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Prologue

The MarsDestiny lander roars through the Martian atmosphere, generat-
ing intense heat that blossoms off its shield in a bright, miles-long trail.
Under dim emergency lights Mirellen Garasovic staggers to the bridge
and pushes the uselessconsolebuttons, at first with her finger, then
slams them with her palm until it hurts.

The shipÕsshudders turn to violent quakes and Mirellen is thrown to
the grated metal floor. She uses a rail to pull herself to her feet then
hangs on as she works her way to the window. Looking out, she seesthe
rusty soil and deep blue shadows of Mars floating below her. The plan-
etÕs immensity startles her.

The ship spins and Mirellen sprawls into the galley and onto the floor
between a row of padded chairs. Shepulls herself into one of the chairs
and draws the straps acrossher body just as she had in countless train-
ing sessions, but now her trembling hands fumble with the latches.

Mirellen looks around at the empty seats and hears the hiss of the
retro rockets. Instead of steadying the ship, they send it twisting one way
and then the other.

Mirellen throws off the straps and struggles toward the sleeping quar-
ters. The ship jerks violently and sheÕsthrown again to the floor. She
crawls to the eighteen sleeping pods, stacked like coffins three-high.
Holding onto one of the pods, she gets to her feet and checksthe display
panels on each sleeper. Except for her own, all panels are dark and each
hatch is sealed tight.

The ship bucks and Mirellen lands in her open pod. She raises her
hand to touch the bottom of her motherÕssleeper, then looks at the next
stack and silently says goodbye to her father and brother.

She pulls down on the hatch and waits for impact.
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Part 1
Day I
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Chapter1
Just Quit

Standing against the back wall of the overcrowded funeral parlor, Ray
Barker watched a holo of his brotherÕswell-dressed body rise from the
casket and rotate upright. With eyes open, the holo paused to raise a
hand in a solemn goodbye, then closed its eyesand continued its ascent
toward the rustic pine planks of the parlorÕscathedral ceiling. Barker
saw his mother sitting in the front row sobbing into a handkerchief. Next
to her, BarkerÕsyoung niece, sitting on her motherÕslap, stared at the
floor and fidgeted with her braids.

As the holoÕsshoes disappeared into the cathedral ceiling, BarkerÕs
head hummed the familiar tone of the New York office. When the priest
stood, adjusted her robes and stepped to the podium to deliver the bene-
diction, Barker slipped out the rear door and into the dim hallway. His
head was humming again.

ÒPiper, whatÕs up?Ó Barker said.
ÒSomethingÕswrong with MarsDestiny,Ó Piper said in BarkerÕshead.

ÒThe landerÕsnot responding and NASA thinks only one colonist is
awake. This could be big. WeÕregoing live with the story after ÔPrelude
to Destiny.ÕRindell wants you in Houston to do some weepy-relative
stuff.Ó

ÒIÕm at my brotherÕs funeral,Ó Barker said.
ÒWesigned off on you leaving Chicago, not taking a vacation,ÓPiper

said. ÒYou know the rules. Something comes up, you go to work.Ó
Barker saw a doorless room down the hall and walked toward it.

ÒThere must be something in my contract about family funerals.Ó
ÒLet me know when you find it. In the meantime, get to Houston.Ó
ÒTherearenÕtany real airports in northern Michigan. The closestone is

a couple hours south.ÓIn the small room, scattered folding chairs faced a
wall screen that showed short clips of his brotherÕsabbreviated life. On
the screenhe and his brother built a snow fort behind their home in Oak
Park when they were kids.
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ÒThen get moving,Ó Piper said. ÒThe landerÕsgoing to hit soon. If
weÕrelucky weÕllget live vid of the crash but it looks like itÕsfar enough
off course that weÕllhave to search. We need you ready when we see
bodies.Ó

ÒLast I heard Gainsbro had Houston.Ó
ÒRindell fired her and a couple other castersmiddle of the week. I sug-

gested you and he agreed.Ó
ÒCommission?Ó
ÒRay,be realistic. This is a house show. Straight time basis.Hang on a

second, RindellÕs buzzing my assistant.Ó
Barker dropped into one of the folding chairs. ÒMASSnews-Now,Óhe

said, and the wall screen changed to a live view from Mars, shot by a
TractorPix, a bot the size of a golf cart with a camera mounted on top of
a flexible wand. On the screenfive glowing GreatWall MotorWorks lux-
ury sedans in vee formation sped acrossMoskey Basin, the landing site
for the first-ever colonial mission to Mars. Coki Peps,wearing a red vinyl
mini dress with a hundred holes punched in it, stood like a shipÕsfigure-
head on the hood of the lead car. Her bandmates, pawing at their instru-
ments, rode the hoods of the trailing cars. CokiÕsgolden hair fluttered
against the rusty hills west of the basin as she broke into ÒAutoErotica,Ó
her latest hit. For the occasionthe refrain was changed from ÒAinÕtnoth-
inÕlike gettinÕdown in GreatWall cars,Óto ÒAmericaÕsstars are goinÕ
down on Mars.Ó

The formation skidded through a turn and slid to a halt in front of
three conjoined plastic and metal tubes that formed the Gemini Cricket
Family Restaurants Mars Station. A holo of a giant two-headed cartoon
cricket rose from behind the station, waving an American flag in eachof
its six hands and nodding its heads to the beat of CokiÕssong. Pipped in-
to the lower right of the screen was a live view of the MarsDestiny
lander streaking through the Martian atmosphere, its long, bright tail
like a tear in the pale blue sky.

ÒIÕmback,ÓPiper said in BarkerÕshead. ÒRindell just talked to NASA.
TheyÕrepretty sure the lander will overshoot the basin, so that should
give you time to get to Houston.Ó

ÒWhoÕsdoing production for the ÔPreludeÕshow?ÓBarker said. ÒIÕd
swear Coki was really there.Ó

ÒZimmel,ÓPiper said. ÒWeÕrelucky we still have him. DisneyNews
made him an offer earlier this morning.Ó

ÒSo theyÕre raiding our sinking ship,Ó Barker said.
ÒWeÕre not sunk yet.Ó
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ÒAnyone else get an offer?Ó
ÒTheytalked to me, too. I told them weÕregoing to make it, and IÕm

not leaving New York for California anyway. I doubt theyÕllcall you.
Thirty-four is getting a bit old for a caster. Hang on a second. RindellÕs
buzzing me again.Ó

Down the hall the funeral parlor doors opened and Barker heard
muffled voices as people wandered into the hallway. He considered
stepping into the hall but he heard PiperÕs voice again.

ÒGoodnews,ÓPiper said. ÒRindell said the board delayed their emer-
gency meeting until Monday becauseof whatÕshappening on Mars. That
gives us four days to turn things around.Ó

ÒI heard Jaspers paid fifty billion for the exclusive.Ó
ÒFifty-five billion plus twenty-five points on all advertising and spin-

offs.Ó
ÒThereÕs never been a show worth that much,Ó Barker said.
ÒSoweÕll make history while we save our jobs. Everyone needs to

pitch in on this, so get moving.Ó
Barker looked up at the wall screen.As ÒAutoEroticaÓrushed to its cli-

max, Coki leapt off the lead car and landed in a puff of sparkling Martian
dust. She turned away from the camera and raised her skirt to slide
down one side of her panties. The TractorPix zoomed in and the screen
filled with a MicroSoft logo tattooed on her right cheek.

ÒI donÕtknow, Piper. I really should go to the cemetery, and then
thereÕs a reception. IÕve got family to think about.Ó

ÒBarker,IÕmtired of having this discussion with you again and again.
If you want to quit, just quit. If thereÕsanother job thatÕll give you a
chance to get rich everyday, go ahead and walk. Otherwise, this is one
hell of an opportunity to get face time on what could be our biggest
show ever. I need to know right now.Ó

Barker stood and stepped outside the room. Down the hall he saw his
uncle put his arm around his mother. His sister-in-law hugged a woman
he didnÕt recognize.

ÒAll right, all right. IÕll head back to the airport in Bay City. Have
someone arrange the flight and a car in Houston. And tell them to send
some flowers to my momÕs house. IÕll send the address.Ó

ÒWeÕll take care of the transportation. You deal with the flowers.Ó
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Chapter2
DonÕt do this

MASScorp CEO John J.Jasperssat at his desk, alone in his corner office
atop the MASSworld building, a magnificent glass and steel structure
that spiraled sixty-four stories above Times Squareand revolved around
its spindle once every hour. Jasperswore a pinstriped suit and his thin
gray hair was pulled back into a ponytail that lay on his collar. His hands
were folded over his slight paunch as he stared at the silent wall screen
opposite his desk. He hadnÕt found the courage to turn up the sound.

On the screen,Coki pulled up her panties and danced toward the lead
car to the beat of ÒSkankyPanky,Óanother of her chart-toppers. When
she jumped onto the hood, the formation drove off toward a narrow pass
that led into the rugged hills west of Moskey Basin.

Ivan Smith, NASAÕsmedia relations chief in Houston, filled the right
side of the screen, and Sally Timmens, MASSnews morning anchor,
filled the left. From what Jaspersremembered of the script, after Coki
showed her tattoo there was supposed to be live vid from the landerÕsin-
terior as the crew braced for touchdown. The unexpected change made
JaspersÕ heart beat faster.

Smith, a bearded man in his forties and sporting a backward NASA
baseball cap, looked anxious and kept glancing behind him at the rows
of techs who all seemedto wear the same worried expression. Smith ex-
changed a few words with a flight engineer who shook her head as they
talked. A man standing next to the engineer looked like he might cry as
he examined data on his screen.

The MarsDestiny lander, pipped into the bottom center, was close
enough that the TractorPixÕszoom could see the MASSnews logo in
large block letters that ran from top to bottom of the fuselage.

Jaspers couldnÕt stand it any longer. ÒVolume-Five-Now,Ó he said.
ÒIvan,we understand that only one of the crew is awake,ÓSally said.

She wore a shimmering blue top and there were matching blue streaks
throughout her dark hair.
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ÒYes, thatÕs right,Ó he said. ÒItÕsVladyÕs kid, Mirellen. Mirellen
Garasovic.Ó

ÒThe youngest of the seventeen colonists,Ó Sally said.
Smith nodded. ÒRight.SheÕsfifteen. We think the other crew members

are still in their pods.ÓSmith turned to say something to the flight engin-
eer. Sheshook her head and Smith turned back toward the camera.ÒThe
lander É isnÕt responding. The comm links are dead.Ó

ÒNo,Ó Jaspers whispered to himself. ÒDonÕt do this.Ó
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Chapter3
Welcome to Okinisee

Barker headed south on M-23 in his rented GreatWall microvan. The
two-lane highway hugged the Lake Huron shore all the way to Bay City,
then straight south through Flint and Ann Arbor to the Ohio border.

The road traveled up a small hill giving Barker a view of the vast lake
to his left. Dark clouds hung like slabs of slate above its steely gray wa-
ter. Ragged lines of whitecaps marched toward shore ahead of a storm
blowing in from Canada.

As he crested the hill his car began to sputter. He pushed the accelerat-
or but the microvan barely responded. He hit the diagnostics button on
the steering column and a translucent message appeared on his
windshield:

Condenser Fault
Failure Estimate: 4 miles

Barker pulled off the road next to a cheery sign decorated with sail-
boats, beach umbrellas, smiling gulls and the words, ÒWelcome to
Okinisee, ItÕs a Shore Thing!Ó

Ahead, on the edge of town, Barker saw an LED display over a small
brick building that showed a tow truck hauling a car in a never-ending
loop. He checked for traffic, then crept back onto the road with the pedal
to the floor as the stormÕsfirst raindrops hit his windshield. A moment
later he pulled into the parking lot of FredÕsFixit. His car sputtered to a
stop on the cracked asphalt next to an ancient gas pump island.
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Chapter4
EverythingÕs good

President Shari Flanagan stood alone like a statue with her arms folded
and feet apart as she stared at the Oval Office wall screen. She wore a
yellow blazer over a navy blue blouse and her handsome, care-worn face
was fixed in a scowl as she watched the lander, its retrorockets flaring
randomly and spinning the ship in either direction. The crawl at the bot-
tom of the screenread, ÒMarsDestiny lander not responding É Only one
colonist awake É Others feared dead.Ó

There was a quick tap on the door and Bob Briter, the presidentÕschief
political advisor, stepped inside the room. Briter reminded the president
of the drawing of a Norman peasant in one of her old college textbooks Ð
sharp nose,curly light hair and proud ears.Briter, wearing a deep violet
four-button suit, walked to where the president stood in front of the wall
screen.

ÒDid you talk to Black Goat?Óthe president said, her eyes still on the
screen.

ÒNot really,Ó Briter said.
ÒEither you did or you didnÕt.Ó
ÒHeÕsworried about security,ÓBriter said, standing with his arms fol-

ded like the president. ÒHe didnÕt want to talk.Ó
ÒHe didnÕt sayanything?Ó The president said.
ÒAll he said was, ÔEverythingÕs good.ÕÓ
ÒThatÕs it?Ó
ÒThenhe said, ÔDonÕtcall me again,ÕÓBriter said. ÒThatÕsthe entire

conversation. ÔEverythingÕs good. DonÕt call me again.ÕÓ
On the screenthe TractorPix tracked the lander as it sailed high above

the basin. Pipped into the screenÕslower right, a three-dimensional map
used red and blue lines to show the shipÕsactual trajectory in relation to
its planned flight path. The lander was hundreds of meters too high.

ÒHowÕd he get a codename like Black Goat?Ó the president said.
ÒI gave it to him,Ó Briter said. ÒItÕs a good name for a terrorist.Ó
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The president looked at Briter.
ÒJust in case,Ó he said.
ÒDowe know if the girlÕsstill alive?Óthe president said, turning back

toward the screen.
ÒShe has to be.Ó
ÒBut the others are dead?Ó
ÒI wouldnÕt say theyÕredeaddead,Ó Briter said.
ÒThen what kind of dead are they?Ó
Briter shrugged. ÒI guess youÕd call it brain dead.Ó
The TractorPix camera followed the lander until it disappeared bey-

ond the western hills where a glowing banner was stretched between the
enormous twin peaks of Olympus Mons. On the banner an animated
wooly mammoth, its trunk wrapped around a toothbrush handle,
stepped on a tube of Tusk Toothpaste to load the brush, then scrubbed
his tusks until they sparkled.

ÒIÕmso glad my grandkid got to see CokiÕsass,Óthe president said.
ÒWhatever happened to decency?Ó

ÒThatwas pure Rindell,Ó Briter said. ÒEverybodyÕsbeen talking about
whose logo it would be all week. I bet MicroSoft paid forty million for
that tattoo and you know what that means.Ó

ÒTell me.Ó
ÒThatmeans our take of those ten secondsalone is ten million,Ó Briter

said. ÒThis is going to be a good day.Ó
ÒKeep telling me that. WeÕve got sixteen dead É Ó
ÒMartyrs for Mankind,Ó Briter said. ÒRememberthat when youÕreon-

screen. Martyrs for Mankind tested very well.Ó
ÒIÕmsure those reassuring words will make all the tender-hearted

grandmas leap with joy,Óthe president said. ÒIÕmgetting a bad feeling
about this.Ó

The image on the screenjumped and jerked as the TractorPix bounded
over a series of shallow craters on its way across the basin toward the
western hills.

ÒListen,ÓBriter said, Òaftera few days, when the girl finally dies, weÕll
have enough money to launch six or seven more missions. By midterms
thereÕllbe more than a hundred colonists living up there and by the time
youÕrecampaigning for re-election people will see Martian babies on
their screensÐall of it financed by your SponsorAmerica program. Just
try to name somebody who saved the human race without raising taxes.Ó
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Chapter5
Martyrs for mankind

ÒItÕsjust such a shame,Ósaid Amber Drake, leaning back in her creaky
chair in the office of FredÕsFixit and watching the large screenhanging
from two hooks in a corner of the semi-tidy office. Amber touched the
flame of her pistol lighter to a cigarette and took a deep drag. ÒBut if
only oneÕsgonna make it, I hope theyÕreright and itÕsthe girl,Ó she said
through drifting smoke. ÒShe was always my favorite.Ó

Barker, still wearing his rain-splattered jacket, stood looking through
the streaked Plexiglas window of a swinging door that led into the repair
shopÕsgarage where Fred had BarkerÕscar on the lift. There were two
coiled wires running from under the carÕscell compartment to a key-
board and screenon a wheeled cart. Fred, AmberÕshusband, wore baggy
blue coveralls over his thin frame and studied the screenwith his back to
Barker.

Amber handled the phone and the administrative details from behind
a wooden counter that, except for the overflowing ashtray and the deck
of cards arrayed in a half-finished game of solitaire, seemedmore appro-
priate for a corporate gatekeeper than an office at a mom and pop repair
shop in northern Michigan.

ÒTheysaid the presidentÕsgonna talk soon,ÓAmber said. ÒSomaybe
they know something. Volume-Seven-Now.Ó

Barker turned and saw the networkÕs chief anchor fill the screen.
ÒThisis Peter Cloud for MASSnews, the USAÕsbest choice for contem-

porary news hits.Ó Peter smiled and winked at the camera.
Peter had dark, gray-flecked hair and the manly, confident look of a

former athlete who might still throw a football around at the beach if
there was someone to impress. His dark suit and white shirt were taste-
ful and well tailored. His eyes matched the blue of his tie.

Peter shifted his gaze to another camera.
ÒIn a moment weÕllbe joined by our commander-in-chief, President

Shari Flanagan. In the meantime we have some breaking news.Ó
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The anchor turned back to the first camera.
ÒOfcourse, here at MASSnews we avoid speculation so we wonÕtre-

peat the rumors already spreading about terrorist plots to sabotage the
mission. Or as one source close to NASA and the White House said, ÔIf
anyone wanted this mission to fail, itÕsthe Chinese.ÕThe source went on
to say that the humiliation of losing the race to colonize Mars, and its
continuing efforts to aid our enemies in the Middle East, give China
ample motivation to sabotagethe MarsDestiny program. Predictably, the
Chinese ambassador denied that Beijing-controlled terrorist cells were
involved.Ó

An electric guitar soared through the opening line of ÒHail to the
ChiefÓ and the president, standing in front of her desk, filled the screen.

ÒWelcome,Madame President,ÓPeter said from the lower left pip as
the music faded, ÒIÕmsure, like everyone, this is a difficult moment for
you.Ó

ÒYes,of course,Óthe president said with a somber smile. ÒI trust that
all Americans are keeping the colonists in their prayers.Ó

ÒOfcourse,ÓPeter said. ÒMadamePresident, if our worst fears are con-
firmed, what will that do to your commitment to the MarsDestiny
program?Ó

ÒExcellentquestion,Óthe president said. ÒInmoments of crisis I look to
history for guidance. If terrorists had attacked the first ships that brought
colonists to these shores more than four hundred years ago, would no
ships have followed? Would the New World have remained the
Unknown World? Of course not. When we say that our destiny is to take
human civilization to Mars, no one should doubt that we will succeed.
The USA is the only nation capable of accomplishing this vital mission,
and we take our responsibilities seriously. We are one deadly asteroid,
one catastrophic terrorist attack, one rampaging virus or one ecological
disaster from the end of human existence on this planet. Whatever the
fate of the first MarsDestiny mission, we will Ðwe mustÐ persevere. I
promised this great nation that we will create a sustainable Martian
colony and that there will be a baby born on Mars before my term ex-
pires. And most important, I promised that my SponsorAmerica pro-
gram will make all this happen without spending one dime of taxpayer
money.ÓThe president stiffened her spine. ÒPeter,I intend to keep my
word.Ó

ÒBeautifully spoken, Madame President,Ó Peter said. ÒThank you.Ó
The president smiled and nodded. ÒPeter,if I may, IÕdlike to lead the

nation in prayer.Ó
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ÒOf course.Ó Peter said. ÒThat would be wonderful.Ó
The president clasped her hands and bowed her head.
ÒDearLord,Ó she said. ÒLike Jesusbefore them, the men, women and

children of MarsDestiny left their world to create a new one for us all.
Like Jesus,their mortal lives may have come to an end and they may
have become Martyrs for Mankind. But, if it is your will, the mission
they so proudly accepted in our name will live on.ÓThe president kept
her head bowed but raised a palm toward the camera. ÒNomatter what
has happened, this is not the end of a journey, but the first step toward
ensuring our future without nailing ourselves to the cross of burden-
some taxes.Ó

ÒAmen,Ó Peter said.
ÒAmen,Ó Amber said, crossing herself.
Barker turned back toward the doorway window and saw Fred un-

hooking the coiled wires from underneath his car.
ÒYouknow what I think?Ó Amber said, lowering the screenÕsvolume

with her assistant.
Barker half-turned toward her.
ÒThiskind of thing,Ó Amber gestured at the screen,ÒmaybeitÕsgood

for us. Sorta brings us together, you know? ItÕsabout the only time weÕre
all thinking the samething. Sometimesgood comesfrom bad. I wouldnÕt
stand there if I was you.Ó

Barker wasnÕtsure if the last bit was directed at him, but just as he
turned his head to take another look through the window, the swinging
door flew open and hit him hard above his right eye. The force knocked
him stumbling backward onto a vinyl loveseat that toppled over when
he landed and left him on his back with his legs dangling over the seat
cushions.

ÒTold ya,Ó Amber said.
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Chapter6
The best shows are mysteries

Jaspersstared out his office window, absently watching the white vees
cut by tourist boats in distant New York Harbor. His assistant hummed
the first few notes of ÒGod Bless AmericaÓ and he hurriedly pulled it
from his suit coat pocket and thumbed its green button.

ÒBriter, what the hellÕs going on?Ó Jaspers said.
ÒQuite a show, huh?ÓBriter said. ÒI told you weÕdcome through for

you.Ó
ÒCome through? This ismurder.Ó
ÒDonÕtconfuse facts with reality. WeÕresaving the human race. Be

happy.Ó
Jaspers put his hand to his forehead. ÒYou killed seventeen

astronauts.Ó
ÒHow do you know?ÓBriter said. ÒArethey dead? Are they alive? No

one knows for sure. The best shows are mysteries.Ó
Jasperstook a few unsteady steps to an overstuffed chair and leaned

against it. ÒYou people are monsters. IÕm voiding the contract.Ó
ÒJaspers,if you even dream about blowing the whistle weÕllhave a

thousand fingers pointing at you.Ó
ÒI had nothing to do with this and you know it.Ó
ÒNothing? YouÕre the one making all the money.Ó
ÒWhat?We paid you a fortune for the exclusive and youÕregetting a

piece off the top of everything Ð placements, commercials, spins.Ó
ÒWeÕreputting our share into MarsDestiny so we can save the human

race,ÓBriter said. ÒYouÕrea greedy corporation whoÕsgoing to squeeze
every last dollar out of this. Who are people going to believe?Ó
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Chapter7
HowÕs your head?

Amber rolled her chair away from the counter, stood up, straightened
her short knit skirt and walked to where Barker lay on his back in the
toppled loveseat. Amber had nearly doubled her weight since graduat-
ing from Okinisee High a couple decades before, but she still had the
pleasant smile and unflappable attitude that Fred fell in love with when
his family moved to Okinisee from Detroit before his junior year of high
school.

ÒYou okay?Ó Amber said, standing over Barker.
Barker closed his eyes against the pain and raised a hand to his

wound. He felt blood on his fingers.
ÒYoudid it good this time,ÓAmber said to Fred, his hand still on the

swinging door. Fred held BarkerÕs coiled condenser under his other arm.
ÒToss me one of them rags, willya, Fred?Ó Amber said.
Fred picked a stained but clean rag from a canvas bag hanging by the

door and walked it across the room to Amber. She dropped the rag on
BarkerÕs chest and he held it to his forehead.

ÒDidnÕt see you there,Ó Fred said. ÒSorry.Ó
Fred offered his hand to help Barker up, then righted the loveseat and

Barker sat down, keeping the rag to his head.
Fred looked out the window at the row of red pines bowing in the

wind across the street at Okinisee Township Memorial Park. Thunder-
heads sent guttural rumbles rolling across the lake.

ÒThis is one hell of a storm,ÓFred said, walking toward the window
for a better view. ÒLiable to blow us all away.Ó

Amber rolled her eyes.ÒHun,The David saysjust somewind and rain.
DonÕtget all worked up about it.ÓShe looked at Barker, his face hidden
behind the rag. ÒHonestly,he gets like a scaredpuppy every time we get
a little weather. HowÕs your head?Ó

ÒSore,Ó Barker said.
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ÒTheygot an emergency room up in Alpena,Ó Amber said. ÒYoujust
say the word and IÕll take you.Ó

ÒIÕll be all right.Ó
Amber lifted the loose part of the rag from BarkerÕsface to see if she

could get a glimpse of the gash but Barker held it tight to his wound.
ÒYou look familiar,Ó Amber said. ÒYou come up here summers?Ó

Barker shook his head. ÒHow long until my carÕs fixed?Ó
Amber looked at Fred, still at the window watching the storm. ÒFred?Ó

she said. ÒThe gentleman would like to know when his car will be
ready.Ó

ÒPartÕll be here in an hour,Ó Fred said from the window.
ÒI need to get to Bay City as soon as possible. Any ideas?Ó
ÒDrivingÕsthe only way anymore,ÓFred said. ÒBusesstopped running

years ago. I put a hurry-up on the order. Usually doesnÕtdo any good,
though.Ó

ÒIfyouÕrehungry thereÕsa nice little restaurant down the street,ÓAm-
ber said to Barker. ÒCozyCorner CafŽ. CeciÕllfix you up. When you get
back weÕll have your car all ready. Right, Fred?Ó

Fred turned toward the screen and said, ÒThe-David-Now.Ó The
screen changed from Mars to the local weather report.

ÒI was watching the crash show, hun,Ó Amber said. ÒI already told
you The David says itÕs just a little rain storm.Ó

Barker used his little finger to pull the rag away from one eye so he
could seethe screen.The David, appearing in front of a satellite display
of Alpena County, wore a bright blue suit and a permanent grin. Barker
had seenbetter, but he was surprised that a place so far from anywhere
had a high quality weather bot with such smooth motions and speech.

ÒHi folks,Ó The David said from the screen. ÒThanksfor checking in
with WUPM, where we do weather before it does you. This Mars thing is
getting crazy isnÕtit? Did you hear NASA is changing its name? ItÕsstill
NASA but the letters mean something new: ÔNeedAnother Seventeen
Astronauts.ÕÓ

The David rapped his head with a knuckle and sounded a perfect rim
shot. As he floated toward the lower left of the screen, his left hand
swung down along the Lake Huron shoreline. The camera zoomed in far
enough to show individual houses and cars, and then zoomed in farther.

ÒWeÕregetting some big winds and weÕvegot some trees down along
the shoreline. HereÕsLorelei and Wynton HarsenÕsplace out near Big
Rock Point. ThereÕsWynton cussinÕup a storm. That big maple missed
his house but didnÕt miss his boat.Ó
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Lorelei Harsen came out the front door hugging herself in the strong
winds. She shouted something to her husband and pointed toward the
sky. Wynton looked up into the clouds and gave a weak wave.

ÒHi,Wynton,Ó The David said. ÒGoodthing youÕrenot wired. This is a
family show.Ó

ÒKind of a strange weather bot, huh?ÓFred said to Barker. ÒTheygot
him from a comedy club that crashed over in Traverse City. They put a
weather proggie in him but left the comedy code. Cracks me up
sometimes.Ó

ÒThosedark clouds you seerumbling through the county are the res-
ult of two fronts colliding like sumo wrestlers just back from a Mexican
buffet,ÓThe David said with his permanent grin. ÒTheheavy rainÕson its
way and we can already hear the thunder boomers.Ó

ÒSee? Just a thunderstorm,Ó Amber said. ÒMASSnews-Now.Ó
The screenchanged back to a live view from Mars. Fred walked back

to the window to watch the lurching trees in the lakefront park across
the street. ÒI donÕt like the looks of this,Ó he said.
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Chapter8
Move those mountains

ÒAnswer your damn head, Marquelson,ÓPiper said to herself as she sat
at her desk in the center of the MASSnews salesfloor, holding her assist-
ant to her ear and waiting for the production chief to answer. Piper could
barely hear the ring coming from her assistant over the noise of thirty-
two sales reps taking orders as fast as they could from marketers who
knew a good thing when they saw it. Sitting in open-fronted cubicles
surrounding Piper, the reps would occasionally check the whirring digits
of the ScreenTrend monitors facing in four directions above her desk.

Piper gave up waiting for Marqueslon. Sheconsidered putting on the
double-heeled pumps sheÕdkicked under her desk but instead walked to
the elevator in her stocking feet.

ÒGood morning, Ms. Lane,Ó the elevator said as she stepped inside.
ÒSixty-one,ÓPiper said, closing her eyes and leaning back against the

carpeted wall so that her body arced from her feet to her blonde hair,
which just reached the collar of her gray business suit.

ÒAreyou sure youÕdlike sixty-one?Óthe elevator asked. ÒYouusually
choose one, fifty-nine or sixty-two.Ó

ÒSixty-one,sixty-one, sixty-one, sixty-one,ÓPiper said, and the elevat-
or launched itself skyward.

Piper was younger than half the people she managed, but no one
doubted that she deserved the job, and few would have survived a week
working under Rindell.

ÒSixty-one,MASSnews Production,Ó the elevator said. ÒHavea pleas-
ant day, Ms. Lane.Ó

Piper walked across the hall to the eyescanand looked into its bright
light until she heard the door pop. The production floor was filled with
rows of workstations that stretched the entire length of the building. The
room always seemed too dark to Piper.

She walked to MarquelsonÕsoffice but it was empty. She wandered
past several stations where faces glowed in screenlight, and found
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Marquelson, with rolled up sleeves and no tie, in the conference room
talking to a dozen designers seatedaround an oval table. When Marquel-
son saw Piper, he excused himself and walked to the door where she
stood waiting.

ÒWeneed those mountains moved right now,Ó Piper said. ÒIÕvebeen
trying to call you.Ó

ÒI havenÕtbeen answering my head,ÓMarquelson said, rubbing his
bleary eyes. ÒThings are too crazy. WeÕregetting a flood of orders and
IÕvegot almost a hundred placements and banner ads in queue. WeÕre
struggling to keep up.Ó

ÒGetused to it,ÓPiper said. ÒWehit a vein and IÕvegot thirty-two reps
digging with everything theyÕvegot. IÕmnot telling them to slow down
just because youÕre feeling a little stress.Ó

ÒItÕs just a matter of whatÕs possible and whatÕs not,Ó Marquelson said.
ÒBefore long the sun will be right behind the banner,Ó Piper said.

ÒWeÕvesold a boatload of banner spots that no one will be able to see.
We need it done now!Ó

ÒItÕsnot as easy as you think,Ó Marquelson said, scratching the top of
his head, his fingers disappearing into his thick black hair. ÒWeneed to
synch the shadow angles with the planetÕsrotation and we need to
match the colors. The hills west of the basin are more of a burnt orange.
We planned for something closer to russet, like at the basin.Ó

ÒMarquelson!ÓPiper took a deep breath to calm herself. ÒThis isnÕt
about geography, itÕsabout making money. I want the banner fifty de-
grees farther north and if itÕsnot done in the next ten minutes IÕmgoing
to put you on a rocket to Mars so you can push the damn things over
yourself. And RindellÕsgoing to hear about it the next time you donÕtan-
swer your head. Clear?Ó

Marquelson shrugged. ÒAll right. But itÕs not going to look right.Ó
ÒMake things pretty when you have time. If advertisers complain,

send them to me.Ó
Piper spun around and walked toward the door. On her way she

stopped at Barton ZimmelÕs station outside MarquelsonÕs office.
Zimmel slouched in his chair watching a glowing bottle of ForceCola

rotate against a palette of colors found in the hills west of Moskey Basin.
His heavy fingers flitted across a piece of black fabric draped on his
thigh and a bag of CornDoggers rested in his lap. Zimmel, a large man
with a shaved head, looked more like a prison guard than the
MASSnews production closer, but no one knew more about making
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product placements pop. Everything crossedZimmelÕsdesk before going
live.

ÒThings all right, Zim?Ó Piper said.
Zimmel turned his head far enough to catch Piper in the corner of his

eye. ÒNo one would want to work with these colors on purpose,Ó he
said. ÒMars is a rotten pumpkin.Ó

A banner ad for GrassFastImplants appeared on ZimmelÕsscreen.The
ad featured three children playing on a perfect lawn while dad napped
in a hammock.

ÒThereÕsno shade of green that looks good with rotten pumpkin,Ó
Zimmel said.

ÒDo your best and itÕll look great,ÓPiper said, and headed for the
door.
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Chapter9
Nerves of steel

The sweet smell of the Cozy Corner Cafe reminded Barker of the pastry
shop near his apartment on ChicagoÕsnorth side. The walls of the bright
and clean cafŽwere painted a motley mix of pastel colors and the tables
and chairs randomly repeated the scheme.Barker assumed that a local
artist had painted the black and white abstracts hanging on the cafŽÕs
walls. The only other patrons were two retired farmers at a big round
table in the back. BarkerÕstable was at the center of the cafŽand he sat fa-
cing the wall screen.

Barker had eaten his BLT and occasionally stabbed at the few remain-
ing home fries on his plate while he watched the TractorPix bounce
acrossthe rugged Martian terrain on its desperate search for the lander.
The bot had made its way acrossMoskey Basin and as it approached the
western hills a small squad of glowing dune riders skied down a sandy
hill on their thin boards and brandished bottles of ForceColafor the cam-
era as they zoomed past.

ÒRefill?Ó The waitress smiled and held up a coffee pot.
ÒSure,Ó Barker said, sliding his mug toward the edge of the table.
ÒIhope you donÕtwant anything else. I just sent the cook home. Her

daughter broke her arm at school.ÓShe leaned toward Barker. ÒWhat
happened to your head?Ó

Barker started to reach for his wound but stopped. ÒIt shows, huh?Ó
ÒHard to miss. You should get that stitched up.Ó
She leaned closer and Barker felt a satisfying wave of body heat. Her

nametag was inches from BarkerÕsnose but all it said was ÒYour Name
Here.Ó

ÒYoucould go to emergency in Alpena if youÕvegot a few hours, or I
could try closing it up with a butterfly.Ó

ÒSure,Ó Barker said.
ÒAll right, give me a minute," the waitress said, and walked toward

the two retired farmers in the back.
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Barker pulled his assistant out of the pocket of his damp jacket lying
over the back of the chair next to him. He thumbed a few buttons to find
the latest ScreenTrendnumbers and saw that nearly ninety percent of the
nationÕspopulation had already spent at least an hour watching the
landing show, now called ÒMarsDestiny: Dead or Alive?Ó The numbers
were huge acrossall demographics and the international numbers were
only slightly lower. HeÕd never seen anything like it. No one had.

ÒPiper-Now,ÓBarker said to himself and he heard PiperÕsvoice in his
head.

ÒBarker, where are you?Ó
ÒMy car broke down. IÕm going to lose some time.Ó
ÒBarker! YouÕre should be halfway to Houston by now,Ó Piper said.
ÒThings happen. They put a hurry-up on the repair so I should ÉÓ
ÒNevermind. IÕll call Brandle in Phoenix. HeÕsbeen hot lately. We

wanted you but we canÕt wait on this. Over-Now.Ó
The waitress returned with a tackle box and put it on a small table by

the large windows at the front of the cafŽ. Each table by the windows
had an individual light hanging from the ceiling. ÒWhy donÕtyou move
up here so I can see a little better,Óshe said as she fished through the
tackle box.

Barker slipped his assistant back into his pocket and walked toward
the big windows. A lightning bolt like a crooked skeleton flashed over
the lake and changed its color for an instant from deep gray to milky
blue.

ÒThis is one hell of a storm,Ó Barker said.
ÒWeget some good ones,Óthe waitress said, picking a butterfly band-

age out of the tackle box. ÒYoushould sit down while I do this. IÕllneed
to pull pretty hard to close it up and you seem like the squeamish type.Ó

ÒNerves of steel,Ó Barker said, smiling. ÒDo your worst.Ó
ÒMaybeyou should tell me your name,Óthe waitress said, peeling the

backing off the bandage. ÒJustin case this goes horribly wrong and I
have to notify your family.Ó

ÒBarker. Ray Barker. Have you done this before?Ó
ÒNo, but my mom was a nurse.Ó
ÒIs your mom here?Ó
ÒJust relax.Ó She stood over Barker and leaned his head back.
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Chapter10
Two-ring circus

ÒWhile the MarsDestiny searchcontinues,ÓPeter said, ÒletÕsturn our at-
tention to the political implications of the crash and the difficult de-
cisions that will have to be made in the coming hours. Joining us is Sen-
ate Minority Leader Harv Straley. Welcome Senator.Ó

ÒThank you,Ó the senator said as he snapped a tiny microphone into
place on his lapel. ÒGladto be here.ÓThe Senator, a large, balding man
with a double chin, wore a pale green suit and behind him the studio
background slowly adjusted to the same shade of green. The lighting on
his side of the anchor desk changed from warm to bright, making his
face appear pallid.

ÒSenator,your party has kept a low profile since the crash,ÓPeter said.
ÒMostof us expected to seesome pretty strong words from your side of
the aisle, especially since you and your comrades have done everything
you could in a vain effort to derail the presidentÕspopular and successful
SponsorAmerica program, which will bring taxes to their lowest point in
more than one hundred years.Ó

ÒItÕsclearly way too early to claim successfor the presidentÕssponsor-
ship program,Ó Senator Straley said. ÒThefact that she somehow extor-
ted a huge fee from MASSnews for the MarsDestiny exclusive doesnÕt
make the program a success.Ó

ÒPerhapsyou havenÕtheard that FlyRight Airlines has agreed to spon-
sor passport printing and Starbucks is sponsoring sign maintenance on
the entire length of I-80.Ó

ÒIam aware of both of those,Óthe senator said. ÒIadded up the cost
savings from those programs and itÕsless than one-hundredth of a cent
per family. And the Starbucks agreement takes revenue from businesses
who rely on advertising dollars.Ó

ÒA hundredth of a cent saved is a hundredth of a cent earned,ÓPeter
said. ÒBut letÕstalk about MarsDestiny. ItÕsstill looking a lot like a for-
eign terrorist attack, and the Chinese seem to be the leading candidates.Ó
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ÒItÕsextremely reckless to assign blame for the crash,ÓStraley said.
ÒWe simply donÕt know what happened.Ó

ÒI guess we could say that once again your party doesnÕtseem to
know whatÕs going on.Ó

ÒThatÕsunfair and you know it,ÓSenator Straley said. ÒUntil we have
all the facts, no one knows what or who caused the crash.Ó

ÒStill,your party, which is known for its stridency, has been largely si-
lent. That reinforces the idea that there is a lack of leadership and there-
fore a lack of credibility.Ó

ÒWhatyou call stridency is merely a responseto feeling shut out of the
national debate,ÓSenator Straley said. ÒEspeciallyby news channels like
this one. WhenÕsthe last time MASSnews sent anyone to a press confer-
ence on the Hill? The American people are being left in the dark. We
need to É (Scrolling text appeared across the bottom of the
screen:SenatorStraleywasoneof 48 from his party whovotedin favorof redu-
cing NASAÕsbudgetby $62 billion. Did thesecuts undermineMarsDestiny
safety?A large ÔYÕappeared in the lower left, a large ÔNÕin the lower
right) É reengage the public so that we can at least havea debate about
important national issues.You and the others who call themselves journ-
alists are becoming increasingly marginalized because youÕveturned
news into a three-ring circus. Or I should say two-ring, since this net-
work and DisneyNews completely dominate the others.Ó

ÒYes,weÕreat the margins with nearly three billion screensworldwide
right now.Ó

ÒTheyÕrewatching a train wreck,Ó Senator Straley said. ÒTheyÕre
gawking. If itÕsnot sensational, you ignore it. You run from everything
É (the votes were in and the tally at the bottom of the screen showed
that more than thirty-seven million people thought that StraleyÕsparty
had undermined MarsDestinyÕssafety, fourteen million disagreed) É of
any substance and you ignore issues that profoundly affect ÉÓ

ÒOur polling data says that the American people think you and your
party are responsible for the crash on Mars,ÓPeter said. ÒIf there are sur-
vivors, would you support a rescue mission?Ó

ÒA minute ago you blamed the Chinese,ÓStraley said. ÒAnd IÕveseen
your polls. You and the rest of the staff at MASSnews would flunk basic
statistics at any university in the nation.Ó

ÒAgain you wonÕt answer the question.Ó
ÒIanswered your question,ÓStraley said. ÒIsaid that itÕstoo early to

make a decision. ThatÕsa responsible position on a complex and
emotional ÉÓ
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ÒSorryto interrupt senator, but, as we reported earlier, Mirellen Gara-
sovic is the only colonist confirmed to have been revived before NASA
lost contact with the lander. WeÕvemanaged to track down someone
who knows her well. With us now is Mr. Albert Crandall, MirellenÕslong
time piano teacher. Albert, thanks for joining us.Ó

An elderly man standing in front of Ronald ReaganElementary School
in Cherry Hill, New Jersey replaced Peter and Senator Straley.

ÒHi, Peter,Ó the smiling man said.
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Chapter11
YouÕre sure about this?

Barker reached up to touch his newly bandaged wound but decided
against it and let his arm drop back to the table.

ÒWhatÕs your name?Ó he said. ÒYour nametag doesnÕt help.Ó
ÒCecilia,Óshe said. ÒCeciliaWestraek.ÓShe sat down opposite Barker

at the small table by the big windows and looked past him toward the
cafŽÕswall screen.The TractorPix traveled toward a rock wall that wore
a glowing image of the new all-terrain Toyota two-seater. ÒDoit Tonite
in a Toyota SpriteÓwas written above the car in red letters that seemed
embossed on the wall.

ÒI usually canÕtstomach all the garbage on the live news networks,Ó
Cecilia said. ÒBut itÕs pretty hard not to watch a show like this.Ó

Barker turned to look at the screen. The bot steered away from the
wall and toward several boulders. Sitting on top of one of the boulders
was an over-sized box of AgPro CornDoggers. The crunchy little snacks
flowed out the top of the box and popped in the air. As the TractorPix
passed, the smoke created by the bursting CornDoggers spelled out
ÒTaste Explosion!Ó

ÒThatÕswhat I do for a living,Ó Barker said when he turned back. ÒIÕm
a caster for MASSnews.Ó

Cecilia laughed. ÒNo offense.Ó
Barker shot her a quick smile. ÒI think my career will be over soon

anyway. MASS has been threatening to pull the plug on the news divi-
sion for months. IÕmsupposed to be on my way to Houston right now to
interview the colonistsÕrelatives. Somehow they think IÕm the best
choice for exploiting human misery. New York wasnÕttoo happy when I
told them my rental car broke down. TheyÕve fired people for less.Ó

ÒYou donÕt seem too concerned.Ó
Barker looked out at the trees swaying in the strong winds. ÒIleft my

brotherÕsfuneral up in Alpena becauseI thought getting some face time
on a hit show would help my chances with another network when
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MASSnews shuts down.ÓBarker looked at Cecilia. ÒHedied diving some
wrecks in the bay up there.Ó

ÒYou just É stood up and left?Ó
ÒPrettybad, huh? While I walked here from FredÕsI remembered that

the guy whoÕsgoing to Houston in my place was planning to go on-
screenwith some kids to get their reactions to the crash. I started looking
around for kids Ða school or something Ðso I could fill in for him while
he filled in for me. Then down the road I saw a vulture picking at a dead
rabbit. ThatÕswhat I am. IÕma vulture looking for roadkill.Ó Barker
laughed at the notion. ÒThisis a lousy way to make a living. IÕvealways
thought IÕdhit it big and then quit. HasnÕthappened so itÕstime to move
on.Ó

ÒThereÕsan elementary school just up the hill,Ó Cecilia said. ÒTheprin-
cipal stops here for coffee every morning and she said all the kids were
going to gather in the cafeteria to watch the landing. I think it would be
good for kids to hear other kids talking about whatÕs happening.Ó

Barker smiled, then shook his head. ÒIÕmdone with it. ItÕsall or noth-
ing in this job. I havenÕt got it anymore.Ó

ÒIcould help,ÓCecilia said. ÒIdonÕthave a cook right now anyway. I
could go to the school with you and point out some kids who would be
good in front of the camera. I know everybody in town.Ó

Barker considered the suggestion. ÒYou really want to do this?Ó
ÒSure,ÓCecilia said. ÒYou wouldnÕt be a vulture. IÕmsure kids are

having trouble processing all this so youÕdbe doing something good.
And this town could use a little attention.Ó

Their eyes locked. Barker studied CeciliaÕsface. It was between pleas-
ant and pretty. Possibly beautiful.

Shelooked away at the wall screen.The TractorPix slowed to a stop on
the crest of a rocky ridge and just over a hillock caught a glint of bright
metal in the distance. The camera zoomed in on the silver and black
MarsDestiny lander, lying on its side with its nose stuck into a hillside.

ÒThere it is!Ó Cecilia said, pointing at the screen.
Barker turned to look. Dusty gravel had spilled onto the ship obscur-

ing the ÒMÓ in the MASSnews logo.
ÒPerfecttiming,Ó he said, and turned back toward Cecilia. ÒYouÕre

sure about this?Ó
ÒIÕm sure,Ó she said. ÒJust give me a minute to shut down the kitchen.Ó
ÒIÕll call New York,Ó Barker said. ÒI guess itÕs worth a shot.Ó
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Chapter12
M.G.

Piper hadnÕteaten since she dug an energy bar out of her desk drawer
when she arrived at the office just after four oÕclockthat morning. She
decided she should treat herself better than that, so she took the elevator
to the ground floor and slipped across Times Square traffic to the
BlueOrbit Deli.

On any other day the deliÕscustomers would be edgy and rushed, and
the staff would bark commands at each other. But on that day patrons
waited patiently as they stared at the double-sided screenshanging from
the ceiling, watching for the first glimpse of survivors. The deliÕsstaff
went quietly about their business and stole glances at the hanging
screens between orders.

Piper took her cinnamon sconeand mint ChockaChino to a small table
by a window with a good view of one of the screens.The cafŽcame to a
silent standstill when Mirellen Garasovic appeared in the landerÕswin-
dow and peered outside. Someone dropped a ceramic mug, shattering
the silence,but no one looked away from the screens.All were transfixed
by the girl staring back at them through the landerÕswindow. Mirellen
wiped a tear from her eye and tucked her long brown hair behind one
ear and then the other. The sun bounced a nasty glare off the ship just
above the window so the TractorPix moved a few feet laterally until the
glare was gone. When Mirellen saw the bot move, she raised her hand
and gave a tentative wave.

Sheturned away from the window and unfurled a flexible ReadWrite
screenonto a shelf that doubled as a door and used her finger to write a
message.When she turned back toward the window she held up the
message. It read, ÒIÕm Alive, Are You?Ó She signed it ÒM.G.Ó

Barker appeared in the lower right pip next to two young girls wear-
ing spring dresses.On the cafeteria wall behind him were a few dozen
colorful drawings of the MarsDestiny lander. Barker asked the girls what
they thought MirellenÕs message meant.
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The girls looked at each other, and one finally said, ÒI think it means
she wants to know if we can see her.Ó

ÒAnd M.G. stands for Mars Girl,Ó the other one said.
ÒBullÕseye,ÓPiper said. She gulped half of her ChockaChino, picked

up her scone and raced back to the office.
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Chapter13
SheÕs gotta eat

Barker stepped inside FredÕsFixit and leaned the dripping umbrella he
borrowed from Cecilia against a wall.

Amber was at the counter, leaning back in her creaky chair and dab-
bing her eyes with a tissue. ÒThe Mars Girl ShowÓ was on the screen.

ÒIsnÕtit just awful?Óshe said. ÒAll alone up there, a billion miles from
everything.Ó Amber blew her nose into a fresh tissue. ÒI saw you on-
screen. You looked good. CouldnÕteven tell Fred busted your noggin.
You didnÕt tell us you were a celebrity.Ó

ÒSorry.ÓBarker saw through the swinging doorÕswindow that his car
was still on the hoist. ÒHeÕs still working on it?Ó

ÒPartÕsnot here yet,ÓAmber said. Sheleaned toward her desk screen,
tapped it a few times and leaned back again. ÒThe delivery guyÕsa
couple miles south so he should be here real quick. Had to come all the
way from Oscoda. WonÕt take five minutes for Fred to slap it in.Ó

Fred entered through the swinging door carrying a large piece of ply-
wood and a hammer. He held a half dozen nails in his teeth and nodded
at Barker ashe walked past. He put the plywood on the floor by the front
window, dropped the nails into his hand and looked up at the screen.
The landerÕs window was empty. ÒAnything new?Ó

ÒSeemslike itÕsjust her,ÓAmber said. ÒNobody else has come to the
window so everybodyÕssaying the others must be dead. Poor girl. Can
you imagine how lonely she is, with her dead family right there?ÓAm-
ber shuddered.

ÒIÕvebeen thinking about this,ÓFred said, holding the plywood up to
the window and leaning his shoulder into it to keep it in place. ÒShe
needs H2O, right? I mean, you can go for a couple months without eat-
ing, but you gotta have H20.ÓHe gave a nail a few whacks, driving it in-
to the top center of the plywood. ÒSheÕsgot what she needs to make it
right there. They couldnÕthave used up all the H theyÕrecarrying for fuel
and thereÕsdefinitely some O in the emergency tanks or she wouldnÕtbe
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breathing.Ó Fred pounded in another nail and looked at Barker.
ÒHydrolysis. She makes some water and she can stay alive for a good
long time. Too bad the comm links are down or somebody could teach
her how to do it. And for food, thereÕsthose sixteen dead people.
WouldnÕt be the first time someone had to ÉÓ

ÒOh,youÕreawful!Ó Amber would have none of it. ÒSheÕsnot gonna
eat É oh, thatÕs awful!Ó

ÒSheÕsgotta survive five or six months,ÓFred said. ÒTheyÕllstay fresh
in those pods. TheyÕresaying maybe theyÕdget there faster in one of
those new space sails, but sheÕs still gotta eat.Ó

Amber glared at Fred, who started on another nail. ÒMars Girl will
find a way to get to the station and sheÕllbe just fine,ÓAmber said, rais-
ing her voice above the pounding. ÒEnd of discussion.Ó

ÒTheyÕresaying sheÕllnever make it to the station,ÓFred said, turning
toward Barker. ÒNotwith the comm links dead. Plus sheÕdhave to figure
out all the stationÕssystems. SheÕsgot no training for that. But sheÕsgot
what sheneedsright there if shecan figure out how to make some water,
and if she gets hungry enough ÉÓ

A delivery vanÕs brakes squealed outside the front door.
ÒSheÕsgonna be just fine and come home a big hero,ÓAmber said.

ÒEnd of story. Now the least you can do is fix this gentlemanÕs car.Ó
ÒPeoplemight look at her kinda funny when she got back to Earth,Ó

Fred said to Barker. ÒEspecially if sheÕd been eating kin.Ó
ÒThatÕs e-nough,Ó Amber said.
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Chapter14
ThatÕs criminal

ÒIguesswe owe you an apology, JJ,Ósaid Mary Belle Mivers, MASScorp
director of special operations. ÒWho wouldÕvethought this would hap-
pen?ÓLeaning against an overstuffed leather chair in front of JaspersÕ
desk, she gestured at his wall screenwhere Mirellen was at the window,
wearing a T-shirt with the messageÒKissMe IÕmDyingÓ written on it in
sloppy red letters.

Mary Belle was dressed in a dark power suit, sans tie, and wore her
short-back-and-sides hair parted in the middle. Her high heels matched
her bright red lipstick.

ÒYouÕvegot the guts of a thief, JJ,Ósaid Brandon Khul, MASS VP for
marketing, sitting in a chair he had turned to face the wall screen. He
thumbed a few buttons on his assistant and shook his head. ÒWehit the
jackpot.Ó

Brandon favored colorful suits and on that day wore a turquoise
double-breasted number with pleated pants and jacket. His blond hair
had the tight curls of a Michelangelo statue and his elongated face,
dished out cheeksand round tortoise shell glassesgave him the look of a
Venetian dandy.

Mirellen turned her back to the window and wrote something on her
ReadWrite. Next to her on the shelf was a glowing box of Zap ÔnÕZerve
Chicken Littles. A dozen miniature chickens wearing lacy cabaret
dressesmarched out from behind the box and performed a few can-can
steps to a barroom honky-tonk. After the rousing, big-kick finale, the
chickens flew up and disappeared into the box and the TractorPix
zoomed out to show the entire ship.

ÒI thought we were gonna put the ÔMÕ back in our logo.Ó Jaspers said.
ÒRindellÕs call,Ó Mary Belle said.
ÒHesays itÕscomic relief,Ó Brandon said. ÒAnd he wanted the buzz.

The talk shows have been all over the ASS. So to speak. ThereÕvebeen
proctology jokes, donkeyÕs flying through space ÉÓ
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ÒDid you hear what CoolMan Luke said on ÔWhatNowÕ?ÓMary Belle
said, grinning at Brandon. ÒHesaid Peter CloudÕsfinally working for the
right network.Ó

Mary Belle and Brandon turned to share the joke with Jaspersbut he
didnÕt smile.

ÒIÕll tell Marquelson to fix it,Ó Brandon said.
ÒAny pirating so far?Ó Jaspers said.
ÒDisneyNews knows theyÕllbe invaded by an army of lawyers if they

even dream of putting Mars Girl onscreen,ÓBrandon said, thumbing
buttons on his assistant. ÒSpinsare a different story. A district judge
agreed with DisneyÕsclaim that the name ÔMarsGirlÕwas created spon-
taneously by the public so no one can own it.Ó

ÒThe caster didnÕt script the little girlÕs comment?Ó Mary Belle said.
ÒApparently Barker never scripts his shows.Ó
ÒWepaid fifty-five billion and weÕregiving up twenty-five points but

we donÕt own her name?Ó Mary Belle said. ÒThatÕs criminal.Ó
ÒMaybewe were too quick going with the name ÔMarsGirl,ÕÓBrandon

said. ÒRindell warned us but it tested great.Ó
ÒWhat spins do we have so far?Ó Mary Belle said.
Brandon thumbed his assistant again. ÒWeÕvegot six plants pumping

out Mars Girl dolls. WeÕretaking screenorders now and weÕlldeliver at
least four hundred thousand dolls to major market MASSmarts in the
next five hours. All stores will have them before midnight. Another half
million units arrive tomorrow by air from Kenya. Mini dolls will be in all
BurgerLands before breakfast. WeÕvegot a dozen music and vid projects
available or in the works. ÔIÕmAlive, Are You?Õshould chart by mid-af-
ternoon and we made a deal with CosmoGirl Network to call the band
Randi Rescueand the CosmoGirls. TheyÕlldo a feature on the band as
soon as we cast it. WeÕvelicensed a clothing line and the first item is a T-
shirt with ÔKissMe IÕmDyingÕin the same script as the one sheÕswear-
ing now. WeÕvegot a quarter million screenorders for the shirts already
and theyÕll be in all MASSmarts in the lower forty-eight and most of
Canada within six hours. The first draft of a screenplay will be done
today and there are three thousand Mars Girl wannabes waiting in line
to audition at an auditorium we rented in Midtown. By tomorrow weÕll
have little pink coffins for the dolls coming off lines in Kenya and Cuba.
Intelligence says weÕll need those within three days.Ó

ÒCoffins?Ó Jaspers said.
ÒIsnÕtthat a little É too?Ó Mary Belle said. ÒAnd what if she

survives?Ó
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ÒSurvive?ÓBrandon said. ÒDoubtful. The coffins tested well, especially
in Texas.When Mars GirlÕsdead weÕllget some psychobabblers to con-
vince everyone that weÕreproviding a public service. Something about
how the little pink coffins will provide closure for AmericaÕsemotionally
distressed children. WeÕllstart shipping the coffins when her eyes get
glassy.Ó
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Chapter15
Better than perfect

Barker was disappointed when he saw the ÒClosedÓsign in the Cozy
CornerÕswindow but he parked his car on a side street anyway and trot-
ted through the rain to the front door with CeciliaÕsfolded umbrella in
his hand. The strong wind blowing off the lake held the door shut until
he pulled hard, jangling the bells attached to the door.

Cecilia came out of the kitchen when she heard the bells. She had
taken down her ponytail and her hair hung on her shoulders. ÒIÕmglad
youÕre back,Ó she said.

ÒHad to return your umbrella,Ó Barker said, holding it up and smiling.
ÒItÕsnot really mine. Someoneleft it here. You might need it so keep it

if you want. Thirsty? Coffee? Lemonade? ItÕs on the house.Ó
ÒLemonade sounds great.Ó
ÒSplash of vodka?Ó
ÒPerfect.Ó
ÒTwo splashes?Ó
ÒEven better.Ó
Cecilia had turned toward the kitchen but looked back. ÒBetterthan

perfect?Ó
ÒPerfecter.Ó
Cecilia disappeared into the kitchen. Barker hung the umbrella and his

wet jacket on hooks by the door and the lights went out. He walked to-
ward the kitchen but bumped into the salad cart. ÒYou all right in
there?Ó he said, rubbing his knee.

ÒLet there be light,Ó Cecilia said, backing through the swinging kit-
chen doors with a lit candle in each hand. ÒGraba plate for the candles
and IÕll get the drinks.Ó

Barker picked up a pie plate from a stack on the salad cart and took
the candles from her. Back at the table, he tipped one of the candles and
made two small pools of melted wax, then stood the candles upright on
the plate.
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Cecilia arrived with a pitcher in one hand and two wine glassesin the
other. ÒI bet you didnÕt expect drinks by candlelight,Ó she said as she
poured.

Barker held up his glass for a toast. ÒTo power failures.Ó
ÒCheers.Ó
They touched glasses and took long drinks.
ÒItwasnÕtreally a power failure,Ó Cecilia said. ÒIturned off the emer-

gency cell. Why waste it?Ó
ÒTo the perfectly timed flip of a switch.Ó
They toasted again.
They both looked out at the street. It was raining harder and large

drops splattered on the pavement. The streetlights were on, even though
it was late afternoon.

ÒYou really helped me out this afternoon at the school.Ó
ÒI enjoyed it. IÕvenever been in front of millions of people before. It

was kind of a thrill.Ó
ÒIfyou count international screens,it was a few billion. I thought they

were going to pull the plug in New York when I let you interview the
principal, but you did a great job. YouÕre a natural. I owe you one.Ó

ÒYouwant to pay me back? I need to check on my boat to make sure
sheÕs tied down good and tight. Wanna help?Ó

ÒLove to,Ó Barker said.
ÒWait here a minute. I need to make a call and then weÕll go.Ó
After she went into the kitchen the lights came on and so did the wall

screen.
Mirellen, wearing her spacesuit, climbed the hill that the nose of the

ship had penetrated. Her feet occasionally slipped in the loose soil. When
she reached the top of the hill she scannedthe landscape in all directions
while the TractorPix, following behind, positioned itself on a small knoll
a few yards away.

Mirellen walked toward the TractorPix and put her visor against its
cameraso that her face filled the screen.With slow, exaggeratedpronun-
ciation, she mouthed the words: ÒThestation. Where is the station? Take
me to the station.Ó
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Chapter16
Not while my numbers are down

The president sat at her desk staring at an untouched croissant on the
plate in front of her. Briter sat in a chair facing the presidentÕsdesk and
drummed his fingers on the briefcase lying across his lap.

The president closed her eyesand laid her palms on either side of the
plate. Briter could seeveins and tendons on her neck he had never no-
ticed before. Sheclenched her fists, opened her eyesand then relaxed her
hands. She reached out to straighten a picture of her and her husband,
taken on their first trip to the moon when shewas a junior senator. In the
background of the photo was a billboard proclaiming the future site of
the Lucky Luna Casino and Resort. As chair of the NearSpaceSubcom-
mittee she had championed the SpaceVator to get people and freight to
the moon at affordable prices. Its completion during her second term in
the senatespurred a lunar economic boom and her foresight won nation-
al attention that led to her selection as a vice presidential candidate two
years later. When her running mate died of a massive heart attack, she
was suddenly at the top of her partyÕs ticket.

ÒAll I know is that weÕvegot to do something or youÕregoing to be in
the mid-twenties by dinnertime,Ó Briter said. ÒPeopleare wondering
why a teenagegirl came up with a plan to save her life and you didnÕt.Ó
Briter looked at his assistant and shook his head. ÒYour compassion
numbers suck.Ó

ÒIprayed for the little shit and people donÕtthink I care?Óthe presid-
ent said. She pushed the croissant away and looked at the wall screen
across the room, showing a three-dimensional MASSnews map of Mos-
key Basin and the surrounding hills with possible routes Mirellen could
take from the crash site to the Gemini Cricket Family Restaurants Mars
Station.

ÒActions,ÓBriter said. ÒWeneed actions not words. I say we take her
to the station.Ó
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ÒLetÕsnot panic,Óthe president said. ÒWeneed to stick with the plan.Ó
Shetwisted the top off a bottle of MochaMint Iced Latte FrappŽ and took
a drink.

ÒBlack Goat wants to kill her right now,Ó Briter said.
ÒNo,Óthe president said. ÒNot while my numbers are down. He can

do it when my numbers are back up.Ó
ÒThenwe have to let her go on the trek,ÓBriter said. ÒPeoplewant her

to have a chance.Ó
ÒYouÕvebeen telling me all along that if she gets to the station, they

can get to her head and find the crash code,Ó the president said.
ÒYes,but only if the comm links are working when she gets there,Ó

Briter said. He put his briefcase on the floor and scooted up to the edge
of his chair. ÒListen,the GoatÕsin this just as deep as we are. If it looks
like they might get to her head, I think heÕlltake care of her. HeÕsdone
everything weÕveasked so far. The guyÕsa wizard. Once sheÕsdead, they
canÕt get to her head. SheÕs wired, but sheÕs not hard wired.Ó

The president took another drink from the bottle. ÒWhatdo you mean,
ÔIthinkÕ?I want some kind of guarantee that the Goat will take care of
her.Ó

ÒHeÕsnever failed us. And just imagine the numbers MASSnews will
get during the trek. WeÕllget twenty-five percent of everything they sell.
WeÕllbe able to send so many breeders to Mars that NASA will have to
build a nursery before the next election. I say we let her go.Ó

The president recapped the bottle and looked across the room at the
screen.Mirellen was in the window wearing her ÒKissMe IÕmDyingÓ T-
shirt. She had crossed out the word ÒDyingÓ and replaced it with
ÒDead.Ó

ÒAll right, all right,Ó the president said. ÒShe goes.Ó
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Chapter17
Just the mast

Arm in arm, Cecilia and Barker leaned into the wind and rain as they
walked along M-23 to the marina.

When they arrived at the boat, a white, twenty-eight foot sloop with
ÒTheSomewhenÓwritten in script across its transom, Cecilia hopped
onto the deck and disappeared down the companionway steps into the
cabin. Shereappeared wearing an orange slicker and handed a blue one
to Barker. He put on the jacket over his soaked clothes and watched Ce-
ciliaÕssure-footed maneuvers acrossthe wet deck. The wind pressed her
jacket against her body and fluttered her hood.

Barker looked across the harbor and noticed that the lake, the dock,
the clouds, the boats, the marina buildings Ðeverything Ðwas bathed in
pale green light.

Cecilia shouted to Barker to get a couple tires from the shed on shore.
He returned with the tires and held them in place while Cecilia lashed
them to the dockÕswooden posts. When the tires were secureshedanced
along the boatÕs edge, retightening the ropes to snug it against the tires.

After Cecilia had double-checked everything, she motioned toward
the cabin door and Barker followed her down the companionway steps.
The sound of the wind and rain was muffled only slightly when he
closed the door.

ÒGreenÕsnot good,ÓCecilia said, rubbing her wet hair with a towel.
ÒThisisnÕtthe best place to be right now but this is where we are. WeÕre
all right unless thereÕsa tornado, and I donÕteven want to think about a
water spout.Ó

ÒWhatÕs a water spout?Ó
ÒTrouble.ÓShetossed the towel to Barker. He caught it in his teeth be-

causehis arms were busy behind him trying to pull the slicker sleevesoff
his wet clothes. Cecilia grabbed the towel and gave his hair a quick rub
down. Shetossed the towel toward the sink and nudged Barker onto one
of two padded benches that met in a V, with a table between. Barker
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watched CeciliaÕsdress rise higher as she reached into a cabinet above
the sink.

ÒScotch? Gin? Cognac?Ó Still reaching up, she turned to face Barker.
ÒWeÕre at sea,Ó Barker said. ÒNo rum?Ó
ÒItÕsa lake and weÕretied to a dock.ÓCecilia looked over her shoulder.

ÒScotch all right?Ó
ÒSure.Ó
She put the bottle and two tumblers on the table and sat next to

Barker.
The rain sounded like a stampede of tiny horses on the boatÕsdeck.

Heavy gusts of wind whistled through the rigging and strained the
mooring lines. The hull squealed against the tires.

ÒThegood thing about a boat is that it doubles as a coffin if you sink,Ó
Cecilia said, after theyÕd both taken a drink.

ÒI think we need to get our minds off death,Ó Barker said.
He knocked back the rest of his Scotch and she took the empty glass

from him. Cecilia put both glassesand the bottle on the shelf behind her
and slid closer to Barker. He put his hand on her knee and slowly
worked it up her thigh as they kissed.

ÒThiswould be easier if we stand up for a minute.Ó Cecilia dropped
the table so it was at the same level as the two benchesand pulled a few
pads from a storage bin above their heads to complete the bed. They
took turns taking off each otherÕsclothes, kissing when there werenÕt
arms or clothes in the way. Outside the boat, the wind strengthened and
the whistling grew into a low moan that turned into a deep growl and
built to a roar that shook the boat. One of the ropes snapped and the boat
jerked violently.

Barker looked up from between CeciliaÕs legs.
ÒTornado,Óshe said between heavy breaths. ÒTerrifying. IsnÕtit? God,

donÕt stop.Ó
A metallic screech pierced BarkerÕs eardrums and he paused again.
ÒItÕs just the mast,Ó Cecilia said. ÒKeep going for GodÕs sake.Ó
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Chapter18
You okay?

Amber and Fred huddled next to eachother under the counter. Fred had
taped a flashlight to the counterÕsunderside so Amber could continue
her game of solitaire on the floor as he worked his way through a bag of
peanuts. There was a pile of shells next to him on the worn linoleum.

ÒTheDavid missed this one,ÓFred shouted. The storm sounded like a
jet landing outside their door. ÒThis is bad. Real bad.Ó

Amber gathered up her cards and looked around for her cigarettes.
ShedidnÕtseethem so she got up on her knees to peek over the counter
just as the front windows shattered and the plywood Fred nailed there
broke free and flew into the room. The board hit the front of the counter
hard enough to shove it back half a foot. Amber ducked under the
counter and covered her head with her hands.

ÒYou okay?Ó Fred shouted.
Amber pulled one hand free and reached out for Fred. ÒIÕm okay.Ó
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Chapter19
Seemed like a good idea

Barker lay on his side with his elbow stuck into a pillow and his palm
supporting his head. His other hand traced the contours of CeciliaÕsback
and shoulders. The boat lay still against the dock and through one of the
narrow windows he could see that the sky had brightened. A distant
siren stopped abruptly, then another one started.

ÒDamn it,Ó Barker sighed.
ÒWhatÕswrong?Ó Cecilia said, rolling onto her back and looking at

Barker.
ÒMy headÕs humming,Ó Barker said.
ÒWired, huh?Ó
ÒProfessional mandate.Ó
ÒSame thing happened to me,Ó Cecilia said.
ÒYou have to be wired to run a cafŽ?Ó
ÒIworked for Penn-Wright in Detroit for 11 years, right out of college.

Remember the ÔJust Add WaterÕ campaign for the Ford Helix?Ó
ÒI never liked that one,Ó Barker said.
ÒThosethree words made me a partner. When everything went to in-

stant media buys they wanted me wired so IÕdbe available twenty-four/
seven. I wish I hadnÕt agreed but I was pretty ambitious back then.Ó

ÒWhy donÕt you get the wires cut?Ó Barker said.
ÒIÕvethought about it. But I donÕtlike the idea of someone noodling

with my noodle again. I change my connectsevery time I get my period.
Seems to keep the traffic down.Ó

ÒWhyÕd you leave Penn-Wright?Ó
ÒThey offered me a lot of money to quit after the big advertising

panic.Ó
ÒThe Heffernan Report?Ó
Cecilia nodded. ÒWewere making commercials nobody was watching.

I got out at the right time, but things never got as bad as everyone
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thought they would. The live news boom saved a lot of my friendsÕ
jobs.Ó

ÒHowÕd you end up here?Ó
ÒI sold my share in the business and with that, plus the parachute, I

bought the cafŽ and the boat. My husband visits most weekends. HeÕs
not really my husband anymore. We have a limited partnership now.
HeÕs a lawyer in Detroit.Ó

ÒSo you escaped,Ó Barker said.
ÒIwouldnÕt necessarily call it escape.We used to come up here sum-

mers when I was a kid. Childhood friends still live here. Seemedlike a
good idea.Ó

ÒWas it?Ó
Cecilia turned her head and looked past Barker through the porthole

at drifting white clouds. ÒYes,it was. I have to put in my time at the cafŽ
but I live on my boat four days a week in the summer. I travel and ski a
lot in the winter. I have good friends. Suits me fine. ThereÕsmore to it
but those are the headlines.Ó

ÒNo kids?Ó
Cecilia hesitated. ÒAlmost. DidnÕt make it past three months.Ó
ÒSorry.Ó
ÒJimsaid it was the stressof working too hard for a dying company.Ó

Shelooked up at the ceiling. ÒIreally donÕtlike thinking about it, but of
course I do.Ó

Two wailing sirens headed north toward Alpena.
ÒThings donÕt sound good in town,Ó Barker said.
ÒIwonder if anyoneÕsdead,ÓCecilia said. ÒIwonder if my cafŽÕsstill

there. I wonder if JimÕs coming up today.Ó
Barker brushed the hair out of her eyesand wondered if she was seri-

ous about the last one.
The boat dipped toward the dock and a man yelled, ÒCecilia?Ó
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Chapter20
Double?

ÒThedata are consistent in every market,ÓBrandon said, sitting in front
of JaspersÕdesk and teasing apart a Mars Girl dollÕshair to check its
density. ÒTheir doll is selling double ours.Ó

Jaspers, across the room staring out his big window, didnÕt say
anything.

ÒIcould understand if theirs had extra features,ÓBrandon said. ÒTheir
dolls have satellite downloads but so do ours and youÕvegotta buy ex-
pansions for theirs.Ó He took off the dollÕssneakers and ran a finger
along the bottoms of its feet. ÒBig,heavy seams. Our quality is better
too.Ó He turned it upright. ÒMust be the breasts.Ó

ÒWhat?Ó Jaspers said from the window.
Brandon lifted the dollÕs shirt so Jaspers could see.
Mary Belle, out of breath, slipped through JaspersÕoffice door. ÒI just

heard about the doll.Ó
ÒItÕs Disney,Ó Brandon said.
ÒAny numbers yet?Ó Mary Belle asked.
ÒProjectionssay theirs will sell double ours and early figures support

the estimates,ÓBrandon said. ÒWeÕvestopped production until we figure
it out.Ó

ÒDouble?Ó Mary Belle said. ÒHowÕd that happen?Ó
ÒBig tits,Ó Brandon said, lifting the dollÕs shirt again.
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Chapter21
This yours?

Barker and Jim, CeciliaÕslimited partner, sat on the dock just past The
SomewhenÕsbow. The sailboatÕsmast, bent horizontal but still attached,
despite the twisted and torn metal at its base,lay on top of a cabin cruis-
er moored across the dock. BarkerÕsclothes floated on the other side of
the sailboat where Jim had thrown them. He wore CeciliaÕsterry cloth
robe that used to be red but had faded over time. Cecilia had gone to see
what damage the tornado had done and told Barker sheÕdbring his car
back if it wasnÕt crushed under a tree.

ÒYouÕdthink IÕdget used to this.ÓJim said, looking off toward town
through the pale young oak leaves that would grow to block the view in
another week. He could seeambulances and police cars surrounding the
half-destroyed First United Methodist Church on the far side of M-23.

Jim leaned back, propping his barrel-chested torso with his thick arms.
Above his mildly pockmarked but squarely handsome face, the breeze
tousled his dark, well-manicured hair. He had driven north directly from
work but left his tie and suit coat in his car, parked at the end of the
dock.

ÒGet used to what?Ó Barker said, finally.
ÒGuys like you.Ó
Barker looked out at the lake. He could just seethe outline of a distant

freighter but he couldnÕt tell which way it was heading.
ÒI guess I should just let her go,ÓJim said. ÒWeÕrenot even married

anymore. And itÕsnot like I canÕtfind someone else. IÕvebeen nailing
this secretary at work, but itÕsnot the same.ÓJim looked at Barker.
ÒThereÕs something about Cecilia, you know?Ó

BarkerÕsshirt and pants drifted into view past The SomewhenÕsbow.
ÒSure,Óhe said, looking around for a pole or stick he might use to re-
trieve his clothes.

ÒI think she still feels something for me,ÓJim said. ÒWestill have a
good time when weÕretogether. ItÕsnot the sameas it used to be, but itÕs
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not the same as it used to be for anyone.ÓJim pulled a splinter loose
from the wooden dock and tossed it into the water. ÒButthis shit drives
me crazy. When I saw you two in bed all I could think about was how
much I wanted to tear off your fucking head. That ideaÕsstill hanging
around.Ó

Barker could feel JimÕseyes on him as he watched firemen climbing
over the piles of bricks that used to form the south wall of the church.
The storm had torn a large hole in the roof and Barker wondered how
the rest of the building was still standing.

ÒYouknow whatÕsfunny?Ó Jim said. ÒCeciliacalled me earlier today
from the cafŽ to tell me I shouldnÕt come up because of the storm. I
didnÕt say I wasnÕt coming. You two couldÕve planned this better.Ó

ÒWe didnÕt plan anything,Ó Barker said. ÒMy car broke down here.Ó
ÒGreat,ÓJim said, shaking his head. He looked at Barker. ÒSonow

youÕre leaving.Ó
ÒFredfixed my car before the storm,Ó Barker said. ÒNo telling what

shape itÕs in now.Ó
Another ambulance left the church and headed north, its siren blaring.
Jim stood and took a few steps down the dock toward the parking lot,

his arms swinging slow and wide like a gunslinger. He picked up Bark-
erÕsjacket that hung on a post and looked back over his shoulder. ÒThis
yours?Ó

Barker didnÕt respond.
Jim tied the jacketÕssleevesinto a knot and threw it as far as he could

into the harbor, then continued walking down the dock toward his car.
Cecilia drove BarkerÕsmicrovan down the marinaÕsgravel drive and

parked next to JimÕscar. She and Jim spoke when she stepped out.
Neither one looked away. When they finished, Jim reached inside Bark-
erÕscar and popped open the back hatch. He pulled out BarkerÕssuit-
case,walked to the dock and heaved it into the harbor, sending a pair of
gulls up into the light breeze.The leather casebobbed on top of the sur-
face, then slowly sank.
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Chapter22
SomebodyÕs lucky night

Piper stuck her head inside RindellÕs Spartan office. ÒYou wanted me?Ó
Still wearing the clothes he had on when he arrived at work the previ-

ous morning, Rindell seemed deep in thought. He held his broad chin
high and his bloodshot eyes were locked on the ceiling. His tie was
loose and his sleeveswere carelessly rolled above his hairy forearms. He
lowered his eyes to Piper, then shifted them toward a chair near his desk.

Piper shut the door behind her and sat down in the armless, padded
chair. ÒWhatÕs up?Ó

ÒWeÕregoing mobile sometime tomorrow,Ó Rindell said, looking at the
wall screen opposite Piper. Mirellen stared out of her window wearing
her ÒKissMe IÕmDeadÓT-shirt. ÒSheÕsgoing to try for the station like
some cute little kitty trying to cross the highway.Ó

ÒNASA is dead set against a trek.Ó
ÒNASA canÕtstop her,ÓRindell said. He took a drink from a ForceCola

bottle on his desk and shuddered. ÒGod, this stuff is awful.Ó
ÒDonÕt drink it.Ó
ÒIt keeps me going.Ó
ÒWhenÕs the last time you slept?Ó
ÒSleepis for the weak,Ó Rindell said. He took another drink and

grimaced.
ÒIf youÕreright about her trying for the station, weÕrein for another

huge spike,Ó Piper said.
ÒThatÕstomorrow. WeÕll never get anywhere thinking about

tomorrow.Ó
Rindell walked around his desk and stood uncomfortably close to

Piper. Shenoticed a spot of tomato sauceon his white shirt that made a
pink halo near his navel.

ÒItÕstonight thatÕson my mind,Ó Rindell said. He leaned against the
edge of his desk and pressedhis knee against PiperÕsthigh. His powerful
legs strained the seamsof his pants. ÒPeoplewill get tired of watching
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her stare out her window, and sheÕsgot to sleep sometime. We need
something strong tonight to take advantage of all the eyeballs sheÕs
brought us.Ó

ÒWecan preview the trek and fill a lot of time with replays,ÓPiper
said, crossing her legs.

ÒWelose numbers when people canÕtseeher,ÓRindell said. ÒWeneed
something new we can tease the hell out of while weÕve got the
numbers.Ó

ÒYoumean you want to leave Mars Girl?ÓPiper said. She shifted her
weight away from Rindell, but his knee followed her and remained
pressed against her leg. ÒWeÕvenever had a show like this. Seemscrazy
to walk away from it.Ó

Rindell took off his tie and tossed it onto his desk. ÒWecan always go
back to Mars if something happens or if the new show bombs.Ó

ÒWhy risk what weÕvegot?ÓPiper said, angling her legs farther away
from Rindell and tugging on the hem of her skirt.

ÒPutout the word that weÕredoubling castersÕcommissions until mid-
night,ÓRindell said. His knee followed PiperÕsthigh again. He leaned to-
ward Piper and stroked her cheek. ÒThis will be somebodyÕslucky
night.Ó He put a couple fingers under her chin, tilted her face upward
and gave her a kiss on the lips, then walked behind his desk and sat
down.

ÒWhat the hell was that for?Ó Piper said.
ÒSometimes I feel affection. DonÕt worry. It never lasts.Ó
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Chapter23
Number one source of evil

Peter Cloud, seatedinside the arc of a crescent-shapedmarble desk, pre-
tended to read from a handful of pages as vid highlights of MirellenÕs
day played behind him. The highlights were accompanied by ÒIÕmAlive,
Are You?ÓThe song had already reached No. 13 on the Billboard D/L
chart.

As the music and montage faded, Peter smiled into the camera and
winked.

ÒWelcomeback to MASSnews, where the hits just keep coming. WeÕre
witnessing one of the most dramatic moments in all of human history
and IÕllbe here to guide you through the story and help you understand
what this tragedy means to you and your family.Ó

In the lower right were order buttons for T-shirts with the messages
ÒIÕmAlive, Are You?ÓÒKissMe, IÕmDying,Ó ÒKissMe, IÕmDeadÓand,
the latest in the Mars Girl line, ÒStation= Life.ÓA free shipping special
was set to expire in three minutes.

The camera pulled back to reveal a middle-aged woman with flowing
blonde hair and shining green eyes sitting on the outside of the anchor
deskÕs arc. Her dress matched the hue of her eyes.

ÒWeÕrejoined now by the lovely Dr. Marion Ciarbin, a leading expert
in what Mars Girl is going through. As everyone knows, Dr. Ciarbin is
the creator of the best-selling interactives on the MASSfun label, ÔYou
Can: Twelve Easy Steps to Bring Your Lover to His Knees,Õand ÔYou
Will: Twelve Easy Stepsto Get Your Husband Off the Couch.ÕWelcome
Dr. Ciarbin.Ó

ÒThankyou very much, Peter,ÓDr. Ciarbin said. ÒAnd IÕdlike to say
youÕre looking particularly spry today.Ó

ÒWell, thank you, Dr. Ciarbin,Ó Peter chuckled. ÒLetÕsturn our atten-
tion to what we, as a nation, are experiencing as we watch events unfold
on Mars.Ó
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ÒPeter,I think this is very important,Ó Dr. Ciarbin said. ÒTragedies
have a tendency to either strengthen or weaken a nation and its people.
The way we, as Americans, approach our everyday lives Ð our natural
optimism and drive Ðis what setsus apart from the rest of the world. If
weÕrefeeling down about ourselves and our great nation, there may be
dire consequences for all of us in these difficult and dangerous times.Ó

ÒSo,our individual reactions to the crisis could affect the very survival
of the nation?Ó Peter asked.

ÒThatÕsright, Peter. The biggest danger we face is repressing our true
emotions. Clinical trials have proven again and again that repressedfeel-
ings are the number one source of evil in this world. So we must let our
feelings rise to the surface as we try to come to grips with this heart-
breaking story.Ó The camera tightened on Dr. CiarbinÕsface. ÒAllow
your emotions free reign while you follow every minute of this saga.
Indeed, revel in your emotions.Ó

ÒExcellentpoint, Dr. Ciarbin,ÓPeter said. ÒIsthere something that can
help bring those repressed feelings to the surface?Ó

ÒPeter,our research has shown that some kind of icon can be quite
useful in dealing with blocked emotions, especially for children, but also
for adults. IÕvefound things like the Mars Girl doll are a tremendous
help.Ó

A revolving image of the new, bustier version of MASSÕsMars Girl
doll appeared in the lower right with an ÒInstaOrder Now!Ó button be-
low it.

ÒAnother excellent point,Ó Peter said, looking into the camera. ÒIun-
derstand that Mars Girl dolls are already available at nearly all MASS-
mart megastores, or you can use the screen order button right now.
Eight-hour shipping is available.Ó

ÒDoyourself and your family a favor,Ó Dr. Ciarbin said. ÒGeta Mars
Girl doll and see what it can do for you.Ó
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Chapter24
Buddha Boy

JimÕshands were stuffed in the pockets of his unbuttoned overcoat as he
stood just inside the front door in CeciliaÕshouse, two blocks from the
cafŽ.

CeciliaÕscat, Bud, short for Buddha Boy, sat on the back of the couch
in the pose that earned him his name. He was always on edge when Jim
was around, and the glass-littered carpet and billowing drapes added to
BudÕs anxiety.

Jim walked to the kitchen in search of beer but found none in the
fridge. A look through the liquor cabinet turned up only a bottle of rum
with barely two fingers left.

ÒI need a drink,Ó Jim said to the bottle. He screwed off the top and
drained it in two gulps. He left the bottle on the counter and walked to
the front door, crunching fragments of window glass into the carpet. Be-
fore he closed the door he picked up an umbrella leaning against the
wall and threw it like a javelin at Bud. The cat leapt to the floor and dis-
appeared under the couch.
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Chapter25
Oops

Barker, still wearing CeciliaÕsalmost-pink robe, reached into his mi-
crovan and pulled a small metal casefrom the back seat.He had Piper in
his head.

ÒI got the messageabout double commissions,ÓBarker said, placing
the caseon the hood of his car. ÒImight have something for you. I can
start beaming up some B stuff in twenty minutes. A tornado busted
things up pretty good in this little town. The weather bot completely
blew it. No warning.Ó

ÒAnybody hurt?Ó Piper said.
ÒSixkids are dead and oneÕsstill missing,Ó Barker said. ÒThestorm

tore through a church during after-school bible study. I can give you a
strong half hour, more if we get lucky. CeciliaÕsstill with me so she can
help set up the heads. All I need is someone to fly the FloatPix.Ó

ÒAll right, IÕllget Bocelli on the floater and IÕlltell Rindell when the B
stuff is here. No promises.Ó

ÒGood enough. Over-Now.Ó
Cecilia walked down the dock to where Barker stood by his car. ÒNota

stitch on the boat,Ó she said. ÒI guess youÕre stuck with the robe. Sorry.Ó
ÒIÕllmanage.ÓBarker pushed a few test buttons on his FloatPix, a black

device the size of an oblong softball with sixteen tiny jets around its peri-
meter and moveable vid lenseson its front, back, sides, top and bottom.
He double-checked the lenses, the deployable microphone wire, the
lights, the jets and the power supply. He looked at Cecilia. ÒYou ready?Ó

ÒSure,Óshe said. She tightened the tie on BarkerÕsrobe. ÒYouÕreat
least wearing underwear, right?Ó

ÒOops.Ó
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Chapter26
DonÕt we have standards?

Piper sat on the corner of RindellÕsdesk as they watched BarkerÕsB vid
on the wall screen.

The busy scene was filled with flashing ambulance and police car
lights. The FloatPix rose into the air for a view of emergency workers
wearing orange and yellow vests digging by hand through piles of brick
and splintered wood. Two men in civilian clothes wearing red bandanas
tied around their biceps walked past Barker and Cecilia carrying a blank-
eyed young boy on a stretcher. The boy was sitting up, holding his band-
aged arm. His mother walking next to him looked sick.

ÒWhatÕswith the pink bathrobe?Ó Rindell said. ÒDonÕtwe have
standards?Ó

ÒNonethat I know of,ÓPiper said. ÒAnd I wouldnÕtsay itÕspink. More
like faded red.Ó

ÒI donÕtcare if itÕsdusty fucking rose, heÕsstill wearing a bathrobe.
Did he just get out of bed or what?Ó

Piper smiled. ÒNo idea.Ó
ÒAll right, so whatÕs he got?Ó
ÒA tornado blasted this little townÕschurch and killed some kids,Ó

Piper said.
Bocelli flew the floater above the church to show the hole that had

been ripped through the roof.
ÒDead kids, huh?Ó Rindell said. ÒThatÕs cheery.Ó
ÒI assume he thinks itÕs news,Ó Piper said.

ÒDisasters happen. TheyÕre random. WhatÕs the hook?Ó
Piper looked at Rindell. ÒThe six dead kids?Ó
ÒPiper,the story has no good versus evil. No suspense.We show some

vid of the dead and wounded and people say ÔainÕtthat a shame,Õand
after five minutes they move on. No villains, no heroes,no action and no
chance for spins.Ó
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ÒTheweather bot completely blew the call,ÓPiper offered. ÒNowarn-
ing. His forecast just called for thunderstorms.Ó

ÒThathelps,ÓRindell said, nodding his head. ÒHow much vid do we
have so far?Ó

ÒJustwhat youÕrewatching and some earlier stuff from inside the
church,Ó Piper said.

She pressed a couple buttons on her assistant and the screen showed
Barker and Cecilia stepping over the sanctuaryÕswrecked pews. Cecilia
pointed to a large crucifix that had fallen from its place high on the wall
above the altar. The camera zoomed in to show a thick crack across Je-
susÕsbelly. Barker placed the crucifix across two tipped-over pews and
stomped on it until it broke at the crack. He laid the two parts, separated
only slightly as if they had fallen that way, onto a pool of blood and
broken stained glass. The FloatPix slowly circled above the crucifix.

ÒNice touch,ÓRindell said. ÒUnlesssomething better comes along in
the next ten minutes, edit BarkerÕsB stuff into a teaser and run it every
break until heÕsready to go live. Tell marketing to come up with a name
for the show and see if the parents will give us some happy vid of the
dead kids. Offer to pay for the funerals if they cooperate. We need to
personalize the tragedy for this to work.Ó
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Chapter27
Better days

The only problem at the Okinisee Inn was that the cashregisters werenÕt
working. The tornado hit the church next door, then hopped over the bar
and kept hopping until it fizzled out north of town. The barÕsrusted
screendoor had beenblown off its hinges and a few roof tiles were miss-
ing, but it had otherwise escaped the stormÕswrath and business was
booming.

Jim pulled into the crowded parking lot and left his car in front of a
dumpster, ignoring its hand painted message:ÒDonÕtEven Think About
Parking Here.ÓThe ownerÕsteenageson was crouched in the entryway
trying to screw the screendoor hinges into the chewed-up doorjamb. Jim
slipped by the kid and walked into the dark bar. When his eyesadjusted,
he saw the owner, Stu, a heavy-set man with large tattooed arms and an
unruly gray mustache, standing at the center of the horseshoe-shaped
bar trying to get everyoneÕsattention. His salt and pepper hair clung to
his scalp in heavy clumps.

ÒEverybody listen up,Ó Stu said. The crowd didnÕtquiet down so he
rapped a fork several times against an empty beer glass.ÒEverydrink is
twenty dollars. Drink up becausea quarter of what we bring in today
will go to the families of those kids who died.Ó

There was some polite applause.
ÒThereÕsalso a jar by the register for anyone who wants to give a little

extra to the families,ÓStu said. ÒLetÕsall do something to help our neigh-
bors. Now IÕdlike everyone to keep still so we can share a moment of si-
lence for them kids.Ó

The wail of an ambulance grew louder and louder as it approached,
then went silent as it pulled onto the church lawn next door.

ÒAll right, letÕs drink up,Ó Stu said and the bar came back to life.
Jim settled onto a bar stool next to Ben Lambton. Ben got rich by

pumping natural gas out of land leased from the state. When the wells
ran dry he retired to alcohol and boats, spending the warm months in
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Michigan and the cold ones on FloridaÕsGulf Coast. His silver hair was
parted in the middle and he had a gold tooth for no reason other than he
liked the idea of having a gold tooth. His deeply lined facealready had a
ruddy tan from early season fishing trips.

ÒJimbo,whatÕshappening?ÓBen was all smiles. ÒMan,did you pick a
bad day to come up or what?Ó

ÒIÕvehad better ones,ÓJim said. He made eye contact with the bar-
tender, a large-framed, heavily made-up young woman. When he had
her attention, he pointed at the beer taps.

A fireman came in the front door and Stu handed him a tray of Styro-
foam cups filled with hot coffee.

ÒIs Cecilia all right?Ó Ben said.
ÒBetterthan me,ÓJim said. He pulled a wad of twenties from his pock-

et and laid them on the bar.
ÒHer boatÕs all right?Ó
ÒHer mast fell onto your boat.Ó
Ben was about to take a drink from his gin and tonic but stopped

short. ÒNo shit?Ó
ÒCavedyour roof some,ÓJim said. The bartender brought JimÕsbeer

and picked up one of the twenties. Jim raised his glass and didnÕtput it
down until it was half empty.

Ben shook his head. ÒYou gotta love insurance at a time like this.
HowÕs the cafŽ?Ó

ÒHavenÕt been there.Ó
ÒWhereÕs Cecilia?Ó
ÒNot at home,Ó Jim said.
ÒBut sheÕs all right?Ó
Jim shrugged. ÒSure.Ó
The fireman came back into the bar with the empty tray and asked for

five more coffees.
ÒHey,you know some MASSnews casterout of Chicago just happened

to be in town when all this happened,ÓBen said. ÒHiscar broke down or
something. He did a show from the school earlier and now heÕsdoing
one on the tornado. OkiniseeÕs gonna be famous.Ó

ÒFrom Chicago?Ó Jim said. ÒHis car broke down?Ó
ÒThatÕswhat I heard. Fred fixed it this afternoon. Just happened to

break down here on the day all this happened. Some luck, huh?Ó
ÒAnd heÕs hanging around to do another show?Ó
ÒThatÕs the word.Ó
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Chapter28
First the tension

ÒBarkerÕsworking with the same partner?ÓRindell said, watching live
preshow vid of Barker and Cecilia talking to emergency workers outside
the church.

ÒYes,ÓPiper said. ÒSheÕslocal. She did great earlier. SheÕswired and
IÕve got her connects.Ó

ÒSheÕs wired? Why is she wired?Ó
ÒUsedto be at Penn-Wright. Shegot a golden handshake and bought a

cafŽand a sailboat up there in Hicksville. Somekind of childhood dream
or something. SheÕllhelp set up the interviews and go onscreen when
Ray needs her. HeÕs giving her twenty-five percent of his commission.Ó

ÒEverything signed?Ó
ÒSealed and delivered,Ó Piper said.
ÒTellher to seduceBarker after the tornado show and weÕllkick in an

extra five percent if we get vid of them in bed.Ó
ÒYou want a sex show after one about six dead kids?Ó
ÒFirst the tension, then the release.Ó
ÒTell her yourself,Ó Piper said. ÒIÕm not doing it.Ó
ÒAll right, forget it. WhatÕve you sold?Ó
ÒAcouple insurance companies bought spots and weÕvegot a handful

of placements. Some Mars Girl clients are interested but only if we get
numbers.Ó

ÒWhoÕs handling the floater?Ó
ÒBoccelli.Ó
Rindell watched Barker, his robe flapping in the breeze,shuffle to his

right at BocelliÕs direction to line up the proper background.
ÒAnd tell Barker to get some clothes on,Ó Rindell said.

59



Chapter29
Lucky

Barker looked into the FloatPix, hovering six feet in front of him. ÒReady
when you are,Óhe said. He reached up to dishevel his hair, then pulled
off the butterfly and scraped his wound with a fingernail until blood
began to trickle down the side of his face.

Barker heard BocelliÕscountdown in his head. As it approached zero
he took a deep breath.

ÒSoIÕmup here in Northern Michigan for a funeral and my car breaks
down fifteen minutes from the chapel,ÓBarker said. ÒTheonly mechanic
in town tells me IÕm lucky I broke down here.Ó

The camera zoomed out to show the missing wall of the church and
the gaping hole in the roof, then zoomed in on a distraught woman on
her kneescrying over her sonÕsbody. The boy was covered with a trench
coat and his father stood next to his wife with his hands to his face.

ÒYeah,right,Ó Barker said. ÒLucky. I thought IÕdspend a couple dull
hours here killing time until my car was fixed. I walked through town
and found a little cafŽthat IÕmsure gets its meat from whatever road kill
the cook finds on his way to work every morning. ThatÕswhy I took a
couple of these ten minutes ago and now I feel fine.Ó

Barker raised his left hand as if he was holding something. A glowing
plastic bottle filled with large blue tablets appeared in his palm.
ÒQuellicious combines ground eucalyptus root, the best known natural
stomach cure, with Blo-Teez, developed by NASA after that incident
with the bad meat on Popov Station. If you think puking down here is
bad, do it in zero gravity. These things work.Ó

Barker took a few steps and stood next to a tall, thin man wearing a
dirt-brown uniform that was a size too small. The deputy stood grinning
into the camera with his hands clasped behind his back.

ÒThis is Captain Cook from the SheriffÕs office,Ó Barker said.
ÒThat would be Deputy Cook,Óthe man said, bobbing his head for-

ward like he was stooping to a microphone. ÒWith the Alpena County
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SheriffÕsDepartment. Hi Mom.Ó He brought a hand forward and gave a
tentative wave.

ÒCute. All right, CapÕn ÉÓ
ÒDeputy.Ó
ÒI like CapÕn better,Ó Barker said. ÒWhereÕs the Sheriff?Ó
ÒFlorida.He goesdown there every May and brings his mom back up

here.Ó
ÒSo youÕre in charge?Ó
ÒYes sir, IÕm the boss.Ó
ÒWhatÕs the body count?Ó
The deputy fumbled with his breast pocket button and pulled out his

assistant. He punched some numbers, shook his head and tried again.
ÒSometime this week, CapÕn,Ó Barker said.
ÒWeÕrelooking at six kids dead and weÕvegot at least 13 injured. One

child is still missing. Some of the injured include adults. We donÕthave
exact numbers, especially on the injured. The number of dead isnÕtcon-
firmed either.Ó

ÒYou donÕt know much, do you?Ó
ÒMore than you,Ó the deputy said with a grin.
ÒWeÕreall proud of you,Ó Barker said. He stepped away from the

deputy and motioned for a young boy to join him. The boy walked to-
ward Barker and stood facing the floater with his arms hanging straight
down.

ÒThetwister struck the First United Methodist Church in this sleepy
little town a half hour before moms and dads planned to show up for a
puppet show the kids had been practicing,Ó Barker said. The camera
pulled back to include the young boy. ÒHereÕsone of the lucky ones.Ó
Barker crouched down to the boyÕslevel and stuck a tiny microphone to
his jacket collar.

ÒYou all right, kid?Ó
The boy shrugged. ÒI guess so.Ó
ÒWhatÕs your name?Ó
The boy looked at someone off screen. ÒTim.Ó
ÒHow old are you Timmy?Ó
ÒSeven.Ó
ÒSo, Tim. Did God do this?Ó
The young boyÕseyes darted back and forth as he searched for an

answer.
ÒAll right, Tim. Forget that one. ThatÕsa tough one. Sowhat happened

in there? What do you remember?Ó
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ÒWewere practicing our puppet show and there was this huge noise.
Like explosions and stuff. Everybody got scared and started running
down to the basement but then the roof started falling in.Ó The boy
turned to face the church but quickly looked back at the camera.

ÒSo there was no warning that a tornado was coming?Ó
The boy looked at Barker. ÒWarning?Ó
ÒNo one told you a tornado was coming?
ÒNobody said anything about a tornado. We were practicing our show

and then everything, like, blew up.Ó The boy looked at the ground.
Barker stood up and faced the camera. ÒThereyou have it. No warn-

ing. Six kids dead and one still missing. What went wrong? WeÕlltell you
after this.Ó
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Chapter30
A charmed life

Brandon Khul paced back and forth acrosshis office, occasionally shoot-
ing glancesat Man Boy Floyd, who was slouched in a high-backed velvet
chair with his assistant to his ear.

ÒIgave you a big pile of my money so you could make it bigger,ÓMan
Boy said into his assistant as Brandon paced. Man Boy swept his white
hair back by dragging his thumb and middle finger acrossthe top of this
head but his hair fell acrosshis face again. ÒConservativeainÕta word I
know,Ó he said. ÒListen, IÕmgonna be eighteen in a month and I got
plans. My plans donÕtcome cheap,so get off your assand make me some
damn money or IÕllfind somebody who can. Man Boy-Out.ÓHe stuffed
his assistant into a pocket on his shirtsleeve. ÒAsshole,Ó he muttered.

ÒFrankly,ÓBrandon said, sitting down on the coffee table in front of
Man Boy, ÒI think your broker has a point.Ó

ÒThatÕswhy you wanted me here?ÓMan Boy sneered, revealing his
red teeth. ÒYou two ganginÕme?Ó Body heat turned his plastic shirt
from black to bright red wherever it touched his skin.

ÒWe just want whatÕs best for you,Ó Brandon said.
ÒBullshit,ÓMan Boy said, leaning forward in his chair like he was go-

ing to stand up to leave.
ÒJustgive me one minute,Ó Brandon said, holding up a hand toward

Man Boy. ÒIf you donÕt like what I say, fine, IÕll find someone else.Ó
Man Boy slouched back into the chair.
ÒSofar, youÕvelived a charmed life,ÓBrandon said. ÒSomeA&R scout

picked you out of a crowd and put you in Trinary Sky and the band
killed with its first shot. But all those people who fell in love with Trin-
ary Sky are looking for new love. ItÕshuman nature. ThereÕsnothing you
can do about it. Six weeks ago you were on top, now youÕre30 or 40 on
the D/L charts.Ó

ÒTwenty-seven,Ó Man Boy said.
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Brandon pulled his assistant from his pocket and thumbed a few
buttons. ÒTwenty-nine and youÕre not trending well.Ó

ÒI came all the way from Long Island so you could tell me IÕm shit?Ó
ÒManBoy, if I thought you were shit I wouldnÕtwaste my time talking

to you. IÕvegot something thatÕsgonna put you back on top. You stay
with Trinary Sky and itÕsa fast ride to the bottom. WhatÕllyou do then?
Sell a couple houses?Sell a few cars?No more parties for five hundred of
your closest friends. The girls will start looking for guys with real
money. ItÕs gonna be a hard crash. You think you can take it?Ó

ÒI donÕt have to listen to this,Ó Man Boy said, leaning forward again.
ÒIknow what IÕmtalking about. IÕveseen it a thousand times. YouÕll

be a faded memory to all your fans by fall unless you make some
changes.Ó

Man Boy leaned back but didnÕt look at Brandon.
ÒWe want you to go solo,Ó Brandon said. ÒYour name on

everything. Your face on everything. Not Trinary Sky. Man Boy Floyd.
No more five-way split. ItÕsgoing to take some hard work. But you pull
this off and youÕllhave the most famous face in the world. You remem-
ber the Sex Tigers?Ó

ÒHell yeah. Dig Biggers used to be my hero.ÓMan Boy settled back in-
to his chair and landed one of his boots on the coffee table with a thud.

ÒTheyÕvestill got the record with nine number ones in a row on the
D/L charts. You can beat that.Ó

Man Boy tossed the hair out of his eyes and looked at Brandon.
ÒDetails.Ó

Brandon leaned forward and smiled. ÒMars Girl.Ó
ÒMars Girl?Ó Man Boy said. ÒNo way. I only do news shows when

theyÕre about me.Ó
ÒSheneedsa boyfriend to sing love songs to her and take her mind off

living all alone in a tin can. She falls in love with you and the whole
world goes crazy for the beautiful story.Ó

ÒSheÕs on fuckingMars, asshole,Ó Man Boy said, sneering again.
ÒYouÕre going to Mars.Ó
Man Boy pulled his boot off the table. ÒWhat the hell are you talking

about? I gotta dope me out like a fiend just to get on a plane.Ó
ÒYou and Mars Girl get on the vidphone twice a day, three times a

day, whatever you want. You charm her, get to know each other. Mil-
lions of people watch you sing love songs to her on your way to Mars.
YouÕreher rescuer, her knight in shining armor. ThereÕllbe interactives,
songs, action figures, vids É youÕll get a piece of everything.Ó
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Man Boy sat up and looked around the room. ÒYougot a camera on
me or something. This some kind of set up? IÕmsupposed to get all
pissed off about this stupid shit youÕresaying and the jokes on me,
right?Ó

ÒIÕm serious.Ó
ÒEvenif I went along with all this, how the hell am I gonna get some

girl in some other solar system?Ó
ÒIf things donÕtclick, we get her in on the deal. SheÕllpretend to be in

love with you for the right price. But I wouldnÕt worry about it. What
girl can say no to you?Ó
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Chapter31
Things arenÕt going to be the same

Ben and Jim sat at the bar watching on the wall screenas Cecilia talked
with two kids who were in the church when the tornado hit. One had a
bandage wrapped around her head.

ÒCeciliaÕsgot a knack for this,ÓBen said to Jim. ÒHowÕdshe meet up
with that caster?Ó

Jim guzzled the last of his beer. ÒBadluck.ÓHe raised his empty glass
for the bartender to see and set it on the stack of twenties in front of him.

On the screenCecilia left the two kids and knelt next to a blank-eyed
girl with straight blond hair parted in the middle. The girlÕsmother
stood next to her daughter and fidgeted with her purse strap.

A new beer arrived for Jim and the bartender peeled a moist twenty
off the bottom of his empty glass.

ÒHard to believe there are millions of people all over the world look-
ing at our little town right now,ÓBen said. ÒThingsarenÕtgoing to be the
same around here after all this.Ó

Jim, already halfway through his new beer, watched Cecilia talk with
the little girl on the screen. The girl nodded and almost smiled.

Jim raised his glass and didnÕt put it down until it was empty.
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Chapter32
The whole townÕs behind us

ÒBocelli,are we getting anybody?ÓBarker said. He stood out of the cam-
eraÕsview as Cecilia gave the little girl a hug and motioned for another
child to join her onscreen.

ÒSo far youÕre keeping Mars GirlÕs numbers,Ó Bocelli said. ÒAnd
youÕre getting triple commissions.Ó

ÒTriple? I thought it was double.Ó
ÒRindell was getting impatient so he made it triple just before you

called Piper.Ó
ÒMy lucky day,Ó Barker said. ÒIÕmgoing to need a little time to get

something going here. Cecilia can keep doing the heads while I work the
crowd.Ó

ÒHas Cecilia ever done this before?Ó Bocelli said.
ÒSheÕs a natural. SheÕll be fine.Ó
ÒWewant to tell Mars Girl that sheÕsheading to the station,ÓBocelli

said. ÒWe budgeted twenty minutes for that and NASAÕs ready
anytime.Ó

ÒThatshould be about right,Ó Barker said. ÒLetCecilia work the heads
through another break, then go to Mars Girl. If I donÕthave anything by
then, I guess weÕre done. Hey, what are we calling the show?Ó

ÒÕDeath on the Plains,ÕÓ Bocelli said.
ÒPlains?ÓBarker looked acrossM-23 at Lake Huron, stretching to the

horizon.
ÒWhatÕve you got in mind?Ó Bocelli said.
ÒNot sure yet,ÓBarker said, walking toward a group of three middle-

aged men standing near the road in front of the church. ÒIÕlllet you
know when it happens.Ó

The three men stood next to a large Norway spruce, pulled up by its
roots and twisted apart so that bright wood showed along its length. One
of the men sobbed with his chin in his chest and a man wearing an
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embroidered Detroit Tigers jacket had his arm around the crying manÕs
shoulder. The third man held a pint bottle of whiskey to his chest.

ÒGentlemen,IÕmreal sorry about this whole thing,Ó Barker said as he
approached. ÒWhat a tragedy.Ó

ÒYouthe news guy?Ósaid the man wearing the Tigers jacket, zipped
over his potbelly and up to his double chin.

ÒHowÕd you know?Ó Barker said.
ÒThebathrobe,Óthe man said. ÒIwant you to tell everyone about the

good kids who died today. Marv here lost his grandson.Ó
Marv raised his head just enough to show the tears streaming down

his round, reddened face. He tried to speak but couldnÕtget past his
grief.

ÒLittle Al wouldÕvegrown up into a fine young man,Ósaid the TigersÕ
fan.

The third man held out the bottle for Barker. ÒYou wanna hit this?Ó
Barker took the bottle but didnÕtdrink from it. ÒIÕmtrying to find out

why the kids didnÕtgo to the basement,Óhe said. ÒTheyÕdall be alive if
they had.Ó

ÒNo one knows,Ó the Tigers fan said. ÒTheDavidÕsbeen right as rain
since we got him. He didnÕtsay anything about a tornado, even when it
was happening.Ó

ÒThat son of a bitch,Ó Barker said, shaking his head. ÒI heard some
things. But É you donÕt always want to believe what you hear.Ó

Marv looked up and found the power to speak. ÒYou heard what?Ó
ÒJustsome chatter,ÓBarker said. ÒYou know, industry stuff. I heard

that The DavidÕsreal fond of chessand he was playing some girl weath-
er bot. They said her nameÕsThe Donna. SheÕsover on the other side of
the state.Ó

ÒTraverseCity,Ó the third man said. He had the same round face as
Marv but his eyes were set lower.

ÒThatÕsright,Ó Barker said. ÒTraverseCity. From what I heard theyÕve
beendoing this a lot and the station managers let it go thinking it doesnÕt
hurt anything. So today theyÕrein this heated chessbattle. ItÕskinda like
having sex for bots. You know, real intense. I guess itÕsas close as they
come to doing it. The David wrote some kind of pleasure proggie for
them both so The David and The Donna were locked in this passionate
chess tango and the David stops paying attention to the weather. He
never gives a warning because heÕsdoing this hot weather bot. HeÕs
probably up there right now at WUPM smoking a cigarette. Bots have no
concept of death. No feeling for the terrible loss youÕre all suffering.Ó
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Marv looked at Barker with big eyes and wiped away a tear. ÒMy
grandson didnÕt live to see his ninth birthday becausesome horny bot
was playing around with some girl bot?Ó

Barker sighed. ÒThatÕswhat it looks like. And when he heard about
the tornado, he said ÉÓ Barker hesitated, shook his head and looked to-
ward the church.

ÒWhat?Ó Marv said. ÒWhatÕd he say?Ó
ÒThe David said, ÔThereare six billion humans on the earth and

theyÕre worried about a few kids dying? Get over it.ÕÓ
Marv grabbed the whiskey bottle from Barker and took a long drink.

He wiped his mouth with his corduroy jacket sleeve and turned to the
Tigers fan. ÒHenry, weÕregoing to Alpena for a little payback.Ó He
looked at the other man. ÒBill, youÕre coming too.Ó

ÒNow hold on,Ó Henry said. ÒYou canÕt just walk into WUPM.Ó
ÒYeah?ÓMarv said. ÒWatch me.ÓHe marched off toward his truck

parked next door at the Okinisee Inn but Henry and Bill didnÕt follow.
When he noticed he was alone, Marv turned back toward the men.

They stared at him with their hands in their jacket pockets.
ÒWhat the hellÕs wrong with you guys?Ó Marv shouted. ÒLetÕs go!Ó
ÒMarv,Ó Henry said, ÒI donÕt see any good cominÕ from this.Ó
Marv took a couple steps toward the men. ÒThisis a sorry way to find

out I got no friends in this world. IÕlldo this myself if I have to.ÓHe spun
around and pushed his way through a line of bushesbordering the barÕs
parking lot.

The two men looked at each other. ÒCÕmonBill,Ó Henry said. ÒIf he
wonÕt listen to me, maybe heÕll listen to his brother.Ó

ÒNever has before,Ó Bill said, following Henry through the bushes.
Barker trotted toward where people had gathered in front of the

church to watch the rescue workers laboring in the bright lights set on
tall stands. People stood in small groups near the yellow police tape
strung along the sidewalk.

Barker stepped up onto a cement bench near the sidewalk.
ÒHey, everybody!Ó he shouted. ÒThegrandfather of one of the dead

kids is going to Alpena to get The David. HeÕsbringing him back here.
The grandpaÕsname is Marv and his grandsonÕsname was Al. Some of
you must know the family. Marv found out why The David didnÕtgive
any warning about the tornado. Those kids wouldÕve survived if The
David had done his job.Ó

ÒFound out what?Ó a man shouted from behind Barker.
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ÒMarv can tell you,Ó Barker said. ÒIt has something to do with the
weather bot over in Traverse City.Ó

ÒTheDonna?Ósaid a young man with dreadlocks spilling off the top
of his head.

ÒYes, thatÕs the name,Ó Barker said. ÒThe Donna.Ó
ÒSheÕs hot,Ó the young man said
ÒYouÕre sick,Ó his girlfriend said.
ÒWhyÕsMarv bringing The David back here?Óa man shouted from the

back of the gathering crowd.
ÒPayback,ÓBarker said. ÒSomebodyshould call Marv and find out

what heÕs got in mind.Ó
Barker jumped down from the bench and ran toward MarvÕstruck.

When he broke through the bushes he saw Henry and Bill outside the
truck talking to Marv through the driverÕs side window.

ÒJustget in the goddamn truck and letÕsgo,ÓMarv shouted at the two
men.

ÒEven if you get him, whatÕre you gonnadowith him?Ó Henry said.
MarvÕsassistantbuzzed and he pulled it from his jacket pocket. ÒMarv

here.ÓHe looked at Henry, then Bill. ÒYeah,me and Henry and Bill are
gonna go get the son of a bitch,ÓMarv said into his assistant. ÒYeah,it
was The Donna over in Traverse. You should give The David a big wel-
come when we get back.ÓMarv nodded as he listened. ÒIlike it. WeÕllbe
back in a half hour.ÓMarv put his assistantback in his jacket pocket and
looked at the two men. ÒThewhole townÕsbehind us. CÕmonboys. We
got a job to do.Ó

When he approached the truck, Barker put his hand on HenryÕs
shoulder, attaching a tiny barbed microphone to his jacket collar. ÒRoom
for one more, gentleman?Ó Barker said.

ÒYeah,Ó Henry said to Barker. ÒYou go and IÕll stay here.Ó
ÒHenry, get your ass in the truck,Ó Marv snapped.
Bill climbed into the cab and pulled Henry in behind him.
ÒWhy you wanna go, news guy?ÓMarv said, leaning forward to see

past Bill and Henry. ÒWe got this covered.Ó
ÒHeroesmake great stories, Marv,Ó Barker said. ÒYouguys are out to

get justice. People all over the country are proud of what youÕredoing. I
just want to be there when it happens.Ó

ÒAll over the country?Ó Henry said. He turned to Marv. ÒWedonÕt
want the world watching this. ThatÕs just not smart.Ó

ÒHenry,you ever beena hero?ÓMarv said. ÒIwanna be a hero one day
before I die. I owe it to my grandkid.Ó Marv leaned forward to look past
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Henry and Bill again. ÒClimb in the back, news guy,Óhe said to Barker.
ÒMake it quick. We gotta roll.Ó

Barker trotted to the back of the truck and opened the topperÕslid. He
stepped onto the bumper to climb in and struggled to hold on as Marv
hit the accelerator.The truckÕstires spit gravel as it bounced through the
Okinisee InnÕsparking lot. Barker threw a leg over the gate and tumbled
into the truckÕs bed.

ÒBocelli, you there?Ó Barker said, crawling toward the front of the bed.
ÒYou got me,Ó Bocelli said.
ÒIshould have something soon,ÓBarker said. ÒThreeguys are going to

steal the weather bot from his studio. HowÕs Cecilia doing?Ó
ÒSheÕsdoing great,ÓBocelli said. ÒSheÕsgot one more head on deck

and then weÕregoing to Mars Girl so NASA can tell her sheÕsgetting her
wish.Ó

ÒSoundsgood,ÓBarker said. ÒTellCecilia IÕmfollowing a lead and IÕll
be back soon.Ó

ÒWhat do they have planned for the bot?Ó
ÒI donÕt know yet,Ó Barker said.
ÒYouÕve got your Upix in?Ó
ÒOf course,Ó Barker said.
ÒLetÕs check it,Ó Bocelli said. ÒIÕm just seeing shadows.Ó
ÒThereÕsno light back here. Barker raised his head to look through the

cab window. ÒWhatÕve you got now?Ó
ÒIÕm seeing the back of somebodyÕs head,Ó Bocelli said.
ÒGood,Ó Barker said.
ÒYou got a lens in both eyes?Ó
ÒYes. And I put a sticky mike on the shoulder of one of the guys.Ó
ÒGiveme a minute,Ó Bocelli said. ÒOkay,I can hear them. Sounds like

theyÕre rehearsing their story.Ó
ÒLetÕs hope itÕs a good one,Ó Barker said.
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Chapter33
Back on Mars

Amber sat at her counter fishing through a box of Mars Girl Adventure
Chockies she bought at the MASSmart north of town during her lunch
break. Through the swinging doors she could hear Fred hammering on
the garage door rails bent by the storm. Until he could straighten the
rails and raise the door, a late model Daimler Diablo with a newly re-
paired transmission was trapped inside the garage.

The carÕsowner had refused AmberÕsoffer of a seatso shestood in the
center of the office watching ÒDeathon the Plains.ÓThe woman wore a
long suede coat with fox collar and cuffs. Her alabaster skin seemed
nearly translucent and her short hair was colored like a flame: bright red
up to her ears, fading from orange into yellow along her temples, and fi-
nally white like her complexion at the top of her head. She could have
been twenty-five, she could have been forty-five.

Amber found what shewas looking for, a large chocky with gooey car-
amel inside, made in the shape of the twin peaks banner. Along with the
banner, there were candies shaped like the TractorPix, the station, the
lander and Mars Girl. There were also boulder-shaped chockieswith cor-
porate logos.

ÒIwish they put more of these in there,ÓAmber said, holding up the
banner chocky to the womanÕsback. Amber flipped the candy into her
mouth and searched for another.

On the screenCecilia talked with the churchÕspastor, a young woman
wearing an orange rescue vest. The pastor was dirty and sweaty and
seemedanxious to be done with the interview so she could return to the
rubble piles where a child was still missing.

ÒShameabout them kids,ÓAmber said. ÒWehavenÕthad this much ex-
citement since I was a kid and two guys stabbed eachother down by the
river at the old Sucker SpearFest.Remember that?Ó Amber paused a
couple beats.ÒYouÕreprobably not from around here. They found them
both the next day face down in the big lake all bloated with spearsstuck
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in Ôem.HasnÕtbeen a SpearFestsince. Kind of a shame, really. That was
the last time the whole town turned out for anything.Ó Sheheld out the
box of chockies to the womanÕsback. ÒHavea chocky while youÕrewait-
ing. Go ahead. MASS said theyÕduse the money they make to rescue
Mars Girl.Ó

The fire hair woman ignored her offer so Amber shrugged and picked
another banner chocky from the box.

ÒHey, theyÕreback on Mars Girl,Ó Amber said, looking up at the
screen. ÒMust be something happening. Volume-Seven-Now.Ó

ÒÉ rejoin ÔDeathon the PlainsÕin a moment,Ó Peter said, Òbut right
now NASA techs will attempt to tell Mars Girl that tomorrow at 5 p.m.
Eastern the TractorPix will lead her to the Gemini Cricket Family Res-
taurants Mars Station.Ó

Mirellen filled the screen. SheÕdbeen holding the same ReadWrite
message in the window for more than a half hour: ÒStation = Life.Ó

The image on the screenpanned up and down as the TractorPix nod-
ded its camera.

Mirellen looked surprised and made a new sign. ÒIÕm going?Ó
The TractorPix nodded its camera again.
She smiled and made another sign: ÒWhen?Ó
The TractorPix didnÕt respond. Mirellen rolled her eyes and made a

new sign: ÒNow?Ó
The image on the screen panned from side to side as the TractorPix

shook its head ÒNo.Ó
MirellenÕs new sign read ÒTomorrow?Ó
The TractorPix nodded.
ÒMorning?Ó
The Tractor Pix shook its head.
ÒPM?Ó
The TractorPix nodded.
Mirellen took a moment to write the next message:ÒThankyou, thank

you, thank you, thank you, thank you, thank you, thank you.Ó
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Chapter34
Go time

Marv steered his pickup into the parking lot at WUPM, a low brick
building with a huge parabolic dish on top. The night receptionist, the
only human still at the office, stood outside the front door smoking a ci-
garette under a yellow light shining down from the entrywayÕs roof.

ÒBocelli,weÕrehere,ÓBarker said, crawling to the rear of the truckÕs
bed. ÒI need the audio feed.Ó

ÒWeÕreat a break right now but thatÕsover in thirty,Ó Bocelli said.
ÒRindell wants to go back to you if youÕre ready.Ó

Barker lifted the topperÕslid and crawled out. Marv, Henry and Bill
were still in the cab and Barker heard them talking in his head. Barker
stepped off the truckÕsbumper and kept his eyesand his Upix lenseson
the woman blowing smoke rings into the yellow light. ÒGoto me when
the breakÕs over. Maybe these guys can pull it off.Ó

All right Ray, youÕre on in five, four, three, two ÉÓ
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Chapter35
Go time, live

ÒI told you,Ó Henry said. ÒThatÕs LaTricia. ShelliÕs sister.Ó
ÒThatÕswhy youÕrethe right man for the job,ÓMarv said. ÒSheÕsour

ticket inside.Ó
ÒIÕm the last person LaTriciaÕs gonna help,Ó Henry said.
ÒBullshit,Ó Marv said. ÒSheÕs almost blood so she has to let us in.Ó
ÒIÕmtelling you, I got no sway with her,ÓHenry said. ÒEvery time I

see her she tells me how bad her sister fucked up by marrying me.Ó
ÒYeah,and sheÕsright,Ó Marv said. ÒButlanding Shelli proves you got

initiative. So, cÕmon, do it for my grandkid and those other kids.Ó
Henry looked at Bill. ÒIthought you were gonna help me talk him out

of this.Ó
Bill grinned. ÒIÕm kinda warminÕ to the idea.Ó
ÒHenry,ÓMarv said, glaring at his friend. ÒEither you do it the nice

way or I do it with the softball bat I got under my seat.Ó
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Chapter36
TLC

Jaspersnodded at the doorman and walked through the security arch in
the lobby of his Upper West Side apartment building. The elevator
wished Jaspersa good evening as he stepped through its doors. When
the doors closed his assistant began humming ÒGod Bless America.Ó

ÒWhatdo you want, Briter?ÓJasperssaid, holding his assistant to his
ear.

ÒYouÕve got the biggest story of the century and you drop it?Ó
ÒI thought we werenÕt going to talk anymore,Ó Jaspers said.
ÒIÕmconcerned about our agreement,ÓBriter said. ÒIÕmconcerned

about our relationship.Ó
ÒOur agreement didnÕt include sabotage.ÓJaspersnearly spit out the

words.
ÒHey, slow down,Ó Briter said. ÒI donÕt even like hearing that word.Ó
The elevator stopped at JaspersÕfloor and he stepped out. ÒYou

bought the suit, Briter,Ó Jaspers said.
ÒYou bought the show, so keep your end of the deal. Mars Girl is a

blockbuster. Make the most of it.Ó
Jaspers looked into the eyescan outside his door and the lock popped.
ÒRindellÕsrunning the show,Ó Jasperssaid. ÒItÕshis job, not mine. I

want nothing to do with it.Ó
When Jaspersopened the door to his apartment his wife, Ania, wear-

ing flannel pajamas,stuck her head out of the bathroom door and pulled
a toothbrush out of her mouth long enough to say, ÒHi, John.Ó

ÒAnd if you call me again IÕmgoing to the FBI,ÓJasperssaid. He
snapped his assistant closed and stuffed it into his shirt pocket.

Ania, a small woman with blonde hair hanging in short bangs above
her eyes and squared off at her shoulders, gave Jaspersa puzzled look
and ducked back into the bathroom.

Jaspers dropped his briefcase by the door, hung up his coat and
walked into the living room. The wall screenwas already on and he saw
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the live view from BarkerÕsUpix. Henry walked toward LaTricia with
his hands in his pockets. LaTricia, a tall, thin woman with a large nose,
held her cigarette between thumb and forefinger.

Ania came out of the bathroom. ÒWho wasthat?Ó she said.
Jasperswas focused on the screen. Bill and Marv followed Henry to

the front door of the WUPM building and stood behind him as he talked
with LaTricia. The sound was turned low so the voices were only
murmurs.

Jasperssat down in his easy chair and Ania walked up behind him.
She knocked softly on his skull with her knuckle. ÒAnyone home?ÓShe
stood behind the easy chair and tried to massageJaspersÕshoulders but
he was slouched down too far in the chair. ÒYou want some tea? The
waterÕs hot.Ó

Jaspers shook his head as he watched LaTricia jab her cigarette at
Henry while she scolded him about something.

ÒSo who was on the phone?Ó Ania said.
ÒWork.Ó
Ania gave him a disappointed half-smile that Jaspers couldnÕt see.

ÒWas it about Mars Girl? What a shame.Ó
On the screen,LaTricia opened the door just far enough for herself to

slide through, but Marv grabbed the handle and Bill shoved LaTricia
inside.

ÒIÕmgoing to bed early tonight,Ó Ania said. IÕvegot a 7 a.m. interview
at a cafŽover by the UN. ThereÕsat least one editor in New York who re-
members IÕmstill alive. IÕmdoing a feature on the head of a Moldovan
separatist group. Get this: the groupÕs name is ÔTLC.Õ IsnÕt that funny?Ó

ÒTender loving care,Ó Jaspers mumbled.
ÒItÕsthe Transdniester Liberation Congress. The guyÕsreally quite at-

tractive, in a bearded-revolutionary-egomaniac sort of way,Ó Ania said.
ÒJealous?Ó

On the screenBill and Henry each held an arm of the legless weather
bot as they carried him toward the door. LaTricia, lying on the floor with
her wrists and ankles duct taped together, raised her legs to trip Henry
as he passed but she only caused him to stumble. Marv held the door
open for his comrades and they trotted out the door toward the truck
with The David.

ÒDonÕtforget about lunch with Jackand Sara tomorrow,Ó Ania said,
walking toward the kitchen. ÒTheyÕre bringing their pictures.Ó

ÒPictures.Ó
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ÒPicturesof their trip to Tranquility,Ó Ania said, taking a few steps
back toward the living room. Sheyawned and used the back of her hand
to cover her mouth. ÒTheywant us to go with them next year to Forever-
Nights, that new dark side resort. It might do you good to take some
time off.Ó

ÒBusy year, dear,Ó Jaspers said. ÒMaybe next year.Ó
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Chapter37
Crazy means numbers

Cecilia waited in the park, near a row of picnic tables where she and
Barker agreed to meet after she finished her interviews. Shecalled Bark-
erÕshead with no responseso she set her wristscreen to MASSnews and
saw Marv and Bill toss The David into the back of MarvÕs pickup.

ÒBocelli?Ó she said. ÒWhatÕs Ray doing?Ó
ÒHeÕs following a lead,Ó Bocelli said. ÒHeÕll be back soon.Ó
ÒWhat are they doing with The David?Ó
ÒCitizenÕsarrest, I guess,ÓBocelli said. ÒTheeyeballs are into it. You

two are doing great.Ó
ÒThe FloatPix is here, howÕs he doing it?Ó
ÒHeÕs got a Upix,Ó Bocelli said. ÒLittle eye lenses.Ó
Cecilia stepped up onto a picnic table to seeinto the crowd gathering

around a large oak near the parking lot. There were a couple dozen
people carrying splintered wood from the churchÕsruins acrossM-23 to
the park. Two young men wearing orange hunting vests stopped traffic
as people filed like giant ants back and forth acrossthe road. They piled
their finds under the treeÕsheavy horizontal limb and went back for
more.

ÒThis townÕs gone crazy,Ó Cecilia said.
ÒCrazy means numbers,Ó Bocelli said.
A township cop shooed the wood gatherers off the church rubble so

some of them ran acrossthe road and began dismantling the split cedar
fence that ran the length of the park along M-23 and bordered its parking
lot. Others began pulling apart a wooden gazebo near the beach.

ÒThesepeople arenÕt like this,Ó Cecilia said. ÒWhatÕsgotten into
them?Ó
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Chapter38
My strongest impulse

The David used his arms to keep himself balanced on the base of his
torso in the bed of MarvÕstruck as it sped south toward Okinisee. Barker
kept his eyeson The David, and Bocelli zoomed his Upix lensesto fill the
screenwith the botÕsgrinning face.The sun had fully set, forcing Bocelli
to use the UpixÕs night vision, giving a greenish tint to the scene.

ÒDo I have a new boss?ÓThe David asked Barker. ÒThis happened
once before.Ó

ÒThosemen are going to destroy you when we get back to Okinisee,Ó
Barker said. ÒThey blame you for the death of the six children at the
church.Ó

ÒSeven,ÓThe David said. ÒTheyfound a young girl in the rubble a few
minutes ago.Ó

The David pivoted to face the cabÕsrear window and rapped on it
with his plastic fingernails. When the men turned around, they saw the
bot grinning at them.

ÒIÕmsure this is just a misunderstanding,Ó the bot shouted through the
closed window, his plastic nose pressed to the glass. ÒIneed to get back
to my studio. People depend on my AccuCast. ÔFirstand best,ÕI like to
say. Can you hear me up there? IÕmvery good with directions and IÕm
sure weÕregoing the wrong way. You can let me off anywhere. If you
call Mr. Johanssen,IÕmsure heÕdbe glad to pick me up. HeÕsbeen very
good to me.Ó

Marv flipped on the radio and turned up the volume on a country
weeper about a young mother who, despite the hardships, is proud that
her soldier husband will ship out to the Gulf the next day.

The David turned back toward Barker. ÒPerhapsyou could talk with
them. I take my public safety duties very seriously. ItÕsmy strongest
impulse.Ó

Barker reached back, out of view from his Upix, and unlatched the
topper lid. He nudged it open a few inches to show The David.
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The David used his arms to slide himself toward the back of the bed,
then pushed the lid open and pulled himself out.

Holding the lid open against the wind, Barker watched The David, his
arms flailing, cartwheel acrossthe pavement. Sparks shot off his titanium
skull when it met the asphalt.

Barker pounded on the sliding cab window and Bill, sitting in the
middle, slid it open.

ÒWhereÕs the weather dude?Ó Bill said.
ÒHe got out,Ó Barker said. ÒHe jumped.Ó
Marv slammed on the brakes and barreled the truck through the ditch

in a clumsy U-Turn, throwing Barker into the wheel well and pressing
Marv and Bill against the passenger window. Back on the road, Bill
reached into the glove box for the spotlight Marv used to shine deer and
swept it acrossrows of short, leafy corn in the fields on both sides of the
highway.

ÒTherehe is,ÓBill said, thrusting his arm past MarvÕsface to point.
The David used his arms like an ape as he swung himself through the
corn toward a small stand of trees. Marv pulled off the road and the
three jumped out.

Barker stayed by the truck and kept his eyeson the action as Bill, once
a high school track star, caught up with The David and held him down
until Marv and Henry arrived, gasping from the run. Marv pulled a roll
of duct tape from his jacket pocket and used it to bind The DavidÕs
wrists.

ÒYouguys hear about the skeleton that walked into a bar?ÓThe David
said, as Bill and Henry hoisted him above their heads like a big game
trophy. ÒHeordered a beer and a mop,ÓThe David said, sounding a rim
shot. ÒHow about the Buddhist who told the hot dog vendor to make
him one with everything?Ó

ÒLetÕsget that bat outta your truck and take care of him right here,Ó
Bill said, holding onto one of The DavidÕs arms.

ÒNo,ÓMarv said. ÒThatÕdspoil the party they got planned back
home.Ó

ÒWegotta at least shut him up,ÓBill said. He and Henry dropped The
David to the ground. Bill grabbed the duct tape from Marv and wrapped
it around his head several times, covering his mouth.

ÒWhatÕdthe snail say when he went for a ride on the turtle?Ó The
David said. ÒWeeeeee!Ó

ÒWhat the hell,Ó Bill said. ÒI taped his damn mouth shut.Ó
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ÒMy mouth is intended to give you the illusion that I speak as you
do,Ó The David said, lying on his back and looking up at the men. ÒI
have a resonator in my chest.Ó

Marv flipped The DavidÕsred tie out of the way and ripped open his
white shirt. Bill pulled a jackknife from his jacket pocket, opened it and
raised it above his head.

ÒPerhaps I shouldnÕt have told ÉÓ
The David fell silent when Bill brought the knife down into the speak-

er, but the botÕs lips kept moving through the tape.
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Chapter39
Anything else come in?

The sales floor was alive with reps hustling to keep up with orders for
the new hit show. Rindell and Piper sat at the center of the room watch-
ing Marv and Bill carry The David through the young corn toward the
truck, which the men had left on the shoulder of the highway with its
doors wide open. As they threw the bot into the bed, the show went to a
commercial for Boost, the new breakfast drink clinically proven to im-
prove adolescent self-esteem for eighteen hours.

ÒGet the floater feed,Ó Rindell said.
Piper tapped her keyboard and the commercial was replaced on her

screen by a live view from the park. The crowd around the woodpile
parted to make way for a small pickup carrying a fresh load of scrap
lumber for the fire. A man and a woman climbed into the truckÕsbed to
throw the wood onto the pile.

ÒLooks like BarkerÕsgot things going,Ó Rindell said. ÒAnything else
come in?Ó

ÒNothing promising,Ó Piper said. ÒNielsonÕsdoing a ride-along in
Kansas City and they thought they caught a murderer but it was the
wrong guy. All weÕvegot is some cops beating the hell out of an inno-
cent man.Ó

ÒWeshow that and we wonÕtget any more police exclusives,ÓRindell
said.

On the screen, Bocelli pointed the FloatPix toward the parkÕstennis
court where two men pulled the metal cord from the top of the net. One
of the men carried the cord toward the tree and tossed an end over the
big branch.

ÒLetÕsassume weÕllget another half hour from Barker,ÓRindell said.
ÒWeneed something to fill another hour, then weÕllgo back to Mars Girl
before the West Coast goesto bed. Keep reminding the castersthat weÕre
offering triple commissions. Maybe thatÕll get them off their asses.Ó
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Chapter40
All over it

ÒRay,where are you?ÓCecilia said. Shestood on the picnic table next to
a dapper man in a tailored white linen suit. The man, nicely tanned,
spoke on his assistant and ran his fingers through his slick, graying hair
as he watched people throw the last of the wood from the gazebo onto
the pile.

Barker, sitting in the truckÕsbed, tried to orient himself by looking out
the topperÕsside window. ÒIÕllbe at the park soon,ÓBarker said. ÒIthink
weÕre close.Ó

The David, lying on his side with tape around his mouth and wrists,
looked up at Barker. His lips were still moving.

ÒHow are things there?Ó Barker said.
ÒPeoplehave lost their minds,Ó Cecilia said. ÒThereÕsa big crowd at

the park and theyÕre building a fire for The David
ÒNo shit?Ó Barker said.
ÒI thought the show was about the town pulling together,Ó Cecilia

said. ÒSortof a memorial to the kids who died. This ÉÓ she gestured to-
ward the crowd around the big oak, ÒÉ this is insane.Ó

ÒYou on this Bocelli?Ó Barker said.
ÒAll over it,Ó Bocelli said. ÒCecilia, did you find the mayor?Ó
ÒThereÕsno mayor,ÓCecilia said. ÒHeÕsthe township supervisor. HeÕs

standing next to me.Ó
ÒAll right,Ó Bocelli said. ÒWeÕreback on in thirty. Cecilia, we need a

couple minutes of you with the mayor. Ray can take over when he gets
to the park.Ó

A man wearing a ski mask climbed onto a grill next to the woodpile
and someonein the crowd handed him a can of gasoline. He held the can
above his head and the crowd roared.

ÒRay,IÕvegot a businessin this town,ÓCecilia said. ÒThingshave gone
too far. I canÕt be part of this.Ó

ÒYou sure?Ó Barker said.
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The man on the grill emptied the can onto the woodpile and the crowd
cheered again. ÒIÕm sure,Ó she said.

ÒAll right,Ó Barker said. ÒBocelli,try to connect me with The Donna.
SheÕsthe weather bot at WGTB. TheyÕrean affiliate so it shouldnÕtbe a
problem. If they grumble, give them a taste of my percentagewhile sheÕs
on. Send it back to Peter for a couple minutes if you need time. After I
talk with The Donna, I should be at the park and IÕll talk to the mayor.Ó

ÒIÕm on it,Ó Bocelli said.
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Chapter41
Good night

ÒWelcomeback to MASSnews, where the hits just keep coming,Ó Peter
said with his trademark wink. ÒWeÕlltake you back to ÔDeathon the
PlainsÕ in a moment.Ó

Peter was replaced onscreenby a live view from Mars. The TractorPix
used its bright lights to illuminate the silver ship.

ÒBut first, it looks like Mars Girl has gone to bed. SheÕllneed a good
nightÕssleep becausetomorrow sheÕllattempt the longest trek ever by a
human outside of earthÕsgravity. NASA geographers estimate that sheÕll
have to cover fifteen perilous clicks.Ó

Mars Girl, wearing her ÒKissMe IÕmDeadÓT-shirt, appeared in the
window long enough to slide down the plastic shade,blocking the Tract-
orPix light.

ÒWell, I guesswe canÕtblame her for that, can we?ÓPeter said with a
chuckle. ÒGood night, Mars Girl.Ó

ÒLetÕsget back to ÔDeathon the Plains,Õwhere IÕm told things
are reallyheating up,Ó Peter said with a wink.
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Chapter42
IÕm not people

ÒGood evening, The Donna, and thanks for joining us,Ó Barker said.
ÒYouÕrewelcome, Mr. Barker.ÓThe Donna was in front of a weather

map that showed light green swaths over Lake Michigan inching their
way east toward the Leelenau Peninsula. She shared a split screenwith
The David, still silently moving his lips through the tape and lying on his
side in the back of MarvÕs truck.

ÒThereare some rumors flying around that IÕdlike to clear up,ÓBarker
said. ÒI understand that you and The David were quite friendly.Ó

ÒAsI understand the concept of friendship, perhaps The David and I
could be considered friends,ÓThe Donna said. Her face had an exagger-
ated beauty Ð high and prominent cheekbones, large eyes and a small
nose turned up more than seemed natural. Her voice was a little tinny,
and her inflection proggie a bit outdated, but she was popular in her
market and emceed the annual Traverse City Cherry Festival Parade
every year.

ÒGood friends?Ó Barker said.
ÒThereis a certain collegiality among weather bots, especially among

those in close proximity who deal with similar weather patterns,Óshe
said. ÒTheDavid and I have learned a great deal from each other. The
Great Lakes affect micro- and macroclimates in unique ways so we often
compare our forecasts to see if there are conflicts.Ó

Marv drove the pickup into the park and onto the grass, through
where the split rail fence had been, and toward the big oak. The David
tried unsuccessfully to push himself upright using his bound hands.

ÒThereÕsa lot of talk around here that you two were playing footsy
through your connects earlier today when the tornado hit,Ó Barker said.

ÒIÕmsorry. Footsy is not one of the words I know.Ó The Donna had a
confident smile and spoke reassuringly. Every fourteen seconds she
reached up to brush golden locks out of her eyes.

ÒDo you know what sex is?Ó
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ÒUsually it refers to the act of procreation.Ó
ÒHave you ever had sex?Ó
ÒIÕm a bot, sir.Ó
ÒHave you ever had sex?Ó
ÒBots do not reproduce biologically. I was manufactured.Ó
ÒIn other words, you donÕt kiss and tell.Ó
The topper lid flew open and the gate dropped with a clang. Bill hois-

ted himself onto the gate and reached in to drag The David out by his
suit coat collar.

ÒTellabout what?ÓThe Donna asked.ÒKiss?Bots of my genus have no
tactile sensations.You are giving me human characteristics I simply do
not have. I have tasks, not desires.Ó

ÒYoulook human. In fact you look kind of hot. Who are you trying to
impress?Ó

Bocelli told Barker the floater was taking over so he jumped out of the
truckÕs bed and scanned the crowd for Cecilia.

ÒThatÕsjust good design,ÓThe Donna said. ÒAn appealing presenta-
tion is important for ratings.Ó

Marv and Bill hoisted The David over their heads and carried him to-
ward the woodpile. People in the crowd craned their necks to see,and
some taunted the bot.

ÒYou get love letters from admiring viewers,Ó Barker said.
ÒI have always failed to understand those letters.Ó
ÒAll right, letÕsget to the point. You and The David have a relation-

ship, right?Ó
ÒYes, we are colleagues.Ó
ÒMost affairs begin at work.Ó
ÒAre you referring to love affairs?Ó
Barker saw Cecilia standing on the picnic table next to Annisstin and

walked toward them.
ÒYes,love affairs,Ó Barker said. ÒYou and The David were having a

good time a few hours ago. I donÕtknow exactly how bots have a good
time but you two were doing it. The David was concentrating more on
you than his job so he didnÕtwarn anyone about the tornado. Those sev-
en kids wouldnÕt have died if heÕd done his job.Ó

ÒTheDavid and I were monitoring the samestorm pattern, and it was
a particularly tricky one,ÓThe Donna said. ÒTwofronts of differing tem-
peratures combined, which is what can causetornados, but the temperat-
ure divergence between them seemed É Ó

ÒPeople always cover up for the ones they love.Ó
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ÒIÕm not people.Ó
Barker had reached the picnic table and stepped up onto it. He stood

next to Annisstin, who was speaking on his assistant. The man wearing
the ski mask stood on the grill with a gasoline-soaked rag in one hand
and a lighter in the other. A chant of ÒBurn!Burn! Burn!Órose from one
side of the crowd and swept to the other. The Donna disappeared from
the screen and Bocelli devoted the entire screen to the teeming crowd.
Bocelli told Barker that he was overdue for a break.

ÒTheDonna, do you have any last words for your friend?Ó Barker
said.

ÒLastwords? IÕveasked him to take a look at the weather pattern de-
veloping to our west, but he hasnÕt responded yet. ThatÕs very unusual.Ó

Marv and Bill wrapped the tennis net cord around The DavidÕsneck
and cinched it tight.

ÒDonÕthold your breath,ÓBarker said. ÒWeÕllbe back after this.ÓBark-
er turned to Annisstin. ÒYouÕre the mayor?Ó

Annisstin finished talking on his assistant and slid the device into his
suit coat pocket. ÒIÕm the township supervisor. Tony Annisstin.Ó

ÒBocelli,things are moving fast here,ÓBarker said. ÒTheyÕreready to
light the fire.Ó

ÒAll right, weÕlljust do a thirty and send it back to you,ÓBocelli said.
ÒFifteen seconds.Ó

Barker turned to Annisstin. ÒReady?WeÕreon in ten.ÓBarker spun
around, facing the floater, which hovered ten feet in front of him. Bocelli
wanted the crowd in the background.

Barker heard BocelliÕscountdown in his head and tapped Annisstin on
the shoulder. When Annisstin looked, Barker nodded toward the
FloatPix but Annisstin didnÕt turn around.

ÒWeÕreback in Kiss-My-Knees, Michigan,Ó Barker said. ÒAs you can
see behind me, the natives are restless.Ó

Bocelli zoomed in to show Marv and Bill pulling on the net cord,
swinging The David over the woodpile. Bill tied the cord to the grill and
the masked man lit the rag and threw it onto the gasoline soaked lumber.
Flamesleapt into the air, engulfing The David. The crowd gasped asone.
The DavidÕssuit coat and shirt caught fire and his hair burned off in a
flash.

Bocelli pulled back, bringing Barker and Annisstin into the picture, but
Annisstin still faced away from the camera.

ÒThis way, Mayor,Ó Barker said.
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Annisstin, watching The David burn, shook his head in disgust and
slowly turned toward the camera.

ÒSo, are you enjoying this?Ó Barker said.
ÒEnjoyingthis?ÓAnnisttin said, glancing behind him. ÒThatÕsan ab-

surd question. I donÕt see how any responsible person could enjoy
watching the wanton destruction of property.Ó

Bocelli pipped Barker and Annisstin into the lower right and The
David, largely obscured by the flames, filled the rest of the screen.Burn-
ing plastic dripped from the botÕshands as he tried to pull himself away
from the flames. His fingers, now little more than metal bones, couldnÕt
grip the cord.

ÒThenwhy donÕtyou have the cops start busting heads? Call in the
National Guard or something?Ó

ÒIcan assureyou that weÕlldeal with this foolishness as soon as emer-
gency personnel are no longer needed at the church,Ó Annisstin said.

ÒSo youÕll just let them have their fun?Ó Barker said.
ÒWeÕrepaying close attention and serious charges will be handed out

to those responsible.Ó
ÒWhynot let them vent a little?ÓBarker said. ÒSomekids died. TheyÕre

getting instant justice.Ó
ÒI donÕtsee how razing a public park is justice. The hardworking

people of this county paid for this park and their tax dollars will have to
pay for its reconstruction. And The David has a manufacturer, a pro-
grammer and an owner. If there was negligence, IÕmcertain our courts
can assign blame and determine appropriate punishment and
restitution.Ó

Barker turned to facethe floater. ÒThatÕsMayor Sourpuss of Knee-kiss-
er, Michigan. WeÕll be back after this.Ó
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Chapter43
After the fire

Rindell, still standing behind Piper and watching her desk screen,
wanted to see the floater feed while the commercial played. Piper hit a
few buttons on her assistant and they watched Barker walk toward Ce-
cilia, standing alone near the dirt circle where the Gazebo had been.

ÒDo you think thereÕsanything between those two?Ó Rindell asked
Piper.

Barker put his arm around Cecilia as they stood away from the crowd,
watching The David, now mostly charred metal, swaying above the fire.
The bot reached for the cord around his neck but his arm fell limp to his
side.

ÒDoes it matter?Ó Piper said.
ÒOnly if we donÕt have anything better when the fire goes out.Ó
On the screenBarker and Cecilia walked toward the picnic table where

an elegantly dressed woman stood smiling at them. Barker shook her
hand when they arrived at the table.

ÒLetÕshave Bocelli follow Barker and Cecilia after the Plains show
ends,ÓRindell said. ÒMy gut tells me theyÕregoing to jump into the sack.
Keep the reps on their toes. We havenÕt had a good sex show in months.Ó

Piper rolled her eyesand looked at Rindell. ÒYou tell Barker,Óshe said.
ÒIÕm not.Ó

ÒTell Barker? And spoil the mood? No way.Ó
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Chapter44
Friends

Standing on the picnic table in the FloatPix light, Barker was joined by
Alexis DelVecchio, owner of DelVecchioÕsFinest Apparel. Behind them
The David hung motionless except for occasional arm spasms, like
someone in a fitful sleep. The flames had mostly burned out but intense
heat still rose from the mound of glowing coals.

Cradled in AlexisÕslong, slender arms was a gift box from her store.
Her bright floral dress hung beautifully on her slender body and her
tanned, elegantly elongated face was dominated by a wide smile that
had sold thousands of suits and dressesat the store her great-grandpar-
ents started when they emigrated from Italy in the 1950s.

ÒThepeople of Onickersbee have determined that my attire is unsuit-
able,ÓBarker said, tightening the belt on his robe. ÒSo,Alexis ÉÓ Barker
turned to her. ÒIÕvealways liked the name Alex for women. Mind if I call
you Alex?Ó

ÒNot at all,Ó Alexis said. ÒThatÕs what my friends call me.Ó
ÒSo IÕm your friend now?Ó
ÒAbsolutely. WeÕre friendly people here in Okinisee.Ó
Barker looked into the camera and raised an eyebrow. ÒHow friendly?Ó
ÒVery.Ó
Barker looked into the camera and raised the other eyebrow.
Behind Barker and Alexis, one of The DavidÕsarms fell into the dying

flames, sending a plume of sparks into the air. The DavidÕscharred skull
bobbed to one side, and then fell to his chest.

ÒOkay, my new friend, take it away,Ó Barker said to Alexis.
ÒThank you, Ray. IÕm Alexis, or Alex,Ó she smiled at Barker,

ÒDelVecchio,owner of DelVecchioÕsFinest Apparel and IÕmalso Presid-
ent of the Okinisee Chamber of Commerce here in friendly Okinisee,
Michigan, located on the shores of beautiful Lake Huron. We have a
wonderful marina, plenty of nearby hotel space, a small town atmo-
sphere and weÕrejust two hours from Detroit, and a smidge over an hour
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from the Tri-Cities Airport. Come see us sometime for a wonderful
northern Michigan experience.Ó

ÒAre you paying for this?Ó Barker said.
Alexis paused and gave Barker a patient smile. ÒI thought we were

friends.Ó
ÒYouÕre taking advantage of our relationship,Ó Barker said.
Behind them, The David raised his skull but it flopped over backward

and lay against his metal spine.
Alexis looked into the camera. ÒWell, it is beautiful up here. So come

up and see us and shop at our fine stores.Ó
ÒThe point, the point ÉÓ
ÒYouÕllfind none of RayÕsbig city pushiness here.ÓAlexis smiled at

Barker again. ÒThereason IÕmhere is that the good people of Okinisee
treat our visitors like part of the family so we want to present Ray with a
set of clothing that is more appropriate than his ragged old robe. I also
want to say that this is the first tornado to ever hit Okinisee, and the
odds of another one visiting us during the next 200 years are practically
zero, so come pay us a visit. This is the safest little town in America.Ó

ÒAll right, let me have the clothes,ÓBarker said. Alexis held out the
box and Barker lifted its lid.

ÒTheshirt is made of a very special blend of mohair, wool and spider
silk spun at a farm just ten miles from here,ÓAlexis said. ÒSpidersilk is
just one of the fibers manufactured from goatÕsmilk produced by engin-
eered saanansand nubians at JuntininÕsFiber Farm just west of town.
DelVecchioÕs is the exclusive retail outlet.Ó

ÒLetme guess,ÓBarker said, holding up the shimmering shirt. It was
royal blue with flecks of silver and red that danced in the glare of the
FloatPix light. ÒYou ship.Ó

ÒAround the globe.Ó
ÒGreat.Do I have pants in there?ÓBarker said pawing through the box

that was still in AlexÕs hands.
ÒOf course you have pants. TheyÕremade of spider silk and lambsÕ

wool, for a longwearing, elegant look.Ó
Barker held the gray pants to his waist to check the length. They were

speckled with blue accents that matched the shirt.
ÒBelt?Ó Barker said.
ÒItÕs with the shoes.Ó
Behind Barker and Alexis, sparks flew out the hole left by the DavidÕs

missing arm. When the sparks subsided, the DavidÕsother arm fell into
the coals.
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Barker untied his robe and flung it aside.
ÒI wasnÕtsure if I should include boxers but IÕmglad I did,Ó Alexis

said, looking away. ÒThere are a few extra pairs, plus some extra socks.Ó
The FloatPix showed Barker from the waist up as he slipped on the

underwear and pants.
ÒThisis just one example of the hospitality thatÕsa way of life here in

Okinisee,Ó Alexis said, looking into the camera. ÒWeÕrea small town
with a big heart. The charracuda fishing is amazing and there are sixteen
championship golf courses within an hourÕsdrive and a bazillion miles
of snowmobile trails.Ó

Ray had finished putting on the socks and was now working on his
shoes. He put his hand on AlexisÕs shoulder for balance.

ÒWe guessed on the shoe size,Ó Alexis said. ÒAre they a little snug?Ó
ÒPerfect.ÓBarker did a quick soft shoe on the picnic table to prove it.

ÒThanksfor taking care of me, Alex.Ó He put his arm around her and
looked into the camera. ÒWeÕll be back in Goatkissernee after this.Ó

Barker swung Alexis around and dipped her. He gave her a big kiss on
the lips and she made a weak effort to push him away.
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Chapter45
An idea

Rindell leapt through the elevator doors as they opened on fifty-nine. He
trotted down the empty hallway but slowed to a walk when his head
hummed ÒGod Bless America.Ó

ÒWhoÕs this?Ó he said.
ÒBob Briter here. How are you this fine evening?Ó
ÒBob who? HowÕd you get my connects?Ó
ÒBobBriter. Calling from the White House. We get any connects we

want.Ó
ÒNever heard of you. Get off my head, IÕm busy.Ó
ÒHow can you not know who I am? I was quoted twelve times on the

front page of todayÕsNew York Times.Ó
ÒIÕmsure thatÕsa big deal to you and the four other people who read

newspapers. Now get off my head.Ó
ÒIÕlltell you whatÕsa big deal. YouÕrewalking away from the hottest

show in the history of mass media and the president wants to know
why. YouÕre completely ignoring your First Amendment
responsibilities.Ó

ÒSo sue me,Ó Rindell said. ÒOver-Now.Ó
Rindell disregarded the yellow caution light on BocelliÕsdoor and

burst in. The production booth was just big enough for Bocelli and a
semi-circle of nine screens arrayed three-high. Bocelli sat at the focal
point of the arc in a wheeled recliner. In his lap lay a console with a joy-
stick and several buttons. On the center screen Cecilia was doing a re-
mote with one of the injured kids lying in bed at Alpena Memorial Hos-
pital. A nurse sat on the edge of the bed next to the girl. The other
screens were filled with views from each of the other cameras on the
FloatPix, giving Bocelli a panoramic view of the park.

ÒI thought Cecilia was done,Ó Rindell said, squeezing between the
back of BocelliÕs chair and the wall.
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ÒSheknows the girl and wanted to talk to her,ÓBocelli said. ÒDonÕt
you ever knock?Ó

ÒIÕve got an idea for you,Ó Rindell said.
ÒAt ten oÕclockBarkerÕsshow is over and IÕmgoing home,ÓBocelli

said. ÒThatÕs seven minutes from now.Ó
ÒNot if my idea works.Ó
Bocelli, short and plump with withered legs and a thin, bearded face,

swiveled his chair toward Rindell. ÒIdonÕtlike it when you have ideas.
My wife doesnÕtlike it when you have ideas. My kids miss me when you
have ideas.Ó

ÒHave you noticed anything between Barker and Cecilia?ÓRindell
said.

Bocelli closed his eyesand leaned back in his chair. ÒIÕvebeenworking
since six this morning. DonÕt give me riddles.Ó

ÒPiper says thereÕs some kind of chemistry between them.Ó
ÒI donÕt know and I donÕt care.Ó
ÒWhenBarker signs off I want you to keep the floater on them. The

eyeballs like those two. If they go for a romantic moonlit walk on the
beach, I want the FloatPix to go with them. If they end up in bed I want
you to get a good look. Justkeep the floater out of sight and mask the au-
dio connect. IÕllgive you a half a point on the first fifteen minutesÕnet if
you get vid of them screwing each otherÕseyes out. ThatÕllpay for a
dozen years of college.Ó

ÒRindell, youÕre an asshole.Ó
ÒYou only say that because you canÕt say no.Ó

96



Chapter46
ShowÕs over

Marv and Barker stood next to each other on the picnic table facing the
floater. Most people had left the park but a couple dozen people milled
around The DavidÕsremains, swaying in the mild breezecoming off the
lake and lit from below by the fireÕs orange embers.

ÒMarv here was the ringleader of the botnappers who broke into The
DavidÕs studio and brought him to the park,Ó Barker said into the
FloatPix. ÒSo Marv, do you think justice was done tonight?Ó

MarvÕshands were stuck in his jacket pockets and his round face
stared into the camera.ÒNothingÕsgoing to bring back my grandson,Óhe
said. ÒBut IÕma God-fearing man and I believe in an eye for an eye.Ó
There were beads of sweat on his forehead, despite the cool night air.

ÒMarv, seven kids died in the church,ÓBarker said. ÒAll you did was
kill a machine.Ó

Marv looked behind him at The DavidÕsblackened, armless body, then
faced the camera again.

ÒTheDavid jumped outta the bed of my truck at eighty mile an hour.
He knew he did wrong.Ó Marv turned again to look at The David. ÒHe
got whatÕs coming to him.Ó

The DavidÕsremains fell from the cord and sparks jumped from the
coals.

ÒThereyou have it,ÓBarker said, as Bocelli zoomed in on The DavidÕs
empty eye sockets and toothless jaw lying on the bright coals. ÒInstant
justice, at least in the eyesof the Okiniseans. This is Ray Barker for Cecil-
ia Westraek. Goodnight everybody.Ó

The light on the FloatPix changed from green to red.
ÒWeÕre done,Ó Barker said to Marv. ÒShowÕs over.Ó
ÒThatÕsit?ÓMarv lingered on the table for a moment and looked back

toward the fire. ÒGuessIÕllget outta here then,Óhe said, and stepped
down from the table.
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Barker turned to watch Marv walk toward the parking lot. He could
seethe flashing lights of a police car parked next to MarvÕstruck. A fire
engine pulled into the lot and onto the lawn next to the glowing coals.
Cecilia, walking toward the picnic table from the fire, patted Marv on his
shoulder as they passed each other.

ÒHowÕd we do, Bocelli?Ó Barker said.
ÒSomehow you managed to keep Mars GirlÕs huge numbers, and

youÕregetting triple commissions,ÓBocelli said. ÒIhope you invite me to
your retirement party. Hey, I want you to leave your FloatPix with me.
Rindell wants to replay the highlights from your show during the
overnight and I want to get some shots of them putting out the fire. Just
tell me where youÕll be and IÕll get it back to you later tonight.Ó

ÒWhere IÕllbe?ÓBarker looked at Cecilia, who had just reached the
picnic table.

ÒThe boat,Ó she said. ÒThereÕs broken glass all over my house.Ó
ÒBocelli, just leave it under my car,ÓBarker said. ÒIÕllget it in the

morning.Ó
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Chapter47
LetÕs take a chance

Rindell, standing behind BocelliÕsrecliner, heard ÒGodBlessAmericaÓin
his head again. ÒWhat do you want?Ó he said.

ÒIdonÕtlike people hanging up on me,ÓBriter said. ÒWhenyou hang
up on me, youÕrehanging up on the President of the United Statesand
she doesnÕt forget things like that.Ó

ÒLetÕs test her memory,Ó Rindell said. ÒOver-Now.Ó
Rindell heard ÒGod Bless AmericaÓ again. ÒDamn it, if youÕvegot a

show for me, IÕlllisten. If youÕrejust trying to tell me how to do my job,
IÕm not interested. Which is it?Ó

ÒYouÕreignoring a national tragedy,Ó Briter said. ÒIf you buy the ex-
clusive and donÕt use it, our lawyers say thatÕs breach of contract.Ó

ÒYou wanna fight with a guy whoÕsgot half the domestic market
watching his network right now? If I hear any more about a lawsuit
MASSnews will spend the next hour reminding everybody that a teen-
ager had to come up with a plan to save herself becauseyour boss is an
uncaring incompetent. FlanaganÕsnumbers are already in the tank and I
can push them lower than any president in history. Clear? Over-Now.Ó

On BocelliÕscenter screen,Barker and Cecilia walked hand in hand on
the beach toward the marina. Lake HuronÕsmoonlit diamonds glistened
behind them.

ÒIs that them?Ó Rindell said.
ÒOfcourse itÕsthem,ÓBocelli said. ÒProduction wants to know if weÕre

going back to Peter or staying with Barker.Ó
Rindell checked the latest numbers on his assistant. ÒPeoplearenÕt

tired of them yet. LetÕstake a chanceon Barker. Piper said theyÕvegot a
title worked out.Ó

ÒAll right everybody, weÕrestaying in Michigan,Ó Bocelli said ÒYou
hear that Piper? WeÕre on in five, four, three, two ÉÓ

Barker and Cecilia stopped where a boat shed hid them from the cot-
tages lining the shore. As they kissed a glowing bottle of Tour Eiffel
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champagne appeared next to them on the shedÕswall. Cecilia leaned
back against the wall and she wrapped her legs around Barker when he
lifted her. The cork popped from the champagne bottle, spilling white
foam from its mouth.

ÒI did something like this to my sister when I was twelve and I was
grounded for a month,Ó Bocelli said.

ÒJustdo your job and let me worry about good and evil,ÓRindell said.
He bumped Bocelli on the shoulder. ÒPull in tighter.Ó
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Chapter48
DonÕt get crazy

Jim was still at the crowded Okinisee Inn but heÕdrun out of cash so he
was operating on credit. ÒÕNotherbeer,Óhe said to the waitress, and slid
his empty glass toward her. He pushed too hard and the crowd hushed
for a moment when the glassfell over the barÕsraised edge and exploded
on the floor.

ÒYou sure you need one, Jimmy?Ó the bartender said, pushing the
broken glass into a pile with her shoe.

ÒPoztive.Ó
ÒAll the kegs are empty, hun. You want a bottle?Ó
ÒJust gimme a beer.Ó
ÒLetÕsmake this your last one, all right? YouÕrealready over the limit

for someone with your credit rating and bottles are thirty bucks.ÓThe
bartender popped the top off a bottle of MedicineHat Ale and set it in
front of him.

When she walked away Jim had a clear view of the wall screenon the
far side of the bar. He turned to look behind him at a closer screen,then
stood up and walked toward it until he could hear the sound over the
barÕs din.

ÒLetÕstake my boat out into the bay,ÓCecilia said from the screen,rub-
bing her palms against BarkerÕschest. ÒWecan anchor out there for the
night. Just in case JimÕs still around.Ó

ÒSure, in a little while,Ó Barker said, trying to kiss her again.
ÒIf we stay here IÕll be thinking about Jim more than IÕmthinking

about you,Ó Cecilia said, holding him off with her forehead. ÒI donÕt
want to think about Jim right now.Ó

Ben Lambton walked up behind Jim and put his hand on his shoulder.
ÒDonÕtget crazy on us, Jimbo.ÓThe bar had become quiet and all eyes
were on Jim as he watched Barker and Cecilia kiss.

ÒLetÕsget out of here,Ó Ben said, squeezing between Jim and the
screen. ÒWhy donÕt you stay at my place tonight?Ó
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Jim spun awkwardly away from Ben,his wild, furious eyesfocused on
nothing.

ÒCÕmon, Jim,Ó Ben said to his back. ÒWe can take my car.Ó
ÒSheÕsmy wife!Ó Jim shouted as he stomped past crowded tables to-

ward the exit. He pulled the door off its hinges on his way out.
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Chapter49
Enough trouble for one day

Bocelli kept the floater in the moon shadow castby a tree on shore while
Barker stood next to Ben LambtonÕscruiser, readying himself to lift the
SomewhenÕs bent mast that was still attached to the CeciliaÕs sailboat.

ÒReady?ÓCecilia yelled, standing at her sailboatÕswheel across the
dock from LambtonÕs boat.

Barker struggled but managed to lift the mast off the cruiser as Cecilia
pulled on the throttle, backing the boat out toward Big Rock Bay. Barker
held the mast in the crooks of his arms and took short, quick steps to
keep pace with the sailboat. When he reached the end of the dock he
dropped the mast into the lake and stepped toward the boat to jump on
before it cleared the dock. He stopped when he saw a pair of headlights
at the marinaÕs entrance.

The car barreled down the drive and skidded to a halt near the storage
shed. Jim jumped out, nearly falling to the gravel. He gained his balance
and ran up the dock, lurching from side to side. Jim left his car in drive
and it idled forward until it bumped into the storage shed.

Cecilia gunned the sailboatÕsinboard but it labored to push the boat
through the water because of the mastÕsadded drag. Barker stepped
onto the sailboat and stood on the bow, watching Jim stumble toward
him.

ÒCecilia!Ó Jim bellowed from the end of the dock. ÒStop!Ó
ÒJim,youÕredrunk,Ó Cecilia yelled from the cockpit. ÒJustgo to my

house. WeÕll talk tomorrow. I promise.Ó
ÒCecilia!ÓJustcÕmere,damn it!ÓJim reached for a piling to steady him-

self but missed and fell face first into the lake.
ÒOh, God,Ó Cecilia said. ÒHe canÕt swim.Ó
She jumped up from the cockpit, but Barker stepped in front of her.

ÒIÕllget him.Ó Barker, threw off his new shoesand dove into the water.
Jim, slapping at the water in a panicked dogpaddle, reached for the bot-
tom rung of the rusty ladder at the end of the dock but was too far away
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and his head went under. Barker surfaced and gave him a shove toward
the ladder. JimÕsfingers clutched the rusty metal and he pulled his head
above water. As he climbed the ladder he nearly fell back but managed
get his feet under him on the dock. He fell to his knees, dripping water
and gulping air.

Barker swam to the mast and pulled himself along, hand over hand,
until Cecilia helped him onto the sailboatÕs deck.

Jim struggled to his feet and, without looking back at the sailboat,
stumbled to his car. His tires threw gravel as he drove up the marina en-
trance, then squealed onto M-23. Jim held the pedal to the floor all the
way back to the Okinisee Inn, where his car bounced through potholes
and slid to a stop at the front door. The bar became quiet when he
walked through the doorless doorway, followed by the floater and drip-
ping water onto the worn wood floor. People scooted their chairs out of
JimÕsway as he marched through the bar toward Ben, sitting at a table
with a few others against the far wall. Bocelli kept the floater near the
ceiling and lowered its microphone wire.

ÒBen, gimme your boat keys,Ó Jim said, holding out his wet hand.
Ben stood from his chair. ÒJimbo,you need to calm down. Just do

what Cecilia said. Go sleep it off and you two can talk it out tomorrow.
YouÕre making a fool of yourself.Ó

ÒGoddamnit, give me the keys!ÓJim said. He grabbed BenÕsjacket off
the back of his chair and rifled through the pockets. He found nothing so
he pushed Ben against the wall and tried putting his hand into one of his
front pockets but two of the men sitting at BenÕstable threw Jim to the
floor.

ÒFigure it out,Ó Ben said, standing over Jim. ÒShemoved away from
you and she has other men. Deal with it.Ó

Jim rolled onto his back and saw the FloatPix hovering above him near
the ceiling. When he made it to his feet he picked up a glass tumbler
from BenÕstable and hurled it at the flying camera. He missed and the
tumbler smashed against the wall, showering broken glass on two wo-
men sitting together at a table.

Jim saw the barÕsowner making his way around the bar with a big
wrench in his hand so he loped toward the door, stopping long enough
to reach across the bar with surprising dexterity to snatch a nearly full
bottle of whiskey out of the bartenderÕs hand.

Two men stood up from the bar to go after Jim but Stu shouted at
them to let him go. ÒWeÕve had enough trouble for one day.Ó

Stu pointed up at the floater and said, ÒYou! Outta here!Ó
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Bocelli took the floater out the door and followed Jim as he weaved
down M-23 to the marina with the whiskey bottle between his legs. He
skidded his car to a stop by the storage shed and tossed the bottleÕscap
out the window. He took a good drink, stepped out of the car and took
another. As he walked to BenÕsboat he saw The Somewhen heading out
into Big Rock Bay, its trailing mast creating a second wake in the
moonlight.

To get into the cabin of BenÕsboat Jim had to duck his head past the
roofÕsjagged metal, smashed into a V by the SomewhenÕsmast. He
found the light switch and searched for a hidden key. He looked inside
cupboard doors, under seat cushions and behind anything that looked
like a hiding place. He got down on all fours to search for a cubbyhole
under the cabinetsbut saw nothing. When he stood up the boat spun out
of control. He needed to sit down but there was no time. He dropped to
his knees, fell onto his face and passed out.
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Chapter50
The boat gently rocks

Rindell bumped BocelliÕsshoulder. ÒGo see whatÕshappening on the
sailboat.Ó

ÒYou wanna do this?Ó Bocelli said. ÒYouÕve got all the ideas.Ó
ÒJust get a look inside the sailboat. JimÕs done for the night.Ó
The sailboatÕsnavigator held a course due east toward Canada, which

took the boat into Big Rock Bay. The moon was just above the horizon,
squeezing its pale light through a narrow porthole. Peering into the
Somewhen from the opposite side, Bocelli synched the floater with the
boatÕs gentle rocking motion.

Barker lay on his side in the bed with his head propped by his palm.
Cecilia sat on the bed facing away from him and toward the camera out-
side the window. Barker rubbed her back through her dress.

ÒIreally need to just end it with Jim,ÓCecilia said, staring at the floor.
ÒI should have done it already.Ó

Barker pulled on her shoulder and she lay down next to him, still fa-
cing away.

Cecilia reached above the bed to a consoleof buttons and killed the in-
board motor, then hit another button that dropped the anchors.

Barker leaned into her ear and did his best impression of thunder and
whistling winds. Cecilia rolled onto her back and smiled as Barker
moved his face toward hers.
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Part 2
Day II
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Chapter1
Outraged or amused

Lying asleepa few hundred yards offshore in the cabin of CeciliaÕsboat,
Barker was awakened by his humming head. He reached out and felt
only cold sheetsnext to him. Cloudy thoughts of the night before floated
through his mind as he surveyed the empty cabin. Out the small win-
dows he saw bright blue skies. His head hummed again and he
answered.

ÒBarker.Ó
ÒGood morning, Ray. ItÕs Piper. HowÕs it feel to be a rich man?Ó
ÒWhereÕsCecilia?ÓBarker said, more to himself than Piper. He noticed

that the companionway door was open.
ÒSheÕs not on the boat?Ó
Barker looked at the small clock beside the bed. He was surprised that

it was already after nine oÕclock. ÒHowÕd you know IÕm on a boat?Ó
ÒRindell told Bocelli to follow you with the floater after ÔDeathon the

PlainsÕ ended,Ó Piper said.
Barker heard CeciliaÕsvoice from the deck. ÒWhat!?In my boat?ÓCe-

cilia, with the almost pink robe loosely wrapped around her, appeared in
the cabin door and looked at Barker with an expression he hadnÕtseen
before. A mix of confusion and anger.

ÒYouhad great numbers for both shows last night,Ó Piper said. ÒJust
think if Jim had caught you.Ó

Cecilia left the doorway and went back up on deck. Barker could hear
her voice, but couldnÕt understand the words.

ÒYouÕre saying that Bocelli followed us to the boat?Ó Barker said.
ÒInto the boat,ÓPiper said. ÒHe shot through the window using just

the moonlight. It was very romantic. He did you a favor and didnÕtturn
on the night vision, even though Rindell kept telling him to. It was sorta
artsy.Ó

ÒHow long did the show last?Ó Barker said.
ÒAs long as you did,Ó Piper said.

108



Piper paused to let Barker respond but he didnÕt.
ÒRay,I donÕtknow what youÕrethinking but you made one hell of a

lot of money last night and you two are the hottest casterson the planet
right now.Ó

She paused again. Still no response. ÒBarker? You there?Ó
ÒIÕm waiting to see if IÕm outraged or amused.Ó
ÒYouÕre a rich man. Two big shows in one night. Triple commissions.Ó
ÒRindell should be making this call, not you.Ó
ÒItold him the same thing,Ó Piper said. ÒHesaid youÕdfind out soon

enough but I thought someone should tell you. By the way, the local
sheriff is pretty pissed off about what happened at the park. RindellÕs
talking to him right now but I doubt thatÕllhelp. IÕdget out of Dodge if I
were you.Ó
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Chapter2
No deal

ÒHello. Anybody there?Ó the sheriff said.
ÒThis is Marc Rindell.Ó
ÒMr.Rindell, this is Sheriff Angstrom, Alpena County, Michigan. How

are you this fine morning?Ó
ÒBusy,Ó Rindell said.
ÒLetÕsget right to it then,ÓAngstrom said. ÒYourboy caused me a lot

of grief last night and I got quite a mess up here.Ó
ÒMy boy?Ó
ÒYourcaster.Ray Barker. Sincethe cement plants and the gaswells are

all closed up we havenÕtgot much but tourism going for us and your
little show made us look like a bunch of savages.Who in their right mind
would want to spend their vacation dollars hanging around a bunch of
savages?I donÕtthink thereÕsa hotel, golf course or charter outfit in the
county hasnÕtcalled me to complain about what your boy did to our
reputation as a nice and friendly place to visit.Ó

ÒI suggest you arrest the people who caused the trouble,Ó Rindell said.
ÒYeah,well we have a habit of scanning the satellites and one of my

deputies picked up your boy talking to somebody in New York Ðthe guy
who was flying the camera. We got audio of Mr. Barker explaining how
he got Marv Ripley all riled up by telling him and his buddies that The
David was doing a girl weather bot virtual-style over in Traverse and
thatÕs what made him blow the tornado call.Ó

Rindell grinned at BarkerÕs inventiveness.
ÒI talked to DisneyNews,Ó the sheriff said, ÒandtheyÕvemade me an

offer on the exclusive for that bit of audio. They also want me onscreen
to tell the world about your bloodsucking caster preying on a granddad
who just lost his grandson. TheyÕresaying itÕsworth a half million. Now,
IÕdrather just let this whole episode wash under the bridge but a half
million is a lot of money.Ó

ÒAre you trying to blackmail me?Ó Rindell said.
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ÒIknow how you high rollers work thesethings,ÓAngstrom said. ÒMy
cousinÕs a police chief out East and he does exclusive deals all the time.Ó

ÒIÕmnot buying any of this,Ó Rindell said. ÒI seriously doubt you
talked to DisneyNews.Ó

ÒOh,I talked to them all right,Ó Angstrom said. ÒTheyÕrepretty excited
about making some money and pissing you off. All you gotta do is top
their offer and that audio file disappears.Ó

ÒHow about you make it disappear by shoving it up your ass,ÓRindell
said.
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Chapter3
Coffee

Jim slid open his eyes and tried to focus on the half full whiskey bottle
sitting upright on the cabin floor a foot from his nose.

When he tried to stand up his right leg gave way and he fell back to
the floor. With the whiskey bottle in one hand he crawled to the galley
table and managed to pull himself to his feet. He took a couple drinks
from the bottle to calm his nerves and decided he needed a cup of coffee
to clear his mind.

He limped from cupboard to cupboard. Plates,cups, bowls. No sign of
coffee or a coffeemaker. Tucked away on the top shelf of a floor-to-ceil-
ing cabinet next to the sink he finally found a ten-cup BrewPal and a foil
pouch containing just enough coffee to make a pot.

Jim reached for the BrewPal with his right hand but stopped short
when a sharp pain shot through his back. He tried the other arm and
there was much lesspain. He set the BrewPal on the counter and reached
up again for the foil pouch. When he tried to grab it, he knocked it off the
back of the shelf and it fell behind all the way to the floor. Jim closed his
eyes and cursed the idiot who built shelves with a gap behind.

Using the shelves for support, Jim dropped to his knees and put his
cheek against the floor. Closing his eyes to aid his concentration, he
reached under the bottom shelf for the coffee. The spinning world made
him nauseous but he didnÕt want to give up. A little farther and he
would have it. He gripped what he thought was the coffee pouch
between his index and middle finger but realized it was something else.
He pulled it out anyway, hoping the coffee would come along with it.

The mystery object was a stiff and heavy leather belt with a holster
containing a small caliber pistol. At the center of the beltÕscircle was a
nearly full box of .22 cartridges.
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Chapter4
You were acting?

Barker pulled on his pants, still damp at the waist from his swim the
night before, and threw on his shirt but didnÕt bother buttoning it. He
walked out into bright sunshine and cool morning breezeand saw Cecil-
ia sitting on one of the cockpit benches. She gazed at the empty horizon.

ÒWho were you talking to?ÓBarker said, sitting next to her on the
bench.

ÒMy mother,Ó Cecilia said. ÒShe saw us in the boat last night.Ó
Barker grimaced. ÒOuch.Ó
ÒSheliked it,Ó Cecilia said. ÒShenever liked Jim and she likes him

even lessnow.ÓShetucked her foot under the opposite leg. ÒShealways
wanted me to be an actress.Ó

ÒYou were acting?Ó Barker said. ÒDamn.Ó
ÒThis isnÕt funny,Ó Cecilia said.
Barker slid his foot over top CeciliaÕsand massagedher toes with his

own. ÒIdidnÕtknow they were going to follow us with the floater. I donÕt
like it either. TheyÕve never done anything like that to me before.Ó

ÒNow I know why Jim was so crazy,ÓCecilia said. ÒIneed to talk to
him.Ó

ÒIdonÕtknow how much it matters,ÓBarker said, Òbutyou made a lot
of money last night.Ó

ÒIthought I could do something to help. I thought the show would be
sort of a memorial to the kids who died. I thought we could show the
people of the town pulling together.ÓShe shook her head. ÒDidnÕtturn
out that way, did it?Ó

Barker looked out over the sweep of Big Rock Bay. Trees hid most of
the cottages lining the shore, but there were docks and small storage
buildings near the water, except along Big Rock Point, the bayÕsnorthern
boundary. The pine-covered sliver of land jutted straight out from the
shore then curved to the south like a drawn bowÕs limb.
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The entire peninsula was a state recreation area popular with picnick-
ers and swimmers during the day and teenagerslooking for seclusion at
night, when the park was officially closed. For the adventurous there
was Block Island, a mile from the point. On calm days a small boat, even
a canoe, had little trouble making the trip, but when the weather
changed it was a treacherous crossing because of the chop and sub-
merged rocks. Kids in the area grew up with warnings about trying to
make it to Block Island, named for a graffiti-covered boulder on its east-
ern shore that was a favorite place for illegal beach fires.

Cecilia stood up and pushed a button next to the wheel to start the in-
board engine, then pushed the throttle forward and spun the wheel to
take the boat back toward shore.

The boat didnÕt move.
She closed her eyes, shook her head and turned off the engine.
ÒIforgot about the anchors,Óshesaid, dropping onto the bench next to

Barker. ÒIÕm not thinking straight.Ó
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Chapter5
Click

Jim struggled to his feet, tossed the belt and holster onto the galley
counter and held onto one of the shelves until the boat stopped spinning.

When his eyes focused he saw that the holster was embossedwith an
image of a leaping charracuda, a fish speciesdeveloped illegally fifteen
years before by a Michigan State University microbiology post-doc who
wanted to find out what would happen if he crossed a native brook
trout, actually a char, and a barracuda. The student, believing his labor-
atory progeny to be sterile, secretly releaseda few hundred tiny fry into
Higgins Lake where his grandparents owned a cottage. The torpedo-
shaped, silvery fish with purple dots and bulgy eyesbecamea local curi-
osity, then a national concern, as they grew huge and voracious. The fe-
males laid thousands of fertile eggs that spread quickly throughout the
Great Lakes basin by clinging to the feet of waterfowl.

The fish spurred the revival of the Great Lakes sport fishing industry,
long dormant becauseof the lake troutÕsdecline and the waves of dis-
easesthat decimated salmon populations. The unwary charracuda was
easily hooked, fought like the devil and lived in accessiblecoastal wa-
ters. Its meaty flavor pleased even those who claimed to not like fish.

The only drawback to the fish, which often exceededeighty pounds,
was the danger faced by anglers bringing them into their boats. Widely
seen vid of Great Lakes charracudas breaking and lacerating legs, or
tossing people overboard with their powerful, thrashing tails, caused
boat owners and charter captains to carry .22 pistols. Although it was il-
legal to discharge guns on boats, the Coast Guard and local cops under-
stood the need and looked the other way.

Jim pulled the pistol from its holster and examined its short stainless
steel barrel and mother-of-pearl grip. He pointed the barrel at his right
temple and pulled the trigger but the gun only clicked.
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Chapter6
A Mars Girl Christmas

Steam curled from two mugs of coffee resting on the cherry veneer of a
1960Philco TV sitting between Brandon and Mary BelleÕschairs as they
watched MirellenÕs first appearance of the day on the wall screen in
Mary BelleÕsoffice. The screenwas above a 1967RCA Victor French Pro-
vincial console Mary Belle rescued from her great auntÕsbasement in
Schenectady. On both sides of the wall screen she had mounted
matching, round-shouldered Sony portables from the early 1970swith
mirrors in place of their screens.

Mirellen wore her sleep-wrinkled ÒKiss Me IÕmDeadÓ T-shirt, but
ÒNotÓwas written before ÒDeadÓand ÒYetÓafter it. On the shelf behind
her was a glowing glass pitcher of OldeTyme Lemonade, beaded with
sweat and shaped like the body of a voluptuous woman, its hips shim-
mying in time with the funky OldeTyme jingle playing in the back-
ground. The camera slowly pulled back, revealing the rugged hills west
of the ship, blushed by the pink sunrise.

Brandon picked up his coffee. ÒWhoÕs doing the T-shirt messages?Ó
ÒZimmel,ÓMary Belle said. ÒI heard Disney tried to steal him from

us.Ó
ÒI can see why,Ó Brandon said. ÒThat shirtÕsall wrinkled and the

words still look right. HeÕs got talent.Ó
ÒWeÕvegot another slogan ready when she gets to the station,ÓMary

Belle said.
ÒIf she gets to the station,Ó Brandon said. ÒWhat is it?Ó
ÒIÕm Here and YouÕre Not.Ó
Brandon repeated the words to himself and nodded. ÒI like it. If she

doesnÕt make it, weÕve still got the coffins.Ó
ÒOf course.Ó
The TractorPix zoomed in on a twin peaks banner ad for Tusk Tooth-

paste, this time featuring an affable walrus.
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ÒRindell met with NASA today about the rescue,ÓBrandon said. ÒI
hear it didnÕtgo well. Rindell wants them to use a conventional launch
but they want to use a SpaceSail.A conventional ship would bring Mars
Girl back just before Black Friday. A Mars Girl Christmas would be a
beautiful thing.Ó

ÒMaybethe SpaceSailis the way to go,ÓMary Belle said. ÒIf we drag
this out too long people will get bored. Plus, a quick trip meansMan Boy
will have a better chance of rescuing a live girl instead of a dead one.Ó

ÒItÕsonly faster if it works,Ó Brandon said. ÒA couple short test runs
donÕt prove itÕs ready for prime time.Ó

ÒRindell usually wins these fights anyway,Ó Mary Belle said, after a
sip from her coffee.

ÒIÕmmmdreeaming of a Maars Girl Christmassss ÉÓ Brandon sang,
and he and Mary Belle toasted the notion with their coffee mugs.
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Chapter7
Armed and dangerous

Jim didnÕthave much experiencewith guns and had never fired a pistol.
The last time he fired a gun of any kind was more than twenty years be-
fore when he spent a week at his Uncle CodyÕsdairy farm in central
Michigan. He quickly learned that he hated dairy farming but he fell in
love with his uncleÕs.22 rifle and spent hours out by the swamp knock-
ing tin cansoff stumps. When Uncle Cody saw that from thirty yards Jim
was making groups no larger than a half dollar, he sat Jim in the cab of
one of his tractors each night so he could shoot raccoons as they came
around after moonrise looking for chickens to kill and garbage to
scavenge.

Jim stood in the boatÕscabin looking down the pistolÕsshort barrel. He
grabbed a fistful of cartridges and started up the companionway, trying
to figure out the gunÕsclip mechanism ashe climbed the steps.He forgot
about the jagged metal hanging down in the doorway and hit his head
hard. He fell backward into the cabin, slammed his back against the edge
of the galley counter and collapsed to the floor. Stunned and motionless,
he felt blood trickle onto his cheek from the gash on top of his head.
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Chapter8
Incoming

With the anchors weighed, Cecilia pushed the throttle forward and spun
the wheel to steer the boat back toward the marina, but the boatÕsslow
speed gave the rudder little purchase.

ÒAnything I can do?Ó Barker said, lounging on one of the benches.
Before Cecilia could answer a loud ÔpingÕcame from the broken mast,

followed by several sharp ÔpopsÕ from shore.
Cecilia left the wheel and slipped down the companionway into the

cabin. Barker stood and looked toward shore and heard two more Ôpops.Õ
Cecilia reappeared with a monocular and peered toward the marina.

ÒItÕs Jim,Ó she said. ÒHe has a gun.Ó
ÒJim?Ó Barker said, as if he didnÕt understand.
Cecilia ducked low and pointed a small dial next to the wheel due

east. The boat started a slow swing toward open water.
There were more ÔpopsÕfrom the marina but Barker didnÕtmove until

Cecilia called from below. ÒRay, get down!Ó
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Chapter9
The pitch

When Sheriff Angstrom heard that Mrs. Calocq, an elderly woman who
lived on OkiniseeÕsFront Street, called to alert the authorities that she
had heard gunshots coming from the old fish dock and that she saw the
man from last nightÕsnews drinking straight from a bottle, the sheriff
jumped into his cruiser and drove to the marina.

Sitting at the top of the marinaÕsdriveway with his assistant to his ear
he kept his eyes on the nylon canopy pulled over the cockpit of Ben
LambtonÕsboat as he waited for DisneyNews Associate News Director
Karolina Wholpert to pick up. Out in the bay CeciliaÕssailboat puttered
away from the marina, its broken mast nearly perpendicular to the boat.

Just after arriving at the marina, Angstrom heard several ÔpopsÕfrom
JimÕs.22 and he knew he had his man. Like a soldier on a mission, he
had fought past the front line of DisneyNews receptionists and slogged
his way through the pitch screenersuntil, twenty minutes later, he fi-
nally reached the assistant news director.

ÒAll right, Mr. Astrom, whatÕve you got,Ó Karolina said.
ÒThatÕsAngstrom. SheriffAngstrom.Ó
ÒWhatÕve you got?Ó
ÒI got something hot but you people need to move fast.Ó
ÒIÕll ask you one more time. WhatÕve you got?Ó
ÒYou watched ÔLove on the PlainsÕ last night on MASSnews, right?Ó
ÒWhy?Ó
ÒYouremember the pissed-off guy? The drunk who was after his wife

and the caster. The guy who fell in the lake, then climbed out and ÉÓ
ÒIÕvegot fourteen calls waiting for me, Mr. Angstrom. YouÕvegot ten

seconds.Ó
ÒThedrunk guy from last nightÕsshow is taking pot shots at Barker

and Cecilia, and theyÕrein a busted up sailboat so they canÕtget away.
Get a caster up here and IÕlltell you where the shooter is and give you
the exclusive.Ó
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ÒLastI heard itÕsillegal to shoot someone.Is there a reason youÕrenot
doing your job?Ó

ÒThereÕsa very good reason.Barker pissed off just about everybody in
the county last night. He made us look like a bunch of thugs and then he
puts CeciÕsbare ass onscreen. Everybody up here wants to seehim get
what heÕs got coming.Ó

ÒWhereÕs the shooter?Ó Karolina said.
ÒJusthave your caster head toward Okinisee on M-23. WeÕreright on

Lake Huron. IÕllmeet him at the TacoHut at the south end of town and
get him onto the shooter. But you gotta hurry.Ó

ÒOur Chicago caster is in Detroit covering the auto show,Ó Karolina
said. ÒHow far are you from Detroit?Ó

ÒTwo hours tops. Just give me a plate number and IÕllmake sure no
one notices if he breaks a speed limit or two on the way.Ó

ÒWhat do you want for the exclusive?Ó
ÒJust a half million. Drop in the bucket to you guys.Ó
ÒNice talking to you, sheriff.Ó
ÒHold on a minute,Ó Angstrom said. ÒThatshow last night was huge.

This oneÕsgonna be even bigger. JimÕsgot a gun and BarkerÕsa sitting
duck.Ó

ÒI tell you what, weÕll call if we need help finding him.Ó
ÒWhat the hell?Ó
ÒThanks for the tip,Ó Karolina said.
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Chapter10
One in a hundred

There were a dozen .22 casingsscattered at JimÕsfeet as he sat in a swiv-
eling fishing chair under the cockpit canopy at the stern of Ben Lamb-
tonÕsboat. He rested the nearly empty bottle on a knee. By now the
Somewhen had traveled far enough out into the bay and north along the
coast that the snub-nosed .22 wasnÕtmuch of a threat. At that distance
Jim knew heÕd be lucky to hit the boat once in a hundred shots.

Careful to avoid the jagged metal frame, Jim took the steps down into
the cabin and found a towel in a cupboard. He slid the holster off the belt
and placed it and the box of cartridges on the towel then wrapped them
into a bundle. He stepped into the sun and tried to fix the SomewhenÕs
position in relation to the shoreline. He walked toward his car with the
bundle under his arm and the bottle in his hand.
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Chapter11
This is reality

ÒU.S.Coast Guard, St. Ignace Station. SeamanLyte speaking. How can I
help?Ó

ÒGoodafternoon. IÕmcalling from a sailboat south of Big Rock Point,
about a click north of the Okinisee marina.ÓBarker looked at Cecilia for
confirmation and shenodded. ÒWeÕretaking some small arms fire from a
psychopath on shore. Our mast is in the drink and all weÕvegot is a little
runt of an inboard thatÕsrunning out of juice. We need you guys to
soften up the shooter with some ship-launched rockets and then bring in
a couple choppers to strafe his position so we can get to shore.Ó

ÒVery funny, Bob.Ó
ÒThis isnÕt Bob. This is Ray Barker.Ó
ÒThis isnÕt Bob?Ó
ÒNot Bob.Ó
ÒSo youÕre serious?Ó
ÒForget the rockets and the strafing. But we really are being shot at.Ó
ÒBut your engineÕs operational.Ó
ÒItÕs just a little one.Ó
ÒAnd the guyÕs on shore?Ó
ÒLast time we saw him.Ó
ÒWhere on shore?Ó
ÒOkinisee Marina. His name is James Carlyle.Ó
ÒIf heÕson shore I canÕthelp you. Has to be in a boat or on the water

somehow. YouÕll need to contact the county sheriff. Did you say
Okinisee? ThatÕs Damien Angstrom. You want his connects?Ó

ÒSo if he was in a boat shooting at us youÕd help us?Ó
ÒWhoÕs us?Ó
ÒMe and my frail mother. SheÕson oxygen and her tank is almost

empty. IÕd say sheÕs got an hour to live unless weÕre rescued.Ó
ÒCall the sheriff. HeÕll help you out.Ó
ÒI tried. HeÕs unsympathetic.Ó
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ÒAngstrom? Try the township police.Ó
ÒThey couldnÕt care less.Ó
ÒThe cops donÕt care that youÕre being shot at?Ó
ÒItÕs criminal, isnÕt it?Ó
ÒWhat did you say your name is?Ó
ÒBarker.Ó
ÒBarker? Ray Barker? YouÕre that caster from the show last night.Ó
Barker closed his eyes. ÒMaybe.Ó
ÒYeah, the OD got a memo from AngstromÕs post. He said we

shouldnÕtbelieve a word you say. SaysyouÕrejust trying to stir up more
trouble. I got it right here. He calls you É Ôapiece of shit troublemaker.Õ
No offense.Ó

ÒOh, cÕmon. That was news. This is reality. WeÕre being shot at.Ó
ÒIwouldnÕt mind helping you out but I got orders here. The OD says

we arenÕtsupposed to respond to any calls from you. YouÕrenot too
popular with the law up here.Ó

ÒHow about when you get off duty you come down here with some
buddies and, you know, detainMr. Carlyle for a little while so we can get
to shore. ThereÕd be some good money in it for you.Ó

ÒThanks, but I donÕt like the rough stuff.Ó
ÒYouÕre a soldier for ChristÕs sake.Ó
ÒSoldier?ÓLyte scoffed. ÒMy principal wouldnÕt let me graduate un-

less I joined the service so I joined the Coast Guard. Now I got health in-
surance for my little baby and IÕmnot getting shot at like those guys
overseas.Ó

Barker shook his head. ÒYou got any suggestions?Ó
ÒMaybe heÕll run out of bullets. Otherwise, IÕd say youÕre screwed.Ó
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Chapter12
ItÕs just meat

Jim was hungry but the Okinisee Inn wouldnÕt open until noon and he
wasnÕtgoing to the OK Skillet, not after the last time he went there fol-
lowing a night of drinking at the Inn. He couldnÕteven remember being
there but he must have been pretty bad becauseCecilia made it clear she
would never again step foot inside that restaurant with him.

There was a closed sign at HowieÕsHomemade Pizza Shoppe, a tidy
little restaurant across the street from the marina, but Jim saw a car
parked behind the shop so he pulled in and banged on the glass doors.

Will Hommel, a first-year student at Northeast Community College in
Alpena, had the music turned up as he prepped for the day so he didnÕt
hear the pounding. When he walked back to the fridge to get more pepp-
eroni and salami he saw Jim at the door. Will set his earphones on the
counter and unlocked the door.

ÒCan I help you?Ó
ÒI need a sandwich,Ó Jim said.
Jim was unshaven, his hair was matted with blood and his wrinkled

dress shirt was mostly untucked from his pants. Will could smell whis-
key on JimÕs breath and decided that accommodation might be best.

ÒWedonÕtofficially open for another hour, but I can probably help
you out.Ó

ÒA sandwich,ÓJim said, looking over WillÕsshoulder into the restaur-
ant. ÒLotsa meat.Ó

Will considered asking Jim if he knew his head was bleeding but de-
cided against it. ÒThe Trapper Special has all kinds of meat.Ó

ÒGimme,Ó Jim said.
ÒBosssaysI canÕtlet anyone in until opening time, so IÕllbring it out in

a minute.Ó
ÒWhereÕs the boss?Ó
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ÒHeÕllbe here any minute,Ó Will lied. Howie was in St. Louis with his
wife and wouldnÕtbe back until Saturday. Will had just beenmade man-
ager and didnÕt want any problems from a bleeding drunk.

Will turned the deadbolt and threw together a Trappers Special while
Jim watched through the door. Will wrapped the sandwich, taped it
closed and carried it to the door.

ÒThatÕstwenty-seven ninety-five,Ó Will said, handing Jim the
sandwich.

Jim unwrapped it and used his fingers to flip through the sliced meat.
ÒYou donÕt have any cheese in this place?Ó

ÒThatÕs the Trapper Special,Ó Will said. ÒItÕs just meat.Ó
ÒThatÕsa law or something?ÓJim handed it back to Will through the

crack in the door. ÒPut some cheese on it.Ó
ÒDid you know your headÕs bleeding?Ó Will heard himself say.
ÒJust put some cheese on it, kid.Ó
ÒIÕll have to charge you extra.Ó
ÒPut some goddamn cheese on it.Ó
Will wanted to slam the door, but he remembered that he needed to

ask Howie for some extra time off when he called to check in later. Hav-
ing to explain why someone tossed a rock through the window would
seriously hurt his chances.Sohe walked to the prep counter and threw a
couple slices of Swiss on the sandwich. Turning his back to the door,
Will pulled two plump habanero peppers out of a jar with a skull and
crossbonesdrawn on its lid. He hid the peppers between the turkey and
ham slices.

When Will handed the sandwich to Jim through the door, Jim took it
and walked toward his car.

ÒThatÕstwenty-seven-ninety-five plus four bucks for the cheese,ÓWill
shouted, but Jim continued to his car and drove off. If Will hadnÕtstuck
the peppers in the sandwich he would have called the cops.
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Chapter13
DonÕt lose him

ÒYoustill got him?ÓBrenda Cazin said to Art Roer as she sped north on
I-75 in her sleek Motorola Nitro two-seater.

ÒIÕdhave to try to lose him,ÓArt said in CazinÕshead from his produc-
tion booth at DisneyNews Towers in Anaheim. He had a bank of nine
screens in front of him and JimÕssedan was on the center screen. Art
held the floater above and behind JimÕscar to keep it out of sight.
ÒThereÕs nothing up there. One main road. No traffic. I canÕt lose him.Ó

Wearing a clingy, white silk blouse and a flirty, floral skirt, Cazin was
overdressed for an action story, but when she got the call from Karolina
there wasnÕttime to change. She was DisneyÕsChicago caster but sheÕd
been in Michigan for a few days covering the Detroit Auto Show, a
parade of pretty, shiny cars with no chance of producing a hit, so she
jumped at the chance to head to Okinisee after Karolina explained the
details. The conversation had started with Karolina asking Cazin if she
wanted to ÒkickBarkerÕsass.ÓFive minutes later she was heading north,
blowing past cars and keeping an eye out for cops.

ÒThe floaterÕs working all right?Ó Cazin said as she passed the
Frankenmuth exit and a billboard promoting the worldÕs largest gold
crucifix. The billboard showed the crucifix hanging above the gaming
tables at the townÕs newest casino, run by the Saginaw Diocese.

ÒEverythingÕs fine,Ó Art said. ÒRelax.Ó
Two months before, Art was running recon missions for Navy gun

ships in the Gulf. His blonde hair was still cropped short. During his
Navy stint, Art specialized in sneaking recon floaters into weapons
plants and munitions dumps. The experience got him a job at Dis-
neyNews a week after he was discharged.

ÒWhatÕs Jim doing now?Ó Cazin said.
ÒHe just got a sandwich and heÕsheading north along the shore. He

stops every now and then to look for the sailboat through the trees.Ó

127



ÒJustdonÕtlose him,Ó Cazin said, throwing the wheel to the left and
zipping across three lanes to pass a clot of trucks.

ÒI could do this in my sleep. Maybe IÕll take a nap.Ó
ÒDonÕteven joke like that,ÓCazin said. ÒIÕvegot a good feeling about

this one. And Lord knows I need a hit.Ó
ÒYeah, thatÕs what IÕve heard,Ó Art said.
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Chapter14
Through the trees

JimÕsleft forearm was draped across the wheel of his car and his head
bobbed and weaved as he tried to see through trees and past cottages
along the shore. He held the Trapper Special in his right hand and the
whiskey bottle between his legs. He guessed that Barker and Cecilia
couldnÕthave traveled more than a click north of the marina so he expec-
ted to see the boat any minute.

Jim occasionally had to pull his tires off the gravel and back onto the
road. Once he looked ahead and saw that he was halfway into the other
lane. With the summer seasonstill a few weeks away, he didnÕtworry
much about traffic.

Jim thought he caught a glimpse of the boat as he passeda low-slung
Frank Lloyd Wright knock-off so he pulled onto the shoulder and got
out of the car to get a better look through a stand of mature pines. He
didnÕtnotice the elderly woman wearing faded jeansand a sweater who
interrupted her work preparing a flowerbed to watch Jim study the lake
with the bottle in his hand.

Seeing nothing, Jim jumped back in his car and continued down the
road. As he passed a small clearing that had been bulldozed out of the
woods to make room for a new cottage, Jim heard an oncoming carÕs
horn blaring and looked ahead just in time to jerk his car back into his
own lane. In his side view mirror he saw a trail of dust follow the other
car as it swerved from the gravel shoulder back onto the road.
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Chapter15
Buddha, God and Jesus

Cecilia came up the companionway steps wearing a white windbreaker.
Barker reclined against a pillow on one of the cockpit benches in the
pants and shirt Alexis Delvecchio had given him. His face was tilted
back to gather in the warm spring sun. Cecilia had two apples and
handed one to Barker.

ÒBreakfast,Ó she said.
ÒYouÕdthink someone would notice Jim shooting at us,ÓBarker said,

using his hands to polish the apple like a pitcher rubbing a new baseball.
ÒWhenthe charracudas are hitting you hear a lot of shots. HeÕsfiring

out toward the lake so even if people hear the shots, theyÕllprobably as-
sume itÕscoming from a fishing boat.ÓCecilia sat down on the bench op-
posite Barker.

ÒSowhat do we do?ÓBarker said. He peeked over the gunwale at the
vast emptiness that stretched seventy miles east to Canada. The breeze
felt heavy against his face and smelled vaguely of dead fish. ÒMaybewe
should head out away from shore.Ó

ÒWecanÕtgo far,ÓCecilia said. ÒThemast is making her hard to handle
so we canÕttake big waves. If we get out too far and the cell runs out
weÕllhave an unstable boat with no power and that would be trouble if
we get any weather. We need to stay in the bay.Ó

Barker sat up and shaded his eyes as he scanned the shoreline. ÒItÕs
been a while since he fired. Maybe heÕs done.Ó

ÒI said a prayer for him,Ó Cecilia said.
Barker leaned back into the pillow. ÒIdidnÕttake you for the religious

type.Ó
ÒIÕmthe spiritual type,Ó Cecilia said. ÒIÕmnot sure IÕmthe religious

type. Once a month I go to the First Amalgamated of Northern Michigan.
ItÕs in a remodeled old barn between here and Grayling.Ó

ÒYouÕre a fusioner?Ó
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ÒIÕmnot sure. So far, I like it. Most of the people who go there are gay
so the singing is really good.Ó

ÒÕThepeace and calm of Buddha and the healing power of Jesus,ÕÓ
Barker said in an announcerÕs voice.

ÒThatÕs just marketing,Ó Cecilia said. ÒThereÕs more to it.Ó
ÒI think of fusioners as people who canÕtmake up their minds. Like

people who hyphenate their kidsÕ names.Ó
ÒI think of it as a long conversation between God, Jesusand Buddha.

ItÕsmore philosophy than religion. But you still get to pray. I like the
singing and the praying.Ó

ÒWho do you pray to?Ó
ÒDependson what I want. If I want to smite someone,I talk to the Old

Testament God.ÓShe smiled and pointed a finger at Barker and made
thunder noises. ÒIf I want peace and harmony, I think about BuddhaÕs
teachings. I talk to Jesus for forgiveness.Ó

ÒWho were you talking to when you prayed for Jim?Ó
Cecilia looked past Barker to where the water darkened and the waves

doubled in size.
ÒI think Jim needs all three right now.Ó
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Chapter16
Everybody wins

Briter stepped inside the Oval Office door and sat down facing the pres-
ident. She was seated at her desk, rocking slowly in her chair.

ÒIÕvegot this figured out,ÓBriter said. ÒBlackGoat sayshe canÕttouch
Mars Girl during the trek. Whether heÕstelling the truth or not doesnÕt
matter. We can still let her go to the station.Ó

The president stopped rocking. ÒIf she makes it to the station, as soon
as the powerÕsturned on they can get to her head and find the sabotage
code. YouÕve been telling me that all along.Ó

ÒNot necessarily. When Mars Girl arrives at the station, the techs will
be a lot more concerned with keeping her alive than downloading her
head. Even the Goat agreeswith that. Soassoon as the systemsare oper-
ating, MASSnews starts the interview. As itÕsabout to wrap, the Goat
kills the stationÕsO2. This way weÕllget the interview payoff, which will
be huge, and before the techs even think about downloading her head,
theyÕllbe scrambling to fix the O2. They wonÕtbe able to fix it and Mars
Girl setsa new ratings record asshegaspsher last breath on every screen
on the planet. This way, everybody wins.Ó

ÒWhat happens if they get to her head before she dies?Ó
ÒWeturn on Black Goat. WeÕllprobably have to do it sometime any-

way. WeÕll just do it a little sooner.Ó
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Chapter17
Skull and crossbones

Jim guzzled the last few swallows from the whiskey bottle and left-
handed it over his car into the ditch. He picked up the Trapper Special
with cheesefrom the passenger seat and used his knee to steer the car
across the rust-streaked bridge over the Grayling River while he un-
wrapped the sandwich.

The river provided a narrow break in the tree line and Jim took a big
bite of his sandwich as he searchedthe water. He didnÕtseeanything so
he punched the accelerator to speed past a long brick privacy fence that
blocked his view of the lake. He took another big bite from his sandwich
and the habanero fireworks exploded in his mouth and sinuses.

JimÕseyes flooded and he had trouble breathing. He used both hands
to clear his eyes just as his car slammed into a mailbox and slid into the
ditch. He pressed the pedal to the floor and threw the wheel to the left,
trying to get back onto the road but the incline was too steep and the car
simply accelerated through the ditch.

He cleared his eyes again and hit the brakes hard when he caught a
glimpse of a driveway embankment ahead. The car thumped the culvert
hard enough to send air bags slamming into Jim from three directions.
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Chapter18
Stuck

The SomewhenÕsinboard sputtered, clicked, and then stopped. Cecilia
reached for a button next to the wheel and Barker heard gentle kerplops
fore and aft.

ÒWeÕrestopping?Ó Barker said, sitting up on one of the cockpit
benches.

ÒThecellÕsout of juice,ÓCecilia said. Shesat down acrossfrom Barker
and tucked her hands between her knees. ÒNo sail and no motor.Ó

ÒSo weÕre stuck.Ó Barker said, surveying the vast lake.
ÒWedonÕtknow where weÕregoing so I guess it doesnÕtreally mat-

ter,Ó Cecilia said.
ÒThink we could swim it?ÓBarker said, turning to look at the distant

trees. ÒWe could wait until dark when Jim canÕt see us.Ó
ÒA cramp would kill you.Ó
ÒNo life jackets?Ó Barker said.
ÒTheyÕre in the storage shed at the marina.Ó
Barker leaned back on the bench. ÒAny ideas?Ó
ÒNot at the moment,Ó Cecilia said.
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Chapter19
Indifference

Wearing a brightly colored knee-length dress that resembled a coral reef,
Ania Jaspersstepped out of a cab in front of the MASSworld Building.
She had bought the dress in Melbourne eleven years before on the last
trip sheand her husband had taken together. Her blonde hair was pulled
into a knot at the back.

For two weeks Ania had been looking forward to meeting the Hender-
sons for lunch. They had called Ania to ask if she and John would like to
come to their house in Connecticut for dinner to see pictures of their
second honeymoon to Moonbeams, the newest lunar resort. John said he
really didnÕt have time but Ania persisted so he counter-offered with
lunch, saying that his evenings were unpredictable and sneaking away
for a half hour during the middle of the day was much more doable. The
Hendersons agreed to meet in the city but Ania was embarrassed that
her husbandÕslunch suggestion carried the weight of letÕs-just-get-it-
over-with indifference.

It wasnÕthearing about the HendersonÕstrip or seeing their pictures
that interested Ania. She wanted to understand their desire to go on a
second honeymoon after thirty years of marriage. Ania thought that
maybe spending time with a couple their own age who were still in love
might help fan the embers she hoped still smoldered inside JohnÕsheart.
She hadnÕtfelt any heat since they moved to New York from Missoula
fifteen years before, but she didnÕtwant to give up on intimacy yet. She
was too young for that.

Standing on the sidewalk looking up at the spiraling metal and steel of
the MASS Building, its obvious pretensions annoyed her.

Ania always felt a senseof relief when she went back to Montana for
visits that had becomelonger, more frequent and, for the past five years,
taken alone. New York became something she endured between trips
back home to visit their daughter, Regan,a mining company executive in
Bozeman,and Bea,her only grandchild. On eachtrip she also spent time
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at her sisterÕsranch near Missoula and visited old friends scattered
throughout Montana and Wyoming. Although Ania told herself that she
would never accept his advances, the trips home had gained the added
interest of evening walks around her sisterÕsplace with an old boyfriend
from high school, now a widower. She cried herself to sleep one night
after he told her about the crushing loneliness of coming home to an
empty house.

AniaÕsfeelings of being an outsider in New York extended to her hus-
bandÕsoffice. Her rare visits were never enjoyable. Shewent becauseshe
wouldnÕt know anything about her husbandÕsworking life if she didnÕt
make an effort to stop by once in a while. At home Jaspersrarely men-
tioned anything related to work, and AniaÕsoccasional questions were
usually met with looks that implied she wouldnÕt understand even if he
felt like talking.
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Chapter20
Do you for

The wrinkled skin of the deflated air bags lay around Jim and his fore-
head rested against the steering wheel. The peppersÕsearing intensity
had faded, but left him with a gurgling stomach, dripping nose and wa-
tery eyes.He desperately wanted to be somewhere elseso his mind drif-
ted off to a hot tub in some snow-covered mountain resort with Cecilia.
No, not Cecilia. That secretary in securities. Madeline. Madeline leaned
toward him and opened her mouth É and he heard someonerapping on
his car window.

Jim saw a person from thighs to chest wearing a long-sleeved shirt
with the message,ÒIÕmAlive. SheÕsDead. No Rescue!Óacross the front.
The person took a step back and Jim noticed the braided hemp pants,
hemmed just below the knees, and army boots painted gold.

All JimÕsinstincts told him to escape.He threw his car in reverse and
pushed the accelerator to the floor but the wheels just spun.

Jim let his forehead fall back to the steering wheel and closed his eyes.
He wanted everything and everyone to go away but there was another
rap on his window. Without taking his forehead off the steering wheel,
he reached over to lower the window a few inches.

ÒHey man, you might as well save your cell cuz you ainÕtgoinÕ
nowhere.Ó The voice sounded young, which was a relief to Jim.

Barker lifted his forehead off the steering wheel and saw a kid of no
more than eighteen or nineteen. His straight white hair was parted in the
middle and a few bright red zits dotted his fleshy, pale face divided by a
sharply pointed nose. His clothes were too small for his puffy body.

ÒYouÕrewedged in here real good,Óthe kid said, pointing at the front
of the car where the left corner of the bumper was dug into the moist,
sandy soil. He spoke loudly so Jim could hear him through the gap in the
window.

ÒIgot a strap,Óthe kid said, bending over so his head was at the same
level as the window gap. ÒIcan yank you outta here with three or four
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good runs. My girlfriendÕsa pro at steering while IÕmyanking.Ó He nod-
ded back toward his pickup, parked on the shoulder behind JimÕscar.
Jim looked in his rearview and saw a round-faced girl with hair identical
to the kidÕs,but longer. Shehad her assistant to her ear and spoke occa-
sionally while she stared at Jim.

The kid walked around to the front of the car to see what he had to
work with. ÒSolong as the frame ainÕtbent you could be going down the
road feeling good in ten minutes.Ó The kid shouted to make sure Jim
could hear him.

Jim closed his eyes and let his forehead fall to the steering wheel again.
ÒGiveme two-fifty and IÕllget you outta here,Óthe kid shouted from

the other side of the JimÕscar. ÒThatÕshalf what theyÕlldo you for at the
tow shop back in Oki.ÓThe kid walked back to the open window. ÒAnd
weÕll keep the asshole cops out of it.Ó
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Chapter21
Just this

Ania was fifteen minutes early so she decided to wander into a nearby
store rather than sit alone in the reception area waiting for her husband.
Next to the MASSworld entrance was Everything New York, a small
shop with souvenirs, batteries, pain relievers, cold drinks and other use-
less and essential items. She thought she might find something to take
her granddaughter on her next trip west.

As she crossed the grain of pedestrian traffic Ania unsnapped her
purse, a bag the size of a thin hardcover book. When shewalked through
the open door of Everything New York, she had to turn sideways to
move past a couple speaking Spanish, their arms loaded with packages
as they stood at the beverage cooler deciding which drinks to buy. The
middle-aged Asian woman at the scanner eyed Ania as items beeped
past her on a small conveyor. When Ania smiled at her the woman
turned her attention back to the scanner.After all the items had slid into
the plastic bag at the end of the counter, a mother told her daughter in
Portuguese to take the bag off its frame. The little girl struggled with the
full bag but managed to carry it to the door where her mom took it from
her and held her hand as they walked into Times SquareÕsmidday
bustle.

A smiling elderly couple placed a two-foot long replica of the old
Staten Island ferry on the conveyor and tried to tell the indifferent clerk
that they rode the ferry on their first date.

Ania stood spinning the postcard rack looking for cards featuring Cen-
tral Park, her granddaughterÕsfavorite place in New York. By the time
the rack had made a complete revolution, she held four cards in her
hand. She turned so that the cards were between her body and the rack
then slipped them into her purse, snapped it shut and walked toward
the back of the store where she found a bin of bulky pens marked
twenty-five percent off. Ania picked up one of the pens, pressed the clip
and a floor-to-ceiling holo of the Statue of Liberty appeared. Ania was
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pleased that the statueÕsflame flickered, but disappointed that it was a
one-color holo. Shedecided to buy it anyway and took it to the front of
the store.

ÒJust this?Ó the clerk said, sounding like she was scolding Ania.
ÒThatÕs all,Ó Ania said.
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Chapter22
Commerce

Jim pushed the airbags out of his way and reached down by his feet to
grab the pistol and box of cartridges, still wrapped in the towel. The kid
moved back from the car so Jim could open the door. When Jim stepped
out the pistol fell from the bundle.

ÒShit,Ó the kid said staring at the gun. ÒYou a cop?Ó
ÒIÕmthe opposite of a cop,ÓJim said, after he had retrieved the gun

and tucked it back into the towel. ÒIÕm a lawyer.Ó
ÒListen,I donÕtwant trouble. IÕvebeen out for three months. IÕmjust

doing legal business out here on the open road.Ó
ÒYou got a towing license?Ó
The kid looked up the road then back at Jim. ÒNot on me.Ó
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Chapter23
ItÕs all in her head

Jasperswas attempting to write his weekly update for the MASScorp
board but he found himself distracted by the conversation happening on
his wall screen.Peter was talking with Zilda Mears, NASAÕsdeputy sec-
retary. Tall, pale and angular, with frizzy red hair and wearing a bright
blue cable knit sweater, Mears was pipped into the lower right while an
animated tour of the Gemini Cricket Family Restaurants Mars Station
filled the rest of the screen.

ÒI know there are serious concerns about Mars GirlÕstrek to the sta-
tion,Ó Mears said, Òbut there is one huge advantage if she makes it. As
far as we can tell, once the stationÕspower is up and running, its comm
links will work.Ó

ÒWell, thatÕs great news for Mars Girl,Ó Peter said.
ÒGetting the comm links working will let us give her instructions on

station operations,Ó Mears said. ÒBut, just as important, sheÕllhave
someone to talk to.Ó

ÒWeÕrehearing now that a spacesail rescuemission could arrive in as
little as thirty days,ÓPeter said. ÒDoesnÕtthat argue against a trek to the
station? I mean, if a rescue ship can get there in a month, why not stay
put?Ó

ÒIfwe were certain of the food and water situation on the ship, I might
agree with you,ÓMears said. ÒAnd thereÕsanother very good reason for
her to go to the station. Once sheÕsthere, the comm links will give us ac-
cess to Mars GirlÕshead and that will allow us to figure out why the
lander crashed. We want to identify the problems as quickly as possible
so we can get on with the businessof ensuring the survival of the human
race. Also, there are a lot of rumors swirling around here and weÕreall
very anxious to stop the finger pointing. We wonÕtbe able to do that un-
til we get to her head and figure out what really happened.Ó

ÒWhat do we know so far?Ó Peter asked.
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ÒNothing conclusive, but the landerÕsbehavior was very peculiar,Ó
Mears said. ÒIt acted like it was behaving as it was supposed to, even
though it was wrong. There were no warnings of trouble and that has us
baffled.Ó

JaspersÕsecretary walked in with his lunch, ordered in from Dona-
telliÕsDeli, on the first floor of the MASS Building. Helena placed the
plastic tray on his desk, unwrapped the club sandwich and opened the
soup bowl lid.

ÒOncewe get to her head, it shouldnÕtbe too much trouble pinpoint-
ing the cause,ÓMears said from the screen.ÒThesheervolume of code is
mind-boggling, but weÕrevery good at finding anomalies and we know
exactly when things started going wrong. Her head holds the key.Ó

ÒWho are they talking about?ÓHelena asked, still standing next to
Jaspers.

ÒDead Girl,Ó Jaspers mumbled.
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Chapter24
The drunk guy

The kid walked around the rear of JimÕscar, stopped to look for damage,
then continued around to the far side. When he got back to the driverÕs
side window he examined the display panel and whistled through his
teeth. ÒThis is one nice ride, man. Windscreen projection too.ÓThe kid
whistled again.

ÒYousaid youÕregonna keep the cops out of this,ÓJim said, standing
on the edge of the road with the towel bundle under his arm. ÒLetÕsget
moving.Ó

ÒTheonly cop working this road just went south in a big hurry cuz of
some accident on the county line,Óthe kid said. ÒPickedup the call in my
truck. He wonÕtbe back for a while.Ó The kid studied JimÕsface. ÒIseen
you before. You from around here?Ó

ÒYou gonna pull my car out or not?Ó
ÒHey, youÕrethat guy from the news. The guy who was after those

two casters down in Oki.Ó
The kid turned to his girlfriend, still in the pickup talking on her as-

sistant. ÒHey, Ashley! ItÕsthe guy from the news last night! The drunk
guy!Ó

Jim considered pulling out the gun.
ÒDamn that would really piss me off,Ó the kid said to Jim. ÒBad

enough the asshole takes your girl but then he goes onscreenwith it for
everybody to see.ÓThe kid shook his head, fluttering his hair like cur-
tains. ÒBut IÕdrather watch a pathetic motherfucker like you than that
whiny Mars Girl shit. At least you ainÕtcostinÕthe taxpayer a zillion
dollars.Ó

Jim pulled out the gun and shot the pavement next to the kidÕs feet.
ÒHey! What the hell.Ó
ÒJust pull the goddamn car out of the ditch,Ó Jim said.
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ÒWhat the hellÕswrong with you?Óthe kid said, stepping back to the
middle of the road. ÒIÕmtrying to help you out. Maybe IÕll just leave
your car where it is.Ó

Jim slid the gun back into its holster, pulled off his Rolex wrist screen
and tossed it to the kid. ÒCostme twelve grand. Just pull the car out.
And hurry up.Ó
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Chapter25
One more wonÕt matter

Ania Jaspersstepped off the elevator and into the empty hallway on
sixty-three. Sheproceeded through a set of glass doors to the reception-
istÕsdesk where she waited for a young woman she didnÕtrecognize to
look up. The receptionistÕssilver hair was shaped like a giant whisk and
Ania resisted the urge to reach across the desk to find out if it was as
metallic as it looked.

ÒHello, how can I help you?Óthe woman said when she finally ac-
knowledged Ania.

ÒIÕm Ania Jaspers.Ó She held out her hand to the young woman.
The receptionist hesitated, then extended a limp hand while her eyes

searchedthe screenin front of her. ÒIÕmsorry, did you have an appoint-
ment with someone?ÓShe retracted her hand quickly after an un-
enthused shake.ÒIÕmnot finding you.ÓThe whisk wires trembled as she
shook her head.

ÒIÕm here to see John,Ó Ania said.
ÒJohn? IÕm sorry. John who?Ó
ÒJaspers. The boss. IÕm AniaJaspers.Ó
ÒOh,IÕmsorry,Ó the woman said, giggling at her confusion. ÒIdidnÕt

realize.ÓHer eyeswent back to her screen,searching for some indication
that Ania was expected. ÒSo youÕre his mother?Ó

For the first time ever, Ania wished she had taken her daughterÕsad-
vice and had her face lifted like everyone else. ÒIÕm his wife.Ó

The receptionist was horrified. ÒOh, IÕmverysorry.Ó
ÒItÕsall right,Ó Ania said. ÒIknow the way.ÓSheleft the receptionist so

they could both face their embarrassment alone and walked through an-
other set of glass doors, then turned left into the empty reception area
outside her husbandÕsoffice. Shestood at the desk waiting for a moment,
then started toward the door past the desk. After a step sheheard a voice
behind her.
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ÒWell, hello Mrs. Jaspers.Maridonna just told me you were here. ItÕs
nice to see you.Ó

ÒHi, Helena, nice to see you too.Ó
ÒDid JJknow you were coming?ÓHelena looked worried and sat at

her desk to check JaspersÕmeeting schedule. Helena, always dressed in
tight businesssuits that tugged against her belly, was ten years younger
than Ania, and never betrayed her character as a serious and dedicated
executive assistant.

ÒYes, weÕre having lunch with the Hendersons,Ó Ania said.
ÒLunch?ÓHelena tapped her desk screen with her index finger and

shook her head as she searchedthe screen.ÒAreyou sure it was today? I
just took him his lunch.Ó

ÒI reminded him this morning,Ó Ania said. ÒIÕll just go in.Ó
Ania started toward the heavy, wood door.
ÒHejust took an important call and asked to not be disturbed,ÓHelena

said. ÒYou can have a seat out here if youÕd like.Ó
ÒNo,thanks,ÓAnia said, without turning around. Sheopened the door

and saw Jaspersat the far end of the room facing away from her, looking
out the window toward lower Manhattan and talking to someoneon his
assistant. She let the door close silently and took a few steps across the
carpet to a leather chair by the door. After she sat down she looked
around for something to read but there was nothing.

On the wall screen Peter stood next to a girl Ania recognized as a
minor character on a MASSfun sitcom. The girl wore a spacesuit like the
one Mars Girl would wear later that day on her trek to the station. A
NASA tech stood on the other side of the girl and explained the suitÕs
features as she held her arms out and spun around.

Still looking out his office window and talking on his assistant,Jaspers
voice was rising and his gesturesbecamemore animated. Ania could tell
from the way his shoulders pinched his neck that he was upset. No mat-
ter what the phone call was about, sheassumedhe would use it asan ex-
cuse to skip their lunch date. Sheconsidered avoiding the inevitable ar-
gument by sneaking out before he knew she was there, but decided to
stay. It was simply a matter of making a little time for lunch with friends.
Certainly she could expect that much from him.

ÒYoualready killed sixteen, one more wonÕtmatter,ÓJaspersshouted
into his assistant.

Ania thought, ÒKilled sixteen? One more?Ó
ÒBriter, we canÕtlet her get to the station!ÓAnia had never heard her

husbandÕsvoice so angry. ÒDoyou understand what youÕresaying? The
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links are working at the station. If killing the girl solves the problem,
what the hell are you waiting for? Black Goat needs to get it over
with. Now!Ó

Ania felt like she had been kicked in the stomach.
ÒGoddamn it, Briter,ÓJasperssaid. ÒWeÕvemade enough money.ÓHe

put his hand to his forehead. ÒFuckpublic opinion. IÕmnot going to pris-
on for this. Mars Girl has to die. Now.Ó

Ania wanted to run from the room but she couldnÕtmove. Her heart
was beating so hard it hurt.

ÒBriter, just tell the president to do it.Ó Jaspers said. ÒIf Flanagan
thinks this is just ÉÓ

Ania stood up and her purse fell from her lap.
Jaspersheard a noise behind him and wheeled around to seehis wife

staring at him. ÒOh, shit,Ó he muttered. ÒOver-Now.Ó
Ania turned and walked to the door. She reached for the knob but

Jaspers raced across the room and held his hand against the door.
ÒLetme go,ÓAnia said. Shepressedher forehead against the door and

everything inside her ached.
ÒAnia, itÕsjust business,ÓJasperssaid into her ear and leaned into her,

pressing her against the door. She could feel his hot breath against her
face and the doorknob pressed against her hip.

ÒJJ,your one oÕclockis here.ÓHelenaÕsvoice came from JaspersÕdesk.
ÒShould I send him in?Ó
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Chapter26
My kingdom for a boat

Jim tucked the towel under his arm and started walking up the paved
driveway and over the culvert.

Through the trees he could seea two-story cottage. He didnÕtseeany
cars in the driveway but the garage door was closed so he couldnÕtbe
certain that no one was home.

ÒI donÕtknow what youÕreup to, but all these places have sensors,Ó
the kid said from the bed of his pickup where he and his girlfriend stood
untangling his tow strap. ÒYou touch anything and every cop in the
countyÕll know about it.Ó

Jim kept walking and didnÕtturn around. Justpast the ditch to the left
of the driveway there was a post with a sign announcing ÒShadyHalf
AcresÓ in purple letters. The cartridges in his pockets sounded like
marbles as they jostled eachother and they felt cold and hard against his
leg.

Jim could hear small waves breaking on the beach as he walked
through a stand of mature trees toward the tidy cottage, painted melon-
yellow with bold green trim. Patchy grassgrew in the sandy, shaded soil
and there were high hedges on each side of the yard. At the intersection
of the driveway and the front walkway, there was a wooden sign at-
tached to a lamppost surrounded at its baseby unnaturally white stones.
The text, painted in the same green as the cottageÕstrim, formed a circle
with the silhouette of the cottage at its center. On top was ÒWelcome!Ó
and below was ÒShady Half Acres.Ó

Jim walked acrossthe lawn past the cottage and saw CeciliaÕsboat in
the distance to the south.

Near the beach he noticed a rowboat resting upside down. It was
chained to a birch tree with its oar handles sticking out from underneath.
Even with just a rowboat Jim was sure he could catch the crippled sail-
boat. Barker would seehim coming and heÕdhave plenty of time to con-
sider his fate.
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Jim picked up the rusty chain and combination lock. He tried to pull
open the lock but it wouldnÕtbudge. He could cut down the tree and slip
the chain off. He could break the thwart that the chain circled or he could
shoot the lock.

Jim dropped the lock onto the ground, pulled the gun from the towel,
took aim and fired. The lock popped open but the bullet ricocheted, put-
ting a neat, round hole in the hull of the boat, just below the seam con-
necting the side and bottom. Jim bent over and ran his index finger
around the smooth circumference of the hole and felt an overwhelming
need for a drink.
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Chapter27
A bit of a shock

AniaÕspanic turned to anger asshewalked through the lunchtime crowd
in Times Square, searching her husbandÕswords for some explanation
other than the one that seemed inescapable.

She was surprised a few minutes later when her feet delivered her to
the Diamond Mine on Thirty-Ninth Street.Shestood outside the door as
people walked past her like a stream flowing past a rock.

ÒAnia! Hi!Ó SaraHenderson stood waving near the costume jewel-en-
crusted door of the restaurant.

Ania walked through the crowd toward Sarawithout excusing herself
as she forced people to step around her. SaraÕshusband, Jack,stood next
to his smiling wife and raised a hand as a beacon to help Ania navigate.
The Hendersons, once fashionable and stylish, seemed to have stopped
updating their wardrobes, giving them a quaint, old-fashioned and com-
plementary style that left no doubt that they were a couple.

ÒYoulook lost, Ania,Ó Sarateased.ÒWhereÕsJJ?We were worried this
Mars Girl thing would keep him from coming.Ó

ÒYes,Ó Ania said. ÒItÕs Mars Girl.Ó
ÒAh, thatÕsa shame,ÓJacksaid. He put an arm around Ania and gave

her a squeeze.ÒIÕmsure heÕsgot his hands full. People seem to think
sheÕsgoing to make it, but É Ó He shook his head. ÒWhat a tragedy.
Great for ratings, though.Ó

ÒJack!Ó Sara said.
ÒWhat?ÓJacksaid. ÒYoucanÕtdeny that MASS is getting their moneyÕs

worth on this one,Ó he said. ÒThatÕs all IÕm saying.Ó
Sararolled her eyesand turned to Ania. ÒAreyou all right? You donÕt

look so good.Ó
ÒIÕvejust had a bit of a shock,ÓAnia said. ÒThereÕssomething I need to

do.Ó
ÒWhat is it, Ania?Ó Sara said.
ÒCan we help?Ó Jack said.
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ÒNo,ÓAnia said, unsure of what words would follow. ÒItÕssomething
between John and I. I just camehere to let you know we canÕtmake it for
lunch. IÕm sorry.Ó

Ania didnÕt hear Sara and Jack calling her name as she turned and
stepped into the pedestrian flow.
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Chapter28
Kids these days

Jim used his hands for shade as he looked through the cottageÕskitchen
window for signs of a liquor cabinet or wine rack, but he saw nothing
promising in the antique and kitsch-filled cottage. Soon his car would be
out of the ditch and he knew of a liquor store just a few miles up the
road. He was out of cash but maybe they wouldnÕt be as nosy about his
credit as the waitress at the Inn.

Next to the house, a childÕsfort was set on four wooden posts eight
feet above a sandbox. The walls of the fort were made of sharpened as-
pen saplings to resemble a colonial fort. Jim pulled on a rope that hung
down from its floor, releasing a wooden ladder that creaked into place as
leaves and twigs fell past his head.

After a look around for witnesses, Jim climbed the ladder and stuck
his head through the opening in the wooden floor. Four windows, one
cut into each wall, illuminated the fort, which was empty except for a
small plastic chair lying on its side. As Jim pulled himself into the fort, he
had to stay on his knees becauseof its low plywood roof. Through the
window facing the lake he could see CeciliaÕsboat, a sliver of white
against the bright blue water. His sore back couldnÕttake stooping, so he
put the chair near the window and sat down. The chair was so small his
knees were well above his waist.

Jim pulled out the pistol and checked the clip. After leveling the sights
of the gun on the Somewhen, he raised the barrel to add some loft. He
fired four shots, then rested the gun on his thigh. Jim felt an uncontrol-
lable urge to sleep but he didnÕt want to give in. He needed to stay
awake until his car was out of the ditch and then he would get a bottle
and rent a boat. But his eyelids were unbearably heavy and he slumped
in the little chair, drifting toward sleep. His eyespopped open a minute
later when he heard his car squeal onto M-23 and head north, followed
by the kidÕs pickup.
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Chapter29
Swept away

Ania found herself walking down the steps into the Thirty-Fourth Street
subway station. She allowed herself to be swept along with the crowd
and soon she was on a train heading downtown. Shelooked around the
car and saw the excited facesin a huddle of pre-school children gathered
around a young woman. Near them a blank-eyed man with an un-
trimmed mustache and paint splotches on his worn clothes slouched in
his seatashe watched Mars Girl on his assistant.By the door a large red-
haired woman in coveralls sat next to two bags of groceries. Across from
Ania, a smiling African-American woman in a businesssuit watched her
wrist screenasshequietly spoke Chinese into her assistantas if shewere
flirting. Next to her, a teenaged boy, his arm draped over a young girlÕs
shoulders, had taken off his wrist screen and held it out so they both
could watch.

The train screechedinto the Twenty-Third Street station and a police
officer stepped onto the train when the doors parted. The officer, hand-
some in his dark blues with his cap tucked under his arm, stood by the
door and nodded pleasantly to Ania.

Three stops later she almost ran after him when he stepped off the
train but the doors closed and he was gone.
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Chapter30
Not again

Brenda Cazin was the only DisneyNews staff caster whose monthly
numbers were consistently lower than those of a rival in a major market.
BarkerÕsnumbers had topped hers thirteen of the past fifteen months
and Karolina made it clear that there were plenty of talented freelancers
looking for staff positions and one of them would take her place if her
numbers didnÕt improve soon.

CazinÕsstruggles werenÕtcaused by a lack of effort. She followed up
on any promising lead, but too often when a story looked like it had po-
tential, Barker got there first.

The previous month had been one of CazinÕsbest ever and on the
evening of April 29 she headed out with a floater to an Evanston, Illinois
address where she was expecting to get a story that would give her a
great finish to an already strong month.

The abduction of an eight-year-old girl at a Chicago Blackhawks game
while she stood in a concessionsline with her mother, a wealthy restaur-
ateur, had become big news across the country and, as the Vegas and
BetCom odds indicated, the girl was widely thought to be dead. But
Cazin got a tip from a friend at Evanston City Hall that the girl was still
alive and the police had located the house where she was being held.
Cazin followed the assault vehicle to the house that night, assuming the
officer in charge would be happy to liberate the girl on screens
throughout the nation. Cazin had told Karolina that Disney didnÕtneed
to buy the exclusive becauseher informer assured her she was the only
caster tipped off.

When Cazin arrived on the scene,she saw Barker jump out of the van
with the assault team and run into the house with a floater following.
When she attempted to enter the house, a lieutenant physically re-
strained Cazin and told her he would arrest her if she didnÕtturn off her
floater. Barker had bought the exclusive.
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BarkerÕsshow went national, giving him the numbers he needed to
swamp Cazin for yet another month.
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Chapter31
Tell everyone

A line of screensran the length of the subway car above head level on
each side. Some of the screensdisplayed sports highlights, a few were
tuned to the transit authorityÕsinformation network, and the remainder
showed MASSnews or DisneyNews.

On the MASSnews screen Mars Girl stood in her window with head-
phones in her ears, swaying slowly to the beat of a song only she could
hear. Shebegan to sing along with the music, raised her arms and threw
her head sideways in time with the music.

As Ania watched, she realized what she needed to do. Shecould take
care of everything with just one call.

Ania stood as the train slowed and waited for the doors to part. She
walked with the crowd to the escalator that took her toward daylight.
When she emerged on Fourth Street she looked for a good place to make
a call and stepped off the curb to head toward Washington Park. A huge
yellow streak flashed in front of her and a manÕsvoice yelled at her as
the car sped away. Sheretreated to the curb and waited for a break in the
traffic.

A group of identically dressed Japaneseschoolgirls swarmed past her.
She followed in their wake and walked down Fourth until she reached
Washington SquareÕsarch. Solitary pigeons trotted out of her way as she
walked past the fountain and found an empty bench under a spreading
maple. She took a moment to gather herself, wiped away a tear, pulled
her assistant from her purse and dialed one of the preset numbers.

ÒGood afternoon, MASScorp. This is Maridonna.Ó
ÒHello Maridonna, this is Ania Jaspers.Ó
ÒOh, hello,Ó the receptionist said. ÒListen, Mrs. Jaspers,IÕmsosorry

about what I said earlier. The lighting in here is just awful and I didnÕt
even hardly look. I just assumed for some reason ÉÓ

ÒDonÕt worry about it,Ó Ania said.
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ÒIreally feel awful. If youÕrelooking for Mr. JaspersheÕsin a meeting
right now. IÕd ask Helena how long heÕll be but sheÕs in there too.Ó

ÒActually, I need to talk to Ray Barker, one of the casters,ÓAnia said.
ÒItÕsvery important. Johnasked me to talk to Mr. Barker for him because
everyoneÕsso busy with Mars Girl. He gave me Mr. BarkerÕsconnects
but I must have deleted them somehow. Could you do me a big favor
and tell them to me?Ó

ÒCanyou wait until HelenaÕsback at her desk?ÓMaridonna said. ÒI
think itÕll be all right, but I have to make sure. IÕm still new and É Ó

ÒMaridonna, IÕmJaspersÕwife.ÓAnia wasnÕtused to being firm, so it
came out angry.

ÒMaybeyou could tell me the messageand IÕllcall him for you. IÕm
really not supposed to give out connects.Ó

ÒJohnasked me to take care of this personally,Ó Ania said. ÒItÕsvery
sensitive.Ó

ÒIhave an idea.ÓMaridonna said. ÒIcan patch you through to Barker.
That way, you can talk to him and IÕm not really giving you his
connects.Ó

Ania started to say that would be all right when she was interrupted.
ÒThis is Barker.Ó
AniaÕs heart stopped.
ÒRay Barker speaking. Anybody there?Ó
ÒYes, IÕm here,Ó Ania said. Ò
It was a voice Barker didnÕt recognize. ÒWhoÕs this?Ó
ÒWell,ÓAnia said, testing her courage. ÒWemet at last yearÕsChrist-

mas party. IÕm John JaspersÕwife, Ania. We talked about Montana,
where I grew up. You wanted to know what it was like to live in the
mountains.Ó

ÒYes, Ania, of course,Ó Barker said. ÒHow are you?Ó
ÒThereÕssomething I need to tell you. And I want you to tell

everyone.Ó
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Chapter32
Turn around

ÒItÕsthe next driveway,Ó Cazin heard Art say in her head as she drove
north on M-23. ÒThereÕsa car in the ditch and a pickup parked on the
shoulder. Pull in the paved drive just past them.Ó

ÒI donÕtsee any cars!ÓCazin said. ÒIs it a gravel driveway?Ó Cazin
said.

ÒNo! ItÕs paved,Ó Art said. ÒIÕve told you ten times.Ó
ÒI donÕt see any cars.Ó
Art wanted to keep the floater above the fort so he could see if Jim

wandered off, but he flew the floater over the trees and toward the road
to help Cazin find the cottage.

ÒDamn,Óhe said. ÒTheyÕregone.ÓHe looked down the road and saw
CazinÕscar creeping along, north of Shady Half Acres. ÒYouneed to turn
around and go in the driveway with the purple sign.Ó

Cazin pulled onto the shoulder. ÒArt, I need you to listen.ÓSheclosed
her eyes and tried to keep her composure. ÒIf this show doesnÕthit, IÕm
through. IÕllhave to go back to Omaha and work at my dadÕsinsurance
agency. I canÕtthink of anything worse. This is very, very important to
me. Okay?Ó

ÒThen turn around and pull in the next drive.Ó
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Chapter33
Cold steel

Slumped in the little tree fort chair, Jim imagined his coworkers shaking
their heads and rolling their eyes every time his name was mentioned.
His struggles with the bottle were well known and so was his diminish-
ing caseload.After his third drunk driving arrest he had managed to es-
cape jail time on a technicality and kept his job only by promising the
partners that he would never drink again. As he sat in the little fort he
pictured men in coveralls lugging boxes from his office to some unused
closet.

God he needed a drink.
Jim picked up the gun and put the barrel in his mouth. He releasedthe

safety and maneuvered his thumb onto the trigger. He closed his eyes
and felt the barrelÕscold steel against the roof of his mouth. Before he
pulled the trigger, he heard a car coming up the driveway.
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Chapter34
I know youÕre up there

ÒDo you see the fort?Ó Art said.
ÒYes.Ó Cazin said. ÒI see it. Straight ahead next to the garage.Ó
ÒHeÕs in there,Ó Art said.
ÒYouÕre sure?Ó
ÒOf course IÕm sure,Ó Art said.
ÒYou were sure about the cars by the road, too.Ó
ÒUnless he has magical powers, heÕs in there.Ó
Cazin leaned forward against the steering wheel so she could seethe

fort as she rolled her car to a stop. She fished through her purse for lip-
stick and adjusted her rearview to apply it.

ÒBe careful,Ó Art said. ÒHe has a gun.Ó
ÒOfcourse he has a gun,ÓCazin said, dropping the lipstick back into

her purse. ÒWouldnÕt be much of a show if he didnÕt have a gun.Ó
Jim stayed away from the window as Cazin swung her legs out of the

car, slipped on her heels and walk around the car toward the fort.
ÒHello?Ó she called. ÒI know youÕre up there.Ó
Jim stayed in the shadows.
ÒIÕd just like to talk to you,Ó Cazin said.
Jim slid forward on his knees and pointed the gun out the window at

Cazin.
ÒGood, good,Ó Art said. ÒMake him keep the gun on you.Ó
ÒHey, relax,ÓCazin said to Jim. She almost giggled as she spoke and

wore a bright, confidant smile. ÒI donÕt want any trouble.Ó
ÒYougot any booze in there?ÓJim pointed the gun at the house, then

back at Cazin.
Cazin looked at the cottage as if she hadnÕtrealized it was there, then

faced Jim again. ÒNo,Ó she said. ÒNo booze.Ó
ÒThe gunÕs loaded,Ó Jim said, Òand I need a drink.Ó
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ÒI canÕthear him,Ó Art said. He had positioned the floater so that it
shot through the fortÕssouth window and captured Jim from the back as
he talked to Cazin through the north window.

ÒWhat?Ó Cazin said. ÒI canÕt hear you.Ó
Jim didnÕt respond.
ÒAre we live?Ó Cazin whispered to Art, trying not to move her lips.
ÒNot until something happens,Ó Art said. ÒThatÕsthe word from

Karolina.Ó
ÒIÕvegot the star of ÔDeathon the PlainsÕhere. HeÕsgot a gun and heÕs

been shooting at his wife and her lover,Ó Cazin said, still whispering.
ÒWhat else does she want?Ó

ÒWho are you talking to?Ó Jim said.
ÒMyself,Ó Cazin said. ÒBad habit. Hey, you look familiar.Ó
Jim leaned his head back into the shadows but kept the gun on Cazin.
ÒYouÕrethat guy from the news last night, arenÕtyou?ÓCazin said.

ÒYour name is Jim, right?Ó
Jim moved forward into the light.
ÒIf I were you, those two bastards wouldnÕthave woken up this morn-

ing,ÓCazin said. ÒThisis just my summer place,Óshe said, gesturing to-
ward the cottage. ÒI live in Chicago. That assholeBarkerÕsbeen fucking
with people down there for years. IÕmsurprised no oneÕstaken him out
by now. He pulls this kind of shit all the time.ÓShewaved a hand out to-
ward the lake as if that explained what she meant. ÒWhyÕdyou give up
so easy last night? I guessyou donÕtreally want her back. If I was her IÕd
be pretty disappointed.Ó

Jim stared at Cazin for a moment. ÒI need your car,Ó Jim said.
ÒMy car?Ó Cazin said.
ÒIÕm taking your car.Ó
ÒI canÕt justgiveyou my car,Ó Cazin said, giggling again.
ÒYou got a boat?Ó Jim said.
ÒA rowboat,Ó Art said in CazinÕs head. ÒBy the lake.Ó
ÒJust a rowboat,Ó Cazin said. ÒBy the lake.Ó
ÒThen I need your car,Ó Jim said.
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Chapter35
Still crooked

A stage tech leaned acrossPeterÕsdesk trying to pin an ochre ribbon to
his lapel.

ÒI donÕt understand why youÕre so negative about this,Ó Peter said.
Rindell was trying to end the discussion and get back to his office. He

had already turned halfway toward the studio exit. ÒPeter,youÕrea news
anchor, not an astronaut.Ó

The tech, a winsome young woman in a black jumpsuit who dreamed
of an anchor job at a news network after she finished her masters in
theater at NYU, finally plunged the pin through PeterÕslapel and
stepped back to see how it looked.

Peter looked into the monitor buried in his desk. ÒItÕsnot even closeto
being straight,Ó he said without looking at the stage tech.

The tech looked at the clock above the anchor desk. The break would
be over in one minute and fifteen seconds. She reached over the desk,
held the ribbon with one hand and pulled the pin out with the other.

ÒRindell,youÕretelling me that Man Boy Floyd is more of an astronaut
than me?ÓPeter said. ÒYouwant some dolled-up punk to be the hero in-
stead of a man people trust enough to invite into their living rooms and
bedrooms every day?Ó

The stage tech leaned across the anchor desk for another try.
ÒYou want to know what will happen, Peter?ÓRindell said, turning

back toward his chief anchor. ÒWeÕdhire some hot new face and when
you come back months later, youÕd be out of a job.Ó

ÒWhen I come back a hero youÕll beg me to sit in this chair again,Ó
Peter said.

The stagetech held the ribbon against PeterÕslapel and worked the pin
through one of its loops.

ÒIÕvethought a lot about this,ÓPeter said. ÒRescuingMars Girl would
build the kind of credibility thatÕllpay off for the rest of my career.WeÕll
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all benefit from that.Ó Peter looked into his monitor. ÒItÕsstill crooked!Ó
He looked at Rindell. ÒGet somebody else to do it.Ó

Rindell looked at the exasperated tech and nodded toward Peter, sig-
naling her to keep trying. She looked up at the clock and saw that she
only had forty seconds.

164



Chapter36
DonÕt do it

ÒJim,honey, youÕrenot going to change my mind,Ó Cazin purred. ÒIÕm
not giving you my car. If you want to go somewhere, maybe I can take
you.Ó

ÒThereare four, five É six places in Alpena that rent boats,ÓArt said
to Cazin.

ÒIÕm sure we can find you a boat in Alpena,Ó Cazin said.
ÒJust leave your key on the seat and step away from the car,Ó Jim said.
ÒHey, IÕm all for helping you, but IÕmnot giving you my car.Ó
ÒIs there another car in the garage?Ó
Cazin looked at the closed garage door. ÒArt?Ó she whispered.
ÒNo idea,Ó Art said.
ÒNo,Ó Cazin said to Jim.
Jim pointed the pistol at CazinÕs head. ÒThen IÕm taking that one.Ó
ÒTry to look at least a little scared,Ó Art said. ÒHeÕs got a gun on you.Ó
Cazin took a few steps toward the fort. ÒComedown from up there

and letÕs go find a boat.Ó
Jim kept the gun on her as she continued toward the fort.
ÒCÕmon,Jim,ÓCazin said. ÒYouÕrewasting time. LetÕsget a boat before

they get away.Ó She gestured out toward the lake again.
Jim raised the pistol above CazinÕshead and fired. Cazin flinched but

held her ground.
ÒWhat was that for?Ó she said. ÒDo you want me to help or not?Ó
Jim looked Cazin up and down. Her silk skirt reacted to every gentle

waft of breeze coming off the lake. He wondered why heÕdnever seen
her around when he came north to see Cecilia.

ÒSo whaddaya say?Ó Cazin said. ÒLetÕs go.Ó
ÒPut your key on the seat and step away from the car,Ó Jim said.
ÒHere we go,ÓCazin whispered to Art. She closed her eyes, took a

deep breath and took a few more steps toward the fort.
ÒIÕll kill you if I have to.Ó Jim held the gun on Cazin. ÒI need your car.Ó
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Cazin held up her car key for Jim to see.ÒWithout my thumb print this
wonÕt do you any good. You kill me, you still donÕt have a car.Ó

ÒIcan drag you to the car,ÓJim said. ÒOrI can cut off your thumb and
take it with me.Ó

ÒHeÕs right,Ó Art said. ÒSaw it in a movie.Ó
ÒJim,IÕmgoing to get in my car and drive out of here,ÓCazin said.

ÒYoucan either come with me or stay up there and feel sorry for your-
self. Your choice.Ó She turned and began walking back to her car.

ÒIÕll shoot,Ó Jim said.
Cazin walked around to the driverÕs side of her car. ÒYou coming?Ó
ÒFinal warning!Ó Jim said.
Cazin was unfazed. ÒCÕmon,Jim. LetÕsgo.ÓShepopped the door open

and rested a foot on the doorframe.
ÒAh, screw it,Ó Jim said. He put the gun in his mouth and put his

thumb on the trigger.
ÒJim! What are you doing?Ó
Jim closed his eyes tight and the corners of his mouth curled into a

grotesque smile. His hands quivered.
ÒJim!DonÕtbe a fool.Ó Cazin trotted around her car toward the fort.

ÒNo Jim! Jim!Ó
He moved back away from the window and into the shadows.
ÒPlease donÕt do it,Ó she whispered. ÒI need this. Please donÕt.Ó
Jim slid over to the lakeside window and pulled the gun from his

mouth. He could just make out Barker on the sailboat, standing in the
cockpit of the boat. He put the sites on BarkerÕs head.

Cazin couldnÕtsee into the fort but every passing second without a
gunshot gave her hope that he wouldnÕt do it. ÒJim? Jim?Ó

Jim raised the tip of the barrel a few inches and fired.
The gunÕsreport made Cazin jump. ÒYou son-of-a-bitch!Ó she said,

slumping to her knees.
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Chapter37
Knock out

Peter yanked the pin and ochre ribbon from his lapel and tossed them
onto his anchor desk. ÒGet somebody else, willya?Ó

ÒYoureally want to spend a month with a bored and bitter teenager?Ó
Rindell said. ÒWe send Man Boy and all he needs to do is sing love
songs.What are you going to do? How many times can you ask her how
she feels about her dead family? You canÕtmake it interesting after the
first half hour.Ó

ÒIÕma news professional,ÓPeter said. ÒThatÕsthe thrill of this busi-
ness.The dance between me and the heads. Holding them back when I
need to. Riding them hard when theyÕre charging in the right direction.Ó

Peter bounced up and down in his chair just as the stage tech was
about to slide the pin through the ribbon. Shegave up and shut her eyes
in frustration.

ÒIwas born for this stuff,ÓPeter said. ÒWorking in the spins and keep-
ing the story line intact. You need meon this, Rindell, not some snot-
nosed kid with no experience.Ó

Peter stopped bouncing and the stage tech saw her chance. She
worked quickly and slid the pin through the ribbon, but saw that it was
slightly off so she slid the pin halfway out to adjust one side.

ÒPeter,I havenÕtgot time for this,ÓRindell said. ÒYouÕrenot going to
Mars. The decisionÕs final.Ó

ÒBullshit,ÓPeter said. ÒIÕmgoing to announce to the world that IÕllbe
on the rescuemission. Once I say it you have to send me. YouÕregoing to
lose this one Rindell, so you might as well give up.Ó

ÒIf you announce it, youÕll be looking for a new job tomorrow,Ó
Rindell said, and headed for the exit.

Peter spun toward Rindell in his chair. His sudden movement forced
the pin deep into the techÕsindex finger. She shrieked and yanked out
the needle. Blood dripped from her finger onto PeterÕs white shirt.
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Peter looked with disgust at the blood soaking into his shirt, and tried
to backhand the tech acrossher mouth but she parried his attempt with
her left arm and reflexively slammed her right palm into PeterÕschin.
Peter flew back off his chair and everyone in the studio heard the snap
when his head hit the black tile floor. Peter lay motionless with his chair
across his chest.

Rindell looked up at the clock and saw that there were only ten
seconds to airtime.
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Chapter38
Since when?

ÒWhat are we doing about lunch?Ó Barker said.
ÒHow can you think about food right now?Ó Cecilia said. She had

trouble sitting still but the possibility of flying bullets kept her on the
bench.

ÒIwas thinking about sex a minute ago,ÓBarker said, leaning back in-
to the pillow on the bench. ÒIs that better?Ó

ÒYou heard what Ania said. This whole Mars thing was planned. It
was sabotage.The White House was involved and so were people you
work for.Ó

ÒThatÕswhat shesaid.ÓBarker put the crook of his arm over his eyesto
block the sun.

ÒYoudonÕtbelieve her? That woman is willing to send her husband to
prison, maybe even to his death, because of what she knows.Ó

ÒBecauseof what sheheard,Ó Barker said. ÒI barely know her and
youÕvenever met her. YouÕrebasing a lot on someonewho happened to
overhear half a conversation.Ó

Cecilia crossed the cockpit and nudged BarkerÕslegs against the hull
to make room to sit. ÒRay,I think Ania is telling the truth. I have a sense
about these things. We need to get onscreen and tell what we know.Ó

ÒIÕmdone with casting.ÓBarker covered his eyes again. ÒIÕmquitting
while IÕm ahead.Ó

ÒIcanÕtbelieve you donÕtcare about this,ÓCecilia said. ÒThepresident
and a news network conspired to murder an entire crew of astronauts.
People need to know.Ó

ÒKnow what? I donÕt know the truth and neither do you.Ó
ÒSince when are you worried about truth?Ó
Barker raised his arm away from his eyesand considered the question.

ÒThis is different.Ó
ÒWhy? Because it matters?Ó
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Barker pulled his legs from behind Cecilia and sat up. ÒEvenif sheÕs
right, youÕreasking me to tell Rindell to put us onscreen so we can tell
everyone heÕs a murderer.Ó

ÒMaybeRindell doesnÕtknow,Ó Cecilia said. ÒMaybeitÕsjust JaspersÕ
deal. All Rindell cares about is numbers and this is one hell of a story.Ó

Barker stood up and walked to the stern. The warm sun and the cool
breeze felt good against his skin. ÒI donÕthave the coziest relationship
with the truth. IÕm not sure people would take me seriously anyway.Ó

ÒAnia said she hasnÕt told anyone else. ItÕs you or nobody.Ó
Barker sat down next to Cecilia. ÒIknow youÕreright about one thing.

The numbers would be incredible.Ó
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Chapter39
Done

Cazin, on her knees,her fingernails dug into the sandy turf, looked up at
the empty window of the fort where she was sure Jim lay dead. Shepic-
tured him collapsed onto his back, eyes vacant, legs and arms at odd
angles.

Now with the show over before it started, returning to Omaha seemed
certain. Her mother would be elated and immediately launch into stories
about her old boyfriends who were married and having children.

ÒWe need to get some vid of Jim,Ó Art said in CazinÕs head.
Cazin stood up and walked toward her car. ShedidnÕtbother brushing

the powdery sand from her knees.
ÒDo what you want,Ó she said. ÒIÕmgoing home.Ó It bothered her

when she realized that ÒhomeÓ meant Omaha.
ÒWhatare you talking about?ÓArt said. ÒIflew a floater all the way up

there. LetÕsget somethingout of it. JimÕsstill got good name rec. I think
Karolina will go for something short. Maybe ÔSuicide on the Plains.ÕÓ

ÒArt, IÕm all done,Ó Cazin said, leaning against her car.
ÒAt least make sure heÕsdead,ÓArt said. ÒIdonÕtwant to fly in there

and find the guy alive. HeÕllput a bullet in the floater and the show will
be over for sure. Put your Upix on and take a look.ÓHe flew the floater
down and rested it on the roof of CazinÕs car.

ÒI wasted five years doing this shit,Ó Cazin said.
ÒJust climb up there and take a look.Ó
In disgust, Cazin picked up a jagged rock from the white gravel that

bordered the driveway and threw it hard at the Shady Half Acres wel-
come sign. It sailed straight at the sign but skipped off the top and broke
through a picture window at the front of the cottage. Lights inside and
outside the house began to flash, and the cottageÕsalarm let loose a high-
pitched squeal.
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Chapter40
On with the show

Rindell threw off his suit coat, rolled up his sleeves, loosened his tie,
righted PeterÕschair, sat down and faced the camera just as floor director
Mayvee Coles finished her countdown and thrust a stubby finger in his
direction.

Rindell stared into the camera but said nothing. He could hear PeterÕs
heels slide across the tile floor as two stage techs dragged him toward
the exit. Mayvee, peering over her portable station, pointed at Rindell
again, and then again, but he still didnÕt respond. He looked into his
monitor and saw Mirellen at her shelf with her back to the window writ-
ing something on the ReadWrite. Mayvee, eyes wide, waved her short
arms above her head, trying desperately to get Rindell to respond.
Rindell glanced at Mayvee and smiled, then looked into the camera.

ÒWelcomeback to MASSnews, your favorite for contemporary news
hits.ÓRindell lowered his eyes for a moment, causing Mayvee renewed
panic, then looked back into the camera. ÒYouÕreused to hearing Peter
Cloud say those words. But IÕmsaying them for him because a few
minutes ago a freak accident left Peter, the man more people invite into
their lives everyday, unconscious and struggling to survive. WeÕreall
praying that heÕllpull through and be back on his feet soon so he can
once again bring you the news the way you want it.Ó

Accompanied by poignant keyboard music, vid of Peter appeared in
the upper right pip. Scenesdissolved into each other, first of Peter read-
ing to young school children in a park, then yukking it up with President
Flanagan at her inaugural ball.

ÒPeteris not only a member of your family,Ó Rindell said, Òbut he is
also a member of our family.Ó

The pip changed to a casualportrait of Peter,with his wife and daugh-
ter, lounging barefoot on an ocean beach. They all wore jeans and
matching short-sleeved shirts.
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ÒItÕsdifficult with our friend and colleague in peril,ÓRindell said, Òbut
we must carry on. While Peter fights for his life, letÕsshare a moment of
silence in his honor. As Mars Girl prepares for her trek, perhaps youÕll
hear PeterÕscalm, reassuring voice Ð a voice that, until now, has never
faltered.Ó

Rindell disappeared and Mirellen filled the screen.She turned to face
the window and held up a ReadWrite question for NASA techs she had
written on the screen with her finger.

ÒHow far to station?ÓAfter a moment she pulled the sign out of the
window and added. Ò5 clicks?Ó

The TractorPix camera moved from side to side.
Mirellen pulled down the sign and changed it to, Ò7 clicks?Ó
The TractorPix camera moved side to side.
She frowned. Ò10 clicks?Ó
The TractorPix camera moved side to side.
Ò15 Clicks?Ó
The camera nodded.
Mirellen wrote another message. ÒHow long?Ó And then, Ò2 hours?Ó
The TractorPix camera went side to side.
Ò4 hours?Ó
The TractorPix camera nodded.
She held up another sign: Ò2 O2 tanks?Ó
The TractorPix was silent for a moment, then shook its camera.
She crossed out Ò2?Ó and wrote Ò4?Ó next to it.
The TractorPix camera nodded.
Mirellen pulled the ReadWrite down from the window and tried to

muster a confident smile.
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Chapter41
Knock it off

While the Shady Half Acres alarm blared in her ears, Cazin jumped in
her car, punched the pedal, threw the wheel to the left and fishtailed
through the front yard.

With the gun in one hand and the towel over his shoulder, Jim descen-
ded the fortÕsladder two steps at a time, then ran toward CazinÕscar.
ÒHey!Óhe shouted at Cazin but she didnÕthear him over the alarm. Jim
raised the gun and sprinted to cut her off before the car swerved back
onto the driveway.

ÒHeÕs alive!Ó Art said in CazinÕs head. ÒWatch out!Ó
Cazin laid into the brakes but it was too late. Jim leapt into the air,

bounced off the hood and windshield and landed hard at the edge of the
asphalt.

ÒExcellent!Ó Art said. ÒKarolina will love this.Ó
Cazin jumped out of her car and ran to where Jim lay, hips on the

pavement and shoulders on the patchy grass. His eyes were open but
there was blood in the corner of his mouth. He still held the gun and
cartridges were scattered around him.

Cazin knelt down to pick bullets from the grass.ÒNext time you put a
gun in your mouth you better mean it or IÕll finish the job for you,Ó
Cazin yelled above the alarm. She picked up the last of the cartridges
then held out her hand to help Jim stand up.

Jim refused her assistanceand got up to his knees, then struggled to
his feet and pointed the pistol at Cazin.

ÒOh,knock it off,ÓCazin said. ÒJustget in the damn car and letÕsget
out of here before the cops show up.Ó

ÒAn abduction will sell more tickets,ÓArt said in CazinÕshead. ÒAt
least hold up your hands.Ó

Cazin put her hands in the air. ÒAll right,Ó she said to Jim. ÒIÕllplay
along. You want to be in charge? Fine.Ó

ÒGood, good,Ó Art said. ÒIÕll make sure Karolina sees this.Ó
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Chapter42
She said

Jaspersheld his office door open for Toby Crahne, MASScorpÕsprocure-
ment chief, and walked with him through the double glassdoors to Mar-
idonnaÕsdesk. He thanked Crahne for getting Mars Girl merchandise on
the shelvesso quickly and sent him on his way through the secondset of
doors.

Jaspers turned to Maridonna. ÒMy wife. WhereÕd she go?Ó
ÒSheleft quite a while ago,ÓMaridonna said. ÒIcan check the elevator

log.ÓMaridonna tapped her screena few times. ÒSheexited the elevator
on the ground floor at 12:47. A little more than an hour ago.Ó

ÒI told her to stay here.ÓJaspersseemed to be scolding Maridonna.
ÒDid she say where she was going?Ó

ÒNo,Ó Maridonna said. ÒBut she called.Ó
ÒWhy didnÕt you tell me? When did she call?Ó
ÒA little while ago. I can check the log. She didnÕtask to speak with

you and you were in a meeting so I didnÕt ÉÓ
ÒWhatdid she say?ÓJaspersÕgrimaced as he ran his hand through his

hair.
ÒShe wanted Ray BarkerÕs connects.Ó
Jaspers froze.
ÒBut I didnÕt give them to her,Ó Maridonna said quickly.
Jaspersreached for the back of his neck. ÒWhy did she want BarkerÕs

connects?Ó
ÒShe said you wanted her to talk to Barker about something.Ó
ÒI wanted her to talk to him?Ó
ÒThatÕswhat she said. She said she was doing you a favor because

youÕre so busy.Ó
ÒBut you didnÕt give her his connects, right?Ó
ÒI did not give her his connects,ÓMaridonna said. She was about to

say that she had patched Ania through to Barker but Jaspershad already
turned to go back through the double glass doors.
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Chapter43
On the road with Jim and Cazin

Cazin drove north on M-23 along the Lake Huron shore toward Alpena.
Jim sat in the passenger seat.

ÒJim?Ó Cazin said. ÒJim, I want you to listen to me.Ó
He didnÕt respond.
ÒJim!Ó
He was impassive.
ÒI want you to promise me something,Ó Cazin said. ÒJust one thing.Ó
Shelooked at Jim but he kept his eyesahead, down the gently curving

road bordered on the right by a steady stream of cottage signs. On the
left was a state forest with rows of pines that would have been logged off
a decade before if the paper and lumber markets hadnÕt collapsed.

ÒIknow youÕrelistening,Ó Cazin said, ÒsoIÕlljust tell you. No more of
this suicide stuff. I donÕt want to go through that again.Ó

ÒI havenÕt done it yet,Ó Jim mumbled.
ÒYou know what I mean,ÓCazin said. ÒI donÕtthink I can take any

more of that.Ó
ÒYou mean you love me?Ó Jim said.
ÒWhat?!ÓCazin said, screwing up her face. ÒI just donÕtwant you

killing yourself while IÕm around.Ó
Jim pulled up his left sleeve and held out his badly scarred wrist so

Cazin could see it.
ÒOh,God,ÓCazin said after glancing at JimÕswrist. She felt nauseous

and put her hand to her mouth.
Ahead she saw a sign for ShepÕsGrocery and Convenience so she

pulled into the lot and parked behind a bread truck, shielding her car
from the road. She put the car in park and took a deep breath.

ÒGive me a hundred bucks,Ó Jim said.
ÒWhy?Ó
ÒJust give it to me.Ó

176


	Prologue
	Part 1 - Day I
	Chapter 1
	Chapter 2
	Chapter 3
	Chapter 4
	Chapter 5
	Chapter 6
	Chapter 7
	Chapter 8
	Chapter 9
	Chapter 10
	Chapter 11
	Chapter 12
	Chapter 13
	Chapter 14
	Chapter 15
	Chapter 16
	Chapter 17
	Chapter 18
	Chapter 19
	Chapter 20
	Chapter 21
	Chapter 22
	Chapter 23
	Chapter 24
	Chapter 25
	Chapter 26
	Chapter 27
	Chapter 28
	Chapter 29
	Chapter 30
	Chapter 31
	Chapter 32
	Chapter 33
	Chapter 34
	Chapter 35
	Chapter 36
	Chapter 37
	Chapter 38
	Chapter 39
	Chapter 40
	Chapter 41
	Chapter 42
	Chapter 43
	Chapter 44
	Chapter 45
	Chapter 46
	Chapter 47
	Chapter 48
	Chapter 49
	Chapter 50

	Part 2 - Day II
	Chapter 1
	Chapter 2
	Chapter 3
	Chapter 4
	Chapter 5
	Chapter 6
	Chapter 7
	Chapter 8
	Chapter 9
	Chapter 10
	Chapter 11
	Chapter 12
	Chapter 13
	Chapter 14
	Chapter 15
	Chapter 16
	Chapter 17
	Chapter 18
	Chapter 19
	Chapter 20
	Chapter 21
	Chapter 22
	Chapter 23
	Chapter 24
	Chapter 25
	Chapter 26
	Chapter 27
	Chapter 28
	Chapter 29
	Chapter 30
	Chapter 31
	Chapter 32
	Chapter 33
	Chapter 34
	Chapter 35
	Chapter 36
	Chapter 37
	Chapter 38
	Chapter 39
	Chapter 40
	Chapter 41
	Chapter 42
	Chapter 43
	Chapter 44
	Chapter 45
	Chapter 46
	Chapter 47
	Chapter 48
	Chapter 49
	Chapter 50
	Chapter 51
	Chapter 52
	Chapter 53
	Chapter 54
	Chapter 55
	Chapter 56
	Chapter 57
	Chapter 58
	Chapter 59
	Chapter 60
	Chapter 61
	Chapter 62
	Chapter 63
	Chapter 64
	Chapter 65
	Chapter 66
	Chapter 67
	Chapter 68
	Chapter 69
	Chapter 70
	Chapter 71
	Chapter 72
	Chapter 73
	Chapter 74
	Chapter 75
	Chapter 76
	Chapter 77
	Chapter 78
	Chapter 79
	Chapter 80
	Chapter 81
	Chapter 82
	Chapter 83
	Chapter 84
	Chapter 85
	Chapter 86
	Chapter 87
	Chapter 88
	Chapter 89
	Chapter 90
	Chapter 91
	Chapter 92
	Chapter 93
	Chapter 94
	Chapter 95
	Chapter 96
	Chapter 97
	Chapter 98
	Chapter 99
	Chapter 100
	Chapter 101
	Chapter 102
	Chapter 103
	Chapter 104
	Chapter 105
	Chapter 106
	Chapter 107
	Chapter 108
	Chapter 109
	Chapter 110
	Chapter 111
	Chapter 112
	Chapter 113
	Chapter 114
	Chapter 115
	Chapter 116
	Chapter 117
	Chapter 118
	Chapter 119
	Chapter 120
	Chapter 121
	Chapter 122
	Chapter 123
	Chapter 124
	Chapter 125
	Chapter 126
	Chapter 127
	Chapter 128
	Chapter 129
	Chapter 130
	Chapter 131
	Chapter 132
	Chapter 133
	Chapter 134
	Chapter 135
	Chapter 136
	Chapter 137
	Chapter 138
	Chapter 139
	Chapter 140
	Chapter 141
	Chapter 142
	Chapter 143
	Chapter 144
	Chapter 145
	Chapter 146
	Chapter 147

	Epilogue

