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  They got me pretty good, I’ll have to give them that.


  The first thing they got was my brand-new D-4 jet turbo, a skimmer with a double capacity cargo load.


  The second thing they got was my body—broken arm, broken leg, cracked rib, minor concussion, two black eyes, and a faint humming noise in my left ear that still hasn’t quite gone away.


  The third thing they got was my pride.


  I’ve been flying skimmers over the Zone for the past fourteen years, and this was the first time I’d ever been shot down.


  I’d been lucky, of course, though I liked to think it was also my skill as a pilot that kept me from getting knocked out of the sky.


  In all, I was in the hospital three and a half weeks.


  There were some complications with my right leg, complications that meant I’d have a slight limp for the rest of my life.


  I looked at myself in the mirror a lot and realized that I was no longer a boy. That’s a funny thing; you can go along still feeling like a kid all through your twenties and maybe even your thirties, and then something happens to you and you’re never able to feel like a kid again.


  I guess getting shot down took all the kid out of me.


  I even wondered about flying over the Zone again.


  A lot of pilots quit when they get shot down. If they’re lucky enough to survive, that is.


  A good number of them die in the crash.


  And a lot of them get taken captive by the various kinds of tribes that roam the Zone.


  You’ve seen the holos. I don’t have to tell you about some of the mutant gangs down there


  You can get pretty crazy lying there in the hospital, and I guess I probably did.


  At least ten times, I resolved that I’d give up flying the Zone and would go out and get myself a nice, sensible job.


  But you know what?


  It was that thing about not being a kid any more.


  It was just too late to do anything else at my age.


  Like it or not, I was a Zoner.


  And I’d probably always be a Zoner until the day I died.


  And the way things were going, maybe that wasn’t real far away.


  Maybe that wasn’t real far away at all.
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  He couldn’t have been much more than twenty or so.


  They’d ripped off his jacket and shirt and cut off both of his good arms. Oddly enough, they’d left intact the little flipperlike appendage that jutted out several inches from a point just above his ribs on the left side, the one that had been his curse and made him an Undesirable.


  Then they’d hanged him.


  There wasn’t anything special about this, of course, an Undesirable sneaking over from the Zone and trying to make a life for himself in the Federation.


  Undesirables sneak over all the time. They also get found out all the time by their neighbors or coworkers. And then they get lynched. As one recent candidate for Federation President said: “Lynching Undesirables is not only legal, it is an act of patriotism.” His words inspired at least a half-dozen teenage gangs to go out and lynch, in their fervor, completely innocent people.


  Teenagers did most of the lynching. They’d probably done this one.


  By now, I should have been used to it. I’d grown up in the Federation—that sprawl of states that was roughly the same configuration of land that had made up the original thirteen colonies—but somehow the ugliness of it still got to me. Maybe some of the Federation lands along the West Coast were nicer, but if so I hadn’t noticed it on the cargo runs I’d made.


  Sweet May morning, neighborhood kids running and jumping and giggling, robins and jays and cardinals singing their asses off, young pretty mothers pushing strollers up and down the sunny sidewalks—and a neck-broke hacked-and-slashed young man hanging from the branch of an oak.


  I could have taken my landcar but decided to walk. Too beautiful a morning for landcars. I still limped a little from the crash, but the pleasure of the outdoors was worth the slight pain.


  I went three blocks before I became aware of him.


  Tailing people is not easy. In adventure holos, all you have to do is put yourself about half a block behind the person you’re tailing, and then simply keep pace with him.


  In reality, you have to know when to slow down, when to speed up, and you have to be ready to look perfectly innocent if the person you’re tailing should suddenly turn around and see you.


  We came to a busy intersection, and that’s when I spotted him.


  I crossed all right, but he got stuck behind a long stream of rushing landcars. He had to hurry to catch up to me because I’d taken an abrupt right and had fallen out of his view.


  He overdid it.


  He came around the corner a little too fast, enough that I sensed him, and turned around and looked at him, and knew him immediately for what he was.


  He tried looking innocent, but it was no good.


  He wore the same kind of dark blue jumpsuit that all of us citizens did, the one with the Federation starburst on the breast pocket. He was gangly and red-haired and looked altogether too young to be following a battered and somewhat bitter forty-year-old like me, especially one who’d been forced to kill a couple of people without feeling any noticeable guilt.


  I walked on.


  I had an appointment at the skimmer shop, and I meant to keep it. If my friend wanted to join me, fine.


  Intersections continued to give him trouble. There were four more before I reached the skimmer shop, and my new buddy lost me at every one of them. He’d hang back till too late, apparently afraid that he’d bump into me if he moved any faster, and then landcars would come along and block his way.


  Mostly, I forgot about him, and concentrated on the sweet faces of the little kids, and the kittens in the grass playing with string and babies and dandelions, and the friendly people in the driveways shining up their landcars.


  The skimmer shop is one of those masculine provinces composed of certain smells—grease, dust, exhaust—and certain sounds, mostly derisive laughter and cursing. There’s also a lot of engine noise, and the creak of hoists lifting skimmers high for examination, and the clank of tools hitting the concrete floor. There’s also the hum of robots rushing about on their squatty little legs. They do most of the computer work.


  Most of the skimmers repaired here run to the citizen who has saved his credits and bought himself the air skimmer he always dreamed of. On weekends, he gets to sit in the cockpit, take the skimmer up to 35,000 feet, and play hero. Never daring to leave Federation airspace and drift over into the Zone. That’s where weekend heroes get their asses shot off, the Zone. You never know who’s down on the ground with surface-to-air missiles. About a hundred weekend heroes a year get killed this way. A lot of them take their families with them.


  There’s a large attached garage to the skimmer shop main building, though, where a special type of skimmer is worked on.


  This is the type I fly. These skimmers are twice the size of the family model, and they’re loaded with a variety of weapons, including streakers, which are essentially air-to-surface missiles. The cockpit seats three, there is ample storage room in back, and the wings are so well-fortified that only a missile can break them up. There is no small-arms fire that can do more than dent them. The big commercial craft can fly high enough and fast enough, and respond powerfully enough, so that the Zone gunners never bother them. But pilots like me …


  This is the type of skimmer you fly when you’re a Zone pilot, a man or woman who makes a living flying from coast to coast. More than three-quarters of Middle America makes up the Zone. In a skimmer the trip takes seven hours, five of those hours over the Zone proper. A lot can, and does, go wrong.


  I walked back to the large attached garage and had a look at the used skimmer I’d bought, the one Marvin was bringing up to combat readiness.


  Marvin came up.


  “You’re gonna kick some ass in this puppy, Duvall,” he said, patting my skimmer on the wing. “The guns we installed are mothers, believe me.” He winked at me.


  Marvin is bald, buck-toothed, and a winker. He underscores about every fifth or sixth remark with a wink.


  He pawed grease off on his black work clothes.


  “It’ll be ready to go in a couple of days.”


  “How much?”


  “Afraid it’s a little more than I told you it would be.” He winked. “But it’s between friends, right?”


  “How much?”


  I usually jack up Marvin’s estimations by about thirty percent, which usually puts me about ten percent under the actual charges. It used to piss me off. Now I realize it’s just the way a lot of small businesses have been trained to operate. Lowball your bid and then pray to God your customers will come back after you hit them with the inflated price.


  He told me the price.


  I didn’t argue.


  When you’re flying over the Zone, and the ground fire is suddenly coming in your direction, you don’t think about how much your skimmer mechanic overcharged you. You think about what a good job he did making your craft tight, fast, and safe.


  He walked me out to the front of the shop.


  I looked for the red-haired kid who’d been following me. I saw him down at the far end of the block. He was sitting on a bench that people waiting for airbuses used. He was reading a magazine and paying me elaborate inattention.


  “Noticed you were still limping,” Marvin said. “From getting shot down?”


  “Yeah. Probably be with me the rest of my life.”


  “Chicks probably dig it.”


  “Oh?”


  “Vulnerability. The old lady tells me that turns chicks on.”


  “Vulnerable like you, huh, Marvin?”


  He winked. “Old Marvin’s got all the vulnerability he needs right in his pants, if you catch my drift.”


  “I catch your drift.”


  The black landcar came around the far corner without slowing down until it reached the airbus bench.


  Redhair looked up from his magazine, but too late.


  By the time he was rising from the bench, two men built like sumo wrestlers burst from the landcar with surprising speed and grabbed him.


  One of the men put a fist directly on Redhair’s jaw, while the other sent a fist deep into Redhair’s belly.


  The kid folded in half.


  They dragged him into the long black landcar with the black windows, pitching him into the back seat. They got in after him.


  The landcar started roaring down the street toward us and then angled upward abruptly.


  “I’ll be damned,” Marvin said. “It’s one of those new babies.”


  “Yeah,” I said.


  Last year, the convertible, as it had come to be called, was put on the market.


  You could use it as a landcar or a skimmer.


  The big black car was now several hundred feet in the air, and going higher.


  “Wonder who the hell that kid was,” Marvin said.


  “That’s what I wonder.”


  “Maybe he was an Undesirable.”


  “Maybe.”


  “My oldest boy bagged one the other night.”


  “An Undesirable?”


  “Uh-huh. His first one.”


  I didn’t congratulate him. I simply nodded, noting what he’d said.


  Marvin didn’t pick up on my displeasure.


  “Saw this teenage girl sittin’ in this little park real late at night, so him and his two pals go over, and damned if she doesn’t turn out to be wearing gloves. You know how hot it was the other night.”


  “Yeah.”


  “So, anyway, she’s got these gloves on, so of course right away my kid and his pals are suspicious. They tell her to take her gloves off, but she won’t. She offers to do ’em up, you know what I mean, go down on them and everything, but they’ve already figured out what she is, and they sure don’t want to have sex with anybody like her. So my kid grabs her one arm and rips her glove off and guess what? Seven fingers. I mean, personally, I see seven fingers like that, I’d blow lunch. I hate that mutie shit. But my kid keeps his cool and informs her that as a citizen he has the duty to kill her. He did it with his belt. Used it like a lynch rope, I mean. After they killed her, he ran home and got the holo camera and took some shots of her hangin’ from the tree, and man, the old lady and I’re so proud of him, you just can’t believe it.” He winked. “Some kid, huh?”


  “Yeah,” I said, “some kid.”


  Then I walked back through the soft spring day, passing all the little kids and fast, spring-crazed dogs and gorgeous blooming flowers.


  When I got back to where the Undesirable had been hanged, I noticed that a monarch butterfly was perched on the dead meat of his shoulder.


  Somehow, it didn’t look right.
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  On the way home, I had to stop for a funeral procession. There was a big black truck driving very slowly down the street. Behind it marched thirty or forty people all dressed in black. Some of them slapped little hollow tom-toms that made a dirgelike sound.


  All the mourners wore black hoods that completely covered their faces.


  After the original split between the Federation and the Zone, the Plague emerged. It seemed to be much worse in the Federation than the Zone. Nobody knew why.


  The Plague started out like the flu, but six or seven days later you’d lost a third of your normal weight and had gone into shock. Most Plaguers didn’t live longer than two weeks.


  The same teenagers that liked to lynch Undesirables also liked to torch the houses where the Plague had struck.


  That’s why the mourners kept their faces covered, and why they were escorted by private guards with guns. So no teenagers could ambush them.


  The Plague had taken more than ten percent of the population in the past fifteen years.


  Federation scientists hadn’t even been able to figure out how you got the Plague. At least not for sure. There were two or three prominent theories, but nobody knew if they were correct. Just last month, two prestigious Federation politicians had been struck down by the Plague. One of them even lost three sons to the disease.


  I stood on the corner now, watching the black-hooded mourners march in back of the huge black van. The vans could store up to fifty bodies that would be burned on the edge of the city.


  I remembered once when my little girl’s fever soared one night and we spent three anxious days waiting to see if she simply had the stomach flu … or the Plague.


  Fortunately, it had just been the flu.


  Behind their masks, they wept and sobbed, the mourners making their slow but inexorable way to this burial by fire.


  As terrible as the Federation was, I certainly didn’t want to see its innocent children die from this awful disease.
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  That was Tuesday.


  Thursday, I took the skimmer out to the field most Zone pilots fly out of. For fifteen percent of our gross, the people who run the field solicit work for us, handle all the financial transactions, and keep us apprised of which Zone areas are particularly hot—so we don’t fly over them.


  You get two kinds of Zone jobs.


  The first is from customers who can’t afford the big commercial flights. For these folks you haul everything from furniture to people. You’re like a moving van that can fly. This is the bulk of the work.


  But then there’s a second kind, and that kind we don’t talk much about: contraband. This can be anything from caches of dreamdust to spouses wanting to flee their husbands. People who want to disappear completely even offer to pay you large sums of money to take a shoot-down over the Zone. Then you can file papers saying that your passenger was killed but that you had no way of recovering the body. Then said passenger, very much alive, goes to the West Coast and starts his or her life all over again. The new lives are rarely as sweet as the person imagines, but then that’s their problem, not mine.


  I stayed up nearly an hour. Everything checked out well. Marvin had done his usual good, if overpriced, job.


  I left the skimmer in its hangar slot. I went in search of an aircab and ran into Bronstein the scheduler.


  “Got one for you. Needs to be in L.A. by next Tuesday at ten a.m. They specifically asked for you.”


  “You’re kidding.”


  “That’s what I thought. Some skinny little bald guy like you.” He smiled. “Actually, my wife thinks you’re cute. So maybe this one thinks you’re cute, too.”


  “A woman, huh?”


  “Yeah. Nice voice, too.”


  I needed the money. “I’ll take it.”


  “The crate’s over in the corner of your hangar. There’s a lift there if nobody’s around. I’ll be able to add eight, nine other pieces by then.”


  We’re paid on a per-piece basis. Obviously, you try and load up the cargo bay as much as possible.


  “Thanks.” Then, “Oh, and Bronstein?”


  “Yeah?”


  “Your wife’s got good taste.”


  He laughed. “You asshole.”


  It took me a while, but I finally found an aircab to take me back to the urbanplex.


  I went to my favorite bar for a relaxing drink, but it was a wrestling crowd that afternoon, and so Briney was forced to run contraband viddies of two four-armed Undesirables wrestling.


  Federation law prohibits any exhibition of holos or the two-dimensional viddies that depict Undesirables in any form or fashion.


  The ones that most people want are the sexual ones, of course. You get a female Undesirable with three breasts or her sex organ in an odd place, or you get a male Undesirable with two penises, and you’ve got a spellbound crowd.


  “You never watch,” Briney said.


  “Nah,” I said.


  “Got a brother like you.”


  “Yeah?”


  “Yeah. Hates muties so much, he won’t even look at a pic of them. They just make his skin crawl.”


  I didn’t tell him the reason I chose not to look. But I didn’t figure he’d care anyway.


  Briney runs a clean, safe neighborhood place where most of the Federation bureaucrats who live in the apartment complex come to drink. Mutant wrestling is about as wild as it ever gets.


  He said, “So who is she?”


  I glanced around. “She?”


  “The woman.”


  “What woman?”


  “What woman? You got so many women you don’t know what woman I’m talking about? Especially one that looks like her?”


  “Believe it or not, Briney, I don’t have a clue.”


  “You didn’t miss her by more than fifteen minutes.”


  “And she was asking for me?”


  He shrugged. “I wouldn’t say asking for you exactly. More like asking about you, I guess.”


  “You tell her anything?”


  He grinned. “Just that you’re one hot stud that all the chicks really dig.”


  “Right.”


  “She was beautiful.”


  “Beautiful” isn’t the kind of word a man like Briney uses very often. Women are cute or sexy or maybe even pretty. But women, in Briney’s lexicon, are almost never beautiful.


  “She asked if you were the Duvall who was a pilot.”


  “And you said—”


  “That you were. And then she asked if you were the Duvall who had chartered a skimmer flight for Saturday afternoon. With a Ms. Saunders”


  “And you said—”


  “That I couldn’t help her with that one.”


  “She ask anything else?”


  “She asked if you’d mentioned anybody following you around lately?”


  “And you said—”


  “I said yeah. You told me about that redheaded guy the other day, remember? The one they dragged into that aircar?”


  “Yeah, I remember.”


  “She got kind of excited about that.”


  “She did?”


  “Yeah. She asked if you’d seen the redheaded guy since then.”


  “So what’d you say to that?”


  “I said I couldn’t help her.” He shook his head, as if marveling at a vision that danced before his eyes. “You should’ve seen her, Duvall.”


  “Beautiful, huh?”


  “The kind you fall in love with.”


  “She have a name?”


  “Not,” said Briney, “that she was willing to share.”


  “So she just walked out?”


  “She just walked out.”


  “Didn’t say that she’d be back?”


  “No, sir, she didn’t. But I’d sure like to see her again.”


  Just then, the crowd around the viddie screen started whooping. From what I could gather, both muties had engaged all four of their arms simultaneously—eight arms for your ultimate wrestling pleasure.


  I said good-bye to Briney, and left.


  I was two blocks from the apartment house when he fell into step next to me. By magic, apparently. I hadn’t sensed him behind me until too late.


  “Hi,” he said.


  “Hi,” I said.


  “Mind if I walk with you? My name’s Pete McClure, by the way.”


  “I have a feeling I don’t have any choice.”


  “Good thing I’m not sensitive,” he said. “A remark like that could hurt a guy’s feelings.”


  “Yeah,” I said, “I’ll bet.”


  He was a cop. I just hadn’t figured out what kind of cop he was, local or Federation, though I leaned toward the latter because of the chiseled face and crew cut.


  He inhaled all of the pollutants and said, “This reminds me of the farm.”


  “You lived on a farm?”


  He smiled. “A VR farm.” The smile broadened. “That’s how I defeated Napoleon, too.”


  “VR.”


  “Right.”


  I’d never gone for virtual reality much after I saw what happened to my brother. His VR fantasies become so fulfilling that he slowly started to reject reality. They tell you VR isn’t addictive, but it is. My brother is currently under sedation in a Federation “retreat” where the patients are hosed down every morning in a communal shower.


  Then: “She could be watching us right now, Mr. Duvall.”


  “Who could?”


  “The woman we’re looking for.”


  “Why would she be watching us?”


  “Because you’re the last person who saw Steve Ford before he disappeared.”


  We walked some more. A small dog came up and danced around in circles and yipped up at me. I petted him a few times.


  “Steve Ford is the man who followed you the other day.”


  “I see.”


  “We were following him while he was following you.”


  “This just seems to get more complicated, doesn’t it?”


  He said, “They’re enemies of the state, Mr. Duvall. Both the man and the woman.”


  Enemies of the state. There was a nice pompous phrase. Now I knew for sure what kind of cop he was. Federation.


  “I don’t know why they’d want me.”


  “Neither do we, Mr. Duvall. And that’s why we’re keeping you under surveillance.” He paused. “We think that they can ultimately lead us to Keeler.”


  “I thought Keeler was dead.”


  “That’s what the Front wants us to believe. But we have reason to believe that he’s alive and living on the West Coast somewhere. He’s most likely had a complete transform.”


  Transforms are safer than they used to be. Early on, a number of people, including a few famous ones, died on the operating table. Several of the injections used are lethal if the prescribed dosage is exceeded by even .000007 mg. The most remarkable transform I’d seen was changing a black woman into a white man.


  By now, Keeler, if he really was alive, could look like 100,000 different people.


  We walked a short block in silence.


  We reached the point where the Undesirable had been hanging the other day. All evidence of him was gone. The local cops leave the bodies up there just long enough to send a message. Then the corpses are cut down and taken away and burned in a huge oven on the northernmost edge of the urbanplex. Sometimes, on hot days especially, you can smell the flesh if you get anywhere near it.


  “I’m afraid we haven’t been able to find out much about your politics, Mr. Duvall.”


  “That’s because I don’t have any politics.”


  “A cynic. That’s always sad to see, Mr. Duvall.”


  “Not a cynic. Just somebody who doesn’t like to waste his time voting when there’s only one party running.”


  “We must’ve seen different ballots, then, Mr. Duvall. On my ballot, there were four parties running.”


  “Uh-huh. And every one of them was a front for the Federation.”


  I saw his blue eyes narrow slightly.


  He was a good and true foot soldier. Even hint that you did not share his faith in his employers, and all his internal security alarms went off.


  “Maybe it’s time for a Weekend, Mr. Duvall.”


  The Federation, ever eager to prove how benign it is, has set up special Weekends for all citizens who express serious doubts about the prevailing political system. You get good food, a lovely view of the Rockies, and enough deep-psych “adjustment” to keep you blissed out the rest of your life.


  We were in front of my apartment house now, one hundred and twenty-nine stories of safe, secure living.


  Armed guards and crazed black dogs patrolled the perimeters of
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