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Tyger!l Tyger! burning bright In the forests of the night, Wat imortal hand
or eye Could frame thy fearful symetry ?

In what distant deeps or skies Burnt the fire of thine eyes? On what w ngs
dare he aspire ? What the hand, dare seize the fire ?

And what shoul der, and what art, Could twi st the sinews of thy heart? And when
thy heart began to beat, \Wat dread hand? And what dread feet?

What the hamrer? What the chain? In what furnace was thy brain? Wat the
anvil ? what dread grasp Dare its deadly terrors clasp ?

When the stars threw down their spears, And water'd heaven with their tears,
Did he smile his work to see? Did he who nmade the Lanb nake thee ?

Tyger! Tyger! burning bright In the forests of the night, Wat imortal hand
or eye Could frame thy fearful symetry ?

—W LLI AM BLAKE

CHAPTER 1

"One day, Nugoya, you're going to screw the wong person." Nohar Rajasthan
raked his claws across the seat of his booth, wi shing it was Nugoya's face.

Li ke the rest of Zero's, the vinyl on the seat was flashy, shiny, and cheap
The seat shredded.

Nugoya grabbed the collar of the black jacket that was draped over his left
shoul der, shaking his head. He | ooked human, but only at first glance. A close
exam nation of the graying Japanese would reveal joints |arge beyond nor mal
human proportions and mnuscl es that snaked |ike steel cable. The Iight above
the booth glinted off the chrone irises of Nugoya's artificial Japanese eyes.
"I hire you to find ny girl. You find me a corpse. A corpse is worthless. |
owe you nothing."

Nohar shoul dn't have had the bad sense to let Nugoya hire him It was becomn ng
hard to contain his anger. "Expenses, and four days of |egwork."

Nohar shouldn't have trusted a frank. Japan had been one of the few countries
to ever defy the U.N. ban on the nanipul ati on of human genetic material. The
INS had tight restrictions on letting human frankensteins into the country,
and those that nade it here found that they had few, if any rights. That kind
of bitterness tended to turn people into asshol es—and Nugoya didn't need any
hel p on that score.

Even noreaus |ike Nohar had a constitutional anendnent in their favor.

"I owe you nothing. | should ask back the thousand
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| paid you. You are an arrogant cat. Wre we el sewhere, you would have to show
some respect, and pay for your failure."” Nugoya held up his nutilated right
hand. It was m ssing two fingers.



Nohar was al ready scanning the rest of the bar. He picked out Nugoya's people
easily. They were all no-reaus—a human woul d not be caught dead working for a
frank.

"Twenty-five hundred, Nugoya. Pay ne."

It was Tuesday, two in the norning. There were only a hal f-dozen ot her people.
The civilians—all human since they were downt own—aere giving Nugoya's booth a
wi de berth. No surprise, since two of Nugoya's soldiers were hovering near the
table. One was a tiger, like Nohar. The other was a dark brown, nearly black
ursine that couldn't quite stand upright even with the relatively high
ceiling. Nugoya had a vul pi ne manning the bar, and a trio of white rabbits sat
near the entrance. Nohar knew there was a cani ne sonewhere out of sight,
probably in the kitchen. Nohar could catch a hint of the dog's scent.

"You railed. No noney."

Nohar told hinself that he should just wal k out of there. Shut up, |eave, and
cut his losses. He didn't.

"I found the bitch, peddling her ass on the side for the flush you hooked her
on. | don't knowif it was cut with angel dust or drain cleaner, but her |ast
trip splat-ted her all overMrey HII. It's your fault she's dead."

Nugoya' s jaw cl enched, and Nohar could snell his anger. Nugoya stood up. H's
jacket slid off his shoulder, revealing his artificial |left armand sone
scarring on his neck. "How dare you, an animal, presune—

That was enough. "And what are you, Nugoya, but a half-pint, half pink

sl eazebal | ?"

Nugoya sputtered sonet hing i nconprehensi bl e. Probably Japanese.

Nohar was gl ad he was the one facing the rest of the bar. He could feel al
hel | was about to break | oose. Why coul dn't he keep his damm nouth shut? One
nor e
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try at being reasonable. "I just want ny noney, Nugoya. You aren't going to
shake ne down |ike one of your girls."

Nugoya' s probl em was he couldn't ever be anything but a small-tine pinmp. He
wasn't human and he wasn't a noreau, so neither world would | et himhave nore
than a few scraps of the power he thought he deserved.

"I will not take any nore insolence. Leave or | will have you renmpved."
Nugoya notioned with his left armat the other tiger and the bear. The tiger
started nmoving forward. The bear reached under a table and took a hold of
somet hing | arge and presunably deadly. He kept it out of sight of the patrons.
"It's insolence to think the world owes you respect because some defunct Jap
corporation built you like a disposable radio."

That did it. Nugoya had a killer ego, and could only take a little needling
before he junmped. In his prime, a Japanese corporate sanmurai could take Nohar
ina fair fight. Nugoya's ego would never let himadnmt that he was well past
his prinme. Tokyo was nuked by China a long tine ago, and Nugoya had been
sitting on his butt for |onger than that.

The frank ripped the table fromthe wall and threw it to the side. The
advancing tiger alnost tripped over it. Nohar stayed seated and Nugoya went
for his neck. Nugoya was fast, faster than any normal human, faster than nost
nor eaus.

Nohar was faster.

As the other tiger nmanhandl ed the remains of the table out of his way and the
bear pulled out a Russian-nake assault rifle, Nohar's right hand shot up and
cl anped on Nugoya's nechanical wist. At the sane tinme, Nohar wapped his |eft
arm around Nugoya's right arm The frank's three-fingered hand ended up

cl anped under Nohar's arnpit. Nohar had his forearm|evered under Nugoya's
upper arm his hand resting on the shoul der
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Nohar pushed down and heard the bone crack

Nugoya yel | ed, washing Nohar's face with his sour breath, and tried to escape.
But Nohar had lifted the frank of f the ground by the mechani cal arm Nugoya



didn't have the | everage.

Predi ctably, one of the civilians screaned.

"That will heal. If I did that to your other arm who's around to fix it? Cal
of f the nuscle.”

Nugoya showed sone rel uctance, so Nohar bore down on the broken arm Nohar
could hear the bones grate together. Nugoya shook his head violently and
screamed sonet hing back at his people in Japanese. The tiger stopped noving,
and the bear set the rifle down on the ground.

The tiger slowy drew his gun froma shoul der hol ster and dropped it.

"You' re dead, Rajasthan.”

"Hundred years we'll all be dead. | just want my noney."

It was a standoff. Nohar had Nugoya as a shield, but there were six of
Nugoya' s peopl e between himand the door. The rabbits weren't an i mediate
problem the press of exiting civilians were pinning themby the door. The
bartendi ng fox had pulled out a shotgun, but he had the sense not to point it
at his boss. Even so, Nohar couldn't nmove away fromthe wall w thout exposing
hi nsel f.

He might be 260 centineters tall and weigh 300 kilos. He nmight be able to whip
anyt hi ng but that bear and a few franks in a fair fight. But guns were guns.
Nohar stood up, lifting Nugoya by his nechanical arm The little pinp barely
gave his torso cover. Nohar woul d have preferred kevl ar—he woul d have
preferred not being there in the first place.

Nohar could snell the canine, stronger now. The other tiger's nose twtched.
The bear started turning toward the bar. The civilians were gone.

So were the rabbits.

What ?
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Nugoya was still yelling. "Dead!"

The tiger turned toward the entrance. Nohar was snelling it now, too. The
copper odor of blood. Rabbit blood. It drifted in fromthe open door to the
enpty bar with the algae snell fromthe river. Nugoya stopped yelling.

The fox started turning around to face the long mirror behind the bar. The
canine's snell was rank in the bar now. Nohar began to realize that the dog

m ght not be one of Nugoya's people. The fox nust have heard somet hi ng because
he was raising the shotgun toward the nirror

"Let me down!" There was the hint of panic in Nugoya's voice and nore than a
hint of it in his smell.

Soneone turned on a gl ass jackhamer and the mirror for the length of the bar
expl oded outward in a wave, fromleft to right. It was sone sort of silenced
submachi ne gun. The vul pine got in the way of at |east three shots, and |arge
chunks of fox flew out over the bar. The shotgun went off, blow ng away a case
of @uinness that was sitting behind the bar. The fox fell half over the bar
and bl ed.

The snell of cordite, beer, and nelted teflon wafted over. Whoever was
shooting was using glazer rounds. If the internal injuries didn't get you, the
bl ood poi soni ng woul d.

The ot her tiger was ducking for cover in a booth across from Nohar and Nugoya.
There wasn't cover for the bear. AH the ursine could do was reach back for the
rifle and hope the guy with the nachi ne gun m ssed.

The bear was bendi ng over. Nohar had an unobstructed view of the assassin
junpi ng out of the broken mirror and on to the bar. Canine. A dog with a
shaggy gray coat that tagged him as an Afghani. The dog wore a | ong bl ack coat
over a black junpsuit that bulged with the kevlar vest he wore under it. The

gun was small, the silencer was twice as long as the weapon itself. The clip
was the length of the dog's forearm

16

S.  ANDREW SWANN

The bear was intinidating, but size was the bear's downfall. Wat was

terrifying on the battlefields of Asia was a deadly handicap in the small
confines of the rear of Zero's. The ursine couldn't turn around fast enough to



shoot the canine.

The canine enptied a burst into the bear's back and Nohar got a good | ook and
a good smell of the inside of the bear's chest as the ursine splatted on to

t he ground.

The tiger had a problem H's gun was on the ground, by the rifle. Nohar could
snell the bloodlust rising fromthe other cat. No, Nohar thought, you don
"tjunp a guy with an automatic weapon. But the cat was al ready hyped on
adrenal i ne and Nohar could see the nuscles in the tiger's haunches tense, even
under the human cl ot hi ng.

The dog was waiting for the tiger to pounce. Three bullets hit the cat before
it got halfway. Blood sprayed the wall and the tiger slammed into a boot h,
smashing a table and scattering gl assware.

Then the dog turned his attention to Nohar and Nu-goya.

Nugoya was thrashing like a fish out of water. "Get me out of this, you have
your noney, you have three tinmes your noney—

The dog licked his nose. The snell of his musk nmade Nohar want to sneeze.
"Drop the pinmp."

Nohar didn't argue.

Nugoya hit the ground and coll apsed, cradling his arm He turned toward the
dog. "Hassan . "

The cani ne shook his head. "Too late. You were warned |last tinme."

"Can't we deal =

"No. You knew the rules. Do not tread on our business. Flush is our business.
W say who sells, and who to."

Nugoya staggered to his feet. "I needed the nmoney to keep ny girls supplied.
You' re charging too nmuch—=

"OQthers will be quite glad not to get off as cheaply
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as you." The canine fired one shot that hit Nugoya in the face. The pinp's
head j erked back hard enough that Nohar heard the neck crack. Nugoya fel
backward at Nohar's feet, |ooking upward with only half a face. Only one
chrone iris | ooked up. The other eye had becone el ectronic shrapnel buried
deep in what was |left of Nugoya's brain.

Nohar | ooked up fromthe corpse, and at Hassan. "M now?"

The dog shook his head and raised his gun. "Not today. This was a | esson
Lessons need witnesses."

Hassan began backi ng away, keeping his eyes on Nohar

When Hassan reached the door, he gave the carnage a brief inspection. Then he

| ooked back up at Nohar, who was still standing by the rear wall. "Advice,
tiger. Next tine be nore careful who you work for."
No shit.

It took all of fifteen mnutes for the first police to descend on the party
side of the flats. In twenty mnutes the east side of the Cuyahoga River was
illum nated by a wash of dozens of flashing blue and red lights. Even though
Nohar was the one who called in the shooting, he had to sit on his tail in the
back of a very cranped Chevy Cal dera sedan. At least the pink unifornms didn't
cuff himaot that they hadn't tried, but this for out of Mreytown they didn't
have cuffs that would fit him They sinply deposited himin the back seat and
kept their distance.

Nohar squirned to get his tail in a confortable position and | ooked out the

wi ndows feeing the river. Not nuch to see, water for a few hundred neters
reflecting the police flashers. The water term nated at the concrete base of
the West Side office conplex. The office buildings were so dark at this tine
of night that they seemed to be trapezoidal holes cut in the night sky,
reveal i ng sonet hing bl acker behind it.

There wasn't nmuch el se to watch out the other w n-

18

S.  ANDREW SWANN

dow. The forensics people were all in Zero's. He'd end up talking to Manny



| ater anyway. Not that there was anything to discuss. It wasn't |ike he was on
a case any nore.

Twenty-five hundred dollars. Gone. The first of the nonth was at the end of

t he week, and he only had about two hundred in the bank. Served himright for
wor ki ng for a pinp.

Nohar had his pride. He didn't want to have to ask Manny about his old room He
shook his head. Things would work out. They usually did.

A soft rain began to fall. It broke up the reflections on the river.

Nohar heard the scream of abused brakes. He turned around to face the entrance
of the parking lot. A puke-green Dodge Havier that was m ssing one front
fender junped the curb and skidded to a halt in a handi capped parki ng spot.

It had to be Harsk.

I ndeed, Irwin Harsk's bald head emerged fromthe driver's side door of the
unmar ked sedan. Harsk storned out |ike an aval anche. Many standards of pink
beauty escaped Nohar, but some forns of ugly transcended species. Harsk's

bl ack face resenbled a cinder bl ock

It had been only a matter of time before Harsk got involved. He was the
detective in charge of Mrey-town. He had jurisdiction over anything involving
no-reaus, and, by extension, any product of genetic engineering. In the case
of the shoot-out at Zero's that covered the victims, the suspect, and the

Wi t ness.

This obviously didn't please the detective.

Harsk stood a nonent in the rain, |ooking over the scene—the anbul ances, the
forensics van, Manny's Medi cal Examiner's van, the seven narked and two

unmar ked police cars. Even over the twenty-neter distance between them Nohar
coul d hear Harsk grunt.

After giving the scene the once-over, Harsk targeted
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a lone uni formwho was standing by the door to Zero's. Harsk | ooked like he
wanted to unl oad on soneone. The cop by the door was the unlucky one. Nohar
supposed Harsk chose his victimbecause of the cup of coffee the guy was
drinki ng. Harsk wal ked up to the guy, and even though Nohar wasn't great at
readi ng human expressions, the way the poor cop bit his Iip and gave forced
nods indicated that Harsk wasn't having a nice day and was doing his best to
share the experience.

Harsk pointed at the Cal dera that Nohar was sitting in and yelled sonethi ng

t hat Nohar couldn't quite make out. The cop shrugged and tried to say

somet hing, and Harsk cut himoff. Harsk grabbed the guy's coffee and pointed
back into Zero's.

Nohar wi shed he could read li ps.

The cop went inside and Harsk started wal king toward the Cal dera. He took a
sip fromthe uniforms coffee and grimaced. He | ooked into the cup, shook his
head, and dunped it on the asphalt.

Har sk wal ked up to the door and opened it. "Ra-jasthan, how did | know you'd
be involved in this crap?"

"Deducti ve reasoni ng?"

Harsk grunted. ' [ Get the fuck out of that patrol car. The city just bought
those and we don't want you sheddi ng on them™

Nohar ducked out the door and stretched. The misting rain started to danpen
his fur imediately. He wi shed he had worn his trench coat to the neeting. "No
apol ogy for treating me |like a suspect? | didn't have to call this in."

"Be gl ad that some downtown cowboy didn't shoot you. Half these kids are just
out of the acadenmy and tend to shit if they see a noreau. This ain't your

nei ghbor hood. What the fuck are you doi ng here?"

"Nugoya was a client."

Har sk | ooked at Nohar. "So when are you going to start selling yourself to the
flush peddl ers?"
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Nohar had his right hand up, claws fully extended, before he knew what he was
doi ng. Harsk's face cracked into an ugly grin. "Do it, you fucking alley cat.
| would love to put you away and get you out of ny hair."

Nohar took a few deep breaths and | owered his arm

"What hair?"

A lithe nonhuman formleft Zero's. The nmoreau wore a | ab coat and carried a
not ebook- si zed conputer, the display of which he was readi ng.

Nohar called out, "Manny."

Marny—his full name was Mandvi Cujerat—4ooked up fromthe display, twtched
his nose, and started across the parking |lot toward Nohar and Harsk. Manny was
a small guy with a thin, whiplike body. He had short brown fur, a lean

aer odynam ¢ head, and snmall bl ack eyes. People who saw Manny usual |y guessed
he was designed froma rat, or a ferret. Both were wong. Manny was a
nongoose.

Manny reached them and Harsk interrupted before Nohar could say anything.

"Quj erat, what have you got on the bodi es?"

Manny gave Nohar an undul ating shrug and | ooked down at his notebook. "I have
a tentative species on six of seven. The three bodies outside were all a
Peruvi an Lepus strain. Fromthe white fur and the characteristic skull profile
I'd say Pajonal '35 or '36. They all have unit tattoos, and sone heavy
scarring. Infantry, and they saw conbat."

Manny tapped the screen and the page changed. ' The bartender was definitely
vul pine. Brit fox, Uster antiterrorist. | think second generation, but I
can't be sure. The British ID their forces under the tongue and nost of the
fox's head is gone.

"The tiger— Manny | ooked at Nohar briefly.

"Second-generation Rajasthan. |ndian Special Forces.

"The bear, | woul d guess Turknen, Russia, or Ka-

zaknstahn. That's only on ny previous experience in

ursoid strains. Her species—
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"Her?" asked Harsk
"Yes. | think she was a parthenogenetic adaption. But as | was saying, her

species isn't catal oged. She's either a uni que experiment, or one of the few
dozen species that fell through the cracks during the war. Fromthe corpse,

for all I know, she could be Canadian."

Nohar snort ed.

Manny shrugged again. "l suppose you already have a file on the one engi neered
human. But his strain checks out agai nst what we have on Sony's late

human- enhancenent projects. The one we have here underwent a nassive
reconstruction after some major trauma. The hardware in his body was worth a
fewmllion when there were people who could nmake and install the stuff."

Har sk nodded. "Any | eads on the suspect?"

"Some hairs fromthe mrror check out as canine. Fromthat and a description
pur ebred Afghani, Qan-dahar '24. Attack strain, one the Kabul government

"di scontinued after the war."

"Enough. Rajasthan, I'll get your statenent fromthe unifornms. Get out of here
before you attract nore trouble. Gujerat, dunp the rest into the precinct

mai nframe.' ' Harsk started to go toward Zero's and paused. "The Moreytown
precinct."

Manny nodded. "Were el se?"

Harsk left.

Manny fol ded up the conputer and twitched his nose. "So, stranger, what the
hell are you doing at thisbloodbath?"

"Bad sense to |l et Nugoya hire nme—=

"Let me guess. Femal e Vi etnanese cani ne who shot herself so full of flush that
she t hought she was avi an? The one you asked me to ID for you?"

Nohar nodded.

"I know you don't |ike nmy advice—=



"Then don't give nme any."

"—but somet hi ng dangerous is going on. | don't
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think you want to be involved, even tangentially, with anything that has to do
with the flush industry."”

Nohar | eaned against the Caldera. Hi s fur was beginning to itch. "Sounds I|ike
you know sonet hing you think I don't."

"Something's in the air. The DBAis crawing all over downtown, and the gangs
in Moreytown are acting up. Mdst of the bodies I'mlooking at the past few
weeks are young, second-generation street kids."

"I can handl e nysel f."

"So | worry. You were once one of those second-generation street kids."

"I can handle nyself," Nohar said a little nore

forcefully.

Manny backed off. "Anyway, we do have to stop neeting like this. Wen are you
going to conme back and |l et me cook you some di nner?"

You 've been trying to get me back there for fifteen years, Nohar thought.
"I"ll make it over one of these days."

"The door's al ways open."

"1 know. "

Manny turned and started back to Zero's, where a gaggle of pink EMIs were
trying to manhandl e the ursine's corpse out the door

Nohar si ghed.

"I know, " he whispered to hinself.

Nohar uselessly turned the collar up on the irritating pink-designed jacket
and headed for his car. There wasn't anything left for himto do here.
CHAPTER 2

Nohar's apartment had holes in the wall, a | eaky roof, a sagging floor in the
kitchen, and wiring that hadn't been up to code when it was put in forty years
ago. However, the place had one redeenmi ng feature. Sonmeone had installed a
huge stainl ess-steel shower that Nohar could fit into. Four in the norning was
a godawful time to take a shower, but Nohar wanted to get the city off of

hi mas well as pieces of bear and Nu-goya.

Nohar stood under a blast of warmwater, feeling the grit nmelt off his fur
Thr ough the open door of the bathroom he listened to the news com ng off his
command tried to forget the fiasco he had | eft downtown.

" maj or denonstrations through the Economc Community. However, despite
public pressure and threats of violence, the European parliament followed
through on its vote to elimnate nost internal restrictions on nonhu-man
novenent. The French and Gernman states are braced for a massive influx of
unenpl oyed nonhumans fromthe rest of the economically troubled European
nation."

*' The French and German interior ministers issued a joint statement condemmi ng
the parliament's decision to outlaw screening across internal borders."

Nohar sighed. The pinks in Paris and Berlin were worried about a few thousand
nor eaus—el ati vely beni gn noreaus for the nost part. The EEC had a few conbat
designs in reaction to the war, but it never produced many noreaus. Mst of

t hei r nonhunmans
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wer e designed for police and hazardous industri al

wor k.

The European parlianent probably would still have considered their noreaus as

no better than slaves or machines if the Vatican hadn't screwed everything up

with the pope's decision that noreys had souls. The EEC was still dealing with
t he repercussions of that, even fifteen years after the production lines

st opped.

"In a related story, a car bonmb exploded in Bern, Switzerland, today outside
of the Bensheim Genetic Repository Building. No injuries were reported, and no



one has clained responsibility. Damage to the Benshei m buil di ng was esti mat ed
at a quarter of a mllion dollars. The Benshei m Foundati on i ssued a st atenent
to reassure their clients that no danage was done to their inventory of
genetic material which is kept in an undisclosed |ocation. The building that
was bonbed housed only administrative offices. The Foundation says that this
will in no way affect its worldw de collection and distribution of senen.

"Dr. Bensheim hinmself issued a statenent from Stockhol mdeploring the attack,
and saying, 'The right to reproduce is fundanental and should not be denied on
the basis of species.' "In local news . "

Nohar turned off the water and |eaned his back agai nst the cool netal wall of
the shower. He couldn't get that two and a half grand out of his mind. How the
hel | was he going to pay the rent—how the hell was he going to eat? He knew
too many noreaus who lived out on the street, and he had al ready done tine
there hinsel f.

Nohar slid the shower door aside and Cat |ooked up quizzically. The yell ow
toncat was curled up on top of the John and was | ooki ng annoyi ngly serene.
Soneti mes Nohar thought there was sonething to the idea that you shoul dn't
have pets too close to your own species. Nohar turned on the dryer and Cat
made a sati sfying
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| eap out the bathroom door. Served the little fuzzball right for not having
the sense to worry about where his next nmeal was coming from After a few

m nut es, Cat peeked around the doorjanb and gave Nohar a peeved expression
Nohar allowed hinself the luxury of standing in front of the dryer until his
entire body had aired out. Wio gave a shit what this nonth's utility bil

cost. Mot if he couldn't pay it. He needed the tine to relax. He was too
tense to think rationally.

" buried tonmorrow. Graveside services to be held at Lakeview Cenetery. The
poli ce have no suspects as of yet, and the Binder canpaign has yet to issue an
of ficial statement other than appointing Congressman Binder's |egal counsel
Edwin Harris on, as acting campai gn nanager.

"Former O evel and mayor, Russell Gardner, expressed synpathy for his opponent
and said that he did not to intend to make runors of alleged financial
irregularities in Binder's fund-raising a campaign issue.

"Bi nder finance chairman, Philip Young, could not be reached for comrent."
Nohar turned off the dryer and wal ked out of the bathroom He collapsed on the
nearly-dead couch in the living room There was the sound of protesting wood
and pernmanently conpressed springs. He shifted on his back, and Cat ran up and
pounced on his chest. Nohar winced as four cold little feet kneaded his fur
Cat curled up to take a nap

Nohar lifted his hand to push himoff, but a loud purring made himstop and
sinmply pet the creature.

" nore viol ence on the East Side today. There was an apparent clash between
nonhuman gang nmenbers on Murray Hill—=

Only newscasters and politicians still called it Murray Hll. It was Mrey
H 1l now, had been for nearly a decade. Nohar sighed. The guy on the news
couldn't even bring hinmself to say the word norey—er even
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nor eau. Nohar | ooked at the guy on the comm Pink—what el se—slick black hair,
a nothing Mdwestern accent, dead gray eyes, all the animation of a cheap
conput er graphic. The bodies on the screen behind himwere nore lively.
"—fifteen dead, all of various species, making this the nmost bl oody incidence
of cross-species violence since the 'Dark August' riots of 2042. Loca
conmuni ty | eaders have expressed concern over the | atest escal ation of

vi ol ence in the nonhuman comunity ..."

To prove the point, the newscast started to show clips of interviews with said
"comunity | eaders." Nohar snorted, with the token norey exception-Father Sean
Murphy, a Brit fox who defected to the Irish Catholics, one of two ordai ned



norey priests in the United States—the "community | eaders” were all human.

The newscast then went into the obligatory human fear/responsibility versus
nor eau poverty/ enpower ment segment. Same shit, different day. Nohar closed his
eyes and listened for something interesting to come on

Nohar woke to the sound of the comm buzzing for his attention. Gayish
dayl i ght streamed through the w ndows. The conmis display was still on the
news channel. More gang viol ence, even worse this time. It barely registered
on Nohar that it had gone down only three blocks fromhis apartnent. Flashing
text informed him he had slept through two other calls and nearly eight hours.
The incoming call was from Robert Dittrich. Nohar called out to the conm " Cot
it."

The newscast w nked out and was replaced by a red-bearded hunman face. "I wish
you'd put on sone clothes before you answer the phone."

Nohar growl ed. "What the hell do you want, Bobby?"

"Tough ni ght ?"
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Nohar cl osed his eyes and sighed. "\Wat do you think?"

"Heard about Nugoya. Tough break—

"Tough all over. Wat do you want?"

Bobby coughed. "If you're going to be like that. | was going to give you the
background | hacked on Nugoya—-

"Great, real useful."

"Did anyone ever tell you that you can be a real asshole at times, Nohar? As |
was sayi ng— Bobby paused. Nohar didn't interrupt. "As | was saying, | was
going to give you that data when the Fed | anded on ny doorstep.”

Nohar sat up, fully awake now. Cat tunbled off his chest and ran off into the
kitchen. "Shit. You in trouble?"

Bobby | aughed and shook his head. "No, apparently I'mstill clean. As we all
know, everything | do on my computer is perfectly legal."

Nohar shook his head at that.

Bobby went on. "Wasn't nme at all. They were asking about you. That's how I
heard about Nugoya and | ast night."
" VB D"

"Yes, thought I'd call you. They wanted to know about your politics, of al

t hi ngs." Bobby put his hand to his forehead and chuckl ed. "They had this babe
with them Ws she a hard case—=

"Skip the comentary, what were they | ooking for?"

"Some hired gun, | think. Naned Hassan. | think they wanted to know if they
could link the two of you."

"An Afghan canine and an Indian tiger—do they know how silly that sounds?"
"The war's been over for eighteen years. Things change. Just wanted you to

know the Fed's interested in you. | got to go. Still want the data on Nugoya?"
"Keep it."
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"Don't let the Fed screw you."

"I try to avoid it."

Bobby' s face wi nked out and the news came back

on.

Wonderful stuff to wake up to. Not only was he broke and one day closer to
eviction, but now the FBI was curious about him

The conmm was tal ki ng about dead politicians. No-har told it to shut up

There were still two nessages on his comm waiting for his attention. One had
been forwarded fromhis office—

Maybe it was a client.

Yeah, real likely, and naybe a norey woul d get el ected president. Nohar told
the comm "d assify. Phone messages."

"two messages. July twenty-ninth, nessage one, ten-oh-five a. m unlisted
nunber —=



The voice of the conputer was a flat, neutral nonotone. Nohar never understood
t he urge people had to make conputers sound |ike anything but. He told the
conm "Play."

Nohar didn't like calls that didn't 1D thensel ves. People who called from
unlisted |l ocations generally had sonething to hide.

This caller definitely had something to hide, the screen came up a generic
test pattern. This guy either didn't have a video pickup, or had turned his
caner a

of f.

"I hope to reach you, M. Rajasthan.” The voice that cane over the conm
sounded like it was at the bottomof a well. It sounded bubbly. The words
oozed. "l have need of the service of a private investigator. Please neet ne
at Lakeview Cenetery today at one-thirty p.m This is not something | can

di scuss on a phone. | look for you by the grave of Eliza WIkins."

That was the end of the message.

"Damm. It was a client."”
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"instructions unclear." The comm t hought Nohar was talking to it.

Nohar told it, "Commoff," and the comm shut off obligingly.

It was a client, and a dann secretive one at that. Nohar didn't trust the
situation one bit. There was little he could do about it. Nohar was so | ow on
cash that he would have to at |east nmeet the guy—

Nohar suddenly realized that it was already fifteen after one.

It took himtwo mnutes to dress and another five to call Lakeview and get a
pl ot nunber for WIkins. Nohar did it with the video off, because if they saw
he was a noreau it woul d have taken five tines as |ong.

The first thing to greet himas he wal ked out into the nmsting rain was the
acrid snell of burning plastic. The snmoke made his nose itch. He realized the
snell was conming froma burning car up by the traffic barriers.

Across the street fromhis apartnent was an abandoned bus. There was a fresh
graffiti logo on it. "ZI P-PERHEAD- O f The Pink."

Anot her gang with it in for humans.

He wal ked up Mayfield, toward the cemetery, passing a knot of pink cops at the
traffic barrier. Apparently this was the | atest violence the news was goi ng on
about when he woke up. The fire was burning a prewar Japanese conpact, an

anci ent Subaru. The car was w apped around one of the concrete pylons. The way
the thing had gone up—was still going; the cops were letting it burn itself
out in the mddle of the street—+t had to have been wired wi th expl osives.

I nduct ors m ght explode, but they don't bumvery well.

The cops didn't stop hi many other part of town and they probably woul d have
on general principles.

The car wasn't all. It had been a busy norning. A block past the cops, things
got ugly. Upwi nd of the burning plastic, Nohar could srmell the scent of sone-
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one, multiple someones, who had bought it nasty. He smelled bl ood, fear, and
cordite. The victins snelted

cani ne.

He rounded the old cenetery gate-sealed by a solid four meter concrete wall
behi nd the flaki ng wought iron—-and headed down toward Coventry. Wen he
turned the comer, he could see the nmedics | oadi ng body-bags—three vans' worth
of body-bags. Cani ne had been a good guess. Nohar caught sight of one of the
victinms before the black plastic was zi pped over the face. The body was a

vul pine female with a small caliber gunshot wound to the right eye. One of the
H spani ¢ medi cs saw hi m | ooki ng over. There was the fresh snell of fear from

t he pi nk.

Anot her day, Nohar woul d have ignored it. Today, however, he had just had a
case blow up in his face, the Fed was taking an unhealthy interest in him the
record July heat and the misting rain were making his fur itch under his



trench coat, and—+f his luck hel d—he was going to be late and niss his
potential client. Today he was in a particularly bad nood. Nohar could not
resist the urge to smile. Some noreaus don't have the facial equiprment to
produce a convincing smile, but Nohar's evolved feline cheeks could pull his
mouth into a quite perceptible arc. The sane gesture al so bared an i npressive
set of teeth. Predonm nant anbng which were two glistening-white canines the
size of a man's thunb.

The poor guy didn't deserve it. Nohar could tell he was nervous enough just
being in Moreytown. He didn't need to have a huge predatory norey | ooking at
himlike he was |unch

Nohar didn't hang around for the reaction. He was still running late. Two

bl ocks further down, at the intersection of Mayfield and Coventry, was the
only open gate on this side of Lakeview Cenetery—seened appropriate that it
was into the Jew sh section

When he reached the right nmonunent, "Eliza WI-kins, 1966-2042, beloved w fe
of Harold,"” it was
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thirty-two after. He was in tine for the show A funeral was progressing bel ow
hi m

He was out of sight of nost of them and it was probably a good thing. They
were planting soneone of consequence, and from his vantage, it was pinks only.
He thought he saw a norey in the crowd, but—dam his bad day-vision—t turned
out to be a black pink with a heavy beard.

Not a norey in the lot, and the whitest bunch of pinks he had ever seen

Especi all y under the canopy. There, he figured on fifty people who got to use
the folding chairs, at |east another fifty standi ng back under cover, and a
hundred or so milling about beyond sone sort of private security line in back
of the paying custonmers. Even with his poor eyesight he could rmake the types.
The pinks who knew the corpse were obvious, they wore their nobney—he could see
the glints of their shoes and jewel ry whenever they noved—and they were, with
few exceptions, white. The pinks who wanted to know t he corpse were just as
easily nmade, and they were closer to the normal mx of human coloring, a few
bl acks, orientals, hispanics. The black cops were totally out of it, with
their cheap suits and their attention on everything but the service. The
private security goons—they were white—were better dressed than the cops and
were intent on keeping the flow of riffraff behind the tent. Then, in the back
with the cromd, were the vids. Caneras and m kes at the ready . .

Sone of the riffraff—Apstly blacks and oriental s-were carrying signs. Looked
like a full-fledged protest was going on. The vids were paying as nmuch, if not
nore, attention to the riffraff than to the service. Nohar w shed he coul d
make out nore of the signs, but the best he could do was read the occasiona
word. Lots of isns, "Racism" "Sexism" "Speciesism" The signs that weren't

i sns seened to nmention capital-R Rights.

The Right to what, Nohar couldn't read.
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Nohar wondered who had di ed—rritating, because he thought he had heard
somet hi ng about this, and the job his anonymous client had in mnd probably

i nvol ved the stiff. Perhaps the guy left all his noney to some norey squeeze
and they needed to track her down.

Nohar heard a truck, and hoped it wasn't security. The pinks might take

of fense at a nmorey wal ki ng around the human part of the cenetery. But instead
of security, Nohar saw an unmarked cargo van. A Dodge El ectroline painted
institution-green. It was w ndow | ess, boxy, cheap, and either renote-driven
or programmed. It wasn't the kind of vehicle Nohar expected to see in a
cenetery. It pulled on to the shoul der and backed toward him When it stopped,
the rear doors opened with a pneumatic hiss.

The snell was overpowering. Hi s sensitive nose was suddenly exposed to an open
sewer. Nohar was envel oped by the odor of sweat, and bile, and amonia. Even a



pi nk woul d' ve been able to sense it.

He had no idea what this guy was supposed to |look like, or who he was—but
Nohar did not expect another frank. They were supposed to be rare. Despite
that, what the opening door reveal ed couldn 't be anything but a frank. And a
failure at that.

Once Nohar's eyes had adjusted to the nearly black interior of the cargo van,
he could see it. The frank was vaguely humanoid and had a pasty white color to
its rubbery skin. Its |linbs seenmed tubul ar and boneless, and its fingers were
fused into a mttenlike hand. It wore a pink's clothes, but its pale bul k was
fighting them Rolls of white flesh cascaded over its belt, its collar, even
its shoes. G assy eyes, a lump of a nose, and a |lipless nouth were coll ected
toget her on a pear-shaped head. Its face seened incapabl e of show ng any
expression. It seened that, if the clothes were renoved, the frank woul d just
slide down and form a puddle on the ground.
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The frank al so massed nore than Nohar did though it was a neter shorter

What ever gene-tech had designed this nonstrosity had sere wed-up bigtine.
Until now, Nohar could never quite fathomthe reason for the pinks' horror at
the franks. It seemed bizarre to himthat humans, who took all the genetic
tinkering with other species in stride, were so aghast when someone tinkered
with their om. If this was a sanple of what happened, Nohar could begin to
under st and. Maybe, thought Nohar, pink genes didn 't take kindly to fiddling.
The voice was the sane as the one over the comm—deep, bubbly, and, sonehow,
slinmy. "Are you the detective, Nohar Raj asthan?"

Briefly, Nohar wondered if he needed the noney this badly-he did. "Yes."
Nohar began to feel warnth com ng fromthe back of the van. Nohar realized
that the frank had the heat on in the van, all the way. Back where the frank
was sitting it could be fifty degrees. An unpl easant sound emerged fromthe
frank's mass. It could have been a belch. "W have fifteen mnutes before van
goes to next stop, forgive. | need to snuggle nyself out. Have to keep neeting
secret."

Nohar shrugged. "Then you better get on with it."

At | east the frank took Nohar's appearance in stride. In nost of the
directories it didn't mention that Nohar was the only noreau in the city with
a private investigator's license. For some people, his address wasn't a big
enough clue. O course a pink detective would have a problemw th this guy,
even nmore so than with Nugoya. At |east with Nugoya, a pink could pretend the
guy had been human

"What kind of job? Surveillance or m ssing persons?"

Nohar heard flesh shifting as the frank noved. * 'Do you know who is being
buried down the hill?"

Chal k one up for obvious conclusions. The stiff was involved. "Rich, human,
lots of friends."

Anot her ugly sound emerged fromthe nmass of white
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flesh. It mght have been a laugh. "The dead man is a politician. H's nane is
Daryl Johnson. He is the canpaign manager for twelfth district congressman,

Joseph

Bi nder. "

Nohar was wondering about the frank's weird accent when he realized that the
frank had ducked his first question. "What's the job?" "I must know who killed
Daryl Johnson." Nohar al nost |aughed, but he knew the frank was serious.
"Qutside ny specialty.” So nuch for the noney he needed. "I don't nmess with

police investigations—=

"There is no police investigation." Nohar was getting irritated with the
frank' s bubbling nonotone. "I work with noreys. | don't work wth human
probl ems. You got the wong P.I."

"Bi nder pressures the police, they close the case. | need to know if soneone



in my conpany is responsible for Johnson's death ..
Nohar | ooked straight into the frank's eyes. That usually unnerved people, but
the frank was as expressionless as ever. ' * Did you hear what | said?' It
took Nohar a while to realize that the reason he didn't like the frank's eyes
was because they didn't blink

"Let me finish, M. Rajasthan. You are the only person | can contact for this

job. For obvious reasons, | amunable to hire a human investigator— "No
solidarity shit."

"Practical matter. No qualified human is willing to talk to me. My conpany is
M dwest Lapidary Inmports. W're privately owned. W inport genstones from
South Africa. The board is formed of South African refugees—= "All like you?"
The frank showed no of Fense at the question. "Yes, like me. W retain contacts
in the mning i ndustry— Nohar got a picture of the South African gene-techs
trying to create a nodified human mner. Hell, maybe the frank's appearance

wasn't a mistake. For all Nohar
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knew, this guy was perfectly adapted for work in a five-nile-deep hole. Nohar
st opped rmusing and waited for the frank to get to the point. "To succeed, the
owners of M dwest Lapidary Inports, MI, need to remain hidden, unnoticed,
private. The conpany will not survive if our existence is w dely known.

"Wth Johnson's death there is the possibility that one of our nunber is

behi nd the nurder "

Nohar sighed. Learn sonething new every day. A bunch of franks were inporting
di anonds from South Africa, probably illegally. The pinks would just |ove that
i dea. The Suprene Court was still debating if the 29th anendnment even covered
the franks. No one knew yet if the franks were covered by the Bill of Rights,
the limted tnorey anendnment, or nothing at all. Before the pinks hi this
country had even | ocked down the | egal status of engineered humans, here were
a few, acting just like eager little capitalists. "You said Binder's bl ocking
the investigation. What are you worried about?"

"One kills once, one kills again. You have no idea what it would nean if one
of our nunber is directly involved in a human's death. The conpany is a worthy
project, but someone nmay conmit atrocities hi its name. | cannot, nor can
anyone el se, abide our secrecy, our existence, if one of us kills to further
our ends."

"How i s your organization involved?"

"The police call it a robbery-nmurder because there are over three mllion
dollars in canpai gn funds nmissing fromhis house—=

"Sounds pl ausi ble." Nohar realized that he was just |eading the frank on. He
had some natural curiosity, but there was no sane way he could touch this
case.

The frank's bul k groaned and rippled as he | eaned toward Nohar. The heat and

stench that floated off of the frank's body al nbst made Nohar wi nce. "I amthe
accountant for M. The three mllion that is missing is never there. Canpaign
records the police use are
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wrong about this. The noney cones from M., and should be there. But 1 handle
t he books and such a sum never | eaves our accounts, or, if it does, it returns
before the sumis debited.

"I do not go to the police. For now | rnust retain the secrecy. | can be wong.
| cannot danmge the conpany until mny suspicions are proved correct. | can't
work within M. | have no idea who of ny coll eagues are involved. And | am
cl osel y wat ched—

Nohar stood up. "I don't deal with anything involving nurder. | have to wal k
fromthis one—find an out-of-towner."

"I have a five thousand retainer, and | will pay five times your usual rate,

anot her five thousand when you conplete the job successfully.”
Nohar froze, his usual rate was five hundred a day. No, he told hinmself, it's



a bad job all over. You don't get involved with killings. You don't get

i nvol ved with pinks. You don't get involved with things bigger than you are.
Against his will, he found hinmsel f saying, "Double the retainer."

It was a ludicrous request. The frank would never go for it. He'd be able to
wal k away cl ean.

"Agreed."

Dam it. "Plus expenses."

"Of course.”

Nohar had trapped hinsel f.

"Time closes in on us." The frank handed hi man envel ope. Ten thousand. He'd
been anticipated. "Start with Johnson, work back. Do not contact anyone at

M. I'Il contact you every few days. Get any information about M. through
me. W have few nminutes. Any inmedi ate questions?

Nohar was still |ooking at the cash. "Wy is a bunch of franks backing a
reactionary right-w nger |ike Binder?"

"Quid-pro-quo, M. Rajasthan. The corporate entity will see its interests

served in the Senate. The fact that we're of a background Bi nder despises is
of little
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consequence. Binder doesn't know who runs M.I. Anything el se?"

"What's your nanme?"

Nohar heard the engine start up again. As the door closed with its pneumatic
hi ss, Nohar heard the frank say, "You can call me John Snmith."

The ugly green van drove away, |leaving a pair of divots in the grass. The
ghost of the frank's smell remained, emanating fromthe nmoney Nohar still held
in his hand.

Once he took the nmoney, he did the job. No matter what.

No matter what, dam it.

Nohar put the noney in one of the cavernous pockets of his trenchcoat. Now
that he was on the job, he pulled out his canera, slipped in a rancard, and
started recording the funeral.

CHAPTER 3

The ATM was hal f a block from Nohar's place. To his relief, it appeared to be
working. At least the Iights were on. He stopped in front of the arnored door
and, under the blank stare of the disabled external camera, he pulled his card
and slipped it into the slot. The nechani sm gave an arthritic wheeze and he
feared it was going to eat his card again. Fortunately, the keypad fl ashed
green at him He punched in his ID nunber while the servos on the |ensless
canera foll owed his every nove

The door slid aside with a grinding noise and he ducked into the too-small
room Wen the door shut behind him he finally felt confortable with all that
nmoney on him

The chair the bank provided was too small to sit on. The best he could do was
to |l ean against it and hunch over, hanging his tail over the back of the seat.
Besi des, sonebody had pissed all over the damm thing.

There was a short burst of static, and a voice cane through one of the intact
speakers. "Wel come to Society Bank's G een Machi ne—bzt —M . Nohar aj ast han

Pl ease state clearly what transacti on you wi sh—=

The voi ce was supposed to be femal e human, but it was tinny and nmuffl ed. Nohar
interrupted. "Deposit, Card Account. Ten-Thousand-Dollars."

"Pl ease repeat clearly."

"Deposit. Card Account. Ten-Thousand-Dollars."

"Pl ease type in request."”
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Great, the damm thing couldn't hear him He typed in the transaction on the
term nal .

"I's this a cash transaction?"

It didn't believe him "Yes," he said and typed at the sane tine.



A drawer opened under the termnal. Unlike nost of the ATM it seenmed to be in
perfect working order, "—bzt—please place paper currency in the drawer. There
will be a slight pause while the bills are screened.™

Nohar placed the two packets of bills in the drawer. Nohar knew that the note
of surprise he heard in the ATMs voice was in his own head nore than anywhere
el se. "Your currency checks as valid. Thank you for banking with Society, M.
Nohar aj ast han. The current bal ance on your card account

i s—bzt —+ten-t housand- one- hundr ed- ni nety-three-dollars and sixty-five cents. You
may pick up your card and receipt at the door. Have a nice day."

Nohar left the ATM and turned up the collar of his coat against a sudden burst
of nmore intense rain. He typed in his ID again at the keypad, blinking tw ce
as water got in his eyes. The ATMrel eased his card and the receipt. As he
pocketed the itenms, he noticed a couple of ratboys hangi ng around across the
street.

An ATMin use attracted vermn

The two ratboys were crossing the street. Nohar had hoped that his appearance
woul d have put them off. Apparently, they were too zoned or too stupid,

per haps both. As they closed he could snell that they were probably on

somet hing. lItching for a fight, both of them

"Kitty."

"Pretty kitty."

Nohar decided to ignore them All he wanted was to get home and shuck his wet
coat. He wal ked down the road, past them

The damm rodents didn't seemto know any better. They cut around in front of
him bl ocking his path.
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"No, no, wong, kitty." This rat was a dirty brown, shiny black in the rain.

H s nose seemed to twitch in time to his spastic tail. He wore an abbrevi ated
| eat her vest and denimcutoffs. He was taking the lead in this idiotic

di spl ay. "Doncha know who we are?"

This was nore than enough for Nohar. "You're two rodent wetbacks too stoned
for your own good. You're future road kill if you keep this up."

The big one—well, the relatively big one, maybe 70 kilos, nostly fat—didn't
like that. "W the Zi phead, man, and you better up sone bucks for that. W
rule
here .
This was nuts. These guys were Latin American cannon fodder. Honduras,

Ni caragua, Cuba, Panama, all the Central American countries went for quantity
and qui ck reproduction. Huge standing armes from zero—npst of the rats were
never even trained to use their weapons.

Two of those, those jokes, were trying to face down sonmeone whose genes had
gone through a nultibillion dollar evolution sinulation to produce the elite
troops of the Indian Special Forces. Nohar had no special training, but it was
still ludicrous.

He smiled, teeth and all. He couldn't take this seriously. "Ever occur to you
| just made a deposit?"
Fearl ess Leader was put out. "You don't ruck with us—stray—we'll shave you."

"W vani sh what don't give us respect—

' '"Stigmta de nada.'

Stupid and stoned. That last line only nade sense to them and they found it
uproariously funny. Nohar stepped to the side and left memto their inside

j oke.

"Fucking stray," Snick. Bigboy had pulled a weapon, sounded like a knife.
Nohar slowy turned around. Bigboy had a sw tchbl ade out and was show ng the
world that he couldn't use it. It was long, pointed, and had no edge to speak
of . Bi gboy was swi shing the thing |ike a baton. Wde slicing arcs that, had
they connected with anything solid, mght raise a
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welt and woul d probably sprain Bigboy's wist all to hell. "Teach you sone
respect. 1'll have your tail for a belt."

Nohar stowed the conments. He spread his | egs apart and bent down, |owering
his center of gravity. He thrust his left arm claws forward, in a defensive
posture, while his right arm hung back behind him hand cupped to slice at any
openi ng Bi gboy gave him He growl ed, deep in his diaphragm The sound didn't
make it out of his throat.

Bi gboy was oblivious in his advance. Fearless Leader had a little nore brains
and hung back. Bi gboy was reeking of excitenment and adrenaline. Fearless was
al nost as jacked, but he was beginning to realize he night have bitten off
nore than he could chew

Bi gboy swung one of his wi de, predictable arcs. Nohar caught Bigboy's wi st
with his left hand, renenbering Nugoya, and smiled at the rat. Nohar's right
hand swng forward in a well aimed sweep that left four light trails of blood
on Bigboy's overlarge gut.

"Listen, ratboy, | could have pulled you into that sweep. W'd have a nice

vi ew of your intestines—Drop the knife."

The knife clattered to the ground. Nohar stepped on it and |l et Bigboy go.
Fearl ess was still backpedaling. Fearless didn't seemto get the point, he was
still on his line of bullshit. ' 'Your pussy bastard ass is mne.'

Fearl ess was reachi ng behind, into the waistband of his cutoffs. Nohar knew
instinctively that the rat was going for a gun. Nohar was about to junp

Fearl ess-he could clear the distance easily before the rat got his hand
untangl ed fromhis pants—but the action was broken by a burst of high-pitched
rapi d-fire Spani sh fromdown the street, by the old bus.

They all turned that way to face a snowwhite femal e rodent. She wore the sane
abbrevi ated | eat her vest and denimcutoffs. Her naked tail was writhing, and
she sounded pi ssed. Nohar i mediately pegged
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her as a superior. Bigboy and Fearl ess seened to forget about hi mand began
tal king back to her in Spanish as well. Al babble to him he just hoped she
was cussing the fools out.

Cat - and-mouse is not a smart gane to play when you are the nouse.

The three rodents were tal ki ng anong t hensel ves, and Nohar began to slowy

wi t hdraw from t he rodent

fiasco.

Nohar had nearly gotten to the door to his apartnent. Bi gboy and Fearl ess had
sl unk away, but the white one stayed.

"Raj ast han!"

The white rat was addressing himdirectly. She wasn't maki ng any threatening
noves, so Nohar stopped and

wai t ed.

"You are a lucky cat, son of Rajasthan— How did she know, how coul d she—\hat
do

you-"

"I speak! You listen.*' The force of the rat's voice actually made Nohar stop
his question in nmid-breath. The tiny rat's body coul d produce a voice that
woul d intimdate a rabid ursine. "The finger of God has just touched your
brow, son of Rajasthan. Those that control want your life for their reasons.
They buy you much tol erance.”

The rat paused, and for once Nohar had nothing to say. She just stood there,
staring at himw th eyes mat | ooked |ike high-carbon steel. Nohar turned
toward his door—

"Pray you that God doesn't forget you, Nohar. If the blessing is lifted,

Zi pperhead will have you."

Nohar punched the conbination on his door. He had given the rats enough of his
tine.

"/"//have you, Nohar,"

As Nohar ducked inside, the white rat added, "You, or someone you |ove."



He sl ammed the door shut. It was a shane. She hadn't been bad-I ooki ng. Her
triangul ar face ended in
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a delicate nose—but she was a die-hard creep just |ike her idiot subordinates.
She al so wore cheap pink perfume. Whay would a norey wear that kind of crap?
Nohar had hurried away fromthe snell as nmuch as the spiel. He took a few deep
breaths of relatively clean air before he started up the stairwell.

The hum dity was nmaking his door stick again, and it took hima few seconds to
unwedge it. The damm thing was heavier than it should have been because it had
a steel plate init, arelic of the previous tenant. Nohar woul d have

guesti oned the wi sdom of sticking an arnored door in a wooden door frane.

Cat ran up to the door and i mredi ately began rubbi ng agai nst his foot. "So you
hungry or |onely?" Nohar asked the yellow tonctat as he picked it up. A loud
purr fromunder his hand told himto figure it out for hinself. Nohar pushed

t he door shut with his foot and ducked into the living room Cat started
butting his head into Nohar's chin, and, after glancing into the kitchen to
check Cat's dishes, Nohar decided Cat wasn't hungry.

"Sorry | took so long, | got distracted by the local color." Cat closed his
eyes as Nohar scratched hi mbehind the ears. "But, lucky us, | got one hell of
an advance froma client before the first of the nonth."

Cat started grooning Nohar's thunb.

"Yeah, right. Look, you little mssing link, | have to put you down so | can
get this damm pink clothing off. So don't start new ng at ne—=

Nohar put himdown and Cat started mew ng.

He undressed and | ooked at the comm Two nessages waiting now.

"Comm on," he said to the machine as he started peeling clothing oif of his
danp fur.

"comm on. "

Nohar reclined on the couch. Cat took up a perch on his chest and purred.

"C assify. Phone nmessages."
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"two messages. July twenty-ninth, three-oh-five p.m fromdetective irwin
harsk, calling from=

"Play."

Static, then Harsk's bald bl ack head appeared on the screen

"Sorry | didn't catch you, Nohar." There was a smile on Harsk's face and Nohar
couldn't decide if it was ironic or sarcastic. "I thought 1'd tell you that
another little red light is flashing by your nane. The DEA conputer has this
"thing' about |arge cash transactions. Ten thousand dollars? The Fed is
curious, and so aml. W're watching you, so—en the off-chance the cash is

| egi t—+enenber to withhold your income tax."

That was damm qui ck, even for the Fed. The DEA nmust have a tap on the ATM down
the street. It was irritating, but not that surprising. Harsk knew he was
clean, but he'd let the Fed wonder just out of a sense of perversity. The comm
was asking if he had a reply,

"Yes. Record," Noharcleared his throat, "Harsk, don't call back until you have
a warrant. End. Mail. Reply."

Nohar cl osed his eyes and cl awed the back of the couch. He told the conmto
play the earlier nmessage without really paying attention to it. He wasn't

| ooking directly at the screen when he heard a husky femnal e voice.

" Raj ?"

"Pause!" Hi s eyes shot open and he turned to | ook at Maria Linmon. The call had
cone in close to two in the norning, during his nmeet with Nugoya. In the
pressure of the nonent, Nohar had forgotten to call Maria and cancel their

dat e—

This wasn't the first tune either. Nohar had a sinking feeling.

She was at a public phone. He could see the streetlights behind her. There was
a frozen shimrer on the screen where the lights were reflecting off the black



fur under her whiskers. Apparently the Brazilians had
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been nore creative with their noreaus. She'd been crying. Nohar doubted his
tear ducts could be triggered enotionally.

Maria's gol den eyes, her pupils alnmost round, seenmed to | evel an accusation at
hi m

Cat tilted his head and gave Nohar a curious | ook

"Repl ay. "

Static, then Maria's face reappeared on the screen. Nohar watched as one
delicate black hand wi ped away the npoisture on her cheek. The hand fell and
she | ooked directly at Nohar

"Raj? |'msorry about this. |I should have the guts to face you, but | can't.
You' d say sonething and we'd end up shouting at each other, or fucking each
other—or, God help ne, both—+ can't do this anynore. | still care for you,
but if we keep seeing each other, | won't— Maria's voice broke, and nore
tears came. Maria was a strong person. Nohar had never seen her cry before.
"Good-bye, Raj, | have to |l eave while the nenories are still worth sonethi ng
to ne."

Maria's face vani shed as she broke the connecti on.

Nohar felt |ike someone had just kneed himin the balls, and he was feeling
his stomach drop out just before the pain cane.

They had known each other for only two nonths. It shouldn't have been a
surprise. He had been expecting something like this all along. She was right.
Cat nust have sensed sone of his agitation, because he started butting his
head agai nst Nohar's face and licking his cheek. Cat stopped after a few
seconds and regarded Nohar with his head cocked to one side. Cat's expression
seened to be asking hi mwhat was w ong.

Nohar stayed quiet for a long while before he told the conputer to put the
nmessage i nto permanent storage. He tried to call Maria, but her conm was

| ocking out his calls. Maria would want a clean break. He could probably talk
her out of it once, maybe twice, nore. She didn't want himto.

He spent a few nonents in relative silence, strok-
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ing Cat and listening to the high-frequency hum of the comm

Instead of turning the coommoff, he called up Maria's nessage, and paused it.
He paused it where the claw on the index finger of her right hand had caught a
tear. The small sphere of liquid was nestl ed between the hook in her claw and
the pad on her finger. It refracted the unnatural white of the streetlight
behi nd her, causing arcs of light to emerge fromone gol den hal f-1idded eye.
It was the kind of image that nade Nohar wi sh he had a scrap of romance in his
soul .

CHAPTER 4

After a while, Nohar decided he had better things to do than stare at Maria.
"Load program Label, 'Log-on library." "

"searching . . . found."

"Run program"

Maria's face disappeared as the conmputer started the access sequence. It
showed the bl ue-and-white AT&T test pattern as it repeatedly buzzed the public
library database, waiting for an open data channel. It was close to prinme tinme
for Iibrary access. It took nearly fifteen mnutes for the coomto | ock onto
the library's mainfrane.

Even when the C eveland Public Library logo cane up, there were a few ninutes
of waiting. The screen scrolled messages about fighting illiteracy, and how he
shoul d spend his sumer reading a book. Nohar knew that a few thousand users
on a clunky time-sharing systemat the sane tinme tended to slow things down,
but it still seened the delay was directed at him

He shifted on the couch, trying to become nore confortable. Witing al ways
made himaware of his tail



Two minutes passed. Then, with a little electronic fanfare, the nmenu cane
up—though you couldn't quite call the animated figure a "menu." The library
systemcall ed their animated characters "guides." The software was trying too
hard to be friendly. It verged on the cute.

The "gui de" facing himon the screen wore a sword
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strapped to his side, and was in the process of contenplating a human skul
when he seened to notice No-har's intrusion. The effect was spoiled by a
glitch in the animation. A rolling blue line scrolled up and down the screen
shifting everything above it a pixel to the left. Nohar sighed. He had no
desire to spend his time with a mani c-depressive Dane. Especially after that
call from Mari a.

He spoke before the prince had tine to object. "Text menu."

The only library "guide" he liked was the little blonde human girl, Alice.

The text nenu canme up and the first thing he did, despite Smith's adnonition
to start with Johnson, was to conduct a global search for information on

M dwest Lapidary Inmports. He wanted sone sort of handle on his client's

enpl oyer, which was al so the hone of the all eged suspects.

There was only a fifteen second pause.

The conputer came back with the report, "Three itens found."

Nohar shook his head. Only three? Wth a gl obal search? That nmeant there were
only three items in the entire library data base that even mentioned M.

Nohar played the first itemand got a newsfax about dianmond inports, |egal and
illegal. The focus on the article was how hard it was to keep track of the
gens. It had a graph that dramatized the divergence between the gens known to
have conme into the country, and those known to be in circulation. In the | ast
fifteen years, a hell of a lot nmore gens had been in circulation than could be
accounted for. It was, in fact, causing a depression in the dianond market.
The article blamed the Fed and new snuggling techni ques. The least likely
snmuggl i ng met hod Nohar read about was casting the dianonds in the heat-tiles
on the exterior of a ballistic shuttle. Mdwest Lapidary was only nentioned
peripherally in a list of domestic dianmond-rel ated conpani es at the end of the
article.
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The second article was actually about MI, but it was only barely informative.
It was from sone subscriber service and was just a sparse paragraph of
electronic text. MI, a new conpany, incorporated in 2038. Whol esal e di anond
sal es. Headquartered in Cleveland. Privately owned. Address. That was it.
Smith was right about these guys keeping a |l ow profile. Nohar pictured nost
new cor porate enterprises announci ng thenselves with trunpets and spl ashy
nmedi a canpaigns. It looked Iike Ml was trying to hide the fact it even
exi st ed.

The third itemwas a vid broadcast from Decenber 2, 2043. The broadcast was
dated. The guy with the news was still followi ng journalistic fashion fromthe
riots. Giny safari jacket, urban cano pants, three-day-old stubble,

sungl asses. The outfit had nothing to do with the story. The guy was standing
in a snowdrift outside a pair of |ow office buildings faced in blue tile.
Nohar recogni zed a stretch of Mayfield Road behind the buildings. The guy was
only a fewniles to the east of Moreytown.

Hyfm Nohar thought there was a prison there.

The guy was trying very hard to have the voice of authority. "I am standing
outside the offices and the | aboratory of NuFood Incorporated. Today, came the
surprising announcenent that NuFood had been bought by a | ocal dianond

whol esal er, M dwest Lapidary. There had been specul ation that NuFood had been
on the verge of bankruptcy when it sold its assets and patents to M dwest
Lapidary for an undi scl osed amount. Shortly after the sale, NuFood's two
hundred enpl oyees were laid off in what Mdwest Lapidary called in a press

rel ease, 'a streamining neasure.'



"NuFood, you may recall froma Special Health Report earlier this year, is the
conpany with patents on the dietary supplenent, MrrorProtein. Wile NuFood
has had success creating synthetic food-products resenbling natural itens,

whi ch the human body cannot process, it has had continuing problens with the
PDA
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in getting its products approved. Sources say this created the financial
difficulty that led directly to the sale of the conpany. No one from M dwest
Lapi dary coul d be reached for coment."

That was a big help.

So Smith was right. He needed to start wi th Johnson and work back. Johnson was
Bi nder' s canpai gn manager, so Nohar did a gl obal search using both his nane
and Bi nder's.

The pause was closer to a full mnute this time. Hs tail fell asleep. Nohar
stood up to massage the base of his tail. Cat took the opportunity to junp up
on the couch and snuggle into the warmdent in the cushions.

The screen flashed the results of the search. Over six thousand itens, nore
like it. No way he could peruse all of it on-line, so he slipped in a rancard
and downl oaded t he whol e ness of data. He | eeched nearly fifteen megs in half
t hat many ni nutes.

He now had his own little database on Bi nder and his camnpaign

By five, his exam nation of the public information on Bi nder gave himno
reason to alter his first inpression of the guy as a right-wi ng reactionary
bastard. It seened Bi nder had sonething bad to say about every group or

organi zation that didn't count himas a nmenber; wonen, foreigners, liberals,
intell ectuals, blacks and hispanics, Catholics, the poor, the honeless,

por - nogr aphers, the news nmedia—the list was endl ess. Despite the vitriol that
coated every word the man uttered, three groups in particular gained his very
special attention. In order of the invective he threw upon them they were:
nor eaus, franks, and all their genetically-engineered ilk, whose rights he was
actively involved in trying to repeal; honosexual s, whose sexual preference

Bi nder seemed to rank primary in his personal list of nortal sins; and the

U S. federal government—the only place Binder and Nohar seened to touch
common gr ound—whose propensity for spendi ng noney
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was only equal ed by Binder's inpulse to slash any spendi ng program he coul d

I ay his hands on.

Nohar found it hard to believe he was investigating the murder of this guy's
canpai gn manager .

The data on Daryl Johnson was nore scattered. Nohar couldn't get a fix on his
beliefs. Al he got was the fact that Johnson was |oyal to Binder and had been
with the congressman since the state |egislature. He had been recruited out of
Bow i ng Green in the autum of 2040. The sane tine as nost of Binder's inner
circle. Johnson's three classmates were: Edwin Har-rison, the canpaign's |ega
counsel ; Philip Young, the camnpaign finance chairman; and Desnond Thonmson, the
canpai gn press secretary. Johnson graduated at the age of twenty-three, late.
Apparently because of a shift in his major, fromchem stry to politica
science. A bit of a junp. That woul d make himthe ripe old age of thirty-nine
when he di ed.

Not so ripe, Nohar corrected himself. This guy was human, so thirty-ni ne was
barely on the threshold of mddl e age. Thirty-nine was better than the life
expectancy of some noreys.

He was a little nore famliar with the situation he was dealing with. That was
all. Hs client wanted to find out if MI was behind the Johnson killing. So
far, he didn't have any connection between the two, other than Smith's
assertion that the m ssing three mega-bucks canme from M.

Time to start naking some calls. Thonson | ooked |ike a good choice. The press
secretary would be used to talking to people, if not actually to saying



anyt hi ng.

If he was going to talk to a pink, he'd better put some clothes on. He
snorted. Clothes were a needless irritation that wul dn't have been necessary
on a nmorey case. Cetting dressed, just to nake a phone call, was just plain
silly.

He pulled a button-down shirt froma small pile in the corner of his bedroom
The storm had reduced the light in the apartnment, so Nohar couldn't quite make
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out the color of the shirt. It was either a very light blue, or a very off
white. Nohar put it on, claws catching on the buttons, and decided to forgo
the pants. The conmwas only going to show himfromthe wai st up, as long as
he didn't stand up.

He ducked into the bathroom and | ooked in the mirror. Pointless, really. Wat
did a pink know about grooni ng anyway? Still, Nohar |icked the back of his
hand and ran it over his head a few tinmes, snoothing things out.

After that, he sat on the couch, shooing Cat away. He set the commto record
and told it to call Desnond Thonson at Bi nder camnpai gn headquarters. He routed
the call through the commat his office so his credentials would be shown up
front.

Qddly enough, though it was only a little after five, no one at Bi nder
headquarters seened to be answering. After nearly a mnute of displaying the
Bi nder Senate canpaign | ogo, the conm at Bi nder headquarters forwarded his
call to Thomson's hone. Nohar shrugged. It didn't matter as |ong as he got

t hrough to Thonson.

Thonson surprised the hell out of himby being black. In fact, Thomson had
been the bearded pink that had tricked Nohar's eyes into seeing a norey in the
crowmd at the funeral. Thonson's hair and beard were shot with gray. He had the
bearing of a pro westler and the voice of a vid anchorman. "M ster,"
Thonson's gaze flicked to the text on his nmonitor, "Rajasthan?" Thonson's

voi ce had begun on a high note, indicating some surprise at Nohar's

appear ance. However, by the end of Nohar's name, the tone of Thomson's voice
had becone snooth, friendly, and utterly phony.

"Yes. M. Thonmson?"

"I am | see your call has been forwarded from our canpai gn headquarters. |
presune you wish to talk to me in ny capacity as Congressman Bi nder's press
secretary?"
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The man talked |ike a press rel ease, and Nohar coul dn't get over the fact that
Thonson was bl ack. It nmade about as nuch sense as having a Jew sh spokesman
for the Islamc Axis. Nohar nodded.

"I would like to ask about your |ate canpai gn manager —

"OfF course. I'lIl help as nuch as possible. W' ve been quite free with what we
know about the tragedy. However, things are quite chaotic in the organi zation
with the I oss of M. Johnson. WVe had to give the whol e canpai gn the week off

SO we can sort out the mess. So ny tinme is linmted. |I'msure what you need has
al ready been told to the police or the press.”
Nohar could snell a brush-off comng froma mle away. "I only have a few

guestions. They won't take long."

"Wuld you nmind transmitting your credential s?"

Ei t her Thomson didn't trust the |abel from Nohar's office comm or he was
politely | ooking for an excuse to hang up. Fortunately, Nohar's wallet with

his Pl licence was sitting on top of the command he didn't have to stand up
to get it. He slid his license into the fax slot on his command hit the send
button. Thomson nodded when he saw the results. "I can give you ten minutes."

At the length this guy spoke, that wouldn't give Nohar much. "Wen did Johnson
di e?"

"I amgiven to understand the time of death was placed sonetinme in the niddle
of the week of the twentieth=



"July twentieth?"

"Of course.”

"When was the last official contact with Johnson?"

"As we have inforned the police, he attended a political fund-raiser Saturday
the nineteenth. He didn't cone in to work the foll ow ng week—

"Didn't this strike anyone as odd?"

Thonmson was undoubtedly irritated by Nohar's interruptions, but he hid it
well. "No, it is an election

54

S. ANDREW SWANN

year. It's comon for executive officers to be pulled away fromthe desk for
trips, speeches, press, and so on. Johnson was the chief executive under

Bi nder, he often did such things on his own initiative—=

"Do you know what he was doi ng?"

"No. If it wasn't dealing with the nmedia, it was not my department. Now, if
you don't mind, the tinme—=

It didn't feel like ten minutes to Nohar. "One nore thing."

Nohar thought he heard Thomson sigh. "What?"

"About the three mllion dollars the police believe was stolen fromthe

canpai gh—

Thonson interrupted this tine. "I amsorry, but | do not have the authority to
di scuss the financial details of the canpaign.”

Ah, Nohar had finally run into the brick wall. "I amsorry to hear that. You
see, | have conflicting information. | sinply want to know if the three
mllion was physically in Johnson's possession, in cash—=

"I said, | can't discuss it."

Try another tack. "Who has access to the canpaign's financial records?"
Thonson was shaking his head. He even grinned a bit, showing a gold tooth that
had to be decorative. "Me, the | egal counsel, the canpai gn manager and his
executive assistant, and the finance chairman, of course.”

"Thank you."

Thonson chuckled. "I'mafraid they can't help you. No one but Binder has the
authority to rel ease confidential financial data. Except, of course,

di scl osures required by |aw. "

"Or a subpoena,” Nohar muttered.

"I would call that a disclosure required by law. Now, as | said before, ny
time is limted. | really nust go."

"Thanks for your help," Nohar said, nearly choking on the insincerity.
"You're welcome. It's ny job," Thonson replied, just as insincere, but nmuch
nor e prof essi onal
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The Iine was cut and Nohar was left staring at a test pattern

Nohar ran through the record of the conversation a fewtines. It irritated him
that Thomson was right. Nothing was hi the conversation he wouldn't be able to
get fromthe police record or the news. Reviewing the tape didn't tell Nohar
anyt hi ng nore, other than the fact Thomson lived in a ritzy penthouse
over | ooki ng downt own—Fhonson' s honme comm faced a w ndow.

The commtold himit was fifteen after. It was tine to call Manny down at the
pat hol ogi st's office. Nohar wanted to set up a neeting for tonight. One he
hoped woul d be nore fruitful.

CHAPTER 5

During the night, the rain turned into a deluge. Nohar didn't feel half as
unconfortabl e under the sudden thunderstormas he had in the msting drizzle
in the cemetery. The dark violence of it suited him

Coventry suited him

The three bl ock area was a ragged collection of bars close to the East

Cl evel and border. It was far enough away fromthe heart of Mreytown to see

t he occasional pink in the area. As always, there were two patrol cars, the
riot watch, one on either end of the strip. Nohar passed one of themat the



i ntersection of Coventry and Mayfield, and, while it was too far for himto
see it, he knewits twin was parked in the old school parking lot, three

bl ocks away.

Li ke Nohar's nei ghborhood, Coventry was bl ocked off fromcar traffic by
three-neter-tall concrete pylons left over fromthe riots. Gaffiti wapped
around the rectangul ar bl ocks, as if the strip were trying to escape its
arbitrary confines by oozing through the gaps.

The rain hadn't slowed things down. Ten-thirty at night and the street was
packed with the backwash of Moreytown. The downpour couldn't renove the

omi present snell of danp fur

Nohar made his way down the center of the old asphalt strip. He passed
canines, felines, a knot of rodents in |eather vests and deni m bri ef s—he

avoi ded the slight scent of famliar perfune—an unfamliar ursine, a |oud

| epus shouting at a rapt vul pine congregati on. The people around himonly made
the briefest im
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press ion. A few shouted greetings. Nohar waved wi thout quite noticing who

t hey had been.

H s destination, Watership Down, was one of the few bars on the Coventry strip
that was actually owned and operated by a norey proprietor-—Gerard Lopez, a

| epus. The reason Nohar chose to frequent this particular bar, out of the two
dozen on the strip, was the high ceiling. This was one of the few places he
could get fully toasted and not end up bashing his head into a ceiling fan or
a light fixture.

Nohar entered the bar, shook some of the rain out of his coat, and took his
regul ar seat, a booth in the back that had the seats noved back for people his
size. The table was directly underneath a garish franed picture soneone had
once told himwas an original Warner Brothers* animation cell. It was a hand
drawn cartoon of a gray bipedal rabbit in the process of blow ng up a bald,
round- headed, human. Lopez had mounted a little brass plaque under the
picture. It said, "1946—&f the Pink." Even if it was a joke, Nohar was gl ad
that nost humans didn't come down to Coventry.

Manny was waiting at the bar. He bore down on Nohar's booth carrying two
pitchers of beer. Alert black eyes glanced over Nohar as the quick little
nmongoose put the pitcher on the table. "Nohar, you |look like hell."

Nohar's mind had drifted off the case and on to Maria. He was at once
irritated and defensive. Manny was the only real fanmly Nohar had. The
nongoose had conme to America with Nohar's parents, and had been there when
Nohar's not her had di ed. When he was younger, Nohar had resented him It was
still hard for Nohar to accept Manny's concern with good grace.

It had taken finding his real father to all ow Nohar to appreciate Manny.
"Maria dunped ne." Nohar poured hinself a beer and downed it.

Manny slid into the opposite side of the booth and
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chit tared a little in synpathy. "That's hard to believe. After the last tine
| saw you two together, it |ooked like you finally found the right one,"

"I thought so nyself. Al ways do."

"Do you want to talk about it?"

"I want to talk to an ME., not a psychiatrist."

Manny gave his head a shake and poured hinself a beer. "Are you sure you want
to tal k business right now?"

Nohar glared down at Manny. "I didn't ask you to neet ne for a counseling
session.” Nohar reined in the outburst. "Sorry. Been a tough day. Did you
bring the dat abase?

Unl i ke Nohar, Manny couldn't forma smle, but between thema nose-twitch on
Manny's part served the same purpose. Manny took a notebook-sized case and put
it on the table and flipped up the cover. There was a pause as it wanned up
"What happened to your wall et conputer?"

Manny gave a brief shrug. His voice held a tone of resignation. "The Jap chip



blew. It was a prewar nodel, so the county couldn't replace it. So, | got this
new bug-ridden Tunja 1200. Soon we're going to be back to manual typewiters
and paper records ..."

Manny' s head shook, acconpani ed by a high-pitched sigh. In a few seconds, the
screen began to glow faintly and the keypad becanme visible. "I updated it from
the mainfrane after you called. Do you have a name for the stiff you're

| ooki ng for?"

Nohar poured hinsel f another beer. "Yes, but this isn't a normal case—~

"But you want records for a stiff, right?"

"The nane's Daryl Johnson."

Manny' s whol e upper body undul ated with a monmentary shrug. "Of hand, | don't
renenber that nane. What species?"

"Human. "

Manny froze; the sudden absence of notion was eerie on the nongoose. "What ?"
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"I need the conplete forensic record on the nurder of a man naned Daryl
Johnson. "

"What the hell?"

Nohar could see himtense up. He could al nbost see the vibration in Manny's
smal | franme. Nohar could smell Manny's nervousness even over the snell of the
beer. "You can access those records?"

"Nohar, you said human, you said mnurder."

"I said it wasn't a normal case."

Manny was silent. His black eyes darted from Nohar to his little portable
conput er and back. Nohar was a little surprised at his reaction. They'd worked
toget her and had shared information ever since Nohar had gotten his |icense.
But then, until now, it had sinply consisted of Nohar naking sure the noreys
he'd been hired to find hadn't ended up in the norgue.

After nearly a full mnute of silence, Manny finally spoke. "Nohar, |'ve known
you all your life. You don't ask for trouble anynore. You've never interfered
with a police investigation. You ve never nessed w th pink business."

"You slipped, you said the 'p' word." Nohar regretted it the instant he said
it. Manny had to work with humans. He was one of perhaps a hal f-dozen no-reaus
inthe city with nmedical training, and they would only let himcut up corpses.
Only nmorey corpses at that. Manny was al ways open to the accusation of selling
out, being pink under his fur. Nohar just rubbed Manny's nose in it.

"Forgive ne if | don't want to see you m xed up in sonething that night hurt
you. "

"Sorry. It's just a case. An inportant one. I'mtrying to find out who killed
him"

Manny cl osed his eyes. Hi s voice picked up speed. "You are trying to find out
who murdered a human? You know what'd happen if word got on the street? You
know what happens to noreys that get too close to humans—
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"I still need your help."

Manny made an effort to sl ow down. "I'm not going to change your mind, aml?

["Il call up the file, but first—= One of Manny's too-long hands cl asped
No-har's wist. "Renenber, ny place is as far from Moreytown as you can get."
Nohar nodded.

Manny hel d Nohar's gaze for a brief monent. Then Manny | ooked down at his
conputer and started rapid-fire tapping on the screen. For a ternminal with no
audi o, Manny handled it very efficiently. Hs hands were engi neered for
surgery, and their graceful ness perneated every gesture.

He did, however, have to hit the thing a fewtinmes to get it to work right.
Manny's nose twitched. "I don't believe it. The file's inactive. It's barely a
week ol d."

"The police are under pressure to drop the investigation."

Manny | ooked |i ke he was about to say sonething, but apparently thought better



of it. "Fine, well, we have the autopsy report, list of the forensic evidence,
abstract of the scene of the crime, a few prelimnary statements fromthe

nei ghbors, as well as the wi tness who found the body, etcetera. Pretty

conpl ete record. Conpared to nost |Ve seen.™

One of Manny's lithe hands dove into a breast pocket and pulled out a rantard
and slid it into the side of the conputer. Nohar briefly saw the rai nbow sheen
of the card reflected in a snmall puddle of beer on the table. "I'mrunning off
a copy. Do me a favor and nake a backup. Cccasionally they do nonitor access
to the database."

Nohar nodded when Manny handed himthe card. Nohar slipped it into his wallet,
next to the as yet unexanined card fromhis camera, the pictures from
Johnson's funeral. "Could you tell nme how Johnson di ed?"

"It's all on the card | gave you. He was shot in the
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head. Through his picture w ndow. Splattered his brains all over his
comm-eh, that's interesting ..."

"What ?"

There was the hint of what m ght have been admiration in Manny's voice. "Are
you famliar with Israeli weaponry? Thought not. The forensics team found the

remains of two bullets, froma Levitt Mark 11, fifty-caliber." A slight

whi stle of air came from between Manny's front teeth.

"G

"Came out of Mossad during the Third Gulf War. It was designed for a single
sni per, and, l|ike nost designs they cane up with, it's nade to keep the sni per

alive. The bullets are propelled by conpressed carbon dioxide. It can't be
heard firing by anyone farther away than fifteen nmeters or so. The amunition
is made from an inpact-sensitive plastic explosive inpregnated with shrapnel
It's intended as an antipersonnel weapon. | haven't seen an inpact wound from
one of these since the war. The Afghanis favored them for night rai ds—Nohar
what the hell have you gotten yourself into?"

"I don't know "

Nohar knew Manny was tenpted to try and talk himout of it. However, Manny
woul dn't try. Nohar hated when Manny got into surrogate-father nmode, and Manny
was too aware of that feet.

Such meetings usually ended with them spending a few hours di scussing i nnocent
bul I shit over too many beers. This tine they finished the pitchers in relative
silence. Nohar wanted to reassure Manny he wasn't in over his head. But it
woul d have been a lie. Nohar had trouble with Iies, especially with Manny.

So, at eleven-fifteen—an early night for them+they wal ked to the south end of
the strip, and the | ot where Manny had parked. The rain had intensified,
finally chasing the noreys inside. The abandoned trash-strewn asphalt rem nded
Nohar of pictures of the Pan-Asian
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war. It was the view of a city waiting for a biol ogi cal warhead.

They rounded the pylons on Euclid Heights Boul evard and Nohar caught sight of
the other cop on the riot-watch. Nohar wondered what it would be tike, to cone
to work each day, to sit and wait for sonmething to expl ode. The cops woul d
have to be on rotation. Soneone on permanent assignnent would go nuts.

The cop | ooked at them as they passed, two unequal -sized noreys huddling
through the rain. There was a flash of Iightning, and Nohar saw the cop's
face. The pink | ooked scared. In that instant he saw a man, a kid really, no
nore than twenty-two—young for a human that was, nost noreys who nmade it into
their twenties were well into m ddl e age. The pink kid woul d have no idea what
he woul d do if Nohar and Manny decided to do something illegal. He could

i magi ne he sensed the snell of fear off of the kid, even with the car and the
rain between them

They passed the police car and wal ked into the parking | ot of the old school
Nohar couldn't help but feel sorry for the cop. No one deserved to be placed



in that kind of situation unprepared.

They stopped at the van and Manny spoke for the first time since they'd |eft
the bar. "I can't talk you out of this, but ny door's open if you need it."
"I know." Nohar was unconfortably rem nded of |ast night.

Nohar told hinself that there was no reason to except things on this case to
go bad like that. Hell, he'd been paid a hell of a lot up front, things
couldn't go that badly this tine.

At least it didn't look like he was going to be stiffed again.

Manny got into his van, another Electroline. In the dark of the storm away
fromthe streetlights, the van rem nded Nohar of the frank in the graveyard.
Bot h vans were the sanme industrial-green, the sane boxy make, and had the sane
pneurmati c doors on the back
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The only difference—Manny's van had a driver's cab and "Cuyahoga County

Medi cal Exam ner" painted on all the doors.

As Manny drove back toward downt own, Nohar supposed the van's markings had a
deterrent effect on car thieves.

"I said, a fifteen by fifteen grid with tines three magnification!"
"instructions unclear."

Nohar al nost shouted somet hing back at the comm Instead, he took a deep
breath and stroked Cat a few times. There are few things, he thought, nore
fruitless than getting angry at a machine. Shouting at it was just going to
overtax the translation software.

"Di splay. Photo thirty-five. Gid. Fifteen by fifteen. Magnification. Tines
three."”

This time the coomdid as it was told.

Phot o nunber thirty-five was a good, panoram c shot of the seated parties at
Johnson's funeral. It was the one picture that had a full facial on everybody.
The haze had hel ped by diffusing the July sun. The indirect |ighting

el i mnated stark shadows, and would help in naking the attendees, especially
those to the rear, under the tent.

He had enlarged it enough. Mst of the faces were clear, which was good. Nohar
did not want to wait half an hour while his cheap software enhanced the

pi cture.

Now for the grunt work. "Mwve. Gid. Left five percent."

One box on the grid now encl osed a face.

He told the programto print it and a portrait of a funeral attendee started
sliding out of the comms fax slot. One down, forty-nine to go.

Nohar spent two hours getting identifiable portraits fromthe one picture.
Most of them he knew, would offer no useful information. However, the
procedure
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calmed him It was sonething he had done hundreds of tines before.

The routine was so automatic that his mnd kept traveling back to Johnson's
nmur der .

According to the autopsy, the tine of death was somewhere between 9:30 p.m on
Tuesday the twenty-second, and 10:30 a.m on Wednesday the twenty-third. The
body was di scovered by a jogger who noticed the broken w ndow around noon on
the twenty-fifth. There was a viol ent thunderstorm Thursday ni ght, washing
away a good deal of evidence. Presumably, this was why no evidence was found

of the party or parties who allegedly stole the three mllion the canpaign
finance records said should have been there. Well, that wasn't quite right.
The police thought the finance records said the three mllion was there.

However, before the cops folded, they only had a brief perusal of the canpaign
fi nances over the weekend. Apparently the records never left Binder's
headquarters.

The autopsy al so said Daryl had been having a good tinme before soneone sl amed
a mni-grenade into the back of his head. Nohar read at the tinme of death



Daryl had a good point-oh-two bl ood al cohol, traces of weasel-dust in his
nose, as well as a few 'dorphs lying undigested in his stomach. To top it off,
he'd shot his wad into sonebody in the twelve hours previous.

Seens he di ed happy.

Nohar pictured himat the comm riding his buzz, watching some party filmor
other, air-conditioning going full blast. Daryl mght be giggling a bit. Then
the sniper takes up his position. The sniper is hiding sonewhere. The

bal listic evidence gave an approximte trajectory giving a field of fire at

t he back of Johnson's head. Five houses across the street fit the bill, al
occupi ed, no w tnesses. Perhaps the sniper uses a driveway between those
houses across the street.

It's night, to give the sniper cover. Ni ght makes sense. Daryl's been
partying. The sniper knows the alarmis off because Daryl is home. He can see
Dar yl
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t hrough the sight. The sniper ains at Daryl's head, which mght be bobbing to
the beat fromthe conm The sniper squeezes off a shot. The shot expl odes,
vaporizing the picture wi ndow.

The sni per squeezes off shot nunber two.

Daryl is sitting in the study, facing his comm when his head gets bl own away
by the second expl oding projectile belonging to the sniper's Levitt Mark 11

It hits six centinmeters fromthe base of the skull—-dead center, according to
t he aut opsy.

It hits frombehind him through the picture window in the |living room

t hrough the dining room and through the open door to the study.

The cops found remains of two Levitt bullets. One set in Daryl's head. The

ot her set by the picture w ndow.

There was a problemwi th this sequence of events.

It was those two words, "dead center.”

Daryl Johnson shoul d have turned to see what the noi se was.

For Nohar, that was a big problem Daryl was shot hi the back of the head.
Nohar coul dn't see soneone so jazzed-up he'd be oblivious to twenty square
nmeters of gl ass expl oding directly behind hi maow that he thought about it,

t he whol e damm nei ghbor hood was oblivious. What the autopsy listed shoul dn't
have zoned Daryl out that bad. Even a reflexive jerk toward the noise, no
matter how fast the sniper got the second round off, would have put the shel
toward one side of the head or the other

Al so, what was a nine-to-five working stiff doing that jazzed in the m ddl e of
the week? G ven the tine of death, Daryl was doing some heavy partying for a
Tuesday.

Finally, even in Shaker Heights, a house standing open like that, two or three
days without the alarmor a wi ndow, and nothing else was ripped off? That
didn't ring true.

The final portrait ejected fromthe printer
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Nohar stretched and got to his feet. His throat hurt fromall the comrands.
Soneday he was going to have to fix the keyboard. Despite the overstaffed
cushions on the couch, his tail had fallen asl eep again.

Nohar rubbed his throat and deci ded he needed a beer. He ducked into the
kitchen. As he ripped the last bulb of beer fromits envel ope, he realized how
hungry he was. The only food in the fridge was a plate of bones, and the | ast
kil o of hanburger. Nohar only briefly considered the beef bones, even though a
few | ooked fairly meaty. He grabbed the lunp of hamburger and tossed it into
the micro as he snapped the top off his bulb.

The col d brew soothed the raw feeling at the back of his throat, leaving a
yeasty taste in his mouth. One of the few decent things the pinks did with
grain was turn it into booze.

Qutside the dirty little kitchen wi ndow, the stormwas worseni ng. The thunder
rattled the glass in its | oose nol di ng.



Nohar drank as he watched the Iightning through hazy glass and rippling sheets
of water. If Smith was right, and there never was any three mllion, why was
Johnson kill ed? What was Johnson doi ng Tuesday ni ght? Way didn't Johnson, or
anyone el se, respond to the shattering picture wi ndow Di ng, the burger was
warm Nohar dropped the enpty bulb into the di sposal and washed his hands in
the sink. He pulled the nmeat out of the micro, and spent a few seconds rindi ng
a clean plate. The hanmburger |eaked all over the plate as soon as he began

unw apping it. The bl ood-snell of the warm neat wafted to Nohar and really
rem nded hi mof how hungry he was. He ripped out a red, golfball-sized chunk
fromthe heart of the burger and popped it into his nouth, licking the ferric
taste fromhis claws.

Anot her thing the pinks did well, picking their domestic prey aninals.

Cat was suddenly wi de awake, new ng, and rub-
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bi ng agai nst Nohar's | eg. Nohar flicked a small gobbet of hanburger toward the
other end of the kitchen. Cat went after it.

Nohar ate, standing at the counter by the sink, |ooking out the w ndow,

t hi nki ng about Daryl Johnson. Cccasionally he flung anot her chunk of neat

away, to keep Cat fromdistracting him

CHAPTER 6

The rain broke Thursday norning and the sun canme out.

Nohar barely noticed. He spent a few hours attaching names to the faces he had
excised fromthe funeral picture. The only real interesting aspect of that
drudgery was the fact that Philip Young, the finance chairnman, had not
attended the funeral

He spent wasted effort trying to get a hold of Young. He tracked down an
address and a comm nunber, but Young wasn't answering his comnm Neither was
his computer, which was irritating. He called Harrison, but the |ega

counsel's commwas actually | ocking out Nohar's calls.

Nohar had never talked to the | awer before.

Thonson's conm was al so | ocki ng out Nohar's calls.

That |eft Binder. Nohar knew that would be hopeless. He tried anyway, going as
far as calling Washi ngton | ong-di stance. The guy nmanni ng the phones was
polite, condescending, and totally usel ess. Binder was somewhere in Col unbus,
rai si ng noney and canpai gning, and the only way to talk to himwould be to
have a press pass or a large check

Nohar didn't know if it was because he was a norey, a Pl, or because they were
hi di ng sonet hi ng, Nohar would lay odds on all three.

No need to be frustrated yet, Nohar told hinself. There were a | ot nore people
enpl oyed by Bi nder than the executive officers. Soneone out there knew
Johnson, and woul d hand him a | ead.
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He scanned through the itenms he had downl oaded fromthe library yesterday. He
was | ooking for a likely subject to hit. Predictably, the picture that caught
his eye was a photo-op at a fund-raiser

Behi nd Binder, with the upper crust of his canpaign machine, there was an
extra pl ayer.

Nohar | eaned forward on the couch. "Magnification. Tinmes five."

The picture zoomed at him The resol ution was excessively grainy, but he could
see the extra person in the gang of four. To Binder's right were Thonson and
Harrison, to his left were Young and Johnson—and Johnson's executive
assistant. Johnson's assistant happened to be a wonan. The picture inplied a

| ot about them

Nohar ran a search through his Binder data base with her nane, Stephanie Wir.
Every tune the software found sonething with Weir in it, there was Johnson
They seened i nseparabl e.

Now, here was soneone who'd know about Johnson

But woul d she talk to hinP



He al nost called her. However, when he thought it through, he realized this
wasn't going to be one of those cases he could run fromthe conm He had

al ready seen how easy it was for the pinks to shut himout over the phone. He
was at enough of a disadvantage as it was. He'd do this in person

He should wear his suit for this. He hated it with a passion, but he was goi ng
out to the pinks' own territory. They had their own rules. He opened the one
cl oset and took out the huge black jacket and the matching pants. He hesitated
for a nonent.

Maria wasn't here, but he could snell her tangy mnusk.

Nohar snatched shirt, tie, and shoes, and slammed the door shut. The nenories
didn't stay in the closet. He did his best to ignore them as he dressed. The
rel ati onship was over. It was only going to be a matter
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of time before he found one of her tops. She always left themhere in hot

weat her.

He was still thinking about her by the time he got to the tie. The difficult
ritual of getting the black strip of cloth properly wapped around his neck
was a wel cone distraction. Wiile he did so, he tried to force his mind off of
Maria and on to Weir.

Nohar left the apartment conparing Maria's black jaguar fur to the |ong raven
hair Stephanie Weir had in her pictures.

He had to wal k three blocks to his car, because of the traffic restrictions.
It was parked outside his office—actually a glorified mail drop—en the city
end of Mayfield Road. It was a dusty-yell ow Ford Jerboa convertible. Nohar

wi shed someone would steal it. It was too old, too cheap, and for Nohar, too
small. He could fit in the little thing, but the '28 Jerboa had a power plant
that could barely push around its own two tons wi th Nohar on board.

He unplugged the car fromthe curb feed and tapped the conbination on the
passenger -si de door, the one that worked. Wth the door open and the top down,
he stepped over the passenger seat. Nohar eased hinmsel f behind the wheel
slipped some norey reggae into the cardplayer, and pulled away fromthe curb.
Shaker Heights was a different world. It was only separated from Mreytown by
a sparse strip of mddle-class pink suburbia. It could have been on the other
side of the city. Driving into Shaker required sone effort, since nost of the
direct routes were bl ocked off by fam liar concrete pylons. In keeping with

t he nei ghbor hood, these barriers were faced with brick and sat am dst vines,
bushes, and tiny well-kept | awns. Nohar actually had to drive into C evel and
proper before he could weave his way into Shaker

He expected to be stopped by the cops at |east once, but he wasn't. Could be
the suit. It didn't |lessen the tension he felt. The roads were snooth and
l'ined
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with trees. Not a norey in sight. The cozy one-fanily dwellings stared at him
from behi nd mani cured | awns.

Stephanie Weir lived in one of those intimdating brick houses.

Nohar pulled the Jerboa up to the curb in front of her house. Brick, one

fam ly, seven roons, a century old or so. It was the kind of building that
rem nded Nohar how young hi s species was.

Cone on, he told hinself, a few questions, nothing major.

After saying that to hinself a fewtinmes, he clinmbed out of the car and
stretched. Before he realized what he was doi ng, he had reached up and started
clawing the bark fromthe tree next to his car. No matter how good it felt,
when he noticed hinself doing it, he stopped. He hoped the Weir woman hadn't
seen. It was enbarrassing.

He shook | oose bark fromhis fingers and wal ked up to the house. He pushed the
call button next to the door and waited for an answer.

A speaker near his hand buzzed briefly, then spoke. "Damm, just a minute."
There was a very |ong pause. "Wio do we have here?"



Nohar tried to find the camera. "My nane's Nohar Rajasthan. |'ma private

investigator. 1'd like to talk to a Ms. Stephanie Wir."
Anot her | ong pause. "Well, you got her. You have any | D?"
Nohar fished into his wallet and held up his Pl license.

"Stick that into the slot."

A smal |l panel under the call button slid aside. Nohar tossed it in.

Nohar stood and waited. He was tenpted to push the call button again. But,

wi t hout warni ng, the door was thrust open. Nohar had to suppress an urge to
| eap back. Weir offered his license back. "What can | help you with, M.

Raj ast han?"
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Pronounced it right her first try. Nohar was relieved, and a little puzzled,
not to snell any fear. He was also grateful Weir didn't wear any strong
perfune. She had an odd snmile on her face and he wi shed he was better at
readi ng human expressions. "lI'd like to tal k about Daryl Johnson.™"

Weir bit her lip. "Conplicated subject. You better come in."

Nohar watched her wal k away fromthe door before ducking in and closing it
behind him He could stand in the living roomand not feel cranmped. He
wonder ed what she did with all the space. A conmwas playing in the
background. He recogni zed the voice fromhis research, ex-mayor Russel
Gardner, Binder's opponent.

** . . isin acrisis. Qur technological infrastructure was fatally wounded
when Japan was invaded, as surely as if the Chinese had |anded in California.
For nearly a decade ny opponent has been | eading a policy of governnent

i naction. For twenty years our quality of living has been degrading. There are
fewer engineers in the United States now than there were at the turn of the

century—=

"Sit down." She notioned toward a beige | ove seat that |ooked like it could
hold him "I was just about to fix nyself a drink. Want one?"

Nohar sat on the | ove seat and wiggled to get his tail into a confortable

position. "Anything cold, please."

Gardner went on as if he had found a new issue. space program as an
exanple. It's been four decades since a government program-a program since

di sbanded for lack of funding—discovered signals that are still widely
believed, in the scientific community, to be an artifact of extraterrestrial
intelligence. NASA' s nucl ear rockets have been sitting on the nmoon ten years,
waiting for the launch and we are losing the ability to maintain them WVe
lost the ability to maintain cutting edge tech ..."
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Nohar wasn't interested in the political tirade. Instead of listening, he
wonder ed why the pink femal e was acting so—+el axed wasn't quite the word he
was | ooking for.

Weir wal ked into the kitchen and Nohar's gaze foll owed her. He enjoyed the way
she noved. No abrupt notions, every nove flowed into every other seam| essly.
He watched as she stretched to get a glass froma cabinet. The smooth |ine of
muscle in her armnelded into a gentle ripple down her back, becane a
descendi ng curve toward the back of her knee, and ended in the abrupt bunp of
her calf.

She said sonet hing, and Nohar asked hinsel f what he'd been thinking about.
"What did you say?"

Weir apparently assuned the commwas too | oud. She called out, "Pause."
Gardner shut up. "I said |'ve been waiting for you to nmention it."

Nohar felt lost. "Mention what?"

She returned with two tunblers and handed one to him He couldn't read the
hal f-smile on her face. "Well, |I'd picture a detective junping all over ne for
not bei ng nore broken up about Derry."

"I was just trying to be tactful." That was a lie. The fact was, Nohar had
been so nervous he hadn't even noticed. He took a drink, hoping it was



somet hing strong. It turned out to be some soft drink whose carbonation
overwhel med any taste it mght have had. At least it was cold.

"I guess I"'mnot used to tact." She sat down in an easy chair across from him
He could identify her natural smell now, sonewhere between rose and wood
snoke. He liked it. "So, let's talk about Derry."

Nohar took another long pull fromthe glass. It did little for himbut give
hima chance to think. "Could you describe your relationship w th hinP"

"W weren't that close. At least, not as close as it was supposed to | ook.
suppose you' ve gotten the in-
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tended message fromall the photo-ops and the social events. Al w ndow
dressing, really."

" Meani ng?"

"Just what | said. It was supposed to look like Derry was hot for nme when he
could really care | ess about wonen. It was all an el aborate ganme. | was
supposed to cover up one of Binder's political liabilities." Now Nohar could

read her expression. The hard edge in her voice hel ped.

"Daryl Johnson was gay?"

She nodded. "I got recruited by the Binder canpaign right out of Case. Mjor
in statistics, minor in political science. So | can go to parties and | ook
cute. Al because Binder is too loyal to fire his chosen, and is too
right-wing to accept a honosexual on his staff. Publicly anyway."

That was amazi ng, even though he had some i dea how extrenme Bi nder was. "That
attitude's bizarre." He had to restrain hinself from adding, "Even for a

pi nk."

"You don't know the man."

"You put up with that?"

That brought a weak smile. "Selling out your principles pays a great deal of
nmoney, M. Rajasthan. Until he died, anyway."

She noticed they both had enpty gl asses. She got up. "Can | get you a refill?
Sonething a little stronger this tinme?"

Nohar nodded. "Pl ease—

He didn't l|ike questioning good fortune, but he was begi nning to wonder why
she was so open with him "Wat was playing on the comm®"

"One of Gardner's speeches. Sort of self-flagellation."

Qdd way to put it. "Are you still with the Binder organization?"
She stopped on the way to the kitchen and shook her head. "Binder's |egendary
loyalty doesn't apply to the 2 wi ndow dressing. After all | put up w th—you

know, D sonmeone even started a runor | was a |leshian."
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"Are you?"

Weir's knuckl es whitened on her gl ass. Nohar thought she mght throwit at

him The snell Nohar was sensing was powerful now, but it was nore akin to

fear and confusion than anger. The episode was brief. She quickly conposed

herself. "I'd really rather not talk about that right now "

Nohar wondered what he'd stepped in with that question. Pinks tended to |ay
soci al mnefields around thensel ves. Nohar wi shed he had a map. "Sorry."

She nmanaged a forced smile. "Don't apologize. | shouldn't have snapped at you.
| Ve never been very good around people ..." She sighed.
Nohar tried to get the conversation back on track. "I'm supposed to be here

about Johnson. Not you. Wat do you know about Johnson? What kind of enem es
did he have?"
Nohar watched covertly as she wal ked to the kitchen and went from cabinet to

cabinet. "I suppose his only enem es woul d have been Binder's enem es. He had
been with Binder since the state legislature. Straight fromcollege. Loyal to
a fault. A big fault considering Binder's attitude toward honosexuals. | never

understood it, but | wasn't paid to understand. Young and Johnson were al ready
an organi zational fixture when | came on the scene.™



"Were they—=

She came back with the drinks. "I really shouldn't talk about it. It's Phil's
busi ness. But he shouldn't have snubbed the funeral. After fifteen years,
Derry deserved nore than Phil worrying about someone figuring out the

obvi ous. "

"Could you tell me about what Johnson was doi ng the week he died?"

"I didn't see himthe week he died. | think Young nentioned him seeing sone
bigwig contributor.'

"When was the last tine you did see himalive?"

"A fund-raiser the previous Saturday. On the end of
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his armas usual. He left early, around nine-thirty.
"You know what the last thing he said to me was?"
"What ?"

"He apol ogi zed for consistently ruining all the dates 'an attractive girl’
shoul d have had." She lifted her glass. "To the relationships | should have
had." She drained it.

The way she was shaki ng her head nade Nohar change the subject. "Can you tel
me why Johnson woul d have three nmillion dollars of canpaign funds in his house
when he was kil l ed?"

Weir | ooked back up, her nouth open, and her eyes a little wider. "Ch, Christ,
in cash?"

"According to the police report's interpretation of the finance records, yes."
Weir got up fromher chair and started pacing. "Now I'mglad they let me go.
There's no legitinmate reason for having that kind of nmoney in a lunp sum-+
"Why woul d he?"

"Coul d be anything. Avoiding disclosure, a secret slush fund, illega
contributions, enbezzlenment—=

"Could this have to do with Binder pressuring the police to stop the

i nvestigation?"

"I heard that, too. Sure. That's as good a reason to pressure his old cronies
in the council and the police departnment as any."

Nohar stood up and, after a short debate within hinmself, held out his hand.
"Thank you for your help, M. Wir."

Her hand cl asped his. It was tiny, naked, and warm but it gave a strong
squeeze. "My pleasure. | needed to talk to someone. And pl ease don't call ne
Mz Wir."

" St ephani e?"

"I prefer Stephie." Nohar caught a | ook of what coul d have been uncertainty

She | owered her eyes.

cross her face. "WIIl | see you agai n?"
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Nohar had no idea. "I'msure we'll need to go over sonme things later.'

She led himto the door and he ducked out into the darkening night. Before the
door was conpl etely shut, Nohar turned around. "Can | ask you sonethi ng?"

"Why stop now?"

"Why are you so rel axed around ne?"

She | aughed, an innocent little sound. "Should |I be nervous?"

"I''"'ma noreau—

"Well, M. Rajasthan, maybe I'I|l do better next tine." She shut the door

bef ore Nohar could answer. After a slight hesitation, he pressed the cal
but t on.

"Yes?" said the speaker

"Call me Nohar."

Nohar sat in the Jerboa and watched the night darken around him He was parked
in front of Daryl Johnson's house, a | owslung ranch, and wondering exactly
why he'd acted the way he did with Weir—ith Stephie. He really couldn't

i sol ate anything he'd done or said that could be called unprofessional, but he
felt like he' d bunbled through the whole interview Especially the |eshian



comment —1 don't want to talk about that right now " Nohar wondered why. She
was willing to tal k about anything but, even seened reluctant to let him

| eave.

The night had faded to nonochronme when Nohar clinbed out of the convertible.
He deci ded the problem had been Maria. Thinking about that was beginning to
affect his work.

Nohar watched a reflection of the full noon ripple in the pol yner sheathing
that now covered the picture window. The scene was too stark for Shaker

Hei ghts. The nmoon had turned the world black and white, and even the night air
tried to convey a chill, nore psychic than actual. From sonmewhere the breeze
carried the taint of a sewer.

The police tags were gone. The investigation had
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stopped, here at |east. Nohar approached the building, trying to resolve in
his mnd the contradictions the police report had raised.

He stood in front of the picture wi ndow and | ooked across the street. Five
houses stood in line with the wi ndow and Daryl Johnson's head. Simlar ranch
houses, all in well-manicured plots, all well Iit. The specs for the sniper's
weapon said it weighed 15 kil os unl oaded, and it was over two neters |ong.
None of the possible sniper positions offered a bit of cover that would have
sati sfied Nohar.

CHAPTER 7
It didn't rain on Friday.
Philip Young still refused to answer his conm so Nohar donned his suit and

went to see the finance chairman in person. Philip Young's address was in the
m dst of the strip of suburbia between Mreytown and Shaker. It was cl ose
enough to hone that Nohar decided to walk. By the tine he was hal fway there,
his itching fur made himregret the decision. Wien he had reached Young's

nei ghbor hood, Nohar had his jacket flung over his shoulder, his shirt
unbuttoned to his waist, and his tie hung in a |l oose circle around his neck
Young' s nei ghborhood was a net herworld of ancient duplexes and brick
four-story apartnments. The | awns were overgrown. The trees bore the scars of
traffic accidents and | eaned at odd angles. Less intimidating than Shaker

Hei ght s—Mbreytown, only with humans. He still received the occasional stare,
but he wasn't far enough off the beaten path for the pinks to see him as
unusual . Only a few crossed the street to avoid him

Nohar felt |ess of the nervousness that nmade his interview with Stephie Wir
such an enbarrassnent. Nohar was well on his way to convincing hinself he

m ght just be able to get Young to give himsonme insight on that three mllion
dollars. His major worry was exactly how to approach Young about

honosexual ity. Pinks could be tender on that subject.

Nohar stopped and faced Young's house with the noontime sun burning the back
of his neck. Young
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shoul d be honme. The staff had the week off because of Johnson's death.

Gnats were clouding around his head, making his whiskers twtch.

He wondered why the finance chai rman—swho presunably gui ded those | arge suns
under the table—tived here. This was a bad nei ghborhood, and the house wasn't
any better off than its neighbors. The second floor w ndows were seal ed behind
white plastic sheathing. The siding was gray and pockmarked with dents and
scrat ches. The porch was warped and succunbing to dry rot. It was as nmuch a
hel | hol e as No-har's apartnent.

And the place snelted to high heaven. He snorted and rubbed the skin of his
broad nose. It was a sour, tinny odor he couldn't place. It irritated his
sinuses and prodded himwith a nagging famliarity. Wiy did Young |ive here?
Young was an accountant. Perhaps there was a convoluted tax reason behind it.
Nohar wal ked up to the porch with some trepidation. It didn't look like it
could hold him He wal ked cautiously, the boards groani ng under his weight,



and nearly fell through a rotten section when his tail was caught in the
crunmbling joinery overhanging the front steps. Nohar had to back up and thrash
his tail a fewtimes to loosen it. It cane free, less a tuft of fur the size
of a large marble.

After that, he wal ked to the door holding his tail so high his | ower back
ached.

The door possessed a single key lock, and one call button with no sign of an

i ntercom Both had been painted over a dozen tinmes. Nohar pressed the button
until he heard the paint crack, but nothing happened. He knocked | oudly, but
no one seened to be around to answer. He had the feeling Young's directory
listing was a sham and Young |ived about as nuch at his "honme" as Nohar
worked at his "office." He carefully wal ked across the porch to peer into what
he
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assuned was a living roomw ndow. The furnishings consisted of a mattress and
a card table.

So much for the straightforward approach

Nohar undid his tie and wapped it around his right hand. He cocked back and
was about to smash in the wi ndow, when he identified the snell.

The tinny snell had been getting worse ever since he had first noticed it.
Nohar had assuned it was because he was approachi ng the source, which was
true. However, he had been on the porch a few mnutes and the snell kept

i ncreasi ng. What had been a m nor annoyance on the sidewal k was now maki ng his
eyes water.

The snell was strong enough now for himto identify it. He remenbered where he
had snelled it before. It had been a long tinme since he'd watched the
denolition of the abandoned gas stations at the corner of Muyfield and
Coventry, since he had watched themdig up the rusted storage tanks, since he
had snel | ed gasoli ne.

Instinct made hi m back away fromthe wi ndow and try to identify where the
snell was conming from His tie slipped fromhis claws and fell to the porch
The snell was strongest to the left of the porch. It came from behind the
house, up the weed-shot driveway.

The garage-Carefully, he descended the steps and rounded the porch. He wal ked
up the driveway toward the two-car garage and the snell perneated everyt hing.
H s eyes watered. His sinuses hurt. The snell was making himdizzy.

The doors on the garage were cl osed, but he could hear activity

wi t hi n—spl ashing, a nmetal can bangi ng, soneone breathing heavily. He sl owed
hi s approach and was within five nmeters of the garage when the noi se stopped.
Nohar wi shed he was carrying a gun

The door shot up and chunked into place. Funes
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washed over Nohar and nearly made him pass out. Philip Young faced him franed
by the garage door. Nohar knew, fromthe statistics he had read, Young was
only in his md-thirties. The articles had portrayed himas a Wnderki nd who
had engi neered the financing of Binder's first congressional upset.

The man that was | ooking at Nohar wasn't a young genius. He was an enunci at ed
wild man. Young was stripped to the waist, and drenched with sweat and
gasol i ne. Behind himwere stacks of wet cardboard boxes, file fol ders, papers,
sui tcases. Some still dripped anmber fluid. Young's red-shot eyes darted to
Nohar and his right hand shook a bl ack snub-nosed thirty-eight at the raoreau
"You're not going to do nme like you did Derry." Nohar hoped his voice sounded
calm "You don't want to fire that gun."

The gun shook as Young's head darted left and right. "You're with them aren't
you? You're all with them*' Young was freaked, and he was going to bl ow

hi nsel f, the garage, and Nohar all over the East Side. "Calmdown. |I'mtrying
to find out who killed Derry." ' 'Liar!'' Nohar's mouth dried up when he heard
t he hamrer cock. "You're all with them | watched one of you kill him"



Young was off his nut, but at |east Nohar realized what he must be tal king
about. "A noreau could have killed Derry and I never woul d have heard about
it. Wiy don't you put down the gun and we can talk."

Young | ooked back at the boxes he'd been dousing. "You understand, | can't |et
anyone find out." Nohar was |ost again. "Sure, | understand.” "Derry didn't
know he was hel pi ng them-what they were. Wen he found out, he was going to
stop. You

realize that."

Young was still 1l ooking into the garage, Nohar took the opportunity to | ake a

few steps toward him "O course, no one could hold that against him™"

Young whi pped around, waving the gun. "That's
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just it! They'll blame Derry. People would say he was working for them—'""
Young ranbl ed, paying little attention to Nohar. Nohar worked his way a little
closer. He could see into the garage better now Hi s eyes watered and it was
hard to read, but he could see some of the boxes of paper were filled with
printouts. They | ooked like payroll records. One suitcase was filled with
rancar ds.

Young suddenly becanme aware of himagain. "Stop right there."

Young's finger tightened and Nohar froze. "Wy did '"they' kill Derry?"

The gun was pointed straight at Nohar as Young spoke. "He found out about
them He went over the finance records and figured it out,"

"You're the finance chairman. Wiy didn't you figure it out first?"

M st ake. Young started shaking and yelling something inarticul ate. Nohar
turned and dived at the ground.

Young fired.

Young screaned.

Nohar was | ooki ng away fromthe garage when the gun went off. He heard the
crack of the revolver, imediately followed by a whoosh that nade his eardrumns
pop. The bullet felt Iike a hamrer blow in his |eft shoulder. The expl osion
foll owed, a burning hand that slamred himinto the ground. The acrid snoke
made his nose burn. The odor of his own burning fur made hi m gag.

Young was still scream ng.

The expl osi on gave way to the crackling fire and the rustle of raining debris.
Nohar rolled on to his back to put out his burning fur. Wen he did so, he

wr enched his shoul der, sending a dagger of pain straight through his neck

He bl acked out.

#**
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The absol ute worst snell Nohar coul d i magi ne was the snell of hospita

di sinfectant. As soon as he had gained a slight awareness of his surroundi ngs,
t hat chem cal odor awakened himthe rest of the way. Before he had even opened
his eyes, he could feel his

stomach tightening. "Sonmeone, open a window" It came out in barely

a whi sper.

Soneone was there and Nohar coul d hear the w ndow whoosh open. The stale city
air let himbreathe again. Nohar opened his eyes.

It was what he'd been afraid of. He was in a hospital. It was in the cheap
adj ust abl e bed, the awful disinfectant snmell, the thin sheets, and the
l[inoleumtile. It was in the odor of blood and shit the chemicals tried to
hide. It was in the plastic curtains that pretended to give some privacy to
the naked nmoreys lined up, in their beds, like cattle in a slaughterhouse.
Nohar hated hospitals.

Nohar turned his head and saw, standing next to the wi ndow, Detective Irwn
Harsk. The pink was as stone-faced as ever. "Am | under arrest?"

Har sk | ooked annoyed. "You are a paranoi d bastard. Young bl ew up, you're



al | egedly an innocent by-stander. Believe it or not, we found two w tnesses
that agree on two things in ten. Gve ne sone credit for brains."
"Why are you here?"

"I"'m here because you're giving me probl ens downtown. |'m supposed to be sone
norey expert. They expect ne to exercise sonme control over you. | don't I|ike
jurisdictional problens. | don't like the DBA staking out half of ny
territory. | don't like the Fed. And | don't |ike outsiders pressuring ne to
bottle something up. | don't like Binder. | don't like Binder's friends—

Nohar struggled to get into a sitting position and his shoulder didn't seemto
object. "What?" "A bunch of people who think they' re cops are try-
ing to dick me around. They want nme to keep you away from Bi nder's people, or

bad things will happen. Like what, | don't know |'malready as | ow as you get
inthis towm." Harsk slanmmed his fist into the side of the w ndow frane.
"Hel |, Shaker's screwi ng around the Johnson killing for Binder. They deserve
you. "

Harsk | ooked |ike he needed to strangl e sonmeone. For once, Nohar was

speechl ess.

"Look," Harsk said, "lI'mnot going to do their shit-work for them But you're
on your own |ookout. | just want to avoid the bullshit and do what soneone
once | aughingly described as ny job." Harsk wal ked to di e door and paused.
"One nmore thing. The DBA has a serious red flag on your ass."

Wth that, Harsk left.

Nohar wat ched Harsk weave his way between the noreys, and didn't know what to
think. He'd always pictured Harsk as constantly drean ng up new ways to screw
hi m over. Maybe Harsk was right, he was paranoid.

He felt his shoulder. The wound didn't seemto be major. The dressing extended
to the back of his neck, which felt tender when Nohar pressed it. He pulled
back the sheet. There were five or six dressings on his tail. That, and a
transparent support bandage on his slightly swollen right knee, was the only
vi si bl e dam

Consi deri ng how cl ose he was to Young when the not blew hinself up, he'd
gotten off Iight.

"Dam it." Nohar suddenly renenbered Cat. He didn't know how | ong he'd been
out, and Cat only had half a day's food in his bow when Nohar |eft.

He | ooked up and down the ward. No doctors, no nurses, not even a janitor

Har sk had been the only pink down here and he had already |eft. Nohar knew
when, or if, hospital adm nistration finally got to him re would be a few

hours of forms to fill out. Just to p the bureaucracy happy.
Ib hell with that.
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He swung his | egs over the edge of the bed and gently started putting pressure
on his right leg. It wasn't a bad sprain. It held his weight. He stood up
slowy and felt slightly dizzy. He was alarned until he realized it was stil

fromthat damm disinfectant smell. Breathing through his nmouth hel ped.
There was a wi ndow between his bed and the next one. The fuzzy nocturna
vi ew—Nohar wi shed he could kill the lights in the ward so he could see

better—of the skyline told himhe wasn't far enough down the M dtown Corri dor
to be at the dinic. That nmeant he was at University Hospitals and only a few
bl ocks from Moreytown. He was probably in the new veterinary buil di ng.

Li ght ni ng fl ashed on the horizon. Nohar | ooked at the bed on the other side of
the window In it was a canine who had an arm shaved naked inside a
transparent cast. He—tike Nohar, the canine was naked and not covered by a
sheet -was wat chi ng Nohar's activity with some interest. The cani ne spoke when
he saw he'd caught Nohar's attention. "You bl ow up?"

It was hard placing the accent, but defiantly first generation. Probably

Sout heast Asi an. Nohar began | ooking for exit signs as he answered. "Yes."
"Pink law s bad news. Best eye yourself, tiger-mn—=



Nohar was barely listening. He'd |l ocated the exit. "Sure. You have the date?"
"Fade side of August two. Saturday is five minutes fromnirvana."

Thirty-six hours. He nust have been drugged. That was it. He was | eaving. The
canine was still nattering. Nohar thanked himand started toward the exit.
Most of the nmoreys here were asleep, but a few watched him | eave. There were a
few comrents, nostly of the "Skip on the pinks"

variety. He did get one sexual proposition, but he didn't pause enough to
regi ster the species or the sex the offer came from

He slipped out of the wardroom the glass doors sliding aside as he passed,
and found hinself in a carpeted reception area. There was a waiting room and
a nurse's station across fromit. No one in sight. The el evators and the
stairs were directly across fromthe doors to the ward. Al he needed to do
was cross between the station and the waiting room Once in the stairwell he
could make it to the parking garage.

He |inped across no-man's-land and nearly nmade it to the stairwell.

The el evator doors opened w t hout any warni ng. He was caught right in front of
the elevator. If it hadn't been so damm silent, he m ght have had a chance to
duck to the side.

The | ast person he expected to see in the elevator was Stephie Wir.

As the doors opened, she took a step forward and her notion ceased. Nohar

t hought he nust have | ooked as surprised as she did. Neither of them noved.
They stood there, staring at each other, until the doors started cl osing
agai n.

Real i zi ng he was about to blow his escape, Nohar junped into the elevator. He
called out, "Down. CGarage level," and pressed the button for the garage |evel
just in case the thing didn't have a voi ce pickup. Nohar hoped no one else in
the building would want to use this particular elevator in the next

hal f-m nute

Stephie was staring at him Nohar waited until he felt the car noving
downward, then he asked, "Wat are you doi ng here?"

The question seenmed to break her out of shock. She lifted her gaze. "I want to
know what happened to Phil. | was waiting down there two hours until Detective
Har sk—€hri st, what are you doing with no cl othes on?"
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That dammed pink fetish. "Avoi ding bureaucracy."

"What the hell are you tal king about? You're naked!"

"Not until they shave nme. 1

The doors on the el evator opened and Nohar held his breath. They had nade it
all the way to the garage. Again, no one in sight.

Nohar turned to Stephie who | ooked and snelled of confusion. "If you want to
tal k about what happened, you better cone with ne."

He stepped out on to the cold concrete. He finally felt confortable breathing
t hrough his nose. The only strong snells down here were the slight ozone snell
fromthe cars, and Stephie's snmoky-rose scent.

She choked back a few nonosyl | abl es and started wal king after him "Just tel
me why, please.”

He al nost gave her a curt answer, but he deci ded she deserved sonething of an
explanation. "I need to get back home. Checking out and getting whatever the
expl osion left of ny clothes could take a long while, and they m ght just
decide they want to keep me for a day or two. Besides, | hate filling out
forms. They can bill nme."

"What's so inportant?"

"I don't have anyone to feed ny cat."

That got her. "You're not kidding, are you?"

Nohar shrugged and started toward the entrance of the parking garage. H s
claws clicked on the concrete.

She called after him "Where's your car?"

"I suppose it's still parked outside ny office."

"You' re going to— She paused. "O course you intend to wal k hone Iike that.



Conme back here. At least let nme give you a lift so you won't get arrested.”
Nohar turned around. He didn't know what to nmake of the offer. "Can I fit in
your car?"

"A Plymout h Antaeus? What it cost, you better fit."

"Sure you want to do this? My nei ghbor hood—
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your nei ghborhood. W need to tal k about

Nohar silently agreed they needed to talk about Phil He allowed hinself to be
| ed to the brand-new Ant aeus.
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CHAPTER 8

The Antaeus pulled up behind the Jerboa, splashing a deep puddle by the curb
The barriers prevented Ste-phie fromdriving any closer to Nohar's apartment.
When Stephie parked, she turned to face Nohar. She seened to be maki ng an
effort to keep her gaze fixed on his face. "It doesn't sound like Phil."
"I't's what happened. "

"The cops called it a suicide. Detective Harsk said

Phil shot you."

Nohar reached up and rubbed his left shoulder. "Can you expl ai n what
happened?"

Stephie turned toward the w ndshield, shaking her head. She was silent for a
few seconds. Finally she said, "He bought that house so he could have a
separate address."

So, it was a sham "He lived with Johnson?"

"Five years now." She still |ooked out the wi ndow. A street |anp shone through
the cascading rain and carved rippling shadows on her face. She spoke slowy
and deliberately. "I can't believe Phil would kill hinself."

Nevert hel ess, that's what Young had done, as surely as if he had pointed the
gun at his own head. Nohar could still picture Young saying they all—Nohar
presuned Young neant noreys—were with them Nohar suspected they were in MlI
"How d he feel about noreys?" "I don't know— Very few people do, thought
Nohar. "I didn't talk to himmuch. | knew himnostly

t hrough talking to Deny." She sighed. The sound seened to catch in her throat.
After an unconfortably |ong pause, she changed the subject. "I don't think
Derry's death would make hime « . "

"What would it take?"

"More, just . . . nore.". Stephie turned and | ooked Nohar in the eyes. Her
expression seenmed to show bewi | dernent and she snelled of fear, nerves, and
confusion. "Do you think I'ma bad person?"

What the hell brought that on? "Of course not, why?"

*'| feel terrible about what | said about Phil snubbing the funeral =

Nohar restrained the inmediate inpulse to ask her wiry she was telling him
that. Instead, he tried a close-lipped smle. "W all say things we end up
regretting. It doesn't mean we're thoughtless.”

"I't's not just that. My whole life has been a hypocrisy—=

"You don't nmean—

"I know exactly what | nean. | never even was a Binder supporter— despise the
man." She sucked in a shuddering breath. "Me, Phil, and Derry—we were : al
playing the twi sted charade. All of us hiding because Bi nder was signing our
paychecks. "

"What were you hidi ng?"

- The | ook in her eyes changed for a nonment. Nohar
; > felt like he had let his nmouth nake a maj or m stake
again. Instead, she sniled, even let out alittle |laugh
"I was hiding nyself, | guess.™

Nohar realized he was only going to get that cryptic
comment. He nodded and opened the rear door to |et

v.. hinself out into the rain. The danp soaked into his
e~ for in a matter of seconds.



A "Thanks for the ride." Nohar didn't know why he J:,fclt obliged, but he

added, "I1'Il give you a call later " on, if I find out anything."
Nohar shut the door and she | ooked like she stil
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couldn't quite believe he was going to wal k home wi thout any cl othes. "Nohar?"
He paused and | ooked back into the Antaeus,

"Yes?"

"Forget it, never mnd. ..." She shook her head and drove the Antaeus into the
dar kness wit hout an expl anation

Nohar stood and watched it go for a while, wondering.

Mor eyt own pressed around him He had three bl ocks to go, so he started
wal ki ng. He was safe fromthe cops here. Mdreys were so casual about clothing
that trying to enforce pink exposure |laws in Mreytown woul d be inpossible.
Hs lack of attire would only be noted because of the rain, and the tine of
night. Now all he had to worry about were how many eyes had seen himw th the
pink female. He nearly made it home—A ratboy bunped into him No, they

woul dn't be that stupid. He was on the wong side of the street. He was

bet ween t he abandoned bus and a boarded-up pizzeria. H's usual alertness had
failed him and he realized the hospital smell was still clogging his nose.
The fam liar-1ooking ratboy, brown fur and deni mcutoffs, rebounded from
Nohar's side. "Lookee—

Now Nohar could catch the rat's nusk. The ratboy was flying a wave of
excitement, reeked of it. It was Fearl ess Leader, and he was jacked about as
far as a rat could go.

"The stray just ruffed ny fur!" Footsteps, two sets at one end of the bus, two
at the other. Subordinates. Fromthe | ook and snell of it, Fearless' boys were
j acked worse than he was. Bigboy was there, and he snicked a bl ade, Nohar
shoul d have taken the knife when he had the chance.

Bi gboy made a few ineffective waves with his sw tchblade. "Let's shave the
kitty pink."
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A chain rattled fromthe other end of the bus. "Teach sone respect for the
coat."

Great, they were that stupid.

So much for the Finger of God.

Fearl ess Leader pulled a gun, a twenty-two. Fortunately, he wasn't doused in
gasoline. "W don't l|ike pink noreys. W goina mark you. You nove and we veto
your pretty kitty ass."

Nohar always held his fighting instinct under iron control. Both nature and

t he I ndi an gene-techs had designed his strain for conbat, for hunting, for the
spilling of blood. Al nost always, that part of his soul was at odds with his
consci ous nind. Nohar thought of it as The Beast.

When Fearl ess pulled the gun, Nohar felt a shock of adrenaline. H s heart
began to pound and he felt the rush in his ears and his tenples. There was the
anticipatory taste of copper in his nouth. H s breath like a blast furnace in
the back of his throat.

The Beast wanted out. It was scratching at the nmental door Nohar always kept

| ocked.

Nohar opened the door and |let The Beast take over.

The ni ght snapped into razor-sharp nonochrone. The snells erupted into a vivid
nmel ange. He could hear the ratboy's heartbeat as well as his own. Tine

crawl ed.

The Beast roared.

Nohar roared. The sound bore no trace of his speaking voice. It was a scream
of rage that tore the skin fromhis throat. The ratboys hesitated at the
sound. Fearless snelled of fear now, fear that told Nohar he had never seen a
nmorey turn wild before.

Nohar's left arm the one with restricted nobility, shot out toward Fearl ess



gun hand. Nohar grabbed the weapon and turned it toward the ground. There was
a snap of bone before the gun blew a hole in the ttde of the bus. Fearless
Leader had sone control. No scream

Not until Nohar's right hand, sweeping upward with
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the claws fully extended, caught Fearless between the | egs. Nohar didn't
simply rake his claws across Fearl ess' body. Hs claws cane up, point first,
and when they bit flesh, jerked up, hooked forward, and partially retracted.
Fear| ess Leader screanmed when Nohar lifted himup. Nohar's claws were hooked
into the flesh of his groin.

Nohar was jacked higher than the rats now Fearless Leader's 50 kil os wei ghed
not hi ng. Fearless slanmed into the bus through a broken wi ndow. The gun was
still in Nohar's left hand. Fearless' hand was still holding it, reaching

t hrough the bus wi ndow. Nohar yanked the gun away. There was anot her crack

Bi gboy was now within reach, swinging his knife. Nohar pivoted and the knife
m ssed. Nohar's cupped right hand aimed for the eyes as Bi gboy passed. Big-boy
slipped in the rain before the claws hit him Lucky. The claws sank in behind
the ear and tore off a flap of skin down the left side of Bigboy's face.
Nohar's |l eft arm bl ocked a chain comng at his head. It wapped around his
forearm He pulled that rat toward himand upward. He sank his teeth into the
weapon arm A toss of Nohar's head disarnmed his attacker and dropped the rat
off to his right. Into the sane puddl e that had saved Bi ghoy's eye.

Two ot hers. They spooked.

Leader in bus. Bigboy huddled in doorway to pizzeria, trying to hold half his
face on. Chain trying to stop the bleeding, hand |inp, muscle severed. Fight
over.

Sl ow y, Nohar shut the door on The Beast.

The conedown was hard. He began shaking. The rats didn't notice. They had
their own problenms. That fifteen seconds of savagery had jacked hi m hi gher and
faster than these ratboys had ever thought of going. The crash woul dVe killed
t hem

Nohar stunbl ed across the street and to the door of his building.

When he staggered into his living room Cat hissed
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at him Nohar was covered in rat blood. He wobbled into the kitchen, opened a
cabinet, and spilled Cat's food all over the counter

It would have to do, for now

Nohar dragged hinself into the bathroom and slunped into the shower. He turned
on a blast of cold water.

Di pping into his reserve as a bi oengi neered weapon had its price.

When Nohar woke up, the shower was still going full blast. Cat was asleep on
the Iid of the John, and the only remains of the night's activity was the
taste of blood in his nouth. The bandage on his shoulder fell off the noment
he moved. It reveal ed a puckered red wound where they had dug out Young's
bullet. There was a shaved area around it the size of his hand. The flesh was
a pale white, contrasting with Nohar's russet-and-black fur. Nohar quickly

| ooked away fromit. The skin made hi munconfortable.

The support bandage was still there. At |east he hadn't aggravated the injury
to his knee. That was good because there was no way he was going to end up in
a hospital again.

He stood up, killed the cold water, and hit the dryer. He barely noticed when
Cat spooked. Nohar stood under the dryer and shook. He tried to tell hinself
it was his unsteady knee, but he was too adept at spotting bullshit. He knew
it was a reaction to |oosing The Beast.

Al noreys dealt with The Beast in one formor another. Somne, |ike Manny,
lived with it without it making so much as a ripple in their psyche, the techs
had let a basically human brain nute the instincts they weren't particularly
interested in. Then there were noreys |ike Nohar, who bore the | egacy of techs
pl aying hob with what nature gave them This was only "the second tinme he had



| et out The Beast with no restraint. Nohar was grateful nobody had died.
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He had enjoyed it too nuch.

He saw in hinmself the potential for becom ng another type of norey. The one
who gave hinself over to The Beast and reveled in the bl oodlust. The one I|ike
his father—

"No," he said to his reflection as he left the bathroom To his practiced
ears, it sounded like a lie.

Forget the rats, he told hinself. He still had a job to do. Even if it cost
himtwo days, his run-in with Young had gi ven hi m sonet hi ng besi des a gunshot
wound and a sprained knee. If Young was not totally out of touch with
reality—no mean assunpti on—Nohar now had sone idea of how Daryl Johnson was
lulled, if not why.

First things first—he went to the command turned it on. "Load program Label
"I lost my damm wallet!' Run program”

"searching . . . found, programuses half processing capacity and all outside
lines for approximately fifteen m nutes, continue?"

"Yes." It was going to take himthat long just to run through his nessages.
While his cards and I Ds were being cancel ed and reordered by the conputer, he
perused the backl og.

There were no phone nessages on the conmm but a pile of mail was waiting in
menory for him

It was early in the nmorning on Sunday the third. Predictably, bills

predom nated in the mail. He'd have the conm pay themoff as soon as it was
done with his lost wallet program There was the usual collection of junk
mai | . However, for once, there was sonething nore than those two categories in

his mail file.

"John Smith," his client, had been true to his word to keep in touch. Two days
after their neeting, he had left a voice nmessage for Nohar to neet himin
Lake-vi ew Cenetery, for noon on Saturday—when Nohar had been zoned in a ward
at University Hospitals. About twelve hours after that little bit of mail,
Smith apparently found out what had happened. The slimy voice carried little

enotion. "M. Rajasthan, | regret
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this incident with Binder's finance chairman. | amunable to meet with you
personal Iy, but | finance your nedical expenses when | hear what happens to
you—=

"Pause." Nohar was having trouble followi ng the frank's heavy accent. Nohar
living in the mddle of Morey town, had to deal wi th, and understand, an

i ncredi bl e variety of unusual accents. A Vietnanmese dog not only had an Asi an
accent, but a definite canid pronunciation. The problemw th the frank was
nore subtle. Nohar didn't think it was a South African accent—even if that was
one of the few countries to have defied the | ong-standing United Nations ban
on engi neering humans. Nohar prom sed hinmself he'd press the frank a little
nore cl osely about his origins next tinme they net.

"Conti nue. "
"—+ hope this does not prevent you fromthe discovery of Daryl Johnson's
nmurderer. | increase your fee to reflect your current difficulties. | call to

set up meeting when you are rel eased fromhospital. There you tell me what you
di scover."

It took Nohar a few seconds to figure out exactly what the frank neant.

The next itemin the mail file was from Maria. No-bar was afraid to play it.
Then he cursed hinself and told the conmto play the damm thing. It was the
same husky voice, much calnmer this time. Nohar w shed he could see her face.
"Raj, | thought you deserved a nore civilized good-bye. | still can't neet you
face-to-face, and for that | apologize. | just want you to know it isn't your
fault. We're inconpatible. Maybe it would be easier for nme to deal with your
whol esal e contenpt for everything if you weren't such a decent and honorabl e



person. "

There was a pause as Maria took a long breath. "I amgoing through with it.
You were right about the noney—you al ways are about things like that—but I'm
goi ng anyway. California is a lot nore tolerant, and the few communities there
aren't just glorified sluns
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t he humans abandoned. | know you can't appreciate this, but God bl ess you."
Nohar sat, her voice still ringing in his ears, remenbering. He had the comm

store the nessage and si ghed.

"instructions unclear."

He had sighed too loudly. "Store mail. Conm Of."

She had been wrong about one thing. He could appreciate the bl essing.
Especially after their last argunent, the night before he had stood her up for
that fiasco wi th Nugoya—

It had started when she suggested they both nmove to California. O course,
there was no way they could afford it. She brought up God, and Nohar went off.
That dammed little bit of pink brai nwashing infuriated him Especially when a
noreau spouted it. Religion, pink religion, wasn't just a formof mnd
control, but the primary justification for people |ike Joseph Binder to

consi der noreys worse than garbage. Why should a norey believe in God, when
people |like Binder said they were an abom nation in H s eyes?

Maria was a devout Catholic and Nohar had been drunk enough to think he m ght
be able to talk her out of such stupidity. How could she be secure in her
bel i ef when she only had a soul by dispensation of sone sexagenarian pink in a
poi nted hat? A decision that had nore to do with politics than divine

i nspiration.

Why coul dn't he keep his damm nmout h shut ?

Wrse, all his noney problenms had evaporated with the ten thousand Smith gave
him Maria's nessage had conme in yesterday. Know ng her, she had left town by
NOW.

CHAPTER 9
Nohar parked the Jerboa in front of Daryl Johnson's ranch. He stayed in the
car. Shaker Heights still nade him paranoid about cops. It was early Sunday

nmor ni ng and he suspected the sl ow noving bureaucracy at University Hospita
was just now discovering himmssing. Shortly afterward, the cops would be
notified. Nohar didn't know exactly what woul d happen then. He was a witness
to Young's expl osi on—they should want a statement from him But Bi nder was
pressuring the cops. Binder probably wouldn't want any real close

i nvestigation of Young's enpty house, or the records Young had destroyed.

At | east Nohar's investigation, such as it was, was progressing. He had
checked the police records again. The air-conditioning had been going ful

bl ast when Johnson was bl own away.

Nohar yawned and raked his claws across the uphol stery of the passenger seat.
He spent a few minutes picking foamrubber as he | ooked at the sheathing
covering the picture window H's watch beeped. It was eight, Manny woul d be
answering his conm

Nohar took the voice phone out of the glove conpartnent and called him

"Dr. Qujerat here. Wio— There was a pause as Manny nust have read the text on
the incoming call. "Nohar? Where in the hell are you? | got to the hospita
during nocturnal visiting hours. You were gone—

Fi ne, his disappearance had been di scovered that

100 S. ANDREW SWANN

much earlier. "Manny, I'mfine. | need to ask you sonethi ng—

"Li ke the percentage of untreated bull et wounds that beconme gangrenous?
Damit, you weren't in the hospital just to be inconvenienced."

Nohar shook his head. At |east Manny wasn't saying, "I told you so." Even

t hough he'd been right about getting involved with pink business.

"l needed to feed Cat."

"Great, just great. | won't even tell you how silly that sounds. You coul dn'

—



have gotten me to do that?"

Nohar thought of the ratboys. "No, | couldn't."

Manny sighed and slowed his chittering voice. "I know how you feel about
hospital s, but you can't avoid themforever. Things have gotten a |lot better
They don't make m stakes |ike that anynore— Nohar knew Manny stopped because
of the ground he was treading. Thanks for rem nding nme, Nohar thought. He was
about to say it, but, for once, he managed to keep his nouth shut.

"You better pronmise to come over and let me | ook at that wound. There are a

| ot nmore appropriate things to die of."

"Prom se, "

"I know you didn't just call to say hi. Wat do you want?"

Nohar caught the dig at him It was unlike Manny. Manny really was worried
about him "Before | ask you, prom se me sonething."

"What ?"

"When this is over, we get out together. No business, no corpses."”

There was a distinct change in the quality of Man-ny*s voice that nmade Nohar
feel better. "Sure . "

Dam, Manny was al nost speechless. "I wanted to ask you about the tinme of
death. How accurate can that be?"

Manny found his professional voice. "Depends on a lot of things. The ol der the
corpse, the less accurate.
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Need a good idea of the anmbient tenperature and the hum dity—=

That's what Nohar wanted to hear. "What if they were wong about the
tenmperature? Fifteen degrees too high."

"Definitely throw the estimte off."

"How mnuch?"

"Depends on what they thought the tenperature was to begin with."

"Thirty-two at |east."

Nohar coul d hear the whistle of air between Manny *s front teeth. "Nohar, the
time of death could be put back by up to a factor of two. If the humidity was
of f, maybe nore."

"Thanks, Manny."

"You're wel come, | think."

Nohar hung up the phone and | ooked at the ranch. All the little nagging
problems with Johnson's death—And it was so dam sinple.

Probl em+t took nuch too long for the | ocal population to notice the gaping
hole if it had been shot when Johnson was shot. Sol uti on—+the w ndow was shot
out long after Johnson was dead. Probably during the thunderstormthat

Thur sday, so few people woul d have heard the gl ass—+eal gl ass,

expensi ve—expl odi ng and none woul d recogni ze its significance.

It had taken Young to nmake Nohar think of that. Young said he had seen a norey
kill Johnson. "One of you," he said. The only way Young coul d have seen the
killer shoot Johnson was if he, the killer, and Johnson were all nore or |ess
in the same place when Johnson died. If the assassin was in the house, he
coul d have of fed Johnson with one shot—no need for a shattering wi ndow to draw
Johnson's attention. Johnson could have remai ned facing the conm oblivious
enough to be shot dead center in the back of the head.

Because no alarm no break-in. That nmeant Johnson let himin.

Wth a Levitt Mark 11? Not |ikely.
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Johnson let in soneone el se—ene of them-and that person let in the assassin.
Yes, Johnson let in someone. Perhaps to confront the person with whatever he
had found in the financial records. Young lived in the ranch with Johnson, but
no one was supposed to know that. So Young woul d be hidden fromthe guest.
Maybe in a darkened bedroom | ooking out a crack in the door

The guest —mybe one of the franks from M.l —tal ks to Johnson in the study. The
frank | eaves the door open, so the assassin can sneak into the living room and



set up the Levitt. The door to the study nust remain cl osed except for the
last mnute, to give the assassin a chance to prepare. Young would only see

t he gun when the frank opens the study door to give the norey killer a field
of fire

The one shot gets Derry Johnson in the back of the head. Young is in shock
The frank and the norey clean up a little and | eave.

It nust have been Saturday night, after that fundraiser Young and Johnson had
departed early. That woul d explain Johnson's state, and why no one coul d
finger Johnson's location during the week, \bung wasn't thinking right. He
freaked, packed his stuff, and ran out to his enpty house.

The corpse was left in an air-conditioned, climte-controlled environment,
until the norey with the Levitt blew away the picture wi ndow on Thursday. The
stormruined the traces of the assassin in the living room The killing becane
an anonymous sniping. The tine of death shifted to Wednesday and nobody got
the chance to plunb the inconsistencies because Bi nder clanped down

i medi at el y.

Neat .

But why didn't Young call the cops?

Sonet hi ng had freaked Young. If Stephie was right, sonething beyond Johnson's
death. Fromthe way Young acted, it was sonething |linked to the financial
records. Sonethi ng Johnson saw and Young didn't.
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Nohar | ooked back at the broken wi ndow. The police ballistics report was based
entirely on the assunption that both shots came fromthe same place. Now the
second shot, the one that blew the wi ndow out, no | onger had to be in line

wi th Johnson's head. The field of fire at the picture wi ndow was nuch wi der.
The sniper no | onger had to be crouching in one of the security-conscious
driveways across the street.

Nohar stood up on the passenger seat of the Jerboa and | ooked for good fire
positions. He scanned the horizon—tots of trees. The Levitt needed a clear
field of fire; crashing through a tree could set off the charge in the bullet.
Nohar kept turning, |ooking for a high point, above the houses, behind them
without a tree in the way.

Feeling a growi ng sense of disillusionnent, Nohar parked the Jerboa next to
the barrier at the end of the street. He had been poundi ng pavenent and
checki ng buildings for nost of the day. Evening was approachi ng and, while he
had found a number of buildings both |likely and unlikely to hold a sniper, he
was little closer to discovering where the sniper had shot from He was afraid
he m ght actually cross the path of the. gunman and not recognize it.

Fire position nunber ten was inside Mreytown, Wich was a plus as far as

i kel i hood was concerned. Nohar figured you could drive a fully | oaded surplus
tank inside Moreytown and the pink law would give it just a wink and a nod.
The nane of the building was Musician's Towers. It was a twenty-story,

L- shaped buil di ng, supposedly abandoned since the riots. Good spot for a

sni per. Hundreds of squatters in the place, but there weren't likely to be any
Wi t nesses.

There had been a hal fhearted effort to seal it up. It'd been condemed ever
since a fire took out one wing-as well as the synagogue across the street.
Most of the
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pl astic covering the doors and wi ndows had been torn off ages ago.

He sl owy approached the doorway, on guard even though it was still daylight.
The entrance hall was in the burned-out wing. The hall went through to the

ot her side, looking |like someone had fired an artillery round all the way

t hrough the base of the building. He had to clinb over the pile of crunbled
concrete in front of the entrance, debris that canme nostly fromthe facade on
the top five floors.

VWhi te sky burned through the enpty, black-rinmed wi ndows at the top of the



bui | di ng. That was the place for a sniper.

Above the gaping hole that led into the buil di ng soneone had spray- pai nt ed,
"Wl come to Morey Hil-ton."

I nsi de, the heat becane oppressive. Nohar was nearly used to the itch under
his shirt, but in the sweltering | obby—+t m ght have been because of the stil
lingering smell of fire—he had to take it off. He | eaned against the hulk of a
stati on wagon sonmeone had driven into the | obby, waiting to become accli mated
to the heat.

No sign of the squatters yet, but Nohar doubted any |lived near the first

floor. That would be a little too close to the action. The enpty beer bul bs
scattered across the floor, the occasional cartridge froman air-hypo, the
fresh bull et pockmarks, marked the | obby as a party spot for the gangs. Not to
mention **Zi p-perhead" painted on the side of the station wagon. Hmm Nohar
corrected hinself. Gang—singular. Lately, the one gang seened to be it. He
didn't know exactly what to nake of that. There had been at |east five gangs
around when he had been running with the Hellcats. But that was a long tine
ago—the years before this building burned up—and Nohar really didn't want to

t hi nk about it.

He deci ded he had waited | ong enough and went straight for one of the open
stairwells. The wi ndi ng
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concrete stairs were swat hed i n darkness, and Nohar's view becanme col orl ess
and nocturnal. Here, the heat was even worse, and the snell of fire was
overwhel med by the aromas of rust, nold, and rotting garbage. The stairs were
concrete, but every other footstep fell on sonething soft.

Nohar tried to ignore the garbage and think |like a sniper. The face of the
burned- out wi ng was pointed at the target, so the assassin would take a point
am dst the weckage. Few squatters in the remains of the fire—

Nohar hit floor ten and had to pause because he thought he'd come across a
corpse. Alepus was curled in a fetal position in the corner of the
tenth-fl oor Ianding. An acrid odor announced the fact the rabbit had

soi | ed—-him her? Nohar couldn't tell in the dark—+tself. As he approached, the
rabbit's twi tching showed it was still anobng the living. An air-hypo cartridge
| ay-on the ground.

A jacked rabbit—m ght have even been funny if it hadn't been so obvious the
rabbit was on flush, and having a bad reaction. Nohar knelt next to the
rabbit. She—Nohar could tell nowwasn't wearing anything. Filth covered her
dark fur. He felt a wave of anger when he didn't see the hypo. That neant one
of two things. Either someone had done her, or had stolen the hypo. In both
cases they'd left her on her own like this. Scenes like this made Nohar think
t he fundanentalists nmight be right and noreys were an abom nation in the eyes
of whatever deity.

It was flush, all the classic synptonms. Near catato-nia, chills, dehydration
voi ding the bowels, rolling up of the eyes, shallow breathing, slight

nosebl eed. She was lucky. In truly severe reactions, the nervous system went.
Then he woul d have found a corpse. She'd been through the worst of it, though
What she needed now was |ight and water. The darkness tended to perpetuate the
hal | uci nogeni c effects of flush. She could
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be psychol ogically unable to nove |ong after the physical effects had worn

of f.

Nohar picked her up. She wei ghed nothing. She was a small norey to begin wth,
and she was skinny as well. He hoped the squatters still kept those rain
barrel s up topside.

On the burned-out wing, with the exception of the concrete facade, the top
three fl oors were gone. Nohar carried the rabbit out of the stairwell and into
the open air of the seventeenth floor. Nohar saw the orange plastic barrels

i medi ately. Good, the occupants still collected rainwater. He | ooked at the



shivering rabbit, silently asked hinmsel f what he was doi ng, and | owered her
face gently into one of the cleaner barrels.

The nonent the water brushed the side of her face, her ears picked up. Good
sign. They stayed like that, Nohar hol ding her face just above the water, the
rabbit curled up with her neck resting on the edge of the barrel, for close to
fifteen minutes. The only thing keeping Nohar from giving up on her brain-Iock
was the gradual inprovenent, and the fact she did seemto be drinking a
little.

There had to be a better way to deal with this, Nohar thought. He wasn't a
trained medic. He was following the hone procedure for a bad flush trip. It
was a lot easier with a toilet handy—the running joke was, the conedown in the
head was the way the drug got its street nane.

A sputtering came fromthe barrel. Nohar hoped she wouldn't vomit. "Listen to
my voice." Nohar tried to sound reassuring. "It was a bad trip, but you're
com ng back. It wasn't real. You can relax now It's inmportant to untense your
nmuscl es, slow y—=

After a decade plus, the Iines canme back with surprising ease. She didn't say
anything as he tal ked her down, and Nohar counted hinself |ucky she wasn't a
screaner.

"Let go, damit!"

A wi de foot made a holl ow sl ap on Nohar's chest,
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announci ng the fact she had regai ned sone contact with reality. Nohar didn't
think letting go of her was a good idea, but the rabbit had suddenly erupted
into thrashing notion fromnear paral ysis. She was saying sonmething in

Spani sh, and fromthe tone of her voice, it wasn't very pleasant. Good
intentions only went so far. He set her down next to the barrel. She was
panting, and a little unsteady on her feet.

Nohar rubbed his shoulder. It was tightening up after the stress of hol ding
the rabbit above the barrel. He knew he was asking for it, but he said it
anyway. "Are you all right?"

She | ooked up. She had a scar on one cheek that turned up her mouth in a
quirky smle, as if she enjoyed sone private joke at his expense. "Don't do no
favors, Kit."

"Nanme's Nohar." He shrugged and started wal ki ng toward the wi ndows on the
south wal I .

He got to the w ndows, began |ooking for Johnson's house, and i mediately
realized the limtations of his vision. The houses were nere bl obs.

Nohar turned back to the rain barrel and saw the rabbit, apparently recovering
out of sheer cussedness, doing her best to clean herself off with a rag. Oops,

not a rag, he had left his shirt over there. Ch, well, the shirt was too hot
anyway.
"Hey, Fluffy-"

She glared at him

"Better at giving favors than receiving then®"

"Nanme's Angel . Fuck you."

"You owe nme sonething for that shirt you just wasted."

She | ooked at the dripping cloth she'd been wi ping herself with. "Yeah, you
and every Ziphead this side of nirvana."

"Your trip an old debt com ng hone?"

"Ww, Kit, you have a grasp of the obvious that's worthy of a cop." She stood
up—rost of the filth was
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out of her spotted brown fur-wal ked over to the wi ndow and sl apped the wet
shirt across his mdsection

"Your shirt."

Nohar wrung out the shirt and tied it around his waist. "Thanks, Angel —Can
you hel p? | need soneone with better vision than |I have."



Angel sighed. "Wat you want ?"

"I need to find a wi ndow overl ooking a ranch house with a shot-out picture
wi ndow. "

"You say shot?" A real smle overcame the ghost of the scar

"Yes. | can't pick it out—=

She shook her head. "Kit, | didn't know the cops were hiring—=

"I amnot a cop!"

Angel stepped back, still smiling, showing a pair of prom nent front teeth.
"Sore point? What are you, then? Wat you | ooking for?"

"I"'ma private detective. I'mtrying to find a sniper."

She | aughed and said, "I can tell you who. Wat | get?"

It took Nohar half a second to realize she was serious. He closed the distance
between themin an instant and grabbed her shoul ders. There was a brief
adrenal i ne rush, but he contained it.

"Tell me."

"Not for nothing."

"What do you want ?"

"You pl ayed the savior, play it all the way. | want protection. You're a big
one, Kit. Keep Zi pheads from expressing ne to nowhere again."

She had him He'd gone to the trouble of saving her life. Now, he had to make
it worth sonething.

Nohar | ooked into her eyes and she stopped smiling. "I will, if you tell ne
two things. First, why are they after you?"

She shrugged. "Made stupid mistake. | tried to keep Stigmata, my gang, going
after the Zips nmoved in.
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Didn't know then that they were backed from downtown. My clutch didn't fal

of f the map, so got erased.”

Nohar could live with that. "You on flush—er anything el se?"

"Do | | ook stupid?"

He told hinself not to answer that.

He mi ght as well play the Samaritan while he could.

"You get the couch.”

CHAPTER 10

Nohar didn't see any rats when he parked the Jerboa across fromhis office. He
hoped that meant Fearless Leader and his cronies were |laying | ow Even so, he
was nervous, and Angel was nore so. He gave her his shirt—t dragged on the
ground when she wore it—and had her hold her ears down.

Wth ears down and her body covered, she could pass for a deforned rat.

It was the | ongest three bl ocks Nohar had ever wal ked.

They got to his apartnment, and no ambush was waiting for them Nohar breathed
easi er once he nanaged to unwedge the warped door and close it behind them
Cat ran up, as usual, and seemed puzzled to find one of Nohar's shirts noving
under its own power. \Wen Angel |owered a hand, Cat shied away and hi ssed, but
t he nonent she stopped paying attention to him Cat attacked the end of her
foot that stuck out fromunder the edge of the shirt.

"Quch! Shit, Kit, put a leash on it."

"His nane is Cat. If you have an argument with his behavior, you have to take
it up with him He doesn't listen to ne."

Cat backed up, crouched, shook his ass back and forth, and pounced on Angel's
exposed toes.

Angel jerked her foot up and Cat tunbled back into the living room She

twi tched her nose and snorted. "You think that nane up by yoursel f?"

Angel unbuttoned the shirt and took it off. She
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tossed it so it landed on Cat. Cat found the shirt nore absorbing than Angel's
toes, and he started rolling across the living roomfloor buried inside it.
Cccasionally a paw woul d come out and swipe at the air. Angel made for the



couch. Nohar went into the kitchen and filled a bottle of water. \Wen he
returned with it, she took the bottle and started drinking greedily.

By the time she'd finished her first bottle, Nohar had already made the trip
for the second one. She drank this one nore leisurely, and her story came out.
Angel had seen the sniper on the twenty-fourth, the storny Thursday. "Ancient
history now," she said. Stigmata still had a few | oyal holdouts at the tine.
By then, though, the Zips had confined Stigmata's turf to the tower. War was
about to break out all over. Everyone knew that. The Zips were going to vanish
the remai ning gangs. Only three were | eft—Babyl on, Vixen, and Stigmata.
According to Angel, Vixen's last shred of territory was the strip of Mayfield
Road between Kenelworth and the concrete barrier, and Babyl on was hunkered
down in an encl ave sonewhere on Morey Hill

Everyone was edgy. There was al ways soneone wat chi ng, hi dden behind a wall of
rubble in the | obby. Angel, and the rest of them wanted the chance to take
some ratboys down with them The twenty-fourth was her watch and Thursday was
the night all hell broke |oose. Angel thought Stigmata must've been the first
of the nopup because the Zips nmust've realized there were only six nmenbers
left.

The Zips weren't subtle about it. They announced their presence by having a
burni ng station wagon rocket into the building. She told himcar wecks were a
territorial synbol for the Zips. The wagon was | oaded with expl osives and went
off in the | obby. Not enough to do any nmj or danage, but enough to spook the
whol e buil ding and knock Angel out before she could get warning upstairs.

She was only out a few mnutes, just |ong enough
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for her and the ratboys to mi ss each other. The rats had nade their way
upstairs and she could hear gunfire and fighting above her. The Zips had left
three as rearguard to catch stragglers. Two brown males and a white female

hung around the open stairwell. Angel said she wanted to be sure of taking
down one particular rodent. They didn't know she was there, the fighting
covered her noise and the garbage covered her snell. She aimed her N caraguan
ten-mllineter at the white one's head. Their |eader, Angel said.

She was about to lay a slug right between the white rat's eyes when the canine
showed.

"This guy was a chiller, Kit. Should ve seen that righteous weapon."

From Angel 's description, that "righteous weapon" had to be a Levitt. It was
two neters long, with a scope the length and twice the dianeter of Angel's
forearm The canine was carrying the weapon in one hand, a tripod in the

ot her.

The newconer was out of place at the scene of a gang war. The way Ange
described him the gene-techs that designed himwere at |east as advanced as
t he ones who produced Nohar's stock. That made the cani ne Paki stani or Afghan
Nohar had a bad feeling that he had nmet this cani ne before.

Angel described a dog with the domestic veneer renpved. The cani ne was | ean
and had a shaggy gray coat, prom nent snout, green eyes. He stood about two
nmeters and massed about 100 kil os. Angel said he | ooked nean enough to take a
bite out of a manhol e cover

"He had a raghead accent. Wal ked right to Terin—the white one—and asked, 'Is
the roof cleared?” Ain't going to forget him You could snell ny people
getting whacked up topside, and | snell himwhen he passes nme. He was getting
of f. The blood was turning himon something fierce.
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"She calls himHassan, Hazed, Hazy-sonething |like that."

Dam it, it was Hassan. The sane norey who oi Fed Nugoya. Nohar shook his head.
What the hell did a small-tine pinp and a gang war have to do with Daryl
Johnson and the franks running M.I?

"There's this nother of argunents between Terin and the pooch. The raghead is
bl owi ng ny shot, standing right in front of me—=



"What were they arguing about ?"

"Fuck if | know, Kit. Term s pissed for sone reason, like the dog is treading
on her territory. She also rants about her best people being dragged otf to
the four corners of the country—hell and gone, she said. Dog's frosty,

t hough—think he's got the handle on the Zip's supplier, guns and drugs. Terin
can nouth off, but not do nuch. Pissed her good.

"After blowi ng off steam she |eads himup. There goes ny shot. | mght've
witten nyself off to get Terin, but | wasn't about to give it up for two
goons. | laid it low Not that | wasn't tenpted when they tossed Hernandez out
a wi ndow, but not much I could do. | waited them out, hoping for another shot
at Terin. Didn't happen.”

Nohar was sitting on the floor across from Angel. Cat, half wapped in the
shirt, had tired of his game and had come to rest by Nohar. Angel was chuggi ng
her third liter of water.

"They caught up with you."

"I nevitable. They knew all of us. Snatched me by surprise—five to one, they
like that kind of odds—dp the M dtown Corridor. Wasn't in Mreytown so ny
guard was off. Was | ast Thursday—end of the nonth—the day after Vixen bought
it."

Nohar renenbered the burning Subaru and the dead foxes, both Wednesday.

Angel was still talking. "Surprised they didn't vanish nme then and there.
Upset |1'd survived, nore upset | had been at the tower when the raghead dog
showed—
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someone saw ne book outta there an' told the Zips. Terin wanted to know if |
had told people, told her to fuck off. Pissed her good. Took ne back to the
tower an' punped ne with flush. Someone calling the shots said |ook |ike an

O D. That really pissed Terin. | could tell she wanted to off nme pai nful

Must Ve been Friday when they left nme. Wat day is it?"

"Sunday. "

Angel yawned and stretched out on the couch. She barely filled a third of it.
"Well, I"'mgetting sone real sleep.”

She fell asleep instantly.

They shoul d have punped another into her—but that woul d have | ooked I|ike

nmur der—and they were trying to make it look like an O D.

Why? Because she'd seen the cani ne?

Agai n, what the hell did Zi pperhead have to do with

Daryl Johnson?

Nohar had a nasty thought —anot her norey uprising?

He shuddered at the idea. He'd been through that once already, when he was in
the Hellcats. H s own father had been shot, deservedly, by the Nationa

Quard

"Don't let it be a political killing," Nohar whispered to Cat.

The express mail people had left a message for him He'd have to conme pick up
hi s package of ID replacenments, they didn't deliver to his nei ghborhood.
Nohar | et Angel sleep when he went out. Once he got nobst of his wallet

repl aced, Nohar realized there was nothing for his guest to eat. Nohar did
some hasty shopping down by the city end of Mayfield Road, around University
Crcle,

Then, now that he had a card-key replacenment, he stopped at his office.

The Triangle office building was a crunbling brick structure that was stil
trying to fight off the advancing
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decay from Moreytown. The brick | ooked |ike a patchwork fromthe many attenpts
to renove graffiti. It was getting dark, and the tiners had yet to turn on the

lights inside. There was just enough light to give Nohar a slight purple tint
to his vision. He clinbed the stairs in the enpty darkness. Nobody el se was
around this late on a Sunday.



Hs office lived in the darkness at the end of a second floor hallway. It
didn't even have a nunmber to distinguish it. The door was sinply a
fogged-gl ass rectangle with a basic card-key |ock. Nohar ran his key through
the Iock and the door slid aside with a slight puff of air.

The room was barely big enough to hold Nohar, even though it only contained
two items of furniture—a commthat was a few generations out of date, and a
file cabinet that was older than the building it lived in. Nohar knelt down
and punched the conbination on the padl ock that held the bottom drawer shut.
"Conmm on. "

There was a slight change in the quality of light in the roomas the screen
activated. This commwas nute, the synth chip had burned out a decade ago. He
made sure the forwarding list was up to date, and got a bit of a surprise in
the mail—a note from Stephie Weir. She'd found his listed nunber. It had been
forwarded to his home commwhile he was out. He played her nessage.

"Nohar, | need to talk to you. Can we neet for lunch tonorrow at noon? I'lIl be
at the Arabica down at University Circle."

That was it. At least the joint she picked for the meet wasn't adverse to
noreys. Al though Nohar wasn't a great fan of coffee or coffeehouses, the
college crowmd seermed a little nore tol erant.

He wondered what she want ed.

Not hi ng nore interesting on the comm so he opened the file drawer. It was
nearly filled by a dented al um num case, about a neter long by a half w de.
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The el ectronic | ock on the case had | ong been broken, and there were scorch
mar ks on that side. There was a pai nstaking cursive inscription on the lid
that contrasted with the ugly functionalismof the box itself. The inscription
read, "Datia Rajasthan: Of the Pink." He pulled his father's case out of the
drawer. The | ock had been broken for nearly a decade, ever since Datia

Raj ast han had been gunned down by a squad of National Guardsnen. Nohar'd
gotten it a few weeks |later when he split the Hellcats.

Nohar opened it. The seal was still good. The |id opened with a tearing sound
as the case sucked in air and released the snell of oil. Nohar |ooked at the
gun. The Indian military had manufactured the Vindhya 12-millimeter especially
for their nmorey infantry. A pink's wist couldn't handle the recoil. It was

made of gray netal and ceramics, surprisingly light for its size—the barre

al one was 70 centineters |long. The magazi ne held twel ve rounds. There were
three nmagazines in the case, all full. A dozen notches marred the conposite
handgri p.

He held up the gun and cleared it, checked the safety, and slid a ful
magazi ne in. The nmagazine slid home with a satisfying solidity. The Vi ndhya
was in perfect condition, even after ten years of neglect. The wei ght was
seductive in his hand.

Nohar had practice with guns before it was a felony for a norey to own a
firearm but he had never even taken this one out of its case.

There were two holsters in the drawer. He left the combat webbi ng and renoved
t he worn-| eather shoul der hol ster. Nohar had never worn it, but he tried it on

now It fit well, confortably, and that disturbed

hun.

One final itema file folder containing a sheet of paper and a card for his
wal let. Both itens were pristine, the card still in its cell ophane wapper. It

was the gun's registration and his license to use it. They
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were still valid, despite the ban on norey firearns. He'd gotten them a year
prior to the ban.

He put the card in his wallet, bolstered the | oaded gun, and, hot as it was,
put on his trench. Nohar had brought the trench coat despite the fact there
had been little threat of rain. He had brought it to hide the gun. He pocketed
the two extra nagazi nes and put the case back in the drawer. As he | ocked the



drawer up again, he told hinmself he was never going to fire the thing, but he
knew, if he'd really believed that, he would have never opened that drawer.
Nohar left the office, the gun an oppressive wei ght under his shoul der

Angel was awake agai n when Nohar returned with the groceries. She began
cursing in Spanish the second be opened the door. Nohar had thought he'd get
back before she woke up. After an experience |like she'd been through, she
shoul d have slept Iike the dead.

"We had a fucking deal, Kit— Mdre Spanish. "You don't |eave ne alone |ike
that."

He ducked through the living roomand into the kitchen, shucking the trench as
he went. Cat followed Nohar, and the food, into the kitchen

"You listening to nme, Kit?"

The dry cat food was still covering the counter where he had spilled it |ast
ni ght. Nohar had forgotten the mess. He set down his bag and picked up Cat's
dish. After rinsing it off, he swept about half the spilled food off the
counter and into the dish. Wen he put it down, Cat pounced on the bow ,
oblivious to the fact that it was filled with the same stuff that was on the
counter.

Nohar deci ded he could afford the waste and brushed the rest of the spill into
the sink and turned on the disposal.

Angel was | eani ng agai nst the door frame. She |ooked a |ot better. She had

taken a shower, returning her dirty brown coat to its original light tan. Her
ears
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had perked up, though even with them she was still over a neter shorter than
Nohar .

She was jabbering in Spanish, and Nohar knew she wasn't sayi ng anything nice.
He asked her what she wanted to eat.

She wal ked into the kitchen and | ooked into the bag. She was still angry,

Nohar could snell it, but her tone was softening. "And | thought you weren't a
cop."

"“I'"'mnot . "

She squatted next to Cat. She was cal ming down, and Nohar began to realize
exactly how scared she nust have been when she woke up here al one. Angel was
someone who woul dn't |ike being scared. It would screw with her self-image.
Angel was | ooking at Nohar's left armpit. "Wat about the sudden artillery?"
Nohar had forgotten the Vindhya. "Just because | have a gun—

"That righteous? That fine? Something that worthy goes for 5K at |east. Tel
me you bought it."

She tried to pet Cat, but Cat was eating and coul dn't be bothered. Wen Cat
hi ssed at her, she stopped.

Nohar began putting away the stuff he'd bought, tossing a half-kilo of burger
into the mcro for hinself. "I didn't buy it. My father brought it over from
the war. Cot it when he died."

She stood up. She wasn't argunentive anynore. She seened to have gotten it out
of her system "Knew your sire?"

"It's not unheard of."

"Only nmorey /heard of with a set.” She intercepted a bag of tomatoes he was
putting in the fridge. "Even the rats make kids with a needle, and they're as
common as fleas on a Ziphead. How d two nodifiedpanth-era tigris ever get

t oget her to nmake you?"

The micro dinged at himand he pulled out the burger. Angel's nose wi nkl ed.
She was vegetari an.

"Mt her and Father were in the same platoon. He |l ed a mass defection. The
entire conmpany of tigers
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even the nedic. O all the cubs he nust've nmade, | was the only one to track
hi m down afterward. "



From her expression he could tell he'd tal ked too much. "Hot shit, that is a
Vind twelve. You're tal king about the Rajasthan Airlift. You knew Datia—
"Yes, | knew him | don't want to talk about it."

Nohar took his food and ducked into the living room

Angel followed, with her tomato, "Datia's a legend, the first real norey

| eader —=

Ch, that was great. A true | eader. Nohar whi pped around to face Angel. Cat was
there to pounce on a spilled hunk of burger. "Datia Rajasthan was a
psychopat h. He needed to be gunned down, and if you so much as mention hi mone
nmore time | amgoing to hand-feed you to the Zips one piece at a tine."

Angel just stared at him

Nohar sat on the couch, ate a handful of hanburger, and turned on his commto
the news.

CHAPTER 11

Monday norning was breaking into a steel-gray dawn when the Jerboa pulled up
in front of Young's shadow house.

"Wake up, Angel. We're here.”

The rabbit, who'd | ooked Iike an inanimate pile of clothes until Nohar spoke,
stirred. "Kit? Time is it?"

"Five after."” Nohar stood up and stepped over the nonworking driver's side
door. Young's house was the worse for wear. The garage had gone up like a
bonb. The only remains of it was a black pile of charred debris at the end of
the driveway. The house itself had caught. Nohar supposed sone burning debris
had | anded on the roof.

There was a yawn from behind himthat seened nmuch too large for the rabbit.
"Five after what?"

"Six." The fire had gutted the house to the basement. The wi ndows | ooked in on
one | arge, black, enpty, roofless space. The two nei ghboring buil di ngs—Nohar
hoped they had been unoccupi ed—had caught, too, but had escaped with
relatively |light damage.

"Six, Kit, this is no sane tine to be awake—

"You said that when | woke you up."

"Coul d have let ne sleep—

Nohar shook his head. "Not after that tirade yesterday."

Angel hopped over the door. She was dressed in an aval anche of bl ack webbi ng
and terry cloth that used to belong to Maria. The only clothing Nohar had for
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her. Sonmehow Angel had gotten the castoffs to fit her with a shoel ace and a
few strategi c knots. The problemwas, she snetled |like Maria. "Couldn't wait
till a decent hour?"

"Quit conmplaining. If | had a safe place to file you, 1'd do it. For now,
you're along for the ride."

Angel yawned again. Her nouth opened so wide it seened to add twenty
centinmeters to her height. She shook her head and her ears flopped back and
forth.

"So, what we doi ng here?"

Nohar started wal ki ng down the driveway. He could snell the gasoline. Even
now, after at |east one night of rain, there was still no question of arson
"I want to see if anything made it through the fire."

They passed the rear of the house, and the damage was much worse. The entire
rear wall of Young's house had coll apsed. The siding was saggi ng and puckered
and bowed in the mddle. Angel was only a few steps behind him "Hope you're
not talking architecture. This place is worse than the tower."

Nohar wasn't tal king about architecture.

There's a difference between a supervised, nethodical destruction of a body of
records—Nohar was pretty sure Young was trying to torch, judging by the

vol ume, close to everything in the Binder campaign finance records—and the
acci dental conbustion Young had initiated. Sonething would have survived.
Apparently he hadn't been the only one to think so. He wal ked up to the spot



where the garage used to be. The charred remains were in piles that were nuch
too neat, and it | ooked |ike soneone had gone through the ashes with a rake.
"Damm it."

"What's the prob?"

Nohar waved at the garage, and expanded the gesture to take in the entire
backyard. The rear | awn had been turfed by truck tires to the point that no
grass was left. "Sonmeone beat me here. \Woever it was, shovel ed up everything
Young didn't torch."

Nohar wasn't expecting to find the piece of evi-
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dence, but it would have been nice to find sonething. Angel was wal ki ng around
t he backyard, wi de feet slapping in the nmud. Wen he had | ooked for cl othing
for her, Nohar couldn't find a damm thing that even resenbled a shoe for a
rabbit.

"What am | | ooking for?"

Nohar was surprised Angel wanted to hel p. He supposed she was bored. "It was
nostly paper. Sone might have blown to the edges of the property where our
trash-pickers mssed it."

That was a bit of w shful thinking. The plot was bare of even nornal garbage.
Nohar supposed the people with the truck had grabbed everything that had even
a slight chance of having been part of the records. They had a full weekend to
work in. They were very thorough. Nohar wondered if they'd been the cops, or

Bi nder's people, or MlI, or—

Nohar | ooked up fromthe edge of the driveway he was exam ning. "Angel? Do the
Zi ps have any workings with a congressman naned Bi nder ?"

Angel ' s | augh was somewhat condescendi ng. "Mist be kidding. Zips and politics?
Me becomi ng president'd happen sooner. Al Zips want is a free hand to dea
their flush."

Nohar shrugged. A connection seened unlikely, but he couldn't deny the fact
that there was a connecti on—somewhere. Hassan was involved with the Z ps, and
it | ooked |ike Hassan killed Johnson. But Hassan wasn't working for the Zips.
If anything, it |ooked |like the other way around.

"Were the run-ins with the other gangs because of the drugs?

"Don't know about other fol ks, but nmy clutch was into protecti on—Wen you do,
you have to protect people you charge. Both Zips and flush were pretty
dangerous." She sighed. Her ears drooped. "Too dangerous for us."

She turned to face him Her scar was fighting the
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frown she wore. "Coul d've used soneone |ike you back then, Kit."

Nohar didn't have a response for that. So he went back to his fruitless

sear ch.

By nine they had conbed every inch of the property at |east twi ce. The only
result was part of a letter-fax Angel had found hal fway across the street. It
had been witten by a gentleman naned WIson Scott, presumably to Bi nder or
someone in the canpaign. They only had the bottom half, so Nohar didn't know.
It could be totally unrel ated.

The letter went into detail on "the late norey viol ence.’ It got pretty down
on the noreys, tal king about noreys offing pinks, noreys taking hostages,
norey air terrorism and other generally alarmst topics.

Sounded |i ke sonething sonebody wote during the riots. It was dated the tenth
of August. Nohar wi shed he had a year to go with it. He al so wi shed Scott
didn't have a habit of witing in sweeping generalities.

Wth just half a hysterical polemc, the norning seened to have been a waste
of time. They didn't even have an address for Scott.

Nohar took Angel to his office with him He wanted to nake a few phone calls,
now t hat people in the Binder canpaign weren't on vacation. He would have
liked the | ess-cranped at nosphere of his apartnment. However, he figured the
nore he kept Angel away from Moreytown, the better off they both would be.
Even with Angel, the office wasn't any nore cranped. He lifted her up, and she



fit on top of the filing cabinet, out of the way—and out of view of the comm

Not that he intended to use the video pickup. He was going to try and bul
through to the one living menber of the Bow ing Geen gang of four he had yet
to talk to. Edwin Harrison, the |egal counsel

Nohar's funeral picture had himsitting right next to Binder, front row,
center. Wth Daryl Johnson's deat h,
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Har nson woul d be the nost powerful man in the Binder organization, after

Bi nder hinself. In fact, No-har renenbered news off the comm had himas the
current acting canpai gn nmanager

The top, or close to it.

He killed the video pickup and hoped he coul d reach Harnson before anyone
realized who was calling. No-har al so engaged in a slight electronic

| egerdemai n. The outgoing calls he had been placing fromhis apartnment had al
been piped through his commin his office. This was the listed one, his

pr of essi onal voice, so to speak. This was the conm everyone was | ocking out.
However, the process worked in reverse. He could pipe calls fromthe office

t hrough the unlisted commat his hone. They woul dn't be | ocking that out-—yet.
It turned out to be easier than Nohar had expected. The strained voice and the
strai ned expression on the secretary—fromthe obvious makeup, and the hair
perfect as injection-nolded plastic, she would fall into Stephie's category of
wi ndow dressi ng—ade it obvious she'd been operating the phones too | ong.
Nohar coul d see lights blinking on the periphery of the screen. She had at

| east a dozen calls coming in. The way her eyes darted, she had at |east four
on the screen

Nohar asked for Harrison. Her only response was, "Hold on, I'Il transfer you."
The screen fed himthe Binder canpaign |ogo and dry synth music as he waited
for Harrison's secretary to pick up the phone. It was a long wait and Nohar
had to restrain the urge to claw sonet hi ng.

The call was finally answered, not by a secretary, but by Harrison hinself.
Edwi n Harrison had to be the same age as Young and Johnson. They had all been
contenporaries out of college about the sane tine. But Nohar knew pink
mar ki ngs well enough to see the graying at the tenples and the receding hair
as some indication of premature aging. Harrison bore the slight scars of
corrective OP-
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tical surgery—Nohar had a brief wish his rotten day-vision could be corrected
as easily—distorting his eyes. Under a nose that had been broken at |east
once, he had a salt-and-pepper brush of a nustache. There was no real way to
estimate height over the comm but Harrison | ooked small.

Harrison's shirt was unbuttoned and his face | ooked danp. The nman was rubbi ng
his cheek with one hand. Nohar figured he'd been shaving, a pink concept the
noreau didn't understand.

Nohar found his polite voice. "M. Harrison—=

Harri son sat down in front of his comm "Woever you are, if you want to talk

to ne, you better turn on your video pickup. | can tell the difference between
a voi ce-only phone and someone with a full conm who just doesn't want to be
seen. | have no desire to spend a conversation with a test pattern when you

can see nme perfectly well."

So rmuch for polite.

Nohar just hoped the guy was too | ong-wi nded to hang up imredi ately. He did as
request ed.

Harrison's reaction was inmedi ate. In the sanme, |evel, conversational tone of
voi ce, he said, "Holy nother of God, it's a hair-job."

Hair-j ob?

Nohar hadn't heard noreys referred to as hair-jobs in nearly a decade. "Can we
tal k?"



"M . Raghastan, correct?"

Nohar hated it when people m spronounced his nanme, even if it was only a
generic |l abel for that particul ar generation of tigers. Nohar nodded.

"I amsorry, but | have a very busy schedule. If you could make an
appoi nt ment —

So you can ignore nme at your |eisure, Nohar thought. Not without a fight. "I
only have a few questions about Johnson and the canpaign's financial records."
Harri son seened to be indecisive about whether he wanted to be evasive or

simply hang up. "I am sure you know any financial information that isn't a
natter
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of public record is confidential. | can refer you to our press secretary. | am

sure he can—=
—brush me off as well as anyone in the canpai gn, Nohar thought. "No, you don't

understand. | don't want specifics.'' A lie, Nohar thought, but there's little
chance of getting specifics out of you, right? Right. "I was just wondering
how t hor ough Young was in torching the records."

Harri son | ooked pained. "I amafraid | can't discuss Young. We are stil

dealing with the police on-that matter."

Probably true. Trying to cover things up, no doubt. "Your headquarters was
cl osed down | ast week. | suppose Young just waltzed in and took what he

want ed?"

From Harrison's expression, Young fozrfjust walked in. It also |ooked Iike
Young had done a | ot of damage. "How many years back, five? Ten? Fifteen?"
From Harrison's face, fifteen

"How much were you able to sal vage?"

Harri son | ooked puzzled. "Sal vage?"

Bi nder wasn't the one with the trucks. Nohar supposed there was little harmin
telling the awer, and it mght jar sonething | oose. "I was under the

i mpression you were in charge of the trucks that carted away the remains of
the fire."

That got Harrison. "I amsorry. | really nmust go—=

/ bet you must, Nohar thought to hinself. He wondered exactly what kind of
illegal crap was in those records that could turn Harrison that white.

Harri son regai ned his conposure. "I should tell you. Stay out of this—t
doesn't involve you, or your kind.' *

As the connection broke, Nohar said, "But it does. Mrre than you know, you
little pink bottom feeder."

If he could pick up that much fromHarrison's face, Nohar decided the | awer
woul d never win a jury trial

There was a snore, and Nohar saw that Angel had fallen asleep on top of the
filing cabinet. Instead of
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waki ng her up and | eaving, he | eaned against the wall and thought.

Al that talk—well, all his tal k—about Young had shaken | oose a doubt. He was
m ssi ng sonet hing, a big sonething.

Young's notivation

It just wasn't your standard grief reaction to torch the finance records of
your enployer. Nohar could, even with Stephie's doubts, believe Young bl ew
hi nsel f up over lost |ove. But why the records?

Slowy, it began to dawn on Nohar that he was m ssing the obvious.

True, Johnson and Young had been |overs, fifteen years, above average for any
rel ati onship, pink or otherw se. Young saw Johnson's killer—the norey cani ne
Nugoya cal | ed Hassan—he probably saw Johnson get shot. But Young never called
t he cops.

Not only didn't he call the cops, but Young actually covered for the m ssing
Johnson. Stephie said Young had nmentioned Johnson was out with "sonme bigw g
contributor."'

Then, after a few weeks, he bl ows hinself up.



Soneone very purposefully renoved al nost every trace of the records Young had
torched. If the notive for Johnson's assassination was in those records, the
odds were they had been carted away by the people responsible for Johnson's
death. There were four ways they could have known what Young had been trying
to destroy. Binder's people, Young hinself, or the cops could have told them
Al unlikely.

O, they told Young to destroy the records.

"You're not going to do nme like you did Derry."

Fear. Young was scared when he said that. He was tal king paranoid. "You're al
with them" Mreys, he was tal king noreys and—sonet hi ng el se. Franks? M.I?
Whoever they were, they were in charge of Johnson's deat h—and Young.

Young was afraid of them Young was al so pathol ogi cal about Daryl Johnson
taking the fall for something.
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"Derry didn't know he was hel ping themwhat they were. Wen he found out he
was going to stop. . . . People will say he was working for them"'

Why that fear for Johnson's rep? If Young cared that rmuch, why wasn't he at
the funeral ?

Quilt.

Nohar triggered Young's suicide: "You' re the finance chairman. Wiy didn't you
figure it out first?"

Then, bl am

O course Young knew what was in the finance records. Nohar felt like an idiot
for not realizing sooner. Young was the one to let in the canine assassin wth
the Levitt Mark Il. Young was in a conspiracy with them Somewhere there was a
trail in the records. Johnson had found it and had confronted Young with it.
The two of them were cl ose, but Johnson was going to put a stop to it,

what ever it was. Young couldn't |et that happen—o, not quite right, they
couldn't let that happen. They hired the norey. They killed Johnson. They
probably just told Young to turn off the security and | eave the door open so
they could explain things to Johnson. \When Young bl ew up, they nade sure the
records vani shed.

No way Young could call the cops. Woever was handling Young rnust have forced
himto go on, business as usual. Go into work, go back to his shadow house.
Al the while, guilt ate Young up. He felt responsible for Johnson's death.
The whol e charade of bl owi ng out the picture wi ndow was to cover Young's
tracks. To give Young an ali bi

It was working so well—dp to the point Young torched the records.

That seemed an act of desperation, and not just Young's desperati on—

Nohar had a bad thought.

Thonson had nentioned Johnson's executive assistant, Stephie, as having the
sane access to the finan-
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cial records as the gang of four. That was obviously just the "official" slant
on things. After all, Stephie described herself as w ndow dressing. \Wat if

they didn't know that?

That worried Nohar.

What if they thought Johnson's executive assistant knew somet hing, and just
weren't sure enough to go to the Iengths they went with Johnson?

What if she was bei ng wat ched?

Could it be a coincidence Young went ballistic the day after Nohar tal ked to
her ?

Could it be a coincidence that the white rat's—Ferm s—"Fi nger of God" seened
to have lifted?

He call ed Stephie. No answer.

It was ten-thirty, an hour and a half before he was to nmeet her. Damm. Nohar
clutched the filing cabinet and started deep breathing exercises. His concern
had triggered the fight-or-flight reflex, the adrenaline was punping. He



wanted to fight something. It was still too soon after those Zi phead rodents
behi nd the bus. Sonething inside himwas responding to the pul se, the

adrenal ine, the stress-He fought it off.

Nohar couldn't let his control slip Iike that.

He had barely brought hinself back under control, when the comm buzzed.

Nohar told the comm "Cot it."

The comm r esponded.

Smith had the video on. He was as eldritch as ever. The gl assy eyes stil
stared out of a flat, expressionless face in the center of a pear-shaped head.
Moi sture glistened on the rubbery-white skin. On the nmonitor, Nohar got a
chance to exanmine Smith froma closer perspective than he really wanted to.
The pear shape of the frank's head, Nohar now saw, was caused by a massive
roll of flesh that drooped over the frank's collar. The roll of fat obscured
any neck or chin the frank m ght have had. The frank was totally hairless,
too, no hair at all, anywhere. No pores Nohar could see.
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The frank could have been a white polyethylene bag filled with silicone

[ ubricant.

The reason the frank didn't blink was because he didn't have any eyelids.
Smith also didn't have any nostrils.

No ears either.

The frank was calling froman unlisted |ocation, and the lighting only picked
up the frank's white bul k, nothing of the background. "I amglad | see you
nmostly unhurt from when you go to Philip Young,"

"Thanks." Nohar imediately noticed Smith's weird accent again. It was not
Afri kaans. "Your nessage said you paid the hospital."

"It is alegitinte expense of the investigation."

"You want a progress report."

The frank attenpted a nod, sending the flesh of his upper body into unnatural
vi brati ons.

Nohar told the frank what he knew and what he thought he knew. How Johnson was
killed, who was involved, and, of course, the as yet nebul ous why. Nohar had
convinced hinself, despite Young's unreliability, that the reason lay in the
now- destroyed-and-or-ni ssing financial records of the Binder canpaign
"Excel l ent progress in such a short tine."

"Now | et nme ask you a few things." Nohar knew he had junped into the case
prematurely, and what bot hered himnpbst wasn't his involvenment in a pink
murder, or even his involvenent with a rmurder, period. What bot hered hi mwas
t he absence of information on his client and his client's conpany.

"I render what aid | can."

"First, you're worried about M. being involved in the killing, and you told
me you're an accountant—Wat's in the canpaign records that could have
connected back to M.I?"

"Only our heavy financing of the Binder canpaign. A connection our board
inforns me will be severed as of our |ast paynent—the three million Binder is
m ssing and we are not. Qur only contact with the Binder
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canpai gn i s our noney and suggestions on appropriate votes to take on the

i ssues before him"

Nohar snorted. Having a bunch of franks telling Binder what to do bordered on
the absurd. "You dictated the way he voted in the House?"

"He never votes against us. Qur support is based on his closeness to our
views. "

That did not ring true. A frank's views being close to Binder's? Binder was a
little to the right of Attila, was for the sterilization of noreys and
probably the outright exterm nation of franks.

However, the finance records were the only connection between M. and Bi nder
That gave credence to Smith's suspicion someone in Ml was behind the killing.



Since the noney trail had been sitting tight that [ong—+fifteen years back, the
way Harrison acted—if the notive was in the records it was in sone incredibly
obscure financial tidbit where Johnson never would have seen it in the first
place, or it was in those "suggestions on appropriate votes."

"Second, | want to know where you and the other franks at M.I really cone
from™

For the first tine Nohar saw what could be the renptest trace of expression on
the frank's face. Close to a nerve. The bubbling voice seenmed just a little
strai ned when Smth responded. "I told you. We cone from South Africa—"

"South Africa never signed the U N 's human genome experiment ban—but it's
just one non-signer of at |east two dozen that have the technol ogy. One of a
hal f -dozen that uses it. That isn't an Afri kaans accent."

Smith let out a sound that could have been a sigh. "I do not knowif | amglad
or not | hire such a perceptive investigator."

"Don't conplinment ne on noticing the obvious."

"I amafraid this information | cannot give you."

"Ch, great-"
The sigh, it was a sigh, came again. "Please, | ex-
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plain. Qur origin nust remain private. Just as we nust remai n unseen
ourselves. It is for the conpany's survival. If MI has a nurderer, or
nmurderers, in its mdst, such secrets are public. But my loyalty will not
permt such know edge until | know if the guilt is there. If you can't pursue
this without that information, I will let you go with the nmoney you have
earned. '’

Good, you have an out. Nohar stood there, staring. He told hinself he was
going to say to hell with it. Drop the whole ness then and there.

He thought of Stephie.

He couldn't.

He had never ditched anything in the m ddle.

"You know you're hobbling ne when you w thhold information."

"I amsorry."

"I need copies of those 'suggestions.’
"They're on file. | get them At ten-thirty Wdnesday night we neet in the
cenetery."

"Conm of f. "

What in the hell did he think he was doi ng?

He shoul d have dunped the case when he had the chance.

CHAPTER 12

The wal k past the city end of Myfietd was nerve-racking for Nohar. Hi s sudden
concern for Stephie had hit a few buttons. He was passing Zi phead territory
with Angel. He felt the gun was all too obvious under his green w ndbreaker
even though when he chose the jacket it had seened up to the job of concealing
the Vind.

It felt like there was a target strapped to his back and the wei ght under his
armdidn't really help.

There were no rats around, hadn't been since yesterday. That was becomni ng
suspi ci ous. There were always rodents around in Mreytown, even in daylight.
The streets were bare of them

There was new graffiti under the bridge that separated Mreytown fromthe
Crcle. It was under the sarcastic, "Wl cone to Moreytown." It read, "The

Zi pperhead rules here." The Zip graffiti was becom ng too ubiquitous.

Nohar renenbered the too-conmon slogan, "Of the pink," fromthe riots. A
decade | ater, that slogan-Patia's slogan—had passed into general usage as a
stock antiauthoritarian conmment.

Nohar wondered if the people who used it habitually were consciously aware it
was a call for hunman genoci de.

It felt like he was in the Hellcats again and everythi ng was about to expl ode
into brinmstone and shitfire. The feeling didn't |eave after they passed the



concrete pylons demarking the end of May field Road.
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The pink universe of Case Western Reserve University was only a few bl ocks
fromthe farthest extention of Mreytown. The border was marked by the sudden
shift into decent |andscaping.

Angel turned toward him "You feel safe, Kit?"

"No. "
"Feel the shit's about to go ballistic?"
"You, too?"

"When the players absent all of a sudden, you know the situation is going to
ground zero on you.'

Nonar shrugged. "l1've got a neeting to go to."

"Right. Whatever it is, it ain't us."

Nohar let it go with an insincere nod. He knew Angel didn't believe that.
Neither did he. He didn't believe in coincidence. He thought it pretty damm
likely the absence of Zips had a hell of a lot to do with them

They made the cof feehouse at a little after twelve. The aroma of exotic, rare,
and engi neered cof fees overwhel ned Nohar's sense of snell—-at least it renoved
Maria's ghost-odor from Angel's cl ot hes.

It was a college lunchtine crowd, with only one other norey—at |east he and
Angel weren't the only ones—a graying red vul pi ne who was engaged in a chess
gane with a black pink. Sone of the patrons gave the new pair a few stares.
Nohar, being a rather singular norey, got nore than his share. Nohar was
relieved to see Stephie in the back. She had chosen a table wi th enough room
for himto maneuver around.

Nohar wal ked straight to the table and sat down. Angel hovered a second at the
counter, until she seemed to realize she didn't have any noney. Stephie was

| ooki ng at Angel, but she directed her question to Nohar. "Wo's your friend?"
"She's a lead fromthe Johnson killing."

" She?"

Soneti mes pinks weren't quick on the uptake when it came to norey gender
Nohar supposed it had to do with the lack of prom nent breasts.

Angel turned a chair around and sat on it backward.
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She rested her chin on the back, and scratched the base of her scar—her nose
twi tched. "Nanme's Angel, Pinky. Kit here's ny bodyguard."

"Ah, hello. My nane's Weir, Stephie Weir."

Qdd, Nohar thought, now she was acting |like he'd expect a pink to around
nmorey. It was usually one of three things—ear, condescension, or this vague

nervousness that was now spilling off of Stephie in waves.

"You wanted to tal k. Wat about ?"

She took her eyes off the rabbit and | ooked at Nohar. "I've been offered ny
j ob back—=

Nohar gave her a close-lipped snmle. "Congratul ati ons—=

Stephie interrupted him "—aren't in order. It was conditional | didn't talk
to you. That kind of job security |I don't need. |'ve been |l et go once, I|ike
excess weight on a ballistic shuttle. I'mnot going to be blackmailed into

hel ping in a cover-up."

Angel chuckl ed. "Good for you, Pinky. Fuck the PTB."

St ephi e | ooked confused. "PTB?"

Nohar felt his claws digging into the table. He un-tensed his hand and tried
to stare Angel into shutting up as he explained. "P. T. B. Powers that be.
Term nol ogy fromthe riots—Wen did you get this offer?"

"After | gave you the lift fromthe hospital. It was waiting on my conm when |
got back home. | never liked Harrison that much." She smiled now "I called
his house the minute I got the message. | got himout of bed at two in the

morning to cuss himout and tell himwhat to do with his offer. He gave ne a
raise twice. | told him at this point, not even if | supported Bi nder.'



That nagged at sonething. The Bi nder canpaign was riddled with that kind of

i nconsi stency. "I want to know why the canpai gn has people |ike Thonpson
Young, and Johnson in it."

"I never probed too deeply into that. | told you I
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was just window dressing. It was a noney thing. | admt it. | sold out. They
needed nme for Derry. Anyway, there are precious few wonen in ny age-group that
are for Binder. Those that were m ght have had some principles.”

He appreciated the fact she wanted to tell himabout Harrison's offer. It also
rem nded himabout his worries earlier today. "Who' d you tell about our

nmeeti ng?"

St ephi e shrugged. "No one, not even Harrison—though | was tenpted to tell him
he was too late with his little job offer. Just to nake him stew. "

Angel beat Nohar to the next question. "Wy not?"

Nohar glared at her as Stephie answered. "It's my busi ness. Wiy should | have
told hi mabout it?"

There's the anger again, Nohar thought, just like that |esbian coment. It was
| aced with confusion, too, but less of it. It felt |like she had cone to sone
sort of decision.

Oh, well, let Stephie be pissed at the rabbit. "Stephie, you told no one?"

"Ri ght."

"Not boyfriend, girlfriend, famly, your nother?"

"I said, no one—= She gave a weak smile. "Not even ny nonexistent boyfriend."
Now Nohar had reason to worry. Young's self-destruction and the Zip attack on
hi m had been just too well-tined.

"Someone found out. You're being watched."

"What ?"

Nohar gl anced at Angel, and gave Stephie the story. Nohar briefly wondered if
he should be doing all this exposition in front of Angel, but she was invol ved
i n thi s—however tangentially—and she was getting the short end of it as well.
After the brief rundown, Stephie |ooked thoughtful. "You mght be right.

think Phil could handle the strain of losing Derry. But if he thought hinself
responsi ble. If he actually was responsible ..."

St ephi e shook her head. "But | do not understand why you think the black hats
fromPhil's conspiracy are watching ne. O all people, | amwas—the | east
significant person in the Binder organization."

Angel dived in again. "Pinky, do they know that? Overheard your story, and the
whol e point was to nake you | ook |Iike honcho's squeeze and his second. Like,
this is what pissed you in the first place, right? You just |ooked high-m ghty
when your real job was to make mi ster runp-ranger |ook |ike an upstanding pink
hetro."

Angel was crude, but right. Nohar junped in before

St ephi e could say something to Angel. "As Johnson's

'executive assistant,' you 'officially' had access to al

the finance records Young torched. They m ght not

! realize your only function was to cover for Johnson's

t; honosexual ity. Al so, Young started destroying records,

1 not right after the murder, not when the body was

. found, not even right after the funeral. Young waited

till nearly two weeks after the killing—=

Nohar | eaned in for enphasis and tapped the claw V of his index finger on
the table. "He waited until the 1 day after | talked to you." "I see what
you mean— "Hey, Kit. You snell something?" Nohar |ooked at Angel. He was
finally about to tell her to shut up, when he snelled it too. If it wasn't for
the coffee, he would have noticed it imediately. f Soneone was wearing
a very distinctive perfume. No-har renmenbered the first tine he had snelled
it—+n front of the ATMin Mreytown. It belonged to a female white rat. Term



The Zi pheads were here.
Nohar | ooked to the front. The front door was closing. As it did, the waft of

si ckening perfume died out. The fox was still the only other norey in evidence
i nsi de the cof feehouse. ; "Twi n?" Nohar asked Angel
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"Terin," she agreed,
The only change in the street was the car parked in front. It was a bl ack

ailing Jerboa, like Nohar's. O der and not a convertible. The wi ndows had been
pai nted bl ack on the inside. Nohar heard the door slamon the car, and saw a
hunched formrun away fromthe vehicle. Nohar couldn't tell if it was pink

norey, or one of the Ziphead rodents. But Nohar renenbered the Zips

trademnar k.

The driver was runni ng away—

" St ephie, get down!"

Angel had al ready dived under a table. Nohar didn't wait for Stephie to reach
cover on her own. He circled his left armaround her chest and sl anmmed her
against the far wall behind the table, putting himbetween her and the

wi ndows. His right hand went for the Vind.

For three seconds, Nohar felt real stupid.

Then the car expl oded.

The wi ndows weren't glass. They were sone engi neered polyner. They didn't
shatter so nmuch as tear and disintegrate. Then the air blew in carrying the
heat and snoke of the blast. The pinks were yelling and scream ng. Thankfully,
Stephi e wasn't one of them Her face was buried in the ftir of his chest.

The sounds began to fade as Nohar becane too aware of his own heartbeat in his
ears. He felt his pul se behind his eyeballs and in his tenple.

He tried to fight it.

Nohar turned as soon as he realized there wasn't going to be a secondary

expl osion. He wasn't surprised to see four rodents diving through the now open
wi ndows. The pinks didn't know squat. They had all hit the ground. The nenbers
of the gang advanced on the patrons, junping overturned tables, kicking aside
chairs.

Nohar was back in the riots again, watching one of Datia Rajasthan's terror
runs on the pinks.

He was breathing heavily. Against his will, he could feel his tinme sense

tel escopi ng. Things were sl ow ng
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down. Hi s head throbbed as the adrenaline started kicking in.

A black rodent with a sawed-of F shotgun was diving straight for their table.
The room was hazed with snoke, and his eyes stung and watered, but Nohar knew
Bl acki e was ainming at them Nohar junped to the side, hoping to draw Bl ackie's
fire.

Nohar assumed he was the target.

He was wr ong.

Bl acki e kept going straight for Stephie and | evel ed the shotgun at her

The Beast kicked the door w de open, roared, and pulled the gun

The Vind 12 slid out of its holster Iike it was on greased bearings. H s thunb
had clicked the safety as it cleared his w ndbreaker. He | eveled the Vind
about twelve centineters away from Bl acki e's head and pulled the trigger

The report deafened Nohar

It did worse to Bl ackie, who had started to turn when he realized Nohar was
armed. The bullet caught Blackie in the face, under the right eye. Datia's
bull ets weren't the standard Indian mlitary teflon-coated arnor-piercers.
They were twelve-nillineter dunduns, strictly antipersonnel. The bull et
carried away half of Bl ackie's head out the back of his skull.

Time was noving incredibly slowy. It seened there was a full second between
each heartbeat, but Nohar knew his heart was running on overdrive and trying
to jackhanmer out of his rib cage. Hi s nerves were humming |ike an overl oaded



hi gh-tension wre.

He had whi pped around to face the other Zi pheads before Blackie hit the
ground. The rodents, who had been about to lay waste to the pink popul ation
were all looking in his direction. One of themhad an Uzi nine-mllinmeter. The
rat had been facing the wong way, and was only now swi nging the gun toward
Nohar .

The Vind was already pointing in Uzi's direction.
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Three shots in rapid succession. One for each heartbeat in the space of a
second. Nohar's aimwasn't great. The first shot went high. Nohar corrected
and the second went |ow, taking out Uzi's right knee and knocki ng the rodent

si deways—sendi ng the gun sailing over the counter. Third correction got Uzi
right in the chest as the rat was spinning. The shot took Uzi off his feet and
sl ammed hi m down nearly two neters back toward the snoking w ndow.

There was a pop, it sounded |ike soneone breaking a Iight bulb. Someone rammed
what felt like a white-hot knife into Nohar's right hip. The warnth spread
down his leg, soaking into his fur.

The rats were unfreezing.

One had a fam liar-1ooking twenty-two revolver. Wasn't Fearl ess. As Nohar
turned, the popgun fired again. Nohar felt a breeze on his cheek, brushing his
whi skers as a supersonic insect grazed his neck. The Vind swng at the rat

wi th the popgun and Nohar saw one of the Zipheads had a forty-four. Forty-four
had a nice, expensive Automag. Problemwas, the rat nust have been used to
revol vers. He seened to have forgotten about the safety.

The Vind stopped on the dangerous one and unl oaded four rounds as Twenty-two
popped of f another shot that m ssed.

Forty-four got it in the gut twice, once in the neck

Twenty-two ditched his gun and ran for the w ndow, diving.

Nohar had a perfect shot and three bullets left. He alnbst pulled the trigger
The door creaked shut on The Beast. Reluctantly.

The front of the Arabica cof feehouse was now obscured by smoke fromthe
burni ng car. Pinks were nmaking for the exits. Nohar's hearing was com ng back
and he could hear the fire alarns wailing. The sprinklers came on

Unl i ke nost everyone in the room with the excep-

FORESTS OF THE NI GHT

141
tion of Angel, Nohar had been through shit like this before. It wasn't over.
"Angel, you still with us?"

A table turned over and Angel clinbed out. "Yeah, Kit."

"Grab Bl acki e's shotgun, cover our rear."

"Cotcha."

Stephie, like nmost of the other pinks, had yet to react. She was still staring
at the rodent whose head had done a hal fways vani shing act in front of her
"Stephie, rear exit."

She turned toward Nohar with a bl ank expression. The crash was already hitting
him He didn't need to deal with this. He grabbed her and shook her a little
too hard. "You know this place, where's the back door? They're only hesitating
because they didn't expect a gun in the crowd!"

Angel had the shotgun. She was leveling it at the windows. "That Vind ain't a

gun, it's a howitzer. Kit, | got tw shots—and the way this shotgun's been
treated, lucky if it don't blow up."
"Exit!"

Stephie was finally getting a grip on herself. She started back to the rear of
the place. Nohar was grateful. She wasn't one of those pinks that suddenly
col l apse at the sight of blood and viol ence. And thank whatever deity, she
didn't suggest waiting for the cops.

"Here."

The rear of the shop was, for the npst part, covered with old sacks and bags
that used to hold coffee. At this end of the store, the bean snell overrode



even the snoke. Stephie pulled aside one of the bags. Behind it was a short
hal lway with a public conmand rest-roons, termnating in a fire exit.

They piled in, Nohar first. For the first tine since he had broken free from
the adrenaline high, he realized the hole in his right hip was nore than

m nor. The engi neered endorphins were wearing off. Felt |ike
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someone was holding a hot iron on his leg. "Stephie, you drive here? Were'd
you park?"

"Lot behind the building. Were they after ne?"

Nohar pressed hinself against the fire door and peered through the one small
pane of cracked yell ow glass. "Bl ackie went straight for you. The Zips are
hooked into the Johnson killing."

"I'f they've been watching, they know ny car."

"Pinky has a point. Zips are real fond of burning transport." Angel paused
because the chaos in the front room had just upped a notch. Nohar thought he
could hear the sound of distant sirens. "W best vani sh ourselves, quick."
Nohar had been scanning the parking | ot, |ooking for the Antaeus. The huge
Plynouth was hard to mss. Especially with the rat funbling over the open hood
to the power plant. Nohar grunted. Hi s tenple was pounding and there were
little flashes of color interfering with his peripheral vision. Keeping his
concentration focused while he slid the downside ride fromthat violent high
was giving hima mgraine.

"Bad news, you're right. They're wiring the car. Angel, cover ne and be
quiet."

"CGotcha, Kit."

Lucky, lucky. They were |ucky because the Mad Bonber didn't quite seemto have
a handl e on what he was doi ng. Lucky because there weren't any other rats in

t he back. Mad Bonber was supposed to be the rearguard. Apparently the Zips
gave himtoo nuch to do

Nohar didn't rely on stealth, but Bomber seemed oblivious. Nohar closed the
space between himand the rat in five running steps—each | unbering step drove
a spike into his hip—and |l eveled the gun at the back of Bonber's head. By
then, the rat knew sonethi ng was up

Mad Bonber was in the process of turning around. Nohar cocked the Vind and and
clucked his tongue at the rat- "Car has a wonderful finish, | wonder if you'l
see the brains | eave your head in the reflection?"
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"Wha?" The wave of fear that floated off the rat was gratifying.

"Undo it, now O we're wal king and you Ye on permanent vacation."

"Yeah ..." The rat started taking things out of the power plant. Too slow, the
sirens were getting | ouder

"Remenber, fifteen seconds and you're going to start the car."

Bormber hurried, ripping other things out of the power plant. Nohar hoped the
rat knew the wires he was pulling.

Mad Bonber finally came out with what | ooked |ike an Afghani |andnine. It had
Arabi c markings on it.

Bang from behi nd t hem

Angel called back as the snell of cordite and blood drifted over. "Kit, that's
one shot. Hurry up, pink law s com ng!"

Nohar kept his eye on the rat. It was beconing hard to keep his vision
focused. He had all his weight on his left leg. "You heard the rabbit, hurry
up. That sound back there was your backup."

"Done, it's done . "

Mad Bonmber was shaking now. Nohar could see why he didn't get the job of
diving in on the pinks. The rat couldn't handle it. He was going to die. Not
fromthe cops or another gang's guns. He was going to die fromhis own
stupidity—er the gang would kill himitself. Nohar waved the two fenmal es over.
"Some advice. Quit the gang before you nake a fatal screwup. Take the mne



stand over there."

Nohar notioned with the gun and Mad Bonber did neekly as told. Angel ran up
Stephie in tow, and | evel ed the shotgun at the rat. "Shell left, let me vanish
t he ratboy."

At | east she asked. "Self-defense, no preenptive strikes.'
getting worse.

"Fine with ne, Kit. Saves the ammmop."

St ephi e eased behi nd the wheel and Nohar hustled Angel into the passenger

si de. Bonmber was still bl ub-
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bering under the stare of the Vindhya, but he managed to say something. "You
said | would start the car "

"Hied."

Nohar dived into the back seat. The fire in his hip totally blacked out his

vi sion when he hit the seat. As Stephie floored the Antaeus, the door slanmed
shut. Nohar heard the cables tearing out of the netered feed. He hoped they
had some jumpers in the trunk or they'd only have one full charge to go on. A
car this size didn't go far on one charge.

They were topping sixty klicks per as they junped the curb on to the M dtown
Corridor. Nohar's sight cane back a little as he watched the destruction from
out the rear wi ndow. Snoke billowed out fromthe car in front of the Arabica.
Bl ack, brown, and white rodents were buggi ng out of the place, heading toward
Moreytown. All attention was riveted on the coffeehouse, or the flashers
comng fromthe east. Except—

Two noreys in an off-road four-wheeler, the kind of thing you needed to drive
into Moreytown past the barriers. Wth the speed the Antaeus was going and his
pai n-shot vision he could only make the types. White rodent, grayish canine.
Terin and Hassan, had to be. Terin was aimng what had to be nmilitary binocs
at them

Nohar gave her the finger

Stephie called back to him "Were are we goi ng?"

After telling Angel to make sure they weren't being foll owed, Nohar gave her
an address on the West Side that, in Manny's words, was about as far from

Mor eyt own as you coul d get.

Wth luck and a pink driving, they m ght not get stopped by the cops.

CHAPTER 13

Nohar woke up sonewhere on the Main Avenue bridge. Someone had bandaged his
hip. Maria's clothing was pulled tight on his |leg and seenmed to have stopped
t he bl eedi ng.

The Antaeus was tailing a three-trailer cargo haul er out the other side of
downt own C evel and. The car was surrounded by the towering structures of the
West - Side of fice conplex. The sun glared off the acres of mirrored gl ass—t
felt like they were traveling through a giant m crowave. Nohar's eyes hurt. It
felt like someone was squeezing themin time to his pul se. Nohar's bl ackout
had | asted nearly fifteen mnutes, and his nigraine was still sending streaks
of color across his field of vision. Hs hip still throbbed.

He tried to focus out the rear wi ndow, but his vision was too blurred to nake
out any details on the cars behind the Antaeus. He did a self-inventory and
found hinmself in | ess than ideal shape. He had bled all over the back seat,
despite Angel's—at |east he hoped Angel had done it, Stephie shouldn't have
stopped the car—field dressing. The twenty-two had only grazed his neck
opposite his bad shoul der, but the shot that clipped his right hip felt Iike
it had ripped out a good chunk of neat. It felt |ike someone was running a
drill bit in the joint. Between that and the sprained knee, his right |eg was
nearly inmmobile.

He didn't remenber doing it, but sonewhere along the line he had cleared,
safetied, and hol stered the Vind. Stephie was still driving. Angel still had
t he
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shot gun. Fortunately, Angel wasn't stupid and kept the gun down in the foot
wel | out of sight of neighboring drivers. Armed noreys usually didn't even get
a warning fromthe cops. .

Angel was the first to notice himrevive. "Kit, how you doi ng back there?"
"Il live." Nohar tried to get into a sitting position. H s groan got
Stephie's attention

"Nohar, |'ve been trying to tell Angel here that we've got to get you to a
hospital . She stopped the bl eeding, but—=-

"No pink hospitals.”

"Pinky, Kit's in charge. He said West 58th, we do West 58th. You don't break
command structure if you wanna live."

"Nohar, you're wounded."

He grunted and finally shoved hinself up into a sitting position. He could
feel the bones grinding together in his hip. "Don't worry about nme. W're
going to the house of the best conbat nedic that was ever in the Afghan
theater. Be worried about soneone follow ng us."

Angel turned around and winkl ed her nose. "Mreys this far west shine, Kit.
W' ve not been stopped only 'cause Pinky's driving. The off-roader with Terin
in it paced us halfway up the Mdtown Corridor. Quit when they figured we were
headed downt own. "

"Stop calling me Pinky."

"Hey, Kit, we got a sensitive one here—=

The byplay was getting on his nerves. "Angel, did anyone ever tell you you
don't know when to shut up?" Nohar's vision was still blurred, but the colors
weren't washing over as badly. He thought he caught a hint of a snmile play
around the edge of Stephie's nouth. He wondered exactly what kind of
conversation the two of them had been having while he was bl acked out.

"Sorry, Pin=4'Ill quit. What's your nane agai n?"

St ephi e made an abrupt | ane change that shot them around the left of the cargo
haul er. They rocked out
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in front of the truck to the blare of its horn. "The name is Stephanie Weir. |
would like it if you call me Stephie.™

"Sure, Stephie . "

The Antaeus pulled off the bridge and on to Detroit Avenue. In the space of
one city block the glass nonoliths gave over to old brick warehouses w th dead
wi ndows. Even the few places that were in use were aged bl ack. They passed the
first Chio Gty marker and they were in Manny's nei ghbor hood.

Nohar pointed to the side of the road, next to a whitewashed buil ding that
hel d an unnamed bar that was just opening. "Pull over."

"What ?"

"We pull over and wait for our shadows to catch up with us."

"Kit, | told you they pulled—=

"Angel, the Zips aren't the only ones in on this."

St ephi e pulled over. "Now what?"

"W hunch down, out of sight."

"If you say so." Stephie crouched in the foot well with Angel. Nohar eased
back into a prone position

Nohar | ooked back the way they had cone. At the height of lunch hour, in this
part of town, traffic was dead.

It only took half a minute for their shadow to show up. An unmarked

i ndustrial -green Dodge El ectroline, progranmred or renote-driven, was noving
down Detroit. It paused, hazards on, directly across fromthem and stayed
there for nearly a full minute. Then it accel erated and took the next right.
Nohar figured it was about to perform some sort of search pattern

Angel shook her head. "Wat now? And where did that cone fron®"

"Now, we wal k and avoid the pattern that rempote is running."

Stephie was pulling herself out of the foot well. "Wat about your |eg?"



"I"1l manage—
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Nohar felt a little nmore warnmh ooze down his | eg. He pressed the bandage and
tried to get adequate pressure on the wound. "Van's from M dwest Lapidary

I mports, | think. The conpany involved in this ness.”

He pulled the shirt tight and winced. "Ditch the shotgun, let's go."

He hobbl ed out and his leg nearly buckled. In the daylight, his |l eg was soaked
fromthe hip down, and his denimpants were beginning to adhere to his fur. He
could put weight on it, but the bl oodstains could be seen froma bl ock away.
Nohar was getting the feeling any hal fway decent search would turn them up
They were too damm conspi cuous.

He just hoped nobody called the cops on them

He led the way through a vacant | ot across the street fromthe bar, down an
al l ey between two warehouses, through someone's cracked-nmud backyard, across a
narrow brick dead-end street, through a gaping hole in a rusted chain |ink
fence, over the rotting ties that were the only remains of the abandoned train
tracks, and finally into an alley that |ed behind sone residential garages.
When he stopped, he had to | ook down to nmake sure his leg didn't end in a
ragged stump. Angel spoke.

"Lady above, Kit. You know this place better than ny runners knew Mor eyt own.
And this place is solid pink—=

Nohar paused a second to catch his breath. "Angel, the divisions aren't as

clear as they seemto be when you're in Moreytown. | used to live up here.”
St ephi e asked, "Open housing policy?"
Nohar snorted and rubbed his leg. "Call it no housing policy and a rel ative

absence of lethal anti-norey violence. By the way, we're here."

Nohar hooked a thunmb at the rear wall of the garage they had stopped behind.
Carved in the wall, amd a host of childish doodles and vertical claw marks,
was sonebl ocky lettering. "Nohar and Bobby, 2033." The threes were carved in
backwar d
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Stephi e was tracing the old carving. "W was Bobby?"

"First and only pink friend—Let's get inside."

Nohar |inped off around the garage. Manny's van was gone. Manny probably

woul dn't be back until late afternoon or evening. Wien Nohar thought about it,
he had probably contributed a | ot to Manny's current casel oad.

The side door was | ocked—n this nei ghborhood, predictable. Nohar rang the
call button. He was right. Manny wasn't hone. Angel and Stephie were round-ing
the side of the house. He called out to them "This place has an old key | ock
i f you check the | oose clapboard under the vehicle feed in the garage, you'l
find a spare.”

Nohar didn't add the "I hope" he felt. It had been nearly fifteen years since
he'd had occasion to use the spare key. Luck was with them Stephie came back
with the key in hand.

Nohar let themin.

It was close to seven-thirty and they were all waiting for Manny in his living
room Nohar sat on his wi nd-breaker to avoid | eaking bl ood on the furniture,
whi |l e Stephie and Angel watched the news off the conm News wasn't great. The
attack on the coffeehouse resulted in three dead—all rodents—and the |oca
news called it a nmorey gang war. G eat.

Even better were the reports of simlar, and nore deadly, incidents on the
fringes of norey communities in New York, Los Angeles, and Houston. All had
the car bonb tie-in. Al Honduran rats.

Reports were still coming in, they said, about unconfirmed attacks in San
Franci sco, Denver, and M am . Everyone made connections back to the "Dark
August " of 2042. El even year anniversary of the first riots in Mreytown, also
on a Monday, August 4. Nohar didn't need the rem nder

What really freaked the pinks was the obvious co-
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ordi nation between all the incidents. Same gang nane. Same M O The Zips could
have done no damage what soever, and the pinks would still freak

The mall in New York was the worst. AH four Zips there had automati c weapons,
and the car bomb was a bit nastier than nost. The vids had panned with | oving
attention to every body-bag.

Angel had overheard Terin conpl ai ni ng about her best people being dragged to
the four corners of the country. Wile all the attacks were violent and

bl oody, the news never mentioned nore than four rats involved in any one
attack. Thirty rats, max. All heavily armed, supplied with explosives, and
tinmed to the mnute.

Terrorismstaged to be a nedia event.

The whol e situation nmade Nohar sick to his stomach. "A decade out of the hole,
and a bunch of psychopaths push us back in."

Angel stared at the screen. For once, her w seass attitude was gone. "Kit,
hell the Zips trying to do? Wy?"

"Wsh | knew. "

"Bi nder's noreau control bill is going to nake it through the House."

Angel turned toward Stephie. "Huh?"

"The bill shuts down noreau inmgration and starts mandatory sterilization."

Nohar shut off the bodies on the conm "W're on the wong side of another
anti-nmorey wave. The riots all over again.”

Angel let out a nervous |augh. "Come on, Kit. You were there, this ain't
nothing like the riots."

Stephi e responded for him "All you need is some nedia terror and Congress
will junmp on the bandwagon. It seens al nost engi neered to push Binder's

| egi slation.”

The front door interrupted their conversation. A very tired-|ooki ng nongoose
entered the living room Manny gl anced at Stephie, then Angel, and finally
Nohar. He seenmed beyond the ability to register surprise.
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He was still wearing his | ab coat, and a ghostly odor of blood, death, and
hospital disinfectant was follow ng him

"You stupid bastard, why aren't you in a hospital ?"

Nohar was still wearing the Vind, but from Manny *s attitude, nore concerned
than angry, Nohar knew Manny hadn't connected himw th the rodent attack yet.
Quiltily, he didn't explain.

Manny rel eased a whistling sigh fromhis front teeth. "I wonder what woul d
happen to you if | wasn't a nmedic. Can you wal k?"

"I got here, didn't |?"

"That's not what | asked. How | ong have you been sitting there?"

Manny had a point.

Nohar tried to get up, but a shivering wave of agony rippled up the entire
right side of his body. He collapsed on to the floor, pulling the bloody

wi ndbreaker after him Both girls underwent a brief panic, but Manny shooed
them away as he pulled out a sheet and laid it on the floor. It took all three
of themto help roll Nohar on it.

"I hope you' ve already witten off the clothes ..
Manny wal ked out of the living roomand in to the kitchen where he kept his
medi cal equi pnent. Manny canme back with a | oaded air-hypo and a nedical bag.
He set the hypo down, next to the sheet.

"Introduce me to your friends." Manny started shredding Nohar's jeans with a
pair of scissors.

Nohar tried to ignore the pain of the clotted bl ood tearing out his fur
"Angel , Stephanie Wir, the doctor doing violence to ny pants is Manny, Mandvi
Qu-jerat.”

Manny nodded. "Pleased, |'msure.”

Angel twitched her facial scar. "You were really a conbat nedic?



Manny had | aid open Nohar's pants | eg and was exam ning the remains of Maria's
shirt that still bound the gunshot wound. "Five years in the Afghan frontier
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bef ore New Del hi got nuked—You, Stephanie? Hand ne those forceps." Stephie
renoved them fromthe bag. Manny took the forceps fromher and used themto
start peeling away the outer |ayer of the makeshift bandage. "Nohar, if it
wasn't for that engineered netabolismof yours—

Manny shook his head at the mess of Nohar's hip. "No, forget it, |I'mnot going
to get through to you anyway.'
Manny stood up. "lI'mgoing to wash up. |1've got to do some cutting and

stitching on this obstinate [unp of stupidity." He | ooked at Angel. "You know,
when this bastard was six, he broke his armand forced nme to set it mnmyself? A
conpound fracture yet "

Manny left the living roomand soon there was the sound of running water from
the kitchen. Stephie | ooked at Nohar. "Wat is this with you and hospital s?"
Nohar | ooked down at the gory ness on his right hip and suppressed a shudder
"I don't trust them—=

Manny cane back, pulling on a pair of gloves. "Yes, he'd rather trust hinself
to ny floor. Wio needs a sterile environment?"

Manny turned to Angel. "Pick up that hypo | brought in here?"

Angel did as she was asked. Manny turned to Stephie. "It's probably a futile
gesture, but would you tie on nmy mask?'

Stephie tied the conical face mask around Manny's nuzzle, nuffling his voice.
"Angel, can you handl e that thing?"

Angel nodded and there was a munbl e behi nd Manny's nmask that sounded |i ke,
"Doesn't surprise nme."

In a |l ouder voice trained to be heard from behind a jaw i nmobilized behind the
restrictive mask, Manny told Angel to enpty the cartridge into Nohar's arm
Angel rolled up Nohar's right sleeve, there was a slight sting, and the world
fl oated away.

CHAPTER 14

Nohar had an intense fear he would wake up in a hospital

However, no disinfectant assaulted hi mwhen he awoke. He could snell al cohol

a much sharper and cl eaner scent. There was al so the faint coppery rust snell
of his own blood. There was the dry dusty snell of old cloth and paper

And nearby was the smell of roses and wood snoke.

Nohar opened his eyes.

He was in the attic. His old roomstill had no air-conditioning, and should
have been hotter than Hades—but the ommi present runble and the breeze through
hi s whi skers told Nohar the old ventilation fan still worked, pulling a

crosswi nd through this two-roominsul ated oven. His eyes quickly shifted into
noct urnal monochr one.

Her scent had betrayed her presence. Stephie Wir was asleep in a claw scarred
recliner across from Nohar's bed.

He gave the rooma brief scan and was thankful Manny wasn't overly
sentimental. The chair and the bed were the only remains of his old furniture.
The attic was now a haven for boxes, old |uggage, and ol der cl ot hes.

Nohar's gaze lit on the small end table that jutted out the side of the

anti que headboard. After a decade and a half, the table was still famliar
Nohar renenbered the scratches that nmarked its surface. His nane and idle
crosshat ches had cl awed t hrough five | ayers
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of paint to reveal the black finish underneath. The desk |anmp was stil

clanmped to it, still with three or four knots of electrical tape holding the
cord together.
Orai's picture was still in its cheap gold-plated frame, cocked at an

obsessively perfect forty-five degree angle toward the bed. Its | ower edge
rested in a groove worn in the last two layers of paint. The gold was fl aking



and rust spots dotted the gray netal beneath. The glass was hazy with dust

and, in the dark, Nohar could barely nake out the picture.

Nohar sat up on the edge of the bed-his hip objected, but only slightly—-and
turned on the desk lanp which, to his surprise, still worked. Now he could see
the picture. Init, Orai was in her conbat harness, but unarned. She was
center frame and hol ding up one end of an Anerican flag. The other end was
being held by some friend fromher unit. In the background he could see the
Statue of Liberty and part of the Manhattan skyline. Orai and her friend, both
tigers, were smling, totally oblivious to the show of teeth. Orai was al ready
begi nning to show her pregnancy. The witing on the old picture was faded a

bit, though the picture itself was still in good shape. It read, "Rajas-than
Airlift—March 2027."
Nohar si ghed.

He realized Stephie was awake now. She was | eaning forward in the recliner
probably trying to get a glinpse of the picture. Nohar didn't know what to
feel about that. It was a personal part of his Iife. But Stephie was just
sitting there. She seened to know it was his decision to tell her. She didn't
ask.

Nohar realized he liked this pink wonan.

He handed her his childhood icon. "She's the one on the left."

St ephi e took the picture. "W is she?"

"My nother. She was al ready pregnant when the conpany defected. Her nanme was
Oai."

Stephie's eyes raised fromthe picture. "You used the past tense."
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Nohar was about to evade the question, but why shouldn't she know? He cl eared
his throat. "Died when | was five, just old enough to renenber. She'd gotten

i nsem nated, wanted to give me a little brother or sister. She'd saved for the
procedure since getting to the States. Things went fine. Then, three nonths
in, she went for a prenatal checkup— Nohar sucked in a breath. "Those dam
idiots at the dinic—do you know what Paki stani gene-techs had done wth
feline | eukem a?"

St ephi e shook her head. The col or drained from her face.

Nohar went on. "Those doctors didn't know either. They m sdi agnosed a Jaguar
put himin with the other felines, including Orai." Nohar's voice cracked a
bit. He brought it under control. "They could 've quarantined the Jaguar. But
they don't give noreys private roonms. Every feline in the ward started dying.
Then they knew. She was near to term She died niscarrying two cubs—

Nohar fell silent. There wasn't nmuch left to say. He closed his eyes and tried
to remenber when he had told anyone that story in full. No one cane to nind
Not even Manny, though Manny knew the story well enough

The snell of snoky rose was suddenly very close, and Nohar felt a tiny naked
hand on his cheek, brushing his whiskers. He opened his eyes and saw Stephie's
face, close to his own. Her breath was warmon the skin of his nose. Her eyes
were a liquid green, nothing like the eyes of a cat—visible whites, tiny round
pupil s.

Nohar had never realized how alien human eyes were.

Her lips parted in a whisper. "Lord, how you rmust hate hunmans."

Nohar shook his head. "No, no hate. Not for people."

The hand | eft and Stephie replaced the picture, in
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its groove and at its forty-five degree angle. She did it in one fluid notion
stretching across Nohar to replace the picture. Again Nohar found hinself

adm ring her muscle tone and her economy of novenent.

She sat down next to himon the bed. The springs barely noticed her weight.
Her nervousness was back. Just like at the table at the Arabica. She shook her
head and | ooked up at him Nohar w shed once again that he was better at
readi ng human expression



"Nohar, would you tell ne, who's Angel ?"

Back to business. "I told you, she's a | ead. She saw the sni per—=
St ephi e was shaki ng her head again. "Not what | nmeant. | want to know who she
is to you."

Huh? Maybe not. "What? Only met her yesterday—W sure as hell aren't |overs.
If that's what you nean."

Stephie turned a bright red. She clenched a fist that made her knuckl es
whiten. "lI"'msorry, forgive me. | didn't nean to offend—=

Nohar got a sensation he often got when tal king with humans. There were two
di fferent conversations here. Stephie was, he felt, about to bolt off
somewhere and cry. He didn't want to be responsible for that, even if he
didn't understand what was going on. He placed his hands on her shoul der
Nohar didn't know how to do this gracefully, so he just told her the truth. "I
wasn't offended. But the idea of having relations with that little twitch is
[ udi crous. "

Nohar could tell Stephie alnost |aughed. She was still flushed.

"Why ask?"

Nohar coul d sense a slight tensing of her nuscles under his hand. "Angel was
bragging all the tune while you were unconscious. | just wondered, you're such
di fferent "

Ah. "Different species? I'd adnit, ne and her, it would be unusual, but not
unheard of ."

"Isn't that bestiality? Wuld it be possibl e?"
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"Some human taboos, like nudity, can't wash with noreys for practica

reasons."

Stephie was still looking up at him and Nohar realized he'd only answered
hal f the question. "And, uh, some norey characteristics came out the other end
of the labs remarkably simlar. | think it mght be linked to bipedal . . ."He

trailed off.

Great, now he was getting enbarrassed

Stephi e had a questioning ook in her eyes. The flush was fading. "W do you
have, Nohar?"

Nohar thought of Maria. "No one, anynore."

"You're lonely, aren't you?"

He woul d have objected, but he had trouble lying to people he felt something
for. He nodded. "You?"

They faced each other, on the bed. He was feeling her breath on his nose
again. No longer warm hot. Beads of perspiration were form ng on her
forehead. Her voice was a whisper. "M/ nonexistent boyfriend." She tried to

[ augh, but it died. "No girlfriend either."

" "Way did you get so upset when | asked if you were a | eshian?

"Too close to what | was feeling."

They were very close now. He could feel her pulse under the hand that stil
rested on her shoulder. It was incredibly rapid, |ike her heart belonged to a
kitten or a small bird. His heartbeat was racing to catch up with hers. Her
sweat was beginning to lend a tang to the air that was alien to him one he
i ked. What was goi ng on had dawned on himgradually, and a small part of his
m nd was screaming at him asking himwhat the hell he was doing. It wasn't
the tinme for that question.

Her al i en-human—eyes were staring deep into his own. "You saved ny life. Have
you ever heard of Chinese obligation?"

Nohar had. "I'mresponsible for you now. "

She sucked in a shuddering breath, and her |ips touched his. He had seen

ki sses in human vi deos—but
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a feline skull and lips didn't nove the right way for it. Even so, he tried.
He et her small lips part his nouth and felt her anazingly snmooth tongue



alight on his own, caress one of his canines, and withdraw, to be felt,
briefly, under his nose. Wien her eyes opened, the nervousness was gone.
Nohar, what are you doi ng? He ignored the questioning voice because he needed
her, human or not. He nmoved his hand up from her shoul der and undi d the bonds
that were keeping her hair in a ponytail. He nuzzled the top of her head,

t hankful not to snell any heavy chemicals, and began to groom her hair. The
taste and texture of her human hair was different fromMaria' s fur. The ritua
per haps seenmed as strange to Stephie as kisses did to Nohar

When Nohar had cl eaned her hair, he began to nove to her ears and the back of
her neck. He expected the taste and feel of naked skin to repulse, but it was
quite the opposite. The sweet acidic taste of her sweat and the snmooth surface
of her wal nut-col ored skin was beginning to excite him

The questioning voice shut up

By the time he had reached her shoul ders, he realized she did have fur, of a
sort. Tiny, downy hairs were scattered over her arms and her back. Somewhere
along the line, he didn't know where, her bl ouse had di sappeared.

They both reclined on the bed as Nohar worked his way down her body. He
grooned both her arnms. Her skin broke into a burning flush under his tongue.
He cl eaned the snmall puddl e of perspiration that pool ed between those odd
human breasts. Wen he cl eaned her breasts, she began to noan |oudly. Nohar

t hought he was too rough, so he lightened the pressure. Stephie inmediately
responded by | ocking her hands in the fur on either side of his head and

pul ling his face back down.

He worked his way down her abdomen. She continued to urge himlower wth her
hands-
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Humans kept their hair in the strangest places.

When Nohar could no I onger restrain hinself he rolled over on his back,
ignoring the pain in his hip, and pulled her on top of him She drew himin
and shuddered, arching her back

Nohar added his voice to hers.

It took thema long tine to expend each ot her

Nohar awoke.

He could still snell Stephie—between themthey had drenched the bed with their
scent—and he realized it wasn't a dream Now was the tine to ask the question
He opened his eyes and whi spered, "Nohar, what the hell are you doi ng?

The desk lanp was still on. The snmall fluorescent tube was now overwhel ned by
the nmorning light. Ste-phie was curled up next to him Her head rested on his
chest, spilling her black hair across his upper body. It contrasted with the

areas where his russet stripes faded to near-white. In the sunlight, where his
color vision reached its optimm he could appreciate the simlarity of their
coloring. Her black hair and gol den-tan skin fornmed a near-perfect match to

t he shading of his stripes. They both had green eyes-He had been perfectly
prepared to blane | ast night on the enotional pit he had fallen into. But when
he consi dered the way he was watching the light fromthe w ndow curve its
shadows around her tailless rear, he couldn't blane that night on any
temporary condition

Stephie stirred, and turned to face him "Mrning."

"Do you realize how nuch this conplicates things?"

He could feel her twisting the tip of his tail between her toes as she spoke.
"You're as romantic as five |anes of new bl acktop."

"Pl ease, |'mserious."

Her foot was going up and down t he undanaged
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length of his tail. "I know. " She rolled over and sat up, |ooking down at him

"I's this going to be it?"
Nohar tried to answer the question, but his thinking process was a mess.
"Dam, | don't know how | feel about it. What pronpted you to—with a norey—why



ne?"

Nohar dammed his mouth, it was still running away with him At the worst
times. He'd just parroted one of the five stupidest questions anyone had ever
uttered in any situation.

Stephi e cl osed her eyes. "Don't ask that. | don't know why. Until | net you, |
didn't think I could care for anyone—rale or female."

She exhal ed. Nohar didn't interrupt her. She was quiet for a few seconds. Then
she opened her eyes and | ooked at him "You' ve asked nme twice, | mght as well
tell you. | was a | esbian—for about four nonths at Case Western | was the npst
radi cal bull-dyke fem nist |esbian you could want. It didn't do a dam thing
about nmy inability to have a relationship w th another human being. | was
posi ng as nuch as Phil and Derry ever were."

She idly ran her fingers through the fur on his abdomen. "Then | net you. |
was set to be lonely for the rest of nmy life, and you screw everything up
After | net you the first time, | couldn't wait to see you again. Al during
that drive fromthe hospital | desperately wi shed you were human. Last night |
decided | didn't care.”

Nohar knew the kind of repul sion nmost humans held for tnoreys. Stephie had to
be feeling even nore confused than he did. He didn't know what to say. "I
shoul d dunp you. For your own good."

There was a hopeful note in her voice. "Wy don't you?

Nohar thought of Maria. "I may be stupid and self-destructive, but |I'm not
going to do that to you."

St ephi e gave hima hug that nade him forget noreys weren't supposed to get

i nvol ved wi th pinks.
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He left Stephie to clean herself up and hobbl ed down to breakfast. As loud as
they had been with each other, there was no question Manny and Angel knew what
had gone on with himand Stephie last night. They didn't nmention it.

He wal ked into the kitchen and found Angel watching Manny with rapt attention
Manny was involved in one of his passions, cooking. Angel actually seened
interested in Manny's onel ette-maki ng procedure. She wasn't even winkling her
nose as Manny started addi ng raw hamburger to the cooked sausage. They both
seened to avoid watching his entrance.

"Found a disciple, Manny?"

Manny added the sausage/ hamburger mxture to the onelette in the large skillet
and fol ded the eggs over perfectly. "Don't nmake fun of an appreciation of good
food, even if she's never heard of olive oil."

Manny got out a platter and let the onelette slide out on to it. Angel was
trying to act spellbound. "Doc, how you keep the eggs from sticki ng?"

"You just have to renenber not to start with a cold pan-"

St ephi e cane down, interrupting what night have been an endl ess speech—Nohar
had al ways seen Manny's cooki ng as obsessive. Nohar noticed, with sone

pl easure, Stephie wasn't put off by the lack of clothing on himand Angel

St ephi e, however, was fully clothed, and she'd worn the outfit |ong enough
that it was begi nning to broadcast her scent on its own, even over the
sausage.

Manny cut his onelette speech short. "Wat will you have? W have a vegetarian
and a carnivorous version."

"Coul d you do both?"

"No probl em—=

Nohar and Angel had the sanme reaction. "In the sane onelette? "

CHAPTER 15

Stephi e sat on the recliner as Nohar searched the boxes in the attic for
something to wear. Nohar's mind had drifted back to M.I, Binder, Hassan, and

t he Zi p-heads. Sonehow t hey were connected and he still had no easy way of
fitting the pieces together

"The answer has to be in those financial records."

Stephi e sighed. "I know. That's the third time you said that."



Nohar pulled out a relic of his gang days, frombefore he'd |l eft school —and
Manny. It was an old denimHellcats jacket. It still fit and it was big enough
to hide the Vind when he wore it. "Are you sure that you never saw or heard
anyt hing that would hel p me?'

She shook her head. "I don't care what they wote down on ny job description
They never | et anyone near those records. It was a tight little group, the
five of them Even though Derry trusted nme, no one got into the inner circle
who wasn't there back in '40."

"Trusted you?"

"Yes, not to screw up the canpaign machine. He knew ne from ny radical phase
at Case. It's a tight little conmunity, even for the ones who are still in the
closet. | managed to convince nyself that | was hel ping hi mout. Found out it
was Binder's idea much later. By then | was used to the life-style."

"Why didn't Binder just |let Johnson go?" The potential for a media expl osion
was even worse with Johnson in the canpaign, than if he left under a cloud.

" 'l don't know. Derry never expressed any great |ove
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of Binder, but he also never gave any indication of ever being willing to
resign. Believe ne, | tried to talk to himabout it. He was al ways evasive

about why he stayed."

"What about Young and Thomson?"

*' Young was never willing to talk about anything but business. | think he
resented nme. Thonson, | don't know, he's slick and never says an ill word
about Binder or the canpai gn—but he acts |like he knows sone joke the rest of
the world doesn't."

Still batting zero for hard information

Nohar pulled out a T-shirt. It was the only black one, but it had a yell ow
smle-face on it. Stephie repressed a giggle.

Nohar frowned as he pulled out the nost intact set of jeans. They'd still been
usi ng the human nodel for norey clothes when they'd made it. The seans on the
legs were split so his legs could nove, and there was a slit in the ass for
his tail. He pulled themon. "And nobody ever discussed M dwest Lapidary, or
nor ey gangs?"

"You must be kidding." Stephie had reached over and pulled the Hellcats jacket
of f of the bed. The deni mcovered her legs |like a blanket, and she ran her
fingers over the enbroidery. "How cone you get to ask all the questions?"
Nohar pulled the shirt over his head. It ended up twenty centineters short of
his wai st. "Wiat do you want to know?"

St ephi e | ooked up. Her fingers still traveled over the denonic feline form
that graced the back of the jacket. "Well, you called Bobby your first and
only pink—=

Nohar felt like he'd gotten blindsided by a baseball bat. "No. That's not—+
mean . "

She | aughed. "lI'msorry. | didn't want to sound accusatory." Stephie stood up
| eaving the jacket on the chair. "I was just wondering who Bobby was."

Nohar was still recovering. "Bobby, Bobby Bit-
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trich. I nmet himwhen I was trying to make it through high school. W were

both sort of m sfits—Though as we got older, he fit in nore and nore, and
fit inless and less ..."

He | apsed into silence.

St ephi e wal ked up and put her hand on his arm "Are you okay? Did | hit
anot her bad nmenory?"

He shook his head. "No, not at all."

He grabbed the jacket and hobbled down the stairs. He was wondering why he
hadn't thought of it sooner. Stephie was follow ng. "Were are you goi ng?"
"I have to call Bobby."

"Are you sure it's the time to |l ook up old friends—



Nohar didn't answer until he got down to the comm "I think he might be able
to help nme."

He switched off the news. "Mwve it, Angel —=

Angel said sonething unkind in Spanish as she noved off the couch. "Damit,
Kit, you could ask."

She stal ked off to the kitchen, probably to take out her aggression on sone
poor vegetable. Nohar ignored her as he called the nunber for Robert Dittrich.
It buzzed once, then he got a test pattern as the home comm f orwarded t he
call.

"Budget Surplus, can | hel p—~ Bobby displayed a rapidly growing smle of
recognition.

Nohar was happy to see a friendly face. "Christ, what's going on with you? The
Fed is | ooking for you—*

"I need your help as a prine hacker.’
activity—=

Bobby wi nked. "Can you hel p?" "Conme down, we'll talk."

Stephie's car was out of the question. Everyone—the cops, the Zps,

M.l —everyone woul d know it on sight. Nohar called a cab

Angel didn't object when Nohar left. She seened a
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little resentful. Nohar supposed he'd been a little too curt with her, but he
had other things on his mnd.

The cab that showed up in front of Manny's house was an anachronism It was a
prewar Ni ssan Tory. The thing was al nost as big as the Antaeus, but the huge
hood covered batteries and a power plant that took up nearly half the car's
vol ume. Nohar got into the back of the cab before he realized it had a driver.
A bl ack human woman, her hair dyed red and strung into dreadl ocks, was staring
at Nohar with a w de-eyed expression. Nohar decided it had been too rmuch to
ask themto send a renmpte into this nei ghborhood.

"Shee-it." She was articulate, too.

"Don't tell ne, you've never given a ride to a norey before."

"Dispatch didn't tell nme no—=

Nohar slipped his bank card into the meter and tapped out his ID on the
keypad. In addition, he typed in one hell of a tip. He could afford it. "Well,
| didn't tell them Is there a problen"

She saw the numbers come up on her display. She spent a few seconds conposi ng
herself. "Sorry M. Rajas than, didn't 'spect soneone |like you 'sail. Wuere
you goi ng?"

Money was a great equali zer

Budget Surplus was a dirty little marble-fronted warehouse that hugged a nook
bet ween—eal | y under—the Mai n Avenue bridge, and one of the nore obnoxi ous
mrror-fronted towers of the West Side office conplex. It took nore than a
little creativity to find the grubby dead-end street that was the only access
to the buil di ng.

"You know | never engage in illega

The cab pulled up and Nohar typed in a hundred, on top of the tip. ' "WII
waiting for me be a probl ent

The cabbi e shook her head. "No problemat all. Take your tine."

Nohar stepped out of the yellow Tory and felt |ike he'd been abandoned at the
bottom of a well. One side was the warehouse, one side the black-dirt
under si de
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of the bridge, the other two sides flat sheets of concrete formng the
foundati on of the office buil di ng—whose doors woul d open on nore whol esone
scenery. \Wen Nohar entered the building, it no |longer seemed small. The
interior was one huge room Wndows rmade from dozens of little square panels
let in shafts of bright sunlight. Despite the sun, the corners of the building
were covered in darkness. Standing in the light, Nohar found the shadows

i npenetrabl e. Endl ess ranks of metal shelving donminated the space, tall enough



to barely give clearance to the slowy rotating fans hanging fromthe
corrugated ceiling.

Nohar heard the slight whine of an electric notor. Then Bobby's wheel chair
made a sudden appearance through a gap in the shelving that was invisible from
Nohar's vantage point. The shelf Bobby rounded hel d nothing but oscill oscopes
ranging in age fromthe obsolete to the archaic. Bobby wheel ed forward and
thrust his hand in Nohar's direction. Nohar clasped it. He rel eased Nohar's
hand and maneuvered the chair around. "Let's talk in ny office."

Nohar followed the chair as it wove its way through the acres of shelving. He
snel l ed the omi present odor of old el ectronics—a conbination of static dust,
ozone, transforners, and old insulation. Shelves held dead picture tubes,
keyboards, voice tel ephones, spools of cable—eptical and ot herw se—and rows
and rows of nothing but old circuit boards. Minframes were stacked agai nst
the walls like old footlockers filled with chips and wre.

Bobby's office was defined by four shelves that met at right angles with a
single gap in one corner that would have been difficult to detect if Nohar
wasn't |looking for it. The shelves of electronics tended to canoufl age

t hensel ves, any open space | ooking over nore of the sane. The illusion was of
endl ess parallel rows, when the reality—denonstrated by their erratic
maneuveri ng—was anything but. H's suspicions of the eccentric |ayout were con-
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firmed by a rank of four nonitors behind Bobby's desk. The nmonitors were
connected to security caneras |ooking dowmn on the floor. The arrangenent of
shel ves resenbl ed not hing so much as a hedge naze.

Bobby whirred behind his desk—a rusty cabinet trailing optical cable, it had
the Sony logo on it—and notioned to a chair that was another chunk of
techno-fl otsam Nohar sat down. It was hard to get confortable, buttons in the
arnrests dug into his el bows.

"W shoul dn't be bothered here. Now you can tell me what's going on."

Nohar told Bobby what was goi ng on

An hour | ater, Bobby |eaned back in his wheel chair and shook his head. "I

t hought the shit had hit the fan with Nugoya. | guess there's shit, and then
there's shit."

Nohar had al nost forgotten about his run-in w th Nugoya.

"You picked the right politico to involve in this." Bobby whirred around the
desk toward one of the shelves. The shelf he picked was doni nated by a | arge
bell jar-looking thing; it sat on a sleek black box. Nohar recogni zed the box
as an industrial card-reader. "Even though all politicians are sline."

"Why the right one?"

Bobby parked hinself next to the bell jar, and drew a netal cart from anot her
invisible gap in the shelving. Three different processor boxes rested on the
cart. There was an ancient Sony that was held together with duct tape. On top
of it was a nore conpact Tunja 2000, On a shelf, by itself, was a huge
homenade box. Frozen rai nbows of ribbon-cable snaked from box to box.

"Can't get nore right than Bi nder— Bobby snickered. "Hate Binder. Wsh you
were investigating his absence fromthe nortal coil."

"Why?" Nohar coul d understand Bobby's dislike for Binder. But Nohar had never
heard hi m express a
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political view on anything before. Legislation had always been irrelevant to
Bobby.

"Need a license to hate a politician? Gve you just an exanpl e—+ast session in
the House, he led a vote to scuttle NASA's deep-probe project."

Ah, the space program

Bobby pulled a small blue device froma shelf. No-har got up and wal ked over.
The devi ce had AT&T markings on it, a pair of LCD displays, and a standard
keypad. It could have been a voi ce phone, but there was no handset. Instead it
had five or six different jacks for optical cable. "Those probes have been



sitting on the noon—aoul d you plug this in?"

Bobby handed himthe end of a coil of optical cable and indicated a small
plate on the floor. The plate had ol d East-Chio Gas Company marki ngs. Nohar
reached down and lifted it. Under the plate was a ragged hole in the concrete.
Hal f a meter down was a section of PVC pipe running under the concrete floor
of the warehouse. A hacksaw had cut a di anond-shaped hole in the pipe, and a
femal e jack had been planted am dst the snaking optical cable. Nohar knelt
down and made the connection

Sonet hi ng Bobby was working on, probably the blue AT&T box, nade a satisfied
beep.

"Thanks, | have trouble getting down there nyself. Were was |1? Ch, yeah,

Bi nder's shortsightedness. H's group of budget ninrods in the House have been
stalling the launch for nine-ten years. Finally deci ded mai ntenance was too
expensive, so they're going to dismantle the project. Forget the fact they
woul d have saved nmoney in the long run by |aunching on schedule, and we woul d
be getting pictures back from Al pha Centauri by now, and the Sirius probe
woul d have started transmitting al ready—

Nohar shrugged. "My concerns lie closer to hone." "Yeah. My friend, the
pragmatic tiger." Bobby snapped hone a few nore connections. "Wrst bit is, he
started as a liberal."
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"You' re kidding."
"Nope, kept running for the state legislature as a civil libertarian

government -for -t he- peopl e type guy. Lost. Kept losing until he shifted to the
far right and got el ected. Never |ooked back. Children—an we say 'hypocrite'?
"Enough of that—Fhe Digital Avenger is now online."

Bobby flipped a switch and a new rank of nonitors cane to life with displays
of scrolling text. Inside the bell jar, lasers were carving the air into a
latti cework of green, yellow, and red light. "Now what kind of systemdo we
want to run our sticky little fingers through?”

First things first. "Any information on M.l you can dig up."

"As you wi sh— Bobby pulled out a keyboard and rested it across the arms of
hi s wheel chair.

He paused for a noment. "Another thing about Binder. Wth just a little tweak
of governnent finances, we might have caught up to the technol ogy that got
wasted with the Japs—

"I thought you were an anarchist."

"Don't throw my principles at me when |'mdrooling over bio-interfaces nobody
this side of the Pacific knows how to install. Besides, the engineering
shortage is degrading the quality of my stock."

There was hypnotic novenent in the bell jar as the hol ographic green web
distorted and a blue trail started to snake through the mass. Bobby noted his
interest. "Like the display? You ever hear a hacker refer to the net? That's
it. My image of it, anyway. The green lines are optical data tracks, the
yellow s a satellite uplink or an RF channel, red's a proprietary

channel —government or commerci al +the few white ones are what | and the
software can't figure out—-whoops, close there, soneone's watching that one."
The blue line took a right fci angle away froma sudden pixel glow ng red.
"Nodes
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are computers, junction and switch boxes, satellites, office buildings,
etcetera. Jackpot!"

Bobby smiled. "Anyone ever tell you credit records are the easiest things in
the world to access?"

The blue line had stopped at a node, which was now gl owi ng bl ue and pul si ng
lightly. Text was scrolling across three screens as Bobby's snile began

| eaving his face. "You gave nme the right nane?"

"M dwest Lapidary Inports.”



Bobby sighed. "Never as easy as it |looks." He typed madly for a mnute or so,
then he typed a command that faded the blue Iine back to the neutral green
Bobby shook his head. "M.I doesn't exist."

"What are you tal ki ng about ?"

"No credit records—

"Check ny credit. Soneone is making deposits to ny account.”

More mad typing and colored |ights. Bobby ended with a whistle. "You want to

| oan ne some noney?"

"Did you find anything?"

"Just daily cash deposits to your account, untrace-able. Thirty kil obucks,
plus . "

Nohar was speechl ess. He hadn't had the tinme, lately, to check the bal ance on
his account. After a while, he said, "Check sonewhere else,”

"If you say so. | have an in at the County Auditor's mainframe." The bl ue
trail snaked out again, and headed straight for a small nexus of red pixels
and lines in a corner of the bell jar. Just before the blue line hit the
nexus, it turned red itself. "lIsn't that neat? But | amtelling you, you can't
have a conpany without a credit record. Econom cally inpossible. Even the nost
phony setup in the world is going to be in debt to soneone, you can't—

Bobby paused as the new red line pulsed and text scrolled across one of the

screens. "Ckay, |'mwong, you can."
"What ?"
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"I just downl oaded the tax info on M.lI." The scrolling continued. "Shit."
Bobby renai ned silent and the scrolling eventually stopped. The new red |ine
faded. Bobby hit the keyboard again and nunbers scroll ed across anot her
screen, and stopped. Bobby was | ooking at the display with his jaw open. Nohar
| ooked at the screen. No nore than colums of nunbers to him "What're you

| ooki ng at ?"

"The third line. The net assets they reported to the County."

"Ei ghty thousand and change, what's so great about—=

"Those figures are in mllions."

Time for Nohar's jaw to drop. Ei ght—no, eighty—billion dollars in assets.
Bobby started scrolling through the information. "And forty thousand

nmega- bucks in sales and revenue—Wth no credit record? Someone is playing
ganes here."

These guys were having billion-dollar turnovers from genstones? Maybe he was
in the wong line of work. This was one set of rich franks.

"And Christ is alive and selling swanpland in Fl ori da—these guys have never
been audited."

"So they play by the rules.”

Bobby shook his head. "You dense furball. That has nothing to do with it. The
Fed assigns auditors for anything approaching this size. And those auditors
aren't paid to sit on their hands. They're paid to dig up dirt—=

"So why hasn't M. been audited?"

"Beats ne." Bobby studied the screen. "It ain't normal. For some reason, M.l
hasn't raised a single flag in the IRS conputers. They don't pay too little,
or too nmuch—and that is damm hard to do. They even have this little
subsi di ary, NuFood, to dunp nobney into so they can snooth out their |osses.
Know what | think?"

"What ?"
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"It's all a fake and they have a contact in the Fed telling themwhat their
tax returns should ook Iike."

Nohar shrugged. "So what are they spending their noney on?"

"I can give you a list of real estate fromthe property taxes." This was
acconpani ed by a few keyboard clicks and scrolling text on one screen
"There's records of withholding, | can give you a list of enployees and



approximate salaries." Mre clicks, another scrolling list, "That and a few
odd bits of equipnment they depreciate. Not much else, sorry."

Nohar was | ooking at the nanes scrolling across one of the screens. He was
hopi ng he m ght glinpse a nanme he'd know. No |uck on that score.

"The main thing | want to know is how they were payi ng Bi nder—=

Bobby shrugged. "Public database at the Board of Elections, no sweat. But
there's a solid limt on the anpunt of individual and corporate contributions,
even for a Senate race. | can item ze the public record, but all the illega
shit ain't gonna be there."

The blue trail began snaking its way through the net.

Bobby had just raised another question in Nohar's mnd. The cops had at | east
one | ook at the finance records that told themthat the three mllion was in
Johnson's possession. However, Smith said all the noney was from M.l —and t hat
wasn't legal. Nothing in the police report he'd read had nentioned it. From

t he canpai gn end of things, the noney had to have | ooked |legiti mate—to the
cops at | east.

More names were scrolling past Nohar on the | ast screen. Again, Nohar watched
it for names he knew—and, suddenly, he got |ucky. Nohar stared in w dening
fascination at the scroll. It was alnpst too fast to read at all. He was only
pi cki ng up about every tenth name, but that was enough

Except for the label on it, he was |ooking at a copy of MI's enployee list.
Bobby stopped clicking and in the periphery of NO
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har's vision, the blue |line faded. The roomwas silent for a noment. The only
noi ses were the slow creaking of the ceiling fans, the buzz fromthe

hol ographic bell jar, and the high-frequency whine of the nonitors.

"What do you see?"

Nohar was smiling. "Can you cross-reference the M.l enployee list with the

Bi nder contri butors?"

"Sure thing, conpare and hold the intersections." Tap, tap, tap

"Why don't you have a voice interface on this thing?"

"Silly waste of menory. My term nal snokes about twenty megahertz faster than
anyt hi ng el se because | don't bother with the voice. Besides, sonme of the shit
| pull with this thing is best conducted in sil ence-Bingo!"

Athird list was scrolling by on the last nonitor. "Hell, | mssed that. Good
thing you were paying attention. The intersection set is the entire M.I
payroll. Every single one of MlI's enpl oyees nade a contribution close to the
limt. "

Bobby had stopped tal king. Nohar was beginning to snell anger off his friend.
"What is it?"
"The contributions from M dwest Lapi dary cover sixty-five percent of Binder's

treasury. These guys own Binder. | knew he was corrupt, but this—=
Now it made sense. Binder's finance records held the key—but it now nmade even
| ess sense for Ml to be behind the killing. Their investment in Bi nder was

i ncredi ble. M. was probably going to |l ose all that hard-bought influence.
Then, Nohar renenbered what Smith had sai d—M.I's connection with Bi nder was
to be severed. That was right before the attenpt on Stephie. He still didn't
bel i eve in coincidence, and sever was a sinister verb. Nohar wondered if the
ot her people in the Binder canpaign were all right.

"You've got a rat's nest of innuendo here."

Nohar | ooked at the three lists. Only the last portion
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of each was shown on their screens. On the left was the list fromthe public
contribution records. In the center was the withholding Ilist fromthe County
Auditor. To the right was the list of the names that intersected the two other
lists. Something bothered him—

"How many people are on the withholding Iist?"

"Ei ght thousand, one hundred, and ninety-two."



The enpl oyee list had finished with an endless list of T s—Jracy, Trapman,
Trevor, Troy, Trunbull, Trust, Tsoravitch

"Thi s al phabeti cal ?"

"Yes, you seeing sonet hi ng?"

"There's sonething about this list of names. It seenms unnatural sonehow. |
can't put ny finger on it."

Bobby hit the keys again. "Perhaps if | ran sone pattern-analysis software on
it—

A brief summary replaced the list on the screen. Bobby read a couple of tinmes.
"Blow nmy mnd! There are—get this—exactly 512 names for sixteen letters of the
al phabet. 512 starting with A 512 starting with B, same thing for C, D, E, F,
but no Gs, 512 Hs, 512 I's, no J's or Ks. There's L, M N O P, no Qs, R

through T, then nothing till the end of the al phabet. Tal k abut unnatura
patterns—

"It'sail fake."

CHAPTER 16

Nohar stayed with Bobby until it was nearly noon. After Bobby had found those

unnatural patterns, he had started dunping tax and credit info on individua
enpl oyees. Al the enployees they had checked had no credit record and
overpaid their taxes. None of themtook nore than the standard deduction, no

i nvestments, no |osses, no dependents. The credit record was an anomaly, since
t he enpl oyees they had checked had all been honeowners wi thout a single

nort gage anong t hem

One of M.I's enpl oyees was nanmed Kathy Tsoravitch. She allegedly lived in
Shaker Hei ghts. Her address gave Nohar sonmething to check, to see just how
phony the M. enployee |list was.

The Tory was still waiting for himwhen he | eft Budget Surplus. The cabby had
been | eaning back and listening to the news, |ooked like it was going to be a
profitable day for her. Nohar got in the back

" *Kay, where to now? Back to 'hio city?"

"No, Shaker-"

She shrugged and started off east. She was a tal ker, and started going off on
recent news events. The Zip-head attacks, a bonb on the Shoreway, and so on
Nohar | et her, al! her passengers probably got the same treatnent.

When they pulled up outside an enpty-1ooking one-femly brick house, there was

still thirty dollars left on the neter. Nohar added another twenty and told
her to wait.
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Nohar got out and quickly wal ked up the driveway to get away frominmedi ate
observation. He wasn't dressed for the nei ghborhood. The cl othes made hi m | ook
i ke a hood.

The back of the house was as closed up as the front. Shades were pulled at
every wi ndow. There wasn't the ubiquitous ozone snmell by the enpty garage. It
hadn't been used in a while. The backyard had withered in the sunmer sun. It
was too yellow for Shaker Heights.

Nohar stood in front of the back door of the house. The | ock was a clunky one
with a non-optical keypad. The door probably led to the kitchen, but he
couldn't tell because a set of Venetian blinds blocked his view. He tried the
door. It was | ocked.

He stepped back and raised his foot to kick it in, and he had an inspiration
He lowered his foot and typed in zeros—five of them enough to fill the

di spl ay—and the enter key. The keys were full-traverse and a little reluctant
to nove, but Nohar managed to force themto register

In response to the di pshit conbination, the deadbolt chunked horme.

It nade a perverse sort of sense that soneone on the M.I payroll never

bot hered to reprogramthe dead-bolt combination when it came fromthe factory.
He opened the door and went inside Kathy Tsorav-itch's house.

The door did lead to the the kitchen—a pretty damm enpty kitchen. He let the
door cl ose behind himas he surveyed the nearly enmpty room No furniture



except the counters, no stove, no mcro, no fridge, not even |light spots on
the linoleumtile floor to show where they should be. The only appliance was a
di shwasher built into the base cabinets. He turned on the lights and the
over head fluorescent pinged a dozen tinmes before com ng on full

He wal ked over to the sink and his left foot slipped. He | ooked down and saw
that one of the linoleumtil es—sone faded abstract geonetric pattern on it—
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had conme | oose fromthe floor in a small cloud of dust. The adhesive was no
nore than crunbling yell ow powder. He slid it across the floor with his foot
and it hit in the corner of the room shattering into a half-dozen brittle

pi eces.

He stopped at the sink. Its stainless steel was covered with a thin | ayer of
dust. He turned on the water. There was a banshee scream fromthe pl unbing,
and a hard knocki ng shook the faucet. It sputtered twi ce, splattering rust-red
wat er speckled with black muck, and settled into a shuddering stream Nohar
killed it.

He opened drawers, but there wasn't much to see. One drawer held a
five-centimeter-long munmi fi ed body—a nouse or a bat.

The house was enpty. The place had the sane snell as the boxes in Manny's
attic—dry and dusty. Any odor with texture to it had faded | ong ago to a

not hing-snell. Even the little nmouse corpse snelled only of dust.

There was a newspaper—a real newspaper, not a fax—+ining a drawer. He pulled
out the sheet. The date on the paper was January 12th, 2038, fifteen years
ago. The headline was ironic, considering Bobby's view on recent events.
According to the paper, NASA had just gotten appropriations to test the

nucl ear engines for its deep-probe project. The original plan was to have a
dozen probes going to all the near star systens. Now, fifteen years |ater
Congress was going to scuttle the project before the first one was even

| aunched.

The end of the Pan-Asian war was news, even two years after the fact. The
paper had a rundown on the | atest Chinese atrocities in occupied Japan. It

al so contained the |latest 2038 reshuffling of the boundaries within a

bal kani zed I ndia. The Saudis had finally killed off their last oil fire, and
found their market gone along with the internal-conbustion engi ne. Even the
shei khs were driving electric. Israel hadn't yet been driven into the sea, but
nost of the occupied territory was now radi oacti ve. Russia had signed peace
treaties with
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Turkmen and Azerbai dzhan—finally. And the INS rel eased new figures on annua
nmorey immgration. In 2037, it topped at one-point-eight mllion. Putting the
new, 2038 noreau popul ation at over ten mllion. The United States had the

| argest noreau population in the world—with the possible exception of China
fromwhich no figures were avail abl e.

A candidate for the state senate naned Bi nder was adding his voice to the
growi ng concern about noreau inmm gration. Bobby was right about Binder's

radi cal shift. Binder spoke before the Ceveland City C ub about the nora

i nperative to allow noreau refugees across the border. Poor tired huddl ed
masses and all that. Five years later, Mreytown would explode into an orgy of
vi ol ence, and Bi nder would be in the House as the congressman fromthe 12th
district of Chio with prom ses to ban noreau i nmm gration altogether

He balled up the depressing paper. It crinkled and disintegrated |ike an old
brown | eaf. He dropped the remains and kicked the pieces away as he entered
the living room

The living roomhad wall-to-wall carpeting, an old comm nothing el se. Nohar
wal ked to the comm kicking up dust and | oose pieces of carpet. Wrth a try.
"Conmm on. "

It nust have heard him He could hear a click frominside the nmachi ne. Nohar
| ooked over the relic as it began to warmup. It was a Sony, and that neant



old, at least five years older than the paper. Probably cane with the house.
The picture was wavy, and the "nessage waiting" signal had carved a ghost

i mage into the phosphor. The voice the comm used was obviously synthetic. It
tried to sound human, but it sounded nore fake than Nohar's own comm "Commi s
on."

At | east the commands were standardi zed. He asked it for nessages, and there
were one hundred and twenty-eight of them The conms nenory was filled, and
had been for quite sone time. Each new nmessage
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was erasing an ol der one—stupid system Nohar's home comm erased anything nore
than a nonth old to avoid nenory probl ens.

Nohar wondered what ki nd of nmessages were waiting on the conm It was clear
now t he intended recipient didn't exist.

"Play."

Static, then a digital lowresolution picture with every tenth pixel gone to
vol atil e menory heaven. "Kathy Tsoravitch, | w sh—-bzzt—n person. Even so

wi sh to give ny personal —bzzt—for your generous contribution—-bzzt—~'

Hell, it was Binder. Saturday, July 19th. The Il ast ni ght Stephie had seen
Johnson alive.

Nohar smiled. She had | ast seen Johnson at a fundraiser—that Saturday. On that
same ni ght, Binder was thanking the nonexistent Kathy Tsoravitch for her
generous contribution. A contribution that must form part of that

m ssing/not-mssing three mllion dollars.

Now he had sonething to play with. He wondered how wel |l Thonson or Harrison
could stonewall if he threwthis in their faces.

However, this was only one nessage. He played the next one. "Play."

"My dear friend, K-bzzt—Jsoravitch. Even though | am unable to thank you

i n—bzzt -+ am giving you ny personal promise that | will jus—bzzt—your
con-fid-bzzt—+ intend to fulfill my prom ses of |aw and order—bzzt-waste in
government, and humane | aws to pronote huma—bzzt—and | amglad there are stil
people like you in this—bzzt—=

Soneone naned Henry Davis in Washington D.C. Nohar didn't believe in

coi nci dence. The first two nessages were thanks for political contributions—
"Play."

Berthold Mael ger fromLittle Rock, Arkansas, a nonth ago. Thanks for hel ping

his run for the Senate, appreciating the fact transplanted natives still took
an interest in Arkansas politics. He prom sed his best to
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try and elimnate pork-barrel politics and to | egislate the Hot Springs
federal noreau community out of existence.

"Play."

Prenti ce Charvat, Jackson, M ssissippi, same week as Mael ger. Running for the
Senate. Nohar knew him The vids portrayed himas the nost abrasive and voca
anti-norey congressman in the House. He let it be known he wouldn't stop at
sterilization. He wanted to deport the noreys—by force if necessary.

Nohar played every single message. Wth a few exceptions for junk calls and
wrong nunbers, the entire nmessage queue consisted of thankful politicians. The
gueue went back for nearly two years. Even with the repeats, Nohar nust have
counted over ninety different congressmen—enly two or three Senators—that owed
Kat hy Tsoravitch thanks for her contributions.

Bet ween taxes and donations, it was a good thing Kathy didn't exist. Her

sal ary barely covered her expenses.

Nohar wal ked back to the cab, dazed. He let hinself in the back and sat in
silence for a few m nutes. The cabby didn't seemto nind, though after a while
she asked, ' 'W gonna sit here, or you got sonewhere else in mnd?"

"CGet on the Mdtown Corridor, go to the end of Mayfield. There's a parking
garage behind the Triangle office building."

She nodded and started gabbing again as the Tory |eft Shaker. Nohar was



i gnoring her. Zips or not, cops or not, he had to enpty his apartnment. There
were things he needed to w pe off his conm there was the remaining amo for
his gun, and, of course, there was his cat. He was going to have to take Cat
over to Manny's, since he didn't know when, or if, he'd get back to his

apart nment agai n.

Fortunately, there was nore than one way in.

They rounded the Triangle and Nohar saw his Jer-
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boa. H's car was now a burned-out effigy at the base of the pylons under the
old railroad bridge. He thought he caught sone novenent around the abandoned
bus, but his vision wasn't good enough to make it out.

The parki ng garage was a bl ock away and behind the Triangle. It had its own
street. Two-lane bl acktop ran under a bridge straight to it. Nohar's office
card-key let themin. He told her to go to the fourth level and park. There,
he put forty dollars on the meter. "WAit for ne until that runs out."

"Sure thing."

Nohar got out of the cab and wal ked to the barrier at the edge of the fourth
floor and | ooked out. The garage was a relatively new addition to the
Triangle, but it was old enough to predate the expansi on of Mr-eytown into
what used to be Little Italy. Now, Mr-eytown surrounded the garage on three
sides. For four floors, the openings in the sides of the structure were
covered by chain link and barbed wire. However, years had atrophied security,
and one corner of the chain link on the fourth floor had been pulled away from
the concrete.

Nohar | ooked out of the hole now. No sign of the Zips yet. A nmeter away and
down was the tar roof of a neighboring apartnent building. The piercing smell
of the tar made his sinuses ache. The buil ding bl ocked his view of the street,
whi ch was good. It neant anyone on street l|level couldn't see him

Nohar straddled the |lip and ducked under the gap in the security fence. He
reached over with his good left leg. Hs left foot hit the tar roof and slid a
little. The tar was nelting in the heat. He was glad for the boots he'd found
at Manny's, tar'd be inpossible to get out of his fur.

Nohar eased hinself across the gap, trying to be gentle to his injured |l eg. He
brought his right foot down on a clay tile on the lip of the roof. The tile
was | oose and his leg slipped. His foot followed the tile into the narrow gap
bet ween the building and the ga-
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rage. He managed to hook his claws into the fence to avoid falling.

The tile exploded on top of a green trash bin below him The sound was |ike a
rifle shot.

For a nonent Nohar could sense a target strapped to the back of his head. Once
it was clear no one was going to appear at the sound, he could nove again.
Staying to the rear, to avoid being seen from My field, Nohar crossed the
connecting roofs to reach his own building, which was a floor taller than its
nei ghbors. Five windows with wought-iron bars stared across the roof at
Nohar. He made for the rearnost one.

The bars were connected to iron cross-nmenbers that were bolted to the brick
wal | . However, security nmintenance was even nore |ax here. The bolts were
resting in holes of crumbling masonry and the whole iron construction cane

| oose with a slight pull on Nohar's part.

The wi ndow was pai nted shut, the glass was m ssing, and a bl ack-pai nted sheet
of plywood had been nailed over it fromthe inside. He stood upon a wobbly
right leg and kicked in the plywod with his left foot. The pl ywood gave too
easily and Nohar had to catch hinmself on the window frane. It al nost broke off
in his claws. Tight fit, but he managed to | ower hinself through the opening
he made. He briefly considered replacing things, but if cops or Zips were
around, he might need to leave in a hurry.

He was in a broomcloset at the end of the fourth-floor hallway. The sheet of



pl ywood had | anded on a doubl e-basin sink and Nohar had used it as a step to
get down fromthe wi ndow The sink was now at a forty-five-degree angle from
the horizontal, and rusty water was begi nning to pool across the hexagona
tiles on the floor.

Nohar made for the stairs.

As he descended, the odor of tar receded. He becane aware of a famliar
perfune- The Vind cane out. Nohar backed toward the wal l
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and crept down the steps. He rounded the |anding, sliding under the w ndow to
the street, and pointed the gun down toward the third floor. No one. There was
t he ghost snell of blood-He was getting a sick feeling.

Bottom of the stairs, nobody in the third-floor hallway. Three neters away,
his door was ajar. The franme was splintered, proving Nohar's belief in the
usel ess-ness of an arnored door in a wooden door frane.

No sounds. The perfume was still ghostlike, but the bl ood was stronger. Nohar
flattened hinself against the right side of the door frame and pointed the

Vi nd through the opening as he pushed the door open with his foot. Bl ood,
feces, the burning snell of terror filled the apartnment—

Nohar covered all the roons in record tinme, but the bastards were gone.

They had left Cat in the shower. Nohar found his pet, strips of skin renoved
fromthe back and chest, lying in a pool of blood, urine, and feces. They'd
hadn't even had the decency to kill the animal before they left it. Cat had

bled to death, linping around the stainless-steel pit.

Shaving is a different thing to a norey than it is to a hunan. To a norey it
is a gesture of hatred and contenpt. Renoval of hair is still the basis of it,
but the skin is often renpved as well. Survival is rare.

The Zips couldn't find Nohar, so they had shaved Cat.

They left a nessage on the mirror for him in Cat's blood. "You next, pretty
kitty."

Nohar put his fist through it.
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CHAPTER 17

Nohar wanted to kill sonething.

It was an effort for himnot to listen to the adrenaline and finish trashing
the apartnent. What was worse, every tinme he thought of Cat, he couldn't help
pi cturing Stephie—

He tried to cal mhinself by making a methodical inventory of the damage. The
Zi ps had wrecked his comm along with nost of his apartment. They had shredded
his clothes out of spite. The couch was dead; it had been ailing to begin
with. The kitchen was a disaster. It |looked like the Zips had been trying to
burn down the buil di ng.

But they had mi ssed the two extra magazi nes forthe Vind. Those were where
Nohar had left them on top of the cabinets in the kitchen. The rats weren't
particul arly thorough, just violent.

Once he made sure the anmo was the only thing he could sal vage, he took a
sheet —ene they had shredded—and wapped Cat's stiffening body in it. The bl ood
soaked through i medi ately, and Nohar w apped himin another sheet, and
finally stuffed himinto a pillowase. He didn't know what he was going to do
with the corpse, but he couldn't l|eave it here.

On the way back to the cab, Nohar had the gun out. He hoped the Zips would
show t henmsel ves, but the way was clear through to the garage. He bol stered the
gun as he closed in on the cab

The cabbie interrupted himbefore he could get in

J the back. "What hit your hand? No, don't want to | know-stop right there."
Now what ?

"No shit, piss, or blood in the back of my cab. They | enme drive, but | clean
it up." She got out of the cab and wal ked around to the back and popped the
trunk. She pulled out a first aid kit. " 'Spect one hell of atip for this.



Cone 'ere."

Nohar hadn't bothered dressing his right hand. It hadn't seemed inportant.
There were several deep cuts on the back of it, from punching the mrror

The cabbie cleaned off the wound and tied it up

"There—hat's in the bag?"

"A dead cat."

"Wn't ask if that's a joke. Put it in the trunk."

What now? Nohar got in the back of the cab and tried to think clearly, putting
hi s head in his hands.

"Where to now?"

"Sit tight for a mnute. We're still running off the forty bucks | gave you."
"Sure 'nuff."

Dam good thing Angel didn't want to be left alone in the apartnment.

Shoul d have ditched things when he had the chance. Now he was wai st-deep in
shit river no matter what he did. Zi phead had a serious in for him GQGuess the
limt for rodents in this towns topped off at six-He shook his head. That kind
of thinking didn't help.

He wanted to claw the upholstery, but it wasn't his car

The Zips had trashed his comm that was bad. If Terin knew what she was doi ng,
she woul d have dunped the call record and read or copied the ram cards before
her muscle scragged them The Zips woul d have his Bi nder database. That was
public info, not too bad. They had all his photographs. Again, sonething he
could live without.

But now they had the forensic data base, and that was bad. Nohar didn't want
to think what could hap-
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pen if they figured he had a contact in the Medical Examiner's office.

Wrst of all, he had no idea what messages had been waiting for him

Nohar cursed under his breath. He was | ooking out the cab's w ndow, across the
garage and the bridge. He was | ooking at the Triangle office building-Wit a
m nute. He had another comm If the calls were being forwarded—and nost of

t hem wer e—there would be a copy on the conmin his office. Did the Z ps know
about that? Were they watching his office? Did the gang even know he had an
of fice?

"So, you want a big tip?"

She turned around and gave hima | ook ranking that as a stupid question

"Li ke to make a qui ck hundred?"

"Not hing illegal ?"

"No." Nohar pulled out his card-key to the Triangle. "You just go to ny office
and pick up ny nessages.”

The cabbie only took a few seconds to make up her mind. She took his key and
| eft the garage

She took her own sweet time getting back. It gave Nohar sone nore time to

t hi nk. As Angel would say, things were beginning to | ook |like they were going
to ground zero on him

The Zips' nationw de spree of violence made things loomlarge. MlI's pet
congressmen were as om nous, and scared himnore than the Zips—especially if
M.l was as reactionary as Binder. He wished Smith wanted to have the neet

toni ght. Nohar didn't want to wait for tonorrow.

The cabbi e came back with a rantard and sat back behind the wheel. "Like you,
but I'mnearly off shift. Last ride, where to?"

Nohar told her to drop himoff downtown, near East Side. He was going to pay
press secretary Thomson a

visit.

* * %
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He had the cabby drop himoff next to the | ake.

Nohar wal ked out on a pier, carrying Cat. He picked a chunk of crunbling



asphalt and placed it into the pillowase. After making sure the knot was
tight, Nohar picked up the bundle and | ooked at it. It was a shapel ess nass,
but bl ood had seeped through and the outline of Cat's body was beconi ng
visible in red. "Good-bye, you little mssing link."

He wal ked up to the end of the pier and | ooked over Lake Erie. There was an
overwhel mi ng organic stink fromthe recl amati on al gae that hugged t he shore.
He spared a glance to the light-green plants that shimered slightly in the
evening sun light. Then he tossed his package over the water |ike an ungainly
shot put. Cat hit the water about five nmeters out, splattering al gae. He

wat ched as the pillowase ballooned up with trapped air, then slowmy sank with
t he wei ght of the asphalt, pulling the algae in behind it to cover the surface
of the water again.

He | ooked back behi nd hi m

A few bl ocks away were the nassive East-Side con-dos. On top of one lived
Desnond Thonson, Binder's press secretary. Nohar was angry enough about recent
events to not even consider how the pinks would react to him He needed to
take this out on soneone.

Thonmson woul d be a conveni ent target.

Nohar started wal king toward the condos. The sun was setting, coating the

wi ndows of the buildings in molten orange. As Nohar wal ked toward the
bui | di ng, he amused hinsel f by picturing Thonmson's reaction when he unfol ded

t he conspiracy M. represented, and how deeply the Binder canpai gn was

i nvol ved. It wasn't sonmething you could hide, once soneone knew what to | ook
for.

Nohar smiled. Wen this got out, the vids would have a field day. Bobby had
been right, Binder was the congressman to involve in this.

As Nohar wal ked into the valley between the ritzy condom niuns, reality set
in. These were security
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bui | di ngs. How did he think he was going to get in to talk to Thonson in the
first place? Bad enough, being a norey. But he was dressed |like a gang nenber
and he was ar ned.

If he wal ked into one of these |obbies, he'd be lucky if security didn't shoot
hi m and cl ai m sel f-def ense. Nohar got as far as the front door to Thonson's
condo before he realized his chances of talking to Binder's press secretary
was somewhere between slimand none.

For one of the fewtimes in his life, Nohar wished he wasn't a norey.

He was sitting on the biggest political scandal of the century and he coul dn't
even confront someone with it. He felt positively usel ess. Wat now, he asked
hinself. Sit here all night and wait for the guy to |l eave for work? Go back to
Manny' s?

He t hought of Stephie waiting back there and decided to call it a day.

He turned away fromthe door and smnell ed sonething.

Pi nk bl ood, and cani ne nmusk. Nohar turned back to the door and | ooked through
the glass, into the | obby. There was a guard station in a nodern setting of

bl ack enanel, chrone and white carpeting. Nobody was behind the desk. That
wasn't procedure. The whol e idea of security in ritzy places like this was to
be high-profile. There should be a pink guard there.

Nohar tried the door. Locked.

He tried to buzz the desk. A guard wouldn't let himin once he saw him but

t he guard woul d have to come to the desk to see who was buzzi ng. Nobody
showed.

Nohar | ooked deeper into the | obby because he thought he saw sonme novenent. It
was an el evator door. It was opening and cl osi ng, opening and cl osing, again
and agai n.

The doors were bl ocked by a blue-shirted armon the ground, extending out from
the inside of the ele-
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vator. The arm belonged to a pink, and in its hand it held a |l arge automati c.
"Shit." Nohar could barely produce a whi sper

There was the echoing squeal of tires fromhis right. Nohar turned that way
and faced the exit of the condo's underground parking garage. A green renote
Dodge El ectroline shot out and bore to the right so hard it junped the curb
and al nost ran Nohar down. Nohar jumped and his back hit the | obby door with a
dul | thud.

The van shot by him accel erating, going east.

It nmade no sense to do so, but Nohar drew his Vind and started chasing the
van. Five seconds after he started running his linp had gotten bad to the
poi nt where he was in danger of toppling over. There was no way he was goi ng
to catch the van anyway. Not unless he shot out the inductor or a tire—and
that woul d be pointless when he didn't know who was inside the vehicle.

Nohar bol stered the Vind and began massagi ng his

hi p- Somet hi ng behi nd hi m expl oded. A tearing blast that nade Nohar imediately
turn around, jerking bis wounded | eg. The shot of pain he felt was forgotten
when he saw what had happened.

The top of Thonpson's building had erupted a ball of flame that was being
quickly followed by rolling black snmoke. Nohar felt a hot breeze on his cheek
as he heard the distant bell-like tinkle of cascading glass. There was a
secondary expl osion and the floor bel ow bel ched bl ack snmoke through shattering
wi ndows.

Nohar had chased the van three or four blocks away fromthe condos. He stil
backed away involuntarily. Wthin seconds, the top of the cylindrical building
was totally obscured by thick black snoke. Nohar was starting to snell the

bl aze.

It was the choking snmell of melting synthetics and burni ng gasoline. Nohar was
stunned. He stared at the burning build-
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ing until, a few mnutes later, five screanming fire engines blared by him By
then, the entire top three floors were bel ching out snmoke like a trash can
that had caught on fire. Nohar backed into an alley. Cops would be arriving
soon, and he didn't want to be questioned.

Nohar found a vantage point on a fire escape. At that point, a dozen fire
vehi cl es surrounded the condo, twi ce that many cop cars. The vids had showed,
like a flock of carrion birds. Three helicopters arrived in tight formation
and ai med foam cannons at the top of the building.

The copters pulled a tight turn, carrying themover Nohar. They were flying

| ow and the | oud chopping of the rotors nade his nolars ache. Mre snells hit
him ozone exhaust fromthe choppers, the dry-fuzzy snell of the foam+t nade
hi mwant to sneeze—above it all, the choking, nauseating snell of the burning
building. Up there, with all the synthetics, the snoke was probably toxic.
Streanms of foam fromthe cannons cut through the air in precise formation
Three thin bands of white flew fromthe copters in parallel ballistic arcs,
expandi ng as they went, until all three hit the building as one stream Nohar
wat ched the foamhit the east side of the building and smash through a w ndow
on the top floor. The stream di spl aced vol unmes of snoke, and after a short
pause, white foam began cascadi ng out w ndows, dripping down the sides of the
bui I di ng.

Desnond Thonson, MBA, press secretary for the Binder campaign, had |lived on
the top floor.

Nohar doubted Thonson |ived anywhere anynore.

CHAPTER 18

Nohar waited for the chaos at Thonson's condo to die down before he wal ked out
on the street again. Harsk had called hima paranoid bastard, but he didn't
want to deal with cops. Being this close to blatant arson, Nohar doubted he'd
be I et alone. Nohar had the feeling if he got too close to the cops now, he'd
be hung out to dry.

He hung by a public conm painfully aware of Angel's coment, "Moreys this far



west shine," He was gl ad rush hour was |ong over. The pinks had abandoned
downt own C evel and for anot her day, and the cops were involved el sewhere. The
only pink Nohar had to worry about was an oriental rent-a-cop staring at him
fromthe | obby of the Turkmen International Bank. The pink's suspicion was
ironic. The pink was probably a Japanese refugee—during the Pan-Asi an war
Japan and | ndia woul d have been on the sane side, and both had been nuked into
asimlar fate.

Speci es before nationality, Nohar guessed.

The cab pulled up. This time, better nei ghborhood, the cab company sent a
renote Chrysler Areobus. Nohar got into it, to the visible relief of the pink
rent-a-cop. The van was brand new. Nohar could still smell the factory scent
fromthe uphol stery. No one had pissed in this one yet.

"Wl come to O evel and Autocab. Pl ease state your destination clearly.'

The conputer started repeating itself in Spanish, Japanese, Arabic—
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"Detroit and West— not too close to Manny, just in case—"63rd. Chio City."
"Five point seven five kilometers from present |ocati on— Nohar woul d have

wal ked if not for his I eg and the nei ghborhood. "ETA ten m nutes. Pl ease
deposit twenty dollars. Change will be refunded to your account.'

Nohar slipped the computer his card, punched in his ID, and deducted the
twenty dollars. There was a slightly overlong pause while the conputer read
his card

"Thank you, M. Rajasthan."

The cab rolled out onto the Mdtown Corridor, passed through downtown, and got
on the Main Avenue bridge, heading west. N ght had wapped itself around the
West - Side of fice conplex. The buil dings had shifted fromchrome to onyx.
Traffic was dead with the exception of Nohar's cab and the endl essly running
car go- haul ers.

The cab reached the Detroit Avenue of f-ranp—

The cab passed it, still doing 90 klicks an hour

What the hell? "You missed the exit."

The conputer was nute. Nohar tried typing on the keyboard provided for
passengers. It was dead. So was the voice phone sitting next to it. Nohar
began to worry about that pause over his card.

The cab passed the Detroit on-ranp, and two cars pulled off the ranp to foll ow
it. Even in the dark, with his vision, he knew their nake. Late-nodel Dodge
Havi er sedans.

Unmar ked police cars were always Dodge Haviers.

Stupid. O course the cops would put a flag on his card. They were probably
goi ng to have Autocab dispatch send the cab straight to police headquarters.
As if the cab was reading his nmind, once it had picked up the shadows it took
the next off-ramp, circled around under the bridge, and got back on the

bri dge—goi ng east, cops in tow.
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If he was going to do sonething, he'd better do it quick

Now he wasn't so glad he'd gotten a new cab. An ol der cab woul d have been
fitted with a seat and controls for a driver. This cab's interior was totally
filled with pseudo-|uxury passenger space. Nohar had little chance to override
the controls.

He got down on one knee and felt around the carpet between the forward two
seats and the passenger consol e. Wen he found the edge, he clawed it up
There had to be a mmi ntenance panel in here. The cab had no hood, and the
design people didn't have hatches on the outside to mar the plastic-sleek
lines of the vehicle. The only other place for a mai mpanel woul d be under the
damm cab, and if that was the case, Nohar would be in trouble.

Nohar held his breath until he saw the maint panel under the carpet. It had a
keypad, and a red flashing light. A breach would alert the cab's dispatcher
Nohar | ooked back at the two Haviers behind him Alerting dispatch wouldn't be
a very big problem



Nohar unhol stered the Vind, w shing for the standard tefl on-coated rounds, and
fired a point-blank shot at the keypad. The gun bucked in his hand and the
keypad expl oded under him Little plastic squares with nunmbers on them went
everywhere in the van. It set off the car alarm He | ooked back at the cops
and saw them activate their flashers.

Where the keypad had been was now a snoki ng rectangul ar hol e. The sour odor of
burning insulation filled the cab. The magnetic | ock had only been on the
mai nt panel for the deterrence value. The dundum had scragged it. Nohar hooked
his hand into the remai ns of the keypad and pulled out the panel

Fromthe light of the flashers, he could tell the cops were pulling up next to
him He kept low If the cops had heard the shot, they wouldn't hesitate to

bl ow hi s head off.

Under the maint panel were the electronic guts of
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the conputerized driver. Now he had to think fast. The sky was suddenly

vi sible out the side wi ndows. He was passing over the Cuyahoga River. The
three cars were hitting downtown C evel and, and soon after would be at police
headquarters.

The circuit boards were | abel ed and col or-coded. Nohar pulled the one | abel ed
"RF Comm " That should cut the signals from dispatch-he hoped.

The Havi ers were pacing the cab, one on each side of the center |ane. The
second the three cars hit downtown, the cab pulled a hard | eft—agai nst the
light. There was a skidding crunch as it clipped one of the Haviers on the
inside of its turn. Nohar was thrown against the right wall. He grunted as the
i npact reawakened the wound in his hip.

It seened he'd done two things in addition to cutting contact with the Autocab
di spatcher. He had activated a hom ng program+the cab was no | onger heading to
poli ce headquarters. It was probably returning to Autocab itself—-and the
collision with the Havier showed that he had cut the cab's ability to pick up
t he transponders of other cars.

He heard the long blare of horns and the screechi ng of brakes-Fuck the
cover—the sides of the cab wouldn't stop a bullet anyway. Nohar sat up so he
could see what was going on. The cab had run a red light wi thout stopping. The
cab wasn't picking up on transm ssions fromthe lights anynore. O the street
signs—+t was accel erating. Nohar had blinded the robot cab as well as
deafening it. It was following the streets fromits nmenory.

Nohar | ooked behind him Only one Havier was foll owi ng—the one the cab had
violently cut off wasn't in sight. The cop had to slow to weave through the
chaos the cab had left in the previous intersection

More horns, another crunch. Nohar was thrown flat on his back. Now his hip
sent a crashing wave of pain that made his eyes water. Sonehow, he managed to
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keep hold of the circuit board. He saw the front windshield split in half and
fall out onto the road. Nohar staggered up and | ooked out the back. The cab
had pl owed through the front end of a sl ow noving Vol ks-wagon Luce. The Luce
had spun out and al nbst hit the pursuing cop

The cab must have been noving over a hundred klicks an hour now. He was
actually losing the cop. Even so, he wondered if pulling the circuit board had
been a good i dea.

He turned around to see where he was going. Down the road was a row of
sawhorses dotted with yellow fl ashers. The city was di ggi ng up anot her hunk of
road—

The cab's brain had no idea the flashers were there. They were topping
one-twenty. .

Nohar slanmed the circuit board back home and dived for one of the rear
chairs, trying to get a seat belt around hinself. The cab suddenly knew what
was ahead of it and how fast it was going. The brakes activated, alnbpst in
tine.



Whack, one sawhorse hit the front. The flasher exploded into yellow plastic
shrapnel. The rest of the sawhorse flipped over the top of the cab. There was
an incredi ble bunmp, thrusting Nohar into the seat belt. The belt cut into his
m dsection as the nose of the cab jerked downward. The front-right corner of
the cab sl ammed sonmething in the hole, and the rear of the van swung to the
left. The left rear wheel |ost pavenent and the van tunmbled into the hole. It
rocked once and stopped on its side.

The seat belt and the brakes had saved his life. The cab had hit the hole only
going thirty or thirty-five klicks an hour. Nohar was lying on the left side
of the van, which was now the floor. Nohar was still for a nonment, letting the
fires in his right leg fade to a dull ache.

After the cops were done with him Autocab would probably want his balls for
breakfast. Hell, it was their
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own fault—a renote that gets disabled |like that ought to stop

Nohar unbuckl ed himsel f and snelled the dry ozone reek that announced the

i nductors had cracked open and nelted. The cab was dead. Nohar stunbl ed out
the remains of the wi ndshield. Qutside was knee-deep mud that snelled of sewer
and recl amati on al gae. Nohar faced the round, three-neter-dianmeter, concrete
nmouth of a stormsewer buried in the wall of the hole. He didn't hesitate. He
knew provi dence when he saw it.

He |inped into the echoi ng darkness under the streets.

It seened like an eternity in the col orless dark, slogging through the al gae,
listening to the echo of his own breathing, unable to snmell anything but the
sour odor of the water. The only redeenm ng feature of his slog through the
storm sewers was the fact the air was cool. The water itself was cold, and
after a while his feet had nunbed to a dull throbbing ache that matched the
pul se in his hip.

For once he was worried about Manny's adnonitions about infection

The one big problem he was facing now was that not only had he | ost the cops
in the sewers, he had also lost hinself. Fromthe Hellcats, he knew every inch
of the storm sewers under Mreytown. But, of course, he had no idea where the
storm sewers were under downtown Cl evel and. He had lost his sense of direction
a while ago, so he was goi ng upstream-had to be away fromthe river or Lake
Erie. The direction was somewhere between east and south. Eventually he would
find an inlet and get his bearings.

The few times he was tenpted to go into a snmaller branch off of the main trunk
he was follow ng, he decided against it. Wile the trunk was arrow straight,
and an obvi ous subterranean hi ghway for the cops to follow, he would have

pl enty of warning before pursuit
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caught up with him The slight phosphorescence fromthe al gae was enough |i ght
for himto see a couple nmeters in any direction, the pinks would need a
flashlight—+hat would give them away a hundred neters before they ever saw
hi m

It was also the only route that gave hi menough cl earance to stand upright.
Nohar's time sense was screwed. He'd gone for what seened |ike hours w thout
sign of pursuit. He kept glancing at his wist, but his watch was still wth
what ever Young's explosion had left of his clothes at University Hospitals.
After an interninable period, the world began to lighten. At first Nohar

t hought it was pink cops with flashlights. However, even though the light |et
some bl ue back into his nmonochrome world, it was nuch too dimfor pink eyes.
He drew the Vind and sl owed his approach to the |light ahead. It wasn't an
inlet. It was a line of holes, large and small, that had been drilled through
the concrete wall of the stormsewer. He ducked under a small one that was

hal fway up the wall, and crept up on a large ragged hole he mght fit through
A gl ance through the hole only showed hima netal -framework scaffold that was
draped in opaque plastic fromthe other side. The tiled floor outside cane to
Nohar's wai st. Under the scaffold he saw a jackhamner, a small renote
forklift, a portable air conpressor, and soneone's hard hat hung up on one of



the struts form ng the scaffold. Nohar bol stered the Vind and haul ed hinsel f
up with his good arm

He clinbed in, crouching under the scaffold. He paused and | ooked back over
his shoul der. He sensed sonethi ng was wong, even though he didn't hear or
snel | anything. He turned around, kneeling on his good knee, and | eaned
slightly back out the hole. He was waiting the split second for his eyes to
readj ust to the darkness beyond.

He heard a splash and his hand went for the Vind.
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A hand shot out of the darkness, much too fast, and grabbed a handful of
T-shirt and fur, while a shoulder hit himin the right thigh. He wasn't well
bal anced, and the way his leg was, it buckled i mediately.

Thi ngs were going too quickly. He barely had tinme to recognize the arm

bel onged to a pink. Nohar tumnbl ed through the darkness and splashed into the
green algae water. H s hand had only gotten halfway to the Vind.

Hi s head went under for a noment

Nohar cane up sputtering. His eyes had adjusted to the darkness. Facing him
and pointing his own Vin-dhya at him was a pink fermal e. She had short, dark
hai r—bl ack as the junpsuit she wore. She was only 160 centineters or so, maybe
50 kil os. Despite her size, the way the cords stood out on her wists as she
held the 12 millinmeter told Nohar she was prepared to take the massive recoi
of the weapon.

"FBlI." One hand left the gun, whipped a pair of cuffs at him and was back
bracing the Vind before Nohar could react. "I am placing you under arrest. You
have the right to remain silent "

The cuffs fit.

As she mirandi zed him he noticed something. Her eyes, pupils dilated all the
way, were reflecting light back at him Her pupils glowed at him He hadn't
noticed at first, since a lot of norey eyes did that.

Pink's eyes did not have that catlike reflection.

She was a frank

He stared at this snmall woman who held the Vind like it was a Saturday night
special, and he realized he was scared shitless.

CHAPTER 19

Nohar didn't know rmuch about human standards for such things, but he was
pretty sure that this frank agent was the "babe" the Fed sent to Bobby. He
went with the agent quietly. He had no desire to test her capabilities.
Despite a probable resisting arrest charge, he could claimhe'd pulled the
circuit because he'd thought they were Zi pheads out to kill him Wuldn't
convince the cops, but it was enough to keep the charges down to reckl ess
endangerment, discharging a firearm and whatever Autocab wanted to lay on
hi m

She called in on her throat-m ke and wasted no time getting himto the
surface. Despite the long wal k alone with the agent, Nohar snelled nothing
fromher that nade himthink she was worri ed about hi m escaping. He noticed
she put on a pair of chrone sunglasses as soon as they left the underground.

They didn't seemto affect her vision at all, even though it was close to
m dni ght. They canme out by the shore of the Cuyahoga River, in the Flats cl ose
to Zero's. There was still a ghostly snell of carnage to the place.

The pink | aw was there, in force. A few dozen uniforns had scranbl ed down to
the shore and taken up positions covering the exit fromthe tunnel. They
seened al nost di sappoi nt ed when Nohar didn't cone out, gun bl azing.

She led himup the rise next to the river, toward the congregation of parked
bl ack- and-whites. The pink cops gave her a wide birth and Nohar detected a

sl i ght
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odor of fear fromthem He wondered if the unifornms knew the agent wasn't
quite hunman.

She ignored the uniforms and headed right for the one puke-green Havier. Harsk
was sitting on the hood, drinking a cup of coffee that snelled synthetic. She



smled, first time her face showed sonet hing other than a hard, expressionless
mask. It stopped short of being a sneer

"Detective Harsk, when | say | have the target in custody—the target's in
custody. | was assigned to this for a reason.”

Harsk grunted and got to his feet. "lIsham don't dick ne around. | don't tel
the Fed howto blowits nose. Don't tell ne howto w pe nmy ass.”

So her nane was |sham Nohar had thought he detected a slight Israeli accent.
"These nen woul d be of better use el sewhere."

Harsk was steanming. Ishams smile was wi dening. Nohar wouldn't be surprised if
she could snell Harsk's irritation herself. Harsk grabbed Nohar by his good

arm and addressed Ishamin a tone of forced civility. "I appreciate you
hel ping us with your expertise.” That was a blatant lie, Nohar could tell
"But | amstill going to do things by the nunbers. Especially wth noreys.

Especially after yesterday."

For a brief nmonment they were both hanging on to his arm Harsk had a firm
grip. He was strong for a pink. But Ishams hand felt like a steel band. When
her hand left—t didn't release his armso nuch as vani sh—there was an ache
where it had been. He suspected she had |l eft a deep bruise there.

Har sk squeezed himinto the back of the unmarked Havier, algae and all, and
sl ammed the door shut. Soon Nohar was headed to police headquarters.

The two DBA pinks had fallen into a good-cop, bad-cop routine and didn't seem
to realize they were stuck in the mddle of a cliche. The bad cop was the fat
one. H's name was Ml ntyre. Good cop was a cadaverous
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bl ack man named Conrad. From every indication, both their first names were
"Agent . "

Nohar had al ready gone through the numbers with Harsk, who was, if not civil,
at | east businesslike and professional about things. These two acted |ike they
were going for first prize at the annual asshol e convention

Ml ntyre was into rant nunmber five. "W got you by the short-hairs, you norey
fuck. There's over thirty grand in cash deposits to your account. You expect
us to believe it ain't norey drug noney? You suddenly get that kind of cash,
inthe mddle of the burg with the biggest flush manufacturing center we've
found to date—and you show up in a firefight with the biggest distributors.
Tell us what's going down, tiger, because we're going to trace those bills no
matter how well you |aundered them"

So far, Nohar had gotten nmore information fromthe pinks than they'd gotten
fromhim Apparently, somewhere in Ceveland was a major flush industry.
Sonewhere, the DEA didn't know where, was the |lab, or |abs, that nmanufactured
the flush for the drug trade throughout the center of the country. The Zips
were the major dealers of flush on the street |evel

Conrad was doing his variation on being reasonable. "W don't want you. W
want the labs. Tell us where they are, or give us sonme nanes we can work with.
We can intervene with the local judicial system make it easy for you."

He had al ready protested his ignorance. So he ignored them and studied the
acoustic tiles, silently counting the holes that forned abstract patterns in
the white rust-stained fiberglass. He wanted to go home, forget about Zips,

Bi nder, M.I. Wrse, he was beginning to worry about Stepnie. Someone torched
Thonmson. O the people with access to the finance records, that only left

St ephi e and Harrison

It was going to be a long night. At |east he knew
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Mcl ntyre was bl owi ng snoke out his ass about the cash. If the noney was dirty,
t hey' d know by now, and he wouldn't be in an interrogati on roomat police
headquarters. He'd be in a cell in the federal building. As it was, all they
had was the fact any norey with that nuch cash had to be guilty of sonething.
When Nohar didn't respond, rant number six was on the horizon. Ml ntyre never
got to deliver on the steanming invective he nust have been considering. Harsk



opened the off-white netal door and let in Is-ham who was still wearing her
m rrorshades. Harsk snelted angry. He pointed at the agents and hooked his

t hunb out the door. "Mlntyre, Conrad, get out here. | have to talk to you."
Ml ntyre wasn't inpressed. "We aren't done here."

"Qut, now " Harsk was pissed. The DEA pinks obviously didn't expect this from
someone they saw as a |l ocal functionary. They collected their recording

equi pnent and left.

That left himalone in the roomwith | sham She skidded a key ring at him
across the formca table. It cane to a stop right in front of him She

i ndi cated his handcuffs.

"Take those of f."

She didn't wait for him She turned around to face the large nmirror on the
wal | opposite Nohar. She took off her sungl asses, knocked on it tw ce, and

poi nted back toward the door. "I'mwaiting."

The conmment wasn't addressed to him

Nohar didn't want to be alone in a roomw th this wonman.

He t hought he heard a door open out in the hall. She had just disnissed the
cops stationed behind the oneway mirror. By the way her head nodded and noved,
he could tell she was watching the cops | eave.

"Now we can talk in private." She turned around to face himand smled. He
finally saw her eyes in the light. They | ooked Iike a pink's eyes at first,
with round
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iris and visible whites. But there were few, if any, pinks with yellow irises,
and none with slitted pupils.

"Aren't you going to renove those?"

He had forgotten about the cuffs. He picked up the keys and funbl ed t hem of f.
"What's a frank doing working for the FBI?"

She put her sungl asses back on. Now there was no visual cue to her nature. But
she was still not a pink. For one thing, she didn't have a scent. For another
her breathing was silent. This worman coul d be behind hi mand he woul d never
know she was there.

She paused a nmonent before she spoke. "The executive isn't as picky about
humanity as some people would like. If it wasn't for the donestic ban on macro
gene engineering, they'd build their own agents.'

Nohar slid the cuffs and the keys back across the table. He tried not to |et

hi s nervousness show, but she could probably smell it as well as he could. "So
t hey pick up whatever trickles over the border? *'

"Let's get down to business. | want information."

Nohar sighed. "I told the DEA | knew jack—

That evil smile widened. If she had been a norey, the display of teeth would
make himfear for his life. "Those schmucks never dealt with noreys before.
They' re convinced all noreaus know each other and are involved in the drug
trade."”

She reached into a pocket and tossed a grainy green-tinted picture on the
table. It showed a shaggy gray canine in desert campuflage. It had been taken
with a |ight enhancer.

Even with the rotten resolution, there was no question it was Hassan

"I am searching for a canine calling hinself Hassan Sabah. Contract assassin,
specializes in political killings. Started in the Afghan occupation of North
India. Wrks for every extrem st cause you can nane. Japanese nationalists,
Irish republicans, South African
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whi t e suprenaci sts, Shining Path social humanists in Peru—=

Every group she nentioned was punctuated by a picture dropped on the table:
the car bomb that took out the Chinese political director in Yokohama; the
hotel fire that killed three UK cabinet ministers in Belfast; the half-dozen
Zulu party | eaders hacked apart by machetes in Pretoria; the barracks of



| epus-derived infantry taken out by a renote truck filled with explosives in
Caj anar ca

"Hassan snuggl ed hinself into the country [ast year with the Honduran
boatlift. The Fed didn't know he was in the country until a native of Belfast
living in O eveland recognized this canine." |Ishamtapped Hassan's picture
with one of her slightly-pointed nails. "He's in the country, and he's

i nvol ved with the Zip-perheads."

"Why aren't you talking to your tip?" Nohar had an i dea why. A norey from

Bel fast nmeant a fox.

| sham flipped out another picture, confirm ng No-har's suspicion. The picture
snowed a norey vul pine, very dead. The fox had a small-caliber gunshot wound,
cl ose range, right eye.

"She was our witness. Whelp fox fromNorth Ireland. Had the bad luck to be in
a street gang that called itself Vixen—I| see you know what happened to Vi xen
Never got the chance to contact her."

She | eaned back and gl anced, over her sunglasses, at the one-way mirror. Then
sati sfied, she went on. "The Fed only has suspicions of what Hassan is doing.
But it scares Washi ngton. Joseph Binder's Senate canpaign seens to be his

| atest target. The Fed thinks a radical norey organization is operating out of
Cl evel and. The terror attacks by the Zi pperhead gang give credibility to the
suspicion.”

"You want information on Hassan."

"We put you and Hassan in the same area on at |east three separate occasions.
When Hassan killed a |l ocal pinp named Ti saki Nugoya. During the attenpted as-
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sassi nation of Stephanie Wir, former assistant to the |ate Daryl Johnson. And
the arson attack that killed Desnond Thonson, "

"Hassan was there?"

"One of the security guards lived |ong enough to give us a tentative ID."
Maybe he coul d bargain. "Wat do | get for talking to you?

I sham t ook oif her glasses and | ooked at Nohar as if she was exam ning a
corpse to determ ne the cause of death. "You'll get nmy good will."

The smile was gone. "Nohar, you are going to wal k. Make me happy."

Nohar scratched his claws across the |inoleumand decided he didn't want |sham
as an eneny. "I'Il tell you, but it's nostly second-hand . " He gave her
the story, as he sawit, leaving out the Ml angle in deference to client
confidentiality. Saturday the 19th, Young had | et Hassan into Johnson's house.
Johnson gets whacked by Hassan's Levitt. Thursday the 24th, while Stigmata is
bei ng wi ped up by the Zi pheads, Hassan takes position up on Misician's Towers
during a thunderstorm and bl ows Johnson's picture wi ndow Thursday the 31st,
Young enpties the Binder finance records, torches them and hinmself, on the
1st. Monday the 4th, the Zips attack the coffeehouse. Hassan and Terin are
toget her in the four-wheeler

She completed the Iist. "Today, Desnmond Thonmson is a victimof a firebonb in
his condo and Edwi n Har-rison's BMW expl odes on the Shoreway—

"Harrison' sdead?"

"Haven't you foll owed the news?" Nohar remenbered the cabbie nentioning
somet hi ng about a bonb on the Shoreway. "H m and twel ve other comuters during
the norning rush hour. So far, because of you, Weir is the only one to survive
an attenpt by Hassan. Do you know where she is?"

"No." He didn't want to lie. He didn't know how for he could push |Isham but
he didn't want to get
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Manny involved with this. "She gave me a lift to my ol d nei ghborhood. | don't
know where she and the rabbit went after that."

| sham seemed to know it was a lie. * 'l want to know if you find out where
she's hiding out. The Fed would like to put her under protection—=

The conversation stopped because a nmuffled yell was comng fromthe hall. It



was Mclntyre. "Wat?"

The room was supposed to be soundproof, but No-har could hear the conversation
if he concentrated. Fromthe pause in Ishaml s speech, she was eavesdroppi ng as
wel I .

"I said," Harsk's voice, "the tiger walks. Your own fault. Screwed your own
collar, if there was a collar to begin with. Acted worse than a coupl e of
rooki es. "

"You can't talk |ike—=

"Maybe if | put it like this. Fuck you, fuck your little proprietary DBA

i nvestigation, and fuck inter-agency cooperation if you' re going to fuck up
like this around here!"

"Detective Harsk— That was Conrad.

"Shut the fuck up! DA sent the word. No prosecution on the coffeehouse,

sel f-def ense. None on the gun. Check your files, he's had a |license since
2043. As far as recklessness is concerned, you're the glorified dimMts that
storned, into Autocab dispatch and not only disabled the override conm but the
energency shut-off as well. DA's position is, since you didn't identify
yoursel f, and the energency shutoff was disabl ed, Ra-jasthan was justified."
"You don't understand," Conrad again, "this is our first |ead—

"The charges from Aut ocab—

Hask al nost sounded pl eased. "K>« don't understand. You have shit. Autocab is
goi ng to press charges—again, ?? you two. It might cone as a surprise, but not
everybody likes to have the DBA wal k in and take over. Not to nmention the fact
the Transportation Safety Board is upset with you. Cutting the override
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on a renote vehicle is a felony. Because you two goobers couldn't identify
yourself to the suspect, the cab goes flying blind into traffic. You're |ucky
you don't face kidnapping charges. You're not too far fromassault with
intent."

"You don't really believe he thought it was the Zips—

"You unbel i evabl e shits! Just because it's a norey, doesn't nmean you can
forget all that bothersome civil rights crap. The collar still has to fly in
court. You blewit. Now get the hell out of ny station and back to your

st akeout in Moreytown—er better, back to the rock you crawl ed out from"™

"Your superiors are going to hear about this."

"\What a coincidence, your superiors already have. A district chief naned

Robi nson would really like a word with you two.'

That ended the conversation. Nohar turned back to Isham He was confused. "IF
DBA started this, why were you the arresting officer?
"Only one with experience tracking noreaus. Trained by Israeli intelligence.”

The evil smile was back

Harsk burst into the room "Agent |sham where the hell you get off dism ssing
t he observing officers? It's against operating procedure for an officer to be
left alone with a suspect—

"I"mnot one of your officers, and Rajasthan is no | onger a suspect."

"Christ, worman, are you pulling this shit just to piss ne off? Nohar, you're
wal ki ng. The DBA guys are fucked worse than a ten-dollar whore, and the DA
doesn't want to press charges."

Nohar stood up. "Thanks."

"Don't thank me yet. Because of you, and Binder, | got internal affairs

cl anpi ng down on ny ass—even if it was those Shaker cronies of Binder's that
di cked around the Johnson nurder. This Ziphead crap has got Gty Hall in a
panic, the vids are having a field day—
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And | got suspicions it's all because you stuck your nose where it don't
belong. If it was ny choice, I'd |l ock you up and never let you go.

" "As it is.''" He turned to Isham ' 'If the special agent would kindly |eave
me and the tiger alone. Nohar, we have things to discuss, in private."



Harsk | ed himout of the interrogation room

CHAPTER 20

Harsk's office was in the basenent of police headquarters. It snelled of
paper, dust, and mildew. Wen Harsk led himin, Nohar had to duck the pipes

t hat snaked along the ceiling. There were two chairs opposite the rust-dotted
green desk. They were water-stained chrome pipe with red-vinyl seats that were
hel d together with silver-gray duct tape. Neither one | ooked like it'd survive
him so Nohar stood.

Harsk took a seat behind the desk. He picked up a cup of old coffee that had
been sitting on one corner of the desk. It was one of many cups that occupied
various open spaces in the room Harsk took a sip, grinmaced, and finished it.
"So, Nohar, you think you just wal ked out of all that crap because of a clean
life-style and goodness of heart-"

Nohar wrinkled his nose. He thought he saw something floating in the coffee
Harsk was drinking. "You're about to tell me otherw se?"

The left corner of Harsfc's nouth pulled up. The cl osest the pink cop would
ever cone to a smle. He drained the cup and tossed it in the corner of the
room near a wastepaper basket that was awash in a tide of old papers. "Good
Your bullshit detector is working. 1'mgoing to tell you why you're wal ki ng.

It has little to do with the DEA s inconpetence—

Har sk opened a drawer and took out the Vindhya. "How many peopl e know who your
father is?"
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That was the last thing Nohar expected to hear from Harsk. "Wat has that got
to do—=

Harsk started taking out the magazines for the Vind. He arranged it all on the
desk in front of him "Everything, Nohar. If you don't see that, you're dunber
t han nost people give noreys credit for. Do you realize what the Fed, nuch

| ess those dimnits at the DBA, would do if they knew you were your father's
son?"

"It isn't ny fault who ny father is."

Harsk gave Nohar a withering stare. "If that ain't a load of bullshit, | don't
know what is. There's a good chance that half the tigers descended fromthe
Raj as-than Airlift were sired by him You're the fool that had to track down
your paternity. There's a few hundred Rajasthans out there that left well
enough al one. You brought Datia's history on to yourself. Now you got to dea
withit."

Nohar wi shed he had a good argument for that. He didn't. "Wat do you nean, if
the Fed knew?"

"They don't, yet. I'll answer ny first question for you. Perhaps a hal f-dozen
people in the departnment know that Nohar is Datia's son. The DA's one. |I'm
another. Al of us were at that [ast showdown at Musician's Towers. He held
off a SWAT teamwith that gun." He notioned to that Vind. "Wen the Guard
showed up, they torched the building to get himout."

Nohar didn't want to hear this. He was grateful that Harsk was a pink and
couldn't snell the enotions off him

"Datia was a dyed in the wool psycho who left about half his mind in

Af ghani stan. A lot of humans don't understand why hundreds of noreys foll owed
the bullshit he spouted. Datia, at the end, didn't believe it either. Could ve
been anyone, though, That August was too tense, too hot, too unstable.

Mor eyt own was prinmed, anyone coul d have touched the spark—A lot like it's
been lately. "'
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There was a silence in the room It stretched out for a long tine. "\Wat are
you getting at, Harsk?"

Har sk shook his head. "You blind SOB. Do | need to spell it qut for you? Six
people in the department and two National Guardsnen were with your dad when he
croaked. He nentioned you. Hi s ranblings are in the official transcripts. It's



just that no one has cross-referenced themyet. It is only a matter of tinme
bef ore sonmeone in the Fed is going to see how closely this Zi phead thing was
engi neered to look like the riots, and | ook up your dad. Poof, all hell breaks
| oose. "

Harsk stood up. "Does the word scapegoat nean anything to you? Wat you think
Mcl ntyre and Conrad would do if they knew this?"

Nohar felt the world slipping amay fromhim "They'd think |I was .
"—unni ng the show, you shithead. It's dam |ucky ne and the DA know
different. Though, if it wasn't for two things, 1'd |l ock you up just to be on
the safe side.”

"What two things?"

Harsk sat back down. "Me and the DA think you' d make a great martyr. |If you
get | ocked up, or shot, or anything, and word got out of your parentage, that
could be the spark that bl ows everything up again. R ght now, we have to dea
with the rats—that's enough.”

Nohar could feel his own past bearing down on him It felt |ike he had spent a
decade running away fromhis own tail. "You said, 'two things.' "

Harsk turned the chair away from Nohar. "The other reason is your typica

i nteragency departnental screwup. Agent |sham seized your weapon and didn't
turn it over to property. Sonehow the Vind got lost in the shuffle and never
got tagged as evidence. You can't have a weapons charge w thout a weapon—
Nohar | ooked at his gun, laid out on the table. He didn't need nmore of a hint.
He bol stered the Vind and pocketed the magazines. "Is that it?"
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"Fucki ng enough, ain't it? Do me a favor and stop being one of ny problens."
Nohar |eft Harsk's office.

When Nohar got to the | obby, dawn was breaking across a slate-gray sky. He was
glad that they didn't make peopl e pass through the weapons detectors on their
way out.

The public comms in the | obby of police headquarters were in better than

aver age condition—whi ch meant mai ntenance spent at |east one day a week

cl eaning off the piss and graffiti.

He call ed Manny coll ect, hoping to catch himbefore he left for work.

Angel answered the phone. "Fuck you be, Kit?"

"What the hell are you doing answering the phone? Nobody's supposed to know
you're there—=

"Chill, Kit." Angel |ooked chastened. "Whafuck happen to you? Pinky's been up
all night— Nohar felt guilty for the way his spirit lifted when he heard
Stephi e was worried about him "—and Doc's been riding a pisser ever since he
got back | ast—Speak of the devil."

Manny cane on the comm pushing Angel aside. "Do you have any idea how | ucky
you are? | told nyself | shouldn't ask where that hole in your hip canme from+
was just about out the door to do nore autopsies on rodents you shot—=

"Sorry, only place | could go."

Manny sighed. "I know, and I can't well turn you away. | hear that no one is
pressing charges."

"It was self-defense."

"Next time would you go through the process? Were are you? You |l ook I|ike
hel I . "

"I's that a professional diagnosis?" Nohar was still coated with al gae. He
probably snelled like the pit, but his nose had | ong ago gotten used to it.
"When am | going to get the full story on what's going on?"
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"You don't want to know if you like to sleep nights. How s Stephie?"

Manny shrugged. "Better than nost humans around a group of noreaus. She's been
asking ne a tot of questions, about you nostly." Manny | ooked off to the side
of the screen and lowered his voice. "Stupid question, but did you—=

"Yes." And he'd do it again in a mnute. Manny took a few seconds to respond.



"Dam." There were a few nore seconds of silence while Manny recovered. "Well,
did you know that they've reopened the Daryl Johnson nurder investigation?
Internal Affairs got wind that the Shaker division dropped the ball on

pur pose. Congressman Bi nder m ght get called before the House Ethics
conmittee. Half the cops involved rolled over on him It's all over the vids."
"I got sone idea of that from Harsk."

"My office is pissed. They've been given a court order to exhunme Johnson's
body, even if it wasn't the autopsy that got fugged."

They tal ked for about ten nore mnutes. The rest of the conversation consisted
nostly of Nohar's stories of the DEA, and Manny's inquiries after his
injuries. Neither of themraised the subject of Stephie Wir again.

Then Nohar called for a cab. He specified one with a driver.

Fifteen mnutes later, a famliar N ssan Tory pulled up in front of the
bui |l di ng. Same driver as yesterday—Autocab probably only had the one.

" 'Spected it was you."

Nohar clinbed in the back and slipped his card into the meter. She pulled the
cab away and started west toward the Main Avenue bridge. "Busy night. d ocked
in this nornin' and, whoa, the runors. Narcs bust into dispatch and take over
a renote. They ain't no drivers. They trash the van with some poor fool inside
it. Never trust those renotes ..."
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The patter went on and Nohar dozed off.

She woke hi mup when they got there, probably after copping a few dollars from
the tiner. He didn't begrudge her and gave her a fifty dollar tip. "Thanks.
Any tinme you call you can ask for me special. Tell 'emyou want Ruby. Shit,
you' re not bad—for a noreau."

Nohar stood in front of the whitewashed bar with no nane and watched the Tory
go. The heat was begi nning to bake the early norning pavenent, as well as the
al gae caked in his fur. But, for once—though cl ouds threatened—thi ngs were
dry. He paused a nonment where they had parked the Antaeus. The only trace of
the car was one of his own bloody footprints on the asphalt.

He wal ked to Manny's and had barely linped up to the door when Stephie yanked
hi minside. Nohar followed, stumbling slightly. He could snell fear and
excitement as she pulled himinto the living room Angel was there. Manny had
already left for work.

Stephi e was breathless. "They started broadcasting it five mnutes ago. It's
on all the stations. Al over the comm—"

Angel pushed her away fromin front of the comm "Shhh-"

Nohar watched the newscast. There was a pink commentator standing in front of
the video feed. "W are now going to see exclusive footage of the disaster

Tad Updi ke, our Channel -N weat hernman for the C evel and area was on the scene.
W now give you the uncut video as we received it."

The conment at or faded, |eaving Tad Updi ke there, in a safari jacket. He | ooked
like a weatherman, slick black hair, insincere snile. He seenmed to be standing
on top of one of the terminal buildings at Hopkins International Airport, on
the far west side of C evel and.

"—t promi ses to be another record scorcher. Today, a high close to 33, and
the National Weather Service is announcing the third UV hazard warning this
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sum—eut it." A plane was approaching, rendering Updi ke nearly inaudible

"[ bl eep] damm pl anes, didn't anyone | ook at the flight schedu—

The caneraman had panned to the plane, over Updike's right shoulder. It was a
747 retrofit, the huge electric turbofans clung to the reinforced wing like
goiters. Something streaked up fromthe ground and hit the plane, behind the
front |anding gear—

A cherry-red ball of flane engulfed the |ower front quarter of the aircraft.

It was still over a hundred nmeters in the air. The nose of the 747 was briefly
engul fed in a cloud of inky-black snmoke. The right w ng di pped and the canera



started shaking as the caneraman tried to follow the plane. Updi ke was
scream ng. "My God, soneone shot it! Soneone shot the plane—

The wing crunpled into the runway, pulling the nose of the plane into the
ground. It skidded like that for a half-second and the canera | ost the plane
off the right of the screen. The cameranan overconpensated and swept the
picture back to the right, losing the tunbling plane off to the left.

The picture caught the plane center frame again. The focus was fading in and
out. In the neantinme, the plane was skidding on its side down the runway. The
left wing pointed straight up, reflecting the sun back at the canera. The

i mge briefly resenbled a chromed shark. The canmera followed the plane as it
twi sted and started to roll. The left wing crunpled and the tail section
separated, letting the body roll twi ce before it broke in two as well. The
nose kept going the |ongest.

Updi ke' s voi ce-over was usel ess, so the comentator took over for himas the
canera panned over the trail of weckage and bodies that was scattered over
the I ength of the runway. "Casualty estimates are still coming in, but there
are at | east one hundred dead. It has been confirmed that anmong the dead is
Ohi o Congressnman Joseph Bi nder —=

Nohar felt |ike someone just kicked himin the stomach.
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"—Binder was returning to C evel and from Col unbus, where he was reorgani zi ng
hi s Senat e canpai gn whi ch has been in chaos ever since the assassination of
canpai gn manager Dary! Johnson. Al so, sources say Binder's return was to
answer allegations that there was a cover-up invol ving the Shaker Heights
police investigation of Johnson's death.

"The FAA will not conmment on the possibility that a surface-to-air mssile was
involved in the crash ..."

Nohar slowy sat down. Soneone, it had to be Hassan, had killed a few hundred
people just to kill Binder. Nohar could feel that events had steanrollered way
past him Everyone who had any connection with the Binder finance records was
dead now—

Wth one exception

Nohar reached out for Stephie, and pulled her into his arns. They watched the
pl ane expl ode a few dozen nore tines.

Nohar turned off the water in the shower. He had finally gotten the baked

al gae out of his fur. He stepped out and unki nked his neck. Stephie was
sitting on the John and drying her hair.

Nohar faced her, dripping, and asked, "Wat do you nean, |'ve been 'too hard
on Angel ' ?"

St ephi e | ooked down, shaki ng her head. Nohar could tell she was smiling. She
pi cked up a washcloth and cl eaned off a streak of al gae on the inside of her
thi gh that her shower had m ssed.

Nohar was getting inpatient. "Come on—

Stephi e handed hima towel. "I just think you haven't seen how bad this has
all been for her."

Nohar started squeezing the water out of his fur, wishing for a dryer.
"Stephie, this whol e business has been bad for everyone."

"I know. But she's taking it hard. | know she puts on a brave face— You nean
an irritating, obnoxious one, Nohar thought. "But she's scared, Nohar. Scared
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and al one." She stood up and hel ped himtowel oif. "She has nightmares.”
"Look, she should have known better than to answer Manny's comm And |'msorry
if her wiseass attitude gets on ny nerves."

"She's only fourteen."

Nohar sighed. "Stephie, for a norey, that's adult."

"Physically adult. She's still just a kid. How do you think you *d handl e her
situation if you were her age?'

That hit close to hone. When he was that age, he was still with the Hellcats.



Back then he was probably worse than Angel —

' "What do you want ne to do?'' He nmentally added, fuck her? He congratul at ed
hi nsel f on not actually saying that.

"I think she needs sonme respect. She needs soneone to show some confidence in
her, reassure her. Most of all—= Stephie |l ooked up at him her hands knotted
in atowel resting on his chest. "I think she needs you to like her."

"I do like her, sort of."

"She needs to know that."

Nohar shook his head. He supposed he had been treating Angel like a liability.
Angel didn't deserve that. He changed the subject. "Stephie, | think we better
get both you and Angel out of town."

She cocked her head to one side, "Is that necessary?"

"You're not safe in Ceveland. You're the only one left fromthe campaign that
could have seen those records. Hassan blew that plane just to take out Bi nder
God help you if Hassan, or the people he works for, finds out where you are.”
"Thought you were an atheist."

Huh? Nohar nentally ran through what he'd just said. "Figure of speech

Anyway, we can't have you anywhere near ne until this is over. 1'll have Bobby
reserve a car rental and a notel room sonewhere.
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He can fudge the records so no one will see your nanme—

"Why nme and Angel ?"

Nohar put his armaround her. "I want soneone to be around to keep an eye out

for you when I'mnot there. Also, you pointed out, Angel needs a friend. You
fit the bill better than | do."

"When do | | eave?"

"Soon as possible. Sorry."

She turned around and started w ping the condensation fromthe mrror. "Wy is

Hassan killing everyone in the canpai gn?"

Nohar saw the two of themtogether in the mrror. She was so dam snall. "I
still think it's the canpai gn finance records—the Fed thi nks sone radica
nmorey group is behind the killing. The target makes sense, but |'m not
convi nced. "

"\Why 2"

"Daryl Johnson wasn't a terror hit. It was precise, to the point, with no

coll ateral damage. Doesn't fit. There's a notive for Johnson's death beyond
some i deol ogy. "

St ephi e shrugged. "You're the detective. You talk to Bobby and I'Il try and
see if any of Manny's clothes fit nme—=

She wal ked out of the bathroom | eaving behind the pile of her old clothes. He
wat ched her naked back recede down the hallway and realized that she was
adjusting well to living with a bunch of noreaus.

Nohar |inped downstairs and headed for the comm Angel was still stationed in
front of it. She seened to have a growi ng addiction to the news channels. She
was flipping through the stations with the keyboard.

Morey this, nmorey that . . . The nonhuman popul ati on was getting top billing
everywhere across the board. It wasn't just the Zi pheads either now Harsk was
ri ght about the summer being expl osive. There were already reports of
retaliatory human-norey viol ence from New York. A Bensheimclinic in the Bronx
had been firebonbed, killing three doctors and three pregnant noreaus.

He t hought about what Stephie had said about being curt with Angel. "Angel, |
need to use the conm"”

Angel turned around, |ike she hadn't heard hi m approach. She | ooked a little
surprised. "Sure, Kit."

Angel got up and Nohar slid hi and started calling Bobby.

" Nohar ?"

She cal | ed hi m Nohar? He turned around and Angel was |ooking at him "Wat?"



"Do you mind when I call you Kit?"

Huh? "No, go right ahead-"

The conm spoke up, "Budget Surplus."

From behi nd Nohar heard Angel. "Thanks for not m nding.'
Angel left himalone with Bobby. Nohar watched her | eave.
"What do you want, Nohar?"

Nohar turned to face Bobby and expl ai ned his probl em

After he was done, Bobby nodded. "Sinple enough. 1'll get back to you in a few
hours with sone specific instructions. By the way—

"What ?"

"Are you ever going to want that data on Nugoya? It took a little effort to
dig up . "

Nohar had totally forgotten about that. "Wat could | possibly want out of
that now. He's dead."

"Well, Daryl Johnson's name pops up init."

Nohar sat bolt upright, ignoring the protests of his hip. "What?"

Bobby di spl ayed his evilest smle. "I knew that would get your attention."
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CHAPTER 21

The wait while Bobby's electronic gears whirred into nmoti on gave Nohar a
chance to think. For the nost part he thought about Daryl Johnson. He now had
a connection, however tenuous, between Johnson and the Zi pheads.

But then, there was so rmuch junk in Johnson's system when he died, he had to
be hooked on sonething. It was too bad flush addiction didn't show up on an
aut opsy unless they |l ooked for it. That's what it nust nean—had to be fl ush.
Bobby had traced one of Nugoya's financial threads and it |ed back to, of al
peopl e, Johnson. There were only two reasons why Nugoya woul d be receiving
nmoney from Johnson. Since Nugoya only pinped fermal e norey ass, it probably
wasn't sex.

Nugoya was ofled for reselling the flush he got fromthe Zips.

Johnson was buying that flush

Was he? Nohar wondered. If he was, Young had taken all trace of that drug from
Johnson's ranch. Bobby had only found three weekly paynents—f it was tiie
sign of an addict, it was a recent one.

Bl ackmai | ? No, the deposits were much too small for Nugoya's taste had he
known anyt hi ng damagi ng. There was plenty of information that was damagi ng.

It was another piece of the puzzle that didn't quite fit.

A

N

The conm beeped. It was time for Bobby's ride to show up.

A famliar N ssan Tory pulled in front of Manny's house, Ruby again. It would
be a long time before Nohar would trust a renote van. Nohar opened the front
door and waved at the cab. Then he turned to Angel and Stephie. Stephie had
somehow made some of Manny's clean clothes fit her even when the proportions
were all wong.

She still | ooked good in them

"You both know what you're supposed to do?"

"Sure, Kit, no prob."

Nohar shook his head. He was trusting the rabbit, but he wanted to be sure she
got it right. "Let nme hear it."

Stephi e and Angel |ooked at each other. Stephie cocked her head and notioned
with the pal mof her hand, Angel first. "Right, Kit, urn, we go to the Hertz
counter at the airport—

"Hopki ns. "

"Lady above, | know that. There's a prepaid '51, ah-"
"Maduro, it's a black, General Mdtors Maduro sports coupe.'
critical |ook and Nohar reined hinself in.

Angel rolled her eyes so the whites could be seen. "Lenme finish the rundown,

St ephi e gave hima



Kit. Paid for with Pink—St ephie' s—aew nane." The little scar pulled into a
snmle at Stephie's expense. Stephie didn't seemto mind

The nane was Bobby's doing. He had progranmed a shell identity over Stephie's
card. It wouldn't fool a real close scrutiny. However, it would run up fal se
data trail on any casual ID scan. It was a total software construct—Bobby
didn't even need to see the card. The software woul d self-delete when its
usef ul ness was expired.

"—+hen we blowto the other end of the country, and shack up together across
the line in Geauga—she
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drives so pink law don't stop us. Wodstar Mtel is in Chesterland, off

hi ghway 322."

"Good enough. I'll get word down as soon as the shit clears."

Nohar smiled at the rabbit, and, to his surprise, he got a full smle back

He piled theminto the Tory and paid Ruby. The cabby must have been getting
used to noreys. She didn't even conmment on Angel, who was buried in one of
Nohar's ol d concert T-shirts.

Stephi e mouthed, "1'll nmiss you," out the wi ndow as Nohar shut the door

The cab drove west, toward the airport. Nohar was |l eft alone in front of
Manny's house. He kept | ooking down the road long after the Tory had passed
fromview.

He yawned, wal ked back into the house, and planted hinmself next to the comm
The chair still snelled of his bl ood.

Toni ght was the nmeeting with Smith. He'd pretty nmuch deci ded he was going to
tell that blob of flesh to go straight to hell if he didn't get the full story
on M.l. Things were too dangerous now to cater to his client's sense of
secrecy. Smith's | ockjaw m ght have already cost a few hundred people their
l'ives.

He stretched and tried to nake sense out of it all

Johnson's death had an air of precision and forethought about it.

Staring with the 4th, the deaths in the Bi nder canpaign were |oud, nessy, and
seened to fit into a nationw de spree of violence by the Zi pheads. Violence

t hat seemed engineered to resonate with the riots of eleven years ago. Up to
and including starting the violence on the generally accepted anniversary
date, August 4th. It was a coordinated effort by the Zips to scare the pinks
shitl ess.

Nohar raked his claws across the arnrest of the chair. The uphol stery ripped.
The Zips weren't naking sense. The Zi pperheads
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were drug dealers, not terrorists. Wat kind of profit would there be in
encour agi ng the pinks to clanp down? If there's a new wave of norey riots,
nobody wi ns.

Sonehow, it also seened M.l was involved with the Zips. That made little sense
either. It was also hard to deny. The rats'd kept show ng up, ever since he'd
di scovered Hassan. He wouldn't be surprised if MI was using those green
renote vans to snuggle the rats back and forth. Especially after he saw that
van shooting out of Thomson's building. There was al so no denying that there
was sone higher authority than the Zips, represented by Hassan. From Angel it
sounded like Terin was under sonebody's thumb—her supplier?

Was it MI?

And, even enbedded in a wave of rodent terrorism the deaths were going to
focus everyone's attention on the Binder canpaign. If there was sone

i nformati on buried in the canpai gn they—Young's nebul ous them—were trying to
cover up, this would be counterproductive—aouldn't it?

Nohar fell asleep feeling |like he had forgotten sonething.

Manny woke Nohar up. He was hone early.

"Where are the girls?"

Nohar yawned and sat up. "I sent themto a notel out of town, out of harms



way—

"As opposed to you . . . and ne."

Nohar was stung by that. "lIVe been trying to keep you out of this. That's why
| sent them=

Manny sighed and sat down on the couch, across fromhim Mnny formed his

engi neered surgeon's hands into a peak before the tip of his nose. "Has it
ever occurred to you that | don't want to be |left out?"

Nohar didn't respond.

"Why do you think I told you you could cone here if things got rough? Wy do
you think | help you with all those m ssing persons investigations? Wiy do you
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think I took that slug out of your hip?'' Manny shook his head. "Wen you left

hone and di sappeared with that gang, | knew there was no way | would ever talk
sense to you. But | have the right to know what you get m xed-up in.
promsed Orai |1'd keep an eye on you."

Manny stopped tal king. The only sounds now were the faint buzz of a
fluorescent and Nohar's own breat hi ng.

"I"ve already involved you in enough to | ose your job—=

Manny cast a glance out the wi ndow, toward the driveway where the van was
parked. "I was trained to save lives. Today, we had an energency, the 747. So
damm many bodies to identify. W needed all the help we could get. They

di smssed ne fromthe scene because there weren 't any norey dead. You think I
really care about conflict of interest?"

Manny deserved to know.

Nohar told himeverything, including the noney, the frank, Hassan—everything.
Manny didn't interrupt, didn't ask for elaboration. He just sat and |istened.
Nodded a few tinmes. Fidgeted a little with his hands. Qtherw se he | et Nohar
explain the | ast week—

By the time Nohar was done, the sky outside had turned bl ood-red.

Manny seemed to weigh his response before he said anything. Wen he spoke, it
was in the even tones of his professional voice, as if he was describing a
corpse he had dissected. "You're right. Your frank is not from South Africa.
Al their franks have been catal oged since the coup d etat in Pretoria. What
you describe isn't anything they cane up with, and it doesn't sound Israeli or
Japanese. On the other hand, the way you describe Isham it's pretty clear
she's a Mbssad assassin strain, something they co-opted after the invasion of
Jordan. Hassan's Afghani, a strain they abandoned after the war, likes killing
too much—=

Manny put his hand to his forehead and stopped
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talking. "I knew this would be bad. You should have seen that 747—=

"Are you all right?"

"I'"ll be fine, it's nine-thirty, you better read your nmessages if you want to
nmeet your client on time. I'Il drive you to Lakeview'

Nohar had forgotten about the nessages he'd had the cabbie fetch for him So
much had happened si nce—

He turned on the conm and got the rancard out of his wallet. He put it in the
card-reader. He called up the nmessages. There was a predictabl e—and out of

dat e—Aressage from Harsk about how, if he turned hinself in, things would go
easier for him In retrospect, Harsk wasn't |lying. Then there was a nmessage
fromthe | ate Desnond Thonson, the press secretary.

Thomson' s face was sunken. The skin | ooked holl owed out and the vid
anchorman's voice had turned into the voice of a jazz mnusician who snoked too
much. "I have no idea what your interest in this is. \Watever you' ve
uncovered, | am supposed to request that you refrain frommaking it public
until Congressman Binder's press conference tonorrow. "

Dam, if Term copied this message some tinme Tuesday ni ght, when they wecked
hi s home comm .



He pl ayed the next nessage. It was John Snith, the frank, in the sane

uni dentifiable |ocation

Li ght was glistening off the frank's pal e pol yethyl ene skin. The gl assy eyes
stared strai ght ahead. A pale, nmittened hand adjusted the conm Manny stared
at the screen, fascinated by the figure of Smth.

*1t is worse than | think before. W neet in Lake-view and we must go public.
| discover it is not one individual responsible. The whol e conpany is involved

and condones the violence. | cannot |let themdo this, the organization is not
supposed to physically intervene. M is corrupted and we nust nmake it known
who they are and what they do here. | bring all the evidence | can carry to

t he neeting tonorrow "
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Nohar sat back. It |ooked like he didn't have to threaten the guy to get the
full story

Manny was | ooking at himnow "Didn't you say these Z pperheads had probably
copi ed your nessages off your honme comm®?' *

Oh shit, Terin had that nmessage! They knew the neeting was at Lakeview, today.
They blew a 747 to get Binder. They'd certainly be willing to anbush the
frank—f M.l hadn't dealt w th him already.

"Manny, we got to get to Lakevi ew now "

The green Medi cal Examiner's van sped down the M dtown Corridor. Manny drove.
Manny had wanted in. He was in, and God hel p hi mNohar caught the thought and
told hinmself what he had told Stephie, figure of speech

He al nost missed telling Manny where to take the turn. It was the opposite
side of Lakeview that he was used to using. Nohar yelled, and Manny ski dded
the van into the driveway of the Corridor gate. There was an inmredi ate problem
in that this was the Pink entrance, so the gate was cl osed and chai ned shut.
No- har's normal entrance was the gate on the Jew sh section, which was rusted
open.

It was ten-fifteen. They didn't have time to circle around East Ceveland to
get to the right gate.

In a pinch, Manny's van coul d double as a rescue vehicle—a hal f-assed rescue
vehicle, but a rescue vehicle—so, it had its share of equipnent to deal with
t hese situations. Nohar pulled a pair of bolt cutters and got out of the van.
He wal ked up to the wought iron gate and | ooked through

No pi nks, no security, nothing but darkness, graves, and the surreal inage of
a tarni shed-green bronze statue of a natural buck deer. It stared at the
Corridor gate. Nohar cut the chain. They had twelve mnutes to beat the frank
He pushed the gate open and waved Manny into the cenetery. The headlights
targeted the
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statue, and for a nmonent it |ooked like |um nescent jade.

Nohar junped into the passenger seat—pain shot through his right | eg—and
started yelling directions at Manny.

Lakevi ew was a large place, and it was a good thing Nohar knew its |ayout by
heart. They were racing through at the maxi nrum safe speed, and it felt to
Nohar as if they were crawing up the hill that forned Lakevi ew s geography.
When they crested the bluff where President Janes A. Garfield resided in his
cylindrical nedieval tonb, it was ten-twenty.

They rounded the turn on the other side of the concrete barrier on the

Mayfi el d- Kenel worth gate, and Nohar saw a familiar green van in the distance.
The bastard was early.

CHAPTER 22

Smith's renmbte was pulling up to Eliza's marker, and the damm headlights were
fucking with Nohar's night-vision

"Manny—kill the lights."

There were still the lights on the renote, but they were pointed away from
them Nohar could start making things out in the gloom Ilike the pneumatic



doors opening on the frank's van. The frank stepped out carrying a briefcase.
Al nmost immedi ately, the renote drove away.

"Stop here." Nohar had a slight hope, maybe they'd be lucky and there woul dn't
be an anmbush. "Radio the cops."

Nohar got out and linped up to the frank

Smith stood alone, clutching a briefcase to his flabby chest. Now that Nohar
saw hi m standi ng upright, Nohar realized he was | ooking at a creature that
wasn't designed for bipedal motion. The frank's mass seenmed to slide downward,

reinforcing the basic pear shape. He still snelled |ike raw sewage, but in the
open air, Nohar could rmake an effort to ignore it.
Nohar stared into the frank's blank, glassy eyes. "If 1'mgoing to help you,

Smith, you have to tell ne everything, now
"Please, let us move. We tell everything to media. We nust—

Nohar put his hand on the frank's shoul der. Even under the jacket, a jacket
much too heavy for the weather, Nohar could feel his hand sink in and the
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flesh ripple underneath. "You're going to tell me first. You've been using ne,
wi t hhol ding i nformati on—+f you'd told nme abut M. up front, that 747 m ght not
have been shot down."

Smith said something that nust have been in his native | anguage. It was | ow,
liquid, and sounded like a dirge. Then he went on. "Do not say that!" There
was the first real trace of enption in the frank's voice, even if it didn't
regi ster on his face or in his odor. "They do not |let me know what they do.
You nust understand, violence is anathenma. Murder is unforgivable. They do
this wthout me—=

Nohar shook his head. "Wat are they doing, and why are you out of the | oop?"

"W nmust go—

"Look, the cops will be here any minute. So calmdown and tell ne why you set
me up in this ness.”

"No, | do not intend, you do not understand— Mre words in that odd sounding
| anguage. "Wen authorities find out what goes on, they will not let us go
public. You rmust nmeke this public.” Smth handed Nohar the briefcase. "It is
nmostly in there. | tell you what is not."

Smith | oosened his tie, and the roll of fat around his neck flowed downward.
The frank was trenbling, as if he was in pain. "You know our purpose is to
support politicians. W do so fifteen years for the benefit of our honel and. |
am not just an accountant, | am— The frank let out a word that sounded like a
harsh bel ch. "Perhaps the right termis political officer. | enforce our |aws
not to physically intervene. W do not engage in violent acts. To do so will
prel ude a war."

The frank sounded despairing. "Fifteen years in a foreign land is too long to

do such work. Laws fromso far away become |ess binding. | am supposed to
prevent this. | fail. An operation has left its controls. They try to isolate
me and accel erate things beyond safe limts."
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The frank pulled a letter out of his pocket and handed it to Nohar. "This is

the proof | find when I search our files. It is a filing mstake. | am
supposed to handle the letters, but they cannot let ne see this. The files are
not their job and they make an error filing this paper too early. | do not

know what ot her nistakes they make by keeping this from nme—=

It was a letter fromWIson Scott, dated August tenth. The same |letter Ange
had found at Young's. Only, this copy was intact. It went on nentioning
nor - eys of fing pinks, noreys taking hostages, norey air terrorism It was

dat ed August tenth—

Thi s year.

"Ch, shit."

"English is a difficult |anguage for us. W conpose letters nonths in advance.
But | amthe one who is to deal with the outside world. | conduct the



busi ness. | handle the money. Wthout nme it becones easy for themto make

nm st akes of sending letters too early.”

"They are telling the Zi ps what to do?"

"Yes. They do not pay in noney, to avoid ne."

Fl ush. Nohar shook his head. "But why?"

"They are inpatient. They feel control progresses too slowy. They want our
men in the Senate, and they can't wait—

Nohar coul d see now. "They want to panic the pinks so anti-norey candi dates
i ke Binder get elect—=

He shifted the briefcase and the letter to his left hand. He had heard

somet hing moving out in the darkness. He started drawing the Vind. "Snmith,
there's a van right behind nme. Get to it."

"But | have to tell you where—=

"Move! " Nohar could snell canine musk in the air now. Something was
approaching, fast. Smth started running. The poor frank bastard seened to
have troubl e noving. He was wobbling on rubbery | egs. Wiy the hell would
someone engi neer sonething |ike that?

The bul k of the frank was noving toward the van
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when Nohar heard the rustle of sone |eaves above them

It was no louder than the crickets or the gravel crunching under his feet,
Nohar could snell a rank cani ne odor now—-a wave of nusk that overwhel ned the
frank's sewer smell. The canine was riding a wave of excitement sexual in its
intensity.

The snell hit Nohar too | ate, because the canine, Hassan, was already in the
air, falling out of a tree and on to the frank

Hassan | anded on the frank. Nohar whi pped around, ainming the Vind at the
cani ne, but his knee and bad hip fought him Smith hit the ground, his flesh
rippling. The canine sank his right knee into the frank's chest and he was
jabbing a rodlike weapon deep into the folds of flesh where the frank's neck
shoul d be.

Nohar fired. A hole appeared in the chest of Has-san's jacket. The slug
carried the canine over a nonunment—Eliza's nmonunent—+to coll apse behind it.
Nohar ran up to the marker. The air near it was now ripe with the odor of
burnt flesh as well as the frank's sewer snell. Nohar glanced at Smith, who
lay on Eliza's grave, unnoving, eyes staring upward. There was a circul ar
purpl e discoloration on the frank's neck

Nohar rounded the nmonunent, and Hassan wasn't there. He whi pped around,
dropping the briefcase to brace the Vind with both hands, and a foot cane out
of nowhere and hit his right hand. The Vind tunbled out into the darkness.
Nohar kept turning to face Hassan. Hassan's jacket hung open now. He was
wearing a kevlar vest. The dunmdum had only knocked the dog over.

Nohar dived at the canine. Hassan spun sideways, letting Nohar pass over and
slaminto the ground. No-har's right knee hit a | owlying nmonunent and spasned
wi th an excruciating wave of pain, blurring his vision. He could hear and
snel | the cani ne approach. He dodged bli nd.

He went through a line of hedges and started to rol
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down a steep hill. He caught hinself before he rolled all the way down.

Hassan was hunched | ow, tongue lolling. He | eapt over the hedge and started
boundi ng over the nonuments that dotted the hillside. Nohar knew he coul dn't
nove that fast, even with a good |leg. He braced hinself defensively to receive
t he canine's charge. Hassan didn't seemto have a gun. Hand to hand, he had a
chance to take the assassin.

Nohar felt his heartbeat accelerating. The adrenaline was kicking in.

Hassan passed himand Nohar tried to pivot to follow him Nohar wasn't quick
enough. He felt a kick slaminto his | ower back, above the base of his tail

He tried to roll with it, but the blow still sent himto his knees.



The Beast was roaring—

"Time for death, cat." A shaggy cani ne arm hooked around his neck, and there
was a fiery tingle under his left arnmpit. He snelled his own fur burning.

He could feel the rush as The Beast was triggered. But he couldn't nove.
Hassan was using a stun rod—Nohar was paral yzed. When Hassan pivoted Nohar's
body around on his bad knee, pain fogged his sight again. Wen he could see
again, he was propped in front of an open grave. The cani ne arm began to choke
hi m

"Your final reward. Make your peace, cat."

Why didn't the sick bastard just shoot himand get it over wth?

Manny said they were exhum ng Johnson's grave. Apparently, they had. The open
grave he was | ooking into was Daryl Johnson's |less-than-final resting place.
Lack of oxygen was naking himbegin to black out. The effects of the stunner
were beginning to wear off, but Ms nuscles felt |like mush. He didn't want to
have to snell Hassan*s nusk when he died

Suddenly, there was a bright Iight. Nohar saw sonet hi ng—a bul | et ?—i cochet off
Johnson's marker. They
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were both bathed in white light, their shadows extending forward into
infinity. Hassan was quick, and the arm around Nohar's neck di sappear ed.
Hassan's shadow j unped out of the light to the sound of another bullet.
Nohar's nuscles weren't under his control. He tunbled forward, into the grave.
He spl ashed facedown in an inch-deep |ayer of black nmud. H s whol e body
cranped up on him The stunner had been mlitary-style, not a street or a cop
version. H's nuscles had been through a blender and felt pre-digested.

It took an interminable time for himto recover. As he fought to get his body
under control, he could hear sirens in the distance. It certainly took them

| ong enough. By the time he could get up on his hands and knees and | ook up

t he grave was surrounded by Manny and three nervous pink nedics. Al backlit
by red and blue flashers. They were about to clinb down into the rectangul ar
hol e. Nohar waved them away and stood up. His right knee nearly buckled, and
fromthe | oose way it felt, the support bandage had torn off.

Standi ng, he could reach the Iip. It wasn't a good idea in his condition, but
be dammed if he was going to a hospital. He grabbed the edge, buried his left
boot in the side of the grave, and hoi sted hinself up. H s bad shoul der
protested and he nearly slid back into the hol e—but he clawed his way out.
There was sone fear fromthe nmedics, but the strongest snell of enotion was
com ng from Manny. He was worried. Nohar tried to allay Manny's worries by
wal ki ng—wi t hout any hel p—back up the hill, to where all the cops were. Manny
followed. "Are you all right? What did he hit you with?"

Nohar answered through gritted teeth. The walk up the hill was sendi ng daggers

of pain through his knee and his hip. "Ifri fine. Hassan was using a stun
rod— Nohar noticed a bandage around Manny's right hand. "What happened to
you?"
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Manny handed Nohar the Vind. "This thing has one hell of a kick."

Nohar stopped. "Ch, hell, Manny, your hand. You broke your flicking hand to
shoot =

"Calmdown, it isn't |ike anyone's going to die fromit."

Manny, Nohar thought, your hands are your life. "How s Smith?"

"Smith's dead."

They passed the broken hedge Nohar had fallen through and were on | evel ground
again. "Dead? He only got hit with a stunner, | sawit."

Manny shrugged. "Then that's what killed hi m=

There were a hal f-dozen bl ack-and-whites parked around Eliza WIkins' grave.
There was al so Manny's van, an anbul ance, the predictabl e unmarked Havi er



and, of all things, a black Porsche. The frank was still there, |ooking |like
an inert lunmp of flesh only vaguely nolded into a human old form Cops were
all over, planting evidence tags and yell ow warning strips. Harsk was yelling
into a radio, alternately cussing someone out for |osing Hassan, and trying to
hurry the forensics guys. The only nonhumans were Nohar, Manny, the frank—and
Agent Isham FBI, who left the Porsche and wal ked toward hi m and Manny.

She still wore the shades. "Doctor Cujerat, IVe cleared it with your office.
W want you to make a field ID of the deceased.”

Manny nodded. "No promi ses with just the equipnent in the van—=
"Doit."

Manny gave an undul ati ng shrug and wal ked toward the van. Nohar started to
follow, but I|Isham grabbed his arm ' 'W talk, M. Raj as than. Sit down, your
knee wili appreciate it."

Nohar found hinself sitting on one of the cold granite monunents. She was
righttaking the weight off his leg was a relief. It had been in constant

pai n. | sham

pointed to the dead formof Smth. "So, who has Hassan killed this tinme?"

He didn't have any reason left to be recalcitrant. "He called hinself John
Smith. He's an accountant for a conpany called M dwest Lapidary Inports.
Apparently the board of directors consisted of franks like him Caimto be
from South Africa, but they aren't." |sham nodded. "Not South Africa. The
frank's much too xenonorphic. Doubt his type is anywhere in the catal ogs. Wy
did Hassan hit hinP"

Cient confidentiality was irrelevant now "Until the killings started, M.l
was a quiet little covert operation buying influence in Washington. The
conpany has over eight thousand false identities they funnel the noney through
to avoid the limts on individual canpaign contributions. The amount runs into

the billions. Smith hired ne to find out if sonmeone in Ml was behind
"o t he Johnson killing."

$ "Was t here?"

i f Nohar waved at the dead formof Smith. "The pa-

\ pers in the briefcase are evidence with which he

- wanted to go public. The M. organization seens to ;, have sli pped
out of the control of whatever governnent

. was backing them They're in direct control of the

J Zips."

B I sham | ower ed her sungl asses. "\What gover n-

t ment ?' *

"Hassan showed up before Snmith told ne. He inplied that information isn't in
t hose paper—=

Nohar turned to face the corpse. She was al ready watching. Manny had cone out
of the van with a large hypoderm c needle. He was trying to take a fluid
sanmple and do a field genetic analysis. He was kneeling over the body,
renoving the needle fromthe frank's doughy chest. As Manny w t hdrew t he
needl e, odors erupted fromthe corpse—evil bile and ammoni a

; snells. A few cops covered their nouths and retreated into the

dar kness. From somewhere behind him No-

i har heard the sound of retching. Wile the cops backed
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away, he, Manny, and |Isham watched in horrified fascination as fluid began

| eaking fromthe hole Manny's needl e had nade.

Manny had ripped the frank's shirt open to get at the chest, and now, cloudy
liquid was seeping froma tear in the otherwi se featurel ess skin. The tear was
wi dening with the pressure of the escaping |iquid—Manny seenmed to realize
what was happening. He ran back to the van. Fluid was now pouring fromthe
frank. The snell had driven back all the pinks, and Nohar's nose was nunbi ng.
The frank's clothes were soaked with the cloudy liquid, and there was a
growi ng dark spot on the yellow | awn. Nohar thought he could see steamrising
fromthe corpse.



The rip was no | onger tearing open. The edges seened to be dissolving. Manny
was racing back with an arm oad of evidence jars. He was barely in time. The
frank had already spilled half its mass on to the ground, and the pace of the
di ssol uti on was accel erati ng. Manny began shoving jars through the hole in the
frank's chest—Harsk's eyes wi dened and he turned around, falling to his knees.
Manny got three of the specimen jars into the body before hol es began

spont aneously erupting in the frank's skin. The skin dissolved Iike an ice
cube in boiling water. Manny tried to get a solid piece of the frank's skin
into one of the enpty jars. He scooped it up, and it nelted into nore of the
cl oudy white fl uid.

The body was gone. It left only a pile of clothes, a pair of pink dentures,
and a pair of fake plastic eyes.

"Holy Christ." One of the cops was crossing hinself.

Manny | ooked at the puddl e surrounding the cl othes where John Smith had been
and said, in a tone of epic understatenent, "This wasn't a normal frank."

| sham wal ked over to Harsk. She seened to be listening to her earplug. "The
Fed's taking this over, Harsk. National security.”

CHAPTER 23
The trip to Metro General, down the Mdtown Corridor and 1-90, was a convoy.
Nohar didn't want to go to the hospital. In fact, just the idea of it nade him

nauseous. But |sham was cl anmpi ng down and the Fed was going to keep all the
principals in one place. Man-ny's van was |ed by |Ishams Porsche. The

bl ack- and-whites foll owed, and downtown they were joined by a group of five
dar k- bl ue Havi ers.

The convoy converged on Metro General. The cops were shunted into quarantine,
| sham shouting down Harsk's objections with talk about waiting for a

del egation fromthe Center for Di sease Control. |sham had nost of the cops
beli eving the frank was sone bi o-weapon delivery system
| sham knew it was a crock, Nohar could tell, but it gave her a conveni ent

excuse to lock up the local |aw enforcenent. It was her show now. Nohar

deci ded she could have it.

She didn't quarantine him She wanted the cops isolated, and she didn't want
himtelling them about international conspiracies to control the U S
government. She took himand Manny to the brand-new genetics Iab on the fifth
floor of the new Metro wing. The floor was dotted with her agents, and Manny
was given | ab assistants who were not on the normal hospital payroll. The Fed
had dived in with both feet.

| sham spent a half hour in someone's day office, poring over the docunents in
the briefcase. She had
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Nohar sit across fromher, getting graveyard nud all over sone poor doctor's

| eat her couch.

Cccasional ly I sham woul d shoot a question at Nohar. The questions were
instructive in thenselves. A hundred and fifty menbers of Congress had
received M.l's noney. Over seventy had been supported enough to have a massive
conflict of interest. Thirty-seven congressnmen had recei ved enough noney to
owe their careers to M.lI. Half of these people M.I bought had made it into the
various House conmittees. Three of them held chairs—ncluding the chair of the
Et hics committee. There were records of outright bribes to dozens of people in
t he executive.

And all of this had been done indirectly.

M.I's noney did come from whol esal e dealing in genstones-—assive deal i ngs.
They noved so many rocks that the whole lapidary industry was suffering a
depression. The deval uati on of dianonds and | esser stones didn't seemto

bot her M.I's bal ance sheet. They sinply noved nore rocks to compensate. There
was no sign of where their inventory came from but its volume justified the
eighty billion in assets M.I cl ai ned.

In with the accounting informati on was a collection of letters.

| sham asked about a few of them None cane from M.I itself. They were al



forgeries fromthe hands of M.I's nonexistent enployees.

A Jack Brodie from South Euclid, Ohio, wote to ask a California legislator to
consi der helping to elinm nate federal norey housing in that state. Just a

si mpl e request from soneone who contributed twenty-five grand to his canpai gn
D ane Col son, allegedly living in Parma, Chio, "informed" a conmittee nenber
on House Appropriations of all the waste in the federal budget. In the
mlitary and NASA in particul ar

There was that August 10th letter—WIson Scott from Cl evel and was urgi ng
support for Binder's no-
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reau control package, "in view of the recent violence." The snoking gun as far
as the Zips were concerned. The proof the violence was engi neered to get
certain people elected to the Senate.

| sham di spensed with nost of this with a few questions. She seened to be in a
hurry to assinmlate the information. She only slowed once, over a letter from
the fam liar name Kathy Tsoravitch, witten to Joseph Binder back in the Fal
of 2043.

| sham | ooked up at Nohar. Her sungl asses were off and her retinas cast an
orange reflection back at him "Wat' sNuFood?"

Nohar shrugged. "A little R& enterprise MI bought out. My friend with the
conputer thinks it's only there to snooth out the [ oss colum of their taxes.
Sone sort of diet food."

"Why a food conpany?"

Nohar really didn't care. It wasn't his problemany nore. "Diversification?"
To his surprise, Ishamactually laughed a little. Her |augh was as silent as
her breathing. "They went to a bit of trouble to get this particul ar company—
Ishamslid the letter across the desk and Nohar glanced it over. Kathy was
positively adamant Bi nder prevent NuFood's enterprise from being approved by
the PDA. If he renenbered correctly, MI bought out NuFood only a few nonths
after this letter.

Ishamriffled through the papers. "NuFood's ten mllion in assets is barely a
ripple in Ml's finances. The patents are nearly worthless. It doesn't seemto
have an incone at all."

"I told you it was a tax dodge. A noney pit the IRS would buy."

| sham | ooked at | ength of computer printout. She seened to be talking to
hersel f. "Then why woul d they be piping noney into it before it failed?"

The commrang. Even though it wasn't her office, Ishamdidn't hesitate. "GCot
it."
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When the commlit up, only showi ng bl ack, she said, "Bald Eagle here. This
isn't a secure line."

An el ectronically nodi fied voice cane back. "W have the go."

The cal | er hung up.

| sham smil ed and gathered up the papers. "Well, I'Il ask these franks about
NuFood when we have themin custody."

She | ocked the case and gestured to the door as she put on her mrrored

sungl asses. When Nohar stood up, his knee began throbbing again. He had to
grab the door franme to help hinmself nove outside. |sham wal ked by hi mand
started down the hall. She paused to turn and say to him "lI'mafraid we're
going to have to keep a close eye on you until this clears. You' re probably
going to be stuck here for a while."

"I don't have anything better to do at the monent."

Nohar hobbl ed down the corridor and collapsed in a chair in a waiting room
across fromthe | ab where Manny was worki ng. |sham passed him going toward
the stairs. She | ooked at the red-haired FBI agent who was sitting across from
Nohar. She pointed at Nohar and the agent nodded.

It seened Nohar now had his own personal pet FBlI agent. The agent didn't wear
shades, a normal human-Even with the pet FBI guy, for once, Nohar was thankf ul



for the Fed. Wth all this, MI was bl own open. There'd be nothing left for
themto cover up. The viol ence should be over. He was sorry for Smith, but
Nohar was gl ad his part had ended.

The agent | ooked vaguely unconfortabl e. Nohar wondered whether it was because
he was guardi ng a norey, because the norey he was guarding was still covered
wi th graveyard nmud, or because FBI agents were trained to | ook constipated as
a matter of course. Nohar yawned and struggled his wounded |l eg up on a table.
Manny cane out of the |ab across fromthe | ounge,
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trailing another agent. He carried a black bag in his good | eft hand. "Seens
to be ny eternal duty to patch you up. Let me see that knee while the |ab
techs trou-bl eshoot the chemnical analyzer."

Nohar's agent wal ked up so the two FBI guys framed Manny |ike human bookends.
Manny was ignoring the agents as he felt along Nohar's right |eg. Nohar tried
not to wince, but Manny knew when he got to the tender area. "Damm it, you
shoul d have gone to the energency room"

"And nmeke the Fed divide their forces?"

"Very runny." Manny slit the pants around the knee, which was swollen a good
fifty percent. Even under the nud and the fur, Nohar could see the

di scol oration. "You need an orthopedi c surgeon. You may have done yourself
some permanent damage. "

Manny reached into the bag and got out an air-hypo and slipped in a capsule.
"This is a |l ocal = Manny shot the hypo into the leg and the pain | eft Nohar's
knee, leaving no feeling at all. Then Manny pulled out a hypoderm c needle, a
| arge one. Manny found the needl e inpossible to naneuver with his bandaged
right hand and shifted it to his left. When he did, the color |eeched fromthe
face of Nohar's agent. "lI'mgoing to drain this and put another support
bandage around it. And if you don't see a specialist about this, | swear |
wi Il hunt you down, trank you, and drag you there myself,"

Manny slid the needl e hone. Nohar only felt a slight pressure under his
kneecap. Nohar's agent, however, began to look ill. The guy got worse when
Manny started w thdraw ng bl ood-colored fluid from Nohar's knee. Manny filled
the hypo, put it in a plastic bag, and repeated the process w th anot her hypo.
The agent turned away, | ooking out the window at the hospital's parking

gar age.

Manny sponged off Nohar's knee with al cohol and a strong-snelling disinfectant
that made Nohar want
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to retch. As Manny scrubbed, Nohar tried to get his nmind off the smell.
"What's with the anal yzer?"

"Every new pi ece of equipnent has sone bugs— Manny sounded |i ke he didn't
quite believe it. He | ooked up at the agent who'd acconpani ed him The guy
stayed expressionless. "Your client was one weird frank. If frank is even the
right term-hAothing to indicate the gene structure even has a renote basis on
the human nodel. It looks like it was engineered fromscratch. | don't know
what we got here. There was no cellular differentiation in the sanples |

sal vaged. Through and through this guy was made of the sane stuff."

Manny pul | ed out a bandage, a white plastic roll this tinme, not clear. As he
wrapped it tightly around No-har's | eg, he continued, "No organs, nerves,
skeletal system... all | can think of to explain it is all the constituent
cells are multifunctional, able to do duty as anything the body needs as it
needs it."

That was just plain weird. "No organs? Nerves? It-he had to have a brain. He
was intelligent. He talked to ne—=

"His identity, his "mnd,' would be distributed in electrical signals over his
entire body. Just as all the other functions would be diffused within the
creature. Eating, excreting—probably reproduces by binary fission."

Manny stood up and watched the bandage fuse and contract in response to
Nohar's body heat. Nohar was still having troubl e accepting what Manny was



telling him "Smith was just a huge anoeba?"

"I'n essence. Though a multicellular one. Just looking at the little sanple we
have is fascinating. The gene-techs that built this thing were geniuses."
"Great—Wiy woul d soneone build sonething |ike that?"

Manny produced his undul ating shrug again. "I'monly making inferences froma
[imted sanple. But these things would be incredibly tough. Having al
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their vital functions distributed throughout their mass, there's very little
you could do to hurt them Fire, acid maybe—*

"So how the hell did he die?"

"Electricity. The stunner is intended to tenporarily paralyze a normal nervous
system Neural paralysis to this creature rendered the entire nass inert. Once
t hat happened, the mass dissolved, fromthe inside out."

Manny cl osed up the bl ack bag and picked up the used hypos. "They have a set
of showers here for the staff, use one. | left you sone hospital greens that
mght fit you. | better see if they've 'fixed the analyzer yet." He turned
and started trailing his agent back to the lab

As Manny started back down the hall Nohar called after him "Wat's wong with
t he t hi ng anyway?"

"Not hi ng much." Manny sounded like it was pretty major. "W'd just started to
catal og ami no acids and the display keeps com ng up backward."

Once Manny had di sappeared back into the | ab Nohar waved at his redheaded
agent, who still looked a little queasy. "You heard. Doctor's orders—shower."
As Nohar |inped toward the showers, he tried to talk to his agent. "So, what
do you think of Agent I|shanf"

He answered in a voice as colorless as he was. "She's a good agent."

Tal k about your stock answers. "So where is she now?"

"I"ve been encouraged not to specul ate."

"Loosen up. You sound like the voice-over for a henorrhoid comercial."

That got him Nohar could swear he got a ghost of a smile fromthe guy. He

| ooked down at the agent who was afraid of needles. "You bothered by guarding

a norey?"

The agent shook his head. "I've worked with no-reaus before. It's what our
division is trained for."
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Nohar stopped in front of the doors to the changing area. "That's not what |
asked you."

Now there was a snmle. A small one. "l suppose not. Perhaps |I'm bothered, a
little. This is ny first assignment, and all the noreaus |IVe trained with were
federal recruits. Mstly Latin Amrerican—

"Never prepared you for a tiger?"

"They can't train you to deal with everything. | apologize if |I've seened
renote. You're an inportant w tness, not a suspect—
"My nane's Nohar Raj asthan. What do | call you?"

The agent held out his hand. "Agen—Patrick Shaunassy.
Nohar gripped it and decided there was hope for him "Pleased to neet you."
Shaunassy gave Nohar's hand a healthy shake. "Ditto. You're going to be taking
a shower here?"

"Like |I said, doctor's orders
Shaunassy opened the door. "Well, once | secure the area why don't | go back
to the vendi ng machi nes and get us some coffee?"

Nohar usually detested coffee, but he was feeling the | ack of sleep catching
up with him "Do that, | could use a few cups.”

They entered the changi ng area and Shaunassy stopped himat the door
Shaunassy made an econom cal search of the roomand the shower stalls as he
spoke. "Sugar, crean®?"

"Both."

He checked the toilet stalls. "Anything to eat?"



"Hate hospital food."

He returned to the door and nmade sure it had a lock. "Lock this until | cone
back. Shouldn't be nore than ten mnutes. If you're in the shower, I'll wait."
Shaunassy | eft and Nohar | ocked the door as requested. Amazing, scratch an FB
agent and there mght be a person underneat h.

The changing area was a study in white. Wiite plastic |lockers with recessed
keypads, white fiberglass
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squares in the ceiling, white tile on the floor, white fluorescents—the only
things in the roomthat weren't white were the greens Manny had left fol ded on
t he bench, and the chromed fixtures in the showers. The glare was irritating,
so Nohar killed the lights, letting his eyes adjust to the darkness.

The disinfectant was bad here. It was killing his sense of snell. He w shed
there was a wi ndow in here he could open.

He breamed through his nouth as he renoved the |atest set of clothes he had
dest royed.

He got into a shower, turned on a blast of cold water, and let the nud nelt
of f his body. He found hinmsel f thinking, not of the FBI or the whole M.I

busi ness, but of Stephie Wen-. Al he wanted, right now, was to be in that
motel roomin Geauga. He was exhausted and had had enough of this bullshit. He
just wanted to hold somebody—her—and get sone sleep

There was thirty grand in his account. He wondered if it was worth it.

He killed the shower and stood there, dripping, listening to the drain gurgle
and wondering why he had taken the case in the first place. Did he really,
subconsciously, want to go to California after Maria? Did he just want enough
money to |l eave this burg? And where was that coffee?

He stepped over to the dryer—he was going to be done before Shaunassy got
back—and sl apped the large button with the back of his hand. He was envel oped
in a nearly silent colum of warmair. H s abused rmuscles appreciated it.
Nohar nodded off a bit.

He slipped against the cold tiles and woke up. He shook the sleep fromhis
head and wal ked out to the changing room He spared a glance out the little
rectangul ar windows into the hall. He hoped Shaunassy didn't see the lights
of f and assune he'd |l eft already. He decided he wasn't going to wait behind a
| ocked
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door just for Shaunassy to get back. The disinfectant snell in here was

getting to him

He unfol ded the bottom of the greens and pulled themon. They fit around his
wai st, and they came down to a dozen centineters past his knees. Nohar stil
had to split the seamon the bottomof the right leg to fit around the
swel | i ng.

The top that went with the pants—ane short above the waistline and both
arms—ooked just plain silly. Nohar left it. Wile the boots he had been
wearing were still intact, he left them H's feet needed to air out and it
felt good to give the claws on his feet a chance to stretch.

Still no coffee, dam it.

Nohar opened the door and was no | onger imersed in the disinfectant snell.
Now he could snell fresh coffee, the same synthetic-snelling stuff Harsk

dr ank.

Nohar al so snell ed bl ood.

He grabbed his Vind fromthe pile of his clothes and ran—tinped, really, the
drug Manny had shot into himwas keeping himfromfeeling his knee, but didn't
make it work any better—down toward the vendi ng machi nes, the waiting area,
the Iabs. The first corner he rounded brought himto the vendi ng machi nes—
Shaunassy was dead.

He had slid hal fway down the wall between the nicro and the coffee di spenser
H s right hand had knocked over a brown plastic tray, scattering small bul bs



of cream and packets of sugar into the wi dening pool of blood. Three cups of
coffee had spilled on the Iinoleumtile floor. The edges of the spill m xed
wi t h Shaunassy's blood, pulling swirls of red to mix with the tan—

Nohar's heartbeat was thudding dully in his ears.

Nohar pulled himaway fromthe wall. Shaunassy hit the ground with a bonel ess
splat. H's throat hung open and his shirt was drenched with red. He was stil
war m

The canine's musk hung in the air.
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Hassan had done this. Probably with a straight razor

Nohar kept up his linmping run to the genetics lab, his breath a furnace in his
throat. Wiy? Wiy was Hassan doing this?

The hall snelled like an abattoir. The smell of blood seemed to adhere to the
back of Nohar's sinuses.

Nohar passed another agent. This one was crunpled in the niddl e of the hall
Hassan had sawed through the wi ndpi pe and had held the throat open. Bl ood had
splattered hal fway up the walls. Nohar stepped over the body, and his |eft
foot slipped in the agent's blood. He ignored it and kept running, his foot
making little tearing sounds each tinme he pulled it away fromthe |inol eum

He took the safety off the Vind and cocked it. The bl ood snmell was getting
worse. There was no question in Nohar's mnd that Hassan was heading for the

| ab.

Nohar took in a deep breath, sucking in the snmell of blood. Hi s heart hamered
in his ears, his head, and neck. Nohar raised his left hand to his nmouth and
tast ed Shaunassy's bl ood.

For the first tine, Nohar willingly invited The Beast into his soul

The Beast canme out and sniffed the air. Blood, it snelled human bl ood from at
| east five different people. It snelled die discharge of sonmeone's gun. It
snelled an excited canine. It snelled blood froma norey—

From Manny.

Nohar woul d have roared, but he was stal king now. Hassan didn't know he was
here. The canine had passed by the changing area and the room had | ooked
enpty, the disinfectant had covered Nohar's snell. Nohar closed on the lab. It
formed a T-intersection at the end of the hall. Ahead were a pair of fire
doors, an agent crunpl ed against them one arm hooked through one of the crash
bars. To Nohar's right was the | ounge. An agent was sprawl ed across the table.
248

S. ANDREW SWANN

To Nohar's left were the sw nging doors to the genetic |ab. He coul d hear
someone noving in there. He coutd snell Manny's bl ood.

Thi ngs sl owed down as the adrenaline kicked in. One of the doors was half
open. And this tinme Nohar recogni zed the snell of gasoline-He crept up on the
open door and listened, snelled the air. Hassan was in the rear of the room
to his right-He burst through the door. Hassan turned, very quickly. Not

qui ckly enough. Nohar's first shot hit him Hassan's right shoul der expl oded
into a shower of blood. The cani ne dropped the package he was carrying and
spun off to the left. Nohar, still moving toward the rear of the room
followed with another shot. That one missed and hit a | arge piece of

equi prent —probably the chemnical anal yzer—the inpact expl oded a picture tube
and caused the body of a dead tech to roll off it and hit the floor

The third shot foll owed Hassan, m ssed again, and slamred into a stainless
steel sink. Water shot up in a m ni-geyser

Nohar was noving slowy, dreamike. Hassan took cover behind a | arge,
stai nl ess steel object, an oven or an autocl ave. Hassan was draw ng a gun
Apparently the need for the stealth of a razor was over. Hassan took too |ong
to aim and Nohar's fourth shot hit his cover. A white jet of steam blew from
the side of the machine, hitting his gun arm Hassan's wild shot hit the
ceiling, taking out a light fixture, and his gun sailed into the mddle of the
room



The gun slid and came to rest next to the corpse of another FBlI agent,
sprawl ed facedown in a pool of blood in the center of the room Nohar | ooked
up and Hassan was hi dden behi nd sonet hi ng—a cabi net, the chroned oven, or the
ot her | ab-tech, who was slunped over a cart, giving some cover. Nohar covered
t he door and backed toward the cor-
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ner where Hassan had started. H's foot stepped on somnething soft—

Manny.

Manny was facedown on the ground. The sl ashing wounds on his throat were

mul tiple, violent.

Nohar roared. He screaned rage as he advanced on Hassan's cover—

"Cat —=

Wiere did that voice cone fron? Behind the |ab cart?

Nohar punped four shots at Hassan, through the corpse of the |ab-tech. Bl ood
sprayed the white |lab coat and the cart rolled across the floor with the

i npact, bottles rattling. There was scranbling, perhaps the snell of canine
bl ood.

Nohar wal ked up and ki cked over the cart. The tech thudded on the ground and
the glass bottles shattered. The smell of alcohol filled the room Hassan had
nmoved behind a counter, closer to the exit. "Cat, thirty seconds and the pl ace
goes up. W both go. Still tine to | eave.™

Nohar replied by punping a shot into the base of the counter. Cabinet doors
under the sink splintered.

The cani ne bolted for the door. Nohar bolted after him firing. He m ssed and
hit the Iight switch. The fluorescents w nked out as a few anenic sparks | eapt
fromthe wall. Next shot was an alnpbst. He could see the shell slaminto
Hassan's back, pushing himthrough the door—But the bastard wore a vest. The
third shot slamred into the door, blowing a perfectly circular hole in it.
Nohar sl amred t hrough the door after the canine. Hassan was still picking
hinself up fromthe inpact in his back. He had rolled into the | ounge. Three
shots in rapid successi on—

Hassan woul d be dead if the gun wasn't enpty.

Hassan stood up and backed toward a wi ndow. He started to open it. "Ten
seconds, cat. You can neke it down the hall—=
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Hassan warded off Nohar with a bl ood-soaked straight razor in his left hand.
Hs right was trying to runble open the windowin tinme . .

The Beast didn't give up that easily, and Nohar wasn't going to stop it this
tine.

Nohar shifted the weight off his bad knee and | eapt at Hassan, claws extended,
roari ng. Hassan cocked back with the razor to slash at Nohar's neck, but he
was wounded, using his off-hand, and he was trying to do too many things at
once. In peak condition, he m ght have hit Nohar. Instead, his forearm hit

i neffectively against Nohar's right shoul der. Nohar grabbed Hassan's neck with
his teeth as the wi ndow gave way before his weight.

Hassan's bl ood was the sweetest thing he had ever tasted.

The | ab expl oded.

CHAPTER 24

The wi ndow was bl own apart by the explosion. They fell onto the top floor of

t he adj oi ni ng parki ng gar age.

Hassan's back slamred into a car below them The fiberglass underneath them
gave and Nohar felt his knee sink into Hassan's chest. Sonething inside it

br oke. The cani ne coughed up bl ood.

Hassan cocked back with the razor again. Nohar responded with a backhand
slash. The fully-extended claws of his right hand hit Hassan's left arm
slicing open Hassan's wist. The razor went tunbling into the darkness.
Nohar's teeth were still buried in the flesh of Hassan's neck and cani ne bl ood
spilled into his nouth.



Hassan jerked underneath him The canine's flesh ripped out of his nouth, and
Nohar heard a col |l arbone snap. Hassan spilled out on the concrete drive and
backed away, toward the other end of the garage.

Sonmewhere a pink screaned.

Debris from above began to rain down on them

" cat." Hassan spat a gob of bl oody phlegm at the pavenent. He seened to be
Iab0r|ng to breathe and his voice had a breathy, bubbling quality to it. Nohar
t hought a rib nust have punctured a lung. "Too bad, you didn't go ..."
Hassan paused to get his breath as Nohar junped fromthe car and advanced,
'To Geauga with everyone else ..."

Nohar was barely a neter fromthe cani ne and Has-
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san actually smled. Howro, he couldn't have. There wasn't enough tine.
But where had the Zi pheads been when Snith got hit at Lakevi ew? \Were were
t hey now?

Hassan had backed all the way to the railing. Behind himwas only space.
Nohar —fhe Beast—+oared and swng his right hand. He ained at the soft part of

t he skin under Has-san's lower jaw. The claws, and his fingers, dug in through
t he skin under Hassan's muzzle. Nohar's claws pierced the skin and crushed
Hassan's tongue against the inside of the jaw. Hassan's eyes went wide with
shock. Warm bl ood streaned out of the wound, soaking Nohar's arm

Nohar put his whole body into the foll owthrough. He grabbed hold of Hassan's
jaw frominside the mouth and his armcontinued the swi ng. Hassan's wei ght
barely slowed it. The swing carried the canine out over the edge of the roof.
He was actually thrown upward before he started falling. Hassan slid off of
Nohar's hand and foll owed a near-perfect ballistic arc to the ground.

Hassan crashed into an anbul ance that was in the process of pulling out of the
driveway bel ow. The roof caved in with his weight, and the siren and fl ashers—
for sone reason—kicked in. The anmbul ance slowed to a stop and a pair of nedics
piled out to see what the hell had happened.

The Beast retreated but didn't | eave. Nohar was shaking as he ran through
Metro General's parking garage. No one stopped himas he made his way down,
even though his armand his face were streaked wi th Hassan's bl ood—er perhaps
because of it. Good thing. Nohar was in a dangerous state of mind. Even an

i nnocent bystander who got in his way would find hinmself in trouble.

Manny's van was still where they had parked it |ess than an hour ago. It cut

di agonal |y across three parking spaces and was surrounded by a fl ock of
dar k- bl ue
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Havi ers. One of the Haviers' doors hung open. The agents fromit nust have
rounded the building to see Hassan's spl at.

Manny had never bothered to hide the van's conbination from Nohar. Nohar
punched it in, opened the door, and got in the driver's seat. The feed ripped
out as he floored the van out of the Metro |ot.

He could still taste Hassan's blood and it didn't do a damm bit of good. Manny
was dead, pointlessly.
" VHY?"

M.l was finished. It was all bl own open. Wy?

Nohar snelled Manny off the driver's seat and he w shed the Indian techs had
made his strain able to cry.

He was al ready pushing the van at one-twenty klicks an hour when he hit the
1-90 on-ranp. He was dodgi ng sl ower-noving cars when he renenbered this van
had a siren. He found the switch and turned it on. He stopped dodgi ng. The
other cars were pulling to the side.

He naxed it out at one-fifty as he shot through the exit on to the M dtown
Corri dor.

Even bl owi ng down the Corridor, going twice the speed limt, gave himtine to
think, tine he didn't want. He didn't want to know Manny was dead. He wanted



The Beast to handle it. That's what it was for, damit.

However, invoking his bioengi neered conbat-node didn't help hima bit when it
cane to dealing with the death of the closest thing to a father he had ever
had.

He needed to hit Mayfield, and fuck the barriers. He put on the seat belt.

He shot past the city end of Mayfield and took a right toward the Triangle

par ki ng garage. Between the bridge over Mayfield and the one over the
driveway, there was a small hill that sloped toward the tracks. Nohar left the
driveway and shot the van over the nostly dead |awn, up the hill, and over the
dead tracks. A Dodge Electroline wasn't intended to take that kind

254

S.  ANDREW SWANN

of grade, but the velocity carried it over. The van started spilling over the
other side of the hill, only going seventy now, headed for the side of an
apartnment buil di ng.

Siren still going, Nohar skidded the van to the right. The rear left corner

clipped the building as he bunped on to the crunbling Mreytown section of
Mayfi el d. The van rolled to a near stop, scattering the nocturnal popul ation
off of the street.

Nohar floored it again, feeling the uneven road in his kidneys.

After the first block, he was going eighty.

He passed the abandoned bus goi ng a hundred.

Third bl ock, he was goi ng one-twenty—

Three concrete pylons bl ocked the road ahead of him each three nmeters tall.
The hul k of the dead Subaru was still wapped around the center pillar

He pulled the van all the way to the left, on to the sidewal k. On one side was
now a concrete wall to Lakeview, and, coming up on the right, one of the

pyl ons. Nohar hoped the gap was bi g enough

The front end screeched and the van bucked forward with a crunch-He was

t hr ough.

He'd nade it. There was now a wobble on the front left tire, and he'd left
both front fenders behind him But now he was shooting east down Muyfi el d.

He was back to going one-fifty when he passed by Coventry. The cop on the riot
wat ch only took three seconds to decide to give chase. Good for him Nohar saw
the first 322 marker when he passed the m nunum security prison. So far, the
cop was the only shadow.

As long as the cop didn't try to stop him

The vibration fromthe front wheel was getting worse, but he didn't slow

Mal I s and suburbia shot by him a ghostly gray blur under the streetlights.

H s headli ghts had been taken out by his squeeze through the barrier. He drove
by his night-vision and the infrequent streetlights.
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Sone shithead going through an intersection didn't get out of the way. Nohar
wove a tight arc around the vehicle without hitting the brakes, and raked the
side of the van across the rear end of the new BMN It spun out and hit a
[ight pole.

Subur bi a vani shed in a wave of trees. The C eveland cop was still the only
shadow, and they were now three suburbs out of his jurisdiction. The
streetlights vanished with the malls and the split-levels. The only |ight now
was the van's red flashers, turning the world ahead into a surrealistic inage
i n pul sing-red nmonochrone.

He hit the county line and could see the blurred Iights of the motel com ng up
on his right. Bobby had chosen a fifty-year-old relic to stash the girls—al
tarni shed chrone and flickering neon. Nohar saw the |ights when he was about a
klick away fromthe hotel and cut the siren as he slowed the van.

When he passed the entrance, he spun the van into the parking lot. The van was
goi ng seventy. The first thing he saw in the parking ot was a Zi phead with a
submachi ne gun. The rat was standing guard outside a faniliar-1ooking renote
van. Nohar ained his vehicle at him



The ratboy's reaction time was just too slow He junped to the side too late
to avoid being hit. Nohar heard a burst of ineffective gunfire as the wobbly
front tire bunped up over the rat.

The front end of Manny's van plowed into the side of the renote. The renote
tunmbled forward like it had been jerked on a cable, the sudden decel eration

t hrowi ng Nohar agai nst the seat belt.

There was the sound of shattering glass. Then nore gunfire. He felt a wave of
shots strafe the rear of the van. He heard nore gunfire, not aimed at the van.
Wiere the hell was his Vind?

Nohar felt the bottomfell out of his world when he realized he had lost it
somewhere in the fight with Hassan

Sonet hing inside himsnelled the rat-bl ood under
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the van and told himit didn't matter. He was the hunter, they were prey—
And Stephie was in there.

He | oosed a sublimnal grow as he popped the seat belt and tunbled out the
driver's side door, away fromthe notel. \When he hit the ground he shuddered
in pain. He was beginning to feel his knee again. He let the pain jack up the
adrenal i ne.

He took cover behind the van—nost of the shots were coming fromthe hotel. He
| ooked at where the shots seened to be going and saw the C evel and cop car
The cop was huddling down behind the front fender. The flashers were going,
but a bullet had taken out the plastic covering them —the flashers were now
giving off a stark white searchlight glare. The cop | ooked |ike he had taken a
hit or two. Nohar recognized him He was the pink cop who had | ooked so scared
when he and Manny had passed himthe night all this shit started.

The whel p had better've call ed backup

The ratboy who'd guarded the rempte was a snear on the pavenent. \Wen he

| ooked at the corpse, he could feel his tine sense tel escoping. The rest of
the Zips were holed up in the notel. The Zips weren't paying attention to him
yet. The cop nusfve rounded into the parking lot just after he had plowed in.
The weck of the renote offered himsonme nore cover. Nohar hunkered down and
ran al ong the side of the weck on all fours, right leg barely touching the
ground.

The notel was sinply a line of roonms facing the parking lot. The nose of the
renote was only a neter in front of a door—the roomnext to the Zips. Nohar
tackl ed the door, and the cheap nol ding splintered. He kept going, tunbling
onto a twin bed. The I egs on the bed snapped off and spilled Nohar onto a
synthetic rug that snelled of nothballs, rug shanmpoo, and old cigarette snoke.
The room was enpty.

Nohar could hear the gunfire and the Zip's chit ten ng
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Spani sh through the thin dry wall. He stood up and | ooked for a weapon.

The rooms coomomwas bolted to its own table. H's shoul der protested as he
lifted it. The cable connection ripped out of the wall, taking a wall plate
and ripping a hole up the drywall for nearly a neter before it snapped free.
Knee shaking, he lifted the conmover his head—+t had to weigh thirty

kil os—and listened to the Zips.

One was near the wall. It sounded |ike he had a nine-ml|limeter. Nohar ai med
the comm at that one—
The comm and attached table flewin an arc that intersected the wall. It hit

dead center at a fake painti ng—some anonynous | andscape—and crashed t hrough
the drywal |l separating the two roonms. The nylar wall paper tore away in sheets,
foll ow ng the commthrough the hole.

Perfect hit on the rat—bandage on the face nmarked this guy as Bi gboy—the side
of the conmhit the rat in the face and the picture tube inploded, adding a
smal | cl oud of phosphor powder to the plaster dust.

The conm kept goi ng, knocking away a table another rat was using for cover.



The rat—dressing on his arm marked himas the one with the chain—turned to
face Nohar. That was a stupid m stake. The cop was still covering the picture
wi ndow from behind the cop car.

The cop put a .38 slug through the rat's neck before the ratboy realized he
had | ost his cover.

The hole in the wall was a nmeter square.

Nohar junped through without any hesitation. He aimed at the third rat, who
was hi ding behind a set of dresser drawers.

For a nonent Nohar bared his entire flank to the cop, the kid had a perfect
shot through the | ong-ago-vaporized picture wi ndow. Nohar didn't care.

Nohar | anded on the third rodent, Fearless Leader. Fearless had a revolver, a
forty-four. An old gun but powerful. He tried to turn it on Nohar, but Nohar
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grabbed the ratboy's wist—+t was in a cast—and slamred it into one of the
open drawers of the dresser. Then he crunched the drawer shut with his entire
wei ght. The gun went off inside the dresser, blasting chunks of particl eboard
over the rat the cop had shot.

Fearl ess was | ooking at Nohar with wi de eyes, going into shock. Somewhere,
under the growling, Nohar found his voice. "So, 'pretty kitty's' next?" The
rat tried to shake his head.

Nohar sl ashed Fearl ess Leader's throat open with his claws, opened the drawer,
and renmoved the gun fromthe sputtering rodent.

The gunfire had ceased.

He could snell perfume coming fromthe bathroom over the cordite. Nohar could
al so srmell blood that didn't cone froma rat. He gave the cop a great shot at
his back as he bolted for the bathroom door at the rear of the notel room
Sonmewhere, where his rational mnd was hiding, he prayed to Maria's God he
wasn't too late.

He ki cked the door open, sending a piercing dagger of pain through his right
leg, Terin turned toward him She was picking up a nasty | ooking assault
rifle. It looked too big for her. It was certainly too big for the small

bat hroom Terin couldn't sweep it to cover the door
There was a bl oody knife sitting on the sink. Something snmall and

bl ood- covered was hanging in the shower—

"Il give you the fucking Finger of God."
The first shot hit her in the chest, slamming the rat into the white tile
wal | .
The second got her in the face,
The third clicked on an enpty chanber.
There was a weak sound fromthe shower
CHAPTER 25
Angel 's voi ce brought himback. The Beast didn't go back to its nental

cl oset—+the closet didn't seemto be there anynore—but it did let his rationa
m nd take over. For the first tinme Nohar felt the full inpact of what he had
put his body through. G ass had been ground into his left foot. The falls and
the | eaping had strained his back. Hi s knee couldn't hold his weight anynore.
Any pressure on it was agonizi ng-He grabbed the sink and pulled hinself into
t he bathroom He |ooked into the shower. Angel's hands were tied to the
shower head. Her feet didn't touch the floor. She was still conscious, and her
i ace was recogni zabl e. Terin had been working fromthe bottomup. Terin was
experi enced at shaving noreys—the process was supposed to be | ong, painful
and the victimwas supposed to live up to and, hopefully, a little past the
end.
Angel 's | egs had becone strips of bleeding neat. "Kit, you | ook |ike hel

" Nohar gritted his teeth and knelt slowy to exam ne the damage. It was bad,
Angel was probably in shock. He dropped the forty-four in the toilet and
grabbed Term s knife. He stood on his left leg and circled his right arm
around, under Angel's arnpits, as he cut the bonds on her hands. Her weight
nearly toppled himover. He pulled hinself along, out of the bathroom with

way to go, Kit



his left hand. The three rodents that had been covering the picture w ndow
didn't nove. Every half-second the roomwas bathed in the searchlight glare
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of the cop's flashers. Nohar wondered where the cop was.

He laid Angel out on one of the twin beds. Her |egs began to stain the white

sheet. "lI'mcalling an anmbul ance—'
Her head was cocked toward the front of the room "Only one?"
Nohar went to this rooms comm it was intact. He called emergency. "I need a

hal f - dozen anbul ances, Wodstar Mtel off route 322 in Chesterland, hunmans and
nor eys—ops, too, sonme of these people are dead-"

The di spatch cop nodded. "Wat's the probl emthere?"

Nohar spun the commto face the carnage. "That's the problem"

He didn't bother to hang up. He turned to Angel. Sonewhere al ong the way he
had screwed up, badly. "Were's Stephie?" He alnost didn't get the words out.
He was too afraid of the answer.

"Back in our room last in line. Tal ked about having a hostage. Left a Zip
with her "

Ch, shit. If aratboy was left with her, the bastard would probably kill her
once he saw how the fight went. Nohar hobbled over to the picture w ndow

still no sign of the cop. He reached and turned Bi gboy over. The rat had been
using an Uzi. Nohar grabbed the gun and crawl ed out the wi ndow. Once outside,
he saw the cop. Fearless had got off one well placed shot. The cop was
unconsci ous or dead.

Because of his knee, he had to advance on Stephie's room while | eaning agai nst
the wall. H s progress was agoni zingly slow. He passed the weck of the renote
and the door he had busted in. He passed an unoccupied room Slowy, he cane
upon the last in the line, the black GM Maduro parked in front.

He checked the clip on the Uzi. Good thing Bigboy wasn't spraying the cop
There were a few shots left. He hit the ground and scranbl ed under the picture
FORESTS OF THE NI GHT

261

wi ndow—hi s right knee was begi nning to make poppi ng sounds every time he
noved—and rolled in front of the door

Wth the feeling this was going to be it for him he shoul dered the door open
and covered the roomw th the Uzi.

And there was M ster Mad Bonber, |ooking Iike he was about to wet his pants.
The rat's twenty-two thunped on the carpet.

Stephi e was alive, and apparently unhurt. She had been stripped naked and tied
to the bed. She turned her head toward the door when it burst open. She had
never snelled so good to him

The Beast wanted Nohar to shoot the rat. To Nohar's surprise, he still had
control. Even though the mental door was no | onger there.

"Kid, second chances are rare, use yours. Get out of here."

The rat carefully approached the door, where Nohar was still half-sitting,
stepped over him and ran into the night. Stephie's eyes were wi de as she

wat ched Nohar pull hinmself into the roomand on to the bed. Nohar didn't waste
time. He bit through the rope.

As soon as Stephie was free, Nohar found hinself on the receiving end of an
enbrace that smeared her with blood. "God, what's happened to you—where's
Angel ?"

"Angel, | called an anmbul ance for her—and everyone el se. They killed Manny—
St ephi e broke off the hug. "Ch, Christ, |I'msorry—=-

"Can you find me something to use as a cane?"

The curtain rod was stainless steel, and not as cheap as everything else in
the notel. It nade a hal fway decent cane. Stephie found a robe and foll owed
himout to the parking lot. He asked al oud the question that had gnawed at him
ever since he had smelled Shaun-assy's bl ood—

"Damm it, why?"

He hobbled to the weck of the renpte. The power
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plant was still alive. The wheels were trying to drive it away despite the
broken axle. He wal ked up to the vehicle. Geen, just like Smth's van. Hell
it could be Smith's van. "The whole thing was bl own. The Fed has everything."
He slammed his left fist at one of the dangling pneumatic doors. There was a
slow hiss, and the door slid aside with the snell of |eaking hydraulic fluid.
There were guns and a dozen white plastic crates in the back. Mst of the
crates had burst open. Little vials of red liquid rolled out the rear of the
van. Hypo cartridges-flush, a fewnmllion dollars' worth.

The DEA woul d be happy.

Nohar | eaned in and | ooked at the crates nore closely. They were | abel ed.
"NuFood Inc. dietary supplements—MrrorProtein(tm *'

M.l was using NuFood as a drug | ab.

There had to be another reason for NuFood. The Zips had only come on the scene
recently. M.I had been dealing with NuFood ever since M.I's inception

M rrorProtein?

What was it Manny said about the chemical analyzer? They had been catal ogi ng
am no acids and the display was reversed. Nohar had thought the picture had
been comi ng up backward.

What if it was the anmi no acids thensel ves that were comng up reversed?
"Stephie, do you know any bi ochem stry?"

Stephi e was already at the Zips' roomchecking on Angel. "What?"

Nohar hobbl ed after her. H's thoughts were flying, trying to remenber things,
put theminto place. "This is inmportant. Really inmportant. Biochem stry,
proteins, anm no acids, what do you know?"

"Next to nothing." She had her hand on Angel's neck. "She's still alive—What
the hell are you tal ki ng about ?"

"I need to renenber if we're based on levo or dex-tro amino acids ..
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"Derry was the chenmistry major. Where the hell are you getting this fronP"
Stephi e was | ooking worried, as if she thought he had gone over the edge.

Far fromit. Things were maki ng sense. "I don't know if you'll understand
this." He was racing to get it all out. "I lived nost of ny childhood with
Manny—a doctor and an expert on noreaus. | got a biology |esson every tine |

asked a question like, "Wy am| different fromthe other kids? "

Even to him he sounded |ike he was ranbling. He slowed down. "You can't live
like that and not pick up on biological trivia. Like the fact our am no acids
all have their mirror inage versions." He finally renenbered. "Al nost all the
l[ife in this world is based on | evo ami no aci ds—

" G

Nohar shook his head. "Just tell the cops when they get here. You have to talk
to an FBI agent—+sham Tell her the franks aren't at M.I's office building.
It's just a front, like everything else. If they're anywhere, they're at
NuFood's R&D facility. Tell her the M. franks are based on a dextro am no
acid biology. Got that?"

"Yes, but-"

Nohar was hobbling back to the Maduro. He stopped at the renote. An Uzi

woul dn't do much to one of the things Manny described. He | ooked in anong the
crates of flush and saw a punp shotgun. He'd take that, and hope.

He was beginning to hear sirens in the distance. Stephie ran after him "Were
are you goi ng?"

"NuFood. This isn't over—

He slunped up next to the car. "Did they wire the car?"

" No—t

"What' s the conbi nati on?"

"Nohar, you can't! You're in no condition ..
"The danm conbi nation!"
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St ephi e backed up a bit at Nohar's grow ed conmand. Nohar shook his head.

"Pl ease, God dam it."

St ephi e heard the sirens now as well.

She stepped up and punched the conbination on the driver's door. Nohar watched
t he nunbers. She | ooked up at him afterward. She was crying. "You are not
going to die on ne."

Nohar hugged her with his good arm "I don't intend to."

The Maduro had pulled out of the parking | ot and was goi ng down Mayfield by
the tine a convoy—Chesterland and O evel and | ocal cops, sheriffs from
Cuyahoga and Geauga, six anbul ances, two police weckers, a fire rescue
vehicl e, and three Haviers—shot by going in the opposite direction
Everything but the National Guard.

Nohar drove by them going a sedate sixty klicks an hour. He was squeezed in
the sports car, but the gentle ride of the undamaged suspension rmade up for
it.

Everyt hi ng cane together for himwhen he saw t hat NuFood | abel. He had been
right along. Despite the hyped viol ence, the norey terrorism the Johnson
killing cane down to one little piece of information in Binder's financial
records.

The precognitive letter fromWIson Scott was only part of it. That only
proved M.l had a hand in planning the Z pheads' terrorism M.I was trying to
hi de sonet hing el se

Their origin.

Johnson used to be a chemistry mgjor. It nade sense he would figure this ness
out .

It had all started thirteen years ago. M dwest Lapidary woul d have approached
Young, Binder's new finance chairman. It would have been a very tenpting

of fer. Young took the offer, and the bucks poured into the canpaign

And Binder's position becanme nore and nore reactionary.
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Over the next few years, other, similarly unpopul ar candi dates had nmade sone
sort of deal with the shadowy di anond merchants wor ki ng out of

O evel and- candi dates that weren't supposed to win. Their positions would

evol ve as wel | .

Then, in 2042, norey conmmunities across the country expl oded into a week of
riots and burning that took the National Guard to control. Led by the
psychopat hic rhetoric of a norey tiger named Datia Raj as-than

The viol ence created a conveni ent wave of anti-noreau sentinent that

catapul ted nost of M.I's candidates to office.

M.l had about seventy hard-core puppets in the House now, all incunbents. They
only had a few nen in the Senate, though, and a |l arge percentage of their nen,
i ncl udi ng Bi nder, wanted to be Senators.

The rogue agents in MlI, without Smith's know edge, recruited the Zi pheads to
step in to create their own "Dark August." The Zi pheads were happy to conply,
considering the profits they made on flush on the street |evel.

Daryl Johnson knew or suspected all of this. At first he nust have condoned
it. You couldn't keep that kind of conspiracy secret fromthe canpaign
manager. The whol e Binder inner circle nust have known about the illega
financing. That's why it was so tight. Harrison, Thonson, Johnson, and Young
stuck with Binder through his radical shift to the right. They all had been
bought .

Johnson was the first to have second thoughts. Nohar suspected that it would
probably have originated with the whole duplicitious situation with Stephie.
It nust have grated badly. He stewed for years. Even tried to drug hinself out
of an untenabl e situation

M.l must have thought they had hi munder control because he was hooked on
flush that they supplied—though indirectly. If he did anything to break the
silence, his supply would be cut.
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Three weeks before his death Johnson found a new supplier, Nugoya.
That wasn't what got himkilled. The flush still came fromMI, they stil

controll ed his supply even though Johnson didn't know that. What killed
Johnson was why he was trying to get out fromunder the thumb of his supplier
Johnson's problemwas curiosity. He thought too much.

He had thought too nmuch about NuFood.

He thought too nmuch about Kathy Tsoravitch's letter

Johnson made the nistake of wondering, as | sham had just a few hours ago, why
MJ woul d be interested in preventing NuFood from succeedi ng. Tsorav-itch

| obbi ed to prevent PDA approval. Denial of that approval bankrupted NuFood.
Wher eupon, M.l bought out the conpany, and the patents.

Why ?

The question nmust have nagged at Johnson for years. Especially when M. sinmply
sat on the conpany. He m ght even have realized that M.l was using NuFood as
its flush lab. A very expensive drug |ab

He finally figured out the real reason. Wen he did, he made his second, and

| ast, mistake. He told Young. And Young had told the creatures running MI|—
That's when the shit went ballistic. That's why Young was so scared, as well
as guilty. He knew M.I's secret—they woul d have killed himonce he had served
his purpose, ID ng the people in the canpai gn whom Johnson had tal ked to,
those who read the letter.

But Young toasted hinmself, so M.l had to use their agents—Hassan and the

Zi pheads—to waste anyone who could have read that letter

Al from Kathy Tsoravitch's letter, and her pleading that the DA reject
NuFood' s application to mass market their dietary supplements. Suppl enents
that were based on synthetic proteins derived frommrror imge dextro am no
acids. Proteins a creature based on a

| evo ami no acid biol ogy—+tike the fat pinks at whomthe food woul d be

t arget ed—oul dn't netaboli ze.

Johnson had | ooked too closely at M.I's agenda. He saw NuFood, noreys as a hot
i ssue to be counted on to get M.I's people elected, and the budget. And the

| etters about government waste al ways nentioned NASA.

Johnson must have seen the creatures running M| —the humanoi d things that
could only be franks. O herw se, Nohar doubted Johnson woul d have cone to the
concl usi on he nmust have. Because the truth was quite a | eap

Nohar's Maduro had glided into the suburbs again. He began watching the |eft
side of Mayfield. NuFood' s R&D conpl ex was at 3700 Mayfield, near the m ninmm
security prison he had passed earlier. NuFood' s plot was cheap property,
l[ittle-travel ed.

The concl usion was sinple, if hard to accept. Johnson nust have asked hi nsel f
t he sane question as Nohar did when Smith told him M.l supported Binder

Why were a bunch of franks backing right-w ngers |ike Binder?

They weren't franks.

Why the hell were they involved with sonething |ike NuFood?

Johnson rmust have inferred what Nohar had told Stephie. These things were
based on a dextro ami no acid biology. Manny had di scovered that fromSnith's
remai ns. Manny had known, but he had never gotten the chance to doubl e-check
the results. He never got the chance to nmake sure the anal yzer wasn't broken
That was what M. had to cover up.

The prison came up on the left.

Nohar pulled the Maduro over and parked on the sidewal k across fromit. NuFood
was next to the prison's barbed wire topped chain link. It sat in the m dst of
a grove of trees and bushes that nearly hid the two | ab buildings from sight.
They couldn't |et anyone know t hey were based on
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a mrror image biology. It was because of that they needed NuFood. They
literally couldn't live without it. Normal living things couldn't netabolize
NuFood' s products, but the converse was true. NuFood's production was the only
thing they could eat.

No gene-tech, even as an experinment, would give their work such a bizarre
handi cap. Johnson woul d know that. It |eft one concl usion

These things weren't bioengineered.

They had evol ved naturally.

It was a fifty-fifty chance life on Earth ended up stabilizing around the one
type of amino acid. Life el sewhere, if it evolved as it had on Earth, would
end up stabilizing around one formor the other, dextro or |evo. Sanme chance,
fifty-fifty. Even odds. It was just bad luck, for everyone concerned, that

t hese guys cane froma planet that was based on the wong type.

They were aliens.

Nohar hobbl ed across the street.

CHAPTER 26

The stormthat had been threatening all night finally came as Nohar crossed
Mayfield. It was a sudden deluge that washed sonme of the blood off of him H s
makeshi ft cane was thunping an erratic counterpoint to the click of his claws.
It was slow progress, but it was nearly three in the norning and there wasn't
any traffic. The street was dead.

He nade it across. To his right was the prison hiding behind its electrified
chain link. Its yard was bathed in arc lights.

To his left was a line of shrubs and trees that alnost hid an old, |ow slung,
of fice conplex fromthe street. Ahead of him between the overgrown shrubs and
the five-neter-tall electric chain link, was a dirty-gravel driveway. It

| ooked li ke a | andscapi ng afterthought.

He began worrying about the pink guards at the prison. They weren't invol ved
inthis, but it wouldn't be good if they noticed a norey with a shotgun
skul ki ng just outside their grounds.

He |inped a dozen neters down the gravel path, all the while cursing his knee
and wi shing he could nove faster. He made it to a point where the hedges got
sickly. He turned away fromthe prison and pushed through a small gap between
t he bushes. He immediately tripped over a rusted "No Trespassi ng" sign. He
managed to land on his left side, but the fall still hurt his knee.

He was sprawl ed on a shaggy, uncut |awn, |ooking across at a parking |ot of

br oken asphalt. The only
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light came fromthe arcs of the prison behind him Half the NuFood conpl ex was
wrapped in glaring blue light, the other half in the matte-bl ack shadows of
the surrounding trees.

Two renote vans were parked in the lot, the only vehicles there. There were
two buil dings in NuFood's conplex, both old two-story studies in netal, glass,
and dark tile. The tiles had been falling off hi clunps, helped by ill-Ilooking
ivy. The gl ass was seal ed shut fromthe inside. A few panes were cracked and
br oken—+eal gl ass—all owi ng Nohar a good | ook at the white plastic that covered
the wi ndows fromthe inside.

Bet ween the two buil di ngs were an overgrown | awn and a crunbling driveway. A
fountain was choked by an advanci ng rosebush—and even in the rain, he could
snel |l the stagnant water filling it.

These guys weren't big on maintenance.

Nohar pushed hinself up and got unsteadily to his feet. The makeshift cane
sank about half a nmeter into the sod when he put his weight on it. He squished
to the asphalt parking |ot.

The renotes were parked next to each other. Nohar hobbl ed between them He
decided if the guards back at the prison started hearing gunfire, the worst
thing they could do was call the cops.

He eased hinself down on the ground and | ooked under the chassis of one of the
vans. The inductor housing was nestled in front of the rear axle. Nohar



| evel ed the shotgun at it, the barrel a few centinmeters fromthe housing. He
turned his face away, closed his eyes, and pulled the trigger

The bl ast popped the pressurized housing, and the air was filled with the
snel |l of freon, ozone, and the dust froma shattered ceram c superconduct or
There was a wave of heat as the housing sparked and began to nelt.

He did the sane to the other one.
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There went their transport. If they were still here, they'd stay here.

The guards back at the prison had heard the gunfire. Sirens began sounding
behi nd hi m

Nohar haul ed hinsel f upright and |inped up the circular driveway to the first
NuFood buil di ng. The door was gl ass and bl ack enanel. Gold | eaf on the glass
announced this was i ndeed NuFood. Its slick nodern | ogo was flaking off. A
chai n was padl ocked around the handl e, the one thing that | ooked new and well
mai nt ai ned.

Locks on gl ass doors made about as nuch sense as an arnored door in a wooden
door frane.

Nohar hunched up agai nst the wall for support and raised the curtain rod. He
put the end of the rod through the I ogo, shattering the glass—real glass
again. There was another plastic sheet sealing the window. It tore away from
the frame, |oosing the bile-amonia smell Nohar associated with Smth.

Bi ngo.

There was a crash bar on the inside of the door, hal fway up. The plastic
caught and bent over it. Nohar had to lean the curtain rod up next to the
doorjamb so he had a hand free to knock the plastic out of the way. In
response to Nohar's break-in, an alarminside the building did an anemc
imtation of the sirens at the prison

Because of his |leg, Nohar put down the shotgun and scranbl ed under the crash
bar on both hands and his good |l eg. He sliced open his right palmon a stray
pi ece of gl ass.

Once he pulled the cane and the gun after him he pushed hinself up to a

st andi ng position.

I nside, the place was nuch better maintai ned—and strange. He could snell their
odor, as well as the odors of chem cal s—there was a strong hint of sulfur and
sul fur di oxi de—and di sinfectant that had a fake pine odor. The hall he was in
was brightly lit with sodiumlanps. They cast an unnatural yellow gl ow over

t he
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hal | way. There were filters on the | anps that seenmed to increase the effect.
The floor he was hobbling al ong had been stripped to the concrete. It had been
polished and felt slightly nmpist under his feet. Not water. It was danp with
somet hing nmore viscous that nade it hard to keep his footing.

The first door to his right was open. He | ooked in and saw a storage area. The
room nust have filled half the building, both floors. It was stacked with
white plastic delivery crates. It was Iit with normal fluores-cents, and to
the rear was a rolling netal door that nust open onto a truck-Ioadi ng bay.
Nohar could snell the flush—even through the packagi ng, there was so nmuch of
it—a rotten, artificial fruit snmell, like spoiled cherries.

Nohar continued to |inp down the hallway. The doors he passed on his left were
new, solid, air lock doors. He | ooked through the round porthol e wi ndows, and
saw cl ean roons containing glass | aboratory equi pnent filled w th bubbling
fluids. Here was the damm flush |ab the DBA wanted. Nice sterile environnent.
The stuff nust be real pure.

He kept wal king, follow ng the anmnia snell. They were here. He could fee

it. He kept going down the corridor. It took a right turn near the far wall.
More | abs, older, not behind air |ock doors. Nohar noticed fanmiliar itens that
mat ched the genetics lab at Metro General. Especially the hul king form of the
chemi cal analyzer. This had to be part of the food production, R& anyway. Any



real vol ume processing rmust happen in the other building.

Nohar rounded the corner and faced a stairwell, up and down. Same slick
pol i shed concrete. The sul fur and the amoni a were worse goi ng down. That's
where he went.

The steps went slowy, one at a time. Each step felt like he was going to slip
and break his neck. As he descended, the atnosphere became thicker, denser
The sodiumlights faded to a dusky red, and Nohar
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was beginning to feel the heat—the tenperature down here nust be around 35 or
40. The atnmosphere was heavy with noisture that clung to his fur

The heat and the heavy atnosphere were nmaking his head throb

He could feel his pulse in his tenple.

Down, he was in the basenent. Here, there was no pretense at normal
construction. The hall was concrete that had been polished to a marblelike
sheen. Al the right angles had been filled in and polished smooth, giving an
ovoid cross section. The walls were weeping noisture that had the viscosity of
silicone |ubricant.

There were pipes and ot her basenment equi pnent, but all had been nolded into
the walls. Nohar | ooked up and saw a |l ength of white PVC pipe just above his
head. Concrete had been nol ded around the ends where it cane in through the
wall so the wall's lines nmelded smoothly with the length of pipe. It |ooked

li ke some organic growth. Nohar | ooked at one wall, and fromthe discol oration
he coul d make out where the lines of the old cinder block wall used to be.
There was only one way to go. He followed the hall. He hobbl ed down and |eft

the Iast of the yellow sodiumlights, and entered the world of green-tinted
red. The ammonia srmell was very cl ose now.

He rounded a very gradual turn in the hall. It felt Iike he was hobbling
through a wornmhole in the bowels of the earth. He conpleted the turn, and saw
a perfectly round door. Qut the door was pouring an evil bluish-green |ight
and that bile-amonia snell.

Nohar stumbl ed through the opening and covered the roomw th a shotgun held,
clumsily, in his left hand. He didn't realize the floor was a half-neter |ower
man the floor in the hall until it was too late. H s good foot slipped away.
He tried to catch hinmself with the cane in his right hand, but the pipe was
slick with blood fromhis palmand slid off into the room beyond his reach
He slid down a steep concrete curve sitting on his bad |leg. He heard a crack
A shiver of agony
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told himhe was not going to wal k again for a long tine.

He did manage to keep a grip on the shotgun

Through his pain-blurred vision, he realized that if there had been any doubt
Smith wasn't the product of some pink engineer, one |ook at this room put al
doubts to rest. The roomwas a squashed sphere nearly ten neters in dianeter
Ei ght, evenly spaced, round holes were in the wall, doors like the one he had
cone through. In the center of the roomwas a two-neter-tall cone, nol ded of
concrete, shooting up a jet of blue-green flanme. Fromit came nost of the
oppressive heat in the room and the snell of burning nethane.

The wal |l had niches carved into it. Hundreds of them all the sane size, a
nmeter long by half a neter high. They were concave, oval pits that angled down
into the wall slightly. Fromnearly half of themcane the glitter of MI's
weal t h, di anonds, rubies, eneralds. Thousands, perhaps hundreds of thousands,
of stones—

And, of course, there were Smith's kinsmen. The creatures that ran M dwest
Lapidary. Four, in all, were facing him They were wearing pink clothing, |ike
Smith had. They all had the sanme bl ubbery white hu-manoid formthat Snith

wor e.

"That's why," Nohar nmanaged through gritted teeth. "The hit in Lakeview.
Couldn't tell who he was over the conm..."



One of them addressed himin Smth's blubbery voice. "W do not do such things
lightly. We nmust be certain of the right when we do such irrevocable acts. A
wast e you must be here—=

The pain in his |l eg was maki ng hi mdizzy. He was beginning to feel cold,
clamy. In this heat, he nust be going into shock. "Right? "It was a yell of
pain as nmuch as an accusation. "I talked to Snmith." Nohar caught his breath.
"You were breaking your own rules when you cut himout of the |oop." Nohar

wi shed he had one of Manny's air-hypos.
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"He is a traitor. He knows not that the mission is paranount. He clings to
propriety as if we are in—= A word in the alien's |anguage. "And not in this
viol ent sewer."

Anot her one continued. "W do not all ow ourselves to perform physica

viol ence. The traitor does not understand our circunstance is dire and

requi res an exception,"”

Nohar was begi nning to have trouble feeling his |l eg. The di zzi ness was getting
worse. "End justifies the means?"

A third one, near the cone, spoke. "It is a waste. The tiger understands."

The first one—perhaps the | eader, but Nohar was having troubl e keeping track
of these similar creatures—ontinued. "The traitor, perhaps, understands or
suspects our plans when he hires you. It is intended you | ead the new unrest—
The one by the cone, "—ike your father |eads the convenient rebellion el even
years ago. The traitor anticipates us and hires you agai nst us—

"The traitor,"” one of themwent on, "knows what kind of resonance there is
when he hires you—=

"—Patia is a useful charismatic figure to keep unrest going, Datia's son is

useful as well. A waste the traitor talks to you before us—=
The one by the cone bent—no, oozed—ever to turn a valve that was recessed in a
concave depression near its base. The flane sputtered out. "It doesn't nmatter

W go, take our supplies and begin el sewhere. W have done well to prepare for
the tine the plan is uncovered-"

Nohar shook his head too quickly. He felt faint.

He couldn't tell themapart. They all |ooked like Smth, all snelled |ike
Smith, talked like Smth. "You guys blew it—=

"Who are you to judge? W achi eve our end—

"It was the vote to scuttle the NASA deep- probe
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project, wasn't it? It will hit the Senate after the el ection and you just

couldn't wait
Al'l the things stopped noving. They didn't say anything, didn't nove. Nohar
slow y raised the shotgun

"Enough of your pet congressnen were supposed to win Senate seats to tip the
scal es on the vote. Then the shit hits the fan and M.l falls apart. You
designed the whole thing to be uncovered eventually. The phony identities are
just too damm phony. You want the scandal and the indictnents that would
followto throw the Congress into chaos—*

Nohar paused to catch his breath. He couldn't feel his leg at all anynore.
They were regrouping to face him He still had the shotgun covering them and
he hoped desperately it would do some good. "The Fed was about to follow up
all your false trails. The DEA was about to find its flush manufacturing
center. But you blew it. Forensics was not supposed to get to Smith's body
that fast. There wasn't supposed to be a body. You tried to have Hassan erase
that mistake. It was too late. |I know, and now, the Fed knows."

That got them They were | ooking at each other. One spoke, "Then we nust end
it—

"End us—

One of them headed back for the cone while another addressed Nohar. "W

conpl ete our original mssion. W end ourselves. Nothing is |left but



specul ation and pieces of paper. Wthout physical evidence, no probes are
sent. Your violent races will not contaninate our star systens. W need those
new worl ds, you will not take them anway—

Nohar was |eveling the shotgun at the one that was at the cone. "No, you're
not getting off that easy. No suicides. And you call us violent. How many
peopl e have you managed to kill because of those probes? A tac-nuke on the
moon woul d have done the sane thing, and not killed anyone—

"Law requires we act indirectly in covert activity."
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Nohar gagged on that one. "Law? You screwed-up bastards—o wonder the only one
of you with a shred of norality ended up a "traitor."' "

It kept noving. They were going to flood the roomw th met hane. Nohar punped

t he shotgun and shot the creature. Bile and amonia filled the air, and the
creature was knocked back to the far wall. A chunk of the creature's
translucent flesh splattered against the wall. But it didn't bleed, didn't
even | eak. The shot had passed right through it.

It stood up, none the worse for wear.

"Unnecessary di splay, such things do not hurt our kind. Usel ess since we end
now anyway. "

The thing went back to the valve and started turning. "You, and others, may
know we originate froma different biology. But w thout us to exam ne, your

et hnocentric culture never accepts the idea of an extraterrestrial culture.”
Nohar | owered the shotgun

What were they going to do, asphyxiate or ignite? Didn't matter, he was dead
either way—his leg wouldn't let himnove.

CHAPTER 27

The one at the valve had finished his job, and Nohar could hear the hiss of

t he met hane.

The creature had hal f-turned toward hi m when Nohar heard a soft "phut" from
the hole behind him A small tube had planted itself in the folds under the
creature's chin. There was a bubbling groan fromthe creature, and it raised a
flabby white armto the tube stuck in its neck

Three nore "phuts" and sinilar tubes enbedded thenselves in the other aliens.
There was a shuddering moan fromthe first one. Its arm had stopped hal fway to
its neck. There was a tearing sound as the pink clothes gave way and the thing
col l apsed into a shapel ess white mass. There was a clatter as its eyes, fake
plastic orbs, rolled off the nound of shuddering flesh. A pair of pink
dentures foll owed.

The others col | apsed as wel I .

They weren't dead, so nuch as reverted to sone natural state. They stil

nmoved, though in a shuddering, rhythm c fashi on—eccasionally throw ng out a
mul titentacl ed pseudopod fromtheir mass, only to be reabsorbed into the nmound
of flesh a nmoment | ater. They now | ooked |i ke the anoebic formof |ife Manny
had descri bed.

| sham cane t hrough the hol e behind Nohar and went to the val ve on the cone,
shut it off. She was talking to herself. " cave dwellers, lots of heat
vents and vol canic activity. Dimred-yellow sun, thick atnosphere, probably
hi gh gravity. They could survive very
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heavy accel eration. Could have ridden in on a nucl ear rocket not much nore
advanced than our own. Gens are probably synthetic ..."

Nohar hadn't realized how tightly he was hol ding the shotgun until he tried to
drop it. H s hands didn't want to nove. "Damm it, Isham Where did you cone
from and what took you so | ong?"

| sham squatted and was | ooki ng at one of the quivering nmounds of alien flesh.
She poked it with the end of an air rifle she was carrying. The white flesh
rippled like a water balloon. "W were staked out at M dwest Lapidary

' headquarters.' NuFood seened too small to rate notice. Qur team got word from



the DEA. Mc-Intyre and Conrad have been two steps behind the Zp-perheads al
ni ght, ever since the rats junped a cabbie at the airport. They radi oed your
nmessage, and ny team had to scranble all the way from downtown. | was point,
got here about two mnutes after you did—=

"What ?" Nohar had spoken too | oudly. He was suddenly out of breath and felt
faint.

She activated her throat-mke. "Aerie, this is Bald Eagl e—nest is clear, send
the Vultures in with the cl eanup. We need a | ocal anmbul ance, with our own
nmedi cs. Cut."

She stood up and | ooked into one of the niches in the wall. She reached in and
took out a dianond. It glinted red facets of |ight.

"I had to tape themjust in case the drug killed them Qherw se, their rapid
deconposition would be hard to explain to Washi ngt on—=

"You were there." Nohar was fighting alternating waves of pain and nausea.
"Al that time?"

She tapped a | ens hanging off her belt with the di anond and dropped the gem
back in the niche. "Two neters behind you. Al the way through the building."
Nohar si ghed.

"That D ammo acid information was vital. But you threw the tac-squad for a

| oop. We had stunners, but we wanted the 'franks' alive. And because of you,
we
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di scovered the trank we were using wouldn't have worked right on their

bi ol ogy—

Nohar | ooked at the pulsing forms of the aliens. "Wat'dyouuse?"

"The only thing | had access to, flush. It's a symetrical nol ecule. Probably
use the sane stuff, wherever they come from™

Tal k about poetic justice. "Wat happens now?"

"The cleanup crew Il be here in about three minutes. They' |l pack these things
up. The Fed will take over the processing plant here, keep themalive. If
we're lucky, these will lead us to any nore covert cells these guys have set

up in the country. You do understand this is a national security matter. These
are not aliens. This didn't happen.”

The Fed and its passion for secrets. It was becoming difficult to remain
consci ous. "What about the Z p-heads, and the politicians?"

"The DEA has the Zipperheads, They can have them The M.JI plot was designed to
unravel, so we'll let it unravel. W\Ve done extensive conputer searches into
M.I's background, much nore thorough than your hacker friend. These things
seeded a noney trail that |eads back to the CIA It's going to ook to the
vids, and everyone else, like this was just another rogue Agency operation—
Nohar sucked in a breath. "You're not really FBI, are you?"

Isham smiled. It didn't look like a grinmace this tine. "Only on | oan."

"Just let the CIA take the heat for this?"

"That's what it's for. The CIA's designed to take the heat for the NSA the
NRO, and a hal f-dozen other organizations in the intelligence comunity. W'l
gladly let themfall to the wolves to keep this bottled up. Justice will
prosecute a good percentage of Congress, Congress gets to flay open the C A
Executive hits Legislative, Legislative gets back at the Executive—*

Nohar | eaned back on the curved concrete, ignoring the sudden dagger of pain
that erupted fromhis leg. it was just too nmuch effort to stay upright.
"Checks and bal ances, right?"

"The way it works in practice anyway."

"What about NASA' s deep- probe project?"

"Congress will scuttle them The NSA will black-budget them Iaunch, and
eventually, we'll find out where these things come from"™

Nohar closed his eyes. It felt |like he was |osing consci ousness. "W're going
to do the sane thing to them aren't we?"



"Not ny decision ..
Fi gur ed

Nohar slipped into darkness.

It was Friday, the 26th of August, and the weat her was deighing to cool down a
little. That, and it |ooked to be the first week of August with no rainfall
Nohar had just closed the deal on Manny's house, and he was feeling

enoti onal | y exhaust ed.

He sat down on a box in the center of the enpty living roomand | ooked at the
comm He wanted to call Stephie, ask her to go with him However, he coul dn't
nmust er the courage-he'd been avoi ding her ever since he nade the decision to

| eave this burg. He knew if she said no, he wouldn't |eave. And staying in
this town would kill him Too many menori es.

He sat on the box in the mddle of Manny's living room realizing he was goi ng
to do to Stephie the same thing Maria had done to him That decided it. He was
going to call her.

He had just reached for the conm when soneone at the front door rang the cal
but t on.

Their timng sucked.

Nohar grabbed a crutch and hoisted hinmself up to his feet. He was getting good
at maneuvering with the cast. He managed to get all the way to the door wth-
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out bashing it into anything. He didn't bother with the intercom He just

t hrew t he door open.

There she was, carrying a huge handbag, snelling of roses and wood snoke.

Nohar fell into the cliche" before he could stop hinself. "I was just about to
call you."

There was a half-smle on her face. "Ch, you were? | Ve been | ooking for you
ever since you left the hospital. You noved out of your apartnent—=-
"Transferred the | ease to Angel =

St ephi e nodded and patted himon the shoul der—+the [ eft one where the fur had
cone back in white. "You going to let me in?"

Nohar stepped aside and | et her through. She surveyed the enpty living room
and sighed. It echoed through the house. "So you're noving out of here,

t oo—how i s Angel, anyway?"

"She's lucky rabbits are common. They had skin cultures to match her. The fur
on her legs is white now, but she can wal k. She got a job."

The concept seened to shock Stephie. "As what?"

"Cocktail waitress at the Watership Down. A bar on Coventry—

She pulled up a box and they sat down, facing each other.

"So how are you taking things?"

Nohar sl apped his cast. "They had to weave sone carbon fiber into the tendons,
but the cast comes off in a nonth, and with a few nonths of exercise—=

She shook her head. "That's not what | nean and you know it. You're stil

bl am ng yourself for Manny, aren't you?"

That hit hone. "If—=

Stephi e put her finger on his lips. "I talked to Manny a | ot about you. He was
your father for five years, and because of school you ran away to Moreytown
and joined a street gang. Wen your gang got involved with the riots and you
found out what your real father
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was, you ran away fromthem Now you're going to run away fromthis life,
ri ght?"

Nohar shook his head. "I can't live here anynore . "

"l suppose not. But you aren't going to run away fromnme. | won't let you."

They sat, |ooking at each other.

"l suppose not."

She sm | ed and shook her head. "At |east he doesn't object. Well, | got nyself
a new j ob, denographics for N elsen."



Nohar had a sinking feeling. He forced a snmile. "G eat. \Were?"

"Santa Mnica."

Nohar was speechl ess for a noment, and she seened to enjoy his reaction. "You
knew | was going to California?"

" 'Californiais alot nore tolerant,"'
"Where did you hear that?"

"Those rodents had nore than drugs and guns at that notel. The white one |eft
this on the conm" She reached into the overlarge bag and pulled out a

ram card. Nohar noticed the bag kept novi ng when she took her hand out of it.
The bag enmitted a slightly famliar snmell. "Seens to be a copy of whatever you
had on pernmanent storage on your comm | was going to give this to you when
you got out of the hospital. But you slipped out without telling nme. So |
played it."

Nohar took the card wordl essly.

"That Maria is one stupid cat for wal king out on you."

"No, she isn't."

she quot ed,

The handbag was still noving. Nohar couldn't hold it anynore. "\Wat the hel
do you have in the bag?"
Stephie broke into a wide grin. "I still renmenber that |ine you gave ne in the

par ki ng garage, about your cat."

Anot her thing Nohar wanted to forget. He sighed. "Yes?"
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Stephi e reached in the bag and pulled out a small, gray-and-black tabby kitten
and handed it to Nohar. Nohar had to collect hinself enough to cup his hands
under the little creature. It barely fit on his palm Nohar watched as it
stunbled a little, disoriented, and circled around. Then, finding the new
perch satisfactory, it curled up, closed its eyes, and began to purr.

Nohar stared at the little thing in his hands, "Damm it, Stephie. That isn't
playing fair."

"I know. "

She began scratching the little thing behind the ears.



