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Synopsi s:

Ni neth and final novel in the tek War series.



This seems to be the last of the Tek books. It's been a long run and a
good run. |'ve dedicated the many previ ous books to various people who
had a lot or at |east sonething to do with the success of the series.
I'"d like to dedicate this |ast book to people who had not hi ng

what soever to do with this endeavor.

My sisters, Joy and Farla, have had absolutely nothing to do with this
book. M wonderful assistant, Stephanie R ggs, who is both cool and
beautiful, has had nothing to do with this book. And ny ex-w fe has
had nothing to do with this book except to get half the proceeds. But

nmost of all, 1'd like to dedicate this book to Martika and Stifling,
who, as dogs, could not have witten a word, but their bark is worse
than their bite. | can't say the sane for Rod Goul art; ny agent,

Carmen La Via and ny editor, Susan Allison, all of whom absolutely had
a great deal to do with this book.



Just before they caught up with her on the grounds of the Hollywood
Starwal k Park that night--less than five mnutes before, actually--she
made the call.

Not to her current husband, or her current |over

On that chill, foggy evening in the late spring of the year 2122, Jil
Ber nardi no vi dphoned Sid Gonez. She hadn't seen himor even talked to
himin over three years, but she felt he was one of the few people in
all of Greater Los Angel es who coul d hel p her

A dark-haired wonan in her late thirties, Jill wasn't quite ready to
turn to the SoCal Police. She had a couple of good reasons.

"But maybe I'Il have to anyway," she told herself as she made her way,
cautiously and uneasily, along the quirky, seemingly tree-lined pass
ways of the m st-shrouded and nearly deserted park

She'd initially expected to neet someone here tonight. An informant, a
man who coul d supply her with information for the vidwall novie she was
wor ki ng on.

"Not so," she'd realized a few nmoments ago

This was a setup, just sonething to lure her here. "So, obviously,
somebody knows about what | know. " Suddenly off to her right a row of



hol ographi c pal mtrees began sputtering. The noise made Jill flinch
and dodge to her left, shivering.

The tall trees, over a dozen of them crackled and vani shed. The fog
took their place.

Up ahead, beneath a large floating lite sign that urged Walk Thru
Movi el and' s Past, stood three rusty androids. They represented faned
Hol | ywood novie stars froman earlier century. The only one Jil
recogni zed was, she was nearly certain, Cark Gable.

The andy was in need of repairs and the |azy salute he gave her as she
approached was jerky. Hi s grin was nore a grimace and it locked into
pl ace and wouldn't fade. "Welcone to bygone Hol | ywood, sweetheart," he
told her in a rattling, raspy voice.

When the bl onde actress on Gable's left winked at Jill, her plastiglass
eyeball fell out. It hit the simulated white gravel of the path and
bounced once. "Hi ya, kiddo."

The third mechani cal actor, a |anky cowboy, lifted his pearl-white
Stetson, bowing to the unknown bl onde. He bent to retrieve the
eyeball. "Allow nme, ma'am"

Losi ng his balance in the process, the long, |ean cowboy fell flat out
on the ground. His long legs twitched a few tines and then he was
still and the night fog came rolling in over him Jill hurried on

gl anci ng back.

She was certain she was being followed. Back there in the thickening
fog, there were at |east two people on her trail. She'd caught
glinpses of themin the swirling mst. A small, bald man and a | arger
br oader figure.

"M ght be an andy, that second one."



Jill increased her pace, then went running up the steps of what | ooked
to be an ol d Southern nmansion from several centuries ago. Another
Clark Gable was there on the wi de verandah, dressed as sone kind of
Sout hern gentlenman this tine. This android wasn't quite as

weat her-worn and his grin was warner.

"Good eveni ng, ny dear,"
hat .

he greeted, tipping his Mssissippi ganbler's

She pushed through the door, shut it behind her and found herself in an
i mense drawi ng room Sone of the sinulated furniture was flickering
and nore than one of the hidden hol oprojectors was maki ng odd humm ng
sounds.

Crouchi ng behind an ornate | ove seat, Jill yanked her pal m phone out of
her jacket pocket and, hurriedly, punched out Gonez' number.

The curly-haired detective's smling face popped up on the tiny screen

after the third buzz. "Buenas aoches,"” he said.

"Sid, listen--1'"min danger."

He recogni zed her now, frowning. "You've got the wong honbre, Jill.
' myour erstwhile husband,"” he told her. "Erstwhile, a word often
m sused, neans former. | no longer--"

"For Christ sake, knock off the whinsy and listen to nme," his ex-wife
pl eaded. "I'min the old run-down Hol Il ywood Starwal k Park--you know,
near where the Holl ywood Bowl used to be. You' ve got to--"

"I'f one of your multitude of beaus has abandoned you, chiquita,
advi se you to phone a sky cab and--"

"Let's save tinme," she cut in. "During the two and a half sone years
we were nmarried, | was a Tekhead and | did fool around. Right now
t hough, Sid, | swear, | think I'"'min serious trouble."



H s frowm deepened. "Ckay, what sort of trouble?" "I'm not

conpletely sure,” she told him glancing toward the door. "I'm back
witing again, Sid, working on a vidwall novie. It's a thriller called
Hokori, and--"

"An entire novie about the late and sl eazy Tekl ord?"

"Yes, but the point is--well, while researching the dam thing |I cane
across sonething. Sone information and--Sid, get here quickly. |'m
sure was lured to this dunp. A couple of goons are trailing ne."
"CGot any kind of gun?"

"No, | hate weapons and--"

"I'"ll be over there in ten mnutes. Meantinme, call the cops.”

"The local police still don't trust ne because of all the trouble

| used to get into when | was a Tekkie, Sid. [I--"

"Call 'em nonethel ess, cara," he urged her

"Sid, okay, I will," she promised. "I'min that imtation of the--I
think it's the mansion from an ancient novie call ed Gone

Wth the Wad. And listen, this has to do with a planto .. ." She
st opped tal ki ng then

The door of the colorful old Southern mansion had started to swi ng
open.



Gonez' sky car came swoopi ng down through the thick fog to nmake a
bouncy landing in the enpty parking lot next to the ranmshackle
Hol | ywood St arwal k Par k.

"This isn't the first dunp like this I've had to drag her out of," he
said as he stepped out into the chill, swirling mst.

He went running across the danp rutted surface of the | anding area.
"Never thought I'd be doing it again. Jill was .. . \Woa, tastante,
enough," he told hinself. "She's not your wife anynore so you can skip
the self-pity, amigo."

Sprawl ed flat on his back just outside the open, weather-worn plaznetal
gate was the android Charlie Chaplin who'd |long ago served as ticket

t aker.

Skirting the fallen comedi an, Gomez eased out his stun gun fromits
shoul der hol ster. He began to jog along a w de weedy pass way

flack in the days when he was a SoCal State cop, he'd visited this
place a lot, unofficially. He still remenbered where the old Sout hern
mansi on was | ocat ed.

He halted, turning to stare into the swirling mst at his left.

Noddi ng, he moved on. The figure he'd spotted | oom ng over there was



only an android, a defunct replica of a dark clad werewolf from sone
forgotten notion picture of another century.

A moment | ater Gonmez becane aware of arguing voices up ahead on his
ri ght.

"W only got one goddamm Tek chip, asshole,"” a teenage girl was saying
in a thin nasal voice. "And you dorfs prom sed ne first turn."

There were three of them the skinny girl and two | ean young mnen,
huddl ed on the porch of a rickety log cabin. They were fighting for
t he possession of a tattered Tek Brai nbox.

Sl unped in the doorway of the cat3in was an android Abe Lincoln,
stovepipe hat tilted far down over his craggy forehead. A plunmp grey
rat was sitting placidly in the andy's narrow | ap.

The girl gave the Brainbox a violent tug, but didn't manage to get it
away fromthe others. She was red-haired and there were several green
and crinson snakes tattooed on her pal e bare arns.

The | arger of the youths said, "Let go, Snhooky." H's right hand
flashed out, hit her, hard, across the face.

She let go of the box, stunbled and fell backwards. She |anded
directly in Gonmez' path.

He crouched and, keeping his eye on the two youthful |outs, aided the

skinny girl to rise. "Usually, pendejo," he said in the direction of
the one who'd sl apped the girl down, "I'mnoted as a gentle and patient
teacher of norals and manners. Tonight, unfortunately, I'min a hurry

and this will have to suffice as your |esson in deportnent."



Gonez aimed the stun gun and fired. The sizzling beamhit the
young man in his narrow chest. He went rising up on his tiptoes. The
Br ai nbox he was cl utching dropped fromhis splayed fingers.

As the lout toppled over backwards to sit beside Lincoln and scare the
rat into flight, CGonez continued on his way.

"Thanks, greaser,"”
this pissant.”

called the redhead. "Now I'll get ny turn ahead of

"De nada," he muttered, turning onto a side path that would lead himto
the Gone Wth the Wnd mansi on where his forner wi fe had been when she
phoned hi m for hel p.

And she really was a forner wife, he realized as he hurried al ong

t hrough the foggy night. Jill had been his second wife and he was now
living with .. . either the fourth or fifth one. Sonetines, especially
when he hadn't had enough sl eep, he tended to | ose track of how many
there' d been.

"Miy bonita Jill was," he recalled. "Also very bright and tal ented.
Ai, if only 1'd been able to do sonething about her fondness for
Tek--and for other honmbres."

He sl owed when he caught his first glinpse of the tunmbl edown mansi on
t hrough the m st.

Leaving the path, he cut across a field that in better days had
represented a trench-filled stretch of Wrld War | battlefield.
Crouched | ow, Gomez noved cl oser to the | ooni ng house.

He approached the place fromits left side. There was no |ight
showi ng, no sound com ng from within.

Up close to the white neo wood wall, Gonez inched a handhel d
eavesdropper from his jacket pocket and, gently, touched it to the
mansi on' s si de.



The tiny dials indicated no human inhabitants. Circling around to
the front, he clinbed the stairs openly.

The d ark Gabl e androi d nodded. "Wl cone, sir," he said. "You |ook
like a true Southern gentleman."

"St. but froma little further south than you nean," replied the
detective, crossing the threshold into a shadowy hall way.

In the large drawi ng room he found a pal m phone |ying on the threadbare
carpet. "This has got to be hers," he said, not touching it.

From anot her pocket he extracted a small gadget, this one called a
sniffer.

Activating it, Gonmez did a slow, careful sweep of the whole room
After seven minutes the sniffer's tiny voxbox told him

femal e of about forty years was here within the past hour."
"Si -and?"

"One human and a robot entered approximately five mnutes later,"
continued the reedy netallic voice. "There was a struggle."

"What sort of a struggle, io?"

"A brief one. The woman was rendered unconsci ous--mnpst probably by
means of a stun gun Then she was taken from here."

"Gracias." Turning off the gadget, Gonez returned it to his pocket and
gl anced around the room "Buero--that neans Jill was alive when she
left this joint."

Spotting a chair that was real and not a hol ographic projection, he sat
down, | eaned back and let out a long, slow sigh.

"But there's no way of telling if she's still alive." He rubbed his
hand over the |Iower half of his face, shaking his head. "This is a



rough one, I'mafraid. Yeah, it snmells nuy malo to nme." He
fetched out his own pal m phone and punched out a num her
"Well, 1"'mgoing to have to find her," he said. "And I'll need Jake to
help nme."

Above the fog that was drifting in across the night Pacific the sky was
a sharp, clear black. Jake Cardigan, fifty and good-looking in a
been-around sort of way, was piloting the sky car on its return trip
fromthe San Di ego Sector of G eater LA

Bev Kendricks, a pretty blonde woman, was in the passenger seat,
| eani ng back and gazing up through the view panel in the cabin ceiling.
"What'd you think?" she asked him

Several seconds | ater Jake responded. "About the concert?" "That--or
anyt hing el se."

He shrugged his right shoulder. "Technically it was okay, but | guess
| prefer live nusicians to androids."

"Be difficult to see Duke Ellington's orchestra live." "True."
After a silence, Bev said, "lI'mgoing to say sonething, Jake." "Sounds
om nous. "

She continued, "W have quite a lot in commopn. You've spent nost of

your grown-up life in [ aw enforcenment and so have |. You're a damed
good private investigator now and so aml." "A better private eye than
I am" he told her. "W've been together a lot in the past year or
so." Frowni ng, he glanced over at her. "This is starting to sound |ike

a farewel | address."”

Bev gave a slow sigh. "I like you a hell of a lot, Jake. But .. ."



"But 2"

She noved a hand back and forth in front of her face, as though she
were brushi ng away cobwebs or nmist. "l've nentioned this before and
don't mean to nag," said Bev. "But it hasn't gotten any better. Fact
is, you seem much too often, to be very depressed."”

"Really? | see nmyself as being nothing short of jolly lately."

Bev i nhal ed sl oWy before speaking again. "I know how much you | oved
Beth Kittridge. | understand how hard her death hit you."

"That's the trouble, huh? To you it seems |I'mstill in nmourning for
her."

"She was killed quite a while ago by the Tekl ords and--Christ, Jake,
the other night in bed you actually called nme Beth."

"You should have told me then. |'msorry."

"You shoul d see sonebody, talk about this," suggested Bev. "I know the
Cosnos Detective Agency has a better maxmed plan than even ny agency.
So you could easily--"

"Nope, no. | have to work this all out on my own."

She shook her head. "I don't think you can."

Looki ng strai ght ahead into the dark night, Jake said, "You probably
al ready know this. [I'mnot trying to hurt you. But in my life so far
I'"ve only really loved two wonen."

"I know, yes. And neither one is ne."

"My wife Kate was the first." H's voice was low, far away. "She
was--1i ke nobody 1'd even met up until then. O course, it turned out
to be like a Tek dreamthat | conjured up for nyself wthout needing a

chip or a Brainbox."

I O



"You don't have to tell me about Kate. | already know about her." Bev

reached over and put her hand on his.

"I talk about it to remnd myself how stupid and naive | used to be,"

Jake said. "I never had a single dammed doubt about Kate. Shit--and

she hel ped the Sonny Hokori Tek Cartel set me up and she slept with .
" He wasn't able to finish the sentence.

"That's the past, Jake. It's gone."

"No, it's a place | can visit anytinme | want," he said. "Hell, | even
end up there when | don't want to go."

The voxbox on the control dash spoke. "Energency call from Sid
Gonez. "

Jake said, "I'lIl take it."

The smal |l rectangul ar screen cane to life and there was Gonez | ooki ng

uneasy and downcast. "This isn't agency business, am go," he began
"but | need your help."

"Tell me," invited Jake.

H s partner said, "You remenber ny second wife, don't you?" "Jil

Ber nardi no, sure.”

"Ckay, | got a call fromher about an hour or so ago," continued Gomnez.
"Jill told me she was down here at the Holl ywood Starwal k Park and was
afraid she was being trailed by sone goons.™

"She contacted you instead of the cops?"

"I"ll explain that later," CGonez said. "lnportant thing is that

Jill"s gone. It looks Iike she was tagged and abducted."
"Any idea why?"

Gonez answered, "She's back witing, working on a vidwall novie about



our old Tek chum the late Sonny Hokori." "That bastard," said
Jake. "You figure there's a Tek angle to her ki dnappi ng?"

"I think, Jake, that in the course of her researches she found out
somet hi ng she wasn't supposed to find out."

"But Hokori's outfit is conpletely defunct. W took care of nost of
that."

"We can speculate at length later," suggested his partner
"Can you get down here?"
"Wthin a half hour," Jake assured him

I 2



" Ckay,
give me the rest of what you' ve got."

CGonez was sitting on the edge of an arnthair, holding a pal msize

e-notebook. "Jill arrived here by way of a sky cab he told his
partner. "It picked her up at an address over in the Laguna

Sector of Geater LA. That turns out to be her present hone." "Robot
cabbi e?"

"S; and the got clains nobody tailed them and not hing el se unusua
occurred. "

"\What about other cabs that deposited people in the vicinity?" "Nobody
was brought to within a block of this ruin since early this norning,"

answered Gonez. "I doubt those two cabrones |urked around here that
[ ong. "
Jake stopped pacing and straddl ed a straight-back chair. "You

menti oned she was working on a script about the late, |anented Sonny
Hokori . "

"The sane Tek entrepreneur who hel ped frame you into a stay up in the
Freezer." He pointed at the ceiling with his thunb.

"$onny's dead and gone, so's his sister," said Jake thoughtfully. "But
there are still a lot of other Tekl ords above the ground."

"I don't know exactly what Jill found out, but it was sufficient to get



her snatched." "W ought to be able to gather some facts from one
of our informants."”

"You want to handl e that angle, ami go?" Gonmez stood up
clicked off the e-notebook and slipped it into a side pocket.
"While you?"

"First off 1'"'mgoing to visit her hacienda and talk to her current
husband, " replied the detective. "He's a gent named Ernst Rei nman."

"Whi ch husband is this by now?"

Gonez held up four fingers. "Cuatro. | have the distinction of being
the first in the series," he said. "She's been hooked up with this
Rei nman for a bit over two years and he's an executive with a
charitable org called the Starvation Center."

"During her days with you," nentioned Jake, "she had a tendency to
stray now and then. Wuld there currently be other gentlemen friends
in her life?"

"I"ve al ready got sonebody researching that for me," Gonez said. "But

| do know that a gent by the name of Mervyn Illsworth has been
providing Jill with some of her background information for the
script.”

"I'"l'l check on himbefore | contact any informants,"” vol unteered

Jake.
"Il sworth resides at Tube Village in the Long Beach Sector."

Jake then inquired, "And why didn't Jill want to bring the police in on
this?"

"Mostly, far as | know, because she used to have a rotten reputation
with the SoCal law and still likes to avoid them as much as possible,”
said Gomez. "During her heyday as an enthusiastic Tek custoner--well
she got in several fairly serious tangles with the forces of |aw and
order."

| 4



Jake rose up. "Even so, Sid," he said, "if we don't find sone trace
of her within the next few hours--we have to bring themin."

"Agreed. Besides, once her hubby finds out she's ampbng the mi ssing,
he'll more than likely do that hinself."

"\What about the Cosnmps Agency?"

"I want to talk to our esteened chief, Walt Bascom about this whole
busi ness manana," said Gonmez. "If one or nore of the big Tek cartels
are planning sone new deviltry--then ourjefe ought to be able to sel
that news to some of his nmany governnent agency contacts.”

"My thought exactly," said Jake.

The night fog hung heavy over the two-acre stretch of sinulated beach
Most of the sand was real, but the clusters of |arge black rocks and
the scatters of seaweed and driftwood were all hol ographic

pr oj ecti ons.

An actual seagull was dozing beside a tw sted, seem ngly sea-worn chunk
of wood. He made an annoyed sound, unfurled and then refolded his

wi ngs, as Jake passed himon foot on his way to one of the entry kiosks
to the underground Tube City.

Ki osk 7 was manned by a pair of gunnetal guard bots "Wl cone to Tube

City, sir," greeted the one with A25 stenciled in white across his w de
chest. "You are?"
"Jake Cardigan," he answered. "I have an appointment with Mervyn

Illsworth, who |ives down on Level 5."

The second hot--F14 was his nane--opened a panel in his nmetal chest.
"While ny coll eague is taking you through the identification routine,
sir," he said, "let ne show you sone of the



1 $ popular Tube City souvenirs that are available at extremely
reasonabl e prices."
"Actually, I'mtrying,"
all clutter.”

Jake informed him "to free ny life of any and

Fl4 had a fairly | arge shelved conpartnent built into his upper torso.
"Here you see," he announced, pointing into hinmself, "our very popul ar
Tube City nearcaf nmug, the equally popular Tube City cap, the Tube Gty
pl azshirt and--"

"I'f you'll hand me your |D packet, sir,"
obl i ged.

requested A25. Jake

"You'll notice," went on Fl 4, "that all our sought-after Tube City
souvenirs have an appealing |ikeness of the famus Tube City mascot,
Lowell the Ml e, en blazoned on them™

"Cute little rascal,"” remarked Jake as he took back his identification
materials. "Can | descend now?"

Noddi ng, A25 gestured at the grey floor. "Take the ranp to Entry Tube

7, sir," he instructed. "Then followthe lite arrows down to Level 5.
You'll find M. Illswrth residing in Section
5-N."

A portion of the floor cane sliding open and Jake saw a brightly
illum nated ramp slanting downward. "Thanks."

"We're having a two-for-one sale on the mugs," called Fl 4 as Jake
started down.

Mervyn Il lswrth was very fat. Seeing himmagnified to twice his
actual size up on the high, wide vidwall made his bulk all the nore
i npressive. "l appreciate, truly, your going along with this little

qui rk of mne, Cardigan," he was saying in his chirpy voice. Jake was



straddling a chair in the foyer of the researcher's underground
apartment, after having made his way down through a succession of
snaki ng tubes and tunnels. "lI'mnore interested in getting information
than in seeing you face-to-face," he informed the fat man's i nmage.

"I"mnot exactly, you nmust understand, really a conplete and total

recluse," explained Illsworth. "Yet, | readily admt, | feel much nore
at ease if | remain here, snug in ny studio, and visitors stay out
there and we communi cate el ectronically.” The fat man was sprawl ed in

a large, sturdy nmetal chair surrounded by keyboards and nonitor
screens.

"Ckay, fine," said Jake, inpatient. "Now what about Jil
Ber nar di no?"

"I was, really, extremely upset when you phoned to informne that Jil

may' ye been ki dnapped tonight, Cardigan,” Illsworth said in his small,
hi gh-pitched voice. "Particularly if it mght have sonething to do
with information that | supplied her." Jake asked, "Wuld she cone

here to your place?"

"Yes, frequently. | consider her, truly, a dear friend as well as a
valued client," answered the fat man. "Jill, of course, always
remai ned out there where you are.”

"When did you talk to her last?"

"She dropped down here just yesterday afternoon to discuss sone of the
new material |'d unearthed relating to Sonny Hokori and his Tek
activities. By the way, |'d very nuch like to interview you sonmeday
soon, Cardi gan, about how the |late Sonny attenpted to destroy you and
frame--"

"Let's get back to Jill," cut in Jake as he stood up and noved close to
the giant imge on the wall. "Did she nention being worried or talk
about somet hing she'd discovered in the course of her digging into the
hi story of the Hokori Tek operations?"
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Il sworth shook his massive head. "No, there was nothing like that,

Cardigan," he answered. "She did seema bit depressed,

but .. ."

"Well, what?"

"Ch, it occurs to nme that Jill did nmake a rather odd re nark
yesterday," said the fat man. "She and | were, as |'ve expl ai ned, dear
buddi es and sonetines we'd just tal k about our personal |ives and

probl ens. "

"She was seei ng sonebody?"
The researcher's i mrense body quivered when he si ghed.
"You know, then, about her unfortunate habit?"

"She tends to sleep around, yeah."

"Can't help it really.” [Illswrth sighed once nore. "At any
rate--Jill made this remark. She said sonething along the Iines of,
"Maybe | didn't need you after all, Merv dear. 1've just now found out

|'ve been involved with somebody who knows nore about this whol e dam
busi ness than you do.""

"Who woul d that be?"
"I really haven't even a vague idea."
"Didn't she confide the nanes of her boyfriends?"

"Not actually, no. She'd sinply say, "I saw the professor again |ast
night," or, "I think it's time to drop the artist.""

"Are those actual designations--there really was a professor and an
artist?"

Il sworth gave a jiggling affirmative nod. "Yes, but | believe she did
jettison the artist, whoever the devil he is, over three weeks ago," he
pi ped. "The professor, she was still seeing on the sly."

"You don't know which of these guys has a possible Tek |ink?"



"No, | don't," he said apologetically. "Wth nost of the rel search

do, while it's not always orthodox and strictly kosher, | try not to do
anything that'll annoy active crooks and crimnals. However, if Jil
continues nmissing--well, | intend to do sone very intrusive digging."

"You cone up with anything, contact ne at the Cosnps Detective Agency,"
request ed Jake.

"I will,"” promsed the fat man. "You don't, do you, suspect that the
poor dear m ght already be dead?"

"That's just one," answered Jake, "of several unpleasant
possibilities."



1 9 dome-restaurant proclainmed: The Kafeteria Wel cones the Friends of
the Starvation Center!

CGonez went striding up the wide, slanting pastel pink ramp to the high
arched entryway of the huge Ahadena Sector restaurant.

Just inside the large crowded | obby a beautiful blonde young wonan in a
skin-tone sin silk gown beckoned to him "Where the bl oody hell do you
t hi nk you' re goi ng, Pancho?" she inquired in a throaty voice.

"Beg pardon?"

"You're not on the guest list for this fund-raising dinner," she
i nformed him

"That's absolutely true, chiquita. Nevertheless, I--"

"Pl ease, don't toss any of those awful Mex expressions at ne."

He gave her a very quick bow "Forgive nme," he said. "Now would you
fill me in as to just what your official capacity is at this

shi ndi g?"

"I't's none of your goddamm busi ness, Pancho," she told him "Take

flight now before I summon a couple of husky white men to toss you out



on your Latino keester." Gonez smiled at her. "M friends and
associ ates now and then chide nme for being too thin-skinned and
sensitive," he said. "But, so help ne, | think | sense sone sort of
et hni ¢ undertones in our otherw se delightful conversation."

The bl onde's nose winkled. "If there's one thing | dislike nore than
a Latino, it's a wiseass Latino."

"I thought it was the mission of the Starvation Center to feed the

downtrodden--no matter what their nationality." "Are you kidding? W
[imt ourselves to the passable races.” "Well, let's get on to the
busi ness at hand,"” he suggested. "I was infornmed at his residence that

Ernst Rei nman was here this evening."

"He's the keynote speaker, dunbbell."

"I have to talk to him"

"So you can hit himfor the loan of a few pesos?”
"So | can discuss his wife with him"

The bl onde took a step back fromhim "Don't tell me you' re another
one of dear Jill's sack nates

"Go tell Reinman his w fe appears to have been abducted,” said Gomez
evenly. "l'man operative with the Cosnps Detective Agency."

"Ch, Lord," she gasped. "You're not just saying this because you think
| was rude to you?"

Se Sora | don't care a fig for what you think of me or the land of ny
ancestors," he explained. "But I'minterested in finding Jil
Bernardino. It may help ii' | talk to her husband."

She reached out, tentatively and cautiously, to pat the detective on
the arm "You stay right here," she instructed. "I'lIl go get Ernst.”



The kitchen staff consisted entirely of robots, at |least ten of them
whi t e- pai nted and wearing high white chef's caps. The big white room
was thick with steam and the snells of cooking.

In a corridor just outside the open doorway Gonez and Ernst Rei nman
stood facing each other. "So," the detective was saying, "do you have
any idea what--"

"Why did she call you and not me?" Reinman was a tall, heavyset man in
his late fifties. He had a sad, weary face and was suffering from sone
sort of respiratory problem "I am after all, Jill's husband and

you' d expect she'd turn to ne when she's in trouble.™

"She probably picked nme because I'ma private investigator and she was
about to have trouble with some dangerous crininal types."

"You're Gonmez!" It sounded |ike an accusation

"As | already nmentioned when | introduced nyself."

"Yes, but | only just now realized that you're that Gomez." Rei nman
paused to take a wheezing breath. "You were married to ny wife."

"Along tinme ago," he acknow edged. "The point is, | think she's been
ki dnapped and if you have any idea as to who m ght have--"

"She's told ne a | ot about you, how you mined the narriage with your
phil andering," said Jill's husband. "No, you're not an especially
noral man, Gonez."

"I'ma rascal,”
carry her off."

he conceded. "Now let's get back to who would want to



"Where'd you say this happened?" "At the old Hollywood Starwal k
Park in the Hollywood Sector of GLA. Did your wife tell you who she
was pl anning to neet there?"

Shaki ng his head, breathing shallowy, Reinman answered, "I thought she
was going to a class in ceramcs at the University of Californial
Veni ce Sector Canpus tonight. | have no idea why she woul d have

visited that run-down old park."

"She thought she was going to nmeet someone with inportant infornmation
on the novie script she was doing on Sonny Hokori."

"That's not |ike her," said her husband. "Jill's always been open and
honest with nme--that's one of the best things about our narriage."

CGonez turned away, watching a robot dice vegetables. "She didn't talk
about the project with you? Say anything about this new source of
background naterial ?"

Rei nman coughed, shaking his head again. "Wat do the police think
about all this, Gomez?"

"W haven't contacted themyet," he told the husband. "I was hoping to
find out alittle nore about what exactly Jill's tangled up with
before--"

"Are you insane, man?" cut in the angry Reinman. "The So-Cal State
cops are the ones who can find ny wife. You quit playing detective,
damm you--this is far too inportant for that." He backed to the wall,
braced hinsel f against it with one hand, concentrated on his breathing
for a noment. "Yes, she told ne about your partner, too. Cardigan

isn'"t it? A convicted Tekhead--a man who tried to get nmy wife to try
that rotten stuff back when she was nmarried to you."

CGonez persisted. "Have there been any unusual calls the past few
days?"



2 3 "Nothing like that, no," Reinman replied. "Well, there were a
coupl e of sonewhat odd nessages froma small bald nan who clainmed to be
a scriptwiter, too. He struck me as-No, |I'mnot going to play
detective with you, Gonmez, damm you!"

"By the tine the cops--"
"I'"ve got to phone themright now " Pushing free of the wall, Reinman
wal ked rapidly away from Gonez. "l imagine the law will be very nuch

interested in talking to you, ny friend."

Gonez shook his head. "Maybe | ought to take a brush up course in
interrogation," he said, and took his |eave.



2 4 silver land cycle came rushing along the Santa Mnica Sector beach
bi ke path. It burst out of the thick mdnight fog, shimmed to a stop
a few feet fromthe decorative palmtree Jake was waiting beneath.

A |l ean young Chi nese hopped of f the passenger seat. "Thanks, Nanette,"
he said as the cycle and its driver went chuffing swiftly away into the
heavy mist. He snoothed the | ong overcoat he was wearing, then smled
over at Jake. "G ad we're doing some business again, chum™

Jake said, "Once | heard you were back in SoCal, Timecheck,
i mediately put you at the top of nmy list of trusted paid
i nformants. "

The Chinese left the path, pausing on the sand. He rolled up the right
sl eeve of his overcoat, revealing a silver-plated armthat had fifteen
cl ock faces enbedded in it. "Sorry I'mtwo mnutes and seventeen
seconds | ate, Jake," the informant apol ogi zed. "M |adyfriend dawdl ed
over her nearcaf. She's a great-Iooking woman, don't you think?"

"Stunning. What have you found out for nme?"
The | ean young man was scow ing at his cyborg arm Bringing it up

close to his face, he rubbed away sone of the night mst with his flesh
hand. "Damm, Paris time is off eleven point five seconds again.



Hell." "Jill Bernardino," rem nded Jake.

Rel uctantly, Timecheck rolled the sl eeve down over all the watches and
joined Jake beneath the tree. "She's in considerable trouble.™

"I already know that."

The two of them began to wal k al ong the sand. "What you don't know,
however, is that a consortium of very powerful European-based Tek
cartels ordered her to be grabbed."

"Right, | didn't know that. Wich Teklords are we tal king about?"
"Those details | haven't found out yet," admitted Ti mecheck

He suddenly halted, frowned, scow ed, rolled up his sleeve. "Yeah
just as | suspected. M/ Tokyo timepiece has stopped ticking." He
tapped the dial with the tip of his finger. "Try to learn exactly
which cartels are involved." "An extra five hundred dollars that'|

cost, chum" "An extra three hundred."

"I"'mstarting to think I"'mgoing to have to take the armin for an

overhaul ." He rolled down his sleeve and they started wal ki ng agai n.
"Being as we're old buddi es, Jake, and have done business in various
odd corners of this giddy globe, I'll find out--probably at great

personal risk to nyself--just which Teklords are behind this caper, for
a nere three hundred and fifty."

Jake nodded acceptance of the fee. "Wo snatched her fromthe park?"
"I"'mtracing that now You'll get the news soon as it conmes in,"
answered the informant. "Wen you're dealing with Tek cartels, you

have to be extra sly and sneaky."

"CGot anything on where they took her or what they intend to do with



her?" "That's another thing that remains to be found out, buddy."
After a few silent seconds Jake asked, "When several powerful Tek
organi zations get together it means sonething unusual is going on. So
what's afoot, Tinecheck?" "You don't want to know " "Meani ng?"

"I haven't anything specific," said Timecheck. "But |I'mgetting hints
that there's a very big deal under way." "And Jill Bernardino found
out about it?" "That would be ny conclusion, sure."” The fog was
getting even thicker, closing in tighter around them as they wal ked.

Jake said, "What about her personal |ife?"

Ti mecheck chuckl ed, blowing on his netal fingers. "She's a very
restless lady," he observed. "The artist you heard she was fooling
with isn't exactly an artist. But I'mnear certain it has to be a
fell ow naned Ogden Vargas who buil ds robot puppets that he uses in
maki ng vidwall commrercials.”

"And her professor friend?"
"Easy, he's with UC Venice. Jeffrey Monkwood. Thirty-five,

overwei ght by twenty-sone pounds, teaches in the Advanced

Conmuni cati ons Departnment. CQur Jill's been keeping company with him
for the past three and a half nonths. Her husband has been led to
bel i eve she's studying ceranics, which is a new name for shacking

up. "
"You' ve got addresses on these guys?"

"Hey, Jake, this is Timecheck you' re dealing with here," he remninded.
"I"'ma full-service stool pigeon. Al the data is already reposing in

both your honme computer and your sky car info file

"Anything el se to pass al ong?"



2 7 Timecheck said, "Only other thing | can pass along is sone useful
advice, which is yours absolutely free," he said. "Whatever you
do--don't do a damm thing that'll annoy these Teklords."

"I already figured that out on ny own," Jake told him

The pretty blonde android waitress at the AlI Nte Neptune Cafe( had
been delivered only yesterday and she still had that new appliance
scent clinging to her. "Wat'll you have, gents?" she inquired of
Jake and Conez.

"Just a cup of nearcaf, chiquita," the curly-haired detective
r esponded.

"The New Engl and tofu chowder is awfully good tonight--oops, | nean
this nmorning," she said, laughing. "It's alnbst two a.m already. And
you, sir?"

Jake said, "Nearcaf for now "

"Oaky doak. My nanme's Patsy and if you think of anything else, just
give a yell."” Smling, she went wal king away fromtheir boot h.

The little restaurant was narrow and sat close to the beach in the
Mal i bu Sect or. It was less than a half-mle fromthe condo Jake shared
with his son.

"I mss the old waitress.”" Gonmez sighed and scratched at his
noust ache.

"You nmean that rattletrap robot?"

"Suzanne was her nanme. She worked here for years and was noted for her
adoration of ne."



"Mbst waitresses, nechanical and otherw se, are fond of you." "S;
es ver dad agreed his partner. "They junked Suzanne.

She's on a scrap heap sonepl ace.”

"Everything ends up on a scrap heap eventually."

CGonez said, "Well, enough phil osophizing, am go. Fromwhat you've been
telling me and what |'ve been telling you about our quest for the
truth--we don't have a single dam useful clue as to where the hel

Jill mght be."

"Right, soit's tine to report her disappearance to the SoCal cops."

"Her husband has probably already taken care of that, but even so--0h,
graci as, Patsy."

The pretty android was setting down their mugs of nearcaf.
"Anybody |i ke a soy-abal one sandwich to go with this?"

"Not at this tinme, no," Jake informed her

"To stay on the good side of the local mnions of the law "

observed Gonmez after sipping fromhis cup, "we had better nake a
report. Damm, | wish to hell we'd been able to track Jill down."

"You rescued her a |lot when you were married, Sid," Jake rem nded his
partner. "It won't hurt to let sonebody el se take over this tinme."

"I know, but now that we're damm sure there are sone powerful Tek
peopl e involved hell, I"'mworried that they'Il kill her or at |east
hurt her seriously."

"We'|l talk to Bascom at the agency in the nmorning," said

Jake. "Because of the Tek angle, he's nore than likely to let us go on
working on this."

"The possibility of turning a buck always appeals to thejefe,”
agreed Gonez. "I wonder if I really mght want a bow of New-"

"CGosh, look at that, would you?" The android waitress was



2 9 standing at the front window of the little cafe, pointing out at
t he ni ght sky.

CGonez left his seat, nmoving toward her. "Caranba," he nentioned.
Dr oppi ng down out of the fog were three black sky vans Spotlights
sweepi ng the beach and the front of the AlINite Neptune, sirens

bl eati ng.

Jake joined his partner at the front of the place. "Cops," he said.

"Troubl e," added CGonez.



3 0 and canme spraying up as the first of the trio of SoCal State
Pol i ce sky vans set down a hundred feet fromthe front door of the
Al l nite Neptune Cafe.

"Golly, this is the very first police raid |I've ever w tnessed," said
the android waitress.

"Stay inside here, cara, and savor it," suggested Gonez as he foll owed
Jake out into the foggy night.

The other two police vans were | anding, swi nging their spotlight beans
to catch the two emergi ng Cosnpos detectives.

From t he nearest sky van cane a |l ean black officer. "Just what in the
hell are you two tricky bastards up to this tinme?"

"Buenas noches, Lieutenant Drexler." Gonmez gave hima |lazy salute.

Jake nodded toward the cafe. "I hear the New Engl and tofu chowder is
pretty good tonight."

Detective Lieutenant Drexler, fists clenched at his side, canme wal ki ng
right up to him Three uniformed cops, carrying stun guns backed him
up. "You, Conez," he said, pointing an accusing finger. "Your wfe
was ki dnapped hours ago, but you didn't even bother to notify us."

"Fornmer wife," corrected Gomez. "My current wife is safely at hone."



Drexl er nmade an angry noise. "Spare me the bullshit, Gomez," he said.
"You knew t hat a worman had been abducted. You're supposed to report
that sort of--"

"No, all | knew for sure was that her vidphone call to ne was
interrupted,” he cut in. "l decided to see if | could find out what
had happened before | brought in the |law. Less enbarrassing that way,
in case--"

"Yeah, | remenber Jill Bernardino," said Drexler. "She used to be a
Tekhead and she got in all sorts of trouble.”

"That's true, st.

The police lieutenant frowned at Jake. "There's a good chance this
whol e business tonight is tied in with Tek," he suggested.

"What do you know about it, Cardigan?"
"Not as nmuch as I'd like."

"Jake is just along to lend ne a hand," explained Gonez. "This isn't
official Cosnpbs business."

"Probably because that boss of yours, Walt Bascom can't figure out how
to screw a fat fee out of anybody."

Jake | ooked up at the m sty night sky. "Wo tipped you as to our
activities?"

"Her husband, right after Gonez harassed him" answered the policenan.
"At | east Reinman had the sense to bring us in."

"And how d you know we were at this joint?" inquired Gomez. "Went to
Cardigan's place first," replied Drexler. "That kid of yours,
Cardigan, is nearly as stubborn as you when it comes to"

"I'f you hurt him Drexler Jake started to lunge for the cop
Gonez caught himby the arm held himback. "Cuidado, Jake," he
advised. "lI'msure the lieutenant knows better than to try anything
rough wi th Dan."



3 2 "l never touched him" said Drexler. "But, since he's enrolled at
the SoCal Police Acadeny, it mght be a good idea if he practiced being
alittle nore respectful to real police officers.”

"We' || pass that cogent advice along," prom sed Gonez.

"Now, porfavor, what do you know about the whereabouts of Jil
Ber nar di no?"

"Not a hell of alot,"” admitted the lieutenant. "If you'd brought us
in as soon as you knew she'd been taken, we'd be a ot closer to
finding her by now |'ve got a forensic crew out there going over that

hal f -assed park."

Jake gestured at the police vans. "Maybe you ought to put some of
these lads to work on the thing."

I gnoring him Drexler asked CGonez, "Wat did she say to you when she
called for hel p?"

"Hardly anything," he answered with a shrug. "Only that she thought
she was being foll owed."

"By who--Tek peopl e?"
"She didn't have time to supply any details."

Drexler took a step closer to Gonez. "And why in the hell was she
there at all?"

"Jill's back witing for the vidwall, lieutenant. |'mpretty sure she
was expecting to nmeet sonebody with background information for a script
she was wor ki ng on."

"The Hol |l ywood Starwal k Park isn't exactly a research center," said

Li eutenant Drexler. "C non, CGomez, what was she doing there?"
"I don't know," Gomez told him "This was the first tinme |I've even so
much as spoken to her in years. |If you want information on her recent

activities, talk to her husband."

"She never struck ne as the type who'd confide nuch in her



3 3 husband," said the policeman with a short, dry laugh. "O wasn't
that your inpression when you were nmarried to the | ady?"

Jake said, "Qur nearcaf is getting cold, Drexler. Shouldn't you
fell ows be out |ooking for clues?"

Maki ng anot her angry sound, the cop turned away and started for his sky
van He stopped, turned. "I'mmad now," he told themslowy and
evenly. "But if you guys keep holding out on me--1'mgoing to shift
into being truly pissed off. Then you'd better watch ollt."

Jake grinned. "Thanks for the warning," he said, and went back inside

t he cafe.

They were settling into their booth and Gonez was reaching for his
near caf nmug, when Jake's pocket phone buzzed. "Yeah?"

Bascom s scow i ng face appeared on the tiny screen. "Is
Conez with you?"

"Yeah. "

"I want to see you two buffoons in nmy office.”

"We' || be dropping in first thing in the norning, chief," Jake assured
hi m

"You'll be dropping in within the next half hour," corrected the head



of the Cosnbs Detective Agency. "If not sooner." ?

twn was nmoving slowy into Geater Los Angel es and the fog was
gradual 'y thinning away. Walt Bascom was standi ng gazi ng out of one of
t he high, w de wi ndows when Gonez and Jake entered his office in Tower
Il of the Cosnps Detective Agency Building. He had his hands cl asped
behi nd his back.

"What does he remind you of'?" Conez asked his partner, settling into
a chair facing the agency chief's large netal desk

"One of those heroic statues they used to put up in public parks in
centuries gone by?" Jake straddled a chair.

"No, it's nore |ike a wooden figurehead on an ancient ship that--"
"When you two clowns end your detecting careers--which could be any day
now, " said Bascom turning to glower at them "you can work up this

sort of witty patter into an act for the vidwall."

Jake grinned. "You know, Sid, for a while there | was starting to
t hi nk he was nel |l owi ng."

"St; sodid|I. But this is the old gruff martinet we've cone to |ove
and cherish."

Bascom slowly and precisely, cane wal king back to his desk. He was a
tan, winkled man in his fifties and at the nonent, his deep scow



added substantial new winkles to the large collection he already had.
"Tell me, lads, are you intending to go into the private gunshoe
busi ness on your own?"

"Qur loyalty is to Cosnos," Jake assured him

Gonez said, "l've been thinking of having Cosnbs Forever tattooed on
my---" "Well, if you're still working for ne," said the chief, voice
rising, "then why in the holy hell didn't you let ne know the m nute
you found out Jill Bernardi no had been ki dnapped?”

"It started out as a sort of personal thing, jefe. Jill's an ex-wife
of mne and---"

"I know who she is, for Christ sake, id," said Bascom "Didn't | help
you bail her out of the pokey at |east half a dozen tines during your
days of wedded bliss?"

"Sure, but still [--"

"More inportantly," continued the agency boss, "there is a Tek angle to
all this." He leaned forward, resting his palns flat out on the
desktop. "l've got a hunch your onetinme mate's di sappearance nmay j ust
connect with sone of the interesting runors that have been finding
their way to me in recent days."

"Qu pasa?" Gomez straightened up in his chair, watching Bascom

"Nobody has many details as yet, but it seenms that certain potent
Eur opean Tek cartels have something | arge and unsavory in the works."

"Yeah, that fits in with what we've been picking up tonight," Jake told
him "The odds are that one or nore European Tek outfits are invol ved
i n whatever's happened to Jill."

"And we've al so been heating about sonme | arge-scale Tek venture



starting up overseas," added Gonez. Bascom seated hinself,
steepling his fingers. "It's likely that

Jill stunmbled on sone facts about this |atest Tek shenani gan while
doi ng her research on the Sonny Hokori documnpvie."

"You al ready know about the Hokori project, huh?" said Jake.

"When will you toddlers accept the fact that I'minfallible and
omi sci ent ?"

"Ckay, so tell us where Jill is," requested Gomnez.
"Well, maybe not a hundred percent omiscient just yet,"
conceded the Cosnmps chief. "But inching ever closer."

"Why exactly," asked Jake, "are you taking such an interest in this
particul ar ness?"

"I could say because | used to know poor Jill and |I'm concerned for her
wel fare," answered Bascom "But that's only part of it. However, when
I found out what you fellas were poking into, it struck ne that the
agency ought to be able to parlay this into at | east one substanti al
fee."

"W were thinking along those same lines," said Gonez. "You have
connections with several sneaky and sly government intelligence

agenci es--the kind that the President and his spokespeo-pie are al ways
denying exist. They'd pay for information on a new and unsuspected Tek
plot."

"Very good, Sid," said Bascom "Apparently you're not quite as dunb as
your behavior earlier tonight led me to believe."

Jake eyed him "You've already set up a deal with somebody back in DC
haven't you, Walt?"

"Hey, am go," conplained his partner. "Before you honbres start toting
up how much we're going to make on this caper how about defending ne
against this slur on ny IQ?"



Jake grinned and ignored him "Well, Walt?" "Yep, |'ve been in
contact with a chap in Washington. He runs a very secret and powerful
intelligence agency." He rubbed his hands together, producing a dry,
raspi ng sound. "They're going to pay us a really inpressively |arge
fee. If, that is, we provide themwi th sonme solid stuff before they
can dig it up thensel ves."

"May bien," observed Gonez. "But suppose it turns out that Jill was
actually just carried off by a jilted boyfriend?"

"Well, in that event we'll still collect a hefty sum from Ernst

Rei nman. | contacted hima couple hours ago and persuaded hi mthat
Cosnos could find his mssing wife | ong before the police," Bascom
infornmed them "It's possible Reinman is dipping into the Starvation
Center coffers, by the way, since he sure didn't balk at the hefty
price | quoted him"

"You mean," asked Gonez, frowning, "we'll also be working for Jill's
present husband?"

Bascom said, "Exactly, and | had to do a terrific selling job to
convince himyou were qualified to work on this one, Sid. He doesn't
t hi nk much of you--either as a sleuth or a human being."

"Al, my former esposa told himconsiderable fal sehoods about nme." He
sighed. "You would think, though, that once he encountered ne in the
flesh and face to face, he'd have sensed ny saintly aura.”

Yawni ng once, Jake rose up. "W've got sone further leads to follow up
on," he said. "I think, however, that I'd like to grab a few hours
sl eep before continuing."

"Sleep as long as you like," said Bascom "Just so you report back
here by tonorrow afternoon with a hell of a lot nore information than



you've come up with so far." The faceless man said, "It would be
a real good idea, Cardigan

to forget all about Jill Bernardino."

Jake sat up in bed, grabbing his stun gun off the night table. The
man, whose head was a blur of pink and orange dots, had appeared

unbi dden on the id phone across the early-nmorning room "Nobody wants
to die," he added in a runbling doctored voice. "Think about it,
asshol e.”

"Who you wor king "
xor. asked Jake.
The screen went bl ack

Leavi ng his bed, Jake noved to the phone. Resting the gun on his bare
knee, he punched out a nunber on the keyboard.

Seconds later a smiling copper-plated robot showed up on the screen
"Cosnps Detective Agency/ Security Departnment," it said. "Top of the
nmorning to you, M. Cardigan.”

"Some goon just made an intruder call to nmy nunber two home nunber," he
said. "Find out how they managed that wand who."

"Coming right up. WII you wait?"
"Nope, call ne again in fifteen mnutes.”

Jake shed the pajama top he slept in, took a quick lite shower and
dressed. He slipped the stun gun into his shoul der hol ster

When he stepped out onto the deck of the condo, his son was sitting
there drinking a plazcup of citrisub

"A person your age, Dad, really needs nore than two hours of sleep.”
Dan, a | ean young man of sixteen, was wearing his SoCa

Pol i ce Acadeny uniform

"I got an unexpected wake-up call." Walking to the rail, he scanned



t he surroundi ng beach. "What's wong?"

"Ch, just sone lout trying to dissuade ne."

"You on a new case?"

Noddi ng, Jake told hi mabout the di sappearance of Jill Bernardino and
what he and Gonez had acconplished thus far in trying to find out what
had becone of her.

"One of Gonmez' wives, huh? Did | ever neet her?"

"Years ago, yeah."

"She's the redhead, right?"

"No, that was Ceorgine, Gonez' third wife."

Dan shook his head. "Then | don't think | renmenber her." The deck

phone buzzed. "Yeah?" answered Jake.
The Cosmpbs hot smiled. "The phone call in question was nmade from a
land van in the Long Beach Sector of G eater Los Angeles,” it reported.

"The vehicle was found abandoned a few nonents ago. Listed as stolen
fromthe Al tadena Sector |ate |ast evening."

"And how d they break through ny screening systen®?"

"What was used, M. Cardigan, was one of these new gatecrasher
phones. "

"I"m supposed to be resistant to gadgets like that."

"So we thought, too,"” replied the got. "Your entire security systemis
bei ng reevaluated fromhere. We'Il|l get all the kinks out of it, never
fear."

"Great, that gives nme enornous peace of mnd." He hung up.

"Some of the Tekl ords are unhappy with you again," observed his son
"I"'mon the permanent shit list of a lot of the cartels.” Jake

40



| ooked out toward the brightening Pacific. "But this particular
war ni ng was pronpted by our hunting for Jill."

"It's possible, isn't it, that Gomez' ex-wife is doing somnething
illegal herself?. Fromwhat you ve told nme about her Tek habit and
all.”

"Supposedly Jill is no | onger hooked on the stuff," he said to his son
"She's clean, upright and gainfully enpl oyed."

"Sure, but she's not faithful to the guy she's married to now, " Dan

poi nted out. "That neans, to me anyway, that she can't be trusted.”
Jake grinned a thin grin. "l sure as hell wouldn't trust her

no. "

Dan stood up. "How are you and Bev Kendricks getting al ong?"

"We have ceased to be a romantic twosonme, |'mafraid.”

"That's too bad. She's a terrific person--and you can trust her."

"That you can," his father agreed. "The problemis that she thinks I'm
still noping too nuch over Beth Kittridge's death.” "Well, you are,
you know. "

"I am yeah," he agreed. "I'm probably going to have to talk to

somebody- - sonebody prof essi onal --about it."
"When?"

"Right after," he promised, "we clear up this case."



Th
It ere was not hing but darkness.
She awakened to it.

The bl ackness was warm and i npenetrable and Jill Bernardi no was
spramed in the center of it. Very tentatively, she felt around her

She seened to be |lying facedown on a snooth surface, probably a netal
fl oor.

Her head ached, but she was feeling nmuch nore pain than that. Her
hands, arnms, |egs, were pulsing with pain and her ribs hurt. Breathing,
now t hat she was aware of doing it again, was painful, too. Her |ungs
didn't feel as though they were working properly anynore.

"Stungun, " she murnured.
They' d used a stun gun on her |ast night.
Was it last night, though?

She realized she had no clear idea of how | ong she'd been unconscious.
No notion of how I ong she'd been here. \Wherever here was.

There'd been two of them who'd caught up with her at that run-down
park. One was a big, hul king robot--dented, painted a mlky green--who
wal ked with a lurching, wobbly gait. The other was a short, ugly man,
bald with a smear of whiskers on his chinless face. He was the one



who'd shot her. "Want to try to run for it, love?" he'd asked,
chuckl ing, pointing the big silvery stun gun at her from across the
room

Jill hadn't noved, but he'd used the gun anyway.
She shuddered now, renenbering the brief, intense wave of pain she'd
felt as the beamfromthe silvery gun touched her just bel ow her |eft

br east.

Jill pushed at the floor with her pal ns, struggling against the aches
t hat produced. She nanaged, eventually, to sit up

The surroundi ng bl ackness was as thick as ever. She could see
absol ut el y not hi ng.

Leani ng forward, she began, very slowy, to craw on her hands and
knees. She didn't think she was ready to stand up and wal k just yet.

After crawing about ten feet, pausing frequently to feel at the

darkness in front of her, she cane in contact with a wall. A snooth
metal wall that felt very nuch like the floor. Breathing through her
mout h, still experiencing considerable pain in her chest, she turned

and sat with her back to the wall.
She, for sonme reason, renenbered Gonez then

Yes, she'd called himjust before they'd run her to ground. Jill and
CGonez hadn't had an especially happy or cal mmarriage, but she'd |liked
him Trusted him too, which is nore than he'd have been able to say
of her. He'd helped her out of a ot of bad situations.

"Terrible situations," she said softly. "And too damed many of
them™

She still had faith in him |If anybody could find her, find her and
get her free of this, it would be Gonez.



Her husband was all right, but she knew he'd never be able to handle
anything like rescuing her. That was why she'd turned to gonez.

Jill decided to attenpt standing.

She was only halfway to her feet when a door suddenly slid swiftly open
and a large glaring rectangle of harsh yellow |ight blossoned in the
opposite wall.

The village of Ralfminster was in the Sonmerset district of England.

And the quaint thatched cottage, surrounded by a picturesque | ow stone
wal |, sat on the outskirts with nothing but rolling hills and hedger ows
stretching away all around it.

Early on that clear spring afternoon a heavyset man, wearing a thick
coat sweater, came shuffling out of the back door of the cottage. He
was in his nmiddle seventies sonewhere and the tufts of hair that showed
beneath his checkered cap were white.

Fol | owi ng cl ose behind himcame a younger man. He was carrying a
folding chair, a folded nmetal easel, a partially done canvas, a rea
wood box of paints and brushes and a pal msize black control box. "Samne
spot as usual, M. Anzel no?"

"What do you think, peckerhead?" Anzelno halted on a patch of green
[ awn.

There was a large blond man sitting on the fence a hundred or so feet
away. He had a stun rifle resting in his lap

"Hey, Toby," called Anzel mo, "
ass?"

am| paying you to sit around on your fat

"No, M. Anzelnp. Sorry, sir." Toby hopped free of the wall and
started pacing along it. The man carrying all the painting gear had
opened the chairing the easel

"The chair belongs two feet to the frigging right, Julie." The ol der
man was gazing out at the fields and the stand of oak trees just beyond
the wal |

"Right you are, sir. Julie noved the chair. "That about it?"

"What do you think, shit can

After studying the chair, Julie bent and nudged it an inch and a hal f
to the left. "Looks about perfect now "

"Not hi ng you had a hand in could come anywhere near to being perfect."
Anzel no | owered hinself into the seat. "But it'll do."

Noddi ng, the younger man put the canvas in place. "There we are," he
said while setting the box of painting materials on a small shelf
attached to the left armof the chair.

Anzel mo was scow i ng, looking fromhis painting to the oak trees.
"Julie, how many trees do you see in ny painting?' He hunched,
squinting at the picture. "Six, M. Anzelno." "Okay, and how many
are there by the wall?" After a quick count, Julie answered, "Five,
sir." "wWhat can we do about that, jerk-oft?



The younger man grabbed up the control box fromwhere he'd left it on
the grass. He touched at the keys.

Three new hol ographi ¢ oaks sprouted next to the others.

"OQops. Too many. Sorry." Hs fingers touched the keys again and two
trees vani shed. "There."

"I"'mthinking maybe seven would be better," reflected An zel no. "Put
in another one and I'll add themto my picture.”

"Yes, sir.



A fresh sturdy oak returned to join the rest.
Julie inquired, "Anything el se?"

The ol der man was eyeing the nearest nmeadow. "I'mpretty darn good at
pai nti ng sheep."

"You're very good. W've all comented on your ability to--"
"Horseshit," cut in Anzelnmo. "I can just see you bunch of wankers
sitting around of an evening tal ki ng about mny painting.

Anyhow, | want some sheep up there in the goddamm nmeadow." " How nany,
sir?" "You decide."

Julie swall owed once, then again. He used the control box and a flock
of white hol ographic sheep materialized up in the sloping neadow. Sone
sl ept, sone roamed, sone nunched at the grass. After a nmonent Anzel np
said, "Count them wll you." Julie counted. "Thirteen, sir."

"Thirteen is unlucky. Are you trying to put a jinx on ne?" The keys
were worked again. "How do you feel about el even?' "They'll do. Now
get your skinny butt back inside," ordered Anzelmb. "l'mgoing to
paint for exactly forty-five mnutes and

don't want to see you anywhere near me until then."

Julie hurried away.

"What a kiss-ass,"” nurnured Anzelno as he selected a brush.

Less than ten minutes later Julie came hurrying out of the thatched
cottage. He was carrying a pal mphone "M. Anzelno?' The older man

continued to paint, ignoring him

St oppi ng next to the chair, Julie held out the phone. "This is a cal
you had better take, sir."

Anzel nmo continued to ignore him concentrating on rendering the wool on
one of the sheep

"It has to do with Jill Bernardino, sir.



Very slowy and carefully, Anzelno | owered the brush and scow ed up at
him "Wsat about her?"

"Kaltenbomout in Geater LA wll explain. But it |ooks like things
have gone wong."

Anzel no grabbed the phone. "What in the hell are you bothering ne
for?"

The husky bl ack man who was | ooking, uneasily, out at himfromthe tiny

phone screen said, "W don't have her, sir." "Did you ever have her
shit can "No, sonebody else got her." "Wo?"

"We aren't sure as yet," answered the black man. "Wen we noved in to
take Jill Bernardino--well, it turned out soneone el se had gotten to

her first."
Anzel mo asked him "Wo runs the biggest, nost powerfu

Tek cartel in England?"

"You do, obviously, sir," answered both Kaltenborn and Julie. Leaning
forward in his folding chair, Anzel no asked the phone, "Then who the
hell in America--in frigging Geater Los

Angel es of all places--has the balls to go up agai nst ne?"
"We're in the process of finding out. Until we--"
"You're going to be in the process of attending your own damed

funeral ," promised the Teklord. "Unless you |locate that bitch and shut
her up for good and all."

"That's what we're trying to do, sir.

"Coul d the SoCal cops have grabbed her---or somebody fromthe
International Drug Control Agency?"

"W don't think so."

"Well, find her." He killed the call. "Help me up out of this chair,



Julie. I'mthrough painting for today." ty mdday there was a thin
yel | ow haze covering nost of

Greater Los Angeles. Jake's sky car was rising up through it, clinbing
away fromthe Visitors Lot at the Venice Sector Canpus of the

Uni versity of California, when the voxbox announced,

"I nmportant conmuni cation from Ti necheck."

"Put himthrough."

The | ean Chi nese popped up on the phone screen He was checki ng one of

the watches built into his netal arm "Ceeze, Jake, your response tine
is really drag-ass,” the in ormant told him "Twenty-three seconds.

Not so good."

"Excuse it." Jake guided his car up to an altitude of 5,000 feet. The
further you got fromthe artificial canals of the Venice Sector, the

| ess woebegone they | ooked. "I was on the verge of getting in touch

with you nyself."

"Let me pass on ny bulletin first," requested Timecheck. "lI'ma little
reluctant, since you nay get the notion that I'mno longer a reliable
source of---"

"Some of what you told ne last night turns out not to be true?"

Ti mecheck paused to tap one of his watch faces with his forefinger
"Tokyo's quit ticking again."

"Cet back to what the hell it is you' re apologizing for."



"Li sten, Jake, every word of what | passed along is the absolute and
unvarni shed truth,"” assured Ti mecheck. "However, subsequent data |'ve
been collecting leads me to believe that | probably, through no fault
of my own, nudged you al ong a wong path."

Jake grinned in a bleak way. "Explain."

"Ckay, it is still God's own truth that a pack of Europe-based Tekl ords
sent out orders to pick up this Jill Bernardino |lady," continued the
informant. "The thing is, Jake--well, sir, somebody beat themto

it."

"Who exactly?"

"I"'mat work on that aspect," said Tinmecheck. "So far it |ooks like a

| ocal cartel got to her first." "A SoCal Tek outfit?" "Al npst
certainly, yes."

"Thanks for filling ne in." Jake nodded thoughtfully. "Anything nore
on what these European Teklords are really up to--or why they were
pl anning to abduct Jill?"

"Not yet, but they're cooking up sonething manmot h, " answer ed
Ti mecheck. "So, what are you follow ng up at the nmonent ?"

"Trying to |l ocate Jeffrey Monkwood," he told the phone screen "But
Jill"s professorial beau didn't show up to teach his Advanced

Conmuni cati ons class today. Nor did he bother to notify the university
that he wasn't going to drop in. Nobody has any idea where the hell he
m ght be."

"You try his house in the d endal e Sector?"

"I phoned and got no response. |'m heading there nowto | ook around."



"I"ve dug up a few nore facts about the prof," vol unteered

Ti mecheck. "The one that'll do you the nost good right nowis that he
and his wife no | onger reside under the sane roof. She has a place
down in the Palm Springs Sector."

"I'f I don't find out anything at his setup, I'Il try her."

"And, Jake," cautioned the Chinese, "now that we're getting even nore
Tek peopl e conmi ng aboard--be extra careful, huh?"

The hone nedi bot was a cheap reconditioned nodel, all she could afford

just now. It stood an inch or so under three feet in height and its
white enamel ed surface had a yellowi sh tinge. "lI'mcomng, |I'm
com ng," the got was saying in a fuzzy, rattling voice. "I'mnot as

spry as | used to be."

"Hurry .. please," gasped El eanor Monkwood. "Starting . to have .
breathing trouble again." She was a bl onde woman in her early
thirties, thin and pale, standing nowin the doorway that led to the
tiny sundeck of the three-room domed house.

"If you' d stay in here where the air circ system provi des breathabl e
air," the nedibot told her as it waddl ed nearer, "you wouldn't have
these respiratory problens, |ady."

"Wanted .. . sone sun.”

"Snmog's all you get when you stray outside on a day like this.™

When the little white robot reached her, it poked at a button in its
side. "Darn, this thing's stuck again."

El eanor held on tight to the doorframe with both thin hands.
She coul d barely inhale at all now and she was grow ng dizzy.
"Hurry .. ."

"I"'mnot a top-of-the-line mech," the hot rem nded, whapping



$0 itself in the side a fewtines with one metal fist. "There, that's
popped her." A panel swung open and the got reached in to pull out an
oxikit. "Here you go, lady."

She hesitated, then carefully and slowy let go with one hand,

bent and reached out to grasp the breathing mask oxygen container unit.
"Can you .. . helpme .. . put it on?"

"You're going to have to tilt over a bit nore." The nedi bot's stubby
arms didn't reach to her face, even though it was now standi ng on
ti ptoe.

El eanor | eaned, then started swaying. She suddenly started to topple
f or war d.

The got hopped aside, let her fall

She hit flat out and facedown on the grey carpeting. Her nouth was
open and she was trying to breathe in air.

"You're really a mess today, lady." The got squatted, picked up the
oxikit. It rolled her over on her back, attached the mask and clicked
on the oxygen

Slowy, painfully, Eleanor's breathing inproved. The dizziness passed
and she sat up. "Thanks .. ."

"Now let's see if you can stand all the way up. That's it, hold on to
ne."

Pressi ng her hand down on the netal shoul der of the nechani cal man, she
managed to push hersel f upright.

"Ckay, we'll take a stroll over to your chair." It managed to guide
her across the living roomto a netal chair that faced the vie w ndow

From there you got a view of dozens of other small dome houses, patches
of dry yellow desert and a good deal of cactus. There were also



several hol ographic Joshua trees out there. Leaving her in the
chair, the robot wobbled over to shut the door to the deck. "There'l
be a beck of a lot less trouble for the both of us, lady, if you'd
foll ow t he Medpl an you were given."

"I"'msorry It's just that | never had snpg-asthnma until | noved out
here three nmonths ago," she said in a weary voice. "Takes sone getting

used to." "Here we go again," remarked the medi bot, turning its
back on the view "Self-pity tine in the desert. Going to blame your
husband for dunpi ng you and giving you such a trauma that you acquired
this mal ady. "

"Jeffrey didn't dunp nme," she corrected. "I left him" The little
robot shook its ball of a head. "You're not living in the right
century, lady," it observed. "Why let a little harm ess adultery

bot her you? Instead you should ve used it to get nore of what you want
out of life. "Sbu're rolling in the hay with assorted bi nbos, Jeff so
now | want a bigger house, a sky car of ny own and all the stuff on
this list!"™ That's the way to handl e things."

El eanor didn't reply. After a nonment the got remarked, "If you can
keep from having any nore fits for an hour or so, I'll get back to
tidying up your sloppy bedroom™

She said, breathing mask muffling her voice, "I'mfine."
"You sure don't look it." The nedibot took three steps toward the

bedr oom door and then ceased to function. The air circ systemdied at
the sane instant. "Wat's wong?" Eleanor started to stand up



The door to the deck cane sl apping open. A |large, w de robot, painted
a pale green, came lunbering into the room "Sit down," he booned.

Behind himcanme a snall bald man with a frizzy nmoustache and a trace of
a beard. "Afternoon, love," he said, snmling and hol ding up his
silvery stun gun "W thought we'd drop in for a bit of a chat, don't
you know. "



$ 3 CGonez hesitated on the threshold of the toyshop, frowning down at
the fuzzy little nechani cal puppy. "Hey, perrito, what are you doing
to nmy boot.

"Using it to teethe on, schlep,” replied the toy dog in a deep
roughhouse voi ce.

"Your voxbox needs sone urgent fine tuning." Wth a terse kicking
nmotion, the detective managed to send the pup sailing across the
Wondersnith's Toyshop show oom

"Cheezit!" <cried a two-foot-high Fairy Princess who was occupying a
little gilt throne atop a slowy rotating plaz pedestal. "It's sone
ki nd of perverted nol ester cone to abuse us one and all."

"Keep your knickers on, sis," advised an overstuffed redheaded rag dol
who was slunped in a slowy ticking little tin rocker. "I know this
dorf. He's an old patron."

"He | ooks like an ancient patron to ne." The puppy was huddl ed behi nd
a toy white piano, glowering at Gonez. "He's got nore winkles than a
relief map of a senile prune.”

"NirSos y nitS as it truly warnms ny heart to exchange all these

pl easantries with you se the detective assured them "But | actually
dropped by in response to a sumons fromyour boss."” "Nertz," said the
princess.

"Don't let these little hooligans razz you, honey." A large, fat



worman with a good deal of crinkly silver hair emerged fromthe toyshop
office, arns spread wide and smling at him Her three-piece sin silk
suit was a mxture of bright citrus hues. "G wan, you inps, back to
your posts. Look cuddly and desirable for our custoners.”

"Corky, we haven't had any customers since those half-wits this

nmorni ng," remnded the rag doll. "Couple of aging dimbulbs fromthe
San Berdoo Sector who decided | was too flanmboyant for their pansy
grandson. "

Cor ky Keepnews bent to give his chair a slap that set it to rocking at

a nore rapid rate. "You can't refer to prospective customers as 'a
pair of old farts' and expect themto ask Inc to gift wap you, kiddo.
Let's hole up in ny office, Gonez, | want to talk to you."

Her toyshop was up on the seventeenth ]Jeve] of the Wstwood Sector
Mall. Fromthe one narrow vie wi ndow you could see part of the
University of SoCal Canmpus #26, where either a riot or arally was in
progress in the gl ade.

As soon as Corky had settled in behind her new pink neo wood ",
desk, CGomez asked, "Why the urgent need to see ne, cataoaza.

He settled into a tin rocker, a grown-up version of the one the rag
dol | occupied out in the show oom

"We' ve been buddi es and busi ness associates for a heck of a long tine,
darling," the fat woman told him

"You're just about my nost reliable informant."

Corky's chair made snmall groani ng noi ses as she shifted her weight and

rested a plunp el bow on the desktop. "I just cane across sone
i nformati on that pertains to you and that reckl ess partner of yours,"
she said, |owering her voice some. "It has to do with this case you're

wor ki ng on. "



Hs left eye narrowed. "Wat case would that be, cara?"

"Hey, you don't have to be cute with nme, honey. | know you're trying
to find that hot-pants bitch that you used to"

"What do you know about Jill's kidnapping?" He left the rocker, noved
cl oser to her desk.

"The most inportant thing I know," Corky said, "is that sone people are
going to do their damedest to throw a spanner in your works. They
want you to quit--and if they have to they'll do you some serious
harm "

"How serious?"
"You m ght end up graveyard-dead, dear."

Perching on the edge of the pink desk, he |eaned toward her and studied
her plunp face with narrowed eyes. "Who are these peadej os?"

Corky's voice dropped even lower. "You're nmessing with a big Tek
cartel here."

"I already know that--a conbo of European outfits who seemto--"
"Nope, that's not what you have to worry about, Gonez," she assured
him Then held up a hand in a wait-a-m nute gesture. "Well, let's
anmend that. Sure, you' ve got to worry about them because they want to
get their hands on your ex, too. But there's danger nuch nearer to
hore. "

"Sonmebody el se got to her first, sonebody |ocal ?"

Cor ky nodded, her chair jiggling. "Wy | hear it, honey, it's that
runt who calls hinmself Johnny Trocadero."

"& the little honbre who runs the San Di ego Sector Tek cartel," said
Gonez, frowning. "So what do we have here, Cork, Teklords going up
agai nst each ot her?"



$6 "Al | knowis that dear little Jill must know sonething that
several nasty bastards are anxious to find out about."

"Trocadero grabbed her?"
"He hired the goons who did the job."
"And they are?"

She gl anced toward the cl osed door of' her of' rice "I think it was a
weasel named Dunkirk. He usually works with a rundum robot that he
built hinself ."

"Skinny pertdejo who doesn't even know how to grow a decent noustache.
CGonez fingered his own noustache.

"That's him hon," she answered. "And before you bother to ask--no, |
don't know where they took her."

"This Dunkirk--is he also the one who's planning to do ne and Jake
har n?"

"That's what 1've picked up, kid."

"Anyt hi ng el se you've come across that | ought to know?" Corky said,
"You better watch out for a lady called Yedra Cortez. Very nasty
critter fromyour honeland who is the brains and the nuscle of
Trocadero's whol e setup.”
"I'"ve seen that puta before," CGomez said, standing up. "How nuch do
owe you for this wealth of information, Corky? 1It's enough to nake a
paranoi d of any nman and ought to be worth a tidy fee."

"So far it's on the house, lover. For old tinme's sake and as a little
gift to a dammed good customer." She stood, too. "If you want any
nore--it's going to be a thousand dollars."

"Top price, huh?"

"I't wouldn't take much for any and all of these lowifes to put my nane
on their shit lists right next to yours, Gomez," she



$ ? explained as she cane around her desk and took hold of his arm

"I'f I"'mgoing to get killed, I ought to make as much as | can off
it."

"Sound busi ness phil osophy." He allowed her to escort himout of the
t oyshop.

The small bald man sniled sweetly as he tightened his grip on

El eanor Monkwood's upper arm "That's a terrible bad wheeze you got
there, love."

The big green robot was | oomng on the other side of her chair.

"It's the btoomin' air in these parts,” he runbled, tapping his broad

metal chest with a fist. "Affects ny breathing setup sone thing aw ul
at times."

The thin woman said, "What .. . do you .. . want?"

"Now, dear, you'll have me believing that you're not paying close

enough attention.”

"We already told you," rem nded the big hot, "what we want."
"That's absolutely true," seconded the bald, sparsely whiskered man. "I
i nfornmed you soon as we arrived that we'd popped in for a bit of
conversation."

El eanor said nothing, concentrating on letting the oxikit help

? her to breathe.

"To continue." He increased the pressure on her thin arm

"What we cane to talk about is this--where's your dammed husband?"

"I don't know," she answered. "Probably .. . the university."

"Naw, not so," the robot informed her, tilting toward her sone.



$ 8 "He's not on campus where he's supposed to be. Nobody at the
school knows where he's gotten to or what's beconme of him™

She took a few slow, shallow breaths. "If you know .

where ny husband works .. . and you know where | live," she said, "then
you .. . mnust know .. . that we're separated.”

The bald nman cocked his head to the right, frowning. "I don't know

about you, mate," he said to the green robot. "But |'m having the
devil's own tinme understanding what this dear lady is saying."

"Me too."
"Why do you suppose that is?"

The hot's arm creaked when he raised his hand. "Mist be that breathing
mask she's wearing."

"I do believe you're right." H s stroked his w spy whiskers with his
fingertips. "The bloody thing filters out nmost of her words, it
does. "

"Shall 1," offered the robot, raising his big metal hand again,

"ripit off"'?"

"No, that's all right. | can handle the job."
El eanor pleaded, "No, please .. . | really won't be able to breathe
without .. . it."

The robot shook his head synpathetically. "That's a pity for sure,
mm "

"Maybe then you'd best speak up now Tell us what we canme to find
out."

"l don't .. . know where .. . he is."

The bald nman gl anced at his conpanion. "Did you catch any of what she
just said?"

"Nary a word, no.



59 "Sorry, love." The bald man shook his head, sadly, and reached
for the breathing mask.

But he never managed to touch it.

Instead both of his hands went flapping up above his head, H s body
stiffened, he gave a choking sigh, went dropping forward.

When he fell across Eleanor's | ap, she drew both knees aside and that
defl ected him

He hit the side of her chair with his thinly bewhiskered chin, bounced,
slamed into the floor on el bows and knees. Stretched straight out and
was conpletely and totally unconscious. "Don't touch it," said Jake to
the big green robot.

Jake was standing in the now open bedromm doorway, his stun gun ai ned
at the nechanical man

The robot had been in the process of opening a panel in his side and
tuggi ng out a lazgun. "You ought not to have stunned him" he said.

"I know, but every time | see a couple of louts mstreating soneone--|
get this uncontrollable inmpulse.” He grinned. "Hell, there it is
again." This silent stun gun beam struck the hot just above the
opening in his torso. He started to rattle, taking two thunping steps
to the left.

Jake sprinted over, gave the disabled nmechanisma forceful shove with
t he pal mof his free hand.

The robot smacked the floor, stretched out flat next to his partner

"You don't have a very good security systemhere, Ms. Mnkwood," he
told her. "Anybody can get in with very little effort.”

SO



“I'm.. . glad you .. . got through."

Wal ki ng around the fallen intruders, Jake lifted her out of the chair
and carried her over to a low black sofa. "M nane is Jake Cardi gan,"
he said, setting her down carefully. "I'man operative with the Cosnos
Det ecti ve Agency."

"Yes, |I've heard of .. . you," she said, |eaning back. "Well, not
you specifically .. . but your agency."

"We're trying to find Jill Beruardino," he said, straddling a straight

chair that faced her. "That .. . whore.” "You know her?"
"I know she and .. . my husband are .. . sleeping together," answered
El eanor. "What's happened .. . to her?"

"Looks |ike she's been kidnapped," he said. "Possibly by these very
| ads who dropped in on you. W'I|l be able to find that out."

"Way do they .. . want Jeffrey?"

"Probably because sonebody believes he knows what Jill knows."

"And .. . what is .. . that?"

Jake shook his head. "Not sure exactly. But it seens to be connected

wi th somet hing several big European Tek cartels are planning."
"Tek," she said. "That .. . nakes sense.”

"Your husband has sone--"

"While we were still together .. . he becane involved with .. a man

naned Ernest Shiboo. He .. . supposedly makes his living .
supplying very sophisticated .. . androids to very rich clients," she



said. "He lives .. . up in NorCal .. soneplace." "Ernie Shiboo,"
sai d Jake, nodding. "He used to be fairly high up in the Hokori Tek
cartel ."

"I suspected .. . he was supplying .. . Jeffrey with Tek chips."

"That was their only association customer and client?" El eanor
concentrated on her breathing for a nonent, |eaning back further on the

sofa. "There was .. . sonething else,” she answered finally. "Jeffrey
teaches in the .. . communications area.." and there was.." a show
busi ness link... somewhere."

" Shi boo was using himas a consultant on some project maybe?"

"By that time .. . Jeffrey and | weren't .. . He didn't . discuss mnmuch
about .. his activities with ne."

"You think Shiboo knew Jill Bernardino?"

"Yes .. . | suspect Jeffrey .. . introduced her to that terrible

man. "

"I'f your husband is hiding out," asked Jake, "do you have any idea
where he m ght go?"

"No, | never.." knew about his hideaways," she said. "Wnen like Jil
Bernardino might.." but not... Jake stood up, sliding out his

pal m phone "I'll arrange to have these goons transported el sewhere."

"By the police?"

"Eventual ly," he said, grinning. "First we'll ask thema few pertinent

questions. |I'll also have the agency send soneone to watch over you

for a while. Need a nedic?"

She nodded at her little fallen medibot. "M/ robot can take care of



me." Jake eyed the fallen nmechanism "Doesn't |ook all that
efficient.”

"It isn't, but--"

"I'f you don't mind, I'lIl get a nedic of our own to drop in," he
suggest ed.
El eanor nmanaged a faint smle. "No, that would be .. . fine," she

said. "And .. . if you find out that ny husband is okay .. . well, |



suppose .. . I'd like to know that." e pudgy Japanese cried out,
"Your flying is much too bunmpy, Herky."

"Don't call ne Herky," came the reply fromthe cabin of the sky van
"And | don't have any damn control over turbul ence, Ernie."

Er nest Shi boo sighed before bending to pick up the check-over rod,

whi ch the | ast bounce had caused himto drop. "Well, let's make sure
you' re shi pshape, gundrop," he said to the dornmant android he was
standing in front of.

There were twenty-one androids flying up from SoCal to Nor-Cal in the
bi g cargo conpartnent of the van. Each was a pretty bl onde teenage
girl, each was dressed in a black short-skirted maid s uniform

Shi boo had to give every one a |last-mnute inspection. He was working
al ong the second row of seven. He ran the small copper-tipped rod down
fromhead to toe, holding it about an inch fromthe andy's body.

When it was hovering just below the waist, the rod' s voxbox said,
"Fanny. "

"Ch, tapioca," nmurnured Shiboo, annoyed.

He Iifted the short black skirt to inspect the android' s backside.
There was a | arge snmudge of sky-blue paint on the left buttock



Strai ght eni ng up, the Japanese reached under the nmaid' s | ace
collar and touched the activate spot. "Wy didn't you nmention

Ally, that you'd acquired an unsightly splotch on your toke?"

"Hey, is that ny job?" asked the reaninmated blonde. "You gin ks are
supposed to inspect us after each job and 1'lIl tell you sonething,
Erni e, nost of your mmintenance crew are either Tekheads or

brai nstinrers and they woul dn't have noticed if ny entire butt had

br oken out in pol ka dots."

"You keep forgetting to address me as M. Shiboo, lollipop."
"Hooey. "

"How d that snear get there?"

"Ask your last client--that grabby M. Goodrich in the San

Luis Obispo Sector," she replied. "He tried to get fresh with me in
the nursery during that bash he and his mssus threw | ast weekend. The

bots had just finished painting the room™

Shi boo frowned. "Wnder why they'd paint a little girl's room bl ue?"

"Ask Goodrich."

Crouching, Shiboo lifted her skirt again and squinted at the blue
buttock. "I have an excellent--an extrenely excellent--reputation as a
provi der and | easer of the finest-grade androids and servos," he said,
rising up. "In the last three years |'ve built this business up
from-"

"Maybe you shoul d' ve stuck to peddling Tek, gundrop."

"That'l|l be enough of that sort of talk," he warned her. "How d you
get that sort of data into your head anyway?"

"Must be a virus."

Shi boo scow ed at her. "Go into the workshop at the back of the van,
Ally," he instructed. "Use a lite gun to clean off that damed stain."



"I"'mnot supposed to ness with any maintenance."

"Listen, butterball, | have to deliver twenty-one tip-top android naids
to Leon Marriner at his Mansion nunber five in the Tiburon Enclave in
exactly seventeen nminutes," he told her, putting one hand on her

bl ack-cl ad shoul der. "The head of the whole entire Marriner Media
enpire isn't going to accept an andy with a sky-blue backside and I'm
not about to offer himone. Nor will | risk showing up with only

twenty of you."

Ally, after snoothing her skirt, wandered off in the direction of the
repair area

The sky van hit another air pocket and the floor bounced several tines.
She lurched, hit against another android maid, knocking her off her
feet.

"Easy, easy," cautioned Shiboo as he hurried over to pick up the fallen

andy. " can't afford any dents at this late hour."
Shi boo fidgeted in the passenger seat. "lI'msorry |I've been such a nag
t oday, Herky."

"Don't call ne Herky." The android who was piloting the sky van was
handsome, nuscul ar-1 ooking. Hi s gol den-blond hair was wavy and | ong.
"My name is Hercul es/30F and this has come up again and again at our
weekly neetings with the techno-counselor.™

"I know, forgive me," apol ogi zed the Japanese. "Wenever |I'm
worried--scared actually, in this case--1 tend to turn cranky."

"You really have to learn to relax, Ernie," advised Hercul es.
"Besides, the odds are that the Bernardino bitch's di sappearance had
nothing at all to do with you, not a dam thing."



6 6 Frowni ng, Shiboo shook his head. "No, |I'mcertain that Jill's
bei ng ki dnapped has a whole lot to do with .. . well, wth what
Marriner and those overseas Tek bastards are up to."

"I hate to pick on you," said the android, "but | did mention at the
time that you were a jerk to confide anything in that Bernardino
wonan. "

"She was paying me a nice fat fee for information." "Information about
t he Sonny Hokori cartel," remi nded Hercules. "A defunct operation that
nobody gives a damm about anynore--certainly nobody who's in a position
to knock you off or rough you up."

"I suppose | wanted to inpress her," adnmtted the Japanese. "So |
threwin alittle of what 1'd been finding out about Marriner's |atest
project. Hints really, nothing nore."

"More than hints, Ernie, or you wouldn't be scared silly now." "You
know, Herk, |'ve brought this up with our counselor quite a few tinmes
lately,"” Shiboo said to the android. "But you really aren't at al

synmpathetic to ne at tines."

"Whose fault is it if I lack enpathy? Did | design and build
nmysel ff"

"Al'l right, I planned you and oversaw your construction," he
acknow edged. "Still, as | recall, I built in a lot nmore kindness and
under st andi ng. "

"What you're trying to do now is mx our domestic problems up with our
busi ness ventures. Not snart."

"I am you're absolutely right."

"All we have to worry about today is delivering these nubile maids to
Marriner's nunber five digs," said Hercules. "W turn themover to
that bossy private sec of his, collect our handsone fee and take off
for Greater LA and hone."



6 ? "Thelm's okay," said Shiboo. "She's been extrenely hel pfu
to us in building the business up these past couple years."

The android said, "W provide a first-rate product. W' re doing
Marriner and all the rest of our snooty customers a favor it not the
ot her way around, Ernie."

"You're right again."

"Now quit l|ooking Iike you' ve just cone back fromyour own funeral, "
Her cul es suggested. "We're going to be setting down at nunber five in
a couple nore mnutes." He tapped out a |anding pattern on the dash.

"Quite probably Marriner hinmself won't even show up at this particular
mansi on of his until the day of the party."” Shiboo sat up straighter
in his seat. "And even when he is in residence, | rarely see him"

"Besi des which, nobody in the entire Marriner Media enpire has any
noti on that you've been bl abbing their secrets to Jill Bernardino."

The mansi on and grounds in the Tiburon Enclave covered five and a half
acres at the edge of the expanded San Franci sco Bay. The hone itself
was an exact replica of a |late-nineteenth-century Victorian mansion
and the surrounding acres included a | arge formal garden, a nine-hole
golf course, a swinming pavilion and a woods containing quite a few
tall sinulated redwoods.

The visitors' |anding area was surrounded by hol ographi c cypress
trees.

After going through the recognition and pernission routines, Hercules
brought the sky van in for a |anding.

The I andi ng wasn't especially smooth and two of the android mai ds back
in the cargo area went crashing to the floor with considerabl e thunking



and rattling. "Herky, you've really got to inprove your |anding
techni ques." Shi boo unhooked fromthe safety gear and ran into the
other roomto get the fallen an dies to their feet and check for
danage.

Then he cane back into the cabin and rel eased the door on his side.

It opened to reveal the short, stocky Thelma d anzman standing out in
the sunny afternoon. Hands on hips, |looking up at him "Hello,
Ernest," she said.

"Thel ma, gundrop, how are you?" said Shiboo, clinmbing out of the sky
van "Just wait until you get a look at this batch of---"

"CGet up to the house right away quick," she told him "Mar-finer wants
to talk to you."

n i mage of the bald, scraggly-whiskered man, half life size, appeared
on one of the hol ograph stages in Basconis tower office.

Crcling the round stage, the Cosnos Detective Agency chief said, "This
conely lad's nane is Nigel Dunkirk. He--" "Bingo," said Gomez fromthe
chair where he was slouching. Bascomeyed him "Wat are you trying
to convey?"

"You' ve just confirmed--which | was al ready near certain of
anyway--that he's the merda that Corky warned ne about."

Jake was straddling a chair a few feet further back fromthe stage.
"This Dunkirk's a hired-hand type," he remarked. "Not affiliated with
any particular Tek outfit."

"This time he and his bolito are working for Johnny Trocaaero."

Bascom frowned. "Wy are you only now nmentioning this, Said?"
"Hey,jefe, | cane rushing in here a few m nutes ago, bursting with
news," the curly-haired detective rem nded his boss. "But | was

i nforned that Jake had dragged in this pendejo and his faithfu
nmechani cal conpani on and that you were going to brief us before we got
down to--"



"Ckay, enough." Bascom consulted his handful of printout nenos.
"Dunkirk and the got are reposing down in Interrogation Suite 3 at the
nmonent. Soon as our nedics bring the guy out of his stun gun swoon,
we'll troop down there and ask hi m some pertinent questions."”

"He knows where Jill is," said Gonez.

"He at | east knows where they delivered her," observed Jake.
"What's the robot's name?"

Bascom s frown deepened. "What the hell has that got to do with
anyt hi ng?"

"“I'"mcurious."
The chief riffled the nenos. "Turns out the damm thing doesn't have a
nane. Satisfied?" "You can tell a |lot about people fromwhat they

nane things."
Jake grinned.
"We're already scanning the hot's brain to see what he knows."

"Ti mecheck told me there was a SoCal Teklord involved in this," he told
his partner. "Johnny Trocadero nust be the one."

"S, but I'mstill not clear as to why he's risking going up against the
overseas Tek honbres."

Bascom said, "My prospective DC customer will want to know about that.
So find out, fellas."

"First," put in Gonez, "we have to talk to this Dunkirk cabrdn and find
out where Jill is."

The vi dphone on Bascom s desk suddenly started talking.

"Li eutenant Drexler of the SoCal State Police is out here in the
reception area, M. Bascom He has five officers with himand a



warrant. He says he's going to see you at once." There were

exactly forty-two vidscreens built into the walls of the mansion's main
ball room Each one was displaying a different Martinet Media

vi dshow.

Sitting in the large roomis only chair, thin fingers steepled beneath
his chin, was a lanky black man in a grey suit. He was a year away
fromthirty, his hair was cl ose-cropped. Two nmen and an android stood
just to the rear of his high-back wicker chair. "Screen 8," he said in
hi s whi sper)' voi ce.

The heavyset bearded man at the right of the standing trio said,
"That's our Mon Cops show, M. Marriner."

Marriner's |lips puckered as though he were tasting something extrenely
sour. "Kill it."

The thin blond man said, "But we guaranteed Sel kirk at |east a year
of --"

"It's dead."

"I agree with you on that one," said the pink-checked andy. "Moon Cops
is a dismal show, sir."

"Sure you agree with me, putz," the black man said. "That's how you
were constructed. "

"No, | assure you, this is an honest opinion of ny own."

Marriner gave a qui ck whisper of a chuckle. "Screen 27," he said.

The thin blond man said, "That's Underwater Fiesta. This episode was
filmed off the coast of---"

"Reshoot the dam thing."

The heavyset bearded man suggested, "It would be nuch nore econonica
if we had the people in Enhancenent punch up the existing--"



i il "Yes, sir," said the thin blond man.

"Exactly what | was about to suggest," said the android.

The room s door whirred quietly open. Thelma d anzman appeared. "He's
here.”

"Keep himout there for a while, Thel," instructed Marriner. ';
"Screen 19."

The secondary ball room was not quite as large as the main one. There
were only thirty vidscreens in the walls and they di spl ayed not
Marriner Media shows but variable views of what was going on inside the
maj or Marriner offices and facilities around the world.

Marriner had a small real wood desk in the center of this ballroom and
he was sitting behind it, hunched forward. Spread out atop the desk
was the front page of the top-selling e-newspaper in Anerica. "What do
you think of the headline, Ernie?"

Shi boo ran his tongue over his lips. "Very colorful, sir." The
Japanese was standing to the right of the desk. There were no other
chairs in the big room

"Not the typography, putz, the content."

Shi boo cleared his throat, craned his head. ""Thousands Die in Tunne
Tragedy." Very catchy, sir."

"No, hell, it's nowhere near specific enough,” countered the nedia
tycoon. "Thousands of what--people, kangaroos, nasturtiuns? |If it's
human bei ngs--what ki nd? Were?"

"Putting it that way, M. Marriner, the line is a bit lacking in



detail, yes." Marriner picked up a pal mphone "Bocknman, we want
a new head for the Tinmes-Post. Specifics on that tunnel thing."
Shi boo coughed into his hand.

Marriner glanced up at him "How many maid an dies did you deliver for
nmy upcom ng bash, Ernie?"

"Twenty-one, sir.
"I understand one of them has blue spots on her ass."
"No, that's been taken care of.... How did you know t hat ?"

"Ernie, there isn't one damm thing about you that | don't know or can't
find out,” Marriner inforned him "I even know what goes on in the hay
bet ween you and that nechani zed | ummox of yours. Herky. Jesus."

"My relationship with himis perfectly--" "Tell ne about Jil
Bernardi no." "Wo?"

A whi spery chuckle. "Ernie, you're not follow ng this discussion at
all as closely as you ought to be," Mrriner said, pushing back a few
inches in his chair. "I had hoped I'd inpressed you by this time with
the fact that bullshit will get you nowhere when talking to ne. How
much did you tell her?"

Shi boo shook his head negatively, getting the shaking all tangled up
with the uncontrolled shivering that had begun. "Not a thing, M.

Martinet," he insisted. "l mean, yes, as you seemto know, | have been
providing her with information for a vidwall filmshe's scripting. It's
about Sonny Hokori. |'mnot sure if you knew him but--"

"I knew Sonny quite well."

"Well, sir, then you know that he's dead and done for. So are nost of



his relatives and the top people in his Tek cartel," continued the
uneasy Japanese. "Therefore, you see, | didn't think providing her
wi t h background informati on about the Hokori cartel would hurt anyone.
Her producer was offering a very nice fee for ny services and even
though I only worked for Sonny in a m nor capacity--"

"Cnon, Ernie, you were one of his top lieutenants. You even had a
hand in fram ng Jake Cardi gan on Tek charges and getting himsent up to
t he Freezer prison.”

"No, no, that's not true," said Shiboo. "That was Sonny who arranged
that--along with Bennett Sands and Cardigan's wife.

Not me, however, sir.

"Suppose we return to Jill Bernardino. How nmuch did you tell her about
what |' m pl anni ng?"

"I don't know anythi ng about your plan."

"Not the right answer, Ernie," said Marriner. "You should ve said
somet hing like, "Wich of your nmultitude of plans are you talking
about, sir?" You know, you're not even any good at playing dunb."

Shi boo hugged hinmself to try to control his shivering. "AIl right,
sir, I did hear a few runors--since | do drop in at your various homes
del i vering androi ds--about sonme plan to teamup with certain Tek
cartels in Europe."

"Which cartels, Ernie?" He reached over and took hold of the

Japanese's wri st.

Grimacing at the pressure on his pudgy wist, Shiboo answered, "Anzel no
was the only name | heard, sir."

"What exactly are Anzelno and | and the others working on
Erni e? How much of that did your spying bring out?"

"It wasn't spying," contradicted Shiboo. "After all, | was deeply
i nvolved in the Tek trade for years and |I'm bound to be



interested in sonme kind of Tek network that may well put every Tekl ord
in Anerica out of business.”

Marriner smled. "Yes, you' d naturally be curious about that,"
he agreed. "Were's the Bernardi no wonan?"
"Don't you have her?"

Marriner shook his head and et go of the wist. "No, although I'd
very much like to."

"Then | don't know," said Shiboo. "Listen, sir, I'mreally sorry if ny
curiosity has caused you--"

"Your dammed curiosity, putz, has contributed to a | ot of people
finding out something about ny plan."

"As | say, I'mreally sorry."

Martinet slid open a drawer in his desk. "And well you shoul d be,
Ernie." He lifted out a snub-nosed stun gun and shot the Japanese.



he turned away fromthe nonitor screen in the white nmetal wall of the
interrogation suite. "Bascom appears to be successfully stalling

Li eutenant Drexler," he announced. "But there's no way of telling how
long he'll be able to bring that off."

At the center of the circular roomthe bald Dunkirk was strapped in a
padded white netal chair. H's eyes were open wi de yet he didn't seem
to be seei ng anyt hing.

Gonez, resting his hand on the armof the chair, said to the young
Chi nese woman who was stationed just to the rear of Dunkirk, "Time is
on the wing, Terri. Can we comence questioning this co chino

Terri Lee glanced over at a wall clock. "Okay, CGomez, the truth

i njection should ve taken hold by now. Start slow, huh?" Leaning

cl oser, CGonez inquired, "You' re N gel Dunkirk?' The bald nan answered,
in a slightly droning voice, "You got it, mate."

"Who hired you for this job."?" "Don't know his bl oody nane. "Wuy's
that, N gel ?"

"That's the way these things work out," said Dunkirk. "I'ma
freel ancer, do you see. People know nmy specialties, know | got a good



reputation and a success rate that's bl oom ng mracul ous. Wen
they contact nme, nmate, they like to remain strictly anonynmous."

"You know Johnny Trocadero?"

"Heard of the bloke. Never actually nmet up with him" "Could he be
behind this?" "He might. He mght not."

Frowni ng, Gomez asked slowy, "Were did you take Jill Bernardino?"
Dunkirk blinked, grimaced. "I'mnot supposed to tell." Terri said,

"You have no choice."

"Where did you take her?" repeated Gonez.
"d endal e Sector."

"Alittle nore specific, porfavor."

"Hotel Santa Cara."”

"A true dunp,"” observed Jake. "Wwo'd you turn her over to?" "N ght
clerk." "Nane of?."

"Marsh d endenny. "

"A certifiable lout," said Jake.

"St;" agreed Gonez. Hunching his shoul ders, he | eaned even closer to
the truth-drugged Dunkirk. "You were supposed to grab

Jeffrey Monkwood too?" "That's right, mate." "Same client?" "Far as
I know. "
"What's the connecti on between Monkwood and Jill Bemardi no?"

"Well, as | understand it, this bl oke was putting the bl ocks to her,



know what | mean?" "What el se?"
"You can search ne."
"When you got Monkwood--where were you to take hin? Sane hotel ?"

"No, himwe got to drop off at the Sheridan Hotel in the Long Beach
Sector."

"Turni ng himover to who?"
"Charlie Menken. He's the nanager."

Gonez asked him "What about ne and ny partner?" "You two bl okes we
are just going to snuff out."

"W better nove along, Sid." Jake nodded at the nmonitor screen that
was show ng hi mwhat was taking place up in the chief's office. "I
don't think Bascom s going to be able to stall the mnions of the | aw
much | onger."

St eppi ng back, Gonez said, "Hate to | eave you with this peadejo,
Terri."

"It's okay," she said, smling. "You and Jake had better scoot out one
of our secret exits."

Gonez was handling the controls of the sky car guiding it through the
darkening twlight toward the d endal e Sector of Geater Los Angel es.
"Ckay, amigo," he said, "this is howl see things. On the one side we
have t hese European Tekl ords who've banded together to pull off

somet hing muy inport ante and on the other side there's Johnny
Trocadero, notorious |ocal Tek kingpin, and possibly other native Tek
| um naries. Sonmehow Jill got herself caught smack in the middle."

Jake was in the passenger seat, a small reader scanner held in his hand
and a listening bug in his ear



"Am go?" said his partner after waiting for a response. "Huh?"

"I was laying out ny astute analysis of this whol e business--and you
thus far have failed to reply. Even polite applause woul d be
appreci ated. "

"Sorry, Sid." He tugged out the listening bug and tapped the reader
scanner "Been listening to a transcript of the thoughts that Terri and
her crew gl eaned from what passes for a brain in

Dunkirk's robot."

" Cosa?"

Jake touched a key and the voxbox in the reader began speaking. "

man on the vidphone screen is a big fellow, tall, hefty, in his
fifties. Not too smart, though, not used to doing this sneaky stuff.
Look at him he didn't even think to blank the screen. And we can see
part of the roomhe's in, too. Half of an animted poster show ng on
the wall. Says Supp Start; Cent."

Jake turned off the little machine. "That's part of the hot's
recol | ections of one of the people who contacted Dunkirk to set up
Jill"'s kidnapping."

"Dios." He gestured at the reader. "That doesn't make sense, Jake."
"Neverthel ess, that sure sounds |like a description--going by the
background file on himl |ooked over--of Ernst Reinman. And, Sid, he'd
sure be likely to have a poster saying Support the Starvation Center

gracing his wall."

"St; but why in the hell would Jill's current spouse be involved in
arrangi ng her abduction?"

"Could be he was tired of her fooling around."” "Kidnapping is a pretty
drastic cure for infidelity."

80



"Yeah, and besides, we already know several Tek cartels are tangled up
inthis."”

"Later, however, | better," suggested Gonez, "have another chat wth
t he di straught husband."

Fromthe run-down little park near the old center of the d endal e
Sector you had a good view of the Hotel Santa Clara. It was a
six-story structure, rising up next to a weedy lot that had once been a
conpl ex of tennis courts. Built during the revival of interest in the
Spani sh style in the early years of the twenty-first century, the Santa
Clara had slanting red tile roofs and real wought-iron bars guarding
each and every wi ndow.

In the growing tw light Gomez and Jake were crouched behind a stand of
real pepper trees. Scattered on the sinmulated grass were five used Tek
chi ps.

"I don't think nuch of the public recreation programin this area.”
CGonez kicked at a chip.

"Be best to surprise the night clerk," said Jake. "Then we can ask him
where Jill is."
"Thi nk she could still be inside that pocilga?"

"Hard to tell, Sid. The opposition probably already knows we've got

Dunkirk," said Jake. "Anyway, |'ll head down the alley on the left of
the place and let myself in the back way. Once | |ocate Marsh

d endenny, 1'Il let you know on the pal m phone Then you--"

"Morentito." CGomez stood up. "Jill, after all, was once related to ne
by marriage. 1'll nmake the initial assault."”

Jake made an okay-by-me gesture with his |eft hand.



Patting his shoul der hol ster once, Gonez slipped clear of the park
crossed the street and began strolling, as unobtrusively as possible,
toward the Santa C ara.

Bef ore he reached it an i nmense whom pi ng noi se sounded inside the old
hotel. The whole structure began to break apart, the red tiles sliding
away from each other and spinning and clattering down through the
night. The wought-iron bars flew away fromthe disintegrating

buil ding, turning into twi sts and zi gzags of black. The inside of the
hotel mixed with the outside as it all went cascading toward the
street.

| mense cl ouds of black sooty snoke were rolling thickly out of the
crunbling, tunbling building.



Jake couldn't see Gonez at all. hnny Trocadero said, "Well, 1'll be
di pped. "

Yedra Cortez asked, "That's your only comrent, runt?" Trocadero was
thin and about a hal f-inch shy of being five feet tall. Hs hair,
which was a glittering platinum he wore in bangs. "You know those
slurs about ny stature upset me, sweetheart.”

"So fire me, shrinp." She was five six, slender, dark and with her
hair cropped to a bristly fuzz.

Chuckl i ng, Trocadero dug out a plazpak of Speed Gum from a side pocket
of his sin silk jacket. "You're indispensable,” he told her. "At

| east just now " He shook a cap let of guminto his small palm popped
it into his nouth.

The two of themwere in the main dining roomof the new ni ghtspot
Trocadero was about to open in the San Diego Sector. The decor here
was nodel ed on the forests of India, and the snall tables were set out
am dst sinmul ated and hol ographic jungle trees, vines and fl owers.
Exotic birds perched on high branches and call ed.

"I'f I were you, shorty, 1'd kick the ass of whoever's responsible for
this." She pointed again at the hol ographic tiger that was slinking,
belly I ow, across the dining roomfloor in front of them



As Trocadero chewed his gum his eyes grew brighter and his cheeks
became pinker. "I only kick ass over sonething inmportant, darling," he
rem nded her.

"But | ook at this goddamm tiger--and they're all like this,"
Yedra said. "It's only a foot long."
"Darned if it isn't."

"Well, maybe you didn't know this, but real tigers are about five, six
times longer."

"I was aware of that, darling." He smled as the miniature tiger
di sappeared into the shadows beyond a far row of tables. "W'IlIl have
them enl arged to the proper size |ong before we open next week."

"You' ve already told those peckers to fix themtwice." "They will," he
assured her.

"There's al so sonet hing wong with the hol ographi c hi ppos over in the
Africa Gill," Yedra told him "They ought to be fatter."

"We're going to adjust themtoo." He shook another cap let of Speed
@minto his hand.

"What'd the doctor tell you about gobbling so much of that crap
clink?"

"He works for me, | don't work for him" Trocadero chewed for a noment
and then stared up at the ceiling. "You got to adnit all those
simul ated stars up there look terrific."

"There's two Big Dippers.” Yedra didn't bother to gl ance upward.

"Il tell you another thing that " There was a very faint hunm ng
sound, which seened to originate inside her head. "Hold on, shrinp,
I"'mgetting an s-nmail ness age

Shuddering once, the dimnutive Tekl ord hel ped hinmself to nbore gum
"That woul d give me the absol ute creeps," he



8 4 commented. "Having a damed phone inpl anted inside ny
"It's not a phone, it's atiny little mail chip."

He bounced a fewtines on the balls of his tiny feet. "So what's
com ng in?"

She made a hush-a-minute motion with her hand. Then she smiled. "The
Hotel Santa Cl ara ceased to exist exactly five and a half mnutes ago,"
she report ed.

"Il be dipped," conmented the Teklord. "Austin Quadrill is as good
as he clains then." He nodded a few satisfied nods.

"Bodes well for what we have in mind for next week."
"I wish you'd stop using words |ike 'bodes.™""

"Was Marshall dendenny in the joint when it went up?" "He was," she
replied. "But what's even better news--it's just about certain that a
Cosnos op was killed by the expl osion.

Trocadero stopped chewi ng. "Jake Cardi gan?"

"The other one. That |anbioso, Conez."

Trocadero shrugged his narrow little shoulders. "That's okay,"

he said, bright eyes going wider. "W'Ill get himnext tine."

The wi de curved one-way bedroom wi ndow af forded a view of' the tw sting
mount ai n road far bel ow and the shadowy woodl ands. Everything out in
the night was tinted a pale silvery blue.

"You're really not paying anything |ike enough attention to ne,

prof essor,” conpl ai ned t he naked young woman who was sitting on the
edge of the big oval bed and slowy sw nging one |eg back and forth.



Jeffrey Monkwood said, without turning away fromthe w ndow, "You
don't have to address nme as professor all the tinme, Annalee."

Annal ee Tarki ngton shrugged her bare shoulders. "It's exciting to do
it, though, professor,"” she explained. "Sleeping with one of ny

prof essors has been ny goal ever since | transferred to UC/ Venice."
"I'mflattered."”

"You should be, | turned down two ot her profs."

"Fine," he said, still watching the dark distant road.

"You're here nmore for the hideaway aspects of ny parents' nunber three
hone than you are for the screwi ng, obviously," she told him

"Not many land cars conme up this far."

"Very few people conme up to this nountaintop enclave by any neans of
transportation, professor,” Annalee said, stretching out on her back on
the wi de bed and | ocking her arms behind her bl onde head. "M parents,
for example, haven't spent a night here in over three years."

"Are you certain your security systemis still functioning properly?"
She brought her knees up. "M parents are even nore paranoid than you
are," she answered. "This is an extrenely secure spot, trust ne.

Didn't you pay attention to all | had to go through to get us

i nsi de?"

He took a few steps away fromthe window. "I'd better get dressed," he
said, still staring out into the night. "I have to nake a vi dphone
call."” Frowning, he hurried back to the w ndow, pressed his pal m

against it and | ooked out and up. "Skycar flying over."



TEl ( NET
"They do that now and then."
kay, it's okay. The sky car is going on by."

She sat up, watching him "Was this little anticlimactic tussle we
just went through about it for the sex stuff tonight, professor?”

"Dam it, Annalee, |'ve got other things on my mnd tonight."

"You ought to be worrying nore about what a poor performance you
gave."

He strode to the bed, took hold of her bare shoul ders, shook her
"There are people out there in Geater LA sonewhere |ooking for me--no,

hunting for me," he said, voice loud. "They may want to kill ne."
"Don't yell," she said.

Very gradual ly, he noved his hands away fromher. "W've had a snall
romance going this senester, Annalee," he said in a voice touched with
i npati ence and annoyance. "Wen | suddenly needed a place to hide out
for atime, | thought of you. You were hel pful enough to bring nme here
and | appreciate that a good deal." He paused, noving back fromthe
bed. "But the sex was your idea."

"It obviously wasn't yours."

Very qui ckly, even though he paused tw ce to | ook out through the
one-way pl asti gl ass, Monkwood dressed. "You told ne that your father
had a tap proof phone in his den here," he said to the young worman, who
still hadn't bothered to put her clothes back on. "Is it working?"
"Everyt hi ng works, professor, ny parents see to that."

"I have to try to contact somebody."

She gestured, unenthusiastically, toward the door.



The only illumination in the large donmed living roomcane fromthin
lite strips along the floor. Mnkwood hurried through the room and
into the den.

"Lights," he said as he crossed the threshold.

The smal |l er room renmai ned dark

"Lights," he repeated, naking his way to the vidphone on the desk.

Not hi ng happened.

"The house only recognizes ny parents' voices and mne." Annal ee was
| eaning, still naked, in the doorway. "Lights, please."

Three fl oating gl obes up near the ceiling bl ossoned.

She snmiled. "See?"

"Thanks," he said, dropping down into the desk chair. He ran his
tongue over his upper lip twi ce, rubbed his hands together, flexed his

shoul ders. "It would be better if you didn't listen in on this."

"You really are in trouble, aren't you? This isn't just sone

performance to cover up how di sappointing you are in--" "Go away,
Annal ee. Pl ease.”
She scratched her right buttock, shrugged. ['ll wait in the bedroom™

A skeptical smile touched her pretty young face as she turned away.
He waited a full mnute or nore before punching out the numnber.

A pudgy Japanese appeared on the phone screen smling cordially.
"You' ve reached the residence of Ernest Shiboo," he said. "How may I
hel p you?"

"I's your phone tap-proof, Ernest?"

"OfF course, Professor Mnkwood. "



"Listen. They've grabbed Jill--you probably already know that. |'m
not sure who did the job, but it nmust have sonething to do wth what
Marriner and the overseas Tek cartels are planning."

"M. Shiboo is away just now, but I will convey this message to him™"
said the smling Japanese. "lIs there anything el se?"

Monkwood stiffened, pulling back fromthe screen. "Wat the hell are
you- - "

"I"'mthe answering android," said the replica of Shiboo. "Apparently

you m stook me for ny enployer. Enployer and creator, | might add
Shi boo's an dies are handcrafted, you know, and noted for--"

"Skip the comrercial,"” cut in the angry professor. "Were the hell is
Shi boo, the real Shiboo?"

"He's away at the nonent. However, any nessage--"

"Away where? | have to talk to the man."

The android kept on smiling. "Actually, M. Shiboo is on vacation."
"Where' d he go?"

Shaki ng his head, the android said, "I don't know the | ocation

I only know he won't be back in the Greater Los Angeles area for--"
"\What about his conpani on- - Her ky?"

"Ch, | imagine he's on vacation, too. He and M. Shiboo are
i nsepar abl e, you know. "

"Christ," nmuttered Monkwood. "They've probably got him already."
"What was that?"

"Not hi ng, never mnd."



8 9 "I'lIl tell M. Shiboo you phoned--the mment he checks in with
me," pronised the simulacrum "Were can he reach you, Professor
Monkwood?"

Monkwood hung up, left the chair, headed into the dimlit living room
"I"'mokay, I'mall right," he told hinmself in a whisper that didn't
convey conviction. "They don't know where I am"

From the bedroo,n Annal ee all at once screaned.

90



CGonez was stretched out on a narrow white table.
Jake eyed him "So how do you feel ?"
"Li ke merda," spoke his partner

Gonez' clothes were ragged, snudged with dirt and soot. There were
several pl asking bandages on his battered face, and his noustache was
si nged.

"That's a good sign."

Gonez | ooked up at the low ceiling of the parked medvan. "That was
some explosion, amgo. It hit me like .. . Chihuahua!" He sat up on
the examtable, just now remenbering sonething. "Jill was in that

goddammed hotel. Have they found her, Jake?"
"I don't think she was still there, Sid."

"Have they got the robot dogs sniffing the ruins yet?" "Just
starting."”

The two detectives were alone in this recovery conpartment. The van
was sitting near the small park, and police sky vans and energency
rescue vehicles were still arriving outside.

Reachi ng over, Gonez caught hold of his partner's arm "Help ne
di smount fromny slab, amigo," he requested. "I'mfeeling a nite
woozy. "



"You' re supposed to recline for a while." "Wo told you
t hat - - some run-down nedi bot? No gadget is--"

"This was a human intern, a young lady." "Oh so? Pretty, was she?"
"Mbderately so."

Gonez swung around until his | egs were dangling over the table side.
"Bei ng unconsci ous can certainly handicap one's social life," he
observed. "Get back to your theory about where Jill is."

"I got to thinking while you were in your trance." "How |long was I
out, by the way?" "About ten minutes or so." "Bueno, continue."

"I just renmenbered sonething about the Santa Clara,"” Jake told him
"Back when we were both cops, that hotel was run by the SoCal Mafia."

"Everybody knew that, s. But they lost control of it years ago."

"Yeah, but at that time the Mafia goons also ran the NecroPl ex
cenetery." He pointed a thunb in a northerly direction. "NecroPlex is
only about a half-nile fromhere--and there used to be a series of
tunnel s and pass ways linking the hotel with that conplex of
underground vaults and crypts."”

"Es ver dad GConez rubbed at a bandage on his tenmple. "I
renmenmber now. They were doing very well with traditional drugs in
t hose days and they'd built a big underground warehouse right in the

Necr oPl ex. "

"Drugs woul d be brought into the hotel and they'd cart themthrough
t hose pass ways to their storeroons."

"The International Drug Control Agency even raided the setup once



about - -what ?--ten, eleven years ago." "It occurred to ne," said
Jake, nodding, "that Jill was delivered to this particular hotel so
that she could be conveyed to that ol d underground warehouse. "

"I't would be a good place to keep sonebody hidden," admitted his
partner. "Still, amgo, if Jill wasn't in the Santa C ara, why destroy
the joint?"

"To keep d endenny quiet, to dead-end anybody who was searching for
her."

"Excessive, though. Send all those down-and-out tenants on to glory
just to silence one honbre?"

"People in the Tek trade aren't noted," Jake rem nded him "for their
humani tari ani sm "

"I know, st:" He hunched, frowning. "Probably this is sinply an
aftereffect of ny playing a key role in a very inpressive display of

pyrot echni cs, Jake--but |'mnore pessimstic than you are.” He tapped
his chest with the fingers of his right hand. "I have a feeling she
was still inside and that--that she's dead."

"I'f Jill's in that rubble, Sid, it'll take maybe a day to |l ocate her,"
Jake said. "I want to check out that old warehouse tonight." After a
few seconds, CGomez said, "We'd better do that." "Soon as you're

feeling somewhat | ess wobbly, we can--" "The only place you two
bastards are goi ng," announced Lieutenant Drexler as he joined themin
the recovery conpartnent, "is right straight fromhere to
headquarters. "

The gol d-plated kitten took three tentative steps across the white
pl astiglass floor. Then it made a thin, netallic neow ng noise, took
one nore faltering step and fell over on its left side.



The smal |l gol den body jittered on the workroom fl oor for severa
seconds. A thin wisp of grey snmoke cane puffing out of the dying
nmechani smis ear. The kitten rattled once nore, was still.

"Shit," said the long, thin man who was kneeling a few feet away. "You
shoul d' ve worked a hell of a lot better than that."

Ri sing, his head shaking ruefully, he went to his workbench and touched
three silvery hammers in turn. Choosing the smallest, he returned to
where the clockwork kitten |ay.

"You're a real damm disappointrment to nme." He dropped to one knee and
began hitting the little gold-plated kitten

He hit again and again, with |long steady strokes.

The body cracked open, spitting out gears and cogs and tw sts of wire.
A small spill of greenish oil went sliding away fromthe body.

He pursued a cog that had rolled off a few feet. Catching up, he
flattened it with several swift blows of the hanmer.

Then, taking a slow breath in and out, he rose up again. "CGoing to
have to do a hell of a lot better on the next one."

"Hol ocal I ," announced a voice that seened to conme out of the air.
"Wio is it?"

"Yedra Cortez."

"That shrike." He frowned. "Okay, put her through."

A circular panel in the workroom floor slid aside and a hol ographic
stage rose up into view

After pausing to grind one booted foot into the remains of the kitten
the long, thin man sat hinself down in a straight-back nmetal chair
facing the platform "Good evening, Yedra."



9 4 cated Austin," said the life-size imge of the dark, crewcut
young wonman. "All of this bullshit about not letting us know
where--"

"What ' d your boss think of the--"

"Johnny Trocadero isn't nmy goddammed boss," she told him

"We're partners.”

"What ' d your partner think of the explosion at the Santa

Clara?" asked Austin Quadrill.

"He thought that you did exactly what we paid you to do,"

she answered. "The shrinmp isn't planning on sending you a bonus."

Quadrill snmiled at the projected Yedra. "I got the device in there
undetected and it went off exactly on tinme," he said, smile w dening
and then vani shing. "Are we going ahead with the nmjor project?"

"Yeah. That's why |'m bothering to contact you, Austin."”

He crossed his |l egs, exam ned the sole of his boot. After plucking a
tiny silver spring free of the sole, he said, "Do you have a date or a
pl ace?"

"We just found out that Marriner and his crew will be neeting with

Anzel mo and sone of his people next Tuesday."

"I can have a device ready and planted by then," he assured her. "I
woul d t hough, Yedra, like to know where this canp neeting is going to
occur. You can't tell nme?"

"We don't know yet," she said, brushing one flat hand over her
cl ose-cropped bl ack hair. "What you have to do is stand by."

Anot her quick smle. "Exactly what | have been doing," he said. "If



they're, for instance, neeting on Anzel no's home ground--soneplace in
Engl and, say--1 have to factor travel time into ny cal cul ations."

"W expect to know by tonorrow "
"I"ll talk to you then." He stood up. "CGoodbye."

Her i mage went popping into nothing. The hol ograph stage sank and the
floor covered it over again.



The bl ack young woman, |egs spread wi de and hands on hips, said, "Halt
about there, loot."

Drexl er had been in the act of escorting Jake and Gomez al ong the night
street to a police sky van when she cane striding up to block his
progress. "CQut of the way, shyster,"” he told her. "Buenas noches,
Ceorgia," greeted Gonez.

"You ought to get your ass over to the nearest church of your preferred
denom nati on, Comez," suggested Georgia Petway, "and thank the Lord
that the Cosnpbs Detective Agency has an attorney like me on retainer."
Turni ng her head slightly, she glared at Jake. "And you, Cardigan

when the hell are you intending to grow up?"

"You seem " observed Jake, grinning at her, "to be annoyed at
somet hi ng. "

Li eutenant Drexler said, "These two probably do need a | ecture,
Ceorgia, but right now!l intend to drag themoff to the--"

"Nope, wong," the black attorney told him

The cop dropped his hands to his sides, clenching his fists. "You've
pul | ed some strings, haven't you?"

"Damed right," she answered, smling. "Pulled strings, greased pal ns,



caj ol ed, harangued and threatened to send a | arge fl ock of chickens
hone to roost." From a pocket in her skirt she took out a wad of fax
menps "You're obliged to turn both these |oons free exactly now,

| oot ."

The police officer, after making an unhappy noi se, grabbed the offi cial
forms fromher hand. Skinmng them he nodded. "So you've even got
somet hi ng on Judge Boyd, huh?"

"I even got sonething on you, dear heart. Can we say goodni ght now?"

Drexler's fingers closed on the docunments, wadding theminto a crinkled
ball. "Okay, but there's something | want to ask themfirst."
"According to those papers,"”
so much as--"

said Georgia, "you don't have the right to

"It's okay," cut in Jake. "W don't want to spoil our reputation for
cooperation by running off and | eaving Drexler perplexed.”" "S go ahead
and nmake your inquiry." "You shouldn't be giving in to himover--"

Drexl er said, "You guys know who Professor Jeffrey Monkwood is, don't
you?"

Jake answered, "Sure, he's a friend of Jill Bernardino.” "WlIl," said
Li eutenant Drexler, "about an hour ago a police sky car that was
patrolling one of the canyons spotted a young | ady wandering, buff
naked, al ong one of those twi sty roads. She'd been roughed up and
wasn't compl etely coherent--but she told them she'd been with Monkwood
up at her parents' joint when sonebody broke in and carried the guy
off." He paused, eyeing them "You know anythi ng about that?"

CGonez said, "We've been | ooking for the professor, too, |ieutenant.
Apparently sonebody el se found the honbre first."

"Why woul d they want hi n?"



"Same reason," said Jake, "that they want Jill Bernardino."

"Then suppose you tell ne how Monkwood' s abduction and this expl osion
here tonight tie together with--"

"Whoa, cease,"” warned Ceorgia. "M clients aren't going to talk to you
any | onger, Drexler."

"l need to"

"You need to read over those crunpled-up orders | delivered to you."
St eppi ng between the partners, she grabbed an am of each and started
wal ki ng t hem away.

The police |ieutenant nade another angry noise, but said nothing to
stop them

/nzel mo came shuffling into the paneled neeting roomwith a flat

pl yow apped parcel under his arm The elderly Tekl ord was wearing an
overcoat, a neo fur hat with shaggy earflaps and a red near wool scarf
around his neck. "Wy the hell don't they heat this place?"

Fi ve ot her people appeared to be sitting around an ornately carved rea
wood conference table at the rooms center. Fromthe row of high
narrow wi ndows you coul d see foggy central London, although the room
was actual ly el sewhere.

Halting on his slow way to the chair at the table's head, Anzel no
veered and wal ked over to where a | ean, dark man was seated at md
table "Maurice, |'ve been prom sing you one of nmy goddamm pai ntings
for--"

"Anzelmo, old friend," said Maurice Pettifaux, "your venerable eyes
aren't serving you too well."

"What the hell are you babbling about?" He took a few nore steps
forward and held the parcel out to the French Tekl ord.



99 "I'min Paris," he expl ai ned.

"This is a holoprojection you're trying to make a gift to."

From further down the table a plunp young man with curly blond hair
said, "You been promising me a picture." He held out a chubby right
hand and nmade a give-ne notion with his be ringed fingers. "Is it one
of your | andscapes?"

"That's all | paint, Tony."
"So give it to ne and you can send Maury anot her one."
Ant hony Macri's fat fingers continued to beckon.

"Go ahead," said Pettifaux. "Tony is a devoted adm rer of your
artistic works."

"Tony is a habitual ass-kisser." Anzelnp hesitated a few seconds, then
tossed the parcel in the plunp young man's direction.

"Thanks." Macri sprang free of his chair and caught the painting just
before it hit the real hardwood fl oor.

Anzehno took off his fur hat and slapped it down on the table as he
settled into his chair. "Okay, ny eyes aren't so good anynore," he
told the five figures at the table. "Let's see some hands--how many of
you bastards are really here?"

Macri interrupted his unw apping of the painting and held up his hand.
A very pale and gaunt nan al so raised his hand.

Hunched slightly forward, eyes squinting, Anzelno said, "So only Roger
G ford and Tony Macri are really in the room Maurice and Al ex Forman
and Ms. Dooley are projections, huh?" He shook his head and his

Wi spy white hair fluttered. "You'd think--with something this

i mportant in the works--you bozos could get your butts over here to
Engl and and--"

"Before you start one of your rants,” cut in Ms. Dooley, a large,
wi de redheaded | ady, "answer us a few questions, pet."

"W got an agenda to follow and--"



"Better answer her," suggested Pettifaux, seenming to | ean back in his
chair. "W've talked this over before you showed up."

"How cone," asked Ms. Dooley, "we still don't have any idea where
t hat Bernardi no worman is?"

Anzelnmo frowned in the direction of her projection, which was a little
fuzzy around the edges. "We do know where she is," he said. "Found
out a couple hours ago. Sonme of ny people should be closing in on her
j ust about now. "

"And, " asked Pettifaux, "what about this Professor

Monkwood- -1 understand he's el uded you as wel | ?"

"We've taken care of the professor,” Anzel nb assured them

"This is marvel ous," said Macri, who'd gotten the painting unw apped.
"Just look at all these wonderful sheep.”

G ford said, "Attend to business, ny lad."

I gnoring him the plunp young nman said to Anzel no, "Thank you so very
nmuch. "

Ms. Dooley said, "W've also been wondering how many ot her peopl e
there m ght be who know about what's afoot."

"Wth the exception of Ms. Bernardino," Anzelno told her, "we've
tracked down and silenced themall."

"That's what you assured us |ast week and yet--"

"What we have to tal k about now," Anzelno cut in, "is our upcom ng
meeting with Marriner."

Pettifaux asked, "Has a date been set?"
Anzel no nodded. "If you can quit butting in with half-assed questions
for a while, I'Il explain things. That is, you know, the purpose of

thi s dammed get-together."

"I just love the way you paint sheep," said Macri, chuckling.



Gonez clutching a | arge bouquet of imtation yell ow roses, cane
strolling back to where Jake was waiting for himin a shadow grove of

simul ated oak trees. It was an hour or so away from dawn and the sky
still held considerable darkness. "All taken care of, ami go," he
announced. "In case we need the cover."

Noddi ng, Jake started downhill along the snaking path | eading through
the field of grass to a small illum nated chapel. "Only going to be
good for about ten minutes," he said to his partner

After sniffing at the big bunch of roses, CGonmez said, "Nobody's going
to notice that the sec systemis out for this section of the NecroPl ex
for at least fifteen. Trust me, there was an expert craftsman on the
job."

"Make that five mnutes,"” said Jake, grinning.

Above the shingled little chapel, inlite tube letters just under two
feet high, floated the words Wee Kirk #17 Anot her Conveni ent Entrance
to the NecroPlex .

In the anteroom of the chapel, side by side beneath a high, narrow

st ai ned-pl asti gl ass wi ndow, stood a pair of twins. One was human and
the other an android sinmulacrum They were short, stout and bright

bl ond.



"Good nmorning, gentlenen, I'mM. Collins," said the one whose nane
tag identified himas M. Collins: | (Humanoid). "Allow us to offer
our synmpathies to you in your time of obvious bereavenent."

"Yeah, that goes for me too," said M. Collins: Il (Android).

"It's really tough tiddy when sonebody you know croaks."

"Please." Collins: | nudged Collins: Il. "I'mreally afraid ny
col | eague and sonetine stand-in here at Wee Kirk nunmber seventeen is
overdue for a visit to our NecroPlex repair shop."

"Too busy for that, chum" said M. Collins: II.

Jake produced a plasticard and handed it over to the human nenber of
the duo. "We're here to put these flowers at the burial site of ny

late uncle,"” he explained. "This is ny Murner Pernmit."

The android M. Collins reached over to grab the card before his

associ ate got hold of it. "I check all this kind of stuff." "Poor old
Uncle Ethan." CGonez eased closer to the twins. "Those are," commented
the human Collins, "lovely fake roses.”

"Well, his uncle was a dear friend of mne and--"

"Hold it, folks. Sonething's not quite kosher here." The android
Collins had placed the pernit card against his forehead and that,
apparently, was causing his left eye to blink and send out a bright
crimson gl are.

"What's the trouble?" M. Collins: | began, unobtrusively, to slide
his hand into his jacket.

"We didn't have tinme to get a really state-of-the-art fake permt,"”
expl ai ned Jake. "But we were hoping this one would pass mnuster."

"Lo aiento," apol ogi zed Gonez as he plucked his stun gun from out of
hi s bouquet and fired at the human Col | i ns.



M. Collins: | caught the beamin his mdsection, made a brief
gul pi ng noi se, sat down on the plaztile floor

"The security canms are drinking all this in, jerks," the android

Col l'ins pointed out.

"Not for about another ten minutes, perrillo." Gonez used the stun gun
agai n.
M. Collins: Il made nuch nore noise than his twin falling over and

hitting the floor.

The Reverend Pearly OM en was waiting for them around the next bend in
t he underground pass way The android stood notionless in an al cove,
tall, pink-cheeked, clad in a yellow suit.

When CGomez and Jake cane within range, sonething inside the andy
produced a faint click. "Good norning to you, brothers," he said,
comng alive and snmling. "I'mthe Reverend Pearly OWen, founder and
chi ef preacher of the Nondenoni national Church of the Nonspecific
Entity."

"Pleased to neet you again," said Gomez, not sl ow ng.
"If you'd drop a little sonething in the cup, which is electrified and
robber-proof, it will do a world of good for " The partners

hurried on.

"That's the fourth Reverend Pearly Oven we've encountered thus far,"
nmenti oned Jake.

"Supposedly he has forty-seven sinms of hinmself down here." "Here's the
cross tunnel we want comng up."

Alite tube sign on the wall announced: Rustic Cenetery #i 7. This
way- >,

At the end of the next tunnel |ay what appeared to be a snall
ol d-fashi oned country burying ground. It covered a wide rolling



'104 hillside that clinmbed up to a woodl and area. It was simulated
m dday in #17. Birds were warbling in the treetops and fl ocks of
yellow butterflies were flickering am dst the weat hered tonbstones.

When CGomez stepped, inadvertently, on a graYe, harp nusic started
com ng out of its headstone.

"Wel come to the grave site of the late Fredric Dil]ford," said a
voxhox. "In just four and a half mnutes we'll show you the
hi ghlights of Fred's exenplary life."

A panel on the face of the stone slid open to reveal a small
vi dscr een.

"Born in Bristol, Rhode Island, in 2065, he .. ."

"Top of the hill," said Jake, starting to clinb. "That's where the
hi dden entry's supposed to be."

"Pity we don't have the tine to find out nore about Fred."
Beneath a bol o oak tree was a tonbstone that had the nane
El don Barkerage printed on it in gloletters.

Kneel i ng on one knee, Jake touched a key on the panel at the stone's
t op.

we cone, wayfarers, to the grave site of El don Barkerage,

rest his soul," droned a voxbox. "Press one for a stirring and
heartwar nmi ng docudranma detailing Eldon's early life in A aska. Press
two to see himat his office in the Electro Trivia Corporation's Rio

headquarters from 2113 to 2117."
Jake touched 5, 3, 5 and 6.

The gravestone started to slide back and gradually an opening in the
hi |l | si de appeared.

"Down this ranp to the ol d warehouse," said Jake.

"dinDing into a grave," conpl ai ned Gonez, "is not the jolliest way to
conmence a journey."



he sat up, shivering, rubbing at her left arm

They' d used an injection gun on her, several tines since she'd been
brought here, and there were several sore red splotches on her skin.

Al t hough Jill Bernardino was aware that they'd used sone sort of truth
drug on her, she had no recollection of what questions she'd been asked
or the answers she was conpelled to give. The questions, as well as
the brain scan they'd done, all had to do with what she'd found out
from Erni e Shi boo.

She hadn't been too very smart, she realized, to investigate the tip

t he Japanese had passed along. Not especially bright to get Jeff
Monkwood i nvol ved either. Still, he'd done sone digging on his own and
for reasons that had nothing much to do with her

These peopl e had probably caught up with Jeff by now. Had hi m stashed
somepl ace and were questioni ng hi mabout what he knew.

Thi nki ng about the professor, Jill became aware that she wasn't feeling
much concern over him Well, that was to be expected. They'd been

| overs for several nmonths and she was never able to stay interested in
anyone nuch beyond that. Already Jeff didn't mean a hell of a lot to
her .



"Awake al ready, are you?" A husky young man was standi ng near her

cot, | ooking down on her with concern. "Ws | making too nuch

noi se?"

Jill told her guard, "No, Buzz. | sinply woke up. Nothing to do with
you." She rubbed at her arm again.

He pointed. "Arm bothering you, huh, Jill?"

"Alittle, yes." She swung her feet over and sat on the edge of the
cot. She was still wearing the clothes she'd had on when they ran her
to ground.

"There won't be any nore shots."

" Oh?"

"Mnd if | sit here and we talk for a while?"
"No, go ahead."

"Ckay, I'lIl fetch ny chair." Buzz went wal ki ng back across the vast
dimlit roomto the open doorway. Just outside it was the sling chair
he occupied during his all-night guard shift. He picked up the chair,
carrying it back to her cot side

"What did you nmean about no nore injections?" she asked the young man
as he settled into the chair.

This roomwas part of the old warehouse system There were stil
twenty or so big neo wood crates stacked over in one shadowy corner

Buzz gl anced around, taking in the whole room and the open doorway.
Hunchi ng his broad shoul ders, he said, "Since we've becone friends,
Jill, I guess it's okay to tell you. They're finished questioning

you.

"Am | going to be noved out of here?"

"Nope, not until after He stopped tal king, |ooked away agai n.



"After what,uzz." " "There's a .. . Well, an event is comng up
and you're going to be kept here until after it's over."

"And t hen?"

"Ch, they're going to let you go,'
the original deal, see."

he assured her. "That was part of

"What deal is this, Buzz?"

"I can't tell you nuch nore,"” he said, glancing once nore toward the
doorway. "But | think sonebody was promi sed that you weren't going to
get hurt or anything."

She touched her fingertips to one of the red blotches on her arm "Who
woul d that sonebody be?"

Shaki ng his head, Buzz asked her, "Can we tal k about ny problenms now?
The way we usually do."

"Sure, go ahead," Jill said. "Mre troubles w th Rhonda?"

"The way you say her nane--1 get the idea you think it's a pretty
stupid name."

"No, Rhonda is fine as a nane," she said. "But fromwhat you've been
telling me about your Rhonda, | don't feel that she's the npst
war mhearted and thoughtful woman in Geater LA™

Resting his hands on his knees, the husky young man | eaned forward.
"She was different last night--didn't razz me, you know, didn't tell ne
I was a lunk," he confided. "W went to that new underwater casino off
shore in the Venice Sector. She alnost treated nme decently, Jill."

"She's been sweet to you before,” she rem nded him "Usually when she
want ed sonet hi ng. "

"You don't think that she's really changing, feeling sorry about the
way she--" Buzz junped to his feet and yanked his |azgun out of his
shoul der hol ster. "Wat the hell do you want, buddy?"



Gonez, bouquet in hand, had appeared in the |lighted doorway. He was
swaying slightly fromside to side. "Trying to find the fina

wrestling place,” he called out loudly in a slurred voice. "No, nake
that trying to find the final resting place of " Hs voice trailed
of f and he took a few staggering steps into the warehouse. "Wat the
di ckens is his name? OCh, yeah, Earl S. G osse, ny best friend and--"

"Jerk, this isn't part of the NecroPlex setup," Buzz told him starting

to wal k toward Gonez. "Get your ass el sewhere, quick."
Jill left the cot, ran, caught himby his gun arm "Take it easy,
rel ax," she advised. "He's just a harm ess nourner who's had a bit too

much to drink."

Wth a fiery roar the silvery shuttlecraft rose up into the grey NorCa
dawn, accelerating away from Marri ner Mansi on #5.

In his private cabin Marriner was saying, "I'mstill waiting for those
figures, Mles."

The chair next to his was occupied by a highly polished chrone robot.
"Coming in now, boss," replied Mles/26 as he tapped at the snall
conputer screen built into the left side of his chest.

"These are the real ' 9',

num)ers, inquired the nmedia tycoon

"Nobody' s cooked t henf"

"Absol utely accurate."

"Thirteen percent fewer people are using the Marriner electronic home
t herapy service than are using the Reisberson Goup's shitty

service."

"Appears to be so, boss.”



"Cet me Wenzell." "Wenzell's dead." "Since when?"

"Day before yesterday." On the vidscreen built into the right side of
the robot's chest appeared footage of a plunp worman scattering ashes
over the Pacific fromthe cabin of a lowflying black sky car
"What' d he die fron®"

"Stress-induced suicide."

"Wenzell had a chickenshit streak," said Marriner as his private
shuttle clinbed higher. "That shoul d ve been spotted early on. Who
ran the last Suitability Scan on the bastard?"

A tri op photo of a leathery little man replaced the last rites of
Wenzell. "This gonzo--Dr. Watterman." "Unload him" "You got it."
"And dunp everybody in his departnent," added Marriner. "Overhaul the

screening process we use. Have that asshole in Zurich revise our
Suitability procedures."

"\Whi ch asshole, boss? Dr. Helfant or Professor Gunderson?" "The one
with the mole right here." "Ch, that's Dr. Spruill, Ph.D."
"He's the one | want to work on the job," said Martinet. "Set up an

interview for twenty-five mnutes from now "
"Ri ght you are."

"Where are those damed attendance figures for our Mvie Pal ace
satellite?"

"On the screen.”

"Shit, what the hell is wong? W're still eleven point two



percent behind our chief rival, that |ousy New Holl ywood satellite.”
"Up frombeing fourteen point eight the previous week."

"Not good enough, and haven't | told you | don't like excessive
optimsmin a robot?"

"You have. Sorry, boss."

"Rodriguez can't seemto run the Mvie Palace right. Toss him out
on--"

"Be better to wait," advised Mles. "Since Rodriguez is the one who's
mast er mi ndi ng your upcom ng neeting with Anzehno on the satellite.”

"Anot her thing, MIles--don't keep telling ne stuff | already know,"
warned Marriner. "I'mheading up to the Mvie Palace nowto talk to
him"

"You can fire the bozo after your confab with Anzelmo and his thugs."

"I can junk you at any tinme, too," he rem nded.

"That's your privilege, sure. But you'll never find another nultibot
i ke ne."

"Bul | shit, the show oons are overloaded with them" Marriner countered.
"How re our software kiosks in Cuba doing?" "On the-Hold it, boss.

Priority call com ng through." The right-hand screen turned red. "Wo
the hell is it?" "Thelma."
"Jesus, | only left her less than a half hour ago." "This has to do

with Jill Bernardino." "Talk to nme, Thel."



The t hi ckset woman appeared on the screen. "One of Anlll zelnp's

t oadi es--that obsequious Julie--just contacted us," she said. "They've
tracked the Bernardi no wonan to the NecroPlex down in the d endal e
Sector of Geater LA "

"And taken care of her?"

"They'l|l be doing that as soon as they--"

"Don't contact ne until she's dead and gone,"” Marriner told her. "Let's
see that Cuba material, Mles."

"Here you go, boss."



onez and Jake had eased to a halt just around the corridor corner from
the entry to the underground warehouse conpl ex.

The curly-haired detective had activated his sniffer gadget and was, as
near to silently as possible, getting a reading on the nearest
war ehouse.

After the gadget spoke to himthrough an ear bug Gonez | eaned close to
his partner and whi spered, "A goon, arnmed with a lazgun, is sitting in
the corridor guarding the door. Door's open and there's nobody in the
war ehouse proper but one wonman. And she could well be Jill."

Noddi ng, Jake didn't speak
CGonez slipped the gadget away in a side pocket, retrieved his bouquet
fromthe floor and conceal ed his stun gun back anong the fake yell ow

roses. "As planned," he said. "Back ne up."

Jake nodded again as Gonez, his steps becom ng wobbly, headed for the
bend.

By the time he reached the open doorway there was nobody guarding it.
Gonez, wal king |ike a drunken nourner, made his way to the entrance.

There was Jill, alive, sitting on the edge of a cot far across the



shadowy warehouse. And there was a hulky lout in a chair talking to
her. "That mujer can charmjust about anybody," he thought as he
paused on the threshold.

The guard sensed him about then. He popped to his feet, spun and
pul | ed out a snub-nosed | azgun. "What the hell do you want, buddy?"

Fi ngers closing on the stun gun hidden in his flowers, Gonez raised his
voice. "Trying to find the final westling place," he began. "No,
make that the final restiag place of " He left the sentence
unfi ni shed, taking in the roomthrough narrowed eyes.

Jill rmoved her right hand slightly and gave hima very quick nod of
recogni tion behind the guard's back

CGonez came wobbling into the big room "What the dickens is his nanme?
Oh, yeah, Earl S. Grosse, ny best friend and--"

"Jerk, this isn't part of the NecroPlex," the angered guard said,
pointing the |lazgun at him "Get your ass el sewhere, quick."

Gonez kept on noving further into the warehouse.

Jumping up fromthe narrow cot, Jill tagged after the husky young nan.
"Take it easy, relax," she told him getting hold of the armthat held
the gun. "He's just a harm ess nmourner who's had a bit too nuch to
drink."

"That's absolutely true," asserted the detective.

"Turn around and scram Qherwise I'Il cut you in half with this
[ azgun. "

"Hey, no need to get all belligerent. Soon as you show nme where ny pa
Earl is--" Gomez seenmed to trip over his own feet at this point.

He fell forward, slid along the neo wood floor. "Distract him" he
said to Jill.



She obliged by delivering a series of hard punches to Buzz'
ki dney ar ea.

"Jill, what the hell are you doing?" The guard started to turn to
shove her away.

That was when Gonez jerked his stun gun free of the fake bl ossons,
rolled twice to the left and then sat up shooti ng.

Buzz huffed. His hands started rising up toward his chest,
where the stun gun beam had hit him
Then his fingers spread wi de and he dropped the | azgun

Jill sprinted, put a foot in front of his and gave him a hel pful push
wi th her hand across his broad back.

The guard tunbl ed, sprawl ed, passed out.
"Very hel pful," acknowl edged Gonez, rising and dusting hinself off.
"Any nmore louts or goons in the vicinity, chiquita?"

"We still make a pretty good team don't we?" She nmoved close to him
ki ssed hizn once on the cheek. "Two new guards will come on duty in
about fifteen mnutes to replace Buzz." "You and this slunbering oaf
are on a first-name basis?" "He never told ne his full and entire
nane, Sid. Don't tell me you're jeal ous?"

He took her hand. "Let's vacate our present |ocation,"
pul l'ing her toward the doorway.

he suggested,

"Thanks for rescuing ne," she said. "l knew you would."
"& " he said. "It's a hobby of nine."
They were, with Jake | eading and Gonmez and Jill follow ng, heading for

an exit fromthe underground cenetery network

"W shoul d be about five mnutes fromthis particular way out," said
Jake.



Thi s was anot her formal burying ground the three of them were passing
t hrough. The wi ndbl own grass, the inmense weeping willows and the
stately angels who presided over many of the graves were al

hol ogr aphi ¢ projections.

Jill shuddered as she hurried along an imtation gravel path.
"I al most ended up being buried down here somepl ace nysel f."

Moving up to trot along beside her, Gonez asked, "lIs that what they
were threatening you wnn.

"I"'mnot actually certain, Sid," she answered. "Buzz--the only guard,
by the way, | ever had any conversations with--inplied they had
specific orders not to kill ne. I'mnot sure, though, that | believe
him"

"Who gave thoseoroers."™ ?"

"That | couldn't find out."
Jake passed a six-foot-high angel whose w ngs gently flapped.

The path forked just beyond that grave and he took the |eft-hand
turn.

Fol | owi ng, Gonez asked his fornmer wife, "You ever hear them nmention
Johnny Trocader 0?"

"Trocadero heads up the San Diego Tek cartel, doesn' the " "That's the
very honbre, yes. Apparently he's eager to expand his hol dings,"
anplified Gonez. "He's likely the pendejo who ordered your-Qops."

The sniffer gadget in his pocket had begun to make a faint chirping
sound.

"Moneatito, Jake," he called to his partner, slowing his pace and then
stopping next to a simulated black marbl e tonb.

Jake came back to join him "Troubl e?"

Gonez, head tilted slightly forward, was listening to the



ear bug fromthe gadget. "Es ver dad he replied glumy. "Seenms we
now have a small parade on our tail."

"How many?"

"This thing is picking up emanations fromfive humans, two an dies
and---caranba. A full half-dozen robot tracking dogs."

"Trocadero's crew nust've found out Jill's gone fromthe warehouse."

Frowni ng, Gomez said, "If these are | ocal goons, Jake, they're all of
themtoting British-nmade weaponry."

"How far behind are they?"

He checked with the sniffer. "Little less than three ceneteries back
and catching up fast."

Jake pointed southward. "W know of two other ways to get clear of the
NecroPl ex," he said. "I'Il take one, you and Jill use the other

That' Il split up our posse and maybe gi ve us an advantage."

"Bueno. "

"Cet her to the agency," said Jake. "I'Il neet you there soon as |
can." Pivoting on his heel, he started away.



is cenetery that they were racing through | ooked hundreds of years
old. The snmall, |ow tonbstones seened weat hered and | eaned at odd
angles. At its center stood an old church, made of wood and painted
white

Gonez and Jill were running hard now, zigzaggi ng between the tunbl edown
gravest ones.

When they passed the front steps of the little New Engl and-style
church, Jill suddenly stopped, gasping. "Got to rest, Sid," she told
him one hand nmoving slowly up and down. "Catch my breath, only a

m nute, please.”

"A mnute, but nada m& W don't want this to be our final resting

pl ace." He paused near her, |ooking back the way they'd cone. Then he
tugged out the sniffer gadget and checked it. "C mon, cara, the
pursuit group did split up when Jake took the less travel ed road. But
we still have three humans, an andy and four robot hounds on our heels

and they're closing the gap."

"Let's go then." Her face was flushed, speckled with perspiration
Her dark hair was tangled. "Dam it, | thought we'd gotten away
clear."”

"We will, but it's going to take a bit nore effort."” He took her arm

and urged her into notion



They ran. CQut of this latest cenmetery, then along a netal -wall ed
tunnel ,

then up a slanting ranp that led themto a long imtation marble
corridor that was rich with shel ves hol di ng hundreds of gilded buri al

urns.

"I bet if you spent enough tinme down here," specul ated Gonmez as they
ran, "you'd end up thinking norbid thoughts."

After they entered yet another long netallic tunnel, Jill said,
"l hear an odd noi se behind us."

"& that's the patter of netal feet," he said. "At |east one of those
dammed robot tracking dogs is catching up.”

"Sounds |ike nore than one."
CGonez kicked up his pace, sprinting ahead.

He ran around a bend in the tunnel. After running for nearly a mnute,
he | ooked back and found that Jill wasn't there anynore.

"Dios," he nuttered as he stopped and went back

She was on her hands and knees on the ribbed fl ooring.
Breat hi ng shall owy, shaking her head slowy fromside to side.
"I stunbled, Sid. Nothing major."

He | ooked beyond her and then yanked his stun gun frozn its shoul der
hol ster. "Roll over against the wall, Jill."

Comi ng t hrough the shadows, not more than a hundred yards fromthem
was a |l arge robot hound. It was a gunnetal color and its plazeyes
glowed a fierce red. The nechanical creature's jaw was filled
crowmded, with sharp-edged silvery netal teeth.

The netal paws made holl ow clattering sounds as, galloping, it narrowed
t he di stance between them A tiny silver knob protruding fromits
skull was giving out a continual reedy beeping.

Gonez knelt, knees w de, and swung up his gun. "Stay hunkered," he
told the wonman.



The robot hound |left the floor of the tunnel and | aunched itself into
the air, aimng straight for the fallen Jill.

The beam from Gonez' stunner took it in the chest.

The netallic dog gave a tinny yelp, quivered, dropped to the floor. It
got up, though, and starting heading for Jill again.

"Hey, perro, this is supposed to stop you in your damed tracks." Gomez
fired the stun gun once nore.

The dog was nearly to Jill, teeth starting to snap. The second beam

caused it to swerve, slaminto the wall as it lost its bal ance

Leapi ng up, CGonez ran over and shot a third tine, standing right above
t he sl owed nechani sm

The hound's teeth made a final try to bite at Jill before it
col | apsed.

"That's a very strong little madre," observed Gonmez as he hel ped her to
rise. "Usually you can disable themw th one shot froma stun gun

"Thanks again, Sid."
H s arm around her, they started away.
The second dog that found themhad two nmen with it.

CGConez was crouched before a narrow netal door at the end of a | ow
tunnel. "1'Il get this |lock device jobbed in a few nore seconds,

chiquita," he assured her
"Sid, | think | hear footsteps again." Jill was |eaning against the
wal I, arns fol ded under her breasts, breathing slowy in and out. "Not

just a hot dog either. And coming up fast."

"I hear them too," he admitted. "But once we get this door open
we'll be in the outside world once nore."



The | ock gave off a click and then a whir.

"Bueno." Gonez nudged the door with his el bow

It didn't budge for a few seconds, then, with a rusty creaking,
it swung open outward. G ey daylight showed.

Jill took his hand and they ran out of the final tunnel and up into a
smal | battered kiosk

CGonez shut the door behind them

They stepped out into a large circular public plaza. Three sky vans
were parked near its edge and anot her van was droppi ng down through the
early nmorning. Copper-plated robots, nost of them wearing bright blue
overalls and yellow straw hats, were in the process of setting up

out door food stands and counters. A pretty blonde android in an
imtati on gi ngham dress was arrangi ng a display of flowerpots with
artificial plants in them

A pair of robots was sending aloft a floating lite sign that
procl ai med: Wl conme to the Pasadeaa Sector Farners' Market.

"That's not too bad,"” comrented Gonez as they jogged away fromthe
NecroPlex exit. "To come back fromthe dead in Pasadena."

"How do we get to the Cosnps Agency?"

They stopped and Gonez scanned the area. "I'msure one of these rustic
| ads would allow us to borrow a sky van

Back across the plaza the exit door flew free of its hinges, went
hoppi ng across the flagstones and snmacked over with a clang. Sooty
snoke gushed out into the nmorning and then a heavyset black man hefting
a lazrifle lunged into view Another got hound, red eyes fl ashing,
fol | oned.

"The blue van," said Gonez, starting to run.



They dodged an overall ed robot who was setting plazcartons of

hydr oponi ¢ produce out on a neo wood stand. Across the bib of his
trousers were the words Naturally Yours! From Wrl dw de Drugs &
Food.

A second man, a short blond fell ow wearing a checked suit, canme up from
bel ow ground to join in the pursuit.

Gonez and Jill reached the door of the blue sky van It had the
fam liar Farm and Eaterprises | ateraati oaal |ogo enbl azoned on its side
inyellowlite letters

"In, bonita." He gave the woman a boost and then joined her in the
cabi n.

"Hey there, feller," called a rustic robot. "That there's nmy buggy."

Payi ng himno nind, Gonez pulled out a small black tube. He bounded
into the pilot seat and touched the tube to the start button

The sky van engi ne came alive.

At that same instant the door of the cabin was cut clean in half, from
top to bottom by the beamof a lazrifle. The right-hand half fel
away.

"We' || relocate,” said Gomez, rapidly punching out a takeoff pattern

The van shook, then began to rise up fromthe plaza.

The robot hound | eaped, caught the bottom edge of the door-frame with
its nmetal paws.

Gonez passed his stun gun to Jill. "Take care of that perrito while
concentrate on stealing this vehicle."

She |l eft the passenger seat, wal ked closer to the doorway of the cabin
and ai nmed the stun gun



The dog had nearly succeeded in pulling itself into the van.
Jill fired. '

The beam hit the robot hound in the forehead. The color faded fromits
gl eam ng red eyes. The eyes snapped shut, a faint disappointed whir
cane out of its skull and it let go. It fell three hundred feet into a
wheel barrow full of sinulated corn



onez, once again, left his chair to cross to one of the w ndows of
Bascom s tower office and gaze out into the brightening nmorning. "My
mal 0," he said, nostly to hinself. "Jake shoul d' ve been here | ong
since--or contacted us."

Bascom was behind his desk. "Sial, your partner may be unorthodox, but
he's capable as hell," he told the uneasy operative. "Jake can take
care of hinmself."

Jill, who was occupying a client chair, rem nded, "It's only been a

little nore than an hour."

"Too long." GConez headed for the door. "Jefe, you can find out what
Jill knows and fill us in later."

"I'f you're going back to the NecroPlex," said the agency chief, "you
maybe want to take a couple of other--"

"Right nowl'Il try it alone." GConez opened the door. "You can trust

Bascom Jill. More or less."

After he'd departed, Jill said, "You know, Walt, he was probably the
best husband |I've had so far. Too bad | futzed that up."

"I quit giving advice to the | ovelorn several years back," Bascomtold
her. "Suppose you tell ne what you know. That should hel p us keep you
alive and aboveground. "



Noddi ng, Jill said, "By the way, | don't especially want to go hone
just yet. Is there someplace you can put me up--sone place safe?"

"Sure, safety is a specialty of Cosnobs."

She turned to gl ance again at the doorway Gonez had gone through. "And
can you notify ny husband? Tell himl'm okay but won't be comning hone
for a spell.”

"Later today I'll be sending Reinman a full report plus our bill,"
Bascom said. "Your husband is our client." "Ernst actually hired you
to find me?" "He did indeed."

"I wouldn't have thought | was that inportant to himanynore."

"Did you happen to discuss what you found out from Ernie

Shi boo wi th your husband?"

Her eyebrows rose a little. "Ch, you know about Ernie, huh?"
she said. "Yes, | did tell Ernst about some of what | was finding out.
It helps give the illusion that we still give a shit about each ot her

and what we're up to."

Bascom said, "Here's what | know about Shiboo. He once held an

i mportant position with the now defunct Hokori Tek cartel. He went
into the android supplying business and has had frequent dealings with
Leon Marriner, the nedia and comunications tycoon fromNorCal." He
paused. "lI'malso pretty certain Shiboo' s disappeared.™”

"Ki dnapped |i ke nme, you nean?"
"Maybe ki dnapped,” he answered. "Mybe killed."

She took a deep breath. "I've gotten into a lot of nesses in ny life,
walt," she said.

"I was aware of that, Jill."



"But, Jesus, this is the worst one yet. People are getting killed
apparently."

"So tell me what you know about what's going on," he urged,
| eaning forward and resting both el bows on his desktop. "You can," she
said, "record what I'mgoing to say." Bascomsniled a narrow snile

"We' ve been recording, filnmng and taping ever since you and Gonez
dropped in on ne."

She | ooked up at the ceiling, as though trying to spot conceal ed
caneras and m kes. "Okay, this has to do with Leon Marriner," she
began, putting her hands together in her lap. "He well, Marriner and a
group of his best technicians have been working for over two years on a
system for delivering the sane sort of addictive fantasies and escapes
that Tek does.” Jill twisted her fingers together, frowning. "They
apparently perfected this nethod and they can now do everything Tek
does for its addicts, but wi thout any of the paraphernalia. No

Br ai nbox, no headgear and, nost inportantly, no Tek chips."

"How does he deliver the stuff then?"

"By way of computers,” Jill answered. "They call their systenms, anong
then selves TekNet. | was trying to get nore details when | was
grabbed--but what Marriner seenms to have come up with is a sinple
attachment for your conputer. You hook that up and you get your Tek
fix that way."

"What about side effects?"

"Far as | know, Walt, they're about the sane as with Tek chips," said
Jill. "Addicts--and you're aware that |1'ma refornmed Tekhead

nysel f---who use any sort of brains timelectronic drug run the risk of
suffering sone pretty scary side effects. Anytime you deliver a
powerful stimulant directly to your brain, you're going to become an



eventual candidate for brain damage, flash' 126 backs, fits and
sei zures and, in sonme cases, a conplete shutdown of your neural system
That happens and you're dead and done

"If they plan to send their Tek dreans by way of computer networks,"
specul ated Bascom "they're going to be traced and put out of
busi ness. "

Jill laughed. "C non, Walt, we're tal king about Leon Marriner here. He
used to be the boy genius of computers,” she said. "TekNet is going to
set up an extrenely sophisticated system of' defense and di versions.
They're figuring it'll take authorities like the International Drug
Control Agency at |east a year or nore to even come anywhere near
them™

"l suppose Marriner can do that if anybody can."
"And in two years, considering that there are a hell of a lot of

Tek addicts all over the world--hell, Mrriner and his group can pul
in billions of dollars."”

The agency head murnmured agreenent. Then he said, "Apparently, to
cover his backside, Marriner is planning to go into business with sone
of the Tekl ords thenselves."

"He is, yes." Jill shifted in her chair, crossing her |egs, then
uncrossing them "According to what Ernie Shiboo originally told
nme- - and addi ng what | was able to dig up on ny ownharriner forned a
partnership with Anzel no."

"The top Teklord in England."
"Anzel mo fornmed a group of other inprint Tek cartel heads and they went
in on TekNet," Jill continued. "Anzelnm's group took care of about

hal f the financing of the research.”

"If TekNet actually works and gets rolling," specul ated Bascom "it
could put nost of the lads who deal in the traditiona

Tek chips out of business. O at least cut their profits way down."



"I suspect that the people who grabbed ne nmay' ye been rivals of the
Marri ner/ Anzel no conbi ne. "

"Johnny Trocadero is probably the fell ow who had you ki dnapped, " said
the Cosmos chief. "Not to silence you, which is what the Anzel np
faction would want, but to find out all you know about the TekNet
operation.”

"Anzel mo' s peopl e nust be the ones who came after us down in the
NecroPl ex," she said. "I got the feeling they weren't chasing ne just
to ask questions." She rubbed, slowy, at the red splotches on her
bare arm "lI'mstill in a whole stewpot of trouble, Walt."

After a few silent seconds, Jill said, "On ny own, follow ng up on
Shiboo's tip, | found out that Marriner and Anzelno are going to have a
nmeeting soon. They plan to get-together to work out the final details
for launching TekNet."

"Any specifics on that get-together?"

"I only know it's scheduled to take place within a few days," Jil
replied. "The reason | was stupid enough to let myself get lured to
the old Holl ywood Starwal k Park the other night was because an

i nformant had promi sed me nore information on the damed neet."

Bascom | eaned back in his chair. "In addition to your husband-you al so
tol d Professor Monkwood about TekNet, didn't you?"

"Yes, and Jeff decided to do sone digging on his own." "A dangerous
i dea."

"He's al nost always in need of noney," she explained. "I think he was



hoping to find out sonething he could sell to sonel28 "Nobody is clear
as yet what the professor's fate is," he said.

"But he was grabbed while he was shacking up with one of his Iady
students. "

"Poor Jeff."

Bascom eyed her. "Doesn't sound as though you' re too concerned. |
note a certain |lack of sympathy and enpathy both."

"I tend to get tired of people fairly fast, Walt, and lose interest in
them" Jill admitted. "Didn't Sid tell you that?"



When he was still three paces fromthe netal door marked Background 8:
ID, it whispered open

"Cron in, kiddo." The |large, w de copper-plated robot who managed the
setup was rising up out of his w cker rocker. "Got sone deep dish
troubl e, huh?" "How d you know about--"

"I told him" Mlly Fine was standing just to the rear of the big
robot's chair. She was a slim dark-haired girl, a year ol der than
Dan.

"So you're cutting our Field Forensics 6B class, too?" The door hissed
shut behind him "This is nore inportant,” she told him "And you
keep forgetting that we're a team"

"So far | haven't been able to conme up with anything useful about your
pop," said Rex/K30. One wall of the big roomwas filled with rows of
i nfo screens and the coppery got gestured at it now. "Nothing s cone
up fromany of the conventional sources as to where the heck he m ght

be. "

"W don't want just conventional sources, Rex,"
" Somet hi ng' s happened to ny dad and--"

the young man told him

"Why not contact Bascom at Cosnos



agai n, suggested Mdlly. "Did that on ny pal m phone ten ninutes
ago," he told her,

shaking his head. "There's still no word."
"It could be," she said, putting a hand on his shoul der, "that
Jake's just followi ng up on sonething and--"
"Nope, we've already gone over that possibility, MIlly," said

Dan. "It's two-eleven in the afternoon. He would' ve gotten in touch
wi th somebody by now. "

"Jake Cardigan is one tough bozo," remi nded the got. "He can take care
of himself. Maybe you ought to relax and--"

"I want to try Gonez again," said Dan, inpatient. "I haven't been able
to contact himall day."

"He's supposed to be out hunting for your father, isn't he?"
asked Mol ly.
"Yeah, and if anybody can find him it'll be Gonez."

The robot |unbered over to a bank of vidphones, punched out a nunmber on
one of themw th a thick coppery forefinger. The phone screen remai ned
bl ank for nearly half a mnute. Then CGonez's face appeared. "Si?"

Dan ran over to the phone. "Sid, it's ne."
"Buenos dias," said the curly-haired detective. Behind himyou could
see a stretch of bright-afternoon Pacific and the tops of a few
imtation pal mtrees.

"Have you found ny dad?"

"Not yet, nifo," answered Gonez. "However, | did nanage to unearth
some information on ny return trip to the NecroPlex. I'min the
process of following up on that."

"I's he alive? |Is he okay?"

"Let's assune he is," said Comez. "What | found out is how those

pendej os got into that underground conplex. Unlike Jake and ne, they
bribed their way inside. | located the guard they



utilized and persuaded himto provide nme the name of the cabr(fn who
sent themto himw th cash in hand."

"Wio is it?"

"A gordito who calls hinself Sir Denis Rowey," replied the detective.
"Took me this long to track himdown to his current hangout--a ragtag
bistro here in the Hernbsa Beach Sector of Greater LA. Dunp known as
t he Khyber Pass Pub and Dance Pavilion."

"I could come down there and help you to--"

"No." Gonez held up his hand, shaking it negatively. "W're dealing
wi th some very dangerous honbres, Dan."

Rel uctantly, Dan said, "Ckay, I'll stay on the sidelines for now But,
Sid, please--let me know what you find out."

"Pot supuesto. O course," prom sed Gonez, and signed off.

When the android stepped on his left foot for the third tine, CGonmez
nuttered, "Caranba."

"Ni x," whispered the pretty plati num bl onde andy the detective was
waltzing with. "If you draw attention to my cl unsiness,

it's going to be the scrap heap for yours truly, mster."
"Is it okay if | grinmace?"
"l suppose, so long as you do it subtly.”

There were only seven or eight couples waltzing around the |arge oval
dance floor of the Khyber Pass Pub and Dance Pavilion.

CGonez was scanning the swirling clientele and al so watching the arched
open doorway that led into the public house section. "Let's return to
nmy earlier inquiry, Mtzi."

"About Sir Denis, you nean?"



"The very honmbre I'minterested in."
"Well, he---" She ceased novi ng, eyes goi ng bl ank.
The nusic had stopped and with it all the fenmal e danci ng androi ds.

Si ghing, Gomez fished out his Bamcard and inserted it into the thin
sl ot between the pretty android' s breasts.

"Where was | ?" She blinked as another waltz cane blaring out of the
array of ceiling speakers.

"Sir Denis," pronpted Gonez.

"Ch, sure. He's here every afternoon.” Mtzi nodded in the direction
of the arched doorway. "So he's here now?" "Funny." She frowned.
"What's funny, chiquita?" "Ch, that he's really late.™

"Usually conmes in at a certain time, does he?"

"Right, always at one-thirty p.m Pronpt."

Noddi ng, CGonez asked her, "Any notion where he resides or-Quch."
"Qops, sorry."

"Where does Sir Denis |ive?"

"Near here."

"Bueao," he said. "How about a few nore details--street address and
the Iike?"

"Far as | know, he--" The nusic stopped, Mtzi froze again. GConez

whi pped out the Bamcard and thrust it into the slot. "Wat say we sit
this one out?" she suggested. "M dogs are aching." The pretty

bl onde android took his hand and | ed himover to one of the small
rickety tables in a shadowy corner.

"About Sir Denis' present |ocation?"

I 33



"Well, the last time | danced with him-and if you really want to get
your tootsies stonped on, try waltzing with a fat man," she said,

el bows on the tabletop. "Anyway, the last tinme | talked with the guy,
he told ne he had roons down at the Chesterton Hotel." "Gacias."
Conez started to stand up.

A heavy hand grabbed his shoul der from behi nd and shoved hi m back down.
"What's the rush, Sherl ock?"



lightly hunched, hands in his trouser pockets, Marfiner stood at a
wide vie windowin his suite in the Myvie Palace Casino Hotel. The
nunber of winkles on his black forehead kept increasing as he gazed
down at the main street of the sinulated city that existed within the
orbiting satellite. "Get Swanson," he said without turning fromthe
wi ndow.

M1l es/ 26, his chrome chest glittering in the artificial sunlight that
was conming in through the multiple wi ndows, was reclining on a | ow
ebony sofa. Feet up, netallic hands | ocked behind his chromne-plated

skull. "Can't do, boss." "Don't tell me he's dead, too?" "Nope,
Swanson did a flit." "Were to?"

"He's now working on the New Hol | ywood satellite.” Marriner said, "See
t hat Swanson has an accident." "How serious?" "Your choice, Mles."
"Ri ghto, boss."

"So who's responsible for the palmtrees down there on Mar-finer
Drive?"

"A |l ady naned Rosebud Senovich."



"Tell her the fronds aren't green enough." "You got it."
Marriner left the window "Were the hell is Rodriguez?"
"Ascending in El evator nunber five."

"He's late."

"By three nminutes and seventeen seconds, yes."

Marriner's hands fisted. "Rodriguez better handl e our Tuesday neet
with Anzelnmo and his toadies better than he manages his tine."

"l wouldn't, boss, allude to Anzel n0's associ ates as toadies."

"What you call themis your own damm busi ness, but don't--" "They are
all, each in his own way, inportant Teklords. Cretan of the European
crop,"” rem nded the nechanical man. "And,

nore to the point, they' re your business partners on the TekNet
venture."

Marriner | aughed a very quick laugh. "For now," he told the robot.

The pretty bl onde android pressed her fingertips to the slot between
her breasts. "Cee, Leo, what are you doing to ny date?"

The big, wi de man who'd come up behind Gonez told her

|

"Go away now, Mtzi."

"He's a nice guy, Leo, and a paying custoner to--"

"Leave us."

"No need to speak to the lady in such a tone," said Gonmez in a voice he
hoped sounded tinid. He was being held in his chair by the pressure

Leo was exerting on his shoul der.

"Well, | guess," said the nechani cal blonde, getting up fromthe wobbly
little table, 1'll I|eave you boys. N ce neeting you,

mster."



Leo | eaned closer. "What you didn't know, Gomez," he said,

"is that we got all our andy dancers bugged."
"I ammerely trying, sir, to locate ny old school chum Sir
Deni s Row ey, who---"

"W al so got a great nonitoring system" continued the dance hal
manager. "Wen | spotted you whirling about the floor with Mtzi,
exclaimed, "Way, | do believe that's that son of a bitch fromthe
goddammed Cosnps Detective Agency.""

"That is one of ny aliases, s:
"We don't like private di cks hangi ng around here," Leo expl ai ned,
bending closer. "Nor are we fond of snoops who've interested in Sir
Denis."

Gonez suddenly went slack and slunped in his chair. That caused Leo to
go lurching forward, | oosening his grip. Straightening up, CGonez
brought up both booted feet and ki cked the underside of the little

tabl e.

The table left the floor, went |ooping upward and then smacked into
Leo' s head.

Gonez had, neantinme, thrown hinself to the floor. He rolled twice to
his right, executed a reverse sonersault that brought himto his feet
with his stun gun in his hand. "Adios, cabro'n," he said to the
manager as he squeezed the trigger

The beam smacked Leo in the groin. He yow ed, half turned,

crouched, fell to one knee and passed out.

By the time the big, wide man had snmacked the dance fl oor

Gonez was hal fway to the exit.

"See you again sonetinme, maybe?" called Mtzi when he went diving out
into the afternoon street.

Gonez hol stered his gun and kept running for a good two bl ocks.



us ting Quadrill allowed hinself to smle.

"Much better," he nmurmured, crouching to pick the silver kitten up from
hi s wor kshop fl oor.

The little clockwork ani mal began purring as he lifted it up close to
his face. Wth one glittering nmetallic paw it poked at his chin as he
i nspected it.

"Jesus, that's dam touching," observed a di sdainful voice behind
hi m

He spun around, set the clockwork kitten on a worktable. "Wy are you
here, Yedra?"

The crew cut young worman | aughed. "Aren't you nore interested in the
how of it, usUn

"I assune sonebody betrayed ne. Gave you ny location," he said,
scowming at her. "It won't be difficult to find out who."

"And | had to get by your security systemtoo." Yedra |aughed again,
nmovi ng nearer to him "I told you I'd find you, asshole,

"Yes, you can't seemto resist a challenge like that," he comented.

"Apity."

She started to reach out to pat the clockwork kitten. "That's damed
cute. You ought--"

"I don't want you here." Quadrill caught her wist before her
fingertips reached the kitten. "I don't want anybody here."

She pulled free of him backed off. "C non, pendejo, admt that you're
i npressed by ne," she coaxed. "You al so, maybe, ought to be a little
bit scared, Austin. |If you were to screw up on a job for me--hell, 1'd

cone and find you no matter where you were holed up."



Head slightly tilted to the left, he eyed her. "Were's the neeting
bet ween Marriner and Anzelno's crew going to take place? That is what
you cane to tell ne, isn't it?"

Smiling, she nodded and ran the flat of her hand over her close-cropped
dark hair. "You still want to work for ne? You' re not offended that I
i nvaded your privacy?"

"I'"mworking for Johnny Trocadero aar/you," he corrected.

"Soon as you put another third of ny fee into my undercover account,
"Il get rolling."

"It's there already,"” she assured him "The place is so obvious, we
shoul d' ve guessed it." She nade an upward jabbing nmotion with her
right thunmb. "Up in the Myvie Pal ace.”

"And it's still Tuesday?"

"Tuesday, just after dinner--satellite tinme."

"Al'l right." He turned his back on her, tapped the kitten's shiny back
with his forefinger. "1'll take care of it."

"You sure you can? There's a hell of a lot of security to get
t hr ough. "

Facing her, Qadrill said, "I'll doit."

"Keep in mnd, Austin, that |I got in here. Mybe you're slipping and
we need--"

"I was too compl acent about ny security,” he told her. "Your break-in
was just the stimulus | needed."

She ran her hand over her hair again. "Okay," she said,

slowy. "If anything changes, you'll hear fromnme." "Not in person,”
he sai d.

Yedra smiled at him "I won't scare you again," she said.

He took her arm and guided her toward the doorway. "You' ve got one of
t hose foolish skull-mail inplants, don't you?"

"Yes--and it isn't foolish."



Reachi ng out, he tapped the door and it slid aside. "Causes you a |ot
of ' headaches, doesn't it?"

"No, nothing like that." Yedra stepped out into the hallway. "I never
feel any pain fromit at all."

The door shut on her and Quadrill returned to his worktable. "You
will," he prom sed quietly.



This particular alley, narrow and unkenpt, ran al ong the backsi de of
the three-story Hotel Chesterton

The detective was approaching the rear entrance to the tunbl edown neo
stucco buil di ng.

Sir Denis Rowl ey was a flabby man of niddle years. Hi s shaggy hair was
a carroty orange, his puffy face of a greyish hue. Everything he owned
at the nonent, he was carrying in one nodest-sized suitcase

He canme hurrying, puffing, out of the rear doorway of the

Chesterton about ten seconds before Gonez reached it. "Mnentito, Sir
Denis," Gonez call ed.

The fat man was waddling off in the opposite direction. "In a
frightful hurry, old man," he said over his shoul der

Sprinting, Gomez caught up with him grabbed one flabby arm and halted
his retreat. "I want to have a small little talk with you."

"Afraid | don't know you, old boy," he said, trying to break away. "No
time to chitchat with anyone actually."

"You know nme, Denny." Gonmez yanked hi maround so that they were facing
each other. "l knew you even before your knighthood."



Sir Denis' eyes narrowed. "Jove, | do believe it's Sidney Gonez," he
said. "Forgive me, Sidney, old fellow, but I|'ve a nost urgent
appoi nt nent el sewhere. "

"No, actually you're going to tell me where they took Jake."
Sir Denis inquired, "Wich Jake would this be?"

From hi s shoul der hol ster Gomez yanked his stun gun He jabbed it into
the flabby man's middle. "Explain to me who hired you to arrange their
entry, into the NecroPlex," he suggested, "or you'll suffer from nunb
cohortes for the foreseeable future."

"Si dney, you know ny code of ethics won't--"

"Who paid you?" he said. "And where is Jaket, arngan

The flabby man was perspiring. "English chaps, they were," he said
finally.

Gonez prodded with the gun barrel. "And?"

"These are powerful people, Sidney. Mean-m nded too, and'

they aren't awfully fond of a snitch."

"Who?"

Sir Denis swallowed twi ce, glancing around the alley, uneasy. "They
work for the Anzelno cartel. The only nanme | know is that of the head

chap- - Ednond Yates."
"Way did they go into that underground setup?”

"To fetch your wife--that is, your onetinme wife," the fat nan told

hi m

"What were they supposed to do with her?"

"Don't know, Sidney." He shook his head vigorously.
"And what were their orders concerning Jake and ne?"

Sir Denis glanced around again. "Beastly hot in this alley, don't you
t hi nk?"



"What were their orders?" "This they didn't confide in me," he said.
"However, old man, | heard--and this is only hearsay, mnd you--they
grabbed your partner down there. Took himto Doc Sears."

Pul I i ng back his gun hand, Gomez stepped backwards. "That ol d quack
over in the Venice Sector?"
"Fancies hinself a therapist," answered the flabby man. "Specializes
in mnd wi pes brain scans and ot her shady practices. Used to be a Tek
runner, | do believe."

"Ckay, Sir Denis," said Gonez, starting to put his stun gun away. "You
can trot along and--"

"Bl oody hell." The fat man was | ooking up into the hot, hazy sky
overhead. "It's too damed |ate."

" W se decision, Jake, to have yourself comitted here. Don't
you?"

Jake suddenly became aware of hinself again.
"I's somet hing wong, jace.

He was sitting in a confortable chair on a sun-bright patio. Beyond
the oval of sinulated red brick stretched a broad slanting |lawn. Then
cane woods, tall trees and deep shadows.

Far off, down near the edge of the forest, there were people. Five or
six of them snmall in the distance, blurred. Walking some of them one
sitting slunped in an el ectronic wheel chair. "Jake?"

The wonman was sitting a few feet away fromhim in a |less confortable
chair. She was thin, pale blonde, wearing a buff-colored skirt suit
Jake had never seen her before.



"I"'msorry, Dr. Watherford, | didn't quite catch your question," he
said to her.

She smiled. "Nothing to be sorry about." She was sitting very
straight in the metal chair, hands folded in her lap. "I was sinmply
conplimenting you on your decision to come to The
Institute--voluntarily--and begin to work on your prob '

Far downhill one of the tiny figures left the group and went running
toward the forest. He suddenly hit some invisible bar rier, seenmed to
hang in the air for a few seconds before dropping

;, to his knees on the bright green grass.

Jake nodded. "Yes, | realized, doctor, that it was tinme to do

somet hing. My obsession with the death of Beth Kittridge was
interfering with ny work."

"Wth your entire life," added the doctor

"Exactly, yeah. And, | feel, inthe tine |I've been here at The
Institute |'ve started to make progress.” Jake couldn't seemto

,.1 remenber exactly how |l ong he'd actually been here. He wasn't,

, he now realized, sure where here was.

Dr. Watherford | eaned forward, resting her hands on her knees. "I
know you have very strong feelings about Tek," she said. "Strongly
negati ve attitudes."

"Cetting hooked on Tek screwed up ny life."

She nodded with synpathy. "I can understand that, Jake," she said.
"However, | think a technique we've devel oped here at The Institute
m ght very well help you to distance yourself from

Beth's death."

He frowned. "This new technique--it involves Tek?"



"It does,"” replied the thin doctor. "You have ny word, however, that
we only use it in a well-controlled and conpletely safe manner."

"l don't," he said, "know "

"Dr. Allensky has had a great deal of success recently with Tek
t her apy. "

Jake couldn't renmenber who Dr. Allensky was. "Well, if he says it
wor ks, | suppose it's okay."

"That's the sort of positive attitude |I'm pleased to see you adopti ng,
Jake. "

"I came here to work on my problem" he told the therapist. "I'll go
al ong with whatever you and Dr. Allensky suggest."

Smiling, she rose fromher chair. "That ends our session for this

afternoon," she informed him "If we can arrange it, 1'd very nuch
like to have your first Tek therapy session this evening after the

shift one dinner hour."

"That would be fine." He eased up out of his chair and turned away
fromthe doctor.

This wing of The Institute was constructed chiefly of opaque
pl asti gl ass panels and silvery nmetal struts.

He said goodbye to Dr. Watherford and went wal king toward a door
marked Patients' Entrance 6.

Jake felt that he shouldn't have any notion where his roomwas. But he
did seemto know.

He crossed over to Ranp 3, let it carry himup to Level 5. H's room was
#5R, and as soon as it scanned his hand print, it let himin.

He crossed the threshold, entering the blue and white room The door
shut behi nd him



A conceal ed voxbox announced, "This is your mantra for this afternoon,
Jake. "

He sat down in a confortable blue chair.

The voxbox continued, "Say this one hundred tinmes, Jake. "I

am not responsible for the death of Beth Kittridge.""

Jake nodded. "I amrot responsible for the death of Beth Kittridge. |

run aot responsible for the death of Beth Kittridge. | am not
responsible for .. ."



ir Denis pointed a fat finger skyward. "Blinmey, it's them"
he cried, turning a pal er shade of grey.

"Vdronos, " suggested CGonez, eyes on the dark blue sky-car that was
droppi ng down through the snmpbg-heavy after Boon

Pivoti ng, Gomez went running along the alley toward the rear entrance
to the Hotel Chesterton

"Bl oody hell! They nust know you nade ne shoot off my nouth." The
fl abby man began a waddling run toward the safety of the hotel

But he noved nmuch too slowy to escape what the nen in the rapidly
descendi ng sky car had in mnd for him

The beam of a | azgun cane sizzling dowmn. It found himeasily, swiftly
slicing himclean in half, fromleft to right, across the m ddle.

Sir Denis had been able to cry out a few words to express the brief,
i ntense pain he felt. He used his own voice, all trace of British
accent gone.

"Dios." Gomez dived into the hotel as the remains of the fat man
sl apped and spilled all across the narrow all eyway.

The detective was in a small, dingy foyer. He spotted a down ranmp and



ran for it. At the bottomof that he found the entry ways to

three forking corridors. He took the middle one, jogging into dim
light and borders of deep shadow

"Let's see if we can," he urged hinself, "avoid getting dismantled."
"Well, it's the greaser."” Sitting slunped in an alcove, with a dented
Br ai nbox resting on her narrow |l ap, was a skinny red haired girl in her
t eens.

He recogni zed the enerald and crinson snakes tattooed on her thin bare
arms. "Chiquita," he said, stopping. "W nmet the

, other evening at the Hollywood Starwal k Park. Wat are you doing in
this--"

"Hey, this is another one of ny hangouts."

He pointed his thumb in the direction fromwhich he'd cone.
"You know anot her way out of this joint?"

"Sure."

" Show nme?"

She made a chuckling sound and, swaying slightly, started to stand.
"Hell, sure, you saved ny ass the other night," she said.

"Who's after you?"
"Sone hom cidal honbres."”

She quickly stowed her Tek gear in the raggedy backpack

strapped to her narrow back. "C non, greaser," she invited. ['ll

get your butt clear of here.”
A lot of unsettling noise was starting to cone from above.

"You sone kind of cop?" she asked himas they ran, side by side, along
the tw sting corridor.

"Private." He |ooked back over his shoul der, saw that, thus far
nobody was fol | owi ng.

"My nanme is Snooky."



"l doubt that."

"No, asshole, | mean it's ny nicknane." "Pleased to neet you, Snooky."
"So who the frig are you?" "gonez."

"Typi cal grease ball nane."

"It is that, s;" he admitted. "Still, to ne, it has nore zing than
Snooky. "

"Up yours then."

"Gracias." He took another backwards | ook. "Damm, one of themis
tailing us now "

About two hundred yards back in the shadowy corridor a big bald man was

trotting. He swng a lazrifle in his right fist. "Relax, CGomez,"
advi sed Snooky. "We're alnost safe."” "Stop right there," called the
bald man. "El se you're both dead and done for."

There were seven other patients seated around the dinner table in
Patients' Commi ssary 6. Jake had no recollection of ever having seen
any of them before.

But they all, apparently, knew himand as he seated hinself in his
assigned chair, they nodded or voiced greetings.

"Hi, Bob," he said to the big grey-haired man on his right. "Better,"
Bob said. "How s that?" "Better," repeated Bob

"He neans," explained the | ean bl ond man on Jake's left, "that he's
feeling a ot better. |1'mnot hearing that, but why argue? Even

t hough Bob seens worse."



"No worse."

One of the two wonen in the group was a thin redhead in her late
fifties. "I looked up your first nanme, Jake, and do you know what it
originally--"

"Holy Jesus, not that what-your-nane-neans crap,"” conplained the
heavyset bl ack man opposite her. "She does that with every new guy who
cones al ong the pike,"

"I simply feel," said Arm "that people like to know stuff |ike that.
It's interesting."

"It is," Jake assured her

"Here cones the first two courses," observed M ke.

A pair of servo bots had cone rolling into the small, yellowwalled
dining room One was pushing a cart that held a | arge plastiglass soup
tureen, the other carried a tray with eight small bowl s of sal ad upon
it.

"Bet it's creamof tofu tonight," said the black man.

"Naw, this is Sunday," rem nded Mke. "Sunday is always, eternally,
nmeat | ess chowder . "

The bl ack man frowned. "You sure, absolutely, that this is Sunday?"

"Didn't we begin the day with

enuren. Mke rem nded as they got |adled out a bow of soup. "Yep,
it's chowder."

"Chowder's al ways | ousy," nentioned Bob, picking up his soup spoon

"Your salad, sir." The other robot was bent close to Jake. "You'll be
having a visitor right after dinner," it informed himin a thin
whi sper.

Not acknow edgi ng the nessage, Jake tried his sal ad.



/ faint humm ng began comi ng fromthe blue wall of Jake's room

He stopped repeating his evening mantra and noved free of his chair.
Very quietly, a panel in the wall slid aside.

There was a niddle-sized nman in his early sixties standing in the
recess behind the panel. "Don't worry, Cardigan,"” the visitor said as
he stepped out of the wall. "I've rigged the sec system Nobody' |
know about this little visit."

He canme closer, walking with a slight l|inp.

Jake eyed him "You |I don't know," he told him

"Ri ght, because they didn't rig your brain to recognize ne and think

you've known ne for a while." Sitting on the edge of Jake's cot, he
tugged up his left trouser leg to rub at the polished chrome |eg
beneath. "Souvenir of the Brazil Wars. [|'m Andrew Si nmonds."

Jake frowned, rubbed at the spot between his eyebrows. "Mst of
today," he said slowy, "I've been getting the feeling that ny nenories
of this place are--well, false."

"They did a rush job on you, Cardigan. And it doesn't seemto be
taking that well."

Jake said, "Andrew Simonds. Sure, | never net you but | know you're
with the Ofice of Candestine Qperations. You are, aren't you?"

H s visitor answered, "Very good, Cardigan. You weren't supposed to
remenber that either.”

"They did sone kind of mnd wi pe on ne, huh? To make ne



forget what | was working on--to convince me | was a voluntary patient
here.”

Simmonds told him "As | say, they did it in a hurry--in the field. I'd

guess it'll wear off before too long."

"Way did they--"

"They want you out of the way for a week or so," he said, nassaging his
metal leg. "But since you're an inportant Cosnps operative, they don't
want to risk killing you."

"Who are we tal king about, Sinmonds?"

"A combine of extrenely influential people. 1'll give you the details
when we have nore tinme," he said. "Oh, and I'mnot with the 0CO any
longer. In fact, |I'm supposed to be a patient here."

He smiled. "But |'ve been able to nodify ny situation sone.
"Where exactly is The Institute?"

"Connecticut. That forest you nmay' ye noticed outside is WIderness
Preserve number seventeen."

Jake eyed himfor a few silent seconds. "And why this visit?" The
former government agent held his voxwatch to his ear. "They'll be
conmng to take you to your Tek therapy session any m nute now,
Cardigan," he said. "What | want to knowis sinple. |If | help spring
you--wi || Bascompay nme a fat fee?" He swung off the bed, |inped
toward the opening in the wall. "Enough for me to buy nyself a new
identity and lifel ong safety?"

"Sure," said Jake. "Wen can--"

"Later." Sinmmonds stepped back into the wall and the panel slid
shut .



152 j Standi ng wi de-1egged, he brought up the gun and ained it at the
runni ng detective.

"Cnrmon, we'll leave now." The red-haired girl gave Gonmez a sudden
shove with shoul der and hip.

" Chi huahua," he said as he slamed into a neo nmetal panel

Snooky threw herself agai nst the same wi de panel, also slapping it high
up with the pal mof her hand.

The wal |l clicked, the panel flapped open inward.
Behind themthe lazrifte crackl ed.
Gonez, the girl clinging nowto his arm tunbled into darkness.

He regai ned his balance as the wall shut behind them "Hold it a sec,
greaser," the girl advised.

Her backpack made some rattling noises and then a small lite rod
clicked on in her skinny right hand.

There was a dirty ranp tw sting downward just in front of them

"We' || scoot along here," she explained, tugging at him "I know a
pl ace we can conme up about two frigging bl ocks from here."



They ran. It was a cold grey norning in Berlin and Beth Kittridge
was al ive again.

Slim pretty, she stepped out of the Iand car near the side entrance of
the World Drug Court on Potsdanerplatz. She was acconpani ed by Agents
Neal and Giggs of the International Drug Control Agency.

There were ten arned guards, human and robot, |ining each side of the

| ong pass way fromthe curb to the narrow entry gate. All around them
huddl i ng under dark unbrellas, a small crowd of curious onl ookers had
gat her ed.

Beth was only a few steps fromthe car when she saw Jake.

He was pushing his way through the bystanders, waving, tk'y-ing to
attract her attention

"Beth!" he called, grinning his famliar grin. "Thought for a while
wasn't going to make it."

jaKe. Her smile turned into a pleased |laugh. She pulled free of the
grip of Agent Giggs, ran the fifteen feet to where he stood.

"My God, what happened to you?"
"Long story."

A uni fornmed Berlin policeman was standi ng between Jake and the young
worman, war ni ng himback with his drawn stun gun

"It's all right, Oficer," she said. "He's okay. | know him Pl ease
stand asi de."

"I"'msorry, Mss Kittridge." He held out his free hand and gently
pushed her back.

"Jake, | was so dammed worried," she said around the cop. "Were were
you?"



"Gonmez and | ran into some extra trouble. Tell you about it later.
You okay?"

"I"'mfine--now." Using her elbow, she started to nudge the officer out
of the way.

"Beth, wait a ninute." Agent Neal had cone trotting over. He reached
out to grab her.

"Ch, really, Emett." She eluded him pushed around the policenman. She
put her arns around Jake. "lI'mso glad--" There was an enornous

expl osi on.

Then everything froze. Just as the explosives that had been inside the
androi d sinmul acrum of Jake started to rip the body of the young wonan
to pieces. An imense silence filled the grey-nmorning street, the rain
ceased falling.

Jake was there now Hi nself, not a goddammed kam kaze android sent by
the Teklords to destroy the woman he |l oved. They had to kill her, to
keep her fromtestifying.

But maybe he had a chance to stop that.

He wal ked up to the two of them to Beth and the sim

"Ch, Jesus," he said, starting to cry. "lI'mtoo late. Too late
again."

Then everything started up again and he had to stand there and watch
what happened to Beth. Blood splashed all over him

Screaming. Cries of pain. Noise cane rolling over him the rain was
falling again. But it didn't wash the bl ood off.

Jake dropped to his knees on the dark, wet sidewal k. After a noment he
st ood up.

"You weren't really there," said a soothing voice.

Jake sat up on the white cot, tugged off the Tek headgear. He didn't



say anything to Dr. Watherford. "I want you to go back again
now," she said. "This time realize that you were nowhere near Berlin
when Beth Kittridge was murdered.”

The Tek session had taken himto Berlin, convinced his brain that he
was an on-the-spot witness to events he'd only seen on a vidwall
newscast .

But it had done sonething el se, something no one at The Institute had
anti ci pat ed.

He had his nenory back. He renenbered now what had happened to him
down in the NecroPlex. Jake also knew what he was supposed to be
doi ng.

Leani ng, he deposited the Brainbox on the floor. "I think naybe one
session is enough for tonight, doctor," he said quietly.

She studied his face for a noment. "Perhaps you're right, Jake," she
said finally. "We'Ill wait until tomorrow night to try Tek therapy
again."

"Thanks," he said. But he knew dammed well he wouldn't still be here
by tonorrow night.



water in it. The palmtrees and the flowering shrubs surrounding it
were all hol ographic projections. The bright sunlight also wasn't
real .

Marriner, wearing a three-piece white suit, was sitting in a sling
chair beside the shallow end of the pool. "I'm wondering,

Lana, if | nade the right decision about Jake Cardi gan."

Lana Chen was a chubby Chi nese woman. Wapped in a | arge fl owered
pl yotowel, she was sprawed in a |l ounge chair a few feet fromhim
"Shoul d've killed him" she said in a |lazy murnmnur.

"No, that wouldn't be snmart,"” he said. "I don't want to annoy

Walt Bascom and the whol e dammed Cosnobs Detective Agency.”

"You exaggerate their astuteness and their abilities,"” she told him
sitting up and rearranging the towel. "They'd never associate you with
his death."

"What |'mtal king about is planting the guy at The Institute,"”

he said. "There were other options that m ght--"

"I didn't cone up here to this rinky-dink satellite to talk strategy
with you," said Lana. "I'ma technician and, really,

interested only in getting ready for the TekNet denonstration day after
t onmor r ow. "

"Then why are you lolling around out here?"



"There's a tine to work and a tine to relax,"” she explained. '"You
damm wel | better be ready when Anzel no and those ot her Teklords arrive
Tuesday. "

"I"mjust about set now, " she assured him "They'|ll all be
i mpressed. "

He rubbed his | ean bl ack hands together. "W'I||l be able to grab at
| east forty percent of the entire Tek trade with this, Lana," he said
quietly.

"And you'll tick off just about every Tek cartel in the world." He
shrugged. "That doesn't bother ne."

"Yet you're afraid of Bascom and the Cosnbs Agency?" "We're talking
about somebody with trenendous influence on the one hand and the threat
of physical violence on the other," he told the technician. "I trust
my security setup, but with Bascom you never know if--"

"A nmoment of your tine, boss.” Mles/26 had cone trotting out of the
villa and into the bright sun of the satellite's endl ess

| 1C0 1.

Marriner left his chair, frowning, noving toward the chronme robot.
"What ?"

"I keep tabs, as you know, on everybody who visits the Mvie
Pal ace--tourists, tradesmen, the lot."

Marriner eyed him "Somebody suspicious show up today?" The robot's
chrone-pl ated head fl ashed sunlight as he nodded. "A young | ady
checked into the Hotel Cyrano a little over an hour ago,"” he reported.
"Her nane is Natalie Dent and she's a reporter with Newz, Inc."

"I don't think I know her. |Is she dangerous for some reason?" Mles
said, "Her cover story is that she's here to do a travel report for the
vidwal . But Mss Dent is one of Newz' crackerjack investigative

reporters.”



"She can't know anythi ng about our neeting with Anzel no,"

Marriner assured him

"She knows about sonething,"” said the robot. "And--1 just

doubl e-checked on this when |I spotted her name--this woman's a very

close pal of Sid Gomez. And Gonez is, in turn, the--"

"Partner of Jake Cardigan." Marriner sat down again. "All right,
Mles, put a watch on her."

"They' ve used Natalie Dent and Newz in the past to break a story and
put pressure on sonebody," added M| es/ 26.

"We know where Cardigan is at the nonent," the black man said. "Better
get ne a fix on Gonez' whereabouts."”
"Al ready working on that, boss." The robot's chrone head nade a faint

cl angi ng noi se when he gave his enployer a |lazy salute. He turned
away, heading back to the villa.

Johnny Trocadero stared up at the ceiling of the nightclub. "How about
that?" he remarked.

A gentle artificial snow was falling dowmn fromabove. It spotted the
jungle foliage of the main roomw th freckles of white, dropped
snowf | akes on the small man's plati num hair.

"It doesn't," Yedra Cortez pointed out, "snow in the frigging jungle,
m dget . "
"Not usually, no," the Teklord admtted. "Still and all, you know,

it's an interesting effect.”
"I'n the wong place.™

"Il tell mnmy technical people about it," Trocadero prom sed as he
wal ked over to a table and sat down. "How s Quadrill doing?"

She, unhappy, brushed snow of f her crewcut head. "Can't you turn the
damm thing off?2."



"It's only snow." He beckoned to her, nodding at the chair opposite
hi m

Very reluctantly, Yedra went over and took the seat. "I don't I|ike
that asshole.”

"Quadrill?"

"He's the asshole we're tal king about, isn't he?"

"Nobody |ikes him" Trocadero told her.

"I"d feel a hell of a lot better if we weren't using him"

Looking up at the ceiling again, the Teklord said, "Nobody much |ikes
the guy, but he's efficient. He took care of the Hotel

Santa C ar a,
remenber.
"But Gonez got away."

"We didn't hire himto kill that Cosnpbs op," the snmall man reni nded
her. "He was supposed to take care of dendenny." "They found Jill
Ber nar di no anyway. "

He spread his little hands wide. "That's fate, Yedra, not sone fault

of Quadrill's," he said. "Don't worry, he'll renmpove Marriner and
Anzel no and the rest of them"

"I want sonme backup on this," she said, w ping snow off her bosom "In
case fate slips it to us again and Quadrill fails."

"Up to you," said Trocadero. "But let ne know what you decide to
do."

"Maybe, " she said.

Smiling, Trocadero reached across and took hold of her hand. "Maybe
doesn't work with nme," he said.

She yanked her hand free. "I'mgetting damed tired of--Shit."

The snow had turned to rain.

i!

Trocadero stood up. "W better," he suggested, "get outside i 1I:

where it's not raining."



The young woman rose to follow him But instead she stopped dead,
brought her hand up to her tenple, grimaced. Jesus, she nurnmnured.

Trocadero turned, cane back to her side. "What the heck's wong?"

Gitting her teeth, Yedra bent at the middle, fisted her hands, groaned
i n pain.

He put an arm around her shoulders. "Hey, what is it?" After a
nmonent, she straightened up and jerked away fromthe little Tekl ord.
"I don't know. Sone sort of headache | guess," she said in a choked
voi ce. "Cone now. "

"It's that s-mail dingus you got planted in your sconce." "No, the
skull-mail inplant is guaranteed not to cause any pai n whatsoever." She
| ooked up, briefly, into the falling rain. "It's probably an allergic

reaction to this stupid artificial weather contraption. Let's get out
of here, huh?"

"You sure you're okay.

"I"'mfine. Forget about it." She went running through the simulated
jungl e toward the nearest doorway.



Bascom said, "Nothing. Not a thing."
"Not even from Gonez?" asked Dan

On the phone screen the chief of the Cosnpbs Detective Agency shook his
head. "Sid hasn't reported in for several hours."

Dan took a step back fromthe deck phone. "W haven't been able to
find out anything about what's happened to ny dad either,” he adnmitted
forlornly.

"Be of good cheer,"
hear anything."

advi sed Bascom "I1'll get back to you soon as |
Signing of f, Dan wal ked across the deck to join Mlly at the railing.
The day was fading, the Pacific was darkening.

"No news, huh?"

"Not hi ng beyond what we al ready know, nope."

"It'"ll be okay." She took his hand.

"I keep feeling that there ought to be sonmething else | can do to--"

A silver landcyc]e was coming, loudly, along the beach. It roared to a
stop a few yards fromthe deck and a | ean Chinese in a long flapping
overcoat hopped clear of the rear seat. "See you in twenty-nine

m nut es and ei ght een seconds, kid."

The young woman in the drive seat gave hima casual wave and then sped



off into the gathering dusk. "This is the Cardigan residence,
isn'"t it?" inquired Timecheck as he cane trudging through the sand
toward them

"Sure, but my father isn't--"

"I know Jake's not here." He rolled up his coat sleeve to consult the
array of watch dials built into his znetal arm "I've got an

appoi ntnent with another client in twenty-eight mnutes and thirteen
seconds, Daniel, so what say we get down to"

"You must be Tinecheck," realized Dan. "M/ dad has told nme about--"

"I"mworld-renowned as an informant and tipster,"” admtted the Chinese.
"The point is-Ch, good evening, Mss Fine. Excuse me for seening to

i gnore you." He consulted his watches again. "Twenty-seven m nutes
and ni ne seconds to go."

"Do you know sonet hi ng about where my father is?" Tinecheck gave an
affirmative nod. "Yes, and |'ve been trying to contact Gonez to pass
the information along, but he's not returning nmy calls,"” he expl ai ned.
"Bascomi s not too kindly disposed toward ne. So | decided to conme to
you. Three hundred dollars."

"You're trying to sell us information?" asked Mlly.

The informant clinbed up onto the deck. "That's ny profession
remenber ?"

"Seens to ne," she said, "if you' re such a good friend of Jake
Cardigan's, that you wouldn't--"

"Jake's a pal and a custoner," he anplified.

Dan said, "That's all right, MIlly. W'IlIl pay you, Tinecheck. You
may, though, have to wait until--"

"I trust you, Dan." He held out his flesh hand and they shook



Ti mecheck boosted hinself up onto the railing and sat with his back to
the tw light ocean.

"Well?" said Dan.
"I'n the course of digging up sone information for your father,"

he began, pausing to consult his arm "I cane across sonething about
his current whereabouts."

"You know where he is?"
Ti mecheck replied, "Let us say, rather, that | know where
Jake is supposed to be."

'"]"he skinny red-haired girl shook her head. "Naw, | don't need a damm
thi ng, greaser," she assured Gonez.

They were standi ng beside his sky car and the day was ending all around
them "You hel ped me get clear of those goons,

chiquita, and--"

"Hey, | was saving my ass as well as yours."

Gonez nodded. "Maybe you'd like to shake the Tek habit and--"
"You're not cut out to be a preacher." Snooky | aughed.

"Sbut it's a shame to see you tangled up with--"

"My life, not yours."

"Es ver dad GConez reached out, put a hand on her thin shoulder. "M
name's Sid CGonez and | work for the Cosnobs

Detective Agency. |If you ever need any--"
"You really think, Gonez, that I'd turn to a private cop for hel p?"

"Someday, sonetime. It's possible.” Snmiling, he clinbed into his sky
car



The girl smiled back, then went hurrying off into the new night.
'he canbot said, "That makes three, Nat."

Nat al i e Dent paused in the center of the living roomcarpet of her
suite in the Hotel Cyrano. She dropped the hand hol ding the small
bug-detector to her side, winkled her freckled nose and told the
robot, "Although I'mnoted for being an exceptionally cal mand
even-tenpered person, Sidebar, even when working on some horrendously

danger ous assignments for Newz, Inc.” | nmust nmention that | get a mte
annoyed when you address nme as Nat. M nane--the nane, | night add, by
which billions of loyal vidwall viewers know and respect ne as one of

the top investigative reporters on, or off, the planet--is Natalie. Not
Nat, a nickname that only vul gar rowdi es and hool i gans and t hat
di sreput abl e and qui ck-tongued private eye Sid Gonmez address ne by."

"Maybe, " suggested the robot fromthe sofa where he was sitting and
gazing out at the sunny private patio, "you ought to keep your lip
buttoned, Natalie, until you l|locate and disarmall the listening and
vi ewi ng devi ces that have been planted in our suite.”

The auburn-haired vidwall reporter said, "Far be it fromne to conplain
about doing ny fair share of the work. However, if you' d Iend a hand

i nstead of merely reclining there on your rusty wusty, Sidebar, then
the task would be conpleted a heck of a lot--"

"Rusty dusty," the canera robot corrected, turning both



his head and the |l ens mounted in his netallic chest in her
direction.

She began pacing the room agai n, swinging the detecting device, slowy,
fromside to side. "It doesn't seemespecially apt," said Natalie,
"for a nmechanismto be questioning the proper usage of a-Qops."

The smal |l gadget in her hand had commenced blinking the tiny bead of
red light on its topside.

Natalie knelt on a stretch of carpeting near the arched doorway to her
bedroom She noved the detector over the surface of the carpet. "There
it is, an extrenely teeny one." The gadget had plucked a very snall
audi ovi sual bug fromthe pile.

"Four so far," observed Sidebar

It took Natalie, working unaided, another hour and a half to sweep the
entire suite. "I'mwondering," she said as she returned to the living
room "why anyone would go to the trouble of installing nine spying
devices in ny quarters."” She sat on the edge of an arnthair, jingling
the bugs on her palm "I don't inmagine that every suite in this
establishnent is this profusely packed with eavesdroppi ng gear."

"It mght just be," suggested the camera robot, "that sonebody
her eabout s suspects the real reason we've conme up to the Mvie
Pal ace. "



CGonez directed his sky car eastward into the night.

Hunching slightly in his seat, he punched out a nunmber on the dash
vi dphone.

An answering robot appeared on the screen. "Cosnps Detective Agency,
office of Wlt Bascom W shall | say is-Ch, it's you, Gonmez. \here
t he di ckens have you been?" "QOherw se occupied. |Is the jefe--"
"W've been trying to contact you." "Wat's afoot?"

"I"Il let himtell you."

The screen displayed the Cosnpbs | ogo for ten seconds and then Bascom
scow i ng, appeared.

"W have a | ead on Jake's possible location, Sid. Dan Cardigan just
cane here to pass it along to nme," said Bascom "What have you been up
to?"

Gonez replied, "l've been finding out where they shipped Jale."
Dan nmoved into view behind the agency chief. "Does this involve Doc
Sear s?"

"Buenas noches,"
Sear s?"

he said to Jake's son. "How d you find out about

"Ti mecheck stopped by the condo. Said he couldn't get in touch with



you, so he-- was concentrating on saving my butt and then
tracki ng down Doc Sears."

"Have you found himyet? W were just about to start a--"

"Doc is runored to be gone to ground sonewhere in the vastness of
Mexi co. "

"But you do know where ny father is?"

"Your padre is, alnost certainly, being held at a private facility
calling itself The Institute. it's |located--"

"Near the New Haven Encl ave in Connecticut," supplied Bascom stil
scowming. "It's supposed to be a legit psych center for very rich

nut cases. But they've been known to help certain influential custoners
keep people out of circulation.”

"S; and that's--"

"Ks that where Dad is?" asked Dan. "How can you be sure, if you
couldn't find Doc Sears?"

'q was able," answered Gonez as his sky car sped east, "to contact the
gent who assisted the elusive Doc Sears in processing

Jake after those Linmey louts turned hi mover."

"What did they do to hinP"

"A sinmple mind wi pe--it was a rush job--and then they planted sone

fal se nenories,"” said Gomez. "Nothing too serious, nothing that can't
be reversed.”

"What's their game?" asked Bascon. "Wy dunp Jake back there?"
"According to the information | was able to persuade this pendejo to
pass al ong, the Anzel no/Marriner conbo wants to keep Jake out of the

way for a week or so."

Bascom nodded. "Until after they have their secret meeting." "That's
the idea, st."



"You're on your way to Connecticut?"
"Even as we speak."

"I can arrange to have some ops there to back you up when--" "No, por
favor. | think I'll do better nore or less on ny own."

The agency head said, "Ckay, Sid. But contact ne if anything comes up
that--"

"You're certain he's alive?" cut in Dan

"Jake's alive,'
condition."

Gonmez assured him "and he's going to continue in that

I t was windy in Connecticut.

A harsh, strong wi nd blew across the gravel path that went tw sting up
to the porch of the rustic cabin that the long, lean man with the

doubl e-barrel ed lazrifle was | eading Gonez toward. "Here you are, M.
Gonez." The caretaker halted. "Gacias." Gomez went double-timng up
the real wood steps. The door of the cabin opened inward. "C non in,
Sid," invited the wonan who stood there. "Il've been doing sonme nosing
around since | got your call." She was just over four feet tall and
her left shoe was built up

Bowi ng, the detective took her hand, bent lower to kiss it. "Good to
see you again, Mggie."

"Sure, | imagine I'ma pleasant relief after all your beautifu
ex-w ves." Linping, Maggi e Pennoyer crossed her living room "At
least, | give you a lot less trouble."

"Actually, cara, only two of the set have given ne excessive
trouble.”



"I don't think you'll ever be interested in a normal everyday wonan
who didn't heap grief on you," suggested Maggie. "Not that |I'm
anywhere near being a normal everyday woman nysel f."

CGonez said, "I got in touch with you, Maggie, because you're the

| eadi ng freel ance expert on brain wi ping and on reversing its effects.
And it looks like Jake is presently a reluctant resident of a joint
called The Institute, which lies just over fifty mles north of your
little hideaway." "So you mentioned on the vidphone." Making a

foll ow-me gesture, she hobbled across the rustic roomto a doorway.

Gonez followed. "Dan Cardigan was a guest of yours a few nonths
ago. "

"He's a nice, decent young man," she said as they wal ked al ong the
hal lway. "Hard to believe he's turned out so well, considering he's
got Jake for a father and a ne'er-do-well lothario Ilike you as an
honorary uncle.”

"Chiquita, I'mso virtuous all sorts of high-ranking clerics cone to ne
to ask advice on how to be nore pious," he assured her. "Despite your

| ack of perception when it cones to a fellow s character, you did a
good job of untangling the damage those louts had tried to do his

m nd. "

"Hey, that's what |'m dedicated to," she rem nded. "Undoing the work
of all the do inks--governnent |oons and crimnal schnmucks--who try to
use mnd bending as one of the tools of their trade."

In a small roomoff the hall Mggi e had one of her offices. Next to
the real wood desk stood a snall, |ow holostage. On it now was a
cutaway projection of a sprawling buil di ng.

She |inmped over to the stage, pointing. "This is a simulation



in perfect scale, of the wing of The Institute where they're hol di ng
Jake. "

"Bueao. Then he is definitely there?"

"Yep, sure. | have a connection at that dunp and | confirned it right
after you phoned nme fromthe Coast."

Bendi ng his knees, Gomez took a closer |ook at the projection. "That
Jake's roomthere--where the little red dot of light is blinking?"

"That's it." Maggie used her finger as a pointer. "Now, Sid, you
ought to be able to get in by way of this entrance here. |It's where
supplies for this poor man's Bedl am are deliYered," "Your contact can

arrange that?"
"My contact and nme. I'll fix it so you can hitch a ride on a produce
sky van that's due to--" Her wi stphone had started to pulse. "Hold on

a sec."

He noticed that when Maggi e pressed the answer button, the tiny screen
remai ned bl ank.

"News for you," announced a blurred voi ce.

" About hi nP"

"Not there anynore."

"Where'd he go?"

"Not sure. But was sprung fromroom" "Wo took hinm?" "Not sure."
"Any idea where?"

"Probably into the WI derness Preserve."

"Thanks." Maggie ended the call and I et her arm sw ng down to her
si de.

"I take it," said Gonez, "that your conversation pertains to Jake."



Maggi e nodded, frowning. "Hell and dammation," she observed. "Who
the devil broke himout of there?" "Mybe he escaped on his own."
"Doubt ful ."

"Ckay, and what's this WI derness Preserve your chum nentioned?"

"It can be a damm dangerous place," answered Maggi e.



ndrew Si nmonds sighed out a breath. He slowed, then stopped still on
the forest path they were following. "Damm |eg's bothering ne," he
expl ai ned to Jake as he | eaned, crouched and took a slap at what
appeared to be a fallen |og.

When his hand went through the projection, Jake told him "If you're
| ooking for something to sit on, that big grey rock yonder is real."

The former OCO agent straightened up. "You can tell from here?"
"I"'mgood at differentiating the real fromthe fake."

"The trouble with this WIlderness Preserve, too nuch of it is

hol ographic or simulated.” Simonds prodded the rock with his
forefinger. "Real sure enough. You were right, Cardigan." He seated
hi nmsel f.

Jake gl anced back the way they'd come. "W're about five niles from
The Institute,” he said, "with no sign of pursuit yet. But still, I'd
like to keep noving."

Carefully, the older man rolled up his trouser leg. "I'Il be okay in a
couple mnutes nore,"” he assured Jake, rubbing at the nmetallic |eg.
"This thing gives ne a |lot of pain sone nights."

"You can sit here till norning, Sinmonds. But | want to---

"I hel ped you break out of that place," reninded Simonds. "You ought



not to abandon ne in the wilds." "This is a preserve, not the
forest prineval."

"Besides," the other man added, "we had a deal. | get you clear of The
Institute and you put in a good word for ne with Bascom See if
he--"

"That escape you arranged," put in Jake, "went very snoothly."

"So? |I'mgood at this sort of thing."
"But you never tried it until | was dunped here."
Si mmonds said, "Well, Cardigan, | guess it's tine to admt that |

haven't been completely truthful with you."

"\Who' ve you working for?"

The former governnent agent spread his hands wide. "Not the Ofice of
O andestine Operations,"” he insisted. "No, |I'mdoing what you m ght

call freelance work now. "

"Who for?" Jake eased closer to the seated man. The fallen | eaves
underfoot made realistic crackling noises.

"Some people who are interested in talking to you," Simonds answered.

He rested his hand on the side of his silvery artificial leg. "l was
never actually a patient in there. | sinply bribed my way in and
out."

"What a surprise," said Jake quietly. "You haven't identified your
enpl oyers. "

"Let's just say they're sone people who are interested in why Leon
Marriner is collaborating with the |ikes of Anzel mo and his bunch."

Jake grinned. "I don't think I rmuch want to nmeet these fol ks."
"You don't have any choice, Cardigan." Sinmonds noved his hand a few
inches lower on his netal leg. "Because |I'mgoing to deliver you to

t hem In fact--"



"Nope." Jake dived forward just as the onetine OCO man clicked open a
panel in the chrone |eg.

I nside the panel rested a small stun gun Simonds clutched it and
started to tug it out.

But Jake strai ghtened up, took a step back and ki cked out. Hi s booted
foot caught the seated man square on the chin.

Gaspi ng, head jerking back, Simonds was lifted up. He half turned,
swayed, fell to his left.

Jake followed him grabbing the hand that was clutching the gun

Si mmonds cried out in pain and dropped the weapon.

Jake hit himtwi ce, hard, in the stonach.

The other man stunbled, fell back against the trunk of an oak tree.
This was a real tree and his head hit it. He groaned, sighed, fell

toward a clunp of brush.

The brush was hol ographi c and he dropped into it and was surrounded by
green.

Scoopi ng up the stun gun Jake gl anced around.

He pointed the gun at the sprawl ed Simonds and fired. "That'll keep
you unconscious for a few hours," he said.

Tucki ng the weapon into a pocket, Jake knelt beside the fallen man. He
searched him his clothes and the other conpartnents in the netal [eg.
He didn't find anything he could use--no other weapons, no pal m phone
and not hi ng about who might've hired himto deliver Jake to them

A moment | ater he was noving along the dark night trail.

There were dark trees and deep shadows all around Jake as he travel ed
t hrough the forest.



He figured he had to get clear of the WI derness Preserve by dawn.
Then he'd head for sonepl ace where he could contact Gonez or Bascom

The fol ks who'd had himbrain wi ped and dunped in storage at The
Institute hadn't done a very efficient job.

Most of his menory was coning back to him

Jake wondered who'd sent Simmonds to break himout. "Got to be
careful ," he warned hinself.

The erstwhile O fice of C andestine Operations agent had been intending
to turn Jake over to his enployers.

VWhi ch neant he'd probably arranged a rendezvous spot here in this
si nul ated wil der ness.

Jake didn't want to run into the people sent to pick himup
Of to his right now he becane aware of the faint sound of novenent.

It sounded as though sonething, or someone, was noving through the dark
woodl ands parallel to the path Jake was foll ow ng.

Eyes narrowed, he scanned the forest as he kept striding along the
trail.

He didn't see anything.

He covered another quarter of a mle, listening carefully.
There was still something follow ng along beside himto his right.
Jake eased off the trail, stepping around a real maple tree on his

left. He pushed further into the woodl ands, making his way around
aut hentic oaks and mapl es and right through projected pines.



He kept going in the direction that the trail was headi ng, hunched and
wat chf ul .

Then he heard a faint crackling noise behind him
Before he could turn, the barrel of a gun was poked into his back.

"Stop right there, Cardigan," suggested a thin nasal voice



a sudden strange bonging noise. Its wings folded in at its sides and
it cane plumreting down to land a few feet from Natalie Dent on the
simul ated yel |l ow sand of Surf Beach

"Shoddy wor kmanshi p, " comrented Sidebar, ainmng his built-in vide am
down at the fallen nmechanical bird.

"Concentrate on the people out there frolicking in the fake ocean,"
urged the reporter. "W don't want to give the inpression that we're
up here in the Myvie Pa]ace satellite preparing sonme sort of nuckraking
docurentary. "

I gnoring her, the robot cameranman booted the gull with his netal foot.

"Muckrakers don't waste their time on sweatshop bots," he pointed
out .
"Neverthel ess, |'ve been feeling extrenely uneasy ever since

di scovered, with absolutely no help fromyou, Sidebar, those very
sophi sti cated eavesdropping devices in ny suite," she told him taking
hold of his nmetal el bow and tugging himalong the initation beach

"What inpressed me the nost, and keep in mind that I'mnoted for not
goi ng to pieces under pressure, was the quantity of the darn bugs. They
nmust be deeply suspicious of ne if they went through the trouble of
conceal i ng a whol e stewpot of the things heather and yon in--"



"Hither," corrected the robot. "You may not renenber this,

Si debar, but only last year | won a Congeniality Award fromthe Vidwall
Reporters of the Wrld Association,” said Natalie. "So, when

criticize you, as | feel obliged to do now, it isn't because |I'ma

habi tual nag or have an inflated opinion of my worth. No, it's because
| really think you' re becomng increasingly uppity, and all these
corrections of ny vocabul ary and use of the | anguage are really not
contributing to ny norale."

"Atin cup with your nane scratched on it doesn't nake you a pillar of
virtue, Nat."

Nat al i e concentrated on her breathing for a silent noment. Then she
pointed at the very believable waves that were coming in fromthe
imtation stretch of ocean. "Get ne sonme footage of that big handsone
chap on the surfboard."

"Lad with the blue hair?"

She nodded, wal king a few steps away from hi mand di ggi ng her bare toes
into the sand. "He seenms to be the nost innocuous person hereabouts
and that should convince themwe're on a conpletely innocent

m ssi on. "

As his camera whirred, Sidebar said, "It's probable, Nat, that Marriner
and his crew have already tunbled onto your real purpose. |In which
case, our wi sest course would be to scram"”

"Natalie Dent never scrams,"” she told the got. "Courage runs in the
Dent family and .. . Wat is it?"

The robot had brought a nmetal hand up to his chest, pressing it to the
|l ens of the camera. "lI'mfeeling .. . feeling .. ."

Sidebar's left | eg gave way under him He sagged, sat down hard on the
yel l ow beach. Natalie ran back to his side and reached down toward
him He cane falling sideways, the weight of his torso brushing her



hand asi de. The robot dropped down on the imtation sand and ceased
to function.

"Si debar, you just had a tune-up," she said, kneeling beside the
spraw ed nechani cal man.

"How unfortunate." Someone put a hand on the young woman's shoul der
"You and your stricken robot better come along with us, Mss Dent."

Turning to face the heavyset black man, Jake inquired, "Wo you worKking
for?"

"An organi zation you don't want to nmess with, Cardigan," he responded,
novi ng the hand that held the gun a few inches fromside to side.

"You're not fromThe Institute, cone to fetch me back?" "Those jerks,
no." He shook his head.

"Then you nust be with the gang Si nmonds was planning to deliver ne
to."

"I"'mw th a gang, Cardigan, that you damm well better start show ng
some respect for," he told him "Using a stunner on Sinmonds isn't
goi ng to make anybody too happy--and you'll regret it."

Ginning, Jake said, "I'mawed and inpressed. How many of your cohorts
are in the woods here with you?"

"You' ve been a gunshoe too long," suggested the black man. "It makes
you way too inquisitive." He gestured with the gun. "Now get your ass
back on the trail."

"Here's another inquiry. \Were are we headi ng?"

"To neet ny cohorts. Move."



Jake shrugged and took a few steps in the direction of the pathway.
The man with the gun suddenly grunted in pain.

Stunbl i ng over nothing, he sank to his knees and then went toppling
over into a patch of real noss.

Jake lunged to grab up the fallen stun gun

"Leave it lay, mister." A thin boy, not nore than el even fromthe | ook
of him stepped into view. He held a stun rifle ainmed at Jake.



o nore ragged boys cane drifting out of the dark woods. The one who
was taller and about fifteen carried a lazrifle and the other, thin and
not nmore than thirteen, clutched a stun gun in his skinny |eft hand.

"Stand back some, nister," suggested the el even-year-old who held his
stun rifle ainmed at Jake's middle.

"Who are you lads?" he asked them
The ol dest boy squatted besi de the unconsci ous man and conmenced
searching him "Sonme Bamchits," he answered as he pulled a wad of the

yel | ow noney chits from one coat pocket.

"He had that stun gun too, Rufe," nentioned the boy who was guarding
Jake.

Rufe continued with his searching of the spraw ed man. "Take it,
Tunney. "
The thirteen-year-old bent and caught up the fallen weapon. "Cot

it."
Jake grinned. "Bandits. That what you guys are?"
Ruf e said, "Search himtoo, Tunney."

The thin boy approached Jake and poked the stun gun in his side. "You
escape fromthe bin back there?"

"Yeah. "



"Shit," he conpl ai ned as he began searching. "That means that soon as
they notice you're mssing, they'll come hunting."

"You live in the preserve?"

"Naw, in one of the Welfare Conpounds over near the Bridgeport
Redoubt . "

"W come over here once in a while to prow around,"” expl ained the boy
with the rifle. "Sometines we run into sonebody who's wandering around
like you and that other guy. But mainly it's because there are |ots of
ani mal s roani ng the woods. You know, you can sell themin the
conpounds. "

"Poachers," said Jake. "Have you run into anybody el se hereabouts

t oni ght ?"

"Three asshol es over near the main control station." Rufe stood up and
away fromthe black man. "Part of this do ink crew

I'd guess. They looking for you?" "Apparently so, yeah." "Wy?" "He

was about to explain that when oblivion caught up with him"

"They cops?"

"No, nmore likely either government agents or just plain nercenaries."
"You i nportant then?"

"To them" answered Jake. "How far fromhere did you spot this
trio?"

"Couple mles at nost."
Tunney made a di sgusted noi se and nmoved back fromhim hol ding the

borrowed stun gun in his hand. "He's got nothing on himbut this," he
reported to Rufe.



"Sure, they nust've taken all his stuff away from himback at The
Institute.”

"That they did," confirmed Jake.
Rule said, "W better decide what to Christ."

The trees had started to vanish, shinmering for a few seconds before
they were gone. Everything that was a hol ographic projecti on went away
at once.

They were now in the mddle of a wide field that contained only tw oak
trees and a few scatterings of |ow real scrub

Then the ground started to glow. Litepanels that had been hidden by
the pastoral projections came to |life and an intense yell ow brightness
rose up and went spreadi ng across acre after acre of blank ground.

"Jesus," said Tunney, "they're going to cone hunting you, mster."

"They turned off the w lderness,"” added Rufe. He thrust the things
he'd taken fromthe unconscious man into a tattered pocket, spun and
started running fromthere.

The other two boys followed, losing all interest in Jake.

[ascom |egs dangling, was sitting on the edge of his desk in his tower
office. He was playing a twentieth-century bebop tune, "Un Poco Loco,"

on his sax.

The vi dphone atop his desk spoke. "lInportant call." "Pertaining to
what ?"

"Alarge fee. And possibly the case Gonez and Cardi gan are engaged
with."

"Who's cal ling?"



TEI( bl ET

"Madel i ne McHanbrick of Newz, Inc."”

"We'll talk." Abandoning his saxophone and dropping to the floor, the
chief of the Cosnpbs Detective Agency went scooting around to settle

into his desk chair.

Madel i ne McHanbrick was a bl onde wonman in her or ties "Sorry to bother
you at this hour, Bascom but--"

"W never sleep,"” he assured her. "You're the associate CEO at Newz,
Inc." are you not?"
"Hell, 1 run the whol e damm shebang. |In spite of what our half-assed

publicity staff says."

Bascom asked, "Wy do you want to hire Cosnos?" She said, "l've heard
you' re sonething of a scoundrel."

"Not sonething ok I ama dyed-in-the-wool, certified one hundred
percent scoundrel."”

"Good. That's what we need," said MHanbrick. "You know Natalie Dent,
don't you?"

"Not well. She is, however, the dear and revered chum of one of ny
nost admi rabl e operatives, Sid Gonez, and he--"

"Spare ne the bullshit, Bascom | know all about Gomez," cut in the
Newz executive. "Now, here's what | want you to do." "Proceed."

"Natalie, along with that odi ous canbot of hers, has di sappeared.”

"Gve nme sonme details," he requested.

"I assune you won't go bl abbing any of this to our vidwall news
rivals."

"Not unless they o ferme nore noney then you're going to pay us."

She told him "Natalie had a tip, fromone of her nost reliable



i nformants, that an inportant meeting between certain inportant
Eur opean Tekl ords and a very influential electronics tycoon was goi ng
to take place on--"

"Anzel no and Marriner."
McHanbri ck blinked. "You know about that?"
"Pretty much, sure.”

"Then you al so know that Marriner and those Tek thugs are neeting
tonmorrow evening up in the Myvie Palace satellite?" "Knew that, yes,"
i ed Bascom

"Well, we shipped Natalie and her canera robot up there yesterday. Her
cover was that she was sinply doing a travel report on the Mvie

Pal ace," continued the bl onde woman. "But when one of our producers
tried to phone Natalie today, she was told that Natalie wasn't there
Wasn't registered at any of the hotels, had never arrived."

"How cone you just don't send nore of your own people up there to hunt
around for her?"

"I don't want to risk losing any nore of ny staff, Bascom" The agency
head smiled. "W'I|Il accept the assignnent." "What's the fee?" He
told her.

She said, "That's outrageous."
"It does border on the outrageous," he agreed. "But, according to you,
my operatives will probably be risking death up there.™

"Al'l right, very well," she said. "I accept your onerous terns."

"We'll vidfax you a contract,
ops on it at once."

he prom sed. "I'll put some of ny best



"WIl one of them be that rascal Gomez?" "It just," answered Bascom

"m ght be."

Flying at an altitude of 10,000 feet, Gonez was | eaning back in the
drive seat of his sky car and, with tongue pressed to the back of his
teeth, whistling faintly.

The voxbox bel ow the scanner screen nounted on the dash said, "W're
approaching the Wl derness Preserve in question." An inage bl ossoned
on the small rectangul ar screen

"Qudpasa? What's going on down there?" inquired the detective.

The screen showed flat enpty fields that held only a few trees and were
glaringly illum nated from bel ow.

"They' ve shut down all the hol ographic projections,” said the voxbox.

Gonez touched the controls and the sky car began descending. "Find ne
some human bei ngs down bel ow," he requested of the scanner

"Three raggedy boys, running |like blazes," said the voxbox.

He gl anced at the screen. "I'm]looking for sonebody nore closely
resenbl i ng Jake."

"Think we got him"
Jake, crouched | ow and surrounded by light, appeared on the screen

"Sg that's him" said Gonmez, smiling. "Let's come to earth on that
spot."

"Landi ng pattern arranged," said the voxbox after a few seconds.



As the sky car dropped down through the night, Gonez kept his eyes on
the screen nost of the tine.

"Here's sonething el se you ought to take notice of." The screen showed
himtwo nmen, armed with lazrifles, nmoving rapidly along a path between
fields of light. "How far from Jake?" "Half a mle."

Gonez touched a key on the control pad and the speed of the descendi ng
car increased. "W have to get to himnuy pronto."



suppose conpl ai ni ng about the accommodations in what is, for al

practical purposes, a detention cell is sonewhat on the | udicrous
side," Natalie Dent was saying in the direction of the spreadeagl ed
canera robot. "Still and all, this is an awfully tacky roomthey' ve

dunped us into and there isn't even a window, let alone a view You'd
expect that a satellite that boasts of being both a posh resort and a
first-rate production facility woul d toss even abject prisoners into
better quarters than ths.

She jiggled a fewtines in the netallic chair she'd been tied to with
pl azr ope.

Sprawl ed on the stained carpeting, Sidebar now nade a ratcheting,
groani ng noise. "Were aml|?" he asked, eyes clicking open

"Flat on your back in a shabby hotel room"

The got, eyes blinking rapidly, sat up. "Sone phud used a disabler on
ne."

"Yes," the reporter confirned. "Then a large brutish man forced ne
here, while two unkenpt goons haul ed you al ong."

Si debar rubbed at his side. "Looks like they let ne drag on the
paverment for a while. |I'mall scuffed.”

"I'"1l have you burni shed soon as we get out of this."



"Ch? And when do you plan to depart this hole, Nat?" Gving a
sad shrug, she answered, "Well, Sidebar, I'mnot exactly certain.”

"I warned you that we were bound to annoy Marriner. Tycoons are very
t ouchy people."

"That well may be, but | have a very pervasive reputation around the
gl obe--and Newz, Inc." isn't an organization even tycoons want to dare
messing with."

"Not exactly so." Part of the wall had slid aside and Lana Chen
stepped into the room As she passed the seated robot on her way over
to the bound reporter, the heavyset Chinese woman kicked himin the
backsi de and said, "You can be disabled again in a flash, big boy. So
mai nt ai n sonet hi ng appr oachi ng good behavior."

The robot rubbed again at his scratched netal side.
Natal i e said, "Just who mi ght you be, nmiss, and why in the world have I

been treated so badly? Freedomof the press is, after all, a basic
right that is guaranteed by--"

"I'f you'll, please, shut the hell up for a monent, Mss Dent," said
Lana, "I'Il be able to explain to you what's going on."

"I"'mfully aware of what's going on. |'ve been abducted in broad
daylight--well, | suppose that's redundant, since it's always broad
daylight up here in the Movie Palace. Let's sinply say that | have
been ki dnapped against nmy will and shoved in this dismal--"

"Quiet, please." Lana nade her right hand into a fist and hit Natalie
in the upper arm hard. "Listen to nme. That's all you have to do,
Mss Dent. W don't require, at the nmonment, any conmmentary.”

"Physi cal abuse just adds to the offense."

Lana hit her again and | eaned closer. "Wat we want to know



i s what pronpted you to cone nosing around up here at the Mvie
Pal ace. "

"That's quite sinple,"” answered Natalie. "In fact, your publicity
office already has a fully executed request for permission to do a
travel report on--"

"Who told you about the neeting?" Lana put her face even nearer to the
reporter's.

"What meeting?"

"The meeting, dear, that you're here to spy on."

Natalie cleared her throat. "You obviously have very little notion as
to what sort of code reporters operate under," she said. "l can't
possi bly reveal ny sources to you or anyone. | sinmply will not do
that."

Lana stepped back and smiled. "Ch, you will. Trust me, you really
will."

Looki ng up, Jake recogni zed the sky car that was speedi ng down through
the night in his direction.

The flying vehicle leveled off a few feet above the bright-lit ground
and hovered. "Hop aboard, amigo," invited Gonez.

The door on the passenger side popped open and swung out. Sprinting,
Jake ran for it.

"Not yet, Cardigan." A big man carrying a |lazgun was trotting across
the flat glaring field on the right.

Payi ng hi mno nind, Jake junped for the sky car
He | anded in the cabin and the door snapped shut just as the beam of
the Iazgun went crackling across the space Jake had been occupyi ng

out si de.

"Who's that cabrdn?" inquired his partner



The sky car rose rapidly up

Jake answered, "lI'mnot certain. He's probably affiliated with a
oneti me OCO agent nanmed Si monds. "

Gonez turned the sky car to the south. "Wuld that be Andrew
Si rmonds?"

"Yep. Know hin®"

"He works for, last time | heard--"

"Hold on a minute, Sid. Something | want to check on."

Toward the dash scanner Jake said, "Seen three kids down there
anypl ace.

"Spotted thema few m nutes back. Hold on-Yeah, here they are again.
"l

The screen showed the three ragged boys running. The snmall’

est tripped, fell, landed flat out. Rufe stopped, cane back and

hel ped hi m up

"Like to give thema Iift out of here," said Jake. "If nobody

I

m nds?"

"& we can do that," agreed his partner
The sky car started to drop down agai n.
"Who are these three aigos?"

"Poachers who tried to hold me up."

"

"Ch so?"

"Don't want to see them picked up by Sinmonds' cronies or any goons
from The Institute."

Gonez nodded. "As for the defrocked OCO agent--ny i '

, ; sources say he is now enployed by a DC outfit that calls itself the
Fri ends of Electronic Research.”

"Lobbyi st s?"

"Among ot her things," answered Gonez. "They're a bit nore active than
that in the political life of our great nation.”






"And they nmight be interested in what Marriner is up to?" "The

dues-payi ng nenbers are all rivals of that bright lad." "Raganuffins
directly below, " announced the voxbox. "Set us down a few yards ahead
of them" instructed Jake. Wen the sky car was hovering directly in

t he runni ng boys' path, Jake |eaned out the open door and called, "Care
for alift, fellas?"

"Screw you," said Tunney. "You'll turn us over to the |aw. "

"Nope, you have ny word," Jake assured him "C nmon. W want to get
clear of here.”

Rufe said, "Ckay, we accept. But no lectures, no sernons.” "Not even
a request for an apol ogy,"” Jake proni sed.

Ruf e nodded and the three of them cane scranbling aboard.



Who coul d see the flanmes and the bl ack snoke spiraling up into the
greying night sky froma |long way off.

Rufe said, "Better |land on the outskirts of our Wl fare Compound.”

"What's that burning?" inquired Gomez, guiding the sky car ground
war d

"Not hi ng speci al," answered Tunney, who was hunched near a w ndow at
the rear of the conpartment. "W have lots of fires down there."

"No use,"” said Rufe, "you getting too close."

It was an apartnent building, one which | ooked to be over a century
old, that was burning in the com ng dawn.

"Can you guys get back into the conpound

okay. asked Jake as the car landed in a weedy lot a good half-mle
fromthe high neo wood fence surroundi ng the conpound.

The sky car bounced twi ce, swerved slightly to the left. "Oops,"
remarked Gonez. "I think | hit something."

"Just a dead dog," said Tunney. "Nothing to worry about."

When the door on the passenger side flapped open, the mngled snells of



burni ng, decay and offal came rushing inside. Jake passed Rule a
handful of Bam chits. "Thanks for taking care of that |out who was
trying to waylay ne."

"W woul d' ve taken care of you too, probably, if they hadn't shut down
the forest and cone hunting." Rufe took the noney and dropped cl ear of
t he sky car

The ot her two boys, saying nothing, followed him
"Adi os, nmuchachos," called Gonez.
The door shut, the sky car clinbed up into the beginning day.

"Have you noticed," asked Jake, "that there are still several problens
of our society that don't seemto have gotten sol ved?"

"Sz; that very thought occurred to me the last time | went slummng,"”
replied his partner.

The voxbox under the phone screen said, "It's the boss man, fellas."

"He's probably anxious to know your fate, Jake," said Gomez. "Let's
have the call."

"What's your current work schedul e, Sid?" asked Bascomthree seconds
after his lined face showed up on the screen. "Wat | nean is--do you
only report in to ne every other day? O is it--"

"It's difficult to report promptly, jefe, when one is being pursued by
crazed killers, social msfits, wonen who were ill treated in their
yout h and thus seek--"

"You got Jake out of that joint?"
"W col | aborated on that," put in Jake, |eaning toward the dash phone.
"Good," said the head of the Cosnmps Detective Agency. "Get over to the
Stanford Enclave there in Connecticut. Check in



wi th our special field operative Paul Monjohn. He'll have your phony
passport cards and he'll work on your mugs until they--"

"Whoa, " requested Jake. "Were are we going that we need fake I Ds and
new faces?"

"I wish | had time to make the smartass remark that you' ve just set
yourself up for," lamented Bascom "However, you two are traveling up
to the Mouvie Palace satellite. You'll |eave fromthe Wstchester
spaceport in--let's see--three hours and forty-seven mnutes."

"Marriner owns that satellite," said Jake. "So is that where the
famous get-together is takingpnte." ?"

"It is. On top of which--Sid' s old ladyfriend the notorious Natalie
Dent has gone nissing up there and her bosses--and Lord knows why they
want her back, but they do--have hired Cosnos to |ocate her."

"Dios," muttered Gonez, slunping in the drive seat "That nujer is back
to blight ny life."

Bascom made an inpatient noise before giving themwhat details he'd
obtained fromthe client and his own researches. He concluded, "Since
Marriner and several of his people know what you gents | ook like--a

m | d di sguise and a change of identification is in order."

"I's Newz, Inc." paying an enornous fee for this caper?" inquired
Gonez.

Not only enornmous, but outrageous."

"Bueno," said Gomez. "Then ny sacrifice in having to en counter
Natalie again won't be entirely in vain."

"You damm wel| better encounter her," said Bascom "And



while you're up there on the Myvie Palace, find out everything there
is to learn about TekNet."

"That won't give us any tine to buy souvenirs," conpl ai ned Gonez,

endi ng the call

Paul Monjohn said, "I can't do all that much in the short amount of
time you and Bascomare allowing.”" He was a |arge grey-bearded man,
pal e and wi de.

"All we have to do, Pablo," Gomez told him "is resenble the people on
our passport cards a trifle nore.™

"The smartest way to have done this," conpl ai ned Monjohn, shuffling
across his grey-walled little lab, "would ve been to I et nme renodel you

first. Then we take the damed tri op photos."” "Bascom" remni nded
Jake, "works in nysterious ways." "Ckay, Sid, I'll do your face
first." The big man pulled on a pair of plyogl oves as he approached
the chair the curly-haired detective was occupying. "That's a |ousy

nose whoever whi pped up these passport pics stuck on you."

"St. it's nowhere near as handsone as the one | now possess.” "Only
thing I can use on you is sin flesh said Mbonjohn. "It's not as

convi ncing as sonme of the materials avail able, but because of the tine
factor--"

"Bascom s got us booked to catch the Movie Pal ace shuttle in I ess than
three hours," rem nded Jake, who was sitting in the chair next to his
partner.

"Ckay, fine, I'll do a rush job," said Mionjohn. "But if anybody spots
that either one of you guys is a fraud--well, don't blane ne."



"I f somebody spots us," said Jake, "we aren't going to have tinme to
file a conplaint.”

The el derly Anzel nb spat on the gol den carpeting. "And they got the
frap ping nerve to call this the Inperial Suite?" he said in a |oud,
angry voice. "This shithole?"

Across the wide living roomJulie was maki ng nervous be-qui et gestures
and wavi ng the bug-detector he held in his left hand. "M. Anzel np,
renenmber what we di scussed earlier about not having any conversations
until--"

"Do | care who hears nme?" asked the old Teklord. "I drag my weary ass
fromEngland all the way up to this goddamm Mvi e Pal ace so | can
attend this hush-hush nmeeting and Marriner sticks ne in a roomthat'd
make a peanut feel cranped.”

"It is, they assured nme at the desk, the |largest and nost |avish suite
in the entire Chateau Hol |l ywood Hotel, sir."

"Who assured you? Sone fag robot."

"I don't think robots can have sexual preferences, M. An-zelno, and
besi des, there's no reason why M. Marriner would house you in a suite
that's anything |l ess than--"

"And what kind of lousy viewis this?" Anzelnm went shuffling over to
the wide window "Palmtrees, for Christ sake. Palmtrees and a bunch
of skinny broads with their little bitty asses hanging out of their

swi mtogs."

"It's what you call a Hollywood anbi ance, sir.

Pointing at the control panel next to the w ndow, Anzel nmo said, "What
el se can you dial up in the way of a view

Julie squinted. "Well, it's nostly just variations, sir. NMre palm
trees, nmore starlets, nore sand on the beach. GCh, and



seagulls. Wuld you like to see a dozen nore seagulls swooping in the
m dday sun?"

"Sheep," said Anzelno, turning his back on the view "Beg pardon?"
"I want," said the Teklord evenly, "to see frigging sheep. Lots of
themout in a green neadow with a bunch of cute little goddanmn t hat ched
cottages in the background."

"W don't seemto have that option, sir.

Very stiffly, the older man sat suddenly down on the edge of a fat grey
arnchair. "Well, shit can arrange it so that we do."

"Don't you want me to get rid of all the eavesdroppi ng devices
first?"

"I want," Anzelnp repeated, "to see sheep out the w ndow. "



Gonez both hands sunk deep in his trouser pockets, was slunped in the
| east confortable chair in their shuttle conpartnent. "This nariz that
Moonj ohn stuck on ne," he conpl ai ned, gingerly touching at his new
nose, "will be the ruin of nme."

"It's only tenporary," rem nded Jake. He was standing at the small
circular vie wi ndow

"Did you notice the disdainful |ook our |ovely blonde attendant gave ne
when she served our conplinmentary snack?" "She's an android, Sid."

"You're insinuating I'mincapable of charm ng a nechani sm any
| onger ?"

"Not with that schnoz apparently."
Gonez touched it again. "This thing is sapping nmy self-esteem”

"You' ve got an anple supply," Jake assured him "so don't fret."
"No nore disguises after this. Fromhence, I'Il risk recognition."

"I don't think you want Marriner's crew or any of Anzelnp's bunch--to
spot you and realize who you are."

"l suppose not." He touched the nose yet again. "Attention," spoke



the voxbox in the nmetal ceiling. "W will be docking next at the
Movi e Pal ace satellite. Al passengers for that destination will
assenble in five mnutes at Exit 1214. Repeating. W'IIl .. ."

Si ghing, Gomez rose. "Well, let's slink to Exit 12-14." He extracted
his single suitcase fromthe shelf. "Aren't you at all chagrined by
t he present stage of your own | ooks?"

Jake grinned. "Not particularly,” he said. "In fact, | think I

| ook splendid with grey hair. Splendid and di stingui shed."
"I was alluding to that extra chin."

"I have such a strong faith in ny inner goodness that the state of ny
outward self doesn't affect ne at all."

"I don't think you've fully recovered fromyour stay at The
Institute.”

Jake nmoved to the door. "Probably not," he agreed.

They'd just left the Security Check Section of the docking area and
entered the Arriving Passengers Concourse, when Jake said, quietly,
"Very unobtrusively, Sid, glance over at the lad in the shuttle
attendant uniformto our right."

Gonez rubbed at his new nose. "The honbre who energed fromthe door
marked Staff Arrivals ?"

"Hm yeah."

"Not an especially am abl e-100king chap. Wy are we ogling hin®P"

"I think," said Jake, "I better tail himand find out where he's
staying."

"Ckay, I'lIl go check in and start contacting informants for news of
Nat," said his partner, frowning. "But who exactly is this pendejo and

why's he worth taggi ng?"



"I thought he was still up in the Freezer prison," answered Jake. "But
that's Austin Quadrill."

"Al, he was an expert at arrangi ng expl osions, wasn't he?"
"I"'mbetting he still is,"” said Jake. "Fact, he mght be the fellow
who sent the Santa Clara Hotel on to glory."

As Jake turned to nove away, CGonez said, "Be sure to ask himif he has
anyt hing planned for this satellite."

When Wl fe Bosco scow ed, a nultitude of new winkles joined those

al ready crowded together on his lined little face. "Wat gives, pal?"
he i nquired of the disguised Gomez. "You act |like you're auditioning
for Galactic G Men."

The detective, paying himlittle heed, continued using the bug-detector
on the small office. "One can't be too careful about spy devices when
one is about to discuss an inportant vidwall production,” he told the
winkled little tal ent agent.

From behind his small desk Bosco asked, "You ever do any voice work,
pal? | got this hunch I've heard your voice somepl ace before.™

Satisfied there were no eavesdroppi ng gadgets in the room GConez
dropped the detector into a pocket. "S( Wlfe, you' ve often heard the
nel | ow tones of ny voice," he told him "W've been doi ng business
ever since the days when | was a cop down in Greater LA and--"

"Holy Hannah." The little agent slunped. "It's ny old nenesis, ny
jinx. Sid Gomez."

"Verdad, but don't go howing nmy name around."” "Wy the fake honker
pal ?* "Disguise."



"What sort of god-awful mess are you in now, Sid? No, don't tell ne,
don't inpart any details. Just sinply take a hike for yourself."

"Wl fe, besides being one of the great talent agents on or off the
pl anet, you--"

"Great, aml? You, Sid, as well as that carrot-topped Newz, Inc."
broad you hang around wth--and to whom you are probably slipping the
old salami unless |I mss ny guess--the pair of you are the main
contributors to my fall fromgrace." Standing up, Bosco pointed an
accusing finger. "l've sunk so low that | have to peddl e android
talent up on this second-rate satellite and--"

"What a coincidence," cut in the detective. "lIt's Natalie Dent |'ve
dropped in to talk to you about."

"Amscray," invited the forlorn agent. "Ht the road, check out.

That skirt is poison and--" "A thousand dollars." "How s that

agai n?"

Gonez nmoved closer to the desk. "That's the initial fee I'moffering
you, Wlfe," he answered. "As | was trying to say--in addition to
bei ng a top-seeded agent, you're also a terrific informant. You've
hel ped nme on several cases over the years, and soon as | |earned you

were in residence on the Mywvie Pal ace, why, |--"

"Informant? Say rather stool pigeon," said the winkled little man. "A
Judas. "

"A Judas who'll add at |east a thousand dollars to his incone for
t oday. "

"Twel ve hundred."

"Too nmuch, Wl fe."



"I won't have anything to do with Natalie Dent unless you can sweeten
t he--"

"Ckay, eleven hundred." "Split the diff, Sid." "Eleven-fifty."

Very slowy, very reluctantly, Bosco invited, "Sit down, Sid." Conez
sat down.



n the pain caught her this tine, Yedra Cortez was crossing the main
di ning roomof the club. She lurched, cried out. Her skull felt as
t hought it had suddenly burst into flame and she saw zi gzags of

i ntensely bright colored Iight go circling around her head.

The young woman staggered, dropping to her knees am dst a stand of
yel I ow hol ographi ¢ banboo. She knelt there, surrounded by ghostly

i mges of the slanting banmboo reeds, bent in on herself.

"Merda," she nmuttered through clenched teeth. "Merda."

She brought up both hands and pulled at her short-cropped dark hair.

"What's wrong, kid?" Trocadero cane hurrying over to her, stepping
right through a projected banana tree.

"I't's my damed head agai n, Johnny." Her voice was thin, uneven.
"W got to get you to a medic," said the Teklord.

"No, I'll be okay." The hand she reached out to catch hold of his arm
was shaki ng.

"It's that gadget in your coco." He helped her to stand, then guided
her over to a table and put her in a chair.

"No, it isn't that. Forget it." She was hunched, both el bows on the



tabletop. "Listen, Quadrill is on the vidphone and he wants to
talk to you. But if you feel--"

"That bastard is supposed to be up on the satellite by now. \y the
hell is--"

"Yeah, he is up there. He's calling fromthe Mvie Palace." "Wy's he
doing that? He's liable to tip themoff."

"The guy clainms he's using a tap-proof phone. A special one he cooked
up hinmself."

She straightened. "I better talk to him™

"You up to it, sure?"

"I"'mfeeling all right now" Yedra slipped a pal mphone out of her
pocket. "Put that asshole on."

"You're not |ooking especially well--even for you, dear," said
Quadrill. "How are you feeling?"

"You're calling me fromthe kigging Myvie Palace just to ask how | am
Austin?"

"I'n point of fact, that is one of the reasons,"”
to find out how you're enjoying your headaches."

he replied. "I wanted

She exhal ed sharply. "What the hell do you know about that?"

He smiled thinly. "You' re not as bright as you claimto be," he said.

"I"mresponsi ble for what you've been experiencing."

"What's that son of a bitch telling you?" asked Trocadero, |eaning
cl oser.

"Hell o, Johnny," said Quadrill fromthe little phone screen
"Stand aside, would you, until | finish with Yedra?"
"Stand aside, ny ass. What's the big idea of--"

"Let him speak," cut in the young woman. "Go on, Austin. Wat's this
all about?"

"I"ve come up with alittle device that allows ne to nmanipul ate the
skul I - phone you saw fit to have installed inside your head,"



continued Quadrill. "Sinmple little gadget, but it allows ne to send
you fairly severe spasns of pain whenever | want to."

"We'| | get the damm thing renoved," said Trocadero. "You're not going
to hurt--"

"Come on, Johnny," said Quadrill. "I've taken care of that too. |If
anybody starts to operate on Yedra's lovely little skull--well, you

don't want to try that."

"Listen, you're working for ne," said the Teklord, angry. "What the
hel | you up to?"

"I want to make sure | get paid all I'mowed," he said quietly. "I
al ways pay off."

"And I'mequally interested in naking sure | survive after my job has
been successfully conmpl eted. "

Yedra said, "You're not going to stop this shit until you' ve collected
and gotten away cl ear?"

"I't bothered me when you found ny workshop, dear," he told her. "This
is to make sure nothing |ike that happens again."

Trocadero said, "You have my word that nothing is going to"

"I al so have my gadget, Johnny," he said. "Ch, and by the way. | want
a bonus for this job up here.”

"Way the hell for?" asked Yedra.

"Because sonebody was tailing me--1 don't knowif it's sonmebody who's
wor ki ng for you or sonme kind of cop,” Quadrill told her. "Pudgy guy,
around fifty, with a couple of chins.”

"You're the only one we sent up to the Myvie Pal ace, Austin," she
assured him

"This gentleman arrived shortly after | did," said Quadrill, smling
another small, narrow smle. "But | didn't have any troubl e el uding
him It meant extra work though, hence extra noney."



"Forget about your damm noney," said Trocadero. "I don't want Yedra
to suffer any nore pain from-"

"Lay off, Johnny," she told him "You win, Austin."

Quadrill held up a small silvery control panel. "Just a little

rem nder," he said, and touched one of the keys.

"Ch, Jesus!" The young wonan bent over, her head nearly hitting the
tabl e.

"Start getting ny noney ready." Quadrill's image |eft the phone
screen

The big bl onde wonman in the dark blue uniform asked Gonez, "Well, which
one?"

He shifted slightly in the rail car seat beside her. "The w de brimed
hat," he said with very little enthusiasm

"Instead of this cap with the tassel ?"

"I'f you prefer that one,’
go ahead and wear it."

he said, some inpatience in his voice, "then

"What |'d appreciate knowing, M. Gonez, is your preference." She
renoved the cap with the tassel and replaced it with the w de-brimed
hat .

"My preference, Segorita Kording, is that we get rolling through the
i nnards of the satellite, muy pronto."

The small rail car was sitting on the narrow |l eft-hand track at the
mout h of one of the many long dimlit tunnels that crisscrossed the
interior of the orbiting Myvie Pal ace.

"Since you're bribing me an i npressive ampunt to do this--and | do
appreci ate Wl fe Bosco's recommending ne for the job | want to make
sure there's nothing about nmy appearance and attire that rubs you the
wrong way."



"Ckay, wear the cap.”

"It's sinmply that all of us who work in Interior Miintenance have the
option of wearing either the cap or the hat. Wich is why I--"

"Ckay, wear the hat."

Noddi ng, Maybel |l e Kordi ng tugged down on the brimof the hat, rubbed

her gl oved hands together and started the closed little car. "I've got
all the two-way w ndows bl anked so nobody can see inside," she told the
detective. "If you stay scrunched low in your seat, we'll be okay."

The car rolled a hundred yards and then Maybelle stopped it. She slid
her left hand out through a narrow flap in her side w ndow, pressed her
pal m agai nst a gl owi ng panel on the wall. The wall voxbox said,

"Cl eared, proceed."

Shortly, Gomez inquired, "You're certain that Natalie Dent is being
held in a roomoff Tunnel 307"

"I confirmed that right after Wl fe Bosco contacted ne," she
answer ed.

"You'll be able to get ne inside there?"

"Not a prob len M. Conez," assured Maybelle with a positive nod.
"Hold on a sec.”

The rail car stopped again, she pressed her pal m agai nst anot her
identification panel. " eared, proceed."

"Al'l the highest-ranking Interior Miintenance people can get into any
of the roons down here.”

"I have to get in and out,"” he rem nded.

"Well, | wouldn't have accepted the bribe, M. Conez, if | wasn't sure
| could deliver," she said.

She stopped again, held out her hand.



"Cl eared, proceed."
Maybel | e said, "Have you known Wl fe Bosco | ong?" "Many a year, s."
"The poor man doesn't seemto enjoy his current job."

"I"'mnot enjoying ny current job all that nuch," admitted Gonez,
sinking lower in his seat.



floor as he went striding across the big room acconpanied by Lana
Chen and la non | odriguez.

Far below in the huge oval hol ostage area the towers and pedranps of
Manhattan's Ti nes Square section showed. Snaking through the center of
the sinul ated section of the nmetropolis was a narrow see-through

pl astiglass tunnel, filled at the nonment by nore than two hundred
tourists noving slowy, single-file, and gawking.

Flying in | ow between the towering buildings came a hal f-dozen silvery
saucer craft. Crackling crinson beans cane shooting fromtheir
underbellies. They sliced through the bodies of the civilians who
seened to be running along the ranps seeking shelter. Chunks of the
bui |l di ngs were bitten away, too, and went falling and tunbling.

"Hokum " Marriner stopped, hands on hips, and frowned downward.

"I't's one of our nost popular attractions." Ftodriguez was a gl ossy,
handsome man wi th consi derabl e dark wavy hair.

"Just watch this bit now" Mrriner pointed with his boot toe at a
saucer that was landing in the street. A silvery side door flapped



open and a squat greenish creature with a huge top-heavy head and four
arns cane hoppi ng cl ear

br andi shi ng several odd-l|ooking |azrifles.
"Cod-awful ," observed Marriner.
"I't's supposed," expl ai ned Rodriguez, "to be a Martian invader."

"I know what it's supposed to be, Ranon. But it's trite, nuch too
close to the Martians they're using in the Invasion of Geater

Los Angel es concessi on up on New Hol | ywood. "
"Rarmon's right, though," Lana said. "People |ove this one,

much nore than that crappy sinulation on New Hollywood. | think it has
to do with the fact that they can see New York City get devastated.
Everybody--even rubes up from New York it-self--enjoys that."

"It's got to start being nore sophisticated.” Marriner resuned wal ki ng
toward a di stant doorway.

"I have," adm tted Rodriguez, dropping to his hands and knees and
staring down as nore Martians started di senbarking fromthe saucers,
"been seriously thinking about upgrading them™

Marriner asked Lana, "How nuch does that bitch know?" "Natalie Dent,
after some physical persuasion and a nudge from sone powerful bio
chenm cals confided that she knows one hell of a lot."

Rodri guez had caught up with them "Sonmebody is wise to tonight's
nmeeti ng?"

"Wirry about the Martians," advised Marriner. "Go on, Lana." They
entered a tw sting, down-slanting hallway. "She got her tip froma
fell ow associ ated with Anzel mo's London branch,” the Chi nese wonman

continued. "I sent his nane along to sonebody in England."



"How much does Newz, Inc." know?"

"They know that you and Anzel no and the rest are neeting," she said.
"They have a fair idea of what it's all about."

Marriner went rapidly down another curving ramp. "Can we arrange to
have them forget about it?"

"I"'malready | ooking into that," said Lana.
He pressed his hand to an ID plate next to a grey door. "Wat about
Dent ?"

The door slid silently open and she followed himinto a | arge doned
nmeeting room "W either have to kill her or do a very effective brain
Wi pe

St oppi ng at the head of the big oval neeting table, Marriner rested a
fist atop it and | eaned forward. "Easier to kill her," he concl uded.

/flifler he stepped through the wall, Gonez announced, "I'm wearing a
fal se nose, but it's nme, Gonez. The sec systemis turned off for
approximately five mnutes, Nat. Let's get you |loose fromthat catedra
and depart for sonepl ace el se.™

"I can't imagine, with all the noses to pick from you chose that one."
The auburn-haired reporter straightened in the netal chair, straining
agai nst her bonds. "Even though you do seemto make a habit of
rescuing me from nmessy scrapes in sone of the nost unlikely spots,
wasn't expecting you to conme save nme this tine."

Severing the cords that bound her, he said, "Actually, cara, Cosnpbs was
hired by your bosses to cone fetch you out of this [atest nmess."

Si debar canme creaking to his feet. "Five mnutes isn't that



long a time," he pointed out. "Suppose we save the rest of this
tearful reunion till we get the hell clear of here."

"Bueno," agreed the detective, rubbing at Natalie's legs. "Think you
can navi gate yourself over to that opening in yonder wall?"

"You don't have to massage ny linbs that high up, Gonez." She pulled
clear, tried a few hobbling steps in the direction of the wall, and
then her legs failed, crunpled.

Gonez | unged and caught her around the waist. "Excuse this further
untoward intinmacy, Nat," he said, pulling her upright and guidi ng her
toward t he escape openi ng.

"I guess, which isn't all that odd, considering what |'ve been through
in the past few hours, that I'ma little fuzzy in nmy thinking," she
told him "So forgive nme, Gonmez, if | sound unusually cranky or--"

"You don't sound unusually cranky at all, Nat," he assured her

"I just happened to notice those awful inflaned red marks on ny arns,"
she said, holding on to him "They nust've given me nore than one shot
then. ™

"At least five," he said. "Now, |'ve hired a rail car for this
excursion. The thing's parked right outside and down the ranp.”

"Can we all fit into it?" asked the canbot as he foll owed them out
t hrough the panel in the wall.

"You and Nat will hunker in the storage area in the back," he
instructed, helping Natalie to make her way down ranp toward the
| eft-hand track.

"Are you going to drive this contraption?' she asked.



"I hired the driver along with it, a personable mujer name of Mybelle
Kor di ng. "

When they were less than five feet fromthe waiting rail car the
driver's-side door snapped open.

CGonez gave Natalie a hard shove that sent her falling. "Duck, gang,"
he warned. "That ain't Maybelle in there."



"Mbke that after he ditched ne," Jake reni nded hinself as he nmade his
away along a corridor in Shuttle Crew Dorm 3

Jake was near certain Quadrill hadn't recognized him Meaning the
denolition man was being careful to ditch anyone who attenpted to trai
hi m

It seened highly likely that Quadrill was up here to plant sonme sort of
bonb.

In fact, he may have planted it already in the time Jake had wasted
trying to | ocate him again.

"I"ve got to find the guy damm quick," Jake said. "Before he gets away
fromthis satellite and | eaves the whole dam thing to bl ow up.”

He sl owed, stopped at the door marked 3/5. He stepped forward to touch
the visitor button bel ow the spy hole.

There was no response. The eye in the door wasn't activated. He gave
t he button another, nore aggressive push. Nothing happened.

CGetting out his |ock-picking gadget, Jake set it to match the make of
door mechani smand clicked it on
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After a very faint nurnur of protest the door whirred, swung open
i nwar d.

He drew his stun gun out of his shoul der hol ster and paused, |istening,
to one side of the now open doorway.

Then he, carefully, crossed into the small shadowy parlor. "Damm."

Reachi ng back, Jake shut the door behind himbefore wal king over to the
dead nman.

(onez mssed with his first shot.

"Maldito,"” he observed as the silent beam of his stun gun passed an
inch to the right of the shoul der of the |arge, red-cheeked gunman
who' d repl aced Maybelle in the drive seat of the waiting rail car

| mredi ately, even as he was muttering his di sappoi ntnment, Gonez went
rolling along the tracksi de pass way

The red-faced man |urched out of the conpartnent, |az-gun gripped in
both thick hands. He fired at the scooting detective the instant his
wi de feet slapped down on the pass way surface.

The sizzling beamfromthe | azgun went flashing by a good yard or so to
Gonez' left.

But the beam caught the sprawl ed canera robot, |opping off his left leg
a coupl e inches bel ow the knee.

"Fi ght back," the crouching Natalie urged the injured got. "They
disarmed e, if you'll recall."

"Well, at |east take sone pictures, Sidebar. | can use sone good
action footage."



CGonez, neantime, had gone dodging in another direction. He flipped to
his feet and fired again.

Thi s shot proved considerably nore effective.

It hit the red-faced man in the lower rib cage. Doing a half spin, he
performed a wobbly curtsy before smacki ng down fl at out.

CGonez | eaped over the settling body, taking hold of Natalie's hand.
"We're going to have to cone up with an alternative escape pl an
chiquita," he told her while helping her to arise. "Sonebody seens to
be aware of mny advent."

The wobbly reporter was gl ancing around her. "How far would we be from
Tunnel 29?"

Poi nti ng back along the tracks, he answered, "Entrance is back that way
about a half-nmile. Wy?"

Si debar opened a | arge conpartnment in his netallic chest. "I'm
supposed to have a spare leg stowed in here sonepl ace,” he said,
starting to probe inside hinmself. "Unless they confiscated that
too."

"I have a map--purchased for a considerable fee, | mght nmention--that
| ays out nost of the interior setup aboard the satellite,” continued
Natalie, letting go of Gonez and attenpting to remain standi ng unai ded.
She swayed consi derably, yet managed to continue upright. "If we can
get to Tunnel 29, | may yet be able to conplete ny assignnment."

"You're alluding to getting a scoop about the Marriner/ Anzel no
conf erence?"

Natalie said, "I should' ve realized that a gunshoe of your proven
abilities would ve found out about even--"

"Hold it, be quiet for a moment, bonita." He left her to ease nearer
the parked rail car "I think | heard something."



"This thing' s tarnished badly, but otherwi se usable.” The canbot
stood up, having replaced his damaged leg with the spare he'd been
carrying within. "W better be up and doing, folks."

Gonez | eaned forward and thrust his upper body in through the open
doorway of the car. "Ay, it's Mybelle, groaning as she returns to
consci ousness,"” he said in the reporter's direction. "Her coll eague
apparently bopped her on the cabeza and stowed her in back prior to
attenpting to trap us."

Natal i e, unsteadily, made her way over to his side. "Can you trust
her ?"

"I find that bunp on her head to be sufficiently convincing," he
answered. "If she's in any shape to run this car, she can get us back
t hrough the security checks a lot easier than | can.”

Nat al i e nodded. "Then let's get everybody | oaded aboard and get the
heck away."

"Spronto."

is Jake wal ked closer, the small golden kitten that was lying on the
carpeting cane briefly to life. It took three tottering steps in the
direction of the corpse of Austin Quadrill before giving out a tiny,
forlorn meow and falling over.

It splashed in the bl ood and other things that had come spilling out of
t he dead nan when the beam of a | azgun had gone knifing across his
| ower abdonen.

"What the hell led up to Quadrill's getting knocked off?" Jake asked
hi nsel f, frowning.

If it was to stop himfrom planting a bonb, why close himup in his
room agai n and | eave the body there?



2'19 Taking out a sniffer gadget from his jacket pocket, Jake began
exploring the parlor of the small apartnment.

A man other than Quadrill had been in here with hima half hour ago.
"Wait now. " Jake touched the keypad of the detecting device.

"Yeah, the other lad was in here before Quadrill came back." Meaning
sonmebody had been waiting there for him

He crossed over to the small silvery suitcase that sat a few feet from
t he body.

It lay open, only partially splattered.

There was not hing i nside except another tiny clockwork kitten

Jake knelt beside the case. "This nust be what he was carrying his
bonb materials in," he reflected. "How the hell, though, did he get
anyt hi ng past their security systemup here?"

Except that that was Quadrill's specialty. Yeah, even back when Jake
first encountered him Quadrill had a reputation for being able to slip
by just about any kind of security.

"Ckay, let's say he smuggl ed his bonb aboard the Moyvie Pal ace and got

it planted soneplace before he was killed." Jake |eaned back agai nst

the arm of a rubberoid [ounging chair. "So where is it?"

Kneel i ng agai n, he ran the gadget over the open suitcase. There was no
trace of a bonb.

Did that mean Quadrill hadn't actually snuggl ed an expl osive device
aboar d?

O had he concocted sonet hing that was undet ectabl e and untraceabl e?



"Let's assume he cane here with a bonb that can't be spot220 ted,"
sai d Jake thoughtfully. "Okay, so | don't follow the bonb--1 follow
him"

He stood, ainmed the sniffer at the carpeting.

"Yeah, Quadrill forgot to nake hinself untraceable," he said.

He'd be able to follow the trail Quadrill had left earlier, and that
woul d take Jake right to where the bonmb was pl anted.

"What exactly I'll do after I find the dacm thing--well, 1'I1 figure

that out later."

Wth the gadget held in his right hand, he noved to the door. It
opened ten seconds before he reached it, and a slick, handsone nman wth
a lazgun was standing out there in the hall. "Just stay right there,
friend," he advised.



talie stunbled. "They certainly don't keep these supply tunnels very
well illum nated," she conpl ai ned.

Cat chi ng her and hel pi ng her maintain her bal ance, Gonez said,
"Tourists don't usually stray into this part of the satellite.™

They were wal ki ng al ong a catwal k that bordered a gradually ascending
ranp. A single track ran along the center of the ranp. Small floating
gl obes every few feet provided a thin yellow sh |ight.

The reporter again brought her pocket talk pad up to her ear to listen
to her notes. "W're still going in the--"

"Back, ca rita warned Gomez, putting his armin front of the young
worman and pushi ng her back against the tunnel wall.

A string of five nmono wheel supply carts went rattling and chuggi ng by,
| oaded down with 'ponic produce.

"Yi kes," said the canera robot as the edge of a metal crate protruding
over the edge of the last wagon in line scraped at his netal chest.
"Wul dn't you know it, nore damage to ny surface."

"It would really be helpful, and don't think I"'mtrying to be overly
critical, Sidebar, but adopting an attitude of |ooking on the bright
side, would certainly be helpful on a mssion like this one we're
enbar ked on, because--"

"What bright side, Nat?" the got inquired. "Thus far |I've been



di sabled with a stunner, had nmy favorite |leg | opped off, been scraped,
scratched and--"

"Porfavor, let's continue on our way," suggested the detective.

"Ch, and thanks for pulling ne out of the way of those overl oaded
wagons, Gonez."

"De aada." He patted her on the backside, urging her to nove al ong.

Nat al i e frowned over her shoulder at him but said nothing. She put
the talk pad to her ear. Nodding, she dropped it into her pocket and
started clinbing along the narrow catwal k. After a few nonments,

Si debar re, harked "Lettuce." Comez frowned back at him "Now what ?"
"I stepped in sone lettuce."

After a few nore nonents, Natalie listened to her notes again. "Ckay,"
she said. "Around this next bend there's supposed to be sonme sort of
safety | adder. W have to shinny up that for quite a ways and then
there's supposed to be an unlocked nmetal door." "How far," asked the
got, "is quite a ways, Nat?"

"A thousand feet," she answered. "And forgive ne if | give the

i mpression that 1'mcontinually and constantly naggi ng everybody, but |
believe | have, on nore than one previous occasion, mentioned that |
don't really favor being addressed constantly as Nat. M nane is
Natalie and, while |I don't insist that enployees of nine address ne any
nore formally than that--although it wouldn't hurt you, Sidebar, to use
the appellation Mss Dent now and then, especially when we're in public
situations, why--"

"We're crawing through a sewer basically,” put in the robot. "It's
not ny idea of a public occasion.”



"Vdronos, " pronpted Gonez. "Let's keep nobving." "There's the
| adder.” Natalie hurried along the catwalk to gaze up into the
shadows.

Gonez wal ked over to the base of the metal -rung | adder, reached up to
test the lowest rung with his hand. "I'Il lead the parade, Mss Dent,"
he told her, and pulled hinself up until his feet were resting on the
bott om rung.

Natalie slid her talk pad into her skirt pocket and stretched up both
hands. "l'd appreciate a little assistance, Gonmez," she said.

He clinbed a few rungs higher, twi sted and dangl ed down his right arm
"Catch hold, chiquita," he offered.

On her second try she managed to grab his wist and was lifted up onto

the narrow | adder. "Okay, |'ve got a perch on the darn thing.
Thanks. "
"Don't worry about ne," called the camera got. 1'Il just clinb up the

wal | somehow. '

"You're extraordinarily dexterous," Natalie rem nded himfrom above.
"After all, being able to cover every sort of news story, to shoot,
really, vidfootage that's al nost al ways, at the very | east, passable,
you have to be able to get yourself into all sorts of odd and unusua

pl aces and positions. So catching hold of a sinple little | adder ought
not to present too nuch of a challenge.™

"I didn't inply it was a challenge,"” answered Si debar

Gonez pointed a thunb at the darkness above. "I'Il neet you guys
upstairs,"” he said, and commenced cli nmbi ng.

Pearing his throat, Marriner rose at the head of the |large oval
pl asti gl ass neeting table. He glanced around at the el even ot her
pl aces and asked, "Were's Maurice Pettifaux?"



Lana Chen, clad in a crisp off-white |lab coat and seated next to him
said, "An accident, so I'mtold, prevents his attending." "What sort
of accident?" Anzelno, at the opposite end of the table, answered,
"Maurice got hinself anmbushed in a goddammed quaint little alley in the
Left Bank Enclave in Paris."

The plunp, crinson-haired Ms. Dooley said, "They used at |east a
hal f - dozen lazrifles on poor Maury."

"Yeah," confirmed Anzelno. "The frog cops never were able to find al
of him"

Frommd table Roger Gford said, "This sounds like a reprisal to ne,
Marriner."

"Exactly," added Ms. Dooley. "Qur less fortunate Tek brothers
getting back at us because they' ve heard we're throwing in with you."

"Nobody, " Marriner assured them "nobody what soever knows anyt hing of
this plan.”

"Ch, yeah? Then what about .. ." Anzelno began patting his various
pockets with his gnarled hands. "What the frig is that name?" The old
Tekl ord kept frisking himself until he located, in an inner coat

pocket, a small yellow fax meno "Ckay, here it is. What about Natalie
Dent ?"

"A minor nuisance," said Marriner. "Nothing nore. Certainly not
anyone to worry about."

Anzel no | eaned forward, both el bows smacking the tabletop. "Does she
happen to be aboard this flapping satellite now?"

Marriner held up his hand in a keep-cal mgesture. "Natalie Dent was
appr ehended soon after she arrived on the Myvie Pal ace,” he told the
angry Teklord. "She's not going to tell anyone



2 2 s ever." Ms. Dooley frowned deeply. "That's the broad who

works for Newz, Inc." isn't it? Al ways poking her nose into
t hi ngs."
"That sure as hell is who we're tal king about," said Anzelnp. "Are you

trying to con us, Marriner, into believing that her bosses at Newz
don't have a fricking i dea why she cane up here?"

"The few people at Newz who have any hint of this are being

neutralized," Marriner said. "Trust ne. As for Natalie Dent herself,
we have her safely |ocked away. After this nmeeting, steps will be
taken to .. ." He'd becone aware that Lana was tugging on his sl eeve.

Leani ng down cl oser, he asked her, "What?"

Lana put her lips close to his ear to whisper, "Just before
cane in | learned she's not in her roomanynore."

"Then where the hell is she?"

"We don't know, but she's being hunted,” replied Lana. "Change the
subj ect, Leon."

He straightened up. "Now that we've got this mnor stuff out of the

way," he said, "we can nove to the real business of this neeting. M
gifted col |l eague Lana Chen will give you a denpnstration of the just

perfected TekNet system"



go

he | ooked fromthe [ azgun to the face of the handsone nan who st ood
pointing it at him and grinned. "Ranon Rodriguez," he said,
recogni zing him "This |ooks like a step up for you from bei ng
assi stant manager at the Boardwal k Teenage Android

Bordell o down in the San Pedro Sector of Geater LA "

"Do | know you?"

"Under these false trappings |I'm Jake Cardigan."

Rodri guez took a surprised step backwards. "Wen | got the call about
trouble down here," he said, "I didn't expect to find Jake Cardigan

ex-con turned private eye."

"You've found a hell of a lot nore than that, Ranpn," Jake told him
"Take a |l ook inside while | get on the track of--"

"You' re not going nuch of anyplace, Cardigan." He made a shooing
motion with his gun hand. "Back inside so | can have a | ook around. |
under stand sonething pretty serious took place in this joint."

Jake preceded himback into the room "You nust know this lad," he
sai d, stepping aside and nodding toward the spraw ed corpse. "There's
a strong possibility that--"

"Holy Christ, is that--what the hell is his nanme?--Quadrill? Yeah
Austin Quadrill."

"That's exactly who it is, yeah," confirmed Jake. "I'mnear certain he



brought a bonb aboard."” Rodriguez took a few reluctant steps
nearer the body. "I never can get used to the snell,"” he admtted.
"What's that about a bonb?"

"It's Quadrill's specialty, sneaking explosives into---"
"Naw, he couldn't have," insisted Rodriguez. "W got too good a sec
system Hell, | supervise that nyself."

"Even so, Ranon"--Jake jerked a thunmb in the direction of the
corpse---"the odds are Quadrill was hired to take care of Martinet
and---"

"What are you tal king about, Cardigan? Marriner's nowhere near the
Movi e Pal ace. "

"It was nmost |ikely Johnny Trocadero who hired Quadrill to take care of
everybody attending Marriner's neeting with An-zel nbo and conpany
toni ght."

"You're not supposed to know about that."

"Point is, | do," Jake said. "I also know Quadrill was scheduled to
take off fromthe Mwvie Palace just under three hours fromnow That
means his bonb can go off anytinme after that."

"This is all bullshit,"” said Rodriguez. "You nore than likely killed
this poor bastard and now you're trying to con ne with sone"

"Three hours isn't an especially' long stretch of tinme, Ranon," he cut
in. "l think | can backtrack along Quadrill's trail and find out where
he stowed the bonb. After that we're going to have to----"

"No, what you're going to have to do is get your ass into a detention
area until | can-- Oofi"

Not betraying his intention, Jake had all at once feinted to the right
and then sidestepped and kicked out at Rodriguez. H's boot took the
surprised man in the crotch and he how ed.



Jake dived forward, caught the gun arm and snapped it down.

The [azgun went off and dug a deep snoky zigzag rut across nearly two
square feet of carpeting.

A fire warning alarmstarted hooting.

Two punches to the already groggy Rodriguez' chin and the handsonme man
| ost consciousness. He stayed upright for about ten seconds before
falling over and | anding flat out next to the dead man.

Skirting the newly spl ashed bl ood, Jake headed for the way out.

Yedra Cortez was wal king al ong the ocean side when twilight started to
arrive.

@ills, dark shadows across the greying sky, came gliding in | ow over
the sea to land on the danmp sand.

They began to | ook strange to the young woman, distorted. Wth inmense
wi ngs and thin el ongated bodies, and all of them colored a pul sing,
glittering bl ack.

A moment | ater the pain exploded in her head again. It was worse this
time, throbbing in her skull and then shooting through her body. A cry
cane spilling out of her and she fell, knees jabbing hard into the

dar keni ng sand.

The gulls cried out lIike giant crows as they changed colors and started
to wheel and whirl overhead, circling ever closer to her. They changed
colors, too. Crinmson, gold, dead white, silver, yellow, crimson,

gol d.

Then they went swirling away and ni ght suddenly hit. She was aware of
not hi ng but the pain. Gasping, whinpering, she yanked her pal m phone
out of her



trouser pocket. Yedra had to bring the damm thing right up to her
eyes to see it. Bracing herself against the pain, she nanaged to punch
out a nunber.

The phone couldn't have taken as |long to answer as she thought it
di d.

Finally the face of a tired-Iooking, pale man showed on the tiny

screen. "Jesus, Yedra, what the hell's wong with you?" "Nick?"

"Yeah, it's ne. \Where are you? |'ll send sonebody to--" "I'm okay.
kay, " she said. "I thought you. Told me that the guy you sent up. To
the Movie Palace to take. Care of Quadrill and. Kill himsoon as the

bonb. Was planted succeeded?"

"I did, honey. He took care of it for you, just like you asked ne."
"But the dammed. Gadget that Quadrill had and. Was using to give ne
t hese. Dammed headaches, you said he got. That and was bringing it
back here. N ck."

"He did get what you wanted, Yedra, right after he took care of the
guy," said N ck, concern showing on his pale face. "The trouble is .

"What? Tell me."

"He can't seemto figure out howit works exactly. You know, how to
turn it off like you said to do."

"I saw Quadrill. Use it. Nck. It's on now Gving ne a lot of
pain."
"I know, I'msorry, honey," apologized Nick. "But nmy guy was calling

me fromthe shuttle on his way home here. Maybe, you know, it could be
| didn't hear himall that good."

"When's he Going to be in GA. N ck? He's got to bring it to. M so
| can stop. These goddamm headaches. "



"Listen, Yedra. Tell me where you are."

"At the beach. Because | like to walk. Along here." "Woere, honey,
whi ch beach?" "By Johnny's new cl ub."

"I"ll contact Johnny and tell himto cone down there and get you. Can
you hol d on?"

The pain took her over and she couldn't tal k anynore.



"Go over that again, lady," he requested of Lana Chen

"Al'l right, this disc is the only headgear our customers wll need."
She was standing at the front of the neeting roomwith a small grey
di sc held between thunb and forefinger. This' Il give you a better
ook at it."

Lana placed the disc on a snall projection stage, and a | arge
hol ographic inmage of it formed over the center of the meeting table.

Ms. Dooley, frowning and with her head cocked to the right, studied
the projection. "Wat about the Brainbox every Tekkie has to hook the
headgear to?"

"We' ve succeeded in neking that superfluous,"”
sm ling.

put in Marriner,

Lana continued, "You'll notice a tiny clip at the back of the disc.
That allows you to----"

"\Where?" asked Macri. "I don't see any--"

"That little silvery dingus, schmuck," said Anzel no, pointing at the
fl oati ng hol ogram

"Ch, yeah, there it is.

"You attach the disc to your hair," explained Lana, placing the
denonstration disc over her ear, "and that provides sufficient contact



with your brain." Ms. Dooley asked, "And, | believe you told us
earlier, there are no Tek chi ps needed either?"

"They're no | onger necessary," answered Marriner, his smle
br oadeni ng.

"I came into this project late," said Macri, "and | guess |'mnot too
bright in some areas. But it seens to me that this is going to put Tek
cartels like mne out of business."”

"It puts,” Gford corrected,

old man. "

our maj or conpetitors out of business,

On a small table next to the projection stage rested a small portable
conputer. "From now on," said Lana, nmoving closer to it, "anyone who
has access to one of these can have access to Tek."

"So long as," added Marriner, "they deal with our consortium?"

Anzel no turned his chair to get a better view, resting one hand on his
knee. "How does that headgear connect with the conputer?"

"Anytime you're within five feet of a termnal, you can becone
connected,” answered the Chinese woman. "You activate the whole
operation verbally, reciting a series of pass codes and then ordering
what ever kind of Tek illusion you want to enjoy."

Macri was frowning. "l don't quite conprehend how the nmoney gets from
themto us,"” he admtted. "Can you, slow, explain exactly--"

"Enmergency! Security energency!" announced the trio of voxboxes
floating up near the ceiling.

Marriner junped up, glancing at Lana. "Any idea what the hell is--"



"Rodriguez is on his way here," she replied, tapping at the voxbug in
her left ear. "He says-No, I'mlosing him"

A different voice froma different voxbox said, "Ranon Rodriguez
requesting entry."

Anzel mo pushed back further in his chair and, with considerable effort,

stood up. "You prom sed us conplete security for this neeting,
Marriner," he said, upset. "But instead we get bitches from Newz and
now- - "

"Rodriguez can enter," said Marriner toward the ceiling.

A wall panel slid aside and the slick, handsome man cane hurrying in.
He noved to Marriner's side and reported in a | ow voice, "There may be
sone kind of bonb aboard the Myvie Pal ace. "

"May be--or is?"
"Well, we better assune there is."

"And how the hell did it get past our security checks?"

"I don't know that yet," admitted Rodriguez. "But | think we better
assune it is here--because Austin Quadrill has a reputation for being

able to plant a bonb just about anywhere.™

"Austin Quadrill?" said Anzelno, shuffling over to them "Is that son
of a bitch here?"

"Well, he is--he was," answered Rodriguez.
"Which is it, asshole?"

Rodri guez took a deep breath before answering, "He got aboard sonehow
and we think he planted a bonb before he was killed."

"Shit," said Marfiner, taking hold of the handsone man by both
shoul ders. "Wiat the hell are you telling me now?"

"It's a sort of screwed up chain of events," he admtted, and



ran his tongue over his upper lip. "Jake Cardigan is on the Mvie
Pal ace, too, and it's his notion that--"

"That's wonderful ," said Anzel no, dropping both hands to his sides. "W
got a flapping nad bonmber who does nost of his work for my bitter

enemni es--asshol es |i ke Johnny Trocadero and--"

"That's who Cardi gan suspects is behind this whole ness,"” offered the
uneasy Rodri guez.

"And as the frosting on the whole ness," the old Teklord went on, "we
got operatives fromthe friggi ng Cosnos Detective Agency crawl i ng al
over the damm satellite."

Marriner let go of Rodriguez and stood back. "I want to talk to
Cardigan," he said quietly.

"We have to find himfirst," answered Rodriguez even nore quietly.

"You had a nice little chat with the bastard," suggested Marri ner
"then l et himgo on about his business."

"He says he can find the bonb Quadrill planted," expl ai ned Rodriguez.
"And we only have about two and a half hours to---"

"Way did you Il et himget away fromyou?" said Marriner. "W've got
our own bonb experts. | don't need--"

"I didn't have that nuch choice. He knocked ne flat on my ass and when
| awoke---he wasn't there."

Ms. Dooley had joined them "Forget about Cardigan," she told them
"\What are your peopl e doing about this bonb?"

"I"'ve alerted the entire security force," answered Rodriguez, and
licked his lip again. "They're conbing every nook and cranny of the
entire satellite |ooking for the expl osive device."

"Tell them also," said Marriner, "to |ook for Cardigan."
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Not much of an acconplishnment, since all he had to do was wal k around
the bend in a corridor down near the center of the orbiting satellite
and there was Jake.

Ginning, striding right toward him

"You'll have to cone with ne, Cardigan," he ordered, pointing his
lazgun. "Marriner wants to see you."

"I wouldn't mind seeing him" said Jake.

Rodri guez noticed the small grey netal box in Jake's right hand. "Is
that it?"

"It is, yeah."

Rodri guez ran his tongue over his upper lip and then his lower lip
whi l e he nmoved, rapidly, over against the strutted netal wall of the
corridor. "What's the .. . What's the status of the damm thing, for
Chri st sake?"

"l inactivated it."

"You know how to do stuff like that, Cardigan? Wat | nean is, you're
sure it won't expl ode anynore?"

"Ch, it'll explode again," said Jake. "I learned a hell of a |lot about
bonbs while | was with the SoCal State Police, Ranon. Quadrill was a
pretty clever lad, but there's alnpst no bonb that can't be



controlled.” "Qughtn't you to hand it over to ne now? Then | can
have our denolition experts make absolutely--"

"Here's how things work," said Jake, speaking slowy and patiently.
"Unl ess Marriner guarantees ne and certain friends of mne safe passage
off the Movie Palace--1'I1 rig this to bl ow again."

"That woul d be suicide for you," said Rodriguez. "And you'd also kil
of f hundreds of innocent people.”

"G
"C nmon, Cardigan, you're not that--"

"Thi nk about it, Ranon," he said evenly. "The Teklords framed ne and
got ne sent up to the Freezer for four years. Four years in suspended
ani mati on and when | cane out | didn't have a wife anynore and pretty
nearly lost nmy son, too. Sure, 1'd like to stay alive--but if | can't,
then let's get rid of Anzelno and his buddi es and your boss

Marriner."

"You're bluffing."
"Better see what Marriner has to say."

After a nonment, Rodriguez nodded his sleek head. "Okay, we'll go talk
to him'

"You're bluffing, Cardigan," accused Marriner
"Sure he is," seconded Anzel no, who was back sitting in his meeting
roomchair, breathing slowy and with a consi derabl e wheeze.

"I"'mnot sure of that," said Ms. Dooley. "lI've heard a |ot about
Cardi gan and he's supposed to be nmean and--well, not exactly
rational ."



"That's a good appraisal of ny character," said Jake, grinning over at
her. "Now, bring Natalie Dent here and then I'lIl get in touch with ny
partner, Sid Gomez, and we'll--"

"Don't do anything irrational, Cardigan," said Rodriguez, holding out a
pl acati ng hand to himand eyeing the little grey box. "But, see, we're
going to have a problemhere. W sort of lost track of the Dent woman
and--"

"Well, | suppose this is as good a dramatic spot as any to make an
entrance, although, if you want the absolute truth, | don't go in for
fl anboyant behavior," said Natalie. A panel in the neeting room wal l
slid open and she stepped into the big room followed by Gonez and the
canmera got.

Sid gave his partner a lazy salute. "W've been eavesdropping for a
spel I, ami go," he announced.

"CGot sone terrific footage on the neeting," added Sidebar, tapping his
chest.

"That's too bad," said Marriner. "W're going to have to cal
Cardigan's bluff and we're going to have to get rid of every dammed one
of you."

"That really is, and | hope you'll forgive nmy using a cliche, since I'm
known t hroughout the world, and even in pest holes like this, for ny
clever and original turns of phrase, nostly academic," said Natalie,

fol ding her arns under her breasts. "You see, the truth of the matter
is that it really doesn't matter if--"

"I'n the nanme of God," said Anzelno, "get to the flapping point,
[ ady. "

The reporter scowmed at himfor a few seconds. Then she said, "Okay,
all right, we'll do it your way, M. Anzelno. For the past twenty-six
m nutes your little gathering has been going out to each and every
Newz, Inc." client on Earth. So in every major



city of this giddy globe, and in every little ham et and rura

village, in the caves beneath the ground and in the deep dark
jungles--the few that are | eft--people now know what you've been up to
and what you were plotting. Before the day is too much older, I'd

i magine you'll all, each and every one of you, be up to your, if you'l
pardon ny indelicate expression, fannies in |aw enforcenent agents."

Anzel no narrowed his |left eye and glared at Marriner. "You asshole,"
he renmarked.

"I agree conpletely,"” said Marriner, and sat down.



Bascom said, "I'm pl eased. "

Fromthe chair he was straddling, Jake asked, "Pleased enough to okay
t hat bonus you nentioned earlier?"

"Sure," said the chief of the Cosnos Detective Agency. "I put in for
that before Natalie Dent's special Newz broadcast fromup there"--he
jabbed a thumb in the direction of the ceiling--"had been on the air
for nore than a few minutes.” He turned to gaze in Gonmez' direction

He was standing by one of the high, w de vie wi ndows wat chi ng dusk
settl e down.

"Sid, | just alluded to your bonus?"
"I heard. Gacias."
"I was expecting a mte nore enthusiasm”

CGonez came away fromthe wi ndow and | eaned agai nst one of the

wor kt abl es. "1' mwondering about some of the | oose ends in this
case."

"Such as?"

"What about Jill's husband, Ernst Rei nman?"

"Paid us the handsone fee he agreed to pay if we found his m ssing
wife," answered Bascom

"He's tangled up in this whole ness. He could end up in the hoosegow



hinsel f." Bascom said, "The fee agreed upon noved from his
account to ours. | have no further interest in the fellow "

"I imagi ne the police do."
"That's true, Sid," agreed Bascom
CGonez said, "Does anybody know who killed Austin Quadrill?"

"Sonmebody hired by the late Yedra Cortez," said the agency chief.
"Lieutenant Drexler is on his trail even as we speak."

Gonez frowned. "Late? |Is that nasty nujer dead and done for?"

"She had a very strange accident,” Bascomtold them "Part of her

skul | expl oded. "

Jake said, "Quadrill no doubt. Something he arranged before she had
hi m done in."

"I"'mglad I'mnot on the other side of the fence," said Bascom | eaning

back in his desk chair. "Over there you can't trust anybody."

Gonez eased over toward the door. "What say we take our |eave,

Jake?"

"If that's okay with our enployer." Jake was untangling hinself from
the chair.

"Be off, lads," Bascomsaid, waving in the direction of the doorway.

(onez was perched on the deck rail at Jake's beach side condo, his back
to the foggy night Pacific. "St. the handsome bonus Bascomi s

prom sing to bestow on us for our work on the TekNet case will be
gratifying," he admtted.



"But?" "Jake, a nmug of sincaf held in his left hand, was sitting in a
deck chair.

"The prospect of additional wealth, at the noment, fails to cheer ne,"
he said. "Even the fact that, because of Natalie's worldw de

bl at hering by way of Newt, | am once again, nonmentarily, a fanous and
cel ebrated sleuth doesn't do nuch to cheer my heart, am go."

Jake took a sip of his sincaf. "The aging process sours sonme people,"
he suggested. "Fortunately, |'ve been able to remain nmy cheerful self
over the years, but you, Sid, seemto--"

"Ch, ver dad everybody has taken to calling you Jolly Jake."

Jake | eaned forward. "You still brooding about Jill's part in al
this?"
"I shouldn't be," he said. "W parted a long tine ago."

"But you are?"

Gonez gl anced back over his shoulder at the misty ocean. "That's
probably part of why I'mfeeling glum yeah," he said. "You probably
don't remenber when | first net her--but, Dios, she was very special to
me, Jake. | really believed that " He shrugged one shoulder. "I
guess | wasn't near as perceptive as | should ve been. You'd think a
wor | d-fanpus detective would' ve tunbled to the fact his wife was .

wel |, what she was." "Still, the same thing--" The deck vi dphone
buzzed. Jake asked, "Wat?" "Inportant call for M. Conez."
"Who?"

"Jill Bernardino."

Jake | ooked over at his partner



Gonez nodded. "I1'Il take it." He left the rail and picked up the
phone. "Gonez aqua"

"Sid, | hope I'mnot interrupting anything too inmportant,” H s onetine
wife's inmage was on the tiny phone screen "But when heard you were
over there, | figured Jake wouldn't mind

"It's okay. But hold on a minute, chiquita.” After nodding at Jake,
he carried the phone off the deck and a dozen or so yards al ong the
beach. "S what's happening, Jill?"

"I"ve been maki ng sone decisions,” she told him "I'll be leaving this
hi deaway that Bascom arranged for me in a couple nore days. But |

don't want to go back to nmy husband.” "That's probably a good idea."
She asked, "Ernst was involved in all this nmess, wasn't he?" "There's

a strong possibility he was."

"He did set ne up with Johnny Trocadero, didn't he?" Gonez stopped
just out of reach of the foany surf and gazed seaward. "W didn't
really go into that too nmuch, Jill," he answered finally. "But there's
a dammed good chance that Lieutenant Drexler and the SoCal State cops
are going to keep poking around."

She asked, "Whuld you, working as an official Cosnmpbs Agency operative,
digintoit for me? Wwen | divorce Ernst, | want to have every bit of
damagi ng--"

"Jill," he interrupted. "No, | won't be able to handle that for
you. "

"But you--"
"I came and saved you when you were in trouble, s; | know, " he told

her. "But that's all | can do for you, card. | won't be part of your
life anynore."



After a long silence, she said, "Yes, | see.”" And then: "CGoodbye,
Sid."

"Adids. "

d i mbi ng back on the deck, Gonmez returned the phone. Jake asked,
" Somret hi ng?"



"Not hi ng," he answered, and turned away.



