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et no one hail this occasion as binding together our myriad interests

and separate wills. Those represented here, the, respectively, United
States of America and Mexico, the former Dominions of Newfoundland
and Canada, the Republics of Quebec, Alaska, California, Texas, and
Cuba—all enjoy unique histories and traditions which must be neither
lost nor rendered inconsequential.

Rather, let us say that the barriers between us have been cast down, so
that those histories and traditions might live and mingle freely as they will,
toward a new synthesis, greater than the parts combined to create this, our
own new North American Confederacy.

President Benjamin R. Tucker
In Continental Congress

July 2nd, 117 A.L.






1: ESPIONAGE CONFEDERATE STYLE

I uesday, February 23, 223 A.L.

Denver’s overzealous District Attorney wouldn’t be raiding any
more mom-and-pop porno stands. Not after last night’s covert photo ses-
sion in his basement—that extra room nobody’s supposed to know about.

I'd chosen a wintry evening when he was out addressing Concerned
Prudes Against Literacy, or whatever they call it. Breaking in was a cinch—
I've had plenty of practice. So were the pictures—my light-amplifier’s big-
ger than the camera it attaches to, the size of a 38 slug.

And what a collection! Whips, chains, video cassettes. I haven’t seen
so many rubber suits since they took “Sea Hunt” off the air. Next morn-
ing I sent a swell assortment of eight-by-ten glossies to the News-Post and
Rocky Mountain Liberty, following up with an anonymous call, but I didn’t
linger on the phone.

It wasn’t that I feared a trace, or SecPol’s voice-analysis procedures. In
the first place, the call was routed over a line that isn’t even supposed to
exist, courtesy of the Colorado Propertarian Party. And anyway, I used a
Confederate-model vocal synthesizer, the kind chimpanzees and gorillas
use to communicate with other folks. Took me six months to learn how to
work the bloody thing.

In the second place, I'm totally above suspicion, with the pluperfect
alibi: I've been dead for twelve years.

Mainly, I was in a hurry. I had an appointment in a broom closet, and
was late for a game of golf. You might ca// it golf. I do.

My death? A reasonable, but fortunately unwarranted conclusion on the
part of my former employer, the City and County of Denver, circa 1987.
Though another several billion people—including critters I didn’t even
know about then—had called it 211 A.L. That’s 4nno Liberatis, and if you've
got enough fingers to count up to 1776, you can figure out why for yourself.
Now they’re calling it 223 A.L., and in the good old U.S.A., it’s 1999.

I put the phone away. The News-Post wanted the story, all right, and
I wasn’t much worried about the city’s second largest paper, because, at
that moment, Jenny Noble, Rocky Mountain Liberty’s editor in chiet—and
national Propertarian chairperson—was handing me a grilled cheese
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sandwich. I moved my soggy topcoat so she’d have a place to sit—her
desk, after all—and slung my shoulder holster over the back of my chair.
'The battle-worn Smith & Wesson .41 clunked a couple of times before it
stopped swinging. The edition in Jenny’s wastebasket was yesterday’s, but I
was two months out of touch with my native land, so it evened out. Jenny
interrupted my perusal of the front page before it got started:

“You and your cute little camera have a busy night? I understand they’re
really going to run the pictures.”

Slender and freckled, Jenny’s a pleasure to be in the same room with,
only partially because she’s pretty. She communicates enthusiasm, and her
horde of gentle revolutionaries seemed to get the work out just to please
her. Somewhere in her early forties, I believe, but it wouldn’t matter, even
it she weren’s getting antigeriosis in the Confederacy.

“You bet your sweet by-line they are,” I answered through fried bread
and melted plastic cheese. “Is it just me, or is there a new appreciation for
the Bill of Rights over there? Lady on the city desk said they’ve been try-
ing to get the goods on the D.A. for a long time.”

She grinned, which I enjoyed, and shut her door against the clamor
from the crowded office beyond. Printers clattered through the glass; peo-
ple tossed jokes and good-natured insults across the room. An occasional
paper SST dipped and soared among the light fixtures. “There wasn’t
always a lady on the city desk. Her predecessor got permanently blue-
penciled by some lunatic from the Right to Life Action Squad—didn’t
change their editorial position on abortion, thank goodness, but it sparked
a timely re-evaluation of the News-Post’s stance on gun control!”

I laughed. She reached past me for a sheaf of print-outs from the in-
basket, leafing through to check the status of a hundred subversive little
exercises like mine last night. Somebody entered from the din-filled boiler
room and dumped off another two-inch stack of hard copies. She looked
up with a little frown. “You really have to go home right away, Win?”

I nodded. Win is me: Edward William Bear, late of Denver’s finest—
even later for my golf game—former homicide dick, now P.I. and part-
time spy for the North American Confederacy. If that’s too melodramatic,
how about loving husband and soon-to-be-father, at the astonishing (at
least to me) age of damned near sixty?

I swallowed another bite. “I could lie and add ‘regretfully, but I'm
getting pretty old for these uncivilized Colorado winters.” I glugged down
half the mug of Campbell’s soup she offered, watching snow fall heavily
outside the second-story corner windows. My feet were icy, soaked clear
through, but it wasn’t just the weather; it was a dozen years of growing
accustomed to clean air, instant hassle-free transport, and virtually nonex-
istent crime. I glanced at the day-old headline again and shuddered:

87 MISSING IN LATEST KIDNAP ROUND
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“Don’t be ridiculous. You look ten years younger just since you smug-
gled that load of coke and silver over last December.” She gazed out at the
noisy, bustling office, remembering. “Now #har was a merry Xmas!”

I couldn’t help agreeing, on both counts—though ten years might be
stretching it. Rejuvenation’s a gradual thing, especially for a guy who lived
his first fifty eating, drinking, and breathing all the wrong stuft. “Clarissa
gets the credit—Win Bear’s Practical Health Tip Numero Uno: marry up
with a Healer, a beautiful one, if possible.”

Another smug survey of the semifrozen brown slush in the street, and
I finished my sandwich, set the mug firmly on Jenny’s desk—it would most
likely be buried in computer-droppings before anybody got a chance to
rinse it out—and “Time to abscond. Tell your fellow-conspirators so long
for me. Any time you need my talents as a burglar again...”

“You can’t get off zhat easily, Officer!” She rose with me to deliver a
crushing hug and a peck on the cheek. “Love to Clarissa, and I'd better
hear the instant your daughter arrives, understand?”

“Oof? You'll be the first to know—in #his universe, anyway.” I gathered
up my coat and gun, folded the newspaper under my arm, and threaded
through the maze of desks in the outer office. Against one wall on a yellow
flag, a stylized rattler warned DON'T TREAD ON ME!, while a hand-
lettered sign read THANK YOU FOR POT SMOKING.

Half a hundred defiantly colorful posters advertised the recently
launched Fraser campaign. D. Nolan Fraser had created the Party back
in 1971, unaware that the Confederacy existed. Two decades later, as Den-
ver’s first Propertarian mayor, he’d pulled the city out of its share of a
nationwide depression, and now, with a little imported help, the polls gave
him an even shot at dragging the whole country, kicking and screaming,
toward “civil liberties and economic freedom” via four years’ residence at
1600 Pennsylvania Avenue. Hail to the Chief.

Hail, yes.

At the last desk, a girl had a dispenser of pop-ups printed to resemble
federal neobucks; she blew her nose and threw the tissue in a wastebasket.
The guy next to her repeated the gesture with genuine government-issue,
and they both giggled at the green ink it left on the end of his proboscis.
He grinned up at me and pointed to the placard taped to the wall above
him: IN GOLD WE TRUST.

I shook my head and stepped into the reading-room, looking forward
to some quiet. Halfway to the broom closet, I swiveled, surprised by the
chattering of a printer even in this sanctuary. At a library table, typing
turiously, sat—another Jenny.

“Last time I heard, you were doing business out on Ceres.” I hefted my
snow-soaked topcoat to a more comfortable position over my arm. “Very
hush-hush. Got a chip from Lucy and Ed about it. How’ve you been, Prez?”
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President of the Confederacy, that is.

“Ex-prez, por favor” She handed copy to an assistant, who hurried it oft
to god-knows-where. “I understand Olongo’s thinking about a third term,
poor masochistic old ape. Say, what’s all this about his getting held up?”

'That had been the day I left; I didn’t know enough about it yet to
tell her, but spread the paper out to show its chilling headline. “Crime
marches on—everywhere, it seems lately. Why do you suppose they’re
only taking women?”

“Probably because they’re men. This makes over a hundred fifty thou-
sand, doesn’t it?” She shook her head grimly.

“In the Americas and Western Europe, anyway. I haven’t really been
keeping score.” I glanced down at another column. “Says here there’s an-
other dozen IRS men missing, too.”

“Yes, and sales of canvas and quicklime are up in seven western states
and rural New Jersey—old joke. But nobody supposes that’s got anything
to do with the kidnapped woman—it’s just another healthy sign.” She pat-
ted the protruding handle of a hefty automatic tucked into a holster un-
derneath her jacket. “Anyway, thank goodness it hasn’t spread to the Con-
tederacy—and while I'm over here, it’s not going to happen to me, either!”

Jenny Smythe is just as decoratively energetic as Jenny Noble, and for
an excellent reason; while the latter was being conceived in the United
States, her charming “twin” began existence in the Confederacy at pre-
cisely the same instant. Yet physiologically she’s four years younger, due
to some advanced paratronic skulduggery called stasis delay: her mama
wanted her, right enough, but not just at the moment, thank you.

Complicated, isn’t it? In the history I grew up with, Alexander Ham-
ilton decreed a tax on whiskey, almost touching oft a second revolution.
President Washington mobilized fifteen thousand federal troops to quiet
it down, abetted by a professor-type named Albert Gallatin who didn’t
want to see his fellow Pennsylvanians slaughtered.

End of Whiskey Rebellion.

In the Confederacy, Gallatin’s counterpart organized the irate booze-
farmers, conned the bluecoats into taking his side, and marched on Phila-
delphia. Old George went to the wall; Hamilton beat it Prussiaward, inau-
gurating a minor quasi-fascist movement that caused trouble for a couple
centuries afterward.

End of Federal Government, however.

While Jenny Noble’s riding herd over an unruly crowd of anarchists
whom Gallatin might've kissed on all four cheeks in sheer Discordian
delight, Jenny Smythe makes frequent visits stateside to lend a seditious
hand. I'm not sure whether all this qualifies as “synchronicity”; it’s just one
of a million semi-coincidences that need better explaining, at least to this
retreaded old flatfoot.
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“Well,” she said finally, “there’s good news, too. Fraser’s begun clicking
with the media, almost a year before the Demagogues and Republicrats
even nominate #beir mealy-mouthed barrel scrapings.” She indicated the
books lying open on the table, works that Gallatin had never gotten
around to writing in this here branch of probability.

“So you figured Fraser might crib a stirring speech or two from Rule
of Reason or Principles of Liberty?” 1 sneaked a peek at my watch, an an-
nihilation-powered goodie from the Confederacy’s fifty-year-old Lunar
colonies.

“Hmmph! I've been known to give a stirring speech or two, myself.”

“Yeah. The last one started this whole expensive, complicated, and
probably unethical undertaking. Well, write on, sister! Dinner’s a-cookin’,
and probably so’s the little woman by now, late as I am.”

Jenny’s flunky stood waiting impatiently for the next batch of profun-
dity. She let him fidget. “If Clarissa hears that ‘little woman’ crap, it’ll be
you doing the cooking, right up to your prominent ears in the soup!”

“No thanks™—I curtsied—"just had some—tomato bisque, I believe.
And now, dear former Chief Executive, au ‘voir. My closet awaits without.”

“Pass,” Jenny answered, turning down a terrific straight line, “I'll be
back in Laporte by the time your daughter’s due.” She made a show of
looking me over. “Guess I'm sort of morbidly curious how she’ll turn out.”

I replied with a raspberry cheer, turning again to the closet, the only
Propertarian institution that hasn’t changed in twelve years. Originally a
tiny, insignificant splinter group valiantly determined to shove America
back in the direction Tom Paine had pointed it, the Party had occupied
a lonely disinfected cubicle here at Colfax and York amidst an otherwise
pee-stained conglomeration of leftists, eco-freaks, and latter-day Luddites.
Now Jenny’s yahoos owned the building, printing presses, hundreds of
telephones, even a lively public bar downstairs. 474 numerous less well
advertised facilities that SecPol—the Federal Security Police—even in its
presently chastened condition, would doubtless frown upon severely.

One of those was this closet. I forced the creaking door aside and
squeezed in. Peace at last. Here were the old familiar dingy sink with a
little brown spider homesteading it as always, a couple of rusted buckets,
a plastic garbage pail, and a damp, moldering smell that titillated my gag
reflex. There was also a dry rotted two-by-four on the wall with nails
sticking out from which depended a ratty battery of mops and brooms.
Pulling at the frayed cord dangling in my face, I squinted in the fifteen-
watt illumination, counting nails on the rack, and pushed up 4ard on the
third, fifth, third again, and seventh from the left.

A hole in the universe—the P’wheet/Thorens Probability Broach—
irised open before me. When the aperture was large enough, I stepped
through gingerly, unwilling to test its matter-annihilating properties with
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a coattail or the heel of my shoe. Behind me, the Broach dwindled like the
little dot you used to get when you switched off a TV set, then vanished
with a pop! and a tiny, star-bright flash of blue.

I'd made it safely once again, to the other side of reality.

2: VOICES FROM THE STARS

yes watering in the sudden glare of Laporte’s Inter-world Terminal,

I stepped through a glassed-in security booth onto the concourse.
Commercial gunmen circulated, alert for the occasional unfriendly im-
migrant. The Confederacy welcomes strangers, but likes to look them over
first. The only import we reject is hostile intentions.

Like many another “breakthrough,” the Probability Broach got in-
vented by mistake. A dolphin—Tursiops truncatus—name of Ooloorie
Eckickeck P'wheet had been aiming for the stars. Her human partner,
Professor Deejay Thorens—who might've looked more natural, withour
her labcoat, somewhere among the pages of Penthouse—had cobbled the
prototype together, and I'd been their first unwitting sample, accidentally
collected.

Laporte’s a hop, skip, and a universe—call it sixty miles—from Den-
ver. Each has its counterpart in the other’s continuum, the former as a
minuscule Fort Collins suburb, the latter as the sleepy village called Saint
Charles-Auraria. Each was once a candidate for capital of Colorado, Den-
ver for its railroad. But Confederate szagecoaches ran on steam, so Laporte,
an Overland Trail depot, became a population center of two million.

Far across the stadium-size terminal, a giant holo applauded KING-
SLEY’S PENNSYLVANIA WHISKEY—THE DRINK THAT MAKES
YOU DRUNK! Truthful and to the point, especially for brand-new refu-
gees from a hundred Prohibitions. After a couple days in my native land,
always more narrow and depressed than I usually remembered, I could use
a drink, myself. Even Kingsley’s Pennsylvania Crude.

Along the shining concourse, other agents, spies and smugglers,
emerged the same way I'd just done, the familiar flash and pop/announcing
them. Even more departed, laden with equipment, trade-goods, bound for
a million secluded phone booths, jungle clearings, and “deserted” ware-
houses. Elsewhere, automated Broaches fed radio signals and printed pro-
paganda which would appear out of nowhere anywhere from Salt Lake
City to Peking Square. Huge freight machines rumbled in another portion
of the Terminal.

I'd had a lot of doubts, initially, about the infiltration of my country,
and I'm still wrestling with the moral ones. Hell, no one’s ever cerzain, but
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unless all human aspirations are to bog down in a syrupy fog of second
guessing, we have to push on. Whatever the consequences may be, the
alternative’s worse. What bothered me originally was logistics: thanks to
Gallatin’s successors, the Continental Congress is little more than a ritual,
hasn’t convened in over a decade, and likely never will again. No taxes,
no regulation of any kind (all that got settled, with George Washington’s
hash, back in 1794), so how do you scrape up enough valuta and person-
power to subvert the universe next door?

Well, Kingsley’s Whiskey, for example, could use a few billion new
customers—it’s pretty much a one-time purchase—and so could Laporte
Paratronics, Securitech, Ltd., Neova Hovercraft. It’s a new twist on the
concept of industrial espionage: Confederate entrepreneurhood wants a
free market established in America sometime yesterday afternoon if pos-
sible. Shucks, this latest caper of mine was for an old respected chain of
family pornographers.

Forget “redeeming social value,” dirty pictures are fun. When I die I
want my ashes sprinkled over a nudist camp.

I waved back at a couple of operatives I knew as they vanished into a
Broach. Their specialty was stopping counterfeiters—the kind that grind
out bushel basketsful on government printing presses. Sure hoped they’d
be careful with all those blasting caps.

The less-reasonable satrapies of my homeworld are getting even
shorter shrift. I remember reading about World War II, when the Allies
dropped millions of crude single-shot “Liberator” .45s to European par-
tisans. Stamped out by General Motors for s1.71 apiece, each pistol came
with a bubblegum comic illustrating its operation and purpose: sneak up
behind Herr Nazi, blow away his mind, trash the disposable zipgun, and
appropriate the enemy’s Mauser or P38. We're pursuing identical tactics
via Broach, with substantially more sophisticated but equally inexpensive
hardware. Next time the Russians “discipline” Czechoslovakia or Afghan-
istan, they’re in for a humiliating shock.

So, for that matter, are the Israelis.

I hopped onto a walkway and rode upstairs a couple of levels into a
more conventional underground intersection. Colorfully dressed shoppers
gawked briefly at my otherworldly shirt and tie, beat-up felt hat, gray tu-
bular suit, and comfortable brown loafers. (Once a cop, always a cop—had
to change before I went out to the club.) Then, perhaps remembering the
terminal below, they went about their business, respecting my fundamen-
tal right to unmolested eccentricity.

I found a Telecom and punched our combination. Clarissa’s a blonde,
sort of cuddly and golden, with eyes that are difficult to label: green, hazel,
something like that; they change. Her features welled up in three dimen-
sions before the flat white screen, but I hardly got a word in—
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“This is Clarissa Olson-Bear, or rather a recording of me. I'm not home
right now, and Win’s...out of town. Please call our professional numbers
for referrals or messages—and if you're a house burglar, you’ll be interested
to hear we're covered by Griswold’s Security.”

Brr. 1 was almost afraid of them myself. Their company motto wasn't
quite “We Don’t Take Prisoners,” but they gave that impression. Too bad
Captain Forsyth, our old Professional Protectives man, had retired last
year.

I diddled with the keyboard again, my Neova HoverSport answered
with a cheery loyal Honk!1 gave it some instructions and escalated on up
into the Confederate sunshine. Standing at the fancy pastel curbing, I
looked over my shoulder. The foothills west, outside the kindly influence
of Cheyenne Ridge Power & Climate, were buried under three feet of wet
slush. Yechhh.

Given its head, the little Neova’s a conservative driver, so I had some
minutes to kill. There was a Turner Vendicom right in front of me, its
supporting post anchored in the rubbery curbside. I fumbled for a copper,
dropped it in, and let the seat unfold, flipping channels randomly as I got
comfortable.

Must be news time somewhere.

The little screen seemed to expand before my eyes. “—at radio ob-
servatories throughout the System, continue fascinated by allegedly intel-
ligent signals originating in the constellation Cygnus. A spaceship would
require hundreds of years to get out there and see what’s really going on,
but in the meantime, here’s commentary on this baffling phenomenon by
Channel 1572’ resident philosopher, Rod Mac—"

Click! No point listening to that jerk. This stuff was stale news years
before I'd come to the Confederacy: inarticulate groanings, mouthings
of apparent distress; something like intercepting single sideband on an
AM radio, or listening to Dutch or Norwegian—sounds you somehow
just miss understanding. But hell, whales often make noises like they’re
being slowly barbecued, and that’s when they’re having a party. Ask me,
it’s interstellar swamp gas.

I turned to channel 1789: “—unethical and imprudent,” declared the
sober tones of the System’s premier newscaster—and self-styled Voice
of the Stars. He nodded his fatherly gray head into the camera. “Centu-
ries may pass before the final results are in, but interference with another
culture’s values, the right of the United States to take whatever course it
chooses no matter how we disapprove, endangers fundamental balances
no human, simian, or cetacean truly understands. We may have reason
to regret such tampering. At least that’s the way it looks, Tuesday, Febru-
ary twenty-third, 223 A.L. This is Voltaire Malaise, Ceres Central, good
night.”
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Good night, Voltaire, and good timing. The HoverSport pulled up
and I poured myself in. After two days manhandling smelly rubber-tired
infernal-combustion Brazilian-made contraptions around on concrete,
sulfur, and asphalt-covered streets, it was a relief to set my fusion-powered
toy on automatic, feel its electrostatic impellers fluff the skirt out, whisk-
ing me home along the green and grassy thoroughfares of Laporte.

I checked the routing program and grimaced. No wonder the car had
taken so long. It'd come by way of the McKinley Bypass, whose owners re-
cently had gone on an irrational STAY ALIVE—DRIVE 85 kick. Another
week of that and they’d be in receivership. I reprogrammed the Neova and
goosed up to a safe and proper hundred and ten.

That’s Jeffersonian metric miles per hour.

Voltaire Malaise: funny how the public, even in a country geared to
three or four centuries’ life expectancy, still associates wrinkles and gray-
ing hair with wisdom, instead of what they really are: symptoms of a ter-
minal disease. Easy enough for an expatriated pundit like him to crab
about “interference with another culture’s values™—he hadn’t Broached
victims of those values out of torture chambers and “mental hospitals,”
maimed, broken, Thorazined out of their skulls.

I had.

My world had been a fucked-up mess before the Confederacy butted
in: depression, hyperinflation, stultifying regulations, and continuous
brushwar to distract the gullible. People fought back: fully half the econ-
omy had gone to underground barter, but hysterical government counter-
measures—toll-free IRS finklines, highly publicized black-market pros-
ecutions, magnetically coded neobucks, and finally, the feds’ last desperate
grab, the Value-Added Tax—had ground the wheels of national survival
to a tooth-rending halt.

Maybe I even agreed with old Voltaire on a couple of points. Ameri-
cans needed the help they were getting, but was it right to keep it secret?
Malaise insisted the Confederacy’s real frontier was outward; he’d gone
so far as to move his entire operation to the asteroids. Nowadays, half the
folks I knew seemed to be following his example. I even caught myself
daydreaming about it.

But hell, I was happy as a clam in Laporte with Clarissa, and my
work—unethical and imprudent though it may be—was going to be im-
portant for a long while. The U.S.A. wasn’t out of the woods yet.

A

626 Genét Place, and home. I tripped out of the shower, fresh and dry,
and lasered oft a few whiskers, admiring myself in the mirror. Not bad for
fifty-nine—in fact, not bad for thirty-nine, thanks to Confederate medi-
cine. The minor bulges here and there lent me a little dignity, I thought.
God knows I needed it at five feet seven and an eighth. And a full head
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of bushy black hair didn’t hurt, either—when I'd blown into this universe,
it’d been with a rapidly retreating fringe of gray. So I looked like an un-
derweight Sumo wrestler; Clarissa said I was handsome, and her word was
good enough for me.

I changed into conventional baggy pants and poncho, pulled on hand-
tooled gaucho boots, and switched my .41 Magnum from the shoulder rig
to a wide, comfortable gunbelt. It’s an elderly Model 58, a spare, no-non-
sense punkin™-roller whose original bluing has long since worn through
to a mellow gray patina. Since this was golf day, I pocketed some extra
rounds of the special 240-grain load I prefer, grabbed a box of snake-
charmers for the tricky shots, and went back down to the garage.

Owl Canyon Country Club nestles at the foot of Cheyenne Ridge
where potent unseen thermals from the fusion power plant enhance the
protective nature of the hogback nature provided. In another universe,
there’s often dry footing in Fort Collins when Denver’s up to its asshole
in dozerbait. Here, as in Camelot, it never snows, nor rains, nor hails,
nor even sleets, except by appointment. If the mails weren’t electronic,
postmen’d have a cushy job.

I found Clarissa and Captain Forsyth at the third green, affectionately
nicknamed E/ Presidente. It was just going dusk, but a utility satellite shone
brightly on the prairie. Not wanting to disturb my darling pregnant room-
mate, fetchingly attired in a suitably expanded scarlet coverall, I leaned
back against a Greyhound-size boulder, torched up a stogie, and watched
her getting ready. At her right, a telecom extension was just winding up its
recorded instructions: “When you hear the tone, the clock will start. Par for E1
Presidente is zen seconds. Take your position.”

Easiest green on the whole course. As the rules demand, Clarissa
turned her back to the fairway, lifting her arms above her shoulders. She
caught me loitering against the rock, lighted up about a megawatt’s worth,
with dimples, then returned her concentration to the matter at hand. An
11-caliber Wesley Electric hung at her waist in that goddamned suede
cross-draw holster I've been trying to talk her out of for years. Hard con-
vincing her, since she’s faster on the draw than I am.

The Telecom went Boop! Clarissa wheeled gracefully, pistol materializ-
ing in her hands before the man-shaped plastic silhouettes—three of them,
in hard-to-pick-up camouflage—finished popping erect.

Pffji! P! Pfjft! ‘The linear-induction weapon ripped each target
twice, shock waves from its tiny ultrasonic projectiles blasting through
the buff-colored plastic. She reloaded in a twinkling of highly competent
fingers, compliant to the six-shot rule (despite its basic stupidity—Webley
magazines contain two hundred inch-long steel needles), and raked each
target twice again. Time: 5.47 seconds, faster than I'd ever seen her; poten-

s
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tial motherhood wasn’t slowing her down a bit. Score: the Telecom read
fifty-six, four points shy of perfect.

“Ob, shit!” observed my refined, genteel wife. “Win, you're home!” To
negate any possible connection between this pair of statements, she came
running before I could caution her not to, and threw her arms around me.
I felt her weapon bobble against my shoulder blades where it dangled from
her fingers. Forsyth stared discreetly into the distance, a old-fashioned
monkey if ever there was one.

We came up for air, and I patted her well-rounded five-month tummy.
“I trust you're skipping the obstacle course today?”

“Who’s the Healer around here? Of course I'm skipping obstacles, silly,
why do you think we’re over here on the baby course?” Before I could get in
the obvious rejoinder, she added, “Now say hello to the Captain, and take
your shot. We'll average scores and spot you ten points.”

“Better make it twenty, I've had a hard couple of days. How y’doing,
Cap?” I shook hands with the pistol-champ emeritus of Greater Laporte,
gin-rummy shark par excellence, and one of my oldest, closest friends. He’s
also a fully qualified chimpanzee.

“All right, I guess.” He didn’t really speak: chimpanzees can’t. Instead
he used a wristwatch-size synthesizer that picked up subliminal muscular
movements and translated them into speech. “Nobody told me retirement
was such bloody hard work! Be glad to get rid of this arthritis, though.
Sorry I left it so long. Win, as soon as I'm through rejuvenating, I'm think-
ing about going back into business on my own. Ceres, maybe Pallas—need
a partner, maybe.”

“That does it. We're going to have to emigrate if we ever want to see our
friends again. How about it, sweetheart, once the baby comes?”

“Why wait? Take your shot, and we’ll do it right now!”

“In front of the Captain, here? It’s only been two days, honey, and he
embarrasses so easily.” I waggled my cigar and did obscene things with my
eyebrows.

“Oh shut up and take your shot!”

I like a girl who turns that color. I clamped the cigar firmly in my
teeth, stepped up and waited through the instructions, back to the targets,
hands above my shoulders—Boop/—and turned, feet planted wide, elbows
locked, left arm pulling back. The front sight rose to the 5-ring.

Blam, Blam! Blam, Blam! Blam, Blam!1 thumbed the cylinder open,
working the ejector-rod with my left palm. My right hand found a load-
er at my belt and slammed the fresh rounds home. I gripped again and
snapped the weapon closed. Blam, Blam! Blam, Blam! Blam, Blam! Score:
a perfect sixty. Time...

Eight and a half seconds? Well, you can’t have everything.

1=
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I reloaded once again, scrounging up my precious hand-imported
brass, and stepped to the line to join my companions, who still had their
hands over their ears.

“You ever gonna trade that plague-eaten noise-maker off?” Forsyth
gave me the sourest of looks. “If muzzle-blast was stopping-power, son,
you'd be the deadliest gunman in North America!” He stepped forward,
limbering up his well-worn .476 Savage, and turned toward us, disregard-
ing the instructions as he waited for the tone. “Bloody firecracker!”

“He never listens on that subject, Cap, I've been trying for years to—
Oops! The baby just moved—probably covering ber ears, too!”

I put a gentle arm around my mate. “Hush, the Captain’s trying to
concentrate.”

“T'll concentrate better when my ears stop ringing! Apologize to your
daughter, Win, otherwise she may not want to come into the—"

Boop! Forsyth spun around and drew his autopistol, ripping through
six rounds so fast I could hardly tell them apart. He dropped the empty
magazine, rammed home a spare, and zipped through another quick six.
Score: sixty, of course. Time: four and a tiny fraction seconds.

Arthritis be damned, remind me never to get the Captain really riled.

Beep! Only the old chimp failed to go for his gun: I reholstered mine
and watched my blushing bride do likewise, sticking out her tongue at me
as I reached into a belt pouch for my pocket-pager, the only one in Laporte,
possibly unique in all the Confederacy.

“And that’s another thing,” she told him. “How any civilized being
tolerates a nosy, interrupting nuisance like that. . .”

“Then don’t interrupt so often, dear.” I wasn’t quite adroit enough to
spare my shin a wifely kick. Forsyth simply shrugged his furry shoulders.
He knew me, almost as well as Clarissa pretends not to sometimes, and
understands how an old cop’s habits die hard. I limped dramatically to the
Telecom and undedicated it. There, relayed from our machine at home,
was another pretty face. Just my lucky day, I guess.

“Winnie? Clarissa, girl? This here’s Lucy!” Only this face hadn’t been
so pretty when I’d first seen it, splotched and withered, wrinkled with old
age and radiation sickness, topped with a mop of snow-white hair and an
outrageous paisley sunbonnet.

Lucille Gallegos Kropotkin had lived next door to the house Clarissa
and I now occupied, neighbor and friend to a good friend of mine, Edward
William Bear—my own counterpart in this world. Lucy had gotten well,
regained her youth, hitched up with Ed, and moved out to the asteroids. I
looked closely now at her warm dark eyes, olive skin, and glossy black hair.
Pretty sexy for 148.

“Listen, you two,” she advised, “this here’s a recordin—can’t wait
around fer signals tget there an’ back. I was gonna call anyway, see how
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th’ baby’s comin’ along an’ all, but...well, it ain’t gonna be as pleasant as
all that, now.”

She glanced down at some object in her hand and shook her head.

“I got trouble. Somethin’ fishy goin’ on out here, an’ Ed—th’ dummy—
started pokin’ round, rusty at detectivin’ as he was...”

She stopped, squinted hard against a flow of tears that was visibly only
seconds away. “Anyhow, he—Win, I hate like th” dickens t)put you out, a
daughter on th’ way, an all, but—Ed’s been missin’ fer days, an’ I found #his
in his desk an hour ago. You'll know what it means.”

She held a medallion to the pickup, round, about an inch and a half in
diameter, bronze. I didn’t have to inspect it to know there was a date on
one side, 1789. On the reverse loomed the eerie trademark of the System’s
foremost enemies of liberty: the Hamiltonian Eye-in-the-Pyramid.

“Win, get out here pronto! He may already be d-dead by now!”

3: GORILLA MY DREAMS

WCdnesday, February 24, 223 A.L.

“I'am not!” Clarissa stamped a foot she hadn’t seen in weeks. In
the thick carpeting of our gymnasium-size living room, the effect was lost.

“You are too!” I sat, chomping on my cigar, and glowered at her.

“I am not!”

“You are fo0!”

Clickety-click-click. “Can I be excused from this colloquium?” My chief
assistant and apprentice gumshoe, Koko Featherstone-Haugh, leaned back
on a sofa, knitting a sweater for the baby. Koko’s a youngish female gorilla,
favorite niece of the President of the North American Confederacy.

And they pronounce it “Fanshaw.”

“Sure,” I growled back, “go on out in the kitchen and peel yourself a
plantain. You're on her side, anyway.”

Koko hitched her holster into a more comfortable position and took a
sip of King Kong Kola, a brand suddenly popular since the recent importa-
tion of a certain movie. Click-click-clickety. “I am not.”

“You are too! Say, this sounds familiar. Did I not hear you, with my
very own ears, state that ‘mere pregnancy’ is no reason Clarissa shouldn’t
go to the asteroids with me?” I looked closer at her knitting, wondering if
I should mention that the arms were getting a bit long.

Click-clickety-click. “Is that a question from my employer, or merely the
husband of my dearest friend?” Clickety-click-click.

“Waflling already! Look, even without Hamiltonians mixed up in this,
space travel’s no kind of risk for—"
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Clarissa sat down beside me. “Win, I'm a Healer. I'm also a fully
grown sapient being...”

I'd seen this independent mood before. Unfortunately it was a major
reason I loved the woman. “Yes?”

“I know what I'm doing! Maybe they fly around on giant firecrackers
where you come from—"

“Unfair! Just because my country’s economically depressed—"

“And technologically backward.” Click-click-clickety.

“Butt out, banana-breath! And technologically backward, that’s no rea-
son to...Listen: how many gees you figure to pull, just getting up to the
liner?”

“Hmm. Well, the liner itself starts out at one gee, gradually dropping
to a tenth of that by the time it reaches Ceres. That can’t be too bad, can it?”

“You can it. Answer my question: how many gees aboard the shuztle”

“Uh, six—but there are ways, Win, heart patients do it all the—"

“Swell. You'll qualify sometime the middle of the twenty-fifth century.
I'm leaving at the end of the week. You think I /ike going off a hundred
million miles, maybe missing the baby—certainly missing you?” I leaned
over to kiss her and hesitated. “Hey, Miss Simian Collegiate, I thought
you wanted to be excused.”

“Don’t mind me, this’ll be terrific for the anthro paper I'm doing:
‘Love among the Humans—Ennui or Boredom?”” Click-click-clickety-clack!
“Dirty bad —I've dropped another...I wonder who #bat can be?”

I got up and crossed to the windows. It was difficult to see in the
evening twilight; Confederate tastes run to generous acreage, lots of trees,
hedges, miscellaneous bushery. The folks at Cheyenne Ridge had grudg-
ingly let a little white stuft through, not enough to dampen the electrically
warmed streets, but plenty for postcard scenery, maybe a snowman or two
in the morning. I gave the window knob a twirl, doubling the amplifica-
tion. Sure enough, through the gate and up the gracefully curving rubber-
surfaced drive, a hovercraft skated to a landing and two familiar furry
shapes climbed out.

I turned to my companions. “How about something in the fireplace?
And kill the fatted whiskey bottle. It’s Captain Forsyth—and the mon-

key’s uncle.”
A

Olongo Featherstone-Haugh, a mountain among gorillas, handed me
forty yards of dampened overcloak, unwinding a mile or two of muffler
from around his massive neck. “Can’t be too careful, old boy”—he wiped
an errant snowdrop from his pistol grip—"awfully prone to respiratory
complications, don’t you know.”

True enough. Even given current medical technology, no gorilla took
unnecessary chances that way. I added Forsyth’s ancient yellow slicker to

=22
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a heap of steaming garments on the stair rail. Upstairs, Koko had a roar-
ing fire started. Clarissa handed the President about a gallon and a half
of Scotch.

“Ahh! A wintry evening among friends. Thanks indeed, dear lady.”

“Catch your prowler yet?” I asked. Some fool had broken into his office
last weekend. Putting in some overtime, Olongo had come back from the
john and interrupted them in mid-burgle.

He settled in my biggest chair, arms stretched comfortably across his
ample frontage, firelight flickering in his eyes. “Afraid not, old man. Stu-
pid sod that I am, I left my life-preserver in the office when I stepped out.
Spot of luck they didn’t shoot me with it—had it halfway out of the holster
when I threw that wastebasket. Next time I'll be ready for them. Now tell
me about this emergency of Lucy’s before I perish from curiosity.”

“Not much to tell.” I pushed my somewhat less-magnificent facade
aside to reach into my sporran for a Bic—another popular import—rekin-
dling my cigar. Clarissa wrinkled her nose and punched the ventilation
up on the Telecom pad lying in her lap. I passed a tiny datachip across to
Olongo. “Been trying all day to get more than this from her, but—"

‘I understand.” 'The gorilla nodded. “Something about solar
interference.”

“Mighty odd solar interference,” Forsyth muttered as he took another
swallow of Kola—he preferred soft drinks, too, a legacy of many years’
abstinence on duty. “Wrong time of year, wrong part of the solar cycle.
Lucy’s right—something funny going on.”

“My dear Captain, these things happen.” The President lifted a weighty
paw and set it down again. There was a distinctly reddish quality to his
pelt; I never had the nerve to ask about orangutans in the woodpile. “The
cycle’s only an approximation, after all.” He handed back the chip. “Why
not observe for ourselves what Lucy had to say?”

I'slid the chip into another ‘com pad—we keep several around—the
fireplace winked out of existence, and the wall lit up with Lucy’s face.

“Winnie! Clarissa, girl! This here’s Lucy! ..

This time I ignored her words, concentrating on the surroundings. A
commercial booth. Not her homestead, then, on—what was it>—Bulfinch
4137, a tiny planetoid she and Ed owned outright. Behind her people bus-
tled through a crowded corridor. Ceres, I guessed, first stop on my space-
liner’s itinerary. But why Ceres and not her home?

The message ended. I turned the fireplace display back on, felt its ra-
diation warm my face again and shimmer softly on the polished wood and
metal of the weapons in the case across the room.

“Intriguing,” Olongo mused, “if not very informative. Notice how she
kept looking back over her shoulder? What do you plan doing about it,
Win?”
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I watched the fireplace a moment. “Well, I'm booked aboard the In-
domitable Spirit, leaving day after tomorrow. When you guys showed up,
we’d finally decided that Clarissa wasn't—"

“Just a minute, Win Bear!” She looked up from the ‘com pad where
she’d been telemetering her critical patients off and on all evening. “We
never decided any such—"

“Clarissa™I took her hand and patted it gently—"“if it were just the
baby, I might not...I mean, I love our daughter as if she were already born,
but you can always make another kid.”

“That’s easy for you to say!” This from my shaggy apprentice, sprawled
across the floor beside the fire. She ran a pickup down each nearly finished
sweater arm, stared at the slip of paper in her hand and at the conflicting
data on the tiny screen, a look of simian puzzlement on her face.

“Shut up, Koko.”

“Can he talk to me that way, Uncle President?”

“Not when I'm around—zo do it for him. Shut up, dear, there’s a good
ape.

Clarissa squeezed my hand. “I know what you're trying to say, Win,
but—"

“No buts! I can’t get another Clarissa, in this universe or any other. I
didn’t mean to make this a public debate, but what would you be saying if
it were me who was pregnant?”

She opened her mouth, glanced down at my generously developed
middle, and giggled. Maybe a dissertation on married telepathy might
do Koko’s anthropology grades some good, but hell, let her find out for
herself.

“I hate it when you're right,” Clarissa sighed. “To tell the truth, I was
wondering how I'd stand up to six gees. So what are we going to do?” There
was that sad look on her face. Any more of this, I'd probably let her come
along.

“Be miserable for a while.” In all our married years, we’d spent maybe
five, six nights apart. “I'll try making it as short a while as possible. Wish
I could get hold of Lucy—thought we’d killed off all those Hamiltonian
bastards years ago.”

The President leaned forward slightly. “Might I offer a suggestion?
Although I must confess to certain reservations...”

“Fire away, old primate, I need all the help I can get.”

“Very well, to paraphrase one of your greatest statesmen—or was he a
religious leader>—take my niece, please.” His ponderous stomach jiggled in
imitation of human laughter.

Koko dropped her knitting and bounded to her feet, resembling a
cross between Orson Welles and shag carpet rampant. “Honest? You're
not just—"
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“No, my dear, I'm not just. But I'm logical: you visited Ceres with me
not so many years ago. If you strive to overcome that youthful impetuosity
of yours...Come see me in the morning, I'll make all the arrangements.”

“Oh, boy! 'The asteroids!”

I shook my head. “Don’t get too excited. I want to think about this.”

“Think? What's to think about? Oh, boy! The asteroids!”

“Quiet! Unless you'd rather spend the voyage in a cargo hold...”

“Then I can go! Gee thanks, Boss! Oh, boy! The—”

“Don’t thank me. It’s your uncle’s idea, and I understand his reser-
vations. On the other hand, 7wo investigators might...Say, should we be
interrupting your education for a field trip? Olongo?”

“Win, my friend, time is passing this planet by, along with everything
it has to teach us. Were it my decision—and it’s not, it’s Koko’s—I'd say
go! And never come back!” He looked around the room. I knew what he was
seeing, I was seeing it, too: furniture, fixtures, nanoelectronic appliances—
if not actually manufactured in the asteroids, then made from asteroid raw
materials.

“It isn’t only consumer goods,” Olongo said, “it’s the furure. And, 1
might add, a considerable portion of the present. Thank Lysander we
were able to talk your Propertarians out of their demand for a strict gold
standard.”

“I wasn’t aware that you had! Gold’s as important to them as...” I trick-
led to a stop, unable to think of anything shas important.

“Win, my boy, in this one minuscule respect, the Keynesians approach
the truth: gold has no particularly magical properties that make it the only
kind of money possible. A stable economy relies upon a myriad of com-
modities; you can draw a check as easily from a petroleum account, or on
helium, or wheat.”

“Yes, yes, but why this sudden allergy to gold?” What little economics
I knew were being ripped out from underneath me.

“Hardly sudden. Confederate metals have been declining—relative
to nonmetallic standards—for a considerable time. The asteroids, you
understand.”

I understood. When something gets more abundant, it gets cheaper—
Marginal Utility, they call it. The Belt was cranking heavy metals out like
popcorn—one advantage to working the debris of a planet that never quite
got its shit (or anything else) together. You don’t have to dig very deep. No
matter, something scarcer would turn up to base our currencies on.

But Olongo was still pontificating: “—down to Earth on a nice, easy
ballistic spiral. Your United State will benefit as well, eventually. But the
Invisible Hand is going to have to manage some readjustments along the

»

way.
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“Great. So sometime next year I can get a black mask and start order-
ing my bullets cast out of solid silver. People will want to thank me. I—"

“Say, Win, speaking of bullets...” Captain Forsyth stood and stretched
a little, wincing at the arthritic pain in his shoulder. He slapped the weap-
on at his hip. “Were you planning to take that old Smith & Wesson with

ou?”
’ Terrific. Time for another ribbing. “Sure. Why not?”

The chimpanzee shrugged—and winced again. “Well, for starters,
think what the cold will do to its mainspring: first time you pull the trig-
ger, crunch'— powdered steel.”

“For that matter,” added Olongo, “the entire weapon’s steel. Drop it to
a few degrees above Absolute, then suddenly subject it to—forty thousand
psi? I shudder at the thought!”

“Now hold on a minute, I can have the springs replaced. And it isn’t
any forty thousand pounds. The custom loads I use—"

“That reminds me,” interrupted Captain Forsyth, “those lead-alloy
bullets of yours, they’re lubricated, right? Little grooves around each slug,
filled with some kind of grease?”

“Right, beeswax and—"

“Volatiles evaporate in hard vacuum. Same goes for that antiquated
nitro powder, not to mention primers.”

“Okay, wise-ass, let’s look over the inventory and see what you suggest.”
I rose reluctantly and went to the gun case, Forsyth and Olongo right be-
hind me. The lock yields for only two thumbprints in the world, mine and
Clarissa’'s—three, if you count Ed Bear, who uses the same fingerprints I
do. I opened the double doors.

“Well, I suppose this lets out most of my collection.” There was the
handmade .41 hideout derringer I'd brought with me to this world with
the Smith, and almost a dozen other souvenirs of various misadventures
since. “Hold on, what about this?”

I reached up and took down a Walther-Zeiss hand-laser. “No ammo
to evaporate, no steel. This was made in your world, gentlemen. Think it
might do?”

Forsyth took the pistol and turned it over in his hands. “It’s proofed
for space, anyway.” He showed me a tiny stylized spaceship stamped into
the base of the trigger guard. “But this overgrown flashlight has some
drawbacks, wouldn’t you say, Mr. President?”

“Rawther. In the first place, smartsuits are designed to absorb all the
energy they can, and reflect any—"

“Smart suits?”

“Absolutely de rigueur, old boy. A solid-state invention in the form of a
tough, lightweight rubbery garment. A bit like ocean divers wear, though
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infinitely more sophisticated. You didn’t imagine we’d still be using that
clumsy armor your astronauts—"

“Olongo, we've already had our critique of NASA for the evening. Be-
sides, I've seen these smartsuits on TV—pardon, the Telecom—now that
I think of it. Can’t get anything these days but goddamned space opera.
Anyway, lasers, I take it, are out?”

'The Captain rubbed his chin in contemplation. “Well, this toy might
overload a smartsuit, but you'd really have to bear down—no pun intend-
ed, Win. Be like hunting elk with that Browning 9 mm hanging there—
theoretically possible, but chancy.”

I thought about the years I'd worn a puny 38 as a cop, never very happy
in a cruel world filled with .45s and magnums of assorted lethality. “Don’t
say another word. I get your drift.” I stretched and placed the Walther
back on its hooks. “So what do you advise—time’s getting short?”

Olongo glanced briefly at Forsyth. The Captain nodded confirmation
and the President drew his pistol. “I'd be honored if you’d consider taking
this.”

Across the room, Clarissa peeked up from her Telecom, smiled, and
went back to work. She missed my look of helpless exasperation.

It wasn’t guite the ugliest thing I'd ever seen: a Webley & Scott, big
brother to the little electric quick-shooter my wife favored. It was .17 cali-
ber—about the size of pellet guns back home—but I knew it threw its
little steel darts at eleven or twelve thousand feet per second—call it Mach
1o—enough to mess up anybody’s outlook. The magazine was good for a
hundred rounds. The handle, shaped to suit a gorilla’s fingers, was awk-
ward in my own.

“Let’s find the original stocks,” Olongo suggested. “I've got them in
the car someplace. I also brought some special projectiles you might want
to try.”

Forsyth grinned. “If you've got any 4ig enemies.”

“The good Captain refers, in his elliptical manner, to Owen tubes—a
hollow contrivance which slips over the front end. You see, the drive cur-
rents also flow along the outside of the—"

“My God!” I interrupted, looking at the hefty barrel coils. “What
would the diameter amount to?”

“A little under two inches,” the Captain replied evenly, “just right for
putting an ape-size dent in a personal flivver. That’s what they use for hov-
ercraft out there, little tiny spaceships that—"

“I said 1 watch the Telecom. Sounds like I oughta invest in some of
these Owen goodies. You're sure I'll need a nasty thing like that out there?”

“Oh, it’s quite up to you, dear boy. However, with Hamiltonian Feder-
alists involved, I assume you want to be adequately defended.”



. Nauo SmiTH

“I'just don’t care to think about it so soon after dinner.” I started to s