and they don't give a shit."

The twins had been given some free rides back in the juicer on Mihviht. Now it was time for the Rhadmajani boys to grab a smelly piece of the real world. It was as good a time as any to try out my new shooter, so I twisted the little square nut on the trigger housing to full automatic fire. I aimed my newly converted rifle at Nuris Rhadmajani, pulled the trigger, and stitched him from his belly button to his heart with about five slugs. It was pretty accurate for an automatic weapon, loud as hell, but I didn't lose any fingers and the recoil wasn't half what I expected. The Trolls did pretty good work.

Nuris screamed before he dropped. His brother screamed, too. I thought Pendril and the other cockroaches were about to give each other hysterectomies.

I slung my rifle and looked at Stays. He looked outraged. "Bando. What have you done?"

"Justice." I said to him, "It's already in the law, Watson. If you murder, payback is the max."

Stays pointed at the momentarily surviving brother. "What about him?"

"What about me?" screamed Peris Rhadmajani.

I faced the remaining Rhadmajani. "You made your own choice, hardwood. So it's you who's responsible for it. I'm not." I pointed at his dead brother. "You made a real bad bet, friend. Maybe back home it was a smart bet, but everyone here has been told that it's a new game. The cards you were dealt last hand don't play here. If your life depends on a murderer in the Razai not getting his payback, you are maggot meat."

Pendril held out his shaking hands. "What about a pregnant woman?" he screamed. "Would you kill the mother and child both?"

"I already answered that!" I screamed back at him. "If your life depends on a murderer getting off, you're dead." I jabbed Deadeye and climbed down from the sled. We mounted our critters and I looked down at Peris Rhadmajani.

"Maybe you want to reconsider having that operation to separate you from your brother. You might even be able to use some of his parts, if Walt Hurack's heir doesn't want them. Just hope that the Wolf is as good a surgeon as they say he is. He got caught in the fight and now he's going to have to do the operation with one hand and standing on a bum leg."

I turned my critter toward the south, stuck the greensticks in the umbrella against the increasing heat. "Stays, while I'm gone you're head of the RCs. Stop listening to the cockroaches. Take some time out and read The Law of the Razai. You wrote it. It's time you learned it."

I waved my hand at Jak Edge and the posse. "Let's go."

"Nicos!" I turned and Jontine Ru was holding up her camera. "I want to go, too."

"Forget it."

"I still have a night lens."

I balanced being on camera against the ability to see at night. "Come on along."

Jak led his critter next to mine and Deadeye's and the three of us followed Bug Eyes along the trail left by Kegel's raiding party. Jontine Ru rode behind us followed by the Nicos Mobile Home for the Homicidally Compulsive.

I heard Lewis Grahl bellow as we left, "You'll pay, Nicos! This can't go on like this! Someday you'll pay!"

I didn't look back, but it suddenly occurred to me that Lewis Grahl would make a great suspect in the Bando Nicos shooting, even if he didn't carry a piece. Maybe Deadeye was too obvious a suspect. The fact that the shooter missed sort of excluded a pro like Deadeye. A cockroach shooter would be a lot more likely to bounce a slug off my skull than a contract man.

As we left the twins and their cockroaches behind, the sun beat down on us and bounced off the sand into our faces, making each breath a lung-ripper. That sizzling pain forced its way into my right eye and through the back of my head again and again. A laugh worked its way through the pain as I wondered if, when they visited me in my nightmares, the Rhadmajani brothers would be separated or joined as ghosts.

There wasn't much time for that. There was a job to do. As the sun baked our heads and my wound throbbed, all I could see was Alna and the fear in her eyes. The pain sharpened, I took one roasting breath too many, and things began swimming in the dark before my eyes.

▫

There were memories that came back that I thought had been burned out by time, pain, and hate. There was Anita, that sixteen year old bleached goddess with the pound of makeup on each eye that I worshipped when I was fourteen and had already put in three years in the crowbars. There were moments with her in the loft above her father's alk and drug saloon that exploded my mind. She had a body that drove me mad, and she fed off that madness until we both were insane. By the time I was seventeen, though, she was already an old woman, unsuccessfully attempting to sell her lumps of diseased flab for another bit of powder. Where was the right in that? Who could make it right?

Another image pushed its way into my memory. I was nine years old again. There was that dying cop I'd found that winter night in the hell of South Philly's Free Fire Zone. Some street slick had run the bait and teased the stain into the alley where the slick's associates had been waiting. They had beaten in his head, ripped open his guts, and had taken the stain's badge, gun, jacket, gloves, belt, shoes, and wallet. By the time they left and I came out from behind the dumpsters, the cop's eyes were open, he was dying. He had to know he was dying there in the freezing filth of that alley, his open belly steaming in the cold.

Was he consumed with pain, or was he measuring the reality of his life against his expectations. As I rode on the trail of Nance, Alna, and Mercy Jane, I would've liked to have asked that cop how his life had totaled up. But I hadn't asked him. He was a haystack cop and I was a nine year old chili pepper living on the edge of death at the bottom of a sewer in a mau-controlled block. I was weak, frustrated, frightened, and full of hate.

I looked down at that cop, pulled out my dick, pissed on him, and laughed as he died. The urine steamed in the cold, and I remembered how it smelled. Right then, eighteen years later in the middle of the Forever Sand, I couldn't have gotten that smell out of my nostrils with a flame thrower.

Things seemed to slip from memory into dream land. There were no walls, no ceiling, nothing but whiteness. The cop was standing before me, holding in his guts with his hands. The whiteness around his feet was spattered with red.

His eyes were looking at me, big and brown. Maybe he wasn't a haystack. Maybe he even had a little brown sugar. He was me.

"Man," I cried, "What do you want?"

"Make it right," the dead cop answered. "Make it right."

I shook my head again and again as I felt myself slipping into the floor. "It wasn't me, man! I didn't kill you!"

"You didn't kill me." He lifted a bloody hand to point at me as his voice burst at me from deep inside my own head. "You took my last seconds!"

I sank into the stickiness of the floor, eager to pull the white over me.

"Make it right. Make it right."


▫

I opened my eyes and watched as the illusions, dreams, and phantasms combined and faded into the sand. I whispered to the dead cop, "I'm doing the best I can."

I sat up, opened my eyes, and stared south toward the reflection of the sun on the dunes. Maybe south, there with Kegel, was where Bando Nicos would find his peace.

The pain in my head pulled me into another sleep, and there my ghosts let me rest.

▫

▫

▫
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▫

An Evening With Bando Nicos


▫

When I awakened the image of Alna's face was still hovering before my eyes. The sun was off the sand, but the sky was still light, turning from blue-green to deep purple as it darkened. I shook from chills and unbundled my shirt and parka that I had been using for a pillow. The damned shirt was so crusty I hated to put it on, but there wasn't any other choice. Once I had the parka on, I sealed the collar, which kept most of the whiff away from my nose.

I took a sip of water and gnawed on a thing bar as I looked around at the camp. A third of the whacks were on guard, and the remaining two thirds were dug into positions on the camp perimeter. Jak was wrapped up in his desert sheet zoning out, Deadeye was nowhere to be seen, and Jontine was watching her own vidcam, working on her story. The stinking six-legged lughs waited patiently for food, death, or sunlight, whatever came first.

When I placed the remainder of my thing bar back in my pack, I picked up my rifle and started cleaning it. Once we got going, I wouldn't have another chance. Jontine Ru faced me and asked, "Are you ready?"

A piece of bad memory reminded me that I had agreed to be interviewed. "I guess. Where's Deadeye?"

"He's checking up on the guard while Jak sleeps." She shut down her camera, removed the micro disk, replaced it with another, and aimed it at me.

"Lets try a few warm up questions to relax, okay?"

"Relax?" I jerked a shoulder in a minor grant of permission.

She grinned and asked, "Your name is Bando Nicos?"

"Yeah."

"Is that a Spanish name?"

"By way of Mexico and Philly. My family was in Philadelphia."

"Was it tough being a Spanish-speaking kid there?"

"I wouldn't know. I only know enough Spanish to order a taco on Broad Street." I shrugged at my lame joke and looked at her while I twisted the auto nut on my rifle to loosen it up a bit. "On the streets there were two schools of thought. One held that we were from Philly and belonged there. So we rejected the customs and speech of our fathers. That way we couldn't talk to anybody at home. The other school held that Philly sucked like a black hole. They rejected everything local, including the language. That way they couldn't talk to anybody except at home."

"This was on Earth?"

"Yeah. Earth. America." I pointed at myself with my thumb. "American."

"What's an American?"

I stared at her for a second, then laughed. "Hell, I don't know. I don't think there are any Americans anymore. There's nothing left on Earth but gangs. They call them nations, tribes, clubs, guilds, unions, teams, professional associations, churches, races, sexes, ins and outs, straights and not so straights, but they're all gangs. Americans died out a long time ago. Anyway, if they ever existed, they were just another big gang, like the French, and the Arabs. You understand?"

"A word here and there. What about my question?"

"I forget what it was."

"Was it tough growing up?"

"Yeah, it was tough growing up. Are we going to use up your micros on old home week?"

"Does it make you uncomfortable to talk about your childhood?"

I laughed out loud until my head was again splitting. "Jesus, I hate that word. Uncomfortable. When the hell was it that they started saying uncomfortable instead of pain, hurt, afraid, angry?" I sat up and wrapped my arms around my knees. "A crowbar dentist back in Greenville, he asked me that, once. It felt like the hook was running a thousand volts into my jaw, I'm putting permanent finger prints into the armrests of his chair, and he wants to know if I'm uncomfortable. I should've crushed his nuts and asked him back, "Hey, man, is that uncomfortable?'"

She pulled out an extension from the bottom of the camera and stuck it into the sand. The camera's lens continued to follow me. She got up, sat next to me, and continued. "I understand that Nance Damas made you the head of the Razai Cops."

"Yeah." I bobbed my head back and forth just to see the lens track me. "That's sharp."

She reached out a hand to restrain me from moving about. "How did that happen?"

"What?"

"Nance making you head cop."

"Yeah. Sorry." I searched the remainder of my head for a good answer, but there was nothing in there but echoes. "I always figured it was because I was last in line. Maybe you should ask Nance." I glanced at her, caught her expression, and sighed. "Okay. There weren't any cops. Nance was having an orgasm handing out orders, and when she got down to the bottom of the barrel she needed someone to take out the garbage. She told me to settle a beef that was holding up the column. I took in Stays to help. We took care of it. There was a killing soon after that. It was turning into a salt 'n pepper thing quick time, and Stays and me took in Marietta to help."

"The one you call the Magic Mountain?" she asked.

"Yeah, but not to her face. Only the Magic Mountain calls the Magic Mountain the Magic Mountain. The RCs grew out of that."

The questions wandered around like that for awhile, and a couple of the whacks sat in to listen. At one point I told Jontine that cop meant either constable of the people or constable on patrol. One of the whacks said that he'd heard that cop meant conscience on patrol. Jontine had another theory to throw in. She said she'd heard that early stains back on earth had copper badges, and the name came from that. It was something else to add to my growing library of worthless law enforcement lore. That was when she asked, "How do you feel about killing the Siamese twins, Nuris and Peris Rhadmajani?"

I must've jumped like a bug. Talk about shots from left field. "I didn't kill them. Nuris murdered, and I only collected Walt Hurack's payback. If Peris dies it'll be because he committed suicide."

"Meaning?"

"Meaning, he played a game to keep his brother alive. He lost." I shrugged. "Maybe the Wolf can snip Peris loose from the deadmeat."

"What if he can't?"

I looked her in the eyes. "Then that's the end of Rico. If you murder in the Razai, you die. If you have your wagon hitched to a murderer, when the killer goes down, you go down, too."

"Even if it's not a person's choice, as with an unborn child?"

"Even so."

"That doesn't sound like justice to me."

"It sounds like justice. What you don't like about it, Show Biz, is that it doesn't sound nice, kind, and fair to the goo goo, da da, poo poo, ca ca crowd. It doesn't have a bag of loopholes for the cutie poos to slide through."

"But an unborn baby—"

I pushed myself to my feet. "Here an unborn baby is not Razai. A Razai can go wherever he wants. Unborn babies can't do that. So either they're prisoners or not alive. Since we're forbidden to hold prisoners, that only leaves one thing: they're not alive enough to be Razai. An unborn baby that can't survive free of its mother is still a part of its mother, like a big toe. When a killer collects the max, his big toe dies too. If the mother is a murderer, that's the end of Rico."

She looked down for a moment. She shook her head and looked up at me. "It sounds so cold-blooded."

"Jam it to Jesus, lady! I didn't say I liked it! The law we got is just the way it is, that's all. It seems to work for us. It doesn't have to work anyplace else. Here in the middle of Hell, it seems to work. That's why the new exiles who hear about the law join the Razai."

"I've read it, Nicos. Did you know that you have rules in there that would require the execution of an entire jury if it makes a bad decision?"

"Yeah. I put those rules in there."

"There's a Mihvihtian attorney back with the main column named Lewis Grahl. He thinks you're a monster. How do you react to that?"

I gave her a bad look. "It makes my scrotum sweat." I pointed a finger at her. "If you've got a better way—if that cockroach has a better way—drop it in the nearest suggestion box."

I got to my feet, turned my back, and slogged my way through the sand into the darkening desert. "We're not finished!" She called after me.

I didn't want to sit there and jaw law, defending myself like some cockroach caught with his fingers in someone else's jockstrap. All I wanted to do was get Alna, Nance, and Mercy Jane back from Kegel. I reached the top of a dune, looked up at the Eyes of the Spider, and prayed that Alna was watching them, too.

What if Alna got pregnant and wound up in front of an RC for murder? What if that was Bando Nicos's baby that would be sauced along with Alna? How would old Rule 2 be interpreted then?

Something came to me. It was sitting there like the original granite turd. To be protected by the law, you had to be alive, or at least had to have been alive at some time. And what's "alive" in the Razai? Ask Peris Rhadmajani. Rule 2 protected every Razai's freedom to follow whatever leader he wanted, including himself. We had any number of decisions that interpreted the Freedom Rule to mean that every Razai is free to go wherever he wants. The very first law we voted on was Rhome Nazzar's No Prisoners Rule. So, a muffin still in the oven is not Razai; it's not alive.

But what about a brand new baby? Is a bugger fresh down the shoot free to go wherever he wants? I shook my head at the cockroach game and pulled some wisdom from an old CSA meeting. Stay in the present moment, don't cross a bridge until you get to it, or, for the morons, one day at a time. Since Bando Nicos was a moron, I repeated it several times, "One day at a time."

The law didn't have to deal with any what ifs, and neither did I. My present had all of the balls in the air it could handle, and we were rested up enough. It was time to get moving.

As I was climbing on my critter, Show Biz reached up and handed me her camera. "What for?" I asked as I took it.

"The interviews I did with the posse. I thought you might like to look at them."

"Why would I want to do that?"

Her eyebrows went up. "Do you know anything about the men and women you've got behind your back carrying machine guns? Do me a treat and check them out."

I scratched my head as I admitted to myself that I hadn't even known that there were any women in the posse. "Thanks. I'll look at them. How do you work this thing?"

She explained the simple controls. I moved off behind Bug Eyes and Jak Edge, my right eye screwed into the camera's tiny viewer.
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▫

The Posse From Popcorn


▫

The first interview was with Bug Eyes, who turned out to be a compulsive fire starter named Gomo Litka who had managed to crisp forty-one men, women, and children in nineteen different fires before the juicer on Cumaris finally turned him over to the wig pickers.

"Gomo, how do you feel about being part of this posse?" she asked him.

The corners of his mouth turned down and he shrugged. "It's important, getting back the boss from Kegel. This is a real job. An important job. It's good not being treated all the time like I'm crazy." He raised his eyebrows. "Well, like I'm not too crazy."

"What do you mean by that?"

"Well, Bando's crazy, isn't he?" Gomo grinned and filled the tiny screen with acres of gums and bad teeth. "I mean you have to be at least a little funny in the head to go after a thirty thousand man army with only fifteen guns, don't you?"

"You've got a point. And you think Bando Nicos is crazy?"

He shrugged and looked into the camera. "I'm not a wig picker; I do fires."

"Let me try a different question. What do you plan to accomplish out here? How do you see your job?"

Gomo held out his hands as he shrugged again. "Cap Brady told me not to start any fires and to keep Bando Nicos alive."

That caused my eyebrows to jump. Did Cap think I needed a dozen cracked nursemaids to keep me out of trouble? Probably. I checked back in on the interview. Jontine was asking, "What about killing?"

"What about it?"

"Considering your past, what does the possibility of having to kill someone on this job do to you?"

Gomo shrugged again. "The only way I'm supposed to kill is with this gun here. It's a job." His face came suddenly alive. "You see, it's not fire."

I shook my head and moved to the next interview. By the time I was finished, the cold was shattering and I was almost convinced that Cap Brady was trying to get me killed. That posse was made up out of the biggest concentration of dimension flippers I'd ever seen. To put it another way, Bug Eyes was looking pretty normal by the time I switched off the viewer.

They were all homicidal maniacs. I'd gotten used to that idea. It was their specializations that kept me twitching. We had another fire starter who got off on capturing persons at random, dousing them with something flammable, and giving them a head start while he set a match to the drip trail. After Head Start, there were two cannibals, one from Teheran and the other from Beijing. Teheran Man was carrying an extra load of guilt because of an Islamic dietary prohibition, while Peking Man was a population control freak and compulsive overeater.

One guy who really gave me the chill was a former soldier whose nasty habit of sneaking out at night, cutting off enemy heads, and bringing them back with him to eat their brains only became noticed once peace was declared and the Brain Drain started working on the friendlies.

A Maine woman nicknamed Mummy ran a bookstore and museum on the coast, and she had this thing about tourists. She really hated them. Her hobby was to make nighttime bogus pizza deliveries at motels. Once the turistas had succumbed to the extra cheese and cyanide, she and her idiot son would bring the bodies back to the museum where they were cleaned, treated, stuffed, and costumed, becoming obscure figures from Maine history. Idiot Son was also a member of the posse.

The Prophet was from Boston and he looked like something out of the Old Testament. He was a religious and racial purity whack who had taken it upon himself to eliminate everyone who he found to be impure, which included just about everybody except himself.

I got a kick out of the Exterminator. His only offense was an irresistible urge to strangle cockroaches; that is, lawyers. I could really relate to this guy, and even envied him some. Before the juicer on Cumaris dropped him into the rubber hotel, he had managed to eliminate thirty-one lawyers, including his own, and before paying his bill. It showed me that some people really are just victims of the system.

There was one sweet little haystack thing who the others called The Victim. Her pastime was to make herself as beautiful and vulnerable looking as possible and take long walks at night in lonely parks and rough neighborhoods. She was a martial arts student with a knack for mechanics and irony. When a would be rapist would leap out of the dark, she'd bounce him around until she had him in the proper position, then her hand would come out of her purse wearing a strange glove that looked like a bear trap. She'd sink the teeth of that thing into the perp's groin and remove the whole assembly down to and including the roots. Just thinking about her made my scrotum shrivel. She was sent away to happy valley after she pruned an undercover vice officer who mistook her for a hooker.

Then there was the Keeper. I'd read about him back in the Crotch. He was a real zoo keeper on Cumaris who supplemented the diet of his carnivores by feeding them the dismembered remains of children who he caught teasing the animals. No one ever did get an accurate count, but there'd been over a hundred and seventy children reported missing at or near that zoo. He was caught because the accountant couldn't understand why they had such a surplus of funds at the end of the fiscal year. Eventually someone investigated the food situation, discovered that the usual rations were mostly intact, and looked into the meat locker where Verna, Vic, Vivi, and Vito were still hanging by their heels. The Keeper also had an alphabetical thing going.

Bringing up the rear was a guy they called Power Tool. Before listening to his interview it had never occurred to me what a torture chamber one of those haystack basement hobby workshops could be. After a few seconds of his story, I zipped to the end.

Everyone of those popcorns had been sworn by Cap Brady to keep Bando Nicos alive. I didn't know what Cap had promised them, but for the moment they appeared to be committed to me being alive. What good they would be in getting Alna back, if any, was still to be seen. According to the interviews one of the reasons Cap picked them was because they were all expert shots with an automatic rifle.

The last interview was with Jak Edge. Show Biz asked about Boss Kegel. What kind of man was he. What kind of fighter. Jak looked at her with unblinking eyes. "Deke Kegel's no saint. You don't boss a gang on this planet by being mush. He's strong enough to keep the Hand at bay. He knows how to fight, and won't hesitate to do it. That's why Carlo T. don't tangle with Kegel, even though he's got an army twice's big."

"What do you know about Anna Tane? You've heard the rumors about her influence over Kegel?"

"I heard." He shook his head. "My patrol'd been away from the grass close to ninety days when we tangled with the Razai. I remember that she was a patrol leader, and I saw her a few times at Kegel's patrol leader meetings. As for the rest, I've listened to the taps same's everybody."

"They say she's very beautiful."

Jak cocked his head to one side and shrugged. "She's a look, if reptiles are your fix."

It went on for a few more minutes, then Jontine asked about Jak's wife and son. Jak got up and walked away. He didn't want to talk about it. There was no interview with Deadeye.

Just before Alsvid came up and bloodied the sky to start my thirty-ninth day on Tartaros, I pulled back my critter until Jontine Ru was riding beside me. I handed her back her camera and asked, "What do you think?"

"Are you kidding?"

She stuffed her camera into her pack and faced the south. "I think the first chance one of those popcorns gets to stick an edge in you, you'll be yesterday's maggot meat." She picked up the lingo fast.

Okay, so the folks on the posse didn't have great records. Who on Tartaros did? The popcorns did seem determined to keep me alive and get Alna, Nance, and Mercy Jane back from Kegel and his goons. I made up my mind to trust the process and make the best of what I had, despite my lead allergy making the space between my shoulder blades itch.

There was a stretch of riding alone, which I preferred. It let me alone with my own thoughts, it kept the racket down, and it kept the whacks away from me. The period ended abruptly when I saw the Prophet riding on my left. He had fierce eyes that peered out from beneath bushy gray eyebrows. His long gray beard hung down almost to his belt. His eyes never seemed to blink.

"Bando Nicos, have you been saved?"

"Yeah, man," I answered. "And for just this moment." I thought he was joking.

The popcorn stroked his beard with his left hand and nodded toward the south. "This woman, the one you have been fornicating with?"

"Forni—" I turned on the back of my critter and faced him.

"Impure," he declared. "Highly impure."

"How'd you like a lead swab in your ear?" I quickly reminded myself that there is absolutely no point in arguing with a popcorn. Keeping the You Say It, You Pay It Rule in mind, it made even less sense to threaten one. "Prophet, was there something you wanted?"

"She is a Negress, is she not?"

"She's real brown. So am I. We been in the desert for awhile. Maybe we got one great tan. You got a problem with that?"

"Not with getting a tan." He faced me and said in a real fatherly tone, "I've seen her. She is very dark. Very, very dark. Perhaps she's even a racial extreme. If she is a true Negress, then she is basically pure. Her impurity would come from engaging in fornication with you. Latins are, after all, racial mongrels."

As he expanded on his topic, I felt my fingers wrapping around the handgrip of my rifle. If I was impure for being Hispanic, and Alna didn't measure up for sleeping with me, Nance Damas was really in trouble. Lesbian Hispanics were way down on the Prophet's purity scale. Mercy Jane, however, was something different. As far as any of us knew, she was pretty much one hundred percent haystack, but the prophet was especially admiring of why she was condemned to Tartaros.

"The authorities on Earth are as shortsighted as the ones on Cumaris. The so-called mercy killers are visionaries persecuted by antiquated laws and old-fangled minds. What could be more humane than putting suffering creatures out of their misery? Who suffers more than the impure? Can there be a more noble act than relieving the impure of their tortured lives?"

"Prophet, do you have a name?"

The beard shook his head. "Prophet is all I am called."

"Has Cap Brady explained to you that the authorities here on Tartaros are just a mite narrow-minded about all these favors you want to whip on the impure?"

"Yes." The beard wagged up and down just once. "He was very clear about that. There is a request I would like to make, Chief Nicos."

"What's that?"

"If we manage to rescue the three women, make an effort not to fuck the nigger anymore. Do you understand?"

The night went bright red as I swung my rifle around, prepared to stitch the beard from his toes to his topknot. The Prophet hadn't noticed, however. He had turned away and had gone back to his place in the column. The red lights inside my head eased, and with a few deep breaths I managed to calm down to where I could remind myself that the guy was crazy. My job was not to become crazy myself. I removed the rifle from my grip, slung it, and wondered again if we had left the crowbars behind. How easy it would have been to kill him. How easy it would have been to find myself in front of an RC investigator getting ready to payback for taking a life.

I wondered which one of the RCs would find it the easiest to blow Bando away. I guessed Deadeye. He didn't like me at all, and me having executed his brother probably didn't help. If I was a real selfish bastard, though, Martin Stays would be the one I'd want to see on the other end of a justice shot aimed at me. Maybe I wanted the shark who thinned me to squirm some first.

We continued south, and in an hour or so the bone cracking cold seemed to ease up a bit. There was a strange swishing sound in the air that would come and go, and after a couple of hours the swishing sound remained steady. I couldn't figure it out, and not knowing what it was kept edging me toward the whack end of the spectrum. Even though I had given orders to make no noise or light, I pulled out a fire cube and was about to strike it and toss it ahead of me on the trail when Jak's voice hissed out of the dark. "Don't!"

"That sound," I said. "Don't you hear it?"

"I hear it. That's why I don't want you to toss a flame on the trail. You'd start a prairie fire. That's the sound of the lughs moving through grass."

"Grass?"

"Yes. We're out of the desert. This is edge of the Big Grass."

I pulled up my critter, slipped to the ground, and knelt there in the dark, feeling the short, woody, blades of grass and the hard soil beneath it with my fingers. I drew a double handful of the dusty blades, pressed them against my face, and inhaled. It smelled like hay, and I felt tears in my throat as I looked up at the Eyes of the Spider. There had been a part of me that couldn't believe that the Forever Sand had an end. There I was, though, kneeling in the grass, rubbing my face with the truth. The sand is not forever. There wasn't anyone else, so I thanked the Spider.
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▫

Almost Murder


▫

Over the Big Grass, the sun didn't come up so red. Where we were at daybreak the grass was long bladed and near shoulder height. From our place standing next to the critters on top of a rocky rise, Jak, Jontine, and I could see the pale green of the grassy plain stretch toward the clouds hanging low on the southern horizon. The carpet was dotted here and there with rocky outcroppings. I watched those clouds and felt something loathsome slither into my soul as I wondered if Alna was beneath those clouds. Was she looking at them? Was she looking at anything? Had her eyes been closed for good?

The sickness brought on by my imagination clawed at me, and I had to force it out of my head. I turned and looked back along the trail. Four of the column riders were behind me. Toward the north I could still make out the edge of the desert where the grass and the sand kept up their power struggle for territory. Jak Edge was riding next to Deadeye. He pointed toward where the desert ended and said, "Everyone—everything—fights for control; fights for power; fights for survival." He turned toward Deadeye. "Is that wrong?"

Deadeye wasn't emotionally involved. "Right and wrong don't have anything to do with it," he answered. "It just is."

His gaze darted away for split second. When it returned it was covered by a deep frown. "What about the law?"

"What about it?"

"If things here are nothing but simple survival, what right do you have to judge and execute? What right does the law have to exist?"

I looked forward wished that Stays was with us. I'd read a few books in my time, but when I was doing that I was only killing the clock. I wasn't trying to edify my gourd. Stays, though, had a head packed with philosophy, politics, and revolution, and I was certain he could've reached into his melon and pulled out five yards of prime answer for Jak. I didn't figure on Deadeye, though.

"Rights have nothing to do with anything. It's like back in the crowbars. When your survival begins crowding my survival, there has to be a way to settle it. The law is how we do it. That's all. The law is pretty much how sharks've always done it."

Jak was turning an interior crank. He smirked at me and gave me one of those out of the corner of the eye looks. "What about you?"

"What about me?"

"What right did you have to pull the dark on Nuris Rhadmajani, or anybody else? The law? Is that the excuse for everything?"

I looked at the braided hair on my critter's neck. I didn't know. The law was what made us different from the Hand and from Kegel's gang, I figured that much. A bunch of sharks, Pussyface, the Chopper, and whole lot more whose names I didn't know, had died fighting for the Razai and the law. It must've meant something.

But what if it came to a contest between the law and Bando Nicos? I'm talking about a gang that hadn't seen its fortieth day. A bunch of the law was stuff I'd made up myself on the spot. The only reason we still knew about any of it was because Stays wrote it down in his little book. Was that little collection of scribbles more important than Bando Nicos? I knew what my gut said, and it'd spent a lot of years learning its smarts in the yard. The talk was wearing me out.

"Look, Jak, talk to Stays or the cockroaches about stuff like that. Maybe Lomon Paxati. The Pres is a philosophy prof. All I know is that Kegel's goons've got Alna, Nance, and Mercy Jane, and my job is to get 'em back. That's all."

I looked at his narrowed eyes as he pulled his gaze away from me and pointed south. "Chief, beneath those clouds is the Sea of Stars. It's a huge fresh water ocean. Kegel owns the north shore."

"How close are we to Kegel's territory?" asked Show Biz.

Jak glanced at her and her camera. His face didn't change expression. "We've been in it since we left the sand."

I rubbed my eyes and looked at the trail ahead left by Kegel's raiders. We were off the anvil of the desert, but Alsvid still cooked this part of the planet enough to turn the soil into cement. I could see from our own trail that we weren't leaving much in the way of hoof marks in the hard soil. The only clear sign of our passing was the trampled down grass. The same, of course, was true for Kegel. It would be easy for the kidnappers to backtrack, hide in the grass, and spring all kinds of traps. For all I knew, Kegel was right in front of us, or behind us, waiting. The fear of it tightened my guts and sent another thunderbolt of pain through my right eye and out the back of my head.

Jontine Ru aimed her camera at Jak once more and made an announcement. "Jak Edge, I know something that doesn't fight for power."

Jak and I both turned toward her and asked, "What?"

Jontine looked up from her view finder at me like she couldn't believe how stupid I was. "The Razai. The Razai fights for justice, not power."

Oh yeah, the Razai, I thought as Jak snorted out what sounded like a bitter laugh. I nodded as I gently rubbed the remains of my right temple. It was still swollen and sickeningly squishy from a lack of bone. I lowered my hand and thought that maybe she was right. The gang even voted on it. We go and do the right thing, even if it means the end of us.

Edge spat on the grass and looked at me. "I been with you chups since your second day on the sand when you took out my patrol. I saw how you fought and how you started. Any number of times your gang's done somethin' I figured would end you, like that stupid No Prisoners Law, and puttin' who's going to be gang boss to a vote. I figured that last vote of yours, to ride off on a wild hair rescue mission wherever a crime is being committed, would be the last anyone ever heard of the Razai. I mean you people made sticking your nose where it doesn't belong part of your law" He held up his hand and dropped it upon the back of his critter. "But then you took out Pau Avanti's Hand patrol and rescued all those women. At the end of it, you were stronger than when you went in. Sometimes I just can't figure why you people are still alive."

"In the Razai we came up with something different. I can't say I understand how or why we got that way, but we are different."

He wiped his beard with the palm of his right hand as he glared at the southern clouds. "Maybe given more time the Razai could've become somethin' that could've changed the world. I'd like to see that. This world could stand a whole lot of change. But not now; not this way."

The way he was talking it sounded like a last minute conscience easing exercise before slipping the sharp and narrow to a near and dear. I half expected Kegel's gang to suddenly spring out of the grass at us.

"What're you saying?" He looked down at his hands, his head shaking. "It's a lot of things. All of these new yucks coming in, a lot of them never had any crowbar time, and none of them knows why the Razai even has the Law."

"What's your point?"

Jak pursed his lips, looked at the east, then swung his gaze south. "I seen how Bloody Sarah trains the squats, and how the Razai fights. Maybe with a good-sized miracle the Razai could've whipped Kegel. With an even bigger miracle, maybe you could've taken the Hand. But both gangs? And at the same time?" He waved his hand in a gesture of disappointed disgust.

The thoughts about Kegel's raiders setting an ambush for us still chewed at the back of my head. "Jak, instead of riding this trail, I want to head east first," I pointed with my hand, "then turn south and parallel Kegel."

"Worried about a trap?"

I climbed up on my critter. "Yeah. I'm worried about a trap. Keep the right flank in touch with Kegel's trail and far enough apart so they both can't be jumped at the same time."

He scratched his chin and looked south. "We can do that for maybe a day or so, but the further south we get, the taller the grass gets. Once it's over our heads, we're going to lose touch with our guards. We'll have to call them in. After that we can't push through because it's so thick. Kegel'll stick to the usual trails because it's faster, and that's the way we'll have to do it. Choppin' through that tall grass is a dead slow monster."

I didn't trust him at all, and it was mainly because he looked as nervous as a straightmeat trying to make up his mind about pulling his first job. "For now, let's do it my way.

Jak nodded and moved his critter down slope. I unslung my rifle and jumped as Jontine gasped making my critter start. "What is it?" I whispered.

She pointed at me. "What are you doing with your rifle?"

"Is that what you're jumpy about?"

"I thought you we're going to shoot Jak."

Anger squeezed a bit of a laugh out of me. "A little murder to start off my morning?" A bit steamed, I turned my rifle and pointed with my finger at the auto nut. "These things. I got to tell the rest of the posse about taking out the auto nuts in case a weapon get captured. I don't want to wind up putting automatic weapons in Kegel's hands. I figured on taking mine out to see how it's done."

I rested the stock on my right thigh and pointed the muzzle up in the air. "Why'd you think I'd want to whack Jak?"

Her shoulders gave a tiny shrug as she turned off her camera and packed it away. "If it was up to me, I would. Didn't you see how he's acting? I think he's leading us into a trap."

"Maybe." I looked at her as I placed my weapon across my thighs and began fiddling with the auto nut. "Personally I think he's trying to make up his mind. Since he's the only guide I got, I figure on making do for now."

"Making do," she muttered as she urged her critter down slope. As she rode she turned on her critter's back and said, "You know, Bando, I really don't want to die for this story."

"Everybody's got to die of something."

She glanced away, then looked back at me. "I might be wrong about you, but I keep getting the feeling you're a walking death wish looking for the right time and place to get honest with yourself."

I didn't answer her. What can you say to something like that? I turned back to my weapon and busied myself with figuring out the auto nut. I cut my finger on a sharp edge, swore, and tried again.

The death wish was bullshit. Maybe it was true back in the crowbars, but things were different on Tartaros. There was Alna, there was the law, and there was feeling good about what I was doing, discounting a few ghosts here and there. I didn't want to die, and I figured Jak Edge didn't want to die either. I didn't know about the popcorns.

I paused as I remembered someone who did want to die, given the proper nightmare. Several times in the dark Alna had whispered to me about her horror of being raped again. It chilled me to hear her because you knew if it happened she was going to kill and someone was going to die. It wasn't something I could understand, but right then I feared her fear.

I didn't know what Kegel's goons were doing with Alna, or if they had even kept her alive. I couldn't afford to think of those things. All I knew was that I had to catch up, and fast. If I showed up and was too late, I was pretty certain my ideas about staying alive, dying, and killing would be a lot different. Loving someone more than my life was a new feeling and it was a wrestle trying to figure out where to put it.

"Nicos," said the Prophet as he ambled past me on his critter, "Tend to business. Put this nigger wench out of your mind."

I swung my piece, aimed at him, and was still pulling on the auto nut as I jammed my finger into the trigger guard and tried to squeeze off a round. As my finger touched the trigger the auto nut slipped out and my weapon was so much junk. Someone was looking out for the Prophet, because the only reason my finger had been on that trigger was to soup that bastard's head.

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. My monster was getting the better of me. I was tired, my defenses low. I had to stop thinking of Alna and stop listening to popcorns. But where was Alna? What was happening to her? And Nance. What about that big tough yard monster bitch who cried as I held her hand? Was she even alive? I didn't know, not knowing was driving me crazy, and being crazy was making me very sloppy. It was time to kill all my feelings and put them away in that box that held them safe for all those years in the crowbars. That box was hate, and it was as comfortable as your old cell on your third time through the juicer.

I reinserted the auto nut, chambered a round, kept my piece across my lap, and urged my critter down the slope after the Prophet. The popcorn hadn't seen anything, but Show Biz and Deadeye were all of a sudden looking anywhere but in my direction.
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▫

Auto Nuts


▫

The deeper we went into the Big Grass, the taller it got. As it grew taller, it became thicker, with broad, sun dried leaves, sort of like skinny sugar cane. Jak said the tall grass is where the greensticks come from. Once the center stalks were finger thick, it was thick enough to break and suck for water. The lughs uprooted entire plants with their tusks before eating them, roots and all.

There had to be insects, and the Big Grass had a fat yellow fly, clumsy-looking gray beetles, and a nasty little green mosquito that had a bite like fire. Jak told us how to use the grass juice mixed with dirt for a repellant, and soon skin color was no longer an issue. We were all slate gray. There were disgusting snake things which were actually four foot long worms the exact color of the grass. They would slither up grass stalks tail first and wait with their mouths next to the ground for something disgusting to creep by so they could do a little munch and drool. It was easy to grab some grass to push it aside and have one or two green worms in the handful. They were pretty delicate and stank like the warden's socks when the guts got on your fingers.

There were birds, too. They were big bluish things with thick, stubby legs, a body the size of a cat, a head from a reptile farm, and wings that must've been eight or ten feet across. By the time the grass got so tall and thick that we had to stick to the main trail, four of the birds circled over the column for a few minutes, then flew on. I looked at Jak and saw that he had a fear of the things.

"Garbage birds," he said.

"What're they looking for?" I asked.

"Children, wounded, the dead. Garbage." He looked at the sky, searching. "They didn't used to come this far out of the mountains. There wasn't enough food. They only began ranging this far north the last few years. All the traffic through the grass with the new exiles coming in keeps 'em fed. Because of fights there's always food where humans make trails. But they won't bother a large column. They prefer stragglers. Anyone who's helpless." He looked back at me. "If they're hungry enough, they'll gang up and go after a healthy adult. Rare, but it happens."

"Kind of makes me homesick for the sand bats."

"Cheer up, chup. This close to the sand we got them, too." He didn't smile at all at his little joke. The talk was cut short by one of the point riders coming back down the trail. I looked at Jak. "What's up?"

"Maybe contact."

Deadeye checked the setting of his auto nut and I aimed my gaze toward the trail. The rider was Brain Drain. He pulled up next to me and rasped out a high whisper. "A trap. Kegel's been waiting for us. He's got a big force moving down the trail and two wings out there on the flanks moving through the grass to get in back of us."

"How big and how far ahead?" Jak demanded.

"Forty or fifty riders in the force coming down the trail, maybe fifteen in each wing. I don't think we can get out before the wings close behind us. Get that white off your head, stand on your critter's back, and take a look."

I pushed the hood off my head, climbed up into a weaving squat on the back of my lugh, and, using Alna's umbrella against the back of the animal for balance, I slowly straightened up until my eyes were level with the tops of the stalks. My headache was throbbing, making my eyes go in and out of focus. I straightened up a little more and then saw the eastern wing. Kegel's riders wore their traditional white desert sheets with the pointed hoods up which made it look like a mob of upended pillows was skimming along the grass tops. They were closing in far behind us.

I turned around and could just catch a glimpse of the other wing. There was no way we could get back down the trail. I looked toward the south but I couldn't make out the main body. Squatting back down and straddling my critter, I said to Jak, "Get in the left outriders and bring 'em here."

Jak frowned. "Are you sure we shouldn't make for the main column?"

"I'm sure, and stick a rocket up your ass! Move!" Jak pulled out and began dusting for the left flank riders. I turned behind me and hissed at Deadeye. "Bring in the right flank outriders." He dug his heels into his critter and took off through the grass. As he rode off I looked at Brain Drain.

"I'll get in the rear guard. You bring in the other point rider." The brain eater took off and I waved my hand at Show Biz. "Let's cruise." I turned my critter north and dug in my heels.
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▫

Smoking a Little Grass


▫

By the time we returned I had everyone ride back and forth across the trail making it look like we had made a dozen paths away from the main track. Finally I located the posse deep in the veg and put the grass back up that we had trampled down. It wouldn't fool anybody for long, but we didn't need long.

Putting Mummy and Idiot Son in charge of the critters, I told them to get the lughs to lie down and keep quiet. Posting Bug Eyes, Head Start, Brain Drain, and the cannibals around the lughs, I made the rest up into a mobile strike unit. I told everybody to turn their auto nuts to full automatic fire. Show Biz opted to stay with the mobiles.

I was still breathing hard when the sounds of Kegel's west wing moving through the grass hit my ears. I scurried over to Brain Drain's group and whispered, "It looks like the west wing'll hit first. Once you're sure where they are, open up on full automatic, mow down the grass until you see them, then kill them. Understand?"

He nodded and I pointed toward the south. "I'm taking my bunch down to ambush the main body. I'll try to get back here before the east wing closes. If I don't make it back in time, you'll have to take on those chups, too."

"I got it." He turned his auto nut and got down into a sitting position behind a critter.

"What's your name?" I asked.

"You know what they call me. Brain Drain."

"What's your name?"

He looked up from sighting along his weapon. "Murphy. Dean Murphy."

I pointed with my thumb toward the noises. "Keep an eye open, Murphy."

He nodded and I scurried as quietly as I could to the mobiles. I moved them through the grass until we were strung out along the road twenty feet or so into the grass. The idea was simple. It was just an armed version of the stunt Pussyface Garoit had led the unarmed Razai to pull on Jak Edge's patrol of five hundred mounted rifles. Wait until the whole bunch was in front of us, then mow them down. This time, thanks to the Trolls and their auto nuts, we had a mower.

I turned the nut on my weapon to full automatic fire and tried to quiet the pounding of my heart so that I could hear. Kegel's goons trolloping through the grass on their critters was only one sound among many crowding my head. Next to it was a voice filled with hell and dripping with joy at the prospect of a straight up or down fight. As I hunkered down into the grass and wrapped my finger around the trigger, the darkness filled me. I could see them, body after body, screaming and spurting blood, falling before my fire. It was my monster, my rage, straining against its chains, begging to be cut loose.

I closed my eyes as I cursed myself for being as big a whack as any coconut in the grass. I took deep breaths and made an acknowledgment of reality to put the monster back into its box. Hello, monster, I called to it. Don't you remember? We do stupid things when you're running the show. Remember trying to pistol whip all those cops in Philly? Remember taking a swing at Iron Mountain Mike back in the Crotch? That was a shrewd move. We got five months in the prison hospital for that one.

The sounds in the grass became louder. I could pick out a voice or two. My hands stopped shaking, I opened my eyes, and sighted down my weapon at the grass. There was nothing to zero in on just then, but once we mowed the grass, I wanted my aim in place.

For just a moment the odor of mildewed hay passed my nostrils, and it reminded me of the hay fields that surrounded the blocks at Lancaster Juve. The slight memory faded and was replaced by a question. How did I know for a fact that the riders coming down on us were from Kegel's gang? If we ambushed them and it turned out that they were innocent, what then? Would we be a bunch of murderers? But what if I stepped out on the trail and tried to parley with them? Find out who they were, what their intentions were, whether or not they want to join the Razai? So I could either be a live murderer or a dead asshole.

The crack of a rifle behind me resolved all of the legal questions. They fired first. It was a single shot fired by one of the goons in the wing approaching Brain Drain and his group of popcorns. It was rapidly followed by two more single shots the sounds of which were drowned in the roar of automatic fire from the whacks.

The sound was deafening, making it impossible to hear the approach of the main body. I was about to take a best guess shot when the Exterminator began screaming. "I'm a murderer!" he bellowed. "A bloody murderer! I did it! I killed all of those men and women! Murderer! Murderer!"

He jumped to his feet, threw his weapon away, and took off into the grass toward the main trail. Prophet, the Victim, and Deadeye all jumped up at the same time, tackled him and brought the Exterminator down.

The automatic fire from Brain Drain's bunch was dying down as I grabbed the whack by the front of his sheet and shook him. "Exterminator, you popcorn!" I hissed at him. "Whack! You dimension shuffling auto nut! This is not the time for a psychological breakthrough!"

"I killed them all!" he wailed.

"It's done past. Besides, they were only lawyers. Cockroaches."

I pulled him to his feet, put him back in his place, picked up his weapon and handed it back to him. "I don't want to kill these people, Chief. I don't want to kill anyone."

"Good. We're not here for the thrills. We're here because it's the job that needs to be done." I nodded my thanks to the others and they returned to their places as I settled in between the Exterminator and Deadeye. I looked over my shoulder and saw Show Biz with her right eye screwed into her camera. I couldn't find Jak Edge anywhere.

"The bastard," I hissed beneath my breath. Had he taken off to warn Kegel? I swore to myself that if he had bugged on us, I'd have Jak's guts on a lamppost if it was the last thing I ever did.

As the sounds of lughs crashing through the grass came from the direction of the trail, I heard a whisper on my left. "They weren't all lawyers."

"What's that?"

"The ones I killed," Exterminator explained. "They weren't all lawyers."

"Nobody's perfect."

He nodded and wiped the tears off his face with the back of his right hand. "There was this tax auditor." He looked at me with eyes that pleaded for understanding. "It was the third year in a row they did a full audit on me. For no reason. The first two times he didn't find any mistakes, yet he pulled me in the next year—"

I held up my hand. "I can relate." I pointed toward the trail. "But right now we're kind of busy."

The Exterminator put his weapon on full automatic and aimed into the grass as he said, "I never told them about the auditor."

I aimed my own weapon and waited, the dust in the air making me want to sneeze. "Told who?"

"At the hospital. I never told them about the auditor. I thought they'd be more sympathetic if I limited it to the lawyers."

It struck me as funny. Maybe it was the tension, the adrenaline, the exhaustion, the hole in my head, the constant worry about Alna, but I started laughing. Exterminator laughed too, and so did Deadeye. As the grass in front of us darkened and parted revealing the horned and tusked head of a lugh coming down on us at full speed, I couldn't aim I was shaking so hard.

The critter and its rider crashed over us before anyone could get off a shot. As we opened fire toward the trail, I saw Deadeye turn, flick his wrist, and the first rider fell from the back of his critter with a knife in his back. Deadeye turned back and opened fire with his piece, all without taking a breath.

Power Tool, the one who used to hobby his victims to death, got off a short burst with his piece, then he screamed as the rod return on the rifle nipped off two of his fingers.

With each burst from an automatic rifle, a steep sided canyon would appear in the grass. We watched those avenues through the grass, and each time a rider would appear in one, we'd give him a stitch. At first I tried to keep some kind of count, but it quickly became impossible. In seconds the air was choked with fumes from exploding propellant.

One rider crashed through the haze and his critter was crushing everything in its path. He fired his rifle and caught the Victim right in the forehead. While Kegel's rider was levering a fresh round into his piece, the Exterminator reached up to pull the guy down. He put his boot in the Exterminator's face and pulled his critter around to escape. One of the popcorns stitched the rider's lugh, and as the critter keeled over, the rider jumped off and landed on me. My face was driven into the hard ground wound first, pain pulled my plug, and things became very slow and hazy.

It was like some kind of ballet being done beneath water. I was surprised I could turn and grab the goon by his throat. It seemed to take me so long to do it I was astounded he didn't pull away. Part of me noticed that the grass was on fire while another part realized that the goon still had his weapon and was bringing it to bear against my gut. I squeezed harder, felt a dull thud against the side of my head, and felt myself go limp as blessed blackness lifted my pain.
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▫

From the Jaws of Victory


▫

While my lights were out, I took the night horse ride through Hell. I came to after awhile, but I kept my eyelids shut for fear of my eyeballs falling out. They felt loose. My headache had me in orbit, but it was nothing compared to the stripes I laid on myself for being hardwood from ear to ear. By picking it up from the soldiers Bloody Sarah had trained, I knew enough to have a chain of command in case number one gets wiped. I knew enough, but the thought never crossed my mind. I guessed I thought I was immortal. My head was sending down the straight taps on that in large, loud, painful throbs. Not only was I mortal, because of the hole in my head I really wasn't in good enough shape to be on a combat mission, much less lead a patrol. I didn't even belong there. That wasn't all.

I'd been suspicious of Jak Edge ever since the Razai wiped his patrol, yet for a guide I had picked him over Ondo Suth. The only reason was old thinking, yard smarts, from back in the crowbars. Ondo Suth had told us every last thing he knew about Kegel and his gang to help the Razai. Jak had never agreed to do anything except not fight us. So it was as clear as digital sound. Jak was reliable and Ondo wasn't. Jak never betrayed Kegel. Ondo was a squeal. That's Bando Nicos and his yard smarts at work. Stupid.

I heard the sound of movement through the grass and I stopped breathing as I opened my eyes. The Eyes of the Spider were staring back. It was night. Even though I was certain I had seen the grass on fire before I fogged out, I saw no flames. Nothing smelled burnt. I didn't know if I was captured by Kegel or had been left for dead. Either way I figured I was done past. Kegel wasn't going to be very kind to anyone from the Razai, and if I was alone with no weapon and no critter on the edge of the Big Grass, all we'd be waiting for is Bando Nicos to tilt and chill.

Again I heard that rustle in the grass and I rolled my head slightly to the right. Against the night sky I could see the silhouette of a figure wearing a Kegel desert sheet and hood. "Are you awake?" the figure asked out loud.

"Who wants to know?"

The figure squatted down next to me. "Murphy."

"Who?"

"You know. Murphy." There was a long, uncomfortable pause. He broke it by saying, "Brain Drain."

"Sorry." I gingerly rolled onto my left side and pushed myself up into a sitting position. "I just forgot for a bit."

"You remembered the Brain Drain tag easily enough."

I held up a hand. "Don't lay a wad on me, Murphy. I said I was sorry. If that isn't good enough for you, then dip it in dogshit and suck on it."

"No need to get hostile. I was just making an observation." As he moved his rifle from one hand to the other, it suddenly dawned on me that he was armed.

I pushed myself to my feet and stood up, weaving. As Brain Drain stood next to me, I reached out and grabbed his shoulder for support. "What happened? What's going on? What about the attack?"

"We killed close to eighty. Only three that we know of got away. Victim caught a slug in the head and died. We buried her. A lugh stepped on the Exterminator's leg and Power Tool's right ear was shot off. Tool also nipped off a couple of fingers with his rifle. They're all bandaged and mobile."

"You mean we won?"

"Yeah," he answered with a puzzled tone in his voice. "We won."

It was enough to make you want a god to thank. If there had been any justice in the world, all of us should've been dead and Bando Nicos should have been on infinity hold in Hell stoking the fires with his bare hands. "What about Jak? Where is he?"

"Missing. I haven't seen him since before the fight. If you ask me, Chief, I don't think he's working for the good guys."

"You wouldn't kid a cop, would you chup?"

He gestured over his shoulder with his head. "After stripping Kegel's men, Martha and Wally took all the weapons, supplies, and the fifty-odd critters that were still in good shape back to the main column. That was the day before yesterday."

"Martha and Wally?"

"Mummy and Idiot son. Early this morning a heavy patrol came north on the trail looking for us. We'd already taken to the back trails, so they missed us. The patrol returned a couple of hours ago and is back with Kegel by now. The patrol didn't have any extra mounts with it, so Mummy and Idiot Son must've outrun it."

It took a while for it to seep through the cracks in my headache. The posse was still a going concern. We had rides left on our ticket. The grass stalks began spinning around me. Using the brain eater for a banister, I lowered myself back to the ground. "They left with the guns and critters two days ago?"

"That's right."

There had to be something negative I could pull out of this situation. "Hell. You mean to tell me the posse's been sitting on its asses for two days?"

"No. We've been hot on the trail. We rigged a litter between two of the lughs and hauled you along. Right now we're keeping a dark and silent camp off the main trail on a bluff overlooking a bivouac area. I think it's Kegel's main camp and it looks like the bunch that nabbed the boss operates out of it. I sent Bug Eyes back to bring the news to Cap Brady."

I pursed my lips and studied the shadow before me. "So, Murphy. Who's been in charge all this time?"

"Me."

"Why not Deadeye?"

"Ask him."

"I'm asking you."

"He's a hitter. I'm a soldier. That's the reason he gave me when he told me to take charge."

Nobody plays survival odds as close as a hitter. If Deadeye wanted Murphy in charge, it was because he figured a cannibal commando had a better chance of bringing us through than a contract button. I shrugged at the cannibal. "I guess you did okay."

"No need to gush."

"Nobody likes a smartass, Murphy, even if he is a reformed cannibal." I regretted it as soon as I said it, but Murphy only laughed at me. When he was finished he pointed toward the southeast.

"You want me to show you Kegel's camp?"

I held out my hand for some help. "How can you make out anything in the dark?"

"The reporter's camera. It has a night lens."

"I remember."

"And I went into the camp. I know how to do that." An eerie quality crept into Brain Drain's voice. "I've had lots of practice, you know."

I rubbed my eyes as my skin began its hourly crawl. "You didn't go on any head hunting trips or anything—"

His voice still sounded amused. "All I did in the camp was look at the layout and see who was there. How many men, how they were armed and supplied, that sort of thing."

"How many men has he got?"

"Between twenty two and twenty five hundred."

My headache began making my teeth hurt. I held up my hand and shook it at him. "Help me up. Show me the camp." Once I was standing and my headache had decreased to a moderate agony, I asked, "What about the hostages?"

"I couldn't get to where I could see them, but I'm pretty certain they're in there somewhere. I overheard several of the guards talking."

The way his voice dropped off made the back of my neck tickle. "What is it? What did you hear?"

"The guards. They were laughing. They were laughing about torturing someone. Making jokes about using pliers. Later, from a draw near one of the tents, I heard a scream. I don't know who let it out. It sounded like a woman's voice."

My tongue felt dry and too large for my mouth. "That could've been anybody. It could even have been one of Kegel's own bits."

"Maybe."

My frustration pushed the words out of my mouth. "Dammit, Brain Drain, as long as you were there, why didn't you look?"

"It was too well guarded. I couldn't get in. Sorry."

I ground my teeth together as I grunted, "Show me the camp."
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▫

A Snowflake In Hell


▫

The plain was split along an east-west rift with the southern part of the plain two hundred feet or so lower in elevation than the northern part. What had once been a cliff had been eroded by weather and time into a steeply gullied bluff. The main trail made a double switchback down the face of the bluff to the lower plain and there was a six-man post of guards at every turn. There were temporary and abandoned trails all through the grass on either side of the main trail, and it was through these that Brain Drain had led the posse to a place overlooking Kegel's position.

As we approached the bluff, Deadeye and Show Biz were standing guard. "Glad to see you alive," said Deadeye. I took the reporter's camera from her, knelt down, and peered through the night lens. The camp stood out below in sharp greens and grays. As I zoomed in I muttered my damns.

It was big. The critter pen held enough mounts for at least a couple thousand riders, and the clearing was pocked with burning fire cubes. There were several large tents and I couldn't even count the small ones. Next to the critter pen were over twenty of the big sand sleds, except these were fitted with steel-rimmed spoked wheels.

Operating out of five main posts around the perimeter, dozens of double pairs of armed guards circled the area keeping watchful eyes on the darkness beyond. The grass around the camp had been cut so that between the guards and the edge of the uncut grass there was at least two hundred feet of clear space to cross.

Kegel's troopers weren't as cocky as Pau Avanti's. They didn't stack arms. Each soldier kept his piece close by. It looked like his goons were divided up into three shifts. At any given time a third slept, a third cleaned rifles, ate, and took care of the lughs, and the remaining third stood guard.

Hell, there wasn't any way at all to crack it. To get in there we'd need an army of our own, and our army was heading east, not south. It would take at least a day and a half for Bug Eyes to make it back to the main column, and another two days for a force of any size to ride from there to the bluff. I lowered the camera and looked at Brain Drain.

"Does Kegel act like he's stupid enough to stay in the same place for three plus days?"

"According to what I overheard the guards say, they've already been in that location for at least six days. From what they said, I think this is a permanent forward base they maintain for when they're in the neighborhood."

"Six days," I repeated. Handing the camera back to Jontine, I looked back at the camp. Without the night lens it was a black blanket set with hundreds of orange fire gems. While I watched my wig was smoking. Would Kegel stay still long enough for Bug Eyes to return with a bigger hammer? Could Cap even spare the muscle? Would he? Could I afford to wait until I knew? Could Alna, Nance, and Mercy Jane? And what if Kegel's big column made it back before the Razai?

Toward the east the sky was growing light, marking my forty third day on Tartaros. There was just no way over, under, around, or through the thing. Kegel had all the cards. My headache took over, I sat down, crossed my legs, and rested my head in my hands.

As the pains paraded by, I worked on the thoughts in between. The posse wasn't going to get anywhere in a straightforward fight. Even if we could surprise them and knock out a hundred apiece we'd run out of shooters and ammo long before we put the waste on them.

Kegel knew about his patrol being wiped. What's more, it was probable that Jak Edge was in the camp below sitting at Kegel's right hand, filling his shell-like ear with Razai gold. Because of that, and judging by the number of soldiers on guard, surprise wasn't on our side.

There was this image of Alna in my head. It looked at me with glistening brown eyes that begged me to take her away. If I hadn't been so impatient to get after Alna, Nance, and Mercy Jane, maybe I could've brought something more persuasive to throw against Kegel than a bowl of popcorns.

There was nothing I could do. As always, it brought the rage. I took some deep breaths, looked up at the Eyes, and prayed for the strength to last out the feelings. In a rage I was capable of anything except thought. Certainly I was capable of charging Kegel's whole army with nothing but popcorns and a couple of sheets of paper that say holding prisoners is against the law.

A numbness took hold of me and I lifted my head. I heard Show Biz say, "Murphy can show us how to get into the camp."

I glanced at her then faced Brain Drain. "How did you sneak in there last night?"

He shook his head. "I didn't do it last night. I went in there a little after high noon yesterday."

I could feel my eyebrows climbing toward the sky. "In the daylight?"

"Sure. They expect someone to try it at night." He lifted up the edge of his sand-colored desert sheet to show me the white of the underside. "You people got these sheets from Kegel's patrol and he hasn't changed the uniform any. If you take the clip out of your rifle, it looks like one of theirs. We can pass."

"What about your face?"

He grinned at me and asked, "How many faces were there at the prison you were in?"

"Seventy thousand, more or less, depending on business."

He looked down at the camp. "We had up to around twenty thousand at CICI. Kegel only has two thousand or so down there, but the principle's the same."

"What principle?"

"You only ever learn to put together the names and faces of a few persons. Maybe two or three hundred at most. Even then, unless you see them every day to observe the changes that take place, you can't really tell by sight who belongs and who doesn't unless you use some kind of ID or password. Mostly belonging is judged by the look and feel of someone. Kegel doesn't use IDs or passwords. You belong down there if you look and sound like you belong down there."

Deadeye squatted next to me and said, "I knew a guy once who had over two hundred thousand names, faces, and bios on file in his head at any given time. I saw him walking through crowds, shaking hands, asking how's little Bunky's carbuncle, did Martha's loan come through, and congrats on little Elmer's graduation from tractor school. " He looked at me. "He was the campaign manager for a big time pol I hung a button on. He was my route to the shoot."

"The point, Deadeye," I prompted. "What's the point?"

"What if we run into a walking memory chip?"

"What do we do if Jak's in camp?" asked Show Biz. "He's probably in there. What do we do about him?"

I looked at Murphy. "Well?"

He shrugged. "If there weren't any risks, everybody would be in the commando business."

Show Biz reached out a hand and placed it on my arm. "You're going in, aren't you?"

"Maybe."

"I want to go, too." I was about to lay out a flat negative, but she got in there before me by holding up two fingers in a V sign. Rule 2.

"What do you know about pulling a con?"

"I've done a lot of undercover work before. I'm good, too."

I spent a split second trying to work up the argument that there are times when going wherever and whenever you want might be a violation of the Law of Silence, but I gave it up. I just can't think like a cockroach. I glanced at Brain Drain. He only shrugged and looked up at the sky.

"In that case," I answered, "we'd be thrilled by your company. One thing, though."

"What?"

"When you go, leave the camera and micros behind."

She looked like she was about to give birth to a litter of lughs. "I can't do that."

"Sure you can," I answered. "If you can't, then we'd be discovered about half a second after you whipped out your box to take a picture."

"What if I was very careful?"

I sighed and pointed down toward Kegel's camp. "Most of those yard eagles can make an undercover officer just by the smell. What you think they're going to make out of a vid star taking pictures? Hey, Guido, look. It's a tourist."

She smirked and said, "If they're so good at spotting police officers, what about you and your popcorn deputies? Aren't they going to make you?"

"We're not police officers, flash. We're RCs." I held out my hand. "The camera."

With a mean squint to her eyes, she dropped the camera into my hand, slung her piece, and walked off. I turned, trained the camera on the plain below, and studied the camp. I couldn't concentrate. There was something I just had to know. I lowered the camera and looked at Murphy.

"How'd it happen?"

"How did what happen?"

"You know."

He shook his head. "No, I don't."

"The brain eating thing, chup. How'd it happen?"

He looked down for a moment, thinking. He glanced at me and asked, "How did you become a rageaholic?"

"You don't become a rageaholic. Either you are or you aren't. If you are, then it all depends on when the symptoms pop up. It's a disease."

"That's what they figured I have, too." He snorted out a bitter little laugh. "A bunch of bad reviews. You should have seen the vids when I was top story."

I leaned closer to him. "Murphy, there had to be a first time. How'd it happen?"

He scratched the back of his neck, smiled, and looked up at me. "Chief, did you ever hear the story of Tydeus and Melanippus?"

"Were they big behind the crowbars?"

"No. Greek warriors. In the war of the Seven Against Thebes, Tydeus was fatally wounded by Melanippus."

"Bad news for Tydeus."

"Worse news for Melanippus. Before he died, Tydeus managed to kill Melanippus. Then he ate his brains."

I shook my head. "I don't get it. Why?"

"Some say it was the ultimate expression of the victor over the vanquished. Others say it was a way of trying to take Tydeus's power for himself."

"What'd he say?"

"He said it seemed like a good idea at the time." By the time the sun was up, he was still snickering.

Popcorns and pistachios. I had to give it a little smile myself, but it evaporated against the size of the thing I was thinking of doing, and Alna. Nance and Mercy Jane had the crowbar leather on their hearts. Alna was near shattered when she was at her best.

We'd go in. Somehow.
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▫

Setting Up the Mark


▫

I placed Deadeye in charge of the group at the top of the bluff. With him we left behind Teheran, Peking, Power Tool, Exterminator, and Head Start to guard the critters and supplies, and to lay down a covering fire in case we had to beat it out of camp in a hurry. Keeper, Brain Drain, Prophet, and I removed our auto nuts and left them and our ammo clips, along with Show Biz's camera and micro discs, with the bunch that stayed behind. In case they had to make for safer parts, I told them to hide our supplies, mark the place, and then track on out of there.

After that, Brain Drain took us in hand and showed us why he was so effective behind enemy lines during his head hunting days. First he had us take grass stalks and dye the sand colored sides of our sheets a mottled green so that we could hide in the grass. After we'd done that, he led us down the bluff. We moved slowly and quietly through the grass to a spot near the clearing where we could watch and hear some guards talking. After listening to the first bunch for a few minutes, we worked our way around the perimeter until we could look at some more Kegeleros and listen to their conversation.

Any shark who ever spent time in the yard listening to the con artists knew what the Drain was doing. He was letting the marks set themselves up. Murphy was picking up and filing away names, relationships, details, forms of address, accents, slang, the news of the day, and current items of camp gossip. He was also picking up small bits of local fashion.

For example, just about everyone who had a walking guard post wore their sheets rolled under on the sides, leaving themselves uncovered from the shoulders down on the sides, although they wore their hoods up. When they slung their pieces, instead of carrying them vertical and behind, they carried them almost horizontal and to the side. They ate a bread made from something called a hard egg. The bread kept forever, but no one liked the taste. Everyone seemed depressed, and it was reflected in the most common greeting we heard. One would say, "Another day." The response was always, "The cryin' truth." All such items were very useful when you're trying to convince a total stranger that he not only knows you but owes you.

There were several names of guards: Mig, Vido, Ty, Sindar, and more names of sharks they were talking about. There was Kilost, who had made a big gambling win at a game called poke which none of us had ever heard of; there was Yulik who had just been promoted to some kind of sub chieftain position; and we heard a little about Anna Tane, the woman who seemed to have come out of nowhere to become a patrol leader, and was now running things, according to a few local lights. The men were afraid of Kegel. Anna Tane terrified them.

Kegel had a pet name among the men who liked him, and it was Kegs. The ones who disliked him called him Gutty. Our informal survey showed about four Guttys to every Kegs. The Gutty name had to do with the new form of discipline among the Kegeleros that'd been introduced by Anna Tane: gut stringing. We heard a couple of critter pilots describing it to some proto who had just been taken into the gang.

It went like this: First they'd build a strong tripod from bound bunches of stripped grass stalks. Kegel would have a couple of his yard monsters hold you down while he personally took a knife and opened your belly just enough to stick in a hook, snag a loop of gut, and pull out your entire intestines. If the edges of the cut bled too much, he'd have a red hot iron standing by to sear shut the bleeding edges. It did not serve his purposes to have a victim faint or die too soon from lack of blood.

With your guts pulled out, he'd make his own kind of cat's cradle. Anna invented a way of looping the intestines around your chest, below your arms, and around the knees. Then they'd hang you up on the tripod by your own guts to scream yourself hoarse, and then die of thirst as the grass skeeters covered you with stings and millions of hungry maggots. According to the overheard snatches of conversation that drifted our way, some victims lasted up to three or four days like that before they finally paid their fare for the dark ride.

The gut stringing hovered there in the backs of our minds as we moved to a new position and continued our research. There were two main items of news that seemed to be making the rounds. The first item was that the ambush they had set for us had backfired and that the ambush patrol had been burgered. The three survivors had reported that they had been attacked with automatic weapons, which was the cause of much amusement among the other sharks. Everyone knew that there was no way to convert those rifles to automatic fire weapons. Kegel's men were generally agreed, though, that the posse must have had at least six or seven hundred rifles, which was not found very amusing. "Why's Gutty got us sittin' here, then?" asked one guard. "We should be movin'."

His companion only said, "You want your guts on the sticks?"

Despite the failure to take the supply train, Bloody Sarah's raids had created a myth of invulnerability about the Razai. Of course the Razai was made up out of men, women, and children, which meant that they could be killed. Kegel's sharks knew that, at least in the fronts of their heads. Deep in their guts, however, there was another story being written, and us wiping out their ambush patrol had added another chapter.

We listened some more and there was a big news item about Bloody Sarah. It caused worried looks and explosions of anger wherever it played. On her second try it looked like Sarah had finally taken Kegel's supply train. It hadn't been confirmed yet, but the taps were all over the camp. Everybody knew things were getting slim, particularly in the food department. It would take another few days for more supplies to come from down south. They passed around a few names of the newly dead and wounded, and covered up their fears with badass looks.

I listened hard, and the way I heard it, most of Kegel's sharks were fed up with Anna Tane and this expedition against the Razai. They had homes and families. They had futures, however limited, and they didn't want to squander them trying to pay back the Razai for fighting back when they were attacked. Nothing made sense anymore.

One rough-looking yard monster said that the hostages they were holding were going to be nothing but more trouble. That perked up our ears. He said that the hostages had already cost them an entire patrol and he figured that wouldn't be the end of it. His name was Lemme and he had a wound on his left upper arm. Lemme told the shark named Sindar that the Razai doctor had bandaged up his arm and that they should at least let the doc go. Sindar looked around nervously for a second and told Lemme to shut up unless he wanted to have his guts hung. Lemme shut up, but he looked like the anger he was chewing on could digest hippo snot.

That was some good and some bad. The good was that Alna, Nance, and Mercy Jane were definitely in the camp. The bad was that they might not all be together if Mercy Jane was out patching up the bad guys. If we were going to sneak them out, it would double the trouble if they weren't together.

In the gossip department, two of the sharks who had said they were tired fighting the Razai, and had been brave enough to say it to Kegel, had been gut strung that morning. One of them had died from shock as soon as the blade opened his belly while the other had drifted into an unconscious state soon after his guts had been yanked out. There weren't even any screams or begging and Kegel was feeling mighty gypped. Two gut stringings without a single scream to show for it. You can't trust anybody nowadays.

Another item was about Millik Ita and Jev Base. Sooner or later they'd knife it out over a women named Pia if Millik could ever find Jev. Finally, rations would be cut again because of the loss of the supply wagons, and there hadn't been a whole lot to the rations before Sarah had run off with the groceries.

After completing his survey, Brain Drain moved us away from the clearing and told us to reverse our sheets to white and to roll the sides under, hoods up. From his squat in the grass, the Drain held out his hands toward us and said, "We're a guard detail coming back from the spring where this camp gets its water. I'm in charge and we're coming off special duty to get in some sack time. We're tired, hungry, full of bitches, and aren't about to take any chickenshit off anyone. Remember: when you walk, you own the place and you've been there forever. When you talk, be loud, be stupid, be tough, be whatever you want except meek, nervous, watchful, or shifty eyed. Look people straight in the eye, and when you talk to them, talk like it's to an old acquaintance or friend. Most of them would rather die than admit they can't exactly remember your name."

He looked at Prophet and Keeper. "It's just like with the shrinkers back at CICI. Give them what they expect and they'll leave you alone." He looked around our tiny circle. "Does anyone feel too nervous to carry it off?"

I looked around and no one seemed to be growing chicken feathers. We were ready to do it. Of course, Brain Drain had done this a thousand times before, Jontine had done undercover investigative reporting, Prophet and Keeper were insane, and I had a hole in the head.

We moved out and followed the trail around the camp that Brain Drain had made the day before. After a few minutes we reached an honest-to-God fresh water spring at the foot of the bluff. It was deserted and we indulged ourselves long enough to fill up. While I was drinking I noticed a crude wooden pipe under the surface that led off toward the camp. Running water. It told me that the Drain was probably right about this being a permanent base of some kind.

"Are you chups all done?" Brain Drain hollered out loud enough to flatten the grass. I was about to put out his lights with the stock of my weapon when I noticed ten of Kegel's men coming down to the spring. It was show time.

The headhunter led the way out, and as he passed the leader of the ten he said, "Another day."

"The cryin' truth," answered Kegel's man without as much as a look. The chup looked weary and bitter, as did most of his men. One of his men was a woman, which was the first one I'd ever seen carrying iron for Kegel. She was all angel cake and a rare enough thing that she grinned and waved when she saw Show Biz. The reporter grinned and waved back while a liter of acid dropped into my stomach.

What if there were only four or five women in the camp? Wouldn't Kegel's bit with the rifle know them all? She was white as rice. What if only one or two of the women were black and Jontine Ru didn't look like either. What if none of them were black and we were just waiting for some kind of cartoon light bulb to go on over the angel cake's head?

"Another day," greeted a strange voice, and I noticed that we were at the edge of the open fire zone on our way into the clearing.

"The cryin' truth," answered Brain Drain to the two guards. I spat on the ground and tried to walk like I was back in the yard. When we were right on them Murphy stopped and faced the guards as he pointed south. "Vido, any word yet on the new supply train?"

The guard named Vido shook his head and spat on the ground. "Maybe this job's already in Gutty's pocket too deep. We'll be eatin' it off the hoof before long."

"Hair, horn's 'n all," muttered his partner. The second guard's pock marked face had a big frown on and my best guess was that he was about to ask an embarrassing question. Before he could ask, however, Brain Drain stuck out his hand and said, "Sorry, but I can't remember your name. Mig something, isn't it?"

The guard nodded, his frown gone. "Mig Owens."

"Dean Murphy."

Mig nodded and grinned. "Yeah, that's it. What were you chups on out there, Murphy?"

"More of the same," answered the Drain. He looked at Vido. "There's no one out there. Someone ought to tell Yulik to pull the chicken feathers out of his ass."

Vido laughed, as did Mig, but they both held fingers to their lips. Mig said in a low voice, "Careful, Murphy. As long as Yulik has his nose up Gutty's bum, we should take care around chups with long ears and big mouths." He cocked his head to indicate everyone else in camp.

"At least until someone stretches Gutty," Vido added with a snicker.

Brain Drain brought his hand down in a gesture of disgust and headed toward the camp. We started to follow when I was brought up short by Mig's hand on my shoulder. "What's your tag, chup?"

My guts turned to water as I looked at him. "Nicos," I answered.

"That's it," Mig Owens said, grinning and nodding his head. "Right on the tip of my tongue and I couldn't think of it."

"It don't mean nothin'."

I turned and caught up with the others as they reached the edge of the guard perimeter. I grabbed the Drain by his arm and turned him around.

He looked down at me like he was being very irritated by a thick headed subordinate. "What?"

"I have to go to the bathroom."

He stared at me deadpan. "You should've thought of that before we left home."

I stuck the muzzle of my piece beneath his chin and said, "Get me to a crapper fast, popcorn, or I'll eat your brains and then do my dumper!"

He smiled and moved the muzzle of my weapon away with his fingertips. "You can't fire it without the auto nut, Chief." He pointed toward a screened off area to the west, near the edge of the camp. "Over there."

Prophet had to go, too, so we went together while the others waited.
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▫

The Man On the Sticks


▫

It was a strange kind of high, walking into the mouth of a volcano, hoping that the lava wouldn't notice. Adrenaline was making my heart pound so hard that it hurt and I exhausted every ounce of control I had trying to look calm. In all the time we spent walking around the camp we didn't see Jak Edge, and there was no mention of him in all of the conversations we overheard or participated in. That had my wig smoking.

There wasn't any way that a power mokk like one of Kegel's patrol leaders, could vanish for some forty days and then show up again without his men without the crowbar gossips being all a bubble about it. Yet there wasn't a word. All I could figure was that after he'd taken off Jak hadn't run to Kegel's camp. According to the Law, he was free to go his own way so long as his way didn't include fighting against or betraying the Razai. He might've been abiding by the Law of Silence. He might've been thinned during the fight back in the grass and we just hadn't found his body. That I didn't want to ment on.

As we passed more of Kegel's soldiers the gloom seemed to cover the entire camp without so much as a seam. If they weren't pissing and moaning about food, fighting, or the leaders, they were hiding their thoughts behind forbidding glowers or expressionless poker pans. The exceptions were always the same, and they were called the Hellborn.

They had crude insignia on the sides of their hoods that looked like crossed pitchforks, they always carried their weapons at the ready, and they were always watching and listening to everybody else. The others called them the Forks. Whenever the Forks were around, conversation termed and we strolled.

At one point we were close to the big tents near the center of the camp when we came upon a small rectangular clear space. The nearby tents all had their openings facing away from the square except for the biggest tent which opened directly on to the south side. I figured the big tent was Kegel's and it wasn't just that it was the biggest tent in camp. It faced the place where Kegel played in the guts.

There were five of the grass stalk tripods set up in a row. Three of them were empty. The two on the left were occupied by the sharks who'd made the gossip run that morning. The one on the first tripod, hanging just above the ground, was definitely dead. He was just so much rotten meat hung in a butcher shop. The second man, hung only a little higher, appeared unconscious. His breathing hardly made his chest move. Around the cut through which his guts had been yanked were burn marks where the bleeding had been seared to a stop. We were close enough to see what looked like some kind of green slime writhing around the lengths and loops of intestines. I stepped a little closer and it wasn't slime at all. It was thousands and thousands of tiny grass-colored maggots.

I looked around, and not one of Kegel's men was looking in our direction. We could have been a squad of bare assed angel cake vid stars and no one would have noticed. No one wanted to look at the stringing place. I glanced at the opening of Kegel's tent. "No one but Kegel and Anna Tane," I muttered to myself. Jabbing Brain Drain, I whispered to him, "Let's go. We got to find the hostages. I think if I leave Alna here a second longer than I have to, I'll start gibbering."

"South side of camp. Gray tent," whispered a male voice. I turned around. Prophet and Show Biz were behind me.

I asked Prophet, "How do you know?"

He held out his hands and just looked confused. Jontine pointed with her finger and said, "There."

I looked and it had been the shark who was strung out on the second tripod who had whispered. His eyes were open and glazed with unimaginable pain, although his face remained slack and impassive. "My god," the reporter whispered. "He isn't even moaning."

I could feel my heart crack with pride. That was a hell of a man hanging there. "Not in front of Kegel," I answered. His eyes thanked me as he said, "You owe me. Now do me." I held out my hand to the Keeper.

"Give me your cutter." Without looking at me, Keeper reached beneath his sheet and handed me his blade. I tested the point and it was needle sharp. I glanced around once, made sure no one was looking, stepped up to the man who had whispered, and nicked open the vein in his neck. As the remainder of the man's life pumped out on the ground, I handed the blade back to Keeper and looked up at the Drain. "Let's get moving."

As we approached the critter pens toward the south edge of camp, I didn't look back. It was crowbar instinct. If someone had seen me facing back, chances were they'd turn to see what it was that I was looking at. I thought about him, though. I thought about the man on the sticks who was so full of hate he could pretend the whole thing didn't hurt, just to piss Kegel. He seemed like he ought to be someone very special, and I would've liked to have gotten to known him.

Something inside of me shrugged at the thought. Maybe he was just someone who was very ordinary but had been called upon to do exceptional things, like all of us. I'd seen that happen a lot of times since the pit ship dumped us on the sand. There had been Pussyface, Nkuma, Fodder, Nance, Ice Fingers, and the whole popcorn posse. Even me. Since I'd hit the Forever Sand, I'd been doing things I never would have imagined possible back in the crowbars. Maybe heroes and super greats are nothing more than run of the mill squats caught at a good moment.

I've hated before. I've been so full of hate I went blind with rage and killed. But I couldn't imagine the hate it would take to do like the man on the sticks. I could admire what he did, but I couldn't imagine what it would take. That was a challenge I didn't want to mess with, and for a long moment all I could see when I looked down was chicken feet.

After we reached the critter pens, Brain Drain led us past rows and rows of tents. Kegel's sharks slept three to a tent, which allowed the three shift split and someone still back at the tent keeping it safe from thieves, of which that society had more than just a sprinkle. There was a lot of gloom in the camp. No grabass, no smiles, no joking except for bitter little sarcasms aimed at the fight, the gang, or the bosses.

Kegel only had one hold on them that I could see, and that was their families down by the Sea of Stars. They were also dead afraid of the gut thing on the sticks. Both threats would be removed, I thought, by removing Kegel. Without him it seemed like everyone would be much happier.

By the time we reached the large gray tent at the edge of the camp, I was pretty well convinced that it wouldn't take much to move Kegel's whole gang over to the side of the Razai, just as long as I ignored the Hellborn. But what to do with the whole gang wasn't the problem right then. The problem of the moment was the six Forks standing guard over the hostages.

Two of the guards were slouching and flapping their gums at the tent's entrance while three more were stationed at the sides and rear. The sixth guard seemed to spend his time checking on the other five. The five of us walking by didn't seem to raise any interest and we continued south until we came to another group of grunt tents. The Drain called a rest and we sat down in the shade of a pile of grass bales used to make mattresses. Kegel's boys had all the luxuries.

"We can take 'em," said Show Biz. She was really getting into the commando thing.

I could feel my eyebrows climbing. "Hey, flash, don't you think jumping in there and ripping out a few throats might have an effect on your journalistic objectivity?"

She looked at me and her eyes were filled with fury. "Nicos, that's your girl they've got in there."

"That explains what I'm doing here. What about you?"

"That man back there." She looked down and shook her head as her voice became a whisper. Her eyes glistened. "Enough is enough. I'm off the sidelines. There are sides to this thing and I know what side I'm on." She looked back at me, and right then she was overflowing with hate and was the most beautiful thing I had ever seen.

She had it, all right. She was tapped into that same hate monster that fed the man on the sticks. Was that courage, then? Hate without limits. Hate that admitted to no other priorities. My headache crept back into my skull like a foot entering a comfortable old shoe. I looked at Brain Drain. "What're we going to do about the couple of thousand rifles that'll fall on us as soon as one of those squats raises a cry?"

"We'll just have to make certain they don't. We'll do 'em tonight."

If it hadn't been for Alna, maybe I would have gotten wise and remembered I was the only one there with any crowbar time. Jontine Ru was a vid star and everyone else was undiluted whack. There wasn't a chance's shadow that we could spring them. Alna was in there, though, and my imagination was flooded with what might be happening to her. I still had my hole in the head, too.

I looked at the gray tent as I bit my lower lip and wondered if we could pull it off. Maybe we'd just make things worse. Then I thought how much worse can it get when you're being held prisoner by a chup who hangs out people by their guts?

Everyone except me and Jontine had cutters, and Brain Drain did a little review about how to sneak up behind someone, stick a knee in his back at the same time that you wrap an arm around his throat, lift, then pull your edge through his main ducts and cables. Once the fellow went limp, he was to be lowered to the ground quietly, rather than dumped. For Jontine and me, he tore strips from our sheets, braided them into very strong cords, looped them at the ends, stuck short greenstick handles through the loops, and taught us how to use a choker or garrote.

The knee in the back was the same, and there would be less mess with the garrote. However, the choker took more strength and more time. I've always been one for an edge, so I swapped my rope for Keeper's cutter. Jontine swapped hers for Brain Drain's wicked-looking bayonet. He called it his lid opener. He was smirking when he said it, so maybe it was a joke. Jontine didn't laugh. As the sun went down, I watched her until I realized what that strange ache in my chest was.

I was there to rescue Alna. In my way I loved her and was afraid for her. But Alna was only the most recent in a long line of cripples I'd hoped might be grateful to Bando Nicos for entering their lives. Up until that moment I had been calling what I felt for her by the name of love. I didn't know any better. Right then, however, I knew it wasn't love because I was staring right at the genuine article. I loved Jontine Ru with such intensity that I thought I might cry out. The pain was real because I knew that if I ever told the reporter about my feelings she would hate me until Tartaros became a garden. Show Biz believed in fairness, and Bando Nicos loving her instead of Alna Moah would not be fair. She was willing to kill and die for fairness, which is why she could never allow me to love her.

I turned away and watched the few clouds that lined the western horizon as I mentally kicked myself. "Timing is everything," I muttered as I shook my head. I couldn't leave Alna like that. I couldn't leave Alna at all. It was a different kind of love, but it was love. I loved her.

I rubbed my eyes as the image of Jontine's face, electric with fury, filled my mind. Her image drew upon feelings that had been dead in me for years. Love, of course. But there was an ocean of guilt. Guilt for the love. Pain for the guilt. Anger for the pain. Confusion for the anger. Life sure had been a whole lot simpler when I'd been impotent.

I lowered my hand and opened my eyes. Prophet was looking back at me and sadly shaking his head. He placed a gentle hand on my arm and quietly chided, "Bando. Not another nigger."

I was stunned for a moment. My breath was jammed in my throat. My grip on Keeper's knife threatened to begin ripping my finger muscles apart when, at last, a few of the cells inhabiting the remains of my brain began firing. I took a deep breath and removed my hand from the knife's handle.

Looking at him I said, "You're crazy, Prophet. You don't know what you're saying. You're sick. You're bald crazy out of your gourd sick."

"Maybe." He smiled at me with genuine warmth. "But I'm not the one who's suffering." He patted my shoulder and turned to watch the western clouds while my fingers itched and my mind reviewed its definitions.
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▫

Another Breakthrough


▫

The watches changed, the critters were fed, and Alsvid went behind the clouds as a curious chilling wind rippled the grass. We were left pretty much to ourselves as long as we stayed out of the way and helped out when asked. Prophet and Keeper helped a couple of goons named Boris and Zate to haul hay to the critters, and Jontine jokingly turned down a couple of intimate offers that were less than serious. Only one time did it get close, and that was when the famous Yulik, newly appointed patrol chief, came by.

Yulik demanded to know why we were just lazing around when there was so much work to be done, and the Drain took him behind the hay to explain things. I had to admit. The garrote is really quiet and not all that slow if enough force is applied. Murphy was really strong. We covered the remains with grass leaves and continued to wait for full dark. I wondered if Murphy had given Yulik the choice between joining the Razai or getting termed before knotting his necktie. Since Yulik hadn't brought any charges, I minded my own business and concentrated on staying alive.

After the dark watch came on and settled in, we gathered around the gray tent, reversed our sheets from the white to the darker green sides, and became shadows as we waited for the commander of the Hellborn guarding the hostages to go inside or go away. The guards at the rear and sides of the tent were loners and there were enough of us to take them out while, at the same time, entertain the two entrance guards posted at the north end of the tent.

The entertainment was Show Biz. It had worked when we took Pau Avanti and the Hand back in the desert, and Kegel's goons hadn't given me any reason to think that they were any different. I told her, "Just flash a little this and that on them and we'll do the rest."

I guess she saw the need. She didn't argue but she did shake her head. "It must be terrible to be a man," she remarked, her voice loaded with scorn. "I don't think life would be much for a person who could be led around so easily by a silly little flap of flesh."

"It's the cryin' truth," I confirmed.

I remembered that as I hugged the darkness across from the east side of the tent. The critters in the pen were quieting down and the slack was being taken up by the noon watch cooking chow and bitching about the fate of the common squat. The guard I was watching kept shifting his weight from one foot to the other, yawning, and making like he was bored out of his mind. However, he kept facing my direction, his piece at the ready. It was very dark, but I figured if I could see him, then he could see me if I moved.

Jontine's performance was only supposed to keep the entrance guards busy so that when the side guards were snatched the entrance guards wouldn't notice. But I hadn't been able to work my way around behind my side guard. As I saw Jontine moving into the light of the entrance, I sent up a plea to the Spider that my guard would notice her, too.

Jontine had put on the slightest little stagger, making like she was lit. The guards in front noticed, especially when she stopped, stretched, and yawned, her arms far over her head, revealing the fact that she had nothing on beneath her sheet except God-issue. I was steamed. I'd told her to give them a little flash, not a god damned inventory.

My guard glanced in her direction, shook his head, and continued looking in my direction. It took a little for it to sink in. He was gay! I could feel the universe laughing at my pitiful attempts to rescue Alna and Nance. Keeper and Prophet were probably already taking out their guards while my guard was turning up his nose at the most beautiful eyeful ever to hit Tartaros.

There was a sound from the rear of the tent, and to me it sounded like someone had dropped, rather than lowered, his corpse to the ground. My guard took a step to the rear which put the guard's face into a dim light from a burning ice cube. The guard was not gay. She was a she.

Jontine was still warming up the entrance guards, and I figured if she could do it, so could I. It was time to sprinkle the area with my musk and try out my irresistible charm. I stood and whispered, "What's your name?"

She snapped around and brought up her piece. She stared at me for a few seconds until she said, "No one's supposed to be near the tent. What are you doing here? Who are you?"

She wasn't a yard monster, but she was healthy for an angel cake bit. Not bad either.

"What's your name?" she demanded.

I couldn't think of a name so I said, "I want you."

I could see her teeth flash in the dark as she grinned. In a split second the grin vanished as a shadow lifted her head then lowered her body to the ground. It was Keeper. When he was certain that she was dead he moved toward the north end of the tent, his garrote held before him. I watched as he took out the entrance guard I could see. Prophet took out the other one out of my view. I knew that because Brain Drain came up behind me as Keeper lowered his corpse to the ground.

"Were you trying to make a date?" he asked in a whisper.

Before I could tell him to bite it off and shove it, the Keeper waved as he was joined by Jontine and the Prophet. Brain Drain faced me and smiled. "We just might make it, Chief. I took a peek inside when I termed the head fork. That's the last of the guards. All we have to do now is get the boss and the others out."

I resumed breathing and nodded. "Okay." Looking at Prophet I said, "Pull the sheets off three of the Forks for our people. We'll need 'em to get out of here." I faced Murphy and nodded. He turned and stooped to lift the side of the tent when the night silence was shattered by a hideous scream that came from the north end of camp. There was the sound of a shot, a second shot, then the roar of automatic fire.

"My God!" said Show Biz. "What was that?"

I recognized that scream. "Great jumpin' Jesus, it's another breakthrough!"

The Drain looked at me in horror. "The Exterminator?"

The sparkle of muzzle flashes dotted the north edge of camp as alarms went up, shouts and orders erupted from all sides, and Kegel's soldiers raced for their combat positions. "Let's get 'em out," I shouted. "Get 'em out in the confusion!" I began reaching for the side of the tent.

"What's this? What's this?" There was a shot that deafened my left ear and knocked me to the ground. I turned and looked up in time to see the Drain, a fist-sized hole where his heart should have been, wrap his garrote around one of Kegel's grunts and damn near tear off his head. There were more shots and I saw Jontine and the Keeper drop as the area before the tent's entrance filled with armed goons. I began screaming as I dived for the tent and lifted the side. Alna, her hands tied behind a pole, was looking at me with dull eyes.

I screamed her name just before a heavy weight came down upon the back of my head. Long after the universe went dark, I was still screaming.
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▫

Mamacita Said There'd Be Days Like This


▫

"So, this is Bando Nicos, the chili pepper Chief of the Razai pigfuzz." The voice was tuba deep and rough as gravel. My hands were tied behind me so tightly I couldn't feel my fingers. I fought through the grandfather of all headaches and forced my eyes open. When the images before my eyes stopped swimming I saw a squat graying haystack yard monster with an ugly purple scar on his left cheek that ran from the corner of his eye to the corner of his mouth. It was a grin scar put there by someone in Kegel's past who didn't like him very much. It made him look silly as hell.

Behind him, tied to tent poles, were Alna and Mercy Jane. Nance was sitting on the floor, her ankles chained together with irons. Both Alna and Nance had dead faces on. I closed my eyes again, my heart sick.

I knew the dead face. It's a hiding place. It's not like the man who was hanging by his guts. He was only hiding from Kegel. The person wearing the dead face was hiding from the universe. They were hiding from reality. I could see it on both of them. They had been raped. Tortured.

"I'm Deke Kegel, pigfuzz. Tell me something I want to know."

"Nukualofa is the capital of Tonga, Smiley."

His face flashed red, he swung back his booted foot, and kicked me square in the nuts. After half a scream, I went out. It worked just like Needles said it would. Kegel just had no future as a torturer. Piss him off and he'd get carried away and either kill you or send you to sleep.

The trick was always to keep the victim alive and conscious. That was what Needles Taliaferro used to say. Needles had been the official unofficial torturer for some non-Union Latin American paradise. He had fled to the Union of Terran Republics after a rather abrupt change in management. He was dropped into the crowbars at Greenville shortly after he started up a private practice.

Needles once told me how he used to take a rough cut piece of oak planking and rub his victim's naked body all over with the board, with the grain. Everybody knows how painful just one tiny splinter can be. Needles would cover you with thousands of little tiny splinters. And when they had become infected after a few hours, he'd take cheesecloth and give you a rubdown, each little loop of the cheesecloth catching each little splinter that it met, giving the tiny piece of wood a twang.

You have to be an artist to think like that. Needles was an artist. It made my skin crawl talking to him, but that's just what you wanted on hot, humid days in Greenville. You picked up some useful information, too.

"You have to keep your mind on your work," he used to caution. "You can't get emotionally involved. The man who takes things personally will never be any good at the business. It's too easy to make him angry. The angry man always overkills."

The first sign of returning consciousness was a dull ache in my groin. It increased in intensity until it equaled my headache. I opened my eyes and once again beheld Gutty Kegel. This time, however, he was sitting on a big chair, his arms spread wide, his face covered with gloom.

Alna's dead face was gone. She had been crying, and it didn't take a detective to figure out who she had been crying for. There were brown spots on the front of Alna's shirt. Jontine was there, too. They dropped her in the tent like dead fish. The side of her head was missing. I looked at Nance. Her face was like stone, her eyes narrowed to tiny slits as she studied the woman who stood before me. I moved my head a few degrees in her direction. I didn't need to be introduced. She was the one the squats and grunts outside had said was running Kegel. It was Anna Tane.

She was a body built angel cake. Although I could count her muscles, she wasn't worked down to nothing but iron. There were all the right lumps. She had a body and face any vid star would have killed for, and she wore her tight leathers and cutaway top like she knew it. White blonde hair framed a face that, from soft clear skin to full red lips, was perfect in every way, except for the eyes. Her eyes were black, emotionless, and looking at me.

"I see that you are with us again, Bando Nicos," she said. Her mouth smiled but her eyes didn't go along with the exercise. I just hung there from whatever it was that I was tied to and tried to keep from losing my lunch or my water. She scared me to death.

"As you have seen," she continued, "Deke is rather sensitive about his deformity. Please do not refer to it again."

"Are you talking about his freakface?" I inquired. "I can see why you don't want to talk about it." Kegel leaped up and began coming for me, but Anna Tane stopped him dead with a straight arm to his chest.

"Sit down," she ordered him.

"You hear what he called me!"

"Sit down." After a moment of mandatory macho blowholing, Kegel sat.

"Man," I said to him, "whatever happened to you, you poor pussy-whipped freakface you. Did this bit whack your weenie?"

"Sometime soon, chili pepper, I'll show you a couple of things." His voice was a growl.

I grinned at him. "I just love a man with a crooked smile, Nightmare," I answered. Once more Anna restrained her man, but this time she sent him from the tent.

Once he had gone she faced me. "Deke takes things too personally." She placed a gentle hand on my cheek. "I don't at all."

As my heart moved into my throat, I gathered every last bit of spit I could find in my mouth and got her with a spray that covered her face from her nose to her left cheek and chin. Hope left the universe as I saw her only smile and wipe the goober from her face with the palm of her hand. As Needles used to say, she had a thoroughly professional attitude.

She walked to a low table, dipped a cloth into a water jar, and talked as she cleaned her face with dainty dabs. "We've captured many Razai prisoners, and a few of them became quite conversational after we did a little work on them." She placed the cloth onto the table as she faced me and held out her hand toward one of Kegel's Hellborn. The Fork handed her a rifle and she nodded for him to make himself scarce.

"We know that you are some kind of police officer, and I would really love to know how that happened. I can't think of anything in the universe that would prompt a bunch of sharks to put up with a police authority. I certainly can't imagine why a man of your obvious intelligence would allow himself to become a police officer."

I glanced at Nance, remembering her telling me to either do the job or hit the dunes. On her shirt, where her breasts pressed against the fabric, there were brown spots. I faced Anna Tane, shoved my shoulders into the semblance of a shrug, and repeated the famous words of Tydeus. "It seemed like a good idea at the time."

She looked down at the weapon and turned it over. It was one of the pieces converted by the Trolls. The clip and auto nut were missing. "You're here to recover your boss. I know that much, and I want you to know that I'm going to send you back alive with my offer for her safe return." She held the rifle beneath my nose. "The offer has to do with this. This rifle."

"What about it?"

The right corner of her lovely mouth pulled back into a slight grin. "Bando Nicos, perhaps you have figured out that I am a person who does not enjoy games. Take torture, for example. I derive no pleasure from it. Hence I tend toward efficiency, first finding the subject's most vulnerable place, and concentrating my attention there." She lowered the weapon and let her long graceful fingers play around the entrance port for the ammo clip. "What's your most vulnerable place, Bando Nicos?"

"I really hate broccoli." There were some snickers here and there in the tent. My throat was as dry as salt in Hell.

She looked down at the rifle. "The survivors from the patrol you ambushed were simply full of stories when they came back to camp. They kept talking about being met by a solid wall of machine gun fire. Of course we all laughed at them. Since these rifles first appeared twenty five years ago the different gangs have been trying their best to make automatic weapons out of them. We knew it couldn't have been that."

Her dark eyes looked from the weapon to me. "We assumed they had simply run into a large force of three or four hundred rifles. But when I personally went to the site of the ambush the evidence only supported an attacking force of perhaps fifteen or twenty Razai. And the stitch trails along the sides of the lughs. Just like those made by machine guns. How do you account for that?"

"I'm not an accountant."

A guard laughed out loud, Anna Tane nailed him to a stake with her eyes. She looked back at me. What the hell. As long as they were concentrating on me, they weren't working over Alna, Nance, and Mercy Jane. "With that incredibly inept diversion your men pulled tonight, I was able to hear the weapons for myself. We only found one body and the tracks of a few more leading north, away from the camp."

I couldn't remember any diversion. It took me awhile to flog my brain into understanding what she was saying. Our "diversion" had been the Exterminator having another breakthrough. I couldn't believe how badly I had screwed things up. Victim, Jontine, Brain Drain, and now the Exterminator. How many more I didn't know.

"We didn't capture any of their weapons, but we did capture yours. None of them work. The ammo clip is obviously missing." She pointed at the port for the auto nut. "Something is missing here, as well. I've had this weapon apart and the missing piece is some kind of complex cam switching arrangement. I want to know what it is."

What the hell? What harm could a name do? "It needs an auto nut."

"Very good. Perhaps you could show me how they are made."

"I don't know anything about machines, lady. I just shoot 'em. I don't build 'em."

"Where is the auto nut for this weapon?"

"I don't know."

"I think you do."

"I mean I don't know where they are now. We left ours behind with the other group so they wouldn't get captured. It's the truth."

Her voice became very quiet, very low, almost seductive. "Bando, I like you. I don't want to hurt you."

"I'm special glad to hear that."

"You take a kick in the groin very well." I could feel the bile moving up into my mouth. Right then my balls were swollen and protesting the touch of my trousers. "There are things we can do that are more painful than that."

I silently thanked the Spider. At least they weren't going to work some more on my balls. "I told you the truth, lady. We left the auto nuts with the others."

She shook her head as she said, "I can't buy it, Bando. Five sharks sneak into an enemy camp carrying weapons that don't fire?"

"What can I tell you? It was part of the disguise."

"No one out of the crowbars is that stupid. You have to be a soldier or a fanatic to do something like that. No shark ever performed that kind of sacrifice for the greater good. I think you either have yours on you or you dropped it in the fight outside. Remember what I said about something more painful than kicking you in the testicles?"

"I remember. I've been telling you the truth. I got nothing more to say."

She nodded once at some Forks behind me. "Strip him."

They untied my hands and the yard monsters held me as they pulled off my sheet, pulled down my trousers and smalls, along with my coat and shirt. With one yard monster on each wrist, I stood there in my God-issue. Anna Tane was looking me over with a big smirk on her face. I wasn't hauling the body beautiful, but I wasn't ashamed of it. I figured if she wanted to look, let her.

As a couple of the Forks went through my pockets and seams, Anna Tane walked around me, pulling her fingers across my chest, my back, my buttocks. She came to a stop in front of me and cupped my testicles in her hand.

"Sore, aren't they?" she whispered.

"A bit." That bile was in my throat again. Holy Christ, she was going after my nuts.

But I was wrong. Her lips moved close to mine as her hand moved from my nuts and began stroking my penis, making it hard. Alna was watching, and I tried to force myself not to have an erection. It was no use.

I glanced at Alna and saw her eyes widen. She screamed. I turned to see what she had seen and Kegel was behind me, his dick in his hand.

"No!" I shouted it, roared it, screamed it, begged it. "No!"

"Down with him," said that gravel-filled voice. "Get him down and bend him over. I'm all buttered up and lookin' for a bit of chili pepper."

I fought, pulled, tried to kick, scream. God after all of the years in the crowbars clawing and slugging to keep the boybungers out of my ass—

"No!"

Someone's hand grabbed my left shoulder and I bit it, sinking my teeth in until they grated against the bone. There was a howl, then a fist hit my jaw. The world spun for a moment, I had nothing but blood in my mouth, but damn the heavens, I didn't go out.

I was over, my face ground into the filthy carpet of the tent, Alna's screams and Kegel's laughs in my ears. He split me apart as he thrust his filthy thing inside of me and began pumping.

I roared. I roared and screamed, cursed, begged, whimpered, screamed and roared some more.

Then it wasn't happening to me. It was happening to someone else. Maybe Jimmy Bennet or some other crowbar faggot was getting spread. I didn't know. It was none of my business.

But it was my business.

It was me.

Then the screams and roars.

When Kegel was finished with me they tied my hands and ankles behind my back and left me on my face at Alna's feet, crying. Anna Tane said to me before she left, "I warned you."

I kept my eyes closed as I cried, denied the thing that had happened, admitted it, denied and admitted it again and again. My head was exploding, my universe shattering, and I couldn't stop it.

"Bando," croaked a voice. "Bando, you're still a man." I opened my eyes, turned my head, and through my tears I saw Alna looking down at me. "You're still a man, Bando. He can't take anything away from you unless you let him."

I lifted my head and crashed my right temple down on the filthy rug again and again until my wound split open and darkness took away my mind.
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▫

Indispensable


▫

I didn't know how long I had been staring at the light beam coming through the hole in the small tent. It was orange. Daylight. I was alive. I could see no one, yet I knew I wasn't alone. Knives of pain coursed through my head, and I blessed them because everything else was numb. Everything else in my awareness, everything else in my body. My life before that awakening had been hacked from my memory.

Slow bit by slow bit messages were picked up by my senses. I frowned as I realized I was on a cot. My head was bandaged and I was wearing my clothes. I was tempted to cry my thanks to whoever had dressed me, couldn't remember why, then froze the tears, the thanks, and the feelings.

There were footsteps and I closed my eyes, once again trying to fool the monsters into thinking I was asleep and therefore beyond their powers. "Is he alive?" It was a high, reedy voice. "Is he alive?" the voice repeated. "Kegel's bit wants to know."

"He's alive," answered Mercy Jane's voice.

"Can he ride?"

"A corpse can ride."

The reedy voice laughed and faded. My closed eyes tempted me and I followed my light-headedness down that steep spiral to oblivion.

There was a memory of waking up in the dark. I was standing up in a different tent, my hands bound above me to a post, four guards sitting on the carpet playing a card game they called "poke." Everything about me had been dead, and I watched the guards as they played. The guard called Dive was the poke, and the three other guards stayed in against him. Dive took two more cards, bet again, and the others called.

"What's she read, Dive?" asked the one called Crawler.

Dive put down his cards and the other three players laughed. "Trip eights? Are you mad? I almost got that beat with me own hand."

Dive gestured with his head. "More cards, less talk."

Card by card in turn the players assembled a hand that attempted to beat Dive's three eights. The first three cards were two kings and a six. The remaining two cards were another six and another king.

They ribbed Dive about his clumsy play, and the guard stood and stretched. "I can't concentrate. I think I'll take a look around."

"Sure," laughed Crawler. "You take a look around."

On his way out of the tent he noticed my eyes were open. We were both standing in the shadows. He stopped and looked me in the eyes. "You're awake."

I kept looking at him. He averted his gaze a moment and looked back. "What happened to you. It's not us. It's that bitch. There's nothin' we could do."

I didn't know what he was talking about, but I did know the law. "In the Razai," I said, "the chup who stands by and lets a crime happen is just as guilty as the perp." My voice sounded strange in my own ears.

"Well, we don't have no cops here." He nodded and walked off as I faded out again. I came up the spiral. I was in a cot in a different tent. Survival still seemed important, and survival said that there were parts of reality I could not afford to deal with right then. Still those pieces kept flashing by me before I could kill them. They were there and then they weren't. Somehow I tried to clutch to this childish belief that if I couldn't think about it, it never happened. Still there was a part of me that knew it was a lie and it waited for me because it knew that if the lie lived I would die.

I lifted my head and gently sat up, my eyes still closed. As my feet touched the ground, I heard someone stand. My body went rigid and my eyes shut as I tried to deny everything all at once. Someone stood in front of me. I opened my eyes and filled my sight with Greenville blues. It was a woman's torso. Where her breasts pressed against her shirt, there were drops of blood. I looked up and Jane Sheene was looking down at me, her face stiff and lined, her eyes cold and old. I touched the bandage on my head. "You did this?"

"Yes." Her voice was flat. "Can you stand?"

I felt the tears brimming in my eyes. Hell, she had been dropped into the Crotch for mercy killing. "Why didn't you let me die?"

I felt the tears run down my cheeks, and almost as though it was in slow motion I saw Mercy Jane lift her hand and bring it down across my face. My head exploded and I fell backwards onto the cot. Immediately she grabbed me by my shirt front and hauled me up. Her face was still without expression. "Stop blubbering," she ordered. "You're not a special case. We've all been raped."

In my mind a dim memory announced itself. Rape. It was the one thing that could not happen to Alna. If it happened she would die.

"Alna?"

"I said all and I meant all." Her face softened just a crack as she placed her hand on my shoulder. "Get strong, Chief. We can't spare you right now."

Lights danced in front of my eyes as the pain in my soul drove me to bury my face in Mercy Jane's stomach and wrap my arms around her. I cried again and I heard her voice as she stroked my hair.

"You have to be strong, Bando. Anna Tane is going to have you and one of your men bring her demands to the Razai. You've got to be strong so you can make it there and bring the army back and wipe these monsters."

"They'll kill you before we can—"

"Don't worry about trying to rescue us. Nance and I talked it over. You know how hostages are used. It doesn't work if the hostages are dead, and we figure we're already dead." She pulled loose of my grasp and squatted in front of me. Taking my hands in hers she looked me in the eyes.

"Do you understand, Bando? You have to bring back the army and kill these bastards. Go to the Razai and make a law. You know what we need. Hostages are already dead. The hostage takers are guilty of murder. Make a law. Make sure we get our payback."

I found my voice. "You said you and Nance talked it over. What about Alna?"

She placed her palms on my cheeks. "Now is when you have to be the strongest." She held my gaze for a moment, then her eyes filled with tears. Her lips formed the words without voice. "She's gone."

"Gone?" It came from deep inside me, the last remaining kernel of foolish Earth fantasy. Alna couldn't be gone. Not if there was any justice in the universe. Not if there was a god. Too many lousy things had happened to Alna for her to die without any happiness in her life. Too many lousy things had happened to me to lose her now. To lose her here. To lose her to Kegel and his flaming bitch.

I pushed Mercy Jane out of my way and shot to my feet. She tumbled to the floor as I tried first one side of the tent, then the next, searching for the entrance. As I found the flap, Mercy Jane's hands clapped down on my shoulders and held them fast.

"Now," she said. "Now is when you have to be strong."

Someone else lifted the flap and the blinding glare from Alsvid hurt my eyes. There was a crowd of Hellborn guards out there. I started to cover my eyes and then I saw her. The realization of what I was seeing came a second later. It was Alna gut strung next to the brave man on the sticks. Held by her shoulders and knees, her naked bottom hung down, forcing her into a grotesque fold. The gut loop beneath her shoulders had forced her arms up giving her the pose of a scarecrow. Thousands of tiny green maggots made it seem as if her guts were writhing with green slime. Her face was slack, her eyes open, looking at me.

This is not the world, I thought. This is not reality. This is the dark horse, a nightmare, a bad dream. There were words in the air, lips near my ear, saying things. I turned, hoping to awake, praying to open my eyes and find Alna whispering those words of love that we both found so very difficult to say.

My eyes were already open. I was already awake, and the voice was Mercy Jane's. She was whispering, telling me to bring the army back. In my mind she became Alna. Alna's ghost. Her huge brown eyes holding me prisoner, her lips saying, "They don't know you love me. Keep silent or they'll use it. Bring back the army. Get our payback."

Perhaps it was only my desire to survive talking to me through an image. Maybe it was her ghost, or maybe God finally woke up and threw a switch. Maybe it was Mercy Jane. Anyway, it was how to survive. Just like in the crowbars. Keep the blowhole shut and the eyes down, walk the walk, and don't let the stains know how much they've gotten to you.

I kept wanting to faint. Alna had told me I was still a man. She told me that Kegel couldn't take that away from me, and all I did was beat my head on the ground until my bulbs burnt out. I never said good bye to her, I love you, or anything.

Mercy Jane's whispers in my ear. "She couldn't take it. She died after a few hours."

A few hours. How merciful.

Be strong.

Be numb.

At that moment they were the same thing.

A voice called out, then another. I moved forward and Mercy Jane followed. The remaining members of my patrol were there: Prophet and Keeper. Keeper's leg was bandaged. He was sitting on a bale of grass. Next to him, sitting on another bale facing Alna, was Nance Damas. She turned her head and looked at me as Gutty Kegel and Anna Tane emerged from the large tent and approached me and Jane.

Nance didn't have to speak. The crowbars taught me how to listen with my eyes. Nance was giving me everything I needed to know about hostage situations and what to do about them. It was strange to remember Earth and how a couple of whacks could nab someone and paralyze entire nations by holding a hostage. It's easy to do to a nation of wimps who place the continued life of some individual and a good press image before what's right, before the nation, before justice.

I could see the new rule for the law. It would probably have to be voted on when I got back, and getting back was the priority move. I took one last look at Nance and turned toward the unholy pair. Kegel and Tane. It sounded like a law firm.

They stopped in front of us and Anna Tane asked Mercy, "Is he able to travel?"

"Yes."

She looked at me, her face again without expression. She held up a piece of paper. "I want you to bring this back to your boss, Captain Brady. In there is an offer. It is a way for the fighting to end and for the survival of the hostages. Understand me. What's in there can mean life or death for your people. I think perhaps you've seen enough now to know that I don't make empty threats. Make certain you are clear when you tell them about me."

"I will."

She cocked her head toward Prophet. "I'm going to let him go with you to be your nursemaid. Be certain that you two make it back to your people. If we don't receive a satisfactory response to our offer within four days, you'll be responsible for the deaths of the hostages." She looked beyond me and called out, "The lughs. Bring them here."

One of the Hellborn led two critters over. The lughs had canteens tied to their backs. I glanced at Nance. She gave me a slight nod, glanced at Anna Tane, then scratched her ass. She plucked an imaginary dingleberry and flicked it to the ground.

The critters were parked between Prophet and myself. He looked around for a moment, then climbed up on his. I reached to climb up on mine and Anna Tane restrained me by placing her hand on my arm.

"Maybe you think you're some kind of big gun pezzo, but don't even think about doing anything foolish, Nicos. You're not that big. Understand?"

"I understand."

She examined me for a moment. "Nicos," she began, "I may have misread you. I don't think so, but if I have, just remember that we have your friends." She nodded her head toward Nance Damas, and a light went on in the back of my head. Anna Tane thought Nance was my bit. Nance was chili pepper, too. Bando and Nance, sure. It made sense, if you were a gibbering racist with your head up your ass. My head was splitting as I wrestled my rage to the ground.

"Nicos, don't do anything that will make us kill them."

"I won't make you kill them."

I shrugged off her hand and mounted the critter. I didn't look at Kegel. I couldn't afford to. The important thing wasn't to squash just him. The important thing was to squash him, his monster, his army, and this part of the bloody planet. To do that I would need my army. To get my army I had to get out of Kegel's camp alive. To get out alive, I had to be cool.

First things first.

It was one of the slogans from the CSA meetings, first things first. It'd been a while since I'd been to a meeting. Of course they'd say at the meetings that you were only as sick as your secrets.

Now I had a secret. It wasn't much of a secret compared to the general crowbar run. At a meeting Rus Gades had talked about when he was raped back in the crowbars. So had a hundred others. Fodder had shared his whole childhood horror in front of everybody at Nhandi v. Nhandi. Maybe it'd help. I decided that when I got back to the main column I'd have to get in a meeting, toss my shit in the circle, and cut it down to size.

Anna Tane gave the order and Prophet and I urged our critters forward. I kept my eyes down and looked at the back of my lugh's neck until we were outside the limits of the camp and had left Kegel's guards behind.
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▫

The Murderer


▫

I didn't look back until Prophet and I had climbed the switchback road and were on the upper plain. The sun was high, making the insects in the grass buzz. I felt the tears on my face and tried to hide from the twin-headed dragon that exhorted me to kill at the same time it urged me to die.

No matter how badly a machine has been mistreated, if it's running at all, it will still punch some sort of hole or attempt to put A on top of B. Sometimes you throw a rad up against the cell wall, afterwards it'll still pick up a station or two. Not very well, but you can tell there's something there. There were things I had to do, too.

When we were in the tall grass I stopped my lugh, turned on its back, and made certain that no one was following. "Prophet?"

"Yes?"

"Keep an eye open. I'm going to get the stuff." He nodded and I went down the side trail until I found our camp from the night before. It took a bit, but just behind the edge of the bluff between two clumps of grass stalks, I saw a small pile of rocks. I normally wouldn't've noticed it, except that one of the rocks on top carried no weathering. I dismounted, pushed the rocks aside and found our ammo clips, auto nuts, and a plastic bag containing Show Biz's camera and all of her discs.

Then I tore off all of my clothes and used up most of my water washing myself. I kept making whimpering, gasping sounds like I was covered with leeches, and although I couldn't see them, I couldn't stand them being on my body. Finally I scrubbed myself with my fingernails until I bled. Between the blood and the water I was cleansed.

After dressing, I didn't dare check out the camera. I knew that if I saw Jontine Ru right then, or heard her voice, I'd split wide open. I packed everything up, mounted my critter, and turned back to the main trail. When I approached, Prophet was looking down at Kegel's camp and laughing.

I looked down at the camp and couldn't figure out what was so funny. Too much had happened. My eyes were foggy. I couldn't make out the tripods or anything else. I began to lead my critter toward the north when I heard Prophet laugh again. The sound of it was such an obscenity right then, I pulled up my mount and stared at him.

He noticed me looking at him and he shook his head and laughed again. Reaching up his hand to dry his tears, he said, "For the love of Jesus, Bando, did you see what they did to that nigger wench? Did you hear her scream?"

Tingling crept up the back of my neck as my focus fuzzed. "What?"

"They hung that little nigger bitch up by her guts, and Jesus, you should've heard her beg and scream! God, I've never seen anything so funny in my life!" Prophet filled the sky with belly laughs.

Strength, numbness, thinking, all of my resolutions dissolved. Jumping from my critter I landed on the ground at a run and pulled Prophet down to the ground. He was still laughing.

My hands found his throat and I squeezed, every last ounce of pain in me making my fingers strong, crushing his windpipe as his hands dug at my fingers and beat upon my shoulders.

His movements became strong with panic, then grew weaker and weaker until he was done past. I flowed over with rage. Killing him wasn't enough. I still needed to kill him over and over. There was a large rock by the side of the road. I scrambled over on my hands and knees, picked it up, and got to my feet. I took it over to Prophet's still body. Lifting it over my head, I pulled it down out of the sky onto Prophet's face with all of my might. Straddling his chest, I picked up the rock and brought it down again.

Lifting the rock, smashing it down, again and again I pulped his face until his entire head was soup. I could feel the blush and think goo dribbling off my face. I could see it splattered on the dirt and grass and all over the front of my sheet. I cried and growled, grinding away Prophet's head, until my arms could no longer lift the rock. My breath was coming in shallow gasps as I cried in frustration, because what I had done was still not enough. No matter what I did to Prophet's still form, it could never be enough.

I was still straddling Prophet's chest holding the rock as the sun climbed higher into the sky. The grass moved with a freshening breeze and I looked down at my front. I looked like a sloppy butcher. I was a sloppy butcher.

I pushed the rock away, crawled off Prophet's corpse, and pulled off my sheet. The white side had been out, and I spread it on the ground and used dead grass leaves to clean off the gobs of blood, skin, and hair. With fresh grass stalks I dyed the front, covering the stains with green. When the sheet was dry, I wore it with the stain inside. I pulled Prophet's corpse off the trail into the tall grass and left it for the grass worms and garbage birds.

I was hollow. All that was me was gone. All that was good was finished. Kegel had taken my manhood, he and his bitch had gut strung my imperfect love, and I had thrown away the last good part myself as I rubbished Prophet. The Razai Cops were due for another chief. By my own law, I was a murderer. I owed max payback.

No one else knew about it. No one knew I was a killer. I played around with that for a few seconds. I could've gotten away with it. No one had seen me. After all, I was the man. If the Chief of the RCs couldn't slip through the cracks, who could? All that needed doing was the doing.

I finally shook my head. It wouldn't work. Just thinking about it brought to life all of my ghosts from Dick Irish to Nuris Rhadmajani. Maybe it was a conscience.

I took a life, and the payback for that was the max. I was the one who made that law just before I smoked Dick Irish out of his socks. Sure I was crazy, but insanity, disease, compulsion, none of them were acceptable exceptions. I made that law, too, just before I put the cannibal Yvonne out of her misery. I was the very thing Nance had fingered me to protect us from. I was what I hated the most on Tartaros.

Now I knew how Cap Brady felt after he killed Diaper Lou Imagia back on Earth. It really didn't matter that Diaper Lou deserved—needed—to be thinned. To Cap that hadn't mattered at all. Diaper Lou didn't even figure into it. The only thing that had mattered was that Cap had become what he had devoted his life to fight. That was why he turned himself in. That was why he pled guilty before the black rag. That was why he no longer felt worthy to be a police officer. Now I understood. There was more to it, though.

Prophet wasn't a kiddie-porn baby snuffer like Diaper Lou. Prophet was sick. Crazy. And all he had done was to laugh at something that had struck his bent bigot's head as funny. I had thinned him for laughing. I thinned him because I was full of pain. I thinned him because I was crazier than he was. I thinned him because I was not fit to live myself. My own Mad Dog Rule stood there and ordered me, as my last official act, to pull max payback on myself for Prophet.

I could've done it, maybe. If I'd had a gun, a knife, a place to tie a homemade rope. Maybe it was meant for me to live. I didn't know. Maybe I was supposed to die, and maybe I'd get around to that. Maybe the yard smarts were the smart smarts after all. Maybe what I'd do is just take off on my own, be my own man, make my own way. It's a great way to live if you don't love anything or belong anywhere. I had lots of options, but there were some scores to settle first.

Stays would make a good Chief of the RCs. He knew what the law was about and why it was important to all of us. He knew more about it than I did, anyway, that was certain. Once I'd settled with Gutty and his monster, maybe I'd just turn myself in, accept the peace of an RC slug in my heart, and go back to the slime where I belonged.

I climbed on my critter, took the reins of Prophet's lugh, and headed north. First I had to deliver the message to Cap. Then I had to come back with an army and find Gutty Kegel and Anna Tane. I put a fire beneath my revenge. It kept those shadows of guilt and pain behind that mental door.
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▫

The Remains


▫

The sun grew hotter, but it was still cooler than on the grit. As I rode north through the grass I reached to Show Biz's equipment bag. I opened it and pulled out the tiny camera. It was empty, and I looked at the neat rows of micro discs. About a quarter of them had been used. I turned on the camera, paged through the programmed index, and froze when I came to the notation about the interviews with the members of the posse.

Prophet's interview would be in there along with nine yards of slime about the punishment of Ham for looking upon his drunken father's nakedness while his brothers averted their eyes. Zap, Ham, you're black. And the Lord slappeth his knee and said "Got another one!"

That's what you get for looking at things as they are, Ham. It was like that bird that brought the bad news to Apollo. Crows used to be white up until then. Apollo didn't like the news, he zapped the bird, and crows were black from then on. They ought to call turning things black the old joke of the gods.

Prophet had a daughter and two sons. He showed the camera their pictures and talked about them. They had kept their names, despite their father's notoriety, and were doing very well, according to him. The daughter was a physician, the oldest son was an executive in a space transport line, and the younger son was just finishing cockroach school. Prophet was very proud of them. He had killed their mother when he discovered that she was one thirty-second Cherokee Indian. He later discovered he had made a mistake, which is why he hadn't burgered his three children. I shut down the micro as the tears brimmed in my eyes.

Man, just like the fools who wrote that insane story about old Ham and his alcoholic father, it was so clear to me that Prophet was just a crazy sick old man I wanted to die. I wanted to give him his payback right then. I ejected the micro, placed it in the case, and was shutting down the camera when I saw on the index, "Bando Nicos, personal notes."

I found the micro and stuck it in the camera. There were images of me back with the walking column at night, standing at the back of a sled, riding my critter. And there was Jontine's voice.

"He's a Chicano who has no concept of race or nation. He's a murderer who tries and executes murderers with the fanaticism of an ancient inquisitor. He is an authority hater with a special focus on judges, lawyers, and police officers who functions in the Razai's peculiar kind of justice as all three. Bando Nicos hates responsibilities of any kind, yet he hauls more responsibility than I believe is humanly possible. He is plagued by the memories of those he's executed, yet I have the feeling that larger, more terrifying, ghosts would be chasing him should he let a murderer escape alive."

Ice filled my spine as I turned off the camera and dropped it back into the bag. My headache was digging a tunnel to Hell and something annoying was sticking me in the chest, rubbing the skin raw. I reached beneath my sheet and felt around until I found a tiny splinter stuck in my sheet. When I checked it out I almost went to black. It was a bone fragment. As his ghost towered over the clouds, I wondered if Prophet's brains and blood had gotten all over Anna Tane's note. I pulled it out of my shirt pocket and looked. The sheet was clean. I opened it and began reading the beautiful handwriting.

▫

To Captain Brady,



I am holding your boss, Nance Damas, a doctor named Jane Sheene, and over two hundred of your soldiers hostage. If you wish to negotiate for their safe return, send up three signal flares and meet with me two nights later in my old base camp. Nicos can lead you there. Be warned that even the appearance of treachery on your part will result in the immediate deaths of all hostages. If you take more than a day to send up the flares, or more than two days after that to show at my camp, the hostages will be gut strung. To show that I am to be taken seriously, I have already gut strung the hostage called Alna Moah.



What I want is a working copy of your auto rifle conversion. You have my assurances that, if we can reach an agreement, we will never use such weapons against the Razai. Act sensibly and the remaining hostages will be returned to you unharmed. We might even stop a war.



Deke Kegel.



▫

"Anna Tane. What a piece of work," I muttered as I folded the letter and put it into my shirt pocket. She really got off on that power behind the throne trip. She planned, she hired, she fired, she wrote the notes, chose who was to die, invented the tortures, and ran Kegel's entire gang by manipulating Kegel. That freakfaced bastard had to know what was going on, yet he let it happen. It was madness. Maybe it was love.

I glanced again at the note. Kegel and his bit didn't want to negotiate. All Anna Tane wanted was to get her pretty fingers on a working automatic rifle. All Kegel wanted was to do whatever Anna Tane wanted him to want. Wouldn't it be funny, I thought, if Kegel was actually hetero and had been bullied into climbing into my ass by Anna? For all I knew he had been thoroughly repelled by the whole thing.

Another fantasy on me. Me hoping that Kegel suffered from it as much as I had. But he was hard and in me. Only women can fake those moments. Men have to feel it, and Gutty enjoyed himself.

The perverse bent of my mind looked upon this thing that had been done to me, it examined how hard I had fought, and it dismissed it all and said that it was my fault. I denied the blame. It didn't make any sense. All the same, it was there. It had been something about me, something in me. Why else had it happened to me? A secret yearning, some dark corner of my soul, my sins coming home to roost. There were plenty of my victims back on Earth who would've thought that I'd gotten exactly what I deserved. There was a large part of me that said the same thing.

When Alna had talked about being raped, though, she had said the same thing. Before she had ever done anything wrong she was raped and took from the experience that it had been, somehow, her fault. As the committee in my head argued furiously, there hovered in the background a specter. It only watched. It watched me to see what I would do. It was an interesting ghost, now the undisputed leader of the pack. Bando Nicos was no longer the Watcher. Prophet was. Now I was the one being watched.

"Not right now, Prophet," I whispered to the ghost. "I'll give you your payback in a few days. As soon as we do Kegel and Anna Tane I'll give you what you want." I pushed my thoughts away from Kegel, away from Prophet's ghost, and concentrated on riding up the trail.

Hours later, Alsvid reaching for the western horizon, I heard sounds from up ahead. Low talking, the snorting of a few critters, the occasional snap of a dried stalk of grass. I thought it might be another ambush, but then I heard Teheran Man shouting, Head Start bellowing for him to shut up, and Deadeye bellowing at both of them to shut up. It was the remainder of the posse.

As I rode around a slight turn in the trail, the tall walls of grass opened to reveal the few who were left. The cannibals, Power Tool, and Head Start. Deadeye was mounted. I pulled up my critter and Deadeye spoke to me, his expression down deep. "Sorry I did such a bad job."

I looked down at my hands as they gripped the lugh's braids. I moved my eyes, letting my gaze play upon the faces of the posse. I looked back at Deadeye. "Let's hear it."

"Maybe when we get back."

Blinding rage filled my eyes as a growl began deep in my throat. "Spit it out, Deadeye! Talk to me about last night!"

The hitter shifted nervously on his critter's back. "He freaked, Bando. Exterminator left footprints twelve feet up the wall and all around the room. He screamed. Then he started shooting. Full automatic. He lit us up like New Year's."

"What happened to him?"

Deadeye's tongue moved over his lips as he faced me, his eyebrows going up. "I had to stitch him. I tried to get the gun away from him, but he shot at me. So I killed him. It was the only way I could think of to quiet him down. Am I a murderer? Do you shoot me now?"

I felt spent. With me hairing off after Kegel with no plan and even less prospects, it was a wonder any of us were left alive. I closed my eyes and slowly shook my head. "No. I don't shoot you. If anyone deserves to be shot for what happened last night, it's me." Opening my eyes again I was startled to find them filled with tears. I wiped them dry with my hand. "You saved half the posse, Deadeye. You did good."

"What about the killing?"

I couldn't think straight right then. It seemed to take forever to piece together my sense of the law that I had shattered along with Prophet's skull. "It sounds like you were defending yourself and the posse. There's no payback for self-defense. Stick a sock in it for now and let's get back to the main column. I have to deliver something to Cap."

"What happened to the others?" It was the cannibal chop, Peking Man. I couldn't read his face.

"Kegel has Keeper. The rest are dead." I cocked my head toward the north, kicked my critter's sides with my heels, and said to them all. "No more talk. We move. If we don't reach Cap Brady soon, all the hostages die."
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▫

The Paxati Stroll


▫

We rode that night until the Eyes of the Spider were at the top of their arc. Signs had been left along the trail, and before we reached the edge of the desert, they pointed us toward the northeast. The main column was in the Big Grass.

The Razai had made it to moisture. The Forever Sand was over. No more scorching days and freezing nights. No more living in constant filth to conserve precious drops of foul smelling water. I should have been happy but I was dead where that nerve should have been.

Cap Brady had his headquarters in the hospital sled from which Nance, Alna, and Mercy Jane had been nabbed. Once we got into camp we met him at the sled, except now it was mounted on those spoked wheels. It began moving almost at once. The column was long enough that a unit at the front could move to the sides of the trail and let the rest of the column pass, set up camp, and rest for fourteen hours or so before having to pack up and hook on to the rear of the column. It was like a living endless belt pulling itself toward the Sunrise Mountains. That was another thing. We were no longer running from Kegel's column. We were heading directly for the Hand.

It was strange how far away from things I had gotten. Liberating the slaves held by the Hand had somehow fallen into the background. In my own mind, next to leveling Kegel's camp and thinning every bastard in it, doing the Hand was small stuff. I knew Margo Hoyt, Cap's bit, wouldn't see it that way. Of course, she had been raped by the Hand, not by Kegel. It affects one's priorities. Margo was up at the point guard advising General Nazzar.

I rubbed my eyes as an endless weariness filled me. Cap invited Deadeye, Ondo Suth and me into his sled. Inside was a mokk my size wearing a Hand sheet and a slung piece. He was one of those pale dark haired things that look like they always need a shave from the age of three. He looked at me like I was the new kid on the sand. The bed had been removed and in its place was a table surrounded by eight crude chairs. After filling cap in on most of the things that had happened, and after reading the note and ordering the flares to be sent up, we sat down. Shava sat across from me. Cap put out three cups and poured fresh water for each of us as I talked.

"I trashed it big time, Cap. I got five dead, one captured, and no results. I wouldn't blame you if you got yourself another chief. If you do, just please let me go along when we waste Kegel's camp."

"You look different, Bando."

"Looking at Alna gut strung took off a slice." I leaned back in the chair and stared at the table top. "There were a couple of other things."

He nodded at the cup in front of me. "Try the water."

I took a sip and it was cool and fresh. "Spring water. We had some at Kegel's camp when we snuck in."

"There're a number of springs in the grass. That's what gave the straightmeats the courage to stroll. We lost more than forty thousand with Lomon Paxati and the we-don't-want-to-fight-nobody party leading the parade. That happened soon after the election."

"What election?" I asked. "There aren't supposed to be any elections until we either get Nance back or she dies."

He shook his head. "The cockroaches argued that there's nothing in the law that could prevent it. They were right. Now we have Rule 62 which lets a number two call an election if the boss is absent against her will. Stays cleared it."

"Oh, did he?" I held out my hands, knocking over my cup. "So what was the result of the election? Did we put Bug Eyes or the Mummy up for boss?"

"Nance is still boss and I'm still number two. There really wasn't any contest. By and large the straightmeats and many of the whacks voted for Paxati, the sharks voted for Nance."

Shava Ido laughed and shook his head. "All but the yard eagles who think there's an angle to be worked in the straightmeats running things."

"Then Paxati sucked his thumb, picked up his ball, and went home?" asked Deadeye.

Shava nodded. "They split along voting lines and took off. Maybe five or six thousand sharks went with them. I believe the sharks are looking for feeding waters where the pickings aren't so lean and the penalties not quite so harsh."

"The cockroaches went with them, too," Cap said.

A bitter laugh forced its way through my tiredness. "After the sharks finish feeding there are always scraps left for the lower forms of life."

"The cryin' truth," said Deadeye.

Cap scratched his reddish gray beard. "Paxati has his camp about twenty minutes north of ours."

"Yeah," said Deadeye. "With us between them and Kegel, I notice."

Cap nodded. "Funny how that worked out."

"A riot," I answered. "Why are they so close? They still expect us to protect them?"

"No. It has to do with one of the results of the election. It's a pretty sticky case and Stays wants to discuss it with you before taking action."

"What if I was dead? What would he do then? Throw up his hands and cry he can't deal with it?"

"You aren't dead, so let's just stay with the current problem."

Man, what a pack of bums. I needed to come up with something pretty soon if the RCs, the law, and the Razai weren't going down the toilet. The law couldn't feed on me any more than the army could depend exclusively on Habran Indimi or Bloody Sarah. It wasn't just because anyone or anything that had ever depended on me had died. Nothing that ever depended on any single person could be counted on for long. People die, they change. I didn't want the law to die with them. The only candle I had to bring with me into the dark and chilly was the law and the little I had done right.

While I was lost in my thoughts, Cap had been talking. When the straightmeats decided to stroll, they had demanded a percentage of the rifles for their own protection. "Since they helped fight to get them," Cap continued, "I figured it was right. We agreed on seven hundred rif—"

"Seven hundred!" I shouted as I shot to my feet. "Are you popped? My god, that's what? A quarter, a third of our weapons?"

Cap shook his head. "We have almost a hundred thousand armed right now, Bando," said Cap, "and at least twenty thousand of those rifles have been converted to auto. We didn't give Paxati any of the autos."

Again I assumed my usual pose: standing there with my teeth in my mouth. I lowered myself back into my chair. "From where?" I held out my hands. "How?"

He leaned forward and rested his elbows on the table. "There are over a quarter of a million Razai right now. Most of them we picked up out of the sand, the rest came over from Kegel and the Hand. Scavenging the dead and nailing Kegel's supply train has given us another twelve thousand weapons and lots of ammo." Cap grinned. "We also have his second supply train. I just got the news a little while ago."

Ondo whistled and I sat back and folded my arms as I thought. Kegel's squats were depending on that supply train. Without it they couldn't move. Maybe Kegel couldn't even hang onto his men. "There's something more. It has to do with the law. A lot of Kegel's men are deserting. When they captured some of our soldiers, they came across copies of the law. Maybe eight or nine thousand of Kegel's men have deserted, just about each one carrying one or more rifles, and sometimes bringing with them a few of our prisoners. All that's small stuff compared to this other thing." He glanced at Ondo.

"Did you ever hear of Yani Comini?"

Ondo frowned and looked at the center of the table. After a moment he nodded. "Sure. Years ago, back before the Hand threw me away to Kegel. Yani was real important, a Hand army leader." Ondo glanced at me and back at Cap. "Just before Carlo T. sent me to Kegel, Yani was dropped into Kegel's crowbars for some reason. I thought he was dead."

"No," said Cap quietly. "He's not dead. Some of Kegel's deserters were captured by the Hand. The news of what's happening out here along with a few copies of the law went with them. Some of Yani Comini's men liked what they saw, put Yani's army back together, and busted out their general. He showed up on our doorstep yesterday evening with sixty thousand armed soldiers and supplies enough to arm another twenty thousand—"

I saw the light and slammed my fist down on the table. "Kegel and his monster!" I shouted as I looked at Cap. "Right now, we can take 'em. We have 'em out manned, out gunned—" I glanced at Ondo and looked back at Cap. "Listen to me. Nance and Mercy Jane want you to go down and wipe Kegel's camp and everything in it."

"What about them? What can we do as long as Kegel holds them and the others hostage?"

"Anything we want." I sat back in my chair. "Nance and Mercy Jane know the score. Everybody with crowbar time knows the score." I looked at him. "Rule 63, brand new. If you take a hostage, payback is the max. Rule 64. If your boss or government takes a hostage and you don't do anything about it, payback is the max. We're going to put it to a vote."

Cap frowned as he asked, "Won't that make us responsible for Nance's and Mercy Jane's deaths?"

"Just like in the yard or on the block. Kegel's bunch has a choice to kill or not. We can't force them to kill anybody. Maybe the hostages die." My breath caught as I continued. "Probably they die. But the Razai will be driving the Razai, not the hostage takers. And Nance, Mercy Jane, Alna, the prisoners, they'll get their payback. How about it?"

Cap Brady leaned back in his chair, raised his eyebrows, and aimed his gaze at me. "Would any of this payback be yours?"

A tingle skittered up my back. I looked at my clasped hands on the table. My knuckles were dead white. I removed my hands from the table and nodded. "Yeah. A good bit."

"I expect you want to be with the force that hits the camp."

"That's right."

"So you better get cracking on this matter Stays wants you to handle, Bando. After they got their allotted weapons, one of Paxati's straightmeats wouldn't give up his piece. When the RC tried to take it from him, he shot and killed the RC."

I stopped breathing as a hundred images flashed through my head. There were a lot of men and women in the RCs I cared a lot about. "Who was it?"

"Nkuma."

An electric tingle slithered up my back as I fought down the rage monster. "No."

"He was between runs into the desert. Dom and Fodder were with him. Dom took the case."

"No." I slumped back in my chair. Alna, Jontine, now Nkuma. After all that he had survived, after all that he had done for us, to die because some straightmeat put on a panic over a damned gun. I picked at a loose splinter on the table's edge. "Give me the story." I whispered.

"The perp's name is Ton Bakong," said Cap. "He loaded his jury down with his Kvasiri buddies, then he went for self defense. Nkuma didn't even have a piece with him. The jury voted him not guilty. Afterward, Dom and three of the witnesses came to Stays and told him the facts. Nkuma had asked Bakong for the rifle, and Bakong refused. Nkuma told the perp it would mean a trial for keeping what wasn't his, and that the payback could wipe his rations. Bakong still refused and Nkuma turned to get an RC to handle it when Bakong shot him in the back. Dom called ragtime, the jury said not guilty, and according to Rule 25, the Second Bad Call Rule, false jurors draw the max under consideration. And that's where it's hung up."

"Hung up?"

"That's right. I guess it isn't any more complicated than neither Stays nor any of the other RCs are comfortable about performing thirteen executions."

"There's that 'comfortable' word again. Where's the jury?"

"They're all hiding out with Paxati's gang."

What do you know, I thought as I drummed my fingertips on the table top. The Razai Cops are waiting for Bando Nicos to come home and scoop the poop. Prophet's ghost and I knew that I wasn't going to be around to clean up the dogshit by myself much longer. It was high time for the rest of the RCs to get their pretty little fingers dirty. Tying up the loose ends left over from the Nkuma v. Bakong case might be just the ticket.

"Cap, you were going to say why Paxati made his camp so close."

"Yes. For once the money threads are on our side—"

"No," I interrupted. "Every now and then a cockroach might agree with a human, like about where to live, sleep, or eat, but they're never on our side. Cockroaches are only on the side of the cockroaches."

"Bando, you know you've got a bit of an attitude?"

"Everybody's where they're supposed to be, as Big Dave used to say."

"Maybe this might change your mind just a shade. The cockroaches that went with Paxati cried foul about Bakong getting off. They think there should be a new trial, so they got Paxati to arrange it. Right now he's holding Ton Bakong and the jury prisoner."

"They can't hold prisoners."

"Sure they can. They're not Razai, and the prisoners aren't exactly asking us for help."

I scratched at my beard and nodded as I thought that this was exactly the opportunity I needed to groom the RCs for life beyond Bando. I looked up at Cap. "What's the deal?"

"Paxati and his legal types want to meet on neutral ground to discuss it."

I pushed my chair back and stood up. "And Kegel?"

"I'll begin putting together a force. As soon as you deal with the Bakong matter, we'll take care of Deke Kegel and Anna Tane."

I looked at Ondo and Deadeye and said, "Let Stays know what's up then get all the RCs together."

"All?" asked Deadeye.

"All of 'em. If they've got something in the fire, tell 'em to either wrap it up, stick it, or put a deputy on it. I want 'em all together in the same place before sunrise." I looked down at Cap.

"Get your strike force together. We're going to leave for the south right after sunup. The Bakong hash'll be settled by then." I looked at the one called Shava Ido. "Man, who are you?"

"I'm Yani Comini's number two."

There was something about the guy that bothered me. I shrugged it off. Everything bothered me right then. I made a mental note to lend an eye in Shava's direction, though.
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Graduation



 

Waiting alone with your ghosts makes for a long night. I couldn't glance at the twin night stars without thinking of Alna and how she looked when she said that whenever I would see them, she would be watching them, too. I couldn't hold that image in my mind's eye. No sooner would I see her than the picture would be driven from me by the memory of her naked body strung by her guts from the sticks. That image would be followed by Anna Tane's face as she watched me going down for Kegel, followed by a strange mental thing. I would be on my back on the Split Plain Trail, Bando Nicos straddling my chest as he lifted a huge rock over his head and brought it down on my face.

"In time, Prophet," I would mutter. "In time." The present moment was the only one in which I could find some peace and get some work done. There was a lot of work to do, so I prayed and fought to stay in the now.

There were the RCs to assemble, a couple of trials in absentia to conduct, and a vote to put before the Razai. Shava Ido took charge of gathering the votes from Comini's former Hand jobs. There were too many of us to gather and vote town meeting style. This time we had to send out the proposed laws for the vote. Before that could be done, each unit of each guard and of the walking column had to elect a referee to moderate the discussions and take the vote. The purpose of the vote was to put in the hostage rules as laws, and the purpose of the hostage rules was to stop a nightmare before it started.

The First Hostage Rule, Rule 63, said that if you took a hostage, that is took a prisoner and held it for ransom, the penalty would be the max. The only way you could ease that is if your victim was still alive at the trial and issued some slack. The Second Hostage Rule, Rule 64, said that if your boss, or government, or the members of your gang took a hostage and you didn't do anything about it, it would be the max, the same chances for slack applied.

There wasn't enough time to put on a campaign and argue the hostage rules before each unit in the Razai. All we had time for was to send the proposal out, let the individual units thrash out the arguments, and get back the vote. I wasn't worried, though. Most of the straightmeats had left the Razai, which meant that the remainder had that crowbar eye. They didn't know much, but they knew the score regarding hostages. Many of the sharks had even taken hostages in their civilian lives, and during attempted prison breaks. By instinct they knew better than any straightmeat how the hostage takers needed to be approached.

Outside the headquarters sled, Marietta, Stays, and I sat on the ground and did our own little discussion by the light of a few fire cubes. Stays summed it up pretty good. He said, "It's simply an extension of the No Prisoners Law. Instead of just forbidding us to take prisoners, however, the hostage laws provide the max for anyone who tries to take the Razai prisoner. That's what the hostage taker tries to do. Using human lives for leverage, the hostage taker threatens torture and death to force others into doing what he wants."

"Slavery," commented Magic Mountain Marietta.

Stays nodded. "That is exactly right. That's what Kegel and Anna Tane are trying to do with the entire Razai. They're trying to make prisoners out of all of us." He looked down for a moment. It was pretty easy to tell that he was pawing over the times he and his political nut buddies had taken and used hostages as a way of achieving their ends.

"Hostages are useless to terrorists unless they can make getting the hostages out alive the opposition's highest priority. The vids used to give us that help for free. Man, did the camera jocks love the hostage message, weeping relative, yellow ribbon, flag at half mast, day twenty-seven countdown thing. In hours they could change a nation's first priority from the country's preservation to bringing home Bunky's dad by Christmas. And as soon as the viddies made the deaths of the hostages politically unacceptable, we had them. We could hold an entire nation prisoner." He glanced at me and smiled. "Bando, you remember that pol I tried to kidnap?"

"The one that wasted your bunch of nutballs and dropped you in the crowbars? Sure, I remember."

"During the trial we found out that the pol had given standing orders for her bodyguards, in case of a kidnapping, to disregard her life and kill the kidnappers. I hated her guts for a lot of reasons, but the main reason was that she had beaten me. She beat me by knowing me and understanding what I was attempting to do, and by knowing that her life wasn't her number one priority."

"I saw her at a news conference," said Marietta. "I heard her say you don't negotiate with kidnappers. You kill 'em. The vids thought she was some kind of right wing whack."

"So did the black rag on my case," said Stays. "That's why I got the Crotch instead of lethal rays."

Marietta shook her massive head. "What about Nance, though? What about Mercy Jane?"

I looked into her huge brown eyes. "Before I left Kegel's camp Mercy Jane talked to me. Nance and her already consider themselves dead. She told me that my job—our job—is to get back there and waste those monsters."

We cast our votes, and in our little bunch, it was unanimous. After all, we knew life wasn't sacred. There's nothing cheaper than individual human life. If the sixty or seventy thousand who starved to death on Earth every day couldn't teach us that, the crowbars and the Forever Sand could. It's no trick to get power over someone's life. Any chup with an ice pick and an attitude can do that. Whenever you found someone who had his or someone else's life as his number one priority, you just locked up that someone. Sharks hate locks. Locks are someone else in control. Locks make prisoners—slaves. Now it was up to the rest of the Razai. They wouldn't vote for the locks.

The strike force that would do Kegel's camp needed to be organized and outfitted. Each rider would be an experienced fighter, armed with a converted rifle, and loaded with as many ammo clips as he could carry. There would be two mounts for each rider, because we had to travel fast. We weren't under any illusions about Anna Tane being stupid enough to sit and wait for us. We did expect to surprise her some, though, by showing up early.

There were some other details to tidy up, as well. Number one was straightening out the Nkuma v. Bakong fiasco in such a way that the proper messages would arrive in the proper places and burn there for eternity. Stays, Marietta, Fodder, Deadeye, me, and a few others were waiting for the rest of the RCs to report in when a messenger brought word that Bloody Sarah had arrived at the point guard with Kegel's second supply train. The message contained a couple of surprises. First, Kegel's guards on the train had offered no resistance and were now members of the Razai. This added thousands of armed soldiers to the Razai and enough stuff to arm and feed thousands more. On top of that was lots and lots of ammunition. We could really afford to let those auto nuts bark. The second surprise was that Jak Edge had been with the supply train.

I was in the process of telling the messenger to have Bloody Sarah drag Jak's bleeding carcass down to me when Jak Edge in the flesh came riding his critter out of the night. He was armed, his chest crossed with ammo belts. That was the first time I'd ever seen him carrying a piece. As I felt my chow coming up in my throat, I clenched my jaws, kept my eyes on Jak, and said to Stays, "Watson, keep the party going. Jak and me want to be alone for a bit."

I turned and walked off in the grass. When I got far enough away from the others I stopped, struck a fire cube, stuck the cube to a greenstick, and thrust the other end of the stick into the ground. I turned and Jak was sitting on his critter watching me. I dropped my weapon and began taking off my ammo belts and sheet.

"Do you really want to do it this way, Bando?" he asked.

"Chup, I'm going to compost your ass. Get down off that critter so I can break you into a million pieces and then pee on the parts."

He slid down from his lugh and placed his piece across the critter's back. He lifted an ammo belt over his head and as he placed it on top of his rifle he said, "I agreed to steer you until you made contact with Kegel."

"Back when we made the No Prisoners Rule, you were told what would happen if you fought against the Razai."

"I didn't fight against the Razai." He studied me for a second then continued taking off his things. "You aren't interested in words right now."

I tossed my parka on the ground. "You got that right, you Kegel lovin' motherfucker you."

He dropped his sheet to the ground. The look in his eyes was murderous. "I guess I could use a little piece of you, too."

He ran at me and I swung for his face. As my fist grazed his jaw, Jak's fist drove into my belly and I doubled over in pain only to have my face meet a knee going in the opposite direction. My head exploded with lights, sounds, and the grand sire of all headaches. As I landed on my back I lifted my legs and kicked my heels into his stomach. Jak sat on the ground with a thump. I tried to push myself up so I could jump up and down on his face, but the pains in my head even made it impossible to stand. We sat there looking at each other.

"You said you didn't fight the Razai," I said.

"That's right."

"Why'd you leave us? Why'd you dump us right before the fight?"

Jak wrapped his arms around his belly, leaned forward, and shook his head. "I couldn't kill my own people. My own boy was old enough to be one of 'em."

"Was?"

He nodded and was silent for a long time. His voice was different when he resumed speaking. "My boy's dead. My wife, too. When I reached the supply train some o' my old riders were with it. They told me. Kegel's got a new thing goin'. He calls it gut stringin'."

"Yeah. I know." My head hurt so much I wanted to puke.

"He gut strung my wife and two sons." He pulled the toy pistol out from beneath his jacket and looked at it. "My boy, Rass, lasted over four days."

"You get the riders on the supply train to come over?"

Jak reached to his hip pocket and pulled out some papers. "This did. The law. They want it down south. Nobody wants to live in terror all the time, goin' from day to day hopin' the boss's whim of the moment won't land on you or on someone you love. The Razai's got somethin' real special with the law, Bando, and me and the men I brought in want a piece. A lot of us want a piece o' Kegel an' that bitch, too."

His eyes were glistening. I nodded and placed my hands on the ground as I tried to push myself up far enough to get my legs beneath me. "Help me up."

He got to his feet and pulled me up. I held onto him as the planet spun crazily beneath my feet. "I'm sorry about your wife and boys. We're putting together a little expedition to collect some payback from Anna Tane and Deke Kegel. Want to come along?"

"I think I'd like that." He bent over, picked up my parka and began helping me into it. "There's somethin' you need to know about me, Bando."

"Like?"

"I'm tellin' you because the law's important to me. It's important and there's somethin' I did." Jak bent over, picked up my sheet, and handed it to me. His eyes hid nothing as he looked me in the face.

"I'm the one who shot Nance Damas."

I dropped my sheet. "No. It wasn't you. I mean, I've never even seen you with a piece, except for that toy pistol."

"I borrowed a rifle from one of the Greenville sharks, Mik Karrell." Jak rubbed the back of his neck as he raised his eyebrows and nodded his head. "That bird could sleep through an earthquake. He didn't know anything about it."

I stared at him in shock. There wasn't any point in asking him why. If he could slow us down, disrupt things, he could make his way back south to the Sea of Stars and to his family. As it turned out, however, his enemy wasn't Nance and the Razai. It was Gutty Kegel and Anna Tane. And there Jak was, fresh from bringing us a supply train and thousands of new mounted soldiers. There he was declaring his love for the law and his willingness to take his medicine, which would probably be the max. Nance had been real clear about that.

The headache just wouldn't go away, and what to do seemed to be too bewildering to even guess at. My ghosts were getting restless, as well. The committee in my head staggered this way and that, each member bellowing its thoughts making it impossible to decide anything. Jak had shared his big secret to someone who had a secret or two of his own.

I held onto his shoulder with one hand and tried to keep my head from exploding with the other. "Jesus, Jak, you really screwed up." I looked at him out of the corner of my eye. "What about me? Did you shoot me?"

"No." He didn't say anything else. He just stood there, looking at me. I pointed at my feet and he bent down and gathered up the rest of my things. As he handed them to me, I said, "Just keep your mouth shut about this, okay?"

"Don't make a joke out of the law for me, Bando."

"I won't. Not for you, not for me, not for anybody." I looped my ammo belts over my shoulders and took my piece. "But the payback is still Nance's, as long as she's alive. Nance asked me special to make sure that she could deliver her payback to the shooter in person. As long as she's still alive, we'll wait for her."

"I want her to make it, Bando. I hope you believe me."

"I believe you." I pointed back to where the RCs were gathering. "There are a few things that need to be settled before we go get Gutty and his bit. Join in. When we hit the camp tomorrow, I want you to be there."

"I want to be there, too."

I leaned on him the whole way back, my headache lumping and exploding at odd intervals. Since I was in no shape to arm wrestle an earthworm, trying to duke it out with Jak had not been my sharp move. By the time we made it back, three quarters of the RCs were there, including Dom. He had just brought in four new loads of sharks. They were getting their copies of the law, their share of weapons and training officers. Stays had already sent some RCs over to the protos to fill them in on the situation and help them elect referees.

Marantha Silver was there, too, and when I'd finally found a bundle of grass to sit on, she detached herself from the others and squatted down next to me. "How are you doing, Chief?"

"Fine."

"That bad, huh?" I looked at her and she had a skeptical smile on her face.

"What is it?"

Her look changed from concern to the expression a fox must have just before it nails a particularly elusive rabbit. She pulled a wad of papers from beneath her sheet. "We've got some possible ballistics matches on the slug that Mercy Jane dug out of Nance."

"Oh?"

"If we had even a child's toy microscope we could narrow it down to one for certain." She shuffled the papers around. "As it is, matching the motives against the hard alibis, I've eliminated most of the suspects. One of the ballistics matches pointed to a shark named Mik Karrell and from what all of the persons who know him told me, the guy sleeps like the dead." She shuffled her papers again and continued.

"There was a time window between when Mik went to sleep and Nance was shot and when a female friend of his, Vona Smithers, joined him. His weapon, if it was borrowed, had been returned by the time she climbed beneath his sheet. During that time, there were no more than seven prime suspects within—"

I wiggled my finger at her. "Come here." She bent over and I whispered into her ear. "It was Jak Edge."

She stood up and stared down at me saucer-eyed until she finally asked, "I just got this information. How did you figure that?"

I pushed myself to my feet and looked around for a place to take a tiny nap before the RC meeting. Seeing a comfortable pile of grass in the shadows, I looked back at Marantha.

"Well?" she demanded.

"Nothin' but top flight police work." I held a finger to my lips and said, "Keep it to yourself for the time being." I turned and began heading toward my nap spot. "Once the RCs are ready, get me up."

I hated to spoil her surprise, but I was exhausted. Besides, we still didn't know who shot me. She could work on that.
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Justice v. The Thirteen Plus One


▫

As Alsvid drove the Spider from the night sky, the light and humidity teased the grass wasps and other bugs into motion. I had Cap, Stays, Dom, Deadeye, and Marietta with me while the rest of the RCs had gone on ahead. Just as the sunlight touched the top of the grass, we entered the large clearing and met with Paxati and his people. The RCs lined the south perimeter of the clearing. My headache was thumping.

The bug-filled sticky air reminded me of summers in Greenville. I could hear Marietta quietly singing her current variation on "Kentucky Babe," which ran: Little fuckin' skeeters buzzin' round' my baby's head; Gonna get a cannon and kill them skeeters dead ... and so on. Stays and Cap kept their weapons ready, their eyes watching the grass.

Dom, despite his towering bulk, looked crushed. In his eyes he had failed his friend Nkuma; he had failed as an RC. "Dom, don't grind it," I told him. "This morning we're going to clean up all the old business."

"Bakong. He goes free?"

All I could do for the moment was shrug. The grass and the bugs made me feel closed in and as I rubbed on the grass juice and dirt I devoted a clandestine smile of irony at how much I preferred the openness, the terrible cleanliness, of the desert. Of course certain things had happened in the grass. They were the things that made the horror of the Forever Sand rest in my memory as the good old times. They were the things I couldn't afford to think about if I wanted to be able to do anything other than rage. Once we had finished spreading the bug juice and had a layer of guck between us and the grass wasps, it was time to get on with a little justice and a lot of finger dirtying.

In the center of the clearing stood Ton Bakong, the cleared killer of Nkuma. He was a slender, tall man with smooth dark features and graceful movements. The disputed rifle was nowhere in evidence.

To Bakong's right stood Lomon Paxati. He was the President of the Kvasiri, as they were then calling their gang. On Bakong's left was Lewis Grahl, cockroach of Mihviht. Next to Grahl was Jason Pendril, cockroach of the Crotch. Behind them, watched by four of Paxati's armed guards, were the thirteen errant jurors looking altogether peeved at this kink in their life plans.

Behind them at the edge of the clearing were the Kvasiri spectators. There were only about thirty or so. This case wasn't of much interest to the Kvasiri. Maybe it was because they had already judged Ton Bakong and didn't take seriously the Razai's Second Bad Call Rule. I couldn't be certain.

Behind me were over four hundred Razai. There were some safety considerations. Nance cautioned me once about splattering the spectators while scooping the poop. This time, however, I wasn't concerned about staining anyone's sheet with the odd drop of blush. I just wanted to make certain that curiosity or enthusiasm didn't wind up scooping the wrong poop.

Last night's RC meeting had been a snorter. First we tried Deke Kegel and Anna Tane. We even gave them both juries. Both guilty of murder, rape, and kidnapping. Then we took on the Bakong hash. Once the investigation into the Nkuma v. Bakong matter was concluded, I put it to them what needed to be done. There were shocked looks, threats to quit, angry speculations concerning my parents' marital status. In the end there wasn't anything left to do but take out the garbage. That was our job. Not just my job. Our job.

In the clearing the next morning, however, things were illuminated by a special light. When a case is infested with cockroaches, there has to be talk.

"What we would like to do," began the President, "is to reach an accommodation of some sort."

"What's that?" I asked.

"A compromise."

"Between what and what?"

Cockroach Grahl pushed himself forward. "It's simple, Nicos. We've seen the evidence and we agree that Bakong shouldn't get off Scot-free. However, at the most, the crime in question is unpremeditated murder. It's just that the Razai's blanket rule of death as a penalty for any kind of taking of a life, whatever the motives or circumstances, is excessive. More than that, executing an entire jury for making an erroneous decision is absurd to the point of barbarism."

I sighed, glanced at Stays, received a shrug in return, and looked back at Pendril and Grahl. Cockroaches, I thought. I hated them worse than mosquitoes. "So what do you suggest?"

"A new trial for Ton Bakong, of course," began President Paxati.

Then came what the meeting was all about. Cockroach Grahl completed, "With laws, rights, protections, and penalties that are a bit more traditional than the ones you've been using. We can grade our punishments better than the Razai because we don't have your No Prisoners Rule." He held out his hand to indicate the guards on the old jury. "That's why we could bring these men and women to submit to justice. However," he cautioned, "we cannot allow you to execute Ton Bakong's friends for an understandable attempt to take advantage of your curious jury selection system to help their friend."

It was amazing to look at Grahl and Pendril. The cockroaches were almost salivating. I had no doubt that they had every intention of putting on a full blown, down home, juicer trial, complete with black rag. I nodded toward Pendril. "You haven't said anything. What's your interest in this?"

"I have been appointed the first judge of the Kvasiri. If there is to be a new trial, I will preside."

I nodded as my eyebrows became permanently arched in utter amazement. I had no doubt that we'd probably blow a day or two with some kind of preliminary hearing, then maybe a week or so selecting a jury. Big time issues and arguments concerning rights, crime, motive, shades of responsibility, and jurisdiction hung pregnantly over the clearing. Pendril was almost having an orgasm.

Maybe wallowing in pettifogging detail is how some people get off. Maybe it's a security thing. Maybe it's how they structure time. After all, I'd done some silly things behind the crowbars to kill the clock. Of course, my thing was trying to see how short I could make the time seem. Cockroaches charge by the hour.

I almost hated to disappoint the money threads. Working their mouths, filling the air with wind, trying to see how profitably confused they could make everything, was fulfillment to a cockroach. After all, they were trying their best to do the right thing—a defense, incidentally, that hadn't been worth a gerbil fart since we hit Tartaros.

"There won't be any new trial," I said.

Pendril frowned, looked at Paxati and Grahl, and then back at me. "We don't understand."

I spoke very slowly. "There - won't - be - any - new - trial."

"What about Bakong and the death of the RC?" asked Grahl.

"We don't have any argument with Ton Bakong concerning the death of Nkuma. A duly selected jury found a guilty man innocent, which meant that they exchanged their lives for his. Bakong's off the hook for Nkuma's death. The other matters that needed to be settled were taken care of before we got here. Now all we have to do is lay the payback on the old jury."

Understandably the old jury moved from being peeved to panic. One of them shouted that he was Kvasiri, not Razai, so there wasn't anything we could do to him. A couple of them made daring references to my heritage, while the lone juror with a working lobe tried edging away from the herd to make tracks for more lead-free parts. The Kvasiri guard behind him pushed him back in the pack. They were holding prisoners, which was against The Law of the Razai, and if they were still Razai, or if they had asked us for help, we would've had to do something about it. But they were now Kvasiri and didn't want any help from the Razai. And that's just the way that play goes down.

From my updated copy of the law I read the provisions of the Second Bad Call Rule. "Rule 25. Jurors who find a guilty perp innocent will suffer the maximum penalty under consideration." I reached beneath my sheet and stuffed the papers in my coat pocket. "The case of Nkuma v. Bakong was a murder trial, so the max is death."

There were noises at the edges of the clearing to the left and right of me. With almost four hundred RCs, they made some noise getting into position. The RCs in front went into prone positions, the ones behind sat, behind them they kneeled, and the ones in back stood. It was time to dirty those fingers. I wanted every damned one of them covered in blood before the next minute was over. If the Razai Cops lasted long enough to have colors, red ought to be one of them.

There were a bunch of screams, and the loudest was Lewis Grahl shouting, "You can't do this!"

I moved a few steps back, turned, and said to Paxati, "Maybe you ought to have your guards clear out. Obstructing justice draws the max, and in this case getting in the way of a bullet aimed at the maxbait is obstructing justice." By the time I had finished my sentence, the guards had strolled. What was even funnier was that Ton Bakong had strolled, too. His buddies huddled for mutual protection in the center of the clearing.

Dom raised his rifle and as Grahl and Pendril screamed "No!" I aimed my borrowed piece. I fired the first shot, then there were four hundred rifles shooting all at once. It took only a couple of seconds. When it was over, the jury was burger.

I slung my rifle as Dom replaced his clip and looked at me. I pointed at the bodies. "Go on. It was your trial.

Paxati, Grahl, and Pendril stood there with their mouths hanging open as Dom went over and sent a final shot though the head of each errant juror. He even got a leg jerk out of one of them.

Prophet's ghost watched the proceedings with amusement. It pointed out that I had just closed my last route of escape through the law for his murder. I could've let Bakong go and scolded the jury, thereby giving me a way to load my own jury after I'd finished with Kegel and Anna Tane. As I pointed out to Prophet's ghost, I had no desire to escape, especially through the law.

It would've made a joke out of the one good thing I'd ever done in my life, and it would've made comedians out of all of those who had died for the law. I didn't only mean the RCs and the Razai who had died on the dunes against the Hand and Kegel. The guilty had died for the law, too, and I had to keep faith with the dead. The law is the law, and the payback for murder is the max. Nkuma's jury had let his ghost down, and now that jury was on infinity hold explaining why it had voted the way it had to Nkuma's ghost. The next jury would take a cool ment before putting out a bogus verdict.

The final shot rang out and Dom stood up and faced me, his weapon hanging by one hand at his side. "Nkuma was sleeping with a chop bit who's back with the Welcome Wagon. All this go to her?"

"If she wants it," I answered, shaking my head. When I said the jury was burger, I meant the jury was burger. "There doesn't seem to be a whole lot left." From behind us our riding critters were led into the clearing. A shark moved out from the critters and ran to Cap. It was Comini's number two, Shava Ido.

Two of the RCs began stripping the bodies as Ton Bakong walked over and stood in front of Dom, his face contorted in rage. "My friends! Look what you've done to my friends! They only wanted to help me, and look at what you've done! If there is a God in this universe, you and the RCs'll be struck dead!"

Dom nodded and said, "It happens to everybody sooner or later." He raised his piece and said, "For you, sooner." He pulled the trigger and blew off the face of Ton Bakong.

Suddenly everyone was looking at Dom with shocked expressions on their faces, including me. He lowered his weapon and began hoofing it out of the clearing. As he passed Grahl he stopped, looked at him and said, "Rule 32. You get the max for perjury." He pointed the muzzle of his weapon back toward Bakong's faceless form. "During the trial when he said it was self defense, he lied. It's a good thing he didn't have a cockroach or I'd have to do him, too." Dom resumed his walk back to the column. I couldn't fault his argument. I just wished I'd thought of it.

Pendril looked like he'd just swallowed five pounds of raw liver. As the critters were brought to a halt next to us I shook my head and, as the others mounted, I said to him, "Cockroach, when are you going to start thinking like a people?"

"It's criminal," he muttered quietly. "It's monstrous what you've done, Nicos. Monstrous. This isn't law. This isn't justice. It's a sausage machine."

"You know, Pendril," Stays said from the back of his lugh, "The way the Razai does things depends on every juror knowing that his life depends on how he decides."

"It's insane. It's childish! It would be laughable except for the men and women who've been murdered in the name of your law."

"Maybe," I answered as I climbed up on the back of my critter. Once I was there I looked down at the cockroach. "I bet we don't run into another crooked jury anytime soon.

Pendril just stood there looking silly and we didn't owe him anything. I turned to Stays. "We've taken out the garbage. Send the RCs back to their units and let's get back to election central and see what the vote is."

Cap leaned to one side and handed Stays a piece of paper. Stays glanced at it and passed it on to me. "Here. Shava brought the returns." I looked at the paper and recognized Ila Toussant's handwriting. The votes had been totaled. As near as anyone could figure, better than ninety eight percent of the Razai had voted. The vote had gone eleven to one in favor of the new laws.

I looked up at Cap. "Okay. Let's go nail Kegel and his bit."

Cap lifted the braids on his critter and pulled back one corner of his mouth into a wry grin. "Did you mean let's go negotiate for the release of the hostages?"

"Yeah, right," I answered. "That's just what I meant." The night before, Cap had made Habran Indimi his number three, which meant I had a loose end to tie up myself. I turned to the four hundred RCs and shouted, "We're going to end this hostage thing one way or the other. Until Stays, Marietta, and me get back, Fodder's in charge of the RCs."

Fodder's face went into instant frown. "Do you think that's wise?"

"I said it, didn't I?"

I watched the former priest thumb through several arguments, and I could almost tell when he finally realized that he'd grown up a lot. He could handle it, he knew he could handle it, and he knew I knew he could handle it. Fodder looked away and answered, "Yes, you did."

I looked at the assembled RCs and moistened my lips as I tried to figure out some other way to say it. Although it made me feel like the slimiest hypocrite that ever disgraced a star, I couldn't improve on that first thing that had popped into my mind.

"Keep the law."

We rode out of the clearing, picked up the five thousand rifle strike force, and headed south with Jak Edge leading the point at a trollop. I also brought Head Start and the other survivors from the popcorn posse. They were whacks, but Kegel and Tane owed them a piece, too.
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▫

Special Qualifications


▫

After only a few minutes of riding, a kid with dark hair and pale skin pulled a critter up beside me. I was talking to Stays at the time, and the kid waited until I was finished. When we were done I faced the kid. He looked familiar and it took a minute to place him. He was the Mihvihtian attitude case who had made the charges against Tani Aduelo what seemed like a million years ago.

"Yeah?"

"Put me in the RCs," he said, just like that.

"Why?"

"Why not?"

He still had one of those wiseass looks on his face, except this time it wasn't a smirk. "What's your name again?"

"Ratt Katz. That's Ratt with two tees."

"What the hell kind of name is that?"

"My old man had a sense of humor, just like the asshole who gave you your face."

Lovely. It was amazing how that little bastard could get under my skin. With all the troubles I had right then, all I could think of was sticking my foot in the Ratt's face. I thought about that for a second and made up my mind as Stays asked the Ratt, "How old're you?"

"I know the law, man. There ain't nothin' in it that says an RC has to be an old fart like you two."

I watched as, in an instant, Stays went from white to bright red. I said to him, "I'm only twenty seven."

"If you say so."

I repeated Stays's question. "How old are you?" I held up my hand. "Don't stick your lip in my face, punk, or I'll rip it off."

"If you think you've got the energy, grampaw. I'm fifteen. What about it?"

Ratt's hair was short, but there were a couple of tiny lumps that shouldn't've been there if he was a he. "Are you a girl?"

For once Ratt's face went red. "None of your fuckin' business, you greaseball, frito fagito, chili pepper, spic ass, mother—"

I aimed my rifle right between his or her eyes. "I said keep your lip out of my face." I lowered my rifle, glanced at Stays, and looked back at the Ratt. "Why?"

"Why what?"

"Why does such a serene well-adjusted youngster such as yourself want to be an RC?"

It took a long time for the Ratt to get through that armor plating, but at last the kid pulled out a copy of the law and said, "I thought this's just words like a lot of other words that don't mean a thing. But I been watching you and the others. I saw you grease Tani Aduelo. I watched when you and the RCs souped that jury. You believe in the law. Because of that maybe it means something. Maybe it's a piece of clean in the middle of all this shit. So because of you and the others, I believe in the law, too. I trust it. I want to keep trusting it. That's why I want to be an RC."

I nodded. The little bastard hated my guts. Ratt was just what I was looking for. "Okay, kid, you've got it. Turn your critter around and get back to the column. Tell Fodder I signed you up and have him show you the ropes."

"I want to go and help do Kegel."

"What you want, kid, don't have squat to do with being an RC."

"I can do the job, if that's what you're worried about." Ratt held up his rifle. "I been in plenty of fights riding with Bloody Sarah. You don't need to protect me."

"I'm not protecting you. Some RCs are going, most aren't. That's because most of the work we do is back with the column. If you want the job, report to Fodder. He'll break you in. That's if you want the job. If you don't want it, get lost."

Ratt looked at me with narrowed blue eyes. "Okay. I'll go back. You better not be jerking me off, greaseball. I'll thin your spic ass." Ratt pulled its critter around and trolloped north on the trail. I looked at Stays and his expression said worlds about what he thought of my decision.

I rode on ahead, my overpowering guilt at murdering Prophet eased just a bit, now that I had someone I was certain could pull the trigger on me when I needed to have a trigger pulled on me. Ratt Katz was my insurance policy. He was the one who would clean up the RCs. Now we had a shoe fly. Every internal affairs organization needs a good fanatic.

That was all tomorrow's problem. We had other things in the micro right then. I put my ghosts to rest and dug my heels into my critter's sides. For taking our people hostage, there would be hell to pay, and we were the collection agency.
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▫

On Blood and Worth


▫

I was back at the birthplace of Prophet's ghost. It was late afternoon, the sky dark with clouds, and we had reached the switchbacks on the Split Plain Trail overlooking Kegel's camp. Jak Edge, Ondo Suth, and the point riders had taken the road guards without a shot. Jak had simply shown himself, explained the facts of life, and the guards had surrendered. In the back of my head there was a voice that said there might be a way to end this war with a minimum of bloodshed. But right then I was not interested in a minimum of bloodshed. I was not looking to keep the blush off the grass. I wanted bodies—I needed to see bodies—piled to the clouds and lined up from one horizon to the other.

At the edge of the bluff I looked down at the camp and was not very surprised to see that nothing had changed. Maybe there were a few more perimeter guards, and they looked more alert. They seemed to spend more time looking over their shoulders than they did watching the grass, though. That made a whole lot of sense if you had those two gut stringin' whacks creeping around behind you.

There were still only a couple thousand men in camp. Maybe less. Our scouts hadn't found anything out in the grass but more grass. Maybe Anna Tane was convinced that, as long as she held Nance and Mercy Jane, she had the Razai by the short and curly. In minutes we had the camp surrounded and the alarm still hadn't gone up.

I stared at the tripods next to Kegel's tent. Alna was still hanging there. My head grew light and for a moment I felt her lips brush my ear and heard her whisper my name. I closed my eyes and squeezed away the memories. Right then they were just too expensive. I sat on the edge of a rock spur and watched.

My gaze moved to the tent where Anna Tane and Kegel had raped me in front of Alna. In front of Nance and Mercy Jane. Turning myself in for Prophet's murder wouldn't be any big sacrifice. The mind monsters had me and I was gut stringing Alna and raping myself over and over again in my mind. My memory, my head, had become my own worst enemy. Ratt Katz and an RC bullet would put that bloody sponge to rest. The dark and chilly walk down that obsidian tunnel would be such a gift. I closed my eyes and weaved where I sat as my headache and heartache raged.

Black Max had said that life was such a gift. That was why he chose the Crotch over Heaven when his god offered him a deal. The memory was hazy, but I thought I had been offered a deal, too. I had chosen life, the Forever Sand, and the law. Right then I couldn't quite remember why. After souping Prophet's head I wondered if I would still be offered that river of love after Ratt drilled me. A lot of people believe there's more to Hell than just being alive.

"Bando?"

I got to my feet, turned to my left, and looked. It was Cap. Turning further I saw Jak Edge, Ondo, and Stays standing next to him. I turned back and pointed down at the camp. "We have 'em outgunned and outnumbered better than two to one," I said. "They're surrounded, we have hours of daylight left, and we still have surprise working for us. I say it's time to go in there and make burger."

Cap pursed his lips and placed his hand on my shoulder. "First there's something I want to try, Bando."

"Try?" I pushed his hand away. "What's to try? It's payback time! I want to see them dead!"

"He understands, Bando," said Stays. "But—"

"What's the matter with you people?" I grabbed Cap's collar with one hand and Stays's collar with the other. I shook them as I growled, "I want them dead! Dead! I want them all dead!"

Stays ripped my hand from his collar and held my wrist. "What the hell's wrong with you?"

"Nothing! It's payback time!"

"What happened down there, Chief?" Ondo demanded. "There's more'n what you told us. What'd they do?"

I looked away from Ondo and spat on the ground. "Wasn't hanging Alna by her guts and raping her, Nance, and Mercy Jane enough?" I took a deep breath and released it slowly as I let go of Cap and pulled my arm free from Stays's grasp. I looked at them both as I forced myself to sound calm, as I strained every pin and pulley to sound reasonable.

"It's not complicated. They killed; they raped; they took hostages. Those who didn't kill, rape, and take hostages stood by and did nothing while it happened. Right now they're holding hostages. According to the law they deserve to be dead. They all deserve to be dead. I want them all dead."

Cap studied me for a long time. It seemed like his eyes were picking and scratching at all my secrets. He turned to the others. "Leave us alone for a stretch."

Stays frowned for a bit, then took Jak by the arm, motioned to Ondo, and led them away. As they walked off, Cap Brady stuck his blue-eyed gaze right in my face and said, "Okay, let's have it, Bando. Don't bullshit me. I'm a rage addict, the same as you. If you bullshit me, I'll know."

"Know what?"

His eyebrows went up as he put his hands on his hips and gave me another look. I clenched my fists as the tears blurred my eyes. I half remembered my promise to myself to hit a CSA meeting once I reached camp. But there'd been too many things to do, strike forces to organize, jurors to execute, a thousand excuses. "Don't do this, Cap. Not now. Don't pick at it. Let's just go and make burger." He stood there, looking at me, his jaw set, his eyes caring.

"What'd they do, Bando?"

I was caught in the currents of a black flood of feelings. There were the words, but I couldn't give them voice. My lips only formed the words.

"They raped me, Cap," came the whisper. "Anna Tane and Kegel. They raped me. She watched as they held me down and Kegel raped me."

Cap glanced down, sniffed, and looked back at me. There was just a glisten in his eyes. He placed both of his hands on my shoulders. "Bando, I want you to sit this one out."

"Are you crazy? Have you slipped out of your cocoon? I'm not going to sit out nothing, and you can quote me on that, flash. My hands—"

"Listen to me." As my mouth fought for the proper words, Cap lifted his right hand from my shoulder and held out his palm toward me. "I know how you feel—"

"Nobody knows how I feel."

He grabbed my shoulder again and shook me like I was a little kid. "Shut up! Shut up and listen! I know how you feel. Maybe half the men on this planet know how you feel. Rape in the crowbars is a fact of life. I know how you feel."

"You can't know."

"Bando, my first day in the crowbars I was gang raped."

It was crazy that something like that could happen to Cap. Not to Cap. I wanted to know who. I wanted to get them and kill them. Rule 11, making whatever happened before the landing done past, was a joke. Death was the only law. Revenge the only justice. Cap was shaking me again.

"It happens, Bando. It happens a lot. You just don't hear men talk about it much because there seems to be something extra wrong about being a raped man." He bit at the insides of his lips. "A raped woman is a victim, but she's still a woman. But it's like a man can't be raped and still be a man."

I knew what he was saying. I'd said the same thing to myself. Cap was talking, but I was hearing Alna's voice. It was the last thing she ever said to me while I was beating my head into unconsciousness. "You're still a man, Bando. He can't take anything away from you unless you let him."


Cap was saying it, too. But I didn't know how to stop letting Kegel and his monster take things from me. "How, Cap? What do I do?"

"The first thing you do is stop letting them turn you into some kind of psychotic killer. Here is a piece of truth for you. Stick it in your face and smell it every chance you get. You could kill all of the people in the universe, it won't turn back time and make up for what happened. What happened happened, and we have the law to take care of the payback."

"What do I do now?"

"You aren't a damned convict any more, Bando. You're a law officer. Be what you are. We have soldiers to go down there and fight. That's their job. Your job is the law."

"But I've got to—"

He shook me again. "What you've got to do is shut up and listen. You are not in the revenge and retribution business. Your business is the law and you have CSA to get your head straight. I don't want to have to watch some RC put a slug through your head because you'd rather rage around than accept what happened to you."

I pulled away from his grasp. "Dammit, Cap! The hostage rules say that if Kegel's goons don't do anything about the hostages, they're burger!"

"That's right," he answered quietly. "And one of the things I want to try is to give them a chance to do something about the hostages."

I felt like I had been running at top speed off the edge of a cliff and my feet were still pumping at the empty air. To my head what Cap wanted to do made sense. My gut, though, didn't want to hear about it. My gut just wanted to see the Big Grass painted red with the blood of Kegel, Anna Tane, the Hellborn, Kegel's gang, and everyone who had ever hurt me during my entire life. I cursed the asshole who had shot me for being such a crappy marksman. One lousy centimeter over and it would have been warm and fuzzy forever. Behind it all sat Prophet's ghost, waiting for that justice thing to come and take a visit in his neighborhood.

There was that Higher Power thing they talked about at the CSA meetings. There was something I could do to make the pain bearable, and maybe I'd try that real soon. "Okay." I nodded at Cap. "Okay. You're in charge."

He waved and Jak Edge, Ondo Suth, and Stays came back. Cap said to Jak, "I want you to go down there. Meet with the men that you know, tell them about the hostage rules, about the law, and the Razai. Tell them what happened to your family. Tell them what's happening to them and their families. They've got a better deal in the Razai, if they want it. But to get that deal, they can't just sit by. They have to try and get those hostages and nail the ones who took them."

He pointed at Stays. "I'm sending him along to explain things. Right now we have a few murders and other things that need to be paid back, but most of Kegel's soldiers down there have nothing to do with them. The hostages are another matter. If his soldiers don't do anything about the hostages, we'll have to kill them all."

Jak nodded. "I understand." He looked at me. "Is it all right if I go?"

There was a charge pending against him, but I had absolutely no doubt that Jak Edge would return to stand trial, if he was able. Anyway, the Razai can't hold prisoners.

"Yeah." I held out my hand to him. He grasped it and I said, "Good luck." I shook hands with Ondo and neither of us said anything. He was scared, I knew he was scared, he didn't want to die, I didn't want him to die. There wasn't anything left to talk about.

When I shook hands with Stays I said, "Be careful, Watson." He looked at me like it might be the last time we ever clapped eyes on each other.

"Stay alive, Chief."

"When you call me Chief instead of Sherlock I could almost mistake it for some kind of respect."

Martin Stays looked me in the eyes and answered, "Bando Nicos, right now you are probably the most important person on this planet." He thought for a moment, his eyes going out of focus. Wherever it was that he went, when he returned he had the damnedest words in his mouth. "You might even be the most important person in the universe. If you can't stay alive for yourself, stay alive for us.  Think about that."

Jak, Stays, Ondo, and two of the road guards Jak had talked into surrendering mounted their critters and headed down the switchbacks. I watched their backs until they disappeared below the crest of the slope below wondering just what Stays was gibbering about.

Bando Nicos might just be the most important person in the universe.

I took off the little metal star that Stays had made for me with "Chief—Razai Police" scratched on it. As I studied the star-shaped piece of metal in my hand, I thought about the look on Stays's face. He had been dead serious when he said I might be the most important person on Tartaros—in the universe.

It was a strange thing to say to someone who not only didn't feel worthy to wear a star in the RCs, but didn't feel worthy to remain alive. I tucked my star in my rolled up parka and shook Stay's words out of my head. Hell, anarchists are blown out romantics who were nursed a little too close to the microwave. You never knew what they're going to say next. Stogie Gomez used to say, political filberts specialize in not letting the left hand know what the left hand is doing.

I thought to myself that if Bando Nicos was the most important person in the world, then the world was in big trouble. That made me snort out a laugh. Tartaros was in big trouble. It had been in big trouble since the first load of sharks had been dumped. How much more trouble could Tartaros be in?

I sat on the edge of the bluff and found my gaze resting on the tripods by Kegel's tent. There was a shadow at the base of the third tripod, and it was Alna. I became lost in the sight of it and I don't know how long I sat there staring through my tears.

At one point Head Start came up and sat next to me. After he had been there for a few minutes, he said, "I went to a CSA meeting last night."

I turned my head and looked at him. "Yeah?"

He nodded. "Chief, for a long time I was insane, doing crazy things, killing men and women by setting them on fire. It did something for me. The crazier and more terrible the things I did were, the less I could bear to think about them. So I didn't think, didn't feel. I just raged around making myself do more to feel less. But it made me a slave, Chief." He shook his head very slowly as he looked down upon Kegel's camp. "There's nothing worse than being a slave."

I looked back at the camp. "What about the hurts? The guilt, shame, loss, the pain of it? What'd you do about the pain of what you did?"

"It's okay to hurt. It's not too much to pay for being free. That's what they told me at the meeting, anyways."

"Think it'll help?"

"It already has. There were a lot of people just like me at the meeting. I'm not alone anymore."

"Why're you telling me all this?"

"You aren't alone either, Chief." He got to his feet and went back with the RCs.

I got to my feet and looked back at the bunch of riders who were standing at the edge of the grass looking at me. I waved them away and said, "How about you assholes go and mind your own business? How about that?"

I turned around, climbed down below the edge of the cut, found a smooth rock on the edge of a steep cliff, and put my ass on it. I put my rifle across my lap. Only one rifle. Limited to forty rounds per clip. I felt like I was in a pie eating contest with my jaws wired shut.

But then killing wasn't the point, was it? Cap's message to me was that my business was the law. Justice; that loaded collection of letters and sounds that meant that everyone gets just what they deserve as quickly as possible. Then maybe killing was the point. Justice was only my job. To do the second, I had to do a lot of the first.

Justice.

A gut piece of the universe said that what had happened to Alna shouldn't have happened. I should've been able to save her. That same piece said that what happened to me shouldn't have happened. I should've been able to save me. And I knew that my gut piece of the universe had absolutely nothing to do with reality. I'd heard it at the CSA meetings. Don't "should" on yourself. The great wheel turns and every now and then it rolls through shit. It's not the end of the universe. It happens. "Why?" is a meaningless question. It happens. Feel the feelings, claim them, then dump them. Easier said than done.

I suspected I needed that power of the universe to come in and relieve me of my pain, my rage, my confusion. I closed my eyes against the light and searched the insides of my eyelids for peace. I couldn't do the prayer thing. To believe in prayer I needed to be able to con myself into thinking that the god or the gods up there gave a flying crap what happened to Bando Nicos.

Worthy. Was Bando Nicos worthy?

Between what Anna Tane and Kegel did to me and what I had done to Prophet, not to mention what I had done to myself, I pretty much felt I knew the answer. If that wasn't enough, there was another answer hanging from her guts down there in front of Kegel's tent. What had been done hadn't just been done to Alna. When she died the powers of the universe said how much Bando Nicos was worth to them.

I was filled with the evil and sickness of the universe. I'd done a little good with the law, and maybe I could balance a couple of accounts by killing Anna Tane and Kegel, but it was too little to make up for the crime of being Bando Nicos.

The sun was reaching toward the western horizon when I noticed some anxious talking coming from the sharks. After awhile I heard footsteps on the slope above me. I looked up and it was Cap. His face had caught a storm cloud.

"What is it?" I got to my feet and climbed up to where he stood. "Did they thin Stays and Jak Edge?"

He shook his head. "No. We haven't heard from them yet." He pointed over his shoulder with his thumb toward the grass. "Back there, Idiot Son and Mummy found a body. There wasn't much of the head left. It was a man and it was wearing a Razai camouflage sheet. I think he's from your posse."

Endless guilt slithered through my guts like some kind of snake that couldn't be put to sleep. I sat on the ground, wrapped my arms around my knees, and nodded.

"It's Prophet."

"The body's head looks like it was beaten off with a rock," said Cap. He was silent for a long time. "Bando, is there something you want to tell me?"

I nodded, turned, and looked back at Kegel's camp. The shadow of the bluff had almost reached the outer perimeter. "In time." I raised my head. "As soon as this is done. Let me have that much."

After a pause, I heard Cap's footsteps as he walked away. "Okay," I whispered to Prophet's ghost, "I know you're there. Everything will happen just like it's supposed to."

The shadows grew longer. My communion with Prophet was interrupted by a shot being fired in Kegel's camp. I jumped to my feet and strained my eyes as Cap ran up. There were more shots, and I could see dust being raised at the western edge of the camp and around Kegel's tent. Suddenly hundreds of rifles were firing at once punctuated by the rips of automatics.

I raced back to the edge of the grass to find my critter and the rest of the RCs as Cap began shouting orders to mount up. Marietta was already mounted and she and Deadeye had my critter between them. "Let's boogie, down 'n brown. It's show time!"

Mummy was shrieking to Idiot Son, "Glory! Glory! The beast is loose! He's free! Glory to be!"

The roar of automatic weapons drowned out the sounds of anything else, which meant that someone was trying to bust out of the camp and had run into the Razai. I didn't know where he was headed, but I followed Cap and his critter as they trolloped down the switchbacks, Mummy hot on my heels screaming, "Glory! Oh, Glory!"
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▫

Grave Concerns


▫

By the time we stampeded into the camp, the fight was done past except for an odd shot or two from the west. The body count looked light. Only a couple hundred, and just about all of them Hellborn. Stays was alive. So was Ondo and Jak. The three of them had convinced most of the Kegeleros to join the Razai. Only the Hellborn had stayed with Kegel and they opened fire and attempted to make a break for it. Just as I climbed down off my critter, Nance and Mercy Jane emerged from Kegel's tent. A cheer erupted from the camp, and a little piece of me eased up. I hadn't expected to get them back alive. In another second the rest of the Razai held prisoner by Kegel were free. Three hostages had been wounded, none had been killed.

There were two things that kept the rest of me wired tight. The first thing was that Anna Tane and Gutty Kegel hadn't been captured. With the bit of shooting going on in the west, I figured they and the Hellborn were still trying to punch through. As soon as I finished taking care of the second thing, I planned to take off after them. The second thing was getting Alna off that tripod and buried.

Once we had her and her two mates off the sticks and on the ground covered with desert sheets, I sent Head Start and Deadeye off to search the camp to find something that could be used for shovels. Then I started checking the two hundred odd bodies of the dead. All of the faces I could remember from Kegel's tent were there, except for Kegel and Anna Tane. The ones who had held me had died much too quickly. I felt cheated. While I was checking them, Stays came up behind me.

"I don't know how, but Kegel and Anna Tane made it out."

I stood up from examining my current corpse. "No. A grass worm couldn't've gotten through. They have to be here." I pointed at a pair of dead Hellborn, their arms and legs twisted together in a grotesque pose.

"Check the dead again. Maybe they're disguised. Check 'em again." I pointed around at the camp. "If they're not dead, then they're hiding. Tear this camp to pieces until you find them."

"Chief, what if they took off before we surrounded the place?"

I couldn't believe it. I wouldn't believe it. What was left of me was held together by a flimsy net of revenge. If Kegel and Anna Tane had escaped, I didn't believe there would be anything left of me. The universe would end. Besides, there was that disdainful expression on Anna Tane's face, that arrogant sound of her voice. She had to be there.

"They're here. They have to be here. Keep looking." I saw the Magic Mountain frowning at me. I waved my hands at her and shouted, "Everybody keep looking! They've got to be here!"

We looked until the overcast sky turned dark with the approaching night. Moments later there were flashes of lightning followed by a brief but respectable downpour. After ten minutes or so the rain eased up until it was light and steady.

Deadeye and Head Start found some digging tools and we began to dig graves there where the tripods stood. I swung a pick, and the ache in my shoulders and head helped to drown the ache in my heart. Every fifteen minutes or so Stays, Marietta, or Cap would come by to say that they still hadn't found Kegel or Anna Tane, and I would tell them to keep looking. The tents were torn down, the supply areas torn up, all of the fodder for the critters loaded up, and the pair of them were still invisible.

As I swung the pick I would catch a glimpse of Alna's covered form out of the corner of my eye. One time, just as I had broken loose another load of hard packed earth, I noticed that the wind had blown the sheet off of Alna's face. I climbed out of the grave to let Deadeye in with his shovel. Bringing the pick with me I went over to Alna's side and knelt down.

Her face was at peace, and I wiped the raindrops from it with my fingers. It felt so cold. "Alna," I whispered to her icy form. "Alna, I love you. I should've been able to stop this." A wave of heart wrenching pain flooded the universe as my lips formed the words, "What am I supposed to do?"

Her eyes opened.

I saw her eyes open as she grabbed my wrist with a grip of iron. She looked at me and I couldn't breathe.

"My grave," she said. "Dig my grave."

"Bando?"

Cap's voice snapped me out of it. Alna's eyes were closed, there was no hand holding my wrist. I lifted the edge of the sheet with a shaking hand, covered her face, stood, and took deep breaths as I tried to quiet my heart.

"What is it, Cap?"

"Are you all right?"

"That's about a stupid fuckin' question!" I cooled it bit. "What about Kegel and Tane?"

"Nothing. All of the tents and structures have been torn down and packed up. We've been over every square inch of the camp twenty times, and they just aren't here."

"Then look again! They—"

"No." Cap placed his hand on my shoulder. "Enough is enough. Nance says it's time to go."

I turned and saw Nance Damas, Jak Edge, Ondo Suth, and Martin Stays standing behind Cap. Nance wore a sheet against the rain, the hood hiding her face with shadows. "We've got to get moving, Bando," she said. "You and me're going back to the main column. Cap and Jak Edge'll head east with most of the rifles to get the rest of Kegel's men to surrender. Those that surrender'll be going south with him to take over Kegel's territory and put it under the law." She glanced at Jak. "He says there're a few Hellborn to scrape out of the way, but the rest of the gang'll join the Razai."

Kegel's gang, his territory, was just about ours. All our little ducks were lined up in a row. As soon as Jak and Cap had gotten Kegel's column to surrender, there'd be nothing to stop us from taking out the Hand. But there were loose ends. There were always loose ends.

I looked from Nance to Jak Edge. "Well?"

"I told her."

I looked at Nance. "He told me," she said. Her voice was flat. "His payback is to bring Kegel's gang into the Razai."

"What about that thing you said to me back in your sled?"

"What thing?"

"Oh, you know. Find that bastard, you said. I want to give him his payback personally, you said."

Nance pushed her hood back, took a step, and stood in front of me. She looked down into my face. "He's been found and I've delivered my payback. Personally. It's done past, Bando. It's time to get on with other things." She nodded at Jak and Cap. "Get going. Cap's the head of your RCs, and as soon as the dust settles, hold elections for referees. You'll need 'em to bring your votes back to the main column." She pointed east. "By the time your troops reach us, we should be at the Sunrise Mountains."

Ondo jabbed Jak's arm. "That'll be a novelty, eh, chup? An election?"

"The cryin' truth."

Nance continued. "As soon as you get the surrender of the column and I can cut her loose, I'll send Bloody Sarah down to organize your sharks and head 'em toward the Hand. She'll set up communications with the heliographs." Turning toward me, she said, "Stays is my new number two. Find yourself another sidekick." She motioned to Stays, he waved at me, and the pair of them walked into the dark. Easy come, easy go.

"Ondo," I said, "Are you going back south?"

"I'm goin' back." His shoulders heaved as he sighed. "There's a girl. I don't know if the gut stringers've gotten around to her yet. I need to know. Anyways, there's the law to bring to the south. It's important work."

"What about that Land-Beyond-the-Sunset you were always looking for?"

He looked down for a moment and smiled. "Maybe it's not somethin' you find. Maybe it's somethin' you have to build."

Prophet's ghost tugged at my sleeve. I looked at Cap and said, "What about that thing I was going to tell you?"

"It's no longer my problem. As soon as you nail the gut stringers, tell it to Nance. She's the boss."

Jak looked at Nance, she stared back at him, and he turned away and mounted his critter. Once he was settled in he said to her, "I'm sorry. Believe me."

"I believe you" She nodded toward the south. They waved goodbye, I waved goodbye, everything was sweetness and light, and I spat on the ground. The rain began to come down more heavily. I stooped over, grabbed the handle of my pick, and headed toward Alna's grave. Deadeye had just climbed out and was standing beside the grave leaning on his shovel. I didn't want to talk to Nance right then. Cap was right. There wasn't anything to tell her until I had closed the books on Kegel and Anna Tane.

As I walked over and climbed down into the hole, the mud just over my toes, I saw it stretching before me. I saw Kegel and his bit loose on the landscape with me trying to track them down, my heart crippled by Prophet's murder, living only to nail those two creatures before I had little Ratt Katz put me out of my misery.

In the black bottom of the grave I saw Kegel's face. I lifted the pick, swung it down with all of my might, and hit something that jarred my arms and shoulders all of the way down to the small of my back.

"Jesus!"

"What'd you hit?" asked Deadeye. Head Start was looking at me from one of the other graves.

"You hit a rock?"

I shook my head. "No. It's not a rock." I tried to wiggle the handle of the pick. "Wood." It was stuck fast. "A buried log, maybe."

"Out here?" asked Head Start.

True. What was a buried log doing out in the Big Grass? This part of Tartaros hadn't seen a tree in at least a billion years. Deadeye knelt down next to me, struck a fire cube off his shovel, and stuck it on the end of my pick handle. Once the interior of the grave was lit, he took a good look and called back to Head Start. "How much water you got in your hole?"

"Up to my ankles. Why?"

I looked down at my feet and there was only about an inch of thick mud and almost no water. The water was going someplace. "An underground chamber?" I whispered as I grabbed Deadeye by the front of his sheet. "An underground chamber!"

Leaving the pick in place, I pulled myself out of the grave and ran toward Head Start's project. He had been digging the grave for the soldier of Kegel's whose jugular I had opened. Reaching into my pocket I pulled out a fire cube just as Deadeye and I slid to a stop next to the other grave. It was obvious without any additional light. Head Start's hole was a birdbath.

I grabbed Deadeye's shoulder. "Get 'em together. Find Marietta. Get 'em together and start looking for the entrance. We've got our rats. All we got to do now is get into the trap. Get going!"

I looked over at Alna's sheet covered form and closed my eyes as the rain dribbled in icy rivulets down my face. "I'll get 'em, doll. I'll get 'em."
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▫

The Ends of the Rope


▫

Nance had taken everyone else back toward the main column. As the sky cleared, lightened, and filled with the color of blood, only me, Marietta, Deadeye, Head Start, Power Tool, Mummy, and Idiot Son were left to search the campsite for the entrance to what had to be the hiding place for Kegel and Anna Tane. The hated tripods had been torn apart and their pieces scattered while the tents and other structures had been salvaged and packed up. There was nothing left on the ground but dirt, moss, and the bodies that had been piled up. Right after Alsvid cleared the horizon, the rain from the night before vaporized and began steaming us. We rolled our sheets and kept at it.

Late in the morning a messenger from Nance showed up to see if we'd finished yet, and I goosed his little ass back to the Iron Lady with a bug in his ear. I was on RC business, so either piss off and leave me alone, or get yourself shot in the head under Rule 48, the Obstruction Max Payback Rule. I couldn't afford to stop looking for Kegel and Anna Tane, so I didn't.

After we'd finished burying Alna and her two companions, Head Start arranged rocks over their graves in the shape of the Eyes of the Spider. I thought about Alna and what she'd said about the stars. I wondered where Head Start had heard about it.

After the planting we touched off the grass and firecubes that covered the pile of Hellborn stiffs. They burned for a long time and the stench of burnt grease hung in the air like a guilty conscience.

While the Kegeleros roasted, we dug five test holes, which was enough to see that the chamber was huge and extended far enough to occupy five or ten times the entire area beneath where Kegel's tent had been pitched. Three of the test holes showed us something else. There were a lot of skeletons that had been buried along with the chamber. It was like something out of an old sea pirate adventure story. The ones who had done the work could tell no tales. 'Ar, 'ar.

Where Kegel's tent had been Marietta found a number of footprints that didn't go anywhere. There had to be a door someplace, but none of us could find it. We examined the tent site with special care. Power Tool swung down that pick into the soil every foot or so, but he never struck anything but dirt. There wasn't a trapdoor or anything like it near the surface. We tried hacking through the wood at the bottoms of the test holes, but the stuff was like armor and thicker than a cockroach's wallet. We tried filling the bottom of one of the holes with fire cubes to burn our way through, but the wood was like the greenstick centers on the big grass. It wouldn't burn. It kept Power Tool muttering to himself about drills, chain saws, and expanding his interests far enough to consider the latent possibilities in high explosives as power tools. There wasn't enough of the blue plastic propellant to spare, so that was the one thing we didn't try.

As the noon sun made the wasps in the clearing buzz angrily, all of us but Mummy wore only trousers and rag turbans to keep off the sun. I had everyone shut up, I went into one of the test holes head first, and placed my ear against the wood. Sticking my finger in my other ear, I held my breath and listened.

At first there was nothing. Not a damned peep. The harder I listened, though, I began hearing a very faint tic-tic-tic sound. After awhile I couldn't tell the difference between that and my heartbeat. "Get me out of here."

Deadeye pulled me out by my ankles, and I sat on the edge of the hole, flexing my fingers against the windpipe of an imaginary throat. They had to be down there. I just couldn't think of any other answer. The chamber was big enough to hold at least twenty or thirty armed sheets. There were only half a dozen of us. If we did break in maybe we'd have a fight on our hands. I sighed as I realized that I'd prefer that to just sitting around trying to sniff out farts in a hurricane.

"I'm thirsty."

Deadeye and me looked up at Idiot Son. "So drink," I said.

"I'm thirsty." I did a scan trying to track down his mother. She was with Head Start at the eastern edge of the tripod area sinking another test hole. I looked back at Idiot Son. He was huge, strong, and had an expression on his face that made him look like he'd just been smacked on the back of his head with a mallet.

"So, what do you want me to do about it?"

"I'm thirsty."

I sighed and rubbed my eyes. Right then what I didn't need was a three hundred pound baby. I lowered my hand and tried my best to frighten him away with a glare. "So go get a drink of water!"

He shook his water bottle to indicate its emptiness. "I'm thirsty!" It sort of made me wonder why Cap had armed this particular veg with an automatic rifle.

Something began smoking my wig. I looked around, then got to my feet and looked around some more. There was no running water in camp. Not at the latrines; not where the kitchen used to be; nowhere. A tingle went up my spine. I pointed north. "Just beyond the edge of camp at the foot of the bluff there's a spring."

He looked at me, glanced at his mother, then closed his eyes. "If I go by myself, get in trouble. Get lost. Get in lots of trouble."

"I can relate." My head was running at light speed as I got to my feet and pulled at Idiot Son's arm. "It's okay. I'll take you." I looked back at Deadeye. "Watch things. There's something I have to check."

As I ushered the hulk toward the spring I tried to remember the drink I had at the spring before Brain Drain warned us about the approaching patrol.

There had been the end of a pipe in the water. Yet there was no running water in Kegel's entire camp. What else could the pipe be but the water supply for the underground chamber?

When Idiot Son and I arrived, I went right to the edge of the spring and looked. The pipe was still there. I stood in the water, bent over, wrapped my fingers around the end of it, and pulled. It was hollow wood, it was strong, and the other end of it was buried deep in the side of the bank. I got a little mud on the tip of a finger, rubbed it with my thumb, and dissolved it in the water near the end of the pipe. It was sucked in.

"I got you, you bastards," I muttered. "Like the hightowers on Manson's ass, I got you."

I looked around and Idiot Son was at the other side of the spring on his knees drinking. "Aren't you finished yet?"

He looked up, his face confused and hurt. "Sure, Chief."

I pointed back toward the camp. "Can you find your way to the camp and back here by yourself?"

He looked toward the camp and back at me. "Sure, Chief."

"Terrific, Einstein. Go back to the camp, get Head Start, Deadeye, and Marietta and send them here. Then you and Power Tool collect up all the fire cubes you can find and bring them here as fast as you can. You got all that?"

He capped his water bottle, got to his feet, and frowned at me. "What if I get lost? Get into trouble?"

"Dammit, Idiot Son, it's time to grow up! You can do it! So do it! Seize the day! Move your ass!"

He walked through the spring and headed straight toward the camp, ignoring the trail. While he crashed through the grass like a bull in the brush, I walked the entire edge of the pool, looking for the overflow. When water was too abundant, there had to be a place for it to go. Even though it'd rained like Noah's nightmare the night before, the level of the spring wasn't much higher than when I first saw it.

It was while I was pushing my way through a wall of big grass on the western side of the spring that I saw a trickle of water at the bottom of a steep, grass choked gully. A hundred feet west and maybe twenty feet down, the ditch widened out into a small stream bed. The grass was shaded over the stream bed making the air still and dark. The wasps filled the air and I daubed on more mud and grass juice.

While I was rubbing the goo on the back of my neck, I heard a trickle. It was coming from downstream. After a few more steps in that direction, I saw the dull glitter of flowing gray water coming into the stream from the south bank. Raw sewage.

"Down 'n brown!" shouted Marietta. "Where're you at?"

I ran back upstream until I was again at the spring. Idiot Son and Mummy were there with Head Start, Deadeye, and Marietta. Idiot was holding a huge sack of fire cubes in each hand. I nodded my thanks at him. "Good work, Einstein."

"Who's Einstein.?"

"Someone who was very smart," answered Mummy as she patted her son's arm.

"Yeah," said Deadeye. "He helped invent nuclear bombs and made it possible to fly us here."

"Cut the jaw music," I ordered. "Look at this." Pulling them over to the spring, I showed them the pipe. "That's the water supply for the chamber. I'm positive."

Marietta bent over and placed her massive palm over the end of the pipe. "Now that's what I call suction." She pulled her hand free and stood up. "If it goes in, Chief, it's got to come out."

I pointed toward the west. "Down there, maybe a hundred feet away, is the sewage outlet." I looked at my deputies. "We got 'em!"

Mummy held out her hands. "So we can make their sewer back up and cut off their water. What if they have a cistern in there and can live with the stink?"

Head Start nodded his agreement. "It could take weeks, Chief."

Idiot Son frowned and looked up at the sky as he scratched his chin. "Air? Ain't they got to breathe?" He leveled his pig-eyed little gaze at me. "Chief?"

"They got to breathe, Einstein." I pointed at the slight rise between the spring and the camp. "This edge of the grass is closest to the chamber, and they would've saved a lot of digging by using the same ditch for the air and the water. I'm betting they get their air from an opening somewhere on this side."

Head Start grinned. "And you want to build a little smoky campfire next to their air intake?"

"Don't have an orgasm." I pointed at the rise. "Get looking. It'll be hidden somehow, so investigate anything and everything. Sniff, too. The air from down there'll smell different. Musty. It'll be colder, too." I held up my hands and rubbed my fingers together. "Feel the air. Find 'em."

Our collective best guess was that the air intake would be as far from the sewer discharge as possible, so we searched above the spring to the east. After an hour it was Idiot Son who found the air exhaust. His face was all smiles as he pointed at his nose and said, "It was colder and molder. I mean coldy and moldy."

"I read you. Talk low. They might be able to hear us through that pipe." I patted his shoulder and squatted down as I looked beneath the ledge where a fist thick wooden air duct was hidden by the overhang. I put my fingers near the opening and felt the cool air rushing out. "By the Spider's spare hairs, son, they've got air conditioning down there."

I looked to the right and to the left, letting my gaze search out and examine every little crack and hole in the ledge. About twenty feet further away from the spring there was a bunch of loose rocks piled up against the side of the ledge. I squatted down next to it and began removing the rocks. After a minute the top of the air intake was exposed. The end of it was covered with a sheer stocking to screen out the bugs.

I turned to Head Start. "Fire's your thing, deputy. How about you making up something nice and smoky with the fire cubes, the grass, and some of that nice thick moss that grows along the stream bed? As soon as the smoke begins coming out of the air exhaust, block it up."

He nodded, the expression on his face giving me chills. "Thank you. You can count on me, Chief. Thank you."

I managed a bit of a grim grin of my own. "The rest of us'll be waiting where Kegel's tent stood."

The rest of the crew followed me back to the clearing. I had them get in the test holes we had dug and face where Kegel's tent had stood. After loading and checking my weapon and clip, I leaned against the edge of my test hole and waited. In a moment Power Tool whistled. I looked at him and he pointed toward the north. A column of thick black smoke was climbing into the air. I looked back at the site of Kegel's tent, my weapon aimed, my breath held.

It didn't take long. A couple of minutes after I saw the smoke, I heard metal hitting small stones. A hole opened about ten feet in front of me, and I was about to point out its location to the rest when a puff of smoke and the muzzle of a rifle came out of the hole. The smoke continued upward and the rifle fired.

It fired again, I heard racking coughs, then a shovel dug in and collapsed the dirt from beneath. The end of a ladder came out followed immediately by three Hellborns with weapons blazing. Before I could fire, Power Tool, Deadeye, and Mummy gave their weapons a little burp each, and the Hellborns were on their way back home. Marietta and I drilled the next one who was following his blazing rifle into the sunlight, and then there were none.

We watched the smoke come out of the opening for a few more minutes, and then I called to Marietta. "Go on back to the air intake and have Head Start put out the fire and open the air exhaust."

"It'll break his heart."

"Into each life some rain must fall."

Minutes after she left we could hear her arguing with Head Start, but right afterward the smoke from his end died out. Not long after that the smoke from the hole eased, eventually becoming nothing but wisps.

I climbed out of my test hole, stepped around the bodies, and looked down into the darkness. Striking a fire cube, I tossed it in. Right away I could see why the door had been so foolproof. It was a trapdoor that opened inward at the bottom of a two meter deep hole. They had closed the door, the Hellborn on the surface had filled in the hole, then went out to kill and die to keep Kegel's secret safe. When the ones inside the chamber had to come out, they would stand back, open the door, knock the dirt out of the way, and come out. The door was clever, if you could find enough jerks with shovels who were willing to die for you. The Hellborn was incomprehensible. To die for Kegel and Anna Tane? I never could understand that kind of loyalty. It's not like they were heroes, or even likable. Why would a bunch of yard smart sharks give their lives for a critter like Kegel?

I looked around at the others and pointed toward the hole to indicate that I was going down. Deadeye got up to follow me. "I'll go by myself," I told him.

His usually deadpan expression did not alter. "A little early to commit suicide, isn't it? Or is this a macho thing? I'd hate to spoil it for you if you're still trying to hunt down your dick."

Just what I needed: an insightful button man. I didn't know where to aim my glare. With any kind of luck there would be more Hellborn down in the hole protecting their masters in a closed off room that hadn't been smoked. I was more than willing to die to find Kegel and Anna Tane alive. It would sort of wrap up the story of Bando Nicos with the right kind of ribbon. I'd be dead, which would take care of my problem, and I could bring Kegel's and Anna's scalps with me to the Big Light at the end of the tunnel. Unless they took my piece and shot their way out. Unless my desire to die was more important than making sure that Kegel and Anna Tane got theirs.

"Okay, Deadeye. Follow me down. Just don't stitch me in the ass if things get hot."

"Relax. Deadeye never misses."

Yeah. That helped me relax. I tossed another fire cube in the hole and began climbing down the ladder, the muzzle of my piece pointing down. That tic-tic-tic sound was loud.

At the bottom of the ladder I stood on the pile of loose door dirt and squinted against the haze as Deadeye climbed down. My eyes stung and my nose began watering from the smoke still remaining in the chamber. In the dim light I saw that the tic-tic-tic sound came from a little water driven wheel at the back of the chamber that in turn drove a fan that sucked in the fresh air. Part of the water was diverted to a curtained off toilet made from rocks and mortar. The flow through the thing was constant.

The chamber was huge, the ceiling beams supported by a forest of thick posts, the floor crowded with baskets piled full with stuff. "What's that?" Deadeye asked in a whisper.

I shook my head. There were dying fire cube lights in holders attached to a couple of places on the log walls. One of them died out and I lit another cube and tossed it in front of me.

The fire cube landed next to a large woven basket. I pulled my greenstick, touched it to the fire cube and held the light over the basket.

I could feel my eyebrows climb. The basket was full, and it was just one of many such baskets. They were full of currency. All different kinds, sorted out by planet, bundled into wads that could choke a lughox. There had to be millions. Maybe billions. Each basket of currency made up from the bits of change millions of convict-exiles had brought to the desert. It was the beginning of my sense of how huge the crime of Tartaros was.

I showed the light around the chamber, disappointedly determined that Deadeye and me were the only occupants, and turned back to the strangely sad treasure of Deke Kegel and Anna Tane. There were baskets of timepieces, each basket containing the timepieces based on a particular planet's day length, with another couple of baskets full of adjustables. There were eye glasses, piles of clothing, piles of boots, piles of books, jewelry, a million and one little keepsakes, each one brought to Tartaros by a shark who just wanted to keep a little touch of home, the memory of a loved one, a little something of value.

There were more baskets full of drugs, home made weapons, poisons, and photographs. I picked up one of the photos and looked at it. It was of an obviously shy girl clad in god-issue in what she probably figured was a gland thumper of a pose. The writing was in some language I couldn't figure. The girl's name was Iliva.

Some yard eagle on his way to infinity hold had asked his bit for a stroke photo, and this is what sad little Iliva had given him. The jerk had kept it, too. Now he was bait for the sandbats and her photo was part of Kegel's inventory of lost dreams. You sort of wondered if Iliva still remembered her long departed shark. There wasn't any date on the thing. I dropped the photo and looked at the baskets and baskets of photographs. There were hundreds and hundreds of thousands of them. There were baskets of toys, too.

I picked up a tiny toy dragon as that sick anger flooded my head and heart. How many men, women, and children had Kegel and his gang killed to accumulate all of this crap? The little dragon was missing an eye. I dropped it back in the basket and looked up as I heard a familiar voice.

"There's more where that came from."

I half turned around and saw Kegel standing there with a rifle trained on me. Behind him was an open door to another chamber. I swung my piece to cut him in half, but a hand leaped out of the shadows, hit my front handgrip from below, and ripped the weapon out of my hands. I leaped at the one who took my rifle, but he swung the stock of the weapon and hit me in the face. Damn, what a week I was having.

My head shattered. I could feel all of Mercy Jane's and Wolf's handiwork being trashed. I went down on my hands and knees spitting blood. When I looked up I saw another Hellborn holding a piece on Deadeye.

"You must be crazy coming down here, chili pepper," said Kegel. I looked up at the freakfaced bastard. He was looking over my rifle. Kegel pointed out the auto nut on the trigger housing to one of the Forks and grinned. The Fork holding the piece on Deadeye held up the hitter's auto.

"Boss Deke, this one's fixed, too."

Those four mokkers with a couple of autos in their hands might just be able to take out Marietta and my pitiful little bunch of whacks. If they got loose and made it back to the Sea of Stars, they just might be able to keep Jak and Cap from getting control. Not only that, they'd have a few automatic rifles to play with. Wouldn't that be a cruise, I thought. Bando Nicos helps the gut stringers to take over the world. Perfect.

Kegel flipped the auto nut back and forth a few times. "Get up." Leaning against one of the posts, I used it to pull myself to my feet. "You know, Nicos, somebody did one hell of a fine job on this piece."

I just looked at him. He shook his head at me and grinned, that scar on his cheek glowing orange in the dying light from the fire cubes. Kegel's left hand was holding the weapon around the stock, right in front of the trigger guard. A dim memory brightened. Don't hold an auto there when you fire it, cautioned the Troll. Important safety tip.

"You're one crazy chili pepper coming back here."

I spat on the dirt floor and said to him, "I got a hole in the head, clownface. What's your excuse?"

"What?" His face went bright red.

I was counting on a number of things. The least reliable of these items was being able to dodge the first few slugs Kegel fired. The post I was leaning on was close to 40 cents thick. Maybe it would take a couple of slugs.

"I said you're a goofy lookin' freak with a face that ought to be in a horror show." I laughed as I stuck my fingers in the corners of my mouth and pulled my cheeks out into a grin.

He bellowed like a wounded bull. The muzzle of the weapon exploded in a roar as I sprang to my right behind the post. Splinters flew everywhere as Kegel stitched a few rounds up the post and into the logs overhead, screaming as he dropped the weapon, fell to his knees, and held his left hand before him, all four fingers neatly pruned.

Blessing my lucky stars for me not getting hit, I scrambled for my rifle. One of the Forks fired at me, the slug burned through my left thigh, but before he could get another round into his lever-pumped piece, I rolled across the dirt, got my auto back, and stitched him. Another slug dug into the split log floor near my head and I pulled around to stitch the shooter. Deadeye's piece roared first, and the count was complete.

"Nice shooting," I said.

Deadeye shrugged. "It was okay." He pointed his piece toward Kegel. "What about him?"

"Keep an eye on him." Kegel was on his knees screaming about his poor little hand. Deadeye kept him covered as I pulled myself to my feet, ripped off a piece of my sheet, and tied it around my wound. While I was wrapping the filthy bandage around my leg, I noticed the slug had gone all of the way through. I was standing, so the bone wasn't broken, and nothing was pumping out. Kegel was still howling.

"Quit whining. I don't figure that little manicure is anywhere as painful as being hung up on those sticks by your guts."

"Maybe we could show him," suggested Deadeye. "Sort of a scientific experiment."

Kegel went from a whimper to a growl. I tossed him a rag for his trimmed fingers. There wasn't any reason to keep him alive. After all, we did his ragtime the night before. There was one little bit of unfinished business, though. "Where's Anna Tane?"

He wrapped his hand and rocked back and forth with the pain. I repeated my question. "Where is she?"

Boss Kegel grimaced at me, clutching his wrapped hand to his chest. "I get a trial, Nicos. I seen the law. I get a trial. You're a cop. You got to give me a trial. And a jury. I get a jury."

"You already had your trial, Kegel. Last night. Jury and everything. You should've been there. This is payback time and you owe the max. It's the dark and chilly for you."

He glanced at Deadeye and back at me, the sweat running down his face. "Cut me a deal. Cut me a deal, Nicos."

The blood leaking down my leg was making me light-headed and sick to my stomach. "You got something to sell?"

"I got something."

"Let's hear it."

"Anna Tane. You want her. I know you want her more'n you want me. Prob'ly more'n you want off this planet. She's the one who did all this, the gut stringin', even what happened to you. So, you want her, right?"

"Yeah. I want her."

"I tell you where Anna Tane is and you let me go. What say, Nicos?"

"I can't let you go. I do have some payback I can lift, though. You got a max against you I can lift."

"Yeah?"

"So where is she?

Kegel struggled to his feet. "I need some assurances, Nicos. Before I talk I want—"

I fired a burp into the wall behind him, making him jump and cover his face with his arms. "I already told you I got payback I can lift. You tell me where Anna Tane is, I'll lift it. You keep jerking me around and you're burger."

Kegel held his poor little hand to his chest and faced Deadeye. "You're a witness."

"You bet, man." Deadeye's expression never changed.

Deke Kegel looked down, gave a little shrug, and said, "She's off with the Hand. Right after you and the other guy left camp, she took two hundred men and rode east. She's hiding out with Carlo."

"I thought the Hand hated you people's guts."

"Not as much as Carlo hates you, Nicos. You got to die. You know that, don't you? You got to die. The Razai's got to die. She's with the Hand. Take my word for it."

An emptiness in my chest told me that I believed him. It just meant that it would take a little more time. That was something I had plenty of. She could've tried hiding out on the other side of the galaxy and she couldn't get away from me. "Okay, freakface."

"We got a deal, Nicos?"

"Sure. You're off the hook for raping me. I can do that because I'm still alive." I lifted my weapon and pointed it at his chest. "Alna Moah's dead, though. Rule Forty-two. 'When acting for a dead victim, the investigator will always choose the max.'"

"Nicos!" he shouted. "Do you have any idea how much money and stuff we have in here?"

"A bunch, I imagine. It's all mine now, though."

"What if I said there are six more treasure stores more impressive than this one? I can take you there. I know where they are!"

Six more? Bloody hell, the size of the crime was beyond understanding. "I'd say that makes you just about the most murderous son of a bitch I ever met."

"I can make you rich!"

"Clownface, I'm already paid as much as any boss in the Razai." Since nobody in the Razai was paid anything, that was true. Anyway, what was I going to do on Tartaros with unlimited wealth? Buy a new car? Buy a road to run it on? Buy the equipment to build the road? Hell, I couldn't even buy a taco at a billion each.

He smiled, that freakish scar making him look like some kind of ghoul. "C'mon. I saw you, Nicos. When you were looking around in here. I saw your face. When you looked at all of that money, you glowed. You saw those baskets of drugs and your heart beat faster. Your breath became short. It excited you, didn't it?"

"Actually I was looking for some aspirin."

"Nicos," he said, "you can't kill me!"

"You won't mind if I try anyway?"

Deke Kegel shook his head. "You can't kill me. We're the same, you and me. We're like two ends of the same rope."

That took me back. Kegel was probably as close to a profound truth as he would ever get in his entire life. I pursed my lips and nodded. "Maybe you're right. Maybe we are two ends of the same rope. But there's a big difference."

He stared at me and asked, "What difference?"

"Your end has the noose in it." I aimed and pulled the trigger. It was only one shot straight through the forehead. He crumpled onto the dirt floor with a splat. It was quiet, nothing but that tic-tic-tic sound to break the silence.

I turned and Marietta, Head Start, Power Tool, and Mummy were standing behind Deadeye, next to the ladder, waiting silently. I hadn't even heard them come down. I pointed toward the surface. "Get Kegel and these three Forks out and toss them on the fire. Then I want the trapdoor hooked shut and the hole filled in."

A sparkle caught my eye and I saw Pill Phil's bag of diamond drops sitting on top of a basket full of thumpers. I turned to Marietta. "Grab up a sack of each of these pills and any other medical supplies, food, or weapons you can find."

She only nodded. They didn't say a word as I painfully dragged my shot leg up the ladder and out into the air.

While Marietta and Power Tool loaded up the critters with pills and supplies from the chamber, Mummy and Idiot Son were busy tossing Kegel and the Forks into the flames, along with more grass leaves and fire cubes. Head Start was last to leave the chamber, and I watched as he kicked the ladder away from the trap and pulled the door shut with a rope. When it latched, he tossed the rope into the hole. As they finished filling in the hole, the dark came and Deadeye was frowning at me.

"What?" I asked him.

"Kegel. When you said you'd cut him a deal?"

"Yeah?"

"You didn't lie. I thought you were jerking him off when you said you'd deal, but you didn't even lie to him. You let him off one max and dropped him for another. When you did the payback, one shot, quick, no mess."

"So?"

The hitter shook his head and looked up at the night sky. "Just taking notes."

I couldn't take the time to wonder about the bent of Deadeye's current attitude. The Eyes of the Spider were out and I looked east. My eyes saw nothing but grass and that rift vanishing in the distance.

Out there somewhere was Anna Tane. I'd have to postpone my appointment with that little punk named Ratt. The execution of Bando Nicos would have to wait until Anna Tane was in the maggot trough. There were half a million armed soldiers between her and justice. Between her and me. First things first. Taking on the Hand was next in line.

"We're all packed up, Chief," Marietta announced.

I pulled my critter around and headed for the trail back to the column. It was the end of my forty sixth day on Tartaros.
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▫

A Flag for Alna


▫

After we turned east to follow the column, we rode through the night until we reached another stretch of that rift that split the plain of the Big Grass. It looked too dangerous to negotiate in the dark, so we stopped there to rest the animals and chew a little chow. While we were standing on the edge of the bluff facing east, the Eyes of the Spider went over the western horizon and the sky went through its assortment of cool colors. As the sky began to turn to brass, we could see that the jagged edge of the Sunrise Mountains made up the eastern horizon.

After all that we'd done, after all that we'd been through, there were the mountains. I never allowed myself to believe that I'd ever see them for fear of being slammed by disappointment. It took me a long time to believe my eyes. On the lower plain, units of the Razai were spread out as far as I could see.

It was no mob. There was a purpose to the way the units were organized, how they were placed. No longer were we a raggedy gang of two thousand protos running in terror from rapists and killers. We were an army. More than that, we were a nation. Outnumbered or not, when we stuck our flag in the Hand's face, old Carlo T. wouldn't be laughing.

I looked down at the camp and shook my head as shame warmed my face. I really wasn't a part of it anymore. The Razai and the law. I was a murderer. Prophet's payback was way overdue. Every second I remained alive I did more to destroy the law than to protect it. I'd do myself. I wanted to, but first I had to erase a particular face from my mind.

She was in those mountains, Anna Tane. I tasted blood. I had been biting my lip. I felt dizzy and I looked down at my leg. The bleeding hadn't started again. I had to get patched up anyway if I was going after the gut stringer. I frowned as everything ate at me. I could hardly stand myself. It was still first things first, however. All I had to do right then was make it through the day. The CSAs popped into my head. What I needed was a meeting.

"Mount up, people," I said to the posse. I braced myself against the pain in my leg, right-legged myself up on my critter, and fought the urge to faint as I waited for the others.

"We're ready, Chief," said Marietta.

"Yeah." I scratched the back of my neck as I thought for a ment. I glanced down at the camp and back at Marietta. "When we get in, grab a few RCs and toss the ex-Kegeleros who're still with us on the grill. I want you to find me some people who can tell me about Anna Tane. I want to know her history from the womb to now, and everything about her from her brand of douche to her docker size. Understand?"

"I got you, Chief." With her thumb she pointed back at the whacks. "Say somethin' to 'em."

I turned, faced them, and was surprised that I felt a little pain in my chest. Maybe this would be the end of working with them. They hadn't been bad for a bunch of homicidal maniacs.

"You people," I said. "You did okay." Or like Brain Drain used to say, no need to gush. I would've liked to have told them more, but Bando Nicos gets jaw lock when it comes to talking about feelings. Up until then I always considered it a gift. If you don't talk about it, maybe you don't feel it so much. Right then it didn't seem like such a treasure. "You did okay," I repeated.

I faced forward, urged my critter into motion, and guided it down the face of the bluff as I followed the trail left by the Razai. It was a better road than the one that went down to Kegel's old camp. The Colonel must have put himself together some kind of primo road engineering unit. They did good work. There were other changes, too.

As we came to the guard post at the western approach to the camp, we got our first look at the flag of the Razai. What with our name and who was in the gang, I'd always figured that when we did come up with a flag it would sport a nasty fanged lizard, or skulls and chains, or some other kind of badass biker flash to show how tough we were. This flag was a surprise.

It was midnight blue with a pair of four pointed silver-white stars in the middle. The star on the right was a little smaller and a little higher than the star on the left. They were the rising Eyes of the Spider. The guard said that Nance Damas had ordered the flags made with that design the first thing after her return to camp.

Nance had spent a long time tied up next to Alna. She would've told Nance. In between horrors Alna would've told Nance about how she could look at the Eyes of the Spider and know that Bando Nicos would be looking at them too. It helped her keep going. It reminded her that she was never alone. If a Razai could see that flag, the Razai would never be alone.

A pain the size of the universe rolled over in my gut. The tears came and there was no stopping them. I pulled up my hood to help hide my face.
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▫

Never Alone


▫

Once we entered the camp, the whacks headed for RC headquarters, Marietta began sniffing out ex-Kegeleros with a line on Anna Tane, and I sent Deadeye to track down Ratt Katz. There were hundreds of thousands of sharks spread out all over the plain. When I was ready to payback Prophet, I didn't want to have to wear myself out chasing down some black mask.

I scanned that section of the camp. It was full of strange faces, strange uniforms, strange languages. There were so few of them I recognized I felt more like a stranger there than I had in Kegel's camp. I studied the passing pans until I spotted one of the deadheads from Rus Gades's CSA meeting. "Breed!"

The tall powder puff stopped, squinted up at me with dark eyes, and grew a gleaming smile beneath his huge hooked nose. "Mother, mother, what a flash! I thought you was dead, Bando."

"Why'd you think that?"

He held out his hands and arched his eyebrows. "You got shot in the head. I haven't seen you at any meetings for a long time. Call me crazy."

"Is there a meeting around here sometime soon? I could use one."

"You look like it."

I held my hand to the old bandage around my head and could speculate about the rest of my face. Then there was my leg. What the hell. I didn't have to justify my appearance to any yard eagle with a loose jaw and a couple of minutes to murder.

"Cut the inventory, clown. Where's the next meeting?"

"We got close to fifty regular meetings now."

"Fifty?"

"There's even some talk about putting together a gang intergroup. Let me look."

From just that one little meeting that Rus Gades and his sickos had started. You wouldn't think there'd be that many deadheads, perverts, and weenie-wavers who'd be honest enough with themselves to want to get better. Of course, I still had to remind myself a hundred times each day that this was Tartaros. The crowbars were done past, and the Razai had a real incentive program. Being sick was no ticket out of the max. In the Razai, the price of not getting help could be a shot in the head. It would be my shot in the head soon enough.

Breed reached into his hip pocket and pulled out a copy of Ila Toussant's The Taps. The newspaper was up to four sheets. Breed lowered the papers and looked around. Once he found what he was looking for he pointed toward the northeast. "Over there. See that red and silver pennant on the top of that tent?"

I squinted. About a hundred meters away one of the tents we'd salvaged from the Kegel raid was set up. On top it had a ragged red rag flying along with a hunk of silvered sun sheet. "Yeah."

"That's the ref for this part of the walking column. In there they can tell you where the Caravan group puts on its meeting. It should be starting real soon."

▫

Inside the tent were two RCs, each of them surrounded by sharks, each of them settling kitbag snatches. Two deputies were keeping records while a third stood guard on the tent flap. The ref, a shark named Bernie Gold, wasted no time in pressing the flesh and putting on the big smile. He was sleek, edging sixty, and had gleaming silver hair. Referee was an elective position, and Bernie was still high from winning his election two days before. His job was putting the issues before his bunch and taking their votes back to Nance. On his own he added providing a place for his bunch's RCs to settle the local hash, and he had copies of The Taps and The Law of the Razai for anyone who wanted them. Before the crowbars he had been a mortician with a layaway plan the courts simply couldn't abide. He had been on load twenty-six from Earth. He aimed me toward the CSA meeting.

▫

The Caravan Group was a small discussion meeting that had been formed by some sharks from Junayd. The mob from Junayd was only one of thirty or more loads Nkuma had brought in. It was strange to think about the hundreds of thousands of sharks who owed Nkuma their lives. I wondered if he carried that candle with him when he went on the dark and chilly. Probably not. He never could climb off that ghost he was riding.

The Caravan Group CSA meeting was different than the ones Rus Gades and his CSAs held. The thirty-odd members met out in the grass in a clearing. They squatted in a circle, kept their faces covered, only the eyes exposed, and they identified themselves by special meeting names like Desert Blossom and East Wind. These guys took the anonymous part of CSA real serious.

East Wind finished the opening prayer in some strange language that had a lot of throat clearing in it, and there was just a moment when I thought the meeting wasn't going to be in English. Then East Wind said in English, "Peace be with you and the mercy of God."

I looked around, and although everyone's face was covered, it was pretty clear from the different uniforms and desert sheets that everyone at the meeting wasn't from Junayd. There were Mihvihtians, some sharks from Earth and Duat, a couple of holdovers from Kvasir that hadn't gone off with Paxati and the cockroaches, a couple of whacks, and more outfits I didn't recognize. Nevertheless, in keeping with the local group traditions, everyone kept his or her face covered and used an alias. Once you told them your alias, the entire meeting answered with, "Welcome."

From East Wind and Sandman, to Sun Princess and Red Death, the names worked their way around while I tried to think up an alias for Bando Nicos.

A hulk introduced himself as Star Rider with a very familiar voice, and I knew it was Dom. Some used names like Girl, Man, the Wig, and one called him or herself Cuter Neuter. When it was my turn I called myself Blue Fist. They said to me, "Welcome."

After the introductions, East Wind told her story. Her compulsion was getting into relationships with really sick jerks and trying to heal them. It had made her sick enough to kill, and it frightened me to see how her sickness made her attractive to me. It scared me enough to push Anna Tane out of my head.

I couldn't even see East Wind's face or body. All I knew about her was that she had dark eyes, she was terribly sick, and was taking that first hesitant step toward recovery. She was one more sicko, in a long parade of sickos, whose impossible collection of needs I could attempt to fill thereby earning her eternal gratitude, which may not be love, but it was the only thing I knew. That was how Alna and I had come together. Show me your sores and I'm yours.

Usually the loves I'd been in ended in ugly resentments, blistering fights, or worse, but I hadn't had enough time with Alna for us to destroy each other. It probably would've ended that way, though. It always had before. East Wind's story told me that rage wasn't my only addiction.

When East Wind talked about what might constitute recovery for her, she mentioned a future that might contain a healthy man and a healthy relationship based on mutual love, respect, and trust. I inwardly shook my head in wonder and despair because I truly had no idea what she was talking about. All of this health and normalcy seemed terribly alien. It was like I was missing the emotional parts necessary to understand what was being said. It didn't seem likely that I ever would learn what she was talking about.

There was a period of silence following her story that was interrupted by the Wig getting to his feet and introducing himself. There was something oddly familiar about him. The voice I knew, and he had on a Mihvihtian sheet.

"This is my third meeting," he began. "I still don't know what my addiction is. All I know is that these meetings make it easier for me to live with myself." He was silent for a moment as his eyes searched out the eyes of everyone in the circle.

"I was one of the ones who went off with the Kvasiri. I helped convince them to split off from the Razai once Lomon Paxati failed to win the election. What the Razai was doing made no sense to me. I wanted to live in a way that made some kind of sense, and for almost a day we behaved like human beings living responsibly under a legitimate system of laws."

My mouth fell open. By the Spider's kneecaps, I thought, the Wig was Lewis Grahl, cockroach of Mihviht! He was back. As usually happened at CSA meetings, my own woes faded as I got far enough out of my own head to listen to someone else's.

"Maybe my addiction is to my own opinion, a need to always be right. Maybe it's just a need to attract disaster. I don't know. What I do know is what I saw with the Kvasiri. On only our second day away from the Razai, we were buried in thefts, rapes, killings, and cases. There was no way to handle them all. We needed twenty times more cops, judges, and warders than we had, and a hundred times more guards. So we shelved the cases. We were paralyzed. After the RCs executed the Bakong jury, the Kvasiri assassinated our head judge."

So long, Jason Pendril, I thought to myself. It gave me an odd feeling hearing of his death. I hated cockroaches, but my gut was saying that I didn't want Pendril to die. I wanted him to say he was wrong, I wanted him to screw in his bulb and see the light. I didn't want him to take the dark ride. He wanted to be a part of the law so bad maybe someday he could've made it, if he could've ever figured out what planet he was on. I sprang a tear for the cockroach. Like all of us, he'd been doing the best he could with what he had.

The Wig folded his arms as he looked down at the ground for a long time. "There was only one way to break up the jam. I took it." He pulled some papers from beneath his sheet and held them out. "I put the Kvasiri under the law. That's right. The Law of the Razai.


"We had our own cop investigators, and we waded into the mess. Once the executions started, and the sharks realized they were back under the law, the crimes stopped. It took some blood—it took a lot of blood—but we cleared out the entire backlog in a few hours. There was a genuine moment of sanity before the sharks and straightmeats started into each other with guns and knives, fighting for and against the law."

He lowered his hand to his side. "Eventually there was a vote. It was a bloody battle just to get that. A vote. What was left of us voted for the law. That was why most of us came back to the Razai last night. The rest of the Kvasiri is out there in the grass right now eating itself alive." The Wig chuckled bitterly and shook his head.

"I don't get it. I got laughed out of the Razai because I represented traditional justice, and I left the Kvasiri to implement the law. When I was free, I fought the law and was dropped into the crowbars as a revolutionary. Inside the crowbars I did legal aid work and became a law and order nut who spent most of his time getting the stuffings kicked out of him. I seem to be exactly one hundred and eighty degrees out of phase with whatever my current reality happens to be. If that isn't an addiction, I don't know what is." The Wig looked around for a moment. "That's it," he said, then he squatted back down.

Dom lumbered himself up into a standing position and said, "I'm Star Rider. My addictions are exercise and murder."

"Welcome."

He faced the Wig and asked, "You still for the law or you back on juicer justice?"

The Wig remained squatting as he answered. "I support the law."

Star Rider nodded. "You're in luck. So does the Razai. You're in phase now, Wig." He squatted down to a round of laughter.

The circle then did that strange thing that CSA circles do to put things into perspective and to heal. Others stood and told how they never fit, how they set themselves up for disaster, and how they learned to stop doing it.

From Desert Blossom I heard that humility is being able to admit when you're wrong and that it's different than humiliation. Humility is accepting the facts of reality. Humiliation is humility against your will. The Caravaners also talked about getting better through meetings, the strength of other CSAs, and the help of a Higher Power.

Desert Blossom talked about Allah, Man did a testimonial for Jesus, Cuter Neuter talked about the Universal Spirit, and there was a recounting of Higher Powers from Zeus to a thing called a god box. As they talked, in my mind I could see one of the midnight blue and silver flags representing the Eyes of the Spider.

They were saying it didn't matter what your Higher Power was, just so that you had one and used it. There were pieces of me that wanted to put everything to rest. There was that toad, though. That Anna Tane toad in my life, squatting there, polluting the air, blackening the sky, crushing my soul. I sent up a silent little prayer for courage and waited for a lull in the talk.

The lull came. It got longer. I took a deep breath, stood up, and said, "I'm Blue Fist. I'm addicted to rage, sick people, and trouble."

"Welcome."

"Maybe some of you can figure out who I am. I think I've figured out a few of you. Anyway, the anonymity thing still goes. Anonymity's a lot more important than the Law of Silence. If you break Omerta, you die. If you break anonymity, maybe hundreds or thousands of others die because the people who need this kind of help can't trust you to keep your blowholes plugged. So, what's said here stays here."

There wasn't any way to ease into it. All I could do was jump in. "I was raped. The woman I love was raped and tortured to death." I moistened my dry lips. "After that, a man—a very sick man—made a crack about it and laughed at the wrong time." It was there.  All I had to do was say it. "I killed him for that."

It was deathly quiet as I talked it out. What happened, the pain, the feelings, the shame. I don't know how long I went on, but when I finished my load was a bit lighter.

"I can't see any way around it. My rage monster took over and it resulted in a death. It made me a murderer, and there's flat no way around it without making a joke out of the law. If I could've helped what I did, I'm maggot meat under the No Help Rule which makes compulsion no defense if you could have gotten some help. If I couldn't've helped what I did, I'm in cement city under the Mad Dog Rule which makes those who can't help killing others something that needs to be killed."

I felt myself smile as I looked into the center of the circle. There was a tiny toy camel standing there. I hadn't noticed it before. "I sound like I'm doing cockroach—arguing a case. There's nothing to argue. I did it, and after we hit the Hand and burger Anna Tane, I'll turn myself into the RCs. That will be the end of Blue Fist." My voice roughened as a thickness grew in my throat. I'd said all I had to say.

With Red Death's help I squatted down, folded my arms across my knees, and rested my forehead on my arms. I felt better. Not good, but better. One of the Junayds stood, introduced himself as Times of Ignorance, and got the welcome. He said, "Blue fist, you seem to have your future planned down to the last deadly detail. Have you thought of turning this over to your Higher Power?"

From where I squatted I said, "There's no way out."

"You know everything in the universe? You know more than Allah?"

"No, but—"

"But, hell. A butt is your ass, Blue Fist. You don't know more than Allah. Give this problem to your Higher Power. Just because you cannot see a way out does not mean that there is no way out. I have no doubt that if you do this your way, you will die. All of us have had experience at that, which is why we are willing to try another way. Bend a little. See what your Higher Power has in store for you. To be victorious you must first surrender."

There was some more talk, then the meeting ended. Keeping with the Caravan Group's peculiar kind of anonymity, we kept our faces covered, left one at a time at twenty second intervals, and no one stayed behind to chat.

When I got back to where I had tied up my critter, I leaned on its back with my elbows and looked at the midnight blue and silver-white flag waving over the guard post. I recognized the blue. The cloth was the dark denim from Lewisburg Max crowbar blues. The silver-white stars were cut from aluminized sunsheets. Higher Powers. And who is the god of Bando Nicos?

They said at the meeting that your Higher Power was whatever you reached for when you were up against it. Rage had filled that slot lots of times; sick relationships and myself, too. I let my gaze wander around and I spotted two more of the Razai banners. I pushed away from the animal and looked for a private place.

Near the base of the bluff was a string of tiny springs that joined together to make a small meandering stream that flowed toward the Sunrise Mountains. I went over there and looked around. The ground near the stream was free of the tall grass and thick with a soft purple and green moss. I stood in the center of one of the meanders and looked around. I couldn't see or hear anyone.

I looked up, clasped my hands together, and closed my eyes. I stood that way for a minute feeling like a fool. Who was Bando Nicos to get favors from the Great Juju? Allah? Jesus? God? Don't you have to be worthy to climb on the cosmic cob? No Supreme Vapor I ever heard of ever declared "Gather ye killers and assholes unto me." However, whole bunches of Supremes had said "Do it all by the numbers—My numbers—or do infinity in the Big Toaster."

There was Father Tomas back down on the block in Philly talking to our chain swinging youth organization about mortal sins. Those were the ones that got you a one way ticket to the Divine Rotisserie. Murder was one of them. Father Tomas's boss was real down on murder, no matter who wound up on the slab.

I'd heard at the meeting, though, that Father Tomas's boss had absolutely nothing to do with what my Higher Power could be. As stupid as it sounded, I could design my own and give it whatever powers I needed it to have. Still, I couldn't get around the feeling that I didn't deserve anything better than a god who hated my guts. Or worse than that, maybe all I deserved was an infinite wad of that cosmic indifference I'd been getting my whole life.

I looked up at the sky and Alsvid was trying to shine through a thin layer of clouds. It looked like a huge hazy white ball. I did want to live. I did want to be a part of the law. I wanted to see more of the Razai's future unfold. There were tears in my eyes as Alna's face came into my mind. She'd wanted me to live. Once when she thought I was injured she covered me with tears and kisses. She must've thought I was worth something. Of course, I hadn't done much of anything to her.

There were too many issues crowding my head. Times of Ignorance was right. I just didn't know. Not a damned thing. Not only that, there wasn't any way in the universe that I could figure out anything before I died, whenever that might be.

I took another look around to make certain I was still alone. Satisfied that no one was looking on, I bent my knees and winced my way down until I knelt on the moss. Once I was there, I couldn't believe I was there. Then I couldn't think of how to pray. I'd never done that before.

"Spider," I whispered. "Universe, whoever the hell's up there. This is Bando Nicos. Maybe you know about me. There's a few things I haven't done wrong. I can't think of any offhand. I don't know much about you. Anyway, I'm going to try to do the right thing the best I can, and the right thing for me is to kill that gut stringin' bitch and then make payback to Prophet. The way they told me at the meeting, I'll leave how this thing comes out up to you."

There was silence for a beat, then the sounds of critters trolloping, voices, shouting, whistling, hand clapping. I gave my perimeter a quick scan to make certain that I wasn't the center of attention. No one was in sight.

I got up off my knees, gimped my way back through the tall grass, and went to where my critter was tied up. The entire camp seemed to be one huge mass of shouting and cheering sharks. Maybe this was the answer to my prayer. I heard a voice from the east end of the camp shouting something. I grabbed a passing shark and yelled at him, "What is it? What'd he say?"

The person I grabbed was a young kid wearing an unfamiliar sheet. He looked up at me and said, "It's the scouts! They're back from the Sunrise! Carlo T. wants to cut a deal!"

"Say what?"

"The Hand!" shouted the kid, his wide grin filled with missing teeth. "They don't want to fight! They want to deal! The Razai is just too bad for Carlo! Our scouts just brought back word! Carlo wants to deal!" He ran off and I sat there with my teeth in my mouth and a big frown on my face.

"Carlo wants to deal?"

There was one answer to a prayer. My bleeding piles, it was. Just as soon as the Forever Sand turned to whipped cream. The thought squirted into my head without the aid of my think muscle. It was my crowbar seasoned guts assessing the news. I trusted my guts.

Cheers were going up all over the camp. The pressure of the coming war with the Hand was off. It was Christmas. The sharks were kissing each other, slapping backs, hugging, just about everything but buggering the critters. It was crazy, but most of the sharks dancing in dizzy joy never had any dealings with the Hand. The only sharks who really knew the score were our original bunch from Earth and the ex-Kegeleros.

I remembered when we'd had our little dance with Carlo's number one son back there in the sand. Pau Avanti had been as slippery as a cockroach with invisible hands. We knew from experience that the Hand always has a little something hidden behind its back for you. Take the Hand at face value and you wind up with that little something stuck between your shoulder blades and that funny look on your face.

I didn't think Nance'd fall for anything from the Hand, but the way the crowds were yelling, I figured it wouldn't hurt to check. The crowbars taught me one thing. A lot of times leaders don't lead. Sometimes all they can do is barely manage to stay a step ahead of a stampede. I didn't want to lose my chance at Anna Tane. If Carlo's offer meant that Anna Tane was beyond the reach of the law, its price would be no payback for Alna. That would mean the end of justice. Peace could change all my plans.
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▫

Let's Make a Deal


▫

When I arrived at Nance's wagon it was surrounded outside and packed inside. My leg was so stiff I couldn't hardly move it. I got off my critter and gingerly cripped around. A shark high on the news about Carlo's offer slapped my back, almost knocked me off my pins, and said, "Isn't it great?"

"Something, too good to be true," I muttered. The celebrant instantly judged me an attitude case and headed for giddier parts.

The sharks were grabassing and shouting, celebrating and waiting to catch some more news. Marietta, Fodder, and Lauris Nhandi were talking among themselves near the sled's entrance. Slung on Lauris's right shoulder was a converted piece. She turned as I approached. Pinned to the front of her sheet was a silver metal star. An eleven year old little girl cop.

I gimped to a halt and looked at Fodder like he'd blown every fuse on his board. I pointed at the little girl's star. "What's happening, Fodder?"

"You placed me in charge and I had to appoint a few new RCs."

I looked at the little girl. I suddenly felt like I was a thousand years old and hardwood from ear to ear. "Hi, kid. You really want to be an RC?"

"My name is Lauris," she answered, the temperature dropping around twenty degrees. "I am an RC."

I looked at Marietta, at Fodder, at Lauris, and back at Marietta. She rumbled out a laugh. "Your head is smokin', down 'n brown."

"What're you doing here?"

"Waitin' for you. I got three haystacks who're just dyin' to talk to you about Anna Tane. They don't know much, though."

"Whatever they got, I'll lend a lobe."

As I looked back at the little girl, I heard Marietta say, "You know, Fodder, she's awful young, ain't she?"

Fodder shrugged and raised his eyebrows. "There's nothing in the law about age. Besides she's not much younger than Katz. The Chief of the RCs appointed Ratt Katz. A good choice, too."

Marietta rubbed her chin and looked up at the sky. "Hmmm. Maybe what I'm talkin' about is balance. Maybe she ain't mature enough."

"You mean, like us?" All three of them laughed.

"You people're having a lot of fun, aren't you?" I looked at Lauris. Her face was grinning, but her eyes were looking for the official stamp of approval. What the hell. No one on Tartaros was only eleven. Anyway, abused kids're born old. I patted her shoulder and said, "Welcome to the cops, kid. Keep the law, your piece, and yourself clean. Get dirty and you're burger."

Her face broke out into smiles and she took off, after squeezing Fodder's hand. Marietta asked me, "You hear about Carlo and the Hand, Chief?"

"Yeah."

"How d'you read it?"

"Like used bumwad. I think the Hand's got Kong's prang out there in the shadows waiting to stick it to us. How about you two?"

"I would've used other words," said Fodder, "but that pretty well sums up my feelings."

Marietta nodded. "That old Hand job. It do have a familiar whiff." She looked around at the back slapping and smiling faces. There was a burst of laughter, Marietta's glower deepened and her eyes aimed at me. "The rest of the Razai is gettin' ready to bend over, down' 'n brown. Nance might not be enough to straighten 'em up. What do we do?"

"If I had answers like that they'd never've gotten me behind crowbars." I leaned my back against Nance's wagon and tried to ease the weight on my leg. In the crowd were dozens of sharks wearing Hand sheets. I didn't recognize any of them. My stomach fried as I realized the new Hand sheets belonged to Yani Comini, the renegade general who'd joined the Razai out of the goodness of his heart and his love of the law and fair play.

A thought began stenching my hairpiece. I looked back at Marietta and Fodder. "Do we have anybody out there keeping an eye on the Hand?"

Marietta's eyebrows went up. "You mean, like a spy or three?"

"That's what I mean."

Fodder lowered his voice. "It's not for public consumption, but Minnie McDavies is out there."

"Nutwhacker Sweet?"

"She and Herb Ollick are heading up our espionage and propaganda department."

"Minnie sneaks and Herb sells," said Marietta.

Minnie and Herb would be great out there. Minnie was as elusive as a shadow on a cloudy day, and Herb could sell heat to Hell. If there was something we should know, Minnie would hear it. The problem was, would her news get back to us in time? There was some housekeeping of my own to do.

"Fodder, Nance grabbed Stays to be her understudy so I need a number two. Think you can handle it?"

He stared at me for a long time, his gray eyes studying me for something. Was this Nicos character making fun of the frocked up priest? Was he gibbers? Could he possibly be serious? Hell, there wasn't enough self esteem in the entire Razai to butter a piece of toast. "Are you joking?" he asked.

"No. Can you handle it?"

His mouth twitched nervously for a second, then Marietta punched him in his shoulder, hard. "Yes!" He glared at Marietta and then faced me as he rubbed his shoulder. "Yes. I can handle it."

"Good. Finger your number three as soon as you can. Promotions can come pretty fast in this outfit."

"What about Marietta?" Her mouth fell open and for a crazy second there I thought she was going to go out with the vapors.

"Good choice."

I placed my hand on Fodder's shoulder, surprised at the bit of muscle beneath my fingers. Tartaros'd been good for him. "You stick close, Fodder. I'm going in there to talk to Nance and I figure I might need you real soon."

"Very well."

I headed for the steps to the sled wondering what was going on between Fodder and Lauris. After a second or two smoking my wig, the only thing I figured out was that it probably wasn't any of my business. I climbed the stairs, pushed through the crowd jamming Nance's door, and entered the sled.

On the inside it was steaming hot, foul-smelling, the table crowded with faces. "Nance," I shouted, "we got to talk!"

She was seated at the table, her face like stone. She waved a hand like she was chasing a fly away and commanded, "Later." She pointed at one of the walls. I settled down on the arm of one of the couches and listened. Loki Mears, the messenger from the scout expedition who'd brought back the news from Carlo, was sitting red-faced and excited, listening to the others blow wind at the particulars.

Stays was sitting across from Loki, and the table was filled with a regular Razai who's who. Our generals, Habran Indimi, Rhome Nazzar, Yirbe Vekk, Ow Dao, and Match Rojas, were there. The renegade general from the Hand, Yani Comini, was there, along with his number two, Shava Ido, and generals I'd never heard of before.

In the back of the compartment on the opposite side from me was Margo Hoyt. She was being very quiet for a perp croaker. I opened an ear and listened to the jaw music. The deal was that Carlo would release to the Razai as many of the Hand's workers who wanted to leave. They called them workers instead of slaves. In addition, the Hand would turn over to the Razai a piece of territory adequate to support the gang. The territory would include all of the Big Grass west of the Sunrise Mountains and north of the Sea of Stars. Moreover, Carlo would sign a non aggression agreement between the Hand and the Razai that would pledge the eternal friendship, trust, and mutual defense of both gangs.

It sounded good. It sounded so good it probably was fattening, addictive, and a major cause of cavities, hair loss, and premature ejaculation. It reminded me, too, of how Carlo's son, Pau Avanti, had almost closed the lid on our jar by setting us up and suckering us in with only one piece of bait: by having the Hand become what we wanted it to become. Was Pau Avanti that clever, or had he learned at his father's cankered kneecap?

The more I listened to them kick around the deal, the riper it smelled and the more my leg hurt. Nance didn't seem to be picking up on any of it. She just kept sitting there, her arms folded, her elbows on the edge of the table, her face like a brick wall. It was as if she was in another world, which was probably the case. I'd been in that world, constantly beating myself to death with the past. She seemed to have recovered from her bullet wound, but Kegel and Anna Tane had scarred her someplace else. They'd been real good at that. She was a million miles away.

I glanced at Margo. She was looking back at me, her fingers holding her nose. She made a face and returned to observing the discussion. As a wave of dizziness passed, I let my gaze nail itself to Yani Comini's face as I tried to get a reading on the man.

The talk was that Comini had been a military prisoner on Timsujinn and had participated in a revolt that ended in the deaths of a thousand or so pols, stains, hightowers, and squats. The stains on Timsujinn forgave them by setting them free—on Tartaros.

He looked more like a general than any shark mokker we had. He was tall and graying, with one of those rugged, fatherly, you-can-trust-me-with-your-saving-account looks sported by the very best con artists. His eyes were the giveaway, though. He didn't seem to be able to look anyone in the face for long. The first thing a slick learns is how to give you that clear steady look in the eye while he smiles, lies through his teeth, empties your pockets with one hand, and poisons your dog with the other.

Yani Comini was one of those persons who had a hidden agenda. I just wondered why no one but Margo and me could smell it. For me, I just didn't believe in happy endings. Margo had been a Hand slave since she was a little girl. Everyone else was so damn tired, hungry, filthy, and fought out that they were willing to believe in anyone who promised some rest and peace.

After an hour or so, I was sicker than green from the heat and smells. At last Loki Mears had to get back to the scouts and the blowholers decided to take a break. I looked at Nance and she was burnt. Maybe Nance was shuffling dimensions but I counted on Stays to keep her picture tuned. Stays mumbled a few things to her and there were a couple of others who were waiting in line for Nance's time. If I'd waited any longer I would've tossed my chow all over the folk, so I got up, motioned to Margo to follow me, and cripped my way out of the sled, using my piece for a shaky crutch.

On the back porch I looked down and saw Yani Comini talking quietly to Shava Ido and a couple of other former Hand jobs. There were more of his men scattered throughout the crowd around Nance's sled. I did a quick scan and located Fodder and Lauris having a jaw session with an RC I didn't recognize. I put my left arm around Margo's shoulders. "You don't mind being a crutch for a bit, do you?"

"That's what you wanted me for?"

"In part." I nodded toward Fodder. "Get me down there." We came up on them and I said to Fodder, "Where's Marietta?"

He pointed toward a wagon that was flying a light blue streamer. "She went to the office to begin questioning the Kegel sheets about Anna Tane."

"Office?"

"That's RC headquarters."

Go away for a few days and you lose track of everything. My dizziness upped a notch as everything appeared to get hotter and hotter. It was like being back in the middle of the bloody Forever Sand. I tried to moisten my lips as I faced Fodder. "Margo and me are going to have a little chat with General Comini. Make certain we aren't disturbed."

Fodder's older companion, a haystack female with short red hair and a black patch over her left eye, frowned as she unslung her rifle. "Chief, I thought the general was on our side."

"Who're you?"

"Tzani Costel. I'm RC with the Black and Orange."

Black and Orange. The units were naming themselves with colors. There was a joke in there somewhere—chicken yellows, Black and Blues—but it seemed too complicated to figure out. I tapped the left side of my head. "I just got a suspicious mind, Tzani. It's a character defect. I should really work on it."

"Just in case we get suspicious, too, what should we do?"

I pointed at Comini. "Keep an eye on us. He's got sixty thousand armed men in camp who like him and don't even know me."

Fodder and Tzani nodded and I renewed my grip on Margo as we headed for the general. My leg was screaming. "Margo, tell me about Yani Comini."

"I don't know much about him," she answered. "He was a pezzo big shot on the east side of the mountains. That's a long way from where I was. He and his soldiers faced the Lee gang for a few years. During the Hand slave revolt, he put it down. Then he was locked up. Carlo kills and locks up men and women all the time. He doesn't need a reason. I know a lot about Carlo. I don't see him giving up anything, ever."

Although I couldn't get a lens on it, something about what she said left a shadow. I didn't have the time or the brain cells left to figure it out. I nodded in the general's direction. "Let's see the man." We reached the general, I took his arm, and we began pulling him away from his companions. "Come on, General, let's jaw."

"Hold it!" commanded Shava Ido.

The Hand jobs began bringing their rifles to the ready but froze when they heard Fodder say, "Think about it."

Fodder and Tzani Costel had them covered with their autos. Comini nodded at Shava and faced me. "Everyone seems a mite tense this morning."

"Caffeine," I answered. "We really ought to cut down." I held out my hand. "General, I'm Bando Nicos, Chief of the Razai Cops." 

"I've heard about you. You don't look well."

"I think I got a bug."

"I'm sorry. Am I under arrest?"

"We're the Razai, general. We don't arrest anybody, remember? No prisoners."

"Yes. The law." We shook hands and I pointed to a cleared space where some critters were being held.

"Let's talk for a bit, general. Okay?"

His back seemed to stiffen. He looked at Shava, nodded, and faced me. "Very well."

Once the three of us were well away from the others, Fodder and Tzani waiting discreetly at the entrance to the corral, I gimped around and asked, "General, level with me. What do you think of Carlo's offer?"

He hesitated just a moment, then as he looked at the ground he said, "It sounds very good. We can get everything we want without firing a shot. The war is over. Doesn't that sound good to you?"

I nodded emphatically. "It sounds very good." I looked at Margo. "Does it sound good to you?"

"Bando, the only deal that ever sounded better to me was when I heard about General Comini here bringing over a whole sixty thousand man army to help out the Razai just because he and a few of his boys read copies of the law and fell in love."

"That's what I was about to say." I looked at him.

Comini stopped, turned, and looked at Margo. His eyes were gray and crinkled at the corners. "Is there something you want to say?" The general faced me. "What is this?""

I nodded as I drew down the corners of my mouth. "A couple of things, general."

"For instance?"

"Like, how's your family?"

He straightened like he had the electric ice pick stuck in his spine. "My family?"

"Sure, general. I bet you got yourself a sweet little bit up there in the mountains. Maybe a couple of little goombabinos?"

He looked away from me, his face troubled. "I have a wife and four children. Three boys and a girl. Their mother is taking care of them. Is there anything else?"

"A thing or two." Using Margo under one arm and leaning on Comini with the other, I turned us and continued cripping around the edge of the corral, keeping one eye on Comini and the other on the yellow piles of critter crap on the ground.

"Now, general, you probably don't have a suspicious mind. I do. I'm real suspicious. It gets to be a real inconvenience at times. I can't even count the number of great deals I screwed myself out of because I have a problem with trust. There are some things that keep me up nights that probably wouldn't bother you."

He gave a great sigh of impatience. "Such as?"

"Such as," interrupted Margo, "what if you and your soldiers aren't quite what you pretend to be?"

He jerked to a stop, killed my leg, and put on a quite convincing expression of outrage. "Now, you just—"

"Just supposing," I repeated. "Hear us out." I waved my hand in the direction of the Sunrise Mountains. "Carlo was holding you prisoner, right?"

"Yes."

"Wouldn't it be a real smart move on Carlo's part to let you out of the crowbars and have you and your men infiltrate the Razai so you could kill us from the inside when the fight with the Hand finally comes?"

The general was very quiet.

We stopped, I glanced at him, and looked back at the mountains. They seemed to swim on the horizon. "You look pretty straight and corners to me, Yani Comini," I said. "That's why I figure the only way you could be bent into trying something like this is that old Carlo T.'s got your family. Maybe the families of Shava and a lot of your men, too." I looked at him and the corner of his eye had a tic.

"Of course," said the general with a rough voice, "you're just supposing." Comini shook his head and looked toward the mountains for a long time. He suddenly looked very old. When he finally spoke he said, "Nicos, supposing what you suppose is fact. What would be the smart thing for me to do right now?"

"If Carlo wasn't holding any hostages, you and your men could just ride off into the sunset and no harm done, except that in that direction is the meanest damned desert in the world. But supposing there are families that old Carlo is holding, I think your best bet would be for you and your squats to throw in your lot with the Razai."

"And Carlo kills our families?"

"There are no guarantees. Something to think about, though. If this plan of Carlo's works out just like it's supposed to, he'll still have your families and you'll still be in the crowbars. On the other hand, if the Razai's plan works out just the way it's supposed to, you and your families'll be free to go wherever you want."

He turned his face from the mountains and looked at me, his eyes searching mine. "There might be a problem."

"Such as?"

"What if it's impossible for the Razai to win?"

Margo reached around me and poked the general in the shoulder with an outstretched finger. "Suppose we stop supposin' and you tell us what you want to say?"

Yani Comini looked at me as he pointed back toward the mountains. "On the other side of the Sunrise, between the mountains and the Golden Ocean, is Iron Lee's territory. Lee has more than seven hundred thousand mounted soldiers. A deal has been cut. When the Razai reaches the foothills of the Sunrise, Carlo will come down the mountains and attack you front on. At the same time Lee's gang will strike at you from the north and the south."

"Lee has the soldiers," said Margo, "but Iron Lee hates Carlo worse than locks. They've been warring for years."

"That's true," the general answered, "But both of them hate the Razai more than they hate each other. They made an agreement to crush the Razai."

"Why?" I asked. "We've never had anything to do with this Lee character."

"It's the Law, Nicos. Somehow copies made it to Lee's territory. He's forbidden his people to read it and he's executed dozens who were caught with copies."

"I don't get it."

"Nicos, the combination of the law and the Razai is the biggest threat to gang boss power since the first load of exiles was dumped on Tartaros. The bosses have to have an end to the Razai because they have to kill the Law."

I scratched my chin and smoked my wig. It seemed to me like Carlo and Iron Lee were giving the Razai a lot more power than we rated. There were gears that just wouldn't mesh. Was Comini holding a couple of cards? He'd already told me enough to execute him. Holding back something wouldn't make any sense. But then it didn't make any sense to me that people would risk torture and death to read copies of the law. I faced Comini. "General, can you trust your men—all of your men?"

He thought for a second. "There are a few I'd cut. Carlo isn't above putting spies into his own troops to help maintain loyalty."

I closed my eyes and nodded as my woozy feeling seemed to make the planet spin weird. "Go cut 'em out, general, and gather the rest. Get ready to vote on what you want to do. In or out. Margo and me have to go see Nance and arrange a few things. And, general?"

"Yes?"

"It's time to start trusting." I let go of his arm. "You better begin with me."

Comini turned and marched out of the corral. Shava Ido was waiting for him. I nodded to Fodder and his eye-patched sidekick to keep tabs on the general and his number two.

I looked at Margo. "So?"

She was biting her lower lip. "Fifty-fifty," she said.

"Those are the best odds we've gotten since we hit the grit. Let's get to Nance before I go craps." We turned and began gimping me toward Nance's sled, working our way through the people. A hand reached out of the crowd and stopped us along the way. "Deadeye said you wanted to see me, Nicos." I looked and it was Ratt Katz, my future executioner. He had a neat new star pinned to his Mihvihtian sun sheet. The little squirt still looked like he hated my guts, which was one thing that was still working. I made a crutch out of Ratt, sent Margo ahead to Nance's sled, and faced the punk.

"Have you handled any cases yet?"

"Yeah."

"What kind?"

"Two murders and a threatened murder under Rule 13."

"How'd you handle them?"

Ratt's right eyebrow went up. "I killed everybody. What is this shit? Check up time? Fodder was on my ass through all three investigations. He thinks I did pretty good."

"How did you feel about killing them, Ratt?"

"What're you talking about?"

"You got any ghosts camped out in the back of your head?"

Ratt's arched eyebrow descended and joined the other in a deep frown. "Ghosts? You sure you haven't been smoking something?"

"I've made some maggot meat out there, kid, and my head is filled with ghosts. Sometimes they bother me a lot."

The kid sneered at me and spat on the ground. "No, I don't have any ghosts." Ratt pulled out a copy of the law. "It's like a machine. You plug it in, stick your arm in it, and your arm gets burgered. You don't want your arm burgered, don't stick it in the machine. Me and the law is a meat grinder and those three powder puffs jumped into it." The kid smacked the edge of his right hand into his left palm. "Chomp, chomp, chomp, squirt, squirt, squirt. Three piles of burger. It doesn't bother a meat grinder, why should it bother me? If you've got a guilty thing working, Chief, maybe you ought to work another corner."

"Maybe." The vicious little bastard was perfect. Ratt punches my ticket, I take the ride on the Chill Express, and no one has to make room for an annoying ghost. The Burger Maker would simply grind on. "I want you to stay close, understand?"

"Why?"

"I got a case I want you to handle in a few days. First we nail the Hand and finish the payback on Anna Tane. Once that's out of the way, I'm going to need you and I don't want to have to chase you down."

"What am I supposed to do until then?"

"We still got cops to do. You can either help me out or go play with yourself, I—"

"You greaseball eatin', chili pepper suckin' sack of snake shit! What'd you mean by that?" Ratt's face was bright red, and he left me teetering on my one good leg as he stuck the muzzle of his auto against my throat. With Yani Comini in between loyalties and the Razai preparing to get overrun by the Hand and Iron Lee's mob, it was not a good time to have my melon splattered. There were a few Razai who took time out from the dancing to ask if they should interfere, but I waved them off.

"What did I mean by what, Ratt?"

Ratt turned the auto nut clockwise, and growled at me through clenched teeth. "Go play with yourself!" The kid shoved the muzzle hard into my neck. "You got some smart comment to make, pigfuzz, you go right ahead and make it. I'll cut off your god damned head!"

I held my breath, took my thumb and index finger, moved the rifle away from my throat, and said to Ratt, "I don't see the Burger Maker anymore. All I see is a crazy little punk who knows the law well enough to understand that poking this thing in my throat and threatening to cut off my head could buy him the max."

Bright tears came to Ratt's eyes and the kid lowered the weapon. I pulled him behind Nance's wagon where we weren't so much in view. I grabbed onto the wagon as high voltage seemed to work its way up my left leg. Holding down my chow was getting to be gray and grim. When I opened my eyes I again noted the bumps that shouldn't be there if Ratt was male. Maybe he wasn't a he. "Are you a girl?"

Ratt glared at me and spat on the ground. "No."

I didn't want to offend someone hung up in an age or gender thing. "A woman, then?"

"No."

"Why'd you get so pissed about me saying go play with yourself?"

Ratt's voice became very hushed. "I am not male. I am not female."

"Ratt, if you're some kind of super gay, it doesn't make any dif—"

"I am not gay!" Ratt shouted. Seeing that we were attracting some more attention, the kid talked in an angry, gravelly whisper that made him sound like a pit bull getting ready to square some old accounts. "I am not male, female, gay, straight, or anything like it. I am neuter."

I frowned as I tried to remember how Cuter Neuter's voice sounded at the Caravan Group's meeting. The voice seemed to be a little different. Maybe it was just that Ratt was crying now. If Ratt was Cuter Neuter, that meant that he already knew about me thinning Prophet. Then again, it might not've been Ratt at all. Sometimes that anonymity thing left you in doubt about where you stood with other sharks.

"This neuter thing, Ratt." I rubbed the back of my neck, wondering why I felt so old. "Did you have a bad accident? Get your wiggly whacked off?"

Ratt's eyebrows went up in exasperation. The way the kid's fingers gripped the rifle, I wondered if he was going to cut off my head anyway. "My only accident, Nicos, was getting born. Like you were born without a brain, I was born with both male and female organs. Happy now?"

I shook my head. "I don't get it. You mean you have a pecker and a pussy?"

"Yes," growled the pit bull. "That's what I mean. Neither one of them are very well developed, but they're both there."

Talk about your masturbation fantasies. When it came time to burger Bando Nicos, Ratt wouldn't hesitate for a millisecond, particularly if crude old Bando made some lewd crack about him or her being a person of many parts.

Suddenly it didn't seem so funny. Ratt had spent his life listening to the jokes that only carried one clear message: you don't belong. I'd gotten my own copies of that message when I was Ratt's age. Maybe why he was on Tartaros was one joke in the locker room too many that had resulted in a burgered football team.

"Okay, Ratt, what do you call yourself? Male or female?"

"Neuter."

"Is that a him or a her?"

"It's an it." Ratt looked at me with wet unblinking eyes. "Am I still an RC?"

"Sure. We got all kinds of popcorns in the cops." I poked him/er in the chest. "Remember something, though, Ratt."

"What?"

"The very same second that you lay the dark ride on someone who makes a crack about your crack, the burger machine'll become burger. I'll put you straight into the maggot trough. You got me?" I didn't want the kid executed for murder before h/she had a chance to send Bando Nicos to the Big Toaster.

The kid's face looked like murder in a microwave. "I understand."

I grabbed its shoulder for a crutch and headed for the steps to Nance's wagon. "Watch the door and keep an eye on the Hand jobs near the wagon. Then let's see if we can put the brakes on a maggot convention."
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▫

Fried Ice


▫

Inside the sled, Martin Stays and Habran Indimi were seated at the table. Nance was stretched out on one of the built in couches. Ratt helped me to a place at the table then took up his place at the door.

I looked at Nance. She was on her back, her right forearm resting across her closed eyes, her mouth hanging open. Her breathing was steady. I swung my gaze until I had Stays tracked.

"Watson. What's happening?"

"Many things. The universe is full of mysteries."

"How about narrowing it down to Carlo and his big deal."

Stays seemed to drag his thoughts back from some private nightmare. "Carlo?"

"Yeah, Carlo. Carlo T? The Hand? The war? Free the slaves? You remember. It was in all the papers."

Stays steamed a bit, then his anger fell through the cracks in his head. Whatever they'd been talking about had depressed the hell out of him. He leaned back in his chair, rubbed his eyes, and shrugged. "It's past me. The whole thing with Carlo stinks. Maybe the offer's genuine, but my gut is sending up flags. I still remember Pau Avanti."

"If the son is a snake, chances are the father has a curve or two to throw," said Margo.

"If the bait's too ripe," I said, "why not toss it back in the boat?"

"What if it's a genuine desire to avoid a fight?"

"The last genuine desire Carlo ever had was for mother's milk."

"Bando, a lot of our people believe. Just about everybody wants to bite. The news is spreading out there faster than a free parole giveaway."

Indimi nodded his bald head in agreement. "They've heard about nothing but the Hand's half million rifles since they set foot on the grit," said the Colonel. "A way around the fight is news they want to hear. This Carlo is offering a way around the fight."

"You don't buy it?"

"The same way I don't buy fried ice. With the numbers the way this Carlo has to see them right now, he has no reason to fear the Razai. So why deal?" The Colonel scratched his chin and frowned. "They haven't offered us everything we want. Always supposing they did release their slaves, there isn't any provision in the offer for going after their rape and murder perps." He raised his hairless brows at me. "There is especially no mention of letting us settle the Anna Tane hash. They don't even admit she's there."

"You heard about that, huh?"

"Anna Tane hiding out with Carlo is just one more thing about this smell from the east I don't understand. In any event, Carlo doesn't want the law, and I don't believe for an instant that his future plans include accepting anything like it. As soon as the Hand comes under the law, Carlo, his goomba fantasy, and his whole way of life is done past."

The Colonel fixed his gaze on his intertwined fingers resting in front of him on the edge of the table. "Maybe what they do want is to saddle us with a couple hundred thousand slaves and then land on us with their army."

I nodded approvingly at the Colonel. He was shy on a few details, but he had a head for first class crowbar thinking. Stays looked at Margo then at me. "What about you two?"

Margo held her nose and I shook my head. When Margo lowered her hand she asked, "What about Nance?"

Stays nodded his head in her direction. "She's whipped."

"Don't you wish," said Nance. She stayed stretched out on the couch, her arm across her eyes. "Carlo is packed. Go on," she ordered. "I'm listening."

It was silent in the compartment until I spoke. "Here's something to brighten your day. Me and Margo caught a bit of a whiff out there on the grass. We checked it and found the body. Your boy Yani Comini is a ringer. His whole army bongs."

Stays and Indimi looked wide eyed and on the zap. "How can you know?" Stays demanded.

"I know." My dizziness was on the increase. I held my head with both hands until the compartment stopped spinning.

Nance turned her face to the wall and muttered, "Son of a bitch." After a moment she lifted her arm, looked at Margo, and asked, "You absolutely sure?"

"He's running an inside job on us, Nance. It's part of a larger plan to suck us in and catch us between the Hand and the Iron Lee gang. Once they attack, Yani Comini's men are supposed to strike us from inside." Margo nodded toward my lap and held out a clean rag. I looked. My leg was bleeding again. The blush was dribbling down the chair onto the floor.

"We talked to Comini," I added as I took the rag and wrapped it tightly around my leg. I was panting for air. "He admitted the whole thing. I think he's going to bet his chips on the Razai, though." I gave the ends of the rag a hard tie and knotted it. I had blood all over my fingers. I tried wiping it on my pants.

Stays pointed at me. "Shouldn't you have someone look at that leg?"

"Later. Right now Comini and his squats are supposed to be cranking up for the vote on what side they're on."

Stays snorted out a laugh. "What do they do if they vote to stay with the Hand? Shoot their way out?"

I eased back in my chair. "Don't sweat your lobes over it, Watson. Better than anyone else they know the difference between the law and Carlo. They'll vote the right way."

Colonel Indimi folded his arms and leaned his elbows on the edge of the table. "How am I supposed to rely on Comini or his men for anything? It'd always nibble at me. Who's he lying to: Carlo or us?"

Stays nodded. "Carlo has their families, right? Who would you lie to?"

I closed my eyes and pulled Yani Comini's face back from my memory. Courage was in there, steadiness, fear, concern. Even some shame at getting caught trying to dust us. Either he was arrow straight or he was the slickest confidence artist without a law degree in the galaxy. "Right now Comini is culling out the known ratfinks in his ranks and having the rest elect refs. When he's finished, someone," I cocked my head toward Nance, "someone'll have to read Comini's refs the join-the-Razai-or-die thing so they can take it back for the vote."

Indimi rubbed the back of his neck and looked at Margo. "How many soldiers does this Iron Lee have?"

"Comini says over seven hundred thousand. They're supposed to be split into two groups that will bite into us like a couple of jaws at the same time Carlo T. hits the front and Yani does his thing on the inside. I believe him, Colonel. The guy isn't slick."

"Maybe that's what makes him slick." The Colonel rubbed his eyes, passed his hands over his bald pate, and rubbed his eyes again. "This alliance with Iron Lee. Did Comini say why?"

"The bosses see the Law and the Razai as some big threat," I answered. "What's going on, Colonel? You look like somebody farted in your moustache."

He drummed his fingers on the table. "Another whiff." His fingers stopped the tap dance. "It goes back to when Kegel's big column came after us. It didn't make any sense then, and it doesn't make any sense now." He held out his hands. "Getting scavenger patrols wiped is nothing more than the price of doing business on the desert. It happens a lot, and from what I've learned from the Hand jobs and Kegeleros we have in the Razai, there's never been a war over something as small as the loss of a patrol that bit off more than it could chew. Yet, Kegel sent his big column after us. How come?"

"Kegel's done past, Colonel," said Stays. "Those who aren't dead are with the Razai. Why smoke your head about it now?"

The Colonel brushed at his moustache with the back of his right hand as he glanced around the room and then shrugged. "A bad feeling. What my dear grandmother used to call an unanswered question. She used to say that every unanswered question is an enemy battalion awaiting its orders." Catching the expression on my face, Indimi smiled and said, "My grandmother was Lieutenant General Ifili Indimi, the great Butcher of Rhovan Di."

I had heard of the Butcher of Rhovan Di. Back in the Mihvihtian Civil War, it was claimed by the rebels that her soldiers had slaughtered the two million defenders of the main rebel mountain stronghold city. When the vid reporters managed to chase her down, she disputed the rebel claim. "The number of dead was closer to three million," she said. When the reporters said that she was being called the Butcher of Rhovan Di and asked her for her reaction, she smiled and blushed at the compliment.

I couldn't see the point in answering that particular unanswered question. It was all I could do to keep from passing out and planting my face in the table top. "Kegel is done past, Colonel. There's no point in chasing him now. I figure the problem right now is Carlo T. and his new chums Anna Tane and Iron Lee."

Indimi chewed on his thoughts for a second, then said, "If the numbers you got from Comini are true, we're outnumbered better than two to one and back to five or six of their rifles against every one of ours." He smiled, shook his head, and clasped his hands behind his head. "And I'm letting being tired get the better of me. We still have the edge."

"The edge?" I laughed, perhaps a shade on the hysterical side. I was tired, too. "They got more armed and mounted soldiers than we got men, women, boys, girls, critters, and wet-assed babies put together. Anna Tane's already told 'em about the automatic rifles, so there's no surprise there. Even if they didn't know, each one of those autos would have to take out dozens to come close to evening up the odds."

"Training and tactics." The Colonel held out his hands. "By fighting Kegel we learned how every army on this continent fights. The sheets out here work their unit tactics almost like street gangs in a slashout. With the exception of a few pros like Comini, there's almost no chain of command and no organization that doesn't break down as soon as the shooting starts. Directly applied overwhelming brute force is all they understand, because that's all they're allowed to understand. Comini and people like him know better, but to have an effective chain of command, you have to be able to trust your number two. Carlo and the rest of his kind can't do that. They don't vote; they play king of the mountain, and the smart king never lets anyone with ability get too far up the mountain. On top of that, they haven't learned how to make one soldier do the work of ten. Every time they attack they cut their forces by three quarters simply because the rifles in the rear can't fire without hitting their own men in the mob close to the action. Sarah and I've seen it a hundred times fighting Kegel's column. Although they may know about the autos, they have no idea whatsoever about how to attack or defend against properly deployed automatic fire."

"Add to that," said Stays, "soon after we reach the mountains, Bloody Sarah should be there with Jak's army."

"How many rifles?" I asked.

"Jak said a hundred thousand mounted soldiers within three to five days. Another two hundred thousand five days after that, if everything goes according to plan."

I reminded myself that Jak even having an army depended on him getting the old Kegeleros to follow him against the Hand. It might not be such an easy thing. He and the law were an obvious improvement over Kegel and his gut stringin' sweetheart, but if the Hand was all that easy to take, Kegel would've wiped the goombas long ago.

At one point I felt myself slip away. By the time I was back, the war talk seemed to be at an end. I looked at Nance as I tried as hard as I could to keep my head from weaving. "Nance, I got to talk with you. Alone."

She glanced at me, then looked at Stays. No words were exchanged. Stays got to his feet, nodded toward the door, and Margo and the Colonel strolled on out, pushing Ratt out ahead of them. When everyone was out, Nance asked, "Are you still going after Anna Tane?"

"Is there sand in the desert?"

Her arm covered her eyes again. "I thought you were getting ready to rabbit on me."

"No."

"Before you do anything else, Bando, get Mercy Jane to patch up that leg."

"I'm all right." Suddenly my lips were very dry. "I got something in my gut, though. It's something I need to get straight about with you."

Nance was dead silent.

"Back there on the trail," I continued, "when Kegel and Anna Tane let me go, I wasn't the only one. Prophet—"

Nance sat up and swung her feet to the floor, her dockers hitting the boards with a bang so loud it made me jump. She lifted her arm and pointed at me. "Bando Nicos, you shut up!"

The words jammed in my throat. Nance was still sitting there, her eyes looking in the direction of my chest, but not focused on it. A small squadron of grass wasps buzzed in the dusty half-light. She seemed to relax just a bit.

"We've come a long way together, Bando. A couple of chili pepper yard eagles."

I shrugged, leaned back in my chair, my head dizzy with issues, wounds, pains. "A ways." She was nibbling around the edges of something. It looked like it was something maybe I didn't want to put to jaw music. "Nance, there's something I have to say."

"Right now it hasn't been said, Bando. If you don't say it, it won't be said. If it isn't said, I won't have to deal with it, and right now I can't afford to deal with it. I need you too much. The Razai needs you too much."

I folded my arms and tried to keep my face from showing anything as I closed my eyes and rested my chin on my chest. She knew. Of course, she knew. Cap Brady wasn't stupid. I'd practically spelled it out for him. Like a good number two, he passed it along before going off to supervise bringing Kegel's territory under the law.

"What do I do?"

"Didn't a fellow say something about turning it over to your Higher Power?"

I felt my eyes go wide. Nance had been one of the sharks at the Caravan Group meeting. Of course. The one called Girl. The heat burned my face as I felt absolutely naked. "I'm making a joke out of the law. By making myself an exception, I'm killing it."

"I'm your boss. Let me handle it for now." Nance walked around the table and pulled out a chair next to me. Her movements made her look old and frail. She sat down in the chair, leaned forward, and placed a hand on my cheek. There were dark circles beneath her eyes. She had her own nightmare to ride. "First I want you to get Mercy Jane to take care of your leg. As for the other thing, let me handle it, Bando. You fix on getting Anna Tane. If I know you, if I know the Razai, justice will happen." She placed a hand on my shoulder. "Now get out and get your leg fixed."

▫

Justice.

That night I thought about that word, justice, as the RCs helped the refs get the issues and arguments to Comini's troops and gather up the votes. It meant everybody getting exactly what they deserved as fast as possible. Was Bando Nicos getting justice? Was Prophet? Was letting Nance handle it turning it over or simply sidestepping the whole thing? I knew what I believed.

One thing was different. My ghosts weren't riding me anymore. Instead the image of Anna Tane crouched there in my mind like an emotional cancer, all threatening but not emotionally involved. That was the difference. All of my ghosts were consumed with anger, hate, scorn, revenge, sadness, and self-pity. Things I could understand. My ghosts were emotionally involved. Anna was something else.

Things began spinning and my headache climbed out the top of my skull to draw power from the stars. At one point I thought my leg had left me and it seemed to take me forever to find it. Mercy Jane cripped me to the RC wagon where hundreds of copies of the Law were taken off the lone bed. Once I was seated on the bed, I was shucked. One of Mercy's nurses who helped me undress made a crack about what good shape I was in for an old man. Old man? I asked her how old she was and she said she was twenty-eight. I was a year younger than her.

"Get me a mirror."

There was some argument, but they managed to chase down a small plastic mirror out of somebody's compact. While Mercy Jane cleaned and dressed my leg wound, I checked out the face of Bando Nicos.

Where the slug had chewed it's way through the side of my head, the hair was white. The scar tissue had tightened the skin, pulling my right eyelid into a permanent squint. My beard was coming in white on the sides. The desert sun had weathered my skin until it was burned brown and creased with wrinkles at the corners of my eyes. I looked weary. Old.

Mercy Jane chased out the others and gave me a pill that whacked out all my remaining pins. Before I was all the way down, Shava Ido brought us the news: all but two hundred and eleven of Comini's men had voted for the law and the Razai.

Through the open back door of the wagon I caught a glimpse of Blue Moon. From there I went into a fantasy about getting to that moon and killing the hightowers who had to be watching us from there. Maybe get a ship, leave the solar system. Take Jontine Ru's micros to Earth. Rub Tartaros in their faces. All of the dead. The mountains and mountains of dead.

I slept as the wagon rolled toward the Sunrise and Anna Tane. Even in my sleep there was something about Shava's voice that'd bothered me, but the pill eventually killed that along with the rest of my feelings. I slept like the dead.
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▫

Not Quite A Pezzo


▫

Dreaming fevered dreams. Images of a road lined with skulls and rotting bodies. Green snow falling around me, each flake a sheet of paper. Drifting in and out, noting only flashes of what was happening around me. Reality became a pile of meaningless parts. Illusion became substance. There was Mercy Jane and Wolf working on my leg. Have to ask Wolf if the Rhajmajwhateverjohnny twin ever separated from his brother. Lots of missing chapters. The wagon rocking, Prophet laughing at something that had struck him funny, Marietta and Marantha grilling the Kegeleros about Anna Tane and getting nothing, something about Rhome Nazzar tangling with a Hand patrol near a place called Soldier Mountain, the face of a dead cop in Philly, me beating off Prophet's head with a rock, Alna. 

Alna. I felt the burn in my leg, the streaks of fire through the back of my neck, the headache that could flatten continents. I opened my eyes.

Dull daylight. It was overcast. Through the wagon's open door and windows I could see we had made it to the foothills of the Sunrise. There were trees with apple-like fruit on them. I heard Mercy Jane say the old Hand jobs claimed the apples were poisonous. She was angry, frustrated, cursing like a yard rat. After the warnings, eighteen of the Razai had died of apple poisoning. I drifted back to sleep shaking my head. There were still those who hadn't figured out what planet they were on. Hell, there wasn't any point in being judgmental about it. That was the big problem with Earth, too.

▫

Nights and days. Fog and smoke. In and out, up and down. Sometimes I'd mutter answers if asked questions, eat if fed, then fall again through that ripped net of the here and now into that ocean of now and then. It was like I hadn't had any sleep since the landing. I was a slumber sucking black hole. Every cell of my body drained the sleep river and rejoiced while my dreams wandered through the Memory Mall.

The face of that dying cop in Philly. The puzzled look on Dick Irish's face as I blew a hole through his heart. Garoit's blush soaking into the sand while he frantically searched for something that would make his life not all waste, and not being able to see that we owed him our futures.

I looked up to see Anna Tane looking back at me, tears in her eyes. We stood in the center of the road, the smell of the dead choking us. A slight wind came up and blew her away grain by grain until she was gone. I turned and looked down the road. At its end was a castle. In that castle was my real enemy. I turned away only to find the road crowded with skulls. Their jaws snapped, each bite making a sharp wooden sound. Thousands and thousands of them snapping at my ankles, devouring my legs—

▫

It was wearing me out. I was too tired to sleep anymore. I opened my eyes and waited for my heart to calm.

The same window faced me. The wagon still moving. Through the window I saw rocky hills laced with tiny streams bordered by green and purple mosses and slimes. From cracks in the rocks grew yellow and orange bushes with black thorns on them as long as an arm. There were purple, orange, and white wildflowers and a few of the sharks came back from trying to gather some of the flowers. They had hellish blisters all over their hands and arms. Two of them died. Tree huggers were having a bad day.

There were trees. Black-green narrow pointed things that seemed to shoot up into the sky forever. I heard Margo say that they were called stiletto firs. Margo fed me some of the seeds from the fist-sized pods. They tasted like juniper berries. It was like eating crunchy gin. I felt stronger and returned to sleep.

The sleep program kept running. I never liked gin. I liked Margo, though. I wondered why she hadn't gone south with Cap Brady. I counted my ghosts and half of them were missing. Not Prophet, though. He ordered me to look at my own heart. I couldn't. I was afraid. There was a skull-lined road waiting for me. Anna Tane was nothing next to the man in the castle. I turned away again, and again the skulls devoured me.

▫

There were voices. I heard Mercy Jane and Wolf discussing whacking off the leg of Bando Nicos. With my eyes closed, I listened with only one ear and muttered to myself, "The poor sonofabitch." I didn't know who they were talking about. It didn't matter. With all of the thousands of dead on the sand, what's a leg?

Marietta's voice boomed out, filling the universe. She threatened to gutstring the entire Razai medical corps if Bando Nicos died, shattering her own You Say It, You Pay It Rule. The harangue was interrupted as Lewis Grahl entered the compartment, wanting to know if the Chief could talk. They told him to go get packed. Grahl broke down and cried.

He had tried and wiped a perp who had worked off an old crowbar beef by sticking the steel between her old cellmate's ribs. It had taken him three shots to collect payback because his hands were shaking so hard. The departed was a twelve-year-old girl.

Those are the breaks, I thought. A perp is a perp, payback is payback. The thing that caught my attention, though, was that Lewis Grahl was an RC. The cockroach was now a Razai Cop. It was possible, then, what I had told Pendril. If he could stop thinking like a cockroach and start thinking like a people, everything would make sense.

But he was crying, Grahl was. Ghosts do that for you. Making sense doesn't mean it'll never hurt.

▫

Tani Aduelo climbed on the night horse. Her skin was flabby and blotched, her hair long and gray, her face wrinkled and toothless. Prophet was sitting on a rock, watching Tani, his eyes alive and intelligent. I asked him why he had said those things about Alna. He turned his head, faced me, and smiled. It was a kind face, the eyes filled with wisdom. He opened his mouth to answer and millions of spiders erupted from the opening. They poured from his nostrils, ears, and eyes. I flew from the image, my hands covering my eyes.

A piece of the real world poked its way in. My eyes were shut, but I picked it up on audio. The pezzo himself, Carlo T., had sweetened his peace offer. He would turn Anna Tane over to Razai justice, in addition to releasing all of the Hand's "workers" who wanted to leave. He'd even throw in the rape perps, if anyone had any charges to bring. All this and a hunk of the Big Grass, too. Everything we wanted.

Man, it was nothing but chain yanking. If you can keep the dog concentrating on the yanking chain, maybe he won't notice it when you run off with his food, bitch, puppies, master, and doghouse.

The RCs in the wagon were badmouthing the offer. They were also making jokes about the T. in Carlo T., guessing at the probably non-Sicilian sound of his real name. Talbot, Taylor, Thibodeau, Tracy, Truman, Tupper, Tutu. His son, Pau Avanti, had changed his name entirely to give it the pizza touch. We killed Pau Avanti.

Maybe Carlo was in the CSA program and was just maintaining his anonymity, like Bando N., Nance D., Magic M.

Carlo T.

Hi, my name's Carlo T. and I'm a recovering son of a bitch.


Hi, Carlo!


Carlo T.

There was that murky little feeling still gnawing at my spare lobe. What the Colonel called Grandma Indimi's unanswered question; her enemy battalion awaiting its orders.

It sent me back to puzzle city and a fitful half-sleep. Marantha Silver's squeeze came into my mind. Herb Ollick. Back when we were in Pau Avanti's tent, he was the one who out goombaed the goombas with nothing in his hand but bullshit and the script of an old crowbar comedy he had written for Marantha. Herb was great as Don Guido Abalone, and he had put the son of Carlo T. enough off his own con to make a fatal mistake.

But it was something Herb had said just before the trial of Bennet v. Myerson that smoked my wig. Back in the crowbars we'd always believed that Herb was connected, but no one knew for sure. The real wiseguys come with omertajaw and wouldn't say. But I was curious, and since the Forever Sand was a long way from Sicily, I asked him.

"You want to know am I a pezzonovante in the organization," he had answered, "the Capo di Capi of the 'friends,' as we say in polite society, true?"

Then he told me that he was a little con artist from Dayton, Ohio. But it was that word, pezzonovante, that rolled its rich syllables between my ears.

"Pezzonovante." I said it out loud.

Carlo T. and his phony goombas were having lots of bent fun with their Mafia fantasy, but none of them had ever been to Earth, much less were connected. They didn't know the words, the manners, the traditions, nothing. And when they called a mokker a wheel, they didn't use the word pezzonovante like the goombas on Earth. They used a chopped form of the word: pezzo. And the Hand jobs were the only ones in the universe that called a big shot a pezzo.

The wagon rocked gently as it moved east with the column. I opened my eyes and pushed myself up into a sitting position. I half-noticed that my leg was still with me, but I couldn't remember why. I couldn't spare the lobe right then. There were other things to ment.

Pezzo.


That was what had perked up my ears when Margo had been describing Yani Comini that one time. She had called him a pezzo.

It was night. I looked around the dimly lit compartment, the fog in my head gone for a moment. The RC wagon was the same size as Nance's, but nowhere near as plush. The couches were hard plank because the cushions had all been burned. The end of the compartment near the door was charred from the fire during the fight with Pau Avanti. On the end opposite the door someone had charcoaled a big five-pointed star on the wall with the words "Razai Cops" written in the center. A few boards had been slapped together for a table in the center, and around it sat Marietta, Lauris, Marantha, and Margo. Margo had her hair up off her neck. Martin Stays was also there, and I wondered how we rated a visit from the Number Two.

My bed was one of the benches with a mattress and pillow made out of piled up desert sheets. It was across the end of the wagon closest to the charcoaled star. The RCs at the table were trying unsuccessfully to talk quietly. Marietta and Marantha looked tired. Margo looked frustrated. Stays was riding a strange ghost.

Lauris Nhandi looked wired down tight. There were things she simply didn't want to feel. I could relate. I just hoped she got around to running her nightmare before she turned out like Ratt or popped a seal and pulped somebody's head with a rock.

They were still kicking around Carlo's latest, and the great Anna Tane brainstorm wasn't going anywhere. Dozens of ex Kegeleros had been questioned, and the RCs still didn't have much information. The little that did go together fuzzed the picture more than it focused. Maybe a hundred and fifty days or so ago Anna Tane appeared from nowhere on the arm of Deke Kegel. Upon that same day he made her his first and only female patrol leader.

In days she became known for cold cruelty, both to her victims and to her men. Shortly after she began gut stringing her own victims, the practice was taken over by Kegel. Anna Tane moved into his lodge, and for all intents and purposes took over the gang, with personal charge of the newly established Hellborn shock troops. As far as anyone could remember, she had never said anything at all about her past or shared anything at all about her personal life.

But she had told me something. She hadn't intended to, but Anna Tane had told Bando Nicos something. Just before I mounted up to ride out of Kegel's camp with Prophet. She had told me something very important.

The sharks around the table were still making funny with Carlo's name, laughing from exhaustion at jokeless jokes. They went into howls from just the sounds of names: Timberlake, Takuda, Terwilliger, Trotsky.

"Chief's up," announced Marietta from the middle of a laugh.

Marantha turned in her chair and looked back at me. She was still giggling, tears in her eyes. "Sorry we waked you. How are you doing, Chief?"

I nodded. "Okay. What's so funny?"

"We just clownin' aroun', down 'n brown," answered Marietta. "Comin' up with T names for Carlo."

"Like Tarzan," said Marantha. They all giggled like they'd been awake for eight days straight.

"Turkey!" returned the Magic Mountain with a belly laugh that rocked the wagon.

"C'mon, Sherlock," urged Stays. "Give us a name."

"Tane," I answered mechanically. It just popped out. Silence dropped on the compartment like cement ankle weights on an East River jogger. I looked around at the faces, my gaze coming to rest upon Stays. "His last name is Tane. Anna Tane is his daughter."

"How do you know?" asked Stays.

"A hunch." I looked at Margo. "What do you know about Carlo's family?"

She was speechless for a moment, then she frowned and said, "He has a harem and he's had it ever since I can remember. He could have a hundred children. Everyone he puts in charge of something has special ties to him, but exactly what those ties are isn't the kind of thing they tell slaves. We knew that Pau Avanti was his son, though."

"Back with the Hand, did you ever hear of Anna Tane?"

Margo shook her head. "No. There must be two or three million in the Hand, counting the slaves. A slave wouldn't know anything like that unless she was part of Carlo's household. I wasn't. I belonged to Pau Avanti." She glanced at Stays and old Watson turned to face me.

"Bando, what makes you think she's even from the Hand?"

Maybe it was nothing. I'd farted through my hairpiece before. I decided to play the tune and see how the sharks danced.

"I been listening on and off while you people questioned the Kegeleros. Kegel and the Hand were blood enemies, right? Then a little while ago, Anna Tane pops out of thin air, she sticks her tail in Deke Kegel's face, he takes a sniff, and the next thing you know Freakface is in love, everybody's getting hung up by their guts, and the gang no longer has any interest in the Hand. The Kegeleros raid, scavenge, torture and raise hell, but no one wants to fight the Hand. When the Razai comes on the grit, Kegel leads his big column against us. To wrap it up with a big bow, thanks to Anna's influence and leadership, Kegel and his entire column are almost wiped. I'd bet my parole against infinity hold that she expected the Razai and the Kegeleros to eat each other alive, leaving a clear field for the Hand."

I rubbed my eyes as I thought back to my return to Kegel's camp. I had been up there hungering for death and destruction to every member of Kegel's gang. I wanted to see bodies stacked to the stars. That was why Anna Tane had Kegel rape me. She didn't give a damn about hostages or deals for auto rifles. The only thing she was interested in was siccing the Razai on Kegel with quick, massive, ultimate retaliation. From there, who knew? Maybe the Razai could've been foaming at the mouth enough to forget their little free-the-slaves charity case against the Hand. Instead maybe they'd turn south against Kegel's home base and his gang's main force. Maybe the rest of Kegel's goons would come after us. Either way the Hand's enemies would be paying the bills to buy Carlo's continued power.

Anna Tane had read me pretty good. I'd been her instrument and she'd played me like a harp. She had counted on Bando Nicos and his rage, and there she'd been smart. What she hadn't counted on, though, was Cap Brady, Jak Edge, and the Law. She had thought to have two of her father's enemies destroy each other. Instead, we had joined forces. I wasn't smart enough to know why. Maybe it was because we had the Law. Maybe because we had good people running things. Maybe it was because we could see beyond the immediate moment. It didn't matter. She was down, and we had defeated her when we didn't even know we were fighting her or what kind of war she was waging. What's more, right then she didn't even know she had lost the battle. Another battle, however, was coming up.

Stays frowned as he leaned back in his chair and folded his arms. "I don't get the connection."

Marantha waved Stays into silence and faced me. "What clued you, Chief? How do you figure she came from the Hand?"

"When she ran out on Kegel, Carlo and the Hand is where she went to ground." I chewed on my lower lip and shrugged. "She comes out of nowhere, ruins Kegel, tries to ruin both Kegel's gang and the Razai, then she leaves him flat right after arranging to have him invaded. The Hand's the only bunch that gains."

Stays shook his head. "I agree, but it doesn't sound like much. If I was on the jury, I wouldn't bet my life on it."

"There's one thing more," I said. "Just before she released me she wanted to remind me I was nothing, that I was no big deal, that I was not a pezzo." I looked at Margo. "She used that word: pezzo. Hand jobs are the only ones I know who call a mokker that."

She nodded. "You're right."

I looked at Stays. His frown was complicated by one raised eyebrow. "You're right."

"So you added two 'n two," said Marietta, "an' came up with a genuine blue belly cop hunch."

"It still isn't much," I said. "When I say it out loud it sounds like nothing. All my flags are up, though."

Marietta stared at the table top as her wig began smoking. The Magic Mountain was doing some of her own addition. After a bit she leaned back, pursed her lips, and faced me. "Chief, what do you figure the odds are that when the fightin' starts, it'll just be Iron Lee facin' us, all by his lonesome?"

Now, there was a streak. Why would Carlo and his little girl arrange to screw only Kegel's gang and the Razai? "The ex-Kegeleros and the Razai tangle with Iron Lee, we kill each other off, the Hand wipes up the remains, and Carlo is boss from the Golden Ocean to the Southern Divide, his territory tripled. It makes perfect sense."

"What about Yani Comini and his men?" asked Stays. "Why that?"

"He and his men would be left all alone fighting both the Razai and Iron Lee," I answered. "Carlo figured Yani Comini was in a position to make a grab for his power. He's afraid to do anything permanent about it because of the loyalty of Comini's men. He could wipe them all. He's got enough troops for that. It would be too expensive, though, and would've left him wide open to be hit by either Kegel or Lee. This way Kegel, Iron Lee, and the Razai wipe out each other, General Comini and his men are caught in the middle at little or no cost to Carlo, and that's the end of Rico."

I leaned forward, grabbed the back of Marantha's chair with my left hand and pushed myself up until I was standing. My leg was stiff as hell, but it didn't scream. I was probably still riding the aftershock of some pill.

"Brother and sister crowbar, if we're going to turn this thing around, there are a couple of things in the box. First, we have to convince Nance and the Colonel what's going down. Next, we have to sell it to Iron Lee and his squats."

"An' what we got for proof," said the Magic Mountain, "is Carlo an' Anna have an initial in common, and the gut stringin' bitch used the word pezzo."

Lame. It sounded so lame.

Stays, his arms folded, rested his elbows on the table. "You suppose this is all so Anna Tane winds up the big boss? Is she after Carlo's job, too?"

It made perfect sense to me, until I heard Lauris answer quietly, "No." I looked at her and she wasn't so wired anymore. Teardrops streaked her cheeks as she kept her pain-filled gaze nailed to her lap. "I think I know her. If she's Carlo's daughter, she doesn't want to be boss. She wants her daddy to love her." She looked at me. "I mean love her, not take her to bed. She wants her Daddy to love her. To be proud of her. To respect her." The youngest RC on the force turned to her right and buried her face in Marietta's bosom. As the Magic Mountain wrapped her arms around Lauris, the girl shook the compartment with sobs.

I felt sick to my stomach, then dizzy. I lowered myself down until I was again sitting on the bed. It made sense, what Lauris Nhandi had said. As much as anything in this universe made sense, that did. Carlo had founded a gang and made a life for himself based on murdering all the colors he didn't like, and making sex slaves out of the angel cakes, forcing them to do all kinds of depraved stuff, beating and torturing them to death if they refused. Those particularly favored got to become part of Carlo's personal pussy parade. Consequently children were produced. Time passed, the children got older. Carlo was boss, he could do anything he wanted, and he thought with his dick. Anna Tane was one of the most gorgeous bits of eye candy any world had ever seen. Did the boss of the Hand sexually abuse his own daughter? Is the grass green? It came to me, that old image from the night horse, Anna Tane with tears in her eyes, blowing away like a sand picture in a high wind.

Some basic equation in my head shifted. My heart had been replaced; my program wiped; my power pack drained. I wanted to hate Anna Tane; needed to hate her. I didn't want to understand her. If I couldn't keep my hate alive, I didn't figure there was much point in putting off Prophet's payback. The purpose of Bando Nicos was done.

Stays pushed back his chair, stood, and pointed with his thumb toward the door. I nodded at him and he was gone. He'd fill Nance in on our thinking, what there was of it.

There were other things that needed doing, but right then there wasn't anything more important than hanging onto Lauris while she screamed. Margo and Marantha joined Lauris and Marietta in one of those silly group hug things, except this one didn't look so silly. There wasn't anything in the universe I wanted more right then than to climb into the middle of that hug and mix my tears with theirs. But I didn't figure Bando Nicos had the right.

See, when his turn had come, Bando Nicos hadn't cried. He hadn't felt the pain. Instead, Bando Nicos had picked a sick old whack, strangled him, and beat off his head with a rock. I couldn't be a part of that hug. Prophet's ghost hadn't yet validated my ticket.

Dizziness washed over me, and I should've let myself pass out on the bed. The one thought I couldn't bear even for a second right then was remaining in that compartment. I pulled myself up, grabbed my parka, and cripped my way out the door, using the walls, chairs, and table for crutches.

Once outside in the dark I stood on the back porch and held onto a roof post and the porch railing as the wagon swayed. I could just barely make out the lead critters in the team pulling the following wagon. Armed squats dogged it single file up each side of the trail. As I put my parka on against the cold, there came a soft voice out of the darkness. "Hi, Chief." The accent was bent, like a Chicano who'd learned English from a Swedish Armenian. The guy must've had eyes like a cat to tell it was me in the dark.

I looked down at the auto-toting shadow walking just to the left of the wagon's porch. The chup was nothing but a sheet, his face lost inside his hood. "Hi," I answered.

"How're you doing? The leg hokay?"

"Fine." I put another lobe on line, but I couldn't place the voice. "Who is that?"

There was a quiet laugh. "Oh, you never heard of me, Chief. Ky Rubin. I came in with the sharks from Duat." He was quiet for a second, then he said, "I like to shake your hand. Hokay? It'd mean a lot to me."

"Sure," I heard myself saying. I leaned over the railing, we shook hands, Ky Rubin waved, and I waved back, the confused frown on my face hidden by the night. I couldn't figure out what was going on.

"Hey, Chief," called another quiet voice, the accent strictly Noo Yawk. "How's the leg?"

"Okay," I answered as I attempted to ease the pain. "How are you doing?"

"Great." The shadow laughed. "I can't believe I'm really talking to Bando Nicos."

I felt my eyebrows climb as I slowly shook my head. "Trust me."

After an embarrassed silence, the shadow waved. "Don't worry, Chief. We'll collect Alna's payback." Another silence. "So long."

"So long." He was swallowed up by the shadows.

The night was full of soft voices. Old, young, male, female, a few of them bringing a translator, a few who should have but didn't. They asked about my health, expressed sorrow about Alna, swore to get Anna Tane and the Hand. So many seemed thrilled to meet the real Bando Nicos in the flesh, like I was some vid star or a pol running for the big cob. I couldn't figure out how much of the fog in my head was from the bugs in my leg and how much was the words drifting in on the night air. It was crazy, and it was making me crazy.

I backed up against the wall next to the door and slid down behind the railing until I was seated on a bale of desert sheets, my cripped leg stuck out in front of me. My head rocked against the wall from the motion of the wagon as I focused on the pain in my leg, grateful for the diversion. But the pain wasn't bad enough. In a minute I was back to demanding of Bando Nicos an answer to "Who in the hell did those people think they were talking to?" I felt ashamed, guilty, confused, like a fraud about to be found out.

A brilliant thought slithered between my lobes. Maybe I should pop another thumper. It brought back to me Kegel's tent, Alna trying to tell me what I needed to hear, me beating my lights out on the hard ground just to stop the pain in my gut and the noise between my ears. Sure, pop a pill. It was seductive, that promise of oblivion. Every feel-good deadhead, alk, and powder puff in CSA had fallen for that promise. Only later did they find out that pain killers don't kill pain; they only postpone the arrival, allowing it to train and muscle up in the pain gym.

My headache split open in an array of multicolored explosions. My stomach churned and I tried to keep my mind off it. I didn't want to barf. I was just getting used to not stinking all the time. The only thing that could crowd out the sick feeling was to allow myself to fall into the despair I felt about Alna's payback and how I couldn't force myself to hate Anna Tane.

The emptiness and desolation almost made me want to go back to the pain and nausea. Desperately reaching for a spike to throw in, I remembered what Noo Yawk had said about Alna. "Don't worry Chief. We'll collect Alna's payback."


That was it. That was the job. That was what Cap Brady had been trying to pound through my skull back there in the Big Grass. Hating Anna Tane wasn't the job; killing her wasn't the job. I was a law officer, not a psycho killer. I wasn't supposed to kill her because I felt like it. I was supposed to kill her because that was the job that needed doing. The job wasn't revenge; the job was justice.

Justice for Alna and Anna Tane. Justice for Prophet and Bando Nicos.

I sensed someone standing in the doorway and for a moment I pulled my fuzzy thoughts back from the night. The person sat beside me on the bale. It was Lauris Nhandi. She wrapped her hands around my left arm and rested her head against my shoulder. In the dark she was only a silhouette. I leaned over and kissed the top of her head as I felt the tears spill from my eyes.

"Hell, kid. Reality sucks." I felt her head nod as she wrapped her arms around my waist.

"Sometimes," she said.

I put my arms around her, held her head to my chest, and watched the Eyes of the Spider smear through my tears. My feet began going over my head, the picture blurred, the universe whizzed around, and I felt myself slipping down that fathomless dark hole that I prayed would lead me to that gleaming black tunnel with the light at the end that would make me complete, bring me peace, and fill my heart with love.

I stood on the road, facing the castle, the army of ravenous skulls at my heels. I took a hesitant step toward the castle. Far away there was the voice of a tiny angel calling me. "Chief?" it said. "Bando Nicos, you chicken-yellow greaseball sonofabitch! Don't you give up! If you give up now, I will personally chase you down to Hell to throw fire cubes at you!"


The angel sounded a lot like Margo. I made a note to tell her that should I live so long.
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▫

The Point of Justice


▫

Shadowy images drifted by in the haze. Mercy Jane looking down at me, her eyes red. It was gray outside, heavy rain thundering on the wagon's roof. Whoever had built the wagons had done a lousy job. The roof leaked and my covers were half soaked. The sound of the rain shattered my mind, the wagon still rocking as it was pulled through the mud, the curses of the critter drivers blistering the night air. My eyes opened. I saw that the roof wasn't leaking. I was sweating. My eyes refused to focus.

Mercy Jane was calling me names. The names didn't register on my ears. All that registered was that she was ranking me with badmouth I'd never heard before and didn't understand. To think that there was a curse word that Bando Nicos didn't know—not just one, but crowds of them. I had a nightmare that I had forgotten how to understand English and it frightened me so badly it startled me awake.

Mercy Jane was looking down at me, the tiredness in her face making her look very old. "You just try and die on me, you taco-sucking son of a bitch," she said. The left corner of her mouth pulled back into a tiny smile. "I guess that shows you."

My head and leg almost screamed with pain, but I made another note to point out to Margo and Mercy Jane that they were developing real potty mouths, and that was no shit.

All I could gasp out, though, was something I hoped sounded like "Water."

She put a straw in my mouth and I sucked on it. Cool, sweet liquid filled my mouth. It was like apricot nectar, but not thick. "Good."

"It comes from a bulb that grows here in the mountains," she said. "It looks like it helps fight some kinds of infections. How do you feel?"

"Like someone ripped off my leg and beat my brain to death with it."

"It should ease off soon. I gave you a thumper in the juice."

As she was saying it, I could feel the edges begin to soften. In another few seconds I'd be touring the galaxy. It pissed me. I couldn't afford to lie around all the time powdered out like Pill Phil. There were things I ought to be doing. Preparations. Something. People to see, places to go, executions to execute. As the edges began to drip, I figured screw it and took another sip.

I relaxed and the muscles that had been tensed up against the pain began to cramp. Mercy leaned forward and began rubbing where my neck joined my shoulders. As she rubbed my muscles, I could feel the pain and tension draining from me. Her breasts came close to my face, and I watched. After a moment, I noticed something. Where her breasts strained against her shirt there were brown stains that looked like dried blood. The shirt had been washed and the stains were faded, but they still looked like dried blood.

They were like the stains that'd been on Nance's shirt; like the stains that'd been on Alna's shirt.

"What's that?"

She sat back and looked down at me. "What's what?"

"The stains. On your shirt."

She glanced down and was silent for a beat. She looked at me, her eyes blank. "Blood."

"Blood from what?"

She looked away and began putting things into her kit bag. "Just blood. We've splashed oceans of it since we hit the grit. Don't worry about it."

With my left hand I grabbed her shoulder and forced her to face me. "Stains like that. I saw stains like that on Nance's blues. On Alna's." I could taste the fear in my mouth.

Tears welled in Mercy Jane's eyes as she studied my face. Almost as though her fingers belonged to someone else, they began unbuttoning her shirt. Her hands pulled the shirt open exposing the horror of her breasts. They were bruised yellow, black, and purple, the nipples crusted with old scabs that were beginning to fall away, revealing bright pink scar tissue beneath. I couldn't look away. The thumper began to make the universe turn about me.

"Pliers," she said, looking down at her breasts. "Anna Tane did it with a pair of pliers. Alna, Nance, me. All the female prisoners. It used to go on for hours at a time." She looked up at me, her jaw and neck muscles twitching.

"Why?" I demanded. "To make you talk? Nobody knows anything. Why?"

Mercy smiled, gave out an involuntary little laugh, and shook her head as she buttoned up her shirt. "We would've told her anything she wanted to know. Anna Tane was working a different corner, though. She didn't want to know anything."

"What then?"

Her words came to me small and puzzled through the buzz of the thumper cocktail. "Breasts, Bando. She hates breasts. She wants to punish them. I think you're right about her being Carlo's daughter. There were some things she said that Nance and I remembered. Carlo, her father the pervert, is a big jug man from Hooter Holler. He was probably left on the nipple too long." Her voice became hollow as she stared at nothing. "One time, after she was done torturing Alna, Anna Tane was so angry at everything, she was raving. She stripped her top and went after her own breasts with the pliers. I could see that she'd done it before. Lots of times. She didn't have any nipples left. Nothing but scar tissue."

I fell into the fog holding Mercy Jane's hands. Pills. Damned pills. There was crying to do. Crying for Alna, Nance, Mercy Jane, and even for Anna Tane. Somewhere hidden away there was crying to do for Bando Nicos. But the pills killed the feelings, dried the tears, made every terror and joy the same: nothing.
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▫

The Best Man for the Job


▫

Bit by bit, the motion and the noise of the wagon hauled me back from dreamland. We were moving over hard, rocky ground. I opened my eyes and outside it was clear daylight. The aches in my head and leg were gone, leaving a confused void surrounded by tensed muscles and puzzled gratitude. Between me and the glare from the open door, I could see Ratt sitting alone at the table. Ratt was staring at a blank wall, fixed solid on something mental.

I elbowed myself up until my head was propped up by the wall. I wasn't wearing any clothes and I was covered by a couple of clean desert sheets. I was even clean myself. I elbowed up further and looked through the window. The jagged reds and tans of the Sunrise Mountains looked back. There were some sharks out there riding critters. They were mostly Comini's men, and they looked grim. As I looked at them and the mountain country they came from, a down feeling choked my throat. I slumped back down in my bed.

Who in the hell were we to invade Hand territory and take on Carlo and Iron Lee? Those mokkers'd been running gangs for more than twenty years. The Razai was still keeping time in days. That seemed more significant to me than the fact that they had us badly outgunned and outnumbered. I couldn't catch my breath.

"You're awake," Ratt declared.

"You got a real eye for a clue, Ratt. I'm making you my chief of detectives."

"Hey!" the kid shouted at the door, splitting my head down the middle. "The chief's up! Tell The Taps, Mercy Jane, and get the general!" Deadeye stuck his head in through the door, nodded, and left. I heard his critter's hooves trolloping into the distance.

The headache was on me again like blue on fuzz. "Pipe down, kid, okay? No more yelling. I don't care if Carlo himself is coming at me with a nuke. No more yelling." I pushed myself up into a sitting position, my back against the wall. "What's going on? Where are we?"

"We've been in Fire Alley since daybreak. The Boss and Number Two are leading columns through the mountains around the valley. Our column is going straight through the middle with the dummies."

"What? Our column? Dummies? What're you talking about?"

"We got General Comini, the sick and wounded, the small children, and about ten thousand rifles, around two hundred autos scattered among them. They're mostly Comini's squats. Deadeye's in charge unless you get better."

"Couldn't Nance've talked this over with me first?"

"You were out of town and she couldn't wait."

I rubbed my eyes and dug the sleep grit out of them. Deadeye running cops. I couldn't ment that right then. A more disturbing thought than that had been uttered. "Bait?"

"That's what this column is, Chief: bait."

Ratt calling me "Chief" instead of greaseball, etc. bothered me a lot. "What're you doing here?"

The kid studied me for a second, then looked away. "You said you had a job for me and to stick close. I been sticking close."

"Yeah. I remember." Something was weird, but I couldn't get my scope on it. Another feeling was there, as well. "Kid, I could bite the ass off a rhino. Is there any chow around here?"

Ratt pushed back his chair, stood, and walked over to a pile of kitbags and containers on one of the benches. He grabbed a kit bag from the pile, reached in, and came out with a fist full of what looked like petrified snakes. "They're roots. They taste okay."

I tried a small one. It crunched like a carrot and it tasted of turpentine, but sweet. It was sort of like a slightly green mango. By the time I'd finished three of them, Ratt had gotten me a cup of that apricot-flavored juice and some moist dark bread that tasted of licorice. I devoured the lot.

When I went to put on my blues, I noticed that they were very clean and very mended. The bloodstains that had covered the left leg were mostly gone, and the bullet holes were patched. "This is great," I said to Ratt as I gingerly pulled on my underwear and trousers. "Who's keeping house? You?"

"Not me," he answered as he helped me into my Greenville uniform jacket. "Lots of sharks've started up little businesses. Food gathering, cooking, baby-sitting. The laundry we use is run by a Duat yard monster with the Black and Silver." Ratt caught my blank look. "The Black and Silver? Up front in the main walking column?"

"The laundry got a name?"

"Yeah. Bud's Sudz. His motto is 'Pay up on delivery or I'll kick in your face.' We been paying with clothing, food, and stuff."

It wasn't exactly like the RCs had a traditional service to barter in exchange. "Where're we getting our stuff?"

"You know. The supply wagon. Sharks who die without leaving their things to anybody, goodies we liberated from Kegel's camp, and lots of donations."

I laughed. I laughed until it hurt. Sharks making donations to the cops. Yeah, right. I figured I'd get right on that. "Donations, my cankered ass." I pointed a shaking finger at the kid. "Have you jerkoffs been running some gentle protection while I've been flat? If you people've gone dirty, I'll smoke every damned one of you."

Ratt went over to the pile of kitbags, reached into one, came out with a stack of papers, and came back to my bed. "I said donations, and that's what I meant." He stuck the papers in my face.

"No need to get hostile, chup."

"Look at the letters. We got bags of 'em." I took the papers and looked at the first one.

"Dear Bando Nicos," it said. "Here is some food from the left flank column sharks from Oromasdes. Please get well and thank you for the Law." It was signed with the scrawls of maybe twenty names.

Prophet's ghost looked over my shoulder as I shook my head. The ghost was shaking its head, too. "Where's Oromasdes? Never heard of the place."

"Me neither," said Ratt.

I was numb by the time I read the next one. It was hard to make out the semi-literate scribble, but the note said that its author was grateful to have the same rights as a grown-up, he never had to be afraid of grown-ups again, and that one day he wanted to be an RC. He promised to pray to God for me to get well, and his gift to me was a cap that he had made because Mercy Jane had said I needed to keep the sun off my head.

I looked up and Ratt was holding out a hat made from a silvered sun sheet. It had a long stiff visor in front and a shoelace adjustment in back. I took it from him and examined it. I was no judge, but the sewing looked very good. The hat fit and was very light. The kid had signed his note, "A friend." I removed the hat and held it in my hands.

Prophet's ghost and me were still staring at that silly-looking hat when I heard critters pulling up to the moving wagon. General Comini, sweaty and covered with dust, came in through the door followed by his number two, Shava Ido. "My god. You're alive," said Comini.

"Another detective," I muttered.

He walked over, stood next to me, and placed a hand on my shoulder. "You'll never believe how glad I am to see you up and around."

I placed the pile of notes inside the silver cap and put it aside. Ignoring my dizziness and using Ratt for a crutch, I made it over to the table, where I lowered myself into a chair. If my time on Tartaros hadn't taught me anything else, it let me know that I can't stand entertaining company flat on my ass in bed.

"Okay, General, talk to me about bait."

He paused for a beat, glanced at his number two, and reached into his jacket. He pulled out a cloth map and spread it out on the table as Shava Ido sat down. The general pointed with his finger. "Minnie McDavies and Herb Ollick drew this. They brought back some valuable information." His voice was tense as he pointed at the map, filling me in on the situation.

East of the Sunrise, between the mountains and the Golden Ocean, stretched Iron Lee's territory. It was cut in half by a gulf that extended inland to within a few kilometers of the eastern slope of the mountains, all of the way into Hand territory. The body of water was called the Chop Gulf by virtue of Iron Lee controlling both sides of the ocean entrance. Except for the western shore of the gulf, Carlo was landlocked. To sail his boats into the ocean, however, the Hand had to pay Iron Lee a stiff toll. This little enterprise had been eating at Carlo's liver for at least twenty years.

For just as long the situation had been steaming Lee's rug, since Carlo squatting on the western shore of the gulf left no land route to tie Lee's territory together. This state of affairs had been the cause for at least two dozen skirmishes and four major wars between the chops and the goombas.

Directly west of the gulf was the main pass through the Sunrise Mountains. On the side of the mountains facing the Big Grass and the Razai, the pass was wide enough to be called a valley. Because of how the sunrises and sunsets played against the mountains, they called it Fire Alley. There was some crude farming there, some lughox ranching, as well as the herding of other kinds of animals. The homes were in strongholds up in the cliffs.

In the western end of the valley Iron Lee was waiting for us with three hundred thousand mounted rifles hidden in the caves and draws of the north side, while another quarter of a million of his squats were keeping low in the hills and trees of the south side. At its eastern end the valley narrowed. Blocking that end was a third of Carlo T.'s mounted rifles.

Supposedly Carlo's squats were positioned to drive into our center while Lee closed the jaws on us from the north and south. Minnie and Herb had found, however, that the goomba force was divided into three main armies. One was positioned at the eastern end of the valley as advertised. The other two, however, had different fish to micro. One army was positioned to invade Lee's northern territory and the other was aimed at the southern half of the chop empire. When the fighting started, Carlo would enter both halves of Lee's territory, while his army guarding the eastern end of the valley would indeed strike, just as soon as the Razai and Lee had killed themselves on each other. Carlo would then move in to do cleanup on both the Razai and Iron Lee.

Comini looked at me. "Lee's territory is defended by only a few thousand rifles in the north and south. Once the Fire Alley fight starts, Carlo will send in a hundred thousand rifles in each direction and wipe them."

I shook my head as I studied the map. "I don't get it. Is Iron Lee all hardwood? If this is like you say, the man's got a skull full of jellybeans."

The general stood up and stretched his back. "You might be closer than you think. According to your friend Minnie, Iron Lee is a very troubled fellow."

"Troubled about what?"

"You."

"Me?"

He nodded. "You and the Law."

"You're packed. Lee's never heard of me."

"He's heard of you," said Shava Ido. "His people have all heard about the Law. To hear the spies tell it, Iron Lee's talking to the shadows."

I held out my hands. "I don't get it. Herb hasn't had enough time to sell Lee's whole army."

"He didn't," said Comini. "By the time Herb Ollick got to Lee's squats, they were already sold."

My eyebrows went up. "Then, who?"

"Carlo." When Yani Comini saw the expression on my face, he explained. "Carlo's spread the Law around Lee's troops to scare Iron Lee into joining him against the Razai. He even left one of his children, Tino T., as a hostage to show Carlo's good faith in the alliance. He has around sixty children. He can spare an idiot son."

The general slumped back in his chair and looked down at the map. "Nance thinks there is a real possibility that Carlo's ploy with the Law will backfire if it's nudged the right way. Also, Minnie McDavies made contact. Lee's slaves have asked us for help under the Give a Damn Law."

I rubbed my eyes as the light of the Fourth Law began chasing shadows among my lobes. Hell, I thought, what do we do when the victims on another planet demand our help under the Fourth Law? Do we grab our guns, mount our critters, and take on another planet? What if Earth demanded our help under the Give A Damn Law? What a nightmare that'd be.

"One war at a time," I muttered to myself. Stabbing my finger at the map, I asked, "Give me the rest."

Comini pointed with his finger. "Nance worked in behind Lee's north army with around twenty thousand rifles. The same with Lee's southern army. Each of the Razai forces has been set up to raid deep, hit, run, and make it back to prepared defensive positions. Nance is running almost half the Razai in a column north of Fire Alley, and Stays is doing the same in the south with the rest of our army. The plan is to trigger the raider forces, kill Lee's warlords, and get Lee's squats to join the Razai by telling them Carlo's plan. Then they cross the Sunrise together and nail the two Hand armies that are positioned to strike into Lee's territory." He nodded his approval. "A very bold planner, Nance Damas."

"Yeah. I hope she's got Herb with her, too. She's going to need a fast talker."

I turned my head and looked through one of the windows at the grim faces on the squats. Like all great plans, as well as monumental disasters, Nance's plan was very simple. Lee's squats might come over to the Razai if the risks weren't too outrageous. In addition, they didn't run a chain of command like the Razai, and like Comini did with his army. Under Iron Lee, warlords ran the armies. Chop off the head and the rest dies or flops around looking for a new head. There was also the matter of property and the many loved ones back home that Carlo's armies were about to gobble. That'd give Lee's squats an incentive.

So, make contact with Lee's armies, knock off the warlords, invite Lee's squats to join the Razai and defend their homes, and drive our combined force into the two Hand armies that were preparing to take the entire Chop Gulf. This, of course, left at least a couple of loose ends.

"What makes Nance think Lee's armies're going to sit still when we don't step into the trap? Even if they do, what about that third army of Carlo's, the one at the end of the valley? As soon as the fighting starts behind them, they'll turn and join in."

Comini nodded. "That's why the fighting in front of Carlo's third has to begin and end first, just the way Carlo and Anna Tane planned it. We have to convince Lee and Carlo the entire Razai is marching between the jaws. After the shooting, that ought to draw Carlo's third army into the valley for the cleanup. That's where we'll have to hold them until Nance can get help for us."

"We?"

"This column. You wanted to talk bait. We're it."

I shook my head. "Even if everything goes according to plan, the bait column'll still be facing around eight to one odds. If things blow up in our faces, though, which they tend to do once in awhile, we'll be facing Iron Lee all alone. I don't even know what those odds are."

"Forty to one," said Shava, his jaw muscles twitching.

I looked at Comini. "General, you ever hear of a game called baseball? This looks a lot like a sacrifice."

"I don't know anything about baseball," he answered, "but I do know a thing or two about poker. You see, Nicos, that's not ten thousand rifles and a lot of children and wounded out there." He pointed toward the door. "That's half a million battle-hardened soldiers who are simply spoiling for a fight, and would like nothing better than to tangle with Iron Lee and Carlo at the same time and serve up the whole mess as a salad."

"Have you been getting enough sleep, General?"

"Nicos, from a distance we look just like that. The more we think like that, the more we'll act like that. The more we act like that, the more likely it is that whoever we fight will treat us accordingly. Also, with a little luck we'll reach Rock Island before we have to fight. We can defend the island, at least for awhile."

"What about the help from Jak Edge and Bloody Sarah? Couldn't we wait for some more troops?"

Comini shook his head and pointed on the map at the land west of Kegel's territory. "We got it in on the helio a few days ago. The Tommy Spanish gang crossed over Jak's western border with an army of over half a million. Jak and Sarah have all they can handle down there."

I leaned on the edge of the table and pushed myself up until I was standing. I looked at the map feeling a day late and a lobe short. Just days ago we were three thousand sorry bastards hoping no one would notice us. Now we were fighting wars on two fronts a thousand kilometers apart against a combined force of way over a million. Close to two million. That was a bigger number than I could imagine.

I just wanted to go unconscious again and stay blitzed until the whole thing was over. I looked at General Comini. "Who's in charge of the bait column?"

"You are, now."

I put my ass back in my chair. "Answer me something, General. Doesn't it strike you as kind of significant that the person who's in charge of this operation was unconscious when he was appointed?"

The general chuckled and aimed that fatherly smile at me. "You know, the Razai has quite a strategist in Nance Damas. She has my respect for her abilities, and therefore she has my loyalty." He reached out a hand and placed it on my shoulder. "Chief, Nance told me that there's only one thing this column has to do, and that's hang on. She said that conscious or unconscious, that's something Bando Nicos knows how to do better than anyone else in the universe."

Well, as a shark back in the crowbars used to say, don't that hang the cow pie on the old barn door. I glanced at Shava Ido. He looked worried. I was relieved that someone still had a thread on reality.
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▫

Rock Island


▫

Twenty sightless people standing around groping an elephant, trying to describe the critter, and you get reports on twenty different critters. No matter how big a mokker you were, you only got to see a piece of a battle. The general who could see the big picture couldn't see the thousands of little pictures that made up each squat's contest with the enemy, with the surroundings, and with fear. The squat couldn't see anything but his little picture; the sight, the sound, the feel, the taste, the smell of it. The big picture, and everyone else's little pictures, were invisible.

It made me think a bit about history classes back in school, and the nineteen-page chapter that exhausted the subject of World War II, or the five-page chapter that wrapped up the World Unification Wars. Like a lot of other things taught in school, history was buttwind. No one on Earth ever learned a damned thing from the past, because the past was done past. History was history. You couldn't smell blood or taste fear in a history class, unless the students pulled cutters, slashed and trashed the place, and burgered each other. What's happening now was the only thing that ever had a chance of getting through the head fog. The only problem with that was that most of what's happening now was nothing. That's why no one paid much attention unless the war was taking place in their wallets or in their faces.

The Battle of Fire Alley would probably involve grand issues and the movements of mighty forces. The lives and liberties of millions hinged on what we did next and how we did it, yet the thing that filled my mind the next evening as I rode with Comini at the head of the bait column was an ingrown hair on my ass.

As we reached the point through the valley where it was narrowed enough to see the mountains on both sides, the sky was overcast, the easterly wind sharp and clammy. Mercy Jane made a house call, brought me that silver hat, gave me a gulp of that anti-infection juice, and made me drop my drawers. To the amusement of my end of the column, she stabbed my boil, tucked my smalls with some kind of moss, and I was back on my critter again.

With only a dull ache where the sharp pain had been before, I was free to concentrate on our suicide mission. It wasn't officially a suicide shot. It was more like the deal the man with the rod gave the worm. "You climb down that line, sit on the hook, and draw their attention. I'll be behind you one hundred percent."

That was all right with me. I figured my place was in the maggot trough anyway. Just ask Prophet's ghost. What kept my breath short and my knuckles white, however, was all of those in the bait column who didn't deserve to die. Lauris, Ratt, Mercy Jane, and even Deadeye. Yani Comini. Especially Margo. She hadn't been exiled to Tartaros. She was born there. I couldn't figure out why she was filling my head right then. I glanced over at Comini.

The general rode next to me, his desert sheet flowing behind him like a cape, his left fist on his hip, his nose in the air like he was leading a parade of crack troops down Philly's Franklin Parkway, lean, mean, and loaded for mummers.

I looked back at the mighty column he was leading. It was all smoke and shadows. One rider would lead a string of critters, every other critter a fiction made up out of desert sheets and greensticks suspended between the living beasts. For every living person in the column, there were a dozen dummies either riding or strung between the critters as though they were on foot. The critters and the foot soldiers dragged brush to raise as much dust as possible, and I thought back to the old vids we'd watch back in the crowbars, and was anyone in the past ever really fooled by the dragging-the-brush gag?

Comini's real troops, under the command of Shava Ido, were screening the flanks and running scouts ahead. Meter by meter they were looking for positions that could be defended by our limited force, and we chose our route accordingly. Although from a distance Comini looked like an old Earth dictator full of the struts, close up his eyes were looking everywhere at the same time, his mind working high speed. I didn't know enough to know what he was menting about, so I just hoped he knew something I didn't.

I pulled Jontine's vidcam out of my kitbag, ran out the zoom, and did a little scan of my own. Within the span of about a minute I saw three different groups of squats off in the distance observing us. One of the groups wore Hand sheets, the other two groups didn't wear any sheets at all because they never got to the desert. They were spotting for Iron Lee.

"Do you see them?" I asked Comini.

"I see them." He nodded his head toward a slight rise in the valley floor capped with jagged rocks. "That's Rock Island. Just before dark, when the column reaches it, we'll fire off a signal flare. That's the signal for Nance and Stays to go for the warlords. The fighting will sound like the big fight to Carlo's spotters, and if everything works according to plan, we can expect to get hit by Carlo's Fire Alley army within a day."

"And if things screw up?"

"Both of Lee's armies can be here by daybreak."

I looked at the hill and a strange feeling came over me. The feeling of a thing from a dream suddenly come real. The rocky walls and columns of the island gave it a rough resemblance to a castle. "How long can we hold out there?" I asked Comini.

"It's a good defensive position. Because of the rocks, when they come they'll almost have to do it in single file. There are only three avenues through the rocks, and one of them isn't much more than a barely climbable footpath. We can cover all three with the rifles and autos we have now."

"How long?"

"Until we run out of ammunition. Then it's slash and snap time."

The front of the walking column made it to the rocks about an hour before sunset. An Earth hour. I thought for a moment about all of those timepieces stored back in Kegel's homemade cave, and mentally kicked myself for not grabbing one of the adjustables. I looked up at the rocks, and from down below it looked like the castle from my dream. As the column climbed up into position, Comini, me, and about twenty squats with autos rode around the island.

At one point Ratt poked me in the arm and pointed. He was pointing at the squats, and I noticed that all of them were glaring up at the rocks like they hated them. Comini was grim, too.

I pulled up my critter until I was riding next to one of the squats. "Been here before?" I asked.

The ex-Hand job was one of those chunky bulbs that could be either a lump of lard or solid muscle. He had brown eyes that glittered as they aimed at me. He looked at Comini, the general nodded back, and the squat's face softened an atom.

"Yeah. We been here before," he growled.

I waited for more, but the squat wasn't the expansive type. He just rode on his critter glaring at me. Eventually he aimed his glare back at the rocks.

"There was a slave revolt several years ago," said the general. He cocked his head toward the rocks. "The last of them, maybe six thousand men and women, made a stand up there. Carlo had my men dig them out. We had them outnumbered and they were short on weapons and ammunition. Even so they held out for nine days. I lost almost three thousand men. As I said, it's a good defensive position."

"How many of the slaves were taken alive?" I asked.

Comini's gaze rested on me for a split second, then he turned on the back of his critter and faced forward. "None," he stated in a flat voice. Bando Nicos wasn't the only one with a ghost or two in tow.

On the eastern side of the island, there was a road toward the east. It was rutted dirt and rocks. I looked up at the island and shuddered as the image of my dream returned. Up there. My real enemy was up there. "Hell," I muttered to myself. "It's just a damned dream." I turned about on the back of my critter and looked eastward. There was no army of skulls.

By the time we had finished circling the island, it was twilight. Yani Comini studied the darkness for a moment. I heard him mutter something, and then he said out loud to one of the squats, "Send it up."

One of those blinding white flares streaked up into the sky, and like an idiot I looked at it. Long before my eyes again adjusted to the dark, I heard the distant roar of auto rifles coming from both the north and the south. The Battle of Fire Ally had begun. We headed up into the rocks.
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▫


Ghostwalk


▫


Shortly after the RC wagon was parked, I went in, stretched out, and tried to sleep. My leg and my head were bothering me, and I was all flogged. It didn't matter. I couldn't sleep. I listened to the faraway gunfire until I was almost lulled to dreamland, then the firing from the south abruptly ceased. It was supposed to stop if all went according to plan. The warlord was burger and Lee's squats'd come over to the Razai, so no more shooting was necessary. That's why it made me wonder how come the shooting was still going on in the north. Not only that, the firing from that direction sounded like it was getting closer to Rock Island. The longer it went on and the closer it sounded the farther away the night horse rode.

I sat up and saw Ratt propped up on a chair next to a stack of law copies, sound asleep. I wasn't putting the bed to any good use. I felt strong enough, so I went over, gently picked him up, and put him in my sack. The air was cold so I covered Ratt with a couple of desert sheets.

Funny. Some nasty-looking little bastards when they're asleep look as sweet and innocent as new born babies. Ratt wasn't like that. Dead to the world he still looked like a rattlesnake with a creased attitude. I wondered how much of what Ratt looked like was due to the cards he'd been dealt, and how much was due to how he'd played them.

They had doctors that could snip and tuck this and that, rework the plumbing, making women out of men and men out of women. Way back there someone surely could've landed Ratt firmly on one sexual side or the other, rather than leave him sitting on the fence. But maybe Mihviht was like Earth: so many people that they couldn't feed them or keep them safe, and nothing left over for frills, like one punk kid's need to know who he was.

I didn't have a piece and I spied Ratt's auto leaning against the wall near the door. I picked it up and checked it out. The little bastard still didn't trust anyone. He'd taken out the auto nut. I put it back, saw the green copies of the Law, and took a set. I didn't need it. I had my own copy, the one Stays had written down, the first edition revised. The new copies were made from grass juice soaked photo paper. The process made the sheets green. I thought of green snow and that creepy tingle I felt when I first saw the island buzzed me again. I shook my head, and stepped out into the night.

The cold was bitter and I pulled the heavy curtain over the door. There were plenty of campfires among the rocks. Real ones, too. Not fire cubes. Some of the dead vegetation here burned like real wood. The fires kept us warm, heated up the food, and chased away the ghosts. In addition, we weren't worried about being seen. We'd made a big point of announcing that we'd arrived with our parade and fireworks display, so there wasn't a whole lot of point in pretending we weren't there. Also, the more fires, the bigger the army looked. I stayed outside the light of the fires, observing, becoming one of my own ghosts.

At one fire Comini's squats were hashing over whether to stick it out with the Razai or desert and get back to the families before Carlo could return and kill them. They didn't seem to think that the Razai was going to survive much past the morning. They'd given their word to Yani Comini, however, and that seemed to carry a lot of weight with most of them.

At another fire, Lauris Nhandi, Margo, and Lewis Grahl were discussing the Law with some of Comini's men and a few ex-Kegeleros. One of the Hand jobs was sharing with the others that he thought the max payback for any kind of death, regardless of the age or intent of the perp, was unfair.

"Tough shit," Lewis Grahl responded. The man was definitely getting the hang of it. Margo laughed and her laugh was like salve on a burn. Her image was fixed in my mind as I turned away and continued my prowl. I was getting to like her a lot, and I couldn't figure why. She wasn't a piece of emotional wreckage. There wasn't anything about her to repair. I stuck it on the shelf. There wasn't any point in giving Margo and me a ment. I had a date with Prophet and Ratt Katz.

At another fire Deadeye was conducting the trial of Ed Zhang v. Bud's Sudz. Zhang had a black eye and had brought an action against Bud for payback. Bud said that the motto "Payment upon delivery or I'll kick in your face" amounted to a contract. Zhang did not pay upon delivery, hence the black eye. Ed Zhang answered that Bud had not kicked him in the face, but had used his fist, thus violating the specific terms of the "contract," if such a contract did in fact exist.

Deadeye ruled that the term "kick in," as it is generally used by sharks in the context of Bud's motto, covered just about every form of bodily mayhem more serious than pushing yet short of actual death.

Zhang wanted to know if he still owed for the laundry, or was the poke in the eye sufficient, since the motto did say "payment upon delivery or ..."

Deadeye considered it for a second and looked at Bud. "How do you look at it?"

The defendant finished picking his teeth with his fingernail and said, "He still owes. The shot in the head was for bein' late."

"I got nothing to exchange," claimed the plaintiff.

"You can sew, right?"

"You want me to work it off?"

Bud nodded and faced Deadeye. "If I'm sewin' blues every minute, I got no time to do wash, and this is one raggedy gang."

I got out of there before the foundation of the firm of Bud's & Ed's Sudz & Threads.

Business law. It was coming. Along with peace and a place that was worth living in, there'd be property disputes, all that landlord-tenant stuff, civil rights, copyrights—I shook it out of my head. That was tomorrow's problem, always supposing we had a tomorrow.

The firing from the north picked up, ceased for a few minutes, then exploded. I found a tall clump of rock columns, climbed it, and looked toward the noise. I could see three fires in the distance, a glitter of muzzle flashes. It looked like part of Lee's north army was making a fight of it. They were heading toward us. Maybe they were on the run, being driven by Nance's army. It was awfully close.

Below me I saw those who had been at the fires picking up their weapons and heading for the passes and the tops of the cliffs. The muzzle flashes and sounds of firing died out. They were followed by some shouting, and then silence. The fires burned for a long time.

"Nicos!" called a voice from below. I looked down into the shadows and saw the pale haze of a desert sheet at the bottom of the rock columns.

"I'm Nicos."

"Just cruise. The General wanted to know where you were. You going to be there for awhile?"

"Unless I'm someplace else."

"Okay," answered the haze with a laugh, and then it vanished.

What matter did it make where I was? Comini was running things. My talent was getting my men wiped out, and personally killing off the ones the enemy missed. I'd reached my leadership peak as the unconscious boss of the bait column.

▫


There was a soldier below, standing next to one of the fires. Brown sugar. She was one of the original sharks from Greenville, and she was looking into the flames, her arms wrapped around a flag and pole. Of all the unit colors, the flag she had was the only one I knew: the midnight blue and silver Eyes of the Spider. She looked up at me, saw me looking back, and smiled. Lolita, Rosita, who could remember names? She gave me the thumbs up. I waved back at the chili pepper and choked on panic as I looked into the shadows away from the fire. Thirty meters away I saw more rock columns, many of them taller than the one I was standing on.

"Don't move." The voice was Shava Ido's, quiet and menacing.

"What is it?" On a planet where even the damned apples were poisonous, I had no trouble imagining any number of possible threats: animals, plants, Carlo. "Dammit, what is it?" I looked behind me and there stood Shava Ido, his rifle slung on his back, an automatic rifle in his hands, aimed at my chest.

"Shut your mouth and don't move, Nicos."

"Is your corn popped, you whack? What do you think you're doing?"

"Don't move." Ido glanced to his left. I turned and looked down. Where the brown sugar with the banner had been all alone, she now had about forty Hand jobs for company. More of Shava Ido's accomplices were behind them running, their rifles at the ready. A takeover! Fear for Margo stabbed into my guts.

One of the Hand jobs below looked up at Shava, held his arms above his head, and clasped his left wrist with his right hand. Comini's number two high signed him back and returned his attention to me. "We have Yani Comini and we've been joined by those who were driven out by the vote. If you do what I tell you to do, you might get out of this alive."

"You figure that's real important to me?"

"It's important to everyone." He seemed to loosen just a bit. "I expected you to be in the RC wagon." His face broke into a smile of relief. "You put the scare on me."

If he'd been to the wagon, what had happened to Ratt? I turned and faced him fully. "I'll put a scare on you, shit for brains." He lifted the muzzle on his auto.

"Stay smart, Nicos. You can get out of this alive."

"What makes you think that's some big priority?" I pointed toward his squats below. "Don't we have enough shit to shovel?"

"Too much." With the muzzle of his auto he gestured for me to sit down. "The Razai has too much. You can't even survive the Hand. Carlo and Iron Lee together will put all of you on the dark ride. We don't want to ride with you."

I sat down on a large flat boulder, my head light and my focus fuzzy. I couldn't afford to pass out right then, so I bit my tongue until the pain brought me back to my side of the road. "You're betting on the wrong horse, Shava."

"Maybe."

He found a rock spur facing me and sat on it, the auto rifle still pointed at my chest. We sat like that long into the night interrupted only by Ido's messengers making reports. With each message my heart sank. Two of the avenues up to the island were in the hands of Shava's squats. And Bando Nicos had been in charge. Damn, but I was tired of letting people down. I eased the pain in my leg and waited for morning.
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▫


King of the Mountain


▫


From the squats I saw that night, and from the reports I overheard, there had to have been at least five hundred of the bastards in the takeover, but no more than a thousand. Here and there a shot cracked out, letting me know that there were still some good guys left. As the false dawn made the horizon shimmer, I looked at Comini's number two.

"Your numbers pretty small, Shava?" I asked.

"What makes you say that?"

I held out my hands. "Man, you're pulling guard duty. That's a squat job."

"We have enough."

I rubbed my eyes and thought on it. Shava didn't need to take over the bait column. All he had to do was immobilize it and get the word to Carlo about the big plan. Carlo's valley army would then turn back and attack Nance and Stays. I leaned back against a rock and put in a ment.

Shortly before daybreak, the sky that beautiful blue I hadn't seen since the desert, there were voices from below. They got angrier and angrier until Shava called down, "What's the racket?"

"There's a squab RC down here. Says he's got some meds for the Chief."

I looked over the edge of the column's top. Ratt was down there surrounded by Shava's yard monsters. There weren't any meds I was supposed to take. Why didn't the little hermaphrodite mind his own business and stay safe?

"Okay," said Shava. "Send up the meds."

Ratt put on his most sincere you-stupid-dork look and called out, "What I got here is something that has to be rubbed on the Chief's leg from his crotch to his knee. You going to get your hand in there, sweet thing?"

Shava Ido thought for a moment and said to the yard monster who was guarding Ratt, "Bring up the punk. If he makes a wrong move, cut him in half."

Even as I spoke, it sounded stupid. "You can't hold prisoners, Shava. It's against the law."

As Shava and the squats below laughed, Ratt and his nursemaid climbed to the top of the rock column. Ratt didn't have his auto rifle and he was carrying a gray plastic water bottle. "Here," said Shava Ido as he held out his hand toward Ratt. The kid handed the bottle to his guard who in turn handed it to Shava. As the renegade leader opened the bottle, Ratt looked at me.

"How're you doin', Chief?"

"About the same. Where's your piece?"

"When I woke up, it was gone. Somebody took it." He cocked his head back toward Shava and opened his left hand, palm facing me. Between his fingers was his rifle's auto nut. Shava Ido had nothing in his hands but junk.

"Thanks for bringing the medicine, Ratt."

"Forget it."

Shava had the cap off the plastic bottle and he lifted it to his nose for a whiff. He recoiled from the smell like someone stuck a hot poker up his nose. "Jesus! It's gin!"

"Gin?" Ratt's guard repeated.

The tip of Shava's tongue ran nervously over his lips. I knew that track. I'd seen it often enough. Shava was an alk. What's worse, he was a dry alk faced with the juice and the big decision: drink now and blow everything, or put it off for a bit.

Ratt's guard held out his hand. "Give it over." Shava just stood there, almost hypnotized, until the guard shook his rifle in his leader's face. "Hand it over!"

A little piece of the CSA in me cheered as Shava made his decision and handed the bottle to the guard. That was how to stay straight. One moment at a time. The guard took a quick sniff, then tilted the bottle to his lips and drained at least a third of it.

He lowered the bottle, his face screwed up into a puzzled scowl. "Tastes sorta like gin. Sure don't feel like gin!"

The big man wobbled a bit, his eyes began rolling back in his head, and I braced myself against the pain and sprang from where I was sitting and tackled him. His knee struck my left thigh, I thought I'd pass out, but before that happened the guard went to happyland and collapsed into a pile of meat. I reached for his weapon as the burst from an auto ripped over my head.

I looked in shock at Shava and he and Ratt were struggling for his rifle. His working rifle. I grabbed the guard's rifle, aimed at Shava, and pulled the trigger. Nothing.

"You stupid greaseball!" screamed Ratt. "That's my rifle! This one works! Help!"

Shava's weapon swung around again, the slugs spattered the rocks sending ricochets buzzing around like a cloud of angry hornets. I stumbled up, made a dive for Shava's legs, bringing the three of us down in a pile.

Firing from below chewed the edge of the rock column and Ratt kicked Shava's face and yanked the weapon from his grasp. "Chief!" he screamed as he began returning fire. "Get his ammo belts before you throw him over the edge!"

I noted the kid's sense of priorities as I tore at Shava's belt's and beat on his face. Shava bellowed, "Don't be a fool, Nicos!"

"It's way too late for that," I answered as I tried to pick up a large rock. I couldn't budge the damned thing. I wanted to soup Shava's face, but Prophet was down there, looking back at me. I froze as I saw his laughing face splash and pulp down to nothing, the brains, blood, and bits of bone sticking to my arms and chest.

A roar in my ear slammed me into the present moment. I opened my eyes and stopped trying to lift the rock. Shava was deader than Manson's parole. Ratt had run an auto stitch from Shava's ear across his forehead. Done past.

I turned on my knees as a swarm of slugs flew overhead. Ratt was on his side, curled into a ball. I took the belts and the lever-action rifle off of Shava, rolled him over the edge and got to the kid. "Where're you hit, Ratt?"

"I'm okay, I think. Something hit me in the head. It hurts."

"Good thing you weren't hit someplace important."

"You talking from experience, Chief?"

"As a matter of fact, I am."

I pulled his hands away from his face and looked. In the growing light I could see an ugly bruise oozing blood above his right temple. "Looks like a rock or a slug bounced off your thick skull. You'll live. Think you can handle a piece?"

"Yeah."

Firing came from the steps to the top of the column, and I sent half a clip into the flashes as Ratt crawled next to the guard with the gin breath and retrieved his weapon. He put in his auto nut, checked the clip, and began chewing up real estate.

There were still plenty of dark shadows, but as the sky grew brighter, it became easier to see. Below the island, the valley floor was covered with mist making it look like an ocean of clouds. Below me, where the woman with the Razai banner had stood and smiled at me, there were several bodies, one of them partially in the dying flames of the campfire.

The brown sugar was sitting with her back against a rock, the banner clutched across her breast. Her eyes were open and unblinking. What in the hell had she been doing there? Why hadn't she thrown down that rag and run like any yard smart shark?

At that moment the entire ocean of fog seemed to erupt with rifle fire, and Ratt and I rolled until we found a crack in the rocks, the slugs whining overhead. We crouched there together and for a second it seemed as though we occupied the time/space focal point of every war in the history of the universe. Then it was still.

I opened my eyes and saw that Ratt's eyes were open, too. He sneered and said, "This doesn't mean we're going to have to pick out curtains or anything, does it?"

I noticed I was holding his hand so tightly it was a shade of blue. "Sorry." I released it. "It sounds like they finally sorted out the winners and losers. I wonder which we are?"

I stuck my head out of our hiding place. The rocks were freckled with ricochet scars. Ratt stuck his head out next to mine. I looked at his wound and there was a splinter of rock stuck in his head.

"How's the head feel?"

"Okay." He reached up a hand to touch it.

"Don't. You got a rock stuck in your head. If you jar it loose whatever brains you got left might leak out."

Ratt snorted in disgust as he lowered his hand. "This from the hardwood who went for the wrong rifle."

"You nodded at Shava when you said someone took your piece."

"I was nodding at the guard."

What was the point? I stood up, made my way over to Ratt's whacked out guard, and picked up the plastic bottle. I sniffed it, and it smelled like gin. I nudged the guard with my toe and muttered, "Some people just don't have any tolerance."

The guard's head rolled until I could see his face. It was blue tinged, the eyes open wide. I knelt beside him and felt his neck. He was ice cold and deader than Oswald. "That's not exactly gin," said Ratt. "What you smell is stiletto nuts in water. The kick comes from about twenty zebras Mercy Jane slipped me."

Zebras. Black-and-whites. Suicide/euthanasia capsules. You could take one capsule, dilute it with a couple of buckets of orange juice, and entertain about twenty very large people for about a week. Ratt's guard had taken in maybe a third of the jug. His corpse would be killing the maggots that tried to feed off it for the next ten years.

"Nicos?" called a voice from below. It was Lewis Grahl.

"Chief?" called another voice. I allowed my insides to relax a mite. The second voice had been Margo's.

"Up here." I checked and my leg was bleeding again. I looked over the side and asked, "How's Lauris? Marietta?"

"They're all right," answered Margo. Her voice was strange, like she was choking on something. "Deadeye and the other RCs are okay, too."

The two RCs stepped into the clear space at the base of the columns, rifles at the ready. Seeing Margo alive seemed to fill me with life. I waved my arms to draw their attention. "Here. Is it all over?"

I got to my feet and helped up Ratt. He wasn't too steady so I kept my arm around his waist to prop him up. By the time we'd made it to the steps, Grahl was near the top followed by Margo. They were both picking their way around the bodies. "I'm real happy to see you two."

Grahl's permanent frown was even deeper than usual. "I certainly didn't expect to find you alive. God, look at all the dead." He spied Ratt's purple-faced guard. "What happened to him?"

"You know what the alks in CSA tell you," said Ratt. "One's too many and a thousand's never enough."

Ratt made a funny. I laughed out loud I was so surprised. Ratt began laughing too but was stopped abruptly by his head wound. Margo got to my side. There were tears in her eyes as she took my free hand in both of hers and held it to her face, then kissed it. I froze for an instant from sheer astonishment.

"Don't." I pulled my hand back, my head in a spin. "Let's get down from here. Where's Comini? I want to rag that bastard's ass about how his squats handle complaints."

"He's dead," said Margo.

It felt like the bottom dropped out of my stomach. The man with the wife and kids back there in the mountains. Take a chance on me, Yani Comini, I thought. Trust Bando Nicos, the Razai, and freedom. See where it gets you.

I reached out a hand and put it on Margo's shoulder. I felt scared. The panic was suffocating. Someone had to run the bait column's defense against Carlo's valley army. There was more. There was this terrifying feeling for Margo that was growing inside me. It was jammed tight between three deal-killers. She was all-dish angel cake, everybody knew she had a thing for Cap Brady, and Prophet's payback made any kind of long range plan for me pointless.

I'd seen what'd happened to Alna. Loving someone only doubles the number of ways you can die. It doubles the number of ways the Anna Tanes in this universe can kill you.

I slowly lifted my hand from Margo's shoulder and pointed down toward Shava Ido's corpse at the base of the column. "That's Comini's number two with all the extra holes in his head. Who's number three?"

Grahl shook his head. "Maggot meat. Whoever cooked up this move had just about all of Comini's officers pegged. The whole chain of command is wiped."

"Shava Ido," I said. "He was behind it. What do you mean just about all of the officers? Are any left?"

Margo pulled me to a stop. "There are a few middle-rung brassies. They or their guards were awake enough to stop Shava's hitters."

"Well? These survivors? Do they know what they're doing? Can they take over?"

"They can help," she said, "but you have to take over. This column won't fight for a nobody. They don't want to follow someone unless they know where he's going. You they know."

"I don't even know where I'm going!"

Lewis Grahl extended his hand and jabbed me with a handful of rolled green papers. "The Law, Bando Nicos. They know the Law. That's how they know you."

"What do I know about this kind of fighting?"

"A fight is a fight!" said Grahl. "Look, they need you. If you go hide in a corner and suck your thumb, Comini's jokers won't fight Carlo. They'll either rabbit or try to cut a deal. Then everybody loses."

"Don't you get it, cockroach? I don't know what to do!"

Grahl took a step back, his expression hurt. It was that "cockroach" crack. I'd regretted it right away. But there were other things on the griddle besides his poor little feelings. Margo stood close to me, her eyes narrowed. Her voice was low and menacing. "You are in charge, Bando Nicos. The military officers that're left will help you. We'll all help you. But you are in charge."

I looked from Margo to Grahl. A damned Hand slave bath attendant and a cockroach. What did any of us know about this kind of fighting? I thought for a second, remembering what the general had said. The job wasn't fighting. Not the way Yani Comini explained it to me. The job was to hang on. Maybe that was something I could do. You don't survive all those years on the streets and in the crowbars without knowing how to hang on. We were on top of a rock. Carlo's valley army was coming to knock us off the rock. King of the mountain. Every kid knew how to play that. I looked at Ratt and the little bastard was sneering at me.

"You got something to add, punk?"

"Yeah. A fella once said if I did it my way, I'd end up dead. He suggested I turn it over to my Higher Power. He called himself something like Days of Stupidity."

"Times of Ignorance," Grahl corrected.

Ratt looked at the ex-cockroach and nodded. "Yeah. Cockroach, I think we ought to get me back now. My picture is going out of tune fast."

I took a deep breath, and let it leak out as I nodded. "Okay. Grahl, take Ratt to Mercy Jane and get that hole in his head cemented. Then scrape together the RCs and all of Comini's officers you can find who are still conscious and meet me at the RC wagon. I'll be there in a little while."

"Very well."

"And, Grahl?"

"Yes?"

"Sorry about that cockroach thing. You earned your way out of that."

Grahl nodded back, grabbed Ratt around the waist, and began helping him down the stair path as I faced Margo. There was something I had to kill before it multiplied. I took Margo's hands and held them as I looked into her eyes. "Angel cake, I am about the thickest slab of hardwood in the universe. I'm no good at reading signs. Hell, I have a tough enough time understanding things that're spelled out for me. Is there something you want me to know?"

"I'll ask you the same thing, Bando. Is there something you want me to know?"

I wanted to throw myself on her lips, dive into her eyes, wrap myself in her arms and kisses. "No," I whispered. "Nothing."

"Liar." She leaned forward to kiss me. I thought about holding her at arm's length, running, but her lips touched mine first. "I love you."

"No," I said. "You can't."

"I can. I have ever since I first saw you in Pau Avanti's camp. I have ever since I gave you that bath in the Men's Hall." She smiled wickedly. "You remember that bath?"

"Oh, ye— What about Cap? I thought—"

"You thought wrong."

"Don't love me," I begged. "Please. You don't know the things I got coming up. I'm not exactly buying green bananas, understand?"

"What are bananas?"

"Never mind. I just don't have a lot of time left."

"I know all I need to know," she answered. She kissed my cheek and whispered in my ear, "I'm praying for you, Bando." She turned and followed Ratt and Grahl down the path and beyond the rock wall.

I stood there stunned for a minute. I mean, what was I supposed to do with that? Her. There were too many bewildering things rushing me all at the same time. I turned until I was facing the woman with the banner. I climbed down and walked over to her.

She was dead. An auto had stitched her across her belly. It took her awhile to die, then. I didn't remember any screaming or moaning, though. She had gone slow, painful, quiet, and alone. Instead of clutching her belly, she was hanging onto a stupid flagpole. I squatted next to her, closed her eyes, and placed my hand on her cheek. She was really very pretty. The image before my eyes kept fighting with my memory of her smile the night before. What in the hell had she been smiling at?

I thought I'd have to fight her for the banner. I'd heard about death grips before, and even ran into them a time or two. I wrapped my fingers around the greenstick pole and her hands fell from it, limp and lifeless. Holding the banner in my left hand I placed her hands in her lap. There was a dull silver chain around her neck. I pulled the chain and medal out of her collar, bent close, and looked at it. The image of a man and a dog looked back. Beneath their feet was the name St. Rock.

Hell. Look who she picked. St. Rock. The patron saint of bozos.

Where I'd learned about St. Rock edged into my mind. It was a real slice of ancient history. Back in the Philly murk I remembered me and Billy Ocho in the church vestry paging through the lives of the saints, laughing it up. We couldn't've been more than eight or nine years old. We'd looked up St. Rock special because we thought he had something to do with music. He didn't. Rock was just the guy's name. Back in Europe during a plague, he used to bop around curing the folk, until he got the bug himself. He recovered but when he went home, no one recognized him. He was thrown into prison as an imposter, and he died behind crowbars. Talk about the breaks. St. Rock. The patron of losers and assholes.

I dropped the medal back behind her collar. For some foggy reason old Rock had been some kind of comfort to the brown sugar back there in Greenville. I couldn't imagine why, except that no one got put on Tartaros for being a winner. I looked up at the flag and shrugged. I guessed St. Rock around your neck wasn't any sillier than praying to a couple of stars.

I couldn't bear the thought of the sand bats getting to the brown sugar, and I used the flagpole to crutch myself to my feet as I looked for some rocks to cover her. There were a couple of pebbles, but nothing useful that was small enough to move by myself. I had just about given up when a question popped into my head: When Yani Comini and his army had defeated the slave revolt here years ago, what had happened to the dead? There wasn't any place to bury them. Where were the bones?

I couldn't feature the Hand going to the trouble of burying the dead. Anyway, where were all the rocks? Rock Island was made out of rocks. There were coarse sand and pebbles, and then there were boulders the size of cars and columns the size of space cruisers. Where were the in betweeners?

I could almost see it playing like a vid. The slaves up here, few rifles, little ammunition, Comini's army on the valley floor below. The slaves gathered the rocks at the tops of the cliffs overlooking the paths to the top of the island, and threw them down upon the soldiers. Six thousand slaves, another three thousand dead soldiers. What had they done with the dead?

Something itched at my spare lobe. I had to get back to the RC wagon, find some Hand jobs that'd been in the battle to put down the slave revolt, and get some answers. Before I left I ripped the sheets off three of the dead Hand jobs and covered the friend of St. Rock. I took the banner and her medal with me.

It seemed like such a long time ago that I had told myself that no Higher Power had ever said "Gather ye killers and assholes unto me." There was St. Rock. Patron saint of jerkoffs. Okay, Rock, I thought as a weird little plan began unfolding in my head. Let's see what you can do.
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▫


Making Our Bones


▫


The courier from Stays arrived soon after daybreak. Nance's messenger arrived around an hour later. With both of them it was a good news, bad news thing. The good news was that everything was going according to plan. Lee's warlords were done past and the chop squats had come over to the Razai at a cost of around four hundred Razai and eleven hundred chops smoked, most of the dead having been in the north column against chops personally commanded by Iron Lee.

No one had a body list. So many fights, so many dead, no one keeping an account. More anonymous dead the future would owe but not remember, always supposing there was a future.

Some names came down, though. Power Tool, one of the popcorn posse, had gotten his in the north moments after he put the top chop himself, Iron Lee, on the dark and chilly. General Rhome Nazzar, the Razai's first point guard commander, as well as the author of the No Prisoners Law, caught a thrown cutter in his back near the end of the fight. The blade had been dipped in concentrated "apple juice" and he had died of suffocation. The thrower had been burgered. Number two RC Amos George, my man Fodder, had been diced in a firefight trying to pull some wounded shark to safety. When I told Lauris all she said in response was, "Now he doesn't hurt anymore."

The rest of the good news was that the combined columns were streaking toward the gulf and Carlo's valley army was headed our way, according to plan. The bad news was that it was almost eighty thousand rifles strong, with twenty thousand Hellborn soldiers among them. If nothing went wrong we'd have to hold the Hand for at least two or three days. If everything went wrong, it could be forever.

That was okay. I could prepare for a fight. I'd been doing that my whole life. But it was too bad Lomon Paxati had taken his we-don't-want-to-fight bunch out of the Razai, because I could've run for club president. Me and St. Rock had seen all of the shot dead we ever wanted to see.

▫


By early afternoon I stood on the valley floor road looking west at the columns of Rock Island in the distance. It was a place I'd been before, a feeling repeated, a moment relived. The image was of the castle from my nightmare. Up there behind the rock walls was the home of my worst enemy. One thing different from my dream, though. In my dream I thought my enemy was another person or maybe one of my old ghosts. As I stood there on the road looking at the castle in the light of day, I knew the enemy was me. Up there soon, Prophet would get his payback.

I lowered my gaze slightly and watched the empty critter-drawn wagons heading back to the island for another load as they passed loaded wagons headed my way. I lowered my gaze more and checked out the neat rows lining the sides of the road. On the left side the bodies of those who had died in the takeover attempt were laid out end-for-end, their heads pointed west toward the island. Lining the right side of the road, their empty eye sockets facing east, was a neat row of grinning skulls, salvaged from the body dumps at the base of the Rock Island cliffs. The dead from the takeover attempt, the defeated slaves and the soldiers who had died killing them all contributed their bones to a battle I hoped no one would ever have to fight.

With me I had a stack of green papers. Between the fingers of each corpse's left hand and beneath the teeth of each skull was a copy of the law. There were four of us neating up the stiffs and skulls and placing the copies. We ran out of copies before we ran out of dead.

Abe Stori, a bullet-headed yard monster who was one of Comini's few surviving lieutenants, stood up from the row of skulls, looked eastward, and said, "I don't get what kind of message we're sending, Nicos. When Carlo and his squatinos come down the road, they'll see this sicko flick, but then what? It's just a bunch of bodies and bones. What's he supposed to think?"

"I don't know," I answered as I bent back to the job. I couldn't put a copy of the law between the fingers of my next stiff's left hand. The clown's thumb was all that was left. His fingers had been neatly sheared off by an auto's guillotine return. Don't grab an auto there when you're firing. Important safety tip. I stuck the copy in his right hand.

"Then why're we doing it?"

I stood up and faced him. "Stori, can you get all the squats in this column to follow you in a fight against the Hand?"

The man looked at me for a moment, frowned, placed his hands on his hips, snorted out a laugh, shifted his weight from one leg to the other, shook his head, and folded his arms. "I don't know," he answered. "Maybe."

"When you know for sure, chup, the job's yours. Until then, shut your damned blowhole and get back on the head bones." I went back to sticking green copies of the law in between the fingers of the dead squats. One of them was Idiot Son, the mental veg that I'd called Einstein back when we were trying to get into Kegel's lair. Dead Idiot Son looked just as smart as anyone. He even had his own copy of the law. I placed it between his fingers.

What was I supposed to tell Stori? I had a dream? A vision? The Eyes of the Spider had been talking to me? Screw it. If somebody else wanted the job, it was theirs. As long as Bando Nicos was bait pezzonovante, though, he'd figure which hooks to hang from.

▫


Back at the island the rest of the squats were picking up throwable rocks, loading them into wagons, and hauling them up the avenues to the tops of the cliffs, just in case. The column had used up a lot of ammo settling why we were there. I figured if six thousand slaves could hold off a sixty thousand man army with nothing but rocks, we ought to be able to do as well or better with eight thousand soldiers, wounded, and real mean kids. The best shots were on the rifles and autos. I put the rest on rocks. I had an eight year old Mihvihtian boy as a shooter and an eighty year old crowbar sister from Lewisburg Max putting on her cold weather gloves to protect her hands for when she had to pick up rocks and bop tops sneaking up the avenue.

I didn't make the same mistake I made before. This time I had a chain of command picked and in place. Deadeye was my number two, which made sense if you ignored the matter of me burgering his brother. Deadeye was a pro hitter. He knew how to plan. He knew how to separate what he needed to do from what he was feeling. We sorted out the remains of Comini's old brassies and patched together a command structure. Former Lieutenant Stori now commanded a thousand soldiers and half the wagons. He had an understudy, and his understudy had an understudy all the way down to last squat.

The order was hang on. Whatever happens, whatever comes at us, whatever deals are offered, if you've got any life left in you, hang on. The alternative was the death of everything. That's if the Hand's valley army decided to fight. They did have a choice. That was the message the skulls and stiffs were ready to pass on to Carlo's squats. It's between freedom or slavery, the law or the big fist, life or death. That was my best guess at the message that was being sent. Who could tell what the bogus goombas would see and understand?

I had Margo run cops for the bait column and I put Grahl in as her number two. Lauris did ragtime from the RC wagon, and she, Ratt, Margo, and a few deputies finished off the last of Shava Ido's rebels. This time none of the perps strolled. They all stood trial, and it wasn't because we held any prisoners. Their old buddies commanded the only three ways down from the castle and the rebs just couldn't face them.

They had a cockroach from Oromasdes. The cockroach was called Jon Mizo and his big play was that war murder and who's-in-charge murder are different from profit murder and I-don't-like-your-face murder. Political and military acts, as he called them, should be treated differently than their criminal counterparts.

It was a routine case for Lauris. A life is a life, she held, and the law is the law. The cockroach lost big. He was also one of the perps.

Before the RCs and deputies opened up on the perps, one of them asked if he could have a rifle so he could do the lawyer before he got done himself. They didn't let him, but after I gave the order to take the stiffs out to the road, the squats loading bodies on the wagons pointed something out to me. Most of the perps had one, at the most two or three, bullet holes. Jon Mizo, cockroach of Oromasdes, had been burgered. Forty, fifty bullet holes; who could count?

When all the bodies and skulls were out on the road, and the tops of the cliffs piled with rocks, the CSAs in the column had a meeting. There were almost four hundred who attended. Most of them just needed to rub elbows with people who needed people. Big fight coming up. Got to get heads screwed on straight. Got to find that damned elusive center. I'd already found a calm place. I knew what I was going to do. I knew that Prophet would, at last, get his. I knew that the law would live, whatever happened to me. That's where my center was.

When the meeting broke up and we went to our positions to wait for Carlo, we weren't pepped up and snorting for a fight. We were ready, though. Ready to do what needed to be done for as long as it took to do it.

▫


In the dead calm of the late afternoon, a few sat around a fire waiting for some tea. We were high in the rocks overlooking the eastern approach to the island, checking for signs of an approaching army. Margo sat next to me, her hand on my arm. It felt wrong but I let it stay.

Lauris was quiet, as was Grahl. They'd made a lot of dead meat. It was working on them. Some of us pick up ghosts; some don't. Ratt was still the Burger Maker. Killing perps didn't seem to bother him at all. He, Stori, and a half dozen others were blowing wind at this and that. I was quiet, not paying attention, when something was said that perked up my ears. "This thing everyone has against lawyers," said a woman I didn't know, "It's something unhealthy. It's evil and it's unfair."

That last comment drew a round of chuckles. The speaker bristled. She didn't say, but everyone could tell she used to dance with the roaches. "Don't you see it's sick to discriminate against someone simply because that person dedicates him or herself to the law?"

"Never seen a lawyer who was dedicated to the law," said Lieutenant Stori. He was chewing on a tiny twig and staring toward the east. "Saw a bunch who said they were. Saw a few who thought they were. But they were all dedicated to different things. I seen 'em dedicated to votes, money, sharp threads, cars, houses, fame, and pushing people around. Did I already say money?"

"You said money," Ratt confirmed.

"Most of 'em was just flat dedicated to money, as much and as fast as possible."

"Power," said a quiet female voice I didn't recognize. The accent sounded like Mihviht. She held her auto with the muzzle up in the air. "Cockroaches are dedicated to acquiring and using power. Money's a means to that end. Some who get into the clergy begin thinking that they're god. Roaches act like a law degree raises them above the rest of us, raises them above the law. It detaches the law from justice and makes laws playthings to invent, mold, and sidestep for personal power and profit."

Grahl wasn't paying much attention to the talk. He was about the closest thing to a cockroach who had been dedicated to the law that I'd ever seen, but right then he was doing something I did a lot. He was communing with his ghosts. I was betting that holding down the center spot of his spook parade was that twelve year old girl he'd had to smoke.

The woman who had asked the cockroach question looked around the circle with narrowed eyes, like she hated us all. "So you hate lawyers."

She received a round of whistles, cheers, and applause. When the noise quieted down, she continued. "There once was someone else who was just the same. Have any of you cement heads ever heard of Adolph Hitler?"

There were several affirmative grunts. Every crowbar pit in the galaxy probably had a few bent ments who had put together a small Nazi gang. They'd shave their heads, grunt a lot, look mean, act stupid, and get the shit kicked out of them on a regular basis by everyone the Nazis didn't like, which was just about everyone. Adolph Hitler was their spiritual father, although nine out of ten snotzies'd never read Mein Kampf or anything else more complicated than the operating instructions for a vid set.

"Hitler didn't like lawyers." She shook her finger at the circle of faces. "Adolph Hitler, one of the evilest men in the history of the human race, once said 'I shall not rest until every German realizes that it is a disgrace to be a lawyer.'" She looked at Lewis Grahl, her eyes burning with righteousness. Up until then Grahl had been looking east with sad, haunted eyes. When he faced her, his lips parted in a grin and he shook his head.

"I guess everybody has a good day once in awhile." Truly Lewis Grahl had seen the light. The laughter was cut short by Stori pointing east.

"There they come."

I stood up, squinted, and strained my eyes looking at the smudge of dust in the east. Reaching into my kitbag, I pulled out Jontine's vidcam, and screwed it into my eye. I zoomed them in and it was still too far away for me to make out faces, but I could see individual riders. Thousands of them. One of them out front had on black clothes and had a head capped by a shock of platinum hair.

I lowered the vidcam as fear crawled up my gut. It was her. Anna Tane was leading the Hand's valley army. I faced the others and saw that they were looking at me, their eyes worried. "We're as ready as we can get. It'll take them at least a couple of hours to get here. We might as well have our tea. Anyone have a crumpet?"

Someone laughed. Another made a joke and more laughed. Personally I felt like I wanted to pass out. I felt a hand on my arm and looked down. Margo was still sitting, looking up at me, a can of hot tea in her left hand. I squatted down, and as I felt the muscles in my left thigh protest the movement, I made a show of drinking the Mihvihtian brew as I watched the woman who had quoted Adolph Hitler. She was looking down, her arms folded, self-pity, resentment, and seething hostility making her an island. If she lived long enough, if the Razai survived long enough, maybe she'd see what Lewis Grahl had seen. Maybe not.

When I finished my tea, I got to my feet, refilled the container, and held it out to her. She kept her arms folded. "I don't need your pity."

"That's corners with me," I answered. "What little I've got is no good."

She glared at me, took the tea, and nodded. "Thanks."

"You're welcome."

Without saying goodbye to Margo, I walked away from the fire and headed for the edge of the east cliff. In another hour the leading elements of Anna Tane's army would reach the stiffs and skulls. Then it would be decision time. Decision time for Anna Tane, her army, and for the RC who would be stuck with collecting Prophet's payback. My mind was made up on one point. I'd lay it on Ratt Katz. He was like Deadeye. He knew how to keep his emotional distance.

Old truth: all you can do is throw the dice. How they come up isn't up to you, unless the dice are rigged. I had to make certain that the dice on Prophet's payback got thrown before Nance and Stays managed to join up with us again. My fear was that if they were there for Prophet v. Nicos, the dice would be rigged, and that would be the end of the law.

I thrust my hands into my pockets and looked at the green of the valley surrounded by the warm colors of the mountains. It was the twin of a feeling I once had out in the desert watching the molten gold of the sun lower itself behind the western horizon. There was intense beauty there. Different from what any of us were used to, but stunning all the same. A life could be made here, I thought. A good life could be made here if we could ever end slavery and stop the killing. I looked again at the smudge of dust in the east.

In the bottom of my right trouser pocket was the chain and St. Rock medal. I pulled it out and looked at it. The patron of losers and assholes. Old St. Rock had his work cut out for him.
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▫


On Skull Road


▫


It was sunset, the dying light glutting the valley with oranges, reds, and yellows. Anna Tane's scouts had stopped on the road, and once the main body had reached the stiffs and skulls, it stopped too. They were stuck there for what seemed more than an hour when a band of seven riders came riding down the road toward us at a gallop. The rider in front was waving a white rag. I had Stori and six of his squats mount up and meet them on the road below to find out what they wanted. Anna Tane wanted to talk. As the trailing edge of the sun disappeared from the sky, I rode between the stiffs and skulls at the front of a double column of ten auto-toting squats to meet with Anna Tane.

Everyone had volunteered to go with me, but the ones I picked, including myself, could all get wiped and the command structure back in the castle wouldn't be affected. Deadeye would run the column and Margo the cops. With me I had eight of Comini's old soldiers, Lauris, and Ratt. I didn't carry a weapon myself. I couldn't stand touching a rifle. Just the thought filled me with revulsion. When I allowed myself to think about it, I wondered if I was having some kind of breakdown. If I was, there wasn't much I could do about it, so I stopped worrying.

When we got within a hundred paces of Anna Tane's bunch, we all dismounted. Three of us continued ahead on foot: me, Ratt, and Lauris. What business did I have bringing a couple of children into a situation like that? None at all. But Ratt and Lauris weren't children. Between them they had done close to fifty trials and executions. That's what toting a star for the RCs means. Anyway, they volunteered.

Anna Tane led her pair of armed goons toward us, and I stopped and watched them approach. From the outside there was no pain, no spot of vulnerability, visible. Only a person trapped in the most hideous kind of pain could've done the things she'd done, but she carried no outward sign, no hint that anyone or anything in the universe had or ever could touch her.

She stopped a few meters from me and said, "Nicos. Are you in charge?"

"What'd you want to talk about?"

She studied me for a moment. Lifting her gaze to my eyes she said, "You've lost weight. A lot of it."

I almost laughed. Here we were in the mall catching up on this and that. "It's this new high-lead diet I've been trying."

Her eyes half-closed as she cocked her head to one side. "How is Deke Kegel?"

"Do you give a damn?" I asked.

"No."

"In that case, he's ashes and his troops are in the Razai."

She studied me as a slow smile spread across her lips. "You're a liar."

"And you're Carlo T.'s daughter."

Her face flushed red, the first real emotion I'd ever seen her exhibit. "This display on the road, Nicos. Is it meant to frighten us?"

"I thought the meaning was clear: join the Razai or die. Everybody has a choice: live free or die a slave."

She gave the surroundings a quick scan and folded her arms. "So, let me have it, Nicos. Devastate me. What's your scheme?"

"No scheme, no scam." I lifted up my arms and pointed north and south. "Iron Lee's armies have already joined the Razai. Right now the combined forces are moving to strike your father's armies on the Chop Gulf coast from behind. Chances are, though, instead of fighting, they'll do the same thing that Iron Lee's squats did: join the Razai. Most people just want to be free." I lowered my arms. "As for the legal situation, you're dead for taking Nance Damas, Jane Sheene, and Alna Moah hostage, and for the murder of Alna Moah."

She pointed east without looking. "I have eighty thousand soldiers. All I see of the Razai is you and a few squats."

Colonel Indimi had been right. This was just like a school yard slashout. The mokkers step out and badmouth each other, trying to size up and psych out the other. After some crotch grabbing and chest thumping, out come the edges. Everybody stabs and slashes until one leader or the other springs a leak, then everyone disappears. Except, this time it was different. I wasn't leading a street gang.

I looked past her to her bodyguards. They were a couple of yard monsters, but looked to be not all hardwood. I spoke to them.

"I have maybe eight thousand up in the rocks. That includes our wounded and very young children. You got us ten to one, easy. Even so, we're dug in and I can guarantee at least ten of you will die for each one of us you kill. Even if you do wipe us, by then you'll be facing an army made up out of the combined forces of the Razai, Kegel's gang, Iron Lee, and your brothers in the Hand. What's that? A million? One and a quarter? One and a half? Unless you send up the white rag, you'll be done past."

Anna Tane took a step until she was standing between me and her squats. "Why aren't you talking to me?"

"Like I said, you're dead. Can't you feel it? You've been dead for days."

"I'll show you who's dead." She reached behind her back and almost came out with a throwing edge before a rip of explosions behind me resulted in an auto stitch from her gut across her chest, throwing her backwards into the dust. As the echoes died away, I turned and saw Lauris, her auto smoking in her hands, tears in her eyes. "Now she doesn't hurt anymore."

Ratt yelled, "Think about it!" The two bodyguards had their pieces half way up. Ratt had them covered with his auto. They were frozen fast.

I walked over to Anna Tane's crumpled form and knelt beside her, half expecting her to come to life again and drive her blade through my neck. She was on her left side, her legs pulled up toward her chest. Her right hand was gripping the handle of a needle-pointed cutter. Reaching out my hand, I pulled her shoulder until she was face up to the sky.

Her eyes were closed, her face relaxed, at peace. I could only guess at her story. My hatred was in a distant orbit as I reached over and brushed the dust from her left cheek. God, I was sick of the killing, the hurting, the waste. I spoke to her squats as I brushed the dirt off of Anna Tane. "You people have a choice. Your whole army has a choice." I looked up at the pair. "Listen hard. You can join us and live in freedom under the Law, or you can fight us and eventually die. Take that message back to your people." They didn't move so much as a hair. "Any of this getting through?"

The one on the left looked at the one on the right. Then he looked back at me. "We got it." The guy closed his eyes and engineered an unconvincing shrug. "Supposin' we do go for it. What's that mean for us?"

"You mean, what's in it for you?" said Ratt.

"Yeah."

I sat back on my heel and looked at Anna Tane's face as I said, "What's in it for you is freedom and whatever you can make of it. Bums, billionaires, it's up to you."

"There's a little something," said the other one in a whisper. I could see the scar on his throat. At some time in the past he'd had a cutter pulled through his voice box.

"What something?"

"If we go for it, what do we do with Carlo?"

I sat straight up and stared at the man. I'd always assumed Carlo would be on the coast with the larger part of his army. A hundred illegal things buzzed through my head, but I eventually quieted down. "All the way between here and your people, along both sides of the road, are copies of the Law. Gather them up and spread them around. What you do with Carlo is up to you."

One of the guards knelt next to Anna Tane and touched her neck. He was looking for a pulse. After a few seconds, he held his fingers in front of her nostrils. He leaned back and nodded at the body. "You got no idea what depends on this one really being dead."

"Don't bet your dentures on it." I leaned over, kissed the dead woman's forehead, and pushed myself to my feet. "Bring back her body. It's the only way anyone'll believe you." I felt a hand pulling on my sleeve. It was Lauris.

"Come on, Chief," she said, her dark eyes glistening. "Let's go."

I put my arm around her shoulders and the three of us walked back to the critters and mounted up as Anna Tane's guards tied her limp form across her lugh. We turned about and headed toward the island. As we came to the foot of the cliffs, shots rang out from the road. We all looked, but we couldn't tell who had decided what. All we could see was that seven Hand riders out of the original ten remained. They were riding back to their main army bringing Anna Tane's body with them. They left the three dead squats on the south side of the road.
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▫


Mad Dogs


▫


That night, Blue Moon on the rise, we listened to the firing coming from the Hand as the differing factions debated my proposal. Carlo was with them, which meant we hadn't taken out their warlord. The snake still had its head, but it didn't worry me. The dice had been thrown. All we were doing was waiting to see how the spots came up. Either way, I'd done what I could and Prophet would get his payback.

I was high atop the tallest of the rock columns that could be reached, stretched out on my belly, scanning the east with the vidcam's night lens. All I could see were clouds of dust sparkled with blinding white muzzle flashes. There was little to make of it except that the Hand's valley army was in chaos. The yard rat in me said that I had done good. The emerging human in me wanted to cry.

I heard footsteps behind me. I turned and saw Deadeye's face cast by the campfires below in red against the night sky. His expression was as impassive as ever, except for the tiny twig he was chewing. He crossed his legs and sat next to me on the rocks. "Anything?" he asked.

"They're still at it. Is there a problem?"

He shook his head. "No. Everything's ready. I got a question, though."

"Ask."

He looked down and nodded. "Okay. How come you made me number two for this column?"

I rolled on my side and sat up facing Deadeye. I put aside a dozen wiseass comments that leaped to my lips and let him have it between the eyes. "I've seen your work. I figured you were the best man for the job."

A three-round burp from an auto blasted out from the direction of the main avenue. I started climbing to my feet. "What's that?"

"Don't worry about it." Deadeye waved his hand back and forth. "It's just Ratt doing ragtime. A kit bag killer named Grubbs. Looks like he came up guilty." Deadeye took the twig from his mouth and spat some shreds out onto the ground. "That Ratt Katz would make a great hitter. Dead shot, cool as ice, and no one's looking out for a punk his age. I can think of a dozen contracts where he would've been first pick."

"You a talent scout? He makes a good RC, too."

Deadeye nodded. "Yeah. You thought I was a good RC. Good enough to make your number two."

"Yeah? What's eating you?"

"Nothing. Everything." He pointed at me with the stump of the twig he'd been chewing. "If I'd killed somebody's brother, I'd never trust that somebody. No smart person would."

"I don't claim to be smart."

"I don't get it, Nicos. You must trust me. Everything I ever learned in my entire life tells me you shouldn't, and everything I see in front of me says you do."

I smiled, shook my head, and looked again through the night lens at the rough night on Skull Road. "Right now your ass is right up against the answer to all your questions. Ask your ass what planet it's cuddled against. Once you have the answer to that question—and understand it—you'll know the answer to everything else." I lowered the vidcam and faced him. "What's eating you?"

"Nothing." His thin lips spread out into a smile. "Still makin' notes, I guess." The smile faded. "Lauris Nhandi said that you kissed Anna Tane after the kid smoked her."

"Yes."

"Why?"

I looked up at the moon. For just an instant I felt like I was at the bottom of a deep, deep well, and the moon was the daylight shining from an opening far far above me. "You ever kill a mad dog, Deadeye? A beautiful, magnificent mad dog?"

"No."

"That's what Anna Tane was. She was full of pain. I kissed her because of her pain."

"But she was dead."

"That made it safe."

"Mad dogs have to die, Chief. Ain't it a bitch?" He nodded his head, his expression no longer impassive. He was frowning. Something was still eating him. Before I could pump him, he pointed toward the east.

"Something's changed down there, Chief."

I turned my head and could see two distinct battles going on. One close, a much smaller one further east. Through the night lens I could see Carlo's valley army smoking it out. Toward the east were the advance riders of another army. The dust filled that end of the valley. "Another army is heading our way. Big. Maybe it's the rest of the Hand."

"Let me see." I handed the vidcam to Deadeye. He held it to his eye and let out a low whistle. "Oswald, here we come."

"Can you tell who they're fighting?"

Deadeye shook his head. "No. They might be some Razai from the other columns that got lost—no. No!" Deadeye climbed to his feet. "That big army! It's Nance!"

"The hell you say," I muttered as I stood next to him. "You can't make out faces that far away."

"I can sure make out the Eyes of the Spider on a flagpole." He handed me the vidcam. "Check it out."

I held the vidcam to my eye. It took a bit, but in the greenish light of the video display I saw one rider with a flag. I couldn't see the stars on it because the rider had his arm around both the flag and the pole, but the flag was dark. There was another rider at the head of a quickly advancing flank unit coming up on the left. That flag was flat out on the breeze, the twin silver-white stars flashing at me. "It's Nance," I said. "Some of Carlo's squats must've headed back to warn the two Hand armies on the gulf. I guess they're a little late." They were late. The advancing army was huge. I could see riders in Hand sheets and more riders wearing only crowbar blues, Iron Lee's squats. This end of the continent had gotten together to settle Carlo's hash once and for all.

"That's it," said Deadeye, his voice cramped with the wonder of it all. "That's it. We've won! The Razai owns the block!"

I lowered the vidcam and continued looking toward the east as I spoke. "Deadeye, I want you to do two things."

"Name it."

"First, I want you to get together some riders under a white rag to bring the news to Carlo and the rest of them down there. Maybe you can save a few lives."

"I'll go myself. What else?"

"Tell Ratt to meet me in the clearing where the RC wagon is set up. It's time to settle some old business."

Deadeye hustled off and climbed down the column path to the next level below. He shouted something and two armed squats joined him at a run, the three of them vanishing beyond the rocks. There were more shouts, followed by a few cheers and whistles. In a matter of less than a minute, all of Rock Island was cheering. I dropped the vidcam in my kitbag and slung the thing over my shoulder.

I was alone with the Razai's victory, facing my own death, that dying cop in Philly hovering before my eyes. The ghosts were gathering: Dick Irish, Mad Yvonne, Tani Aduelo, the Rhadmajani brothers, and eternal Prophet. I had to get Prophet his payback before Nance and Stays arrived. They'd rigged something, I was certain. After all, they were crowbar grads. When you own the system, you use it to cover your own. It wasn't only the cockroaches who swore by that. It was a crowbar given. You want to give a pal a break. Otherwise, what's the point of being boss?

They wouldn't think it through. Somehow they'd rig things to get me off, probably along with nine yards of cockroach shit to justify it. But there was no justification. There was no way to rig it and not have what everybody fought for not be a joke. The law was my candle. I wanted to go out with it still burning.

"Bando?" It was Margo's voice from below. I looked over the edge.

"Yes?"

"Is it true? What Deadeye said?"

"Yes. Congratulations."

"Congratulations?" she repeated, her brow furrowed. "Why?"

"You were the one who asked the Razai to take on the Hand and free the slaves. Now it's done."

She looked down for a moment. When she looked up there were tears in her eyes. "It wasn't me, Bando. I didn't defeat Kegel, Iron Lee, Anna Tane, and Carlo. It wasn't even the Razai. It was the Law It was Bando Nicos and the Law."

She was in it. Whatever conspiracy Nance and Stays had cooked up, Margo was part of it. "I got a big job for you, Margo."

"Yes?"

"The RCs have to gear up to collect the charges from the slaves and do ragtime on the Hand rape and murder perps, like you people did after we wiped Pau Avanti. Start gearing up. You're going to need a couple dozen new RCs and people who can plow through the living wreckage and more people to hound down and whack the perps who rabbit. Start picking your people. It's your call, but I'd make Lauris your number two. It's an important job. Can you handle it?"

"I can handle it." She kissed her fingers and blew the kiss up to me. "I love you, Bando Nicos." She turned quickly and ran off.

"I love you," I muttered beneath my breath. "It's just a little late for things like that."

I began working my way down from the column to meet with Ratt and my worst enemy. I prayed that my eyes would stop watering before I had to face them.
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▫


Nicos v. Nicos


▫


The fighting below ended after Deadeye brought the news. A few hundred sharks were already gathered around the edges of the RC clearing and clustered atop the surrounding rock columns. There was a fire burning in the center of the circle. All anyone knew was that Bando Nicos was bringing charges against a perp. Ratt was standing near the fire, nervous at being the center of attention and not knowing why. I saw Lewis Grahl in the crowd, Lauris, Mercy Jane, and Deadeye. Everyone had heard the victory news and was feeling up.

None of the original RCs were there. The old guard was off with Nance, and they still had to be at least an hour away. Almost no one from Greenville was there. If Nance had worked up a scam to spring her favorite chili pepper, it wasn't through this crowd. There was something that needed to be taken care of, though.

I walked over to Lauris and held out my kit bag. "Here."

She took it, her eyes confused. "What is it, Chief? What's going on?"

I couldn't meet her eyes. As I looked down at the kit bag I said, "I murdered Prophet. It's payback time." Lauris's eyes widened as her mouth fell open. For some reason letting her down hurt worse than anything else. She was giving me that, "Bando, say it isn't so," look, and all I could do was say, "It's so."

I reached into the kit bag and pulled out Jontine's camera and disk holder. "My stuff goes to Prophet's heir, if he's got one. But this stuff doesn't belong to me. It belonged to Jontine Ru." I held them out toward Lauris. "I want you to take this. Maybe you can finish up Show Biz's documentary." I forced myself to look at her eyes. They reminded me so much of Alna's.

"I did the best I could, kid," I whispered. "I'm sorry."

At first that dull, you can't hurt me, look came into her eyes. Then a fat tear spilled down her cheek. She took the camera and disk holder and placed them in her kit bag without looking at them.

I turned away as my eyes began burning. I wondered if I'd have any dying words. I pushed the notion out of my head and decided to keep my mouth shut. All I'd have to do to confuse things forever would be to go down a dirty cop, convicted murderer, and burgered perp hollering like Nelson, "Thank God, I have done my duty!" Maybe I'd say it to myself, though.

The crowd became very quiet as I stood next to the fire and faced Ratt. He was nervously nibbling at the skin on the insides of his lips. "It's just another case," I said in a low voice. He didn't act like he heard me. Above us all, high in the sky, were the Eyes of the Spider.

I'd turned it over to the Spider and St. Rock. Now it was time to take my medicine. "My name is Bando Nicos," I yelled. "I'm chief—"

The words stuck in my throat. I reached up with my right hand and wrapped my fingers around the metal star Stays'd made for me as a joke. I turned it over in my fingers and tossed it to the ground. "I murdered a man."

I repeated it in a louder voice so the crowd could hear. "I murdered a man." I tried to remember his name, but it was gone. "I don't know his name. He was just called Prophet."

"William Justice," called a voice from the crowd.

I nodded. "William Justice," I repeated. The crowd was very quiet. They knew the law. "The payback for murder is the max."

I faced Ratt. "That's it. You got everything you need. Let's get it done."

"This is the job you picked for me?"

"Of course, this is the job. Make burger, kid."

I closed my eyes and waited for the slugs to rip through my guts. It seemed to be taking one hell of a long time.

I opened my eyes and looked at the kid. Ratt had his rifle in his hands, the muzzle pointed at my feet. I pointed at my chest. "Don't you think you ought to aim a little higher?"

Ratt stared at me for a few seconds. He pursed his lips, slung his rifle, and said, "I want a jury."

"You want a what?"


"A jury." He repeated it more loudly for the crowd. "I want a jury for this!"

"You don't get a jury for this case, kid! That's my pick. Now get on with the burger!"

Ratt looked me in the eyes as he pulled out some papers. Without looking at them he said, "Rule 20. 'Anyone in a dispute can demand a jury trial instead of letting the investigator settle the issue.'"

I lowered my voice. "Quit clowning around, kid. Nobody is disputing anything. Prophet's dead and I'm guilty. Nobody's arguing the thing."

"Maybe," said Ratt as he stuffed the papers back in his pocket. "But the rule says anyone, and as the investigator, I figure I'm in the dispute. I'm an anyone. If I'm supposed to ventilate your hide, Chief, I want to be certain you're guilty."

He hollered out at the crowd, "I want a jury for this, so anyone who wants to be on this jury, line up here and grab some pebbles."

Ratt pointed off to his left and it seemed like the entire crowd moved forward to be on the jury. I gave out with an involuntary cry of protest when I saw Mercy Jane, Lauris, Grahl, and some others head for the front of the line. "Leave it to a hermaphrodite to take a simple execution and complicate the hell out of it!" I shouted. No one, particularly Ratt, seemed to have heard.

Instead of sand, Ratt was doing one pebble, two pebbles, no pebbles, holding out his hand, tossing out those in the jury line who opened his or her hand and matched what was in his. Lauris was first in line, she matched, and was bounced. Mercy Jane and Grahl were taken into the jury, along with Deadeye and ten squats I didn't even know. Most of them looked like Comini's soldiers, except for one chop who wore Lee blue.

A headache leaped into my skull as I began to panic. If this thing was dragged out long enough, Nance might make it here before I was done. Another thought crowded in. If the jury should somehow find me not guilty, that would be the end of the Law. It would become something else. It would be just like Kegel, Lee, or Carlo: the squats follow the rules, the mokkers get to do whatever the hell they want.

It would be a bum jury, and everybody would know it. Everyone would be waiting to see what the RCs would do. They probably would expect the RCs to let the jury off, even though it would cripple the law.

Maybe the jury would do the right thing. They were Razai. They knew the Law. They had fought and killed for it. The headache drove the questions out of my skull. I throw the dice. How the spots come up isn't mine to say, unless I rig the game. I squinted as I looked at Ratt. Had he rigged it?

When the jury squatted and sat on the ground between us and across from the fire, I squatted, as well. My head and my leg were killing me. All I wanted right then was for the damned thing to be finished. Damn, I thought, it would've been simpler to off myself and leave a note.

I was wallowing so deep in my own head I missed something. The crowd was buzzing, everyone looking toward the main avenue. "Hold everything!" called out someone.

From the shouts and the sounds of critter hooves on the rocks, I knew what was coming. It had dragged out too long. I stood up and turned away from the noise. I heard the familiar voice of Nance Damas ragging someone's ass. I turned to face her. She was entering the circle with murder in her eye as more critter riders rode up and dismounted. She was covered with yellow dust and had a scab on the left side of her chin. I squatted down, folded my arms, and rested them on my knees.

Ratt announced to everyone, "Nance Damas will speak as a friend of the court."

Nance turned around slowly, looking over the faces one at a time. When she got to the jury she examined them with special care. "Is there anybody here," she said to the jury, "who doesn't know how important the Law is?"

The entire crowd was as quiet as Manson's parole board. Nance shouted at the whole assembly, "Is there anybody here who doesn't know how important to the Law Bando Nicos is?"

I pushed myself to my feet, my headache making me weave. "Enough," I said to Nance. Turning to Ratt, I pointed a finger at him and said, "Read your Law, kid. Justice in the Razai is everybody getting exactly what they deserve as fast as possible." I faced Nance. "Testimonials got nothin' to do with justice. They just slow things down, and that's against the Law." I lowered my voice and spoke to the pair. "Grab some brights! If you make an exception out of me, the Law's dead! Everything we fought for is dead!"

Nance walked over and stopped in front of me. "I thought we agreed that you'd let me handle this."

"I decided to let the Law handle it." I scratched my neck as I realized I'd never get another chance to say it. "By the way, congratulations. Your plan worked. We now got two or three million people and an area thousands of keys wide under the Law. Don't blow it now."

She stared at me for a couple of seconds, then pivoted and faced the jury. Loud enough for all to hear, she asked, "Why'd you kill Prophet, Bando?"

"It doesn't matter."

"It'd make a difference if Prophet was trying to kill you, wouldn't it?"

"Yeah. Okay, that's an exception. But Prophet wasn't trying to kill me. He was just laughing."

"What was he laughing at?"

"It doesn't matter." I looked down at the jury. "He was a crazy, sick, old man. He made a crack and laughed at the wrong time, so I killed him."

"You mean, you were crazy, too?" asked Ratt.

"It doesn't make any difference." I turned around, explaining to everyone on the hills as I turned. "You know the Mad Dog Rule. The Law is for people who don't have to kill. The Law's for those who have the choice not to kill. I admit it. I went crazy out there and killed Prophet, just like a Cici perp named Yvonne did when she got a knife in her hand. Some of you were there. All it means is I do max payback, just like I took from Yvonne." I looked at Nance.

"I don't think you're crazy," she said.

"If that's true," I answered, "then I'm just a plain killer. Prophet made a joke, and I souped his head for it. I picked up a rock and pulped his melon for laughing."

"Must've been a pretty bad joke," Ratt commented, prompting a roll of laughter through the crowd. "What was it?"

"What're you talking about, kid?"

Nance nodded. "Ratt wants to know what the joke was." She looked at Ratt for a second, then returned to looking at the jury. "I can only tell you what I saw and heard, and that had to do with what went on right before Bando killed the deputy. Bando knew his Alna'd been tortured and raped by Kegel." She turned her head toward me. I looked her in the eyes, but couldn't see anything for the tears. "Then in front of Alna, Boss Kegel raped Bando."

It was dead quiet. I could hear my own breathing. I didn't want them to know that part. I could've gone out better without them knowing that part.

"Bando tried to kill himself," Nance continued. "But it didn't work out."

"Nance, this's got nothing to do with anything. Killing is killing and payback is the max."

Nance wiped her nose with the back of her hand. "The next morning Bando saw his Alna dead. They'd strung her up by her own guts and there wasn't a thing he could do about it except hold it in, hoping he could make it back to the Razai and get help. He and Prophet left Kegel's camp together. Bando?"

"What?"

"After you two left the camp, what did Prophet say out there on the trail?"

"It doesn't matter. I keep telling you, it doesn't matter." I turned away, my back toward Ratt, Nance, and the jury. No gun, no ice pick. Could I grab Ratt's piece? Would he have his auto nut in it?

"What'd he do, Bando?"

Prophet's ghost stood before me, that scraggly white-bearded face wrinkled with mirth. He shook his head and laughed again. Reaching up his hand to dry his tears, he said, "For the love of Jesus ..."


"He laughed," I answered, my voice thick. "He laughed and he said, 'For the love of Jesus, Bando, did you see what they did to that nigger wench? Did you hear her scream?' And he laughed again. I couldn't believe what I'd heard. So I asked him what he said. 'They hung … they hung that little nigger bitch up by her guts, and Jesus, you should've seen her beg and scream.' Then he said he'd never seen anything like it. And he laughed. I killed him. I strangled him first. It wasn't enough. I had to kill him more. I had to kill him a million times over. I picked up a rock—big rock—and I souped his head."

I turned back so that I was facing the jury. "I murdered him." I looked at Nance. "I murdered him." I looked at Ratt. "I murdered him. According to the law and everything we've fought for, I murdered him. Now, I've had enough of this shit, cupcake. Let's have some justice. Payback for Prophet."

There were a few isolated cheers in reaction to my demand. Mercy Jane stood up and said quietly, "The jury wants some time to deliberate."

"You don't need any time," I declared. "I did it!"

"We'll take all the time we need," said Mercy Jane. "It's the law."

"I can prove it if I have to. I got Prophet's blood and think goo all over the inside of my sheet. What's more, I think I have a witness. I'm pretty sure Ondo Suth saw what happened. If you try and pull something, and he comes back and says I did it, you all know you get it in the head, right? You remember the First Bad Call Rule? Rule 24? You let a guilty man off the hook, you die? Remember what happened to that jury who let their buddy Ton Bakong off the hook? They're maggot chow!"

The hermaphrodite nodded and said, "Take whatever time you need."

Mercy Jane gave me a strange look, then the whole jury picked up and moved about twenty feet away. They squatted down again and began mumbling among themselves. They kept that up for five or ten minutes as the background of chatter from the crowd grew into a roar. In the meantime I noticed that Margo had gotten back from the mission I had sent her on. She was with Martin Stays and Marietta. Margo started to walk toward me, but I shook my head and she stopped.

Nance got together with Ratt, Stays, Margo, and Marietta and filled them in on the details. A few minutes later Marantha Silver, Herb Ollick, and Minnie McDavies showed up and joined the briefing. Shortly after Ratt moved away from the others to await the verdict, generals began showing up. Hell, somebody must've been selling tickets.

After a bit, someone in the jury passed out pieces of paper to the rest. A few of the jurors wrote for a bit, and I saw one person writing for someone who couldn't. While the writing was going on they talked some more, I heard one of them cry, then the whole bunch was up hugging and kissing each other.

I glared at Ratt. "What the hell is going on?"

He just looked bewildered. I looked at Nance and her back was toward me as she walked toward the edge of the crowd. Stays was standing there, rubbing his eyes.

From where the jury stood, Mercy Jane called out, "We're ready."

Silence came over the crowd like a switch being thrown. "What's the verdict?" asked Ratt.

She was grim faced as she declared, "We find Bando Nicos not guilty."

The crowd erupted in cheers mixed with screams of outrage. One of those screams of outrage was mine. I had those zebras half way to my mouth when my hand was clamped in a grip like a bear trap. The hand was big and black. "Let go of me! Let go!"

I looked up and saw Marietta. The crowd became silent again. Marietta wasn't looking at me. She was looking toward the jury.

"Check that out, Pancho." The tears came into her voice. "Before you ride that zebra, Bando, you go say goodbye to the nice people."

She let go of my hand. I turned around and looked. Some of the jury was down on the ground. I saw two of them put something into their mouths, then they lowered themselves to the ground.

"No," I whispered, not even allowing myself to understand what was taking place before my eyes. "No." I half walked, half ran toward them as I told them, "No." Mercy Jane was face up to the Spider.

"You gave 'em zebras," I said to Mercy Jane's motionless form as I grabbed her collar. "What did you think you were doing? What in God's name did you think you were saving?" I sank down on my knees. "We can't afford to lose a doctor."

The thirteen men and women were crumpled up against each other on the grass. For the first time Mercy Jane's face looked soft, relaxed. Her shirt still carried those faded bloodstains. Deadeye was down next to her, his right hand and her left hand clasped together. I couldn't understand it. I couldn't make it register. Deadeye had no feelings. He believed in nothing. I'd killed his brother.

I looked up and saw Marantha standing next to me. "They can't do this." I looked back at the jury. Lewis Grahl was there, his head resting peacefully on Deadeye's lap. He knew the law. I bent over and grabbed his sheet and began shaking him. "Why'd you do it, cockroach! Why'd you do this? Why'd you tell them how to get me off?"

That was the only out, and Grahl had found it. All you needed to do was find thirteen jerks who were willing to exchange their lives for yours.

I dropped him and stood up, my gaze falling on Deadeye. "I killed your brother, man. What the hell's the matter with you?" I saw a face I didn't know. Young kid. I didn't want to see any more faces. I lifted the capsules to my mouth to take my own suck off the big zebra.

"You want this to be for nothing?" someone shouted.

I weaved on my feet as I lifted my head. "It already is for nothing," I answered.

"No it isn't."

Forcing my eyes to focus, I saw Martin Stays standing on the opposite side of the dead jurors. He was looking down at me, his hands in his pockets. "You bastard," I said. "You knew about this all along. You knew about this when Margo and me hit you and Nance with the news about Comini."

"I knew something, but not what you think." He pointed a finger at me. "You don't know anything."

Digging the heels of my palms into my aching eyes, I whispered to him, "Get 'em out of here. Get 'em all away from me. The judicial process is over. They don't get to see anymore."

I looked down at Deadeye, Grahl, Mercy Jane, and ten strangers. I remembered Mercy Jane back in Kegel's tent, slapping my face, telling me to stop blubbering. Again, stroking my hair, telling me, "Get strong, chief. We can't spare you right now."


I sat cross legged on the ground and covered my face with my hands. There were orders, more commands, shouts, some gentle words and harsh comments aimed my way, and none of it got through the roar in my head. A fact bled its way to the surface of my awareness. My old ghosts were gone. Now there was a whole new company to entertain. There was a big difference, though. Now the ghosts weren't asking Bando Nicos, "Why am I dead?" Now it was Bando Nicos demanding of his new herd of phantoms, "Why am I alive? What possible reason is there for me to stay alive? Why did you do this?" There were no answers.

Long after the last of the voices died in the distance, I sat in that deathly silence, begging for answers while the capsules in my hand offered eternal escape from all questions.

Everything has an end. The Forever Sand becomes the Big Grass, the deepest pain either kills you or becomes new strength. Stars are born. Stars die. Only black holes are forever. Maybe.

It was black dark. The fire had burned to coals. The moon was down, only the Eyes shining in the sky. I stared at the stars, wondering if Alna, Mercy Jane, and the others were looking at them. Of course they were. That was the deal we'd made in the Razai. Look at the stars and know you're never alone.

There was the scrape of metal against rock. I turned to my right and peered into the blackness as I demanded, "Who's that?"

A fire cube lit and I saw it was Marietta. She had a shovel in her right hand. Someone was leaning on her left arm. Reflected in the light I saw others standing around me and the dead jurors. Nance, Stays, Ratt, Lauris, Marantha. I saw Marantha, Ratt, and Lauris bend to the task of stripping the bodies. I got to my feet in horror.

"What're you people doing?"

"Prophet doesn't have an heir," said Marietta. "So this stuff goes into supply. We're still the Razai, and that's the law. We need the stuff."

I looked at Nance. "Leave 'em their sheets," I pleaded. "We don't need the sheets."

She nodded and I turned to see Stays standing behind me holding a fire cube on a green stick. I tried to walk past and he held out his green stick across my path. "Where're you going?" he demanded.

"Wherever the hell I want. Rule 2, remember?"

"Yeah. You still have those capsules?"

I looked down and opened my hand. The black and whites were in the center of my palm. I looked up at him and held out my hands toward the jury. "I didn't want this. You know that. I was ready to die."

"Your jury already did that," he answered.

"I mean die for the Law."

"That's what I meant, too." He looked up at the stars, took a deep breath, and let it out in a big sigh. "Bando, everybody's willing to die for the law. You have the guts to live for the law? Your jury just bought you your ticket."

"If that's what they were going to do, they only needed a majority."

"If you were on that jury, Bando, how would you pick who would live and who would die? They did it the way it had to be done."

I turned around, saw that the RCs had stripped half the bodies, and turned back, sick to my stomach. Hell, I couldn't even figure out why Kegel's bodyguards gave their lives for Gutty and his monster. Did they die for me, or for the law?"

"Stays, the Law can't depend on me or anyone else. It can't depend on the life of any single person. Nobody's that dependable. Nobody's worth that."

Stays lifted an arm and pointed toward the bodies. "I have thirteen witnesses who disagree."

"Chief?" It was Marantha's voice. I turned and saw her standing behind me.

"What?"

"I know who shot you."

"Who?"

"It was Deadeye." She smiled sadly and held out a small folded piece of paper. "Nothin' but top flight police work."

I took the piece of paper and began opening it as Marantha walked over to Nance with another note. I read Deadeye's scrawl.

▫


Chief,



I'm the one who shot you. I reviewed my notes. I think I figured out what planet my ass is on.



Jay Ostrow.



▫


Rapid fire I began discounting his gesture, Deadeye was only feeling guilty about shooting me. And Grahl. He'd been nothing but a husk since he wasted the twelve year old girl. Suicide was no big price for him. And Mercy Jane, well, she couldn't live with the horror of her memories. Deadeye and the cockroach worked off their guilt, and Mercy Jane was at peace. As for the other ten, I never knew them. I only had to explain away the ones I knew.

Still, ten men and women I didn't know bit the zebra to keep Bando Nicos alive. Who could even guess about their reasons? I was guessing, though. I shook my head. It was a gift. I just couldn't accept it.

There was the sound of the RC wagon pulling up. Marietta and the others began loading the bodies into the wagon. "Can't bury 'em here," Marietta declared. "No dirt. You want 'em buried, don't you?"

I went over to the wagon and sat on the steps. "Marietta, I don't know what to do."

"You're just like the rest of us, down 'n brown. Somebody says 'I love you,' 'n you think he's a fool. Somebody says you're a good man, 'n you spit on him. How many sharks gotta die for you? Give me a number, Pancho, an' I'll start linin' 'em up."

I got to my feet and began walking away from everybody. As I walked by him, Stays blocked my path as he held out a batch of paper slips. "Don't forget your mail, Chief."

I paused, glanced at the papers, then looked up at Stays.

"Yeah," he said. "I know."

I took them and stuffed them in my pocket.

▫


I climbed back beyond the rock walls to the columns where Ratt and I had huddled together beneath that storm of bullets. On top of the column, just as the sky was beginning to lighten, I could see the Razai filling the valley around the island. There was still celebrating going on down there, the sounds of guitars, flutes, and singing on the night air. A large column was moving west. From the colors I could see it was Ow Dao leading them. The column had close to a hundred wagons, which meant maybe two hundred thousand soldiers. They were going south to help Jak Edge, Bloody Sarah, and Cap Brady against the Tommy Spanish gang.

I looked down and I still had the zebras in my right hand. I kept them in my palm as I reached into my pocket for the pieces of paper that Stays had given me. I pulled one out and read it in the half light. Words are nothing, it said. Look at what I do. The name was illegible. 

The next note was from a daughter addressed to her mother on Oromasdes. It read, in part, I never did much to make you proud. Please be proud of me now.


Another read simply, Remember me. It was signed Ky Rubin. I fought to remember who Ky Rubin was, then I remembered the voice in the dark that one night on the wagon. The squat from Duat who wanted to shake the hand of Bando Nicos. "Hokay," he used to say.

Hokay.

There were more. Letters to loved ones that I swore I would deliver personally if I was ever able. There were other notes to me. One of them was from Lewis Grahl. It said simply, Keep the Law.

"Bando?"

I turned and it was Margo on the path behind me. She looked afraid. "What?"

"We're ready to leave. You want to help bury the jury?"

I nodded. "Yes." It came out as a whisper.

She walked over to me and put her arms around me, trapping my arms within hers. A million evils drained from me. She looked up into my eyes and her eyes were wet. "Here. You forgot this." I looked down and in her hand was my star. I must have stared at it for half a minute before I took it and pinned it to my sheet.

Later that morning, after we buried the jury at the base of the cliffs, there was some housekeeping to do. Margo and Lauris wanted to stay with me, so I left Marantha to settle the Hand perps and run cops for Stays as he and the majority of the army took on the tremendous task of bringing the Law to the Hand and to Iron Lee's territory. Herb Ollick, of course, stayed with Marantha. Stays just shook my hand, then embraced me.

"You'll hear from us."

▫


I turned west to follow Nance and Colonel Indimi. With me I had Margo, Marietta, Lauris, and Ratt. The Spanish gang was next, and there were still more gangs after that. Where it would go, I didn't know. It wasn't up to me.

Just as we were about to go beneath a rise, cutting off our view of Rock island, I turned on the back of my critter and waited until the others had passed. I looked back toward the island and took the vidcam out of my kit bag. When I zoomed in on where we had buried the jury, I could see the RC wagon we had left over them as a temporary monument. On the side of the wagon were three words chalked in letters a meter high.

▫


KEEP THE LAW


▫


It was heavy.  So heavy. But somewhere there was cops to do. Margo was waiting for me. I put the vidcam away, urged my critter forward, and reached into my shirt pocket. Without looking I tossed the zebras into the grass and joined her. We rode west, our backs warmed by the rising sun.

▫


▫


▫
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