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CHAPTER ZERO

June 26, 1968 was a Wednesday in Las Vegas.

All over the world it was Wednesday. Except across Australia and half
of Asia, where it was already Thursday.

Wayne Norton sat behind the wheel of a car parked outside a donut
shop at the southern end of Las Vegas Boulevard. He had the window
wound down because it was fractionally cooler on the sidewalk than in the
vehicle. Only a few years ago this part of the Strip had all been desert.
Now there were buildings everywhere, and at least half of them seemed to
be hotels or casinos. Or both.

Norton looked in the rearview mirror again. After pulling in, he'd
angled the mirror so he could see himself. This only confirmed what he
already suspected: His new sunglasses weren't right? He didn't look cool
enough.

When he straightened the mirror he saw that the stretch limo was still
there, still in a no-waiting zone. Norton's car was in the same prohibited
zone, but that was different.

His was a police car, and he was a police officer.

He glanced toward the donut store, but there was no sign of King. They
were meant to be on patrol, so one of them had to stay inside the
automobile in case of a radio message.

Because he was hot and bored and tired, Norton allowed his eyes to
close for a second. He quickly opened them again. It would have been so
easy to fall asleep, giving King another excuse to complain about
baby-sitting.

He had to do something, so he opened the door, climbed out, and
walked back along the street toward the Lincoln. It was all black, even the



windows. He bent down to peer inside, but could see nothing through the
darkened glass. The polished paintwork gleamed in the sunlight, and it
looked as if it had come straight out of the showroom. It had Illinois
plates, but even a driver from out of state should have recognised a
no-waiting sign.

Norton wrote a parking ticket and tucked it behind the windshield
wiper. That was when the door opened and the driver stepped out. He was
six and a half feet tall and must have weighed over two-fifty pounds. His
expensive suit was so well cut Norton could hardly detect the bulge of his
shoulder holster.

The driver stood looking at him, then reached for the ticket. He tore it
in half, in quarters, in eighths, and he kept tearing until his massive
fingers had reduced the paper to confetti. One squeeze of his huge fist, and
he could probably have turned it to dust.

"There is," Norton said slowly. "A city ordinance. Against littering."

The driver raised his hand to his face. And stuffed every scrap of paper
into his mouth. He chewed for a few seconds, swallowed it all down. His
eyes never left Norton's face. He didn't even seem to blink. Then he
climbed back into the car, closed the door, and disappeared into the
blackness.

It was as if none of it had happened.

Norton decided it might not be such a good idea to issue another
ticket. He turned away, and only then realised his right hand was on the
butt of his revolver.

Sergeant King was leaning against the patrol car, eating a donut.
"Did you see that?" said Norton.

"I didn't see nothing," said King.

"That guy just destroyed state property."

"Where's the evidence?"

"He swallowed it."



"Here." King handed over a donut. "But a parking ticket probably tastes
better."

"So you did see what happened."
"At least he didn't make you swallow it."
"What do we do?"

"Nothing." King slid into the passenger seat. "A limo like that, who do
you think owns it? We all get on fine, Duke. We leave them alone, they
leave us alone."

Norton looked at the Lincoln, imagining the invisible driver watching
from behind the black windows. The automobile wasn't really his style, but
he'd have liked windows like that. They were real cool.

And gangsters were always cool.

Eating a donut on the street wasn't very cool, but it couldn't be helped.
Norton didn't want any crumbs in the car. He wiped his mouth, took a
final glance at the Lincoln, hitched up his gun belt, then got back inside
the LVPD vehicle.

They weren't called gangsters, of course. In Las Vegas they were known
as businessmen or investors or property developers. This was their town.
They'd built it. They owned most of it. And that included the police.

Not that there was any corruption. Or not much.

Gambling, prostitution, all night drinking; everything was legal. So
there was no reason to pay off the police. Or not much.

When he was a kid, Norton had wanted to be a gangster. He'd seen all
the movies, watched the television series, and he always cheered for the
baddies. They usually ended up dead, mown down in a hail of bullets, but
that wasn't for real. Growing up in Las Vegas, he knew real-life gangsters
didn't get shot. They always wound up with the newest cars, the smartest
clothes, the best-looking chicks.

"Get this wagon rolling, Duke."

King had been Norton's partner for six months. Ever since their first



minute together, when the sergeant found out his first name was Wayne,
he'd always called him "Duke." Norton had never said a thing, never let on
that he knew the reason for the constant Western references. He'd hoped
King would tire of them. But he hadn't, and he called the two of them "the
King and the Duke." Which meant Norton was always outranked.

Norton turned the key and the engine roared into life.

"Another two hours to go," said King, as he checked his watch. "What
you doing tonight?"

"Nothing special."

"This is Vegas, Duke. Every night is special. It's the greatest place in the
whole wide world."

Norton hoped Vegas wasn't the greatest place in the whole wide world.
Was this the best he had to look forward to? The way things were going,
he might never find out.

The one time he'd ever been out of Nevada was to see the Grand
Canyon, and that was only a few hours away.

"England, Italy, Germany," said King. "I've seen them all, hated them
all. I couldn't wait to get back here."

England. Italy. Germany. Just the names sounded so exotic, like
mythical lands out of an ancient-history book. "Maybe you wouldn't have
hated it if they hadn't been shooting at you," said Norton.

"They didn't shoot at us in England. We were supposed to be on the
same side. It rains in England, Duke. It rains all the time. I don't know
what was worse—the boredom and the rain in England, or getting shot at
in Italy and Germany."

King no longer had that problem. It didn't rain in Vegas. Or not much.
And no one shot at the police. Or not often.

That was fine by Norton. He was used to the weather, although it might
be interesting to try another climate. He'd never been shot at, but he
definitely wasn't interested in finding out what it was like.



If he had been, he'd have gone to Viet Nam.

Which was what had happened to friends of his, those who'd been
unable to avoid the draft. And those who thought it was their patriotic
duty not to.

Norton had no idea how to join the mob, and in any case it probably
didn't mean automatic exemption from military service. So he'd gone with
his second career choice and joined the police force.

He wasn't sure it was the right decision. If he'd entered the army, at
least he'd have gone somewhere. King would never have been anywhere if
it hadn't been for the Second World War.

"You've never wanted to go back to Europe?" he asked.
"What for?"

"For a vacation."

"On a cop's pay?"

Norton glanced at King, and after a moment King smiled. He didn't
have to live on his police pay. Because he was a cop, he had other sources
of income. And fewer expenses. He probably hadn't paid for those donuts.

Norton stood as little chance of going to Europe as he did to the Moon,
but he said, "I'd like to see the world."

"There's no need, Duke. The world comes to Vegas. It's the centre of the
universe."

King believed exactly what he said. Either that or he'd convinced
himself he meant it. Which was the same thing.

Norton was worried he'd find himself believing it, too. Would he still be
here in twenty or thirty years' time, still driving around in a police car?
Around and around. How many miles would he have driven by then?
Without going anywhere.

A car overtook them.

Going fast.



Very fast.

On the wrong side of the road.

Norton floored the accelerator.

"A heist?" he said.

"What?"

"A robbery?"

"Nothing on the radio," said King. "But that doesn't mean much."

Norton switched on the siren. This was more like it. The speeding car
was a red Jaguar, and within a minute or two both vehicles were out of
town and on the open highway. The police car was doing a hundred, but
the Jaguar was even faster, pulling further and further away.

This was the most exciting thing that had happened for weeks, and
Norton was enjoying the chase. He hoped King wouldn't ask for back-up,
or call for a Highway Patrol roadblock up ahead. Then he saw the red
lights as the other driver hit the brakes, pulling over in a cloud of dust and
a trail of burning rubber.

The police car skidded to a halt ten yards behind the Jaguar. Norton
climbed out, drew his pistol. King did the same, waiting by the hood while
Norton approached the other car. It was brand new. Had it been stolen?

It was a convertible, but the top was up and the rear window so small
he couldn't make out who was inside. The driver's window wound down.
Norton halted.

"Out of the vehicle!" he yelled.

The door swung open.

"Hands on your head!"

"Can't I put them inside your pants?" said the driver.

It was a woman's voice. A girl's voice.



And Norton knew exactly who she was.

She slid her sandalled feet out of the door. Her legs long and tanned.
Then leaned her head out. Her hair long and blonde. She stood up,
smiling.

"Hi, Wayne. Hi, Sergeant King."

"Hello, Susie," said King. He grinned at the girl, holstered his revolver,
winked at Norton, then went and sat back inside the police car.

"What do you think you were doing?" said Norton.

"About a hundred and twenty," said Susie Ash. "Is that a gun in your
hand, or are you just pleased to see me?"

"What? Oh. Yeah." Norton put away his pistol. "Whose car is it?"

"Mine. You like it? Daddy bought it for my birthday. I thought I'd see
how fast it could go."

"You did that deliberately, didn't you?"
"Did what?"
"You know what. Because you wanted me to chase you."

"I've always wanted you to chase me, Wayne. Because I've always liked
it when you caught me. Come here. Give me a kiss."

"NO "
"NO?"

"I'm on duty, Susie. The only thing I'm going to give you is a speeding
ticket."

"Another present? No, you shouldn't. You're all so good to me. Daddy
gives me a car, then you give me my first speeding ticket. Wow! It's all too
much. Am I a criminal? Will you lock me up? There must be a cell back at
the station where we can be locked up together. Why don't you handcuff
me, Wayne? Then I'd be unable to resist you."



But Susie was the irresistible one. Norton had known her for years.
They'd grown up together, gone to school together, done almost everything
together. She wore a tight pair of cut-off denims and a tie-dyed
psychedelic T-shirt that clung to her bra-less breasts. When Norton looked
into her eyes, all he could see was himself. She was wearing her
mirror-lensed sunglasses.

Everyone thought Susie was a great girl. She was. And she was his, all
his. Or so everyone thought.

Norton glanced at the car. It wasn't her birthday until Friday, and he
hadn't bought her anything yet, but what kind of present could compare
with a brand-new Jaguar? Susie's father had built one of Las Vegas's first
supermarkets, and now he owned stores from California to New Mexico.

Norton had always wanted to visit California, to see the ocean—and the
bikini-clad surfer girls. Susie had gone out there last summer, lived in San
Francisco and become a hippie. Until her father had her brought back to
Vegas, before sending her on a long tour of Europe. At the end of this
summer, she'd be gone again. To college, back east.

College. Europe. A red Jaguar. Norton was nothing but a rookie cop.
Susie was his girlfriend. But for how long?

He'd always hoped they would get married, and it was something they
used to talk about. As time went by, they talked about it less. Everything
became less, in fact. They saw each other less, did less together.

"I do love a man in uniform," said Susie, reaching out to him.

She folded back his shirt collar, checking he was still wearing the peace
button she'd given him for his last birthday. He'd much rather have had
her sunglasses.

"Almost as much as I love a man without his uniform," she added, as
she tried to undo his shirt buttons.

Wayne stepped back. "What do you want for your birthday?"
"Only you." Susie stepped forward.

"I wish."



"It's not what you give, Wayne. It's the thought that counts."

"I know what I'd like to give you," said Norton. "It's something I'm
always thinking about."

Susie smiled. But with her eyes hidden, the smile could have meant
anything.

"How about a sample?" she said, sliding one of her legs between his,
rubbing her thigh up and down his crotch, pressing her warm breasts
against his chest.

"No!" Norton leaned back. "The sergeant's waiting."
"What about all the times you've waited for him?"

Every few days, Norton had to sit in the car while King visited some
cathouse or other. At least he was never inside very long.

Susie licked her lips. Norton knew he stood no chance.

She really was irresistible. They kissed, her lips sucking at his, her teeth
clashing against his, her tongue snaking deep into his mouth. She tasted
so good.

She drew back for a moment. "Maybe it'll be you who gets a present on
my birthday," she whispered.

"I wish."

They kissed again, her kiss promising everything. When they finally
parted, she looked him up and down.

"You are glad to see me!" she laughed. "Adios, Wayne." She spun
around.

A few seconds later the Jaguar roared away. Norton watched it vanish
in the distance, then turned and went back to the patrol car.

"Where's the ticket?" asked King.

"What? A ticket? Well... er... no... I didn't... er... write one."



"I thought maybe she'd swallowed it, but I guess she was too busy
swallowing your tongue." The sergeant laughed and shook his head.
"You're a lucky guy."

"Am I?"

"Her father's one of the richest men in the whole goddamned state.
She's his only child. As if that isn't enough, she's a total knockout. You've
got it made, Duke."

Norton wasn't so sure. He started the engine.

"If only I was twenty years younger," added King, "you wouldn't stand a
chance." He shook his head again. "What an ass that girl's got. Great tits.
Real blonde, too, no two-tone model. Not that I have to tell you."

Norton looked at him.

"No offence, Duke. Just being complimentary, okay?"
"Okay."

"I bet she's great in the sack, yeah?"

Norton looked away, smiling.

"Yeah," King said again, and he sighed.

Great in the sack? Norton wished he knew. The way his life was going,
he'd never find out. At twenty-one, he was probably the oldest virgin in
Las Vegas.

And Susie Ash was the second oldest.

He hoped.

Norton slammed on the brakes and managed to stop before he hit the
man. Even then, the guy didn't move. Norton sounded the horn, but the
jaywalker stayed in the middle of the street, less than a yard in front of the
squad car.

"Out of the road!" yelled Norton.



His shift was almost over, and all he wanted was to go home. King had
already gone, getting Norton to drive him there. They were supposed to
sign off together, but the sergeant had been on the force long enough to
bend the rules.

Norton had been thinking about Susie, and the man seemed to have
appeared from nowhere. If he'd moved away, Norton wouldn't have given
him a second look; but because he remained where he was, Norton looked
again.

He was wearing the most amazing shades.

They weren't shaped like a pair of sunglasses, but more like the visor of
a motorcycle helmet. At first, the lens appeared to be mirrored, and yet
the effect was the exact opposite—as if it absorbed light instead of
reflecting it. The surface looked black, but every colour of the spectrum
seemed to swirl and shimmer within the darkness.

Although only a narrow strip, the shades effectively masked the man's
face. They were real cool. Exactly what Norton wanted. Where had he
bought them?

Norton could feel the hidden eyes staring straight at him. Then the guy
suddenly laughed and shook his head, stepped toward the sidewalk and
turned up the next street.

It wasn't just his shades that were odd, Norton realised. His hair was
long, but there were hippies even in Vegas. His clothes were weird, too,
even by Vegas standards. When it was all added together, there was
something very suspicious about him.

Norton was a cop, he had an instinct for such things. He turned the
wheel and drove up the side street.

The guy wasn't hard to spot. He was dressed all in red, like some
out-of-season Santa. His hair was also red. And green. And blue.

He glanced back over his shoulder, noticed the squad car was following
him. That was when he started running. He sprinted for half a block
before diving down an alley.

Norton smiled to himself, knowing he'd been proved right. He swerved



into the alley. Narrow and dark, it sloped steeply downward. It was a
service entrance, and at the bottom of the ramp there was a loading bay.
The shutters were down, and nothing moved.

There was no sign of the man in red. The only red Norton could see was
one of the three cars parked in front of the bay. It was a red convertible, a
Jaguar.

Susie's red convertible Jaguar.

Alongside it was a stretch limo. Norton recognised that, too. A black
Lincoln with Illinois plates.

"Heck," he muttered, as he stopped at the end of the ramp.

He reached for the mike, but the radio was dead. There were too many
tall buildings all around. He climbed out of the car and drew his revolver.
Twice in one day, he realised. That had to be a record.

Everything was still and silent as Norton walked over to the Lincoln.
Holding the gun in his right hand, he pulled the driver's door open with
his left. The car was empty. So was Susie's. The third vehicle was a white
Chevrolet. Nevada registration. Also empty.

He climbed the concrete steps to the door at the side of the loading bay
and looked in through the small window. It was too dark to see anything.
Whatever the building was, this was basement level. He tried the handle.
It turned. The door opened outward. He thought of going back for a
flashlight. There wasn't time. He went in.

There was a light in the distance, over by the far corner, and he slowly
made his way in that direction. He kept glancing around, but there was
nothing to see.

The basement was used as a storeroom. In the dark, it could have been
stacked with anything. He paused for a moment by one of the thick pillars
which supported the floors above. Next to him was a broken fruit
machine, a no-armed bandit. Above, he realised, must be a casino.

He began walking again and almost tripped over something on the
ground. Not something. Someone. He bent down, reaching out. Someone
big. The Lincoln driver. Big and dead.



If there had been any light, he'd have seen more red. The driver had lost
a lot of blood. As well as the gun from his holster.

Norton wiped the sticky liquid off his hand and onto his pants leg. He
knew he had to go back, but he also knew he must go on.

Then he heard voices. At least two men, maybe three. Arguing and
shouting. He cocked his pistol.

There were four of them. Two with their hands on their heads. Two
with pistols in their hands, covering the first pair.

He stood in the shadow of one of the concrete pillars, his heart beating
so loudly he thought they must have been able to hear him. His whole
body was filmed with sweat, and he held his revolver in both hands to keep
it steady.

When he peered around the other side of the pillar, he saw a fifth man.
He was sitting on a wooden box between the two gunmen. With thinning
white hair, he looked quite old. He was the one doing most of the
shouting, aiming his cigar at the first two as if it were a weapon.

"Think you could kill me?" he demanded. "I'm immortal, you know
that."

Then Norton stopped listening to what he was saying because all his
attention was focused on one of the men being threatened.

It was Mr. Ash. Susie's father.
Norton wondered what to do.
Two shots, he thought, and both of the gunmen would be down.

Yeah, sure. Knowing his luck, he'd probably hit Mr. Ash and the other
guy, then the gangsters would wipe him out.

Gangsters. They really were gangsters, he realised. And his pulse raced
even faster.

He stepped slowly forward, out into the half-light. Mr. Ash and the
other man noticed him. He raised his left index finger to his lips, but they
didn't need warning.



"You've got it all wrong," said Mr. Ash, doing his best to keep all the
attention on himself.

"Wrong?" said the older man. "I thought Luigi's goon tried to shoot me.
Am I wrong?"

"It was a misunderstanding, Carlo," said Mr. Ash.

"It wasn't a misunderstanding," said the man called Carlo, "it was a
mistake. And you made it."

Norton drew his nightstick with his left hand and crept forward,
getting nearer and nearer to the first gunman.

Until the man spun around toward him.

He brought the baton down, hard, smashing it against the man's arm.
The man shouted in pain. The gun fell.

Norton quickly stepped back out of reach, aiming his pistol at the
second gunman.

"Don't move," he warned.

The man didn't move. No one moved.
"Drop the gun," said Norton.

The gunman turned his head, slowly.
Norton aimed at his head, carefully.

Carlo looked around, his eyes widening in surprise when he saw
Norton.

"Is there a problem, officer?" he asked.

"Not if he drops his gun," said Norton, and he changed the direction of
his aim. From the gunman to Carlo.

"If he does," asked Carlo, "can we talk?"

Norton nodded, and Carlo gestured to the gunman. But instead of



dropping the gun, he slid it into its shoulder holster.
"Hands on your head," said Norton. "And you."

The two gangsters put their hands on their heads. As they did so, Mr.
Ash and the other man lowered theirs.

"Good to see you, Wayne," said Mr. Ash. "Nice work."
"He's one of yours?" said the old man.

"You don't own the whole force, Carlo."

"Where's Susie?" asked Norton.

"Susie?" said Mr. Ash. "She's at home, I think. Why?"
"Her vehicle's outside."

"I borrowed it."

"She's not in any danger?"

"No."

Norton nodded. Susie wasn't here. Neither, it seemed, was the man in
red. But what was going on?

That didn't matter for now. First he had to arrest the three who'd held
up Mr. Ash. He only had one pair of cuffs, and he still had to disarm the
second gangster.

"Step back," he told the first one, and the man moved away from his
dropped weapon.

"We can talk," said Carlo. "However much they're paying you, I'll
double it."

What Norton needed was someone to keep the three men covered.
"Can you handle a gun, Mr. Ash?" he asked.

"Yes."



Norton kicked the fallen automatic across the ground.
"No!" yelled Carlo.

Mr. Ash picked up the weapon.

The second gunman reached into his holster.

Mr. Ash shot him.

Then he shot the first gunman.

"Ciao, Carlo," he said. "See you in hell."

And then he shot the old man.

Norton stared at him in amazement, before bending down to examine
the three fallen men. None of them needed handcuffs. Each one had hole
in the centre of his forehead.

"You shouldn't have done that, Mr. Ash," he said. "I was going to arrest
them."

Mr. Ash walked toward Norton.
"Sorry, Wayne," he said.

Then came the pain. It hurt. It hurt so bad. But it lasted only a
moment. Then it was gone. And so was Norton. The whole universe
opened up and he dropped down down down into the infinite void.

"Is he one of your men?"

"No."

"Then why didn't you kill him?"
"He's my daughter's boyfriend."

"Great! I wish I'd killed my daughters' boyfriends when I had the
chance. It's too late after the wedding because by then the bastards are
family. Take my advice, Mario, finish him off while you can."



Mario Catania, alias Mark Ash, glanced down at Wayne Norton's
crumpled body. He'd be unconscious for about an hour, have a headache
for a day or two, and be bruised for over a week.

"I can't kill him," he said. "He's just saved our lives."

"You're getting sentimental in your old age," said Luigi Sciacca, and he
kicked Carlo Menfi's dead body.

Ash looked at the pistol. It had been a long time since he'd even held a
gun, but pulling a trigger was something you never forgot.

Three shots, three kills.

He felt quite pleased with himself. Because it was a lot better than what
might have happened.

Slipping the automatic into his jacket pocket, Ash frowned, not liking
the way it spoiled the line of his suit. He'd have to get rid of the weapon.
As well as the three bodies. Or four, including Sciacca's torpedo.

But the biggest problem was what to do with Wayne.

"It's my daughter's birthday in a couple of days," he said. "She'd be
upset if he wasn't there."

Sciacca took Menfi's billfold, unstrapped the watch from his wrist, and
tore the rings from his fingers. He'd started his career as a pickpocket,
stealing from the living. Now he robbed the dead.

"What was he doing here?" asked Sciacca.

"He must have seen my daughter's car and thought she was here."
"You came in her car in case you were followed?"

"No. Because mine was stolen."

"Stolen? Some people got no respect.” Sciacca undid Menfi's silk tie,
holding it against his own shirt to see if it would go with his suit. Then he
ripped the silver cross from the corpse's neck. "Can't trust nobody these
days."



Ash nodded, realising that the biggest problem was what to do with
Sciacca.

"How did he see the car?" asked Sciacca, as he moved over to the first
bodyguard. "The parking lot is out of sight from the road."

"He must have been on patrol and—"

"On patrol?" Sciacca found a pack of cigarettes in the corpse's pocket,
stuck one between his lips, lit it with the dead man's lighter. "He really is a
cop?"

"Sure."

"So that's why you don't want to kill him." Sciacca pocketed the
cigarettes and the lighter. "You always thought ahead, Mario. It's going to
be useful having a cop in the family."

And Sciacca never thought ahead, not even as far as opening his
mouth. Although it might be useful having a police commissioner or a
district attorney in the family, Wayne was only a rookie cop. But whoever
he was, he wasn't good enough to marry Susie.

"He's not going to be part of the family," said Ash. "I don't like him."
"Then kill him."
"I can't kill him just because I don't like him."

"Why not?" Sciacca went to the second bodyguard. "In the old days, you
used to kill people who you did like."

"Things don't happen like that anymore."

"Don't they?" Sciacca glanced at the three dead bodies. "This reminds
me of the old days, Mario." He counted out the change from the guard's
pocket. A nickel fell between his fingers and rolled away. It didn't get far.
He flattened it with his shoe and picked it up. "The good old days."

Although he took everything he could find, he was careful to leave the
bodyguard's gun in its holster.

"The good old days were never good at the time, Luigi. Forget the past,



like I've done. This is now, and my name is Mark Ash."
"Carlo calls you Mario."
"Not anymore."
Sciacca laughed. He looked at the tip of his cigarette, at the ash.

Ash guessed they were both thinking the same thing: There were now
only two of them left alive who knew his real identity.

He'd chosen Mark because it wasn't very different from Mario, and Ash
by going through the telephone book until he found a surname he liked.

"You know something?" said Sciacca. "A few minutes ago they were
bodyguards. But they ain't guards anymore, they're just bodies!" He
glanced over toward the entrance, where the other hoodlum lay. "A pity
about Piccolo, I'll miss him. Great sense of humour."

"Sure," said Ash, "I nearly died laughing. What was the idea of getting
him to pull a gun on Carlo?"

"The idea was to kill him."
"Luigi, you came here for a conference."
"With Carlo dead, who needs to talk? It's all worked out well."

Only thanks to Wayne, thought Ash. He watched as Sciacca dropped
his cigarette to the floor and stepped on it. On the paper, on the tobacco,
on the ash. That was when he knew what had to be done with Luigi
Sciacca.

"What did Carlo say?" added Sciacca. "Being immortal, was it? Ha!"

Ash looked at Carlo Menfi, who was dead. He looked at Wayne, who
wasn't. He realised what he could do with him.

"We've got to freeze him," he said.
"Who?"

"The cop."



"Ice him, you mean?"

"No, we freeze him. That's what Carlo meant when he said he was
immortal. Give me a hand."

Sciacca held out his left hand.

"Two hands," said Ash, as he slid his arms under Wayne's shoulders,
raising him off the ground.

Reluctantly, Sciacca took hold of Wayne's legs. They carried him down
to the lowest level, hidden deep below the casino, but had to stop and rest
a few times on the way.

"No more," panted Sciacca once they reached the lowest level. "I'm not
carrying any of the stiffs. Your boys can get rid of Carlo and the others."

"My boys?" said Ash. "They take groceries out to customers' cars. You
want them to hide dismembered bodies in paper bags?"

"I forgot," said Sciacca, lighting a cigarette. "You're just a supermarket
owner."

"Sure. It's all legit, Luigi. I'm respectable. I'm honest."

"Only the rich can afford to be honest. And the only way they got rich
was by being crooked. Like you. You might have changed your name,
Mike—"

"Mark."
"—but nothing else has changed."

That wasn't true. At one time, Ash could have carried a corpse for
miles. Alone. Dug a deep hole and buried it. Then gone back and partied
all night. Now, even sharing such a weight for a few minutes was too
much. It wasn't the sort of thing he should be doing, risking a heart attack
for this. He ought to have someone he could trust, someone younger,
someone who was family.

Carlo Menfi never had anyone. Because he had no family, no son, he'd
had to trust Ash. Ash hadn't betrayed him, but Menfi was still dead.



None of this need have happened. If Sciacca hadn't interfered, if his
muscle hadn't pulled a gun, Ash would have inherited everything when
Menfi died.

Except that Menfi had no intention of dying. Or not permanently.

"What's this?" asked Sciacca, as he finally noticed the huge insulated
cabinet next to them.

"A cryogenic freezer," said Ash.
”n : "
A freezer? You mean like a meat store?

"Almost, but for living meat. Carlo wanted to live forever, and it was my
job to make sure he did. Before he died, I was to bring him down here and
put him into suspended animation."

"Huh?ﬂ

"He'd be more than dead, less than alive. He hoped his body would be
revived in the future, and anything wrong with it would be fixed. He
figured that by then they'll be able to cure anything. If there isn't the right
medicine, people can have replacement parts fitted."

"Like getting a car repaired, you mean?"

"Sure. You've heard of that guy in South Africa, the one who does heart
transplants?"

"Yeah, but I've never heard of one of these." Sciacca studied the huge
box. "Must be a scam. Who sold it to Carlo?"

"Some scientist guy."
"Ha! A mad scientist."

Ash shrugged. He also had his doubts about the entire scheme, even
though he'd seen the equipment working. He knew it could keep someone
in suspended animation for at least a week. That was as long as the
scientist had frozen himself. He might have been mad, but he wasn't
stupid.

Carlo Menfi had read about the man in some magazine, arranged a



meeting, then offered to bankroll his project. The scientist had built two
cryogenic units: one for Menfi, here in Las Vegas, and one for himself,
wherever he lived—and wherever he planned on not dying.

"But not as mad as Carlo," added Sciacca. "You know something? He
should have asked for a lifetime guarantee! What a waste of money."

"You can't take it with you, Luigi. And what did he have to lose? He
might only have had a very small chance of being revived, but without it
he had no chance."

And he had no chance now, not with a bullet in the brain.
"Death is permanent," added Ash.

"T hope so. I wouldn't want to meet up with any of the guys I rubbed
out." Sciacca ground out his cigarette with the sole of his shoe. "Why
freeze the cop?"

They both glanced down at Wayne, who lay on the floor between them.

"I don't want him around until things have settled down. In a couple of
days, I'll thaw him out."

By then, Ash would know exactly what to do. About Menfi. About
Sciacca. About Wayne.

He owed Wayne something for saving his life. Something? Everything.
He also needed someone he could trust. Someone who was family. If the
price of an heir was marriage to Susie, well, maybe that was the way it
had to be.

He'd just have to offer Wayne a deal he couldn't decline.

Sciacca helped lift the unconscious police officer into the cryogenic
cabinet, then lit another cigarette as Ash started to connect the
life-support systems. He'd smoked two more by the time Ash swung the
heavy door shut.

"That's him out of the way," said Sciacca. "Now what do we do?"

"We?" said Ash.



Two days later, Mario Catania, alias Mark Ash, was arrested and
charged with numerous state and federal offences, including the murders
of Carlo Menfi and Luigi Sciacca. At his subsequent trial, he was found
guilty on various counts and sentenced to a minimum of two hundred and
eighty-nine years' imprisonment. He didn't live that long.

But Wayne Norton did.

CHAPTER ONE

Then he woke up.

His head throbbed painfully, and he lay without moving. He kept his
eyes shut, hoping he'd fall asleep again and the pain would go away.

Wayne Norton felt totally exhausted, and he wondered what day it was.
What shift was he on? He'd find out when either the alarm clock or his
mother woke him. He hoped it would be Mom because she'd have a huge
breakfast ready for him.

He felt hungry, as well as thirsty.
And cold. Very cold.

He pulled at the bedclothes, trying to snuggle down into the warmth.
There was no sheet, no blanket, just one thin cover over him. No wonder
he was cold. As he moved, his head throbbed even more. He realised he
was naked. Another reason for being cold. Where were his pajamas?

The room was bright, which meant it had to be daytime. With the
curtains open. Or no curtains. He felt the mattress beneath him, which
didn't feel like a mattress. This wasn't his bed, he realised, wasn't his
room.

Where was he?

He opened his eyes so he could find out. Or tried to. His eyes wouldn't
open. They seemed to be stuck together.

He reached toward his face so he could prise his gummed lids apart.
His arms ached when he moved them, and his fingers were very stiff. He
must have been lying in an awkward position for most of the night.



There was a sudden pain above both eyes, as if he'd been stabbed, and
he cried out.

In silence.

He'd lost his voice.

Or maybe he'd become deaf.
Perhaps both.

As well as blind.

What was going on?

He lay on the bed, which wasn't his bed, and which didn't really feel like
any bed, and tried to remember what had happened yesterday.

But there was nothing out of the ordinary. As far as he could recall, it
had just been another day.

Maybe he'd got drunk last night, that was the only explanation. It had
only happened a few times before, but too much alcohol always wrecked
his brain and body. No wonder he felt so terrible that his head was
pounding, that there was an awful taste in his mouth, that he had such a
thirst.

Was this the result of Susie's birthday? It had to be, although he could
remember nothing about the party. Not even being there.

The pain over his eyes had gone, but his head was still aching, and
slowly he lifted his right hand up to his forehead. His arm felt so heavy,
and it was such an effort, but eventually his palm touched his brow.

It was covered in hair. Hair which must have fallen down from his
scalp. He moved his fingers higher, feeling it, pulling it.

His hair had grown. Long. Very long.

Not believing the evidence of one hand, Norton raised the other. His
left hand felt even heavier, and it fell onto his chin and cheek as he
reached for his head.



He had a beard.
Long hair. Beard.
He'd turned into a hippie!

He shouted in surprise. This time, he found his voice. It wasn't very
loud, but he heard himself. He also opened his eyes. They hurt. Everything
was hurting, but this was as though the lids had been glued together.
Because of the light, he closed them again quickly, bringing his hands up
to cover his face.

His breath came in short bursts, as if he'd been running. He was
trembling all over. Or shivering. Or both.

He opened his eyes again, slowly, fractionally. The first thing he saw
was his fingers. His fingernails. They were over an inch long. Like a
woman's. No wonder he'd stabbed himself.

Himself...?

Maybe he wasn't a hippie. He'd become a woman.
No, not with a beard.

He examined himself—and he was still a he.

Then he checked his arms, his legs, his torso. He was so thin, just skin
and bones. His skin was very pale, as if he hadn't seen the sun for years.

Years...

The hair, the beard, the fingernails.

Years must have passed.

A good cop had to figure out a situation fast.
He'd been in a coma.

That was why his hair and fingernails had grown; that was why he was
so thin, so pale. This was a hospital.



He must have been ill. Really ill.
Had he been in an accident? Had he been shot and wounded?

It must have been very serious, although his body seemed intact.
Despite all his aches and pains, he could find no sign of injury.

Whatever had happened, he had no memory of it. The last thing he
could remember was, was...

He almost had it, but then the moment was lost, forgotten again.

Norton heard a sound and realised someone was coming into the room.
He closed his eyes and kept still, pretending he was still asleep. Or
comatose.

The next thing he knew, his right eye was being held open and he found
himself staring up into the face of...

A gook!

He yelled out in surprise and fear. The man standing over him laughed
and said something in a foreign language.

Norton had thought he was in a hospital, and he'd expected the first
person he saw would be a nurse or a doctor, someone dressed in a white
uniform.

The Asian was dressed in green and brown. Military uniform.

How long had Norton been in a coma? Long enough for his hair and
beard and nails to grow.

And long enough for the Vietnamese to have invaded the States!
He wasn't in a hospital. He was in prison, a prisoner of war.

They had tortured him, which was why he was in such pain. They had
starved him, which was why he was so thin.

The enemy soldier spoke again, spitting out another rapid string of
unintelligible gibberish. Then he smiled, but Norton wasn't fooled. He
knew it was a trick.



They'd get nothing out of him except his name, rank and badge
number.

He was given water, but that was all. He no longer felt as cold or as stiff,
and was able to sit up. The light didn't hurt his eyes anymore. The small
room had no windows, no light bulbs or fluorescent strips, but it was
bright all the time.

A hospital or a prison? The sliding door was almost invisible,
seamlessly blending with the opposite wall, and there was no handle on
the inside. When he'd tried to inspect it, his legs had given way beneath
him as soon as he stood up.

He was very weak, his head continued to throb, and he couldn't
understand a thing his jailer said.

"Food?" Norton had asked, rubbing his stomach then pointing at his
mouth. His throat was sore, and his jaw hurt when he spoke.

The man shook his head and said something incomprehensible.

It was always him who came in. He was very tall, which seemed odd
because Norton had assumed all Asians were small. Although he was
barefoot, every finger had a gold ring and he wore a number of silver
bangles on each wrist. Perhaps his strange outfit wasn't a uniform. He
seemed too old to be a soldier, unless he was a senior officer.

Norton drank more water, began to feel stronger, and his headache
slowly subsided.

Because it was always light, and because he kept falling asleep again, it
was hard to know how much time had passed; but perhaps twenty-four
hours went by before his inscrutable visitor finally brought some food.

"Thanks," he said, grabbing the bowl.

But he couldn't eat that. Pale chunks of something very suspicious
floated in a greasy pink liquid. It looked and smelled totally inedible.

"Haven't you got anything else?" he said. "Ham, hash browns, eggs
over-easy?"



The reply was as fast and meaningless as ever, and Norton was left
alone with the dish of foreign slops. He knew he had to get something
inside him, and he began to eat. It was warm and slimy, and it tasted as
bad as it looked. He closed his eyes and ate it all.

As soon as he'd forced down the last spoonful, it all came up again. He'd
been right. It was totally inedible.

His bed was covered with the awful stuff, and bits of it were stuck in his
beard. He wiped at his face, making his hands all sticky. As he reached for
the cup by his side, he knocked it over and the water spilled onto the floor.

He half fell, half climbed out of bed, but managed to keep his balance.
There had to be a bathroom somewhere. He needed a wash, a steaming
shower to rinse off the food, a long hot bath to soak away his aches, a
razor for his beard, scissors for his hair and nails. If he could get the door
open, then this wasn't a cell, he wasn't a prisoner.

Food dripping down his naked body, he staggered toward the door.
That was when it slid open and a girl walked in.

Although she seemed to be American, in her midtwenties, she looked
even odder than the gook. Her hair was a wild mass of corkscrew curls,
each ringlet a different colour. Norton was six feet two, but she was even
taller, wearing a skintight blue outfit which was moulded to the
impressive contours of her body.

The girl looked him up and down, mostly down. Norton covered his
groin with his right hand, using his left to wipe his mouth and beard and
chest.

The Asian also arrived, stared at Norton, glanced at the girl, then
tapped the side of his head.

"I'm not insane!" said Norton.
Then he wondered if he was...

The girl said something to him. But it was just the same kind of
gobbledygook.



"I don't understand," he told her. He sat back down on the bed, pulling
the cover over his waist.

The other two spoke to each other for a while, looking at Norton as they
did so. Then the girl stepped forward. She held a small white disc in her
left palm, and seemed to be offering it to him. He wasn't going to take
anything, and he put his hands behind his back.

She smiled at him. It was a friendly smile, and it looked almost sincere.
She was very attractive, had a great figure. She could have been a Las
Vegas showgirl. She probably was.

Her smile was so friendly, so sincere, that when she spoke he felt he
should have understood. But her words were just a senseless garble.

"I don't know what you're saying," he said.
"I don't know what you're saying," she said.

Her words weren't synchronised with her lips. There seemed to be two
voices, two separate sounds. He glanced at the disc in her hand.

"Wh-at-la-n-gu-age-do-yo-u-sp-e-ak?"

Those weren't her words because she'd stopped speaking while the
words continued, but they were the words that Norton heard.

"I-sp-e-ak-Am-er-i-can," he said, slowly, trying to imitate the dull
monotone. "[-me-an-Eng-li-sh."

The girl glanced at the man, clenched her fist over the disc, spat out a
brief word. He shrugged. She looked at Norton again, opened her hand.

"Wh-at-is-yo-ur-na-me?" he heard.

"Way-ne," he told her. Name, rank, badge number. "John-Way-ne." But
it didn't have to be the right name.

"Pl-eas-ed-to-me-et-you-Jo-hn-Way-ne-I-am-Man-dy-th-is-is-Br-en-da

n.

"Wh-o-are-yo-u? Wh-at-do-yo-u-wa-nt?"



"D-0-yo-u-kn-ow-wh-at-h-as-hap-p-en-ed-to-yo-u-d-o-yo-u-kn-ow-wh-e
-re-yo-u-ar-e?"

"No." Norton shook his head. "N-o0."
The girl and the man looked at each other.

Her lips moved, briefly, and the voice asked,
"Wh-at-ye-ar-ar-e-yo-u-fr-om?"

Was year of birth one of the questions allowed by the Geneva
Convention?

"Ni-ne-t-een-fo-rt-y-se-v-en," he said.
"Th-at-i-s-im-po-ss-ib-le."

Which was exactly what his father had said, apparently, when Norton's
mother told him she was pregnant.

The Asian moved closer and whispered to the girl.

"[-f-th-at-i-s-tr-ue-yo-u-ar-e-th-e-ol-d-es-t-pe-r-so-n-e-v-er-to-b-e-re-vi
-v-ed."

"Revived?" he said quickly. "You mean like I was... dead?"

"M-an-y-ye-ar-s-h-av-e-g-on-e-b-y-si-n-ce-yo-ur-ti-me-J-oh-n-W-ay-ne
-ev-er-y-th-i-ng-i-s-v-er-y-di-ff-er-en-t-n-o-w."

Years...
Many years...

He'd guessed. But how many was "many?" Five? Ten? Long enough for
a translation machine to exist. That must have been American know-how.
Asians couldn't have invented that—all they ever did was copy.

"C-an-I-g-et-so-me-re-al-f-oo-d? A-bur-g-er-a-n-d-fr-i-es?"
"A-wh-at-a-n-d-fl-i-es?"

"Am-er-i-can-f-oo-d."



"Th-ere-i-s-no-Am-er-i-ca-i-t-do-es-n-ot-ex-i-st-an-y-m-or-e."

"What? This isn't America? Where am I? Wh-er-e-am-I?
Wh-at-d-o-yo-u-w-an-t-me-f-or?"

"[-am-a-a-a-re-por-t-er-y-es-a-nd-I-am-he-re-to-to-in-ter-vi-ew-y-ou-J
o-hn-Wa-yn-e."

"Who-i-s-he?" Norton gestured to the man.

"Br-en-dan-i-s-yo-ur-ow-n-er."

His owner ...

America no longer existed, Mandy had said.
The greatest country in the world was gone.
The gooks had taken over.

And they'd reintroduced slavery.

Norton just couldn't believe it.

No more burgers and fries?

CHAPTER TWO

This was the worst dream of her short life.
She'd had the dream before, over and over.
She was falling, forever falling.

She always woke up in terror, sometimes screaming, sometimes too
scared even to whisper.

She always woke before she hit the ground. If she didn't, it would be too
late. There would be no screaming, not even a whisper. Because she'd be
dead. Killed by her dream.

She always knew this was how she would die one day. One night.



She would fall asleep, then fall while asleep, then die.

It was far worse than a nightmare because it had happened.
Or almost happened.

It was her earliest memory.

But over the years, she'd grown more and more uncertain where
memory ended and unreality began.

She remembered that the devil had tried to kill her, to throw her from
the top of a high building. She was saved by her father, and instead he
became the victim. He was the one who was hurled down through the
clouds, down to the ground far below.

Her father was killed, that much was true. She was brought up by her
mother, and she was still young when her mother also died. Since then,
she'd been alone in the world.

And the world had always been trying to kill her.

Perhaps the recurring dream was a premonition of her ultimate fate.
Because she was falling.

Falling an impossible distance.

This time she was wide awake.

This time would be the last time.

Because this time it would kill her.

CHAPTER IHREE

Years had gone by.
Wayne Norton now knew how many: over three hundred of them.

He'd passed the centuries in a state of suspended animation, less than
alive, more than dead. While he lay motionless, the world had moved on,



changing almost beyond recognition.

Mandy had told him this. And he believed her. Because he could see it
all on television.

The screen alone was almost enough to convince him. It was the size of
one of the walls in his room. His room, not his cell. He was a guest here.
Like a hotel guest because he couldn't leave until he paid his bill. Which
was why Brendan owned him.

What he saw on the huge screen was the clincher. There were so many
channels, all in colour. An infinite number of programmes, every one of
them from a world that definitely wasn't 1968. He could even switch
stations without having to get up. There was no way all this could be a
hoax. Why would anyone bother faking it for him?

If it was on television, it had to be true.
Norton was in the future.

He'd been kept in a deep-freeze for years and years, then thawed out
and revived. It was similar to the way a bear hibernated for the winter
then woke up again in the spring. For Norton, it had been a very long
winter.

Brendan had defrosted him, but who had originally frozen him?

The last thing Norton could recall was being in the basement of a
casino, but why had he been there? What had happened earlier that day?

He had no idea. His last day in the twentieth century, and it was as if
he'd forgotten everything because it was all so long ago.

Mr. Ash had been with a man Norton didn't recognise. There were also
three more men, who held the other two captive until Norton intervened.
And until Mr. Ash shot them. Then, then...?

Then: nothing.
A few centuries had gone by.

It must have been Mr. Ash who'd put him on ice. He hadn't liked
Norton dating his daughter, but burying him alive just to break them up



seemed like an overreaction.

Norton tried not to think about Susie. She was dead by now. Long
dead. Everyone he knew was dead. His parents, but that was to be
expected. They were old, in their forties, so they'd have been dead soon.
Susie had been so young, so full of life. But not anymore.

What had happened to her? She would have married, had children.
Even they were long gone. She must have wondered what ever happened to
Norton. Her father had probably come up with some story or other to
explain his disappearance, told her to forget him and find someone else.

Mr. Ash must have been one of the mob, and Norton had walked in on
some kind of Mafia dispute. It was far too late to do anything about
bringing him to justice. Whatever crimes he'd committed, by now the
statute of limitations had expired. As had Mr. Ash.

Unless he wasn't dead, Norton realised.

He could still be alive in another time tomb. Mr. Ash must have had the
cryonic chamber built for himself, and he wouldn't have wasted it on
Norton if that meant sacrificing his own chance of being reborn.

If there was one freezer, there could be two. If there were two, there
could be three.

Was Mrs. Ash around somewhere? Probably not, because a man like
Mr. Ash wouldn't have wanted to spend a permanent vacation into the
future with his wife. He was always going off on "business trips," and this
was the longest trip of all.

What about Susie? Was she ready to be reanimated? Could it already
have happened? Was she waiting for him?

Norton knew that he'd been frozen by Mr. Ash to get rid of him, but
most people had been cryonically treated when they were very old, even
dead—and no one got much older than that.

If Susie was still around, she'd be really old. What if she was say, fifty?

They'd sworn to love each other forever, but Norton had never
imagined forever would last so long. He still loved Susie, but only as she



was in 1968. Not some old grandmother!

He wouldn't want to see her like that. He wanted to remember her as
she was, so young, so beautiful.

It would be best if he didn't remember her at all, if he forgot everything.
The past was gone. He was here now, and he had to make the most of it.

But he wasn't sure where "here" was. If America didn't exist, was it
because the Union had split apart? Was he in Nevada? Did Nevada still
exist?

That was something else he had to forget. Las Vegas. Nevada. The
United States of America. They were history.

Wayne Norton was also history. He was the oldest person ever to be
brought back to life. His age wasn't measured in the number of years he'd
been alive, but in the number he'd been in suspended animation.

"You can't have been cryonically frozen in 1947," Brendan had said.

"1947 was when I was born," Norton had told him. "1968 was when I
was... er... frozen."

"Three hundred and eighteen years ago," said Brendan.
"Three hundred and twelve," said Mandy.

Brendan shrugged. "What's four years?"

"Eight," said Mandy.

"No," said Norton, "six."

Brendan shrugged again. "Who's counting?" he asked.

No one, thought Norton, because it seemed they couldn't. But after
three centuries, a few years here or there made little difference.

By now, he'd cleaned himself up and was dressed in a baggy sweater
and a pair of loose pants. He'd also eaten, having tried a number of small
cookies. They tasted of absolutely nothing, and were very chewy. He
chewed and chewed and chewed, then swallowed, taking a mouthful of



water each time to make sure they stayed down. They did.
"Thanks for giving me the clothes and the food," he said.
"I haven't given you them," said Brendan. "I've sold you them."

If everything was being billed, then Norton was glad he hadn't had a
shave and haircut. What did barbers charge these days?

"You owe me your life, John Wayne," Brendan continued. "How much
is that worth?"

Norton considered his life was worth everything, but unfortunately all
he had was nothing. And that was what he said. Nothing.

The room they were in wasn't very different from the one where he'd
woken from his extended slumber. It was slightly bigger, but almost as
sparse. Brendan kept glancing at a gigantic screen which filled one of the
walls, and he sipped from a spherical cup.

Three centuries had gone by, but people were just the same. Brendan
could have been on a sofa, watching the TV, drinking a can of beer. Except
there wasn't a sofa—there wasn't even a chair. He sat cross-legged on a
small mat.

When they arrived, Mandy had joined him on the floor, but Norton
stayed standing.

"It wasn't cheap to revive you," said Brendan. "I have to get my money
back."

He kept saying the same thing in different ways, as if Norton didn't
understand.

"I've got insurance," Norton said. "The police medical fund will cover
everything."

"He doesn't understand, does he?" Brendan said to Mandy.

"I'll talk to him," she said. "I am, after all, a professional
communicator."

But she communicated via the gadget in her palm. The small disc was



called a slate: a simultaneous linguistic and tonal equaliser. It was
normally used as a translation device, except none of them was speaking a
foreign language.

Brendan and Mandy spoke a futuristic version of English. It was much
faster, syllables were dropped, words run together. A lot of the emphases
had changed, compressing vowel sounds and distorting consonants. There
were also many new words, some absorbed from different cultures, others
having mutated from obsolete adjectives and nouns, prepositions and
verbs. Over the centuries, a different but recognisable language had
evolved.

Norton was beginning to get the hang of it. He could say "hello," for
example, which was "ho." While he was learning, the slate made
everything so much easier.

"You want to interview me?" he said.

"I am interviewing you," said Mandy. "Everything you say and do is
being recorded."

"Where's the camera?"
Mandy pointed toward her left eye. " Here," she said.

One of her eyes was a camera? Compared to everything else, that was
easy enough to believe.

"The point Brendan is trying to make," Mandy continued, "is that as a
businessman he must show a profit on his investment."

"And I'm his investment?" said Norton. "What kind of businessman
owns people?" He hoped Mandy's way of talking wasn't infectious.

"It started with my grandfather," said Brendan. "Collecting old stuff
was a hobby for him. He was crazy. Then my father decided to exploit the
monopoly potential, believing the best way to make money was to corner
the market in something. That way he could charge any price he wanted.
In theory. He established Corpses Unlimited, buying up every cryonic
casket found anywhere in the world. He was even crazier than my
grandfather. But not as crazy as you."



"Me?" said Norton. "Crazy?"
"You must have been. Why did you have yourself frozen?"

Norton was about to say he hadn't, but remembered he should continue
to volunteer as little information as possible.

"Were you ill?" continued Brendan. "Was that it? You had some
terminal disease you thought could be cured in the future? I'm not going
to pay to have you fixed. I've spent enough already."

"There's nothing wrong with me," said Norton.

"Were you famous?" asked Mandy. "Is that why you did it? Because you
didn't want to grow old and ugly?"

Norton shook his head.
"Or were you rich?"

He shook his head again. No, he hadn't been rich. But he might be now,
he realised.

"I've got enough money to buy my freedom," he said.
"How do you figure that?" asked Brendan.

"I was saving up to get married, I had almost a thousand bucks in the
bank. With compound interest, how much is that worth by now? I must be
a millionaire at least." As he thought of it, Norton couldn't help grinning.
"Imagine that. Me with a million dollars!"

"What's a dollar?" asked Mandy.
Norton stopped grinning.

"Not too long ago," said Brendan "your bank might still have existed,
and they might even have had some record of you. Then came the Crash.
Everything fell apart, everyone lost everything."

"I used to present the most popular programme on Earth," said Mandy.
"The Mandy and Candy Doubletime News Show. I was a star! Now look at
me, doing filler features."



She gestured toward the screen. There was some kind of sports match
being shown. The sound was turned low, but Brendan had kept at least
one eye on the screen all the time. Norton had watched this kind of game
before, but couldn't make much sense of it. All he'd seen of the
twenty-third century had been on television, and very little of it made any
sense.

"Money became totally worthless," said Brendan. "My only asset is what
I inherited. When my father died, it was more than just his own body he
left. I have to make a living, so every now and then I thaw one of you out."

"How many have there been?"
"I haven't counted."
Norton wasn't surprised. "What's happened to them?"

"They don't tend to keep in touch, even after all I've done for them.
Others don't survive, of course."

"Don't survive! Why?"

"I'm not a miracle worker. You should see the state some of them are
in. New hope for the dead, yes, but there are limits. Some of them are in
worse condition than Egyptian mummies. When they were dug out of the
pyramids, no one tried to resurrect them. That's why you're the oldest
person ever revived. All the mummies ended up in museums. Did you ever
consider that might happen to you?"

"You're going to sell me to a museum?"

"I hadn't thought of that. But no, you're almost as good as new. I wish
they were all like you."

"Thanks."

"You should be worth a lot. Your brain's still working, or so it seems.
And if no one buys you, you can be used for spare parts."

"What?"

"Sit down," said Brendan. "Relax. Watch the game."



Norton was growing tired standing up, and now he finally sat on the
floor. But there was no way he could relax, and he'd no intention of
watching a game he couldn't understand.

"No one wants you for spares, John Wayne," Brendan continued. "You
don't have to worry about that."

It was something Norton hadn't worried about. Until now.

"New body parts can be grown to order," Brendan said. "If someone
needs a new arm, they usually prefer to have one the same size and colour
as the other. A matching pair."

"That was before the Crash," said Mandy. "These days, there's quite a
demand for used parts."

"Only at the lower end of the market," said Brendan. "Second-hand
hands are cheap, but they don't come with a guarantee."

"Bodysnatchers are not a myth. I made an in-depth investigative
investigation one afternoon."

"You mean I might be... cannibalised?" said Norton.
"No one will eat you," said Brendan.

"No one human will," said Mandy. "Or very few. But some aliens have
strange tastes."

"Aliens!" said Norton. "There are aliens in the world? Little green
men?"

"Little and green?" said Brendan. "Probably. It takes all kinds to make a
universe."

"We've been invaded by Martians? The flying saucers have landed?"

Brendan looked away from the screen, first at Norton, then at Mandy,
back to Norton again, before returning to the screen.

"As I was saying," he continued, "you've got a body. Lots of them don't
because they only had their heads frozen. Maybe so storage would be
cheaper. But that's all they are. Heads."



"Aliens," whispered Norton.

"They might as well be aliens," said Brendan, "because what good are
they to me? Or to anyone? The most vital part of a person is the brain, but
without a body there's no... ah..."

"Vitality?" offered Mandy.

"Vitality," agreed Brendan. "They must have been crazy. What did they
think would happen when they were thawed out? That there'd be spare
bodies they could be attached to? That we'd chop off someone's head and
give them the body? 'Sorry to trouble you, but we've decided you're not
using your body to its full potential, so we're giving it to someone who
hasn't got one.""

"You could have grown a body for each head," said Mandy.
"Why should I go to more expense?"

"What you did was just so, so... oh, words aren't enough to say how
awful it was." Mandy glanced at Norton. "You know what he did?"

"No," muttered Norton, who was still thinking: aliens...
"I gave them life," said Brendan. "Some of them. I gave them bodies."

"He stuck their heads on animals! On dogs and shigs and monkeys.
Isn't that just the worst scenario you can imagine?"

"Just the worst," Norton agreed. A shig must be an alien from another
galaxy.

"I was doing them a favour," said Brendan. "I revived them, gave them
a taste of life. Maybe it did mean partnering them with a non-human
body, but what thanks did I get? A threat of prosecution, that's what."

"He tried to sell the poor creatures as hybrids."
"Oh," said Norton.

"Animal lovers!" Brendan spat. "What do you think happened to the
heads after the ruling?"



"T don't know."
"Don't ask."
"I didn't."

"They're still alive, if you can call it that. Kept on a shelf in some
archive. They can't move. Not without bodies. They can't talk. They can't
do anything. Nothing. Ever. If they weren't crazy to begin with, they're
stark staring mad by now. Staring! That's all they can do, stare at each
other."

Brendan and Mandy and Wayne Norton all stared at each other for a
while, then Brendan watched the screen again.

"So," said Mandy, "what did you do?"
"When?" asked Norton.

"In your first life. You weren't rich and you weren't famous, but you
were put into suspended animation, so what did you do?"

"I was a police officer."
Mandy and Brendan looked at each other. She laughed. Then so did he.

Norton knew he should have lied. His experience in the police force had
proved that honesty was the worst policy, but after three centuries it had
temporarily slipped his mind.

"You were in the police?" said Brendan.
"Really?" said Mandy.
Norton said, "Well..."

For a moment, he'd thought Mandy and Brendan were showing some
interest in him and the twentieth century. But all they wanted to know
was what skills and talents might make him worth more on the labour
market.

"Could be worse," said Brendan. "I suppose."



"Really?" said Mandy.
They both laughed again.

"Let's be serious," said Brendan. "I want this ready to go out
tomorrow."

"It will be," said Mandy. "I'm always serious about my work."

"Why the rush?" asked Norton. After so many years, what was a day or
two?

"Because," answered Brendan, "you might be one of those who doesn't
survive very long."

Wayne Norton suddenly felt icy cold again, and he shivered.
It was as if someone had stepped on his cryonic grave.

Norton survived long enough to see the programme Mandy had made
about him, and they watched it together in his room. They sat side by side
on his bed, and for the first time he was glad there seemed to be no chairs
in the future.

The size of the screen made it more like watching himself at the movies
than on television. He knew the plot, but the film was difficult to follow.
Everything happened very fast, there was so much going on at once, with
weird images and strange music. It was part documentary, part
commercial, its purpose to sell a product: a man from the twentieth
century.

Norton saw himself waking up, presumably after oversleeping for three
hundred years. Mandy was there, speaking to him as he opened his eyes. It
hadn't happened like that, of course. In fact, very little happened the way
he remembered.

Mandy stared at the screen, at herself, but Norton found it very hard to
concentrate because he kept thinking of what she'd told him a few
minutes ago.

"I've got a good feeling about this, John Wayne," she'd said. "It could be
a new beginning for me. And if I feel good, I want to share that feeling.



How about it?"
"How about what?" asked Norton.
"You and me, that's what!"

"Oh. You and me. Yeah. Me and you. Sure. You think we should go on a
date?"

"What's all this about dates? It's long gone."
"So you don't want to go out with me?"

There was a whole new world outside. It was called the future. Norton
had watched this amazing world on television, and it both frightened and
fascinated him. Even if aliens and cannibals—or cannibal aliens—did exist,
he had to go out there and see everything for himself.

And he would. He had no intention of being sold. As soon as he had the
chance, he was going to escape; and Mandy looked like his best chance.

"Not out!" Mandy had said. "I want to stay in with you. We watch the
show together, then we have sex together."

"You mean...?" Norton shrugged because he wasn't sure what she did
mean. "You don't mean...?"

A hot date, perhaps. Even a Death Valley, midsummer, midday date.
He wished he was more used to the speeded-up, stripped-down language.
It sounded as if Mandy was promising to go all the way. What girl would
do that on a first date?

"I've had sex with old men," said Mandy, "but none as old as you." She
smiled. "Maybe there's something you can teach me, some little trick
that's been forgotten." Her smiled widened. "But I bet I can teach you a lot
more."

Having grown up in Vegas, Norton never gambled. Whatever the odds,
Mandy was bound to win.

He looked at her. She looked at him. Her smile grew even wider.

And he knew he couldn't lose.



What a strange and wonderful place he'd woken into.
He was the oldest virgin in the world, but not for much longer.

Then he'd begun to panic, thinking he should have a shave and haircut.
How much would that be? Whatever the cost, it was worth paying. Not
that he'd ever pay. Before Brendan could add up the bill, Norton would
have escaped.

Perhaps he should buy Mandy some flowers. Were there still such
things as flowers? Or a box of candy. Did candy still exist?

His long hair and beard didn't matter. Mandy believed in free love. The
hippies had taken over the world. Flower power meant that flowers were
unnecessary. Wanting to give her something because of what she was
going to give him was probably far too outdated.

While she watched the screen, Norton watched her. Over the centuries,
the world had changed. Separate nations might have vanished, and
different races now lived together, but despite her crazy hair and strange
clothes, Mandy still matched his original impression: she could have been
a regular all-American blue-eyed girl. Even if one of her eyes was a
camera.

"So," asked Mandy, on screen, "what did you do in your first life?"
"I was a police officer."

"Really?"

Norton watched himself answer, "Well... not exactly a cop. That was
just my cover. I was a private eye, you know. More of a spy, really. A secret
agent."

Mandy's questions had been purely professional, with one exception.

"The women of your day, Wayne, what was the period's predominant
fashion statement, and were accessories colour coordinated?"

This was the one question which was was edited out, perhaps because
he'd been unable to invent much of an answer.

Apart from that, neither Mandy nor Brendan showed any interest in



the past. If Norton had met someone from the seventeenth century, would
he have cared? Probably not. What could they have talked about?
Probably nothing.

"Let's watch it again," said Mandy.

"What? You mean it's over?" Norton glanced at the spinning carousel of
colours on the screen. "But... er... what about... ah...?"

"My feeling is good, very good. The feeling will be even better after a
repeat. And during a repeat."”

While she spoke, Mandy undid her jacket. She wasn't wearing anything
underneath.

She was looking at Norton, the version of him on screen, watching as
Norton's eyes opened for the first time. Or the second time. Meanwhile,
his non-screen eyes were gazing at her. In the flesh. The flesh between the
open edges of her jacket.

"Take your clothes off," she told him.

Norton began to undress. Over the last few centuries, it seemed, zippers
and buttons had been uninvented. He wasn't wearing much, and even
though he did it as slowly as possible, it didn't take him long.

He sat on the edge of the bed and kept his back turned toward Mandy,
feeling very shy even though she'd already seen him naked.

Not that she was watching. She was far more interested in what was on
screen.

"Now you," he said.

Mandy shrugged off her jacket. Her back was to him. Her naked back.
Norton looked at her, but she was still watching at the screen.

Until it blanked.

Then the room became black.

The door suddenly flared open.



And a dark figure stood there, silhouetted against the light. A man with
a gun.

CHAPTER FOUR

"Hey! Can you hear me?"

Kiru could hear. And if she could hear, she was alive.
They hadn't killed her.

Yet.

She opened her eyes and stared up at the sky. It was grey, cloudy—and
alien.

"Anything broken?"

She moved her left arm slightly. It didn't hurt. She tried the right, then
her legs. There was no pain.

"Not you! Have you broken any of my stuff?"

Kiru looked around. She was in the middle of a junkyard. If something
was junk, it was already broken. She kept on looking, further around, and
saw a man standing at the edge of the waste tip.

She coughed. Coughed again. Tried to inhale. Couldn't.
No air. Couldn't breathe. No oxygen in her mask.

Was this their final joke? Letting her survive the fall, then choke to
death on the poisonous atmosphere?

The man seemed human, seemed alive. Kiru was human, and had to
breathe to be alive. She tugged the mask away from her mouth. Then
breathed. In. Out. In. Out. In. She lived.

Carefully, she stood up and slowly picked her way through the debris.
Like the air, the gravity was the same as on Earth. Two reasons why this
world had been chosen. She halted a few metres away from the man.



He must once have been tall. Now his shoulders were stooped, his back
bent, and he leaned on a metal stick. His long beard was pure white, and
he was almost bald. He must once have been young.

"Just landed, son?"

Kiru had been called a lot of things, but "son" was not one of them. Her
face was still mostly hidden by the air-mask. She pulled it off over her
head, ran her fingers through her hair.

"How can you tell?" she asked.

"A wild guess," he said, watching as she dropped her mask and
shrugged off the gravpak. "Where you from?"

"Earth."

"Earth? Ha! What a dump."

Kiru glanced around.

"This may be a dump," said the old man, "but it's my dump."
He was a fool, Kiru realised.

She hadn't been alone, but there was no sign of any of the others.
Having fallen such a long way, they must have been scattered over a wide
area. She stared up into the alien sky.

"The ship's gone," he told her. "Cheap tin trays to the far ends of the
universe."

"What?"

"You weren't even cargo. Just a piece of flotsam thrown overboard. Or
maybe I mean jetsam."

Kiru looked at him. "You from Earth?"
"Why do you say that?"

"First, you know it's a dump. Second, you look human. Third, we talk
the same lingo."



"First, every world is a dump. Second, never believe what you see. Or
hear. Or touch. Never believe anything. Third, we do. There are no slates
here. Or none that work. Nothing works."

Kiru glanced back at the tip again, realising it consisted almost entirely
of abandoned technoware. Everything from autocams and biodeks,
comsets and datascreens, through to things she couldn't identify. There
were also facemasks and gravpaks, which must have come from others
who had arrived by the same vertical route. Hundreds of them.
Thousands. They'd been dumped because they were depleted, but
everything else?

"If none of it works," she said, "why's it here?"

"Because the people who smuggled it hoped it would work."
"Smuggled?"

"What comes here has to come down."

"How did they smuggle it?"

"Inside some convenient personal orifice."

"Inside?"

"It doesn't have to be a natural orifice. Artificial apertures can be made
to measure."

"No one could have brought any of that inside them. It's far too big."

"Depends which planet they're from," said the man. "Sometimes new
guests bribe the space crew to send down their excess baggage. To prevent
that happening, there's only one gravpak for each arrival. Often the
equipment lands safely, but its proud owner doesn't. Life as a spacer is
very dull, and making the switch gives them some amusement."

"It's all been dumped because it's damaged?"
"Even the undamaged stuff doesn't work."

"Why not?"



"Because we've been liberated from the technological tyranny which
enslaves every other world. You've reached a cultural and harmonious
oasis within a savage universe, son, where every inhabitant is a free spirit,
and we spend all of our time discussing philosophy or painting the
spectacular landscapes with which we're blessed or composing verses to
celebrate our good fortune or creating symphonies and operas in honour
of this magnificent planet, pausing only to reach out to pick the succulent
fruits of nature's bounty, which are our nourishment. On this idyllic world,
we may have little—but we want for nothing."

While she waited for the old fool to stop, Kiru glanced around. All she
could see was the old man, his piles of technojunk, and the endless trees
which surrounded them.

"If none of it works," she said, "why do you keep it?"

"I'm a collector. A man has to have a hobby. What else am I going to do
with my time?"

"Paint," she suggested. "You could paint all that junk, make it look like
new, then write a song about it."

The old man smiled.

"What are you here for, son?"

"Five years."

"You mean life."

"No. Five years."

"Life. No one ever goes back."

"But..." Kiru shook her head. "You mean...?"

"Yes. Once you're here, you stay here. But it doesn't make any difference
because you'll probably be dead long before five years are up. It's tough
here. That's the idea. Very few survive. I asked what you were here for.
Murder?"

"NO!"



"What's wrong with murder? That's why I'm here, although it was
self-defence on each of the twenty-three counts. Arson?"

"NO!"

"Some of my best friends are arsonists. If you survive until winter, you'll
be glad of anyone who can light a fire. Abduction?"

"NO!H

"Abduction gets people out of the house, gives them a change of
scenery. Lese-majesty?"

"What?"

"What's wrong with lese-majesty, you say? Exactly my own sentiments.
I wasn't given a fair trial."

"I wasn't given a trial," said Kiru.

"That's Earth for you, son. It was better in the old days, when they
could afford such luxuries as trials, before the Crash."

Kiru's mother used to say the world had been different before the
Crash, which Kiru always imagined was the sound of her father going
through the window. The Crash had affected not only him, but everyone
on Earth. A dramatic economic slump had made the rich poor and the
poor very poor. Although Kiru's father was rich, he never became poor. He
became dead.

He hadn't been killed by a red demon; he'd killed himself.

All he left behind were his debts. Debts which, because of interest
charges and inflation guarantees, increased every day, every year. Debts
which could never be repaid—but which his family had to keep on paying,
every day, every year.

So when her mother died, Kiru owed a lot of money. And her children
would owe even more. Not that she ever planned to have any. Life was
hard enough without paying off an infinite debt. Not that she ever planned
to.

Which was why she was here now.



If she'd had a trial, she'd have had to pay the cost—whatever the

verdict. Just like they'd added the cost of the space voyage to her list of
debts.

"What heinous crime did you commit?" asked the man.
"Terrorism," said Kiru.

"That's nice."

"Sabotage. Counterfeiting. Spitting without a license."
"What did you really do?"

"I opened a door."

"What door?"

"I was looking for somewhere to sleep, something to eat."
"What door?"

Kiru shrugged.

"What door?"

"A police base."

"You broke out of a police base?"

"No. The opposite."

"You broke into a police base?"

Kiru nodded.

"Looking for food and shelter?"

She nodded again.

"How appropriate. Because that's exactly what you'll be looking for
here." The man laughed. "That's the funniest thing I've heard in ages."



Stupid old fool, thought Kiru.
"You could at least smile," he said.
But Kiru couldn't smile; she'd never learned how.

"Earth only resumed exporting convicts recently," the man continued.
"Couldn't afford it. You said you had no trial?"

"NO. 1Al
"Really?"
"Really."

"They're making up for lost time; they've got quotas to fill. There must
have been an empty berth when you happened to be around. Someone up
there hates you."

That was nothing new. Everyone hated her.
"What did you smuggle down?" he asked.

She'd had nothing on Earth, she had nothing here, and she said,
"Nothing."

"You've nothing to give me?"

"You want me to give you something?"

"Yes."

"Why should I?"

"Because of this."

The old man pointed a gun at her.

"You said nothing works here," said Kiru.

"Never believe what anyone says," he said. "I told you that."

"I didn't believe you."



Kiru looked at the gun, which seemed to have been built from salvaged
junk. Unless she was very unlucky, she could probably dodge any primitive
projectile—but she was always very unlucky.

"Why are you doing this?" she asked.

"Because it's my job. I'm a thief. I rob people. It's nothing personal.
That's why I'm not going to kill you. Unless I have to. It's your choice. Give
me what you've got. Or I'll kill you and take it."

"All T have is this," she said, offering her survival rations.
"Your starter pack. I'll take it. And your clothes."

Kiru peeled down to her skinsuit.

"Everything."

She stripped naked.

"Welcome to Clink, son."

He wasn't just a stupid old fool, he was a blind stupid old fool. She
should have tried to run when she had the chance.

"Thanks," she said.
Clink. Real name: Arazon—the prison planet.
"Off you go," said the old man, gesturing for her to leave.

"Which way?" she asked. They were surrounded by woodland in every
direction. "It all looks the same."

"Ttis."
Kiru turned about-face, then began walking away.
"Take care," said the man.

For a while, just for a very brief while, Kiru had begun to think that
maybe, just maybe, things might be better here. She'd expected to die, but
she was still alive.



So what? She'd been alive all her life. And all her life had been bad. The
only time things hadn't been bad was when they were worse.

The world had never been fair. Neither, it seemed, was the universe.

The fact that they weren't able to kill her had fooled her for a moment.
Having been robbed, she felt reassured. It proved her life was getting back
to normal.

The old man had mentioned winter, but this was a warm day. The
climate was a third reason why Arazon had been chosen as a penal planet.
Prisoners couldn't serve a long, hard sentence if they were frozen to the
bone or baked alive as soon as they arrived. They had to be given the
chance of living long enough to suffer real punishment.

Kiru was naked and alone and defenceless, lost on an alien planet.
Then things got worse.

Because she was naked and alone and defenceless, lost on an alien
planet inhabited by convicts.

An alien planet inhabited by dangerous convicts.

Dangerous male convicts.

CHAPTER FIVE

"Hey, what is this?" yelled Mandy.
"Your next word," hissed the man, "will be your last."

He stepped into the room, followed by another man. The first one
turned his head slightly, and Wayne Norton glimpsed his face in the light
from the corridor.

It wasn't human.
He wasn't a man.

He was... it was... an alien!



"You," said the first alien to Norton. "We want you."
Norton didn't speak, couldn't speak. He didn't move, couldn't move.

The alien beckoned to him. It looked like an arm, but must have been a
tentacle.

"Come with us," said the second alien.
"Why?" whispered Norton.

"We are here to rescue you," said a third humanoid shape as it
materialised in the doorway.

"I don't want rescuing."”
"You do."

"Tdon't."

Norton glanced toward Mandy. She was almost naked, he knew, but it
was too dark to see her.

"You are a prisoner," one of the aliens went on, "your senses have been
deprived, you have been held here in the dark."”

"It wasn't dark until you arrived."
"They keep you naked."

"I'm not naked."

"You are."

"No. I just haven't got any clothes on."

"That is the definition of naked. Your mind as well as your body has
been held captive. Follow us."

Norton had soon recovered from his initial shock. Menaced by three
armed aliens, he should have been terrified. Instead, he felt angry that
they'd burst in on him and Mandy. Why now? Why not a few minutes
later?



"Why should I?" he asked.
"Because—" began one of the aliens.

"Do not explain," a different alien said. "We are not here for a debate.
Follow us. That is an order."

"We will not hurt you," said another alien.

"Don't say that," said yet another one.

"We will hurt you," said the first (or second, or third).
"And don't say that," said the second (or third, or first).

The aliens were the size of humans, with the same number of limbs and
a similar body shape. They even moved like humans, sounded like
humans. What was different was the size and shape of their heads, which
resembled masks.

They were masks, Norton realised.

These weren't aliens. They were three men, each wearing a bizarre face
mask, each carrying a lethal weapon.

"I think we should have a debate," said one of them. "Do you prefer to
stay here? A prisoner? Naked? In the dark?"

"Your only future is to be sold to the highest bidder," said another.
"Like some valuable antique," added the last of the trio.

"An excellent analogy."

"I'm glad you appreciate it."

"If you are a genuine antique, that is. Not a recent fake."

"I want to stay here," said Norton, and he glanced at Mandy again. His
eyes were becoming used to the gloom. She was sitting on the end of the
bed, gazing at the blank television screen, pressing the control buttons.

"With her, your jailer?"



"Yes," said Norton.

"You are the victim of a psychological syndrome whereby a prisoner
becomes emotionally bonded with his captor. You'll soon forget her when
you're liberated."

"You'll soon forget her when she's dead. We want no witnesses. Shall I
kill her or would one of you particularly enjoy the experience?"

"No!" said Norton.

"I wasn't asking you."

"Don't kill her!"

"Come with us, and we won't."

"How do I know that? She can come with us."

"No!" said Mandy, turning her head. "Oh, sorry, I didn't mean to speak.
It just slipped out. Don't kill me. Please. I'll be truly, truly grateful if you
let me stay alive."

"Be silent."

"Or be forever silent."

Mandy put her hand to her mouth, looked at Norton, kissed her
fingertips, blew him the kiss, then looked back at the empty screen.

"Put this on," said one of the three.

Norton started to reach for his clothes, but one of the men handed him
a mask similar to theirs. It was the face of an animal, although nothing he
recognised; some kind of composite creature, but feathered like a bird.

As he slipped the mask over his face, he was instantly blind. It wrapped
itself around his head and the world became totally dark, absolutely silent.
He tried to pull the mask off, but his arms were seized and he was dragged
away, out into the deeper darkness of the unknown future!

Wayne Norton didn't know where he was. Again.



He was naked again. Still naked.

This time he was surrounded by the shadowy outlines of his three
abductors, a bright light was aimed into his eyes, and he was tied to a
chair. So chairs did still exist.

"You are John Wayne?" asked one of them.

"Yes," he said. "Who are you?"

"You don't have to answer him," said a different voice.
"I know I don't have to answer him," said the first.

"We have ways of making you talk," said yet another voice, followed by
a snort of laughter. "I said it, I said the line. We have ways of making you
talk." He said it again.

"But I am talking," said Norton. "Listen. This is my voice. I'm talking.
What do you want to know?"

"I thought you'd be taller," said the second voice.
"I'm sitting down," said Norton.
"You're not the John Wayne," said the first voice.

Hundreds of years in the future, and they still watched John Wayne
movies...?

To give himself time to think, Norton gazed at the dark shapes of his
interrogators. Although they had removed their masks, he still couldn't
make out their faces. He felt as if there was someone else behind him, and
he managed to half-turn his head. The room was cramped, the ceiling very
low, and it was too dark to see.

It was difficult to judge how much time had passed since he'd been
seized. More than an hour, probably. Less than three, certainly. He didn't
know where he was, but neither did he know where he had been. When h