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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 staggersto the bridge

and pushesthe uselessconsolebuttons, at first with her finger, then
slams them with her palm until it hurts.

The shipOsshudders 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 assheworks her way to the window. Looking out, she seesthe
rusty soil and deep blue shadows of Mars floating below her. The plan-
etOs immensity startles her.

The ship spins and Mirellen sprawls into the galley and onto the floor
between a row of padded chairs. She pulls 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 sheOghrown again to the floor. She
crawls to the eighteen sleeping pods, stacked like coffins three-high.
Holding onto one of the pods, she getsto 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 motherOssleeper, 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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Chapter 1

Just Quit

Standing against the back wall of the overcrowded funeral parlor, Ray
Barker watched a holo of his brotherOswell-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 parlorOscathedral ceiling. Barker
saw his mother sitting in the front row sobbing into a handkerchief. Next
to her, BarkerOsyoung niece, sitting on her motherOslap, stared at the
floor and fidgeted with her braids.

As the holoOsshoes disappeared into the cathedral ceiling, BarkerOs
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.

OPiper, whatOs up?0 Barker said.

OSomethingOwsrrong with MarsDestiny,O Piper said in BarkerOshead.
OThe landerOsnot responding and NASA thinks only one colonist is
awake. This could be big. WeOregoing live with the story after OPrelude
to Destiny.ORindell wants you in Houston to do some weepy-relative
stuff.O

OIOm at my brotherOs funeral,O Barker said.

OWesigned off on you leaving Chicago, not taking a vacation,OPiper
said. OYou know the rules. Something comes up, you go to work.O

Barker saw a doorless room down the hall and walked toward it.
OThere must be something in my contract about family funerals.O

OLet me know when you find it. In the meantime, get to Houston.O

OTherearenOtny real airports in northern Michigan. The closestone is
a couple hours south.OlIn the small room, scatteredfolding chairs faced a
wall screenthat showed short clips of his brotherOsabbreviated life. On
the screenhe and his brother built a snow fort behind their home in Oak
Park when they were kids.



OThen get moving,O Piper said. OThelanderOsgoing to hit soon. If
weOrducky weOllget live vid of the crash but it looks like itOsar enough
off course that weOllhave to search. We need you ready when we see
bodies.O

OLast | heard Gainsbro had Houston.O

ORindellfired her and a couple other castersmiddle of the week. | sug-
gested you and he agreed.O

OCommission?0

ORay,be realistic. This is a house show. Straight time basis. Hang on a
second, Rindell®Os buzzing my assistant.O

Barker dropped into one of the folding chairs. OMASSnews-Now,Ohe
said, and the wall screenchanged 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 sedansin vee formation sped across Moskey Basin, the landing site
for the first-ever colonial mission to Mars. Coki Peps,wearing ared vinyl
mini dresswith a hundred holes punched in it, stood like a shipOdigure-
head on the hood of the lead car. Her bandmates, pawing at their instru-
ments, rode the hoods of the trailing cars. CokiOsgolden hair fluttered
against the rusty hills west of the basin as she broke into OAutoErotica,O
her latest hit. For the occasionthe refrain was changed from OAinOnoth-
inOlike gettinOdown in GreatWall cars,O0to OAmericaOstars are goinO
down on Mars.O

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 each of
its six hands and nodding its headsto the beat of CokiOssong. 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.

OlOnback,OPiper said in BarkerOsead. ORindell just talked to NASA.
TheyOrepretty sure the lander will overshoot the basin, so that should
give you time to get to Houston.O

OWhoOsloing production for the OPrelude®how?OBarker said. O1Od
swear Coki was really there.O

Ozimmel,OPiper said. OWeOréucky we still have him. DisneyNews
made him an offer earlier this morning.O

OSo theyOre raiding our sinking ship,O Barker said.

OWeOre not sunk yet.O



OAnyone else get an offer?0

OTheytalked to me, too. | told them weOregoing to make it, and IOm
not leaving New York for California anyway. | doubt theyOllcall you.
Thirty-four is getting a bit old for a caster. Hang on a second. RindellOs
buzzing me again.O

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 PiperOs voice again.

OGoodnews,OPiper said. ORindell said the board delayed their emer-
gency meeting until Monday becauseof whatOshappening on Mars. That
gives us four days to turn things around.O

Ol heard Jaspers paid fifty billion for the exclusive.O

OFifty-five billion plus twenty-five points on all advertising and spin-
offs.O

OThereOs never been a show worth that much,O Barker said.

OSoweOllmake history while we save our jobs. Everyone needs to
pitch in on this, so get moving.O

Barker looked up at the wall screen.As OAutoEroticaOrushed 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.

Ol donOtknow, Piper. | really should go to the cemetery, and then
thereOs a reception. 10ve got family to think about.O

OBarker,|Omtired of having this discussion with you again and again.
If you want to quit, just quit. If thereOsanother job thatOllgive you a
chanceto 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. | need to know right now.O

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 didnOt recognize.

OAll right, all right. 10llhead 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 momOs house. 101l send the address.O

OWeOll take care of the transportation. You deal with the flowers.O



Chapter 2

DonOt 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 Square and revolved around
its spindle once every hour. Jasperswore a pinstriped suit and his thin
gray hair was pulled backinto 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 hadnOt 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 OSkankyPanky,Oanother of her chart-toppers. When
shejumped onto the hood, the formation drove off toward a narrow pass
that led into the rugged hills west of Moskey Basin.

lvan Smith, NASAOsmedia 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 landerOsn-
terior asthe crew braced for touchdown. The unexpected change made
JaspersO 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 techswho all seemedto wear the sameworried expression. Smith ex-
changed a few words with aflight engineer who shook her head asthey
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 TractorPixOszoom could see the MASSnews logo in
large block letters that ran from top to bottom of the fuselage.

Jaspers couldnOt stand it any longer. OVolume-Five-Now,O he said.

Olvan,we understand that only one of the crew is awake,OSally said.
Shewore a shimmering blue top and there were matching blue streaks
throughout her dark hair.



OYes, thatOsright,0 he said. OltOsVladyOs kid, Mirellen. Mirellen
Garasovic.O

OThe youngest of the seventeen colonists,O Sally said.

Smith nodded. ORight. SheO#fifteen. We think the other crew members
are still in their pods.OSmith turned to say something to the flight engin-
eer. Sheshook her head and Smith turned back toward the camera.OThe
lander E isnOt responding. The comm links are dead.O

ONo,O Jaspers whispered to himself. ODonOt do this.O
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Chapter

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 crestedthe hill his car beganto 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, OWelcome to
Okinisee, 1tOs a Shore Thing!O

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 asthe stormOdfirst raindrops hit his windshield. A moment
later he pulled into the parking lot of FredOgixit. His car sputtered to a
stop on the cracked asphalt next to an ancient gas pump island.
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Chapter

EverythingOs 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, OMarsDestiny lander not responding E Only one
colonist awake E Others feared dead.O

There was a quick tap on the door and Bob Briter, the presidentOhief
political advisor, stepped inside the room. Briter reminded the president
of the drawing of a Norman peasantin one of her old college textbooks b
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.

ODid you talk to Black Goat?Othe president said, her eyesstill on the
screen.

ONot really,O Briter said.

OEither you did or you didnOt.0

OHeOworried about security,OBriter said, standing with his arms fol-
ded like the president. OHe didnOt want to talk.O

OHe didnOt saynything?O The president said.

OAIl he said was, OEverythingOs good.00

OThatOs it?0

OThenhe said, ODonGtall me again,O@riter said. OThatOshe entire
conversation. OEverythingOs good. DonOt call me again.00

On the screenthe TractorPix tracked the lander asit sailed high above
the basin. Pipped into the screenOfower right, a three-dimensional map
used red and blue lines to show the shipOsactual trajectory in relation to
its planned flight path. The lander was hundreds of meters too high.

OHowOd he get a codename like Black Goat?O the president said.

Ol gave it to him,O Briter said. OltOs a good name for a terrorist.O
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The president looked at Briter.

OJust in case,O he said.

ODowe know if the girlOsstill alive?Othe president said, turning back
toward the screen.

OShe has to be.O

OBut the others are dead?0

Ol wouldnOt say theyOmeaddead,O Briter said.

OThen what kind of dead are they?O

Briter shrugged. Ol guess youQd call it brain dead.O

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.

OlOnso glad my grandkid got to see CokiOsass,Othe president said.
OWhatever happened to decency?0

OThatwas pure Rindell,O Briter said. OEverybodyO$een talking about
whose logo it would be all week. | bet MicroSoft paid forty million for
that tattoo and you know what that means.O

OTell me.O

OThatmeans our take of those ten secondsalone is ten million,O Briter
said. OThis is going to be a good day.O

OKeep telling me that. WeOve got sixteen dead E O

OMartyrs for Mankind,O Briter said. ORememberthat when youOreon-
screen. Martyrs for Mankind tested very well.O

OlOnsure those reassuring words will make all the tender-hearted
grandmas leap with joy,Othe president said. OlOngetting a bad feeling
about this.O

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

OListen,CBriter said, Oaftera few days, when the girl finally dies, weOll
have enough money to launch six or seven more missions. By midterms
thereOlbe more than a hundred colonists living up there and by the time
youOrecampaigning for re-election people will see Martian babies on
their screensball of it financed by your SponsorAmerica program. Just
try to name somebody who saved the human race without raising taxes.O
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Chapter

Martyrs for mankind

OlItOgust such a shame,Osaid Amber Drake, leaning back in her creaky
chair in the office of FredOgFixit and watching the large screen hanging
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. OButif
only oneOgonna make it, | hope theyOreright and itOshe girl,O she said
through drifting smoke. OShe was always my favorite.O

Barker, still wearing his rain-splattered jacket, stood looking through
the streaked Plexiglas window of a swinging door that led into the repair
shopOgyarage where Fred had BarkerOscar on the lift. There were two
coiled wires running from under the carOcell compartment to a key-
board and screenon a wheeled cart. Fred, AmberOshusband, wore baggy
blue coveralls over his thin frame and studied the screenwith his backto
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 gatekeeperthan an office at a mom and pop repair
shop in northern Michigan.

OTheysaid the presidentOsgonna talk soon,OAmber said. OSomaybe
they know something. Volume-Seven-Now.O

Barker turned and saw the networkOs chief anchor fill the screen.

OThisis Peter Cloud for MASSnews, the USAOdest choice for contem-
porary news hits.O 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 someoneto 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.

Oln a moment weOllbe joined by our commander-in-chief, President
Shari Flanagan. In the meantime we have some breaking news.O
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The anchor turned back to the first camera.

OOfcourse, here at MASSnews we avoid speculation so we wonOtre-
peat the rumors already spreading about terrorist plots to sabotagethe
mission. Or as one source close to NASA and the White House said, Olf
anyone wanted this mission to fail, itOshe Chinese.(0rhe 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.O

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

OWelcome,Madame President,OPeter said from the lower left pip as
the music faded, OlOnsure, like everyone, this is a difficult moment for
you.O

OYesof course,Othe president said with a somber smile. Oltrust that
all Americans are keeping the colonists in their prayers.O

OOfcourse,OPeter said. OMadamePresident, if our worst fears are con-
firmed, what will that do to your commitment to the MarsDestiny
program?0

OExcellentquestion,Othe president said. Olnmoments of crisis | 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 Bwe mustb persevere. |
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, | promised that my SponsorAmerica pro-
gram will make all this happen without spending one dime of taxpayer
money.O The president stiffened her spine. OPeter,l intend to keep my
word.O

OBeautifully spoken, Madame President,O Peter said. OThank you.O

The president smiled and nodded. OPeter,if | may, 10diike to lead the
nation in prayer.O
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OOf course.O Peter said. OThat would be wonderful.O

The president clasped her hands and bowed her head.

ODearLord,O she said. OLike 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 acceptedin our name will live on.OThe president kept
her head bowed but raised a palm toward the camera. ONomatter 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.O

OAmen,O Peter said.

OAmen,O Amber said, crossing herself.

Barker turned back toward the doorway window and saw Fred un-
hooking the coiled wires from underneath his car.

OYouknow what | think?O Amber said, lowering the screenOsolume
with her assistant.

Barker half-turned toward her.

OThiskind of thing,0 Amber gestured at the screen, OmaybeitOsgood
for us. Sorta brings us together, you know? 1tOsabout the only time weOre
all thinking the samething. Sometimesgood comesfrom bad. | wouldnOt
stand there if | was you.O

Barker wasnOtsure 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.

OTold ya,0 Amber said.
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Chapter 6

The best shows are mysteries

Jaspersstared out his office window, absently watching the white vees
cut by tourist boatsin distant New York Harbor. His assistanthummed
the first few notes of OGod Bless AmericaO and he hurriedly pulled it
from his suit coat pocket and thumbed its green button.

OBriter, what the hellOs going on?0 Jaspers said.

OQuite a show, huh?OBriter said. Oltold you weOdcome through for
you.O

OCome through? This ismurder.O

ODonOtonfuse facts with reality. WeOresaving the human race. Be
happy.O

Jaspers put his hand to his forehead. OYou killed seventeen
astronauts.O

OHow do you know?QOBriter said. OArethey dead? Are they alive? No
one knows for sure. The best shows are mysteries.O

Jasperstook a few unsteady stepsto an overstuffed chair and leaned
against it. OYou people are monsters. IOm voiding the contract.O

OJaspersijf you even dream about blowing the whistle weOllhave a
thousand fingers pointing at you.O

Ol had nothing to do with this and you know it.O

ONothing? YouOre the one making all the money.O

OWhat?We paid you a fortune for the exclusive and youOregetting a
piece off the top of everything B placements, commercials, spins.O

OWeOrputting our shareinto MarsDestiny sowe can save the human
race,OBriter said. OYouOrea greedy corporation whoOsgoing to squeeze
every last dollar out of this. Who are people going to believe?0
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Chapter 7

HowOs 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.

OYou okay?0O 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.

OYoudid it good this time,O Amber said to Fred, his hand still on the
swinging door. Fred held BarkerOs coiled condenser under his other arm.

OToss me one of them rags, willya, Fred?O Amber said.

Fred picked a stained but cleanrag from a canvas bag hanging by the
door and walked it acrossthe room to Amber. Shedropped the rag on
BarkerOs chest and he held it to his forehead.

ODidnOt see you there,O Fred said. OSorry.O

Fred offered his hand to help Barker up, then righted the loveseatand
Barker sat down, keeping the rag to his head.

Fred looked out the window at the row of red pines bowing in the
wind acrossthe street at Okinisee Township Memorial Park. Thunder-
heads sent guttural rumbles rolling across the lake.

OThisis one hell of a storm,OFred said, walking toward the window
for a better view. OLiable to blow us all away.O

Amber rolled her eyes.OHun, The David saysjust somewind and rain.
DonOtget all worked up about it.O Shelooked at Barker, his face hidden
behind the rag. OHonestly, he gets like a scaredpuppy every time we get
a little weather. HowOs your head?0

OSore,O Barker said.
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OTheygot an emergency room up in Alpena,O Amber said. OYoujust
say the word and [0l take you.O

OI0Il be all right.0

Amber lifted the loose part of the rag from BarkerOdace to seeif she
could get a glimpse of the gash but Barker held it tight to his wound.
OYou look familiar,0 Amber said. OYou come up here summers?0O

Barker shook his head. OHow long until my carOs fixed?O

Amber looked at Fred, still at the window watching the storm. OFred?0
she said. OThe gentleman would like to know when his car will be
ready.O

OPartOll be here in an hour,O Fred said from the window.

Ol need to get to Bay City as soon as possible. Any ideas?0

ODrivingOghe only way anymore,OFred said. OBusesstopped running
years ago. | put a hurry-up on the order. Usually doesnOdo any good,
though.O

OlfyouOrehungry thereOsa nice little restaurant down the street, OAm-
ber said to Barker. OCozyCorner CafZ. CeciOlfix you up. When you get
back weOll have your car all ready. Right, Fred?0

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

Ol was watching the crash show, hun,O Amber said. Ol already told
you The David says itOs just a little rain storm.O

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.

OHi folks,O The David said from the screen. OThanksfor checking in
with WUPM, where we do weather before it doesyou. This Mars thing is
getting crazy isnQOiit? Did you hear NASA is changing its name? ItOsstill
NASA but the letters mean something new: ONeedAnother Seventeen
Astronauts.00

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 camerazoomed in far
enough to show individual houses and cars, and then zoomed in farther.

OWeOrgetting some big winds and weOvegot some trees down along
the shoreline. HereOsLorelei and Wynton HarsenOsplace out near Big
Rock Point. ThereOsVynton cussinCup a storm. That big maple missed
his house but didnOt miss his boat.O
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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.

OHi, Wynton,® The David said. OGoodthing youOrenot wired. This is a
family show.O

OKind of a strange weather bot, huh?OFred said to Barker. OTheygot
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.O

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

OSee? Just a thunderstorm,0 Amber said. OMASSnews-Now.O

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. Ol donOt like the looks of this,O he said.
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Chapter

Move those mountains

OAnswer your damn head, Marquelson,O Piper 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 salesreps 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 checkthe whirring digits

of the ScreenTrend monitors facing in four directions above her desk.

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

OGood morning, Ms. Lane,O the elevator said as she stepped inside.

OSixty-one,CPiper 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.

OAreyou sure youOdlike sixty-one?Othe elevator asked. OYouusually
choose one, fifty-nine or sixty-two.O

OSixty-one,sixty-one, sixty-one, sixty-one,OPiper 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 aweek
working under Rindell.

OSixty-one,MASSnews Production,O the elevator said. OHavea pleas-
ant day, Ms. Lane.O

Piper walked acrossthe 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 MarquelsonOsoffice but it was empty. She wandered
past several stations where faces glowed in screenlight, and found
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Marquelson, with rolled up sleevesand 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.

OWeneed those mountains moved right now,O Piper said. OlOvéeen
trying to call you.O

Ol havenOtbeen answering my head,OMarquelson said, rubbing his
bleary eyes. OThingsare too crazy. WeOregetting a flood of orders and
|IOvegot almost a hundred placements and banner ads in queue. WeOre
struggling to keep up.O

OGetused to it,OPiper said. OWehit a vein and IOvegot thirty-two reps
digging with everything theyOvegot. IOmnot telling them to slow down
just because youOre feeling a little stress.O

OlItOs just a matter of whatOs possible and whatOs not,O Marquelson said.

OBeforelong the sun will be right behind the banner,O Piper said.
OWeOveold a boatload of banner spots that no one will be able to see.
We need it done nowO

OltOsot as easy as you think,0 Marquelson said, scratching the top of
his head, his fingers disappearing into his thick black hair. OWeneed to
synch the shadow angles with the planetOsrotation 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.O

OMarquelson!OPiper took a deep breath to calm herself. OThis isnOt
about geography, itOsabout making money. | want the banner fifty de-
greesfarther north and if itOsnot done in the next ten minutes IOmgoing
to put you on a rocket to Mars so you can push the damn things over
yourself. And RindellOsgoing to hear about it the next time you donOtan-
swer your head. Clear?0

Marquelson shrugged. OAll right. But itOs not going to look right.O

OMake things pretty when you have time. If advertisers complain,
send them to me.O

Piper spun around and walked toward the door. On her way she
stopped at Barton ZimmelOs station outside MarquelsonOs 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 crossedZimmelOsdesk before going
live.

OThings all right, Zim?O Piper said.

Zimmel turned his head far enough to catch Piper in the corner of his
eye. ONo one would want to work with these colors on purpose,O he
said. OMars is a rotten pumpkin.O

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

OThereOso shade of green that looks good with rotten pumpkin,O
Zimmel said.

ODo your best and itOll look great,O Piper said, and headed for the
door.
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Chapter 9

Nerves of steel

The sweet smell of the Cozy Corner Cafe reminded Barker of the pastry
shop near his apartment on ChicagoOsiorth side. The walls of the bright
and clean cafZwere 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 cafZ0s
walls. The only other patrons were two retired farmers at a big round
table in the back. BarkerOsable was at the center of the cafZand 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 searchfor the lander.
The bot had made its way acrossMoskey Basin and asit 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.

ORefill?0 The waitress smiled and held up a coffee pot.

OSure,O Barker said, sliding his mug toward the edge of the table.

Ol hope you donOtwant anything else. | just sent the cook home. Her
daughter broke her arm at school.OShe leaned toward Barker. OWhat
happened to your head?0

Barker started to reach for his wound but stopped. Olt shows, huh?0

OHard to miss. You should get that stitched up.O

Sheleaned closer and Barker felt a satisfying wave of body heat. Her
nametag was inches from BarkerOsiose but all it said was OYour Name
Here.O

OYoucould go to emergency in Alpena if youOvegot a few hours, or |
could try closing it up with a butterfly.O

OSure,O Barker said.

OAll 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
nationOspopulation had already spent at least an hour watching the
landing show, now called OMarsDestiny: Dead or Alive?O The numbers
were huge acrossall demographics and the international numbers were
only slightly lower. HeOd never seen anything like it. No one had.

OPiper-Now,OBarker said to himself and he heard PiperOssoice in his
head.

OBarker, where are you?0O

OMy car broke down. IOm going to lose some time.O

OBarker! YouOre should be halfway to Houston by now,O Piper said.

OThings happen. They put a hurry-up on the repair so | should EO

ONevermind. IOllcall Brandle in Phoenix. HeOsbeen hot lately. We
wanted you but we canOt wait on this. Over-Now.O

The waitress returned with a tackle box and put it on a small table by
the large windows at the front of the cafZ. Each table by the windows
had an individual light hanging from the ceiling. OWhy donOtyou move
up here so | can seea little better,Oshe 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.

OThis is one hell of a storm,O Barker said.

OWeget some good ones,Othe waitress said, picking a butterfly band-
age out of the tackle box. OYoushould sit down while | do this. 10llneed
to pull pretty hard to close it up and you seem like the squeamish type.O

ONerves of steel,O Barker said, smiling. ODo your worst.O

OMaybeyou should tell me your name,Othe waitress said, peeling the
backing off the bandage. OJustin casethis goes horribly wrong and |
have to notify your family.O

OBarker. Ray Barker. Have you done this before?0

ONo, but my mom was a nurse.O

Ols your mom here?0

OJust relax.O She stood over Barker and leaned his head back.
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Chapter 1 O

Two-ring circus

OWhile the MarsDestiny search continues,OPeter said, OletOsurn 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.O

OThankyou,Othe senator said as he snapped a tiny microphone into
place on his lapel. OGladto be here.OThe 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.

OSenatoryour party haskept alow profile sincethe crash,OPeter said.
OMostof 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 avain effort to derail the presidentOgopular and successful
SponsorAmerica program, which will bring taxesto their lowest point in
more than one hundred years.O

OltOslearly way too early to claim successfor the presidentOssponsor-
ship program,O Senator Straley said. OThefact that she somehow extor-
ted a huge fee from MASSnews for the MarsDestiny exclusive doesnOt
make the program a success.O

OPerhapsyou havenOteard that FlyRight Airlines has agreed to spon-
sor passport printing and Starbucks is sponsoring sign maintenance on
the entire length of 1-80.0

Olam aware of both of those,Othe senator said. Oladded up the cost
savings from those programs and itOsess than one-hundredth of a cent
per family. And the Starbucks agreement takes revenue from businesses
who rely on advertising dollars.O

OAhundredth of a cent saved is a hundredth of a cent earned,OPeter
said. OButletOgalk about MarsDestiny. [tOsstill looking a lot like a for-
eign terrorist attack, and the Chinese seem to be the leading candidates.O
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OltOextremely reckless to assign blame for the crash,OStraley said.
OWe simply donOt know what happened.O

Ol guess we could say that once again your party doesnOtseem to
know whatOs going on.O

OThatOsnfair and you know it,0 Senator Straley said. OUntil we have
all the facts, no one knows what or who caused the crash.O

OStill,your party, which is known for its stridency, has beenlargely si-
lent. That reinforces the idea that there is a lack of leadership and there-
fore a lack of credibility.O

OWhatyou call stridency is merely aresponseto feeling shut out of the
national debate,OSenator Straley said. OEspeciallyby news channels like
this one. WhenOghe 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 E (Scrolling text appeared across the bottom of the
screen:SenatorStraleywasoneof 48 from his party whovotedin favorof redu-
cing NASAOsbudgetby $62 billion. Did thesecuts undermine MarsDestiny
safety?A large OY@ppeared in the lower left, a large ONGn the lower
right) E reengagethe 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 youOveturned
news into a three-ring circus. Or | should say two-ring, since this net-
work and DisneyNews completely dominate the others.O

OYesweOreat the margins with nearly three billion screensworldwide
right now.O

OTheyOrewatching a train wreck,O Senator Straley said. OTheyOre
gawking. If itOsnot sensational, you ignore it. You run from everything
E (the votes were in and the tally at the bottom of the screen showed
that more than thirty-seven million people thought that StraleyOsarty
had undermined MarsDestinyOssafety, fourteen million disagreed) E of
any substance and you ignore issues that profoundly affect EO

OOur polling data says that the American people think you and your
party are responsible for the crash on Mars,OPeter said. Olfthere are sur-
vivors, would you support a rescue mission?0

OAminute ago you blamed the Chinese,OStraley said. OAnd IOveseen
your polls. You and the rest of the staff at MASSnews would flunk basic
statistics at any university in the nation.O

OAgain you wonOt answer the question.O

Olanswered your question,OStraley said. Ol said that itOstoo early to
make a decision. ThatOsa responsible position on a complex and
emotional EO
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OSorryto interrupt senator, but, aswe reported earlier, Mirellen Gara-
sovic is the only colonist confirmed to have been revived before NASA
lost contact with the lander. WeOvemanaged to track down someone
who knows her well. With us now is Mr. Albert Crandall, MirellenOslong
time piano teacher. Albert, thanks for joining us.O

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

OHi, Peter,O the smiling man said.
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Chapter 1 1

YouOre 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.

OWhatOs your name?O he said. OYour nametag doesnOt help.O

OCecilia,Gshe said. OCeciliaWestraek.OShe sat down opposite Barker
at the small table by the big windows and looked past him toward the
cafZOwvall screen.The TractorPix traveled toward a rock wall that wore
a glowing image of the new all-terrain Toyota two-seater. ODoit Tonite
in a Toyota SpriteOwas written above the car in red letters that seemed
embossed on the wall.

Olusually canOstomach all the garbage on the live news networks,O
Cecilia said. OBut itOs pretty hard not to watch a show like this.O

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
OTaste Explosion!O

OThatOwhat | do for a living,0 Barker said when he turned back. O1Om
a caster for MASSnews.O

Cecilia laughed. ONo offense.O

Barker shot her a quick smile. Ol think my career will be over soon
anyway. MASS has been threatening to pull the plug on the news divi-
sion for months. IOmsupposed to be on my way to Houston right now to
interview the colonistsOrelatives. Somehow they think IOmthe best
choice for exploiting human misery. New York wasnOtoo happy when |
told them my rental car broke down. TheyOve fired people for less.O

OYou donOt seem too concerned.O

Barker looked out at the trees swaying in the strong winds. Olleft my
brotherOsuneral up in Alpena becausel thought getting some face time
on a hit show would help my chances with another network when
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MASSnews shuts down.O Barker looked at Cecilia. OHedied diving some
wrecks in the bay up there.O

OYou just E stood up and left?0

OPrettybad, huh? While | walked here from FredOs$ remembered that
the guy whoOsgoing to Houston in my place was planning to go on-
screenwith somekids to get their reactions to the crash.| started looking
around for kids Ba school or something Bso | could fill in for him while
he filled in for me. Then down the road | saw a vulture picking at a dead
rabbit. ThatOswhat | am. IOma vulture looking for roadkil.O Barker
laughed at the notion. OThisis a lousy way to make a living. 10vealways
thought 1Odhit it big and then quit. HasnOhappened so itOgime to move
on.O

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

Barker smiled, then shook his head. OlOndone with it. 1tOsall or noth-
ing in this job. | haven®t got it anymore.O

Olcould help,OCecilia said. OldonOthave a cook right now anyway. |
could go to the school with you and point out some kids who would be
good in front of the camera. | know everybody in town.O

Barker considered the suggestion. OYou really want to do this?O

OSure,CCecilia said. OYou wouldnOt be a vulture. 10Omsure kids are
having trouble processing all this so youOdbe doing something good.
And this town could use a little attention.O

Their eyeslocked. Barker studied CeciliaOgace. 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.

OThere it is!O Cecilia said, pointing at the screen.

Barker turned to look. Dusty gravel had spilled onto the ship obscur-
ing the OMO in the MASSnews logo.

OPerfecttiming,O he said, and turned back toward Cecilia. OYouOre
sure about this?0

OIOm sure,O she said. OJust give me a minute to shut down the kitchen.O

OI0Il call New York,0 Barker said. Ol guess itOs worth a shot.O
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craper 1.2

M.G.

Piper hadnOteaten since she dug an energy bar out of her desk drawer
when she arrived at the office just after four oOclockthat 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 deliOscustomers would be edgy and rushed, and
the staff would bark commands at each other. But on that day patrons
waited patiently asthey stared at the double-sided screenshanging from
the ceiling, watching for the first glimpse of survivors. The deliOsstaff
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 cafZcameto a
silent standstill when Mirellen Garasovic appeared in the landerOswin-
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 landerOswindow. 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 asa door and used her finger to write a
message.When she turned back toward the window she held up the
message. It read, OIOm Alive, Are You?O She signed it OM.G.O

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 MirellenOs message meant.
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The girls looked at each other, and one finally said, Olthink it means
she wants to know if we can see her.O

OAnd M.G. stands for Mars Girl,O the other one said.

OBullOsye,OPiper said. She gulped half of her ChockaChino, picked
up her scone and raced back to the office.
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Chapter 1 3

SheOs gotta eat

Barker stepped inside FredOgFixit 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. OThe Mars Girl ShowO was on the screen.

OlsnGit just awful?O she said. OAll alone up there, a billion miles from
everything.O Amber blew her nose into a fresh tissue. Ol saw you on-
screen. You looked good. CouldnOteven tell Fred busted your noggin.
You didnOt tell us you were a celebrity.O

OSorry.CBarker saw through the swinging doorOswindow that his car
was still on the hoist. OHeOs still working on it?0

OPartOsot here yet,OAmber said. Sheleaned toward her desk screen,
tapped it a few times and leaned back again. OThe delivery guyOsa
couple miles south so he should be here real quick. Had to come all the
way from Oscoda. WonOt take five minutes for Fred to slap it in.O

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 landerOs window was empty. OAnything new?0

OSeemdike itOsjust her,OAmber said. ONobody else has come to the
window so everybodyOssaying the others must be dead. Poor girl. Can
you imagine how lonely sheis, with her dead family right there?OAm-
ber shuddered.

OlOvéeen thinking about this,OFred said, holding the plywood up to
the window and leaning his shoulder into it to keep it in place. OShe
needs H20, right? | mean, you can go for a couple months without eat-
ing, but you gotta have H20.OHe gave a nail a few whacks, driving it in-
to the top center of the plywood. OSheQgot what she needs to make it
right there. They couldnOthave used up all the H theyOrecarrying for fuel
and thereOslefinitely some O in the emergency tanks or she wouldnOtbe
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breathing.O Fred pounded in another nail and looked at Barker.
OHydrolysis. 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, thereOsthose sixteen dead people.
WouldnOt be the first time someone had to EO

OOh,youOreawful!lO Amber would have none of it. OSheOsot gonna
eat E oh, thatOs awful!O

OSheQgotta survive five or six months,OFred said. OTheyOltay fresh
in those pods. TheyOresaying maybe theyOdget there faster in one of
those new space sails, but sheOs still gotta eat.O

Amber glared at Fred, who started on another nail. OMars Girl will
find away to get to the station and sheOlbe just fine,OAmber said, rais-
ing her voice above the pounding. OEnd of discussion.O

OTheyOrsaying sheOlhever make it to the station,OFred said, turning
toward Barker. ONotwith the comm links dead. Plus sheOdave to figure
out all the stationOssystems. SheOgot no training for that. But sheOgjot
what she needsright there if she canfigure out how to make some water,
and if she gets hungry enough EO

A delivery vanOs brakes squealed outside the front door.

OSheOgonna be just fine and come home a big hero,0 Amber said.
OEnd of story. Now the least you can do is fix this gentlemanOs car.O

OPeoplemight look at her kinda funny when she got back to Earth,0
Fred said to Barker. OEspecially if sheOd been eating kin.O

OThatOs reugh® Amber said.
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Chapter 1 4

ThatOs criminal

Olguesswe owe you an apology, JJ,&aid Mary Belle Mivers, MASScorp
director of special operations. OWho wouldOve thought this would hap-
pen?OLeaning against an overstuffed leather chair in front of JaspersO
desk, she gestured at his wall screenwhere Mirellen was at the window,
wearing a T-shirt with the messageOKissMe I0mDyingO written on it in
sloppy red letters.

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

OYouOveot the guts of a thief, JJ,&aid 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 assistantand shook his head. OWehit the
jackpot.O

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 On@erve
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.

Ol thought we were gonna put the OMO back in our logo.O Jaspers said.

ORindellOs call,0 Mary Belle said.

OHe says itOscomic relief,® Brandon said. OAnd he wanted the buzz.
The talk shows have been all over the ASS. Soto speak. ThereOvebeen
proctology jokes, donkeyOs flying through space EO
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ODid you hear what CoolMan Luke said on OWhatNowO?Mary Belle
said, grinning at Brandon. OHesaid Peter CloudOsdfinally working for the
right network.O

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

OI0IlI tell Marquelson to fix it,© Brandon said.

OAny pirating so far?O Jaspers said.

ODisneyNews knows theyQOllbe invaded by an army of lawyers if they
even dream of putting Mars Girl onscreen,OBrandon said, thumbing
buttons on his assistant. OSpinsare a different story. A district judge
agreed with DisneyOsclaim that the name OMarsGirlOwas created spon-
taneously by the public so no one can own it.O

OThe caster didnOt script the little girlOs comment?0O Mary Belle said.

OApparently Barker never scripts his shows.O

OWepaid fifty-five billion and weOregiving up twenty-five points but
we donOt own her name?0 Mary Belle said. OThatOs criminal.O

OMaybewe were too quick going with the name OMarsGirl, O@randon
said. ORindell warned us but it tested great.O

OWhat spins do we have so far?0 Mary Belle said.

Brandon thumbed his assistant again. OWeOvegot six plants pumping
out Mars Girl dolls. WeOrdaking screenorders now and weOlldeliver at
least four hundred thousand dolls to major market MASSmarts in the
next five hours. All storeswill have them before midnight. Another half
million units arrive tomorrow by air from Kenya. Mini dolls will bein all
BurgerLands before breakfast. WeOveyot a dozen music and vid projects
available or in the works. OlOmlive, Are You?Gshould chart by mid-af-
ternoon and we made a deal with CosmoGirl Network to call the band
Randi Rescueand the CosmoGirls. TheyOlldo a feature on the band as
soon aswe castit. WeOvdicensed a clothing line and the first item is a T-
shirt with OKissMe IOmDyingOin the same script as the one sheOsvear-
ing now. WeOvegot a quarter million screenorders for the shirts already
and theyOllbe 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 weOll
have little pink coffins for the dolls coming off lines in Kenya and Cuba.
Intelligence says weOll need those within three days.O

OCoffins?0 Jaspers said.

OlsnOtthat a little E too?0 Mary Belle said. OAnd what if she
survives?0
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OSurvive?@randon said. ODoubtful. The coffins tested well, especially
in Texas.When Mars GirlOsdead weOllget some psychobabblers to con-
vince everyone that weOreproviding a public service. Something about
how the little pink coffins will provide closure for AmericaOsemotionally
distressed children. WeOllstart shipping the coffins when her eyes get

glassy.O

36



Chapter 1 5

Better than perfect

Barker was disappointed when he saw the OClosedCsign in the Cozy
CornerOsvindow but he parked his car on a side street anyway and trot-
ted through the rain to the front door with CeciliaOgolded 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. OlOnglad
youOre back,O she said.

OHad to return your umbrella,O Barker said, holding it up and smiling.

OltOsot really mine. Someoneleft it here. You might need it so keep it
if you want. Thirsty? Coffee? Lemonade? ItOs on the house.O

OLemonade sounds great.O

OSplash of vodka?0

OPerfect.O

OTwo splashes?0

OEven better.O

Cecilia had turned toward the kitchen but looked back. OBetterthan
perfect?0

OPerfecter.O

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. OYou all right in
there?O he said, rubbing his knee.

OLetthere be light,0 Cecilia said, backing through the swinging Kit-
chen doors with a lit candle in each hand. OGraba plate for the candles
and |0l get the drinks.O

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. Ol bet you didnOtexpect drinks by candlelight,O she said as she
poured.

Barker held up his glass for a toast. OTo power failures.O

OCheers.O

They touched glasses and took long drinks.

OltwasnOtreally a power failure,O Cecilia said. Olturned off the emer-
gency cell. Why waste it?0

OTo the perfectly timed flip of a switch.O

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.

OYou really helped me out this afternoon at the school.O

Ol enjoyed it. IOvenever beenin front of millions of people before. It
was kind of a thrill.O

Olfyou count international screens,it was a few billion. | thought they
were going to pull the plug in New York when I let you interview the
principal, but you did a great job. YouOre a natural. | owe you one.O

OYouwant to pay me back?| need to check on my boat to make sure
sheOs tied down good and tight. Wanna help?0

OLove to,O Barker said.

OWait here a minute. | need to make a call and then weQOll go.O

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
shereachedthe top of the hill she scannedthe landscapein 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 facefilled the screen.With slow, exaggerated pronun-
ciation, she mouthed the words: OThestation. Where is the station? Take
me to the station.O

38



Chapter 1 6

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 satin a chair facing the presidentOsdesk 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 ajunior 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 NearSpace Subcom-
mittee she had championed the SpaceVatorto get people and freight to
the moon at affordable prices. Its completion during her secondterm in
the senatespurred alunar 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 partyOs ticket.

OAIl' I know is that weOvegot to do something or youOregoing to be in
the mid-twenties by dinnertime,O Briter said. OPeopleare wondering
why ateenagegirl cameup with aplan to save her life and you didn0Ot.O
Briter looked at his assistant and shook his head. OYour compassion
numbers suck.O

Olprayed for the little shit and people donOtthink | care?Cthe presid-
ent said. She pushed the croissant away and looked at the wall screen
acrossthe 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.

OActions,OBriter said. OWeneed actions not words. | say we take her
to the station.O
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OLetOsot panic,Othe president said. OWeneed to stick with the plan.O
Shetwisted the top off a bottle of MochaMint Iced Latte FrappZ and took
a drink.

OBlack Goat wants to kill her right now,O Briter said.

ONo,Cthe president said. ONot while my numbers are down. He can
do it when my numbers are back up.O

OThenwe have to let her go on the trek,OBriter said. OPeoplewant her
to have a chance.O

OYouOvéeen telling me all along that if she gets to the station, they
can get to her head and find the crash code,O the president said.

OYes,but only if the comm links are working when she gets there,O
Briter said. He put his briefcase on the floor and scooted up to the edge
of his chair. OListen,the GoatOsn this just as deep as we are. If it looks
like they might get to her head, | think heOlitake care of her. HeOslone
everything weOveasked so far. The guyOsa wizard. Once sheOslead, they
canOt get to her head. SheOs wired, but sheOs not hard wired.O

The president took another drink from the bottle. OWhatdo you mean,
OlthinkO?l want some kind of guarantee that the Goat will take care of
her.O

OHeOsever failed us. And just imagine the numbers MASSnews will
get during the trek. WeOllget twenty-five percent of everything they sell.
WeOllbe able to send so many breedersto Mars that NASA will have to
build a nursery before the next election. | say we let her go.O

The president recapped the bottle and looked acrossthe room at the
screen.Mirellen was in the window wearing her OKissMe 1O0mDyingO T-
shirt. She had crossed out the word ODyingO and replaced it with
ODead.O

OAIl right, all right,O the president said. OShe goes.O
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Chapter 1 7

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
OThe SomewhenOwritten 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-
ciliaOssure-footed maneuvers acrossthe wet deck. The wind pressed her
jacket against her body and fluttered her hood.

Barker looked acrossthe harbor and noticed that the lake, the dock,
the clouds, the boats, the marina buildings beverything Bwas 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 dockOsvooden posts. When the tires were secureshe danced
along the boatOs 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.

OGreenOsot good,O Cecilia said, rubbing her wet hair with a towel.
OThisisnOthe best place to be right now but this is where we are. WeOre
all right unless thereOs tornado, and | donOteven want to think about a
water spout.O

OWhatOs a water spout?0

OTrouble.GShetossed 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. Shetossedthe towel toward the sink and nudged Barker onto one
of two padded benchesthat met in a V, with a table between. Barker
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watched CeciliaOdress rise higher as she reached into a cabinet above
the sink.

OScotch? Gin? Cognac?O Still reaching up, she turned to face Barker.

OWeOre at sea,0 Barker said. ONo rum?0

OltOsa lake and weOredied to a dock.OCecilia looked over her shoulder.
OScotch all right?O

OSure.O

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

OThegood thing about a boat is that it doubles as a coffin if you sink,0
Cecilia said, after theyOd both taken a drink.

Ol think we need to get our minds off death,O 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.

OThiswould be easier if we stand up for a minute.O Cecilia dropped
the table so it was at the samelevel asthe two benchesand pulled a few
pads from a storage bin above their heads to complete the bed. They
took turns taking off each otherOsclothes, kissing when there werenOt
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 aroar that shook the boat. One of the ropes snapped and the boat
jerked violently.

Barker looked up from between CeciliaOs legs.

OTornado,Gshe said between heavy breaths. OTerrifying. IsnQit? God,
donOt stop.O

A metallic screech pierced BarkerOs eardrums and he paused again.

OlItOs just the mast,O Cecilia said. OKeep going for GodOs sake.O
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Chapter 1 8

You okay?

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

OTheDavid missed this one,OFred shouted. The storm sounded like a
jet landing outside their door. OThis is bad. Real bad.O

Amber gathered up her cards and looked around for her cigarettes.
ShedidnOtseethem so she got up on her kneesto 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.

OYou okay?0 Fred shouted.

Amber pulled one hand free and reached out for Fred. OIOm okay.O
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Chapter 1 9

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 CeciliaOdack
and shoulders. The boat lay still against the dock and through one of the
narrow windows he could seethat the sky had brightened. A distant
siren stopped abruptly, then another one started.

ODamn it,O Barker sighed.

OWhatOsvrong?0 Cecilia said, rolling onto her back and looking at
Barker.

OMy headOs humming,O Barker said.

OWired, huh?0

OProfessional mandate.O

OSame thing happened to me,O Cecilia said.

OYou have to be wired to run a cafZ?0

Olworked for Penn-Wright in Detroit for 11 years, right out of college.
Remember the OJust Add Water® campaign for the Ford Helix?O

Ol never liked that one,O Barker said.

OThosethree words made me a partner. When everything went to in-
stant media buys they wanted me wired so IOdbe available twenty-four/
seven. | wish | hadnOt agreed but | was pretty ambitious back then.O

OWhy donOt you get the wires cut?O Barker said.

OlOvehought about it. But | donOtlike the idea of someone noodling
with my noodle again. | change my connectsevery time | get my period.
Seems to keep the traffic down.O

OWhyOd you leave Penn-Wright?0

OThey offered me a lot of money to quit after the big advertising
panic.O

OThe Heffernan Report?0

Cecilia nodded. OWewere making commercials nobody was watching.
| 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 friendsO
jobs.O

OHowOd you end up here?0

Olsold my share in the business and with that, plus the parachute, |
bought the cafZ and the boat. My husband visits most weekends. HeOs
not really my husband anymore. We have a limited partnership now.
HeOs a lawyer in Detroit.O

OSo you escaped,O Barker said.

OlwouldnOt necessarily call it escape.We used to come up here sum-
mers when | was a kid. Childhood friends still live here. Seemedlike a
good idea.O

OWas it?0

Cecilia turned her head and looked past Barker through the porthole
at drifting white clouds. OYesjt was. | have to put in my time at the cafZ
but I live on my boat four days a week in the summer. | travel and ski a
lot in the winter. | have good friends. Suits me fine. ThereOsnore to it
but those are the headlines.O

ONo kids?0

Cecilia hesitated. OAlmost. DidnOt make it past three months.O

OSorry.O

OJimsaid it was the stressof working too hard for a dying company.O
Shelooked up at the ceiling. Olreally donOtlike thinking about it, but of
course | do.O

Two wailing sirens headed north toward Alpena.

OThings donOt sound good in town,O Barker said.

Olwonder if anyoneOslead,OCecilia said. Olwonder if my cafZOstill
there. | wonder if JimOs coming up today.O

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, OCecilia?0
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crape 20

Double?

OThedata are consistent in every market,O Brandon said, sitting in front
of Jaspers@esk and teasing apart a Mars Girl dollOshair to check its
density. OTheir doll is selling double ours.O

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

Olcould understand if theirs had extra features,OBrandon said. OTheir
dolls have satellite downloads but so do ours and youOvegotta buy ex-
pansions for theirs.O He took off the dollOssneakers and ran a finger
along the bottoms of its feet. OBig, heavy seams. Our quality is better
t00.0 He turned it upright. OMust be the breasts.O

OWhat?0 Jaspers said from the window.

Brandon lifted the dollOs shirt so Jaspers could see.

Mary Belle, out of breath, slipped through Jaspers®ffice door. Oljust
heard about the doll.O

OltOs Disney,O Brandon said.

OAny numbers yet?0 Mary Belle asked.

OProjectionssay theirs will sell double ours and early figures support
the estimates,OBrandon said. OWeOvstopped production until we figure
it out.O

ODouble?O Mary Belle said. OHowOd that happen?0

OBig tits,O Brandon said, lifting the dollOs shirt again.
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Chapter 2 1

This yours?

Barker and Jim, CeciliaOdimited partner, sat on the dock just past The
SomewhenOsow. The sailboatOsnast, bent horizontal but still attached,
despite the twisted and torn metal at its base,lay on top of a cabin cruis-
er moored acrossthe dock. BarkerOslothes floated on the other side of
the sailboat where Jim had thrown them. He wore CeciliaOgerry 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 sheOdring his car
back if it wasnOt crushed under a tree.

OYouOdhink IOdget used to this.0Jim said, looking off toward town
through the pale young oak leavesthat 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.

OGet used to what?0 Barker said, finally.

OGuys like you.O

Barker looked out at the lake. He could just seethe outline of a distant
freighter but he couldnOt tell which way it was heading.

Olguess| should just let her go,0Jim said. OWeOraot even married
anymore. And itOsnot like | canOfind someone else. IOvebeen nailing
this secretary at work, but itOsnot the same.OJim looked at Barker.
OThereOs something about Cecilia, you know?0

BarkerOsshirt and pants drifted into view past The SomewhenOpow.
OSure,Che said, looking around for a pole or stick he might use to re-
trieve his clothes.

Olthink she still feels something for me,0Jim said. OWestill have a
good time when weOraogether. ItOsot the sameasit used to be, but itOs
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not the same as it used to be for anyone.OJim pulled a splinter loose
from the wooden dock and tossedit into the water. OButthis shit drives
me crazy. When | saw you two in bed all | could think about was how
much | wanted to tear off your fucking head. That ideaOsstill hanging
around.O

Barker could feel JimOseyes 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.

OYouknow whatOsfunny?0 Jim said. OCeciliacalled me earlier today
from the cafZ to tell me | shouldnOtcome up because of the storm. |
didnOt say | wasnOt coming. You two couldOve planned this better.O

OWe didnOt plan anything,O Barker said. OMy car broke down here.O

OGreat,QJim said, shaking his head. He looked at Barker. OSonow
youOre leaving.O

OFredfixed my car before the storm,O Barker said. ONo telling what
shape itOs in now.O

Another ambulance left the church and headed north, its siren blaring.

Jim stood and took a few stepsdown the dock toward the parking lot,
his arms swinging slow and wide like a gunslinger. He picked up Bark-
erOgacket that hung on a post and looked back over his shoulder. OThis
yours?0

Barker didnOt respond.

Jim tied the jacketOsleevesinto a knot and threw it asfar as he could
into the harbor, then continued walking down the dock toward his car.

Cecilia drove BarkerOgmicrovan down the marinaOsgravel drive and
parked next to JimOscar. She and Jim spoke when she stepped out.
Neither one looked away. When they finished, Jim reached inside Bark-
erOsar and popped open the back hatch. He pulled out BarkerOssuit-
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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Chapter 2 2

SomebodyOs lucky night

Piper stuck her head inside RindellOs Spartan office. OYou wanted me?0

Still wearing the clothes he had on when he arrived at work the previ-
ous morning, Rindell seemeddeep in thought. He held his broad chin
high and his bloodshot eyes were locked on the ceiling. His tie was
loose and his sleeveswere carelesslyrolled 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. OWhatOs up?0

OWeOrgoing mobile sometime tomorrow,O Rindell said, looking at the
wall screenopposite Piper. Mirellen stared out of her window wearing
her OKissMe IOmDeadOT-shirt. OSheQgoing to try for the station like
some cute little Kitty trying to cross the highway.O

ONASA is dead set against a trek.O

ONASA canOstop her,ORindell said. He took adrink from a ForceCola
bottle on his desk and shuddered. OGod, this stuff is awful.O

ODonOt drink it.O

Olt keeps me going.O

OWhenOs the last time you slept?0

OSleepis for the weak,O Rindell said. He took another drink and
grimaced.

Olf youOreright about her trying for the station, weOrein for another
huge spike,O Piper said.

OThatOstomorrow. WeOIl never get anywhere thinking about
tomorrow.O

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.

OltOsonight thatOson my mind,O Rindell said. He leaned against the
edge of his desk and pressed his knee against PiperOshigh. His powerful
legs strained the seamsof his pants. OPeoplewill get tired of watching
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her stare out her window, and sheOgot to sleep sometime. We need
something strong tonight to take advantage of all the eyeballs sheOs
brought us.O

OWecan preview the trek and fill a lot of time with replays,O Piper
said, crossing her legs.

OWelose numbers when people canOseeher,ORindell said. OWeneed
something new we can tease the hell out of while weOvegot the
numbers.O

OYoumean you want to leave Mars Girl?0 Piper said. She shifted her
weight away from Rindell, but his knee followed her and remained
pressed against her leg. OWeOveever had a show like this. Seemscrazy
to walk away from it.O

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

OWhy risk what weOvegot?OPiper said, angling her legs farther away
from Rindell and tugging on the hem of her skirt.

OPutout the word that weOredoubling casters@ommissions until mid-
night,O Rindell said. His knee followed PiperOghigh again. He leaned to-
ward Piper and stroked her cheek. OThis will be somebodyOslucky
night.O 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.

OWhat the hell was that for?0 Piper said.

OSometimes | feel affection. DonOt worry. It never lasts.O
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Chapter 2 3

Number one source of euvil

Peter Cloud, seatedinside the arc of a crescent-shapedmarble desk, pre-
tended to read from a handful of pages as vid highlights of MirellenOs
day played behind him. The highlights were accompanied by OlOmAlive,
Are You?OThe 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.

OWelcomeback to MASSnews, where the hits just keep coming. WeOre
witnessing one of the most dramatic moments in all of human history
and 10lIbe here to guide you through the story and help you understand
what this tragedy means to you and your family.O

In the lower right were order buttons for T-shirts with the messages
OlOnAlive, Are You?OOKissMe, I0mDying,0 OKissMe, IOmDeadOand,
the latest in the Mars Girl line, OStation= Life.O A free shipping special
was set to expire in three minutes.

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

OWeOr@ined 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, OYou
Can: Twelve Easy Stepsto Bring Your Lover to His Knees,Gand OYou
Will: Twelve Easy Stepsto Get Your Husband Off the Couch.OWelcome
Dr. Ciarbin.O

OThankyou very much, Peter,ODr. Ciarbin said. OAnd IOdlike to say
youOre looking particularly spry today.O

OWell, thank you, Dr. Ciarbin,O Peter chuckled. OLetOsurn our atten-
tion to what we, asa nation, are experiencing aswe watch events unfold
on Mars.O
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OPeter,| think this is very important,O Dr. Ciarbin said. OTragedies
have a tendency to either strengthen or weaken a nation and its people.
The way we, as Americans, approach our everyday lives D our natural
optimism and drive BPis what setsus apart from the rest of the world. If
weOrefeeling down about ourselves and our great nation, there may be
dire consequences for all of us in these difficult and dangerous times.O

OSoopur individual reactions to the crisis could affect the very survival
of the nation?O Peter asked.

OThatOsght, 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. Sowe must let our
feelings rise to the surface as we try to come to grips with this heart-
breaking story.O The camera tightened on Dr. CiarbinOsface. OAllow
your emotions free reign while you follow every minute of this saga.
Indeed, revel in your emotions.O

OExcellentpoint, Dr. Ciarbin,O Peter said. Olsthere something that can
help bring those repressed feelings to the surface?0

OPeter,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. IOvefound things like the Mars Girl doll are a tremendous
help.O

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

OAnother excellent point,O Peter said, looking into the camera. Olun-
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.O

ODoyourself and your family a favor,ODr. Ciarbin said. OGeta Mars
Girl doll and see what it can do for you.O
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Chapter 2 4

Buddha Boy

JimOsands were stuffed in the pockets of his unbuttoned overcoat as he
stood just inside the front door in CeciliaOshouse, two blocks from the
cafZ.

CeciliaO<at, 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
BudOs 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.

Ol need a drink,0 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 glassinto 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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Chapter 2 5

Oops

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

Ol got the messageabout double commissions,OBarker said, placing
the caseon the hood of his car. Olmight have something for you. | 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.O

OAnybody hurt?0 Piper said.

OSixkids are dead and oneOsstill missing,O Barker said. OThestorm
tore through a church during after-school bible study. | can give you a
strong half hour, more if we get lucky. CeciliaOsstill with me so she can
help set up the heads. All | need is someone to fly the FloatPix.O

OAll right, 18llget Bocelli on the floater and 10lltell Rindell when the B
stuff is here. No promises.O

OGood enough. Over-Now.O

Cecilia walked down the dock to where Barker stood by his car. ONota
stitch on the boat,O she said. Ol guess youOre stuck with the robe. Sorry.O

OlOlmanage.OBarker pushed afew test buttons on his FloatPix, a black
device the size of an oblong softball with sixteentiny jetsaround 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. OYou ready?0O

OSure,Gshe said. She tightened the tie on BarkerOsrobe. OYouOreit
least wearing underwear, right?0

OO0ops.O
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Chapter 2 6

DonOt we have standards?

Piper sat on the corner of RindellOsdesk as they watched BarkerOsB 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 bicepswalked 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.

OWhatOswith the pink bathrobe?O Rindell said. ODonOtwe have
standards?0

ONonethat | know of,OPiper said. OAnd | wouldnOtsay itOspink. More
like faded red.O

Ol donOtcare if itOsdusty fucking rose, heOsstill wearing a bathrobe.
Did he just get out of bed or what?O

Piper smiled. ONo idea.O

OAll right, so whatOs he got?0

OA tornado blasted this little townOschurch and killed some kids,O
Piper said.

Bocelli flew the floater above the church to show the hole that had
been ripped through the roof.

ODead kids, huh?0 Rindell said. OThatOs cheery.O

Ol assume he thinks itOs news,O Piper said.

ODisasters happen. TheyOre random. WhatOs the hook?0O

Piper looked at Rindell. OThe six dead kids?0O

OPiper,the story has no good versus evil. No suspense.We show some
vid of the dead and wounded and people say OainGhat a shame,Gnd
after five minutes they move on. No villains, no heroes,no action and no
chance for spins.O
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OTheweather bot completely blew the call,OPiper offered. ONowarn-
ing. His forecast just called for thunderstorms.O

OThathelps,ORindell said, nodding his head. OHow much vid do we
have so far?0

OJustwhat youOrewatching and some earlier stuff from inside the
church,O Piper said.

She pressed a couple buttons on her assistant and the screenshowed
Barker and Cecilia stepping over the sanctuaryOsvrecked 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-
susOgelly. Barker placed the crucifix acrosstwo 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.

ONice touch,O Rindell said. OUnlesssomething better comes along in
the next ten minutes, edit BarkerOs stuff into a teaserand run it every
break until heOseady to go live. Tell marketing to come up with a name
for the show and seeif 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.O

56



Chapter 2 7

Better days

The only problem at the Okinisee Inn was that the cashregisters werenOt
working. The tornado hit the church next door, then hopped over the bar

and kept hopping until it fizzled out north of town. The barOsrusted

screendoor had beenblown off its hinges and a few roof tiles were miss-

ing, but it had otherwise escapedthe stormOswrath 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:ODonOEven Think About
Parking Here.OThe ownerOsteenage son 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 everyoneOsttention. His salt and pepper hair clung to
his scalp in heavy clumps.

OEverybody listen up,0 Stu said. The crowd didnOtquiet down so he
rapped a fork several times against an empty beer glass. OEverydrink is
twenty dollars. Drink up becausea quarter of what we bring in today
will go to the families of those kids who died.O

There was some polite applause.

OThereGalso a jar by the register for anyone who wants to give a little
extra to the families,O Stu said. OLetOall do something to help our neigh-
bors. Now 10dike everyone to keep still sowe can share a moment of si-
lence for them kids.O

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

OAll right, letOs drink up,O 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 gasout 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 FloridaOsGulf 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.

OJimbo,whatOshappening?OBen was all smiles. OMan, did you pick a
bad day to come up or what?O

OlOvédad better ones,OJim 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 camein the front door and Stu handed him atray of Styro-
foam cups filled with hot coffee.

Ols Cecilia all right?O Ben said.

OBetterthan me,OJim said. He pulled awad of twenties from his pock-
et and laid them on the bar.

OHer boatOs all right?0

OHer mast fell onto your boat.O

Ben was about to take a drink from his gin and tonic but stopped
short. ONo shit?0

OCavedyour roof some,0Jim said. The bartender brought JimOdeer
and picked up one of the twenties. Jim raised his glass and didnOtput it
down until it was half empty.

Ben shook his head. OYou gotta love insurance at a time like this.
HowOs the cafZ?0

OHavenOt been there.O

OWhereOs Cecilia?0O

ONot at home,O Jim said.

OBut sheOs all right?0

Jim shrugged. OSure.O

The fireman came back into the bar with the empty tray and asked for
five more coffees.

OHey,you know some MASSnews casterout of Chicago just happened
to be in town when all this happened,OBen said. OHiscar broke down or
something. He did a show from the school earlier and now heOsloing
one on the tornado. OkiniseeOs gonna be famous.O

OFrom Chicago?0O Jim said. OHis car broke down?0O

OThatOsvhat | heard. Fred fixed it this afternoon. Just happened to
break down here on the day all this happened. Some luck, huh?0

OAnd heOs hanging around to do another show?0

OThatOs the word.O
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Chapter 2 8

First the tension

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

OYes,®iper said. OSheOscal. Shedid great earlier. SheOsvired and
IOve got her connects.O

OSheOs wired? Why is she wired?0

OUsedto be at Penn-Wright. Shegot a golden handshake and bought a
cafZand a sailboat up there in Hicksville. Somekind of childhood dream
or something. SheOlhelp set up the interviews and go onscreen when
Ray needs her. HeOs giving her twenty-five percent of his commission.O

OEverything signed?0

OSealed and delivered,O Piper said.

OTellher to seduce Barker after the tornado show and weOllkick in an
extra five percent if we get vid of them in bed.O

OYou want a sex show after one about six dead kids?O

OFirst the tension, then the release.O

OTell her yourself,O Piper said. OIOm not doing it.O

OAll right, forget it. WhatOve you sold?0

OA couple insurance companies bought spots and weOvegot a handful
of placements. Some Mars Girl clients are interested but only if we get
numbers.O

OWhoOs handling the floater?O

OBoccelli.O

Rindell watched Barker, his robe flapping in the breeze, shuffle to his
right at BocelliOs direction to line up the proper background.

OAnNd tell Barker to get some clothes on,O Rindell said.
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Chapter 2 9

Lucky

Barker looked into the FloatPix, hovering six feetin front of him. OReady
when you are,Ohe 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 BocelliOsountdown in his head. As it approached zero
he took a deep breath.

OSdOmup here in Northern Michigan for afuneral and my car breaks
down fifteen minutes from the chapel,OBarker said. OTheonly mechanic
in town tells me 10m lucky | broke down here.O

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 sonOdody. The boy was covered with atrench
coat and his father stood next to his wife with his hands to his face.

OYeah right,0 Barker said. OLucky. | thought IOdspend a couple dull
hours here killing time until my car was fixed. | walked through town
and found alittle cafZthat IOmsure getsits meat from whatever road Kill
the cook finds on his way to work every morning. ThatOsvhy | took a
couple of these ten minutes ago and now | feel fine.O

Barker raised his left hand asif he was holding something. A glowing
plastic bottle filled with large blue tablets appeared in his palm.
OQuellicious 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 O

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.

OThis is Captain Cook from the SheriffOs office,O Barker said.

OThatwould be Deputy Cook,Othe man said, bobbing his head for-
ward like he was stooping to a microphone. OWith the Alpena County
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SheriffODepartment. Hi Mom.O He brought a hand forward and gave a
tentative wave.

OCute. All right, CapOn EO

ODeputy.O

Ol like CapOn better,O Barker said. OWhereOs the Sheriff?0

OFlorida. He goesdown there every May and brings his mom back up
here.O

OSo youOre in charge?0

OYes sir, IOm the boss.O

OWhatOs the body count?0

The deputy fumbled with his breast pocket button and pulled out his
assistant. He punched some numbers, shook his head and tried again.

OSometime this week, CapOn,0 Barker said.

OWeOroking at six kids dead and weOvegot at least 13 injured. One
child is still missing. Some of the injured include adults. We donOthave
exact numbers, especially on the injured. The number of dead isnOtcon-
firmed either.O

OYou donOt know much, do you?0

OMore than you,O the deputy said with a grin.

OWeOrall proud of you,0 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.

OThetwister 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,O Barker said. The camera
pulled back to include the young boy. OHereOsne of the lucky ones.O
Barker crouched down to the boyOdevel and stuck a tiny microphone to
his jacket collar.

OYou all right, kid?0

The boy shrugged. Ol guess s0.0

OWhatOs your name?0

The boy looked at someone off screen. OTim.O

OHow old are you Timmy?0

OSeven.O

OSo, Tim. Did God do this?0

The young boyOseyes darted back and forth as he searched for an
answer.

OAll right, Tim. Forget that one. ThatOs tough one. Sowhat happened
in there? What do you remember?0
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OWewere 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.O The boy
turned to face the church but quickly looked back at the camera.

OSo there was no warning that a tornado was coming?O

The boy looked at Barker. OWarning?0O

ONo one told you a tornado was coming?

ONobody said anything about a tornado. We were practicing our show
and then everything, like, blew up.O The boy looked at the ground.

Barker stood up and faced the camera. OThereyou have it. No warn-
ing. Six kids dead and one still missing. What went wrong? WeOltell you
after this.O
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Chapter 3 O

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.

Olgave you a big pile of my money soyou could make it bigger,OMan
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. OConservativeainOta word |
know,O he said. OListen, IOmgonna be eighteen in a month and | got
plans. My plans donOicome cheap, so get off your assand make me some
damn money or 10llfind somebody who can. Man Boy-Out.OHe stuffed
his assistant into a pocket on his shirtsleeve. OAsshole,O he muttered.

OFrankly,OBrandon said, sitting down on the coffee table in front of
Man Boy, Ol think your broker has a point.O

OThatOsvhy you wanted me here?0OMan Boy sneered, revealing his
red teeth. OYoutwo ganginOme?0O Body heat turned his plastic shirt
from black to bright red wherever it touched his skin.

OWe just want whatOs best for you,O Brandon said.

OBullshit,OMan Boy said, leaning forward in his chair like he was go-
ing to stand up to leave.

OJustgive me one minute,O Brandon said, holding up a hand toward
Man Boy. OIf you donOt like what | say, fine, 10Il find someone else.O

Man Boy slouched back into the chair.

OSdar, youOvdived a charmed life, O Brandon said. OSomeA&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. [tOshuman nature. ThereOsiothing you
can do about it. Six weeks ago you were on top, now youOre30 or 40 on
the D/L charts.O

OTwenty-seven,O Man Boy said.
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Brandon pulled his assistant from his pocket and thumbed a few
buttons. OTwenty-nine and youOre not trending well.O

Ol came all the way from Long Island so you could tell me 10m shit?0

OManBoy, if | thought you were shit | wouldnOtwaste my time talking
to you. 10vegot something thatOsgonna put you back on top. You stay
with Trinary Sky and itOsa fast ride to the bottom. WhatOllyou do then?
Sella 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. [tOs gonna be a hard crash. You think you can take it?O

Ol donOt have to listen to this,O Man Boy said, leaning forward again.

Olknow what 1Omtalking about. IOveseenit a thousand times. YouOll
be a faded memory to all your fans by fall unless you make some
changes.O

Man Boy leaned back but didnOt look at Brandon.

OWe want you to go solo,0 Brandon said. Orourname on
everything. Your face on everything. Not Trinary Sky. Man Boy Floyd.
No more five-way split. 1tOgyoing to take some hard work. But you pull
this off and youOllhave the most famous face in the world. You remem-
ber the Sex Tigers?0O

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

OTheyOvsstill got the record with nine number onesin arow on the
D/L charts. You can beat that.O

Man Boy tossed the hair out of his eyes and looked at Brandon.
ODetails.O

Brandon leaned forward and smiled. OMars Girl.O

OMars Girl20 Man Boy said. ONo way. | only do news shows when
theyOre about me.O

OSheneeds a boyfriend to sing love songsto her and take her mind off
living all alone in a tin can. Shefalls in love with you and the whole
world goes crazy for the beautiful story.O

OSheOs on fuckinilars, asshole,O Man Boy said, sneering again.

OYouOre going to Mars.O

Man Boy pulled his boot off the table. OWhatthe hellare you talking
about? | gotta dope me out like a fiend just to get on a plane.O

OYouand 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 songsto her on your way to Mars.
YouOreher rescuer, her knight in shining armor. ThereQlbe interactives,
songs, action figures, vids E youOll get a piece of everything.O
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Man Boy sat up and looked around the room. OYougot a camera on
me or something. This some kind of set up? IOmsupposed to get all
pissed off about this stupid shit youOresaying and the jokes on me,
right?0

OIOm serious.O

OEvenif | went along with all this, how the hell am | gonna get some
girl in some other solar system?0

Olfthings donOtclick, we get her in on the deal. SheOlpretend to be in
love with you for the right price. But | wouldnOtworry about it. What
girl can say no to you?0O
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Chapter 3 1

Things arenOt 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.

OcCeciliaOgot a knack for this,OBen said to Jim. OHowOdshe meet up
with that caster?0

Jim guzzled the last of his beer. OBadluck.O He 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 girlOsmother
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.

OHard to believe there are millions of people all over the world look-
ing at our little town right now,OBen said. OThingsarenOgoing to be the
same around here after all this.O

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 didnOt put it down until it was empty.
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Chapter 3 2

The whole townOs behind us

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

OSofar youOre keeping Mars GirlOs numbers,O Bocelli said. OAnd
youOre getting triple commissions.O

OTriple? | thought it was double.O

ORindell was getting impatient so he made it triple just before you
called Piper.O

OMy lucky day,O Barker said. OlOngoing to need a little time to get
something going here. Cecilia can keep doing the headswhile | work the
crowd.O

OHas Cecilia ever done this before?0 Bocelli said.

OSheOs a natural. SheOll be fine.O

OWewant to tell Mars Girl that sheO$eading to the station,O Bocelli
said. OWe budgeted twenty minutes for that and NASAOSs ready
anytime.O

OThatshould be about right,O Barker said. OLetCecilia work the heads
through another break, then go to Mars Girl. If | donOthave anything by
then, | guess weOre done. Hey, what are we calling the show?0

OODeath on the Plains,00 Bocelli said.

OPlains?@arker looked across M-23 at Lake Huron, stretching to the
horizon.

OWhatOve you got in mind?0 Bocelli said.

ONot sure yet,OBarker said, walking toward a group of three middle-
aged men standing near the road in front of the church. OlOllet you
know when it happens.O

The three men stood next to a large Norway spruce, pulled up by its
roots and twisted apart sothat 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 manQOs
shoulder. The third man held a pint bottle of whiskey to his chest.

OGentlemen,|Omreal sorry about this whole thing,O Barker said as he
approached. OWhat a tragedy.O

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

OHowOd you know?0 Barker said.

OThebathrobe,Othe man said. Olwant you to tell everyone about the
good kids who died today. Marv here lost his grandson.O

Marv raised his head just enough to show the tears streaming down
his round, reddened face. He tried to speak but couldnOtget past his
grief.

OLittle Al wouldOvegrown up into afine young man,Osaid the TigersO
fan.

The third man held out the bottle for Barker. OYou wanna hit this?O

Barker took the bottle but didnOtdrink from it. OIOntrying to find out
why the kids didnOtgo to the basement,bhe said. OTheyOdll be alive if
they had.O

ONo one knows,Othe Tigers fan said. OTheDavidOsbeen right as rain
since we got him. He didnOtsay anything about a tornado, even when it
was happening.O

OThatson of a bitch,O Barker said, shaking his head. Ol heard some
things. But E you donOt always want to believe what you hear.O

Marv looked up and found the power to speak. OYou heard what?O

OJustsome chatter,OBarker said. OYou know, industry stuff. | heard
that The DavidOsreal fond of chessand he was playing some girl weath-
er bot. They said her nameO& he Donna. SheOsver on the other side of
the state.O

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

OThatOsght,O Barker said. OTraverseCity. From what | heard theyOve
beendoing this alot and the station managerslet it go thinking it doesnOt
hurt anything. Sotoday theyOrdn this heated chessbattle. 1tOsinda like
having sex for bots. You know, real intense. | guessitOsas 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
chesstango and the David stops paying attention to the weather. He
never gives a warning because heOsdoing this hot weather bot. HeOs
probably up there right now at WUPM smoking a cigarette. Bots have no
concept of death. No feeling for the terrible loss youOre all suffering.O
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Marv looked at Barker with big eyes and wiped away a tear. OMy
grandson didnOtlive to seehis ninth birthday becausesome horny bot
was playing around with some girl bot?0

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

OWhat?0 Marv said. OWhatOd he say?0

OThe David said, OThereare six billion humans on the earth and
theyOre worried about a few kids dying? Get over it. 0O

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. OHenry, weOregoing to Alpena for a little payback.O He
looked at the other man. OBiIll, youOre coming t00.0

ONow hold on,® Henry said. OYou canOt just walk into WUPM.O

OYeah?Marv said. OWatch me.OHe marched off toward his truck
parked next door at the Okinisee Inn but Henry and Bill didnOtfollow.
When he noticed he was alone, Marv turned back toward the men.

They stared at him with their hands in their jacket pockets.

OWhat the hellOs wrong with you guys?0 Marv shouted. OLetOs go!O

OMarv,0 Henry said, Ol donOt see any good cominO from this.O

Marv took a couple stepstoward the men. OThisis a sorry way to find
out | got no friends in this world. 10lldo this myself if | have to.OHe spun
around and pushed his way through aline of bushesbordering the barOs
parking lot.

The two men looked at each other. OCOmomBill,O Henry said. OlIf he
wonOt listen to me, maybe heQll listen to his brother.O

ONever has before,O 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.

OHey, everybody!O he shouted. OThegrandfather of one of the dead
kids is going to Alpena to get The David. HeOsringing him back here.
The grandpaOsname is Marv and his grandsonOsiame was Al. Some of
you must know the family. Marv found out why The David didnOtgive
any warning about the tornado. Those kids wouldOve survived if The
David had done his job.O

OFound out what?0O a man shouted from behind Barker.
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OMarv can tell you,O Barker said. Olt has something to do with the
weather bot over in Traverse City.O

OTheDonna?0said a young man with dreadlocks spilling off the top
of his head.

OYes, thatOs the name,O Barker said. OThe Donna.O

OSheOs hot,O the young man said

OYouOre sick,0 his girlfriend said.

OWhyO#arv bringing The David back here?Ga man shouted from the
back of the gathering crowd.

OPayback,CBarker said. OSomebodyshould call Marv and find out
what heOs got in mind.O

Barker jumped down from the bench and ran toward MarvOstruck.
When he broke through the bushes he saw Henry and Bill outside the
truck talking to Marv through the driverOs side window.

OJusiet in the goddamn truck and letOgo,OMarv shouted at the two
men.

OEven if you get him, whatOre you gonnalowith him?O Henry said.

MarvOsassistantbuzzed and he pulled it from his jacket pocket. OMarv
here.OHe looked at Henry, then Bill. OYeah,me and Henry and Bill are
gonna go get the son of a bitch,O Marv said into his assistant. OYeah,it
was The Donna over in Traverse. You should give The David a big wel-
come when we get back.OMarv nodded as he listened. Ollike it. WeOlbe
back in a half hour.OMarv put his assistantback in his jacket pocket and
looked at the two men. OThewhole townOsbehind us. COmonboys. We
got a job to do.O

When he approached the truck, Barker put his hand on HenryOs
shoulder, attaching a tiny barbed microphone to his jacket collar. ORoom
for one more, gentleman?0O Barker said.

OYeah,0 Henry said to Barker. OYou go and IOll stay here.O

OHenry, get your ass in the truck,O Marv snapped.

Bill climbed into the cab and pulled Henry in behind him.

OWhy you wanna go, news guy?OMarv said, leaning forward to see
past Bill and Henry. OWe got this covered.O

OHeroesmake great stories, Marv,O Barker said. OYouguys are out to
get justice. People all over the country are proud of what youOredoing. |
just want to be there when it happens.O

OAIl over the country?O Henry said. He turned to Marv. OWedonOt
want the world watching this. ThatOs just not smart.O

OHenry,you ever beenahero?OMarv said. Olwanna be a hero one day
before | die. | owe it to my grandkid.O Marv leaned forward to look past
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Henry and Bill again. OClimbin the back, news guy,O he said to Barker.
OMake it quick. We gotta roll.O

Barker trotted to the back of the truck and opened the topperOdid. He
stepped onto the bumper to climb in and struggled to hold on as Marv
hit the accelerator. The truckOstires spit gravel asit bounced through the
Okinisee InnOgparking lot. Barker threw aleg over the gate and tumbled
into the truckOs bed.

OBocelli, you there?O Barker said, crawling toward the front of the bed.

OYou got me,O Bocelli said.

Olshould have something soon,OBarker said. OThreeguys are going to
steal the weather bot from his studio. HowOs Cecilia doing?0

OSheGdoing great,OBocelli said. OSheOgot one more head on deck
and then weOrayoing to Mars Girl so NASA can tell her sheOgetting her
wish.O

OSoundsgood,OBarker said. OTellCecilia IOmfollowing a lead and IOl
be back soon.O

OWhat do they have planned for the bot?0

Ol donOt know yet,O Barker said.

OYouOve got your Upix in?0

OOf course,O Barker said.

OLetOs check it,0 Bocelli said. OIOm just seeing shadows.O

OThereOso light back here. Barker raised his head to look through the
cab window. OWhatOve you got now?0

OIOm seeing the back of somebodyOs head,O Bocelli said.

OGood,O Barker said.

OYou got a lens in both eyes?0

OYes. And | put a sticky mike on the shoulder of one of the guys.O

OGiveme a minute,O Bocelli said. OOkay,| can hear them. Sounds like
theyOre rehearsing their story.O

OLetOs hope itOs a good one,O Barker said.
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Chapter 3 3

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 carO®wner had refused AmberOsoffer of a seatso she stood in the
center of the office watching ODeathon the Plains.OThe 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, alarge 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.

Olwish they put more of thesein there,OAmber said, holding up the
banner chocky to the womanOsback. Amber flipped the candy into her
mouth and searched for another.

On the screenCecilia talked with the churchOgastor, 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.

OShameabout them kids,OAmber said. OWehavenOhad this much ex-
citement since | was a kid and two guys stabbed eachother down by the
river at the old Sucker SpearFest. Remember that?0O Amber paused a
couple beats. OYouOr@robably 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 OemHasnOteen a SpearFestsince. Kind of a shame, really. That was
the last time the whole town turned out for anything.O Sheheld out the
box of chockiesto the womanOshack. OHavea chocky while youOrewait-
ing. Go ahead. MASS said theyOduse the money they make to rescue
Mars Girl.O

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

OHey, theyOreback on Mars Girl,O Amber said, looking up at the
screen. OMust be something happening. Volume-Seven-Now.O

OE rejoin ODeathon the PlainsGin a moment,O Peter said, Obut right
now NASA techswill 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.O

Mirellen filled the screen. SheOdbeen holding the same ReadWrite
message in the window for more than a half hour: OStation = Life.O

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

Mirellen looked surprised and made a new sign. OIOm going?0

The TractorPix nodded its camera again.

She smiled and made another sign: OWhen?0O

The TractorPix didnOtrespond. Mirellen rolled her eyes and made a
new sign: ONow?0

The image on the screen panned from side to side as the TractorPix
shook its head ONo0.O

MirellenOs new sign read OTomorrow?O

The TractorPix nodded.

OMorning?0

The Tractor Pix shook its head.

OPM?0

The TractorPix nodded.

Mirellen took a moment to write the next message:OThankyou, thank
you, thank you, thank you, thank you, thank you, thank you.O
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Chapter 3 4

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 entrywayOs roof.

OBocelli,weOrehere,OBarker said, crawling to the rear of the truckOs
bed. Ol need the audio feed.O

OWeOrat a break right now but thatOsover in thirty,O Bocelli said.
ORindell wants to go back to you if youOre ready.O

Barker lifted the topperOslid and crawled out. Marv, Henry and Bill
were still in the cab and Barker heard them talking in his head. Barker
stepped off the truckOsbumper and kept his eyesand his Upix lenseson
the woman blowing smoke rings into the yellow light. OGoto me when
the breakOs over. Maybe these guys can pull it off.O0

All right Ray, youOre on in five, four, three, two EO
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Chapter 3 5

Go time, live

Ol told you,O Henry said. OThatOs LaTricia. ShelliOs sister.O

OThatOwhy youOrethe right man for the job,OMarv said. OSheGsur
ticket inside.O

OIOm the last person LaTriciaOs gonna help,0 Henry said.

OBullshit,0 Marv said. OSheOs almost blood so she has to let us in.O

OlOmelling you, | got no sway with her,OHenry said. OEverytime |
see her she tells me how bad her sister fucked up by marrying me.O

OYeahand sheOﬂght O Marv said. OButlanding Shelli proves you got
initiative. So, cOmon, do it for my grandkid and those other kids.O

Henry looked at Bill. Olthought you were gonna help me talk him out
of this.O

Bill grinned. OIOm kinda warminO to the idea.O

OHenry,OMarv said, glaring at his friend. OEitheryou do it the nice
way or | do it with the softball bat | got under my seat.O
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Chapter 3 6

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 OGod Bless America.O

OWhatdo you want, Briter?OJasperssaid, holding his assistantto his
ear.

OYouOve got the biggest story of the century and you drop it?O

Ol thought we werenOt going to talk anymore,O Jaspers said.

OlOnmconcerned about our agreement,OBriter said. OlOmconcerned
about our relationshipO

OOur agreement didnOtinclude sabotage.QJaspersnearly spit out the
words.

OHey, slow down,O Briter said. Ol donOt even like hearing that word.O

The elevator stopped at JaspersCiloor and he stepped out. OYou
bought the suit, Briter,0 Jaspers said.

OYoubought the show, so keep your end of the deal. Mars Girl is a
blockbuster. Make the most of it.O

Jaspers looked into the eyescan outside his door and the lock popped.

ORindellOsunning the show,O Jasperssaid. OltOsis job, not mine. |
want nothing to do with it.O

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, OHi, John.O

OAnd if you call me again IOmgoing to the FBI,OJasperssaid. 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 BarkerOdUpix. 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. OWho wasthat?O 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.
Sheknocked softly on his skull with her knuckle. OAnyone home?0OShe
stood behind the easy chair and tried to massageJaspers@houlders but
he was slouched down too far in the chair. OYouwant some tea? The
waterOs hot.O

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

OSo who was on the phone?0 Ania said.

OWork.O

Ania gave him a disappointed half-smile that Jaspers couldnOtsee.
OWas it about Mars Girl? What a shame.O

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.

OIOngoing to bed early tonight,0 Ania said. IOvegot a 7 a.m. interview
at a cafZover by the UN. ThereOsit least one editor in New York who re-
members IOmstill alive. IOmdoing a feature on the head of a Moldovan
separatist group. Get this: the groupOs name is OTLC.O IsnOt that funny?0

OTender loving care,O Jaspers mumbled.

OltOshe Transdniester Liberation Congress. The guyOsreally quite at-
tractive, in a bearded-revolutionary-egomaniac sort of way,O Ania said.
OJealous?0

On the screenBill and Henry eachheld an arm of the legless weather
bot asthey 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.

ODonOforget about lunch with Jackand Saratomorrow,0 Ania said,
walking toward the kitchen. OTheyOre bringing their pictures.O

OPictures.O
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OPicturesof their trip to Tranquility,0 Ania said, taking a few steps
back toward the living room. Sheyawned and used the back of her hand
to cover her mouth. OTheywant 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.O
OBusy year, dear,O Jaspers said. OMaybe next year.O
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Chapter 3 7

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-
erOsiead with no response so she set her wristscreen to MASSnews and
saw Marv and Bill toss The David into the back of MarvOs pickup.

OBocelli?0 she said. OWhatOs Ray doing?0

OHeOs following a lead,O Bocelli said. OHeOll be back soon.O

OWhat are they doing with The David?0O

OcCitizenOsrrest, | guess,OBocelli said. OTheeyeballs are into it. You
two are doing great.O

OThe FloatPix is here, howOs he doing it?0

OHeOs got a Upix,O Bocelli said. OLittle eye lenses.O

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 churchOguins 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 treeOsheavy horizontal limb and went back for
more.

OThis townOs gone crazy,O Cecilia said.

OCrazy means numbers,O 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
fencethat ran the length of the park along M-23 and bordered its parking
lot. Others began pulling apart a wooden gazebo near the beach.

OThesepeople arenOtlike this,O Cecilia said. OWhatOgyotten into
them?0
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Chapter 3 8

My strongest impulse

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

ODo | have a new boss?OThe David asked Barker. OThis happened
once before.O

OThosemen are going to destroy you when we get back to Okinisee,O
Barker said. OTheyblame you for the death of the six children at the
church.O

OSeven,@he David said. OTheyfound ayoung girl in the rubble afew
minutes ago.O

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

OlOmsure this is just a misunderstanding,O the bot shouted through the
closed window, his plastic nose pressed to the glass. Olneed to get back
to my studio. People depend on my AccuCast. OFirstand best,Q like to
say. Can you hear me up there? IOmvery good with directions and IOm
sure weOregoing the wrong way. You can let me off anywhere. If you
call Mr. Johanssen,|Omsure heOdbe glad to pick me up. HeOseen very
good to me.O

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. OPerhapsyou could talk with
them. | take my public safety duties very seriously. ItOsmy strongest
impulse.O

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.

OWhereOs the weather dude?O Bill said.

OHe got out,O Barker said. OHe jumped.O

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.

OTherehe is,OBill said, thrusting his arm past MarvOsface 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 asBill, 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 DavidOs
wrists.

OYouguys hear about the skeleton that walked into a bar?OThe David
said, as Bill and Henry hoisted him above their heads like a big game
trophy. OHeordered a beer and a mop,0The David said, sounding a rim
shot. OHow about the Buddhist who told the hot dog vendor to make
him one with everything?0

OLetOsget that bat outta your truck and take care of him right here,O
Bill said, holding onto one of The DavidOs arms.

ONo,OMarv said. OThatOdspoil the party they got planned back
home.O

OWegotta at least shut him up,OBill 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.

OWhatOdhe snail say when he went for a ride on the turtle?O The
David said. OWeeeeee!O

OWhat the hell,O Bill said. Ol taped his damn mouth shut.O
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OMy mouth is intended to give you the illusion that | speak as you
do,O The David said, lying on his back and looking up at the men. Ol
have a resonator in my chest.O

Marv flipped The DavidOsred 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.

OPerhaps | shouldnOt have told EO

The David fell silent when Bill brought the knife down into the speak-
er, but the botOs lips kept moving through the tape.
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Chapter 3 9

Anything else come in?

The salesfloor 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.

OGet the floater feed,O 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 truckOsbed to
throw the wood onto the pile.

OLooks like BarkerOsgot things going,O Rindell said. OAnything else
come in?0

ONothing promising,0 Piper said. ONielsonOgloing a ride-along in
Kansas City and they thought they caught a murderer but it was the
wrong guy. All weOvegot is some cops beating the hell out of an inno-
cent man.O

OWeshow that and we wonOtget any more police exclusives,ORindell
said.

On the screen, Bocelli pointed the FloatPix toward the parkOstennis
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.

OLetOassume weOllget another half hour from Barker,ORindell said.
OWeneed something to fill another hour, then weOllgo back to Mars Girl
before the West Coastgoesto bed. Keep reminding the castersthat weOre
offering triple commissions. Maybe thatOll get them off their asses.O
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Chapter 4 O

All over it

ORay,where are you?OCecilia said. She stood on the picnic table next to
a dapper man in a tailored white linen suit. The man, nicely tanned,
spoke on his assistantand 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 truckOsbed, tried to orient himself by looking out
the topperOsside window. OIQOlbe at the park soon,OBarker said. Olthink
weOre close.O

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

OHow are things there?O Barker said.

OPeoplehave lost their minds,O Cecilia said. OThereOa big crowd at
the park and theyOre building a fire for The David

ONo shit?0 Barker said.

Ol thought the show was about the town pulling together,O Cecilia
said. OSortof a memorial to the kids who died. This EO she gestured to-
ward the crowd around the big oak, OE this is insane.O

OYou on this Bocelli?O Barker said.

OAll over it,0 Bocelli said. OCecilia, did you find the mayor?0

OThereOso mayor,0 Cecilia said. OHeOthe township supervisor. HeOs
standing next to me.O

OAll right,O Bocelli said. OWeOrback on in thirty. Cecilia, we need a
couple minutes of you with the mayor. Ray can take over when he gets
to the park.O

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

ORay,|Ovegot a businessin this town,O Cecilia said. OThingshave gone
too far. | canOt be part of this.O

OYou sure?O Barker said.
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The man on the grill emptied the canonto the woodpile and the crowd
cheered again. OIOm sure,O she said.

OAIl right,O Barker said. OBocelli,try to connect me with The Donna.
SheOshe weather bot at WGTB. TheyOrean affiliate so it shouldnOtbe a
problem. If they grumble, give them ataste of my percentagewhile sheOs
on. Send it back to Peter for a couple minutes if you need time. After |
talk with The Donna, | should be at the park and 10Il talk to the mayor.O

OIOm on it,O Bocelli said.
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Chapter 4 1

Good night

OWelcomeback to MASSnews, where the hits just keep coming,O Peter
said with his trademark wink. OWeOltake you back to ODeathon the
PlainsO in a moment.O

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

OBuitfirst, it looks like Mars Girl has gone to bed. SheOlheed a good
nightOssleep becausetomorrow sheOlattempt the longest trek ever by a
human outside of earthOgravity. NASA geographers estimate that sheOll
have to cover fifteen perilous clicks.O

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

OWell, | guesswe canOblame her for that, can we?OPeter said with a
chuckle. OGood night, Mars Girl.O

OLetOget back to ODeathon the Plains,Owhere 1Omtold things
are really heating up,0 Peter said with a wink.
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Chapter 4 2

1Om not people

OGood evening, The Donna, and thanks for joining us,O Barker said.

OYouOrevelcome, Mr. Barker.OThe Donna was in front of a weather
map that showed light green swaths over Lake Michigan inching their
way easttoward 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 MarvOs truck.

OThereare some rumors flying around that 10dike to clear up,OBarker
said. Ol understand that you and The David were quite friendly.O

OAs| understand the concept of friendship, perhaps The David and |
could be considered friends,O The Donna said. Her face had an exagger-
ated beauty b 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.

OGood friends?0O Barker said.

OThereis a certain collegiality among weather bots, especially among
those in close proximity who deal with similar weather patterns,Oshe
said. OTheDavid and | 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.O

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.

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

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

ODo you know what sex is?0
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OUsually it refers to the act of procreation.O

OHave you ever had sex?0

OIOm a bot, sir.O

OHave you ever had sex?0

OBots do not reproduce biologically. | was manufactured.O

Oln other words, you donOt kiss and tell.O

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.

OTellabout what?OThe Donna asked. OKiss?Bots of my genus have no
tactile sensations. You are giving me human characteristics | simply do
not have. | have tasks, not desires.O

OYoulook human. In fact you look kind of hot. Who are you trying to
impress?0

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

OThatOgust good design,OThe Donna said. OAn appealing presenta-
tion is important for ratings.O

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

OYou get love letters from admiring viewers,O Barker said.

Ol have always failed to understand those letters.O

OAll right, letOsget to the point. You and The David have a relation-
ship, right?0

OYes, we are colleagues.O

OMuost affairs begin at work.O

OAre you referring to love affairs?O

Barker saw Cecilia standing on the picnic table next to Annisstin and
walked toward them.

OYes,love affairs,O Barker said. OYouand The David were having a
good time a few hours ago. | donOtknow 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 didnOtwarn anyone about the tornado. Those sev-
en kids wouldnOt have died if heOd done his job.O

OTheDavid and | were monitoring the same storm pattern, and it was
a particularly tricky one,OThe Donna said. OTwofronts of differing tem-
peratures combined, which is what can causetornados, but the temperat-
ure divergence between them seemed E O

OPeople always cover up for the ones they love.O

88



OIOm not people.O

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-soakedrag in one hand
and a lighter in the other. A chant of OBurn!Burn! Burn!Orose from one
side of the crowd and swept to the other. The Donna disappeared from
the screen and Bocelli devoted the entire screento the teeming crowd.
Bocelli told Barker that he was overdue for a break.

OTheDonna, do you have any last words for your friend?O Barker
said.

OLastwords? IOveasked him to take a look at the weather pattern de-
veloping to our west, but he hasnOt responded yet. ThatOs very unusual.O

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

ODonGhold your breath,OBarker said. OWeObe back after this.OBark-
er turned to Annisstin. OYouOre the mayor?0

Annisstin finished talking on his assistantand slid the device into his
suit coat pocket. OIOm the township supervisor. Tony Annisstin.O

OBocelli,things are moving fast here,OBarker said. OTheyOreeady to
light the fire.O

OAll right, weOlljust do a thirty and send it back to you,O Bocelli said.
OFifteen seconds.O

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

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

OWeOrback in Kiss-My-Knees, Michigan,O Barker said. OAsyou can
see behind me, the natives are restless.O

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 gaspedasone.
The DavidOssuit 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.

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

OSo, are you enjoying this?O Barker said.

OEnjoyingthis?OAnnisttin  said, glancing behind him. OThatOsn ab-
surd question. | donOtsee how any responsible person could enjoy
watching the wanton destruction of property.O

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 botOshands as he tried to pull himself away
from the flames. His fingers, now litle more than metal bones, couldnOt
grip the cord.

OThenwhy donOtyou have the cops start busting heads? Call in the
National Guard or something?O

Olcan assureyou that weOlldeal with this foolishness as soon as emer-
gency personnel are no longer needed at the church,O Annisstin said.

OSo youOll just let them have their fun?0 Barker said.

OWeOrpaying close attention and serious chargeswill be handed out
to those responsible.O

OWhy not let them vent a little?O Barker said. OSomekids died. TheyOre
getting instant justice.O

Ol donOtsee 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, IOmcertain our courts
can assign blame and determine appropriate punishment and
restitution.O

Barker turned to facethe floater. OThatOMayor Sourpuss of Knee-kiss-
er, Michigan. WeOll be back after this.O
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Chapter 4 3

After the fire

Rindell, still standing behind Piper and watching her desk screen,
wanted to seethe 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.

ODo you think thereOsanything between those two?O Rindell asked
Piper.

Barker put his arm around Cecilia asthey 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.

ODoes it matter?0O Piper said.

OOnly if we donOt have anything better when the fire goes out.O

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.

OLetOdave Bocelli follow Barker and Cecilia after the Plains show
ends,ORindell said. OMy gut tells me theyOregoing to jump into the sack.
Keep the reps on their toes. We havenOt had a good sex show in months.O

Piper rolled her eyesand looked at Rindell. Oroutell Barker,Oshe said.
OIOm not.O

OTell Barker? And spoil the mood? No way.O
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Friends

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

Cradled in AlexisOslong, 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.

OThepeople of Onickersbee have determined that my attire is unsuit-
able,OBarker said, tightening the belt on his robe. OSoAlexis EO Barker
turned to her. OlOvalways liked the name Alex for women. Mind if | call
you Alex?0

ONot at all,O Alexis said. OThatOs what my friends call me.O

OSo 10m your friend now?0O

OAbsolutely. WeOre friendly people here in Okinisee.O

Barker looked into the camera and raised an eyebrow. ®low friendly?0O

Overy.O

Barker looked into the camera and raised the other eyebrow.

Behind Barker and Alexis, one of The DavidOsarms fell into the dying
flames, sending a plume of sparks into the air. The DavidOscharred skull
bobbed to one side, and then fell to his chest.

OOkay, my new friend, take it away,O Barker said to Alexis.

OThank you, Ray. I0Om Alexis, or Alex,0 she smiled at Barker,
ODelVecchio,owner of DelVecchioOgsinest Apparel and IOmalso 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 weOrgust 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.O

OAre you paying for this?O Barker said.

Alexis paused and gave Barker a patient smile. Ol thought we were
friends.O

OYouOre taking advantage of our relationship,O 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. OWell, it is beautiful up here. So come
up and see us and shop at our fine stores.O

OThe point, the point EO

OYouOlfind none of RayOwig city pushiness here.OAlexis smiled at
Barker again. OThereason IOmhere is that the good people of Okinisee
treat our visitors like part of the family sowe want to present Ray with a
set of clothing that is more appropriate than his ragged old robe. | 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 200years are practically
zero, so come pay us a visit. This is the safest little town in America.O

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

OTheshirt is made of a very special blend of mohair, wool and spider
silk spun at a farm just ten miles from here,OAlexis said. OSpidersilk is
just one of the fibers manufactured from goatOsnilk produced by engin-
eered saanansand nubians at JuntininOsFiber Farm just west of town.
DelVecchioOs is the exclusive retail outlet.O

OLetme guess,OBarker 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. OYou ship.O

OAround the globe.O

OGreat.Do | have pants in there?OBarker said pawing through the box
that was still in AlexOs hands.

OOf course you have pants. TheyOremade of spider silk and lambsO
wool, for a longwearing, elegant look.O

Barker held the gray pants to his waist to check the length. They were
speckled with blue accents that matched the shirt.

OBelt?0 Barker said.

OlItOs with the shoes.O

Behind Barker and Alexis, sparks flew out the hole left by the DavidOs
missing arm. When the sparks subsided, the DavidOsother arm fell into
the coals.
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Barker untied his robe and flung it aside.

OlwasnOtsure if | should include boxers but IOmglad | did,0 Alexis
said, looking away. OThere are a few extra pairs, plus some extra socks.O

The FloatPix showed Barker from the waist up as he slipped on the
underwear and pants.

OThisis just one example of the hospitality thatOsa way of life here in
Okinisee,O Alexis said, looking into the camera. OWeOra small town
with a big heart. The charracuda fishing is amazing and there are sixteen
championship golf courseswithin an hourOsdrive and a bazillion miles
of snowmobile trails.O

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

OWe guessed on the shoe size,O Alexis said. OAre they a little snug?0

OPerfect.Barker did a quick soft shoe on the picnic table to prove it.
OThanksfor taking care of me, Alex.O He put his arm around her and
looked into the camera. OWeOll be back in Goatkissernee after this.O

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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Chapter 4 5

An idea

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

OWhoOs this?0 he said.

OBob Briter here. How are you this fine evening?0

OBob who? HowOd you get my connects?O

OBobBriter. Calling from the White House. We get any connects we
want.O

ONever heard of you. Get off my head, |Om busy.O

OHow can you notknow who | am? | was quoted twelve times on the
front page of todayOsNew York TimeD

OlOnsure thatOsa big deal to you and the four other people who read
newspapers. Now get off my head.O

OlO0ltell you whatOsa big deal. YouOrewalking away from the hottest
show in the history of mass media and the president wants to know
why.  YouOre completely ignoring your First Amendment
responsibilities.O

OSo sue me,O Rindell said. OOver-Now.O

Rindell disregarded the yellow caution light on BocelliOsdoor 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
screenswere filled with views from each of the other cameras on the
FloatPix, giving Bocelli a panoramic view of the park.

Ol thought Cecilia was done,O Rindell said, squeezing between the
back of BocelliOs chair and the wall.
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OSheknows the girl and wanted to talk to her,OBocelli said. ODonOt
you ever knock?O

OlOve got an idea for you,O Rindell said.

OAt ten oOclockBarkerOsshow is over and 10mgoing home,OBocelli
said. OThatOs seven minutes from now.O

ONot if my idea works.O

Bocelli, short and plump with withered legs and a thin, bearded face,
swiveled his chair toward Rindell. OldonOtlike it when you have ideas.
My wife doesnOtike it when you have ideas. My kids miss me when you
have ideas.O

OHave you noticed anything between Barker and Cecilia?O Rindell
said.

Bocelli closed his eyesand leaned back in his chair. OlOveeenworking
since six this morning. DonOt give me riddles.O

OPiper says thereOs some kind of chemistry between them.O

Ol donOt know and | donOt care.O

OWhen Barker signs off | want you to keep the floater on them. The
eyeballs like those two. If they go for a romantic moonlit walk on the
beach,| want the FloatPix to go with them. If they end up in bed | want
you to get a good look. Justkeep the floater out of sight and mask the au-
dio connect. IOllgive you a half a point on the first fifteen minutesOnet if
you get vid of them screwing each otherOseyes out. ThatOllpay for a
dozen years of college.O

ORindell, youOre an asshole.O

OYou only say that because you canOt say no.O
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Chapter 4 6

ShowOs 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 DavidOsremains, swaying in the mild breeze coming off the
lake and lit from below by the fireOs orange embers.

OMarv here was the ringleader of the botnappers who broke into The
DavidOs studio and brought him to the park,0 Barker said into the
FloatPix. OSo Marv, do you think justice was done tonight?0

MarvOshands were stuck in his jacket pockets and his round face
stared into the camera. ONothingOgjoing to bring back my grandson,Ohe
said. OBut|Oma God-fearing man and | believe in an eye for an eye.O
There were beads of sweat on his forehead, despite the cool night air.

OMarv, sevenkids died in the church,OBarker said. OAll you did was
kill a machine.O

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

OTheDavid jumped outta the bed of my truck at eighty mile an hour.
He knew he did wrong.O Marv turned again to look at The David. OHe
got whatOs coming to him.O

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

OThereyou have it,O Barker said, as Bocelli zoomed in on The DavidOs
empty eye sockets and toothless jaw lying on the bright coals. Olnstant
justice, at leastin the eyesof the Okiniseans. This is Ray Barker for Cecil-
ia Westraek. Goodnight everybody.O

The light on the FloatPix changed from green to red.

OWeOre done,O Barker said to Marv. OShowOs over.O

OThatOg?OMarv lingered on the table for a moment and looked back
toward the fire. OGuesslOllget outta here then,O he 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 MarvOstruck. 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.

OHowOd we do, Bocelli?O Barker said.

OSomehow you managed to keep Mars GirlOshuge numbers, and
youOregetting triple commissions,OBocelli said. Olhope you invite me to
your retirement party. Hey, | want you to leave your FloatPix with me.
Rindell wants to replay the highlights from your show during the
overnight and | want to get some shots of them putting out the fire. Just
tell me where youOll be and 10l get it back to you later tonight.O

OWhere I0lIbe?OBarker looked at Cecilia, who had just reached the
picnic table.

OThe boat,O she said. OThereOs broken glass all over my house.O

OBocelli, just leave it under my car,OBarker said. OlOliget it in the
morning.O
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Chapter 4 7

LetOs take a chance

Rindell, standing behind BocelliOsecliner, heard OGodBlessAmericaOin
his head again. OWhat do you want?0 he said.

OldonOtike people hanging up on me,OBriter said. OWhenyou hang
up on me, youOrehanging up on the President of the United Statesand
she doesnOt forget things like that.O

OLetOs test her memory,O Rindell said. OOver-Now.O

Rindell heard OGod Bless AmericaO again. ODamniit, if youOvegot a
show for me, IOlllisten. If youOrejust trying to tell me how to do my job,
IOm not interested. Which is it?0

OYouOrégnoring a national tragedy,O Briter said. Olf you buy the ex-
clusive and donOt use it, our lawyers say thatOs breach of contract.O

OYou wanna fight with a guy whoOsgot half the domestic market
watching his network right now? If | 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 bossis an
uncaring incompetent. FlanaganOsiumbers are already in the tank and |
can push them lower than any president in history. Clear? Over-Now.O

On BocelliOsenter screen,Barker and Cecilia walked hand in hand on
the beachtoward the marina. Lake HuronOsmoonlit diamonds glistened
behind them.

Ols that them?0 Rindell said.

OOfcourse itOghem,OBocelli said. OProduction wants to know if weOre
going back to Peter or staying with Barker.O

Rindell checked the latest numbers on his assistant. OPeople arenOt
tired of them yet. LetOdake a chanceon Barker. Piper said theyOvegot a
title worked out.O

OAIl right everybody, weOrestaying in Michigan,O Bocelli said OYou
hear that Piper? WeOre on in five, four, three, two EO

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 shedOswall. 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.

Oldid something like this to my sister when | was twelve and | was
grounded for a month,O Bocelli said.

OJustdo your job and let me worry about good and evil,ORindell said.
He bumped Bocelli on the shoulder. OPull in tighter.O
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Chapter 4 8

DonOt get crazy

Jim was still at the crowded Okinisee Inn but heOdun out of cashso he
was operating on credit. OONothebeer,Ohe said to the waitress, and slid
his empty glasstoward her. He pushed too hard and the crowd hushed
for amoment when the glassfell over the barOsaised edge and exploded
on the floor.

OYou sure you need one, Jimmy?Othe bartender said, pushing the
broken glass into a pile with her shoe.

OPoztive.O

OAll the kegs are empty, hun. You want a bottle?0

OJust gimme a beer.O

OLetOmake this your last one, all right? YouOrealready over the limit
for someone with your credit rating and bottles are thirty bucks.OThe
bartender popped the top off a bottle of MedicineHat Ale and setit 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
barOs din.

OLetOke my boat out into the bay,OCecilia said from the screen,rub-
bing her palms against BarkerOshest. OWecan anchor out there for the
night. Just in case JimOs still around.O

OSure, in a little while,O Barker said, trying to kiss her again.

Olf we stay here 10llbe thinking about Jim more than 1Omthinking
about you,O Cecilia said, holding him off with her forehead. Ol donOt
want to think about Jim right now.O

Ben Lambton walked up behind Jim and put his hand on his shoulder.
ODonOyet crazy on us, Jimbo.OThe bar had become quiet and all eyes
were on Jim as he watched Barker and Cecilia kiss.

OLetOgiet out of here,OBen said, squeezing between Jim and the
screen. OWhy donOt you stay at my place tonight?0
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Jim spun awkwardly away from Ben, his wild, furious eyesfocused on
nothing.

OCOmon, Jim,0 Ben said to his back. OWe can take my car.O

OSheOmy wife!O 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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Chapter 4 9

Enough trouble for one day

Bocelli kept the floater in the moon shadow castby a tree on shore while
Barker stood next to Ben LambtonOscruiser, readying himself to lift the
SomewhenOs bent mast that was still attached to the CeciliaOs sailboat.

OReady?CCecilia yelled, standing at her sailboatOswheel across the
dock from LambtonOs 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 marinaOs 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 sailboatOdnboard but it labored to push the boat
through the water because of the mastOsadded drag. Barker stepped
onto the sailboat and stood on the bow, watching Jim stumble toward
him.

OcCecilia!O Jim bellowed from the end of the dock. OStop!O

OJim,youOredrunk,O Cecilia yelled from the cockpit. OJustgo to my
house. WeOll talk tomorrow. | promise.O

OcCecilia!lQustcOmeregamn it!O Jim reached for a piling to steady him-
self but missed and fell face first into the lake.

OOh, God,O Cecilia said. OHe canOt swim.O

She jumped up from the cockpit, but Barker stepped in front of her.
Ol0lget him.O 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. JimOdingers 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 sailboatOs deck.

Jim struggled to his feet and, without looking back at the sailboat,
stumbled to his car. His tires threw gravel ashe 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
JimOavay 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.

OBen, gimme your boat keys,O Jim said, holding out his wet hand.

Ben stood from his chair. OJimbo,you need to calm down. Just do
what Cecilia said. Go sleep it off and you two can talk it out tomorrow.
YouOre making a fool of yourself.O

OGoddamnit, give me the keys!OJim said. He grabbed BenOgacket 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 BenOgable threw Jim to the
floor.

OFigureit out,0 Ben said, standing over Jim. OShemoved away from
you and she has other men. Deal with it.O

Jimrolled 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 BenOgable 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 barOsowner making his way around the bar with a big
wrench in his hand so he loped toward the door, stopping long enough
to reach acrossthe bar with surprising dexterity to snatch a nearly full
bottle of whiskey out of the bartenderOs hand.

Two men stood up from the bar to go after Jim but Stu shouted at
them to let him go. OWeOve had enough trouble for one day.O

Stu pointed up at the floater and said, OYou! Outta here!O
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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 bottleOscap
out the window. He took a good drink, stepped out of the car and took
another. As he walked to BenO$oat 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 BenOdoat Jim had to duck his head past the
roofOsjagged metal, smashed into a V by the SomewhenOsmast. He
found the light switch and searchedfor 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 searchfor 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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Chapter 5 O

The boat gently rocks

Rindell bumped BocelliOsshoulder. OGo see whatOshappening on the
sailboat.O

OYou wanna do this?O Bocelli said. OYouOve got all the ideas.O

OJust get a look inside the sailboat. JimOs done for the night.O

The sailboatOsavigator held a course due easttoward 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
boatOs 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 cameraout-
side the window. Barker rubbed her back through her dress.

Olreally needto just end it with Jim,OCecilia said, staring at the floor.
Ol should have done it already.O

Barker pulled on her shoulder and she lay down next to him, still fa-
cing away.

Cecilia reached above the bed to a console of buttons and killed the in-
board motor, then hit another button that dropped the anchors.

Barker leaned into her ear and did his bestimpression of thunder and
whistling winds. Cecilia rolled onto her back and smiled as Barker
moved his face toward hers.
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Day Il
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Chapter 1

Outraged or amused

Lying asleepa few hundred yards offshore in the cabin of CeciliaOboat,
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.

OBarker.O

OGood morning, Ray. 1tOs Piper. HowOs it feel to be a rich man?0

OWhereO€ecilia?OBarker said, more to himself than Piper. He noticed
that the companionway door was open.

OSheOs not on the boat?0

Barker looked at the small clock beside the bed. He was surprised that
it was already after nine oOclock. OHowOd you know IOm on a boat?0

ORindelltold Bocelli to follow you with the floater after ODeatlon the
PlainsO ended,O Piper said.

Barker heard CeciliaOssoice from the deck. OWhat!?In my boat?OCe-
cilia, with the almost pink robe loosely wrapped around her, appeared in
the cabin door and looked at Barker with an expression he hadnOtseen
before. A mix of confusion and anger.

OYouhad great numbers for both shows last night,O Piper said. OJust
think if Jim had caught you.O

Cecilia left the doorway and went back up on deck. Barker could hear
her voice, but couldnOt understand the words.

OYouOre saying that Bocelli followed us to the boat?O Barker said.

Anto the boat,OPiper said. OHe shot through the window using just
the moonlight. It was very romantic. He did you a favor and didnOtturn
on the night vision, even though Rindell kept telling him to. It was sorta
artsy.O

OHow long did the show last?0 Barker said.

OAs long as you did,O Piper said.
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Piper paused to let Barker respond but he didnOt.

ORay,| donOtknow what youOrethinking but you made one hell of a
lot of money last night and you two are the hottest casterson the planet
right now.O

She paused again. Still no response. OBarker? You there?0O

OIOm waiting to see if IOm outraged or amused.O

OYouOre a rich man. Two big shows in one night. Triple commissions.O

ORindell should be making this call, not you.O

Oltold him the samething,O Piper said. OHesaid youOdfind out soon
enough but | thought someone should tell you. By the way, the local
sheriff is pretty pissed off about what happened at the park. RindellOs
talking to him right now but | doubt thatOllhelp. IOdget out of Dodge if |
were you.O
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Chapter 2

No deal

OHello. Anybody there?O the sheriff said.

OThis is Marc Rindell.O

OMr. Rindell, this is Sheriff Angstrom, Alpena County, Michigan. How
are you this fine morning?0

OBusy,O Rindell said.

OLetOget right to it then,OAngstrom said. OYourboy caused me a lot
of grief last night and | got quite a mess up here.O

OMy boy?0

OYourcaster.Ray Barker. Sincethe cement plants and the gaswells are
all closed up we havenOtgot 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?l donOtthink thereOsa hotel, golf course or charter outfit in the
county hasnOtcalled me to complain about what your boy did to our
reputation as a nice and friendly place to visit.O

Ol suggest you arrest the people who caused the trouble,O Rindell said.

OYeah,well we have a habit of scanning the satellites and one of my
deputies picked up your boy talking to somebody in New York Dthe 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
thatOs what made him blow the tornado call.O

Rindell grinned at BarkerOs inventiveness.

Oltalked to DisneyNews,O the sheriff said, OandtheyOvemade 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. TheyOresaying itOsworth a half million. Now,
|Odrather just let this whole episode wash under the bridge but a half
million is a lot of money.O

OAre you trying to blackmail me?0 Rindell said.
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Olknow how you high rollers work thesethings,OAngstrom said. OMy
cousinOs a police chief out East and he does exclusive deals all the time.O
OlOmot buying any of this,O Rindell said. Ol seriously doubt you
talked to DisneyNews.O

OOh,| talked to them all right,O Angstrom said. OTheyOrpretty excited
about making some money and pissing you off. All you gotta do is top
their offer and that audio file disappears.O

OHow about you make it disappear by shoving it up your ass,CRindell
said.
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Chapter

Coffee

Jim slid open his eyesand 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 aten-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 setthe 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 didnOtwant 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 beltOircle was a
nearly full box of .22 cartridges.
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Chapter

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 didnOtbother buttoning it. He
walked out into bright sunshine and cool morning breezeand saw Cecil-
la sitting on one of the cockpit benches. She gazed at the empty horizon.

OWho were you talking to?OBarker said, sitting next to her on the
bench.

OMy mother,O Cecilia said. OShe saw us in the boat last night.O

Barker grimaced. OOuch.O

OSheliked it,0 Cecilia said. OShenever liked Jim and she likes him
even lessnow.O Shetucked her foot under the opposite leg. OShealways
wanted me to be an actress.O

OYou were acting?O Barker said. ODamn.O

OThis isnOt funny,O Cecilia said.

Barker slid his foot over top CeciliaOsand massaged her toes with his
own. OldidnOtknow they were going to follow us with the floater. | donOt
like it either. TheyOve never done anything like that to me before.O

ONow | know why Jim was so crazy,OCecilia said. Olneed to talk to
him.O

OldonOtknow how much it matters,OBarker said, Obutyou made a lot
of money last night.O

Olthought | could do something to help. | thought the show would be
sort of a memorial to the kids who died. | thought we could show the
people of the town pulling together.OShe shook her head. ODidnOturn
out that way, did it?O

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, exceptalong Big Rock Point, the bayOsorthern
boundary. The pine-covered sliver of land jutted straight out from the
shore then curved to the south like a drawn bowOs 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 didnOt move.

She closed her eyes, shook her head and turned off the engine.

Olforgot about the anchors,Oshe said, dropping onto the bench next to
Barker. OIOm not thinking straight.O
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Chapter

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 eyesfocused 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, asthey grew huge and voracious. The fe-
males laid thousands of fertile eggsthat 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 troutOsdecline 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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Chapter 6

A Mars Girl Christmas

Steamcurled from two mugs of coffee resting on the cherry veneer of a
1960Philco TV sitting between Brandon and Mary BelleOghairs as they
watched MirellenOsfirst appearance of the day on the wall screen in
Mary BelleOsffice. The screenwas above a 1967RCA Victor French Pro-
vincial console Mary Belle rescued from her great auntOsbasement 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 OKiss Me 1O0mDeadO T-shirt, but
ONotOwas written before ODeadCGand OYetGafter 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 cameraslowly pulled back, revealing the rugged hills west
of the ship, blushed by the pink sunrise.

Brandon picked up his coffee. OWhoOs doing the T-shirt messages?O

OzZimmel,OMary Belle said. Ol heard Disney tried to steal him from
us.O

Ol can see why,0 Brandon said. OThat shirtOsall wrinkled and the
words still look right. HeOs got talent.O

OWeOvegot another slogan ready when she gets to the station,OMary
Belle said.

Qf she gets to the station,O Brandon said. OWhat is it?0

OIOm Here and YouOre Not.O

Brandon repeated the words to himself and nodded. Ollike it. If she
doesnOt make it, weOve still got the coffins.O

OOf course.O

The TractorPix zoomed in on atwin peaks banner ad for Tusk Tooth-
paste, this time featuring an affable walrus.
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ORindell met with NASA today about the rescue,OBrandon said. Ol
hear it didnOtgo 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.O

OMaybethe SpaceSailis the way to go,OMary Belle said. Olf we drag
this out too long people will get bored. Plus, a quick trip means Man Boy
will have a better chance of rescuing a live girl instead of a dead one.O

OltOsnly faster if it works,O Brandon said. OA couple short test runs
donOt prove itOs ready for prime time.O

ORindell usually wins these fights anyway,O Mary Belle said, after a
sip from her coffee.

OlOmmndreeaming of a Maars Girl Christmassss EO Brandon sang,
and he and Mary Belle toasted the notion with their coffee mugs.
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Chapter 7

Armed and dangerous

Jim didnOthave 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 CodyOsdairy farm in central
Michigan. He quickly learned that he hated dairy farming but he fell in
love with his uncleOs22rifle 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 boatOgabin looking down the pistolOsshort barrel. He
grabbed a fistful of cartridges and started up the companionway, trying
to figure out the gunO<lip mechanism as he 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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Chapter

Incoming

With the anchors weighed, Cecilia pushed the throttle forward and spun
the wheel to steer the boat back toward the marina, but the boatOsslow
speed gave the rudder little purchase.

OAnything | can do?0 Barker said, lounging on one of the benches.

Before Cecilia could answer a loud Oping@ame from the broken mast,
followed by several sharp OpopsO from shore.

Cecilia left the wheel and slipped down the companionway into the
cabin. Barker stood and looked toward shore and heard two more Opops.O
Cecilia reappeared with a monocular and peered toward the marina.

OltOs Jim,O she said. OHe has a gun.O

0Jim?0 Barker said, as if he didnOt 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 Opops@®om the marina but Barker didnOtmove until
Cecilia called from below. ORay, get down!O
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Chapter 9

The pitch

When Sheriff Angstrom heard that Mrs. Calocq, an elderly woman who
lived on OkiniseeOsFront 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 nightOsnews drinking straight from a bottle, the sheriff
jumped into his cruiser and drove to the marina.

Sitting at the top of the marinaOgdriveway with his assistantto his ear
he kept his eyes on the nylon canopy pulled over the cockpit of Ben
LambtonOsboat as he waited for DisneyNews Associate News Director
Karolina Wholpert to pick up. Out in the bay CeciliaOssailboat puttered
away from the marina, its broken mast nearly perpendicular to the boat.

Just after arriving at the marina, Angstrom heard several Opops@®om
JimOs22 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.

OAll right, Mr. Astrom, whatOve you got,O Karolina said.

OThatOsangstrom. SheriffAngstrom.O

OWhatOve you got?0

Ol got something hot but you people need to move fast.O

OIO0Il ask you one more time. WhatOve you got?0

OYou watched OLove on the PlainsO last night on MASSnews, right?0

OWhy?0

OYouremember 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 EO

OlOveot fourteen calls waiting for me, Mr. Angstrom. YouOvegot ten
seconds.O

OThedrunk guy from last nightOsshow is taking pot shots at Barker
and Cecilia, and theyOrein a busted up sailboat so they canOget away.
Get a caster up here and I0lltell you where the shooter is and give you
the exclusive.O

120



OLastl heard itOsllegal to shoot someone.ls there a reason youOrenot
doing your job?0

OThereGa 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 CeciOsare assonscreen. Everybody up here wants to seehim get
what heOs got coming.O

OWhereOs the shooter?0 Karolina said.

OJusthave your caster head toward Okinisee on M-23. WeOreight on
Lake Huron. 1Olimeet him at the TacoHut at the south end of town and
get him onto the shooter. But you gotta hurry.O

OOur Chicago caster is in Detroit covering the auto show,O Karolina
said. OHow far are you from Detroit?O

OTwo hours tops. Just give me a plate number and 10llmake sure no
one notices if he breaks a speed limit or two on the way.O

OWhat do you want for the exclusive?0

OJust a half million. Drop in the bucket to you guys.O

ONice talking to you, sheriff.O

OHold on a minute,O Angstrom said. OThatshow last night was huge.
This oneOgjonna be even bigger. JimOgyot a gun and BarkerOsa sitting
duck.O

Ol tell you what, weOll call if we need help finding him.O

OWhat the hell?O

OThanks for the tip,O Karolina said.
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Chapter 1 O

One in a hundred

There were a dozen .22 casings scattered at JimOdeet as he satin a swiv-
eling fishing chair under the cockpit canopy at the stern of Ben Lamb-
tonOsboat. 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 wasnOtmuch of a threat. At that distance
Jim knew heOd 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 atowel 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 SomewhenOs
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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Chapter 1 1

This is reality

OU.S Coast Guard, St. Ignace Station. SeamanLyte speaking. How can |
help?0

OGoodafternoon. IOmcalling from a sailboat south of Big Rock Point,
about a click north of the Okinisee marina.O Barker looked at Cecilia for
confirmation and she nodded. OWeOrtking some small arms fire from a
psychopath on shore. Our mast s in the drink and all weOvegot is a little
runt of an inboard thatOsrunning 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.O

OVery funny, Bob.O

OThis isnOt Bob. This is Ray Barker.O

OThis isnOt Bob?0

ONot Bob.O

OSo youOre serious?0

OForget the rockets and the strafing. But we really are being shot at.O

OBut your engineOs operational.O

OltOs just a little one.O

OAnd the guyOs on shore?0

OLast time we saw him.O

OWhere on shore?0

OOkinisee Marina. His name is James Carlyle.O

OlfheO®n shore | canOthelp you. Has to be in a boat or on the water
somehow. YouOll need to contact the county sheriff. Did you say
Okinisee? ThatOs Damien Angstrom. You want his connects?0

OSo if he was in a boat shooting at us youOd help us?0

OWhoOs us?0

OMe and my frail mother. SheO®n oxygen and her tank is almost
empty. IOd say sheOs got an hour to live unless weOre rescued.O

Ocall the sheriff. HeOll help you out.O

Ol tried. HeOs unsympathetic.O
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OAngstrom? Try the township police.O

OThey couldnOt care less.O

OThe cops donOt care that youOre being shot at?0

OItOs criminal, isnOt it?0

OWhat did you say your name is?0O

OBarker.O

OBarker? Ray Barker? YouOre that caster from the show last night.O

Barker closed his eyes. OMaybe.O

OYeah,the OD got a memo from AngstromOs post. He said we
shouldnOtbelieve a word you say. SaysyouOrdust trying to stir up more
trouble. | got it right here. He calls you E Ogiece of shit troublemaker.O
No offense.O

OOh, cOmon. That was news. This is reality. WeOre being shot at.O

Olwouldn®Otmind helping you out but | got orders here. The OD says
we arenOtsupposed to respond to any calls from you. YouOrenot too
popular with the law up here.O

OHow about when you get off duty you come down here with some
buddies and, you know, detainMr. Carlyle for alittle while sowe can get
to shore. ThereOd be some good money in it for you.O

OThanks, but | don®t like the rough stuff.O

OYouOre a soldier for ChristOs sake.O

OSoldier?QLyte scoffed. OMy principal wouldnOt let me graduate un-
less| joined the service so | joined the Coast Guard. Now | got health in-
surance for my little baby and 10mnot getting shot at like those guys
overseas.O

Barker shook his head. OYou got any suggestions?0O

OMaybe heQll run out of bullets. Otherwise, 10d say youOre screwed.O
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Chapter 1 2

1tOs just meat

Jim was hungry but the Okinisee Inn wouldnOt open until noon and he
wasnOtgoing to the OK Skillet, not after the last time he went there fol-
lowing a night of drinking at the Inn. He couldnOteven 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 HowieOsHomemade 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, afirst-year student at Northeast Community College in
Alpena, had the music turned up as he prepped for the day so he didnOt
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.

OcCan | help you?O

Ol need a sandwich,O 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 JimOs breath and decided that accommodation might be best.

OWe donOtofficially open for another hour, but | can probably help
you out.O

OA sandwich,0Jim said, looking over WillOsshoulder into the restaur-
ant. OLotsa meat.O

Will considered asking Jim if he knew his head was bleeding but de-
cided against it. OThe Trapper Special has all kinds of meat.O

OGimme,O Jim said.

OBosssays| canOtet anyone in until opening time, so IOllbring it out in
a minute.O

OWhereOs the boss?0
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OHeOlbe here any minute,O Will lied. Howie was in St. Louis with his
wife and wouldnOtbe back until Saturday. Will had just been made man-
ager and didnOt 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.

OThatOstwenty-seven ninety-five,0 Will said, handing Jim the
sandwich.

Jim unwrapped it and used his fingers to flip through the sliced meat.
OYou donOt have any cheese in this place?0

OThatOs the Trapper Special,O Will said. OltOs just meat.O

OThatOs law or something?OJim handed it back to Will through the
crack in the door. OPut some cheese on it.O

ODid you know your headOs bleeding?O Will heard himself say.

OJust put some cheese on it, kid.O

OI0Il have to charge you extra.O

OPut some goddamn cheese on it.O

Will wanted to slam the door, but he remembered that he needed to
ask Howie for some extra time off when he called to checkin 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.

OThatOsventy-seven-ninety-five plus four bucks for the cheese, QWill
shouted, but Jim continued to his car and drove off. If Will hadnOtstuck
the peppers in the sandwich he would have called the cops.
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Chapter 1 3

DonOt lose him

OYoustill got him?OBrenda Cazin said to Art Roer as she sped north on
I-75 in her sleek Motorola Nitro two-seater.

OlOdhave to try to lose him,OArt said in CazinOsead from his produc-
tion booth at DisneyNews Towers in Anaheim. He had a bank of nine
screensin front of him and JimOssedan was on the center screen. Art
held the floater above and behind JimOscar to keep it out of sight.
OThereOs nothing up there. One main road. No traffic. | canOt lose him.O

Wearing a clingy, white silk blouse and aflirty, floral skirt, Cazin was
overdressed for an action story, but when she got the call from Karolina
there wasnOttime to change. She was DisneyOsChicago caster but sheOd
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 Okick BarkerOsss.CFive minutes later she was heading north,
blowing past cars and keeping an eye out for cops.

OThe floaterOsworking all right?0 Cazin said as she passed the
Frankenmuth exit and a billboard promoting the worldOs largest gold
crucifix. The billboard showed the crucifix hanging above the gaming
tables at the townOs newest casino, run by the Saginaw Diocese.

OEverythingOs fine,O Art said. ORelax.O

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.

OWhatOs Jim doing now?0O Cazin said.

OHejust got a sandwich and heOseading north along the shore. He
stops every now and then to look for the sailboat through the trees.O
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OJustdonOtlose him,O Cazin said, throwing the wheel to the left and
zipping across three lanes to pass a clot of trucks.

Ol could do this in my sleep. Maybe [0l take a nap.O

ODonOeven joke like that,OCazin said. OlOvegot a good feeling about
this one. And Lord knows | need a hit.O

OYeah, thatOs what IOve heard,O Art said.
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Chapter 1 4

Through the trees

JimOdeft forearm was draped acrossthe wheel of his car and his head
bobbed and weaved as he tried to seethrough 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
couldnOthave 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 didnOtworry
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
didnOtnotice 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 passeda small clearing that had been bulldozed out of the
woods to make room for a new cottage, Jim heard an oncoming carOs
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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Chapter 1 5

Buddha, God and Jesus

Cecilia came up the companionway stepswearing a white windbreaker.
Barker reclined against a pillow on one of the cockpit benchesin 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.

OBreakfast,O she said.

OYouOdhink someonewould notice Jim shooting at us,OBarker said,
using his hands to polish the apple like a pitcher rubbing a new baseball.

OWhenthe charracudas are hitting you hear a lot of shots. HeOdiring
out toward the lake so even if people hear the shots, theyOllprobably as-
sume itOscoming from a fishing boat.OCecilia satdown on the bench op-
posite Barker.

OSowhat do we do?OBarker said. He peeked over the gunwale at the
vast emptiness that stretched seventy miles eastto Canada. The breeze
felt heavy against his face and smelled vaguely of dead fish. OMaybewe
should head out away from shore.O

OWecanOyo far,OCecilia said. OThemast is making her hard to handle
so we canOtake big waves. If we get out too far and the cell runs out
weOllhave an unstable boat with no power and that would be trouble if
we get any weather. We need to stay in the bay.O

Barker sat up and shaded his eyes as he scanned the shoreline. OItOs
been a while since he fired. Maybe heOs done.O

Ol said a prayer for him,O Cecilia said.

Barker leaned back into the pillow. OldidnOttake you for the religious
type.O

OlOnthe spiritual type,O Cecilia said. OlOmot sure IOmthe religious
type. Once a month | go to the First Amalgamated of Northern Michigan.
ItOs in a remodeled old barn between here and Grayling.O

OYouOre a fusioner?0
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OlOnmot sure. Sofar, | like it. Most of the people who go there are gay
so the singing is really good.O

OOTheeace and calm of Buddha and the healing power of Jesus,00
Barker said in an announcerOs voice.

OThatOs just marketing,O Cecilia said. OThereOs more to it.O

Olthink of fusioners as people who canOmake up their minds. Like
people who hyphenate their kidsO names.O

Olthink of it asa long conversation between God, Jesusand Buddha.,
ItOsmore philosophy than religion. But you still get to pray. | like the
singing and the praying.O

OWho do you pray t0?0

ODependson what | want. If | want to smite someone,| talk to the Old
Testament God.O She smiled and pointed a finger at Barker and made
thunder noises. OIf | want peace and harmony, | think about BuddhaOs
teachings. | talk to Jesus for forgiveness.O

OWho were you talking to when you prayed for Jim?O

Cecilia looked past Barker to where the water darkened and the waves
doubled in size.

Ol think Jim needs all three right now.O
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Chapter 1 6

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.

OlOveot this figured out,OBriter said. OBlackGoat says he canOtouch
Mars Girl during the trek. Whether heOgelling the truth or not doesnOt
matter. We can still let her go to the station.O

The president stopped rocking. Olf she makes it to the station, as soon
asthe powerOsturned on they can get to her head and find the sabotage
code. YouOve been telling me that all along.O

ONot 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 asthe systemsare oper-
ating, MASSnews starts the interview. As itOsabout to wrap, the Goat
kills the stationO€2. This way weOllget the interview payoff, which will
be huge, and before the techs even think about downloading her head,
theyOllbe scrambling to fix the O2. They wonOtbe able to fix it and Mars
Girl setsa new ratings record asshe gaspsher last breath on every screen
on the planet. This way, everybody wins.O

OWhat happens if they get to her head before she dies?0

OWeturn on Black Goat. WeOllprobably have to do it sometime any-
way. WeOll just do it a little sooner.O
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Chapter 1 7

Skull and crosshones

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 passengerseatand 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 didnOtseeanything so
he punched the acceleratorto 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.

JimOsyesflooded and he had trouble breathing. He used both hands
to clear his eyesjust 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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Chapter 1 8

Stuck

The SomewhenOsnboard sputtered, clicked, and then stopped. Cecilia
reached for a button next to the wheel and Barker heard gentle kerplops
fore and aft.

OWeOrestopping?O Barker said, sitting up on one of the cockpit
benches.

OThecellOut of juice,OCecilia said. Shesat down acrossfrom Barker
and tucked her hands between her knees. ONo sail and no motor.O

OSo weOre stuck.O Barker said, surveying the vast lake.

OWedonOtknow where weOregoing so | guessit doesnOteally mat-
ter,O Cecilia said.

OThink we could swim it?OBarker said, turning to look at the distant
trees. OWe could wait until dark when Jim canOt see us.O

OA cramp would kill you.O

ONo life jackets?0 Barker said.

OTheyOre in the storage shed at the marina.O

Barker leaned back on the bench. OAny ideas?0

ONot at the moment,O Cecilia said.
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Chapter 1 9

Indifference

Wearing a brightly colored knee-length dressthat 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 beenlooking forward to meeting the Hender-
sonsfor lunch. They had called Ania to ask if she and Johnwould 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 didnOthave 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 husbandOslunch suggestion carried the weight of letOs-just-get-it
over-with indifference.

It wasnOthearing about the HendersonOstrip 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 agewho were still in love
might help fan the embers she hoped still smoldered inside JohnO$eart.
She hadnOtfelt any heat since they moved to New York from Missoula
fifteen years before, but she didnOtwant 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 sisterOsranch 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 sisterOplace 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.

AniaOdfeelings of being an outsider in New York extended to her hus-
bandOoffice. Her rare visits were never enjoyable. Shewent becauseshe
wouldnOtknow anything about her husbandOsworking life if she didnOt
make an effort to stop by oncein a while. At home Jaspersrarely men-
tioned anything related to work, and AniaOsoccasional questions were
usually met with looks that implied she wouldnOtunderstand even if he
felt like talking.
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Chapter 2 O

Do you for

The wrinkled skin of the deflated air bags lay around Jim and his fore-
head rested against the steering wheel. The peppersOsearing intensity
had faded, but left him with a gurgling stomach, dripping nose and wa-
tery eyes.He desperately wanted to be somewhere else so 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 E and he heard someonerapping on
his car window.

Jim saw a person from thighs to chest wearing a long-sleeved shirt
with the message,OIOmilive. SheO®ead. No Rescue!Cacrossthe 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 JimOsnstincts 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.

OHey man, you might as well save your cell cuz you ainOtgoinO
nowhere.O 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 afew bright red zits dotted his fleshy, pale facedivided by a
sharply pointed nose. His clothes were too small for his puffy body.

OYouOrevedged in here real good,Othe 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 soJim could hear him through the gap in the
window.

Olgot a strap,Othe kid said, bending over so his head was at the same
level as the window gap. Olcan yank you outta here with three or four
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good runs. My girlfriendOsa pro at steering while IOmyanking.O He nod-
ded back toward his pickup, parked on the shoulder behind JimO<ar.
Jim looked in his rearview and saw around-faced girl with hair identical
to the kidOsbut longer. Shehad her assistantto her ear and spoke occa-
sionally while she stared at Jim.

The kid walked around to the front of the car to seewhat he had to
work with. OSdong asthe frame ainOtent you could be going down the
road feeling good in ten minutes.O The kid shouted to make sure Jim
could hear him.

Jim closed his eyes and let his forehead fall to the steering wheel again.

OGiveme two-fifty and 10llget you outta here,Othe kid shouted from
the other side of the JimOsar. OThatObalf what theyOlldo you for at the
tow shop back in Oki.O The kid walked back to the open window. OAnNd
weOll keep the asshole cops out of it.O
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Chapter 2 1

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 athin 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 SquareOsnidday
bustle.

A smiling elderly couple placed a two-foot long replica of the old
StatenIsland 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 granddaughterOsfavorite place in New York. By the time
the rack had made a complete revolution, she held four cards in her
hand. Sheturned 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, pressedthe clip
and a floor-to-ceiling holo of the Statue of Liberty appeared. Ania was
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pleased that the statueOdlame flickered, but disappointed that it was a
one-color holo. Shedecided to buy it anyway and took it to the front of
the store.
OJust this?0 the clerk said, sounding like she was scolding Ania.
OThatOs all,0 Ania said.
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Chapter 2 2

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.

OShit,O the kid said staring at the gun. OYou a cop?0

OlOnthe opposite of a cop,0Jim said, after he had retrieved the gun
and tucked it back into the towel. OIOm a lawyer.O

OListen,| donOtwant trouble. IOvebeen out for three months. IOmjust
doing legal business out here on the open road.O

OYou got a towing license?0

The kid looked up the road then back at Jim. ONot on me.O
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Chapter 2 3

1tOs 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.Peterwas talking with Zilda Mears, NASAOsdeputy 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.

Olknow there are serious concerns about Mars GirlOstrek to the sta-
tion,O Mears said, Obutthere is one huge advantage if she makes it. As
far aswe can tell, once the stationOgower is up and running, its comm
links will work.O

OWell, thatOs great news for Mars Girl,O Peter said.

OGetting the comm links working will let us give her instructions on
station operations,O Mears said. OBut, just as important, sheOllhave
someone to talk t0.0

OWeOrbearing now that a spacesail rescue mission could arrive in as
little asthirty days,OPeter said. ODoesnCthat argue against a trek to the
station? | mean, if a rescue ship can get there in a month, why not stay
put?0

Olfwe were certain of the food and water situation on the ship, | might
agree with you,OMears said. OAnd thereOsanother very good reason for
her to go to the station. Once sheOshere, the comm links will give us ac-
cessto Mars GirlOshead and that will allow us to figure out why the
lander crashed. We want to identify the problems as quickly as possible
sowe can get on with the businessof ensuring the survival of the human
race. Also, there are a lot of rumors swirling around here and weOreall
very anxious to stop the finger pointing. We wonOtbe able to do that un-
til we get to her head and figure out what really happened.O

OWhat do we know so far?O Peter asked.
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ONothing conclusive, but the landerOsbehavior was very peculiar,0
Mears said. Olt 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.O

Jaspers@ecretary walked in with his lunch, ordered in from Dona-
telliOsDeli, 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.

OOncewe get to her head, it shouldnOtbe too much trouble pinpoint-
ing the cause,CMears said from the screen.OThesheervolume of code is
mind-boggling, but weOrevery good at finding anomalies and we know
exactly when things started going wrong. Her head holds the key.O

OWho are they talking about?OHelena asked, still standing next to
Jaspers.

ODead Girl,O Jaspers mumbled.
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Chapter 2 4

The drunk guy

The kid walked around the rear of JimOsgar, stopped to look for damage,
then continued around to the far side. When he got back to the driverOs
side window he examined the display panel and whistled through his
teeth. OThisis one nice ride, man. Windscreen projection t00.0The kid
whistled again.

OYousaid youOregonna keep the cops out of this,0Jim said, standing
on the edge of the road with the towel bundle under his arm. OLetOget
moving.O

OTheonly cop working this road just went south in a big hurry cuz of
some accident on the county line,Othe kid said. OPickedup the call in my
truck. He wonOtbe back for a while.O The kid studied JimOgace. Olseen
you before. You from around here?O

OYou gonna pull my car out or not?0

OHey, youOrethat guy from the news. The guy who was after those
two casters down in Oki.O

The kid turned to his girlfriend, still in the pickup talking on her as-
sistant. OHey, Ashley! 1tOsthe guy from the news last night! The drunk
guy!O

Jim considered pulling out the gun.

ODamn that would really piss me off,O the kid said to Jim. OBad
enough the assholetakes your girl but then he goesonscreenwith it for
everybody to see.OThe kid shook his head, fluttering his hair like cur-
tains. OBut|Odrather watch a pathetic motherfucker like you than that
whiny Mars Girl shit. At least you ainOtcostinOthe taxpayer a zillion
dollars.O

Jim pulled out the gun and shot the pavement next to the kidOs feet.

OHey! What the hell.O

OJust pull the goddamn car out of the ditch,O Jim said.
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OWhatthe hellOswrong with you?Othe kid said, stepping back to the
middle of the road. OlOntrying to help you out. Maybe 10Iljust leave

your car where it is.O
Jim slid the gun back into its holster, pulled off his Rolex wrist screen

and tossed it to the kid. OCostme twelve grand. Just pull the car out.
And hurry up.O
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Chapter 2 5

One more wonOt matter

Ania Jaspersstepped off the elevator and into the empty hallway on
sixty-three. She proceeded through a set of glass doors to the reception-
istOgdesk where she waited for a young woman she didnOtrecognize to
look up. The receptionistOssilver hair was shaped like a giant whisk and
Ania resisted the urge to reach acrossthe desk to find out if it was as
metallic as it looked.

OHello, how can | help you?Othe woman said when she finally ac-
knowledged Ania.

OIOm Ania Jaspers.O 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. OlOnsorry, did you have an appoint-
ment with someone?OShe retracted her hand quickly after an un-
enthused shake. OIOmmot finding you.OThe whisk wires trembled as she
shook her head.

OIOm here to see John,O Ania said.

OJohn? IOm sorry. John who?0

OJaspers. The boss. IOm Anlasper®

OOh,IOmsorry,Othe woman said, giggling at her confusion. OldidnOt
realize.OHer eyeswent back to her screen,searching for some indication
that Ania was expected. OSo youOre his mother?0

For the first time ever, Ania wished she had taken her daughterOsad-
vice and had her face lifted like everyone else. OIOm his wife.O

The receptionist was horrified. OOh, IOnvery sorry.O

OltOall right,0 Ania said. Olknow the way.O Sheleft the receptionist so
they could both face their embarrassmentalone and walked through an-
other set of glass doors, then turned left into the empty reception area
outside her husbandOw®ffice. Shestood at the desk waiting for a moment,
then started toward the door past the desk. After a step she heard a voice
behind her.
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OWell, hello Mrs. Jaspers.Maridonna just told me you were here. ItOs
nice to see you.O

OHi, Helena, nice to see you t00.0

ODid JJknow you were coming?OHelena looked worried and sat at
her desk to check Jaspers@neeting 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.

OYes, weOre having lunch with the Hendersons,O Ania said.

OLunch?OHelena tapped her desk screen with her index finger and
shook her head as she searchedthe screen.OAreyou sure it was today? |
just took him his lunch.O

Ol reminded him this morning,® Ania said. OIQOIl just go in.O

Ania started toward the heavy, wood door.

OHejust took an important call and asked to not be disturbed,O Helena
said. OYou can have a seat out here if youOd like.O

ONo, thanks,OAnia 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. Shelet the door close silently and took a few steps acrossthe
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 characteron 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 suitOs
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 useit asan ex-
cuseto skip their lunch date. She considered 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 alittle time for lunch with friends.
Certainly she could expect that much from him.

OYoualready killed sixteen, one more wonOtmatter,O Jaspersshouted
into his assistant.

Ania thought, OKilled sixteen? One more?0

OBriter,we canOtet her get to the station!O Ania had never heard her
husbandOsroice so angry. ODoyou understand what youOresaying? 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!O

Ania felt like she had been kicked in the stomach.

OGoddamnit, Briter,0 Jasperssaid. OWeOvenade enough money.OHe
put his hand to his forehead. OFuckpublic opinion. IOmnot going to pris-
on for this. Mars Girl has to die. Now.O

Ania wanted to run from the room but she couldnOtmove. Her heart
was beating so hard it hurt.

OBriter, just tell the president to do it.O Jasperssaid. Olf Flanagan
thinks this is just EO

Ania stood up and her purse fell from her lap.

Jaspersheard a noise behind him and wheeled around to seehis wife
staring at him. OOh, shit,O he muttered. OOver-Now.O

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.

OLetme go,0Ania said. Shepressed her forehead against the door and
everything inside her ached.

OAnia, itOgust business,OJasperssaid 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.

OJJyour one oOclocks here.OHelenaOwxoice came from Jaspers@esk.
OShould | send him in?0
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Chapter 2 6

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 didnOtseeany
cars in the driveway but the garage door was closed so he couldnOtbe
certain that no one was home.

Ol donOtknow what youOreup to, but all these places have sensors,O
the kid said from the bed of his pickup where he and his girlfriend stood
untangling his tow strap. OYoutouch anything and every cop in the
countyOll know about it.O

Jim kept walking and didnOtturn around. Justpast the ditch to the left
of the driveway there was a post with a sign announcing OShadyHalf
AcresOin purple letters. The cartridges in his pockets sounded like
marbles asthey 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 treestoward the tidy cottage, painted melon-
yellow with bold greentrim. Patchy grassgrew in the sandy, shaded soil
and there were high hedgeson eachside of the yard. At the intersection
of the driveway and the front walkway, there was a wooden sign at-
tached to alamppost surrounded at its baseby unnaturally white stones.
The text, painted in the same green as the cottageOsrim, formed a circle
with the silhouette of the cottage at its center. On top was OWelcome!O
and below was OShady Half Acres.O

Jim walked acrossthe lawn past the cottage and saw CeciliaOdoat 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 heOcdhave 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 wouldnOtbudge. 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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Chapter 2 7

A bit of a shock

AniaOganic turned to anger asshewalked through the lunchtime crowd
in Times Square, searching her husbandOswords for some explanation
other than the one that seemed inescapable.

Shewas 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.

OAnia! Hi!O 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. SaraObusband, Jack,stood next
to his smiling wife and raised a hand as a beaconto help Ania navigate.
The Hendersons, once fashionable and stylish, seemedto have stopped
updating their wardrobes, giving them a quaint, old-fashioned and com-
plementary style that left no doubt that they were a couple.

OYoulook lost, Ania,0 Sarateased. OWhereO3J?We were worried this
Mars Girl thing would keep him from coming.O

OYes,O Ania said. OltOs Mars Girl.O

OAh, thatOsa shame,QJacksaid. He put an arm around Ania and gave
her a squeeze.OlOnsure heOgyot his hands full. People seem to think
sheOgoing to make it, but E OHe shook his head. OWhat a tragedy.
Great for ratings, though.O

OJack!O Sara said.

OWhat?Qacksaid. OYoucanOdeny that MASS is getting their moneyQOs
worth on this one,0 he said. OThatOs all IOm saying.O

Sararolled her eyesand turned to Ania. OAreyou all right? You donOt
look so good.O

OlOvust had a bit of a shock,OAnia said. OThereGsomething | need to
do.O

OWhat is it, Ania?Q Sara said.

OCan we help?0 Jack said.
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ONo,QAnia said, unsure of what words would follow. OltOsomething
between Johnand . | just came here to let you know we canOmake it for
lunch. IOm sorry.O

Ania didnOt hear Sara and Jack calling her name as she turned and
stepped into the pedestrian flow.
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Chapter 2 8

Kids these days

Jim used his hands for shade as he looked through the cottageOsitchen
window for signs of a liquor cabinet or wine rack, but he saw nothing
promising in the antique and kitsch-filled cottage. Soonhis 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 wouldnOtbe as nosy about his
credit as the waitress at the Inn.

Next to the house, a childOsfort 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 creakedinto 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 CeciliaOsboat, a sliver of white
against the bright blue water. His sore back couldnOttake 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 checkedthe 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 didnOtwant 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 kidOs pickup.

153



Chapter 2 9

Swept away

Ania found herself walking down the stepsinto 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 seatas he watched Mars Girl on his assistant.By the door alarge 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 screenasshe quietly spoke Chineseinto her assistantasif shewere

flirting. Next to her, a teenaged boy, his arm draped over a young girlOs
shoulders, had taken off his wrist screenand 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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craper S0

Not again

Brenda Cazin was the only DisneyNews staff caster whose monthly
numbers were consistently lower than those of arival in a major market.
BarkerOshumbers 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 didnOt improve soon.

CazinOsstruggles werenOtcaused 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 CazinOsbest ever and on the
evening of April 29 she headed out with a floater to an Evanston, lllinois
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 shestood 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 atip 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 didnOtneed
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 didnOtturn off her
floater. Barker had bought the exclusive.
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BarkerOsshow went national, giving him the numbers he needed to
swamp Cazin for yet another month.
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Chapter 3 1

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 authorityOsinformation network, and the remainder
showed MASSnews or DisneyNews.

On the MASSnews screenMars 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, sherealized 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 Streetshelooked 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 manOsvoice yelled at her as
the car sped away. Sheretreated to the curb and waited for a break in the
traffic.

A group of identically dressedJapaneseschoolgirls swarmed past her.
Shefollowed in their wake and walked down Fourth until she reached
Washington SquareOarch. Solitary pigeons trotted out of her way asshe
walked past the fountain and found an empty bench under a spreading
maple. Shetook a moment to gather herself, wiped away a tear, pulled
her assistant from her purse and dialed one of the preset numbers.

OGood afternoon, MASScorp. This is Maridonna.O

OHello Maridonna, this is Ania Jaspers.O

OOh, hello,0 the receptionist said. OListen, Mrs. Jaspers, IOmsosorry
about what | said earlier. The lighting in here is just awful and | didnOt
even hardly look | just assumed for some reason EO

ODonOt worry about it,O Ania said.
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Olreally feel awful. If youOrelooking for Mr. JaspersheOsn a meeting
right now. 10d ask Helena how long heOll be but sheOs in there to0.0

OActually, | need to talk to Ray Barker, one of the casters,QAnia said.
OltOsery important. Johnasked me to talk to Mr. Barker for him because
everyoneOsso busy with Mars Girl. He gave me Mr. BarkerOsconnects
but | must have deleted them somehow. Could you do me a big favor
and tell them to me?0

OCanyou wait until HelenaOsack at her desk?OMaridonna said. Ol
think itOll be all right, but | have to make sure. I0m still new and E O

OMaridonna, IOmJaspers@ife. O Ania wasnOtused to being firm, so it
came out angry.

OMaybeyou could tell me the messageand IOllcall him for you. IOm
really not supposed to give out connects.O

OJohnasked me to take care of this personally,O Ania said. OltOsery
sensitive.O

Olhave an idea.OMaridonna said. Olcan patch you through to Barker.
That way, you can talk to him and IOmnot really giving you his
connects.O

Ania started to say that would be all right when she was interrupted.

OThis is Barker.O

AniaOs heart stopped.

ORay Barker speaking. Anybody there?0O

OYes, IOm here,O Ania said. O

It was a voice Barker didnOt recognize. OWhoOs this?0

OWell,OAnia said, testing her courage. OWemet at last yearO<Christ-
mas party. 10OmJohn JaspersQuife, Ania. We talked about Montana,
where | grew up. You wanted to know what it was like to live in the
mountains.O

OYes, Ania, of course,O Barker said. OHow are you?O

OThereOsomething | need to tell you. And | want you to tell
everyone.O
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Chapter 3 2

Turn around

OltOshe next driveway,O Cazin heard Art say in her head as she drove
north on M-23. OThereOa car in the ditch and a pickup parked on the
shoulder. Pull in the paved drive just past them.O

Ol donOtsee any cars!OCazin said. Olsit a gravel driveway?0O Cazin
said.

ONo! 1tOs paved,O Art said. OlOve told you ten times.O

Q donOt see any cads

Art wanted to keep the floater above the fort so he could seeif Jim
wandered off, but he flew the floater over the trees and toward the road
to help Cazin find the cottage.

ODamn,the said. OTheyOrgone.OHe looked down the road and saw
CazinOsar creeping along, north of Shady Half Acres. OYouneed to turn
around and go in the driveway with the purple sign.O

Cazin pulled onto the shoulder. OArt, | need you to listen.OSheclosed
her eyesand tried to keep her composure. Olfthis show doesnOtit, IOm
through. I0llhave to go back to Omaha and work at my dadOsnsurance
agency. | canOthink of anything worse. This is very, very important to
me. Okay?0

OThen turn around and pull in the next drive.O
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Chapter 3 3

Cold steel

Slumped in the little tree fort chair, Jim imagined his coworkers shaking
their heads and rolling their eyesevery 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 boxesfrom 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 barrelOscold steel against the roof of his mouth. Before he
pulled the trigger, he heard a car coming up the driveway.
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Chapter 3 4

| know youOre up there

ODo you see the fort?0 Art said.

OYes.O Cazin said. Ol see it. Straight ahead next to the garage.O

OHeOs in there,O Art said.

OYouOre sure?0

OOf course 10m sure,O Art said.

OYou were sure about the cars by the road, t00.0

OUnless he has magical powers, heOs in there.O

Cazin leaned forward against the steering wheel so she could seethe
fort assherolled her car to a stop. Shefished through her purse for lip-
stick and adjusted her rearview to apply it.

OBe careful,O Art said. OHe has a gun.O

OOfcourse he has a gun,0 Cazin said, dropping the lipstick back into
her purse. OWouldnOt be much of a show if he didnOt have a gun.O

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.

OHello?0 she called. Ol know youOre up there.O

Jim stayed in the shadows.

O10d just like to talk to you,0 Cazin said.

Jim slid forward on his knees and pointed the gun out the window at
Cazin.

OGood, good,O Art said. OMake him keep the gun on you.O

OHey, relax,0Cazin said to Jim. She almost giggled as she spoke and
wore a bright, confidant smile. Ol donOt want any trouble.O

OYougot any booze in there?QJim pointed the gun at the house, then
back at Cazin.

Cazin looked at the cottage asif she hadnOtrealized it was there, then
faced Jim again. ONo,O she said. ONo booze.O

OThe gunOs loaded,O Jim said, Oand | need a drink.O
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Ol canOthear him,O Art said. He had positioned the floater so that it
shot through the fortOssouth window and captured Jim from the back as
he talked to Cazin through the north window.

OWhat?0 Cazin said. Ol canOt hear you.O

Jim didnOt respond.

OAre we live?0 Cazin whispered to Art, trying not to move her lips.

ONot until something happens,O Art said. OThatOghe word from
Karolina.O

OlOveot the star of ODeatton the PlainsChere. HeOgyot a gun and heOs
been shooting at his wife and her lover,O Cazin said, still whispering.
OWhat else does she want?0

OWho are you talking to?0 Jim said.

OMyself,O Cazin said. OBad habit. Hey, you look familiar.O

Jim leaned his head back into the shadows but kept the gun on Cazin.

OYouOrghat guy from the news last night, arenOtyou?O Cazin said.
OYour name is Jim, right?O

Jim moved forward into the light.

OIfl were you, those two bastards wouldnOthave woken up this morn-
ing,0 Cazin said. OThisis just my summer place,Oshe said, gesturing to-
ward the cottage. Ollive in Chicago. That asshole BarkerOseen fucking
with people down there for years. |IOmsurprised no oneOgaken him out
by now. He pulls this kind of shit all the time.OShewaved a hand out to-
ward the lake asif that explained what she meant. OWhyOd/ou give up
so easylast night? | guessyou donOtreally want her back. If | was her 10d
be pretty disappointed.O

Jim stared at Cazin for a moment. Ol need your car,O Jim said.

OMy car?0 Cazin said.

OI10Om taking your car.O

Ol canOt justiveyou my car,0 Cazin said, giggling again.

OYou got a boat?0 Jim said.

OA rowboat,O Art said in CazinOs head. OBy the lake.O

OJust a rowboat,O Cazin said. OBy the lake.O

OThen | need your car,O Jim said.
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Chapter 3 5

Still crooked

A stagetech leaned across PeterOslesk trying to pin an ochre ribbon to
his lapel.

Ol donOt understand why youOre so negative about this,O Peter said.

Rindell was trying to end the discussion and get back to his office. He
had already turned halfway toward the studio exit. OPeteryouOrea news
anchor, not an astronaut.O

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 PeterOslapel and
stepped back to see how it looked.

Peter looked into the monitor buried in his desk. OltOsot even closeo
being straight,O 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.

ORindell,youOretelling me that Man Boy Floyd is more of an astronaut
than me?OPeter said. OYouwant 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?0

The stage tech leaned across the anchor desk for another try.

OYouwant to know what will happen, Peter?ORindell said, turning
back toward his chief anchor. OWeOdire some hot new face and when
you come back months later, youOd be out of a job.O

OWhen| come back a hero youOllbeg me to sit in this chair again,O
Peter said.

The stagetech held the ribbon against PeterOtapel and worked the pin
through one of its loops.

OlOvéhought a lot about this,OPeter said. ORescuingMars Girl would
build the kind of credibility thatOllpay off for the rest of my career. WeOll
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all benefit from that.O Peter looked into his monitor. OltOstill crooketd
He looked at Rindell. OGet somebody else to do it.O

Rindell looked at the exasperatedtech and nodded toward Peter, sig-
naling her to keep trying. Shelooked up at the clock and saw that she
only had forty seconds.
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Chapter 3 6

DonOt do it

OJim,honey, youOrenot going to change my mind,O Cazin purred. OIOm
not giving you my car. If you want to go somewhere, maybe | can take
you.O

OThereare four, five E six placesin Alpena that rent boats,OArt said
to Cazin.

OIOm sure we can find you a boat in Alpena,© Cazin said.

OJust leave your key on the seat and step away from the car,0 Jim said.

OHey, 10m all for helping you, but IOmot giving you my car.O

Ols there another car in the garage?0

Cazin looked at the closed garage door. OArt?0 she whispered.

ONo idea,O Art said.

ONo,O Cazin said to Jim.

Jim pointed the pistol at CazinOs head. OThen 10m taking that one.O

OTry to look at least a little scared,O Art said. OHeOs got a gun on you.O

Cazin took a few steps toward the fort. OComedown from up there
and letOs go find a boat.O

Jim kept the gun on her as she continued toward the fort.

OCOmonlim,OCazin said. OYouOrevasting time. LetOgjet a boat before
they get away.O She gestured out toward the lake again.

Jim raised the pistol above CazinOdead and fired. Cazin flinched but
held her ground.

OWhat was that for?0 she said. ODo you want me to help or not?0

Jim looked Cazin up and down. Her silk skirt reacted to every gentle
waft of breeze coming off the lake. He wondered why heOdnever seen
her around when he came north to see Cecilia.

OSo whaddaya say?O Cagzin said. OLetOs go.O

OPut your key on the seat and step away from the car,O Jim said.

OHerewe go,0Cazin whispered to Art. She closed her eyes, took a
deep breath and took a few more steps toward the fort.

OIOII kill you if | have to.O Jim held the gun on Cazin. Ol need your car.O
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Cazin held up her car key for Jim to see.OWithout my thumb print this
wonOt do you any good. You kill me, you still donOt have a car.O

Olcandrag you to the car,0Jim said. OOrl| can cut off your thumb and
take it with me.O

OHeOs right,O Art said. OSaw it in a movie.O

OJim,IOmgoing to get in my car and drive out of here,OCazin said.
OYoucan either come with me or stay up there and feel sorry for your-
self. Your choice.O She turned and began walking back to her car.

OI0II shoot,® Jim said.

Cazin walked around to the driverOs side of her car. OYou coming?0

OFinal warning!O Jim said.

Cazin was unfazed. OCOmonJim. LetOgj0.0Shepopped the door open
and rested a foot on the doorframe.

OANh, screw it,0 Jim said. He put the gun in his mouth and put his
thumb on the trigger.

OJim! What are you doing?0O

Jim closed his eyes tight and the corners of his mouth curled into a
grotesque smile. His hands quivered.

OJim!DonOtbe a fool.O Cazin trotted around her car toward the fort.
ONo Jim! Jim!O

He moved back away from the window and into the shadows.

OPlease donOt do it,O she whispered. Ol need this. Please donOt.O

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 BarkerOs head.

Cazin couldnOtseeinto the fort but every passing second without a
gunshot gave her hope that he wouldnOt do it. OJim? Jim?0

Jim raised the tip of the barrel a few inches and fired.

The gunOsreport made Cazin jump. OYou son-of-a-bitch!O she said,
slumping to her knees.
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Chapter 3 7

Knock out

Peter yanked the pin and ochre ribbon from his lapel and tossed them
onto his anchor desk. OGet somebody else, willya?O

OYoureally want to spend a month with a bored and bitter teenager?0O
Rindell said. OWesend Man Boy and all he needs to do is sing love
songs. What are you going to do? How many times canyou ask her how
she feels about her dead family? You canOmake it interesting after the
first half hour.O

OlOna news professional,O Peter said. OThatOshe thrill of this busi-
ness. The dance between me and the heads. Holding them back when |
need to. Riding them hard when theyOre charging in the right direction.O

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.

Olwas born for this stuff,O Peter said. OWorking in the spins and keep-
ing the story line intact. You need meon this, Rindell, not some snot-
nosed kid with no experience.O

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.

OPeter,l havenOtot time for this,ORindell said. OYouOr@ot going to
Mars. The decisionOs final.O

OBullshit,OPeter said. OlOngoing to announce to the world that 10llbe
on the rescuemission. Once| say it you have to send me. YouOregoing to
lose this one Rindell, so you might as well give up.O

OIf you announce it, youOll be looking for a new job tomorrow,O
Rindell said, and headed for the exit.

Peter spun toward Rindell in his chair. His sudden movement forced
the pin deep into the techOsndex finger. She shrieked and yanked out
the needle. Blood dripped from her finger onto PeterOs 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 PeterOhin.
Peter flew back off his chair and everyone in the studio heard the snap
when his head hit the black tile floor. Peterlay 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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Chapter 3 8

Since when?

OWhat are we doing about lunch?O Barker said.

OHow can you think about food right now?O Cecilia said. She had
trouble sitting still but the possibility of flying bullets kept her on the
bench.

Olwas thinking about sexa minute ago,OBarker said, leaning back in-
to the pillow on the bench. Ols that better?0

OYou 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.O

OThatOwhat she saidOBarker put the crook of his arm over his eyesto
block the sun.

OYoudonOtbelieve her? That woman is willing to send her husband to
prison, maybe even to his death, because of what she knows.O

OBecauseof what sheheardO Barker said. Ol barely know her and
youOvenever met her. YouOrebasing a lot on someonewho happened to
overhear half a conversation.O

Cecilia crossed the cockpit and nudged BarkerOdegs against the hull
to make room to sit. ORay,l think Ania is telling the truth. | have a sense
about these things. We need to get onscreen and tell what we know.O

OlOmone with casting.OBarker covered his eyes again. OlOnquitting
while IOm ahead.O

OlcanObelieve you donOtcare about this,OCecilia said. OThepresident
and a news network conspired to murder an entire crew of astronauts.
People need to know.O

OKnow what? | donOt know the truth and neither do you.O

OSince when are you worried about truth?O

Barker raised his arm away from his eyesand considered the question.
OThis is different.O

OWhy? Because it matters?0
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Barker pulled his legs from behind Cecilia and sat up. OEvenif sheOs
right, youOreasking me to tell Rindell to put us onscreenso we can tell
everyone heOs a murderer.O

OMaybeRindell doesnOknow,O Cecilia said. OMaybeitOsjust JaspersO
deal. All Rindell cares about is numbers and this is one hell of a story.O

Barker stood up and walked to the stern. The warm sun and the cool
breeze felt good against his skin. Ol donOthave the coziest relationship
with the truth. 10m not sure people would take me seriously anyway.O

OAnia said she hasnOt told anyone else. 1tOs you or nobody.O

Barker sat down next to Cecilia. Olknow youOreright about one thing.
The numbers would be incredible.O
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Chapter 3 9

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.

OWe need to get some vid of Jim,O Art said in CazinOs head.

Cazin stood up and walked toward her car. ShedidnOtbother brushing
the powdery sand from her knees.

ODo what you want,O she said. OlOngoing home.Olt bothered her
when she realized that Ohome® meant Omaha.

OWhatare you talking about?OArt said. Olflew afloater all the way up
there. LetOgyet somethingout of it. JimOstill got good name rec. | think
Karolina will go for something short. Maybe OSuicide on the Plains.00

OArt, IOm all done,® Cazin said, leaning against her car.

OAt least make sure heOslead,OArt said. OldonOtwant to fly in there
and find the guy alive. HeOllput a bullet in the floater and the show will
be over for sure. Put your Upix on and take a look.OHe flew the floater
down and rested it on the roof of CazinOs car.

Ol wasted five years doing this shit,O Cazin said.

OJust climb up there and take a look.O

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 beganto flash, and the cottageOslarm let loose a high-
pitched squeal.
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Chapter 4 O

On with the show

Rindell threw off his suit coat, rolled up his sleeves,loosened his tie,
righted PeterOshair, satdown and faced the camerajust asfloor director
Mayvee Coles finished her countdown and thrust a stubby finger in his
direction.

Rindell stared into the camerabut said nothing. He could hear PeterOs
heels slide acrossthe tile floor astwo stage techs dragged him toward
the exit. Mayvee, peering over her portable station, pointed at Rindell
again, and then again, but he still didnOtrespond. 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.

OWelcomeback to MASSnews, your favorite for contemporary news
hits.ORindell lowered his eyesfor a moment, causing Mayvee renewed
panic, then looked back into the camera. OYouOraised to hearing Peter
Cloud say those words. But IOmsaying 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. WeOreall
praying that heOllpull through and be back on his feet soon so he can
once again bring you the news the way you want it.O

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.

OPeteris not only a member of your family,O Rindell said, Obut he is
also a member of our family.O

The pip changedto a casual portrait 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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OltOdifficult with our friend and colleague in peril,O Rindell said, Obut
we must carry on. While Peter fights for his life, letOshare a moment of
silence in his honor. As Mars Girl prepares for her trek, perhaps youOll
hear PeterOsalm, reassuring voice D a voice that, until now, has never
faltered.O

Rindell disappeared and Mirellen filled the screen.Sheturned to face
the window and held up a ReadWrite question for NASA techs she had
written on the screen with her finger.

OHow far to station?OAfter a moment she pulled the sign out of the
window and added. O5 clicks?0

The TractorPix camera moved from side to side.

Mirellen pulled down the sign and changed it to, O7 clicks?0O

The TractorPix camera moved side to side.

She frowned. 010 clicks?0

The TractorPix camera moved side to side.

015 Clicks?0O

The camera nodded.

Mirellen wrote another message. OHow long?0 And then, O2 hours?0O

The TractorPix camera went side to side.

O4 hours?0

The TractorPix camera nodded.

She held up another sign: 02 @tanks?0

The TractorPix was silent for a moment, then shook its camera.

She crossed out 02?0 and wrote 04?0 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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Chapter 4 1

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 fortOsladder two steps at a time, then ran toward CazinOscar.
OHey!Ohe shouted at Cazin but she didnOthear him over the alarm. Jim
raised the gun and sprinted to cut her off before the car swerved back
onto the driveway.

OHeOs alive!O Art said in CazinOs head. OWatch out!O

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.

OExcellent!O Art said. OKarolina will love this.O

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. ONexttime you put a
gun in your mouth you better mean it or IOllfinish the job for you,0
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.

OOh, knock it off,O Cazin said. OJustget in the damn car and letOgyet
out of here before the cops show up.O

OAn abduction will sell more tickets,OArt said in CazinOshead. OAt
least hold up your hands.O

Cazin put her hands in the air. OAIl right,O she said to Jim. OIOlIplay
along. You want to be in charge? Fine.O

OGood, good,O Art said. OIOIl make sure Karolina sees this.O
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Chapter 4 2

She said

Jaspersheld his office door open for Toby Crahne, MASScorpOsgprocure-
ment chief, and walked with him through the double glassdoors to Mar-
idonnaOglesk. He thanked Crahne for getting Mars Girl merchandise on
the shelvesso quickly and senthim on his way through the second set of
doors.

Jaspers turned to Maridonna. OMy wife. WhereOd she go?0

OShdeft quite a while ago,OMaridonna said. Olcan check the elevator
log.OMaridonna tapped her screena few times. OSheexited the elevator
on the ground floor at 12:47. A little more than an hour ago.O

Oltold her to stay here.OJaspersseemedto be scolding Maridonna.
ODid she say where she was going?0

ONo,O Maridonna said. OBut she called.O

OWhy didnOt you tell me? When did she call?0

OAlittle while ago. | can check the log. She didnOtask to speak with
you and you were in a meeting so | didnOt EO

OWhatdid she say?Qlaspers@rimaced as he ran his hand through his
hair.

OShe wanted Ray BarkerOs connects.O

Jaspers froze.

OBut | didnOt give them to her,0 Maridonna said quickly.

Jaspersreached for the back of his neck. OWhy did she want BarkerOs
connects?0

OShe said you wanted her to talk to Barker about something.O

A wanted her to talk to him?0

OThatOsvhat she said. She said she was doing you a favor because
youOre so busy.O

OBut you didnOt give her his connects, right?0

Oldid not give her his connects,OMaridonna 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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Chapter 4 3

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.

0Jim?0 Cazin said. OJim, | want you to listen to me.O

He didnOt respond.

0Jim!O

He was impassive.

Ol want you to promise me something,O Cazin said. OJust one thing.O

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 beenlogged off
a decade before if the paper and lumber markets hadnOt collapsed.

Olknow youOrdistening,O Cazin said, OsolOlljust tell you. No more of
this suicide stuff. | donOt want to go through that again.O

Ol havenOt done it yet,O Jim mumbled.

OYouknow what | mean,OCazin said. Ol donOtthink | can take any
more of that.O

OYou mean you love me?0 Jim said.

OWhat?!OCazin said, screwing up her face. Ol just donOtwant you
killing yourself while 10m around.O

Jim pulled up his left sleeve and held out his badly scarred wrist so
Cazin could see it.

OOh,God,OCazin said after glancing at JimOswrist. Shefelt nauseous
and put her hand to her mouth.

Ahead she saw a sign for ShepOsGrocery 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.

OGive me a hundred bucks,O Jim said.

OWhy?0

OJust give it to me.O
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