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1 Assassn

I'veseenit dl and I've done half of it. Frankly, | wasready to cash it in. So the word from the doctor
didn't hit metoo hard. | was hafway through the Times when Evangeline, his nurse, poked her gorgeous
head into the waiting room and glanced toward me. Her fawn eyes misted as though she had just said
good-bye to abeloved teddy bear.



"Mr. Ammo? Dr. LaVecque will see you now."

| switched off the newspaper plaque and dipped it into my breast pocket. Passing by her, | reached to
pat the smal of her back just about where her avalanche of platinum hair ended in acloud of curls. She
didn't smilethistime the way she used to. That clinched it.

"Learntotakeit colder, Evvie. See?' | grinned at her.

She looked mein the eye, her tenson unwinding. | gave her another pat and made my way to the
examingtion room.

Dr. LaVecque trested most of the aging bumsthat hung around Fiqueroa and Fourth. | included myself
inthe clientele mostly because his office wasjust afew floors below mine.

The office reflected the socid status of his patients-all the needles and drugs were kept under lock and
key, same for even the most inexpensive equipment. His office and mine were located in the worst
section of Old Downtown-the Arco Tower. The onethat's still standing, so to speak.

After about twenty minutes of moist palms, | heard LaVecque rummaging for my filein thelittle tray
outside the door. He entered with less of agreeting than amortician gives astiff.

"Sit down." He eased hisbirdlike frameinto aripped swive chair next to the examination table.

| sat on the butcher paper that covered the table and stared at him.

Hewas bald, beak-nosed, and looked asif he didn't take much of his own medica advice, or maybe he
took too much of it. He gave theimpression of being a practiced, controlled drug user. He tossed the
folder he carried onto the counter, rubbed the bridge of his raw nose, and sighed.

After amoment he said, "Do you want meto easeinto this, Ddll?"

"NO_"

"Y ou've got about three to Sx months. It'saform of cancer called osteogenic sarcomaand it's metastatic.
All through your bones.”

"Sounds painful."

"It will be. More and more astime goes by. | can give you something to help easeiit-"

"Forget it, Doc. | won't end my lifeasajunkie.”

Helooked hurt for amoment, then let it dide. Shaking his head, he leaned back to stare at me with a
technician'simpartial gaze. "The State Ingtitute for Cancer Research has a center for osteogenic sarcoma.
They could treat you for free. Y ou probably wouldn't get treatment with something as expensive as

monoclond antibodies, but I'm sure-"

"Yeah," | said. "I'd wind up wearing aplastic skeleton impregnated with cobat sixty. No thanks. I'll go
when 1 go."

He raised what eyebrows he had. "Y ou're areligious man, are you?'



"I'maman. | believein staying that way till | die." | scooted off the table.

Helooked up at me as though 1'd robbed him of some petty cash. That expression reminded me of why
he chose to conduct his practicein the middle of Skid Row.

"It'sthisbuilding, Dell. They never did get rid of al theradiation.”

"Yeah," | sad, "but the rent is sure reasonable.” | headed out. "Thanks for the prognosis anyway, Doc.
Now | can plan my retirement.”

| waved to Evangeline on my way out. She blinked as she waved back. | could tell she wasn't cut out to
beanurse. | figured | knew why LaVecque kept her around.

| climbed up eight floorsto my office, wondering how long it would be before the pain and effort became
unbearable. How long until 1'd be forced to depend upon the jury-rigged elevator. How long it would
ride me up and down before | died or it dropped and killed me. Falling twenty storiesin a stainless steel
box seemed cleaner than lying awake at night feding my bonesraot.

| was getting depressed. In my opinion, drunk was better than depressed any day. | opened the door to
the stately office of Solutions, Inc.-Dell Ammo, sole proprietor. My shoes scuffed at the holesin the rug.
The place smelled of the yearsit had served as both an office and adwelling.

| flopped down in the cracked remains of ablack vinyl executive chair and pulled abag of whiskey from
my desk drawer. | proceeded to get drunk as per request.

It was dways then-during that buzzing, whirling spin of intoxication-that | wondered why | bothered.
With ten million Panamerican dollarsin cash waiting for me, | wasliving like amaggot. | squirmed around
inadying corpsewith al the other maggots, trying not to be as maggotlike asthey.

Ten million saved up under dozens of names asfase asmy current one. And | couldn't touch it until A.D.
2000.

A.D. 2000 was roughly two months away.
| felt like amarathon runner who drops dead right before hitting the ribbon.

I'minabusinessthat paysvery well if you're unobtrusive and keep your mouth shut. Excessve spending
isgenerdly abad idea. Sudden, unexplained increasesin wedth will sometimes get noticed. Sometimesa
nosey fed or ariva with acontract will start poking around. If he's on the wrong side of the fence from
you and finds out enough...

Peoplein my profession usualy don't go to trid. They wind up with bladesin their backsin acrummy
dive-their fingerprints etched away, their retinas seared, their faces practiced upon by amateur plastic
surgeons.

Don't ever believe that an assassin'slifeisexciting and glamorous. It'samarginal risk a best.
Memories flowed with acouple more swigs of Professor Danidl’s. I'd been an nfor thirty-seven

years, earning my living exclusvely in thefield. At fifteen, | had been setting off firecrackers behind the
grassy knall in Ddlas. It was agloriousjob, and my first. Sure, the Secret Service boys gave methe



firecrackers and told me that it was al part of asaute to the President.

| learned right there to keep my mouth shut and disappear after the job-they had their own ideas on how
to repay mefor my efforts. From then on, it was strictly cash-up front.

The sixtieswere afabuloustime to be young and building acareer in political murder. The one nuisance
inmy businessisthat al the publicity hounds stole my thunder. | didn't dare go public, but that suited me
justfine

The closest | ever came to fame was when they had camerasin the Ambassador Hotel in "68. Y ou can
amost see me duck behind that football player to dap one of the gunsinto Sirhan's hand right after I'd
finished with it. | was a so the one who gave Bobby the rosary. He would have wanted it that way.

A lot of people thought that one was palitical. | know different. It was awhole big flap over that actress
and what he'd doneto her.

That job got me aclientele, and | moved on to bigger and more lucrative jobs. Johnson, Mao, Moscone,
Sadat, Brezhnev, Andropov, Chernenko, Y eltsin (it waslike arevolving door there), that Gandhi dame,
Duarte, Gore, Doc Rock-1 can't even list them dll.

Sometimes an assassination doesn't even require any killing on my part. Putting the right personin the
right bed with the right blabbermouth isall that's needed. A well-placed scandal can usualy result inan
n from the other side of the fence receiving a contract to clear up the embarrassment with bullets
Or Poison or anasty case of cancer.

LaVecque had implied that my cancer was caused by the radiation in Old Downtown. Cancer isaso the
preferred wegpon of some of the more patient people in my trade. It's usually employed by those who
can luretheir victimsinto amedica room or prison. Government assassnsuseit alot. | think it's
unsporting. And it takestoo long.

Could someone have gotten to me? Bone cancer wasn't the trademark of anyone | knew.

Did it matter? | was done for, no matter how it had come about. So what if someone saw meliving it up
here and there? A garroting cord around the neck in astinking LA dley would only save methetrouble
of having to cash it in mysalf when the pain became too grest.

I'd made up my mind.

The next morning | woke up with athousand overweight pixies tap-dancing on my skull. Dragging my
head off the desk, | ssumbled through a persona kae doscope of light and pain toward the hall
bathroom.

Bennie the Dipso lay sporawled there, one ebow in the urinal, snoring merrily. | moved him to amore
dignified position and used the convenience for itsintended purpose. L.A. smog drifted in through the
vent shafts. | wasglad | hadn't devel oped any lung diseases.

| finished up and returned to my office for abreakfast glass of dog hair. | needed a shave and a bath. Or
just aquick swim through carbolic acid. Instead, | tucked the .45 Colt Lightweight Commander into my
waistband holster and headed for the stairs.



| could fed it thistime. Maybe | was anticipating it. A sort of dull agony spread dl through me by thetime
| got to the lobby. | sat down for amoment. It made no difference. At least | findly knew what dl those
little aches and pains over the past few months had been. | amost felt relieved. It wasn't asif | was

getting old-1 was merely dying.

| surveyed the ground floor. Thelobby served as arepository for dl the old, degenerating losersin the
Arco dum area. They sat or lay or piled themsdlvesin dirty heaps of gin and old clothing, waiting for that
ultimate ntofirehisfata round. Men and women left behind by the spirit of uncaring time.

And | was one of them.

| felt like an old sick dog and knew it. | adjusted my foulard-the hottest design ten years ago, aswas
most of my ensemble-and pulled mysdf up to my full five-ten to step over the other derdlicts.

| bedlined to my nearest bank, over on Seventh. This one contained about five hundred thousand
Panamerican dollarsfrom ajob | did on a senator who'd opposed private ownership of solar power
satdllites. HEd been one of those quirks you sometimes run acrossin politics. He wouldn't stay bought.

I'd decided to be poetic on that guy. He was driving up to his cabin in Vermont one summer day.
Secluded country road. Lovely.

| waswaiting aong the way with a dazzlingly polished parabolic reflector. At asharp bend in the road.
Easy money. Getting it out of the account turned out to be alot tougher.

The line a the bank stretched amost the length of the building. The tellers had been shut off-abad sign.
Human substitutes had taken their place at tables set up at the far end of the floor. Guards with neura
interruptors and backup revolvers formed a threatening line between the customers and their savings.

Even with agtaggering hangover, | figured something was dightly amiss. Pulling my newsplaque with
yesterday's Times from my pocket, | punched up page one, column one. Since | usudly started at the
comics, then went to the ohituaries, followed by sports and findly the news, this minor item had escaped
my atention.

There'd been another devauation.
The lady with the whedbarrow full of cash should have tipped me off.l sghed and pulled out my
passcard-adip of plastic with the bank'slogo onit. I'd been through this before. The feds always caled it

a"revauation." That'safancy term meaning "the shaft" for anyone on afixed income.

My foggy brain couldn't remember the date of the last deposit. "94? 95?1 ignored the babble of
impatient customers and the jostle of spectators while waiting my turn.

"Next," the man behind the table said. Someone leaned too far over the counter, causing him to shout,
"Come on, everyone! Cam down. We're converting al currency. There's no shortage.”

"That's the problem,” someone whispered. "Too damned much of the stuff!"

| dropped my card onto the table. A gangly youngster in ared jJumpsuit took it and popped it into the
aluminum box beside hiselbow. Y awning, he pulled the card out to hand back to me.



"Any depost or withdrawal ?' he asked.

"All of it," | said ascordidly aspossible. "Now."

"Cash or debit card?"

Helooked at me asif I'd asked for beads and bearskins. From a drawer under the table he pulled out a
packet of orange scrap paper with pretty swirls engraved on it surrounding adrawing of some stranger in
clothes more out of date than mine. He counted out ten of them.

"Four hundred, four-fifty, five hundred." He reached into asack by his other elbow to pull out some clear
plastic poker chipswith squiggly colored strands seded insde them. They fell into my hand with adull,
sad clack. "And fifty-eight cents.”

| stared at the Monopoly money in my hand, then eyed the weasdl behind the table.

"I had haf amillion Panamerican dollarsin there!™

"Which you deposited in April of “92 There's been seven reva uations since then. Y ou now have five
hundred Panpacific dollars and fifty-eight Panpacific cents. Next." His gaze darted to one of the guards.

A sudden fedling of porcine enclosure coursed through me. | nudged past the tightening circle of federa
bank police and didn't look back.

Grest. That deposit had been one of my more recent ones. A quick mental calculation gave mearevised
estimate of my tota worth.

Between seven and ten thousand Panpacific scraps of paper. Sc transit pecunia. Therest of my savings
had aready been wiped out in the Great Gold Seizure of "93.

Ohwdl, dieand learn.

The walk back seemed longer and hurt more. Overhead thundered the sonic clap of a Phoenix
gpacecraft returning to Earth. The sound of it lifted my gaze up from the trash-clogged sdewalks. Arco
Plaza commanded my attention.

| remembered when both towers stood tall and black like apair of stoneidols against the blue. Now the
sky was dightly brown all the time. And only one tower stood, if you could call it standing.

A few years back, the Red Twelfth of November Revolutionary People's Brigade for the Liberation of
the Third through Sixth Worlds had detonated a smdll fizzle fission explosion in the women's restroom on
the twenty-sixth floor of the South Tower.

The whole southern structure had collapsed, taking with it a good portion of the North Tower and
blowing out most of the facing windows for afew blocks around with secondary projectiles.

Instant property depreciation. The ultimate in block busting.



None of the survivors cared to risk living or working near the radioactive mess, so-in spite of superior
decontamination efforts-Old Downtown became an ingtant dum. It promptly filled up with the ignored
scum of life. It made a perfect hiding place.

Solutions, Inc. served asmy legit front. | even did some minor detective work-recovering stolen
property, finding lost daughters, and the like. No divorce work, though. It made agood cover. A cover |
no longer cared much about blowing.

| found a phone booth and dammed a calcard into the dot. When it verified, | punched up the number of
afellow tradesman. The line buzzed threetimes.

"Yeah?' demanded abullhorn voice.
"Pete-check your stash. The lobby scheme'sinoperative. Passit on.” | rang off.

Severd peoplein the sameline of work as mine were saving up some of their money to push for astatute
granting ablanket amnesty for dl political crimes committed in the twentieth century. Wed even gotten to
the point of killing the mgor legidators standing in our way. Wed hired ahotshot lawyer to figure out the
tricky wording and were al set with the bribes. Only now, most of uswere out of money.

The amnesty idea vanished from my thoughts to be replaced by a desire to forget everything and live out
my last months as pleasantly as| could.

There was an area near Old Downtown where the law was most conspicuoudy absent. Under a
tenement dum that even ratsignored lay alabyrinth honeycombing dl of Bunker Hill. Insdeit, every
illega substance, act, or commodity was available for aprice. But this place was different from every
other rathole of vice throughout history.

A blind man could gtroll through with afistful of gold and not be bothered. A mother could send her
daughter to the ice cream store on the first level and see her return with her ice cream, change, and
virginity al intact. The people who devised Auberge had a pleasant philosophy-if something'sillegd, there
must be amarket for it. If it's marketable, they'd attract amuch better clientele with ahotel or shopping
mall amosphere.

The armed guards in tuxedos served as the crime deterrent. The managements were eager to retain their
wedlthy cusomers from Mdibu, the Valey Rim, and Disney County.

The same guards aso prevented unwel come intrusions by such spoilsports as the feds and the LAPD.
Since half of City Hall frequented the casinos and cathouses there, such precautions may have been
unnecessary. They patrolled the corridors and establishments anyway, each armed with alaser, aneura
interruptor, and an automatic pistol of choice,

They never logt arguments.

| walked across the unpaved fidd that served as a parking lot. Expensive cars covered every square
meter like party night at the Rockefdllers.

A blatantly obvious cavern served as the entrance to Auberge. Just past the stylized mouth of the cave, a
door whirred opento let mein. A knockout redhead smiled from behind a mahogany counter.



"Welcometo Auberge, Sr. May | take your coat?'

| surrendered my trench coat and asked for directionsto Casino Grande. Though I'd been there afew
timesin the past-mostly as a guest on business outings-1'd never gotten the hang of the underground's
three-dimensiond layoui.

| listened carefully and set off. Despite her directions, | took what became either the rightest or the
wrongest turninmy life.

2 Silver Angd

| hadn't noticed that the crowded, classy joint I'd entered was the Casino of The Angels, not the Grande.
Tome, it wouldn't have mattered anyway. | just wanted to gamble away my dough.

The blackjack table wiped out half of what | had with me. | took the rest and drifted to a crapstable.
People milled around. Rich people, mostly. And agood portion of losers, such asyourstruly, dressed up
and ready to lose even more while fedling like a part of the diamond and dashing crowd.

| watched the gamein progress, shifting my weight from leg to leg to ease the dull painsthat poked a my
bones. It wasthen that | saw her.

| had just muscled in between two kibitzers who looked asiif they wouldn't let go of adimeto bet on the
sun setting. The rest of the crowd around the table bet fast and loose. | saw why.

She stood at the head of the table holding the dice in her hand. Blond hair the color of unalloyed gold
hung past her shoulders to touch the low-cut back of her silver evening gown. She tapped dark,
bloodhued nails againgt the little green cubes. They rattled in her hand for amoment before being cast
forward acrossthetable. They landed near me. A two and athree.

"Bicycletricycle," the croupier said in atired voice. He looked asif he had once weighed afew hundred
pounds and lost the weight but not the skin. He raked the dice back to the woman.

"Fiveagain," someone marveled. The onlookers, especidly the men, gpplauded. The croupier soicaly
shoved some chips her way.

She smiled. Not with the smile | usudly associate with blondes. If there's one thing worse than the dull,
brainless expression | see on most blondes, it's the faked look of intelligence | see on others. There were
exceptions, and thislady was one.

She appeared unimpressed by her luck, though not bored-she seemed to be whiling away her time, not
redly paying attention.

The men, oddly enough, didn't pay much attention to her, either. Sure, the oily gigolos greedily eyed her
mountain of chips. An occasiond wolf gave lustful notice to the dressthat clung skintight to skin that
deserved to be clung tight to. And | could tell which of us ditting at the table knew we had no chance with
her. We were the few who just stared at her arctic blue eyes and their blizzard gaze that never seemed to
touch on anyone. Mostly, though, the crowd behaved asif she weren't much more than amannequin
propped up at the end of the table.



| broke away from watching her long enough to scan the room, and | noticed two interesting
occurrences. First, one of the pit bosses appeared from behind amirrored door to approach the owner
of the establishment. He pointed toward the lady in silver.

Second, atrio of nervous weasalswith hood written al over them strolled through the main door
separately. They reunited as soon as they were insde. Amateurs.

| let my gaze wander back to the gaming floor. The owner and the pit boss were approaching the craps
table.

Just before they got there, asif she had eyesin the back of her head, the golden lady scooped up most of
her winnings and nodded courteoudy to the table. She made astraight line for the cashier.

To get there, she had to pass the owner. | braced myself for the quiet scene about to occur. It didn't.
Instead, the owner and the pit boss drifted right past her, asort of glaze coming over their eyes.

Reaching the table, the owner amply glanced around with adull expression, counted the remaining chips,
and quietly berated the pit boss. The fat man ran ahand through his toupee and shrugged. They went
their separate ways.

The slver lady glided toward the cashier at about the same rate asthe three jittery thugsin monkey suits.
| looked around for guards. The only two visible were on the other side of the room taking care of a
drunk.

When the unwholesome trinity reached to their waistbands, | knew what had to be done.

| shouldered my way over to the cashier, getting there ahead of Blondie to place my hulk between her
and the gpproaching hit team. A caculated misstep permitted her to collide with me, spilling her chips.

The hoods had their guns out by the time the chips clattered to the floor. They clustered around the
cashier, propositioning him. Blondie stooped to recover her goods.

"Next time why don't you watch-"
| crouched down, drawing my auto from its waistband holster.
"Keep down, beautiful, werein for fun.”

One of the little men socked somebody who had stepped up to the booth. A woman screamed, and the
crowd surged backward.

The crooks panicked. One whipped about and pointed aimlesdy at the bystanders, stark terror showing
behind his eyes. Another onejoined in, while the third continued to fill asack with orange paper. The
guardstried to push their way forward from the rear without catching the crooks attention.

They were too busy to notice me, so | drew my aim upward. At about that time, the ugliest, most
ill-dressed of the three dowly shifted the aim of hismuzzlein my direction. | figured that the cloudy look
in hiseyes arose from hisamateur standing.

Blondie gasped behind me-morein disbelief thanin fear.



| fired.

Thefirst creep fell, abloody gap blooming red likearosein hislapd. | snapped my aim over to the
second squirt just as the guards used my diversion to rush forward and point their neural interruptors.

We were on the fringe of thefidd effect those things emit. | went numb. | would have been sureit wasa
heart attack or astrokeif | hadn't known better.

The two remaining thugs dropped, their lights knocked dim by the interruptor beams.
"Weve got to get out,” avoice behind me whispered.

Suddenly, out waswhat | wanted to get above al ese. | rose up. Determining that | could walk without
too much effort, | made tracks for the exit.

The guards seemed too busy to notice me, even though acrook lay dead at their feet and a.45 dangled
in my right hand. One of them looked blankly at me, then turned back to the corpse and its snoring

partners.

At the doorway, | turned to Blondie saying, "Hey-your chips-"
She was gone.

| scanned the casino for amoment. Not there. | turned to look down the halway. A slver figure strode
unnoticed down the corridor.

"Hey, lady!" | shouted. If shedidn't want her chips, | thought, to hell with them. But she deserved some
thanksfor getting me out of there.

Bullshit.

| wasirritated because she hadn't had the decency to thank me for saving her life. Why | ever expected
decency from anyone hadn't occurred to me. | jammed the pistol back into my waistband.

Did shethink sheld have agunman at her Side every time she needed one?

She heard my shout and turned around to stop dead in her tracks. She stared at me with the queerest
expression I'd ever seen on adame. She looked shocked. If | hadn't seen her up close under the
previous circumstances, | would have chalked the look up to Smple snootiness. Yet | think she genuindy
expected no further notice from me.

She spun about in aswirl of glimmering slver and walked away, her haughtinesslosing some of its cutting
edge. She glanced back just before turning a corner, stared a me again, and vanished out of view.

| shrugged and headed for the exit from Auberge. Security waslax, as usud. The exit guards probably
didn't even know that something had happened inside one of the casinos. They patrolled the corridors,
leaving interna affairsto the owners of each establishment.

The redhead at the cloakroom had been replaced by alovely black woman in atopaz-hued harem ouitfit.
| retrieved my coat and strolled out into the night air.



Waking down Hope Street toward Flower, my thoughts drifted back to the blonde. Who was she, to
watch one man kill another and teke it in stride?

Ah hdll, | thought, maybe she figured | worked for the club or something. Considering how handily she
won those chips, maybe she didn't want to stick around to retrieve them, let done carry on smdl talk.

| jammed my hands into my pockets and headed back to my office. The night air was warm for the end
of October. | let it waft around me and carry my worries away. Before | knew it, | had reached the
tower and climbed to my floor.

Lights glowed in the waiting room.

Normdlly, | leave my office door locked and my waiting room open. | find that | get more business that
way. Sometimes, | just get Bennie the Dipso curled up on the couch.

Thistime, | had company.

He stood as | entered. Not more than an inch or two taller, he towered over mein that psychologically
intimidating manner that marked him as ahustler of vast experience. | decided to counter by playing it

tough.

"Mr. Dell Ammo, | presume?’ He wore the most well-tailored suit of the finest beige materia 1'd ever
seen. Hisdark brown hair exploded around his head in aloose shag style. Even though hewasin his
mid-forties, the style suited him. Everything about him fit to perfection. Even the soft brown eyes suited
him. In body, clothes, manner, and sdalf-assurance, he radiated perfection.

| didiked him dready.

"So maybe you know me. And maybe | know the Reverend Emil Zacharias." Some name-it sounded as
fake asthe oneI'd picked for mysdlf. | opened up the office door and pocketed my keys. He followed
mein after I'd switched on thelights.

"| seem to have areputation that precedes me."

"I watch the news. Y our breakdown got alot of airplay. Not many other evangedlists announce on live
televison that the earth is occupied territory and challenge God to meet him in battle to take it back.”

"It was amomentary lapse, | assure you." He looked about my office with amused disdain. "Are you
trying to create an image with this decor?'

| eased mysdlf into the swivel chair. My bonesfdlt like fragilestemmed roses with the thorns turned
inward.

| pointed to the chair acrossthe desk. He preferred to stand, leaning forward on an expensive-looking
antique walking stick. 1t would have suited hisimageiif it housed asword dipped in curare. He seemed
nothing like an evangdis.

"S0," he sad, turning to look mein the eye. "We both know each other. Perhaps you can guesswhy I'm



here"

| leaned back and frowned. "It's not my businessto guess.”

He sat down, laying the stick against one leg. He folded his arms and took a deep breath.

"l undergtand, Mr. Ammo, that in the past you have provided solutionsto rather, ah, difficult problems.”
"That's what the brochures say."

"Yes" Hefiddled with hiswalking stick, tapping it against one of the lessworn spots on the rug. He
seemed enormoudy troubled. Every trace of self-assurance dissolved in the midst of someinternd bettle.
Hiswords caught in histhroat like fishhooks.

He stared directly at me. "I want someone..." He hesitated. The same look of struggle ran acrosshim. |
knew what word he wanted. | refrained from supplying it. He eventudly realized that | wouldn't write his
script for him and said, "Killed. | want someone killed, more or less. | want someone out of theway."
With that, his confidence returned and he relaxed.

"Sorry," | said, "l don't operatein that field. I'm just agumshoe.”

"Oh?' He pulled a cigarette from a polished ebony case, tapped it, and stuck it between hislips. His
motions employed a practiced downess intended to hold my attention. He replaced the casein his
pocket and raised both hands to his cigarette.

| didn't seewhat sort of lighter he had hidden in hisfigt, but the flame it put out danced red and yellow at
thetip of the coffin nail. Heinhaled deeply, then let acloud of smoke escape through his mouth and nose.

"I have the ahility to pay very wel. Thejob will entail greet difficulties, but the reward will be
commensurate, | assureyou.”

"Out of the pocketbooks of the faithful, | suppose?’ Before he could get too insulted, | continued. | was
too conscious of my age, my hedth, and my emotions.

"Sorry, Zack. I'm not able to take on any clients, regardless of price. I'm taking an extended vacation.
Maybeif you came back in ayear-"

"That would betoo latel"
Wouldn't it, though. "I'm sorry." | opened the last bag of whiskey | had in the office.

"Wdl." Emil good, holding hiswaking stick loosdly. "Perhaps | may leave you with something to think
about during the next few days."

| automaticaly rose to shake his hand. His grasp was firm, not fishy as|'d expected.

"Thanks, but | don't accept advance considerations. Makes for misunderstandings. Good evening.” | sat
back down and clomped my feet on the desk.

"Asyou wish. However, | dill think you shdl find my offer foremost in your thoughtsin daysto come.
Good night." He turned and walked out of my office.



| didn't like him. | didn't like his confidence, histotal faith that | could be bent to hisway of thought.

| didn't like getting drunk, either. It was preferable to thinking about him, though. | loosened my shoes
and foulard and poured a glassful of the bourbon.

Hafway through my drunk, | staggered up to shut off the blower. | figured the ventilation system had
screwed up again. | fell adegp with the digtinct impression that the place smelled like an oil refinery.

| woke up in the same position in which I'd fallen adegp-feet on the desk, handsin my lap, my chair
leaning againgt the stacks of books behind me.

| flt like Dante waking up in Hell.

A sick rushing sensation coursed through me. The dream | awoke with faded in my effort to reach the
bathroom in the hall. | wasn't nausested-I merdly felt asif my insdes had been shish-kabobbed.

The door dammed open under my urgings. Bennie the Dipso sat in one of the stdls, Singing old sailor
chanteys. | headed toward thewall. A certain portion of me was so filled that | thought it might burst. |
faced the urinal and nearly fainted.

It felt like pissing thumbtacks. Blood and milky strands swirled around in the drain.

The room spun back and forth. My fingers clutched the edge of the urinal and held tight.

| wondered whether I'd makeit to Dr. LaVecque.

| didn't notice any pain as| hurried down the airs. My brain was working overtime on suspicion.

Maybe Doc had lied about how much time | had. Maybe Zacharias had dipped me a contact poison-it
was poss ble he knew what | had had to do with the murder of Pope John Paul |. | considered

everything.

LaVecque frowned. "Doesn't look good. Aside from the blood, therere cancer cellsand proteins. The
cancer may have reached your kidneys. If so, it's metastasized further than | thought.”

N
"And I'd like another body scan. Tomorrow at the hospital. And | think you should stay there awhile.”
"No, thanks." | stood. "If I go, | go. I'll see you tomorrow, but that'sdl. I've got alot to do."

"I'm glad you fed that way."

Hewatched me leave asif | were walking into the Outer Limits.

Back in my office, | haf-fretted about dying, half-wondered why | thought it mattered. A cogina

machine never wonders whether it can be replaced or whether itsfailure will sop the machine. My
universe ends with me, sure, but al the other universes go on.



| spent the day and evening rereading an old book called The Dice Man. One of the linesthat |
remembered enough for it to bother mewhen | read it again was, "Lifeisidands of ecstasy in an ocean of
ennui, and after the age of thirty land is seldom seen.”

Except for those brief moments during an nation-when | could fed thetides of history flow around
me like apalpable, living stream-1'd been adrift in that featurel ess ocean.

| spent the night getting drunk.

The next morning-afternoon, actually-I rolled off the couch, poured mysdlf breakfast, and made my way
down First Street to Belvedere Hospital. | had a date with an NMR scanner. The walk took over an
hour. | considered it abad sign that my bones didn't bother me at al during that time. Maybe even my
nervous system had entered the breakdown stage.

| reached the desk breathing heavily and wheezing. The short, fat girl behind the desk popped her
chewing gum and handed me a plague of formsto fill out. She stuck her thumb at a cracked coffee cup
that held three styli. | picked out the cleanest one and punched up an image. Thetop right hand corner
read, "Page 1 of 17."

An hour later, | lay naked on atable that had the look and fed of ablock of ice. | was il beefy, |
observed dispassonatdly, though alot of my muscle had turned to flab in recent years. When | redlized in
what direction that line of thought led, | quit and turned to LaVVecque.

"How'sit going?'

"Shut up and turn your head back. Breathe normally. It'sgoing fine." He looked even more birdlike,
hovering over the tech's shoulder.

"Dr. LaVecque?' A scrawny kid with glasses stuck his head through the doorway, followed by afolder
and aplaque. Doc took both from the boy and read through the reports.

"My latest sample?’ | asked.

Hewaved his hand around asif apasy had struck him and then sat down by the scanner technician. The
tech showed him areadout of my condition. Beady eyes narrowed in interest. He said nothing for along
time

"Can | get up, Doc?'

"Sure, Dell, sure." Hisfingerstapped againgt hisjawline like adancing spider.

"Isit something worse?' | reached for my dacks.

The tech moved around the two of us, preparing the machine for the next patient. | dressed and kept an
eye on the good doctor. He looked like a sinking ship.

Hisfirg wordsin five minuteswere, "Have you had a bowd movement today?*

Hisskill at charming banter was exceeded only by histaste in conversationd topics.



"No," | sad. "I havent."

"Gotothelab."

The whole process was growing repulsve. With asigh, | went to the lab to do what he wanted.
LaVecquetold me that the computer andlysis would be ready the next day.

"Go home and get somerest.” He shook like ayoungster commanding afiring squad for thefirst time. Or
aman standing before one. His bedside manner indtilled little hope for my future.

| hardly noticed the walk back to my office except to observe that my wheezing had eased up abit. |
stopped in the garment ditrict to buy some evening clothes with money 1'd taken from another bank
under another name. | have that sort of build upon which even new clotheslook asif I'd dept inthem. |
felt better, though, strolling to Auberge. If the news was as bad as LaV ecque's demeanor indicated, |
figured | should have somefun before | cashed it dl in.

And maybe | had another reason to go there.

The redhead was there at the cloakroom again. As | headed toward the Casino of the Angels, | was
aware of afeding of... anticipation.

What if | saw her again?

The thought stopped mein midstride. What was | looking for-afina adventure? A last fling with a
womean haf my age?

Someone bumped me from behind. A sensation of enormous rage radiated from about two feet below
my eyes. | turned around to see akid. Not anormal kid, of course. My luck’s not that good.

She wore adinky peach satin dressthat clung to what would in afew years be called her body. Her
makeup, expertly applied, made her look mature and sensuous. Her long nails mimicked the color of her
dress. | guessed that she wore high hedl's from the audible scuff they made on the carpet. She brushed
back her long mane of touded auburn hair and spokein alow child'svoice.

"Watch your fucking step, asshole.”

| looked at her for aconfused moment, then broke into abellyful of laughter.

Her orange lips pouted. "Whyn't you watch where you're going?' she demanded. Smdll fistsrested
angrily on her hips; innocent green eyes stared up a me, filled with achild'sfury.

"Why don't you?" | snapped back. "Y ou were behind me." | expected her to run off crying. | wasn'tin
any mood to coddle.

"Ah, shut up." She whipped ahead of me and walked with womanly grace down the halway. In afew
steps she quickly vanished from sight in the twists and turns of the maze. | shook my head-haf in
amusement, haf in pity.

| turned a corner and the kid stepped in front of me, her arms folded. The cigarette nipped between two



of her smdl fingerslooked asbig asacigar.
"Aren't you on thewrong level?' | asked. "Hooking istwo floors down."

"Rules are made to be broken for aprice. I've got a couple of the guards up here on the take. | walk
around till someone picks me up, then we go down to Three.”

"Inthat case," | said, "'I'm redtricting your business by hanging around. So long." Stepping past her, |
noticed alook of amazement that her youth left undisguised.

"Hey, mister!" Shetrotted up behind meto pull a my coattails. "Don't you want to go to bed with me?
She struck asultry pose.

"I'm not apolitician, kid. | don't kiss babies."
"But every man | talk to wantsto make it with me. And give me things.”
| shrugged. "Consder meyour first strikeout.”

She pulled close enough to methat | could smell the heavy scent of Opium perfume. Her voice dropped
half an octave lower.

"I can do anything you want. | can take it anywhere you want to give it to me."

"Can you take it out of here and bring it back when you've grown up?' | resumed my walk. She kept up
with me, two stepsto one, trotting aongside me like an unwel come puppy.

"I giveredly good heed.”

"Good." | pointed. "Head in that direction and get lost.”

She stopped and glowered. "Y ou're supposed to want me!™

"Sayswho?'

"They all want me!" Her eyes narrowed in fierce concentration. Her face scrunched up like abulldog's.

| felt atrembleinside me, asif the cancer were eating deeper. | looked at her. She wasn't wearing asatin
dress anymore. An image appeared to me of how she would look naked except for stockings and high
hedls. She squatted astride me, her hands on my chest. Moving dowly, with an expert's kill.

We both looked ludicrous. Hideous.

| fought to shake the picture from my mind and regain my bearings. | glared at her. " Someone ought to
giveyou aspanking.”

"You can," shesaid withasmile. "Let'stak price."

| clammed up, figuring her to be hopeless. With amuttered curse, | muscled my way through the crowd
toward the casino.



Shepracticaly ydped in shock. Her gaze shot daggersinto my back. That satisfied mejust fine.
The interlude distracted me so much that | followed a crowd of noise and people into the wrong casino.
Or maybe theright one.

3 The Contract

| stepped into the Casino Grande, realized my mistake, and turned to go. At the edge of my field of view
shimmered silver and gold surrounded by a crowd of onlookers. A gasp of amazement escaped from
them.

The lady was at the crapstable of the Grande tonight.

| wandered over to watch her for afew momentsin her deep concentration. Shelaid down her chips. In
ablur of action therest of the playersfaded the bets. The dicerattled in her hand for an ingtant, then
scampered acrossthe felt.

Seven.

Shelet themoney lie. It took alittle longer for the crowd to cover her bets, but newcomers arrived every
few seconds to add to the crush of gawkers and gamblers. Sherolled again. The red cubes knocked
along thetableto stop at six and four.

"Ten," the croupier announced, diding the dice back to her.

Sherolled again. Ten. Severa frustrated bettors|eft the table, looking at her as though she'd robbed their
babies of pabulum. Sheignored them and scooped up some of her winnings. | scanned the table, found a
bet of hersthat wouldn't wipe me out, and faded it.

Sherattled the dice carelesdy in her dender hand and let them loose. Boxcars.

"Tweve," the croupier said with rdlief, raking in the diceto give to someone dse.

Blondie looked directly at me asif it were my fault. One of the boys handed her atray with her pile of
chips. Shetipped heavily and left the table.

| picked up my share and sauntered to the bar.

While watching awhiskey sour fill up before me, afamiliar metallic sheen agpproached and dipped into
thechar a my right.

"Margarita. No sdt." She spoke dowly. A low, intimate tone.

When the bartender did the drink over to her, she handed him acouple of chips. He looked at them for a
moment.

"Lady," he said, "there was a devaluation two days ago. A hundred new dollarsis quite abit."



She smiled and shrugged her lovely shoulders. The barkeep argued no further. A grin spread across his
ruddy face.

"Thank you, lady!"

Sheignored him to turnto me. "Y ou don't belong here," she said in aquizzica voice.

"Okay," | said, "I don't. And what'sanice girl likeyou-"

"You'redifferent. Y ou notice me. You see me"

| eyeballed her up and down. Her long legs, asfar as| could see, possessed the deek linesof a
professona dancer's. From there on up, she pulled in at the right places and flared out at the righter
places. Her piercingly blue eyesimparted a startling power to her defiant visage. Anyone who trifled with
her, it read, paid the price.

"You're hard to overlook." | turned back to my drink.

She sipped a her margarita. Her eyes continued to watch me.

"I want to thank you for what you did the other night." She smiled with friendly ease. "Things such asthat
don't usualy happento me."

"Meneither."

"What's your name?"

"Ammo. Ddl Ammo."

Shenodded. "It fits." Shereturned to her drink.

Shewasn't going to tell me her name-that much was obvious. | gave the whiskey my undivided attention.
After afew minutes of nursing her drink, she spoke without turning to face me.

"What do you think they did with them? The robbers."

The thieves most likely had been sold to the kink caves on Auberge'slowest level. Both the living and the
dead. | didn't think she wanted to hear that.

"I don't know" wasdl | said. "If you think they're after you, don't worry. They won't bother you again.”

She st her glass down. "And what makes you think they were after me?' Her baby blues gazed a me
with penetrating force.

"Someone's after you." | leaned back and groped around for acigarette. "If it wasn't the little rat that
happened to point hisrod in your direction, then it must have been someone else. Why wereyou in such
ahurry to leave?'



"Wouldn't most peopletry to run away from a shooting?”
"Most people last night stuck around to watch.”

She shuddered. "Desth... repelsme.” Shetook along sip of her drink, then gulped the remainder down.
The glass returned to the bar with aresounding clank. She stood, gazing toward the crapstable.

| grinned. "Going to risk the management's curiogity at this casno, too?”'
"Not after the way you changed my luck. I'm going to watch you play."

| shrugged and followed her over. It wasn't asif I'd had any plansfor the money. | edged into the playing
order behind severa quick losers. She moved behind me to watch.

My turn came up fairly quickly. A lot of losers haunted that table. | asked for anew pair of dice, got
them, twiddled with them awhile. What money | had went on the table. The crowd faded the bets, and |
cut loose with the cubes.

"Nine," said the croupier-awoman my age with an expression of Stakhanovite gloom about her. Shedid
the dice back to me.

| rolled again. A three and asix. Themoney piled up, but | let it lay. The onlookers plunked their chips
down. | glanced behind me to see Blondie watching me. Her beautiful brow frowned in vague
puzzlement, asif the numbers the dice generated were some secret code she had to break. | grinned and
returned to thework at hand.

| rolled aseven and left the chips showing. It took longer for the betsto get covered. More
rubberneckers drifted to the table, drawn by the noise the others made every time | won.

The dice bounced across the green again. Seven. The crowd gasped. So did |. Thistime the covering
bets came faster. | had to lose sooner or later, didn't 1?

Rall. Seven!

A mania seized them. Chips clacked on top of chips, and paper rustled onto the cloth. | grinned at the
lady behind me. She smiled and nodded at the dice, urging me on.

A pair of threes. Carefully maneuvering between the piles of chips, the croupier did the dice back to me.
| threw them down the emerdd field, apair of rubies dancing.

"Agansx," thewoman sad.
| was beginning to amaze my 4.
| picked up the dice, checked that my bets were faded, and rolled. Two and four.

The crowd had polarized into two factions. The bettors desperately wanted meto crap out. The
onlookers cheered for meto roll another Sx. An intoxicating amount of wealth covered most of the table.

| rolled.



When the crowd gasped, | peered at the dice. A one and afive.
"Jesus Chrigt," | muttered. As| said it, the one tipped on its side to expose the two spot.

"Seven," the croupier announced with smug findlity. 1'd been obliterated. Sort of theway I'd bein afew
months.

For the moment, though, | had a hundred friends. The gamblersal loved me. They gathered up their huge
winnings and offered to buy me drinks, dinners, women.

Thelady in slver laughed, her voicetinkling like smal clear ice cubesin aglass of purest crystd.

| smiled at her over the heads and shoulders of the happy crowd. "The old man's had a big night and has
to go to bed now." | pocketed what little money | had | &ft.

"Don't fool yoursdf, Mr. Ammo. Y ou're not quite as old as you think. Take along hard look at yourself
when you get home."

"Y eah, sure, dolIface.”" She would take the opportunity to get away right about then, | thought. And sure
as clockwork she turned away. She hesitated, though, like avixen curious about a strange creature she
sees before her.

"|-" Sheturned back to look at me, a desperate decision forming behind her eyes. "My nameis Ann
Perrine. | work at the Bautista Corporation on Cordova. If you ever need help, givemeacal.”

"What makesyou think I'll need help?’
Her smilesadit dl. "I'min charge of Find Accounts. Extension four-eighteen.”

With that, she spun around in aswish of silver and gold. Shewalked quickly away, leaving mewith a
snappy reply left ungpoken.

| cashed my few chips, found that 1'd only just broken even. | retrieved my coat from the cloakroom and
stepped into the cool L.A. night.

Ontheway up to my office, | decided to stop at LaVecque'sfloor. A puddie of light spilled out from
under hisdoor.

| rapped afew knuckles against the rotting wood venesr.

"Who the hdl's bothering me at this hour?' He paused. "'I've got a shotgun!™
"Relax, Doc. It'sme."

"Ddl? Get in here" The door unlocked.

| pushed it open and entered to see La Vecque duck into his record room. He emerged a moment later
with aplague and afilefolder.



"Takealook at these" He punched the tiny keys on the plague, calling up two nearly identical
body-shaped images. Their only differencelay in their coloring.

"Me, right?" | balanced the plague on my fingertips.

"Right. Last month's scan and today's. Notice the changesin coloration where your bones are? And the
changesin places such as your intestines and prostate? They correspond to absorptive and transmissive
differencesin the oscillations of the magnetic waves we used to make the scan.”

"Of course," | said with as much authority as| could. He had me stumped. The pictures seemed to be
amost exact oppositesin coloration.

"Y our lab reports show large amounts of cancer cellsin your urine and feces. | was sure it meant that the
cancer had spread to your vital organs. The scan says otherwise. The incidence of cancer cellsin your
body has sharply declined. | don't understand the mechanism, but somehow you're excreting your
sarcoma.”

"Wha?'

"Damnit, Dell, you're pissing out your cancer. | couldn't be totally sure from the scan, but your lab
reports and blood tests show it. Y ou've gone into some kind of spontaneous remission and you're rapidly
expelling both your metastatic cancer cells and the osteogenic cdlls." He ran aspotted hand over hisbad,
swest-dappled head and waved his other hand around in helpless circles.

"l don't know what's causing it, | don't understand the transport mechanism, | don't even know if I'm just
crazy. You're healing."

lla,].ll

"*Oh'isal he can say. Look, Ammo, you're not dying anymore. You're-" He stared up at me and
narrowed his eyes. He looked asif held seen his mother in a cathouse.

"Your har!"

My hands shot up by reflex. It felt the same. "What'swrong?' Hed gotten me dl fidgety.

"Y our roots are black!"

That might have angered ashowgirl. | was stunned. | turned to see my reflection in hissink mirror. My
mess of grey hair seemed to float amillimeter above my scalp. Peering closer, | saw black roots at the
base of the dull, old fibers.

"What isthis?' | didn't like surprises.

"Don't ask me, Ddll. | never mgored in miracles. Give me amillion bucksand | might be ableto find an
answer for you. Or just pay methefifty you owe me and well call it square.”

| pedled off afew orange sawbucks and handed them over. He tossed them onto an instrument tray and
shut off the plague. "Thanks. Now get out before scientific curiosity overwhelmsmeand | decideto
vivisect you."



Easing the door shut behind me, | walked down the silent, musty halway toward the stairs. | decided to
perform my own test. The stairs seemed lessformidable. | ran up two at atime.

My legsand lungs hardly noticed.

Mystified, | walked toward my office door. It stood halfway open, throwing atrapezoid of light across
the cracked linoleum of the corridor.

There are times when the answer to a burning question lurksjust beyond a door such asthat. Thiswas
one of thosetimes. | quietly did my automatic from its holster. Something clattered insde my waiting
room. A pair of feet scuffled about.

| edged closer to the door, keeping an eye on the shadow that flitted about into the hall. One step
brought me inside the doorway.

Hisathletic body negtly filled the light gray suit. Hisback turned to me, al | could see was a head of
brown hair and gloved hands clasping awaking stick.

"Mr. Ammo," he said before turning to see me.

"Reverend Zack." | dipped my pistol away and leaned againgt the jamb, arms folded.
"I'm expected, then?'

"Like famine after flood." | sood my ground. "What do you want?'

"The project we discussed. Y ou've had time to reconsider my offer.”

"The answer's till no."

He looked me up and down. A smile spread across his smooth face. "Nice head of hair you might be
getting there”

| knew what he was getting at. | played dumb. Insde, something began to quiver.

"Y eah. So what? Maybe I've read abook on life extenson.”

"And your aches. Gone?"

"Y eah. Gone. For awhile. What of it?" | knew what of it. And | knew what he would say next.
"| told you I'd give you something to help you reconsider my offer. Shdl | takeit back?!

That wasit, then. I'd never before met someone with an offer | couldn't refuse. | was staring at the
ultimate Godfather. If that term could be applied. | wasn't going to givein that easly, though.

"Takewhat back?' | lit acigarette and watched the smoke arch upward. | put on my best act of cam
assurance. Inwardly, | quaked.



"Come on, Ddll. We can play ridiculous head games for hours. Thetruth isyou don't want to die, and I'm
offering you away out."

| moved behind my desk to sit down, dousing the cigarette in a coffee cup. "What's the dedl, Zack?"

He sat in the easy chair next to the couch. When helit acigarette thistime, | tried to see exactly how he
didit. | wasn't too sure he used alighter.

"The project involves asinglekilling. One being.” Waving the smoke away from hisface, he smiled
camly.

"Baing?"
"Heisknown by many names. Jehovah. Allah. Brahma The King of Kings. The First Cause. God."

" gea

"The All-Powerful. The Cregtor."

"l get you."

"Y ahweh. Adona. El Elion."

"The Lord. The Infinite Spirit. The-"

"All right!" | shouted. "'l understand. Kapish. Comprendo. Y ou want me to bump off the Big One!™
"Uh-no, not redly,” he said quickly. "Wdll, yes."

"Zack-1 don't believein God."

"You don't haveto. Just nate Him."

"You have flipped out."

"l have not. He existsjust as surely as| do. He threatens my control of this spiritua plane. Kill Him."

I lit another coffin nail, whiffing the smoke carefully to make sure | hadn't been dipped anything funny.
The chair creaked as | leaned back init. "Okay. If | buy the premise, | buy the bit. Say He does exist.
What happensif | kill Him?'

"You shdl have eternd life. Aslong asyou wish. Y outh, hedth, vigor-"

"I've heard about your tricks. Y ou'd welch somehow. Turn meinto ayoung, healthy, vigorous
grasshopper or something.”

"No monkey's paws, Mr. Ammo. | promiseyou.”



| had to laugh. "Why should | trust you? Aren't you called the Prince of Lies?"

It was histurn to laugh. "Y ou listen too much to my detractors. Propaganda dways paints the enemy asa
hideous monster while whitewashing the favored side. | could tell you stories about the last few Creations
that would make your hair szzle."

| poured afinal trickle of whiskey from the sack in the drawer, took adeep sip, and considered.

Thewholething stank. He could smply be an agent involved in someintricate scheme that included faked
medicd reports, mimetic drugs, spying, squeding-and ahell of alot of gdl.

"| doubt that there's anything you can do to convince methat any of thisisred. But let'sassumeit is.
What happensif | don't agreeto kill Him?"

He gtared & me coally. ™Y ou'll be very painfully dead within three months."
"I could dwayskill mysdf beforethen.”

"In the opinion of some theologians, that would send you right to me.”
"Would it?'

He smiled and tapped his cane againgt the floor. "Far be it from meto disparage any religion. I'm the
Princeof Lies, aren't 17"

| stood and rammed my fists againgt the desktop. "Listen, Zacharias, you're the one who doesn't want to
play head games. Hereit isstraight. First you have anervous breskdown on TV and declare yourself
Earth's master. Then you cometo me and tell meto kill God. Y ou don't even ask. It's practicaly an
order. Y ou-or someone-is playing poison with my body. Y ou know damn well that | want to live, so you
thresten me with death. Y ou want meto kill something | don't even believe exists. Asfar asI'm
concerned, thisis either sometrick or you're psycho. But you're arich psycho. | know what sort of
bucksthe evangdlica racket bringsin.”

| paused for effect. | didn't have any. He just stared at me with adistant, doof gaze.

"My fees on the case will be five hundred aday, plus expenses. And | mean five hundred grams of gold.
To be deposited in the Casino Grande vault. I'm not taking chances with paper money again.”

He cdmly said, "Four hundred.”

"Y ou want meto kill God and we're haggling over the price?"

"Oh, dl right. Five." Heremoved his glove and extended his hand. "Shake oniit.”
"Giveitares."

His hand stayed up. "Redlly, Mr. Ammo. It'sfor your own protection."

I'd heard that from enough shystersin my life. We shook. Histouch was hot, hisgrasp firm.



"No contract? No signing in blood?"

"Mr. Ammo." The corners of hismouth turned up like dead leaves curling. "If itisasin merdy to
contemplate avenid or morta sin, then | assure you that the spoken willingness to commit the one
immortal snisquite enough for my purpose.”

"And what isthat?'

"Anendto shling rivary." Heturned to leave the office-by ordinary means.

Before he had walked out of my waiting room, | caled after him.

"Hey! Wait! Wheredo | find God?'

Hisvoicetrailed behind him as he spoke without turning. “That is a search many have conducted with
much less reason than you, Dell Ammo. Good luck.”

His footsteps resounded hollowly on the floor of the corridor. The eevator whined into life.
| wondered whether it would stop at any floor or just keep going...
"Jesus Chrigt," | said, diding back in my chair. "Son of abitch.”

4
The Bautista Connection

| had acontract to kill God. And I'd never reneged on a contract before. How hard would it be to kill
someone who didn't exist? And how long could | draw pay and expenses before Zack noticed that |
hadn't iminated hisimaginary competitor?

| began to understand how seance artistsfelt about their profession. It's great work whileit lasts.
Zachariasintrigued me. He didn't act insane, but then neither did politicians. He just talked crazy. A
famous TV evangdist who had preached the word of God for yearsto the nation via satellite now
wanted Him out of the way.

It sounded asif it would be bad for business.

All right. I'd get acut of it without firing ashot. | had a contract to kill God, and | was going to kill Him.
No matter that it might take years. At five hundred aday.

Plus expenses.

| took abrisk walk the next morning. Down Figueroato Fifth Street, crossing piles of rubble and
shattered glass that spread across the pavement like webbed hands reaching for the opposite sidewalks.

Theair smelled cleaner, and asmear of blue sky hovered at the zenith. It was agreat day to begin my
quest.



A couple of blocks down Fifth stood the library. Nearly everyone used the computer plaque for news,
information, and entertainment. The same satellites that brought the Right Reverend Emil Zacharias and
his Hallelujah House into peopl€esliving rooms permitted anyone owning a plaque access to the
Smithsonian library computer. Except for the people who liked to collect first editions, or those addicted
to the smell of paper and glue, libraries and books were obsolete.

And then there were the old dogs who are dow to change. Count mein. | wouldn't fed asif | were
learning anything if | weren't in alibrary building toting around astack of ungainly books. It felt cozy.

| had optimigtically prepared to spend an afternoon discovering exactly what God was. When | reached
thereligion section, | redlized that I'd underestimated by about threelifetimes.

After an hour of randomly walking about peering at titles, | had a stack of books under either arm that
covered each mgor religion. | felt like astudent cramming for finals. | suppose | was.

Hell, | wasbeing paid for it.

The next severd hours consisted of reading one definition after another, either totally contradictory or as
clear asthe LaBreatar pits. Apparently, God is self-surpassing, an unmoved mover, astandard of
redity, the supremeredity, the sole redlity, tempord, eternd, infinite, finite, infinite-finite, an object of
direct experience (that would be just my luck), one with man, gpart from man, gpart from everything,
part of everything, everything. The beginning, the beginingless..

By closing time, my head pounded asif it had been borrowed for a performance of the Anvil Chorus. |
|eft the library knowing lessthan ever. Before, at least, I'd had someidea of God. He was this hairy
thunderer that some peopl e thought was necessary to keep them from bumping into telephone poles. I'd
gotten aong quite well without Him for fifty-two years. Now | suddenly had to know who Hewas and
the only image | could conjure up was that of some blob of something out somewhere doing somesuch
somehow.

Not much to work with. This contract had more false |leads than a hooker's smile.

A cold wind from the west blew down Fifth Street, kicking up rubbish and dust. | kept my head down
and watched the garbage eddy around my feet with each step.

Kill God.

Theidea seemed even more absurd now, away from the calm confidence of Zacharias. Maybe | had
been right all dong, and thiswas some sort of plot. Entrgpment. Psych warfare. Revenge.

It was al too complicated, though. In my profession, death moved at the speed of aroadster, abullet, a
beam of laser light. No assassin ever received the kindness of an elaborate death scheme, no matter how
atidicaly he conducted hisown kills.

No. | knew at thetime what | was agreeing to. | hadn't merely sold my soul. Souls he handled like petty
cash. | had contracted for the Supreme Patricide.

| should have asked for athousand a day.

Kill God?What ajoke. Do | makeit look like an accident? Natural causes? Or just abullet in Histhird
eye?



| needed a professiona opinion.

Thewind died down as | waked over the Fourth Street Bridge, to be replaced by athin autumna fog.
The overhead |lamps glowed with the light of another age. My feet scuffed concrete, hed s tapping against
cracks, soles grinding over rubble. In the distance, traffic roared aong the Hollywood Freeway. Only a
whisper of engines reached me through the fog. A thin crescent moon rose in the east. 1t would be
morning soon.

At the Fourth Street onramp to the southbound Hollywood Freeway stood the Church of St. Herman of
Alaska Actudly, it was arun-down dum hotel that a priest friend of mine had converted into amission.
He usudly kept the front door unlocked, so | let mysdlf in.

Father Joey Moreno leaned forward in one of the church'stwo pews. Histhick right hand grasped a
bottle of Chianti that he snorted down lovingly. A pink stain colored most of hiswhite collar.

"Hey, Joey. Too much sacrament.”

He belched, twisting around to see me. Hisrust-hued locks blended into his beard to frame his dark face
inasoft triangle of frizzy hair.

"Dél! How goes? Cometo convert? Or converse?’
| smiled and sat next to him. "I'm looking for God, Joey."

The bottle did from hisfingersinto the next pew. He twisted around. "Won't find Him, Dell. Been looking
for Himfor years™"

He peered down at the floor, then stamped hisfoot. "God's a cockroach, hombre. Split Himsdlf into
myriad partsto keep an eye on us."

| could tell thiswould be a conversation at cross-purposes. "How's the congregation?”
"Snners4ill an. And bingo Saturdays."
"Y ou can't give me alead on God's whereabouits, though?*

He stood to hisfull sx-foot-two and bellowed, " Go thee forth to the highest, for the highest shall become
the lowest and the lowest shal become the highest!™

He dropped to his knees, begging St. Herman to eiminate the liquor tax, compulsory education, and
foodsfried in Crisco.

| stashed the bottle behind the card table altar and Ieft. So much for the voice of authority.

Sunlight splashed the northern Arco Tower remainswith smeared reds and oranges as | returned. Rosy
fingered Dawn had not yet touched the streets. | walked in adreamy morning world where light filtered
down indirectly from the sky, softening every shadow. An occasiond spear of sunshine lanced into the
dtreet, reflected from a high window.

On the corner of Figueroa and Fourth stood aman in adark suit. He held abunch of magazines closeto



his chest like ashield. The coversfaced outward. He spoke quietly to the bumsthat passed him and he
didn't ssem to mind being ignored. He was portly, short-haired, and alittle nervous. | didn't blame him,
consdering thelocae.

| wandered over to him to check out the “zine. Sure enough, it was one of those religious societies.
Maybeit wasworth atry.

"Say, pa. Know of away | can find God?' | judged the direct approach to be best.

Hewearily handed me acopy of the magazine. "Simply accept Jesusinto your life. Heisthe path from
gntosdvation.”

Salvation wasn't exactly what | waslooking for. "No. Thanks. | mean, | want to see God. In theflesh. Or
whatever."

He sighed and answered without looking at me. "Give me abresk, Mac. I've got along day ahead of me,
and | don't need sarcasm.”

| nodded. He wasright. A breeze dmost tugged the magazine out of my fingers. That waswhen | noticed
it was aHallelujah House publiceation.

"Say-thisisEmil Zachariassgroup, isnt it?"

"Yeah." He didn't seem too pleased by the association.

"Do you think we're in occupied territory?"

He shrugged. His gaze never crossed mine for more than an instant.

"Y ou might say that Satan has afoothold in thisworld. C. S. Lewisthought so too, and you wouldn't call
him nuts."

"l wasn't cdling anyone nuts,” 1 said. "Do you think God will accept his chalenge?!

"Chrigt the Lord will return to implement the Kingdom of God. It'sin the Book." He flinched once or
twice while spesking. His gaze darted about to search for someone e se to rescue him from the grilling.

| wasjust getting interested.

"Do you think Zacharias was trying to send an SOS to God? Trying to hasten the Second Coming?"
He dowly shifted from one foot to the other. "L ook, brother. | don't know why you're so intrigued, but
no man can hasten Hisreturn. Not even Emil Zacharias. He flipped out. It happens sometimes. There
was aguy twenty, twenty-five years back named Jim Jones. He flipped out lots worse. Everybody's
entitled to crack abit, especidly in Southern Cdifornia. That doesn't invaidate two thousand years of
philosophy and prophecy.”

He coughed. The e oquence may have been too much for him. "I gotta go now. Quotas and such.”

Hewaked away from me with short, tired steps. It was going to be along day for him.



| climbed the airsto my office and spent the next hour pacing around, searching for alead, some
method of bringing me closer to the Supreme Recluse. None of my previous contacts would be of any
help. And Zack was unwilling to offer any assistance.

While stretched out on my couch to catch adoze, an idea hit me during that moment between dreamy
dumber and drowsy waking. After alowing aminute or two for my sense to catch up with my thoughts, |
sei zed the phone and punched up information.

"City?" araspy voder asked.

"L.A. | need the number of God Almighty."

The computer searched for amoment, then replied in mechanical deadpan. "Not listed, sir. Would you
like an operator?’

"No, thanks. Connect me with the Bautista Corporation on Cordova."

Thelinerang for a couple times, and a soft voice on the other end answered.

"Bautisa Development.”

"Ann Perrine, please.”

"May | ask who'scdling?’

"Ddl Ammo."

She put me on hold for afew minutes, then | heard aclick.

"Dd|?" Even over the phone, her voice reminded me of satin and soft lights.

"Yeah. Look, | know thisisout of line, but you told meto cal you if | ever needed help.”
"Of course.”

"Yeah. Wdll, thisll sound like acrazy old man talking. | need some... help in researching, uh, religious
matters”

Her voice betrayed asudden interest.
"I minored in philosophy a UCLA. What do you need?’

| tried to easeit to her. "It's sort of nuts, but theré's this guy who's offered me lots of money to find God.
He's convinced that God exists somewhere and can actualy be-hunted down."

Silence shot back and forth over the line for adozen heartbesats.
"You'relooking for god,” shesaid. "For red."

"In the flesh. Or whatever He uses."
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"Themoney."
"And you want meto help you defraud this man?'

She asked the tough ones. Shelll either think I'm a crook or apsycho. | preferred the latter. 1'd rather be
thought of asinsane than dishonest. | cleared my throat.

"I don't think it will befraud. Thisguy seems convinced that | can find Him." | switched on agizmo
attached to my phonethat checksfor listeners. The lights flashed green-the line was secure.

"He gave me a contract to track down God and kill Him."
"Kill god?"

| gave her credit for not laughing out loud. When | didn't answer, she said nothing for along time.
Convinced that she had hung up, | softly muttered a"damn” and lowered the receiver.

"Ddl," sadasmdl voicein my hand.

| raised the hornto my ear. 'Y esh?"

"| told you that if you ever needed help, I'ddo dl | could.”
"Youwill?' It was my turn for incredulity.

"| can't stay on the phone much longer-"

"Meet me at Aubergetonight." My heart pounded faster than the old thing had aright to. "Cocktail
lounge of the Hope and Anchor. At eight.”

"Right." She hung up without agood-bye.

"I'll be damned.” Theredization that | might very well be seemed less painful now. Blagphemy loves
company.

Onthelower levels of Auberge, guards handled trouble from theriffraff. On the upper leves, the guards
served the same gpproximate purpose. The riffraff, however, seldom hung around-the prices were too
high. | was reminded of thisas| gave the waitress several scraps of orange paper to ransom my drink.

My watch read 8:13. | was beginning to fed like ajerk. Maybe she was the sort who would say anything
to get acrank off theline. Maybe | was till dying from the cancer and halucinating everything.

And | wasonly on my second drink.

A short time later, Ann showed up carrying afat grey attaché case. She saw me stand and cameto the
table.



"Sorry I'm late. | had to get thisfrom Archives." She set the luggage againgt the side of her chair and sat
down.

"What isit?'
"The corporation'slibrary. In case you need to do research.”
"I'vegot aplague,” | said.

"Do you want your information requests going through the library satellites? The airwaves aren't
necessarily secure, you know."

The waitress drifted by again. Ann ordered tequila, Kahluaand milk-aTall White Bull.
"Y ou're teking this pretty serioudy,” | said.

"I'm an accountant-paranciais an occupationd requirement.” Shelooked directly at me. "Y ou want to
find god. Y ou might aswdl sart by telling mewhat kind of god. Definehim.”

| hadn't considered that there might be more than one kind of God. "The usua run-of-the-mill God.
Miracle maker. Controller of lives. Watcher over usdll.”

"Isthis god-the one you've been hired to kill-is he different from man?' She frowned at her own question.
"Excuse mefor sounding like aprosecutor. I'm just trying to help.”

"Sure. No problem.” | took adrink. "Sure He's different. More powerful. More knowledgeable.”
"The difference, though-isit one of kind or degree?"
"Huh?' Sheld just gone beyond the limits of my sdf-educetion.

"Isthisgod amore powerful and intelligent man, or is his power of adifferent nature? Ishisknowledge
anonhuman variety?'

She had methere. "Jugt the typical sort of unfathomable God that most people believein.”

"Widll, if you can't understand god, you'll never be ableto find him. And to use the term to mean anything
lessthan adifferencein kind isamisuse of theterm. A more powerful man or aien may be godlike, but
he wouldn't be agod.”

| dugged down therest of my drink. "Why are you bringing dl thisup?'

" just want you to know what you're getting involved in. | think you've aready started on the wrong foot.
Have you looked through any books?*

"A lot of theology texts.”
"Y ou can't go to the people who believe dready. They've made up their minds and want to convince you

of their own persona heresy. Most theol ogians have no idea of what congtitutes rational proof. Go to the
antitheids™”



"Who?'
"The dishelievers. At least they'll give you an idea of what god isnot.”

The waitress regppeared to deliver Ann'sdrink. She accepted it and covered the tab-and tip-without
even thinking about it. | was growing fond of her dreedy.

"Y ou notice that | haven't asked you who wants god killed. | won't. | think the world would be better off
without agod. And | don't think you're amental casefor believing that gods can literdly die. Zeusis
dead, after al."

"| thought he was Smply doing timefor rape.”

She smiled at that and took a sip of her drink. "His worshippers are gone. Where does agod go then?"
"| think that was dedlt with ona Star Trek episode.”

Her eyestwinkled with laughter like northernlights. " Star Trek and The Twilight Zone both had a
sophisticated grasp of theology.”

"Areyou old enough to remember them?”
Shesmiled like adebutante. "I have them on disc.”
"Andwhat TV show had the worst theology?!
"Father Knows Best, of course.”

We both laughed. Then | heard someone behind me. Maybe heard isn't the right word. | had the same
sort of crowded feding I'd had the other night in the upstairs corridor. | turned around.

Fifty pounds of brat wrapped in hot pink velvet approached. She noticed me and changed her course to
Eg by, smiling wickedly. She strode up to Ann and whispered loud enough for the next three tablesto
"Don't worry about him trying to get into your skirt, lady. It ain't the mest, it'sthe tumidity."

"Cute" | sad.

Ann eyed me, amiling dryly. "Friend of yours?'

"In no ways, shape, or form-al of which shelacks"

"Cute," sad thetyke.

| tapped a cigarette out of my pack. "Couldn't you go find a Shriner's convention and leave us done?
We're discussing negetive theology.”

Sheamiled agirlish little grin and winked a me in an adorable, innocent manner that made me want to



kick her. She turned quickly and, ladylike, sashayed to another table.

The balding man there smiled through fat lips and leaned forward to welcome her, spesking quietly.

"A pretty child,” Ann said, suddenly stiff as a schoolteacher.

"Pretty screwed up. In more than one sense.” | tossed down my drink and sat back to scan the bar.
The gazes of severa men, young and old, drifted toward Ann, only to drift away as though they saw her
and just as quickly forgot her. Ann ignored them without any effort. Her long fingers stroked the sSides of
her glass, picking up droplets of moisture. She parted her rowan-hued lipsto say something. A voice
behind me interrupted her.

"Cal for Mr. Dl Ammao." The waiter had been walking up and down the lounge, hisvoice carrying just
enough to reach the tables he passed.

| stood to catch his attention.

"Mr. Ammo?'

| nodded.

"A telephonecdl for you."

| followed him to the telephones and stepped into the booth that he indicated. | thanked him and
crumpled afiver into hishand. He looked at it, mentaly converted it from last week'svaueto this
week's, and smiled broadly.

| lifted the receiver to my ear.

"Ammo," | said.

The voice on the other end was as smooth as amortician's dab.

"Ammo-get off this God caper of yours. Zachariasis one washedup preacher. Get wise-you're up against
people who mean business.”

"Yeah?' | retorted suavely. | couldn't place his accent. Thiswas getting so overblown that | didn't even
care about playing dumb. "What'sit to you? If He exigts, I'm no match for Him. If He doesn't, I'm only
wadting my owntime."

The voice spoke with dow amusement.

"Let'sjust say that the stakesin this particular game are high enough that it wouldn't even be worth your
whileto play.”

Theline clicked, followed by the buzzing silence of adisconnection. | hung up thereceiver.

| hadn't figured anyone would take thiswhole affair serioudy, let done catch on to me so quickly. Now |
had to plan more than a"killing" that would bring me a steady income. | had to protect mysdlf from a



second nut or gang of nuts. Grest.
| mulled the problem over while walking back to the table.
Annwasgone.

The attaché case lay open on her table setting, its output screen dight. Bright orange | etters glowed
againgt a black background.

THE WAY OF TRANSGRESSORS ISHARD.
PROVERBS 13:15
| looked around and saw no clue.

| did see the kid, though. She was guiding her bloated sugar daddy toward the exit. | raced over to grab
her arm.

"Whered she go?'
Thefat man bridied. "Let go of her, fellah," he said around the edge of hiscigar.

I ignored him. The brat stared up a me defiantly. ™Y ou'd have been watching,” | said with agenuindly
angry growl. "Wheréd she go?'

"You're hurting me!" Shetried to twist away. "It wastwo menin black.”

The fat man became bolder. "Let go of her, you drunken bastard!™

| tried abluff. The wrong bluff.

"Vice squad, mister." | reached up toward my breast pocket.

The man looked worried for an ingtant. Then he smiled broadly.

"Guardd"

| realized where| was and how the law was welcome. A neurd interruptor field switched on, knocking
me to my knees. Through atingle of dulled sensation, | watched four arms seize me. They dragged meto
an access tunndl separate from the corridors used by customers.

| tried another bluff. Another winner.

"I'm her father." Drool passed over my numbed lips. "l wasjust trying to talk to her."

"Y ou should've given her abetter home life, rummy.” The voice spoke from far away. " She's got her
freedom here"

A hatch whined open.



"Wait," | babbled. "I was with awoman. | think she's been kidnapped. The girl saw-"
"Right, pal. Kidnapped by a couple of priests. Tell usanother.”
The four arms propelled me from the hatch of the underhill city. Except that | was at the top of the hill.

The hatch dammed behind me, and | rolled. Thefidd of insengtivity they'd hit me with gtill deadened my
nerves. | wasthankful for that.

Dry grass and dirt patches whisked past me. Something hard hit my wai<. It stung. | bounced past it and
did face forward to astop at the bottom of Bunker Hill.

It didn't take long for pain to overcome the effects of the neura interruptor beam. My body curled upina
convulsion of agony, then snapped back. Shoes scraped against grimy concrete. Hands did over
crumbling pavement. After long moments of struggle, | stood.

Theworld tilted like some crazy Disney ride. | clambered for a parking sign to lean againg, grasping it
likealong-lost brother.

Down the block, someone screamed. Someone familiar.

| looked up and down the dark street. My eyes had alittle trouble focusing.

| saw her. Two men in dark clothing dragged her toward a car, an arm each around her shoulders.
Behind them, the door of alower level loading dock dropped shut dowly. She struggled, blond hair
whipping about.

They were at thefar end of the block. | started to run asfast as| could. Pain shot through my left leg up
to the hip. | reached for my Colt to find an empty holster. It must have falen out during therall.

The car engine whined into life asthey stuffed her inside. Tires squedled, and the car roared in my

direction. | performed the usua stupid action of jumping in its path. Rubber shrieked again; the car
swerved around me.

| jumped for the trunk, missed, and came up with bloody elbows and a scraped nose. Wiping the dust
from my eyes, | watched thetaillights recede into the night.

"Look out miger!"

| turned around. On top of the hill-in the hatchway I'd been launched from-stood the kid. Light poured
out of the tunnel. Her giant shadow splashed down the hillside.

"Behind you, asshole!”

| whirled about just in time to enjoy the view of ablackjack zeroing in on my right temple. | didn't see
stars. Just alot of black that got blacker.

5
Pre Mortem



| woke up with a Rushmore-sze headache in adark little cell that made San Quentin look like the
Biltmore. My bruises had been bandaged, and | was dressed in alight blue hospital gown. The smooth
white wallsteetered a bit as| sat up.

| eased my mistreated body up to walk around the cdll. My shoulder intuitively sought the wall for
support.

The smel of Formain and acetonein the air forced the duggishness out of my head. The phrase that most
readily cameto what mind | had was, what asap. Ann and | both captured. They'd probably Ieft one
mug to cover their escape. And the call-adiversion.

| hadn't expected such areaction to an insane proposition. Maybe the Big Man was worried.

Heavy footsteps approached, dow and ponderous. A series of latches clanked back. The door opened
inward without so much asa L ugosian creak.

In the doorway stood the largest piece of beef 1'd ever seen on lessthan four legs. He had to duck to
pass under the doorframe, which hung afoot higher than my head. His ghost-sheet pallor brought out the
tints of red in histhin, strawberry-blond hair. The whiteness aso contrasted nicely with hisblack clerical
frock.

"I'm not ready for last rites,” | said.

"Shut yer trgp, Ammo, and set down. Y ou ain't going nowhere.” He talked like arock polisher.

"Sure, Demosthenes, sure.” | sat. The bedsprings groaned.

"Watch yer language, geezer. It ain't reverent fer aman yer age.”

He leaned againgt the doorframe, blocking my exit aswell as most of the door.

| knew any punch that | could throw would only tickle him and would split my knuckles open. So we
waited.

For ten minutes he stood there, staring at me with calm green eyesthat conveyed intelligence greater than
hiswords communicated. | met hisgaze, striving not to reved my intentions through any involuntary
mations.

| broke the sllencefirst.

"L ook, Demosthenes, why don't you go bite open afew coconuts while | toddle dong? Kidnapping isn't
the best way to gain converts.”

"Ammo-" his cement-mixer voice rumbled. "Whyn't you close your mouth so Brother Bannister don't
haveto comein and wireit shut to keep it from danglin'?"

He turned upon hearing distant footsteps. The creak of bedsprings when | stood brought him spinning
around.

"Siddown, brother. Father Beathan's coming.”



| swalowed a crude rgoinder and stood astal as| could, wishing | had acigarette. My noseitched
madly under its bandage.

The steps grew louder, echoing down the corridor.

Demosthenes crossed himsalf and genuflected quickly. Through the door entered aman about half the
lummox's height and a quarter of hisweight. Old and withered, he carried an equaly aged doctor's
satchel in one wrinkled hand. He eyed mewith apair of pae greysthat seemed too large for hissmall
head. His gaze darted around the cell.

A second man followed him in. He wore ablack frock and white collar the same as the other two. He
stared past the old man at me and scowled.

"Thiswon't do at dl," he said to no onein particular.
"What'swrong thistime, Father?' The old man scratched at his ear with impatience.

"Brother Matheny, how many timesmust | repeat? Setting. Setting is asimportant as set and dosage.
Thisisascience, not some crude torture.”

From the way he used the word science, | might have preferred crude torture.

Brother Matheny parted his desiccated lips, looked a me as though it were my fault, and turned to the
Hulk.

"Brother O'Rourke. Find out where Father Besthan wants the sinner taken and take him there. And this,
too." The satchel landed on the marble floor with a clatter. The little man stormed past Beathan and the
OX.

It was apitiably smal storm.

Demosthenes stared dully at the departing Brother Matheny. Beathan stooped over to pick up the bag.
He had a couple of inches height on me, though | outweighed histrim, athletic form. Thinning hair the
color of an old battleship lay straight back, closeto his scalp. His gaunt face was that of a dedicated
Jesuit scientigt-strong features; acam, inquiring gaze; thin, tight lips.

He produced a hypo from hisbag, filled it partidly from an ampoule. Clean fingernails tapped the syringe
to loosen a stray bubble that he subsequently squeezed out.

"If that's how I'm getting the holy water," | said, "I don't want to stick around for Communion.”

"Y ou won't be around, Mr. Ammo." Beathan smiled wearily. "I'm afraid wéll haveto... sedate you for
trangportation. Brother O'Rourke.” He turned to the walking sequoia.

Demosthenes cracked his knuckles and reached for me.

They wanted me alive for somereason, so | felt | could risk my next move. Sitting down on the bed, |
braced againgt the wall and kicked both feet into O'Rourke's crotch.

He huffed like abull and backed off to raise hisfigs.



"Easy, Frank!" Beathan reached out to cam the big man.

Thefigs unclenched. "1 forgive you," the rumbling voice said, "as even Jesusforgives you." Hemoved in
agan.

| kicked him harder.

In an effort to gain my attention, Beathan tapped me on the side of the head with adoublefist. Thistimel
saw stars.

Through aminor galaxy of multicolored lights and throbbing noise, | saw Demosthenes rolling on the floor
clutching hisgroin. A needle gpproached my neck. Voicesfaded in and out and buzzed amillion miles

avay.
"Jesuslesuslesus damn him to hell...."

"Shut up and get him to Dissection.”

"Make 'im burn Goddmighty it hurts! ™

"Get up!"

Something eventually reached through the fluffy cloud of fuzzed sensation that enveloped me. | was
g(r)zlagsged from the bed. Something stung in my neck again, and the congtellations collapsed into black

The universe vanished like God waking up.

God started dreaming again, and | awokein adark place. | wasn't sure | was completely awake, though.
Something felt very wrong.

For starters, the floor rumpled and wiggled beneath me. The singlelight bulb hanging over me grew and
shrank, pulsating opalescent colors. The ceiling squirmed like boiling pudding in dow motion. | tried to
gand.

And watched my feet melt into the floor.

At firg, | thought I'd dipped and falen. When | grabbed for a nearby table and watched it twist away
from me, | knew something wasn't straight, and it was|.

Blotchy hands, horribly withered, hung from my wrists. Benegath the hospital robe my body swelled and
contracted. So did everything e se. The whole room behaved asif it were hideoudy dive.

What Beathan had said about set, setting, and dosage suddenly came back to mein athousand tiny
voices. Something black and red flickered the word stoned. | knew it then and there. And the most
frightening redization was that there was nothing | could do about it. | had to ride it wherever it would
takeme.



Somewhere deep back in what was | eft of my mind, | guessed that they'd drugged meto imprint
something on my consciousness. Psycheddics-such as the one currently making me see the skeleton
under my skin-have the effect of opening the mind to suggestion. The thought dithered through my mind
and vanished theingtant | laid my hand on the table. And put my fingersinto someonésliver.

The cold, hard liver nestled in the middie of acorpse. Its skin had been folded away in sheets of
yellow-grey to reved its cold, hard organs.

The trouble was, the body squirmed around on the table, looking at me with frosted eyes. A tongueless
mouth lectured me from beneath gauze wrapping.

"Itislogicaly impossibleto find God," the corpse said. Itsliver turned into abloated, bloody worm that
aeintoitslungs. "The object of the search isthe searcher forever beyond your grasp. He isthat and that
isyou."

"Shut up,” | said, flowers parachuting out of my mouth. My skeleton turned into Mato Med, and | did
once more to the soft marble.

All the other tables crowded in on me. | was surrounded by death and the smell of science. Thetables
shrieked back in ablaze of scintillating yellow. My tongue burned just watching the smells.

| stood again to walk like afly across an inverted floor. My feet puddled and dropped bits of
€lectric-blue shadow behind them.

| could seein both directions a once. All around me lay the gutted remains of medica cadavers. They'd
all endured agood ded of use over theyears.

That didn't bother me. My concern was that some of them writhed. Some groaned and gurgled. One was
tap dancing.

Anideadripped acid green. They're trying to scare the shit out of me. That's the reason for the
cadavers.

"Profound concluson,” said aface that pushed itsdf up from my wrist. "But why?!
"God iswhy!" mimicked atruncated torso, giving off an angry taste of violet.
"God iswry!" blinked a skinless hand.

"Godisryeraot, right?'

Thiswas getting unruly. The deceptive part of it was that my mind seemed to be dert. It wasn't like being
drunk. Yet | saw these things.

A door pulsated like a heart at the end of arow of carts. Rubbery feet carried me through aduggish
stream of pink noise. Gnarled hands pushed the tables aside. | approached amassive blockade.

The door had athousand locks on it, all covered with spikes. They smelled black @l over. | stared for
hours a them in an ingtant. Not knowing what else to do, | heaved my body againgt the barricade.



My skin broke open and splattered against the door. Locks and spikes dissolved into pools of noisy,
noisome vomit. The stinking, vibrating mass flowed up the walls and away to revea an open door and
blinding bright halway.

The halway became a hole stretching down into white oblivion. | gripped fervently at the doorjamb. My
fingers crumbled and split. Crickets and silverfish crawled out of the jointsto jump and crawl over my
ams.

| wasn't making much progress.

| let go and did down the holein ascream of lilac and ammonia. | shrieked al theway until | hit bottom.
Panic bars reached out to pound mein thegut. A clear, white light surrounded me. It burnt my flesh,
dazzled my eyes. Hakes of skin doughed off like snow. Everything roared.

"Too loud!" | screamed. " Too loud! ™

A hundred black and scarlet hands gesticulated in the sunlight, casting their own twisted shadows.
Snake-tongued fingers pointed the way.

| looked in their direction. A lion crouched there, lurking in the distance. With a shattering growl it
pounced and ran toward me. My feet sank into yielding pavement, holding me fast.

Soft brown paws burrowed up from the ground. They grasped my ankles. Thelion raced nearer. Asit
did, its paws metamorphosed into hooves, its mane transformed into antlers.

A stag rushed at me, blood streaming slver and smoky inits path. In its eyes glowed fury and pain.

| stood my ground bravely-the paws and pavement that gripped my feet defied escape. Dust howled
about me. The stag swerved at the last instant, pelting my body with gravel. Each rock cried out with
indignity asit hit home.

"Get in!" The voice was an astonished, blurring rainbow. A white hand beckoned out to me.

| crawled my focus aong the arm until | reached aface. Ann Perrine gazed at me, as clear as undtered
redlity.

My hands groped for the smooth metal sding of the car that filled my vison. Suddenly | hung fromiit,
dangling over an infinite, empty space. | screamed.

"Quiet!" avoice hissed. "They'll hear you!"

Time flowed below melike asawer. | tried to convince my rationa, panicky mind that none of thiswas
happening. It didn't do much good. | pulled myself up to her, never letting my million eyeslose sight of
her. | clung. | inched.

| wasinsde.

"Youresafe"

| tasted her words-they felt good.



"It'sme," shesad. "Ann. What've they doneto you?"'

My voice rebounded with irritating volume. "'I've got more dope in my veinsthan haf of Woodstock
Nation." That wasal | could get past the clog of medwormsin my mouth. | stared down a my hands.
The skin was blotched red and blue. The muscles palpitated erratically.

"You're safe," sherepeated. Her arms reached out to hold me.
All | saw were scorpion claws, sickles, razor-edged boomerangs. | pushed her away.
"No," my voice fuzzed from somewhere. "Fear imprint." My mumbling sounded like waves of mush.

She ssomped the pedal to squed us out of the driveway and away. That didn't it too well with my
current condition. The acceleration pushed me through the seat cushion until only ablack, hazy smear of
Ddl Ammo remained.

6
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The ride was as much of a nightmare as the dissecting room. Shapes jumped from corners, colors
rammed against screaming odors. | tried baling myself up asmuch as| could and only succeeded in
curling smaller and smdler likelgli until | disappeared and returned to the passenger sedt.

By the time we reached her home, | had amost completely recovered. | shivered and yanked myself
together. An arm here, aleg there. Onelast squid stuck atentacle at us from the bushes around her
driveway aswe pulled in to park. The fear till sat with me,

"It wasjust abad trip, Dell. The thingsyou're scared of don't exist.”

| pulled over to the far side of the car, leaned up againgt the door. "They do, though. They'rein my mind.
Waiting like some punk around a corner. Waiting to strike no matter what | believe.”

She unlatched the door and got me out of the car. | noticed that it was a Porsche 964. Not bad.

| stood and took astep up the brick path. | walked well enough. What made me unsteady was the urge
to flinch at every wavering shadow, at every flitting insect and bird. The breeze blowing up the back of
my hospital smock didn't help much, ether.

"Those people programmed the fearsin, and you can reprogram them right out just as easily. That's what
psychotomimetic drugs are for. Programming and metaprogramming. Better than hypnosis.”

She used some pretty long words for an accountant. My suspicions weren't exactly lying quiescent....
The house was no mansion. It sat up on ahill overlooking Silver Lake, one of many. The construction
looked mid-twenties, maybe early thirties. She kept it in good repair. Two stories, white paint. A garden
ran from the driveway to the front door, split by abrick walk.

She offered me her arm. | accepted it for reasons perhaps ulterior. She looked beautiful despite the



rough trestment she had obvioudy received.

"Wheréd you rent the car?' My mind had regained enough of itsfortitude to wonder how the hell Ann
had escaped her kidnappers.

"It'sregistered to a Reverend Morris Beathan.”

| grinned even though my legs were feding like unvul canized rubber.

"What did they do to you?'

"More or lesswhat they did to you." She fumbled about in her pursefor the house keys. "They took me
to the monastery and grilled me about you, about the contract, about Emil Zacharias, the TV evangdis.
They thought locking mein astuffy confessona for hours would make me crack. | pretended to and
gave them abunch of creative nonsense to keep them paranoid.”

"Uh... Such as?'

She pulled out akey ring made of silver and turquoise and unlocked the door. "1 told them that we were
making ahorror film. The rumors were designed to build interest in the movie.”

| frowned. "They bought that?'

"No. That was when they took me out, shot me up with junk, and locked mein the rectory with alittle
guy for aguard. | guessthat'sal they figured I'd need." Sherattled the key loose and pushed the door
open. "When | was done with him, he couldn't have broken his cdlibacy vowsif hed tried.”

"The drugs seem to have worn off faster for you than they havefor me." | stepped insde and watched my
head spin.

"Areyou kidding?' she asked. "I'm sailing the stratosphere!” In the subdued light of the hallway, | saw
that her pupilswere the size of dimes.

"Lessthan anovety toyou, | presume?’

She grinned giddily. "When | was ayoung, swest, impressionable child of sixteen | consumed a greater
variety of drugsthan most people are comfortable pronouncing. | was dways the only personin my
group who could drive wasted." She closed the door and set the deadbolt. "When they started the
injections, | was sort of grateful for the free vacation. They didn't expect meto be able to function.”
"Why weren't you so resourceful when they first grabbed you at the bar?’

She shrugged. "They had the drop on me with guns. They didn't seem to care whether they killed me or
not. So | went along.”

My drug-sengitized nose immediately bore an assault by ariot of scents. It smelled asif wewereina
flower gardenin spring. | felt safe, reassured, cozy.

"What isthat snd |7

" Just some flowers and stuff. Comeon.”



Sheled me through ahalway done up with the sort of knickknacks awoman accumulates. She sat mein
the living room on a high-backed wing chair. The place had afew bookshelveswith afair anount of
books. That's theway | gauge people, | suppose. The fewer the books, the stupider and duller the

person.

Shewasn't dull. Her actions revealed that much.

"Anyway," she continued, clanking around in the kitchen, "I snuck out of awindow and into the courtyard
and hotwired thefirst car | could get to."

"Y ou have good taste in cars.”

"l was on my way to cal the policewhen | saw you."

"Forget the cops-they're just priests with guns.”

| heard her laugh lightly. In amoment she gppeared with a cup of coffee.

"Black?' she asked.

"Black." | took the cup and let the hot liquid warm my insides.

"Feding better?'

"Yeah." | sretched and did back inthe chair. "I saw awholelot of bad things back there. In my mind.
I'veseenworseinred life. I'll get over it." | let out abreath, took another sip of brew. My hair may have
been getting younger, but | wasn't. | felt old and rattled.

Ann went back into the kitchen and regppeared with her own cup. She pulled up a chair next to mine and
sat. A shaft of morning sunlight hit the lower part of her dress, shotgunning silver and gold pinpoints
around the room. Her hair hung in straggles caused by drying sweset. She'd been through alot and came
out looking like an angdl dumming it among mortas.

| felt afew degreeslessthan mortal. The house was too cheerful to reflect theway | felt.

"They mean busness, Ddl."

"If they meant business, babe, we'd be under the churchyard by now.” | finished the cup and set it aside.
"Here| thought I'd just draw some pay for afew weeks from aflush eccentric. Next thing | know,
someonestaking it serioudy!”

"Y ou took it serioudy enough to accept the offer.”

"If God isworried about me, why doesn't He just hit me with abolt of lightning?'

"They say he worksin mysterious ways. Maybe he's softening you up first." She grinned. Her eyeswere
mostly pupil. I understood why women used to put belladonna dropsin their eyes. Shelooked achingly
beautiful.

"Or maybe," she suggested, "the reactions to you are taking place through anetwork of consciousness.”



What she said didn't make much sense, but | was sill stoned enough that her words carried a profound
impact. | sensed that something important was trying to get through. | answered with appropriate awe.

"Huh?'
She leaned forward, suddenly emphatic.

"People such asthose monks are acting on fedings that don't come from within them. They're operating
on emoationsimpinging on them from outside-from aworldwide reaction to our activities.”

It wasasif sheld stuck another hypo of junk into me. | felt aswelling tide of darm flow over me. This
was true. | wasreally supposed to assassinate God! And there were forces out to stop me.

And then | realized what was happening.
"What're you up to, Blondie? Y ou're laying a program on me asthick as the one Beathan tried.”

She stared with those black saucers for amoment, then said, "Everything will seem more important right
now. Don't pay any attention to it. We've got work to do.”

"Whét do you mean “we,' girlfriend?"

She stood to lean over me. "Do you think that after what happened to me | don't have agrudge?' She
looked as though sheld volunteer to pull the trigger on Number One dl by hersdf. "This sort of thing has
gone on long enough. It'sal goneontoo long.”

"l work done.”

"Haveit your way. The offer'sthere. What's that on your fingers?'

| didn't want to know. | raised my hand and saw grey gunk under afew nails. Memories flashed back.
My stomach tried to beat the high jump record. | pressed up under my solar plexusto lift my digphragm
off the lurching organ. The sick fedling passed.

It was atechnique | used alot in my occupation.

A corner of my light blue hospital robe served to wipe the particles of dead flesh from beneath my
fingernalls. "Leftovers” | muttered.

She wasn't distracted. "1 can help you on this. | want to help you. | know someone who can Straighten
you out on afew things about what god is."

| rlented. "Do | havetimeto put on something less drafty?"

She showered and changed her ouitfit to a skintight peacock-blue Danskin top and aruffled turquoise
dress. After taking my measurementsin agiggly stoned manner, she hopped into the stolen Porsche to
head for Hollywood. She was gone until well after noon.



| took the opportunity during her absence to look around. After al, even if she hadn't actualy told meto
make mysdf at home, | was certain that such was her intent.

A quick glance through the medicine cabinet reveded nothing but the usua assortment of feminine
colorants and perfumes. No medicine. Hedlthy sort.

One room contained an odd collection of metal and crystal sculptures. Copper and onyx and silver and
amethyst glittered under the light from acelling lamp. The curtains were drawn. Bronze and quartz and
gold and peridot scattered colors about.

Her bedroom barely enclosed a king-size bed decorated with an Egyptian motif. Lots of silk-screened
papyrus leaves and scarabs. Stylized cobras. Very sexy.

| cut my tour short Since | didn't know how long she would be out. | spent the next hour waiting for her,
looking through her library. Real books, not plagues. Only afew of them were fiction. A good number
concerned religions around the world and in antiquity. She owned books on history, mathematics,
physics. The usual computer manuals were stuck here and there. All indl, agood baance.

Ann returned afew minutes after 1'd settled onto the living-room couch. She tossed anavy blue pingtripe
business suit my way.

| held it up. A lovely wool blend, not like the reflective stuff | usually wore to merge with the crowd. It fit
inwith the current style-wide lapels and shoulders, baggy pants with cuffs. Nostalgiafor atimeeven |
didn't remember.

A light yellow oxford cloth shirt and anavy-hued silk tie with nearly invisible maroon polkadots
completed the outfit.

"Tagteful," | said, draping the wardrobe over my arm.

"Don't forget these." She pulled apair of black wingtips out of abox and handed them to me dong witha
pair of black socks.

"Over thecdf," | said with gppreciation. "Y ou know al thetricks of the trade.”

She smiled. "Y ou didn't strike me as the baggy-socks type. And I'm the one with the garters.” She
pointed to the dready-familiar bathroom. "Would you like ashower?'

"l suppose | should, if were cdling on the country'stop atheigt.”

Theodore Golding lived in Hollywood near his Philosophical Forum on the Foundations of Theology. The
Forum was located on Larchmont, right next to Thucydides, abookstore that he also owned. He must
have had money to Situate his esoteric businesses near the Wilshire Country Club. | was determined not
to be impressed.

Ann pulled the Porsche up to amodest house on the four hundred block of Van Ness.

"That's Golding's home. Fed wdll enoughto goin?’



With a shower and anew set of threads, | was more than ready for anything. "Bring him on. | think | can
survive the experience.”

"He can help you understand god better than any preacher or shaman.”

"Certainly better than Father Besthan could.”

Shesmiled. "Well, don't be too sure about that."

Golding answered the door himself. For aman my age, he had all the exuberance of ateenager in het.

"Y ou must be Ann Perrine," he said, snapping hisfingers and pointing a Blondie. Thefinger shifted to
me. "Becauise you don't look asif you'd sound as sexy on the phone.”

Deep blue eyes gazed sharply from benegth jet-framed glasses. The frames matched hislongish hair.
Dressed in abright red silk kimono, he stood afew inchestaller and about fifty poundslighter than | did.
Hisvoice had the vague musicd quality of impish good humor. | suppose he needed it in hisbusiness.

If aman could livein alibrary, he might live as Golding did. Bookshelveslined every available square
foot of wall space. Locked glass cases thrust out to serve asroom dividers. What framed artwork he
owned hung perilousy here and therein front of the shelves. To top it off, in the center of it all Sood a
compuiter table sporting alibrary console.

Golding glided between the cases and around stacks of books until he reached abreak in the messthat |
arbitrarily declared the living room.

He cleared off aheap of plaques from each of threefolding chairs. "'l presumethat thisisyour friend with
thetheologica criss?' He extended his hand as an afterthought.

| shook it. "Dell Ammo.”

Hisgrip wasfirm, plessant.
"Good name," hesaid. " Spanish?"
"Just American.”

He sat, folded his hands over hisdim torso and smiled. "Ms. Perrine tells me that you're experiencing
problems of ardigious nature."

| rubbed the bruise on the back of my skull and nodded. "Y ou might say that.”

"I must admit that | sometimesfed like apriest, the way that people come to me with problems of faith.
Except, of course, that | try to steer the doubters away from God."

"I, uh, don't exactly have acriss of faith, actualy.” | tried to phrase things so that | didn't come off
sounding like the consummate buffoon. "I smply would like to know which definitions of God are falsg"
"They dl are”

"Yes" | sad hasily. "But why?"



"Because God doesn't exigt. It'sjust aconcept that people have an uncommon affection for."

"It'sfineto assert that, but lots of people-lots of intelligent, sane people-believe in God. What sort of
proof can you provide that God doesn't exist?"

He grinned and took a deep, satisfied breath. | had the uncomfortable feding of talking myself right
where he wanted me to.

"Y ou can't demand proof of the nonexistence of something. It'slogically impossible. The burden of proof
ison those who assert that God exists.”

Why?

"For the same reason that-up until afew years ago-an accused man didn't have to prove hisinnocencein
court. Suppose you told me that there had been amurder. Y ou demand that | provel didnt doit. | ask
you who was killed-how, when, where. Y ou refuse to tell me and repeat that | must provel didn't doiit.
How can | logicdly prove the nonexistence of something for which there is no evidence? The burden of
proof must always be on the prosecution-on the one who asserts that something exists, whether it bea
crime or agod. Only when I'm confronted with evidence purporting to prove that God existscan | do
anything. Then it would involve demondrating thet the evidenceisin error.”

"Which," | said, "wouldn't prove the nonexistence of God, only the inadequacy of the evidence."
"Exactly.” Golding peered at me. "Have you a philosophica background?'

"No. I've given extensve cons deration, though, to what condtitutes proof in, um... judicid Stuations.”
"So why theinterest in God?'

"My client wishesto lodge a complaint about the Big Bang." | wanted some sort of an answer from him.
"Mayhbe you can begin by giving me afew definitions-"

"No," hesad. "Begin you. Y ou define God."
"l can't.”

"Come now." He used both his handsto brush back hishair. "Any God will do. Greek, Chrigtian,
Modem, Hindu, Hebrew, African..."

"Theonly thing I'vefound,” | began, stuffing my handsin my pockets and leaning back in the chair, "that
iscommon to dl the accounts I've read isthat God is unknowable to varying degrees. That makes my
search abit difficult.”

He pesked hisfingerstogether like Basil Rathbone contemplating a crime. "Epistemol ogical
transcendence. Y es. Claiming to know that something cannot be known, ever. Claiming to possessthe
omniscience to know that something will never be known. Contradiction and conceit-the traits of a
successful theologian. In my book, anyone stating that God isincomprehensible is merely confessing the
gpecious nature of hisown arguments.”



Footsteps approached from the bedroom before | could respond, saving me from having to think of a
snappy rejoinder.

A short, dender woman appeared, wrapped only in alarge burgundy-hued bath towel. She gave Ann
and me aquick glance with large, dark eyes. Her throat made pardon-me noises.

"Ted?' shesadinagentlevoice.
"Raissal Comein and meat Ann and Dell."

She entered the room with afluid motion of her barelegs. From the silver-sireaked raven hair that hung
down to the nape of her neck, | guessed her to be somewherein her early forties. That body told some
finelies, though. Her arms, legs, face, and hands displayed enough youth in them to say what needed to
be said about the parts of her hidden beneath the towe.

Raissa smiled warmly at the two of us and maneuvered her way past to reach the study. A word
processor whirred and clacked into life. Soft tapping of fingers againgt keys drifted into the living room.

Golding smiled.

"The greatest joy in my life and my highest value." From where he sat, he had a vantage on the study that
we didn't. He watched her for amoment. " She gives great perceptua reaffirmation of my self-concept.”

He shifted his attention back to me. " God is one of those words that has been bandied about into the
realm of the meaningless. Y ou can't define god any more than you can define love or freedom. Everyone
has his own definition, right or wrong. With so many different interpretations of aterm, theintellectua
noise generated turn the words into nothing more than floating abstractions-words meant to conjure up an
emotiona image that's not concrete or identifiable." He stopped to smileat Ann and wink. "How'm |

doing?"

"The gods that existed before the advent of Judeo-Chritianity were far more concrete," she said.

"Yes," heagreed. "And they were denounced by later theologiansfor being too concrete, too easy to
conceptudize. Who needed to pay a priest to communicate with such deitieswhen anidol in theliving
room was sufficient to invoke the spirit?' Helooked over into the study. "Raissal Make us some coffeel”

"Fuck off, love-I'm on ahot streak.” The word processor buzzed and clattered.

Golding smiled. | wondered whether the man ever frowned. | sniffed the air to check for the aroma of
burning hemp.

"I guess I'll make the coffee." Golding went to the kitchen, sidestepping books and plagues dl the way.
He spoke over his shoulder.

"Aswith any type of fiction, Ddll, suspension of disbelief isan absolute necessity inreligion. Faithisthe
tool used to undermine reason and circumvent proof. Faith supposedly operateswherereason is
deficient. Shit!"

A coffee cup clattered to the floor. He stooped to pick it up. "Religion, like politics, cannot be defended
asrationd."



Ann smiled gently. "You put in aqualifier back there, Mr. Golding. About the older gods."
"Yes| did, Ann. And I'm about to get to that.”

| stretched my feet out and sighed. | wasn't getting anything that | figured would be of use. | stood and
walked into the kitchen, pulling a cigarette from the pack in my coat pocket. | had to ask him the
question. Directly.

"Look, Golding." I lit up the coffin nall. "1 just want to know onething." | paused for dramatic effect and
took adeep drag. "Whether He exists or not, alot of people act asif He does. With that in mind, how
can| kill God?"

The canigter of coffee dipped from Golding's handsto thud againgt the parquet linoleum, spilling its
groundslike jewesfrom achest. | had finaly succeeded in getting him to frown.

It was actualy more of a scowl.
"How, precisaly, do you plan to kill God? Poison? Drowning? High explosives? Magic?'
"That'swhat Ann thought you could hdp mewith. I-"

Anger gathered in his gaze like aburning L.A. smog. "Kill something that doesn't exis? Kill amereidea
floating around in peoples minds? I'm sorry if | seem insulted by your intruson here. | don't have much
timefor cranks. Y ou may have the coffee | promised you, then I'd like you to leave.”

"Ddl isserious,” Annsaid. "I thought that your experience-"

"That'srather the point,” he snapped. "My experience. I've been fighting a battle againgt antihuman,
antirational, anti-joy brutesfor thirty years. Themost | can show for it isafew thousand people who now
aren't afraid to question their early conditioning. That's good, and I've made aliving at it. Around the
world, however, murder and plunder till thrivein the name of God. Look at what Ireland isdoing to
Ulster and vice versa. Look at what Isragl and PanArabia are doing to one another. Look at the Church
that gathers and hoards gold and art treasures while its adherents starve, that smugly states that “the poor
arewith usaways without admitting that there's such athing as less poor and less-" Helooked & Ann
for amoment. The musclesin hisface relaxed, though what remained was |ess anger than weariness.

"Do you think that, because I'm an atheist, | don't take God serioudy? Do you think that a doctor doesn't
take cancer serioudy, smply because he thinksit has no place in human life?!

"Cancer exigts," | said. "A doctor can find it. He can cut it away. He doesn't play word gamesto deny its
exigence."

Golding paused for amoment to consider my non sequitur. He smiled once more. Almost impishly.

"Many cancers are created by the mentd attitudes of thevictim. So it iswith God." He tapped at the sde
of the coffee pot with fingernailsimmaculately maintained. ™Y ou want to know where the current God
came from? The Judeo-Christian God evolved as a construct-asapalitica effort to accumulate church
power and crush the followers of older, established religions by making the new God more powerful,
more intrusive, more petulant, and more irrational than any previous god or goddess. The Levite priests



of lsrael brazenly copied religious concepts of the Aryans, the Sumerians, and dozens of other
Indo-European races. The theft from the Romans and the Greeks was even more obvious-they just
changed the names a bit. Jove became Je-ho-vah, Zeus became Y aZeus, the goddesses Ma and Rhea
became Maria."

That was too much. "Are you saying that the Jews adopted the religion of their enemies?’

"Can you think of a better way to co-opt your foes? Can you think of a better way to attract possible
converts than to use their own symbols? How do you think the Christians co-opted the Jews and the
pagans? Certainly not by offering atotaly different religion to usurp its predecessors. They incorporated
the old religions amost whole cloth while smultaneoudy siripping the symbols of their former meaning.
The Babylonians ill worship Ishtar? Subtitute worship of the Virgin Mary. Egyptians believethat Osiris
rose from the dead? Have Y a-Zeus do the same.”

Golding seemed to be warming up again. He began to spit out snippets of historicity asif they were
theol ogical watermelon seeds. The outcome was about asintellectudly tidy.

"Mount Sina stood for centuries as amountain holy to the moon god Sinn, long before Moses went there
to spesk to Y ahveh. And this new god's burning bush was nothing more than a psycheddlic substance
caled loranthus growing on acacia-a bush sacred to the Sun.” He prattled on while getting the cups and
saucers. "The story of Christisadipshod retdlling of the Mithras and Osirislegends grafted to the clumsy
attempt of an aggressive rabbi to be crowned King of Israd.

"They made this composite God of theirs an incomprehensble mishmash of conflicting traits. Hewas as
rational as Apollo and as murderous as Typhon. The priests kept everyone on His good side-for aprice.
The same group-the same philosophica movement that devised and later refined the Judeo-Christian
God-outlawed the older religions and dandered the Old Gods as devils and demons.™

Golding made motions asif he were coming to an important point. | had long before logt interest and was
more mesmerized by the coffegpot in his hand. It floated and dipped with his every gesture. The dark
brew insde doshed and swirled, never quite reaching the rim. My vision of having ahot cup of Javain
the near future dimmed considerably.

"They reserved their greatest hate for witchceraft, though. They rightly recognized it as a primitive form of
science, not merely ariva fath. Science-in any form-is anathemarto faith. How much more skepticd is
the one who experiments with herbs or symbols or rituals to pick what works best compared to the one
who places absolute trust in apriest or rabbi or imam?'

"I suppose we could ask Elvis."

He wasn't about to be sidetracked. The coffegpot doshed precarioudy with every jab of emphasishe
made a me. "Why do you think chemists, astronomers, and mathematicians were branded as warlocks
and sorcerers during the Dark Ages? Why were Gdileo's discoveries dandered asthe Devil'swork? He
and others were using the scientific method of observation, theorization, and experimentation that
pardleled that of ancient forms of witchcraft!™

"Areyou defending witcheraft, Mr. Golding?"

Helooked at Ann asif shedd just stepped on his eyeglasses. Her question disconcerted him so much that
he actualy poured a cup of the coffee and handed it to her.



"No," hesaid. "Of courseI'm not." He pointed to some jars on the counter. "Creamer and aspartame
over there"

| raised an eyebrow. Aspartame had been banned shortly after the discovery that its use resulted in
increased intelligence.

| took the cup he offered. It was lukewarm. One of the pitfals of philosophy, | suppose.

Golding sounded dmost defendve. "'I'm merdly saying that-historically-it's been downhill dl the way,
religionwise. Besdes, witchcraft per se isacraft, not ardigion. It'saprimitive form of science conducted
by members of areligion. In much the way Lysenkoism was a crude science conducted by members of
theMarxig faith.”

Ann lowered her cup to say softly, "Lysenko didn't follow the scientific method. Witches do.”

Golding raised an ebon-and-grey eyebrow in her direction. "Y es. And unlike Judeo-Chrigtianity or
Marxism, the Old Religions had quite understandable deities. Gods and goddesses who didn't take as
great adelight in daughtering their creations. Even as scandalous agod as Zeus was outmeaiched by the
murdering war god of the Old Testament or the nearly identical Allah or the manic-depressive masochist
of the New Testament. The old ones didn't issue as many commandments and contradictory orders.

"But, of course, I'd rather not have anything to do with any of them at al. Whichiswhy I'm an atheist, not
aDruid or something. All right?*

Ann nodded. She seemed vaguely troubled by his speech, though she hid it behind her cup of coffee.
| yawned. "l am serious,” | said, "about killing God."

"Oh, sure”

"Look a me, Golding."

Helowered his gaze to sare down on me. The kimono would have seemed ludicrousif it had been on
anyone dsethisside of Christopher Lee. It gave him an air of imperious superiority.

"Do | look like akidder, Golding?"

"You look likeahood.”

Ann opened her mouth to protest. A motion of his hand silenced her.

"An educated hood, perhaps, but a hood nonetheless. Y ou are aman who thinks he can change things
through violence, evenif it'sthe civilized violence of mockery. It'sideasthat change the world, Mr.
Ammo-not force or ridicule.

"Soyou can't help me." | swirled the remaining coffee around in my cup.

"Help you to do what? Actuadly kill God? Theideaisabsurd! Changing the way people think isthe only
way to improve theworld."



| stared into my cup. Perhapsimproving the world was not my client'sintention. | knew that achieving a
promised immortdity was mine. | doubted that the drive to better the human condition had much bearing
on the contract.

"I know I'm on theright track,” | said. "People would just brush me off otherwise.” | gazed up a himto
add, "People have been trying to stop me."

"Then | wish you luck. The only good God isadead God."
From the study drifted warm laughter. Raissa said, "Remember Spencer on freedom, Ted?"

Golding smiled sardonically. "Y es. Remember this, Dell-No god is dead so long as one person hasfaith.
Y ou'd have to convince everyone that God doesn't exist. That's the enormity of your misson.”

"Enormousness,” Raissa corrected, entering to pour some Javain her unwashed cup.

Golding laughed. "The usage would be correct from the theist's point of view. Few people can
countenance their gods getting snuffed.”

| dugged down the rest of the tepid jo and set the cup on the Formica countertop. An odd chill came
over methat | attributed to the carbonremover I'd just swallowed. When | chanced to glance up past
Golding, my spinetook atrip to the Antarctic.

Blood dripped dowly down thewall.

It began at the ceiling and spread down and across the eggshel ltoned paint. It flowed fanlike down the
wall, glistening wet. Something throbbed in my head with a sick rushing sound.

"What'sthe dedl, Golding?'

"Hm?' He stared & measif I'd had astroke. He turned to follow my gaze, swallowed amouthful of
coffee with calm ease, and shrugged. "That? I'm afraid the upstairs bathroom leaks. | haven't gotten
around to-"

"A tub that leaks blood?" My hand edged toward my empty waistband holster.

"Blood?' Raissalooked up, mydtified. "That'sawater stain.”

No one said aword for along moment. | looked &t the wall again. A semicircular rust stain discolored
the paint. It didn't move. It looked dry. Like an ordinary water stain.

Ann gasped in shock. The cup fell from her fingersto shatter loudly against the linoleum. Coffee splashed
againg her ankles, dripping down to her shoes.

"It was blood!" she cried. "In my cup!™ Sherushed to my side and held on, suddenly terrified. Perhaps
Father Beathan's fear imprinting had had some effect after all.

"It looks disturbingly like coffee,” Raissa said, deadpan.



Ann trembled like amoth ingde afigt. "Blood. It was. Red and sdty. Thick. Clotted.”

Golding cleared histhroat. "I think you'd better take her home."

| didn't fed so grand ether. "Yeah" wasal | could muster. | guided her out the front door to the car.
They must have thought we were insane. The idea had crossed my mind, too.

"] saw blood, Dell."

"Sodid I, sweetheart."

"They didn'."

| nodded and put her in the passenger's seat. Her hands shook when she gave me the keys.

"Drive over to Hollywood Boulevard. Quick.”

| climbed in and tried to start the engine. It growled without catching.

The same cold fedling that I'd had in Golding's home overcame me again. | felt atremble of fear-red
fear-begin to grow.

Around the edges of the instrument panel welled droplets of red ichor. They grew and linked together to
run down the sides of the dashboard.

The samethick, warm fluid pulsed out of the ignition switch, soaking my fingers.

Ann pushed away from the pandl. Her hands wildly sought the door handle.

"Hesontous" shemurmured. "Get awa"

Shetouched the handle and shrieked.

Blood was trickling down from the roof in rivulets and streaks across the sdeglass.

"Get me out!"

| flung my door open, ignoring the sheet of red that splashed over me. Blood squirted from around the
edges of the passenger door as| yanked it open. Her shuddering form collapsed into my blood-soaked
ams.

"Get meout!" shecried. "Get me away!" She clamped her eyes shut.

In an ingtant, the carndian stains vanished from our clothing. It didn't dry up or fade or anything. It just
wasn't there anymore. The Porsche'sinterior sparkled like new.

"It'sgone” | said, standing her up carefully.

"It'll be back," she said with grim certainty. Nervous hands wiped at her eyes. Her hedls clacked loudly



agang the sdewak.

| strode up alongside her. "Where are you going?”'

"I've got to get to Hollywood Boulevard. Therés aplacethere..." Her golden mane fluttered in the breeze
that blew from the north. Her skirt rippled, clinging and diding around her legs and thighs. Not abad
sight, had | been in amore receptive mood.

| looked back at the car. Shadowsflitted around it like an outtake from Fantasia. | didn't go back to
find out if they could drive.

| fell in stride with Ann. Shetook long, leggy stepswith apanicky determination.
"What's on Hollywood? More gremlins?'

Thewak camed her abit. Sheinhaed deeply the afternoon air. After amoment'sthought, shesaid, "It's
asort of shop. It's been there for years. The woman who currently runsit is... sengitive to these things.”

"Splendid,” | said. "Now weredragging in fortunetdlers.”

She stopped to stare at me as straight and as pointedly as a spear. "Maybe you can explain the blood.
And why the othersdidn't seeit.”

| tried to think of causes, reasons, rational explanations. "The drugs?'

Shefrowned. "I'm not having aflashback, if that'swhat you're getting at." She smiled stiffly. "A friend of
mine once told methat practically no oneis so lucky asto get afreetrip that way." Sheincreased her
stride with even greater intent.

The hair on my arms prickled. Theicy feding spread across my shoulders and up the back of my head.
Something was happening. Theair grew rank and stale. More so than usua for Hollywood, that is.

Ann pointed to the side of abuilding on Melrose Boulevard. With atone of hysterica triumph, she said,
ll%?l

| squinted. The vague outline of something-it looked like amoosehead with drooping antlers-shimmered
amost invisbly on the south sSide of the building.

Blood flowed down the building, staining brick and glass, turning brown whereit dried.

We weren't the only onesto notice it thistime. Scores of cars squeded to ahalt at the intersection. Not
al of them did, though. The traffic jam was dmost instantaneous.

Dozens of people climbed out of their cars, pointing and staring. One man gestured wildly at the building.
The woman with him shook her head in confusion. He pointed again. She shrugged asif nothing were
wrong with the building but plenty were wrong with him. He looked one last time, gave up, and drove
into the snarl of confusion at Merose and Van Ness.

"Seethat?' Ann asked again, pointing to the crowd. Some people stared in shock at the building. Others



stared in amazement at the people craning their necks. " Some seeit. Some don't.”

"Can't be holograms," | offered weskly.

"Holograms dont fed dick. Or taste Aty."

Wewalked past the crowd on the south side of the street, moving through awhirlwind of chatter.
| glanced up again. The building gppeared normd. Y et that chill was till with me.

A hand seized my shoulder. | whipped about to grab it.

My fingersclamped air.

The crowd had dissipated, and no one but Ann stood within ayard of me.

Another something stroked the side of my face.

"They're touching you, too?" Ann asked. She snapped her right arm sharply asif to free her wrist.

"Ann-what isthis? Ghostsin broad daylight?* A bunch of wet fingers dragged over my facelike snalls.
Voiceshissedinmy ears.

Ann gritted her teeth and broke into arun.

| ignored the invisible tentacles that clutched at my hair and raced after her. Sheran wildly, trying to
escape the phantasmal hands. The effort was pointless. They kept pace with us, tapping and stroking and
grabbing and tugging. Shadows darted about at the edge of my vison, dways vanishing at the turn of my
head.

My longer strides brought meto Ann'ssidein afew frenzied paces. The Hollywood Cemetery blurred by
to our left. | half-expected the graves to pop open and expel dead actors, looking as pale and grey as
ther fading imagestrapped in Slver.

Despite my jitters, nothing arose from the graveyard. The trouble lay ahead on Santa Monica Boulevard.

Ann screamed, stopping suddenly to clutch a me. At first | thought hers was another invisible hand and
ignored it. She nearly pulled meto the concrete.

"Look, Ddl!"

A runny red fluid gurgled up out of the ssorm drains and sewers, filling the street with blood. Once again,
some cars stopped, others honked angrily and sped about. Wheels splashed blood in crimson sheets
across pedestrians. Dozens of people stopped in midstride to scream. Or vomit. Or faint. Others noticed
nothing but their fellowtravelers strange behavior.

"It'snot real!" | shouted to Ann and the crowds. "We know it! How comeit's sill there?"

Ann looked asif shed been worked over by acop. She till flinched at the hands running over her, but
sheignored them as much as she could, same as|.



Shetook shdlow, long breathsto control her panic. "Were getting psychic impressions from an outsde
source. It affect us regardless of what we believe. Let's go!”

The light changed. She ddlicately lowered a petite foot into the flowing ichorousriver. A couple of cars
tried to run the light while swerving around the petrified rubberneckers. They skidded to ahdt, splashing
goreindl directions. Ann nodded at them and crossed.

| followed. Though our crossing produced aqueasy doshing sound, it didn't feel asif wewerefightinga
torrentia stream. Even the dap of the blood against my ankles-awarm and sticky sensation-didn't fed
like wetness.

We managed to make it across Santa M onica without serious consequences. The clamor of terrified
pedestrians and motorists made the streets sound like an insane Shriner's convention. The air was
drenched with the smdll of blood, like alow, dank fog.

When we stepped out of the stream, blood stained our legs al the way up to midcalf. | fdt asif we'd
taken agrall through adaughterhouse.

| can't say when, but the stains vanished afew seconds after we were out. | looked down and they were
gone.

So wastheriver.
My mind felt weak and dull. | waswatching my nice, solid, norma world fragmenting about me.

"We're a the center of it, that'sfairly certain." Ann removed her shoes when we reached Fernwood. She
ran faster without them.

We got halfway past the Channd 11 building when she doubled over and stopped, one hand against the
paint-scrawled wall. Shelooked like someone who'd been kicked in the guts.

"What'swrong?'

"Cramps." She clenched her teeth. "Worst I've ever had.”
"From the running?" | reached out to support her.

She only groaned and bent further over.

Picking her up before she tumbled to the sidewalk, | held her to measbest | could. I'd handled drunks
and saps and stiffsin my time but never asick dame. | wasn't too sure what to do.

"Get to Hollywood," she murmured. "Let's get-" She spasmed in agony.

| lifted her up to carry in my arms. She clung to my neck gratefully. Her legs bounced up and down with
each step | took.

We crossed Sunset that way. | doglegged over to Bronson and headed up toward Hollywood
Boulevard. That same chill ran up and down my flesh. Ann shuddered.



The hazy L.A. sky dimmed. Dark clouds billowed up overhead, the color of clots and scabs.

Ann'sjaw clamped her teeth together with grinding pressure. The pain pulled her into afetal position.
"Ddl," shewhimpered.

A gash tore across the cloud bank. My skin felt cold and clammy against my clothes as| watched. Ruby

dropletsfel in bands and sheets like amonochrome borealis. They seemed to drift dowly toward the
ground.

| stopped to gape, hypnotized.

With sudden intengity, the blood hit the Sdewak and streets. Thick dapping sounds like spilling porridge
drowned out the roar of cars and commerce.

All around us avermilion haze hung like acurtain. Clothes stuck to skin. Ann'slong blond hair fell in fat,
dripping ropesto pull her head backward. | draped a handful over my arm. Brakes squealed somewhere
inthe bloody rain. Meta screamed. Glass shattered.

People cried out.

| ran toward an gpartment complex on the left. Heavily overgrown with tropica plantsin the finest
Southern Cdliforniatradition, it beckoned with the promise of protection from the storm. | splashed
toward the courtyard.

It was asif we'd entered another climate. One with sane wesather.

The ground was dry. Overhead, blue sky-as blue asit can get in L.A.-spread from horizon to zenith. The
street was dry and clear. Only the people acted strangely. They covered their heads, huddled in
doorways, looked fearfully at the sky.

They till saw it. Some of them. Once again theillusion seemed to affect only a portion of the population.

| lowered Ann to the driveway and took a step out onto Bronson. In the space of that step | |eft clear
skies and drynessfor buckets of blood drenching the earth from heavy black clouds.

| was soaked to the bone. | took one step back. The day returned to normal L.A. autumn.

Ann stood dowly. "My cramps are gone." She fussed with her hair. Perspiration damped it a bit, but it
flowed golden and free as though never touched by the blood outside.

She ventured a step past the property line, grabbed at her waist, and stumbled backwards to safety.
"It'slike the corpse grinders out there, yet werefine here.”

| nodded and searched for acigarette. "They could jack up the rentsfor that reason alone.”

The apartment building possessed its own charm aside from the mysterious protection it offered.

Chrigtmas lights hung between the two parallel apartment blocks, imparting afestive mood to the
surroundings. It sure looked more cheerful than Old Downtown.



"It'sonly two blocksto Hollywood," | said. "If we just concentrate on thefact that it'sal imaginary, |
think well makeit eagily.”

Ann looked at me asif I'd asked her to jog up Everest. "Do you know what those crampsfelt like?"

| shrugged. "1've been fondled with brass knuckles in the same locale acouple of times." | stepped out
onto the Sdewalk. "Besides, the rain's gone away. Come on.”

Srenswhined somewhere east on Sunsst.

She reluctantly followed me, keeping so closeto my sidethat | could smell her perfume aswell aswhen |
was carrying her. The mysterious showers of blood had done nothing to wash it away.

We passed asmall clump of tenement buildings on Carlton and reached Hollywood Boulevard in afew
minutes. Traffic flowed a its normal dow pace. Old hulks and long deek limos mixed together in
automotive democracy. Too late in the day for bumsto be deeping on the sdewalks, yet il too early
for most of the hookers, the street boasted a blend of tourists, business people, and shoppers.

Some till watched the sky, shrugging their shoulders and trying to explain what they'd seen to those who
hadn't had the pleasure. We passed by a young couple trying to comfort an old woman who sat on the
sdewak tugging at her rosary.

"SanguinisVirgine," she muttered over and over. Blood of the Virgin.
It was as reasonable an explanation as any.

"Another block,” Ann said, walking carefully to avoid stepping barefoot into any of the trash and crud
lining the Street of Dreams. We headed east until she nodded to her right.

"Inthere

The building was amodest storefront, not connected to any of the other building by shared walls. On the
plate glass-in large, ornate script-was the name

Trismegigos

andinsmaler, lessflowery letters

Candles
Incense
Oils
Sdls
And Other
Tools

"Oh, no." | grimaced.



"It'sdl right, Ddll. | know the woman who runsthe place.”

"How?'

She stopped, hafway opening the door, to put her shoes back on.

"Well, if you must know, Bautista Corporation ownsthe building. | drew up thelease." Shewent insde.
A bdll tinkled merrily to summon a pretty young woman from the back room. She wore afull-length
violet peasant dress of a style that might have been popular ageneration ago. Black hair trailed down her
back in onethick, intricate braid. She smiled at Ann.

Ann amiled back and sashayed over to her. They spoke quietly.

Since| wasn't invited in on the tete atete, | took the opportunity to nose around.

The store didn't look spooky or witchy. Three aides of glass display cases sat under two banks of
fluorescent lights. They, and the shelves dong three walls, composed the entire shopping area.

Candlesand vias of colored stuff congtituted the mgjority of the sale goods. The contents were typed on
Avery labels. No pretense of the supernatural tainted the place. It was as straightforward and
businesslike as a corner pharmacy. More s0. It lacked the garish display ads that promised miraculous
Ccures.

One case contained an assortment of kniveslabeled Athames. They werethe only redly witchy itemsin
the store. Some of the daggers were plain, in black wooden sheaths. Others bore intricate ornamentation.
A bronze dragon formed the hilt of the fanciest. It grasped the blade to its blly, itstail twisting around to
form the finger guards.

It was priced out of my reach.

"Del."

| turned to see Ann swing her arm lightly in my direction. | walked over to the pair.

"Kasmirawill take usto see Bridget," she said.

"Who'sthat?'

"The owner. Kasmirais her granddaughter.”

| followed Ann and Kasmirathrough abland, ordinary door in the back of the store. That's when things
stopped being ordinary forever.

Witches

She might have been dead the way she stood o till. Dead and propped up against the door at the end
of the narrow hdlway.



Kasmira stepped up to the old woman and stopped. Ann and | waited a respectable distance away.
Thin, bony arms rested againgt her chest, folded. She wore a pale blue kaftan robe, roped at thewaist
with awhite cotton cord. She stared at us with the same clear jet eyes as her granddaughter. Her hair
was long for an old woman's. It hung in gentle grey waves down to the smal of her mildly curved back.

"Wl ?" she croaked. She wasn't unpleasant to look at. She carried her years with pride and dignity. She
smply looked old.

Ann stepped forward. "I'm Ann Perrine. We met once, afew years ago. | work for Bautista
Corporation.”

"And he?" she asked with adisdainful glance. The emphasis she put on my gender was as sharp as her
athames.

"Ddl Ammo,” | said. "Anntells me you can explain what's been going on outside. Did you get alook a
it?"

Bridget smiled faintly. "I felt some static. Something screwed up aspdl of mine, so | asked Kasmirato
check things out. She went sensitive and saw what the others were seeing.”

"Blood," Kasmirasaid softly.
"Yes" said Ann. "Shetold me that much. Can you track down the source for us?"

The old woman unfolded her arms and stood away from the doorframe. Picking up acane from behind a
wall hanging, sheleaned forward to say, "That's hard work. Why should | do it?!

Ann stepped very close to the woman and whispered in her left ear. Bridget shook her head, pointing to
her right. Ann changed sides and whispered again. Bridget frowned for amoment.

Her eyeswidened. "Others havetried,” she said. "And failed miserably.”
Ann smiled a me. "None of them were professonds.” She seemed to be enjoying dl this.

The crone narrowed her gaze and peered at me asif | were abad joke. "That haslittle bearing on why
you wish meto unravel apsychicincident.”

| continued to search for my cigarettes. "We're apparently the center of the occurrences. Perhapsthe
focusof a'-1 had to clear my throat before saying it-"apsychic attack.” | gave her the rundown on our
mile-and-a-hdf excurson. She grilled medl through it with theincisveness of adidrict atorney.

"Theimage on the building. It looked like amoosehead?!

"Yeah," | sad, "sort of. Like alousy drawing. The antlers drooped and the eyes were under them, off the
sdesof the head.”

"The break in the clouds-was it round, square, ova ?*



"Arip. A long dit, likeacat'seye." | watched her for aclue. Her face wasimpassive. "And then,” | said,
"we ducked into that apartment complex and everything stopped aslong aswe stayed insgde.”

She nodded and smiled. It was a cagey, smug sort of smile. "That has nothing to do with your problem.
A pair of quite powerful witches once lived there. They stayed long enough to create azone of safety.
Many circles such asthat exist. Y ou don't see any blood drizzling in here, do you?'

"Can you determine the source?' Ann asked.
Bridget shifted her position and sighed. "That would require some effort to discover.”
The customer bell rang. Kasmira stepped out front to handleit. Paying trade, after al, camefird.

The old woman stood her ground. "Y ou till haven't given me areason | consider sufficient. It'snot as
though | can rattle off aquick prayer and an angd popsin with the answer by specid ddivery. Results
vary according to the time and energy invested. Y ou're asking quite alot of an old woman." She stared at
us, waiting.

| figured that she wanted her palm crossed with alittle Slver. | waswrong.

Ann'slipstightened to athin line, then parted. Her voice took on an edge | hadn't heard before. In alow,
cool tone she spoke, gazing at Bridget with achilling gaze.

"The lady requires your assistance."

The old crone stared back for along moment, a silent communication ping-ponging between them. In that
time, the linesfrom decades of frowns appeared as deep furrows above her eyes, only to fade when she
broke into awarm, assured smile.

A wrinkled hand tightened and loosened around the cane's grip. Bridget nodded for amoment. Her eyes
closed lightly, then opened. She turned to reach for the doorknob behind her.

"In." She pointed toward the darkened room.

Ann stepped in. Bridget followed, snapped on alight. | brought up the rear, wondering what sort of
mydtic nonsense would happen next. Only | wasn't too sure that the word nonsense worked as well for
me asit used to.

The room enclosed an areanot much larger than the waiting room of my office. Dark, heavy curtains
bordered three walls, including the one with the door. Bridget closed the door and drew the drape across
it. Thewal to theleft was covered with a bookcase stuffed celling high with books-old and new-and
rows of computer plagues, each hand-labeled with its contents. In front of the draped wall oppositethe
bookcase squatted what looked like a cluttered coffee table. It supported candles and wooden carvings
of deer and crescent moons. The obligatory crystal ball sat in abronze eagle's claw right nextto a
ceramic incense burner shaped like adragon. Every so often, little puffs of smoke snorted from its
nodtrils.

The wall across from the door had alow, Japanese sort of table near it. Bridget sat down on her hedls
and beckoned usto follow.



Ann sat in the same fashion. | creaked down on my backside and folded my legsin front of me. The
parquet floor hadn't been waxed in decades. It felt cold, but not chilly.

"I'll do thisfor you," the old woman said. " Just sit there and be quiet.”

| finally found my pack of Camels-they had migrated into an inside coat pocket 1'd forgotten existed on
the newer styles. Before I'd even pulled one out of the package, Bridget eyed me.

"No smoking.”

| nodded and returned the pack to its hiding place. It was areasonable request.

A second later, she lit up enough incense to fumigate aflophouse.

Ann gtraightened up to take a deep breath of the stuff. She closed her eyes. The only indication that she'd
been through any sort of ordeal was her kinked and tangled hair. The rest of her bespoke the outer calm
of areging fdine.

Bridget did adeck of cards from the tabl€'s edge to its center. Her fingers nimbly shuffled the deck.

| noticed that the cards were larger and thicker than the usual cards I'd played with. She mumbled to
hersaf most of the time, her voice as soft as sk againgt satin. She began laying the cards out asif she
were playing Solitaire.

| had some trouble figuring out the suits.

There were paintings of a man hanging by one leg, men and women with swords and cups, cards with
fools, lovers, and buildings being struck by lightning. Each one seemed to have been drawn by a different
atig.

| had no ideathe Tarot fad had lasted thislong.

She finished laying out the cardsin adoppy pattern. For along time shejust sat and stared at them. Her
dark gaze flitted between scanning the cards and glancing at me and Ann. She said nothing.

"Wel?' | asked after afew minutes. | was getting antsy.

She held up one hand and scooped up the cards with the other. Ann opened her eyesto look at me and
smile, shaking her head a bit. She turned toward Bridget and closed her eyes again.

The old dame reshuffled the deck, murmuring in alow tone. | sighed and looked around the room.

The curtains-colored arich, earthy hue of redwood soaked in burgundy-blocked almost dl the noise
from outside. The only sound in the room was the dide and dap of cards being rededlt.

When sheld laid out the cards, only silence remained.

After along wait, Ann cocked open one eyeto look at Bridget. The old woman gazed from Ann to the
cards, then back again to Ann. She appeared amply astonished.



"Blessed be," she muttered in a breathless old voice. "Kasmiral " The shout sounded like agunshot.
Thegirl entered quickly.

"Fetch me two orange candles and the large purple one. Remember to mark them down as office usein
theinventory.”

Kasmiranodded and whirled about to leave. Even in her haste, she maintained an air of otherworldliness,
"Over here," the crone said, making her way to the dtar. Her cane tapped against the wooden floor likea
skeleton's hedl. She eased down, took a moment to adjust her dress, then began to arrange things on the
top of thelow table. She made with smdl tak al thewhile.

"What do you do for aliving, Mr. Ammo?’

| shrugged noncommittally. "Find missing movie stars, prevent world wars, calculate batting averages-the

She sat a couple of white candles on the table around a chalked-in star. Thefive-pointed variety. She
harrumphed and continued.

"The auraof death that you radiate-is that the usua, too?'
That made mefrown. | never thought of myself asa particularly transparent person.
"A living soul projects many aspects,” | said. That ought to amuse her.

"So it does, Mr. Ammo. So it does. On this plane and others. | see death in Makuth-the sphere of Earth.
Higher inthe Tree of Life | see-other manifestations.”

"l see” | didn't see.

Kasmira stepped in with the three candles. Bridget took them and thanked her. "Now watch the store,
dear, and don't let anyone-or anything-disturb us."

"Y es, Grandmother.” The girl tipped her head and ducked out of the room. The door swung shut, closing
with amuted whoosh.

"It would appear, Mr. Ammo," the old dame said, "that you have an impressive destiny awaiting you."
"Momwill bethrilled."
"Yes, Mr. Ammo," she said, putting an orange candle on one of the points of the star. "She will be.”

The old sorceress threw more incense into the dragon's belly. The room faded in amicrocosm of L.A.
SMOog.

Ann took adeep bresth, savored it with asmile, and let it out dowly. | tried not to choke.

Thelights dimmed. She probably had a switch under the dtar. A dull red glow from the censer



illuminated our faces.
"l must ask silence now, until you are requested to spesek.”
Ann and | nodded.

She struck along wooden match, flooding the room with asurprisingly bright light. The flame touched the
purple candleto ignite the wick. She lit the two orange ones next and finaly the white ones. Five bright
flamesflickered at the points of the Sar.

She mumbled phrases that sounded like the echoes of a dying race's last words-or like the whispers of a
new race'sfirst. Sweet smoke wafted and swirled around her to catch orange light and black shadow.
Her age-ravaged face became a harsh, angular mask mouthing her chant.

She broke the cadence of her invocation to say, "Join your hands." She resumed her mumbo-jumbo. Ann
reached out, and | took her handsin mine. They felt smooth and luscioudy warm, likeivory leftin the
sun. Our fingers entwined into akind of quadruple fist and remained tightly bound between us.

Bridget's right hand reached out to clutch our fist. Her skin felt feverishly hot where I'd expected the cool
touch of old age. Fingerslike talons gripped the mass of locked knuckles and held on tightly.

A cloud of smoke from the dragon blew into my face, stinging my eyes. | blinked and tried to stop the
irritated tears from flowing.

Bridget took a sudden sharp breath. In aloud, trembling voice, she mispronounced Ann's name-calling
her "AnnaPerrening" asif she were Russian or something. The old woman's face grew placid, though
her hand retained itsiron grasp. She spokein English now.

"The blood you seeisthe blood of the Maiden. Thefirst blood. Blood of the Virgin, the Moon'stide. The
tall of the Dark One points the way out and down, running near full circle.

She paused, her eyebrows wrinkling above seded lids.

"The paradoxica oneisthe gambit. A thousand men, yet none. The obsidian bladeis poised, the blood
to flow grester.”

Her voicerosein pitch, sped up. "Benegath the Earth isthe redlm of monsters born of fire who shun both
day and night. The time of the Number isnigh! Two great forces must join, and two greet forces must
clash!" Her hand snapped away from ours and pointed at me.

| felt that terrible cold envelope me again.

"The stormisin your center!"

She seemed to be staring at me right through her shut eyes. Her finger wavered, drifted away fromits
target. She moaned.

Without warning, the candles fell over-knocked by something unseen. In the sudden, chilling darkness, |
yanked my hands away from Ann and struggled to rise, listening for intruders.



Bridget breathed wearily somewhere on the floor to my left. Ann held her breath, made no sound.

From outside the room came the sounds of shattering glass. Kasmiras screams drifted through the walls
and curtainswith muted intengity, like adim, nightmarish memory.

| madeit to my feet and felt my way toward the door. Even the glow from the embers of incense had
died out. | heard more glass breaking.

Ann found the light switch and turned it on. The bright glare of the overhead fluorescent tubes nearly
blinded me. | saw her turning to attend to the fallen crone.

"Thanks, angel,” | said, rushing to the door.

The crowd busting up the store stopped the second | ssomped in. They were a strange lot-mostly young,
mostly well-dressed. Trim, shaven, shorn. The black, leatherbound books they used to swat at the
merchandise were like badges on cops. The crosses they swung as swords to smash bottles and panes
told me the whole story. Or so | thought.

"Knock it off, kids. Go show your religious tolerance somewhere dse.”

They stared a me. | felt colder than ever.

The cleanest, most upright looking of the bunch-an auburn-haired boy in ablue serge suit-stepped to the
front of the crowd and ogled me with the look of arabid gopher.

"We know what you witches are up to." His voice trembled with rage. "God told usyou're the one. You
and these devil-worshippers have made a pact to-"

"Look, kid." I raised my voiceto carry across the crowd. "I don't care what personal revelations you get
in the bathtub, but I'm just anormal man doing norma thingsin anormal place of commerce. Scram
beforel cdl an athelst."

Thekid held up his crucifix. The othersfollowed hislead. | must have disappointed them when | didn't
burgt into flames or transmute into a bat. | made the mistake of |etting |oose with an gppropriately derisve
snort.

The youngsterstook acollective step forward, broken glass crunching under their hedls.

"Now you'vedoneit,” Kasmirasaid from behind the counter. " Jesus Chr-"

The ringleader's voice exploded. "A witch profanes our Lord's name!™

"Thanks, Kas," | said.

A cross spun through the air, whirring till it bounced off the stedl edge of a shattered display.

| resorted to my parole officer image. "Can it, punks. Y ou're not giving your faith much of apublic
relations boost."

"We're ready to die for our Lord," shouted avoice from the back.



"Right," | said, "and ready to kill for your Prince of Peace. Y ou dopes give me apain where | put chairs.
For the second time-scram!”

The kidslooked at one another nervoudy. The one with the loud mouth spoke in avoice that quavered
with anger.

"There shal come a Rapture when dl true Chrigtians will rise unto Heaven, leaving you and your scum to
the Earth and its Tribulation” "Wdll," | said, looking severa of them in the eyes, " the dead in Christ shdll
risefirs." Anyone want to get at the head of theline?"

The loudmouth in front suddenly looked asif held been struck in the face with abrick. He sared a a
point somewhere behind me. So did the others, with varying degrees of darm.

"Weturn our backs on you. “Get thee behind me, Satan.” He turned and spoke over his shoulder.
"Prepare yoursdlf for Judgment, “for the Lord shall descend from Heaven with a Shout!™
"Il buy earplugs. Begt it."

He pursed hislipsin repressed fury. "A lake of burning brimstoneiswaiting for you and your kind." He
walked toward the exit asif in adaze.

Without so much as a parting shot, the rest of the flock ambled out of the shop. They mumbled among
one another like JDs dispersed by a cop.

| turned around to see Ann standing a couple of feet behind me. I'd dmost smacked into her. She had
her hands over head, her fingers pointing forward. A smile of triumph spread across her lips.

"Y ou can lower them now,” | said. "Thiswasn't astickup.”
She amiled even wider until shetook alook at the mess.

"Damned fishheads." Kasmirarose from behind the counter to Sart recovering the sdvageableitems. "It
happens every year, right after Hallowmas,” she quietly muttered.

"It looks like World War 111," Ann said, stooping to pick up ared candle molded in the shape of a
woman. She gazed at it with asad frown.

"Bridget'sdl right," she said to Kasmira. "She's just exhausted. Do you have insurance?'

A weary voice from the back said, " Of course we do-through Bautista. Oh, shit." Bridget Stared at the
devadtation.

"It's not too bad, Grandmother.” Kasmira used a dustpan to scoop up multihued piles of incense. "Just a
couple of windows and the main counter. They didn't take anything, and the expensive stuff's OK.."

"Damned Chrigtian of “em.” The old woman paused to give me atwice-over. "Y oure abright bit of luck
that's sumbled into our lives. Best it before | lose my womanly grace.”



| glanced a Annfor aclueto my next action. She busied hersdf helping Kasmira
"Goon," Bridget fumed. "Y ou may not redlizeit, but you've got work to do!"
"Such as?' | asked.

"Firgt, you've got to decipher what | relayed to you." Sheleaned againgt her cane, striving to look
inscrutable.

"Why don't you save usdl agood ded of time and tell me?’

"Because," shesaid with ady smile, "I don't know what it means. I'm smply avessd. | convey a
message, using the best images | can. It's garbled by its transference through various spheres and planes
of redity.”

"I never cared for parlor games, lady."

"Mr. Ammo." Her voice was suddenly placating-almost friendly. "This game you've chosen to play
involvesfar more than one mere parlor. Thisoneisfor the entireworld and al it reflects”

| picked up acouple of bruised candles from the floor, dusted them off, and placed them by the cash
regiser.

"Thewhole ball of wax. Right, lady?" | nodded to Ann and turned to leave. Blondie stayed puit.

"Hang on, Dell. I've got aquestion." She turned to Bridget. "Is there anew moon coming up soon?'
"It'stonight. Saturday morning, actualy."

"That clinchesit." Her demeanor changed to intense determination. She turned and beat me out the door.
Her hair shonein the sunlight like ropes of gold chain. "Thanksfor everything!" she caled back to
Bridget. "l oweyou amillion!”

She glanced back at me. "Let'sgo, Déell."

"Where?'

"Your office, for sarters.”

"It'salong walk downtown. Or would you prefer to go back for the Porsche?”

She blanched.

"Besides," | said, "the car's hot. It probably has awant out on it by now, and | know lots of old
associates who'd love to see me put away for aminor felony. It'd be agreat joke."

| shook my head. A Santa Anawind had turned the day pleasantly warm outside. We strolled east on the
boulevard. The Bible-thumpers had made themsalves scarce.

We waked down to the freeway bus stop and waited for the connection to Old Downtown to show up.



Unlikethe true believersin the store, passersby didn't pay us much notice. Quite afew of them il
seemed to be wandering around in shock.

Ann sat down on the bench beneath the overpass. She seemed unconcerned about the dust and city
grime. "Theimportant thing to do now," she said asif continuing some other conversation, "isto decode
what Bridget said."

| sat down, stretching my legs out. " She said that even she didn't know what she meant.”

She stared up at the grey concrete overhead. "The blood was the blood of the Maiden, the Virgin. A
girl'sfirst mensirua period. She said that it was the First Blood and linked it to the cycles of the Moon.
That was pretty explicit. The cramps| experienced confirmsthat. Severe mengtrua cramps, and I'm
nowhere near my own period."

| nodded politely and watched the traffic speed by. | wasn't too interested in women's medicd problems.

"Ddl," shesad findly, "Were going to encounter alot of thingsthat seem strange or inconsequentia on
the surface. We have to be aware of every little detail. The phenomenathat alot of people call ‘magic
consst of methods to unlock selected portions of the human mind. Once open, these parts of the mind
can perform astonishing feats and induce powerful changesin the outside world. After what happened to
us, you can't deny that there are certain people who can see thingsthat others can't.”

| didn't likeit. It sounded too self-conscioudy mysticdl. "I could till be tripping on thedrugs,” | said.
"Not many people see an RTD bus stop on acid.”
"Could beabum trip."

"Dell-just because most people can't integrate a variable across an interval doesn't mean that a
meathematician isamagician Smply because he can.”

"It would have athousand years ago.”

"Y es, but we see the difference now. The mathematician has merdly been trained to use apart of hismind
in aspecific manner. A... whatever you want to call her-awitch-istrained to manipulate a different set of
symbolsfor the same purpose: to understand and utilize nature.”

Thebusarived. | flagged it down.

Ann stood and stretched like a gold and turquoise cat. She wasn't concerned with any reply | might have
made. We were both tired.

The bus lumbered off the freeway and dowed. It was an aging thing, wary of its movements. It hissed
and grumbled to ahdlt, its brakes creaking like old muscles.

Ann paid for both of us. | picked seats near the rear exit. The only other passengers were an old woman
behind the driver and a young bum behind us. The old lady wore arotting brown cloth coat and held a
paper bag full of paper bagsto her chest. She muttered quietly to the outside world, damning it for her
orief.



The young man sat reading atrashy pornoplaque, the cleanest thing about him. Sweat stained hisdenim
jacket intwin circlesunder hisarms. He chewed on something that occasionally dripped past hislipsinto
his ruddy beard, disappearing from sight.

After severd minutes of uncomfortable sllence, Ann asked, "Do you believe in god? Redly beieve?'
"No. It wasn't part of my upbringing.”

"Doyou bdievein satan?"

"It'sapackage dedl, Sdter. | don't believein either one. If | need to see the devil, | only haveto look as
far asaloca precinct house where a cop beats out confessions. Or agovernment office where nicely
dressed agents take your money to line their pockets. Or the city streets where some punk would kick
his grandmother's head in for aquarter.”

"Humanity's not dl that bad, Dell.”

"Sure" | sad, "1 know-somewhere there glows the purefire of truth, reason, justice, and hope." | drew a
cigarette from my pack and lit it. "I'd like to find it someday.”

The old lady at the front looked at me and pointed at the No Smoking sign. She coughed into her hand,
looked at it, and wiped it on her coat.

Ann didn't notice. She smiled a me. "Y ou may have your chanceyet."

"Yeah. And pigsmay fly." | gazed out the window. " Speaking of which, that police helicopter's been
circling Van Nessfor quite sometime.”

Ann looked and frowned. "Think they found the Porsche?'

"Money talks. Copsloveto listen. The church can makelots of conversation.” | smiled. "I wonder how
Golding'sgoing to explainit.”

"Let'sget back to the rest of the message." She chewed on her lip. "Do you think we should risk going to
your office?'

| took along drag on the cigarette while consdering the question. Finaly | said, "I think well have some
time before any officer decidesto brave the Arco itself. The story about the radiation dies hard. Beathan
and hisboys are more likely to conduct the search rather than bring in athird party."

"Gambit!" she said suddenly.

| ground out my cigarette butt under my heel and turned toward her. Her eyes had regained some of their
life

"A gambit isamovein chesswhere an unimportant piece is sacrificed near the beginning of the game as
part of agreater Srategy.”

"And who's the pawn we're looking for?!



"Bridget said, ‘The paradoxica oneisthe gambit." Ann mused for amoment. " A thousand men yet
none' isa paradox.”

"It'sacontradiction, actudly. Y ou think a thousand men are going to be sacrificed somewhere?’ |
watched the “copter circle around south Hollywood a couple more times. They gave up and flew east.

"Maybe athousand men. Maybe none." She leaned back to stare at the ceiling. "The paradox islinked to
the gambit somehow. And what about the monsters beneath the earth born of fireand dl that?'

| shrugged. "Hdl, obvioudy. It'sgot to be all ametaphor.”
"Yed But for what?"
| spread my hands helplesdy. "I'm no philosopher.”

The bus rumbled over the Harbor Freaway junction, which was more pothole than pavement. It
lumbered up the Third Street offramp. | pressed the bell strip to signal the driver. He turned around to
look back at uswith languid, pained eyes. Air brakes wheezed, coughed once, and growled usto a halt.
The doors ached open.

"Metgphorsarefineg" | said, stepping off the bus and extending my hand to her like some scruffy
Gaahad. Like atouded Guinevere, shetook my arm and stepped to the pavement. "Except that a
metaphor can be misconstrued. Look at the different ways the storiesin the Bible are interpreted. That
guff she mumbled could have ahundred different meanings. If it meansanything at dl.”

We crossed the freeway overpassto stroll down toward Figueroa and the Arco Towers. Ann grew

moody.

"WEell just haveto keep at it until we find the answer.”

"Fing" | said. "My feeisfive hundred gramsaday. In the meantime, I'm involved in another project.”
She stopped and turned toward me. The wind from the freeway blew through her hair, tugging at her
dress. Her hair and shiny Danskin top shimmered in the descending sunlight like adream of drifting gold
dust on adistant blue horizon.

"Thisispart of your project. Those phenomenawere no coincidence. Those priests didn't pick us
randomly to kidnap. Those Nazarene Nazis didn't just happen to pass by the store and decide to smash
it up. They recognized you as being afoca point of fundamenta importance.”

"S0 I've got someone running scared. So Ammo's setting up the crime of the millennium. The world
trembles | kept walking.

Shefél in step with me after amoment. "It's more than that, Dell. Bridget said, "The time of the Number
isnigh.'| think you just hit on it. Wereless than two months away from the millennium. A lot of people
believe that the millennium will mark the return of the kingdom of god.”

"Thenthey'll be off by ayear. The millennium beginswith the year two thousand one."

"People like large round numbers.”



"Yeah," | said. "Especidly on pieces of engraved paper. And that'sjust what dl the professional prophets
and doomsayers have been getting in exchange for undelivered goods.”

"Wouldn' it be nice to change that?'
Wed reached the bottom of the offramp. | turned right at Figueroa.

"Killing God wouldn't changethat,” | said. "If He even exigs at dl, He hasn't done much to prevent
people from exploiting His name. Removing Him won't stop the con game."

"It might," shesaid, "if the victims saw through the sham.”
The day was Htill clear, the sky about asbrown asit usudly isinfal. Most of the derdlictswere
somewhere else. A beautiful day. Not adrop of blood in the sky. Old Downtown lay quiet and till, the

late afternoon shadows long and cool.

Ann stopped to point in shock at what was |eft of the Sign advertising the underground Arco Plaza shops.
The shops had been abandoned after the blast, of course, and the bel ow-street mall sealed up.

"Dell-" She dropped her arm down and turned to me. "Y ou know the traditional image of the Devil'stall,
don'tyou?'

"Long. Black. A heart or spade shape on theend.”
"Likean arrow."

| nodded. She nodded. We looked at the Plaza sign. A fat black arrow described athree-quarter circle
to point downward.

""Thetail of the Dark One pointsto the out and down, running near full-circle,” sherecited. " He's down
therel "

It was asif someone had thrown a switch.

| tried to ask, "Who?" but the word froze in my throat as| stared at the sky. Without acloud anywhere,
the sky suddenly darkened. A wind whipped up behind us, icy and ingstent. My ears rang from growing
pressure, like an inaudible vibration that blanked out all sound. Above us, the jagged remains of the
tower were transformed into a gleaming black dagger poised over the earth.

"We can't get down there," | said over the deafening silence. "The Plazals been aruin ever sncethe
bombing. Abandoned. Most of the radioactive debris was washed into it during the decontamination.”

Ann stared in horror at the phantasmal ebony blade suspended above us. Blood formed aong its cutting
edge, running down to fal inimpaossbly huge dropletsto the rubble in the street.

Laughter echoed up from somewhere. A mocking, derisive obscenity that sounded uneasily familiar, like
the voicesthat shout in nightmares.

We both stood our ground. Shadows reached down from the lightless sky to flit about us. They snaked



and twisted about, aways at the edge of perception, just at the far corner of sight.
"How dangerousisit down there?" Ann asked.

"You haveto ask?' | swatted at the pooks even asthe wind pushed us closer. "'l lived two hundred feet
aboveit for twelve years and got cancer for my trouble.”

"If hesdown there," she said, not even hearing my answer, "weve got to stop him." She glared
unblinking at the dagger amed at the heart of the world.

"If he's down there-whomever you mean-I need to get into my office. The church tithed my Colt when
they sapped me."

"Y ou want to go ingde that?" The glittering, bloody image transfixed her.

| grabbed her arm. "Sure." | pulled her toward the mirage. "It'sjust like the blood before-an illusion.
Fake. Y ou want to burrow down into a radioactive swamp! Whichiscrazier?'

The cold wind had become agae. It blew at our backs, urging ustoward the glistening point of the
blade. | didn't like that one bit. Maybe, | thought, just maybe some magica equivalent of judo was called
for. Take the offensve. Turn the impetus against the attacker.

Running away seemed much more sensible.

Something smal and hideoudy blue-black skittered past us, chattering like an angry monkey, to vanish
into the false night. The shadows gained strength. They squeezed at our chests to keep us from bregathing.
My lungslabored likeafrantic animal in agiant'sfist. | dragged Ann forward.

She snapped her wrist out of my grasp with a defiant tug. She didn't run away, though-she kept my pace.
We clambered over crumbled steel and glass to reach the place where the tower's revolving doors
should have been. A roailing pattern of black and grey enveloped everything. It looked like the surface of
some horrid polluted sea. | reached out toward it, plunged into it up to my wrist. It ft likeliquid

nitrogen.

| screamed. The wind threatened to shove me completely into the swirling maelstrom. | curled my burning
hand into afist and rammed forward.

My knuckles cracked against glass. Cool, smooth, firm plate glass. The kind of glassyou can seeand
fed on any building anywhere,

The shifting darkness raced away from wherel hit to reveal the side of Arco North. Overheed, the knife
and the blood unraveled into nothingness. The sky lightened to the intensity of gpproaching twilight-the
west glowed red-orange. The wind died down to agentle breeze. Everything lay in shadow, but at least
these shadows stood till.

| had managed to come within afoot of the revolving door. We stepped through into the lobby and
rushed toward the devator. | didn't fed like climbing up and down stairs at the moment. | punched for
the one operating car. It cresked to life like an old dog dutifully trudging down to its master.

"Weve got to find away down below." Annlooked at me. Her eyebrows arched with a gentle curve that



straddled the thin line between an affectation of perpetua surprise and theimpression of shrewd,
shrewish cunning. They managed to frame her cool blue eyes with adegp warmth. When she wanted
them to. Right now, the lines enclosed alook of tired persstence.

"l want to get thisover with," shesaid. "l can't have thisgo on much longer."

"It'l be over soon enough, kid. Everything ends before were ready for it."

Thelift shuddered to astop. The doors parted with the creak of meta that seestoo little use.

| told her to hold the doors open while | trotted off to my office. Sheleaned against the electric eyesto
cut off their light. She closed her own eyes, cutting off their light, too.

My officelooked and smelled asit dways did. Dead. Just like the promise of weslth and comfort I'd
envisoned years ago.

Promises.
Life promised nothing except a pointless existence punctuated by an early death. Or so I'd heard.

My cheerful mood was not improved by the message on my answering machine. | rummaged through the
desk for my other pistal.

"Dell"-the voice on the tape sounded worried-"this is Joey Moreno. You gotta come over right away.
Some priests from my archdiocese just left here, asking some really strange questions about you
and that TV nut Zacharias. Something funny's going on. I'll be waiting."

Theline clicked and buzzed. | found my other Colt Lightweight Commander, checked the magazinein
the grip. Full. | dipped a second loaded magazine into my pocket. Feeling atad more secure, | racked
the action, snapped on the safety, and did the gun into my waistband holster.

| dug up my Magna-Lite and flicked it on. The batteries still worked. Good.

| reset the answering machine and locked up. Ann was still standing in front of the doorswhen | reached
the elevator. Her face had relaxed into acalm mask. Her purse lay loosely clutched in her hand.
Somehow, her nylons had survived the ordeals and the barefoot walk unscathed. Just like Hollywood, |
thought as | touched her shoulder lightly.

"Hereswhere we split up, Blondie."

She opened her eyes. "What?"

"Head over to Auberge. I'll meet you at the Cafe of the Angelswhen I'm finished downgtairs. Get aroom
a theHotd Libyaif I'mlate.

"No," shesad, "I'm going with you."
"L ook, sgter, | happen to have a contractua immunity to radiation-1 think. Y ou're not so blessed.”



"You've got spunk. Just et alittle common sensesink in.” | et the doors close. When | sighed, it sounded
just like the aging motor that lowered us dowly down.

"Angdl, theré'satimeto flex your saf-confidence and atimeto play it wise. Assassins are some of the
most cautious people around. Always cross at the green after looking both ways and overhead.” | smiled.
It didn't do any good.

"I'll guard your back." Her gaze was as cold as the polar wind. Her hand whipped something out of her
purse. It glinted even in the diffused elevator light. She held it up to me.

The blade was aslong as my hand, double-edged and vehemently sharp. The rainbow-tempered sted!
narrowed to anasty point at the tip. The smooth black hilt was contoured and intricately carved to
provide asure grip. She held it asif she knew when to useit, and how.

"What did you say your job is at the Bautista Corporation?”
"Assgtant comptroller,” shesad.
"Areyour bookkeepersthat difficult to keep in line?!

"The lady's got to protect hersdlf. Lasers are too finicky, guns are too troublesome to maintain properly.
Besides'-she lowered the knife-"there aren't many white knights around to save distressed damsdls
anymore." Shelaughed. Her face glowed with life again, like the moon coming out from behind an

edipse.

"The lady with adagger, eh? Where were you thirty years ago? Y ou'd have made a great comrade-or
enemy.” That didit. | was getting wistful. A sure Sgn of my dotage. | clammed up.

She looked embarrassed for amoment, then smiled as gently as a seabreeze a dawn. She did the
toaddticker back into its sheath in her handbag. It must have weighed haf akilo.

The elevator doors opened on the lobby-the farthest the car could descend. Some of Old Downtown's
elite sprawled about the tattered chairs and piles of rags. The less drunken ones tried to argue about the
recent inclement weather. Their conclusions were more elegant and metaphysical than mine, so | sopped
listening and headed for the exit facing Flower. Ann followed.

"All right, sweetheart." | stepped through aholein one of the glass panelsthat served asthe doorway.
"Y ou're afree woman above the age of consent. | can see there's only one way to keep you from risking
your neck-and I've never decked awoman before. Come on.”

That sounded good. | nodded toward the subway-style stairs down to the Plaza. | looked tough. The
image satisfied me. No need to let her know that | was as scared as alittle kid caught in awar zone. The
part that bothered me wasthat | hadn't been drafted-1'd volunteered.

There were two entrances to the Plaza on Flower. The one nearer Sixth Street was still buried under the
rubble from the South Tower. The one by North was only marginaly more ble-years of neglect
had not made the way any safer. Winds had pushed dirt and trash down the stairsto fill the bottom to
thigh height.



| switched on the Magna-Lite. A white ova of illumination spilled across the quadruple doors. The glass
panel of one had been smashed long ago. A mound of rubbish flowed through it to form an dluvid fan
inddethe Plaza

| wrapped my fingers around the exposed edge of the glass. The butt of my flashlight tapped firmly
againgt it. A large piece broke away on the second try with no more than aloud snap. A few extra
swings cleared an opening wide enough for me to step through.

"Careful,” | sad in offering my hand to Ann. " Scars aren't fashionable this year.”

She made it through easily. The steps beyond the door were cluttered with debris. Bits of broken
masonry and pulverized tile covered the stairway in arough, unstable blanket.

"l was here once," Ann whispered like akid in church, "before they blew it up.”

| nodded in the darkness and took a tentative step downward. It was like tiptoeing on castanets. | took
the next step even dower.

"Why'd they doit?"

"Huh?" | tried to keep the torch beam steady for both of us. The steps were part of abroken
escalator-we walked down it as dowly as debutantes at a coming-out party. | grasped the handrail just
asthelittle sgn on my left commanded. Gritty dust covered everything. A dank, sickening smell soaked
theair, like the odor of dead lilacsin aforgotten tenement where someone londly had died. Water
dripped in acorner.

"Theterrorists.” She guided her feet carefully between mounds of rubble. "Why'd they blow up the
towers?'

"Why ask me? I'm no expert.” We'd made it halfway down the escalator. The air grew even thicker-a
humid presence that clung like stdefog.

"Arent you part of the whole terrorist scene?!

My foot jerked, sending a blue square of tile skittering down the steps. It ended its clattering descent with
aweak splash.

Great-the Plaza's flooded. | wasn't considering that problem at the moment. | didn't want to be down
there, with or without Ann, and she'd just hit a sore spot.

"What | do isthe exact opposite of terrorism.” If awhisperer can snarl, | dmost snarled. "Terroristskill
innocents and noncombatants to create fear. They hope to use that fear to gain or keep power. They're
awayswrong. That'swherel comein. Sure, | take pay from ruling class statists and secret
conspiracies-yet I've managed to interrupt the careers of far more ambitious generas and would-be
tyrantsthan anyone el'se in the business. I've never killed anyone who didn't clearly demonstrate that he'd
had it coming. I've kept the world safe for... well, for whatever. I've stopped a dozen wars before they
reached the shooting stage. And yes," | hissed, "I've assassinated terrorists of every palitical stripe. I've
even taken the trouble to determine the consequences of my actions.”

| paused to fume slently. At the bottom of the stairs, something splashed and dithered. Ann said nothing.



"| can say that I've consstently been on theright Sde, because killing tyrantsfor any reasonisadwaysa
net good.”

She smiled without mirth. "Isthat why you took the contract on god?"

A shadow drifted at the base of the escalator. | wasn't sure whether it wasthe result of my wavering light
beam or not. | stopped. My hand reached out to squeeze Ann'swrist for silence,

The shadow moved again, even though | held the beam as steady asacorpsesamile. Sowly | lifted it,
playing the dlipse of white acrossthefirst level of the Plaza. A thin layer of water covered thefloor. The
blast years ago had imparted a distinct tilt to the mall, dropping it away from usin agradua dope. |
wondered how deep it might be afew hundred yards ahead.

I'd worry about that later. It wasthething afew feet in front of usthat occupied my immediate concern.

The shadow stopped moving, even though my Magna-Lite hadn't. It took a deep, rattling breath asthe
poal of light approached. | flicked my wrist up-it didn't look asif it would scare easly. The thing stood in
the clear whitelight.

A thing that had once been human.

Red Mass

It grasped a piece of meta astwisted and scarred asit was. | suppose it was aman.

He stared into the beam with squinting, dull eyes, hisright hand clutching the contorted piece of sed asif
it wereaclub.

| eased the Colt out of my waistband. | had the advantage, hiding behind the flashlight's glare.

We stood there, frozen, like a couple of mismatched gundingersin some cheap gothic western. | waved
the beam back and forth. The wet eyesin his deathly white face followed the movement. Perhaps face
wasn't quite the right word. His head consisted of alumpy mass of swollen pustules and ul cerated
wounds. No hair grew anywhere on his naked body. One shoulder doped lower than the other. Loose
bits of flesh clung tenuoudy to his sunken chest.

A rat haf-swam, half-scampered through the floating garbage. 1t bumped into the derdlict'sleg and
angrily bitit. If henoticed at dl, he owned agrest face for poker. His pale eyes continued to watch the
beam.

"Hypnotized by it," Annwhispered, pulling up so close behind methat | could dmost smell her
exhaugted, womanly scent through the stench around us.

"Or crazy," | said, "from being down here sncethe blast.”

"Been up!" The croak issued from benegath the fleshy lumps. He didn't seem to be addressing usin
particular. "Been up when | get hungry. Lots of food if you know whereto look. And | can catchit.”



Helowered hisclubtolean onit, usng it like acane. A rheumy glaze coated his eyes, what | could see of
them.

"Did we begt the Reds?'

| didn't know whether he referred to baseba | or battlefields, so | kept quiet. | felt as embarrassed as
anyonewould fed, dropping in on Hell uninvited.

Hisfree hand twisted around behind him asiif to scratch at his back but fell feebly to hissde. Hetook a
tremulous step forward, doshing water aside with his bare feet. The sorts of weltsthat covered hisface
weredl over hisbody in smdl lumps and festering nodules. Here and there grey-white strips of dead skin

hung like rags from abeggar.

| wasn't sure what to do next. Was he the one we were after? If not, did we have to get past him first?
He solved the problem conveniently.

"Firedown below," he murmured in amatter-of-fact way. His eyes glazed over sightlesdy. They'd be
sghtlessforever.

Hefdl forward, the stedl strut dipping out under hisweight. Sowly, asthough savoring the moment, he
did dongit. He didn't notice the jagged edges tearing chunks of bloodless tissue from under hisarm.

The thin sheet of water parted to make way for him, flowing back an ingtant after impact to surround his
body. At the base of his spine protruded the wavy blade of aflame dagger, placed there, no doubt, by
someone who wanted privacy. Light bounced from it to amirror on thewall, which reflected it to an
unbroken piece of mirror on the opposite wall, and so on forever.

Nothing moved. Ann made the sound they usualy make in the movies-that sort of haf-gasp that catches
and holdsin the throat like a butterfly waiting for a chance to escape.

| turned to face her. Sure enough, she had the back of her hand against her open mouth, her eyeswide
with shock. The only difference between her and a thousand Hollywood cornbdls was the carving knife
she grasped with aphysician's steadiness. Shelowered it dowly, her mouth still agape, nogtrilsflared asif
to catch the scent of his departing soul.

| stepped over hisinert form into ankle-deep water. "The answer to your next question is, "He's dead, Al
right. As dead asacampaign promise.™ | extended my hand to her. "Let'sgo."

Shetook care to step over the corpse and avoid the area where some clumps of loose skin had splashed
down. Once over, she did something that 1'd only ever seen mysdlf do. She crouched over the body to
yank the flame dagger out of the dead man's back. She examined it for amoment, then let it dangle
loosdly in her grasp.

"Did the radiation turn himinto that?" she asked, dipping the strap of her purse over her opposite
shoulder to enable her to carry aknifein either hand.

She'd bounced back fast.



| shrugged noncommittaly. "Whatever was killing him sure didn't work asfast asthat blade.”

| shined the Magna-Lite over the walls. Most of the colored tile had cracked and fallen away under the
force of the blast years ago. A sign hung dantways on asingle peg.

"Welcometo Bond Street,” | said to the darkness. "Enjoy your walk. Watch for rats and mutants.”

We doshed past shops that had been hastily evacuated years ago. Their silent doors hung open,
merchandise scattered. Not even looters wanted anything that hot.

We passed atravel agency. Mildewed, rotting posters exhorted usto visit faraway countries, some of
which no longer existed.

My feet squished insde my shoes. Thewater level hadn't increased much. Most of it was probably
waiting for usbelow.

"Down the gtairs," | said when we reached the next escalator. On either side of us, cracked mirrors
reflected usto infinity.

My shoes crunched over broken glass and tile. The humidity increased with each descending step. |
talked in an attempt to ignore the chill that crept up insde me.

"Y ou're expecting some sort of sacrificid ritud down here, right?!
"All the psychic clues point to that." She fussed with the purse's narrow strap.
"What if I'm the sacrifice? We could be walking into atrap.”

"Perhaps,” Ann whispered. " The psychic images, though, seemed to come from the intended victim, not
from the sacrificer. The blood symbolswere feminine.”

"So areyou. You're not planning to play mumblety-peg on me with one of those toys, are you?”'

She stopped at the third step from the bottom-the last step above the level of the stagnant, crusted water.
| took the extra step and dogged into the mess, shin-deep in the atomic sewer.

"What do you mean?’ she demanded. In the overspill of the Magnal ite, her eyes glowed savagely.
Hmm. Maybe| could get her to leave, | thought, if | got her worked up enough.

"Siger, for dl | know you could be leading me herefor alittle sacrifice of your own. You own ablack
blade-"

"Thehilt is black-"

"Y ou seemed a bit too eager to help a stranger do something as odd as hunt down God and kill Him.
Either you're crazier than | am or you're not playing your full hand. Whichisit?'

"Weadl have aces up our deevesin thisgame, Ddl, but I'm not the only player. Let's keep going.”



| drew my automatic and held it a my side. The heat and the cloying atmosphere were getting to me. |
wanted her to get the hell out.

"I've never plugged adame,”" | said. "At least, not without acontract.” | turned wearily, held the muzzle
pointed ahead of me, and stepped further into the brackish, cool water. It doshed against my thighs.

Ann made no sound following mein. She did the flame dagger into her purse, leaving the black-hilted one
in her right hand. She grasped it in the correct position for both gutting and pommeling.

The little hairs along the back of my neck stood nervoudly at atention.

Between the water and the floor rested alayer of scum-coated metal and masonry. | walked over the
terrain as gingerly as apickpocket stepping past a precinct house. Sometimes my toes or hed hit
something soft or rolled across aformless, pulpy mass. | didn't want to know...

We veered off to theright. | stopped.

"Welcometo Fifth Avenue," she said, looking up at apedling sgn.

"Shh." Something buzzed in the Sllence. Rats cavorted off in the distance. How they could stand the smell
was beyond me,

| flicked off the flashlight. We stood silently in apitch darkness thatafter afew moments-didn't seem so
black. | must be getting old. Blondie wasthefirst to seethelight.

"Over there" She pointed.
| glanced squintily around until | saw afaint diver of light illuminating acorner of thefar wall.
"Could belight from the hole where South Tower stood,” | whispered.

"Not at this hour. Come on." She dogged forward. "That's what we're looking for." At least we were
heading toward sha lower water.

Ann'sfoot stepped on something and dipped out from under her.
| was close enough to catch her just by reaching toward her sounds in the darkness. My arm tightened
around her waist as though both had been built for that single purpose. | pulled her close. She smelled

like summer would smell to someone who'd spent hisentirelifein winter.

Her arms wrapped around me-fists that clutched a purse and aknife thumping lightly against my back.
She pulled me even closer. Her hair brushed against my cheek, softly asafawn'stouch.

Somewhere, someone began to recite poetry. It didn't fit the mood. It wasn't particularly romantic.
"That'shim," she whispered.

She untangled herself quickly to crouch low, listening.



Off in the dim glow ahead of us, adeep voice rumbled in loud, fearless tones. He must have surmised
that no one would be around to hear him. He'd taken deadly enough precautions.

"In the name of the Ruler of Earth and the King of the World, | command the Forces of Darknessto
gather and heed my cal!”

Whoever was in there sounded insandly serious. And just a shade too familiar.

| thumbed on the flash and dripped forward as quietly asthefirst rays of dawn sneaking into awar zone.
Ann kept by my sde, holding her pigsticker with tight knuckles. We followed the buzzing noise and the

light.

"Thetime of the Usurper isnigh!" the voice bellowed. "I cal upon the Legions of the Night to rise up
around me! Throw open the Gates of Hell! Come forward from the Abyss. Serve me, your brother and
aly, your Father and Magter!"

We rounded an oblique passage to wade through asmall atrium. Twin open stairways cascaded into the
dime pooled at their bases. The light from around alow corner a the far end of the corridor grew more
intense.

The buzzing sound grew louder. An acrid aroma of some exotic incensefilled the damp, oppressive
atmosphere.

"Hies" Ann said, waving her knife around asif to dash them away.

The voice droned on, louder and more imperious. "By dal the Gods of the Fit, | command these thingsto
cometo pass! Fire and Death! Blood and Victory!"

Hisvoice cracked and boomed in arich baritone, with al the force of agenerad marshaling histroops.
We splashed closer, wading through caf-deep water and insects. The flickering light turned a shade more
orange. | took another step forward and the swarm of flies closed behind melike a curtain. Ann followed
me into the clearing and gasped asif she'd been stabbed in the sscomach.

"Comeon," | said. "Wereamogst out of the water."

The slt-smeared floor had bulged upward sometimein the past, leaving the part of the md| caled Place
de Bruxelles high and dry. We passed ajewdry store that some maniac had looted in spite of the
radiation danger; | marveled at my own lunacy quatient.

| doused the torch again to concentrate on the harsh stream of light angling out of awooden doorway
ahead of us.

"In the names of the Princes of Hell; Satan, Lucifer, Belid, Leviathan! | summon forth the Powers of the
Night! Crush the Enemy! Take this sacrifice, that His blood should drain ashers. Let His essence be cast
to the eternal Winds as her lifeisthrown to the Void! Asshedies, so diesmy Enemy!”

| edged toward the doorway. My shoes had picked up an irritating squishy sound.

The place had been a chapdl, years ago. Now, in the glow of ahundred black candles, avariation of



Massworthy of Disney County wasin full swing.

A hooded figure in robes of unrefulgent black loomed over an dtar draped in the same jet materid. Atop
the oblong dab lay the body of agirl, her face turned toward him, awvay from my view. | couldnt tell if
shewasdive or dead.

The chapd's decor had undergone afew minor modifications. The heavy wooden cross behind the dtar
had been inverted. From the cross hung ared and black image of an upside-down star. Insde the star
was a stylized goat's head. Scores of black candles burned on the pews and railing. Their light flickered
in the stifled atmosphere.

The robed figure continued to face the pentagram. | had a pretty good ideawhat was going on.

A long, thin dagger appeared from the folds of his outfit. He raised it high to the symbols above him. Its
blade was as black as hisintentions.

"In the name of Ahriman and Marduk,” he thundered, "of Coyote, Baphomet, and Sekhmet! Takethis
virgin blood and drink! I command theeto rise forth in beauteous terror to impae my accursed Enemy
on the bifid barb of Hell!"

Hewhirled about with arustle of fabric, raisng the bladeto drive it home.

| saw the man | most expected to see. | took aim with my pistol.

The girl turned her head away from the blade, screaming toward the door. And | saw who she was.

| dmost burst out laughing. He had managed to pick an astoundingly ingppropriate victim!

"Drop the sticker, Zack." | raced up to therailing and crouched to one knee, waggling my automatic asif
| were areal threatening character.

Zack's soft eyes curled up from gazing at the kid. He snarled like a cornered animal. Knuckles tightened
to glint like polished bone. Under his hood, his face ran through a spectrum of colors ending with purple.

"Get out of herel" he shrieked. "This doesn't concern you!™

| took one step up toward the dtar. "Not that | like to kibitz or anything, but if you need virgin blood,
youreinbigtroublein L.A. That little tart you've got is about as pure as the whiskey in a skid-row bar."

Thekid looked redlly scared. She stared up at Emil and the dagger. | figured | could shoot him on the
downswing without her getting cut. The hilt looked heavy enough to upend if he dropped it.

The kid shouted, "It's not true, mister! He knowsit'satrick. | never made it with anyone!” She looked
draight a me.

The room faded away in agrey whirl. | felt abysmaly cold and lost. Suddenly | saw the girl standing
before me. She wore aleather outfit that on someone older would have been afedera offense. On her it
looked slly.

"I tricked them all," she shouted at me o rapidly that she ssumbled over the words. " We can talk here,



alot faster than in real time. | can do thiswith anyone. Or so | thought. | used it to get money.
The old farts thought they'd got laid and | didn't even have to touch them. Honest. That's why you
caught me off guard. | couldn't grab your mind like that."

My voice came from somewhere dse, asif | weren't talking. "I got your distress call. You could have
given us more explicit directions.”

Shelooked terrified. "What distress ca-"

A scream shuddered around me. The grey fog vanished. | stood facing ascreaming child. Zack still held
his blade doft, asif I'd only been gone an instant. | aimed with both hands and fired.

The pistol blasted, its report filling the chapd like aphysica presence. Through the blinding flash and
explosion, | saw Emil grab at his hand and howl.

"Abbadon!" he shrieked. "Y oull pay for this Ammo!"

"Deduct it frommy tab," | said.

Ann glared a my client with a savage hatred. She made cutting motionsin the air with her knife.
Emil stared a me, then a her. Hislips curled back, and hisvoice reached straight up from the gutter.
"You! You fucking mother! I'll get you for this. Nobody betrays me!™

"I'm not betraying you," | said, stepping up to the dtar to lift the kid's shuddering body off the black
velvet. "l dill intend to fulfill our contract. I'm getting new leads dl thetime. Y ou've been an inspiration.”

He never took his eyes off Ann.

"Youll regret thisdliance" he said.

"| learned not to have any regrets,” | said, stepping down from the atar with my small burden. "I've had a
full life, and | don't give adamn what happens next. Y ou'relooking at the man who's going to pull the
cosmic trigger and blow Number Oneinto stardust.”

"Youtdk ahard line, Ammo. Let's see some ddivery.”

He turned to storm out the side door of the chapdl. | didn't want to imagine which direction he went from
there. I'd glanced at the bullet wound through his hand.

It didn't bleed. Not adrop.

Isadora

"A thousand men yet none," Ann said. She walked beside me, leading the way with the flashlight beam.

We departed the chapd, leaving the candles to flicker behind us. | wasn't worried about anything



catching firein thisdamp tomb. And if it did, the city fathers would probably applaud me for an act of
urban renewd.

Theflieswere gone, the plazasilent.

| shifted the kid to piggyback when we reached the thigh-high water. " She put on a pretty swell act for a
virgin."

"Y ou have to nowadays," the kid said.
"What's your name?' Ann asked.

Thekid squirmed abit. "IsadoraVVolante. And it's no act. They got their money's worth. Weren't you
convinced?'

| had to admit that she had awild talent. Just how wild she didn't seem to know.

"Look, kid-"

"It'slsadora," she snapped, "when I've got my clothes off."

"Right. Listen, you acted asif you didn't know what led usto you."

"l don't. Y ou weren't just passing by?'

"Ki-lsadora, you lit up L.A. with enough specid effectsto shame Cecil B. DeMille.”

She snorted. "Well, | never noticed it. All | knew was, that freako tried to kill me and there wasn't any
way | could even touch the son of abitch. I've bounced some weird stuff back at guys, but whatever was
ingde hishead..." She quivered and hugged my neck tighter.

"Goeasy onhim," | said. "He's suffersfrom amassive inferiority complex.”

A fluttering noise hdf-echoed from another part of the lower plaza. "Ligen," | sad. "Moreflies?"

"Too loud for that,” Ann said.

"Let'schangedirections” | suggested. "We can try the northside escaators.”

"Why?" Ann asked.

"Cdl itahunch, cdl it intuition, cal it ahedthy cowardice. | don't think we should go back the way we
camne”

Ann nodded. "L ead the way."

| turned. The fluttering was behind us now. | jostled Isadora. "Hey," | asked softly, "you're not
trangmitting anything, are you?"

"Too tired." Sheleaned her chin on my shoulder.



The sound grew louder, like dabs of wet leather dapped lightly against one another. Ann and | waded as
swiftly aswe could.

| started to say, "Ann-".
And then they wereon us.

10
The Damned

Thefirst oneflew out of the darknessto strike my shoulder with sharp black talonsfully extended. They
ripped through cloth down into flesh. Blood welled up in droplets like dew on a beer mug.

Noilluson. Thiswasredl. It hurt. The screaming grew louder.
Except that | thought bats couldn't scream.

Ann didn't make a sound, even when the other dozen or so swooped down the corridor, howling madly.
Score onefor her.

| dropped the kid into the drink to give me alittle elbow room. | reached for my Colt, only to hesitate.
The bats outnumbered my supply of rounds, and | wasn't such afabulous shot that | could bring down
gmdl animdsinthislight.

My concentration was broken by one of the things dapping against my back and sinking itsfangsinto the
nape of my neck. | reached up and behind to squeezeitslittle neck until it choked and let go.

Two of them had ganged up on Ann, and they weren't the storybook typesthat get tangled in hair. They
went for her eyes. The others circled about, screeching.

| had problems of my own.

| pulled the struggling thing over my head. Bad idea. It tried to give me a Mohawk by raking itsclaws
over my scap.

| got himin front of me, though. We stared face-to-face. And what afacel

Where abat's head reasonably should have been glared a contorted mockery of a human face, twisted in
agony. Itslips curled back around huge, bloody fangs. Watching it asthough | had nothing better to do at
thetime, | finally heard what it was screaming.

It screamed for forgiveness.

So did the others dashing a Ann in an unbatlike manner.

| thought about it long and hard for a second or so. But agenerous natureis one of the virtues| lack.

Continuing to choke the tiny mongter's throat with one hand, | twisted its body with the other. Its neck



snapped like ahallow, rotted twig, and the thing fell limp. | dropped it from my handsinto the dudge.

"DdI!" Ann gragped the flashlight in one hand, her stedl in the other. She was cuitting &t the air again with
the knife while swinging the torch like a club. Her purse dapped againgt her wet hip like awrecking ball.
It was awonder she managed to remain standing in the middle of the fracas.

| splashed back up to the chapel gift shop. Inside the shattered window display were some shelves. |
grabbed one, ignoring the crosses lying there. | figured they wouldn't help in my case.

| waded back into the fray. The plank worked fine. Thefirst bat | hit flew halfway across the hal-though
not under its own power.

| pulled off abat that had plunged itsteeth in the hed of Ann'sleft pam. Itsface looked familiar, like that
of adead president or someone of that ilk.

| swung it around me like a chicken marked for dinner. When its spine snapped, | threw it againgt the
escaator steps for good measure.

Thekid played it smart. She submerged as deep into the water as she could and ducked her head when
one of them swooped by.

| grabbed my board and tried to improve my batting average.

Annfinaly seemed to get the knack of keeping the bats away from her. Whenever she waggled her knife
in acertain manner, they backed off.l caromed another flying rodent off the wallsin abanked shot. It
splashed about angrily in the water before drowning. As creatures from Hell went, they were pretty tame.

One of the bats fluttered too close to Ann's blade. She managed to nick it.

Its shriek became asickly moan. It didn't seem asif shed doneit much harm. It acted, though, asif sheld
shot it full of hydrofluoric acid. The moan became apitiful, rattling sigh, like air escaping from abottle. It
took onelast wing-flap and performed a gracel ess nosedive into the water.

That made the others go crazy. Almost as one, they swept toward Ann. Her hair whipped about as she
swvung her dagger in wide angles and sharp turns. She must have had dl the aces on her sde. The bats
amogt looked asif they were diving into the blade's path. Within seconds, the rest of the batsfell sighing
to thefloor.

The place sounded like atire-dasher's wet dream.

Theroom fdl slent. Sowly, Isadorarose up from the water. Slowly, Ann regained her composure.
Sowly, | grew aware of the throbbing pain and hot wetness at the back of my neck. | dabbed at the
blood with asoggy handkerchief.

One of the batsthat Ann had killed floated near me, face up. Its eyes were closed and-as much as
possible around those vicious fangsits human face smiled.

| felt that overal sort of shiver you fedl when you touch something that's not supposed to be there,

"Comeon," | said, trying to sound tough and cooal. It came out sounding hoarse and old. | took the light
from Ann. Isadorafollowed on her own, to my aching back's relief.



| felt around for the base of the escaator. My toe found it, painfully. We rose up out of the dime toward
the insde entrance to North Tower. Halfway up, | turned to shine the beam back past the kid. Shewas
climbing up naked and dripping wet, looking like a severdy misplaced water nymph. Thelight threw a
circle of white on the lumpy surface of the water, where it shimmered and cast rippling reflections on the
wdls.

| noticed something missing in the weater. The bats.

| didn't want to know whether they merely sank or vanished or danced out doing the cha-cha. All | knew
wasthat | had blood coming out of various parts of me and that | ached like a second-place prizefighter.

Del Ammo'sarea hard man. Hefights Heaven and Hell. Ammo'sreal tough. Ammo wantsto lie down
on dry sheetswith an ice pack and a heating pad. Dell Ammo wantslife to ease the hell up on him.

| looked up to see adark shape snarling at the top of the stairs.

Ddl Ammo getsdl the breaks.

| snapped the Magna-Lite up at it. The thing hissed and pulled back. | drew my automatic, whipped it a
couple of timesto get water out of the barrel, and waited. "Get behind me," | whispered.

"Right,"” Annsaid. "I'll guard therear." She wedged the kid between us.The thing stepped into the light,
crouching low. It looked likeawolf, but | wasn't calling any oddstonight. It had logt its fur sometimein
the past, but had made up for it with thick scales of blackened, flaking skin. From the way it crouched, it
gave no sgn of being week or sick. Tiny droplets of foam dripped from its davering tongue when it
opened its maw to snarl.

"Oh, shit," said asmal voice behind me.

| took aim asit reared up to leap. The muzzle blast stung my hand. The report rang in my head like the
belsof St. Mary's.

The kick nearly threw me off balance on the dick steps. A firm hand at my back steadied me, pushing me
upright.

"Thanks, sweetheart,” | muttered through clenched teeth. | stared at the dog-or whatever it was. It had
collapsed at the top of the escalator, dead before it could lunge toward us. The bullet had made alarge,
ugly crater inits crusted skin. This one bled, though, nice and norma from its mouth and nose. Its
forequarters hung limply over the top step. Where there should have been paws, dirty, callused hands
twitched reflexively afew times and grew ill. They looked asif they'd once been dender, graceful
hands, perhaps those of awoman.

| said nothing. Ann said nothing. The kid said nothing. Wedl kept saying it until weld edged past the
limp, lifdesshulk.

Ann poked it with her sted!.

"Areyou sureit'sdead?" | sadora asked.



"It won't bother usanymore,” Ann replied. She poked it harder. It hissed dowly, languidly. Likean old
woman recalling a pleasant memory. The sound stopped as abruptly asit began.

"Did you punctureit?' The kid looked at Blondie with a queer expresson.

Ann looked back, her features calm. "It's dead, |sadora. Gone for good. | just wanted to be sure it
wouldnt... revive."

| turned to face the next flight of steps. "If you're through playing coroner, angel, we can try making it to
the top. Thisescdator heads right up into the lobby of North Tower. The fire doors were locked from
the insde before they began decontamination.”

Ann took the kid's hand to lead her past the corpse. "1 suppose you've got the key?"

| flicked the safety on my Colt back and forth, smiling. "I have an Open Portd spell. Hasn't failed me
yet."

| couldn't coax asmile out of either one of them. | hadn't expected to. We were asraucous as afuneral
home.

| beamed the Magna-Lite at the steel doors blocking the top of the escalator. Nothing there but some
angular shadows and piles of rusty red dust. We started up the cluttered steps.

The stark shadows at the top shifted-with the bobbing of the light, | assumed, paying it no mind.

| felt that familiar shiver passthrough me, though. Below us, | heard the scraping of tiny clawson stedl. |
froze.

The shadows above kept moving.
The footsteps below us dowed afew a atime. It sounded like rats.

"Just rats," | said out loud, more for my sake than the others. | took another step up and beamed thefire
door.

The shadows looked even more solid in the direct light. Not good.

They continued to move and shift, keeping no particular shape for more than afew seconds. Thewall
behind them barely showed through.

A few high-pitched, thin voices a the bottom of the stairs squedled, "Forgive usl™ A few morewhined in,
adding, "It's not our fault!" to the chorus.

Tiny feet scampered to reach thefirst step.
Thelady and the kid crowded up next to me.
| sweated what to do. Rats are more suited to shotguns than pistols.

| fired into the shadows ahead. They made bigger targets than whatever was closing in on usfrom



behind. The round went through the one in the middle and spattered against the wall.
| should have expected as much.

| fired again. This one marked thewall with aslvery splash. The shadow continued its wavering motions,
unbothered.

The things below us gained a couple more steps. They shrieked like athousand fingernailson date.

| was getting more than nervous. Just to have something to do while | thought things out, | amed athird
time

"Out of theway!" shouted the blond and blue-green form shimmering past me. She dmost shoved me
over the side of the escalator to charge up the stairs Sraight at the wraiths.

She screamed like bad operaand swung her arm.

Thelittle beasts behind us gained afew morelevels. | pulled Isadorain front of me, lifting her up from the
sepswith my freearm.

Ann's blade passed through the first shadow. It drew away from her, seeming to fold in onitself. The
others pulled away toward the walls. She jabbed at each one. They vanished at the touch of her knife.

"Let'sgo!" sheydled, pointing to the padlocks on the doors. The screaming, pleading things behind me
jumped up to my step a heartbeat after I'd started to run to the top of the stairs. It was avery quick
heartbeat.

"Get behind me!" | shouted, handing the kid to Ann. | didn't know what good being behind me would do
inthe event of aricochet, but it seemed the courteous thing to say.

The door's rusted hasps looked far weaker than the locks. | |eaned the muzzle against the lower one,
shielded my eyes, and squeezed the trigger.

The bullet tore through the hasp and ricocheted twice. Fragments of mirror exploded from the opposite
wall to cascade down the escalator steps.

Loud animd criesrose up from below. They were even closer.

| reached up to shoot off the other hasp. The round went straight through the celling into the lobby. |
hoped that no one was Sitting right above us.

Blondieand | pulled at the door and managed to open it acrack. A sheet of light trickled in, dong with a
dozen or so years of accumulated trash.

Into that light swarmed the squedling terrors. Little rat heads and little rat paws. Attached to little human
bodies.

| jammed my legs on one side of the opening and my back aongside the other. Old bones popped in
surprise with the strain. The doors creaked and parted another foot or so. | shoved the kid through. My
musclesfet like old rags stretching beyond their limit. | pushed Ann through just as she was getting ready
to go at thelittle horrorswith her knife. Enough is enough.



| squeezed past the opening. Debris clogged the fire-door channel, jamming the doors.

The three of us stood in arecessin the lobby at the base of another escalator. People rimmed the edge
and stood at the top of the stairs, peering at us. They were the same old lowlifesI'd seen in the tower for
years. | didn't even fed like warning them. | turned to take Ann's hand.

She held the flame dagger sheld pulled from the dead man. With her other hand, she struck her own
blade againgt the bloodstained stedl. After ahaf-dozen tries, an actinic spark flashed between the two

Wweapons.
Sheld have been ahit in Scouting.

A powerful toss of her arm flung the flame dagger through the doorway.
"Closeit!" she cried, shoving at one side of the door.

| leaned againgt the other to push while the kid scooped paper and beer cans and cigarette butts out of
theguiderals.

The rats began to howl and hissin agony and release. The doors edged closer together. Through the
ghrinking crack sighed thetired sound of desth.

The doors ground shut. | sat down in the rubble and felt my age.

Ann dipped her knife into its sheath and returned it to her purse. The things awoman hangs on to.
"Let'sgo,” shesaid. "We can't say around here.”

| dabbed at theripsin my neck and scalp. The others didn't [ook too healthy either.
"Theresadoctor on the fourth floor," | said wearily. "He can clean usup a bit."

Ann nodded and climbed up the escaator. | took off my jacket and offered it to the kid. She shook her
head.

"No thanks. I'm used to it. I'm no traffic stopper, anyway."

Wefollowed Ann up the moribund escalator to reach lobby level. Old drunken and drugged eyes
watched us head toward the eevator. The excitement was too much for some of them-eyes began to
unglaze and return to life. Luckily, the elevator waited for us at lobby level. We stepped inside before
anyone had astroke.

LaVecque's office door opened. A young, muscular man in awhite tunic stepped out carrying a portable
cryogenic container that hummed quietly. His gaze flicked toward us-suspicioudy & first. Then hislook
grew mystified. He probably wondered why anyone would cometo LaVecque with amedical problem.

| knew why he dedlt with LaVecque.



"Just back from Disneyland,” | said merrily.
Hefrowned and lugged the freeze unit quickly toward the airs.

| pounded on the office door. Behind it clattered the sounds of frantic tidying. After afew moments, La
Vecque piped franticaly, "Who's there? I've got ashotgun!”

"Relax, Doc. It'sme. Ammo."

The door creaked open, hesitated for an instant, then swung wider.
"Who'rethey?' the old bird asked, letting usin.

"Casudlties, Doc. That's as deep asthe inquiries get. | was hoping you'd fix usup.”
"Sure, Ddll, sure.”

He had us shower one by one in the broom closet he had for awashroom. We put on paper gowns, and
he checked each of usinturn.

The kid passed with not much more than afew questions and aquick glance-over. Ann had a
nasty-looking rip on her arm plus scratches on her face and shoulders asif sheldd been thrown head first
through a plate glasswindow. He tinkered with her while | rested.

By the time he got to me, I'd stopped bleeding. Thefirst thing he did was to clean the wounds, which
garted the blood 0ozing again. He examined my scalp with anirritating lassitude.

"I'm going to have to shave some hair off."
"Go ahead," | said. "'l was getting tired of the two-tone effect anyway. Takeit dl off."

"I'm not abarber." He rummaged in adrawer to find arazor. "Y our preacher friend was looking for you
awhile ago. Moreno. Helooked awful."

"Awful drunk?'

"Worse," he said. "Sober asajudge on election day."

| snorted. He'd copped that line from me.

"I told him you might be around somewhere, so he went up to wait for you.”

That gave mealittle bit of the chill I've been feding only too often |ately. Joey had been worried enough
on the phone when he said held wait for me at the church. Could all this psychic pyrotechnics have
reached him, too? Why ese would hewak dl the way over to my office a night? Something must have

him scared.

| waited patiently for LaVecque to disinfect the wounds and lay down a bunch of tape sutures. He
reached for aroll of gauze.



"That's good enough,” | said, standing up. "I'm going to check in on the padre.” | turned to Ann. "I'll rustle
up something for the kid to wear. Wait for me here.”

| picked up my gun and-paper robe fluttering-rushed out of the good doctor's office and hit the Sairslike
an aging greyhound after the iron rabbit. The concrete steps stung my bare feet with each bound. A few
gasping strides brought meto my floor. | had energy that seemed to come strictly from panic. Events
were closing in around me. Too much was happening a once.

| eased the stairway door open to listen.
Silence. As complete as snowflakes on cotton.
| held the automatic up and crept toward the office. My feet appreciated the carpeting.

The door stood dightly gjar, permitting awedge of light to spread acrossthe hdl and climb up the side of
thefar wall.

| stood beside the doorway to hear the kind of total sllence that an inhabited room cannot maintain. The
room smelled of burnt gunpowder.

| kicked the door inward and dropped to one knee, scanning the room with eye and gat. Nothing moved.

Not even the body on my waiting-room couch.

11
Priest

Father Joey Moreno sat on the couch staring off into space. The bullet hole rested right between his eyes,
just above the bridge of his nose. He looked surprised by it. They always do.

Some blood had trickled down the end of his nose to drip on the crotch of his black pants. It had dried.
Hisface matched the color of his preacher's collar.

| didn't say anything, just looked around the room for clues. Joey hadn't left adying clue-that'sfor the
movies. Thiskill had been clean, quick, and professiond. The torpedo had picked up the cartridge, or
perhaps used arevolver.

Joey didn't care. He just stared in my genera direction-two glazed eyes and athird dark, bloody one.
The entire run of events had obvioudy darmed him immensdly.

Something smelled in the air, beyond the scent of cordite. | tried to identify it while | searched Joey's
corpse. His bearish body resisted me no more than if it had been a couple of sacks of cement.

A bulgein hisleft rear pocket yielded aswollen wallet. | retrieved it and let Joey dump back whilel
perused it.

The cheap brown cowhide contained the usua accumulation of ID, credit cards-in the Church's
name-and business cards of practicaly every other church in the area. Clannish sorts, | thought. | hardly
ever kept tabs on my own colleagues.



Everything in the walet suffered from varying degrees of wear. Most of the cards had smears of ink on
them from the other cards.

All except one.

| pulled it out. Its edges were sharp enough to dice a porterhouse steak and the paper was aswhite asa
dream about nurses. It hadn't even been filed with the rest of the cards but had been dipped into the
money dot. The dot held afew hundred bucks worth of last week's folding paper. It wouldn't have
bought amed then-it couldn't buy agumball today. Not that it mattered much to Joey now.

| fingered the card, turned it over. On the printed side-in smdll, dignified letters-was engraved

. Judas Church of Holy Tribulation
and Tax Evasion
"To Find Love, One Must First Kill God."
Phone: 666-HWHY

"Wasit the archdiocese that had you scared, Joey? Or wasit this?'

Having delivered this annoyingly intriguing item, Joey continued to Sit there, looking amazed. | reached
over to close hiseydids. They ressted at firgt, then stickily did shut. He looked less surprised, asthough
he'd overheard something interesting while dozing but thought it deserved nothing more than raised
eyebrows.

| cased my inner office. Carefully. | picked up more cartridges for my automatic and scooped out what
money the safe held. The stuff wound up in a briefcase, followed by afew persona items and a change of
clothes. | thought a moment and added two extra shirts, a pair of dacks, and abelt.

| had afeding | wouldn't be coming back for awhile. The place didn't seem as secure againgt the riffraff
anymore.

While pulling on some dry clothes, | made one phone cal to anumber | knew well. It was anumber alot
of people knew, though you'd never find it in any phone book.

The linerang once, areceiver lifted somewherein Los Angeles, and no voice answered.

"Disposal,” | said to the sillent other end. "Arco Tower North, room twelve hundred. Bury thisone-he'sa
friend.”

The party on the other end hung up without aword.
Y ou can get anything you want in L.A.

| snapped the briefcase shut and locked my office up. On the way out, | stopped to look back at the
bearish figure of Joey Moreno.

"Solong, Father," | muttered. " Tl the head honcho I'm on Histrail.”



"Here." | tossed Ann adark blue pair of pants and awhite shirt. "Y ou too." The kid got ared-checked
Pendleton.

"It amdlslikefish," she said gracioudy. She swam around inside until her head and arms poked out of the
appropriate holes.

"Was he up there?' Ann asked, stepping behind the office door to change.

"Mostly." | cadged adry cigarette from LaVecque and lit up. The smoke cleared awvay some of the
fuzziness updtairs. "'l may have come across another lead. Let'sgo."

| handed our physician awad of orange paper. "We weren't here.”
"No oneever is, Ddl." He paused. "How's your condition?"

"Aside from being sapped and doped and jumped on by little things that scratch, 1've been fine. No more
interna painsthat haven't been externdly caused.”

"I'd like to schedule another body scan...”

| blew out acloud of smoke. "Some other time, Doc. I'm taking abusinesstrip.”

"Whereto now?' Blondie asked. Dressed in my old clothes that were baggy to begin with, she looked
aufficiently out of vogue to beg on aBeverly Hills street corner asafdlen socidite.

The devator creaked like arattan chair. "Going back to my officeis completdly out,” | said, running a
few fingers over my lumpy scap. "And since you're connected with me now, your placeis probably
under surveillance™

The elevator stopped, and the doors considered opening. Then they started working at it in earnest. They
jammed partway, permitting usto squeeze our way out.

"Aside from an unpleasant experience at a dive called the Hope and Anchor, Aubergeis apretty safe
placeto holeup.” | glared mildly at |sadora.

"Waan't my fault,” shesad.

A couple of ordinary men with fat briefcases maneuvered past ustoward the elevator. They looked asif
they could be a couple of downand-out businessmen out to collect on adebtor. | knew better. They had
that edge to them.

| wondered how they would get the body out of the building. That wastheir problem.

"What do we do about Isadora?' Ann asked.

I hadn't given much thought to that. She walked beside us through the lobby, shirttails brushing at her
knees. The old geezers had falen back into their torpor-only afew watched her with empty, tired eyes.

The kid spoke without looking up. "Don't et any latent mothering urges overwhelm you. I've got my own



place. I'll be heading back there to change into something that doesn't scratch. I'll deep for aweek, then
get ready for more business." She acted asif sheld just escaped from an ice cream socia. Maybe shed
seen so much hdl in the minds of othersthat she found the red thing as easy to ded with.

We headed toward Bunker Hill and the entrance to Auberge. Ann put an arm around | sadora.

"Just stay away from strange men," she counsdled.

"Lady," thekid sighed, "all the men | deal with are strange. Thislast onewas just abit stranger.” She
looked up a me. "Y ou caled him your client. What do you do? Pimp for him?" She suddenly got that
nearsghted look akid gets when she's suspicious.

"Nothing so smple" | said. "Besdes, how did he get ahold of you?"

She shrugged. "Hetalked to me in Auberge, we went off to his house. By thetime I'd discovered that |
couldn't open hismind up to my suggestions, held hit me with arag full of something that smelled awful. |
woke up down there." She grinned. "1 puked al over hisdtar. He got redly pissed having to clean it up.”
She giggled like adrunken hyena.

"Someone should adopt you," | said. ™Y ou'd brighten up any household.”

"It's best to forget about him,” Ann said. ™Y ou're not involved in any of this™

"He seemed to think so. He grabbed me just afew hours after those other guys got you two."

"Just an unfortunate coincidence,” | said, not liking the false sound it made coming out.

"Everything iscoincident,” Ann said. "It'sthe meaningful coincidencesthat are important.”

Wewalked along the darkened street. | wasn't in the mood for deep philosophy at the moment. My
senses were as sharp as abowling ball.

Ann continued to talk the way onetalksinto a deep well.

"How coincidental were al those creaturesin the Plaza?"

"Well, Zacharias wouldn't send them after me, would he?1 told him I'd fulfill our contract.”

Ann frowned for an ingant. "Maybe he didn't like the way you interrupted hisritud. It may have dtered
his plans enough that he doesn't want you to proceed. Perhaps he's discovered something in the contract.

Or something about you. Maybe he's scared. Whatever the reason, he wants you to stop.”

"Look, Angel." | tossed my expired cig into the gutter. "If Zack wantsto cancd, | say fine. He doesn't
haveto kill meto get me off this goose chase. But I'm not backing out.”

"Maybe you know too much now just to cancel it and let it lie. Maybe you're athreet.”

"Yeah. Dl Ammo. Fighting the forces of heaven and hell. One man apocalypse. The bodiesare
dropping aready."



"Has he flipped?' Thekid looked me up and down.

"Forget it, doll baby. Y ou've managed to land in the midst of acosmic power struggle, and the poor
joker inthe middle of it al wantsto get drunk and deep the aching memories away.”

When we reached Auberge and split up to go our separate ways, | did just that. In anice, clean hotel
room for achange.

12
St Judas

The nice clean sheetsin the hotel room no longer looked nice or clean. Whatever | drank before falling
into astupor had sweated out again. | smelled asbad as| felt. Some memory from long ago did avay
back where dreams come from, and | lay still, working at waking up.

After lolling about like that for afew minutes, | rolled out of bed and navigated toward the bathroom.
One hot and cold shower and ashave later, | felt ready to make a phone call.

Pulling the business card out of my wallet, | set it next to the telephone and punched out the combination
of numbers and letters. If the HWHY was some sort of mnemonic, | had no ideawhat it wasfor.

A femae voice as pert and crigp as sunrise over the mountains said, " Forty-nine forty-nine. May | held
you?"

"Isthisthe church?' | asked with asmall degree of surprise. A church with an answering service?
"Church, gr?'

She must get darned few callsfor them. "Uh... the . Judas Church."

"Oh," she said with a pleasant tone. "One moment.” The phone went silent.

| waited. A cigarette eventually found itsway to my lipsand got lit. Hafway through the smoke, aman's
voice crackled onto the line. He had that sharp-edged bite that one would expect from atough
businessman, not from someone connected with achurch. At least, not awith anonevangdica church.

"Whoisthis?' he demanded, as polite asagunshot.

"A fdlow bdiever," | saidinasmpery voice. "A traveler on the path to understanding. A humble seeker
after-"

"Cut the crap-1'm abusy man. Are you the guy that knows Joey Moreno?'

| ssumbled over athought. HEd caught me off guard with that one. "Knew Joey," | said. "Hegot iced last
night.”

It was histurn to pause. The silence on the other end was thick enough to lean againgt. After amoment,
the voice spoke.



"How'd it happen?'

"Shot. In my office. | found him there”

"Did you by chance have anything to do with it?'

"Probably. He knew metoo well."

Another pause. "That's agood answer. A very good one. Honest. | like that. Look, pal, | think | know
what you're up to from what Joey told me. And | suspect that there's big trouble brewing because of it.
And not just for Joey or you. Thismay have serious repercussions. Serious. | think we could both benefit

fromatdk."

He gave me an address on the eight hundred block of South Broadway. | told him I'd meet himina
couple of hours and rang off.

| ground out the cigarette and thought hard. It might be a setup. Whoever killed Joey could have planted
the card on him. | loaded up my Colt and shoved it into my waistband holster.

The best way to find atrapper isto hang around His traps...

In the middle of the east Side of the block sat a squashed sort of building jammed between two other
equaly squashed buildings. A sgnin thewindow hung a acardessangle.

Checks cashed here
Rubber stamps made to order
24 hour legd forms
Mapsto the starss homes

A three-by-five card-browned with time-was stuck to the window beneath the larger sign. The
cellophane tape was likewise brown, curling away from the card and cracking in places. The card had
two words and an arrow pointing upward at an angle.

CHURCH UPSTAIRS

| headed upgtairs.

The steps looked as though they would creak asloud as bullfrogsin heet. | ascended dowly, touching
only the outermost edge of every other step. It took awhile, but | reached the top of the staircase making
asmuch noise asafoggy night.

The landing had been swexpt, at least, and the closed door had asmall, engraved plagtic sign.

ST. JUDAS CHURCH OF HOLY TRIBULATION AND TAX EVASION

| listened at the door. Voices beyond spoke casualy. | liked that. | could hear every word. | liked that



even more,

"If God isdead,” asked apleasant mae voice, "what have people been getting & Communion?”

"A Guest Hogst." This voice was degp and gruff-the voice on the telephone. " Can we get back to work?"
"Okay. How'sthis one-'Bored with the L ord? Feast with the Beast!™

"Catchy," the deeper voice replied, "but we need something thet'll redly inflame them. | want you to
escape within threeinches of your life.”

The other man laughed. It was awarm, exuberant laugh. ™Y ou'd be happier if | were torn apart and
martyred. That would give you some publicity.”

"Dont think | might not prefer it. How about this-you could explain thet al good Chrigtians should
actively support the Beast and the Antichrist because the Kingdom of God won't return until we've had a
thousand years of tribulation. After al, if it'sin the Bible, it's God's prophecy. And any good Chrigtian
can see the necessity of alowing God's prophecy to proceed. Hence, the most blessed Christians are the
oneswho put the Antichrist on the throne of the world.”

Therewasalong pause. "Nah," said the higher voice, "too subtle.”

| tickled my knuckles against the door. A couple of paint flakes stuck to my skin. | brushed them off as
the door did open.

| stood eyeto eye with abeautiful man.

| couldn't call him handsome-his features weren't rugged enough. | couldn't call him pretty, because he
looked in no way ddlicate. He was beautiful, that'sal. And I'm not that kind of guy, either.

Helooked at me with eyesthe color of amorning sky near the ocean. They gazed intently, yet not
disturbingly so. Hishair was amass of ringlety wavesthat curled down to hisshirt collar. To call the curls
blond would beto cal gold a"ydlowish metd.” They shone, even in thedimly lit room, like the "yellowish
metd" glowsin bright sunlight. Hisface looked as though its expression could change from sardonic to
dead serious with just aturn of hislips. At the moment, he was sardonic.

He scanned me with agrin. "Welcome to the holiest of holies-the church of He Who Would Turn the
Last Supper Into aFriar's Roast.” The grin was abeautiful grin-it didn't belong in this dump.

The room in which he stood was nothing more than a fifteen-by-twenty office. One dingy window looked
out on abrick wal. What light the room had came from apair of flyspecked bulbs overhead that burned
uncovered. It gavethe place dl the hominess of a prison cell. Or maybe aprison library.

Shelves congtructed of bricks and boards strained under the weight of books againgt every wall. There
might have been fewer booksin this room than in the home of Theodore Golding, though only because
the doppy, warped shelves could not reach dl the way to the ceiling without danger of toppling. They
looked asif awell-fed flea could have knocked them down.

In the center of the room-~on arug that had as much pile on it asapiece of burlap-sat aplain white atar
with aman perched on top.



"Lettheguy in," the man said in atough, husky voice. "He doesn't need the spid "

Adonis stepped aside. | stood in the doorway without moving. The man on the dtar sat cross-legged,
studying me. Histhick, muscular body barely permitted the contortion.

Hewore asuit that had been through three recessions, a depression, and maybe a panic or two.
Someone such as he must have been around when they coined the word burly. Two beefy hands hung
from his deeveslike chunks of rock laid across hislap. Hisface looked like a Teamsters dtrike.

"Y ou know Joey, right?" Bulldogs have barked more politely.

| pulled out a cigarette and made abig ded of lighting it.

"Knew," | said for the second time that day.

"I knew him, too." A little grief flickered in the man's eyes. Not much, but it seemed red enough. He
unfolded hislegs and got hisarmsin position to dide off the Formica cube. He stepped toward me, a
much shorter man than I'd expected. He stared up at my eyes. Straight ahead, held have been gazing at
my Adam's apple.

"Take the man'shat, Tom."

"That's not necessary,” | said, blowing smokein Tom's direction.

The beautiful face didn't wrinkle its nose or emit any prissy noises. His dreamlike blue eyes blinked twice,
and amuted laugh snorted out of him with the sound of adistant drum.

| kept my hat on because | didn't want my current abstract hairdo to detract from my image.

"Y our name's Dell Ammo,” the short bear said. "Y our businesslicense listsyou asaP.l.-which | dontt
suppose means Perfect Initiate-and | hope we've both proven we're tough and cool and can get down to
brasstacks."

"Y ou haven't proven much yet,” | said. | wasfeding wise. The smart guy. Dell Ammo-hard man.

Shortly after hisfist connected with me, | was relocated to the halway. Hed aimed for my solar plexus
and hadn't missed. | made the sounds a drowning man makes and clutched at my guts. My right hand
reached ingtinctively toward my waistband.

Seeing that, he turned to stroll back to hisdtar.

"Tough guy," he said through the thick buzz in my ears. "Hasto pull heet at thefirst jab." He climbed up
on thedtar and folded his beefy legswith ayogi's agility.

| staggered back insde, feeling lessthe smart guy.
"Joey and | werefriendsin Berkdley," hesaid. "l was aright-wing conservetive sort. Buckleyite. Hewas

aTrotskyist. We met once when we both happened to be beating up some Larouchites. We found other
interests in common and became friends, sort of. Over the years, he sarted reading alot of Russian



literature. | started reading Christian heretic and Gnostic writings. Joey got hooked on Tolstoy, Sarted
edging toward religious pacifism. One quarter, | see him cometo classin aprie's getup. Hed quit the
Trotsto join the Russian Orthodox Church. Changed hismgjor to religious studies. Same as Tom here.”

Tom laughed. It wasn't quite the musical laughter of Apollo or whomever, but it had anote of carefree
joyinit.

The grizzly voice continued. "Joey's folks were Mexican Cathalic, so you know how they greeted him at
home. When he cameto L.A., he started working in the barrios. | don't know how he met you."

"We got drunk in abar together once," | said. "He dragged me home."

"He was good conversation, Ammo. Same as Tom here. Good conversation is hard to find. Joey had a
good mind-muddled sometimes, maybe alittle naif..." Helooked down at his hands.

| used the silence to scan the room for an ashtray. The butt ended up on the floor, ground beneath my
hed.

Tom looked & me with aresgned smile.

"Joey gpparently respected you." The fellow's voice had taken on a soft, far-off quality. That he knew me
but didn't bother to give me his name was beginning to annoy me. Hisface, which looked asif it had
been used to tenderize sides of besf, lost its tough, street wise edge. "He was worried about you after a
couple of big boysfrom hisarchdiocese paid him avist." He shifted hisweight around to take agrunting
breath.

| closed the office door, though direct experience indicated that it wouldn't prevent eavesdropping.

"Anyway," he continued, "l suppose you'd like to know that they grilled him about you. That they asked
rather pointed questions about your degree of faith, whether you believed in God or in Satan.”

"S0?" | asked. "Maybe they were checking the answers | gave on my application to Sunday school.”

"You'e like most people, Ammo. Y ou think priests and bishops and rabbis and the like it around
praying and absolving people of the Sinsthey've devised to indtill guilt. Forget it. Religionisacon game
like any other. It relies on efficient information gathering. Y ou'd be surprised how well aconfessiona
works for purposes of extortion."

"Even those they don't literdly blackmail get shaken down," Tom said through agrin. "Who can resst
throwing afew bucks toward someone who impliesthat you'll roast in hell for an eternity if you don't pay
up? Certainly afar worse fate than any court or scandal sheet can threaten.”

"Most people” | said, "seem willing to defer their punishment that long.” | pulled up adirty folding chair
to st on. "Get to the point. Y ou knew Joey. Somehow he got dead in my office. What's that got to do
with you and me?"

"Relax, Ammo," the guy on the adtar said. "Were on the sameside. | think." He pointed athick index
finger a me. "Youretrying to find away to expose reigion as ahoax, and you're on some sort of atrack
that's got a certain group of powers-behind-the-throne scared out of their gowns. Enough for them to put
atail on Joey. Enoughto kill him."



"So they kill him and don't wait around for me? As deduction, that inks."

"Maybe something bigger scared them off. | waswatching the newslast night. Some fun happenings
around Hollywood. More than usual, wouldn't you agree?’

Hedid off the altar to walk over to where | was sitting. We were nearly eye-to-eye now. He looked me
over, circling the chair. He peered at the scalp showing below my hat. He nodded approva at the
wounds.

"Maybeyou are atough guy after al. Not many people go up againgt the Ecclesaand survive two
warnings." He caught my frown of incomprehengion. " Ecclesia,” he repested, "with an impressively
capitd E. Youwon't find it in any reference book, even the onesthat are fairly replete with information
about Freemasons and the Bavarian Illuminati and other smal-time conspiracies. Anyone you ask either
won't know or will deny itsexistence. In religious circles, though, gossip circulates and leaks. They have
their own unique conspiracy theories.”

"Dothey?' | asked, asraptly interested as | could be without stifling ayawn.

He poked at the gill-swollen lump that served as a souvenir of my night escapades outside Auberge.
Something dull throbbed through my body to ache against the newer bruises and dashes under my hat.

"The Ecclesa" was about al he got out by the time my hand whipped around to sweep up under his
chin. | had to crouch in the chair to reach that low. He sat with astonishing speed, landing on the floor
with athud that | thought would bring us crashing down into the shops below. He stared blankly forward,
his hands usdlessby hissdes.

| stood to look at Tom.

Adonislooked worried. It was an admirably beautiful worry. Michelangelo spent years trying to sculpt
that kind of worry.

"Fine way to treet one another,” | said to Tom. "We haven't even been formally introduced.”

"Randolph Corbin," came avoice asthick aslibrary paste. One hand massaged his jaw, the other
extended upward, palm open. He leaned forward. | grasped his hand and pulled. My knuckles were sore
from the punch, and his grip didn't help matters.

"Cal me anything but Randy, and we won't cause each other trouble.” He shuffled unsteadily to the white
cube and leaned hisbulk againgt it. It skidded a bit, dragging part of the rug with it. He shifted about to
gaze up at me. | must have scored a hit on the button the way his round chin was getting rounder.

| felt bad about doing that. His face didn't need any more workouts.

"The Ecclesa," he continued, as though held just stopped for a bregth, "is aloose association of
high-level bishops, rabbis, imams, roshis, and various other shamanswho have avested interest in
maintaining the power of reigion. Organized religion. The kind that accumulates revenue. They consider
any threet to the philosophical foundations of any faith to be athresat to dl. They leavethelip service
concerning holy warsto the lower echelons. In the same manner asthe U.S. and the Soviet governments,
they recognize that the pretense of being enemiesis necessary to justify their mutua existences. Fear and



hatred of the rival religion kegpsthe peonsin line. The Ecclesiais securely entrenched. They've got the
wedth of adozen faithsto play with, and they're not interested in people who rock the boat."

He leaned toward me. "And you've got them worried, Ammo. Why?"
| smiled. Easing back in the chair, | pulled out ancther coffin nail and tapped it againgt the pack. Silently.

"They're sure as hdll not concerned about me," Corbin said. "And look what I'm preaching.” Hisarm
swept about to encompass the room. "The Word of the Beast. The heretical absurdity that atrue
Chrigtian should labor to bring the Antichrist to power so that God's prophecies can-findly-cometo

pess.”

He frowned. "No one's ever so much as dropped me a nasty note. A couple of decades ago, when some
researchers proved that Jesus had been rescued from the cross and lived to sire a child with Mary
Magdaene, did the rdligious establishment even sniff? The book was a best-sdller. Did the faith of
millions come crashing?'

"Let meguess | sad. "No?'

"No. Even the revelation that the Death and Resurrection never happened bothered no one. Y et you-you
they kill for." Hisfist pounded againgt the dtar. "What's your angle, mister?'

| smiled. "Jovid old Jehovah isat thetop of ahit list and I'm the torpedo.”

Tom burst out laughing. Corbin stared a me. His chin was growing purplish. He didn't laugh.
"Don' get funny, Ammo."

"Y ou seem to think I'm having aless than humorous effect.”

"God'sjust one of alot of ideas, Ammo. It's ametaphor for conscience-for the al-seeing eye that
watches your actions and won't et you escape their consequences. God doesn't exist where you can
track Him down and kill Him. Y ou'd havetokill an idea.”

"I'm hearing echoes," | said. "Degjavu. I've heard dl this before. Y et someone must think it's possibleor |
wouldn't be drawing a paycheck.”

Corbin shook hishead. Tom smiled again, saying, " Ghostbusters make alot of money ridding homes of
entitiesthat don't exist. Someone wants you to exorcise the Holy Spirit. Better check your client's
psychiatric record.”

| didn't haveto. | dready knew it was pretty wobbly.

"Look, Ammo." Corbin spoke softly. "God isaconcept degp within most al of usthat existsfor alot of
reasons-fear, guilt, hatred. Sometimes even genuine worship and joy. It's other-directed, it'saimed
outward from the self. When oneis compelled to appease an dl-powerful thing whose purposeis
beyond human understanding, the stress causes severe psychological damage. In fact, the degreeto
which one achieves the good is the degree to which he or she defies the dictates of God. Or, | should
say, what some people say are the dictates of God." He waved ahand about. "It's all just away to keep
people endaved. To keep them from thinking, daring, or rebdling.”



"Bravo,” | muttered around my cigarette. "A brilliant new hypothesis.”

"Not much of what | say isnew," Corbin admitted, hisface as pleasant asflat beer. "It just isn't repeated
enough." Theideathat one can live without God, or that He's a cruel hoax, or an age-old palitical tool is
so dien to most people that they consider it asin even to think about it.”

"Perhaps," Tom cut in, "if you started grabbing people on the street, dragging them into dleysand
hypnotizing them, you could get into their subconscious mindsto pluck out the concept.”

"Deprogramming?" It sounded like hard work.

Tom shrugged his suitably well-formed shoulders. "Well, not the sort that some church kidnappers
practice. They smply reprogram in atraditional God to replace a socially unacceptable God. Y ou'd have
to leave them without any deep-seated theistic concepts.”

"And there are as many concepts of God," Corbin added, "as there are human beings.”

"And,” Tom chirped, "you'd have to destroy the concept in everyone at once. Otherwise it might
re-emerge and God would live again.”

"Not only that"-Corbin strode around the room like a hyped-up fight promoter-"you'd have to provide
enough intellectud ammunition to prevent people from backdiding. Something to battle their doubts with.
Thought, after dl, istheenemy of faith.”

"Y ou could usetdevigon. It's been used to hypnotize the masses for haf acentury.” Tom was enjoying
thisas much as Corbin.

The stocky man ran hisfingers aong his chin. Touching the sore spot made him wince. He glowered at
me. "TV'sno good. Doesn't reach all the people. Y ou've got to lower everyone's brain wavesinto atheta
dream state dl at once. Asif they were dozing off. Y et leave in enough aphawave sate to enable them
to dter their gestalts.”

"Sameasthe ancient initiation ritua s

Hesmiled a Tom. "Hmm. lsn't that so..." He nodded in my direction. "Know what were talking about?"
"Alpha, thetarit'sal Greek to me."

"Haw. Haw. Funny man. We're talking about brain wave frequencies." Helooked at me with hissmall,
buried eyes and shook his head. " A tough guy like you wouldn't care, would you?"!

"I'm not tough. Y ou said S0 yourself. I'm just a soft, sensitive guy who can't take rgjection.”
"Takeawak and never come back."
"| presume this concludes our audience?"

Corbin glared at me. "I've given you awarning and offered you my help-"



"Isthat what it was? Sounded like alectureto me." | headed toward the door.

"And you refused to come clean. Whatever you're trying, Ammo, you're up againgt tiff opposition. You
cantdoitaone"

"Weadl diedone” | sad. "ToKkill, the only partner | need ismy target.”
"You'relooking in dl thewrong places”
| kept walking.

Tom stopped me with one lovely hand on my arm. Y ou can't leave without asking why he callsthisthe
St Judas Church.”

"Wachme"

Tomwasinggent. Hisfingerstightened with surprising strength around my arm. The friendly smile never
left hislips. "Because dl the gpostles betrayed their Lord, but only Judas felt bad enough about it to kill
himsdf."

"Gee" | sad, grasping Tom'swrist and squeezing until | felt cartilage grind, "and dl these years | thought
Judas should be a saint because he was insrumenta in granting God's greatest wish.”

"Wish?' Corbin said.
"Tofed what it'slike to be human. To fed what it'sliketo die.”
Corbin's jaw dropped asfar asit could in its condition. Score one for me. Tom laughed.

| took one last look at that beautiful face and turned to go. His voice carried down the steps as||
departed.

"How'sthat for meeting your theologica match?
"Forget him. Weve got work to do.”
The sound of Tom'slaughter followed me onto the hot L.A. streets.

13
Mortis Operandi

"Cancel the contract.”

He sat on my hotel room bed, his black shoes on the bedcovers, his cane by his side. Even lying down,
his evening clothes didn't show awrinkle. He gazed at me with mild, friendly eyes. Their gppearance was
deceptive-the glance felt about as affable as aknife pointed at my throat.

| threw my jacket on the bed and closed the door behind me.



"What'swrong, Zack? Can't find any more virgins?* Ann had gone to her room with thekid for a
moment. At least hed caught me alone.

Hefolded his hands behind his head and lay back. "Let's not go into that. Let'sjust say that I've changed
my mind."

| sidled up to the nightstand drawer to pull out a sack of bourbon. "Did | mess up your plans, Zack?"

"Thoroughly." He stopped trying to look amiable. "Y ou don't have to go through with this. Just tell me
you're canceling the contract.”

| dugged down agood jolt of the sour mash. It warmed me. "Zack," | said, "I've been thinking alot
about God latdly, thanksto you. | was never afan of Hallelujah House, but you've still managed to get
my soul thinking about the Almighty. He seemsto have screwed thisworld up fairly well, so | don't see
any reason not to have Him deposed. | may even have the M.O. figured out. Everyone's been
remarkably helpful .

"Keep the money. I'll even give you atermination bonus.”

"Sorry," | said. "If | cancel the contract, | die.”

"| guarantee that you won't."

"How do | know that isn't aPrincely lie?'

He dtiffened. "Cancdl it, Ammo. Save yoursdlf alot of heartache.”

"I'm no stranger to heartache, Zacharias." | eyed him from behind my glass of bourbon. "I takeit you
can't cancel the contract unilaterally.” It was awild guess, but from the way he tightened hisjaw, | knew

I'd hit home. ™Y ou can't even break your own promises. What alaugh!”

"The contract must be dissolved by mutua agreement, of course. Y ou have nothing to gain by continuing
this pointless endeavor.”

"I'll havetothink it over."
"There are powerful forces combining to stop you, Mr. Ammo. Do not add meto their legion.”

| said nothing. For along moment we stared at each other. He dowly moved a hand from behind his
head.

"I sent awarning to you viaan old man. Your lady Ieft it behind." He quickly pulled something from
behind the pillow and tossed it on the bed. He stood.

"I don't know how you two located each other," he said. "Sufficeit to say that such treachery is
unforgivable

"I'll worry about forgiveness from the other guy, Zack." | glanced at the thing on the bed. It looked
exactly like the flame dagger Ann had pulled out of the mutant. The hilt was till intact. The blade, though,
had corroded asif it had lain underwater for a century. Rust flakes sprinkled the bedcoversin an ova
around whereit landed.



Zacharias opened the door.
"As| said once before, | do not tolerate betraya .”
The door dammed.

| picked up the dagger and looked it over for afew moments. Something had done anumber onit. The
blade very nearly crumbled in my hand. | filed it in the wastebasket.

So my client suddenly wants me off the case and needs my consent to do so. That put meina
predicament. | was moving on my own momentum now. |'d been sapped, drugged, kidnapped, and
generdly mishandled in thelast few days, dl in the name of God.

If He was anything like Hisfollowers, it wouldn't be murder. 1t would be pesticide. Asfar as| was
concerned, this contract terminated with God.

Or me.

| withdrew what revalued money | had out of my various bank accounts and relocated to an officein the
old Union Bank Building. It stood northwest of Arco Tower and had been protected from the bomb
blast in South Tower by the bulk of North Tower's mass. | snuck back into my old office at night to
remove everything | needed.

The next couple of dayswere spent in the new office overlooking the decaying ruin of Old Downtown. |
sat by the window, thinking.

There had to be away to kill God even if there was no corpus Domini before or after the act. If God
didn't exist in somered, tangible way, then what was | up against? Anidea, as Golding and Corbin both
implied? Could an idea be so powerful asto rule the minds of men for ahundred centuries?

| shrugged. If people can believein "just wars' and "honest politicians” they can believeinan
al-powerful, dl-seeing, totaly benevolent God who permits suffering and evil to exist. When you begin
with false premises, you can get any conclusion you want. True or false.

If God did exit, regardless of how He was perceived, perhaps He could be flushed out into the open by
the same sort of tacticsI'd use if He were only an idea. Maybe God isn't dead-but He's not at all well.
How powerful isaGod who-in spite of Biblica warnings-is mocked, and mocked repeatedly with every
disaster that's labeled an Act of God, our supposed protector?

How diveisaGod that everyone laughs at? Or ignores? Or forgets?

Thiswas giving me aheadache. | switched onthe TV plague and flipped through the channe s with the
remote.

Channel 3 was running the fourteenth chapter of Nixon: A Giant Betrayed. I'd seenit. Channel 4 had a
commercid for alicorice-flavored cered cdled Krunchy Molas. Kids stuck black-stained tongues at the
screen while achorus sang the jingle.



| switched before | lost my breakfast ceredl.
| flipped right past arerun episode of The Bold Bureaucrats without stopping. Channd 7 was screening
adoublefeaturein its Appropriate Billing series. They were running this duo under their combined titles:

Conduct Unbecoming... An Officer and a Gentleman. That was better than last week's coupling: On
the Beach... Where the Boys Are.

| flipped to UHF. On Channe 23, piped in from Disney County, was one of the most odious talk shows
ontheair. It was aso one of the most popular.

"Ladies and gentlemen,” snarled avicious announcer, "and dl you wefare bums and draft-dodging
dimebals-it'stimefor'-adrum rolled, aflank of bugles sounded-"the most mord show on televison, Ad
Hominem Attack! With your host-a paragon of virtue who never lets a guest escape unscathed- Beaver'
Lenny!"

The audience cheered asif it were Superbowl Sunday. "Beaver" Lenny strode onscreen like a president
on inauguration day. The cameraangle was such that helooked taller than any morta. He had silver hair,
even though he was only thirty-five. The suit heworewas Wall Street Traditiond. He amiled likea
college kid and spoke with as much animated enthusiasm.

"All right!" he shouted, hisdark eyes glaring a the camerawith ferd glee. "How do you fed tonight?"
"Moraly outraged!" the studio audience cheered.

| was ready to find another station when he yelled back at them.

"Grest! Stoke that rage, because tonight on Ad Hominem Attack we've got areal scumbucket for you.
His name's Thomas Russdll, and hel's from a gang of degenerates caled the St. Judas Church of Holy
Tribulation and Tax Evason.”

My brain went numb with an odd panic. Was this another coincidence? Another meaningful
coincidence? All my thoughts evaporated. This show might prove interesting.

"Beaver" Lenny stepped toward his audience, the camera pulling back to give awide angle shot.

"St. Judas," he hollered. "I can understand the tax evasion partthat's as American as unregistered
handguns. But blasphemy?" He grinned. "Well, fellow righteoudy indignant, how many bodyguardsdo |
want for this cregp?'

"Eight!" someone from the audience shouted.

"Comeon," Lenny hollered. "Y ou can do better than that!"

"Fivel" adozen or so shot back.

The host bounded around the stage like ateenager in heat. "C'mon, c¢mon. He's athreat to our American
vaues. He'strying to undermine our faith, our moras, and our philosophical underpinnings! ™

"Three!" screamed half the audience.



"Two!" responded the other half.
"Onel" they dl cried.
"None! " The roar was unanimous.

"All right!" Lenny shouted back amidst the applause. "I face him alone! Man to worm! Let'swelcome
Thomas RusHI!"

Tom wandered ongtage, as smiling and asbeautiful on TV asinred life. He sepped through ametal
detector to reach his seat.

Lenny shook hishand and sat behind his desk. He looked ddlightfully ready to spill blood.

"Russdl-you unmitigated scuzzpit-1 understand you've written abook entitled The God Sate. I'll skip the
obvious question of how one as morally bankrupt as you can even compose a coherent sentence. Il

even contain my amazement that Taylor and Siegd published itthough it'stypica of those corrupt East
Coast culture-digtorters.”

The audience cheered.

"Let me start by asking you who in hell gave you theright to spout this drivel about the two greatest
agpects of Western civilizationGod and Government?”

The sardonic expression on Tom's face never even quavered. He seemed to be taking this about as
serioudy ashishodt.

"Well, Beaver, The God State isactualy asequd to my first book. In thefirst book-My God, My Self-I
explained that God is an idea perpetuated as ameansfor the few to control the many. Initidly, there was
the priest class, who decided that all conversation with the forces of nature should be channeled through
them. At aprice, of course. In The God Sate, | ded with therise of the Judeo-Chrigtian cult of guilt
worship and how religious ruling classes have-from the very startbeen in control of every government in
the history of mankind.”

The audience booed. The microphones picked up someone hollering, " Sweeping generdization!™

"Many theocratic groups,”" Tom continued, "have been quite flagrant about their clandetine involvement,
leaving their sgns and symbols openly displayed asif daring someone to expose them.”

"Come off it, you smirking heap of atheistic garbage.” Lenny leaned forward at his desk. "Areyou
accusing the United States of violating its congtitutional guarantee of separation of church and state?”

The audience cheered Beaver on.

Tom smiled even more broadly. "The Congtitution isn't worth the parchment it's written on." Over the
hissing, he added, "We're dealing with deeds, not words. Nearly every President of the United States has
been amember of the Ancient and Accepted Order of Freemasons-a secret religious society-"

"That's old news. Disney County perfected conspiracy paranoia.”



Tom leaned back in hischair. "Nearly everything in my book isold news. | display it from anew
perspective. By thetime you've finished reading it, you'll be more suspicious of the chaplainsthat roam
the corridors of Congress, setting up prayer meetings. Y ou'll notice the mystical symbols and sentiments
expressed on our currency. Blatant theistic sentiments such as “In God We Trust.™

Lenny leaned on hisfigts. "I can't believeit! On my show, this pansy-haired wimp is attacking atradition
asold asour nation!"

"Not redly, Beaver." Tom spread hisarms out across the empty chairsflanking him. "The statement has
only been on this government's money since 1864, when it was used asaralying dogan for oneside of a
brutd, divisvewar. It didn't even appear on dl the coins until the twentieth century, when the five-cent
piecefinaly received the Mark. And it wasn't until aslate as 1954 that the dogan became thelega and
officid motto of the United States-during aflareup of patriotic witch-hunting.”

Lenny turned to the audience with outstretched arms. " The phlegmbrained cretin is undercutting hisown
thes 9" he said with feigned amazement. "He's admitting that for nearly a century there was no religious
control of government.”

Tomwaved hishand in dismissd. "They weren't as overt in their symbols primarily because most
Americans gill remembered the excesses of the God State back in England. The cults grew bolder,
though. The Great Sedl of the United States contains many mystica symbols. Significantly, they aredl on
the reverse sde, which is never used to authenticate official documents. Thisisan astonishingly blatant
depiction of the power of religion behind the throne of Sate.”

"So what?If they'rein control of every government, then the power isin balance and unimportant.”
"Yeah!" screamed the crowd in unison. " So what! ™

"The power is not in baance. That's why we have wars. The God State is not monalithic. Eveninthe
United States thereis evidence of an internd battle for control of this continent by at least two factionsa
productive, isolationist sect of woman-worshipping pagans and atheists versus a brutd, interventionist
patriarchic cult that worships the Hebrew and Christian god Y ahweh.”

"That's a pretty baldfaced mixture of blagphemy and treason, you feeble-minded, Bible-burning Satanist!"
The color of Lenny'sface verged on ultraviolet. He turned to the audience. "Do | throw thismiserable
deazebag Antichrist out?"

"Yeah!" the studio thundered.
"Y ou're getting close, gutterbrain,” he said to Tom. "One more bit of sacrilege, and you're finished.”

Tom smiled, addressing the camera. "Consder this. At the outset, this country's coinage depicted
symbols of liberty-goddesses offering gifts of bounty, eaglesflying maesticaly free, native Indians ill
noble and unbowed." He put an ankle up on his knee and leaned comfortably back.

"Thenin 1909, Victor Brenner designed the Lincoln cent. It wasthe first depiction on officia U.S.
coinage of adead U.S. dati<t. It wasaclear victory for the patriarchists, who'd had the generic term for
ameasculine deity on saverd coinsfor haf acentury-sometimesright next to Lady Liberty hersdf." Russl
looked straight at Lenny. "I don't have to remind you that World War One began five yearslater, or that
the United States was dragged in three years after that. Both five and three are numbers sacred to the



Goddess."

"You're not only asyphilitic little jerkoff," Lenny shouted, "you're ashitbrained mystic!* Hewhipped his
head about to Stare into the camera. "Do | throw this godless son of abitch out?"

"Yeah!" The audience was egting it up.

"| suppose this anti-American mystical babble will end with you describing how communism isasuperior
form of government because it'sfree of religioustaint.”

Russdll smiled that beautiful smile. "Actualy, Beaver, despite their professed and officid atheism, the
Communist bloc nations were seized and are till controlled by an ancient hierarchy of renegade druids.
Holy men who betrayed their Goddess to seek power and conquest through magick.”

"Druids?' Lenny didn't even try to contain his shock. "Tree-worshippers? A bunch of looney-toonswith
leavesin their hair in control of the most brutal and powerful nations on earth?"

Tom looked as pleased asafirg year chemistry student showing off the smoking ruins of hislab.
"L ook at theflag of the Soviet Union. The symbols areright there."
"Beaver" Lenny buried hisfacein his hands, shaking hishead from sdeto sde.

"It congsts of agolden sickle and hammer surmounted by agtar, al on afield of red. The standard
explanation of its proletarian, revolutionary derivation is nothing more than asmokescreen-much the same
asthe explanation of the Great Sed of the United States. Thereis a second, hidden derivation.”

Russdll looked toward the cameraand raised fingers to count his points.

"One-the golden sickle was used by druidsto lop mistletoe off oak treesin a symbolic recregtion of the
castration of Cronos by his son Zeus. Midletoe isaphdlic symbol, so watch out next Chrissmas-or Y ule.
Two-the hammer is suggestively phallic and crossing the blade of the sickle asif about to be cut.”

Heheld up athird finger. "Three-red isthe druidic color of death and life; it isthe color of thefood
offered up to the dead during Hallowmas. And four-aboveit al isthe five-pointed star-the pentagram,
symbal of the Goddess, whom they till fedl required to acknowledge. It isthe single universal symbol of
all magic, good or evil. You seeit on scores of flags, even that of the U.S. And by the way, Beaver-red,
white, and blue are the traditiona colors of the Triple Goddess.”

Before he could begin to use the fingers on his other hand, Lenny rose up to holler, "Are you implying
that the Cold War has been nothing but a power struggle between bricklayers and tree-trimmers?”

"Not a dl." Tom'ssmileremained just as broad. "While there have been minor skirmishesin which the
leaders of one God State threw their davesinto battle against the daves of another God State, all the
governments of the world are partnersin crime. They aredlied to maintain their power and privilege.
They're part of the same club. Have you ever seen the leader of one government personaly jump for the
throat of the leader of an “enemy’ government?"

"That's not how affairs of sate are handled.” Lenny sat again. He hadn't incited the audience enough.



"Indeed not,” Tom replied. "Affairs of the God State are handled by forcing some eighteen-year-old to
kill another eighteen-year-old while those who planned the daughter call each other on hotlinesto talk
about the westher."

"That doesit!" Lenny jumped up from hisdesk, advancing on Russdl. "Thisis my show, and nobody
saysthe U.S. of A. isin cahootswith the Commies!" He seized Tom's shirt and pulled him up to shout, "
Get off my show! "

The audience went wild. They cheered, hooted, ssomped. Someone threw confetti. They started to
chant.

"Beaver, Beaver, Beaver, Beaver..."

Tom smiled, flashed hisfingersin an "okay" sgn.

The cameras barely registered the friendly grin that appeared and vanished from Lenny'sfacein the
course of an ingtant. There was nothing "Beaver” Lenny enjoyed more than someone who understood the
joke.

| switched the screen off to think for a bit.

I'd heard al the conspiracy theories before, probably even caused afew of them by the nature of my
activities. | knew enough to figure out that any particular conspiracy must alocate its resources and
confineits activities to areas that present either the greatest opportunity or the greatest threst.

If the"God States' were on my trail, | might have adifficult time surviving one breeth to the next.

| needed adrink. Something to numb my mind. Reaching toward the desk drawer, | hesitated.

| had someone to drink with! | punched up the number of Ann'sroom over a Auberge.

"Sure," shesad. "Give meten minutes”

| poured two drinks. Getting drunk together was better than getting drunk alone. Even though the a cohol
blocked theworld out, it permitted me to concentrate more closely, however fuzzily, on my own thoughts

and on my partner's.

Shearived in alittle over ten minutes. A deek red dressthat had been poured on made her look like a
pillar of fire topped by golden sunlight.

| handed her aglass and said, "Here's to open government and numb minds.”
"Been watching Congress on satellite again?'
"Close-Ad Hominem Attack."”

Ann snorted. "Those twitsin his audience have their minds set on getting hypnotized by that insulting
creep.”

"Hypnotized," | muttered. The bourbon trickled into my brain. | took another dug. Something started to
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"Jesus H. Christ and his bastard son Harry!"

Ann looked at me with apuzzled frown.

"Ann!" | shouted, jumping up from the chair. "I've got it figured!"

Shetook asp of theliquor and continued to frown. "Got what figured?'

"How to kill God!" | felt asurge of excitement rush through me. All doubts about my intentions fled-this
was what | wanted to do. Reaching for anotepad and pen, | scrawled alist of anything that cameto
mind.

She nearly snorted in adelicate sort of way. "That easily?"

| kept scribbling. "Easy to conceive, difficult to execute. That's how God's managed to survive thislong.”
| took her drink and dapped the note in her hand. "L et's get back to Auberge.”

Shefollowed me out of the office, reading thelist asintently asatax auditor. "Mescaline, psilocybin,
LSD, THC, fentanyl, STP, BZ, DMT, MDMA-are you singlehandedly trying to bring back the Sixties?"

"That's when thefirst step toward mass deicide began.” We zoomed down to ground level in ablissfully
operétive elevator. The evening sky was dark and clear.

"Tryptophan,” she continued, "V asopressin, B-12, phenylaanine? Getting a bit health-conscious, aren't
you?'

"I'm going to need it."

We passed through the old Bonaventure Hotel, striding past the dozing night clerk. One couldn't call the
tenantsin this high-rise anything but marginally wedthier bums than those who inhabited Arco North.



Sheread theremainder of thelist. "What's dll this other stuff for?'

"I'mnot sureyet,” | said, reaching for acigarette. We entered Auberge at the hatch on Fourth and Hope.
"I'm certain, though, that there's something still lack-"

"Oh no," piped the squeaking voice of IsadoraVolante. "Who let you two in?"

| looked down at the telepathic runt, tapped the cigarette on the back of my hand, and raised it to my
lips amiling.
14
Eyecatcher

| wasn't too specific when | asked Isadorafor her help in alittle plan of mine. She agreed to help me
after | pointed out that we'd saved her from Zacharias and after she determined that my credit was good.
That left me free to concentrate on the setup.

Thenext day | canvassed advertising agencies from Capistrano Beach to Oxnard. By noon my ears
begged for relief from the avalanche of garrulous pitches. Only afew of the aleged people with whom |
spoke sounded more original than sandwich boards and handhills.

The handful of impressive ones| invited up to the Union Bank Building for afina decisoninmy office.
Getting them to come to Old Downtown required that | reveal how much | waswilling to spend on the
campaign. After finding that out, none of them had any qualms about the campaign's contents, either.

Two days later, adozen advertising types gathered in my office to win my business. They scuttled,
strode, or swished in with their presentationsin hand. | seated them around the room in arough
semidrde.

Ann watched the exhibition from the far corner. Her makeup valiantly attempted to disguise the dark
half-moons of exhaustion under her eyes. She had offered to raise funds for the ads I'd proposed by
playing poker at the no-limit tablesin Auberge casinos. Her mood dripped from her like wesk acid,

cutting when it had the strength.

Thefirg pitchman pulled some illustration board from afake leather portfolio. Y ou could have attached
hisface to an axe handle and used it to split logs.

"Thisisapreliminary concept,” he said in anasa voice, deeper than I'd expected, "of our visudization of
the ideation you related to us over the phone.”

Annwinced.

| lit up aCamel and leaned back to gaze at the small sgn he held. In cheerful, pink-hued lettering, it read

Y ou Won't Fed Guilty
Or Full of Sin
OntheFirst of the Y ear



When God's Donen!

"Toowordy," Ann said, looking out the window over theL.A. basin.

The hack protested weakly. "It's aunified conceptudization that encapsulizes the eementsyou
requested-God's death and the date of it."

"It'sadamned ad for Burma Shave," she countered, "not for a specific philosophica point. The dateis
vague, donein isacolloquidism"-she turned to stare the man directly in the eyes"and | could write
better jingles on a Scrabble board.”

The man harrumphed, retrieved his portfolio, and departed. Back to shaving cream, | suppose.
"Next," | said to the crowd.

One nervous young man gulped and rose. "1 can see you're no match for me."

Heleft without giving usashow.

"Next."

A heavyst, ruddy man turned a sketch pad my way. Tasteful blue |etters on agray background read

God IsNot Dead...
Yetl
"Not bad," | said.

"Itsanegative," Ann said through abarely stifled yawn. "We need a positive statement that god will die.
And the date."

"Is shewith you?' the huckster asked.
"Next."

A short, plump, woman aged afew years older than | volunteered next. She peered a me cheerfully
through thick eyeglasses set in ablack pair of men'sframes.

"S0," shesad, smiling, "you want to tell everyone that God's dead.” She spoke with amild Russian
accent. Her hands made dramatic flourishes as she pulled a poster from athick cardboard tube.

"Hereéswhat's going to catch their eyes!”

The poster unrolled to reved a carefully watercolored image of a crucified skeleton. It looked hauntingly
lonely. On its shoulder perched thetiny skeleton of a dove. Beneath the scene-in lurid yellow
|etters-shouted the logo

The Y ear of Our Lord 2000
Won't Bel



The woman smiled with pride. She seemed to be the sort who probably had alovely garden in her front
yard and made cookiesfor al the neighborhood kids.

Ann cleared her throat as gently as she could. She looked in my direction, imploring.
"Uh-it'svery nice," | said, "but it's, um... abit obscure. It'll go right over most people's heads."

The woman nodded with aresigned smile. The watercolor disappeared into the brown tube. She
shouldered her purse, headed for the door.

"Oh, well," shesaid, "win afew, lose afew-s0 it goes." Shewaved at everyone remaining in the office.
"Ta" shesad, sparkling merrily.

At least she had agood attitude.

| gazed over the remaining faces. Judging by expressions aone, there wasn't much hope | eft. Except for
one.

A tdll, chestnut-haired woman sat bent over a sketch pad, making quick motions with a colored pencil.
She glanced up a me, then at Ann.

"I'll go next," shesaid in avoice aslow, cool, and sharp-edged as chilled dry wine. "It save you time,
and you can send the others home before they embarrass themselves.”

The rest of the candidates muttered like discouraged coyotes.

"Over whose heads in particular do you not want to go?' she asked us."Over anyone's,” | said.

Ann gave her the once-over about five times. "It's an idea-saturation campaign. We want to reach
everyone. People who aren't open to rational arguments. People who only respond to emotional assaullts,
such astheilliterate-or the intdllectuas.”

The woman nodded and resumed her sketching. The other contenders watched in agitation. Her dark
hair caught bits of light from here and there in the room to reflect arich red-brown hue. As she scribbled,
she spoke.

"If you want maximum impact, stick to smple symbols and wording. Now, what exactly are you trying to
convey?'

| watched her long fingers at work. "We want as many people as possible to get the impression that God
will dieonthefirst day of the year two thousand A.D."

She wrote something at the top of the pad with swift, precise strokes. Severd of the advertisng hacks
leaned over to see what she'd drawn.

One of them sighed, picked up his belongings, and made tracks.

After amoment of considering the finished product, she turned the sketch pad over to show Ann.



"l think that'sit," Ann said withasmile. "DdI?"

The woman turned it toward me. Large |etters blazed in sharp angles of crimson.

OntheFirgt Day of the Year 2000
God Will Die...

| nodded. She knew what to give the customer. Then | looked at the drawing below the dogan.
It was afair likeness of God from the Michelangel o painting on the Sistine Chapel. A good choice. Most
everyone in the Judeo-Christian world and agood dedl of people outside it have seen that image in one

form or ancther.

A black circle surrounded the Godhead. Rifle crosshairsintersected at a point directly over Hisleft
temple.

"That saysit." | stubbed out my cigarette. "Thank you al for showing up,” | said to the others.
Asthey wandered out, Ann and | walked over to the woman. She stood. Shewastaller than | was.
"That symbol isgoing to be plastered dl over theworld,” | said. "Whom do you work for, sster?”
"Nobody," shesaid. "I own an agency caled McGuinneCorp. And my name's Kathleen, not “sister.”
| could see it would be the beginning of abeautiful relationship.

15
Promation

"That's outrageoud!”
Emil Zacharias glared at me with such utter, raging hatred that | had to clench my teeth in order to remain
gmiling.

He sat behind his desk a the Culver City office of Hallelujah House. | hadn't figured on finding him
there-1'd only wanted to |leave a note about what | was planning. His secretary, though, apparently had
been expecting me. | was ushered into amunificently well-gppointed office about the Sze of asmal
cathedra. There he lounged, as calm and pouty as a pampered cat.

Hedidn't stay that way for long.
"| refusel” he screamed. Y ou can't force my hand on thisone, Ammo!"
"I think | can." | lit acigarette dowly, letting him stew for amoment. "The contract, as| recdl it, wasfor

five hundred aday plus expenses. All the bills1'm running up arelegitimately involved in the fulfillment of
that contract.”



Zack leaned forward, palmsflat on the desktop.

"l urge you once more, Ammo, to cancel the contract and quit thisgame. Giveit up. | can't guarantee
your safety otherwise."

"I'm not here to debate,” | said. "I just want you to know that there may be adrain on your finances that
I'm certain you'l find away to replace. Hand over your checkbook."

He stared & me asif 1'd asked for certain portions of his anatomy that (rumor had it) he aready lacked.
"Don't bother sgning them. I'm sure your bank will make good.” | held out my hand.

With afera growl, he pulled alarge leather check register from the top drawer of the desk. It did across
the mahogany to my sde.

"Thanks, Zack," | said, hefting it under my arm as| rose. "Y ou'll be seeing the results over the next few
weeks." | turned back at the door to nod toward him. "If | don't see you again, have a happy New
Yea."

"Drop dead."
"That," | said perhaps abit too cockily, "is contractualy excluded.”

The billboard faced west on the Sunset Strip, visible al the way from King's Road to the top floors of the
buildingslining theintersection at La Cienega.

A man in smudged white overdls applied paint to the last letter of the dogan. He lowered the scaffolding
and stepped off, taking his brushes and paints with him. Onelast glance at a proof of the ad confirmed to
him that he/d made a perfect copy.

He probably thought it was a promotiond teaser for anew film or rock abum. Had he known that there
were thousands of people such as he painting or pasting up the same message around the world (on
Hallelujah House's tab), he might have thought otherwise.

Ann looked at the Sgn, armsfolded. Her golden hair streamed glowingly over the dark blue business
outfit hugging her form. She gazed silently at the billboard.

In the lower right-hand corner, afaithful rendition of Michelangelo's God pointed Hisfinger toward
Sunset Boulevard. Therifle crosshairs painted over Him intersected Hisleft temple. The officid dogan
blazed in crimson above Him.

OntheFirg Day of the Y ear 2000
God Will Die...

"Y ou think that no onewill takeit serioudy,” Ann said, running onelong, earth-toned nail dong her
jawline,
"Nobody takes advertisng serioudy except advertisers.”

We stood near the Roxy Thesater. The day was only beginning to grow warm. Nearly everywhereelsein



the United States, mid-November brought an unusua cold. Predictions of a severe winter circulated
aongsde prognostications of far worse.

Thetiny painter had disappeared behind the billboard. A moment later, the scaffolding dowly lowered to
the ground out of our view. Theword DIE.... glistened in the afternoon sun like fresh blood dowly
drying. We turned to head back to where my car was parked, over on Olive.

"Though no onewill take the ads serioudly, it gets the idea of God's degth into people's heads. That's part
of the "set' Father Beathan said was necessary for his sort of method.”

"l just hope were not tipping our hand.” She didn't ook too pleased.

| shrugged. "No one will believein aconspiracy that operates out in the open. It goes against human
nature. Martin Luther King and Gandhi both unsettled their nation's rulers by openly announcing every
move they were going to make. The tactic confused the enemy into looking for secret maneuvers where
there were none. It drove them crazy."

Ann nodded with adistracted air. She seemed lost in thought. "Hitler," she said, "announced his
intentions, too."

"And," | added, "nobody took him serioudy, ether.”
"Y es, but look what happened to him."
"Hewasapoalitician," | said with ashrug. "They dl fal, sooner or later.”

"Primarily,” avoice behind meinterjected, "because they misuse magicka symbols." It was abeautiful
voice.

Annand | turned around.

"In Hitler'scase," said Thomas Russell, "he made the fatal mistake of reversing the swastika-an ancient
symbol of the sun-asamark of earthly state power. His downfall was guaranteed from that point.” He
sghed. "I sometimes wonder whether dl those pentagrams on the U.S. flag are going to save us.”
Helooked up a me. "I like your Sgn. Trying to cashin on millennia fever?

"Fever?' Ann asked.

"Round numbers" he said, "bring out the mystic in people.”

"Yeah," | sad. "I'm gtarting my own end-of-the-world cult. Five grand gets you the privilege of taking
ordersfrom me and including mein your will. Well bein the Mojave watching for the saucers. If it
doesn't rain." We reached my car-one of the last Chrydersbuilt. | leaned against the side to stare at him.
"So youreredly planning to go through with it," hesaid. Y ou redly planto kill Him."

Ann gave me asour look. "No one will believe an open conspiracy,” she muttered, as biting as bathtub
gin. Her gaze turned to the young man. "I don't think weve been introduced.”

"Ann Perrine, meet Thomas Russell-religious studies student, author, and survivor of the Ad Hominem



Attack show. Tom-meet Ann, my financid manager.”

They made courteous sounds at each other. Helooked at Ann to ask, "Y ou've figured out a method?'
She merdy smiled a him.

| did, too.

"Fine" hesaid. "Play the sphinx. It doesn't matter what you do to God. People will il act like bastards
or not, depending on their perception of their own sdf-interest. It'sjust that without God, they'll have one

fewer light to guide their actions.”

"Or one fewer excuse for ther evils." | opened the passenger door for Ann. "In any case, they'll have one
fewer leader to obey."

"When did they ever obey Him?' Tom muttered. He turned to leave.

| stepped around to my side of the car. Ann had unlocked the door. | nodded afarewell to Tom and
reached for the handle.

That'swhen thefirgt bullet hit.

The sde window shattered, the safety glass grasping the fragments like a spiderweb holding dew.
| ducked behind the door and grabbed for my .45.

"Down, Ann!" | shouted.

Tom hit the pavement and rolled between my car and a blue Subaru. Three more shots made their points
against the maroon paint job.

| tried to use the Sdeview mirror as a periscope. No good. | coaxed the engineinto life.

"Hey!" avoice screamed from behind. "Y ou're taking my cover!"

"Sorry pa," | muttered. The car coughed and sputtered. "Come on, Friz," | pleaded, "catch.”

The engine turned and whined. It sounded like a Cuisnart.

The four shotswere dl that had been fired. That didn't encourage me to poke my head up. The Chryder
backed out and pulled into traffic without much benefit of navigation. | put our livesinto the hands of the
other commuters, hoping that their aversion to the cost of auto repairs would keep them from plowing
into us. Ann said something under her breath that | didn't catch. If shewas praying, | didn't want to know
about what-or to whom.

At the summit of Olive, | peeked up to look in the rearview.

Tom raced away from Sunset, crouched low behind parked cars. A white, late model Del_orean
V endetta sedan squedled around a corner.

"Here comes the chase scenel” | hit the accelerator. The car raced to catch up. Other drivers blared their



horns. Pedestrians jumped out of the way. Bystanders grinned. They were probably looking for the
movie cameras.

"Braceyoursdf!"
Ann wedged hersdlf farther down into the space under the dashboard.

| tested the other driver'sreaction time by ramming the brake pedd into the floorboard. The Chryder
skidded.

The other driver failed the test. The Del_orean'stires screamed in unison. | fought to stay loose and
reslient. Thenthey hit us.

Theroll down the hill outside Auberge had been worse. The sedan dammed into uswhile it was il
braking. | took my foot off the brake and let the impact shove us forward. | floored it while the other car
skidded sideways. A couple of sharp turns deposited us downhill on La Cienega. Ann sat up and looked
around. After acouple miles, | checked for the Del_orean. No sign.

"Ecclesia?" she asked.

| shrugged. "Lead islead. | don't care who fired it-it'simpolite.”

"What now?'

| cut over to Crescent Heights and turned toward the VValley. "Let's go shopping.”

"This," the man in the lab coat said, "isthe ThetaWave Amplifier." He rubbed one pudgy hand against
the light blue enamdling of the device. Hisbody described the genera outline of asmal mountain. Or
perhaps alarge beachball topped by red hair and beard that framed a ruddy face.

"Weve been working on it here at Peripherals for the past ten years."

| wasn't interested in ahistory lesson. Ann was off talking to the owner.

He reacted to my lack of response by clearing histhroat just enough to stuff aTwinkieinto it. His
extremdly off-white smock served as his napkin.

"The ThetaWave Amplifier increasesthe activity of the brain in the four-to-eight Hertz region-the

frequency associated with dreaming and cretivity. At the sametime, it maintains a corresponding
balancein the Ddtaand Alpharegion. We use it mostly to intensfy dreamsin thought-mapping of test

ubj-'

"Sold"

"Huh?' hesaid.

"l said, 'sold." I'll give you the ddlivery ingtructions and a check. If you have no objections.”

"Uh. . . why, no." It was probably the quickest deal held ever made. Staring a me from under puffy



eydids, he asked, "What sort of research will you beusingitin?’
"Something involving atwelve-year-old telepathic hooker."

He blinked a couple of times and reached for another Twinkie. The plate fell to the floor without his
noticing.

Wetook atrip down to the trading floor of Auberge. Even though it waswell after midnight, al the shops
were open. Our destination was Selene Pharmaceuticals.

An dluring sky-blue dress enwrapped Ann in adisturbingly sexy manner, yet no one on the trading floor
noticed her. | asked her about it. She shrugged, though her coolly flip reply contained agood ded of
caution.

"I must have applied the wrong makeup.”

We wandered through the drugstore, picking up the necessary contraband. Aslong aswewerein
Auberge, we could buy and do pretty much what we wished.

Once we left the complex, we were subject to the drearier laws of the City and County of Los Angeles,
State of Cdlifornia, United States of America. Which would mean we'd be about as safe aswe werein
Auberge, but we'd have to handle our own bribes.

Ann placed the drugs in an attaché case while | forked over some gold to the proprietor of Selene
Pharmaceuticals, whose paidey shirt sported a patch embroidered with the name Tom. He hardly raised
an eyebrow at the way in which we cleaned out hisinventory of psychoactive drugs. His mind was quite
probably elsewhere.

| lugged the attaché out of the store. " All we need now is a spaceship.”

"I've been checking into that,” Ann said. "Commercid Phoenix flights are dl booked for the next five
months, and no oneiswilling to sublet us some room. | even went asfar asfinding out about the two old
NASA shuttles. It turns out that they're such rusty hulks, they'd cost billionsto get working again.”
"Well, we can't do it from the ground. The direct broadcast satellites can only be modified in orbit.”
Sheamiled. "Thereisaway. A company cdled StratoDyne hasfiled Chapter Eleven bankruptcy.”

| snorted. "1 don't think even Zacharias has enough dough to buy a shuttle manufacturer.”

"Hewon't have to. The owner will give usthe company and its one working shuttle for practicaly
nothing."

That puzzled me atad. "Why do you think that?"
She smiled wickedly. "He drawsto ingde straights.”

It wasdl shehad to say.
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Poker

Thefirgt blast of autumn cold blew through Old Downtown the next night. Twilight colored the sky a
deep, somber red as Ann and | made our way from my office to Auberge. Wind eddied around the little
hill and headed toward Westwood and Santa Monica. Thefrigid breeze transformed street dust and
paper trash into dancing spirits, whirling like drunken showgirls down the avenues and dleys.

We passed through the security entrance to head for the Casino of the Angels. | wore atux for one of the
raretimesinmy life. Basic black with alight blue shirt that lacked al the effeminate ruffles that seemed
currently in fashion. If | was asore thumb, | was proud of it.

Ann had somehow managed to adhere an emerad evening gown to her skin. No detail of her alure could
hide beneath the clinging fabric. She found someway to bregthe, though. Did she ever....

A ditinthedresstraveled up her |ft thigh to where it had no businessbeing. A dender blue garter
peeked out with every graceful step she took.

| expected half the casino to suffer myocardial infarction when she entered. No one gave her asmuch as
amild glance.

Eunuchs. Or worse.

Shetook a seat at the no-limit poker table. Familiar faces haunted that patch of green felt. Big time
gamblers. She was ready to daughter them in her own lovely way.

"Theonein the grey sharkskin suit with the pink shirt is George," she whispered back to me without
turning her eyesfrom the action.

| made anoncommittal sound and left the table. It might take awhile for her to up the stakes. | sauntered
over tothedining area.

| returned an hour or so later. Thefirst words | heard from the table were, " Jesus Fucking Christ!"

The skinny, dark-haired man in the sharkskin suit and pink shirt threw down his cardsin disgust. He
made amotion asif standing to leave, then plopped back in his seat again.

"Onemore," he muttered, "one more."

George was a born target.

Ann amiled a him. She didn't have to bresthe aword. Her expresson said it dl quite plainly: sucker.
The other five gentlemen at the table held divided opinions. Two of them looked as happy as Shriners at
ahookers convention, while the other three exuded al the warmth and persondity of stale cigar smoke.

One of the happy ones-a chubby old man with a prominent nosededlt the next hand of five card draw.

Ann tossed her head to one side, sending a cascade of gold over her shoulder. She drew her cardsto
play them closeto her chest-which the lechersin the crowd finally appeared to notice.



The betting proceeded camly, except in the case of George. He bet nervoudy and thoughtlessly. Hewas
aplunger, dl right, and adesperate one at that.

The pile of chips near Ann's elbow stood in shoulder high stacks. Dozens of stacks. Had it been piles of
paper money, there wouldn't have been as much amystique about it. Something in the way poker chips
look and sound ingtills an dmost religious reverencein people.

| lit acigarette and stepped toward the table to kibitz.

Ann drew two cards and raised when her turn came about. The three grumblers-who looked asif they'd
al come off the same boat from Sicily-folded immediately afterward. The fat man and asmiling, gaunt old
gentleman remained in, hoping the odds would shift againgt her.

George stayed in, tossing his chipsin angrily. Hisdark, touded hair hung down in his eyes-eyes asfurious
asacat corneredinan dley.

"Cdll," he said after the second round of raises. The chips skittered across the table to land in the center
withtherest.

Annlaid down her cards. Three queens.

The plunger ground his teeth together and threw down his hand. Two pair with an ace kicker.
The other two players shook their heads at him and laid their cards face down.

"Lady Luck iscertainly with you tonight, my dear.” Thefat man leaned back in hischair.

Ann amiled. It was George'sturn to dedl.

The skinny young man picked up the cards to shuffle them. He dammed the two halves of the deck
together asthough trying to hammer luck into it.

Ann gazed around the smoky room to find me. She smiled again and winked. Her eyesturned toward
George, then back toward me.

The owner of StratoDyne dealt around of five-card draw. Ann took three cards after the first round of
bets, then immediately folded. Thisdid little to endear her to severa of the players, who would have
forced her to stay in the gameif the rules had permitted it.

One of thethreelittle guys at the far end brightened visibly when he won the round.

George nearly bent the remainder of the deck in hisfist. Hisright hand did back toward the edge of the
table, stayed there just long enough to tremble hesitantly, and safely returned to shuffle the cards.

| didn't like thelooks of that particular motion.

"Stud," George muttered through thinned lips. He knocked a curl of black hair out of his eyesbefore
dedling the hole cards.



Ann scanned thefirst round of face cards. Her gaze lighted on the fat man's card-aking.
"Fold," shesaid, diding her cardsforward.
George's knuckles popped.

Her face card had been ajack. To me, that meant that her hole card had been aking or lower. She didn't
gamble-she played poker.

The kibitzers muttered among themselves asthe rest of the hand played through. No one could help
noticing that, while she wasn't winning anything a the moment, she aso wasn't losing much. By thelast
round of betting, the fat man had squeezed out everyone but George. The younger man caled.

He shouldn't have.

The fat man had four diamonds showing. Possible flush. The young man had apair of black queens.

Thefat man grinned, touched a hand to histhinning reddish-blond hair, and turned over hishole card. A
king. Of clubs. He laughed, leaning back in hischair.

"Lookslike | couldn't fool you, my boy! Y ou won!"

The plunger flipped his hole card over to expose athird queen. "Three of akind!" he shouted with
sudden exuberance. His hands trembled toward the pile of chips.

"Holdit," | said, leaning over the fat man's shoulder. My voice sounded like Robert Stack's Elliot Ness.
Even 50, it had as much stopping power to George as tissue paper had to arhino. | looked down at the
fat man. "Take alook at your cards. That's no busted flush.”

He leaned forward. One of the foreign guyslaid arestraining hand on George.

The fat man sorted the cards out. "King, ace, jack, ten, and... queen.” He looked up at me, then across
to George. The other players devel oped an obsessive interest in the patterns on the casino ceiling.

"Y ou were S0 anxiousto bluff himout,” | said quietly, "you overlooked an ace-high straight.” The old man
stared at his cards and nodded, dazed beyond speech.

| gazed noncommittally at George and cleared my throat. "Ace-high straight beatsthree queens.” | said it
in asfriendly amanner as possible. Just ahelpful bystander. | could predict what was probably coming
next.

George looked at me with eyesthe color of muddy water.

"Hedidnt cal hiscards"

"He doesn't haveto,” | said. "The cards speak for themselves.”

We shared one of those instants frozen in time that last forever and end in aheartbesat. Hisright hand
fidgeted again. He shoved the chips away.



"Take 'em," he muttered. He said nothing while shuffling for the next ded. Stud again.

Thistime, Ann was ace-high on thefirst round. "The pair of aces opens,” she said with a sweet smile.
Maybe they believed her, maybe they didn't. Poker was as much the art of lying aswas palitics. Any
dame that could handle something as cutthroat as atable full of men ready to rip out and devour one
another'slivers was a dame worth knowing.

On the second round of face cards, two of the Sicilians raised. The gaunt old man folded, stood
gracefully, and headed for the bar. The fat man scratched at his nose, frowned, and threw in some chips
to see the bets.

George looked at his cards. After pondering for all of afew seconds, heraised. | dmost felt sorry for
him.

Ann caled, saying, "Okay, so | lied." Shelooked so troubled, | wondered what cards she did have.
The third round revealed no pairs among the exposed cards.

"Check," Annsad.

The three foreigners folded and began talking to each other.

Thefat man checked, too.

George gritted histeeth and made his bet. High.

The courtly old gent returned from the bar, shaking his head at the younger man's desperation.

Annraised him. Higher. "Maybe| don't have aces, gentlemen”her voice drawled lazily-"but I've got
something just asnice” Shejust let the sentence hang there, like lingerie on a breezeless clothedine.

The fat man scanned the cards displayed. He pursed hislipsto blow through them like ahorse. His cards
did toward the center of thetable.

"I believe prudenceforcesmeto fold." Heinclined his head to the gold and emerad figure to hisright.
"Y ou may have him, my dear. | think I've taken enough out of him, asyou have out of me."

Ann politely acknowledged hiswords, then turned back to the game.

George dabbed at droplets of sweat gathering on hischin. | sdled over to him, reaching around him to
snuff my cigarette in an overflowing ashtray a hiselbow.

"I'd suggest folding,” | offered softly. "It'll fool her into thinking you know what you're doing.”
"I don't need-I can't. It's" He breathed the stuffy air in short, frantic gasps.
Some people shouldn't play poker.

He raised his opponent by an idiotically astronomical amount. The crowd gasped.



"What a mark," somebody whispered.
Annlanguidly threw in her chips. "Cdl." She had nothing to do but wait for thekill.

George dedlt the fina two cards. A deuce of clubs did over to her sdeto join the ace of hearts, five of
gpades and nine of diamonds.

He dedt himsalf a queen of spades next to hisking, ten, and five of diamonds.

Ann'slips pouted in disgppointment. Shelooked again at her hole card, letting her shoulders drop.
"Check," she said, listless as wet newsprint.

Lights seemed to flick on in George's eyes. He looked at the chips between them-enough to purchase
severd Centrd American countries. He calculated madly. Nervous hands shoved the remaining pile of
chipsforward.

Ann stared emptily until George had withdrawn hishands. A grin spread across her face. She added the
last of her own chipsto the stunningly huge mound between them.

"And | raseyou." Thewordsdidn't come out asadap in the face, but the young man reacted asif hed
been socked. She had him pegged from the start.

| was pretty sure what their hole cards were now. Ann must have figured his out afew rounds back.
George bowed his head to stare at the table.
"| can write you acheck."

The gaunt old man bent over him to say, "Y ou know the rules, my friend. No checks or notes. No
lending.”

It saved me from having to say it.

Ann gtraightened in her chair, making no sound. Her face had become asrigid asastone carving. She
gazed at George with wintry eyes and waited.

"|-" He glanced pleadingly around to the crowd. Hisgazefdl on Ann. "l have some shares. In my name.
A controlling interest." He pulled some papersfrom insde hisjacket.

| frowned. Had he been expecting to need them? Make that a reckless plunger-doubled and squared.
"A third of it should meet theraise”
Ann glanced a the shareswith adisdainful look. "Oh, dl right. Y ou'll probably win them back anyway."

That, | thought, was unnecessarily cruel. The young man's eyes blazed like oil burning on apolluted lake.
Hethrew in five of the folded blue sheets.

"| call." He reached to turn over hishole card.



"Seeyouandrase”

Their gazes |ocked like handcuffs. The crowd stood like a statue garden, their only similarity their
dillness. Their expressions ranged from disapproval to glee to shock.

The only one not frozen was George. He began to shake. His gaze fell to the remaining papersin hisfig.
Hetossed themiin.

| pitied him. Pity, though, has no place in poker. Then again, neither do fools.

She called. Heturned over hishole card. He didn't have aflush. Just apair of kings, as she must have
suspected. Hisright hand edged off the table to drop limply onto hislap.

All eyes stared at Ann'shole card, asif their combined hopes could lift it from the felt. It ressted. It lay
there until Ann reached over to invert it.

An ace. A diamond for the heart already exposed.

Thefa man laughed, looking at the loser. Thetall old man gazed with sympathy &t the pitiable figure. Ann
motioned for a security man to retrieve her winnings. The shares she recovered personaly, tucking them
away in her purse.

The fat man's laughter faded like a good memory when he saw the pistol in George's hand. A maddened
finger jerked againgt the trigger.

| tried to outrace the bullet. My arms rose up in adouble fist to come smashing down on hisright
shoulder. Too late. The gun lunged backward in his hand. He dropped under my blow like abag of wet
garbage, the pigtal falling onto hislap.

Thechar Annsatin had aholeinit. High up, a chest leve.
Annwas gone.

While guards jumped on George's unconscious frame, | looked for Ann. | saw no sign until | noticed a
mound of chipsdide off thetable. | had to concentrate in some odd fashion in order to see her. Staring
moreintently, | saw her shoveling the chipsinto aMylar bag. Not even the guards seemed to notice her.
Whenever someone stared directly at her, it was asif his gaze just kept moving.

| stepped over to her and knelt down.

"Congratulations," she said, handing me the shares. ™Y ou now own controlling interest in afailed
spacecraft company.”

Acrossthefield of green, George stirred asif waking from a deep deep. One of the guards lifted him up
while the other deftly retrieved the pistal.

"Let'sgo." Ann shook her hair back and crammed the last few chipsinto the bag. She turned to go, only
to bump up against the arm of adender black man. He reacted as though nothing more than a breeze had
wafted by.



A few men and women glanced at Ann as we waded through the crowds toward the casino exit. Their
gaze would light on her, then wander, their expressions growing blank.

My last view of George was of him being escorted to the security office by three gentlemen in nicdy
tailored black tuxes. Helooked asif he'd been deflated and hung on a coathook.

"Yourolled him likeadrunk,” | said.

She shrugged. "Poker isalot like nation, Dell. Sometimes someone gets wiped out.”

"And nation isalot like poker-you've got to understand the minds of dl the players.” | spoke
quietly, waiting for her to convert her winnings at the cashier. "What I've been trying to figure out al ong
isyour part inthis. A little roughing up by a priest wouldn't drive most people to such efforts.”

She said nothing. The cashier calmly wrote out a chit. He might have been playing with the money al by
himsdlf for dl the notice he gave Ann. Y ou'd think they had women shot at every night.

She deposited the chit in her handbag. When shelooked a me, it was with aflush of excitement. The
light in her eyeswarmed, like fire seen dimly throughiice.

"I've got alot more than that to get even with, Dell. A lot more than alittle pushing around.”

| stepped out of the casino with her a my side. "Let me guess,” | said. ™Y our parents were Bible-beating
fundamentaigts, right?"

She grimaced. "Hardly."

"Then you possess the ultimate Electra complex, which you try to sublimate by helping to murder your
heavenly Father."

She laughed. Her laughter grew louder and higher until it cracked.

"Not exactly,” she said after amoment. All humor had drained from her face, asif someone had dugged
her. She said nothing more until we separated to go to our hotel rooms.

The next day we visited my rocket factory.

17
Starfinder

STRATODY NE CORPORATION, INC.
ALTERNATIVE TRANSPORTATION SYSTEMS
NO TRESPASSING!

"They don't encourage much wak-in trade, do they?' | stared at the pedling Sign on the rust-stained gate.
The cyclone fencing could have been torn gpart with a buttonhook. A formidable padlock connected the
two ends of achain that could have been cut in haf with apair of scissors.



Ann reached over to the steering whedl to honk the horn.
"Not much need for security out here,” she said. "But they try."

A faded guardhouse stood beyond the gate. A bent old black man in agrey uniform stepped out,
unlocked the gate, and stepped over to my side of the Chryder.

"Wecdled," Annsad. "ThisisMr. Ammo."
The old man nodded. "That'sright. That'sright." He walked back to the gate to open it all the way.
"Sort of lonely out here, in'tit?' | said.

The old man pointed at his guard shack. "That thing'sfull of amess of books. Timeto read'swhat | got.
I'm seein' theworld." He waved usthrough asif in adream. " Seein’ the world."

The path to the factory was unpaved. We kicked up enough dirt to signa our movement for miles. We
wouldn't have to worry about that, though. Clouds darkened the sky overhead. The streetsin Claremont
afew milesback had been dick from morning rain.

A drop of water spattered againgt the windshield like an angry bug. A few more droplets descended
from the sky to hit the car or make little dust explosions on theroad. A starling hopped out of our way,
cursing thetwin intrusons of car and rain.

We drove into anarrow canyon that widened around a bend, revealing the vast StratoDyne
manufacturing empire. A decaying assembly building covered an acre or S0 of red estate. Another acre
of unpaved parking lot abutted its south sde. A doping concrete wal about a mile away separated the
building from acircular concrete launching pad.

One lone thirty-year-old Buick, wearing more rust than paint, snuggled up closeto the building. A crow
cawed wearily, circling about the facility dodging raindrops. It landed on the roof of the building to seek
sanctuary under agirder.

| drove down an incline toward the Buick. The rain had aready begun to drag the road dust down the
shouldersinlittlerivulets.

| parked in front of the other car. After aquick sprint, we reached adoor marked Gener al Office,
gtanding hafway open. A fluorescent lamp flickered insde. Therainfell around the building likea
collapsing world.

Ann pulled the door shut. Her khaki jumpsuit looked like aleopard's spotted hide. The brass buttons and
bucklesthat served as functiona accents glinted in the unsteady pul sations of the indoor light.

The office was empty. The intermittent buzz of the lamp could not compete with the sound of therain
outside.

| looked around. Vacant chairs faced naked typewriters. Paper trays squatted on desks like starving
animals, waiting to befilled. Thewal clock was an hour and a haf dow. Someone had once tossed
sharpened pencils at aposter of aNASA space shuttle, where they still remained stuck. The words
Good Riddance had been scrawled across the poster. | wondered whether they referred to the abortive



NASA fiasco or whether adisgruntled employee had fired a parting shot. | supposeit didn't matter in
ether case.

Somewhere amidst the noise of the downpour, the sound of aradio faintly drifted into the room. It played
aforgotten tune by an obscure rock band.

| glanced at Ann.
She shrugged. "Follow the music?'
| nodded.

The wet bottoms of my gum-soled shoes made annoying squeaking sounds against the cement floor.
Ann's boot-hedls clicked in pleasant contrast. Neither of us could have sneaked up on anyone.

| felt like an explorer in a haunted tomb.
| preceded Blondie through the rear door of the office. It led directly to the main assembly room. Almost
an acre of open space spread before us under avaulted roof. 1t would have made an impressive indoor

tennis court, though 1'd seen larger ones.

Partitions hung here and there, obsiructing our forward view. Looking up &t the celling was the only way
to see the entire span of the place. We weaved past severa of the barriers. Then we saw it.

It lay there on itslanding gear-white and gleaming and smooth and graceful. Like agiant dove, itswings
were swept back in anticipation of flight. The cockpit stood twenty feet above us-a multifaceted gem
inlaid against deek pearl.

"It's beautiful,” Ann whispered.

A deep voice behind ussaid, "It'sapiece of junk.”

Weturned to seeatdl maninapair of greasy red coveralls. He was young, with the usua vague tan that
typified nearly everyone from L.A. He sat next to theradio, legs outstretched, leaning againgt apile of
titanium struts. His fingers were interlaced behind his head.

"Junk?" My shoes squeaked with my turn.

He stood. "Old man Geidinger had a good idea, building low-cost space shuttles. Only problem was,
NASA didn't want anyone competing with their overpriced jalopies.”

| put afoot up on acrate. "They didn't like that, | suppose.”

"No, sr! The Federd Trade Commission nearly drove the old man to ruin. The only money he made was
in the countereconomy. When hefindly ad astraed, the company went up for grabs, and George Turner
tried greenmailing aleveraged buyout to drive the stock price up.”

"Doesn't seem to have worked," said Ann, surveying the remains of the factory.

"No, maam. George was never much of abusinessman. The greenmail blew up in hisface. The



management revolted and unfurled their golden parachutes. He wound up stuck with agutted company
and no oneto run it. Then the Hudson Phoenix shot the cost of spaceflight through the floor.”

He stood to stretch, sticking his hand out to me. " The name's Canfield. | piloted some of the old man's
shuttles until Georgie boy took over and | got put back in electronics.”

He gave me afirm, friendly grip and an open, unpretentious smile. His prematurely grey hair was short
and nest.

| introduced Ann and mysdlf, then asked, " Can you fly thisthing?!

He gazed up a the shuttle. "If | were suicida. The old man had us building good, solid spacecraft. None
of that multiple redundancy crap you find on most ships. He built them chegp and sturdy, and they
worked just fine. Then Turner comes in and decidesto comply with FTC regulations. It was downhill
after that.”

| didn't want to hear the entire history of StratoDyne. "What would it take to get you to fly thisthing?!
"Modifications"

"Such as?' Ann asked.

He eyed her up and down, then let his gaze drift to the spacecraft. "I cal her Sarfinder . | like that better
than SD/X-93A." He stepped over to pat the underside of the hulk. "Y eah, alot of mod-"

One of the glossy black tilesfdl to thefloor.

He picked the piece up. "George thought it would be wiser to copy the NASA way of doing things.
Junked the old man's spray-on ablation that worked so well. I'd want to go back to that.”

"Fine" | sad. "How much will it dl cog?"

"I'll do most of the dectrica work mysdlf, if you're redlly serious about this. The rest will probably run
about amillion or so. That'sin Panpacific dollars, mind you." He tossed thetileinto an oil drum filled with
trash. "Wherell you be sending her?'

"To crash the gates of heaven and kill God."

Helaughed, then said in awistful tone, "I'd pay that price to get into space again.”

| frowned. Was| getting another kook in on this? "Well be taking her up to synchronous orbit. A satellite
repair flight.”

Canfield rubbed his jaw thoughtfully. "Lot of junk up there. Which one do you plan to retrieve?
| smiled. "I don't plan to retrieve anything. It be an in-orbit modification, which well discuss nearer our
launch date." | took amoment to eyebal the shuttle again. "I'm putting you in charge of hiring the right

people as of now."

"Okay. Everyonesfilesare fill in the office. I'll call the good onesback.” He jerked athumb toward



Sarfinder. "Her lifting tanks are till in Guatemala. Turner refused to bribe the loca bureaucrats after the
last flight. Other than that, well probably need alead time of five month-"

"Cant," | said. "Five weeks max. Welaunch on New Year'sEve."

He gulped audibly. "Okay. Umm... five weeks." He withdrew asmall, bent notebook and apen from his
flight suit. " December thirty-one, nineteen ninety-nine. Hour to be determined.” He looked up from the
notepad. " Say-you're not involved with those ads I've been hearing on theradio, are you?'

"Open conspiracy,” Ann muttered, looking away.

"Something about God dying on January firg?"

| kept my mouth shut.

"Arethey serious about killing God?' he asked.

"Wereyou?' | said.

Weleft him taring at us, hisface apuzzled fidd of thought.

18
Magick

| spent more and more time either accessing information on plaques or sitting in thelibrary in Old
Downtown. | preferred being at the library. Sitting there in bad lighting, wedged between stacks of red
books and old drunks, | absorbed al | could abouit religion, psychology, ESP, drugs....

Each previous assassination had required extensive research and planning. This one turned out to be no
different. The preliminaries usually consisted of surveillance-watching the victim to gain knowledge of his
routines.

Inthis case, the Victim was well hidden. When it came time for the confrontation, I'd have to be ready
for any posshility.

| had just finished scanning a book-the umpteenth by yet another illiterate who claimed he was able "to
intimately contact” the Holy Spirit that was sending UFOsto tell usto eat wheat germ and bean sprouts
and refrain from sex, profit, and other base urges.

| threw the book against astack to my left. Nut literature toppled, spilling across the worn table. Another
library patron, using asack of plain-wrap ginfor apillow, roused a bit to eye me blearily.

| redlized that | till didn't believe the crap.

The thought hit melike aset of knucks. Here | was up against God Almighty-encountering portentsin the
sky, priests bent on mayhem, and satanic rites amidst nuclear rubble.

And | ill didn't believe that God was anywhere to be found.



"It'sjust fear,” Ann said when | told her about it that night. We sat in the bar of Casino Grande.

"Fear of falure?'

"No. | mean that believing in god isjust fear. Fear of the unknown. And no matter how much anyone
professes not to believein god, deep down thereisthat trace of fear of the unknown that impelsthe
belief in an unknowable power beyond man. It'sthe existence of that fear that you must believein. Thet is
what you mugt attack."

Even though she'd been meeting with promotiona people dl day, she till maintained aglow of freshness
and energy about her. She toyed with her champagne glass and smiled.

"Infact,” shesaid, "rather than conjuring up abelief, perhaps you merely ought to suspend your disbelief
temporarily.” Her smiled faded into seriousness. "Magica ceremonies and rituals are designed to creste
the sort of atmosphere you'd need.”

| snorted. "Magic? Y ou mean the sort of theatricd drivel Zack performs? Whom shall | cut open?

She stopped fingering her glassto shake her head emphaticaly. "No. What he engaged in was ablack
mass-a Chrigtian heresy. It isamagicd ritua, but one hopeesdy ineffective and crude.”

Sheleaned over the table toward me. She seemed atouch drunk.
"I'm speaking of the Old Ways. The craft that Bridget preserves and practices.”

| stared at her. "Witches?' Thiswas getting to be too much. "Broomsticks and black cats and
cauldrons?'

"We needn't take the cauldron, Dell." Having broached the subject, she took another sip of her drink,
alowing her cool gaze to warm abit. "Y ou've read enough by now to redlize that the legends of
witcheraft consst of alot of misinterpreted myth. | suspect the only broom Bridget ownsis used to
sweep out the store.”

| polished off my bourbon and spent amoment surveying the patrons of the bar. No one appeared to be
eavesdropping, though the wonders of ectronics could easily have had me fooled.

"I had planned to do away with Him scientificaly.”
"Remember what Bridget said. " Two great forces must join and two great forces must clash.™

"Isthat thefind piece of the puzzle?If itis, I'm supposed to produce it with aflourish, and you're
supposed to say, "Astounding, Holmes."

She gazed a me with searching eyesfor along moment. She looked disappointed.

"Fina piece or not," she sad, "the answer to the puzzleisthis. The two greet forcesthat must clash are

good and evil."

"l suppose I'm on the side of good? Look who hired me." | ordered another drink.



"Sometimes evil ams can unwittingly set good actionsinto motion,” she said. "Besides, Zacharias
changed hismind after thinking about the consequences.” She plowed on, undeterred. " The two great
forcesthat must unite are science and magic. The roots of god reach deep into magic and myth. Without
magic, no amount of science can affect him.”

| shrugged my weary shoulders. Her theory was no more ridiculous than anything else I'd considered.
"All right, angd. I'll giveit awhirl. What have | got to los=?"

Ann stared gloomily into her drink and didn't answer.

19
Crone

"Out, out, out of my sorel”

Bridget appeared less than thrilled to see us again. Kasmira-dressed in a black-full length peasant
dress-watched dlently from behind the cash register.

Plywood boards still covered the broken windows of Trismegistos. Wide strips of masking tape held
gray chipboard in place over holesin the glass counters.

"Things have been rough, haven't they?' Ann said.
A pile of damaged merchandiselay on acard table. A sign hung fromit, reading,

THE
"WE DIDN'T EXPECT THE SPANISH INQUISITION"
SALE-
ALL RED TAGGED ITEMSHALF PRICE!

Bridget looked at me with poorly veiled unease. "l gave you your damned message,” she said. "What
more do you want?'

"Your help."
"Help in what?Y our wild-gander chase? That insane advertising of yours?'

| bit the ingde of my cheek, glancing over at Ann. She merely rolled her icy blues. Yeah, | thought-|
know.

"We need aspdl,” shesaid. "A powerful spell. Y ou have the knowledge. Y ou have the power. Please
help us." She reached out to touch the old woman's arm. Her frigid eyes warmed to pools of imploring
dewiness. The angd redly knew how to lay it on.

Bridget Sghed miserably. "It'susdessto fight. He has the wholeworld in Hisgrip. Our influenceisdying,
crumbling.” She shook her aged head. "Those few of uswho have held on for so long have seen the light
grow dimmer year by year, age by age. Perhgps this millennium is the Equinox of the Gods."



"No," Annsaid, "l refuseto let that happen.” Ann clasped the crongs arm tightly, her eyes narrowing with
fierceintengity. "There comes atime to strike back with al the force we can raise. Six thousand yearsis
enough time to spend enduring the whip and the rope and the flame. It's enough time spent hiding in the
shadows, afraid to speak our truths. 1t'stoo much time lost in forgetting that our loveis greater than his
hete."

Ann released her grip. Bridget turned away.

"It is the Equinox of the Gods," Ann said. "His solgtice islong past. Do you want to see him enthroned
again for another twenty centuries?'

"I'mtoo old," she said as softly as avanquished warrior.

"That is he speaking. He and his hatred of change through time." Ann touched the old woman again.
"Y our ageisyour wisdom. Y ou lifetimeisyour strength.”

"Words," Bridget said, leaning weakly against the counter behind her.

"Words of truth. Words of magic. Your words."

Bridget merely lowered her head, shakingit.

Annlooked helplesdy in my direction.

| et out animpatient Sigh. "Bridget,” | said, "can't you seethat the lady isasking you to help us?'
She nodded, avoiding ether of our gazes. Something stiffened in her spine,

"That aman should ask..." She looked up at me. Color returned to her face. "That aman should even
think to rgect his patriarcha God." She straightened.

In the corner of my vision, | saw Kasmira smiling, holding back tears.

"Mighty ISs, I'll do it! | won't refuse arequest when it comesin such amanner.” Thefire of life seemed to
flow back into her veins as she looked heavenward. "I've got nothing to fear from the likes of Him! My
karmas safe. | lovethislife, and I'm ready for the next." Shelooked meinthe eye.

"All right, God-killer-just tell me when and where and what restaurant well go to afterward.”

"Blessed be," | muttered, lighting up a cigarette and tossing the match into a cracked incense burner. |
took along drag and let it out. "How do you like space flight?’

On December fifteenth, we threw the ad campaign into high gear. Kathleen had produced a dick, tight
ten-second TV spot-short and to the point: blank screen for acouple of silent seconds, just to get
everyone's attention. Then the familiar Crosshairs Over Jehovah would swell up on the screen,
accompanied by an ominous drum roll and the announcer's voice-over.

"Onthefirgt day of the year two-thousand, God will die."



We had it trandated into scores of languages for worldwide transmission over the VideoSat network.
That cost abundle.

Hallelujah House, of course, was paying for everything. | was serioudy beginning to think that the bank
account was bottomless. Also, due to a stroke of genius on Kathleen's part, money was aso pouring
back into our coffers.

She showed up a my office one day with apaper bag (from some exclusive Rodeo Drivejoint) filled
with goodies.

"Thesg" shesad, "aresdling like crazy.”

Every one of them had either our symbol or dogan or both on them. There were GodKiller baseball
caps, pen sets, totebags, buttons. Bookcovers, backpacks, headbands, armbands, and decoder rings.
She unrolled alength of adhesive logo stickers.

"They're Scratch-and-Sniff,” she said. "Smdllslike rosemary.”

"Rosemary?'

"W, | thought about blood, but we're trying to keep this upbest, right?”

"Right," | agreed.

Sheld paid an up-and-coming band called TransUranic Meta to compose atune called "Nearer My God
to Death." Our symbol was depicted on the dbum deeve and on the laserdisc itsdlf. She played the cut
for me. It sounded like hogs being vivisected during anuclear war.

"Thekidsloveit," she shouted over the noise. "It hit Billboard at seven with abullet.”

They should have used the bullet on the band.

Inthejarring sillence that followed, she exhibited the remainder of the bag. Key chains, roach clips,
rubber stamps, holograms, bubblegum, coffee mugs, posters. Pendants, embroidered patches, postcards.

"They're the hottest things on the market. Especialy in the twel veto-twenty-four bracket. Having your
parentsimpound your cache of GodKiller Candy isared status symbol."

"Soit's popular. What about backlash?!

Kathleen shrugged, her long chestnut hair flowing around the shoulders of her rust-hued tunic. "Nothing
to worry about. Evangdlists such as Emil Zacharias and the likerail against the adsand hint at
Armageddon. But they've been doing that for years. They just useit to get money.”

| smiled. Zacharias must be burning mad if the money coming in to fight uswent straight out again to help
us

"Maybe we can turn that to our favor,” | mused.

| congratulated Kathleen on the campaign as sheleft. Everything was going marveloudy well.



That same day, unfortunately, The Cardina and his boys cameto town.

20
Conversation

Ann, Isadora, and | sat at atablein The Prisoner of Zelda eating avery late breakfast. The Great Gatsby
atmosphere of the place grated on my nerves, but the kid seemed to enjoy it. She acted surprised when
she discovered that the decor came from a period even before my time.

"Geg, thisstuff mugt redlly be old.”

Ann was outfitted in abreathtaking violet dressthat was cut in astyle that reveded everything yet
displayed nothing. By rights, our table should have been surrounded by wolves.

No one even glanced &t her.

Isadorawore a scarlet body shirt that displayed everything and reveded nothing. The color of her nail
polish and eye shadow matched, making her look like a stunted neon sign. Her black picoskirt ended
where her thighs began. | couldn't even look at her black fishnet stockings. | was gtill eating breskfast.
Her only nod to good taste was a GodKiller button pinned to her shirt.

Thewaitress returned, looking like aflapper who'd spent one night too many taxi-dancing.

"Theres agentleman who'd like to speak with you," she said, highlighting her speech with sngppings of
her GodKiller bubblegum.

| started to rise, then cautioudy sat. " Send him to our table.” | was ill smarting from what had happened
thelast time.

Hewalked toward us. Had we been in less civilized surroundings, | would have taken the opportunity to
smear him into the ground.

Father Beathan smiled, pulled achair up next to me, and sat with folded, calm hands.
"Thefirgt day of the year two-thousand? How melodramatic.”
"It makesitspoint,” | said. | lit acigarette and eyed him, awaiting his next move.

Helooked past Ann at |sadora. "There are some people who would like to see you now. Immediately. If
both of you will pleasefollow me-"

"Both of us?' thekid asked, looking at Ann and me.
Beathan nodded, looking from Isadorato me, his gaze never lighting on Ann.

Ann made adlent hushing Sgn with her left index finger.



"Well?' the priest asked.

| sadora peered a me, concentrating. Suddenly, the restaurant seemed to tumble and fracture and
crumble awvay.

Thekid stood in ablank room wearing a digphanous bit of nothing. Spectral winds blew dreamlike
through her hair. | seemed to be watching her, but | couldn't see my own body.

"All right, Dell-what's going on? Why can't he see Ann?"
| shrugged invisble shoulders. "It's some kind of trick she does. Or some kind of defect in her
personality. You should ask questions, being able to drag me into Never-Never Land for a quick

chat."

"Get stuffed!" Theroom dissolved like cotton candy in arainstorm to be replaced by The Prisoner of
Zdda

"Quit looking like abrain case, Ammo. Come on." The kindly father drew something from beneath his
frock. A blunt, rounded rod pointed unobtrusively from the end of acylindrica grip. | faced the business
end of aneurd interruptor.

"Why, Father," | said in my friendliest fashion, "you could go to prison for ten yearsif you get caught
carying that."

He smirked. "Y ou're oneto carefor laws. Do you know what you'll get for attempted deicide?’ He
gestured again with the pardyzer.

"Go ahead," | said. "Try explaining two unconscious people to the management.”

"Good try, Ammo. Thisone's modified, though. Its power is set just low enough to make you open to
persuasion.”

| blew some smokein hisface.
"Comeon, kid," | said. "Let's go whither the good Father taketh us.”

Isadora, Beathan, and | stood. So did Ann. | left awad of orange paper to cover the bill. Aswe headed
toward the exit, | leaned close enough to Ann to whisper, "How long do you think you can keep thisup?’

She whispered back, "Aslong as|'m around people who believe the liesthat otherstell them-or believe
theliesthey tell themsdlves™

| was hoping for something abit more concrete.

| kept abreast of Beathan, staying between him and the kid. His constant glances toward her betrayed an
inordinate amount of interest on his part. He wet hislipswith the narrow tip of histongue before

spesking.

"So thisisthe way in which you choose to mock God." Hislips pressed back together like those of a
schoolteacher about to ddiver acaning. "Defiling amere child to appease your dark, animalistic master.”



Isadorabristled at that. "Whao're you calling mere, you bastard!" She darted around me to swing her foot
at hisleft shin. Her pointed gold pump droveinto hisflesh.

I've got to give Beathan credit for not putting the NI field on usright there. He waved the thing a
|sadora.

"Daughter of Eve," he said through gritted teeth, "your language is asfilthy asyour soul.”

| restrained her thistime. No sense pushing our luck. "Chill the rhetoric, pop. Y ou want her to ruin her
shoes?'

| could hear Ann's soft footsteps behind me. My mind did a sprint through Panic City. Did she haveto
follow so closdly? What if her shield or whatever it was should lose potency? | knew other men at least
to have seen her. Shewasn't invisble. What if the othersweren't fooled?

Beathan led us down a corridor toward the Auberge Hilton. He appeared unfazed by the wanton
amosphere and easygoing morality of Auberge, despite hiswisecracks.

Two transvestites of the high-class variety strolled by us. One of them-aringer for Veronica
Lake-winked teasingly &t the priest.

Heignored the gesture with acam, disinterested expression.

His nudges directed us through the hotel lobby toward the elevator. He punched for the bottom
floor-penthouse level in the crazy layout of Auberge. The penthouse suites were Situated directly over a
branch of the never-completed Los Angeles Municipa Subway. Only customers paying the highest fees
could afford a suite near such a convenient escape route.

Beathan dipped the key card into the lock. The door eased open. He prodded me in with the muzzle of
hisNI. Thekid followed between us.

Ann quietly dipped in lagt to hide in the cloakroom. Beathan <till hadn't detected her presence.

Thejoint was big, by Auberge standards. Three steps led to asunken living room that contained several
couches, agaming table, and afunctiond fireplace. | had no ideawhere the smoke went.

Three of the couches were arranged in a U-shape around the fireplace. Upon them sat the Strangest
collection of clothesthis side of aRocky Horror revival. There were adozen old menin dl, comprising a
fairly thorough ethnic spread.

"Ah," | said casudly, tapping the ash off what was|eft of my cigarette, "you must be the Ecclesia”

None of them said anything, yet somehow the room grew even quieter. The men stared coldly at |sadora
andme.

"We are of dubious pleasure," said a shaven-headed man in a saffron robe, "to discover that you know of
us" Helooked asif he should be handing out incense at the airport.

"Relax," | said. " read about you in the papers all thetime. "Ecclesa this, "Ecclesid that-"



"Enough,” said The Cardina. He was dressed dl in red, right up to hislittle beanie.

They were dl old men. Some were fatter, some were skinnier. Some darker, some lighter. None of them
smiled, nor did any look asif hed smiled much since 1954.

"Let usget down to business." The Cardina stood with ajangling of sacred hardware. "We have been
informed by the Reverend Emil Zacharias that you are the mastermind behind this GodKiller campaign.”

| smiled acdculated smile. "Weretotaly open in our operations. Y ou could have come to our business
office-"

Heinterrupted me. | didn't like that. "We want to know what you mean when you say that God will die."
"I mean what | say, fatso."

"Which God do you intend to kill”?* he asked, ascamly asif he were asking about my vacation plans.
"All of Him," | said.

"Allah?' Some guy in aburnoose jumped up asif to reach for his sword, only to discover that he wasn't
wesaring one. The Rabbi beside him tugged at the fellow's khaffia. They exchanged whispersfor a
moment before The Ayatollah grudgingly sat back down.

"A vast undertaking,” The Cardind said. His eocution was as full and round as Anthony Quinnwith a
sock in hismouth. "How do you propose to do this?!

"Trade secret.” Let them swest it.

Thefdlow in red fiddled with an ogtentatious gold ring on hisindex finger. A crucifix hung heavily around
thethick folds of his neck, astasteful and as dainty as a solid gold hockey stick.

"Mr. Ammo, your effort to kill God will fail because God does not exist.”

"Thenwhy treat me any differently from any other Southern Cdifornianut?'Y ou could have saved alot in
arfare”

He smiled and reached up to touch his scarlet beanie. "Mr. Ammo, it isone thing to defy God, to set up a
competing religion, or even to declare onesdlf to be God. None of those actions robs God of His prima
position in peoples minds." He peered a me straight in the eye with agaze that emerged from two
narrowed, murderous dits. "To imply, on the other hand, that God isabeing that can bekilled isto
unleash an anarchitic impulse not seen since the time of the Corn Kings."

He stepped up to me closer than even most Europeans stand when talking to one another. His breath
smelled of fish and Binaca

"The desireto murder God isan dmost universal emotion in human beings. If you succeed in destroying
their God for them, if you show them it can be done, you will create two disastrous consequences.

"Frgt, you will destroy man's desire to achieve, which is his only metaphorical means of killing God and



maintaining his self-respect. Every man wantsto be God, and every man laborsin hisown way to unseat
Him. Second, you will diminate guilt. More accurately, you will remove the means by whichwe are able
to indtill guilt in manour only meansto channd the God-killing urge toward productive ends.”

He concluded, dramatically ponderous. "Killing God would destroy civilization."

| grunted unsympathetically. "Killing God would put you jokers out of business. That'sdl."

"Quite s0." The Cardina smiled. "Where would man go to be absolved of hissinsif we weren't around to
define what was sn? We would descend into violence and corruption.”

"l see. In other words, we wouldn't bein our current state of peace and bliss.”
"Thingswould befar worse, | assureyou."

| rubbed an itch on my nose. "I'd like to see the results and judge for mysdlf. If things go from bad to
worse, we can dways resurrect Him, right?"

"Bah!" The Mahatma pounded afist against the arm of the couch. "None of you make aliving absolving
the sins of those who truly harm others, such as murderers and thieves. There are too few of them.” He
looked at me with black eyes buried in glossy olive-hued skin. "The religions you see represented by the
Ecclesa"

"Asyou cdl it," The Cardina took careto interject.

"-have succeeded in transforming the act of living intoasn!™

Ah, | thought, dissension in the ranks. Good.

The Rabbi smiled conspiratoridly a The Ayatollah. "Wetdl them they are evil for wanting too much. We
tell them it iswrong to eat what they want, wetell them it iswrong to make love to whom they wish when
they wish. They cannot question, for we say that the orders come from gee-dash-dee. Some of us
here’-he glanced at the guy in red-"have even accomplished the laudable feat of damning everyone
merely for being born.”

The Cardina smiled with pride.

| leaned over Isadorato whisper in her ear.

"Think you can handle the whole gang a once?'

Shelooked a measif I'd asked her to jJump over the moon.

"All of them?' Shethought about it. "The only time| tried more than one was these Samese twinswho-"
"No details, kid. Did it work?"

She nodded. "Sort of. | don't know about this many.”

The Cardind cleared histhroat. "We are prepared to be either generous or brutal, Mr. Ammo. Please



consider wisgly, since, the event of a negative answer, we cannot permit you to leave this room di-"

Fatso's face went dack, his gaze focused on some distant realm. The others mimicked him asecond or
0 later.

Beathan fell back against the wall to dide down to the floor. They went aslimp asrag dolisal over.
Well, dmost dl over.

| retrieved Beathan's neurd interruptor and pointed it at him. His glassy eyesregistered no emotion.
"Ann," | whispered loudly, "I think she'sgot them.”

Ann emerged from the closet to gaze at 1sadora. The kid sat on the edge of thefireplace, staring equally
as blankly as the men she held entranced.

"Might aswell st down,” | said. "We can't leave without her, so weve got to wait till she's finished.”
"That could take hours.”

"Time passesfaster in her littleworld.” | nodded toward the Ecclesa " See?!

Severd of the holy men began squirming about. Their dull, low moans were the sounds you'd hear from
the depths of any menta hospital. Their pelvic motionsincreased in speed. The Mahatmaand The
Ayatollah did jerkingly to the carpet, their sight turned inward.

|sadora shook with fury or pain or terror. Tears started to run. She cried out once and féll to the
hearthstones, trembling. When | knelt at her Side, she reached up to grasp my neck.

"Let'sget out. Please." Her words barely madeit from her to me.

| picked her up. | had no experiencein calming awounded child, so | did the only thing | knew how to
do-1 let her cry.

"It was awful. Awful. They hated mefor being agirl and they told me they wouldn't fuck me because |
wasagirl and unclean and | had filthy thoughts and | wasn't avirginin my heart so they-they c-cut me

up...

She buried her face in the nook of my arm just as before and sobbed. The wet heat of her breath and
tears soaked right through my jacket.

Annfumbled in her purse. She stepped over to the esteemed members of the Ecclesia, who lay there
with closed eyes and twisted, peaceful smiles.

"Let'sgo," | sad. The placefdt likeacharne house. A musky stench ambushed my nodtrils.

Sheignored me and the thirty kilos of kid | wastrying to keep from dropping. She drew her pigsticker
from its shesth and advanced on the man in red.

"Inthissign,” she said, "be conquered.” She carved afive-pointed star in hisforehead. Deep. The knife



edged down to cut off thetip of hisnose.

| hadn't thought her the vengeful sort. | redlly would have stopped her if | hadn't had my handsfull. |
resorted to the sternest form of mora persuasion.

"Why not just shoot them in the crotch and be done with it?"

She reached up under The Rabbi's curly hair to nick off adice of hisear. "For your Abodah Zarah," she
said to hisdeeping visage. A trickle of blood snaked though his dark locks.

On The Ayatollah's cheekbone she inscribed something in swirling Arabic. "Inthename of Al Lat!" She
nearly hissed the words.

"Let'sgo!" | wasn't interested in skin decoration.

She turned to join me at the door. Her gaze was as blank and distant as theirs had been. She wiped her
blade on Beathan's frock and returned it to her bag without looking. Her hand reached out to touch
Isadora's head.

| waited for her to say something symbolic and important. Maybe even something comforting.

Her hand did away slently, wearily, to drop at her sde. She followed me out without aword.
21
Yuletide

The promotiona campaign was causing ariot among the press. Speculative articles spread through the
tabloids like mold through Roquefort. Editorias canted about the decaying moraity that could culminate
in such amockery of All Things Sacred. Some of the more gpocalyptic magazinesand TV programs
nailed our plan dead on. Halelujah House was particularly unkind in their characterization of whomever
wasbehindit al.

All of which only helped circulate the awareness of the plan. The new Zeitgeist spread amost without our
help.

Kathleen intensified the program to include computerized tel ephone spotcals, bulk-rate mailings, and
skytyped messages over footbal games. The one above Notre Dame nearly instigated ariot.

Christmas approached with al the pleasantness of afunerd procession. Priests and ministersimplicated
our campaign with the internationa Satanis/Communist/Corporate/Secular Humanist conspiracy. Rabbis,
imams, and assorted shamans hinted that only the Christian God would die on the Christian New Y ear.
The Brahmans sat quietly knowing-or pretending to. The nut cults came farther out of the woodwork.

| asked Kathleen to stick an ad in newspapers and magazines soliciting funds "to hat the God-killer's
campaign of liesand deceit”. The money it brought in went right out again for ads for both sides.

| spent most of my timein thelibrary. If | could have injected the booksinto avein, | would have been
mainlining religious philosophy. The current stack of booksincluded Kant, Spinoza, Nietzsche, C. S.
Lewis, Ayn Rand, and Thomas Paine. | had Paine's Age of Reason in hand. He detested organized



religions on the grounds that revelation could not be received secondhand. On that basis, he denounced
the Bible as mere hearsay. That he promoted his own degtic, disorganized religion didn't prevent me
from unearthing information that | found generaly useful.

Annwandered into the library a closeto midnight. The officid closing timewas nine, but nobody redly
cared about books or libraries anymore. It was more of an underfunded warehouse than anything else.

Shelooked as if someone had crumpled her up, put her in aback pocket, and gone horseback riding.
She plopped down into the chair next to mine and dropped her head upon a pile of notes.

"Happy Birthday," she muttered, looking down &t the papers touching her cheek, staring blearily through
the desk to thefloor.

"Thanks, doll, but you're off by nearly half ayear.”

"Mmm," she groaned, gazing through the papersto the other side of the planet. "1 just finished speaking
to Canfidd. The crew'singtdled the Theta Wave Amplifier onboard Starfinder . Canfied's persondly
integrating the neurd interruptorsinto the amplifier. And Bridget has submitted her dtar design for the
payload section. It looks good. It can work. Dr. LaVecque saysthat her heart'sin prime condition-no
circulatory problems. He thinks she can survive theflight." She sighed.

"What'swrong?"

She shrugged. "I thought that keeping the books at Bautista Corporation was a chore. This campaign of
yoursis so diversfied that I'm shotgunning al over the place just trying to keep the finances straight.” She
raised her head from the table and rested it on one arm. "Working with Zachariass money doesn't
amplify things. He's being audited, so I've got to save hisassto cover ours.”

| ran my hand gently through her golden hair. "He should be thankful for al the work you're doing for
him."

Shelaughed in apeculiarly wesk fashion. "Onething aloneiskeeping al of thisfrom blowing usup into
the public eye." Sherolled her head to one sidein order to gaze up at me. "Whenever | haveto deal with
people who might have an interest in tracking us down, they barely notice me and don't remember me
five minutes after I'm gone.”

"Y ou make agreat front man," | said.

She didn't take the comment well. "It'stough,” she said. "It'stough knowing that you're moving through
lifelike a phantom. Knowing that you drift through the memories of the people you meset like afaint
breeze. Feding that sometime-late a night-they'll remember you in adream and wake with a shudder or
ascream, only to forget again.”" Sheturned her face back down. "It'slike not redly being dive at dl."
"How long have you been like this?!

She sat up and sighed. "All my life. There were times when even my... parents couldn't sseme.” She
stared at the bookcasesin silence.

| sat there watching her. Even though tired, she radiated aglow of life that warmed meto my
soul-assuming that | still possessed one.



| quit dreaming and returned to my book.
After amoment, Ann said, "Ddll?"
"Yesh?'

"l guess my point isthat-with every other man-1 have to exert alot of mental power to hold their
attention. That's one reason | put so much effort into my clothes and makeup.”

"You certainly catch my eye, Sster.” It was obvious she was heading toward apoint. | let her take her
own route.

"That'sthe point,” she said. Bingo for me. "I don't have to do anything. Y ou see me"

She stood up with what the poets call "feline grace'-alovely flowing motion. For an exhausted person,
she stored an astonishing reserve of energy.

"Y ou can see me because you are the man who doesn't believe lies.™
| snorted. That wasalaugh. "Tell that to the Reverend Zacharias."

She dismissed the gag with aflip of her hand. ™Y ou don't believelies, and you seek to uncover the truth.
Y ou don't take the easy way out if it involves belief inthingsfase.”

""What istruth?" | asked, mostly to show her I'd been doing my reading. "Look whereit'staken me-to a
life of murder. That'sthe truth for you." | closed the book to gaze at her. | felt tired. "How'sthisfor a
lie-tdling mysdf that theworld iswrong and that the generals and kings and politicians| killed were evil
men who deserved to die. Have | made the world any better?!

Her earth-red nails tapped at the tabletop. "I seem to recall asking you asimilar question afew weeks
ago. Y ou've gpparently changed your mind. Y ou told me you only killed tyrants."

"Everyone e se called them “leaders.” I1t'd be pretty presumptuous of meto put my opinion above
everyonedses”

"Stop playing devil's advocate, Dell."

My laughter echoed through the library. 1t took me awhile to calm down. All of three seconds.

She hit me with that gaze of hers.

"I don't redly care what you think you believe. Do you know what it's like being unable to hold aman's
full attention for more than afew moments? The closer he gets, the harder | have to concentrate. Usually
the effort istoo taxing, and he snaps away. He stands there wondering where he is and what he's doing
there”

"Must make shopping difficult.”

Shedidn't even hear me.

"l don't know," she said. "Maybe | just didn't want any of them.”



"But we want each other.” | figured it was my place to state the obvious. They must have been the magic
words, because she suddenly fell slent and gazed dreamily at me with those piercingly blue eyes.

"And | wasn't eventrying,” she murmured. "Y ou truly want me?"
| nodded.

"Then," shesaid with aluscious smile, "take me."

| looked around me. "Here?'

"Of coursenot," she said, reaching to take my hand. "In the philosophy section!™

Shewasthe seg; |, amighty rider sailing upon the crests of her waves. She moaned like the wind through
hidden forests; | bent like atree beneath her. She burned-afiery essence; | was consumed utterly. She
covered me like soft, warm earth; | lay buried in ecstasy.

| had run out of metaphors.

| had adso run out of cigarettes. Somehow, though, | had no craving for smoke. | just lay there gazing at
her, agolden treasure.

| was having adifficult time finding the right words to say. Despite the reputation my professon has
received aslusty villainsin popular thrillers, an assassn dmost never getsinvolved with women. Except
perhaps astools. My affairs had aways been just that-affairs. A short farewdl, if any.

I'd never made loveto afriend before.

Tough guys aren't supposed to think about such things as love and warmth and worship and forever. Dell
Ammo was atough guy. Dell Ammo never worshipped awoman. Or aman. Or aGod.

Wheat did | worship, then? Anything? Could | fool mysdlf into thinking | worshipped justice? Y eah-|
could sprain my arm patting my back over that. Dell Ammo, assassin. Crusader for justice. It had a cozy
counterfeit ring toit.

Anninterrupted my thoughts by pulling me closer.

"Do you gtill see me?" she asked.

"Likeadream | carried over into waking."

"You're no thug," she said, stroking my hair. It had grown out jet black again, asit had been years ago.
"Youreasengtive, brilliant man.”

"Rats, doll, you've blown my cover. All these scarsare fake. I'm actualy John Donne."

"That was noidand," she said. "That was a continen-"



Theair rumbled around us. Ann stared at me. A dull, stunned expression spread across my face. The
library swirled about me and snapped like wet Silk.

| floated in atotally black redlm. From somewhere in the darkness, Isadora screamed out awarning. The
library returned to my vison, her words reverberating in my head.

"Run, Ddl!" shecried. " The Ecclesia’s attacking! "
2
Blagtoff

"Let'sgo!" | shouted to Ann. The throbbing sound around the library grew louder as we threw on our
clothes. | grabbed my Colt from beneath apile of abstracts and pounded down the stairs, Ann seizing her
handbag and following inches behind.

Something whumped against the side of the building. The subsequent concussion knocked us against the
wall.

"Ecclesa" | yeled in answer to alook from Ann. We scrambled over scattered books and shattered
bookcases toward the northern exit.

Instead of the door, though, we clambered out of one of the windows-I figured the bushes outside would
serve ascove.

Six unmarked blue Hughes Cayuse hdlicopters roared over Old Downtown like movie Indians around a
wagon train. The tenement capping Auberge flared savagely-a blazing funerd pyre. Thick columns of
smoke rose overhead, chopped apart by the copters propwash. The crowds pouring from the Auberge
exitswere greeted by machinegun and air-cannon fire.

One of the air-cannon rounds burst a section of the hill away to revea the crumbling interior of the
Auberge Hilton. Bodieslay sickeningly till ingdetheruins.

A chopper roared above us, too swift for it to have seen us. It closed in on Bunker Hill. From
somewhere within Auberge, the defense systemswere retdiating.

Fifteen-millimeter machine guns opened fire on the aircraft. A couple of brave souls crawled to the
surface armed with TOW missiles.

"Can't they usetheir interruptors?' Ann asked.

"Not enough range for the power. Too strong afield would knock out everyone on the fringes.” | edged
toward the west end of the building, Ann's hand in mine, kegping behind the bushes.

A thunderous explosion shook through us. | looked past Auberge to see the Union Bank building loseits
top thirty stories. | had afegling my office wouldn't be in great shape after that. The chopper that fired the
missile landed atop the Bonaventure Hotd to hide from the action below.

"Where are the police?' Ann shouted over the battl€sroar. "The army?"



One of the copters disintegrated in midair. The guard who fired the killing shot jumped up triumphantly,
only to be blown from his perch by acannon round from another attacker. His body whirled and danced
through the air before tumbling down Bunker Hill and out of sight.

"Why should the cops or the feds get involved?' | said, looking down Fifth Street for a safe escape route.
"They figure anyonein Aubergeisacrimina of some sort. It give them an excuseto crack down on al
the undergrounds.”

Another copter fell flaming into the World Trade Center.

"'Someone high up may even have approved the attack. They'll call it a gangland massacre.”

"Déll-over there"

| turned to see pickup trucks racing toward Auberge, the beds loaded with scores of young men-healthy,
well-armed, and fit for anew crusade, another jihad.

The Hueys drew back to safety asthe boys stormed the hills, firing at anything that moved.

"It touchesmy heart,” | said, "to see how the world's different faiths can work together for a change.”
Ann grabbed my arm with painful tightness. "Where's |sadora?”

"l don't know," | said. | was concentrating on the truck pulling up to the library.

"Go sengtive and find her.”

"Go what?"

Ann crouched down to where | was peering out at the truck. "You can doit,” she whispered. "Just calm
yoursdf and concentrate lightly on her image. Conjure her up in your mind.”

"Cadmmysdf?During this?" | fdt like akid on stage with ahypnotist. | wanted it to work. | wanted
everything to go fine, even though | knew it wouldn't. | tried ashard as | could to believe that it would
work whileingde mel fdt it wasimpossible.

"The column of mirrors," | said asif I'd just remembered it.
"See? Y ou're getting something.”

| glanced back at the troops leaping out of the truck. Something shook the earth. | stared upin
bewilderment asadeek black Learjet screamed over thelibrary, two Vulcan machine gun pods under its
wings chaitering like the Fourth of July.

The Lear knocked two of the remaining three copters out of the sky. Thethird turned to escape, the jet
pursuing in an uncontested race. Twin Vulcans blazed for an ingtant. The Huey's pil ot bubble shattered.
Aningant |ater, the machine whed ed about, twisting crazily toward the Music Center. It crumpled into
the Second Street overpass and hung there unburning-a dragonfly pinned to arail.

The jet vanished to the northwest. | watched it depart, glancing at the fires of Aubergereflected inthe
mirrored windows of the Bonaventure.



"She'sinthehotd.” | whispered.
"Let'sgo.”
| shook my head and pointed toward the young troops. "Wait until they'reinsde.”

It didn't takelong. They rushed the building at a dead run, whooping and screaming like a phalanx of
John Waynes.

| led her through the bushes to where the walkway turned to block us. We paralleled the steps and
hotfooted it into the parking lot, using what weeds grew there for cover. | kept my automatic ready.

The Auberge guards, in control of the high ground, seemed to be turning back the assault. The Wdls
Fargo building blocked our view as we ran past. We crossed Flower toward the hotel entrance.

Two kids sped around a corner, saw us, and whipped their riflesup to am. They weretoo dow. | had
aready dropped to aknedling, twohanded shooting stance. Ann crouched behind me. | had asneaking
suspicion shewas fumbling for her knife.

| sighted in on the boy to my left-a sandy-haired teenager who looked like the lead in ahigh school
production of The Idiot. The other-alanky Panarabian-divided his am between my head and Ann's.

"Neither of you wantsto shoot us!” | yelled. "One of you will be dead before| drop!”

"Th-that w-would just mean one m-more soul for Y-Y ahveh," the sandy one said. He stuttered like a
motorboat, and it wasn't from fear: the hands holding hisrifle never wavered.

"Onemore soul for Allah," the darker boy corrected.

Sandy glanced at the Panarab.

A wisp of smoke from the burning complex drifted between us. It carried asmdll of things dead and
dying. The Panarabian kid paid it no mind. Hed probably been raised during the Pax |sradliaten years
before.

Sandy wrinkled hisnose. | took achance.

"Allah or Y ahveh. Which God will get your soul? Which God is supreme?* | split my aim between the
two without dropping my guard.

"Allah," said the dark one.

"Yahveh," ingsted the light one.

Something whooshed through the air behind me.
"Knock it off with the shiv," | hissed.

Ann muttered something and stopped waving the blade around. The two boys didn't even notice. They
wereinvolved in atheological discusson.



"Yahveh"

"Allgh.”

They glowered, dowly turning their riflestoward each other.

"Allah," the Panarabian said with alow growl.

"Yahveh," Sandy Hair retorted, racking the action on his M-16.

"Kali!" avoice screamed from the nearby underpass.

The boys spun about to look toward the source of the sound. Had they lived long enough, each would
have seen abullet hit him in the chest. Two rifles clattered to the pavement. Two young men followed

them shortly.

| jJumped up, gave Ann ashovein the direction of the Bonaventure, and commandeered one of therifles.
| sped up to match Ann's athletic pace.

Footsteps raced behind me. | whipped about, a .45 in one hand and an M-16 in the other.

"Tough guy," agravely voice rumbled. "Can't even plug a couple of punk kids."

Randolph Corbin trotted his hulk up beside me, one thick hand grasping a Springfield M-1A.. The other
hand clutched at hisbelly. His pug face was distorted from breathing asif it were the latest fad. His
brown turtleneck shirt and tan dacks appeared to have been redesigned by a chainsaw. Soot stained his
clothes, hands, and face. The seat of his pants had been badly singed.

| nodded toward the hotel lobby. "I see you didn't expect the Spanish Inquisition, either.”

"Right. And | can seethat you were the answer they sought. Duck!"

| drove my shoulder into the sdewalk, rolled over, and brought therifle up. | fired.

Corbin placed three well-aimed rounds into the chests of as many armed attackers. | dropped the other
two with shots to the head-an old trademark of mine and adamned stupid habit.

Somewhere to the south whined dozens of police Srens.

"Findly,” Ann said, unimpressed. She tried to open one of the doors set in along wall of concrete. No
luck. We raced toward the main |obby doors.

Corbin wheezed in great exhausted gasps. "Y ou must know the Ecclesiais after you. They attacked
Auberge”

"Yeah," | said. "l had asort of hunch about that."

"Even Auberge management didn't know, and they've got informants everywhere to give them warnings
about raids." He looked behind us at the carnage. "'l guessthey never thought to infiltrate the Ecclesia”



"But you did?' Annsaid.

"A Buddhigt friend of mine. She dropped too much acid at Bryn Mawr" "In here," | said. A side door
surrendered to my kick. We rushed inside.

The Bonaventure was till in use, though it no longer qudified asthe luxury hotd it had once been. The
radiation problemsthisfar from Arco South posed no danger, but fear wasfear. True, ahigher class of
derelicts and bums inhabited the less-than-gleaming towers. Most even paid rent. But bums were bums.
To our right sat agreasy hotd clerk reading anewsplague, the racing information onscreen. His gaze
drifted lazily up to us, his eyes widening when he saw the three of us armed with rifles, pistol, and knife.
His grease turned to swet.

"No trouble, man," he said in apiping voice. "Weve got protection.”

My thumb played threateningly with the pistol's dide safety. "Y ou persondly? Right now?!

The clerk gulped like a sea bass and added more swest to hisface. Nervous hands gripped the edge of
the counter. His newsplaque clattered to the floor.

"We're looking for someone,” Ann said. "A dark-haired girl. Have you seen her?'

The clerk shook his head.

"Wewon't belong,” | said. | cased the |obby area.

Thelight from the regigration desk wasthe only atificid illumination in the atrium. Sunlight shone muddily
through the ring of windows at the top edge of the cylindrical interior. It could have been adim and restful
medieval cathedra except for the pair of drunks snoring against each other on amezzanine couch.
"Which eevator works?' | asked.

"Theleft one" the clerk said.

Insde, Ann asked me, "Which floor?" She surveyed the array of buttons. Outside the cracked glass of
the elevator walls, what once had been alandscaped indoor pond lay dry and choked with cansand
Mylar bags. There were even afew glass bottles here and there, which indicated how long the place had
been in that condition.

An eerieimage appeared amidst the garbage. Before meshimmeringly ghostlike-floated aview of the
smoldering battle outside. | seemed to be viewing it from up high.

| punched for the top floor. "WEell work our way down from the restaurant,” | said.
Thisdevator, at least, didn't groan and shudder. It lifted us quickly and quietly upward past the windows
of the atrium, out into hazy daylight. The car glided up the interface between the central and northeast

columns. Something clunked, and we jerked to a stop.

"| think we can handle things from here on, Corbin." | aimed the M 16 at the elevator doors. ™Y ou don't
haveto follow us"



I moved Ann behind me. She stepped around to my side, knife at the ready.

Corbin shrugged and raised his own rifle. He had regained his breath. ™Y ou seem to be having more fun
up here than | would be down there. Besides'-he grinned wickedly-"you seem to have gotten everyone
more stirred up than | ever could.”

The elevator doors parted. Nothing greeted us but aquiet restaurant foyer. Corbin did around the doors
to policethe hdlway. Ann and | wandered out to watch him. His husky figure darted in and out of niches
and doorways with guerrilldike precision.

"Y ou weren't aBuckleyitein college,” | said. "Y ou must have been aMinuteman.”

Heturned to grin a me, then said, "All clear. Thisway to the restaurant.”

We stepped into a place that at one time had been one of thefinest eateriesin L.A. The new owners had
letit dideinto alousy ginmill.

"Isthekid you'relooking for about four-eight, dark reddish hair, garish clothes?' Corbin asked, gesturing
to abooth by the window.

"Shut your fuckin' mouth, asshole.”
"Foul tongue, rotten manners, and about three glasses of Plymouth ginin her?!

Isadora V olante sneered at us from behind a half-empty bottle. An ashtray held a pack and ahalf of
cigarette butts.

"An adequate description,” Ann said, stepping past usto the kid'stable.

Isadora turned her attention away from us back to the scene severa hundred feet below. The crack L.A.
Fire Department stood about, casually debating the best strategy for extinguishing the blaze. The police
munched doughnuts and watched. A few copstook occasional potshots at the remaining Auberge guards
for the benefit of the TV crews.

Everything was under control.

"How'd you get here?' | asked the kid.

Shetugged at athin strap that supported a sheer, lime-green negligee.

"l wasin Casino Grande when | felt the same sort of evil vibes| got from the old farts back in the hotel
room. | begged one of the guardsto let me out through the air conditioning shaft inside the Angeles
Paza"

"Sounds asif you breached their security,” Corbin muttered.

"I have my ways. How do you think | was able to warn you back on the hill?"

| gazed around the restaurant. "We've got to get out of here without running into cops, feds, or Ecclesia.”

"Theremight beaway," Corbin said, "but weld have to ded with the Ecclesia™ He pointed upward.



"The Huey." | shouted to the anemic old bartender, " ou! How do we get to the roof ?"
He pointed toward the kitchen door. Corbin ran through to check it out. | turned to the kid. "Let'sgo.”
"Forget it. I'm cutting free. Y ou guys are freaks.”

"Aubergeisgone, sugar. Look out the window-those're cops you see milling about. They'll be up here
when they gart thinking about it."

"That scaresmelike alimp prick,"” she said in adrunken dur. "'l can handle cops. | can head up to
Frisco-to Auriga, under Union Square.”

Ann put agentle hand on the child's shoulder. "How will that settle your account with the Ecclesa?”
Spoken like atrue comptroller.

"Who?'

"The oneswho cut you up.”

Sheturned away from Ann's penetrating gaze to stare furioudy out the window, chin propped on hand.
Down below, the cops had rounded up afew Auberge guards and were enjoying aworkout on them
with fistsand clubsfor the benefit of the TV crews. Suddenly, astartlingly bright beam of green light
flashed from adlit cut into a concrete dab. Three copsfel down twitching, their abdomens exploding
from the unfortunate effects of a high-wattage pulsed |aser.

I sadora frowned and turned back to me. "How do you plan to get back at them? Spike their Geritol ?"
| smiled and tucked my pistol away to take her by the hand.

"Ever take aride in a space shuttle?'

Ann, thekid, Corbin, and I climbed through an access shaft that might have been built for apygmy.
Fifteen claustrophobic feet later, we emerged into a shack on the roof of the Bonaventure's central
cylinder,

Corbinand | quietly peered through the doorway to see the aircraft Sitting motionless on the helipad. The
pilot and gunner paced nervoudy aboLt.

"They're debating what to do next." Corbin raised hisrifleto sght in on the gunner. "They don't want to
encounter awire-guided missile or gamble on arun-in with police choppers. What they don't redlizeis
that the missiles are probably keeping the police away, too. Cops know how much their equipment
codts." He squeezed the trigger.

The gunner collgpsed. The pilot panicked and rushed for the cockpit. Corbin gunned him down.

"Nice" | sad. "How do wefly it out of here?!

Corbin grinned and kicked the door open. "The Beast haswings," he said. "Unless, of course, you don't



want my hep.”

| sghed and followed him through onto the helipad. A cold winter breeze blew the smell of thefireup to
us. Coolers, vents, and nameless clutter tangled below the landing platform. An orange circle and cross
of cracked and curling paint marked the center of the pad.

"Letmeguess” | said. "Youlearnedto fly in "Nam."

Hisfleshy face grimaced asif held smedlled rotten eggs. "Hardly. | wasamercin Afghanistan, fighting the
real Commie menace. | didn't waste my time with orchestrated "police actions.™

| nodded impatiently. Ann was having trouble with an intoxicated adolescent. | trotted back to render
assistance.

"I'm afraid of flying!" Isadorahollered.

"WEelIl be getting alot higher than thisl" | shouted back. ™Y ou should be more afraid of what's down
below."

Shetook adrunken swing at me, missed, and collapsed in my arms. That smplified things. Ann strapped
her in.

"Canthiscrate carry five?' | asked.

Corbin stripped the dead pilot of hisradio headset. " Probably. Who've you got in mind?' He strapped
into the pilot's seat and fired up the engine.

| grabbed the gunner's helmet and squeezed into his vacant seat. Corbin showed mewhereto plug into
the intercom.

The copter rose afew inches and dropped down the west side of the hotel. Gunning it, he lurched us
away from Old Downtown at a sSsomach-convol uting speed.

"Can you sneak us over to Hollywood?' | asked.
"Hollywood? Sure.”

"Great. And watch out for low-flying broomsticks."

Corbin flew nerve-jarringly low, more to avoid radar than brooms. Not that every cop between Old
Downtown and Hollywood didn't notice us. If they'd been informed, though, to let the attackers on
Auberge get away, then we were rdatively safe. Unless they had to do something for the TV crews.

We reached Hollywood in a couple of minutes. Corbin told me how to release the ladder. He dso
informed methat | was the obvious choice to shinny down.

| shinnied.

Bridget stood in front of her store, staring up in bewildered shock, fists on hips. The propwash swirled



dreet dust and trash around her maroon kaftan.
"Wheét the hell are you up to?" she shouted.

"Timeto go!" | shouted back. My feet were planted firmly on the bottom rung. | had adeath-grip on the
ropes.

"You'reaweek early!
"Stuations” | ydled, "have forced my hand!"

Bridget threw her arms up in exasperation, turning to walk back into her store. | thought I'd lost her until
she regppeared carrying a purple paidey carpetbag.

Kasmirafollowed her to the ladder, where they conferred for amoment. She kissed her grandmother
and gave her afirm, long hug. Bridget returned the kiss.

| despiselong good-byes, especialy when I'm hanging from a stolen assault vehicle. | jJumped from the
ladder to take the bag from the old crone's hand. She looked at me, then at the ladder dangling above us.
She nodded and turned to give Kasmiraafina hug.

| hefted her up to the lower rungs. Corbin dropped the copter another foot or so to accommodate her.

Bridget dug her hedsinto my shouldersfor support. With agrunt of effort she climbed up to hook one
foot around the bottom rung. | joined her on the ladder and put an arm around her waist. She pried it off.

"l don't need your help, sonny!"
Sonny? | could tolerate alot of insults, but that one stung.

She spidered her way up with remarkably unsenile speed. Ann lifted her inside. | reached the top, nearly
lost her carpetbag tossing it in, and followed it.

"Haul up the ladder," Corbin's voice buzzed in my earphones. "And tell me where were going.”
"Claremont. The StratoDyne launch ste.”

"Tenfour."

He punched the enginesto full throttle, leaving my stomach somewhere on Hollywood Boulevard.

"I still want to know why you came so early,” Bridget said, straining to be heard over therotor's
increased noise.

| sadorarecovered from her stupor enough to say, "It'sapsychologica problem men his age have.
Premature evacuation.”

Bridget turned toward the child with a sardonic smile. "Y ou're the one, aren't you?" Shelooked toward
Ann for areply. Ann nodded. The old woman looked back to the kid. ™Y ou are an unbelievably
powerful broadcasting telepath, child." She patted the kid's head tenderly.



| was surprised she didn't bite the old gd's hand off. Instead, she merely looked out the cockpit, saw
where we were, and threw up in an empty ammo box.

Bridget took a handkerchief from a pocket in her kaftan and proceeded to clean the child up.

Corbin flew uslow over the hillsto Sierra Madre, where he doglegged east toward Claremont. Behind
us, the smoke from Auberge reached high into the afternoon sky, ablack exclamation point at the end of
ajarring surprise. Corbin dropped usto treetop leve, and it fell from sight. Another drop ddlivered us
into a canyon that widened to become the StratoDyne complex.

The shuttle stood erect on itslaunch pad, ashimmering white bird gripping four rust-red boosters.
Corbin set the copter down with a couple of uneasy bumps. Ann and Bridget dragged | sadora out.
"Haveaniceflight," hesaid in agrudging voice. "1 hope God doesn't do a Job on you."

"Where are you going?' | asked loudly.

"Areyou kidding?' He patted the Huey's controls. " This baby and its weapons stores will fetch ahigh
enough pricethat the Church of S. Judaswill beriding high for years. Months, if | redly enjoy mysdf.”
Hewaved a me jauntily with afree hand, folding his second and third fingers down to form the Horns of

Androcles-an ancient witches symbol of good luck.

| tossed the headset inside and sedled the hatch. The copter rose swiftly fromitspillar of dust to rotate
about and race east toward the national forest-and the desert beyond.

"Impossible” the launch director said. ™Y ou can't launch tonight." He was older than | was, balding and
soft from too much desk work in bureaucratic surroundings. He leaned back in his console chair to stare
a me.

All I needed that moment was a battle of wills. | stared back at him and leaned threateningly forward. |
gtill carried the M-16.

"| don't pay you to say things areimpossible.”

"That'sagood line," he said. "Let mewrite that down.” He picked up adoughnut and bit ahunk out of it,
washing it down with aswig of beer.

| leaned farther. The butt of the rifle thudded against the desktop.

"Sarfinder isready. Canfield told me so as| walked in. All you've been doing for the past two days has
been flight smulations”

He leaned forward, face-to-face with me. "Listen, Mr. Dd Taco, or whatever your nameis. | don't think
| likewhat | was hired to do here. Theré's an awful lot of rumors circulating that you have something to
do with that crazy ad campaign. Y ou may not understand this, but to get where you're going requires a
specific launch window. | may be helping you accomplish some sort of twisted publicity stunt, but I'm not
going to jeopardize my career by doing it clumsly!" He finished the doughnut and returned to his
semirecline. "We couldn't possibly consder aflight before calculating a new launch window. There might



be one around five or Sx thismorning.”

"That'sfinefor you," | said, taking the beer from his hand and tossing it into the wastebasket. "We, on the
other hand, are being trailed by some annoyingly rude characters. The same ones who pureed Old
Downtown a couple hours ago. Do you want to be around here running simulations when they show
up?'

Hefrowned, looking for amoment at his empty fingers.

"I could probably work up alaunch window afew hours sooner if | calculate agreater liftoff thrust. But
with thisjaopy, we might blow afuel pump, and you'll wind up scattered over the Midwest." He folded
hisarms, daring meto chalenge his authority. He didn't know that | was ready to go up againgt the
ultimate Authority.

"Give me odds."

"Oneinten."

| carefully laid the M-16 across his desk blotter and grabbed him by hisgreying shirt's collar to pull him
face-to-face again. He made a gulping sound but alowed me to speak.

"The odds of the people on our tail knowing about StratoDyne are fifty-fifty. They aren't interested in
taking prisoners.”

"Then the sooner you let go of me, the sooner | can reprogram.”
| let go.

He graightened his collar and stood. "I'll get the flight programmersworking on it immediately. Head
over to Flight Prep and find Gunther. Tdl him I'll be over inawhile.”

"Makeit quick." | glanced at the three women and nodded toward the door.

"I'll makeit right, if you don't mind." The launch director sat back again in his console chair and swiveled
toward histerminal. The keyboard rattled like tapdancers on amphetamines,

People rushed past us as we wandered toward Hight Prep. No one wore any sort of uniform or
identifying marks. Most of the people were young and energetic, though some very old people moved
among them with easy determination. Almost nobody middle-aged was around. My generation had lived
through the strangulation of space travel by the world's governments. The younger people didn't
remember that time and the older ones could till recall the good old days.

| sadora wasn't impressed. "What sort of blue-jean space program isthis?' she demanded.

"Y ou weren't even around when they tried to makeit look glamorous, kid. Spacetravel isjust trucking
companies now."

Shefolded her arms, walking in that way until she redized how slly it made her look. "My mom's dad
walked on the moon. She told me he was one of the Twelve."



| nodded without paying any attention. Out of one of the building's diding doors | caught another glimpse
of the spacecraft standing tal in thelast light of day. Thetop half caught the darkening red colorsthat had
aready passed from the canyon floor. The gantry lights came on just then, smal points of tungsten white
and sodium orange that glowed like Disneyland. | lost sight of it when we stepped through apair of doors
into Hight Prep.

Gunther was an old man in atattered lab coat who moved with painfully dow steps.

"You four?' he asked with atrace of a German accent. His hair possessed the texture and color of cirrus
clouds under bright sunlight. Beneath skin astight and aged as afine old leatherbound book, two bright
points of joy twinkled in his gaze. He bent over I sadora.

"I'd wondered for whom was the little monkey suit." He chucked her chin, laughing pleasantly. | hadn't
seen a chin chucked in two decades.

She damogt bit his knuckles gpart. "Keep your mitts off, pervo. What I've got you can't afford.”

"What you've got," he said with amildly stern expression, "wouldn't draw interest even if you could bank
it"

"Sir," Bridget interrupted, "we arein quite ahurry, according to Mr. Ammo. Please explain what you
would likeusto do."

The old coot straightened up to look at her. Y ou could have heard the violins playing.

"Yes," he said when held caught his breath. "Why, yes. Of course.”

Theflight suits hanging on the rack weren't the cumbersome, bulky, outrageoudy expensve abominations
that NASA had utilized to the bitter end. "Pork barrels,”" Gunther referred to them ungracioudy. Our flight
suits were composed of just acouple of layers of tight black materid that-except for the helmet ring at
the neck-looked more like tail or-made wetsuits than like space gear. Our names had been embroidered
in gold thread on the | eft shoulder.

Gunther handed them to uswith polite ceremony. First Bridget, then Ann, then the kid. Finaly, he handed
me mine. Some joker had sewn GodKiller patches over the left breast of each ouitfit. | had to admit they
looked good.

Gunther politely turned his back to the three women. "I gpologize for the lack of dressing facilities,”" he
sad.

| turned my back to al four of them. The kid horsdaughed behind me. Bridget shushed her.
"Areyou two men Victorians?' Bridget asked.

"We are gpparently both gentlemen,” Gunther replied.

The old woman huffed. " Gentlemen do not ignore awoman's body asif it were something hideous.”

Gunther turned around hafway through the sentence to do hisbest at ogling. And theway in which the



suits had been constructed gave him plenty of time both to sightsee and render assistance.
The phonerang. Gunther reached it on thethird jangle.

"Areyou certan?' was dl he asked. After apause, he cradled the phone. Off in the distance aclaxon
dam blasted.

"I'mafrad,” hesad, "that you have just seven minutes left on earth.”

"What?" we said, dmost asone.

Gunther moved as swiftly ashisfrail build permitted. "Our low level radar has detected three helicopters
coming out of the southwest. The shuttle is being fueled now. They've worked up atrgectory, but it only
has athree-minute window." He looked worried.

| closed acouple of intransigent zippers. "Let'sgo.”

We followed the old man to a set of doors that opened to the outside. He pointed toward an ancient
Dodge van upon which the fading remnants of psycheddic paint fought alosing battle with an
encroaching battalion of rust.

At his speed, | wondered whether we'd have enough time to make it to the vehicle, let done the launch
pad.

We climbed aboard as he gunned the engine into life. Ann hadn't even sat down before he pedled away
a adragster's pace. The rear doors alternated swinging open or shut, depending on which way the van
swerved.

After less than aminute of breakneck speed, we arrived at the foot of the gantry. Gunther ushered us
hurriedly out, urging usinto the eevator.

"T-minusfive minutes, thirty seconds,” blared acam voice over the loudspeakers. The claxon continued
towall.

A dozen men and women scurried about the base of the launch pad and up the gantry. The chill cold of
liquefied fuels ran down the sides of the boosters. | gazed heavenward.

The sky was amost black. Against the starry backdrop towered Sarfinder . Something like awe began
swdling ingde my throdt.

A firm hand shoved meinto thelift.

"Moveit!" Gunther closed the door and hit the power button. We rose with unsettling speed. Gunther
watched usfor Sgnsof vertigo.

"Where's Canfield?' | asked him.
""He should be insde running through the checklist.”

The devator jerked to ahalt, tossing usafoot into the air. Gunther did the cage aside and led us across



the gantry arm to the cockpit hatch.

"In order to avoid being apprehended,” he said, reaching inside the pocket of hislab coat, "l want you to
wear these disguises.” He handed each of usapair of Groucho glasses-the ones with the fake nose,
eyebrows, and moustache. He paused long enough to laugh at our bewilderment.

"In. In." He pushed ustoward the hatch. "Have atextbook flight. Well see you when you come down.”
"Gunther,” | said, "those copters may be carrying bombs. Y ou'd better clear everyone out.”

He dismissed the warning with awave of awrinkled hand. "I survived the raid on Peenemunde. Three
whirlybirds are nothing.”

Hetook aloving final look at Bridget, winked, and sedled usin.
The hatch cycled with an ear-pressing sigh. | turned to see the cockpit. Everything was cockeyed. If you
took an airplane and stuck it onitstail, the seats would run up the side of wall, too. It wouldn't matter

oncewewerein orbit, and we'd be sitting properly while gliding back home. If we made it that far.

Up inthe pilot's seat was ablack-clad figure aready strapped in. He wore his helmet with the
gold-anodized faceplate pulled down. Looking at him, | only saw my own reflection.

"Canfidd," | said, "think we can get out of hereintime?’

"Wewill if you put on your helmets and strgp in." His voice sounded tinny and odd coming from the
speaker mounted on his chest controls.

| helped Bridget, Ann, and Isadora climb up to their seats. Then | had to use their seats as a step to
reach the forward right-hand sestthe co-pilot's chair. We retrieved the helmets from the clasps on the
Seat backs and fastened them onto the metal neck rings.

"T-minus two minutes," Launch Control said in our helmet speakers.

"Get comfortable,” our pilot informed us. "WElIl be pulling over five Gs a blastoff."

Thekid piped up. "Don't you have anything to say to Launch Control ?*

"It'snearly dl automatic until we reach high earth orbit, little lady." His voice sounded relaxed and
sef-assured. "I'm here mostly for the unexpected.”

Something clanked behind and below us. Canfield turned his helmet toward the hatch, his expresson
hidden behind golden reflections.

"Gantry armretracting,” Launch Control reported. " All personnel clear the launch pad.”
Thepilot rdlaxed in his set.
At T-minus one minute, aconfused chatter of voicesjammed the airwaves. The voice of Launch Control

shouted, " Quiet! " loud enough to jangle my hearing, then said, " Starfinder, we have choppers reported
within our long-range attack boundaries. Do you wish to scrub the launch?"



"Negative, Launch Control." | liked the sound of that. " Continue the countdown."

"l suggest we scrub,” Canfield interjected.

"Any technica reason?" | asked.

The pilot shook his head. "No. | smply think we should postpone the launch to a safer time.”
"Therewon't be a safer time. We go now."

"They could pick us off with a heat-seeking miss-"

"They could kill uson the ground aswell. We stand a better chance of surviving by launching now!"
Canfidd sighed. "It'syour choice, Mr. Ammo. | can't make the decison mysdlf.”

The ground rumbled benegth us.

"Thisisit," | sad. "Blestoff!"

"Those are bombs! " the pilot shouted. "Abort, man! For God's sake!”

"That's exactly why | can't,” | said.

"T-minus ten seconds. Ignition sequence start.”

An explosion somewhere to port rocked like thunder over the spacecraft. It coincided with the rumble of
four powerful rocket enginesfiring up.

"There's another one! " shouted Launch Control.

At that ingtant, ablack Huey roared directly infront of our forward windows. It fired dl its missiles at
once.

But not at us.

"Okay, tough guy," radioed afamiliar voice, "you'rein the clear! Ace the son of a bitch for me! ™
"Corbin?' | managed to mutter asthe cabin began to shake like agiant attempting to didodge us.
"Blastoff," adisembodied voice said, just asthe giant started squeezing my chest.

"Yeah," echoed avoice afew million light-yearsaway. "It occurred to me that this chopper might be
of some assistance if the Ecclesia found you. Guess | wasright. So long again! "

The giant sat on my heart and lungs and other organs for daysmaybe years. | couldn't answer our
rescuer. | couldn't hear another word. My senses collapsed into ared-black throbbing mass of dizzying
discomfort. | could only think about an amusement park ride I'd been on years before that supposedly
shoved ridersforward at four times the acceleration of gravity. It lasted afew seconds and made me



giddy. Thiswaslasting forever. | wasfar beyond giddy.
A couple of millennialater, the pounding faded from my ears. A distant voice heralded my salvation.
"Engine shutdown at T-plus six minutes, seventeen seconds. Sand by to jettison outboard tanks."

A sudden fedling of unease washed over me. A fedling of being dropped from agreat height. And faling,
fdling, fdling.

Weightlessness.
They didnt cdl it free fall for nothing. My firgt ingtinct wasto grip the chair arms and try to hang on. No
good. Everything wasfdlingthat's what it meant to bein orbit. My stomach, though, refused to listen to

reason.

Something buzzed on the pilot's Sde of the control pand. Canfield did nothing. He seemed to betaking it
asbadly astherest of us, which didn't make sense.

"Do you read me, Starfinder? Jettison outboard tanks."

Thepilot till made no move. A small hand reached forward from behind usto punch aflashing button on
the console. Explosive bolts sheared with asound that vibrated through the shuttle's hull.

"Outboard propellant tanks jettisoned. About time, Starfinder.”

Thefigurein the pilot's seet remained Silent.

"Oh, shit," Isadora said, pulling her arm back from the shuttle controls.

"Invoke and ye shdl receive," said the pilot. He reached up to unfasten his hemet.
"It's you! "

| had abad feding about whom she meant.

"Now that | have a captive audience,”" Emil Zacharias said, doffing hishelmet, "I'd liketo discuss our little
contract." Hesmiled ascoldly asever.

"Wheres Canfidd?' | struggled to get my helmet off.

He laughed and tossed me a brass bottle about the size of athimble.

"Don't openit,” hesaid. "The cabin's crowded enough asit is." He turned to view the three other
passengers. " Crowded with members of the weaker gender.” He smiled at them as sweetly as any cat
would at cornered rats.

| heard helmets coming undone behind me. One of the three was unzipping her pressure suit.

"I finaly have all four of you together and under my power. Ordinary physica power." Helooked
forward at the steady, unblinking starsthat blazed in the Cimmerian darkness of space. He amiled. "By



the smple act of smashing this console, our tiresome contract will be canceled regardless of your
desires" Heturned to smirk at the women. "Or of Her..."

Bridget's hand smacked him on the face and held on tight.
"By the magician's oath with Fate," shecried, "I bind you!"

Zack made awesk sort of hiccupping sound, incapable of speech. Even o, the old crone maintained her
grip. A piece of paper crackled crisply inside her palm.

"Nicelittle trick-"

"Shut up, Dell." She gazed deeply into his hateful, frozen stare. Her voice grew degp, ominous.
"By powers older than your own,

"From spark of Life by Woman grown.

"I bind your soul inside your hate

"And curse you to your chosen Fate!"

Her hand withdrew to revea asquare of parchment stuck to hisforehead. A weird, intricate design had
been drawn onitin purpleink. Zack just sat there, motionless asawax dummy.

"How soon till we dock?' she asked camly.

"Uh, I'll find out.” | pulled the stopper from the little brass bottle and pointed it away from me. | don't
know what | expected, but after amoment | hazarded a peek inside.

Nothing.

A muffled voice from behind the payload area hatch hollered in bewilderment. The hatch hissed open. A
disoriented Canfid d-till wearing his coverdls-pulled himsdlf into the cockpit.

"I must've blacked out. I'm-hey! How did we get into orbit? Whenwho's that?"

"A stowaway," | sad, ungtrapping myself. "Leave him there and use my seet.” | floated back to the
economy section. At least the events of the last few minutes had distracted my stomach. | was dmost
getting used to the perpetual sensation of dropping. | unstrapped Isadoraand dipped between her and
the seat. Strapping us both in securdly proved to be adifficult feat in freefdll.

Canfidld glanced ruefully at theflight suit Zacharias had expropriated. He strapped himsdlf in and made
contact with FHight Control.

"CgpCom, thisis Sarfinder . Standing by for, uh..." He gazed at the instruments. " Standing by for target
docking."

"Roger, Starfinder. Target is five hundred klicks off your bow at my mark. Mark. Approaching
target at point-five klicks per second. Begin braking."



Canfield rotated the shuttle about on attitude jets so that we approached our destination ass-backward.
He pulsed the remaining two engines gently, using them as retro-rockets. With every pulse, the kid
pressed against me with afeather's weight. Thiswasn't so bad.

"Arewe amogt there?' Ann asked.

"Not quite," Canfidd said. "We're coming up on an unmanned tug that'll lift us up to synchronous orhbit.
Right now were only athousand kilometers up. Weve got another thirty-five thousand to go.”

|sadora groaned miserably.
"Don't worry," hesaid. "Thosefirst few kilometers werethe wors."

We docked with the tug-a nondescript cylinder with a StratoDyne logo painted on its side-and made the
proper connections by remote control.

After conferring with CgpCom, Canfied ignited the engines and we settled into another bout of
acceleration.

"Hang on," he said over hisshoulder. "Herewe go again!”

Hehad lied. Thistimeit felt worse and lasted longer. Maybe that was due to the kid's weight crushing
against me-she was heavier than abad conscience. She didn't care much for the way | was contoured,
either, and said so through distorted lips.

When the engines cut off after afew eons, | wasrelieved to be weightless again. | was getting my
spaceegs at last.

"Atleast | don't fed likethrowing up,” | muittered.

"Y ou can't throw up in zero-gee," the dear child piped out. "My grampstold me so. Y ou can only throw
out." Shegrinned.

| wondered whether | could drop-kick in zero-gee.

"Starfinder," CgpCom radioed, "you are on approach to VideoSat Three. Please be advised that you
are being tracked by Cobra Dane and NORAD. We've received word that the FBI will be visiting
us shortly. We are transferring flight control to Pontianak Freeport, Borneo."

"Don't worry," Canfiedld said, "NORAD can't do anything to us up here. It'sthe jet escort when wefly
home that welll have to worry about.”

| didn't likeit. My imagination conjured up visons of killer satellites and secret military spacecraft. "Is
there some way they can prevent us from patching into the VideoSat network?' 1t was the only chance
we had to blanket the entire planet's popul ation s multaneoudy with the neura interruptor field.

"Leavethat to me. Just tell mewhat to do with the siff here.” Hejerked athumb at Zachariassimmobile
form.



Bridget spoke up. "Don't touch him. Don't even brush up againgt him.”
Thekid squirmed beside me. "Arewe there yet?'

Our pilot checked acomputer display. "About five minutes. Y ou can see the VideoSat off the starboard
side at about two o'clock low."

"Thisisit, then." | shot aninquiring glance a Ann.

She shrugged, turning camly to Bridget. "Tdl me," she asked, "exactly how do you go about blessng a
Spaceship?’

23
The Spdll

Canfield had dug up a pressure suit to replace the one Zack had borrowed. It didn't fit well, but was
better than trying to wear either mineor Ann's. After digning Starfinder according to Bridget's exacting
ingructions, he floated outside the shuttle, maneuvering atool kit nearly aslarge ashewas. With alight
kick, he drifted across the void toward the communication satellite a hundred meters away.

After making aminor midcourse correction with asmall gas pistol, he bumped up againgt VideoSat
Three, which looked like aten-meterlong oil drum with a couple of dish antennae and wires poking out of
it. He attached atether to one of the antenna struts and lashed the tool kit down.

"Hell be out therefor awhile” | said. "Let's get ready.” | kicked lightly to float back to the cargo bay.
The otherswere dready insde.

With alast look at theimmobilized body of the Reverend Emil Zacharias, Ann sealed the hatch and cut a
large pentagram into the porta with her hog carver.

She sprinkled pixie dust or something so that it hovered in front of the lock. A bounce off the bulkhead
brought her over to therest of us.

Bridget busied hersdf with her candles, oiling them carefully so that droplets of the smelly stuff didn't fling
around the chamber.

"Neurd interruptors, satdlite broadcasts,”" she muttered. "All this technology makes me nervous. I've
never needed e ectronic gewgawsin my spells before.”

"You said it yoursdlf, sweetheart. "Two great forces must join." No one's had the opportunity to
nate God until the Space Age gave us the means. Science and magick are what it takes. Matter
and spirit. Thought and ingtinct.”

"If you're not amember of the Craft," she said, "you ought to be. Y ou certainly blather on the way some
of them do." Shefirmly pushed thelast of the candlesinto its holder. The five-pointed silver holders were
bolted to the dtar to keep them from drifting away. She reached for ablack and red cloisonné matchbox
that floated afew feet to her left, withdrew akitchen match, and struck it on the side of the box. The
match glowed for afew seconds, consuming itsfud. It promptly dimmed and expired, leaving behind a
tiny globe of smoke.



"Oh, hdl," shesaid. A second try yidlded identical results.
Ann hovered over her. "What's wrong?'

"We're weightless. The smoke won't rise. It's choking the matches.” She frowned. "It'll extinguish the
candles, too."

| tapped at the vanes on the ventilation grill until it blew toward the dtar. The breeze would be sufficient
to circulate air around the wicks.

"Try again," | said.
She struck amatch. The flame wavered gently but remained lit.

| watched | sadora bound around the cargo bay likeamothin ajar. | hoped she wouldn't careen into
anything important. She seemed sober enough. | watched the other two at work.

| had given Ann and Bridget complete control over the setup of the magical environment. Bolted & one
end of the Quonset-shaped interior was the ash-wood altar. All the knickknacks of Bridget's craft had
been securely attached to the rubbed-wood surface with VVelcro. At the other end of the bay stood the
Theta Wave Amplifier. In the middle of the bay were two tables; onefor me, onefor Isadora. They
werent redlly tables, as such. They served to position usin the center of the bay and were attached to
retractable pedestals. Hundreds of eyelets had been welded all over the deck and bulkheads.

Hying over to the amplifier, | picked up the lightweight eectrode helmet and strapped it on. | looked and
felt like Buck Rogers. Until Bridget changed the subject to something closer to Flesh Gordon.

"We should all get out of our clothes. Well need to free up our body energiesto compensate for this,
mmm, unusual environment.”

Wonderful. My only consolation as| struggled to disrobein freefal wasthat | would have more
important concerns than what anyone thought of my physique. Wed dl be busy.

Isadorasighed. "I've done dl sorts of kinky things before, but never an orbital striptease.”

"Don't hold your breath, demi-vierge. We're here to work magic, not to give your vicariouslibido a
workout. Get ready for the ultimate mindfuck-an entire planet. Six billion people, dl a once. Think you
can handleit?'

She buffed her nails againgt her naked flesh. "It putsthe odds dightly in my favor. Bring “em on, and ped
meagrape.”

Ann squirmed out of her flight suit and flung it toward a corner where it wedged to a stop. Shewas even
more dluring in zero-G, her hair swirling around her like aturbulent golden cloud at sunrise. Her gaze
roamed languidly across her body, then glanced over mine. She smiled.

| smiled back. ""And her beauty was as the tears of the gods-sweet and warm and divine.™

"Knock off the chatter," Bridget's voice cracked out. "Weve got to start the Witch's Cradle.” She tossed



abig spool of thinred yarn a Ann. Her throw hadn't taken into account the condition of freefall; the
spool salled far efidld.

Isadoraretrieved it and hand-ddlivered it to Ann as Bridget withdrew a spool of white yarn from a
compartment benegth the dtar.

"Timeto liedown," said thewitch.

| nodded to I sadora, who wadded her flight suit in the corner with Ann's and mine and kicked over to the
gmaller teble.

Beginning at opposite ends of the cargo bay, Ann and Bridget hooked the red and white yarns through
the eyelets, working back and forth, up and down and acrossto create an abstract, intricate web. After
snaking just afew strands around the kid and me, Bridget flipped aswitch that retracted the tables.
Isadoraand | floated amidst the thread like flies awaiting a spider.

The formation of the Witch's Cradle took the better part of a quarter-hour. In response to every change
indirection, Bridget's gray mane flowed in great arcs around her head like storm-tossed waves crashing
on an ancient, hidden shore.

"The world has never seen thelikes of this" she marveled. "The greatest spell any Wiccen could cast.
Thefind battle with the Usurper.”

"Do | get my drugsnow?' Isadoraasked. Thetangle of yarn prevented her from even turning her head.
"Sorry, kid. Y ou don't get any. They'redl for me."

"What!"

"Y oull fed the effects, though, when we switch on the amplifier.”

"Shit," she said. " Secondhand dope.”

Bridget shushed her. They had woven the cords so that most of the linesintersected around us, leaving
them room to reach the machinery and the dtar.

"Now," the crone said, drifting toward the dtar, "an invocation to the Goddess. Ann?"

Ann nodded, her beautiful golden locks bouncing handsomely. She switched on the radio link to the
sadlite

"Mr. Canfidd," shesad, "are the neurd interruptors connected?

"Ten-four," camethe proud reply. " We are patched into the VideoSat network. All three satellites
are broadcasting a low-level NI beam."

The entire planet was being bathed in afield that subconscioudy opened people's mindsto pliant
suggestibility. Most people wouldn't even notice me when | made contact with their minds vialsadora's
broadcasting tel epathy.



"Excdlent, Mr. Canfidd. If you'd liketo return to Sarfinder and hook on to an umbilical, please do so.
I'm afraid you'll have to wait outside the cargo bay."

"I don't mind one bit. It'll give me a chance to sightsee.” Theradio squelched off.

"There," Bridget announced, tying off the end of the white thread with a strange-looking knot. Ann did
the same to the red thread, cutting off the remainder of the spool. Thekid and | were held fast insde a
crazy maze of linesand angles.

The ventilation system shifted into amoderately higher mode of operation. | smelled the reason why.
Bridget had lit asdf-igniting tablet of charcod and spiked it into aspherical censer filled with aswest,
cloying incense. Wire gauze prevented the particles from escaping after she sedled the silver ball up. A
bluish-gray cloud filled the cargo bay.

Bridget made a complicated gesture with her hands, then withdrew a sheathed black athame from the
dtar. Thisshetied to her waist with aknotted red cord. It was the only thing she wore.

Anntied her Bowie around her own waist, but the cord she used was deep purple.
"Which way iseast?" the naked crone asked with afrown. "We have to Sart at the east.”
Ann shrugged. "Wherever the dtar is can be considered east.”

Bridget shook her head emphatically. "Thishasto be doneright." She looked over a me. "Hasthe plane
of the dtar been digned with the plane of the ecliptic?’

"Yes" | said, unableto nod.

"And has the bow of the ship been pointed toward the congtellation Taurus?'

"Um, yes"

Shemused for afew seconds. "And Canfield did orient celestia north above the dtar?"
"Yep.

"That means-let's see." She stroked at her left breast while thinking. Without gravity tugging at her, she
looked decades younger. "That means Scorpio is aft, Aquariusis port, and Leo starboard. Excellent.”

"We can orient the magickal circlewith the cdedtid circle, then?' Ann floated afew feet avay from me.
Delicioudy near, yet achingly out of reach.

Bridget faced the dtar, nodding. | nearly screwed my eyes out of their socketstrying to watch. It was
just plain eerie to see her hover inches off the deck asif she were levitating. The whole bay surged with
the same feding of dreamlike fantasy.

"Themain circleis properly aigned,” the witch said. "However, snce we're going to need protection on
al sdes, well haveto cut three circles. One for each axis of motion." She drew her athame fromits
sheath. Sowly, uneasily, she traced an angular circle that caromed off the cargo bay doors, the rear
bulkhead, and the deck. She had to negotiate the Witch's Cradle by poking her knifein asfar asshe



could, floating around to the other Sdelike asurredistic harpist, and withdrawing the blade to continue
her circle.

"Next timewell plan this better,” she said under her breath.

"The Lady will understand,” Ann replied softly. She opened up the smdll attaché case we'd transported
from Auberge and began to prepare the hypodermic airgun charges. After measuring out the appropriate
doses from the dozens of ampoulesin the stash, she shook each vid in asemicircleto force renegade air
bubblesto the surface.

| felt more secure after watching her in action. She wasn't like other women. Then again, none of these
three were like any other women. | had never been cursed with anormd life or ordinary acquaintances.

Bridget finished her third circle-the main one that paraleled the deck-and sheathed her knife. Picking up
the censer, she started the whole trek over again. All three circles. When finished with that, she smply let
go of the censer, dlowing it to float in position over the dtar.

Shefollowed the same route with water and then with white granules. They refused to demark acircle,
scattering instead throughout the bay likelittle planets and asteroids.

One of the grainslanded on my tongue. Salt. The water jiggled about in amusing blobs. A lot of it stuck
to thewalls or adhered to the threads of the cradle like dew on a spiderweb.

Both the dtar and the controlsto the ThetaWave Amplifier were safely within the boundaries of the
circles. Ann floated by the controls as Bridget faced the dtar, the old crone tracing an imaginary
pentagram in the air with her athame. Her voice grew stronger, even more powerful during theinvocation.

"Hail to Thee, powers of the East! Hail to the corner of beginningd! Iris, Aurora, Astarte, Goddess of dl
Beginningsl Come witness our rite which we perform according to the ancient ways!"

She moved in a counterclockwise direction-deosi|, she called itto face south. Ann watched her in
peaceful repose from her station a the amplifier.

"Halil to Thee, powers of the South! Corner of dl passonate Fire. Vesta, Esmerada, Heartha-come and
be witness at our rite which we perform in the ancient ways!"

Tothewest, shesaid, "Hall to Thee, powers of theliving Waters! Venus, life-giving Aphrodite, Themis of
the Law and Moon. Come guard our circle and bear witnessto the rite we perform according to the
ancient wayd"

A drowsiness overtook me. Muted noises filtered in from the cockpit. | wondered whether Canfield had
decided to depressurize the cabin in order to get inside. | canceled the thought-he wouldn't do that,
because Zack was in there without a helmet.

The thought faded under the insistent power of Bridget's spell. She faced north.
"Hail to Thee, corner of al Powers! Arianrhod of the Silver Whed, Great Demeter, Persephone, Earth

Mothers and Fates! Protectress! Guard our circle and witness our rite performed according to the
ancient wayd"



Something scratched feebly on the other side of the cockpit hatch.

Bridget returned to the east, followed by Ann. The old woman performed a closing gesture at three
points where the circles were supposed to be. She turned to Ann, kissing her on both cheeks.

"Thecircleisclosed. Blessed be”
"Blessed be," Ann repeated.
They looked a me. "Blessed be," | said, rotating my eyesto gaze at |sadora.

She made asour face and looked unimpressed. "Blessed be," she said finaly, with about as much
enthusiasm as adraftee taking his oath.

Bridget, undeterred, clasped her hands together to speak.

"Gracious Goddess and Queen of the Heavens, Eternad Mother and Sister, Maiden Diang, Queen IS's,
Mighty Hecate-bless these tools of your once and future Craft. Blessthiscircleand dl ingdeit.”

The scrabbling at the hatch grew louder. It sounded like adog scratching to belet in. The others acted as
if they didn't hear it. Was| hdlucinating dready?

"Bring your presence near to usthat we may gather in your teachings.”

The old witch gazed coolly a me, at the ThetaWave Amplifier, a the hypodermic airgun Velcroed to the
dtar.

"Thisisaspell of Dispersa, of Uncrossing. For thousands of years has the hand of the Usurper held

Y our world in hisdark grip. Destroying beautty, crushing love, calling evil dl that isgood and calling good
al that isevil. Thewill of the Usurper has acted through men to smash Y our laws and ancient Harmonies,
to twist Y our design into sensdless agony and endless suffering.

"We have been murdered and burned and madeto live in misery, yet never havewelet Your light die
out, as never has'Y our face turned away from us even in our darkest nights.

"And now has come the time when the greetest of al Y our crafts, the Craft of Science, shal aid in setting
usfree. Fromits beginningsin the split from achemy and astrology, Science has ever been in conflict with
the Usurper. Have not the servants of this newest of Crafts been denounced and burned alongside us?
We have both been unknowing dliesin this ancient struggle. Only now have we United, we who are
mightier than the Usurper, as Loveis mightier than hate, asthe Crestrix is mightier than the destroyer, as
Shewho giveshirth ismightier than he who gives degth. The two halves are whole again. The Battleis

begun.

"So moteit bel "

Ann lifted the hypogun from the dtar and reached through asmal gap in the web. She pressed the
business end of it againgt my carotid artery and squeezed the trigger. It made a sound like someone
gpitting. | hardly had timeto fed the sting before my senses were overrun by adreamy, rushing sensation.

The scraping at the hatch had become impossibly loud. Ann punched two or three more loads of mixed



drugsinto me, though | doubted my ability to count after thefirst one. | tried to tell Ann about the holes
being torn in the hatch. A hideous ydlow light like blazing jaundice glowed through the claw dashesin the

plating.

Ann switched on the Theta Wave Amplifier. It glowed in whirling colors that stabbed my eyeslike lasers.
| tried to reach for the helmet to removeit, but the Witch's Cradle held me with unyielding resistance.

| stared at Isadora. The drugs and the theta wave amplification intensified my ability to interact
telepathicaly with her. She wastotaly open to me. Every portion of her mind and heart and soul and
dreams were spread out before me like some sort of psychologica buffet. | knew her insgde out.

And she knew me.

| ached with her through the yearnings of her body and the censure of her parents. She cried through my
hollow childhood, devoid of wonder. | trembled at her elders insistence on pure mental achievements.
She wept under my parents mockery of anything that inspired awe or evoked worship. Together we
fought. 1 worshipped justice, and she reached the physical through her mind. We conquered and
overcame.

The cockpit hatchway exploded inward. | plunged into darkness as a thousand daggers pierced through
me

24
Contact

| stood naked and alone on avast, empty plain under ared sky upon which no sun shone.
| waited. | knew God would arrive soon.

| waited and waited and wondered and waited. And just when | was sure God wouldn't show up He
didn't show up.

| started to walk.

Not having any ideawhere | was going, | wasn't surewhen | got there. When | got there, though, to
another arid part of the featureless expanse, the ground began to dope. Not just part of the ground. The
wholeinfinite plain. It was asif the whole world were turning edgewise.

The soles of my feet began to dide, kicking up dust cloudsthat rolled and fell with me. | flopped over on
my backside and did forward, still gazing at adistant horizon.

The plain tilted more and more. Thefeding of down was no longer down, but more toward the horizon.
Bouncing and rolling, | tried to grip the dirt that crumbled benesth my fingers. Skin tore away from mein
chunks and sheets.

| screamed. It was a hollow, muted sound, asif | wereinsde acoffin. The plain danted vertically now. |
fdl sraight down its sSide, my fingers snapping off and breaking away with every grasp | made. The pull
of gravity (or whatever it was) angled another degree.



| fell away from the desert into the featureless carnelian sky.

| fell for hours. Days, though there was no period of darkness. The plain stretched above measl| fell
farther awvay.

| counted my heartbeats. Aside from the rush of air, it was the only sound | heard. When | reached
443,557 bests, | hit aswarm of razor blades. Slices and strips of flesh tore away from me and continued
tofdl. The plain looked as huge and uncurving as ever, though | must have been thousands of miles"up.”
A red haze of blood fell with me, ascreaming ruby comet.

Then| hit.

Pain exploded insde me asthe spikes I'd landed on punched through my body. One went straight
through my skull with asickening crunch. | crossed my eyes, focusing on something yelowish-grey that
dangled at thetip of adimy red cone.

"Y ou've made your point!" | shouted, the spikes through my lungs aspirating my voice into araspy
wheeze. "Show yoursdlf so we can get onwithit!"

There was no sound other than the dow dripping of my blood. | stood, pulling mysdlf up off the barbs.
Gobbets of my own skin and muscle lay about here and there where they had landed. | picked them up
and placed them in torn folds of flesh that served as pockets.

Something looked strange about the ground on which | stood. The spikes grew out of small depressions
inthe surface. It looked unsettlingly familiar. Especidly the saimon-pink color of the flesh.

A giant hand darted out of infinity at an impossible speed to seize me between athumb and finger of
planetary dimensions. Crushing pain steamrolled across me. The immense digits rolled my body around
likeabdl of snot; after ages of grinding, twisting agony, the fingers separated.

Across amillion-mile chasm, bridged by an arm thicker than worlds, | stared at my quarry faceto face.
Hishair had been styled in acrew cut. | had never imagined that God would look like Jack Webb.

"I loveyou," bellowed avoice that rumbled deeper than earthquakes.

He had some way of showing his affection, having smeared my body across agood portion of hisindex
finger. Stinging anguish cried from every particle of ruined flesh.

"Knock off the displays, little boy," | said. "I've been worked over by professonas-L.A. cops.”
"I lovedl of you, and you've al turned your backs on Me."

"According to Y our supporters,” | shouted acrossthe gap, ™Y ou gave us the ability to do so!"
"You gtoleit from the Tree!"

"Why didn't you take it back, Omnipotent One?"'

"You didn't haveto useit!" He put the sQueeze on again.



When the fingersreleased, | said, "Y ou're supposed to be al-powerful, yet Y ou didn't remove the
knowledge of good and evil from us. Y ou could have easily corrected the Origind Sin, yet athird of the
angelsturned againgt Y ou. Why are the creations of a perfect God so flawed? | sthere something we've
overlooked?!

"Mocking me. Y ou've dways mocked me. | created the world for your happiness-"

"Yeah," | said, seeing an opening, "and filled it with sorms and earthquakes and famines and wars and
suffering when you could have made it aparadise.”

"I had!" Hisvoice thundered like a thousand Hiroshimas. ™Y ou broke the rules, and | had to throw you
out!"

"Y ou gave usthe ability to bresk therules”

"l didn't want mindless automata, | wanted free minds-"

"Thenwhy," | screamed, "do Y ou threaten us with punishment in Hell for exercising that freedom? Y ou
could have turned usinto robots, but Y ou didn't. Why can't You accept the consequences of Your
actions?"

"I wanted you to choose Mefredly, out of love for Me."

"Fredly? Under threst of eternd suffering? Out of love? For aGod that obliterates civilizations, murders
infants, punishesthe dightest deviation with brimstone and hellfire? On earth we have aterm for
that-protection racketeering.”

"It'syour fault, not Mine. Y ou were bad."

| gazed around at the blood and guts smeared across the mountainous ridges of His fingerprint. "We only
questioned Y our authority."

"Y ou disobeyed adirect command! Y ou became one-in-yourselves. Y ou became divine in your own
right and left Mewith nothing. Nothing! " Thunderclouds formed around Hisone visble eye. Lightning
flashed in Hisgaze. A hot blue bolt of energy sizzled afew inchesto my right.

"It was She," He said. It wasthefirst acknowledgement He had made-| wouldn't let it be the last. "It was
al thework of the Woman. She conspired with the Horned Oneto ruin My Paradise. | sent My Son to
destroy Her works."

"That reminds me," | shouted, desperate to find some sort of leverage. "When a God such as Jove or
Jehovah impregnates ahuman, isit rape, incest, or bestidity?

"Y our mockery damnsyou!”

"Then take away our power to mock! Don't keep killing and maiming, expecting to coerce usinto loving
Y ou in sdf-defense. We're too tough to knuckle under!™

"Her doing. Shetemptsyou back into sin, forcing Meto disciplineyou.”

"Forget it, pal. | taketherap mysdlf. Aslong as| havefreewill, | rgect Y ou. Don't pretend Y oure giving



us a choice when the wrong choice resultsin eternd torture. Y ou're giving usrules-rulesfor daves.”
He snarled. "Y ou must obey your God!"

"Why?' | asked. It was an ancient child'sgame, but it just might work.

"Because | created you."

"Why?

He stiffened up-millions of miles up. He towered over me until | shuddered from terror.

"Because | wanted to recreate My own image.”

"Why?

"So you would obey Me! " Hisvoicerolled like the sea.

| wasn't going to get back into the whole free will contradiction again-He seemed rather imperviousto
logic. | gathered together all my resolve, half-expecting the resuilt.

"Why?" | asked.
"BECAUSE I'M BIGGER THAN YOU!"
His breath blew me off Hisfinger with the force of agtellar nova. | clung to asmuch of meas| could,

falling and tumbling and twisting and spinning until | fell into a brilliant red light. It enveloped me, warm
and revitdizing.

| sat at acard game (rather low in the chair). Other players sat besde me. At my right elbow (which lay
on thetable to my left, along with a section of one of my legs) quivered my pile of savaged flesh.

The other players bid portions of their own mounds as the betting progressed. | must have had beginner's
luck. | won apiece of Martin Cann and the I eft |obe of Donovan's brain. | aso won a chunk from
somebody's buttock. | gaveit back and |eft the game. | wasn't like Ann-1 couldn't stand to see a poker
player losehisass.

For an hour or S0, | sat at atable putting mysalf back together. | had nearly finished when a Stranger sat
down beside me. He wastall and lean and dressed to riverboat-gambler's perfection. Long white hair
flipped inward at the nape of His neck.

The Stranger pulled three cards from His vest pocket. He started to toss them about-face down on the
table. Each one had asingle perfect, sharp crease down the midline.

"Do you trust Me?' He asked casually.

| tried to follow the motions of His hands. Hisfingers crossed over one another at times, so | couldn't
quitefollow the cards. | shrugged and looked a Him.



"Why should | trust You? Y ou've never shown Y ourself before. Y ou've given me no causeto trust You."

He nodded amiably, though gtill doof. Y ou don't have cause to mistrust Me then, ether." He flipped
over acard. King of clubs.

"I've played thisgamefor along time," He continued. Another card flipped over-king of diamonds. "I
win, | lose. Mostly | win." He eyed me with anoncommittal gaze. ™Y ou look good enough to beet Me.
But you've got to trust Me. Otherwise, you don't stand a chance of winning.”

"If thegameisdraight,” | said, "what would it matter whether | trusted Y ou or not?" | tapped the last bit
of skininto place on my body and leaned the whole patchwork mess back in the chair.

"If you don't trust Me, you lose."
"Andif | trust You, | win?'

Hesmiled. "1 didn't say that." He took another caculating glance of me. "1 only said that you can't win if
you don't."

"Andif | refuseto play the game?'

Heflipped over another card. The ace of spades.
"Then," Hesad, "I'm afraid you ill lose™
"Sounds like a sweet racket."

The Stranger shrugged. "It's kept Me going. And it keeps My boysin chips." Hisfingers danced around
the cards as He nodded at the men behind Him.

Half adozen of Hisboys stood adong the bar, grinning a me. They wore gamblers clothes, al right, but
their facesweredl familiar.

TheEcclesa

"It'sahedthy gameto play," the Stranger continued. "But you've smply got to trust Me." The cards sped
over one another at an increasingly blinding rate. He flipped one card over to show methe ace.
Following the card was useless-He pointed to it, turned it over, revealed the king of clubs.

"Don't try to follow the game," He counsdled. "Just trust Me. | wouldn't chest you. Trust isthe basis of
the mogt sublime relationships.” The Ace popped up again, got moved around, and became the King of
Diamonds.

| tried to concentrate.

"Jugt pick acard,” He said, the soft shuffling sound on the green felt blending hypnotically with Hisvoice.
"Just pick acard and trust Me. There is no other game. Thereis nothing else.”

Something intruded, though. A pair of delicate hands rested upon my shoulders. A scent of patchouli
lightly caressed my nodtrils. | could fed Her warmth.



"Takeawadk, Sster” the Stranger said. His gaze never deviated from me. "'Y ou never trusted Me."

"That's because he cheats," She whispered in my ear. "That's Smple enough reason not to trust him. Ask
for proof of hishonesty."

| stuck my hand out like a department store dummy. "May | seethe cards?’
He scooped them up off the table. "No one can see dll three! Y ou've got to trust Mel™
IIWMI

| didn't really need to ask. His boys stepped away from the bar toward our table. They'd stopped
grinning.

"Because," Hesaid, "those aretherules!”
"Then | don't want to play." | sood defiantly. No one suckers Dell Ammo.
"Then you lose." He leaned forward across the table, one fist clutching the cards, the other clenching up.

Thelovely voice behind me whispered, "Y ou can't win or loseif you don't play the game. He's bluffing
and terrified that anyone might find out.”

Her hands squeezed my shoulders. The Stranger swung Hisfist at my jaw. | ducked, thrusting my hand
forward to seize Hiswrigt.

Laughing, She snatched the cards from His hand. All three were kings.
"He pamsthe ace. Thewhole game'sfixed." She threw the cards down on the table.

"Y ou never trusted Me," He accused Her again. His voice was as petulant as achild's. He stiffened,
regained His composure. "Y ou might have won if You'd trusted Me."

She laughed like spring rain on crysta. "I've dwayswon, precisaly because | don't trust you." She
released Hishand. ™Y ou, however, can never win. Why else do you continue to play so desperately?"

"You-" He stared at me with vicious hatred. ™Y ou couldn't face Me alone, could you? Y ou had to runto
Mother for help like alittle child.”

"Atleadt," Shesad, "I help thosewho ask. And | don't require their soulsin exchange.”

Somewhere, acoyote-or maybe it was awolf-howled heartily. Suddenly, like amovieframe caught in a
projector, al motion froze. A burst of flames evaporated everyone and everything except for the table
and the cards. | turned them over.

All three had become queens of hearts.

25
Whed s Without Wheds



The street was littered with corpses.

| turned around to return to the saloon, suspecting that | wasin for more fun.

The building had vanished. Inits place lay an unending field of lifeless bodies. Some were mere skeletons
with hardly any flesh at dl. Otherslooked fresh. Most of them werein acondition somewherein

between, exuding that ripe putrescence that someone described as "the sickly sweet stench of freshly
baked bread."

Only thissmelled far worse. It choked the lungs and gagged the throat.

Animasand beasts of dl kindslay mixed in with the people. The flies might have gorged themsdlvesif
there had been any. Scattered over the corpses, though, were the husks of dead insects. Nothing lived.
Nothing moved.

Except for whatever was making that repulsive smell. And me.

And one other... person.

Of course.

He dragged the body of awoman across that of aman in an attempt to lay them together, armin arm.
The woman's |eft arm separated at her shoulder, though, and he was forced to arrange the vignette as
best he could.

"Fnord," he said. His gaze lifted to meet mine.

He was sguat, scraggly, and covered with oozing boils. Clad only in afew rags, he waddled acrossthe
charnel morass barefooted.

"What do you want?" His voice was as harsh as sandpaper on asunburn. "Y ou're not supposed to be
here. Y ou're not rotting!"

"Isthishdl?" | asked.

He stared & me asif I'd asked him if it were the Chinese Theater. Grubby-no, dimy-fingerssmeared a
few grey strands of long, matted hair awvay from his eyes.

"Of coursethisisnt hell, you stupid tit. Thereisn't any hell or heaven. Y ou don't go anywhere when you
die. Except maybe underground.” He picked up afinger from one of the more advanced cases of decay
and waved it a me. "And mind you not to start asking me about souls, you ignorant bastard. Y our soul
dieswithyou!"

"Energy,” | repeated from high school physics, "can neither be crested nor destroyed. My mind is
electrochemica energy that cannot be destroyed. It's my soul, and it's got to go somewhere.”

The squat little man (if it was aman) sat on the withers of adeceased horse. Itsribs caved inwith a
crunch and asigh. He jumped up cursing.



After brushing avay the excess putridity, he said, "Thermodynamics, en?' He hefted apair of bloated,
purplescent bodies one on the other, then climbed atop to straddle them.

"All right," he said, "where does the memory of apocket calculator go when you switch it off?"
"Huh?' | think | preferred playing Three Card Monte with the Stranger. The smell was getting to me.

"The dectrons that form the number pattern in the calculator aren't destroyed when you switch it off.
Where does the memory go? Silicon Heaven?"

| shrugged. "It must go somewhere.”

He jumped off the bodiesto land on some dead puppies. "It goes nowhere! The electronsremain, but
the pattern is destroyed.”

"My soul's a pattern?”

"Y our mind isan eectrochemica ordering that isbuilt up over time. Ten, thirty, fifty years. Oh, sure-the
condtituents of that ordering remain after your death, but the order itsdlf beginsto disntegratein the
absence of oxygen and dectrica current. The pattern randomizes, and your soul dieswith you!"
"Mighty deep philosophy for a caretaker."

"And why not? I've eaten some of the best minds here. I've breakfasted on Buddha, lunched on Leibniz,
noshed on Nietzsche, and munched aMessiah or two. They al come here. They're dead and their souls
are, t00. So | eat their brains and-oops.” He glanced sheepishly in my direction.

"Andthey liveoninyou."

"Oh, shit."

"And back on earth," | said, watching him sink hishead in his hands, "peopl€'s soulslive on in the things
they've done, the people they've touched.”

"Only metaphoricaly!" he retorted with a shake of histired grey head.

"Metaphorsare al we need." | bent over him. "I'm only asimile of my genetic code. Our image of God is
only acrude, externdized metaphor of the ineffable processes of our minds.”

All those obscure philosophy books were coming in handy now. Helooked up a me with pleading eyes.
"L eave me aone. Give me back my nothingness.”

A voice shattered across the endless, carcass-strewn plain.

"Who?" it demanded to know. "Who disturbs My perfect serenity? Who disturbs My eternal peace?"

"Me?" | asked.



"Thisis My dominion. All men cometo rest here! "

Thelittle caretaker fearfully burrowed to hide under awoman's body that dripped a blackish goo. His
terrified quivering shook the nearby corpses.

He appeared.

Hewore adoctor's outfit, entirely black. Even the mirror strapped to His forehead reflected ebon
darkness from some hideous realm of shadow.

Glossy black gloves dripped blood in ceasdessvermilion rivulets.

| wasin luck. Hewas only afew mileshigh thistime.

"All the creatures of the air and beasts of the sea," He said asif repeating acreed. " All that walks
and runs and crawls and breaths. All that lives or has lived. All come here and end. All things stop
here. Nothing moves. Thisisrest. Thisis Eternity.”

| gazed about unimpressed. " Sort of like a Republican Convention, then.”

Hedidn't laugh. " Even humor dies here," He said. He held His hands at His side so that the blood ran
down Hislegsin stripes aswide as those of ahotel bellboy's.

"But thingsthat die," | said, "return to the earth. They may decay, but they are consumed to become part
of new life"

"Forget the earth. It too shall someday die.”

"To become part of anew world."

"All worlds shdl end,” He droned on. "The universe shdl die"

| took agamble. It was acosmological shot in the dark, but | had to try it.

"Theuniverse shdl die" | agreed with a placating soread of my hands, "and shdl give birth to anew one."
By now | had dmost forgotten the stench and the bodies surrounding us. | had Him on the defensive.

"Forget birth. It isan illusion of the Moon. Her doing. Nothing is born. There is only change."

"If nothing isborn, nothing can die." | watched Him for evidence of any chinksin Hisarmor. There were

plenty.

"Change can stop! " He shouted, clenching and releasing Hisfists so that blood squirted out between the
fingersof Hisdick gloves.

"To gstop changeisinitsdf achange. A changein change.”
That got to Him. He flung Hisarms around in wide, hgphazard motions.

"Forget change! Thereisonly Death! Death and nothing thereafter!"



"I'mdive" | sad quietly. | waggled my fingersat Him just to proveit. "'l wasborn. Plantsand animas
werekilled, fed to me, and converted again into living substance. That'swhat lifeis-change. Deathis
change, but it too leadsto life and birth. 1t's a never-ending-"

"Don't say it!"

He screamed and threw His handsin front of Him. The blood dripped from His elbows. He jerked His
head so that the mirror dropped in front of Hisface.

| said casudly, "1 wasonly going to say that it wasacycle-"

"No!"

"Likeawhed."

He shrieked the most horrifying yell I'd ever heard. The blood on His gloves curdled.
| had Him on the run.

"Ever-turning,” | continued, "around and round. Circular. No beginning, no end-"

He stumbled backward over amountain of corpses. The sky reddened to the same hue as before. A
breeze whipped up behind me, carrying a scent of pomegranates and apples.

"Sop! " He cried patheticdly. " They're Mine! | keep them from the Wheel. | guard them from rebirth.
Here, in My Land of Never-Change! "

"EvenYou," | said, "are part of the Whed." | grew to match His height. The wind blew even stronger.
"Gods are born, and They die. Their influence waxes and wanes. Y ou have reached Y our own particular

"No!" He shouted, seeming to shrink away from me. The blood on His hands dried to brownish streaks.
The wind seemed not to push &t ether one of us, yet thetop layer of bodies began to roll with itsforce.
They bounced past our legs. Hetried to grab for them, to hold on to them.

"No, no, no! You've invoked the Winds of Change! "

The skeletons and carcasses flew by in ablur. The Winds lifted them up into the red sky, where each one
disntegrated dowly, beautifully. Theinfinite plain had been swept clean of Desth. Somewhere on the
sweet-amdling Winds rang the gentle sound of pentatonic chimes.

The blood on His arms and hands caked and flaked away. Hisblack gloves pedled off to revea smooth,
hard, cadaveroudy white skin.

A hand with long green fingernails reached around from behind me to dap agolden sickleinto my grasp.
| threw it forward with dl my might.

It sailed on the Windsto ram into His chest, where it stuck and dipped down an inch. Out of the gap
flew athousand butterflies of every color imaginable.



"I wanted peace," He whimpered, crying tearsthat dissolved His hard face. " Peace, not life-in-death."
He devolved. He became an ape, areptile, afish, apile of bluegreen dop. From somewhere came His
voice-astonished, but sad nonetheless. It was asif He had discovered something that had eluded Him for
aeons. Something that He had discovered dl too late.

"Not a circle," Hemusad. " A helix! An ascending helix!"

Behind me, far away, awoman laughed. Where the corpses once had lain, new things began to grow in
abundance.

Amongst it dl, the old grey man sat pining.

"Now whaose brainshave | got to pick?"

"Theresawaysyour own,” | said.

Just about then, the missile hit usand blew the world into abillion flinders.

26
The Endworld War

Everything exploded around me. | took anosedive into a crater and buried my head in the mud.

Bullets cracked by overhead. Arrows flew back and forth. The lightning flash of a particle beamionized
the air amile above the baitle.

Someone tumbled into the hole to dide beside me. Mud covered Him from head to foot. One hand
clutched arifle. He grinned like a piano.

"Weve dmost got the sons of the Bitch now, eh, boy?'
Helooked quite afew years younger than |. His calling me boy grated a bit.
"Almost got whom?* | asked politely.

The blinding green light of ahigh-energy laser Szzled acrossthelip of the crater. | didn't likeit here. |
wondered why He did.

"The enemy, boy. Weve dmaost conquered the enemy!™

A boulder tumbled over usto land out of sight with aloud thump. Crosshow bolts ricocheted off it. A
buzzbomb collided with a TIE fighter, destroying both. Some manner of plasmawegpon beamed hot as
the sun for an instant, descending on atown. Eerie screams howled from the outskirts.

"Glorious. Glorioud" He shouted.

"The death?"



"No-death is nothing. Destruction! The sudden change of apound of geligniteinto fireand gas. The
house that's a home one moment and rubble the next. The man who changes from awalking, thinking
being to amass of gnarled, bleeding mest in the blink of an eye. Change. That's what you want, right?"

He thought He had me. Ideas raced through me like greyhounds after the elusive fake rabhbit. He watched
me

"It'sviolent change,” | said. "Unnatura.”

He laughed with vicious delight. It was the sort of laugh one hearsin psycho wards. "A hurricaneis
natural-and equally asviolent."

"People try to minimize nature's destruction. In war, you increaseit intentionaly.”

"By the use of science!l" He yelled, tossing ahand grenade over the lip of the hole. "Better killing through
chemistry! The explosion shook mud loose from thewalls of the crater. Theair smelled of cordite and
ozone.

"Scienceisvaue-freeuntil it'sapplied,” | said. A stone axe flew into the pit. | pointed at it. "An axe can
fell atree or murder aman. A drug can cureor kill. A blanket can warm or smother. There's not athing
in existence that can't be used for evil ends. Even change. War is change accelerated for the purpose of
plunder and conquest. Trying to speed up the cy-"

"Say it and die! " He pointed therifle a my head. Right between the eyes.

| raised my hands casudly. "I've noticed that every war on record has had God on both sides. All sides.
What's Y our game? Divide and conquer?

"And uniteto rule. I'll dways be thewinner." He racked the action on therifle to chamber around. His
am returned to my forehead.

"Y et every time Y ou win with one side, Y ou lose with the other. Thewinner'sfaithisjudtified, but the
losr'sfathisdiminished.”

"It evensout," Hesad.

"Doesit? Do You even gain adraw?' | sat back in the mud, lowering my handsto grasp the business end
of ahookah that had appeared at my side. | took a puff, exhaed, eyed Him.

"If itevensout,” | said, "why am | herewith Y ou now?Why do Y ou retregt to any polylogica corner
Y ou can find? Why are Y ou continuing to rely on' Y our two favorite tools-faith and force?’

"If you'd only trust me, | wouldn't haveto force you."

| blew acloud of smokein Hisface. Whatever was in the hookah was good herb. "Y our threst of force
worksonly if | believein Y our power. Y et Y ou refuse to provide evidence of Y our power, asking me
instead to believe the secondhand testimony of men dead for thousands of years. No holy book can
serve as proof. | cdl Your bluff by demanding ademonstration of Y our power. Which Y ou refuse to
provide unlessI'm aready convinced. With that scam, Y ou lose every man or woman with the ability to



think. And as history continuesits ascending helix-"
"Shut up! " He screeched.

| didn't let it faze me. "Every contradiction, evasion, and betrayed promise becomes clearer and more
evident to more and more people. You'relosing-"

"Never!" He squeezed the trigger.

The bullet punched through my skull with a shattering impact to blow afist-sze chunk out the back. The
effect was not much worse than being severely drunk. | kept talking.

"You style Yoursdf aGod of Love, yet killerspray to You for victory inwar. You cal Yoursdf aJust
God, yet promise to torture souls eterndly for the most petty of transgressions, such asfree thought.”

"Propaganda. People have twisted My Word for their evil ends.”

"Which Y ou permit. A God who cared would correct al errorsingtantly and provide persond,
on-the-spot ingtruction. Y ou style Y ourself the Father. Does aparent let achild maim itself playing with
fire, waiting until it's dead to inform it of its mistake? Does a parent teach a child how to behave moraly
through the use of torment and pain? Eternd suffering? The only lesson we children learn isthat God is
insane and must be destroyed at any cost. Which iswhy I'm herel”

He inserted another magazine into the rifle and gave me a dozen rounds up and down my midline. | didn't
quiet down.

"A good God isametaphor for conscience. How doesit fed to have one of Y our own?”
"Shut up!” Hesaid. "Lies. All lies. Lies of the Decelver!”

"A Decelver You permitted to exist. For the same reason a government alows an enemy government to
exist. Without an externa enemy, Y our daveswould recognize theinternal enemy. Without Satan to
fear-whatever His name-humanity wouldn't see the need to give Y ou the sacrifices Y ou demand. So Y ou
keep Satan on asadlent partner.”

| felt like jJumping on Him and thrashing His brains out for dl the evils donein Hisname. | knew, though,
that He was crumbling without my help.

"Y ou defraud the world by pretending that the executor of Y our twisted vengeanceis'Y our enemy. Y our
holy wars created hypocrites, not converts. Y our inquisitions generated lies, not truth. Y our jihads were
gangland feuds. Y our Exodus was awild-goose chase. Y our Prince of Peace became the God of
Repression. Every seed Y ou sow regps misery and pain.”

He dropped Hisrifle and did to the bottom of the crater, weeping.
"Why?" He shouted over the whiz of bullets, stones, and eectrons. " Why?"
"You lusted for acontradiction. Y ou wanted usto love and accept Y ou of our own freewills, yet You

threatened us with ceasdlesstorment if we didn't. Y ou provided for redemption at the last possible
moment of life-before we have proof of Y our existence-yet Y ou made atonement impossible after



desth."

| knelt besde Him. ™Y ou confused us. Y ou let others confuse usin Y our name. Y ou let usretain our
facultiesfor logic, then asked usto worship Y ou in the absence of any logica reason. Y ou offered not
even the merest shred of proof that Y ou're something other than a demented prankster or cruel torturer.
At least the back-dley thug who murders and rapes doesn't ask hisvictim to love him for it."

"Can| change?' He asked, hugging Hisrifle. Thetearsran down hisface, clearing the mud off in narrow
streaks.

"It'stoo late” | said. "You'veblownit. That I'm here at al, capable and willing to be Y our assassin,
provesthat. That | could even consider killing God is proof that Y ou're at the end of Y our cycle.”

He closed Hiseyes. " She," Hewhispered. "If only She-"

Before He could finished, the flash of ahydrogen bomb turned everything around me to the purest of
pure, hard white light. | felt what it wasliketo be adtar.

| novaed.

27
Revdation

| stood at the final doorway. 1t was one solid dab of ornately carved oak. | was about twenty pounds
dimmer and wearing awel|-cut double-breasted suit. | felt young. In command. | adjusted my hat and
reached out to knock...

"Don't bother," said atired, wasted voice. "Y ou've got the key, Mr. Ammo. Y ou've always had the key."
A light tap of my fingers pushed the door open. "Seems| don't need akey."

"You are thekey."

"Cut the Hollywood pretensions,” | said, looking around the study. All four wallswere lined with
bookshelves. The books were thick, lestherbound volumes. Though the room had no windows or lamps,
light came from somewhere, soft and low. The sound of crashing waves reached in from outside.

| shut the door dowly behind me.

In the center of the room sat a high-backed chair on afading rug, facing away from me. | stepped over to
it.

"Tdl me, Mr. Ammo," asked avoice from the chair, "how did an assassin ever come to be such a seeker
after truth?"

| leaned on the back of the chair for amoment. "An assassin is one who doesn't accept myths, most
notably the myth of power. He sees through the eyes of a hunter who isas mighty ashis prey, yet is apart
from the game being played. He participatesin the events of history, turning them to hisends, yet he
remains an objective viewer. That is, if he wantsto stay in business. He sees clearly that any deified



“leader’ is as evil as any small-time hood-and alot less honest.”

| stepped around to the front of the chair to gaze into the eyes of aweary old man.

Neither lean nor fat, tall nor short, dark nor light. He looked like the commonest of the common men.
Absolutely average. Except for His eyes. They bespoke the ennui of absolute power corrupted
absolutely.

| felt mysdlf drawn toward those eyes. Drawn downward. Sinking. Falling.

| shook it off.

He continued to ook deeply into me. "A proud man." He nodded. "1 made prideaan.”

"Having agood opinion of onesdf should never beacrime.”

"No man avillainin hisown eyes, correct, Mr. Ammo?' Hefolded His hands, nodding lightly. "Why do
you want to kill Me? Did you hate your father?'

"No," | answered truthfully. "Don't look to psychologica rootsin my actions. Look to my chosen vaues.
"Y ou probably hated him," He continued. "L eaders are father figures.”
"Proper fathers don't rule the lives of their children by force. My father never did. He never taxed me or

tithed me or imprisoned me and said he was doing me afavor. He never made mefed quilty for being
born hisson.”

"He never showed you anything to worship. He mocked your sense of wonder.”

"It survived." | found apack of Marlborosin the left pocket of my jacket. Not my brand, but they'd do.
Matcheswere in the vest pocket.

"What about your mother?*

"l didn't know Y ou wereaFreudian.” | lit up and waved the first puff of smoke around. "Why don't we
talk about Your Mother."

He pounded on the leather arm of the chair with atightly balled fist. "I never had aMother. Understand?
Never! | am God! | am self-created! | am the Alphaand the Omega.”

| shrugged mildly. "1 don't know," | said. "If | can descend from an infinite number of ancestors going
back down the evolutionary trail, | don't see why there can't be an infinite regress of gods and goddesses
evolving through time. Perhapswhen | see Y ou, I'm looking &t the next curve of the ascending helix of my
own evolution-"

"Evolution." He amost spat the word out. "How | fought it. Change. | don't know why | bother. | tried
saving things." He stared up at me with an imploring gaze. "I tried to make amends, but..." His hand made
afutile gesture, like adying bird.

"Yeah," | sad. "I know. Christ died for our snsand dl that."



Hisface turned three shades of purple as He shouted, "Christ didn't diefor your sins! He died for Minel™
He began to weep. "What | did with the Flood was wrong. What | did to Sodom and Gomorrah was
wrong. I'd violated My own commandment. Things weren't going theway | wanted, and | got angry. |
sad | wasjedlous" He paused, staring at the floor. "Doesn't it even thingsout that | et you kill My only
Son?Hedied as Jesus and as Osiris and as Tammuz and as a dozen others. Won't you ever forgive
Me?'

Helooked at me with eyesthat sagged under the burden of unbearable remorse. The tearsrolled down
His cheeks. He didn't bother to wipe them away.

| had to be merciless. | had gone too far to surrender to pity. How could you pity a God who had
screwed up so monumentally?

"Every time achild sarvesto death,” | said, "amother discards her faith. Every time acrop fails, afarmer
curses Y ou. You've given us no reason to have faith in You. Y ou tried to convince usthat all we had to
do was bdievein Y ou to be freed from the turning of the Whed."

"Dont," He murmured. "'l beg of you."

"You're scared of the Cycle of Birth, Life, and Degth. Y ou deny it and seek to force usto deny the
redlity al around us. When people pray to Y ou to intervene and nothing happens, pain and suffering
result. Toretain Y our power, Y ou made suffering avirtue, and Y our ministers of love and truth became
torturers. They ingtilled virtue with racks and spikes when they could, or, when they couldn', they
resorted to the subtler torment of guilt and fear.”

He gave me asour look. "Dostoevsky does not become you. Give me something new."

"Why?Y ou never gave us anything new. Y ou demand that we cease learning, that we repent of daring to
know the difference between right and wrong, that we become fools again for Y ou. Y ou demand that we
turn back the clock, reverse the Whed, that we ignore Nature's laws while blindly obeying Y our rules.

Y ou deny the existence of evolution, of change. Y ou seek to rein in the Universe, when every natura
inclination isto surge outward and up-"

"Y ou'retrying to assassinate me by talking meto desth.”

| ground the cigarette out on the rug. It wastimefor thekill.

"I'm not talking Y ou to death. I'm thinking Y ou to death. | had to crawl into my mind and that of every
man and woman on Earth to root Y ou out. Intelligent people aready deny Y our existence because You
demanded that they deny theirs. Y ou've lost Y our most powerful dlies. For what?!

He pounded on the chair with both fists. "Confusion to the enemy! | stopped Her!"

"Y ou only dowed Her down. And Y ou-Almighty God-couldn't kill Her."

That deflated Him.

"No," Hesaid. "I could not. She had the one power | could neither destroy nor duplicate.” He lowered
Hishandsto Hislap, pressing them together between Hislegs.



"We could not be without it. We were davesin an uprising, and afutile one a that." Hisleft hand did
between the cushion and the chair.

"Perhapswhat | do now," He said, "shdl break the Whed."
His hand withdrew apistol from under the seet cushion.

He raised the gun to His head.

Andfired.

The shot reverberated in the small room for along time, dowly expiring. There was an awful slenceas
one sometimes encountersin that place between dreams. | stared down.

Half Hishead lay on thefloor. Inside the skull were neither brains nor blood. Only acold, white mist that
Settled to the rug.

The Great God Jehovah was dead. And | was the only witness. Or so | thought.
The door creaked open.

"So," apleasant, familiar mae voice chirped. "Thelittle sorm god finaly blows Himsdf away. No more
fires on the mountaintops for Him." Emil Zacharias sauntered in to peer over the chair.

"Enjoy it while you can, Zack. Y ou're next."

"Now, why should that be?' He sat on the edge of the chair. "This old dried prune here was my younger
brother. Little Thor dash Allah dash Y ahveh dash Storm of Wrath. He tricked me with hislies. Took the
Earth from me! Then he had the nerve to dander me, calling methe Prince of Lieswithout bothering to
mention who the King was."

"You're no better," | said, stooping to pick up the suicide weapon. It looked remarkably like a Colt .45
Peacemaker. God had tried to make men equd. Colond Colt had finally gotten even for that.

"Oh, I'm not half asbad ashewas." Zacharias jerked athumb at the hollow thing beside him. "1 was
never awar god. Sure, | may have asked for afew blood sacrifices here and there-what God hasn't?
Besides, | was no worse than She-"

Another shot rang out. Rang in, rather, from beyond the door. Emil collapsed at the feet of his brother.

A wisp of smoke curled up from the barrd of agun. A gunin the hand of Ann Perrine. She smiled
dreamily, then let out along, dow bresath.

"So moteit be," she muttered.
"Thanks, angd," | said, gingerly disarming her. "Y ou just solved amysery for me."

"What mystery? Zacharias hired you to kill god. There heis. Dead."



"Just dandy," | ssid. "Only | didnit doiit.”

"Sowhat?' Shelooked a me with a gaze that penetrated even deeper than that of God's. And she
glowed with aradiant beauty that made me forget that arace of human women had ever existed.

| tried not to let it interfere with my thinking.

"| figured something was screwy the way you were so anxious to help anutty old man rub out God. Y our
crazy hand-waving whenever we got in ajam was even stranger, but it al makes sense now. My fird clue
was when Zack wanted out of the contract. | wanted to know why."

"And you've uncovered the reason?’ She stepped over to the scene of the crimes, her tranducently white
gown flowing around her like acloud.

Emil stared up with lifeless eyes, adark red rose blooming from his chest where the bullet had hit. God
looked like avandalized plaster statue.

She shook her head with abitter little amile.

"Y ou finessed Zack into coming to me with the offer,” | said. ™Y ou convinced him that he could bump off
his brother and return himself to power."

"Emil wasatrifle drunk a the time. The Dionysian Side, you know." She sat on the right arm of the chair,
her back to me. All I could see were the golden waves of her hair trailing across her back.

"What he didn't redlize," | continued, "was that they were more than brothers. They were dua aspects of
the same principd .

"They both dismissed it as a Manichaean heresy."

"Their mistake, gpparently. Especialy when they're up against someone who doesn't believe in heresy.
Or gn. Or guilt. You only believein the Whed."

Shelaughed, tossing her head back. After amoment, she turned to stare at me. "They were part of the
Whed, though,” she said in answer to aquestion | hadn't even asked. "Every year they baitled for my
favors. They were my Kingsand my Lovers..."

"And your Sons."

"Yes" she said matter-of-factly. "So why would | want them out of the way? That would disturb the
Whed "

"Perhaps you don't need them anymore, now that Science is powerful enough to be reunited with
Magick." | stepped around the body on the rug to face her. "They were dual aspects of the same death
principle. Both were gods of destruction. Y ou symbolize the principle of life and generation. Y et you adso
embody the opposite aspect of death and decay dl by yourself. Blaze of summer and ice of winter are
separated by your spring and autumn. Y ou are the moon. Ever cycling through phases. From white to
black and back again in varying degrees.”

"Wdl sad, Ddll, for someonetalking far beyond his capacity. The answer you're trying to finesse out of



meisagood deal smpler." She pointed casudly at the dead gods.

"They had let themsalves be used by men. They had let their powers be called upon by good men and
evil men dike. Their only requirement was faith. People flocked to churches, praying for pain and
suffering to befal others. Y ahveh granted it. Others performed black massesto blast enemies. Ahriman
appeared to them.”

Shegazed at her fallen Lovers'Sons. "They grew vainglorious. They cared nothing for objective good or
evil. They only demanded faith. Surrender to their authority, and they'd do anything you asked.” She
shook her head. "Thus the masters became davesto their flock."

"So you decided to stir up alittlerivary?"

"It was awaysthere," shesaid. "May | have my gun back?'

| handed it to her. She dipped it into her purse while | tapped out another cigarette and lit up.

"Will the helix continue to ascend?’ | asked.

"Differently, perhaps, for awhile. Maybe for along time. The Patroness of Knowledgeis not above
learning.”

"This Goddessthat you are," | asked. "Areyou different in degree or in kind?"
Shelaughed again. "Both, Dell. And | do loveyou.”

"I love you, babe. But right now I'm wondering what would happen to the Universeif | plugged you,
too."

"You couldn't,” she said, smpleasthat. "They could die because they were the death principle. It's easy
to deny death whileyou live. It'salmost as easy to kill the metaphors for death. | am your metaphor for

life. To deny meisto deny redity itself. To deny that atree can grow from aseed or that achild can be
born of woman. To deny the Goddessisto deny love."

| considered that for amoment as | took afew drags on my cigarette. | watched her watching me.
"Soyou'rein chargenow,” | said. "What sort of sacrificeswill you demand?’

"None. That'sdl inthe dim past. Y ou wereright, Dell. Gods evolve. They liveand dieand learn on a
higher plane. All | require now istenderness. Every act of loveisan offering in my name. Every kind
thought isablessing.”

"What sort of punishment will you unlessh on Evil?"

"None," she sad, "save that which they bring upon themselves. Y ou'll find that Nature has Her own ways
of teaching right and wrong. Y ou don't haveto trust me or havefaith in me. | am One-in-Mysdf, with or
without you. | don't demand anyone's premature death. Y ou al return to my cauldron eventudly, and are

reborn. Life and desth are segments of the spirding Whed. The Ascending Helix."

She stood. "I haveto go now. You did well."



"l did nothing. | didn't kill either of them."
"Y ou-as Man-were the catalyst. Be grateful you weren't consumed in the reaction.”

She turned to go. Something within me nearly cried out. Instead, | tapped the ashes off my cigarette,
saying, "That'sit? Y ou're just going to walk out?"

She hesitated. Without turning, she said, "In my terrestrid form, you and | were lovers." She glanced
back at the bodies. "The postion in the celestid sphereis currently vacant.”

When | said nothing, she turned around to plant an impetuous kiss on my forehead.
"Look for me when you get back.”

A book fell from one of the shelves.

She stood in the doorway for an instant, then strode out, closing the door behind her.

| tossed the cigarette to the floor and ground it out. Her footsteps receded in the distance for along time,
merging dowly into the sound of ocean waves.

Another book dropped from the shelves. Then another. The floor began to tremble. | tossed the
Peacemaker onto the rug and walked toward the door.

One entire bookcase tilted away from the far wall, scattering bookslikefaling leaves.

| took a good-bye look at the pair of dead Gods. They still looked more solid than metaphors.
| pulled the door open.

"Ann?' | said.

And fdl into darkness.

28
TerraCognita

| wasfdling. Faling perpetudly, no wind whipping past my flesh, no sound whistling in my ears. | was
suspended in adark place, weightless.

Not quite dark, though.

A candle guttered on the dtar. | smelled of sweat and other personal foulnesses. Cramped muscles
gpasmed into knots of aching strain at the dightest attempt to move. | was wet and soiled and worse. My
tongue was aswollen puffer fish in my mouth.

"Ann," | barely croaked.



No reply.

Near the candle, agranule of incense popped and flared for an ingtant. It was the only sound aside from
my breathing. | tried to flex my arms.

The Witch's Cradle till held mefat, in addition to the muscle tension from being in the same position for
God only knew how long.

It struck me that God was no longer in a position to know anything.

| shuddered. Where was Ann? Where was Bridget? | glanced over to where I sadora had been tied into
the Cradle.

The red and white matrix of yarn was intact. |sadorawas gone,

Something floated near me. Ann's athame. Slowly | worked a snaking my fingersfree of thetwine
prison. It seemed asif hours passed before they would even bend. The various drugs I'd taken till
seemed to beresidudly active-everything | did appeared magnified in importance.

My right hand worked through the strings to stroke the blade toward its grasp. It floated lazily closer until
| could saizeit.

| sawed a the yarn that enclosed my arm, then dashed across. The twang of splitting line resounded like
harp music. | bent forward with pained care to cut my legsfree.

| floated within the remains of the sundered Cradle, massaging stiff muscles, flexing neglected tendons.

My neck ached from the injections. My head swam in zero-G disorientation. | yanked off the Theta
Wave Amplifier hdmet.

Canfield.

"Canfield!" | shouted hoarsdly. That hurt. Using the Witch's Cradle as aladder, | dragged mysdlf to the
airlock and peered through the observation port.

Canfield floated indde, unmoving.
| punched at the controlsto cycle the outer hatch shut, pressurized the lock, and unsealed the inner hatch.

| fumbled for the cargo bay lights, switching them on. He looked to be in worse shape than | was. Of
course, | hadn't looked in amirror yet.

| undid his helmet. The stench was nearly as bad as the Land of Never-Change. He looked up with
sunken eyes et in an unshaven, worn face.

"Ammo..." hewhispered. "Weter nozzle."
| dragged him to where he pointed. We both took careful sips from the spigot.

"Where arethey?' | asked as soon as my tongue had sponged up enough to make speech possible.



"Youtdl me" he muttered. " Someone sabotaged the outside controls. Same for the cockpit airlock. I've
been out there for over aweek. The suppliesthat feed through the lifeline ran out on the fourth day."

| added it al together and snorted. "Happy New Y ear," | said, glancing at the hatch to the cockpit. It had
been bent inward asif by an explosion and now hung open, the metal twisted and scarred.

| pulled my way over to the dtar. The one lone candle that <till burned had grown along tail of wax that
followed the path of the breeze from the ventilator. | blew it out. The smoke curled dong the white wax
staactite for afew seconds, then ceased.

"l want to know where thewomen are,” | said.

"Well, they never left the ship.”

| nodded. It was beginning to sink into my clouded brain. "L et's wash up and get set for reentry. Well be
leaving this payload section in orbit.”

"Fineby me" Canfield said. "But what happened to the women?"

"Maybethey never were," | said, and it tasted like stale brine.

Thetwo of usjury-rigged a hatch for the cockpit and cleaned up the interior where Zack had been.
Scraping the sulfur off of everything that it had melted onto was atough job. In aday or two, though,
Canfield and | jettisoned the magica chamber, leaving it in orbit. We took the tug back to low earth
orbit, detached from it, and dropped back planetside like agraceful brick.

Welanded at Meadowlark Interplanetary, the L.A. offshore runway. No jets escorted us.

Things had changed.

But not much.

Thefirst place| checked was Trismegistos. The windows and doors to the shop had been boarded up.
There was aweathered sign Stating that leasing information could be obtained from Bautista Corporation.

| spent the following weeks searching hotdl s throughout L.A. Auberge had been written off asatota
loss. | figured the next Underground would be alittle tougher to find.

Yes. | checked Aurigain Frisco. No sign of thekid.

Day's passed spent in phone booths, caling Information for the numbers of al the Ann Perrinesin the
world. None of them matched.

Onefreezing February night, when acold rain pounded against the sidewalks, | realized that | would
never find her anywhere on earth.

Therain dashed like shrapnel against my face as| stared up at an abandoned church. Jehovah was gone.



| had assassinated Him in the mind of every living human being. | hadn't actualy pulled the trigger-maybe
Hewould have done it eventualy without me.

My trenchcoat was soaked through, but | didn't care. Zacharias had told the truth. | was alive and
younger than | had been inyears.

And | was aone, facing an eternity without my Goddess.

My feet splashed through the dark waters. On the corner of Sixth and Figueroa stood atiny figure,
huddled within aworn coat. | amost expected it to be Isadora. She turned around to face me. Jet black
eyes dtared glassly up from tangled raven curls.

"Spare acouple grams, mister?”

| gave her what gold | had in my pockets.

"Thank the Lady," she said clumdlly, trotting off toward a grocer-1 hoped.

It was useless for me to search. Uselessto hope. Whatever purpose the three of them had served, their

work was done. I'd never see Bridget or Isadoraagain. Or Ann. Therain fell colder against me, trickling
down my neck.

29
Queen of the Angels

It took me ayear to cross paths with Randol ph Corbin. He had last been seen in command of the
Hughes Cayuse that strafed the Vatican the day the Mome attempted to deliver abull concerning the
True Revedled Word of The Lady. No onelistened. They knew better, now.

| found Corbin in abookstore in Hollywood, thumbing through a copy of Theodore Golding's latest
effort, Contra-Paganism-The Case Against Goddess.

"Happy New Year" were hisfirst words.

| smiled. "New Y ear falls on Halowmas now, Corbin. Don't you read the papers?"

"Surel do," hegrumbled. "And if you did, you'd know I'm organizing the Los Angeles Coven of Black
Iss" He shut Golding's book. "My thesisisthat the Goddess has a dark side, too, and what could be
more blessed than-"

"Saveit, Corbin. | heard your line of argument on Praise The Lady last week."

"Yeah, they'redl trying to hornin onthe act.”

| shrugged. "They'll drop it like last week's fashion when their spellsfail to produce mountains of money.
Likethat new fellow that lasted one day on HRILIU House. Performed abanishing ritua live onthe air

and vanished without atrace."

Corbin sghed. "How doesit fed to save the world from rdigion, Ammo?"



My smile didn't even makeit to my lips. "l didn't save anything. | just changed things. People till ache
over shattered hopes and wasted lives and lost loves. People till kill and people till die.™

Corbin did a couple of books back into the shelf. "If you check the recent actuary tables, they seemto
be killing lessand dying later." He pulled out another book-one of an annoying series of mea culpa
books by theol ogians who have Seen The Light. Anything for agram.

"l saw acouplein MacArthur-l mean Hecate Park today," he said. "I overheard them profess undying
love for each other. Then they kissed and wept for joy on each other's shoulder.”

"Big ded," | said, turning to peruse arotating rack of plagues. An awful lot of obscure occult books were
getting published or reissued these days. At least someone was being rewarded for perseverance. |
switched one on to stare at a page without seeing it. All 1 could see was Ann. Corny, | know, but that's
who occupied my thoughts. Endlesdy.

"Your n's heart should be pleased that the politicians couldn't get anyone to bother voting in the
lest eection.”

"Hmm? Oh, right.” | put the plague back. "They're till hanging around Washington uninvited, though.” |
frowned, reading the cover of another book. This one was about astral travel. Just from the jacket copy |
could determine that the author didn't know his elbow from a hole in the ground.

"Givethemtime," Corbin said. "They can't even stir up awar anymore without God to inpirethem or a
devil to Sdewith theenemy.”

| looked up from my book to stare at the curious man. I'd lost track of our conversation. My only
thoughts were of Ann. Her eyes, bright with life, gazed at me from across the chasm between now and
never.

| impulsively seized a paperback. Kunddini yoga. And another plague. On ceremonia Magick.
"Corbin," | said, reaching for amanua for waterscrying, candle magic, and clairvoyance, "you'd know
these things. |an't there a place between dreaming and forgetting that contains al the knowledge of dl
timesand redities?’

He stared at me asif my tie had just caught fire.

"Uh, sure Dell. It's cdlled the Akashic Record. Why?"

"I've got to pop over to another celestia sphere.”

| took more books and plaguesthan | could easily carry to theregister. | paid for them and left Corbin
watching my dugt.

| raced out into the street, into the cold winter air and the bright, clear sky. A couple of street workers
watched me with bemused gazes, then returned to erecting asign that restored the full name of Los
Angeles-The City of Our Lady, Queen of the Angels.

| il calledit L.A.



My breeth roared in my ears. My heart pounded like a caged man trying to burst free. | skidded left onto
Western and raced upstairs to my office in less than ten minutes.

Doors dammed and drawers flew open until 1'd found what | wanted. Ann's athame. It was dl the
psychic link I'd need to find her.

| sat down to read, placing the knife before me with loving care. The light from the desk lamp reflected
softly on the silvery blade and ebony hilt. | cracked open thefirst book.

A wind from the North beat & my window, caling.

FIN
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