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Pr ol ogue

Late at night in a deserted Los Angeles office, a tel ephone
rang once. The echoes died as a phone answerer sprang obediently
tolife

The recorded voi ce spoke, baritone and slightly hoarse.

"Ni ck Naught private investigations. |'mnot all here right now,
so please | eave a nmessage or a threat."
A soft voice canme fromthe speaker. "N ck, this is Heather

I'"'mfree next weekend, and |I've got a neat new vid on nassages.
Call me if you're interested, okay?" A high-pitched click gave
way to dial tone, then silence filled the Spartan office.

In the phone answerer, the nessage waiting circuit turned
on. Then, softer than the faint air conditioning whine, a small
voi ce said, "Nahhh."

The nessage waiting circuit turned off.

An attentive listener, who by this time of night would have
been bored silly, could have heard an ever so faint |augh

Chapter 1

In a one-bedroom L. A. apartnent, faint gray light, nearly
exhausted from having travel ed through thick snog, penetrated a

wi ndow and illum nated a wall poster showi ng a South Seas
island. The vivid blue water and the sparkling white beach
backdropped with an array of greens, would for some peopl e have
been al nost enough to di splace the sensations of thick air and
gritty streets.

Next to the poster hung a franed quote. Lettered in the
same nock-stitch style as fol ksy home-sweet - home signs, the words
read, "Nostradufus: | have seen the future and it sucks."

The sound of a distant siren rose and fell |ike waves
| appi ng agai nst the shore, and the noise mngled with Nick
Naught's rel axed breathing. A faint snmile on his lips said he
was dream ng he was on the island pictured near his bed, probably
lying back in a confortable beach chair and sifting the sparkling
cl ean sand through his fingers.

From near N ck's bed canme a soft click

Endi ng the cal m and untroubl ed at nosphere, the digital alarm
clock began to play the only song it knew reveille. Three
surfaces of the alarmclock showed cracks fromhaving fallen to
the hard floor. Two segnments of the display were out, so the
ei ght looked like a three. The alarmdroned on, its tone nore
like a kazoo than the bugle it had started life as.

Ni ck snorted and squeezed his already cl osed eyes even nore
tightly closed. For an instant, he wi shed he was sone kind of
mut ant and coul d squeeze his ears cl osed.

He funbled for the alarm Al nost immedi ately he knocked it
onto the floor. The alarm bounced, and two final notes trailed



off into silence, as if an arrow had taken the life of a very
consci enti ous bugl er.

Ni ck nade a feeble attenpt to rise. He imagined this was
how it felt to be just com ng out of open-heart surgery. He
touched his chest, to see if he could feel any stitches or
synt heski n.  Nope.

After a deep breath, he hesitated, then grabbed for
somet hing beside the bed. H s fingers nmade contact on the second
try, and he pulled it up to his |evel

A junper cable.

Still nostly asleep, he bent forward and after a coupl e of
tries nmanaged to fasten the black cable to a band affixed around
hi s ankl e.

Hi s fingers funbled by the bed again and cane up with a red
junper cable, which he fastened to a band around his wist. Hs
wrist flopped back onto the bed, and the cable swayed but kept
its grip. The other end of the cable led to a | arge, heavy
battery beside the bed. On the side of the battery was a
colorful |abel saying, "Mrning Junp Start."

Ni ck yawned and sighed. He funbled again, near the head of
the bed. H's fingers found a |large switch. He patted it the way
a small child would pat a stuffed bear that had strayed too far
from reach.

It was tinme. |If he quit now, he'd be fast asleep in
seconds. He summoned strength, and he flicked the switch that
triggered a shrill electrical buzzing noise remniscent of a

failing neon sign. N ck was instantly gal vani zed. Hi s eyes
popped wi de open, then pronptly squeezed cl osed again. He
screaned and withed on the bed, like a snake with its tai
caught in a nouse trap

Barely able to nuster a rational thought, he reached for the
switch to turn the current off. Were was it? He funbled for
it. H s fingers touched it! And he knocked it onto the floor
God, no, he must be w ong.

He groaned agonizingly, like a patient in electroshock
Still withing under the pain and struggling nadly, he reached
for the floor and groped for the switch. Sweat stood out on his
forehead. Where was that switch? This couldn't be happening.

He searched to the left and searched to the right, and finally
his fingers reached the switch housing. He maneuvered it so his
fingers found the switch itself, and he finally managed to turn
it off.

Instant silence. N ck fell back to the bed and resuned
breathing. He rubbed his eyes and began to relax, feeling hardly
nore energetic than when he had first woke. After a long mnute,
he finally dragged hinself into a sitting position, |egs over the
side of the bed and sighed. He blinked hard several tinmes. Even
the dimlight seemed bright.

He said, to no one in particular, "Man, | hate MNondays."

Ni ck pulled the junper cable off his ankle and let it drop
to the floor. He pulled the cable off his wist. He stared at
the one fromhis wist for a |l ong second, then | ooked back at the
switch. He noved the junper cable toward his wist and away
again, and now that he could think clearly again, he realized he
had not needed to |look for the switch. He grinmaced and got out
of bed.

He managed to stub his toe on the way to the bathroom

Squinting in the brighter light at the bathroommnirror, Nick
sprayed a white foaminto his hand. He spread it over his
stubbl e, then rinsed his hands. He rested his hands on the sink



until, nmoments later, he picked at the edge of the foam which
had turned hard, like a rubbery mask. Wth an abrupt, firmyank
he ripped the whole thing off his face, and he screamed. He

i nspected his snmooth cheeks as he dropped the foam mask into the
toilet and flushed. As the mask swirled in the water, it

di ssol ved, |eaving what was |left of his stubble in the bubbling
remai ns.

* *x %

Nick was feeling a little nore awake by the tine the
el evator reached his floor. Bing. The doors opened. As Nick
entered the enpty elevator, it said, "Good norning!" in a voice
i nhumanly cheerful for this tine of day.

"Morning," Nick forced hinmself to say.

"What floor please?" The elevator's voice was copied froma
nerdy, bowtied com c actor of a decade past. Mxed in with the
overdone cheerful ness was a nasal twang.

"One," Nick said softly.

"Thank you!" The el evator sounded as pl eased as Pi nocchio
had been at becomi ng a real boy.

The door cl osed, and the el evator dropped two floors before
it had to stop for another rider. The doors opened, and a
frowning, burly guy got on with Nick. The man's coat sl eeves
were so short, his digital watch showed on the armw th the
bri ef case.

"Good norning!" said the cheerful elevator

"Morning." The man's nod took in Nick. He turned around to
face the door and assuned standard el evator posture, dutifully
| ooking at the notionless floor indicator

"What fl oor please?"

"Five," said the man. Hs voice seenmed to be naturally Ioud
thanks to the smooth walls all reflecting the sound so well.

The el evator hesitated. "Wat?"

The man spoke |ouder. "Five."

"What ?" asked the el evator, using exactly the sane
intonation it had used the first tine.

Ni ck grinmaced. He tapped the man on the arm about to say
somet hi ng, but the man ignored him

"Five!" the man shout ed.

Ni ck wi nced.

"Wat ?"

Ni ck sighed and put a hand over his eyes. The high vol une
made his head hurt.

The man screaned, "Fivel"

"Wat ?"

The man's face colored. He sucked a full load of air into
his chest and noved toward the mcrophone grill.

Ni ck whi spered quickly, "Five." Experience had told himthe
el evator's voice-sensitivity setting was out of whack

"Thank you!" said the el evator

The man, still with lungs bloated with air, |ooked at Nick
amazed, as the el evator doors finally closed. The two nen
dropped in silence four nmore floors, and the el evator adnitted a
worman wearing a green business suit. In one hand, she held a
book-vi ewer that seened to absorb nost of her attention

"Good norning!" said the el evator

Apparently absorbed in her reading, the woman ignored it.
The el evator doors stayed open

The el evator said, "I said good norning."

The woman suddenly | ooked up from her display, and her eyes
opened wide in surprise. "Mrning."



"What fl oor please?" the el evator asked, sounding nuch
happi er.

"Six. "

The burly guy | ooked |ike he was hoping the el evator woul d
give her a hard tinme, too, but the elevator nerely said, "Thank
you!"

The man | ooked di sappoi nted as the el evator doors closed and
the el evator started to drop.

It stopped at the sixth floor and the woman got off.

"Have a nice day!" said the el evator

The el evator dropped to the fifth floor, where the burly guy

scowl ed at the speaker grill and got off.

The el evator repeated its refrain. "Have a nice day!" As
t he doors began to close, the el evator voice added, nore softly,
"Di pstick."

The burly guy hesitated, still facing away fromthe

el evator, probably trying to decide if his ears were playing
tricks on him or if Nick had said it. Before the guy could turn
around, the el evator doors closed very quickly.

Chapter 2

Ni ck nodded to the doorman as he stepped onto the sidewal k
and drew in a deep breath of stale norning air. The sound of a
couple of distant sirens rose and fell alnost in unison. Nick
gl anced around at the rows of parked cars along the sides of the
dirty street, feeling sad that he hadn't been somehow magically
transported to a South Sea island while he slept.

Parked so closely to the car in front of it that there was
no space to squeeze through, sat a pickup truck with a gun rack
contai ning an AK-47 assault rifle and a bazooka. The car next to
it was a bubbled three-wheeler with its front tire flat. N ck
patted his pocket to nake sure he still had his key, then wal ked
past two nore cars and started across the street. He saw only
one sl ow noving car nearby, and he returned his attention to
| ooking at his own car as he approached it, wanting to rmake sure
not hi ng had happened to it overnight.

That one sl ow noving car, a fairly new Subarota M nx, held
one passenger, an old |lady wearing a beige hat.

The car was hal fway down the bl ock, cruising snmoothly on
autopilot as the driver knitted. Wthout warning, the car
abruptly lurched forward, accelerating fast. The old wonman
m ssed a stitch.

The woman | ooked up in horror. She started to bang on the
dash. "Oh no! Stop that! Stop it!"

The car barreled toward N ck, who wal ked in conplete
oblivion, wondering if that scratch near his front fender was
new. Finally, with less than two car lengths left to go, Nick
gl anced toward the oncom ng car, seeing its headlights flicker on
and off as the car hit bunps in the road. He scranbled madly out
of the way, barely managing to throw hinself between two parked
cars as the Subarota flashed past. An instant later, the car
plowed into the string of parked cars. Sound died, |eaving only
the ticking of contracting metal and the dripping of fluid.

Ni ck got to his feet and dusted hinmself off. He trudged
toward the weck and nuttered under his breath, "Man, | hate it
when this happens.”

He reached the weck and pulled open the passenger door

The ol d woman sagged forward, constrained by her seat belt.
She seened dazed, but fortunately the knitting needl es had done
no danage. Her eyes opened w der and she surveyed the view



ahead, then | ooked up at Nick. "Ch no. M brand new car. It

just--took off. | don't know what happened. |'mterribly sorry.
It was an accident."

Ni ck gl anced at the damaged cars. "No harmdone." He
turned to the doorman and yelled, "Call the cops, will you?
W' ve got another runaway."

The doorman called back. "I just did. They're still on

del ayed reporting."

Ni ck nodded his understanding. Just as he turned back to
the woman, the air bag controller belatedly activated, and the
bag blew up in the wonan's face, hammering her body backward into
the seat. The air bag reached a knitting needl e, and suddenly
t he bag expl oded |i ke an enornous bal |l oon

Ni ck hadn't heard anything that |oud since he'd forgotten
his earmuffs at the target practice range. The worman | ooked |i ke
she'd never heard anything that | oud.

* *x %

Several miles away, a mdnight-blue van pulled out of an
al | ey garage which bore a sign saying, "Mjor Qpportunity

Busi ness." The unmarked van knocked an old man and his shopping
cart out of the way as it pulled onto the street.
* *x %

Across town, a switch activated, and the automatic garage
door on an expensive house rolled slowy upward. Ed Tayl or
wal ked forward, preoccupied, as the door rose. He avoided the
bike lying in his path as he straightened his tie. Ed was a big
man, wi th broad shoul ders, a pot belly, and thinning hair.

I f the garage door had worked properly, his head woul d have
passed just under the bottom of the door. |Instead, the door
suddenly reversed just as Ed reached it, and his forehead smacked
soundl y agai nst the descendi ng edge.

"Damm it!" he said.

Ed struggl ed, pushing up on the door to get it to quit
closing. Finally the door responded and started up again,
resuming its interrupted path. Ed nuttered and rubbed his
forehead as he wal ked toward the rolled up newspaper |ying near
the front hedge. Behind him the garage door continued rising
wi t hout stopping, until finally the wood began to splinter and
break under the constant pressure. A w ndow popped | oose from
its surroundings and fell to the concrete, smashing thoroughly as
it hit.

ol ivious, Ed stooped to grab his norning paper. Just as
his fingers alnost touched it, the paper jerked out of his reach
For the first tine, Ed noticed that tied to the paper was a
string | eading into the hedge.

"Damm it, you kids. That's not funny!"

Wat ching fromthe wi ndow, Ed's son Al ex grinned.

Ed took another step and reached for the paper again. It
jerked away again. This time Ed noved faster, trying to reach it
before the string yanked it away again. By now he was right next
to the hedge.

Ed didn't get another chance to grab the paper. Suddenly a
thi ck armreached through the hedge and grabbed him pulling him
of f - bal ance into the hedge.

On the other side of the hedge, Ed found no nei ghborhood
children. Instead, two |large, strong men net him One of them
who sported |large tattoos up and down both arnms, had a small
aerosol can stuck in one pocket. The other man had flam ng red
hair cut tent style. Ed's unsuccessful struggle lasted only
seconds before they had himpinned to the ground. A second |ater



a sweet-snelling spray in the face rendered hi munconsci ous.

The two nmen nmanhandl ed himto a waiting mdni ght-blue van
and dunmped himinside. The tattooed man started the engi ne and
made a U-turn

The van's tires screeched as it lurched forward and sped
away, narrowWy nmissing a kid on a bike, and forcing the kid into
a fence.

The red-haired man took a time card froma slot over the sun
vi sor and | ooked at his digital watch before he filled in the
next entry.

* *x %

Ni ck Naught pulled onto the street. As he passed the next
i ntersection, he saw down the side street a scene nuch like the
one he had been in earlier. A runaway car crashed into a parked
car as pedestrians scattered. Several nearby w tnesses started
to help, so Nick continued on his way.

Nick put his little finger in the ear that had been cl osest
to the air bag explosion, and he wiggled the finger. He pulled

the finger out, listened for a nmonent, and repeated the process.
A police car flashed past, siren on, lights flashing.
Nick turned his attention to the road ahead. "Radio on."

"\What ever you say," the car voice replied. The voice was
fem nine and sexy, with just a trace of huskiness.

The radi o started playi ng sone cl assical selection N ck
didn't recogni ze. He banged his fist on the dash and the station
switched to rock.

* *x %

At a nodest house in a different section of the city,
Annette Tayl or came out her front door. She was dressed for
wor k, looking trim and noving confidently. Today was going to
be a good day. She had an appointment with her boss at the
agency about the possibility of taking on a |large, valued client.

In the front yard stood a very large tree. On Annette's
side of the tree was a rolled up norning newspaper. On the other
side of the tree were the two nusclenen and the end of a string
tied to the newspaper.

Annette spotted the paper. "CGo get it, boy!" she call ed,
and her collie raced out the front door and grabbed the
newspaper. The string drew tight. The dog grow ed through
clenched teeth. It knew this game. The dog shook its head from
side to side and |lowered its hindquarters, pedaling backward.

The tug of war lasted only seconds before the string broke, and
the dog rushed triunphantly inside with the paper, happy about
the battle it had won, and not too curious about who had been
def eated. Annette closed the door and started for her car

One of the men pointed to the van. "Quick!"

The nen raced to the van. The tattooed man started it up as
Annette was starting her car. They pulled the van forward
qui ckly, blocking the driveway, and the engine died.

In her rear-view nmrror, Annette saw the two |arge nen
getting out of the m dnight-blue van, guns in their hands.
Wthout taking tine to figure out why this was happeni ng, and
what they were after, she knew this wasn't a typical Mnday. She
twi sted the wheel and goosed the engine. She al nost nowed down
t he red-headed man as she raced around the van, knocking trash
cans into the street.

The two nmen hopped into the van as Annette's car sped away.
The driver flooded the engine as he tried to start it. The
engi ne just spun slower and slower as the smell of gasoline
filtered into the van and the squealing of Annette's car tires



faded into the background.

* *x %

Ni ck pushed through the revolving door into his office
bui I di ng | obby.

"Wanna buy a paper?" asked the newspaper vendi ng machi ne.
The machi ne's tone of voice gave the inpression of hawking sone

illicit thrill.
"Sure," N ck said.
"That' |1l be six bucks."

Nick ran his credit card through the slot on top of the box.
The machi ne's face opened, and, with a practiced notion, Nick
snatched a paper just in time, as the |lid snapped down very fast,
like a bear trap

"Have a nice day," said the vendi ng machi ne.

As Nick waited for the elevator, a teenage boy in a striped
shirt approached the coffee vendi ng nachi ne.

"I wouldn't bother, if |I were you," N ck said.

The teenager ignored himand said to the nachi ne, "Coffee,
bl ack. "

Ni ck shrugged. As the el evator doors opened, the vending
machi ne squirted coffee all over the kid's shirt and pants.

* *x %

In N ck's unoccupied office, the phone began to ring. The
phone answerer clicked on, and Nick's voice said, "N ck Naught
private investigations. Leave a nmessage. Unless you're with a
col l ection agency." Beep

"This is the Internal Revenue Service, M. Naught.

Yesterday you mi ssed your third audit appointnent. Be in our
office at two today, or a warrant will be issued for your
arrest."”

The phone answerer clicked off only seconds before N ck
entered the office. He put the paper down on the desk and | ooked
wistfully at the large South Seas island poster on his office
wall. Finally he pressed a button on the phone answerer

"Sorry," the answerer said. "No nessages.”

Ni ck sat down at his desk. The desk clock read 2:30 AM He
shook his head and pushed the clock slowy over the edge, where
it landed with a clunk in his wastebasket.

* *x %

Annette watched the el evator floor indicator stop. She
| eaned forward, anticipating the opening of the doors, but they
stayed shut. She | ooked around to see if the elevator had an
enmergency bell switch

Suddenly, in a voice nmimcking the voice of a short,
web-footed cartoon character al nost always seen in a sailor suit
with | arge buttons, the elevator hunmred. It played the thene
from"Twi |ight Zone." "Do do DO do. Do do DO do."

Annette banged on the control panel

Finally, as the doors opened, the el evator voice | aughed.
"Wahhh. He he he he."

* *x %

Annette knocked on the door saying "N ck Naught Private
I nvestigations,” then, without waiting for an answer, entered the
office. She patted her hair into place, and gl anced over her
shoul der toward the el evator door in the hallway.

"Hell o, Nick," she said.

Ni ck thought she | ooked sad, but she al so | ooked deternined,
busi nesslike. Her hair was |onger than he had seen it last, and
t he change | ooked good on her

Nick got to his feet slowy, confused about why she woul d be



here after all that had gone on between them "Hello, Annette.

| have to say | never really expected to see you here." Nick
felt his insides start to churn, and he suddenly felt as forlorn
as he had four years ago.

"I need your help," she said sinply.

"After four years?"

Annette shook her head. "Let's not start in onit, al
right? What's done is done. | wouldn't be here if | didn't
figure I needed soneone |ike you."

Ni ck was silent for a monent, considering. Finally he
gestured at a chair. They both sat. "GCkay. Today's business.
Let's hear it."

Annette's cal mfacade crunbled a little, and she fidgeted.
"Ed's been ki dnapped. And soneone tried to get nme, too."

Ni ck | eaned forward, concerned. "Wy?"

"That's the worst part of all. | have absolutely no idea."

Ni ck caught his thoughts moving to the past, and he forced
hinsel f to think about the present. "I don't watch nuch
television. Your brother's still a reporter for K-S-MY?"

Annette | ooked at himdirectly. Her eyes had a pai ned | ook
Ni ck had seen before. "Yes. | already told themabout it. Two

bi g guys grabbed himthis nmorning. One of the neighbors saw part
of it out his window. They were probably the sanme two guys that
were after ne. Miscle guys |I'd never seen before, one of them
with lots of tattoos."”

"l suppose you already called the police?"

"Sure. But they don't have tinme to do anything this nonth.
They' re too busy al ready."

Ni ck nodded and went through a nmental checklist. "Did
anyt hi ng unusual happen recently? Did Ed neet a new wonan, take
out a big loan, buy a gun, take out insurance? Anything at al
out of the ordinary that you know about ?"

"Nothing. |It's just been business as usual." She
hesitated. "H s wife is in the hospital, but | really don't see
how that would relate to Ed bei ng ki dnapped--or to anyone comi ng
after nme."

"Anyt hi ng el se you can think of?"

"No, nothing. | put sone of the things you mght need in
this envel ope. Hi s hone address, things like that. And | wote
down descriptions of the two guys. WIIl you hel p?"

Ni ck sighed softly, not asking any of the questions he nost
wanted to ask. "Yeah. |[|'ve got a friend down at K-S-MY. Maybe
he knows sonmething that can get ne started. ['Il call himas
soon as we're done tal king."

Annette nodded. She seened to have a hard tinme neeting
Ni ck's gaze now. She glanced at the wall poster. "It |ooks so
peaceful . "

"Yes, it does. Wich renminds ne. M/ fee is a thousand a
day, plus expenses. How about if you give me a retainer for a
coupl e of days?"

Annette nodded again. She pulled out a credit card.

Ni ck took a charge card setup froma desk drawer. As he ran
hi s company card and her card through, the machine spit his card
across the room where it landed in an in-box placed there to
catch it. N ck wal ked over and retrieved the card. He handed
her a receipt. "You still save your carbons?"

"Yes, please."

Nick started tearing out the little sheets of carbon paper
There nust have been nearly twenty of themin the stack. Annette
put themin a small card file she kept in her purse.



She managed to give hima | evel gaze. "Thanks, Nick."

"Where can | reach you?"

"You can't. |'mnot about to go home now. [|'Il find a
hotel and call you later."

N ck nodded. Annette rose and wal ked to the door. As she
cl osed the door behind her, N ck |ooked up and sighed.

He shook his head, as if doing that would clear away the old
t houghts, then picked up the phone. He dialed a | ong numnber.

"Thank you for using AT&T," said a voice on the |ine.

Then, "Thank you for using Sprint."

"Thank you for using M ."

"Thank you for using U S. Wst."

"I"'msorry. Your call cannot be conpleted. Please check
t he nunber and dial again.”

"It nmust be some problemw th AT&T."

"Correction. It rmust be some problemw th Sprint.

Ni ck sl apped his forehead. He felt tired. He put the
recei ver down, and tried again.

"Thank you for using AT&T."

"Thank you for using Sprint."

"Thank you for using M ."

"Thank you for using U S. Wst."

"Thank you for using Lucy's Phone Network."

"Hello. This is the President speaking."

Ni ck's head jerked up. "President of what?"

"OfF the United States. Who is this?"

"Ah, sorry, sir. Wong nunber."

Ni ck hung up. He rose and started for the door

Chapter 3
In another part of the city sat a large office conplex with
a sign out front sporting block letters that said "Mjor

Qpportunity Business." Inside, two executives sat at a
conference roomtable.
M ke McCorm ck, the company president, listened to the end

of the briefing. He was a prematurely graying nman with small
gold earrings. The briefer was a senior conpany officer, Paula
Rosenberg. She was about ten years his junior, and wore neither
makeup nor earrings.

"That's fine," MCorm ck said when Rosenberg finished her
ol d-business briefing. "Do it. Any new busi ness?"

Rosenberg ran a finger down her list of notes. "Only one
thing today. You renenber David Turvey, the accountant who
testified at the Wlliams trial?" As she spoke, she opened a
not ebook, extracted a photo, and slid it to McCorm ck. The photo
was of a man in his sixties. Underneath the picture, large
letters said, "David Turvey." Rosenberg went on w thout waiting
for an answer. "The Phil adel phia branch has verified that Turvey
has definitely accepted a new identity and a di sguise fromthe
Wi tness protection program He's now here in town, using the
name Nick Knott."

Rosenberg slid another photo to McCorm ck. The second photo
was of the sane man, but it showed an idiot mnmustache that | ooked
like it had been just scribbled onto the photo with a | arge bl ack
marker. Underneath in large letters was, "Nick Knott."

"Your recommendation?" MCorm ck said. He |ooked at his
wat ch.

"Send out a dispatch team Have them do an anal ysis and
conplete the task. It should look |ike an accident."

"Fine. Is that it? 1| need to get to that charity



[ uncheon. "

* *x %

Rosenberg | eaned into Cynthia WIllis's office door
"WIllis, | need you to run a dispatch on a Nick Knott. An
'accidental .'"

"Can it wait '"til after break?" WIIlis asked. She had been
just about to get up when Rosenberg arrived.

"Do it now, will you? It's for McCorm ck." Rosenberg
started to | eave.

"CGotcha. |s there a special charge number or just
over head?"

Too late. Rosenberg was already gone. WIIlis |ooked at her
cl ock, which read "09:55" then quickly turned to her conputer
termnal. She grabbed a formand filled in a couple of blanks as
she spoke to the ternminal. "Gve nme a file on Nick Knott."

She rose inpatiently, waiting on the machine. A nonent
l[ater it spit a photograph out a slot in the side of the machine.
The photo wasn't exactly |like the one Rosenberg had had. The
i mage was different, and bel ow the photo were several |ines of
smal |l text headed in large letters with, "N ck Naught."

WIllis grabbed the photo before it could fall into the
wast ebasket below the slot. She stapled the formto the photo
and rushed out.

Only a nonment after she had left, the conputer spit out a
di fferent photo, the one for Nick Knott. The photo fell into the
wast ebasket .

* *x %

WIllis ran down the hall. She passed sections | abel ed
"Accounts Termi nating," "Numbers," "Security," "Laundry," and
"Protection.”

Don Lyeth was sitting at his desk when WIllis rushed in and
dunped the paperwork in his in-basket. Lyeth wore a bowtie and
had his shirt sleeves rolled up. H s desk was perfectly neat,
and even the two pieces of paper on top were lined up precisely
parallel to the edge of the desk

WIllis started to leave. "Gotta run," she said.

"Hey, hey, hey. Not so fast," Lyeth said. He exam ned the
form then frowned Iike an auto mechanic with bad news.

"What's the probl en?"

"What's this?" Lyeth asked. He shook the paper in the air.
"We haven't used a formfifty-six for nmonths."

"It's a dispatch. That's what |'ve al ways used."

"Not anynmore. Formtwo-twelve." Lyeth slid a newformto
her .

WIllis scanned the paper and filled in a few of the bl anks.
"Ckay. Look, | really gotta run."

"Not yet."

"What now?"

"You |l eft the suspense date blank. And you didn't check
"accidental' or 'doesn't matter.'"

WIllis filled in a date a week in the future and checked
"accidental,"” then handed the form back. Lyeth exam ned the form
for a full twenty seconds before he dropped it into another
basket. "Okay then."

Chapter 4

Nick waited inpatiently in the KSMY | obby. A receptioni st
with a cubed hairdo sat behind a desk and chewed gum Next to
the desk, a TV nonitor showed the current live feed fromthe
station, with news personalities Howard Darling and Connie



Costanza. Through an adjacent glass wall, N ck could see the
studio with Howard and Connie on the air. The red light on one
of the canmeras went on

Howard started on cue. "And now, the kiss-ny twelve o'clock
news with Howard Darling and Conni e Costanza." Howard was
slightly pudgy, and his hair stuck out over his ears.

Conni e took over. She was immacul ately dressed and coul d
have passed for a glanorous vid star, her straight black hair
sparkling clean. "In the news today, three nore air crashes in
the United States and two abroad. A train derailed in New
Jersey. Here at hone there were alnost fifty car accidents since
this time yesterday. And today nmekes the 500th straight day of
del ayed accident reporting, nearing the record previously set
about three years ago."

VWil e Conni e was tal ki ng, Howard was handed a note. He read
it and was about to ask a question of soneone off screen when he
saw the canera was back on himand Connie had finished.

Howard stunbled. "Er--1've just been handed a speci al
bulletin. Please stand by." Howard put on a nonchal ant air and
showed the note to Connie as he pointed to a word.

"Subpoena, " Conni e whi sper ed.

Howard brightened. He took the note back and began to read.
"I'n an unprecedented act, the Justice Department today issued
over twenty subpoenas to descendants of the group of
deci si on-makers originally responsible for the breakup of the
t el ephone conpany. "

During Howard's story, Connie seenmed to have a sudden urge
to scratch her nose. N ck was positive she was trying to
suppress a grin at Howard's mi spronunci ation. Howard's gaze
flicked toward her, and a frown crinkled his forehead. He
resumed the story and was al nost finished when his watch al arm
sounded. He tried to unobtrusively turn it off, but in the
process he knocked over his glass of water. Instantly, like a
cat caught maeking an error, he assunmed a bl ank expression that
said, "What's the problen? | didn't do anything."

Conni e shook her head sadly. Howard caught sight of the
nmotion fromthe corner of his eye. He glanced at her, and she
abruptly stopped and smiled innocently.

As Howard resuned, his wist watch started to give off
snoke, but he didn't notice it. "Also in the news today,
researchers at UCLA have been tracking the spread of a new
AIDS-like virus within the animal community. So far, the deadly
virus has showed up only in cows, |anbs, and sheep, but today it
was announced that the scientists have discovered the virus in
alligators." Howard hesitated before he capped the story with his
pronouncenent. "GatorAlDS."

The news director |ooked incredul ously at Howard, and he
smacked his pal magainst his forehead.

Howard suddenly realized his watch was snoking. He
pani cked. In the process of trying to get it off his wist, he
fell over backward

As the station went pronptly to a rat chow comercial, a
door opened, and Earle Thonpson cane in and greeted Nick. "Sorry
to keep you waiting. Come on in." Earle's nose was |arge
enough, and his glasses rins dark enough, and his nustache bl ack
enough, that from a distance he seenmed to be wearing a G oucho
Mar x di sgui se

Ni ck foll owed Earl e past several news people at their desks
busily keying in stories. Fromthe conputer termnals cane
various video game noi ses.



Past the bullpen, a corridor led into a walled area with
private offices. Fromthe room ahead, came a short, |oud buzz.

Ni ck glanced in as they passed the office. Next to the door
was a nane tag saying, "JimCurtis.” Curtis looked like a fairly
normal guy in his thirties, but he was adjusting a collar with a
little black box stuck onit. As they passed, Curtis shut his
of fi ce door.

Ni ck and Earle took seats in the next office, which was
Earle's. Earle was a real sportsman. Hanging on his wall were
menentos: a tennis racquet with a broken head and a golf club
with a bent shaft.

Nick tilted his head toward the Curtis's office. "I fee
ki nda wasted as a private eye. | didn't know you vid guys got to
wear dog collars."

"Cute. But it's not a dog collar. You ever drive a long
way on manual ? Get a little drowsy? Your head tilts too far

forward, like you're going to sleep? That's when those things
buzz real |oud and wake you up."

Ni ck shook his head. "Boy, | could have used one of those
in school. Listen, I won't take up nmuch of your tine. [|I'm

trying to get a |l ead on who ni ght have grabbed Ed Tayl or, or
why. "

"A friend nust have hired you. | can't imagine the police
are getting too excited, or themfinding the budget to hire
i ndependents. "

"What can you tell me?"

From the next room cane the brief sound of a buzzer. Earle

ignored it. "I don't know. Ed lived for work. The little tine
he did have free, he spent with his kid, Al ex, or using his
conputer. | think he fancies hinself a hacker."

"What's he been working on lately? Anything that could
account for someone grabbing hin?"

"I really doubt it. He's been doing sone routine funding
profiles. Nothing special.”

Fromthe office next door canme another burst of the buzzer

Ni ck | ooked at his watch. "Can | take a |ook at Ed's
of fice?"

"Sure thing. It's right down this way."

As they left Earle's office, the buzzer next door started
again. This tine it just kept on going and going forever

Down the hall four doors, Earle said, "Here it is. 1'lI
| eave you to it. Good luck."

"Thanks. | may need it."

"You know, Nick, | hope you don't mnd nme saying this, but
you don't |l ook too happy. |Is Ed a real good friend?"

Nick hesitated. "It's not that. It's his sister, Annette.
She hired ne. | hadn't seen her for about four years." N ck
| ooked away. "Since she wal ked out on ne."

Earl e nodded. "Well, best of luck on both counts.” He left

Nick in the office and cl osed the door behind him

Ni ck sat down at Ed's desk and opened the front drawer. He
pul | ed out a sandwi ch that |ooked like it had been left there
when the building was built. He dropped the sandwich into the
trash can. He | ooked farther into the drawer, using a ruler to
nove stuff aside.

He flipped through a stack of paper on top of the desk and
found not hi ng obvi ous.

Enpty handed, N ck wal ked back toward the entrance. As he
passed JimCurtis's office, with its door closed, the buzzer was
still going. N ck glanced around to see if anyone was | ooki ng.



He rapped the door once with the tip of his shoe, hard. The
buzzer stopped for a nonment, then resuned.

Chapter 5

The air was nuggy as N ck wal ked out of KSMY. Just down the
street, a man parked in a luxury car with power seats was slowy
bei ng crushed into the ceiling by the rising seat. N ck nmoved to
hel p, but at the last mnute, the man managed to get the seat to
stop rising, and he proceeded to crawl out the wi ndow.

Ni ck started across the street, wondering which universa
| aw covered al ways having to park on the other side of the street
from where he was goi ng, and wondering how all the people on this
si de had sonehow recei ved exenptions. He had just energed
bet ween two parked cars, when a sludge-brown Dodge truck wth
yel l ow snog-1ights just down the street suddenly began to
accelerate fast. By this tine of day, N ck was w de awake, and
he noticed the car while it was still several car |engths away.
He scranbled. He dived between two parked cars just before the
Dodge pl owed into one of them

Ni ck picked hinmself off the ground and wal ked toward the
damaged car, thinking that maybe nost cars should be naned
" Dodge. "

Behi nd t he wheel was a guy who needed a shave and possessed
a nose that |ooked red fromtoo nuch al cohol or sunburn. Before
Ni ck arrived, the man quickly switched a control on the dash, and
a dash sign changed from manual to autopil ot engaged.

Ni ck pull ed open the driver-side door

The driver |ooked up at Nick. "Man, are you okay? I|I'm
sorry. This thing just went out of control. What a nmess."
Ni ck | ooked down at his dusty pants. "lI'mfine. This keeps

me in shape, and it's not nearly as annoying as joggi ng. How
about you?"

The driver |ooked at his face in the rear-view nmirror and
touched his nose. "I'll be okay. I'mjust alittle dazed."

"Aren't we all?" Nick nmuttered. "Say, you'd probably better
get out of there pretty fast."

"Why, what's the--"

The man's words were cut off as the Dodge's air bag finally
blew up in his face. This bag nmust have had the | arge,
economny-si ze gas cani ster, because it blew up so far that it
knocked Ni ck backward before it expl oded.

* *x %

Ni ck drove along a business street. A bump in the road
switched the radio to classical. N ck banged on the dash, and
the station switched back to rock. He wiggled his finger inside
one ear, then hit the heel of his hand against the side of his
head.

An ambul ance fl ashed past, siren on, lights flashing.

As Nick drove by an apartment building, a man on the
sidewal k in a powered wheel chair was suddenly accelerated to warp
speed and ranmed into a collection of trash cans.

He knew he was getting close to the school, because he
passed "GQuns 'R Us." On the right, was a building with the
sign, "Hackers' Savings and Loan."

A few bl ocks later, Nick pulled up in front of Burbank Hi gh
School

Ni ck's footsteps echoed as he wal ked down the hall and
passed by a silent large box with lights, a lens, and a speaker
grill on the front. The box bore the |l egend, "Hall Nonitor."
The speaker grill suddenly came alive. "My | see your hall



pass, please?"

Ni ck stopped and patted his pockets. "Sorry, | nust have
left it in my other pants.” He started wal ki ng agai n.

"No, no, no! No one without a hall pass is allowed beyond
this checkpoint."

"Sorry. I'min a hurry. |1'mnot even a student."

Suddenly the hallway was filled with the sound of a machine
gun spraying bullets everywhere, mxed with the sound of heavy
artillery. N ck pulled his gun and crouched. Only an instant
later, he realized the sounds canme fromthe hall nonitor, and
he' d been had.

"Just kidding," said the hall nonitor as N ck noved cl oser
his gun still in his hand.

"Boy, you sure got me on that one. What a riot. Ha ha ha."

Ni ck started to wal k away again, and, as he left, he kicked
the hall nonitor wall-plug | oose fromthe wall-socket. The
machi ne gun noi ses started up again, but quickly dropped in pitch
and volume until the hall nonitor was quiet.

"Just kidding," N ck said, and he snmled. That was probably
the best time he'd ever had in a school

Two corridors away, Nick stopped at a room bearing the sign

"Room 156, Science." He peeked around the corner into the room
A bunch of bored high-school ers sat in desks, |istening
inattentively to the science teacher, an old | ady who coul d have
been teachi ng when Ni xon was in school. She wore black shoes
with |arge, raised heels.

"Al'l right," the science teacher said. "Wo can tell me why

nmount ai n ranges exist? Anyone."

Several students scrutinized their desktops. A pinply
over achi ever raised his hand.

"Yes, Danny?"

"The--ah--nountai n ranges were forned by the great flood.
Noah's flood."

A coupl e of the students | ooked vaguely skeptical. Severa
of the others | ooked comatose. Nick cringed.

"Danny, that's exactly right. Now what else is the CGenesis
flood responsible for?" Before anyone could raise a hand, the

sci ence teacher noticed Nick. "Yes, may | help you?"
"I hope so. | need to talk to Alex Taylor."
The science teacher hesitated. "Are you a drug deal er?"

Ni ck | ooked over his shoulder to see if anyone was behind
him He shook his head and hel d up one hand in a Boy Scout
sal ute

"Al'l right, Alex. But no nore than five mnutes."

Al ex Taylor rose and canme out to the hall. He was a gangly
kid, chewing gum H's brown hair stuck straight out fromhis
skull at every point, as though his head contained a |large static
generator instead of a brain nearly the size of a hanster's.

Nick said, "I'mtrying to find out where your father m ght
be, Alex."

"Why, what's he done?"

Ni ck frowned. "He was kidnapped. Didn't anyone tell you?"

"Ch, yeah. Right." Alex |ooked around. "Well, he ain't
" He jammed his hands into his pockets.
"Uh--yeah. Total agreenent. You got any idea at all where
he mi ght be?"

"Have you | ooked at kiss-nmy? He works there. Mybe they
took himthere."

"I've been there.”

"You know, you could just turn on the TV. He's there a lot,

her e.



and you just mght see him"
Ni ck sighed. "Yeah, well, Alex, you' ve been a very big
hel p. Really. Thanks very much" He started to wal k away, but
Al ex called after him
"Hey, | got three nore mnutes."
"That's great. Probably you should lie down for a mnute.
| can imagine this has probably been a pretty grueling experience

for you."

Nick | eft Al ex behind and continued down the hall. The next
roomwas | abeled "Al gebra,” and the teacher was tal king solemly
to his class. "W are gathered here together to talk about a
subj ect He woul d have wanted you all to learn well. Yes, I'm
tal ki ng about al gebra. Yea verily, | say unto you..."

Ni ck shook his head and kept on wal king. The next room
| abel ed "Physics," was noi sy even before he reached it. Instead
of having desks, the students sat in pews. The teacher was
shouting in a rich, pulpit voice. "E equals MC squared! Do you
bel i eve?"

The cl ass shouted in unison, "W believe!"

Ni ck wiggled a finger in one ear and tapped on the side of
his head. |If there was anything he believed in, it was
gar bage-in, garbage-out. He took the turn into the |obby. There
a glass case held a picture of the school nascot, a penguin.
Next to it sat a confessional booth.

Through the glass walls to the principal's office, N ck saw
the principal pacing in a circle. The rosy-cheeked nan wore a
bi shop's hat and a red robe, and held a scepter

Qutside, the air felt clamy. N ck wal ked down the
sidewal k, trying to decide what to do next. He was alnost to his
car when, down the street, a car exploded, and nearby people
started toward it. Nick shook his head and got into his car. He
sat there a mnute before he finally put the key in the ignition

"Your seat belt is unfastened,"” the car said. |Its tone
seenmed possessive and protective.

Ni ck fastened his seat belt.

"Your door isn't latched."

Ni ck opened the door and slamed it shut.

"Your fly is open.”

Ni ck | ooked down.

"Made you | ook."

* *x %

As Nick drove, a fire truck flashed passed him siren on

M nutes later, as he sat stopped at a school crossing,
anot her runaway car, this one speeding straight through the
crossing, sent children running for safety in all directions. A
yout hful crossing guard gave the runaway car a rude gesture.

A school bus parked on the street had its doors cl anped
tight on a squirmng school kid. The kid frantically kicked his
| egs, which dangl ed out the door

Chapter 6

Nick pulled into a parking space in front of the hospita
across the street. The parking neter read, "Violation" unti
Ni ck banged the neter sideways with his fist. The violation flag
went down, setting the meter to, "One Hour."

Ni ck winced as a teenage girl with an incredibly | oud boom
box passed the nearby "Quiet Zone" sign. She wal ked by three
cars in a row, and the windows in each car shattered at the
sound.

On the sidewal k sat a vendi ng rmachi ne bearing the | abel



"Ml practice | nsurance."
"Hey, buddy," said the nachine. "You got the right tinme?"

"Yeah. It's about one."
"Thanks. You going in for an operation?"
"Nope. "

"Never mind."

I nside, Nick was wal ki ng past the emergency desk when a
paramedic rolled in an injured wonan.

"I"'mafraid this one's a croaker,"” the paramedic said to the
nurse. He glanced around the room as though he had ot her things
on his mnd

The nurse stood up fast and put her hands on her hips. "Who
do you think you are? God? It's not for you to casually decide
if that patient lives or dies. That's what doctors are for."

As the paranedi c wheel ed the patient away, the patient
lifted her head up weakly and gave the paranedic an obscene

gesture.
Ni ck approached the nurse. "I'mlooking for Carla Taylor."
"Why? VWhat's she done?" The nurse | ooked suspicious.
"Not hing that | know of. |I'mjust here to visit her."

"Up the stairs around the corner that way. Room 350."

Nick started for the stairs. Al the way to the corner, he
could feel the nurse's stare in the mddle of his back. Feeling
nore confortable after he had | eft her sight, he peered into an
operating room A team of gowned people stood around the
operating table, watching the doctor as she held a scal pel and
she carefully cut into the patient. The doctor's digital wi st
wat ch alarm went off, and she instinctively nmoved her hands to
turn it off.

Bl ood spurted an amazi ng di stance out of the patient's body,
and everyone got really busy, especially the guy who got squirted
in the face.

Carla Taylor's roomwas a double. According to the note
out si de the door, she occupied the bed nearest the door. Another
pati ent was apparently asleep in the other bed despite the
tel evision being on. Next to the far bed stood a man trying to
open a bottle of pills.

On the television was a newsbreak with Howard and Conni e.

Howard sai d, "Another offshore oil rig | eak has been

detected at a Mbgo platformin the Pacific. It went unnoticed
for alnost two weeks due to the already high levels of oil in
that region.” He was no |longer wearing his digital watch

Conni e continued, "OPEC, the G| Producing and Extorting
Countries, issued a statement condeming the pollution. CQur
roving reporter, Melanie Wirtham is on the scene of the | atest
spill."

The view switched to Melanie. She stood on a dark
substance. "Mbdgo issued a public apol ogy today, and have stated
that cleanup crews will be reaching the area you can see here as
soon as they finish the cleanup operations in the Potomac. Like,
this is Melanie Wrtham speaking to you fromfour mles off the
coast of California. Really."

Mel ani e wal ked toward the camera. Her smile tightened as
her feet came | oose fromthe dark substance with a soft sucking
sound only after nuch resistance, and it became obvi ous that she
was standing on solidified oil sludge. A small dirty child was
building a castle in the sludge. Near the child, two sun-bathers
lay on towels that showed the oil seeping through. Beyond them
a sign said, "Keep off the water."

Carla Taylor switched the television off with the renote



control. The TV turned itself on again, so Carla had to turn it
off a second tine. She watched the set intently for a noment
bef ore | ooki ng up. She was a redhead, her hair done in the spiky
curls that was nore fashi onabl e anong teenagers. She | ooked
sl eepy.

"Carla Taylor?" N ck said.

"Yes."
"“I"m Ni ck Naught. Your husband's sister hired ne to try to
find himsince the police are so busy. | thought perhaps you

could help ne."

Carla's attention was suddenly caught by the man standi ng
next to her roommate's bed. He was still trying unsuccessfully
to open a prescription bottle, and the child-proof cap was really
getting to him He began to get really energetic, and finally he
shouted, "Damm it all!"

As his face turned red, the man gave it one nore trenendous
effort. The cap suddenly cane off the bottle, and pills went
flying. In an effort to save a few of the pills, he lunged and
accidentally ranmed the over-the-bed tray against the bed, where,
despite his efforts to save it, a pitcher of water flooded onto
the patient. The patient, a young girl, sat up suddenly and was
caught in the forehead by the man's el bow as he sw vel ed. The
girl was knocked out cold.

"Who's that?" N ck asked.

"That's Dr. Kennedy. M surgeon.™

Ni ck took a deep breath, w shing he had read the fine print
on his health mai ntenance plan and w shing he knew where he woul d
be admitted if the occasion arose. He asked, "What are you in
for?"

"Well, at first | just wanted to have a wart renoved. But
we got to talking, and | signed up for this new procedure to
i nprove ny menory. It was just a twenty-m nute operation, and
I"malnost fully recovered already. |It's supposed to inprove ny
short-termmenory, ny long-termnmenory, my learning rate
and--did | nmention short-term menory?"

"Yes. You did."

"And did | mention short-term menory?"

"Ms. Taylor, | need to ask you--"

"Why did you call ne Ms.?"

Nick felt sick. "This isn't going to work, is it?"

"I don't think so. FEr--what isn't going to work?"

"Just lie quietly. | hope | didn't upset you." N ck
started to | eave.

"Yes, I'mfine," Carla said.

Dr. Kennedy, still cleaning up, dropped the pitcher on his

toe. He used sonme words Nick had never heard before, and N ck
wondered if they were nedical jargon

Ni ck retraced his path, feeling unproductive. |n another
operating room he passed, a nedical team surrounded a patient on
the operating table. The heart nonitor was beeping at the right
interval, but suddenly it stopped. The nedical team began to
pack it in.

The patient's head rose. He | ooked panicked at seeing
everyone | eaving. He |ooked over at the heart nonitor that said
he was dead. Hi s nouth worked soundlessly. He clutched his
chest and fell back to the table, apparently dead. The heart
noni tor started beepi ng again.

As Nick exited the hospital, a neterperson had just reached
his car. The nmeter still said "One hour." The neterperson
pul l ed out a small rubber mallet and whacked the meter lightly.



The "Viol ation" flag came back up, and the meterperson proceeded
to wite a ticket. As Nick took the ticket and got into his car
t he neterperson grinned and nade one hand into a gun, as though
to say gotcha

Chapter 7

Ni ck kept a frequent watch on the rear-view mirror as he
drove, not wanting to be rear-ended by an emergency vehicle. He
passed First Chapel of Elvis. For a weekday, it |ooked fairly
busy. A group of four people in white pants with sequins were
j ust going inside.

Ni ck caught the flashing light in the rear-viewmrror in
time to pull to the right. A car flashed past, red lights
spinning, its siren on. On the side of the car was a sign
saying, "Pizza."

Ni ck gained on a tanker truck bearing a sign saying,
"Caution, Nuclear Waste." Fromthe back of the truck | eaked a
steady stream of brown fluid. N ck pulled out far enough to see
the reflected view of the driver, who wore a gas mask and
headphones. Nick sl owed down to give the truck lots of space and
tried to keep his wheels straddling the flow

M nutes later, as he neared the office, he approached an
i ntersection showing a green light.

Approaching the same intersection, fromthe cross street,
was a large truck. The traffic light for the truck was green
also. N ck's car grew closer and closer to the intersection,
mai ntai ning full speed. Finally it was obvious to the truck
driver that Nick's car was not stopping for the light. The
driver gave the horn a long bl ast.

At the sound of the horn, N ck took his eyes away fromthe
rear-view mrror, and suddenly realized the truck was about to
broadside him He janmed on the brakes. His car skidded
si deways, and the truck sped past, just mssing N ck's bunper.

Ni ck yelled, "ldiot!" As he yelled, he heard the truck
driver call himsonething even less flattering.

The car said, "Take it easy, big boy."

Ni ck pull ed over to assess the damage. From where he
parked, he could see the light fromboth directions. It was
green in both. As he watched, one direction went instantly from
green to red, and a pick-up truck had to slamon its brakes.

In a van parked in a near-by parking lot, Dennis Cotton, the
red-nosed man who had al nbst hit N ck earlier in the day, watched
as Nick got out of his car and wal ked around it. Dennis raised a
car phone to his mouth. "Dam it! | thought we had him"

Denni s hung up, started the van engi ne, and headed toward
the exit. On his way out of the parking |lot, he saw a shiny car
parked diagonally and taking up two parking spots. Wth only the
barest hesitation, Dennis deliberately veered close and creased
the car door with his bunmper. Satisfied at havi ng done sonet hi ng
productive this tine, he said, "I always wanted to do that."

* *x %

On the way through his building | obby, N ck passed a nan
with his hand stuck in the newspaper vendi ng machi ne. The guy
tried unsuccessfully to get |oose, as the doornman | ooked for the
right tool to fix the problem N ck waited for the elevator, the
| obby too noisy for his taste because a custoner was bangi ng on
the cof fee nachi ne.

* *x %

In Nick's enpty office, the phone rang, and the phone
answerer clicked on. "N ck Naught private investigations. M.



Naught is out of the office, making the world safe for capitalism
and the IRS, so please | eave a nessage." Beep

"Ni ck Naught. N ck Naught, who's there? Sorry.
shouldn't do that. M. Naught, this is the lottery comm ssion
Qur records show you have a winning ticket. You need to produce
it by five today to claimthe five nillion dollars. Please cal
us."

Not five seconds after the phone answerer clicked off, N ck
entered the office. He pressed a button on the phone answerer,
and the machine said, "Sorry. No nessages."

Ni ck sat down at his desk. He picked the clock out of the

wast ebasket. It still read 2:30 AM He dropped it back in.
The phone rang, and he picked it up. "Hello."
The phone answerer message started up again. "N ck Naught
private--"

"I'"ve got it," N ck said.
"Sorry. You don't have to yell."

Annette's voice cane on the line. "I'mglad | caught you,
Nick. | wondered if you'd found out anything yet."

Ni ck | ooked at his watch. "To tell you the truth, this case
is going alittle slower than normal. |'ve checked at the office

and with his wife and son. They both nust have had a few knots
in the old unbilical cord.”

"Maybe there's something at the house that would help. |
could neet you there."

"Al'l right. But I'mstarved, so l'mgoing to swing by Big
Burger. Meet you at the house in an hour and a hal f?"

"Right."

A nmoment after N ck hung up, the phone rang again. Nick
picked it up. "Hello."

The phone answerer message started up again. "N ck Naught
private--"

"I"ve got it."

The answerer said, "I knew that."

"M . Naught, this is G David Chamess. |'ve been trying to

establish contact with you for days. W comunicated |ast week
regarding ny client's inmpending suit identifying you as the
defendant." 1In the |awer's office, his desk stretched al npst
the full width of his office. Behind himwas a wall-to-wall,
floor-to-ceiling bookcase entirely filled with books with

i denti cal bindings.

"Hang on a minute, okay?" N ck opened a desk drawer and
retrieved an auto translator with one knob and a screen on it.
The screen currently said, "French." Nick set the device on top
of the desk, attached a cord to the phone, and turned the knob
The screen changed rapidly to "German," then to "Doctor,"
"Politician," "Punk," and finally to "Lawer."

Ni ck said, "Don't you think "inpending suit' is alittle
strong? 'Petty harassnent' would be closer.”

"I don't think you fully appreciate the enornmous gravity of
the circunstances in which you find yourself envel oped.”

The auto-translator screen said, "I'mserious."
Ni ck | eaned back. "Can you speak up? The connection is
fading."

"My client proposes to prosecute to the maxi mum extent of
the pertinent statutes."
The auto-transl ator screen said, "He wants everything he can
get."
"“I'"'m having trouble taking this whole thing seriously. |

nmean the guy was hol ding up a convenience store. He had a gun



The owner and a customer can back up ny story. And can you speak
| ouder? This connection is terrible."

The lawyer's raised his voice to nearly a shout. "ln actua
poi nt of fact, the weapon in question was a facsinmle, one
fabricated fromnol ded plastic and acquired at a K-Mart.

The auto-transl ator screen said, "The gun was fake."

"Sure. But how was | to know that? And can you speak
| ouder ?"

The | awyer was actually shouting by now "That's precisely
my contention. You were not appraised of the full extent of the
situation. Yet you proceeded to wound the plaintiff with a
projectile weapon."

The auto-translator screen said, "You shot him"

"What ? Louder."

The | awyer sounded near apopl exy from shouting so | oud.

"You willfully caused ny client substantial pain and suffering by
your wanton di sregard for his unalienable rights.”

The auto-translator screen said, "He missed a hot date. His
toe hurts. And he didn't get the noney."

Ni ck was enjoying hinself. He had the tel ephone receiver
held at armis length. He brought the nouthpi ece closer and

muf fled his voice with his hand. "I'mhaving a devil of a tine
hearing you. Maybe you should call back on another line."
"Al'l right. | will do just that."

Ni ck hung up the phone and wal ked out the door. Behind him
t he phone began to ring.

Chapter 8

The sun had al nost broken through the snbg as Nick drove. A
police car overtook him and flashed past with its siren on. Not
five seconds | ater, another police car flashed past, siren on
goi ng the opposite direction

Ni ck drove through a nei ghborhood so poor that all the
houses had satellite dishes in the front yards.

Ni ck was on schedul e when he pulled into the restaurant

parking. In a car next to the drive-in speaker, a custoner
screamed, "Burger and fries!"
From the speaker grill came a heavily garbled, "What?"

The custoner burned rubber |eaving the drive-in w ndow.

Ni ck parked well away fromthe drive-in exit and went
i nsi de.

He was exam ning the nenu on the table when a disturbing
shadow fell over the table top. The shadow seened to be a person
with a gun in one hand. Nick flinched. He |ooked up and saw
Annette with her handbag. The gun shadow had just been a trick
of the light. Annette's gaze took in the shadow and N ck's
reaction. She maneuvered her fingers and made a shadow of an
AK-47 assault rifle.

Annette said, "I had to go this same way, so | thought 1'd
join you. 1Is that all right?"

"It's still a free country." N ck traced a line with one
finger on the counter top. "And | suppose conmpany woul dn't hurt.

These fast food places al ways seemso sterile to ne."
Behind Nick a waiter dropped a sandwi ch on the floor, picked
it up, dusted it off, and continued nonchal antly on his way.
Annette | ooked at the nenu. "I know what you nean. |It's
like you could eat off the floor."
"You know what you want ?"
Annette | ooked at Nick just a little too | ong before she
gl anced back at the nenu. "Sure. Do you?"



"Yeah." Nick pressed a button near the speaker grill. He
wondered if Annette's hesitation mght have neant she had sone
second thoughts about |eaving him They had argued nore than he
had i ked, but when things were going smoothly he had felt nore
confortable than he ever had, before or after. He said nothing,
and tried to suppress the thoughts. Wy torment hinself?
Probably she had just been decidi ng between the CGol den Bun and
t he Bi ggi e Burgie.

A moment | ater the order taker replied in a voice garbled
al nost beyond recognition. "Are you ready to order?"

"Yes. We'd like one--" he | ooked where Annette pointed on
the nmenu "--nunber twelve and a coffee. And one number eight and
a glass of water."

The order taker hesitated. "What?"

Ni ck faced the mcrophone and spoke slowy. "One nunber
twel ve and a coffee. And one nunber eight and a gl ass of water."

"What ?"

Ni ck sighed. "Never mind." To Annette he said, "I'Il be

back. "

Ni ck rolled up his sleeves and rose. He wal ked back to the
counter where sign said, "Manual Orders." There was a line.

A few nminutes later, Nick carried a tray back to the table.
As he passed a teenager at the serve-yourself drink refil
station, the machine shot a couple of ice cubes in an arc. The
t eenager backed up, trying to catch themin the cup, and ran into
a restaurant enployee carrying a large stack of trays. The
enpl oyee was knocked of f bal ance. He staggered toward a nearby
swi ngi ng door, struggling to keep the trays fromfalling. Just
as everything appeared under control, another enployee cane
t hrough the sw ngi ng doors fast enough to knock the trays over
The trays fell and spread out over half the area of the floor

A custoner at an automatic coffee di spenser paid no
attention to the clatter, but instead stared at the brown sl udge
oozing into his cup.

Ni ck reached the table and sat down. "All taken care of.
This sure is a noisy place."

"A lot noisier than some South Seas island woul d be, huh?"

"Ch, the poster in my office?"

"Yes. | take it you'd rather be there?"

"What, rather be in ny office?" Nick asked. "No, | know you
mean on an island. There are tines when the idea's really

appealing. |'ve started to have this recurring dream about a
sai |l boat in water so clean you can put your hand init."

"That does sound nice." Annette inspected her neal. "Where
did we go wong, N ck?"

"I really wish I knew." He |ooked at her, but she woul dn't

neet his gaze.

From a speaker at a nearby table the order taker's |oud
voi ce said, "What?" The person at that table got up and started
toward the nmanual order counter

* *x %

Dusk was conming on as Nick and Annette exited the
restaurant. The sun no | onger had the energy to punch through
the snog, but it nade a browni sh-yellow glow in the west.

"We could just take ny car to your brother's house," Nick
sai d.

"Sure."

Ni ck wal ked in silence, irritated at hinmself for letting his
mnd drift to the way things had been before she wal ked out.

Nick tried his key in the lock, but it didn't work. He



frowned and | ooked up.

He had stopped at the wong car. This one, although the
i dentical nodel, belonged to sonmeone else. H s car was right
next to it.

After opening the right door, Nick held it for Annette, then
wal ked around to his side. The engine stared snoothly.

The breathy car voice said, "Your headlights are off."

Ni ck turned on the headlights.

"You're | ow on gas."

Ni ck tapped the digital gauge.

"So. Who's the binbo?"

Annette gave Nick a slow, hard stare.

Monents after they had driven away, the owner of the car
next to Nick's returned. He got in and turned his key in the
ignition. The engine didn't start, but instead the car began to
fill with blue slime. The man banged on the car door and
wi ndows, but he couldn't get out.

Chapter 9

Ni ck finished punping gas, and pulled out the self-serve
punp nozzle. The price per gallon on the punp read $7.50, and he
had put over $200 into the car. As N ck hung up the nozzle, he
t hunped the gas punp dial, and it dropped to $150.

He put the gas cap back on as the car voice bel ched.

"Excuse ne."

Ni ck shook his head and fed his credit card into the nachine
next to the punp.

Two stations down from Nick, a young guy with a digita
wat ch punped gas into a CGeneral N ppon Tracer. His watch beeped,
and he reflexively pulled his armtoward him punping gas al
over hinself in the process.

Ni ck got back in the car and drove off. Ten seconds |ater
a van pulled through in his wake. Driving the van was the
tattooed strong guy who had been after Annette. As he began to
accelerate after Nick, the driver flipped a lit cigarette out his
wi ndow. From behi nd hi mcane a whoonp! Dazzling Iight reflected
of f the shiny surfaces, and from sonmewhere in the brilliance cane
a startled Yel p!

* *x %

Street lights were lit as Nick and Annette traveled along a
residential street. Darkness had brought little relief fromthe
heat .

Annette took a deep breath. "What a beautiful night."

Down a side street, a car careened out of control

The car said, "It's thirty-one degrees Cel sius."
N ck | ooked over at Annette. "Yeah, it sure is.”
"Alight wind is out of the southwest,"” said the car.

Annette rai sed her eyebrows. "Am| inmagining things, or
does your car seema little jeal ous?"

"An autompbile? Don't be silly."

The car said, "That's telling her, N ck."

* *x %

Ni ck and Annette pulled up near Ed Taylor's house. N ck
couldn't park directly in front of the house because the
aut omatic, overwatering-proof sprinkler systemwas busily
spraying the street. Not a drop was going on the grass. Nick
and Annette got out and started up the driveway.

Annette said, "I should be able to get us by the security
system | made arrangenents for their son to stay with friends
until Carla gets out of the hospital or we find Ed."



"Probably not in that order."

A lighted panel next to the front door held a keypad. Above
it was a speaker grille for the voi ce-operated house-security
system

"Hello," said the gravel -voiced security system

"Hello," said Annette. To N ck, she said, "First you have
to key in the right sequence. Then it will ask for a password.”
She typed in a five-digit numnber.

The security systemsaid, "Sorry. Try it again."

Annette | ooked puzzled. She tried the nunber again.

"No. Try it again." The security system sounded testy.

Annette tried the nunber again.

Irritated this tinme, the security system said, "Come on
Try it again.”

Annette tried the nunber again.

"G ve nme a bugging break! It's five eight five one four."

Annette tried the new nunber.

"Very good! Now what's the blasted password?"

Annette whi spered, "Filmat eleven."

"What ?"

Annette raised her voice slightly. "Filmat eleven."

"What ?'

Annette | ooked flustered at the idea of yelling the secret
password into the quiet night air. She | ooked around.

Ni ck nudged her aside and hit his flattened pal mhard
agai nst the speaker grill.

"Wl conme! " said the security system The door latch clicked
and the door swung open

Ni ck and Annette wal ked slowy into the dark foyer.

"I just had a thought," Nick said. "They don't have a dog,
do t hey?"

“No. Just a cat."

Even whil e Annette spoke, the cat cried out as N ck stepped
onits tail.

By the time Annette flicked on a light switch, the cat had
al ready scampered to safety.

They wal ked cautiously into the tidy kitchen and flipped on
the light switch. A sudden whir froma bl ender near the sink
cane on with the light.

Ni ck flipped the Ilight off. The blender went off.

Nick flipped the light on. The blender whir started again.

Ni ck and Annette relaxed a little. N ck went over to the
blender. He turned it off and simultaneously the toaster ejected
two burned pieces of toast.

In the living room Annette flipped on the light switch. At
t he phone answerer, Nick paused and pushed the button

"Four nessages," The answerer said.

Beep.

"Hey, Alex, this is Richard. 1|'ve got a problemw th nunber
ei ght on the geometry homework. When you worked it out, how nany
angel s did you think could dance on the head of a pin?"

Beep.

"M. Taylor, this is Mchelle Cark at the library. 1've
had to reshel ve the computer books you've been working with. If
you need t hem again, just ask."

Beep.

"Alex, | just wanted to rem nd you to do your honeworKk.

"Il be hone soon. Love, Mom"

Beep.

"Alex, | just wanted to rem nd you to do your honeworKk.



"Il be hone soon. Love, Mom"

Ni ck shook his head.

Ni ck and Annette noved into another room and approached a
tabl e covered with conmputer equi pnent, including a nodemand a
tel ephone. The conputer was off.

Ni ck said, "This |ooks like an expensive collection of
equi pnent . "

"He's serious about his hobby."

They searched the stacks of printouts on the table, finding
nothing that |ooked like it could help.

As they continued the search in another room Annette said,
"I"ve heard Ed tal k about a wall safe. | wonder where it m ght
be. "

"We could try there.” N ck pointed at a wall adorned with
several small paintings. Al but one were reasonably positioned.
The odd one was over-large. It hung right in the upper corner of
the roomand featured a picture of a wall safe.

They swung the picture aside and exposed a wall safel

"Vell, well,"” Nick said. "Wat do we have here?"

"A wall safe,"” the safe said

Ni ck turned to Annette. "Any idea of the conbination?"

"Sorry," she said.

"What's your brother's birthday?"

"July 30, 1975."

Nick tried 7-30-75.

"Sorry," said the safe. "Try again."

Ni ck said, "What's Carla's birthday?"

"Uh, March 26, sanme year."

Nick tried the new conbi nation

"Mssed it by that much," the safe said.

"Whi ch nunber was wrong?"

"You don't think I'mso stupid that I'mgoing to tell you
the conbination is seventy-five, three, twenty-six do you?"

Ni ck and Annette grinned at each other. N ck tried the new
conbi nati on and t he safe opened.

Ni ck pulled out the contents. The safe contained nothing

but issues of 1990's com c books. "Momisn't going to throw
t hese babi es out, huh?"
In the kitchen on the way out, Annette said, "I can't

believe it. W couldn't even find the cat. And we know it's
here.”

"Maybe we can learn sonmething at the library. And forget
the cat. I'msure it's just fine.

They noved into the foyer and turned out the light. As they
wal ked the two feet to the front door, sonething slid under
Ni ck's foot, and the cat cried out again.

* *x %

Ni ck and Annette pulled away fromthe Tayl or house. The
sprinkler was still watering the street. Little sensors stuck
into the soil were undoubtedly sending the nessage that the |awn
hadn't had enough water yet.

In the distance, an engine started up and headlights flicked
on. The van fromthe gas station reversed direction and started
to follow, but just as the van was going in the right direction
a dog wal ked into the street and sat down right in front of the
van's headlights.

The van stopped suddenly, and the driver honked the horn
The dog stayed right where it was.

Chapter 10



Ni ck passed a parked police car

Only seconds later, the police car cane to life, lights on
motor racing, and it started to follow Its siren canme on

N ck's car said, "Fuzz at six o'clock."

Ni ck | ooked in the rear-view mrror and saw the fl ashi ng
l[ights. "What now?" He |ooked at Annette and pulled over

The police car stopped three car |engths back

The cop driving got out of his door, and crouched behind it,
gun dr awn.

The second cop | ooked over fromthe passenger seat. He
fini shed nmunching a donut and threw the box in the back seat with
the rest of the boxes. He |ooked over at his partner and said,
"You know, he can still shoot your feet." He licked his fingers.

The first cop clinbed back in the car and angl ed his gun out
the wi ndow | eft-handedly. He pulled a bullhorn out and tried to
use it at the sane tine, sticking his head out the w ndow
awkwardly. "This is the police. Get out of the car. Lean
against it with your hands spread."

Ni ck and Annette opened their respective doors and got out.
They | eaned agai nst Nick's car, hands spread obediently.

The cops cautiously approached, weapons drawn. One cop
covered each of them

"I need to see your driver's license, sir

the first cop
sai d.

"I't"s inmy wallet in my back pocket. What's this al
about, officer?"

"Qur database shows your car as a stolen vehicle. Suspects
arnmed and dangerous. The database said to shoot on sight, so
don't test your |uck."

"There's got to be sone m stake. Does she | ook dangerous to

you?" N ck hesitated. "Ckay, don't answer that."
The cop retrieved the wallet, and | ooked at the |icense.
"Just a minute, please." He gestured for the other cop to cover

them both while he went back to their car to use the police
radi o.
He picked up the m ke, then rubbed it on his pants leg to

renove the donut sugar. "This is car fifty-four. W've got a
ten twenty-six here. | need a ten twenty-eight on a M. Nick
Naught . "

A voi ce cane over the air from headquarters, heavily
garbl ed. "Wat?"
"I said this is car fifty-four. W' ve got a ten twenty-six

here. | need a ten twenty-eight on a Ni ck Naught."
n W]at ?ll
"I have a suspect in custody. | need vehicle registration

i nformation on a Nick Naught."

"Why didn't you say so?"

As Nick | eaned agai nst the car, he wondered if he knew
anyone who would pull a practical joke like this, or if the
pol i ce database really was that messed up

Monents later the cop returned fromthe police car. "All
right, you two. You can stand up straight. Goddam dat abase.™

Ni ck and Annette gl anced at each other and rel axed.

The cop wote out a ticket and handed it to Nick along with
his wallet.

"What's this?" N ck asked.

"Aticket. Your driver's license expired | ast week."

* *x %

The library parking ot was nostly enpty by the tine Nick
and Annette parked and started wal king toward the entrance.



"What a day," Nick said. He rubbed the back of his neck

"It's been like this all day?"

"What a year."

Ni ck held back at the turnstile inside to let Annette go
first. As she passed through the turnstile, it popped into the
next rotation so quickly that it snapped her on the rear

Annette | ooked back suspiciously, and N ck spread his hands
in an "lI'minnocent" gesture.

The reference section was as quiet as the parking lot. N ck
| ooked for the conputer books, while Annette took a detour to
talk to a librarian.

M nutes later, Annette found Nick trying to decide what to
ook at first. She said, "Here's the Iist of the books he had
checked out. What are we | ooking for?"

"I don't know," N ck said. "Dog-eared pages, underlining,
what ever . "

They opened book after book. N ck pulled an issue of Mad
Magazi ne of f the shelf, puzzled by its presence there, and put it
back.

"Nick, look at this." Annette held a book, inside which
were al nost a dozen sheets of paper, each with apparently random
sets of widely spaced letters on them

Ni ck said, "Looks like a clue to me. But what do you nake
of it?"

"No idea."

A pronounced footfall sounded in the otherw se silent
library.

"Let's get out of here," N ck said. "That can't be the
cat."

On the way out, Nick again let Annette go first through the
turnstile. This tine, the turnstile operated nornmally, but Nick
i ndul ged an inpul se and patted her on the rear

Annette | ooked around quickly, and N ck spread his hands in
the "lI'minnocent" gesture. He pointed at the turnstile.

Ni ck wal ked two nore steps before he saw a turnstile
reflection in a glass door, and he realized Annette nust have
been able to see himthen. He slapped his pal magainst his
f or ehead.

As they exited the library, Annette had a wy snile on her
lips.

From the distance cane the sound of a siren. Another noise,
a softer sound, acconpanied the siren, but it took N ck a second
to realize where it was comng from He grabbed Annette's hand
and pull ed her along, just as an inconming whistle increased in
vol ume, and a baby grand piano crashed to the ground exactly
where they had stood seconds earlier. Sheet nusic fluttered away
in the breeze.

"Holy Scheherazade!" Nick said, |ooking at the rubble.

"Ch, ny God!"
"You have any enemies in the L. A Phil harnonic?"
"No. "

"Well, we nissed death by piano by that much. Let's get out
of here."

After they were safely in the car and a bl ock away, Annette
said, "No chance that was an acci dent?"

"Maybe with an upright, but a baby grand? No way."

* *x %

Nick | et Annette out next to her car in the restaurant
parking lot. "I can follow you to wherever you're staying, just
in case," he said. "Sonmehow they followed us there."



"I"'mstaying at the Red Moon Inn, but 1'Il be all right.
You take care of yourself."

"Right. 1'Il call you tonmorrow. And, Annette--you be
careful, too. | don't want anything to happen to you."

Annette reached over and touched Nick's hand. Tenderly she
said, "M, neither."

* *x %

As Nick watched her tail lights recede, he sighed. He
didn't turn to get into his car until the tiny red lights were
lost in the snog.

Chapter 11

The el evator in N ck's apartnent building was silent except
for a soft hiss of ventilation. N ck |eaned against the wall and
wat ched the floor indicator rise to his floor. The elevator
st opped.

For a | ong nonent the doors remained closed. The
ventil ation hiss seenmed to increase in volune.

"You going to open the doors?" N ck asked finally.

The el evator's voice was ultra-calm "I'msorry, Dave. |I'm
afraid I can't do that."

Ni ck sighed. "Oh, come on, I|I'mtired."

The doors opened.

* *x %

Ni ck entered his apartment, exhausted. He |ocked three
separate | ocks on the inside of the door and pressed a button. A
panel lit up, saying, "Al arm engaged."

On the living roomwall was another |arge poster of a South
Seas island. This one was twice as |large as the poster in his
bedr oom

Ni ck turned out the light and stunbled into the bedroom
where he crashed onto the bed, clothes still on. It took him
only nmonents to fall asleep

Approxi mately an hour later, N ck was sleeping soundly, his
breath a series of sighs. A door squeaked softly as it opened,
then the sound of muted whispering filtered into the bedroom

Suddenly a light flashed on, exposing N ck |ying on the bed.

VWhile Nick was still groggy, a pair of hands grabbed and
restrai ned hi mwhile another pair of hands sprayed an aerosol can
in his face.

* *x %

Ni ck's arnms hurt, as he woke up unconfortably. He couldn't
see much because of the bright Iight hanging near his face, but
he coul d see various instrunments of torture against the dungeon
wal | s.

He sat in a straight-backed chair, bound with thick ropes.

From t he shadows, two business-suited nen approached. Both
had mean, pinched faces with dark eyes and dark stubble show ng.
Both wore white shirts.

The taller man said, "You have the right to remain silent--"

"Cut that nonsense," said the other. "You forget who we
are?"

"Sorry."

"M . Naught, you've caused us a lot of trouble."

"Who the hell are you guys?" N ck demanded.

"W see thousands of people |like you every year. You think
you're so great, above it all. Well, you're not. And we're
going to get what's coming to us, one way or another." The man

showed what he had in his hands: a thunbscrew. The taller nman



brandi shed a whi p.

"CGet what?" Nick asked. "What have you got com ng?"

"Sure, M. Naught. Pretend you don't know. W expected
nothing less fromyou."

"Who the hell are you guys anyway? Just tell me what's
goi ng on."

"Ch, go on," said the taller one. "Tell him Dan."

The other man pulled out his wallet and flipped it open to a
badge. "We're the Internal Revenue Service, M. Naught. And
we're going to get what you owe us, one way or another."

"The IRS? You've got to be kidding ne."

"W never kid, M. Naught. About anything."

Ni ck | ooked at the ceiling. "Is this revolting, or what?"

The agents noved cl oser, nenacingly.

Nick said, "Wait a minute. Wit a mnute. How nuch do
owe you anyway?"

The taller man | ooked at his conpanion. "I don't know. [I'd
have to look it up."

"Wll, doit. W've got all the time in the world."

The I RS agent noved to a conputer term nal and punched a few
keys. The video term nal nmade the nmechani cal sound a huge |ine
printer would make as the screen scrolled.

"It says here on your return fromfour years ago you
illegally rounded your office supplies deductions from $156. 24 up
to $157. Your check was therefore short by one dollar."

N ck was astonished. He said, "A dollar? One Goddamn
dollar? I'Il give you a Goddamm dollar. Let nme get to ny
wal let. 1'll give you a Goddam ten dollars."

"Bad m stake, M. Naught. Never, ever, try to bribe an
official of the IRS."

"I"'msorry. | lost ny head. Just let ne get to ny wallet,
and I'Il give you the dollar. Al right?"

The shorter agent asked his partner, "Is there anything in
the rul es about this?"

"No. | think it's permissible to pay a bal ance due anount
in cash.”

"Damm. "

The taller agent smled and said, "As |long as you're here,
woul d you care to contribute to the presidential canpaign fund?"

* *x %

The front door to Nick's apartnent opened, and Nick was
shoved through. He managed to catch his balance without falling
on the floor, but he janmed one shin hard into the coffee table,
and he wi nced.

The shorter I RS agent straightened his collar and said,
"Just you watch your step, M. Naught. You m ss another audit,
and we'll be on your case. You bl eeding-heart |ong-form scum
make ne sick."

Chapter 12

In Nick's enpty office, the phone rang. The phone answerer
clicked on. "N ck Naught private investigations. M. Naught is
sleeping | ate, so please | eave a nmessage."

Beep.
"Are you the Nick Naught who's the cousin of George Baunman?
If you are, |'ve got a very large inheritance for youu Gve ne a

call at 555-1212."

Just as the phone answerer clicked off, N ck entered the
office. He pressed a button on the answerer.

"Sorry. No nessages," it said.



Ni ck | ooked suspicious for a nonment. Then he shook his head
and said, "Nah."

He picked up the phone and dialed a very | ong nunmber.

"Hey, Ron," he said when the call was answered. "N ck here.
You still owe nme a favor."

"Sure. Nanme it."

"There's a chance that someone's trying to cause a little

trouble for me. Wuld you find out if Mke Johannson is still in
the coop? He's the only person | can think of that holds a
grudge. "

"When do you want the answer?"

"Just leave a nessage if I'mnot here. 1've got an errand
to run."

* *x %

Nick waited in line while a bored woman |icense clerk waited
on peopl e ahead of him He wondered which one of them owned the
car out front that had bent over a parking neter

VWen he finally reached the head of the line, he said, "I
want to renew ny |icense."

"Al'l right. Let me just check this out." The blond clerk
ran the license through a slot of the top of her termnal. As
she | ooked at the screen, her dark eyes w dened, and she made
"tsk tsk" sounds. "It says here you had a nmoving violation |ast
February."

"Yeah, | did, kind of. You see, | was chasing an escaped
nmur derer.”

"It also says here that in the eighth grade you dunped Rita
Archibal d."

Ni ck craned his neck to see the screen, but the clerk
swiveled it so he couldn't.

She went on. "Since your |icense has expired, you' re going
to have to retake the test."

Ni ck sighed. "God. Not the test again."

* *x %

Ni ck wal ked past a test taker standing at what |ooked like a
voting booth with no privacy curtain. Junper cables fromthe
machi ne ran to bands on both of the test taker's wists.

The machi ne asked, "Are parking lights used while your car
is in motion?"

"Er--Yes."

Buzz! The test taker convul sed under the electrical shock.

The next station N ck passed was sinilar

The machi ne asked, "Are you al ways supposed to use your turn
si gnal s when maeki ng turns or changi ng | anes?"

"Er--No."

Buzz! The test taker convul sed under the electrical shock.

At the third machine the test taker wore fl owi ng robes and
wore a pointed hat.

The machi ne asked, "At the present rate of popul ation
growm h, by the year 2050 we will have only one square foot of
| and area per person. Does that make you want to reeval uate your
stance on birth control ?"

"Er--No. "
Buzz! The test taker convul sed under the el ectrical shock.
* * %

Ni ck stood at a testing station with the junper cables from
the testing machi ne hanging fromhis wists.

The machi ne asked, "Wat is the capitol of West Virginia?"

"Er--1 don't know. "

Buzz! Nick turned around casually to see if anyone was



wat chi ng. The junper cable on his right wist hung fromhis
shirt sleeve instead of fromthe strap on his wist.

* *x %

Ni ck sat before the camera. He brought up his hand to dea
with an irresistible itch on his nose, and the flash went off.

"Next!" called the photographer before he | aughed.

Chapter 13
Back in his office, N ck pressed the button on the phone
answer er .

"Two nmessages waiting." Beep

The first caller said, "I saw that article about how you
saved that old man who was about to get hit by a car. Well, that
old man was ny inheritance noney. So now |I'm stuck here that
much longer. | think you stink."

Beep.

The second nmessage was Nick's voice. "Ah, this is nme. Just
testing."

Ni ck raised his eyebrows, surprised that the messages got
t hr ough.

The phone rang, and he picked it up. He opened his nouth as
if totalk but didn't say anything. The phone answerer remai ned

silent. "Hello," he said finally.

"Nick, Ron. | just ran a check on M ke Johannson. He's
still in Leavenworth, but he just has a couple of months left on
his year. He was only in for those murders."

"Thanks for checking. | guess |I nust have been wong."

"Sorry not to be nmore help. Now we're even, right?"

"Right. Thanks." N ck hung up

The phone rang again. Nick picked it up, waited a second
bef ore saying, "N ck Naught."

"Hello. I'mcalling fromthe air freight desk at the
airport. W've got a package here for you to pick up."

"AI'l right. | wasn't expecting anything, but 1'Il be out to
get it."

Ni ck hung up, then picked up the phone and dialed a | ong
nunber. "Can | speak to Annette Tayl or?" he asked when the cal

conpleted. As he waited, he picked the clock out of the trash
can. It still said 2:30 AM He dropped it back in.

"Hello," Annette said.

"This is Nick. | think we need to get back together
and- - ah--get caught up on paperwork."

"I agree. Wiat's a good tinme for you?"

"Maybe in a couple of hours. |1've got to go out to the
airport.”

"Why don't | join you?"

"Fine. Pick you up in twenty m nutes?"

"Ckay. "

Ni ck hung up. He started out of the office, but the phone
rang again. He picked it up. "N ck Naught."

The phone answerer started up. "N ck Naught private--"

"I'mon the line," said N ck

"You don't have to be so testy," said the answerer

"M . Naught, G David Chamess here. You're a hard man to

get hold of. | tried to get back to you yesterday, but the phone
system just woul dn't cooperate.”

"Yeah, | know what you nean. Say, could | put you on hold
for just a nonent?"

"Well, | suppose | would have to say that would be

acceptable.”



The auto-transl ator screen said, "Yes."

"Thanks," Nick said. He put the receiver back on the hook
and wal ked out the door

* *x %

The airport was busy as N ck and Annette wal ked toward the
entrance. The whine froma huge airliner taking off suddenly
shifted in pitch and volune as it had to avoid a second pl ane.

Annette wore a tan skirt. Over her shoul der, hung a |arge

purse on a long strap. "You okay?" she asked. "You seem a
little tired."
"Yeah, I'mfine. | just had a nightmare |last night."

Annette rai sed her eyebrows, but said nothing.

Near the doors was a newspaper vendi ng machi ne.

"Yo! Wanna buy a paper?" it called.

Ni ck ignored it.

"Paper, man? Lady?"

Ni ck ignored it some nore

"Hey, I"'mtalkin'" to you, nofo!"

Ni ck and Annette reached the sliding glass doors and found a
nm ddl e- aged woman havi ng troubl e. She approached the open doors,
and the doors pronptly cl osed.

The woman backed up, and the doors opened.

She cane closer. The doors closed.

The woman backed up. The doors opened.

Ni ck touched the woman's arm "I think I've got this
figured out. Can you stay here for just a nmonent?"

The wonman nodded.

Ni ck took a running start and sped toward the gap between
the doors. The doors started to close as they sensed hi mconing
but he managed to barely beat them as they pounded together hard
enough to crush carbon into dianbnds. As soon as he was through
t hey opened agai n.

Ni ck stayed far enough fromthe doors for themto stay open
and he gestured to Annette.

She imtated him and got a running start. She sped through
the doors safely, but this time when they pounded cl osed, they
caught sone material at the back of her skirt, and she was stuck

Ni ck approached and saw what had happened. He gave a quick
hard pull on the material stuck in the door

Ri p.

"Sorry about that," N ck said.

As they wal ked away fromthe doors, Annette tried to see how
much damage was done. Her skirt was m ssing a narrow vertica
strip. Once they got far enough away, the doors opened once
agai n.

Seconds | ater, the sudden sound of a horrendous crash
rem nded N ck about the ol der woman trying to get through. She
screamed as Nick | ooked back and gri maced.

* *x %

Qccasionally as Nick and Annette wal ked, an airport P.A
syst em announcenent sounded. W thout exception the voices were
all totally garbled

They passed an attractive young woman of Japanese descent
wearing a t-shirt that said, "Made in Japan," as a man on a
nmotorized cart sped past fast enough for themto hear the Doppler
shift.

They passed anot her newspaper vendi ng machine, this one
selling the Bermuda Triangle Inquirer. |t gave a |oud wol f
whi stle. Annette |ooked around, saw no one, but clutched the
torn material at her back



Ni ck said, "Just a minute. 1|'ve got an idea."

Monments |ater, he returned with an electric cart, and
Annette joined him

* *x %

The air freight counter had no one waiting in line.

"Here you are, sir," said the clerk. "Can | get you to sign
for it?"

"Sure,” Nick said.

The package was about the size of a paperback book, securely
sealed with strong tape. N ck tried to open it, but his
fingernails weren't sharp enough. He |ooked at the return
address w thout recognizing it. He put the package in his jacket
pocket and got back on the cart with Annette.

Threadi ng through the crowd on the way back, they passed a
worman who had set up a small table bearing the sign, "G tizens
for C ean Books."

Ni ck swerved cl ose enough to be heard and said, "So. Burned
any good books | ately?"

He heard no reaction from Annette, and he realized she had
been fairly quiet for the past few nminutes. He | ooked over at
her questi oningly.

Annette said, "You know, | nust have thought about calling
you a thousand tinmes. Pretty nmasochistic, huh?"

Ni ck | ooked at the pedestrians ahead. "I wi sh you'd have
called at least once. So | knew you were all right. | had to
find out fromDiana that you were still in town."

"Why shoul d you care what happened to me? You deserted ne."

They passed a teenage girl trying to get a drink fromthe
water fountain. She pressed the button and water splattered al
over her face. She gave it a second try, keeping her head clear
Ajet of water flew twenty feet through the air and doused the
newspaper being read by a seated nan.

Ni ck frowned and said, "Wat the hell are you tal king about?
You're the one who wal ked out on ne."

"The hell 1 did! You wal ked out of the apartnent that day
and you didn't cone back. | waited two weeks and deci ded you
wer e never comng back so | nmoved in with Diana."

"I was in the hospital for Pete's sake! | called and left
you five messages on the answering machine."

Annette | ooked uncertain. "You did? | never got them"™
More firmy she added, "Besides, | left you a bunch of messages
on the answerer. You could have called ne."

Nick said slowy, "I never got any nessages. After al
those fights | figured you'd had enough. | nean we had both

threatened to nove out, and | guess | decided your threats had
actual ly been serious."

As they continued in silence, and N ck's stomach churned
madl y, they passed by the tattooed van driver, who smiled broadly
when he saw Annette. The man began to run after Nick's cart, but
changed his mnd. He altered his course and raced toward an
occupi ed cart, where he knocked the rider off, spilling the
contents of the rider's shopping bag in a heap

Ni ck and Annette passed a custoner standing in front of a
coffee machine. The cup didn't drop into the slot, so the coffee
just flowed into the drain.

Annette finally said, "You really left nes--"

Ni ck started speaking sinultaneously. "You didn't really
wal k- -"

From behi nd them cane a yel p, and Annette | ooked back. She
saw the van driver on a cart that had just knocked over a kid.



"Nick! Step on it! W're being followed by one of the guys who
tried to kidnap ne. |If he has that knockout stuff they used on
Ed--"

Ni ck | ooked back, then started to accelerate. Their cart
sped faster, darting into holes that opened in the crowd.

The van driver followed in his cart, gaining because Nick's
cart opened holes for both of the carts. The driver knocked a
matronly lady sprawling. Froma seated position, she turned,
and, for someone who | ooked as refined as she did, gave the man a
surprisingly rude gesture.

Suddenly, a man tall enough to be a form dabl e basket bal
pl ayer, riding another cart, appeared right in front of the van
driver's cart, and the two carts crashed.

"Wat ch where you're going!" shouted the van driver

"Why don't you?" said the jock. "I had the right of way!"

"And how do you figure that, toad face?"

Ni ck | ooked back and saw the confrontation interrupted by an
approaching siren. The two cart drivers looked irritated when a
third cart pulled up. This one sported red and bl ue flashing
lights and was driven by a cart cop, a pot-bellied man wearing
sungl asses and a hat. The cart logo said "L.A X P.D."

The cart cop got off his cart as the two drivers sat
transfixed. The cart cop cane over to the van driver's cart and
rested one foot on the fender. "Looks like we've got a heap of
troubl e here, boys."

The jock said, "This idiot ran right into ny side.”

The van driver said, "Yeah, well, this idiot was going too
fast."

The cart cop pulled out a pad of tickets and began to wite.
"Well, it looks like we got us a 'doin ten in a five zone,' a
"drivin without seat belts,' and a 'failure to yield right of
way' just for starts. Lenme see your licenses."” He hesitated.

"You fellas insured for this?"

Ni ck circled the accident scene and came up behind the
crashed carts. He drove slowy past the confrontation

"That's the one who was driving the van," Annette said
softly. "lI'mabsolutely certain of it."

Ni ck raised his voice and pointed to the van driver
"That's the guy, Oficer. Back there a ways we passed a wonan
who was running to catch up with this guy. Apparently he was
trying to nmolest her son in the restroom"”

As Nick accel erated away, the van driver glared nurderously,
and the cart cop began to snile

Ni ck and Annette were both silent in thought as they passed
a news stand where a man was reading a copy of Digital Science
Fiction.

They rolled through the baggage claimarea as the conveyer
spewed pi eces of |uggage, nmost of which were snoking, falling
open, and gashed.

The main doors were still malfunctioning when they got back
One door now had a big hole in the gl ass.

As they watched, a husky guy who | ooked like he played a | ot
of football tried the same trick Nick and Annette had used to get
in. He ran, but he wasn't quite fast enough, and the doors
cl anped shut, catching himand trappi ng hi m between them He
dropped his bag, and it slid a couple of feet before it stopped.

As nuscles stood out in cords on his arms, he pushed the
doors slowy apart.

Ni ck said, "Wiat do you want to bet his luggage is
Sanpsoni t e?"



As the man stood there, struggling against the pressure,
obviously wanting to junp aside and let the doors snap shut,

t hree peopl e used the opportunity to get through the door. The
| ast one turned around and took the beefy guy's wallet fromhis
back pocket.

The guy | asted another couple of seconds, then junped away
and | et the doors snap shut. He grabbed his | uggage and began to
run fast, obviously |ooking for another door out, so he could
track down his wallet. The doors opened.

Ni ck | ooked at the doors a nonent. Since no one el se was
near them the doors stayed open. Nick wal ked over and pul | ed
out the wall-plug. A second later, a guy in a jogging outfit
raced through the open doors. The doors made no move to cl ose.
The jogger realized they hadn't reacted, and he noved slowy
closer to investigate. He noved still closer to the doors, wary
of being caught by them As Nick and Annette moved past him
Ni ck touched the guy's arm and the guy junped.

I nnocently Nick said, "Wat's the probl en?"

Qut si de, the newspaper vendi ng nachi ne said, "Cheapskate!"

Ni ck hesitated, glanced around to see if anyone was | ooki ng,
then pulled his gun and wal ked over to the vendi ng nmachi ne.

"Er, nice day, isn't it?" said the machine.

Chapter 14

Ni ck and Annette rode wi thout speaking for the first few
mnutes in the car. A light rain was falling, so the w ndshield
Wi pers were on. The radio played rock music, and the wi pers
nmoved fromside to side in perfect step with the music beat. The
car hit a bunp, and the station switched to classical. The
wi pers slowed down to match the tenpo of the classical mnusic.
Annette banged the dash, and the station changed back to rock.
The wi pers sped up again to match the rock beat.

They drove past a parking lot with the sign in front, "Soon
a new office building on this spot. Your tax dollars at work."

A block later, they passed an office building with the sign
in front, "Soon, a new parking lot on this spot. Your tax
dol lars at work."

Annette finally asked, "Have you ever seen the guy who was
chasing us in the airport?"

"Nope. But if anyone else tries to followus, I'll spot
him"

Three car |engths behind, was a van followi ng N ck's car
On the dash, a light blinked, as though the driver was tracking
the car ahead. The van driver was Dennis Cotton, the red-nosed
man who had nearly killed Nick in front of the hospital

Ni ck and Annette passed through the rain, and the sun
started coming out. They drove by a theater with the marquee
sign saying, "Aliens 9 -- In space no one can hear you vomt."

A police car flashed past, lights and siren on.

Ni ck took the package out of his coat pocket and handed it
to Annette. "You got anything to open this with?"

"Maybe." Annette opened her purse and gl anced through it.
She | ooked back at the package and frowned. "Wat is it?"

"No idea."

The driver of the van behind them flipped open a conpart nent
on the dash. He pressed a button. Nunbers started to count down
fromthirty.

Annette said, "You get stuff you can't identify very often?"

"No. Not really. Wy? Are you suggesting--"

"Maybe |'mjust paranoid."



The nunbers on the panel in the van kept counting down.
Ni ck said, "You know, this is starting to bother nme a whole

lot."

"I't's about tine."

The digits got down to five and suddenly started repeating.
Five. Five. Five... The van driver noticed and pounded on the
box.

Ni ck shouted, "Let's get rid of it!"

"Right!"

Nick tried to roll down his power w ndow. Nothing happened.
"It's stuck!"

Annette tried her wi ndow control. Nothing happened. "M ne,
too!"

The van driver banged on the box again.

Ni ck and Annette sinultaneously hit their car doors, and
both wi ndows started down. N ck threw the package up and out,
arcing it into the road behind them

The nunbers on the van driver's box finally resumed their
count. Four. Three.

"Finally!" the driver said. He |Iooked back at the road, and
was just realizing something lay on the pavenent ahead when the
nunbers reached One.

He cried out and yanked the wheel as the counter reached
Zero, and the small bonb expl oded right under his van. Two tires
instantly blew, and the back of the van nearly disintegrated.

The driver lost control and crashed at the side of the road.

Ni ck watched in the rear-viewmnmrror. "l've seen that van
before. |1'msure of it."

"Let's get out of here," Annette said.

At Dennis's van, the snoke began to clear. Dennis struggled
upri ght, opened the door, and fell out, nmashing his already hurt
shoulder. "I hate this Goddamm job!"

At the sound of an approaching siren, Dennis | ooked hopef ul
The anbul ance pulled even with his van, w thout slow ng down, and
sped away, goi ng wherever it was al ready going.

Annette frowned. "That bonb was neant for us, you realize
t hat ?"

"I sure do." N ck turned a corner. "You mght even say it
had nmy name on it."

"I"'mnot joking! Someone just tried to kill us."

"Not to nention ne," said the car
They passed a huge building with an ani mated sign sayi ng,
"Hackers' Mlitary Secrets."

Ni ck hesitated. "I'msorry. | guess I'ma little punchy
and confused. It's |like whoever's after you is psychotic. One
time they try to kidnap you, the next time they try to kill. And

t hat package could easily have just gotten me without hurting
you. "

"Well, what do we do?"

A police car flashed past, siren on.

"Well, we could call the police."

They passed a stalled car with its hood open. A man in a
busi ness suit was bent over the engi ne conmpartment, working on
it. A black, ugly part of the engine flew out of the engine
conpartnent and bounced on the ground several yards away.

Annette shook her head. "W should live so long. That
desert island of yours is |ooking better and better all the
tinme."

Ni ck checked the rear-view nirror. "First things first.
W' ve got to work fast and get this figured out. And |I've got an



i dea."

Chapter 15

Ni ck and Annette pulled up in front of KSMY in N ck's car
Ni ck squeezed into a parking space and killed the engine.

The car said, "Can | cone, too?"

Ni ck raised his eyebrows. "Wiit here, will you? You can
listen to the radio."

VWile Nick and Annette waited in the | obby, Connie and
Howard were live on the TV nonitor. Howard noved to a new story.
"In a bizarre shoot out at the Beverly Hlton this norning, the
| ast surviving Blood and the last surviving Crip killed each
ot her."

Conni e took her turn. "On a bitter note, four young
novi egoers were gunned down in a multiplex theater last night.
Larry Costa is in custody after a group of survivors kept him at
bay for six hours until the police arrived. The feature was | ast
year's remake of AOd Yeller. Allegedly, at an intensely
enotional and very quiet point in the film the four victins'
hourly watch chines went off."

A door opened and Earle Thonpson cane in. "Sorry to keep
you waiting. Come on in."

"Thanks, " N ck sai d.

Ni ck introduced Annette as they wal ked down the hall. They
passed Curtis's closed office door, and N ck could hear the
buzzer.

At the end of the corridor, Earle pointed into a room of f
the hallway. "There you are. Help yourselves."

N ck thanked him and Earle went back to work.

The small room cont ai ned two photocopiers. On the wall was
a framed photocopy | abel ed, "Posterior of the Month."

Ni ck turned to Annette. "Let's see those papers.”

She got the stack of papers from her purse and handed the
sheets to him

Ni ck put an original on the glass of the first copier. "One
copy."

The copier said, "Okay." Light flashed, the mechani sm
whirred, and a totally blank page fell into the hopper.

"Darker," N ck said. "One copy."

"Ckay." The copier wirked and a totally black page cane
out .

Ni ck frowned. "You got anything in between?"

The copi er flashed, and a half-white, half-black page cane
out .

Ni ck sighed. He pulled up the cover to get the origina
back, but the paper was gone. "Were the hell's my paper?" Nick
ki cked the machine, and it spit out the original

"Can't take a joke, huh?" the copier said.

Ni ck shook his head, noved to the second copier, and put in
the original. "One copy."

The copi er mechanismdid nothing, but it said, "Take a hike.
| saw what you did to Tomy. "

Ni ck hesitated. "I'mgoing to count to three. |If you're
not running by then, I'mgoing to take--" He glanced at the
first copier. "Tommy--apart piece by piece. And then |I'm going
to replace himwith a different nodel."

After a short silence the copier said, "Wat nodel ?"

Instantly the first copier said, "Dickie, you jerk!"

"Just kidding," said the second copier. |Its light flashed,
t he nmechani smwhirred, and a good copy came out.



"That's more like it," Nick said. He fed the copy back into
t he bl ank paper tray and put the second original on the gl ass.
"One copy."

The copi er worked properly again. The ejected copy | ooked
denser because it had letters fromboth pages on it. N ck again
put the copy in the blank paper bin and inserted the third

original. The next copy contained partial words. Mnents |ater
the final cycle completed and a full-1ooking page of text cane
out .

Ni ck and Annette exami ned the conpleted text.

Nick frowned. "I don't understand. This makes it seemlike
Ed's been using a computer virus to steal from soneone.™

"Ed wouldn't do anything like that. There's got to be sone
m st ake. "

"Maybe we should go back to the house and | ook at his
conputer nore closely."”

Annette shrugged.

On their way out, they again passed the closed door to Jim
Curtis's office, and the buzzer was still going.

Ni ck stopped, glanced around, and kicked the door once wth
the side of his shoe. The buzzer stopped. Nick grinned.

Annette had stopped when Nick did. She |ooked puzzl ed, but
Ni ck was al ready novi ng again.

Qutside, a "while you were out"” note stuck under N ck's
wi ndshield wi per fluttered in the breeze.

Ni ck read the note aloud. "W've got Ed Taylor. If you
want to talk to him be at Knowlton's Repair Wrks at ten
tonight." He glanced around but saw no one who | ooked |ike an
obvi ous candi date for having left the note.

"Ni ck, that sounds like a trap,"” Annette said as they got
into the car. She had to raise her voice until N ck turned down
the vol ume on the radio.

"Sure it does. | watch nmovies, too. But they are going to
be there, whoever they are. This mght be the only way to find
out what's going on."

As Nick pulled out into the street, they passed a man taking
a sl edgehanmrer to his car

Annette | ooked over at Nick and said resolutely, "Well, Ed's
nmy brother, so |I'mgoing, too."
"No way. It would be too dangerous."

The car said, "Oh, cone on, Nick. Wat's the harn?"

Chapter 16

Ni ck's car cruised slowy down the dark, rain-slick street
as the windshield wi per kept clearing the drizzle. The
nei ghbor hood did not | ook affluent. Warehouses with broken
wi ndows |lined the street, and half of the street lights were
burned out.

Ni ck pointed. "lIsn't that it over there?"

A flash of lightning illuninated the dark street and the
sign, "Knowton's Repair Wrks." Thunder echoed.

"Yeah," Annette said. "It |ooks creepy."”

"We're early, but 1'd better go in now anyway." Lightning
flashed, and | oud thunder sounded.

"Well, creepy or not, |I'mcoming."

"I still think you should wait in the car.” Just as Nick
spoke, lightning flashed, and thunder crashed again.

"Not on your life," said Annette.

"It's your life I'm--" As he spoke, lightning flashed, and
t hunder booned again, and Nick realized the sane thing had



happened the | ast several times he spoke. "Wat a coincidence--"
More |ightning and thunder.

Ni ck said, "Every time | say sonet hing--
and t hunder.

"Hey, this is fun." Mre |lightning and thunder

Annette and the car spoke simnultaneously. "Men!"

More |i ghtning

Chapter 17

N ck and Annette dashed across the dark street in the rain,
am d the thunder and lightning, trying to avoid the deepest oily
puddl es.

The door squeaked | oudly as they entered the warehouse. The
interior was poorly lit by naked light bulbs that revealed a
freight el evator ahead of them A d packing boxes filled to
overflowing with trash littered the room

They wal ked forward cautiously, seeing no one. Git
crunched beneath their shoes. N ck could smell dust. They
followed a path through the boxes that |ead toward the el evator
Stuck to the el evator cage was a note, which Nick grabbed. "All
it says is '"fourth floor,'" he whispered.

Annette whi spered back, "The idea of going up in that thing
makes me nervous."

"Me, too. That's what they'll be expecting." Through the
wal I' s, thunder rumbled. N ck whispered to the freight el evator
"Co to the fourth floor."

"You talkin' to ne?" The voice used for the elevator had a
Bronx accent.

"Shhh. Yes."

"What ?"

Ni ck sl apped his pal magainst his forehead. "Go to the
fourth floor."

"By nysel f?" asked the el evator.

"Yes."

"Way should | do that?"

"Because | told you to. Because of the second | aw of
robotics."

"Say what ?"

"Just do it, will you?"

"G nme ten bucks?"

"Wat ?"

Suddenly Annette said softly but enphatically, "Go up to the
fourth floor, or I'"lIl cut your cable off."

Silently the el evator started to rise.

Ni ck | ooked at Annette incredul ously.

"I used to have a tenperanental nicrowave," she said.

Ni ck shook his head. "We'd better find the stairs.”

They saw two stairwells each about thirty yards away on
opposite sides of the building. N ck pointed to one and they
wal ked as softly as they could toward it. The one N ck chose was
even darker than the roomthey had wal ked through. N ck drew his
gun as he led the way up the dark stairwell. "Shhh."

Only two seconds later, Nick stepped on a squeaky dog's toy.
They both junped. Nick's heart began to sl ow down, and he picked
up the toy.

"Great work," said Annette. "Do you think they have a dog?"

"Pets in a place like this?" N ck tossed the toy away and
nmoved up a step. A cat cried |loudly, and sonething noved under
Nick's foot. Fromthe darkness canme a dininishing pitter-patter
sound.

Annette said dryly, "Maybe we should split up.”



"Very funny. Now be quiet."

* *x %

Upstairs on the fourth floor, near the freight el evator
shaft, Jerry Pershing and Skid Peck, the two muscl emren who had
been foll owi ng Annette, waited inpatiently. The el evator
approached. The two nmen drew their guns, and Skid gl anced at his
digital watch. Beyond them sat Ed Taylor, bound in a chair, tape
across his nout h.

The el evator arrived, enpty.

"What the hell's going on?" Jerry asked.

"You talkin' to ne?" said the elevator

"Shut up," Jerry said.

Skid said, "Wiere are they?"

"You talkin' to ne?" said the elevator

"Shut up," Skid said.

Jerry took a deep breath. "All right. No need to panic."
He pushed a switch on a snall box.

Around the warehouse, a series of |ocks clicked closed and
bolts slid hone, securing the building.

"Ckay," Jerry said. "No one's going anywhere." He pushed
anot her switch on the box.

On the first floor, Gzno, a small robot that | ooked a | ot
like a canister vacuum cleaner with a gun nmuzzl e added cane to
life downstairs. G zno rolled forward silently.

Jerry said, "G zno should be on duty now. You go
downstairs. 1'll wait here."

* *x %

On the first floor, Gzno rolled through a darkened area of
the room The cat cried out again.

G zno instantly swiveled, and the gun nmuzzle tilted down,
scanni ng, searching. "Damm cat." G znp's voice had been cl oned
froma macho action-filmstar, resonant bass, with a noticeable
accent. Presumably, the designers felt the voice was conpelling
in those situations where no one could see Gznpo. Wen G zno was
in sight, the voice gave the inpression that a ventril oquist mnust
have been part of the team

* k%

Upstairs, Skid swung the el evator gate aside, got in, and

swung it closed again. "First floor," he said.
"First floor what?" the elevator said.
Skid hit hinself on the forehead. "First floor, please."

The el evator suddenly dropped about two feet. Skid
pani cked, then caught hinself as he realized he was no | onger
falling.

The el evator said, "Just kidding."

* *x %

Ni ck and Annette crept up the stairs and reached the second
floor. They stayed cl osed together and spoke in ultra-soft

whi spers.
Ni ck said, "Let's stay on this floor for a few mnutes. By
now t hey've seen the elevator. |It's easier if they' re |ooking

for us than if we're | ooking for them"

"Ckay by ne," said Annette

They wal ked al ong a wi de corridor with darkened roons off
each side. They hadn't gone two neters when they passed a
full-length mirror. Annette junped at the nmoving reflection
then relaxed. Not far fromthe mirror, was a faded "Ranbo 8"
poster showing an old Stallone with an automatic rifle. Bel ow
the poster a sign said, "The wars in Argentina, Brazil, Cuba,
Denmar k, Egypt, and el sewhere need a few good nen."



* k%

Little levers extended from G zno's body, and he started
clinmbing the stairs. "Damm stairs.”

* *x %

Ni ck and Annette conti nued down the corridor, turning
occasionally as it made turns around odd-sized roons. They cane
to a corner and hesitated, not able to see if anyone m ght be
wai ting around the bend. N ck readied his gun and popped around
the corner, but no one was there. They kept wal ki ng.

Hal fway down the hall sat a trio of soft drink machines, two
Coca Col as and a Pepsi .

"Thirsty?" N ck asked, joking.

Annette shook her head, but the Pepsi nachi ne responded.

"A drink sure would hit the spot right now \hat is life
wi t hout Pepsi ?" said the Pepsi machine, its voice cloned froman
| -don't-get-no-respect conedi an

One of the Coca Cola machines said, "Get real. Be Real
Don't touch that inferior stuff, hoser, eh?"

The second Coca Col a machine said, "Yeah. | mean really,
eh? Beauty."

"Well at least talk to ne," the Pepsi machine pleaded. "I'm
bored as hell, and these two dorks won't even talk to ne."

Ni ck and Annette shook their heads in wondernment. They
noved on

"Wait! Don't go. I'Il give you a free Pepsi. 1'll give
you both a free Pepsi."

* *x %

G zno reached the second floor. "Phewl" He rolled down the
corridor, following Nick and Annette

G zno reached the Ranbo poster. Instantly he sw vel ed and
poi nted the nmuzzle toward the poster. "You' ve got ten seconds to

put down the gun."
G zno's gun nuzzl e took ai mon Ranbo's chest.

Si | ence.
"You' ve got five seconds to put down the gun.”
Si | ence.

Time ran out. Gzmo fired at the poster. The wall expl oded
and crashed down.

The cat cried out, and the pitter-patter of running feet
sounded in the darkness.

G znmo swiveled and fired at where he thought the cat sounds
had come from The firing was |ike machine gun fire. "Damm
cat."

* *x %

N ck and Annette neared another stairwell

"What was that?" Annette asked.

"I don't want to know. Let's go up another floor."

* *x %

The col | apsed wall had torn a hole in the corridor floor, so
G znmo couldn't get past. He sw veled, exanined the situation for
a noment, and then retreated. "I'Il be back."

* *x %

Skid got out of the elevator. He scanned the surroundi ngs
for signs of Nick and Annette, and saw not hi ng.

He wal ked toward the stairwell.

* *x %

Ni ck and Annette reached the third floor, and they started
al ong the corridor.

From ahead of them cane a constant nurmuring, |ike the
di stant sound of a giant cocktail party.



They noved al ong the corridor and cautiously approached the
door to a very large room They peeked around the corner
I nsi de was an enornous col |l ection of appliances including
washer/dryers, televisions, old vendi ng machi nes, phone answerers
and ot her el ectronic equipnent. They were all talking to each
other. About the only word heard clearly was a frequent "What?"

Ni ck said, "If you know ne when I'mold, don't ever send ne
to a rest hone."

"You should live so long."

They continued along the corridor. Suddenly G zno was
visible in the distance.

"What's that ahead?" N ck asked.

"No idea. Unless it's vacuum ng."

As G zno approached, Ni ck and Annette ducked into a roomto
hi de.

G znmo went by the door to the room continuing on toward the
noi ses down the hall. N ck gestured toward the direction G zno
had come from

They tiptoed into the hallway and started their getaway.
They had al nost reached the stairwell, when G znmp's voi ce sounded
loudly. "You' ve got ten seconds to put down the gun."

Ni ck and Annette turned slowy to face G znob, who was now
very close. Suddenly Nick grabbed Annette's hand and pul | ed her
toward the stairwell.

They hit the stairwell just as G znmp said, "You ve got five
seconds to put down the gun."

G zno saw them vanish into the stairwell. "Crap."

Gznmo rolled to the stairs in time to hear the pair's
downward footsteps echoing. "Damm stairs.”

Ni ck and Annette dashed out of the stairwell onto the second
floor, running as quietly as they could. They passed the nirror
again and reached the hole in the hallway floor

"Come on," Nick said. He nade a running start and junped
over the hole. He gestured to Annette to foll ow.

She hesitated, |ooking down into the darkness. Finally she
got a firmgrip on the |arge purse, and she jumped, too. Her
feet skidded on the floor for an instant before N ck steadi ed
her .

Ni ck | ooked back at the corridor and narrowed his gaze
"Just a minute."”

He junped back over the hole. Not know ng how ruch tine
they had, he raced to the mirror on the wall, struggled briefly,
and yanked it free.

Near the edge of the hole, he knelt and positioned the
mrror |lengthwi se on the floor, diagonally across the hallway
just in front of the hole. He angled it so G zno woul d see
neither the hole nor his own reflection as he approached.

Satisfied with his handi work, N ck backed up for another
running start. He junped over the mirror and just cleared the
hole. He teetered on the edge for a second before Annette yanked
hi m f or war d

Nick felt her hand on his wist, and he felt |like he'd just
al nrost | ost her again. O vice versa. He said softly, "Damm
t hat answering nachi ne anyway. "

Annette reached up and touched his cheek. Her eyes | ooked
| arger than normal. Nick's cheek tingled.

The nobod was suddenly broken as G znmo roll ed quickly al ong
the hallway. They ran a few yards and stopped just around a
corner, | ooking back at G zno.

G zno sensors twi tched, and he said very quickly, "You' ve



got one second to put down the gun!”

Ni ck called out, "Get serious!"

G zno raced forward, firing at the sane tine. Fromtheir
position, ducked behind the corner, N ck and Annette coul d hear
G znmo as he crashed through the mirror and fell into the hole.
As he dropped, G zmo said, "Dam hole!"

Chapter 18

@un in hand, Skid noved quietly along the corridor and
cautiously approached a corner he couldn't see around. A
fl oorboard creaked sonmewhere in front of him and he becane even
nore cautious. The very next floorboard he stepped on squeaked.

Ni ck and Annette crept along the sane corridor, noving
toward the same corner. They, too, heard a noi se ahead.

"Quiet!" Annette whispered.

As they approached the blind corner fromthe side opposite
Skid, they noved even nore quietly.

They crept closer and closer to the corner. N ck was trying
to decide whether to stick his head around the bend, when the
sound of Skid's digital watch chine came fromjust around the
corner.

Ni ck grinned. Quickly he grabbed Annette's purse, held it
by the top of the long strap, and whipped it as hard as he could
around the corner. The purse clunked loudly as it connected with
Ski d.

Ni ck stepped around the corner. Skid was sagging. H's gun
fell fromhis hand. N ck caught himas he started to fall to the
floor. To Annette he said, "Help me with this guy."

Annette hel ped himdrag Skid' s unconscious body into a
nearby room Using the man's shirt and pants for bindings, they
muf fl ed his nmouth and made sure he wasn't goi ng anywhere anytine
soon. And now Annette had a gun, too.

As they finished, Nick said, "This isn't the guy we saw
before. He nust still be in here somewhere.™

"Upstairs?"

"Let's go. If your brother really is in the building,
that's probably where."

Ni ck and Annette stealthily went to the end of the corridor
and crept up the stairs. Now and then Annette's purse nmade soft
tinkling sounds.

They reached the fourth floor w thout encountering anyone
el se and started creeping down the corridor

They sl ow y approached the el evator shaft. The el evator was
there, but it was enpty.

They noved a little farther down the corridor, and
encountered a brightly lit room Against the back wall, stil
roped into his chair, sat Ed Tayl or

Annette cried "Ed!" and ran toward his chair, using no
cauti on.

"Shhh," N ck said, follow ng quickly, surveying as he went.
One wall of the room was broken by a small hallway | eading to
another room Nick tried to keep watch on the small hallway and
the way they had cone.

Annette had started to take the tape off Ed's nouth, but
Ni ck grabbed her arm "I don't like this."

Annette hesitated. N ck could see she was worried, but that
she was al so concerned about how Ed was. Ed was not reacting to
their presence.

Ni ck suddenly gl anced back down the small corridor, unsure
if he had heard some noise fromthere or not.



In a roomat the other end of the short corridor, Jerry
Pershing pressed a button on a hockey-puck-sized device. An
inset display flipped to ten and started counting down.
Satisfied, Jerry slid the device down the hall

A hal f-second later, N ck saw the canister sliding toward
hi m and Annette. "Let's get out of herel™

Ni ck grabbed the chair Ed was tied to and started pulling
himout of the room Too slow The conbination was so heavy and
awkward, it was hernia tine.

Annette saw the cani ster approaching. She swung her purse
of f her shoul der and, holding the strap, easily batted the
cani ster back the way it had cone.

On seeing Nick's astoni shed expression, she said, "I used to
pl ay hockey."
Jerry saw the canister reverse its path. "Dam it! | hate

this Goddamm job!"

Ni ck and Annette stood petrified, watching the canister
slide back to the roomit had come from A second passed.

Poof! The cani ster expl oded, releasing an enornmous cl oud of
dense snoke.

In a nasal tone, like in the old Roadrunner cartoons, N ck
sai d, "Beep beep."

Ni ck and Annette noved down the corridor cautiously as the
snoke began to thin.

Wsps of snoke still lingered in the air when they found
Jerry sprawl ed on the floor, unconscious.

Ni ck said, "Now this guy we recognize."

"The guy fromthe airport. Now we can find out who he is."

Jerry had a conputer diskette and a pencil in his shirt
pocket. N ck took the disk and rolled Jerry's body over to
expose his wallet, which he also took. N ck flipped through the
wal | et, and he began to frown. "GCh oh. This is not really good
news. This says his name is Jerry Pershing. And he works for
Maj or Opportunity Business."

"We've been fighting a conpany? That doesn't make any
sense. "

Ni ck started back toward Ed's chair. "Not just any conpany.
MO B. is to business what a switch-blade is to a letter opener."

Annette grinmaced. "Let's get Ed and get out of here. O do
you think there m ght be nore of them around?"

"I don't know. Maybe Ed knows."

Ed stared just as blankly as he had before.

Annette slapped himlightly. "Ed. Ed. Wke up."

Ni ck began to untie Ed. "I don't think it's any use. He's
comat ose. "

Monents | ater they again nmoved forward cautiously. N ck
st aggered beside Annette as he carried Ed. Ed was heavy.

Annette whi spered, "Take the el evator?"

"Thanks anyway. |'ve already had enough abuse today."

They reached the stairwell unchallenged. N ck pulled his
gun as he tried to keep Ed bal anced. "Cover the rear, and be
careful ," he whi spered.

"Right." Annette pointed her gun back down the corridor

Ni ck stepped into the darkened stairwell. He took a couple

of steps down. Suddenly the cat cried out, and sonethi ng noved
under Nick's foot. He lurched forward into the darkness. The
next step wasn't where it should be, and N ck tipped forward,
Ed' s wei ght now noving fast enough that Ni ck passed the point of
no return. He and Ed fell down nearly the whole flight of
stairs.



Annette scranmbled down the stairs, rushing to catch up with
them At the next floor landing, Ed and Nick lay in a heap

Ni ck picked hinmself up, found his gun, and assuned a
stealthy posture, gun extended. He took a couple of steps
forward, listening intently. He called out softly, "Here, kitty,
kitty, kitty."

"Stop that!" said Annette.

Ni ck | ooked sheepi sh. "Just kidding," he said
unconvi nci ngly.

* *x %

Ni ck carried Ed as he and Annette crept across the floor
toward the front door. They passed G znpb, who lay flat on his
head, surrounded by rubble fromthe hole in the ceiling. The
wheel s and | evers on his base couldn't help himright hinself.

As they watched, a dog approached G znp and started to
sniff. Gznmo yelled, "Get away! Get away fromnme! You' ve got
one second to put down that leg."

Ni ck and Annette left G zno where he was and noved toward
the front door. Annette tried the door. "It's |ocked," she
sai d.

Ni ck shifted his weight and ainmed a solid kick at the door
The door, together with the door frane, fell slowmy outward and
crashed onto the ground, spreading a cloud of dust into the night
air. "No problem"

Annette led the way. As Nick wal ked through the doorway, he
clunked Ed's head hard agai nst the wall.

Annette turned quickly. "Wat was that? Did Ed say
sormet hi ng?"

Ni ck | ooked down at Ed's head and said, "I really doubt it."

Chapter 19

"Ed! Are you all right?" Annette asked. She and N ck sat
in front seat of the car.

Ed sat the back seat and groaned. "Wat's going on?"

"You tell us," Nick said. "W just got you back froma
couple of MO B. guys."

Ed put both hands to his head.

Nick didn't feel he should interrupt to explain the bruise.

Ed said. "Oh yeah. Boy, those people were angry. 1--" He
hesitated. "I found out that MO B. nade a computer virus. |It's
been si phoni ng off noney from everywhere. Anyway, | nmanaged to
break into their conputer system and get their passwords. | had

just finished nodifying the virus to reverse it--to take noney
out of MO B. Sonehow they nust have tracked me down, and they
grabbed nme." He patted his pockets. "Dam. | had it on a
di skette, but they must have it now "

"A diskette like this?" Nick asked, showi ng what he had
taken from Jerry.

"Yeah. That's it!" Ed said. "AIl | need to dois runit on
their conmputer, and it'll reverse the damage."

"But why did they try to get Annette?" N ck asked.

Ed | ooked at Annette. "I was using a borrowed disk with

your name on it. They wouldn't believe me when | told them you
had nothing to do with this."

"What now?" Annette asked.

Nick started the car. "Now we find a phone booth and do
some bargaining with MOB. O try. This'll probably be Iike
taking candy froma pit bull."

* k%

Ni ck stood inpatiently at the phone booth as his cal



connect ed.

"Maj or Cpportunity Business," said the voice on the phone.

Ni ck took a deep breath. "One of your people has been
trying to kill me. His name is Jerry Pershing. You'd better
call off anyone el se who's after me, or you'll never see him and
his partner again."

"And who am | speaking to, please?" The voice was bored, as
t hough Ni ck had just asked for the tine.

"Nick Naught. |[I'ma private detective."

"Pl ease stand by, while | get nore information."

"All right. But hurry."

Annette called out fromthe car, "Wat's happeni ng?"

"He's getting nore information. At MOB., they're probably

up to their buns init." N ck fidgeted as he waited. He |ooked
at his watch.

A nmoment | ater he | ooked at his watch again. "Wat's the
hol dup?"

"Pl ease just stand by," said the voice. "I'Il have the
information in just a mnute."

Ni ck was grow ng suspicious and nervous. "No. Let's talk
now. "

“I't will be just another minute, sir."

"Al'l right. But hurry."” N ck dropped the receiver so it
hung fromthe cord. He ran to the car
Nick got in and started the car. As he pulled away fromthe

curb, he said, "I don't like this. | bet they're figuring out
where this number is. 1'Il have to call them back from somepl ace
el se.™

They had traveled less than a third of a block when the
phone booth Nick had just |left exploded in a |um nous orange bal
of flame.

Ni ck | ooked at the red and yel |l ow destruction, and said
under his breath, "Hold all my calls."

A police car flashed past, siren on, wthout slow ng down.

"That's incredible," said Annette. "Wat are we up
agai nst ?"

"I don't know. This is even worse than breaking up the
phone conpany." N ck had another thought. "I'mglad | didn't
call from hone."

* *x %

Ni ck retrieved a stack of coins fromhis pocket. Wen he
had deposited enough of them the phone played video ganme wi nning
sounds. Nick dialed a | ong nunber.

"Thank you for using AT&T," said a voice. "The charge will
be $10.00 for the first three mnutes."

"I'f you use Sprint," said another, "the charge will be only
$9.50."

"If you use MCl, the charge will be only $9.40."

"AT&T here. Did | say $10.00? | neant $9.35."

"Sprint will do it for $9.00."

One of the other voices softly said, "Slut."

“MCl $8.90."

Ni ck asked, "Do | hear $8.85?"

"AT&T here. $8.87. That's our final offer."

"CGoing once. Twice. Three times. Now w ll you put ne
t hr ough?"
"Very well, sir," said the AT&T voice. "For each additiona

mnute that will be $20."
The phone began to ring at the other end. When it was
answered, a voice said, "MCorm ck residence."



Nick said, "I need to talk to M. MCormick. This is a
maj or emergency."

"I"'mvery sorry, sir. It's past M. MCormck's bedtine."

"Didn't you hear me? | said this is an emergency."”

"I heard you, sir. Mybe if you call back next Wednesday
he'll have nore tine."

“I''"'mnot making nyself clear. |'m-"
Click. The connection was broken
"Dam it. | didn't even get ny $8.87 worth." N ck flipped

open the coin return. There was nothing there. He banged the
phone, and it nmade a rude noi se.

Chapter 20

Ni ck and Annette and Ed drove along a dark street. Ed was
still a slow conversationalist.

"That's it. W' re dooned,"” said N ck

Annette turned in her seat. "W can't just give up now W

got Ed back. They can't just kill us."

"No? What happened to that phone booth? Sorry, wong
nunber ?"

"But we can't quit now. Not while they could find us any
time. And it won't help to retreat to your island. They'd find
us there just as easily."

" Us?' "

"*Us' if you and | are still alive."

Ni ck gl anced over at her and even in the darkness could see
her gaze on him He drove in silence for half a bl ock, thinking
about how nmuch he had mi ssed her, then suddenly made a hard right
turn. "Call me crazy, but | think it's time we paid a persona
visit to M. MCormck. Just as soon as we make a stop or two.
Is that an autoteller ahead? W could use sonme noney."

It was indeed an autoteller. A mnute later Nick entered
the brightly lit chanber. Annette and Ed waited in the car

Nick fed his card into the slot. "I need five hundred
cash. "

The autoteller sounded |like an old traveler's check
advertiser. "Very well, sir. Please enter your personal code
letters.”

Ni ck entered the letters on a small keyboard.

"I"msorry, but your account has a bal ance of only two
hundred and fifty dollars.™

Ni ck hesitated. "Look, I'mgoing to toss a coin. |If you
call it correctly, 1'Il give you five hundred. |If you' re wong,
you give me the extra two fifty. How about those odds?"

"Well--all right."

Ni ck flipped a coin and held it against the back of his
hand. "All right. cCall it."

"Heads," said the autoteller

Nick rolled his hand forward, so he showed the machine the
coin tails up on his palm instead of heads up on the back of his
hand. "Tails. Sorry, you |lose."

"Crap! ay. Here you are." The drawer opened, and N ck
t ook out the $500.

"Thanks. But look, |I can't take your noney like this. Just
to show I'ma good sport, I'mgoing to even things up. | have
anot her account here, under ny pen nane. |'ma witer. You have
a record of that account? For Jerry Pershing?"

"Yes."

"Fine. Just transfer two fifty over to cover this."
There was a short delay. "Conpleted. Thank you, sir! That



| eaves six hundred and forty-two thousand in your Pershing
account . "

Nick tried to conceal a sudden grin. He glanced around,
then turned back to the autoteller canmera lens. "You know, |
just realized. 1've got a tax paynent com ng up. Wuld you go
ahead and transfer over the whol e account?"

After another short delay, the autoteller said, "Certainly,
sir. Al finished. Anything el se?"

"No, thanks. Maybe tonorrow "

* *x %

"You sure seem happy," Annette said when Nick got back into
the car.

"Sometines | just love ny job," Nick said. "Mybe it's the
danger. "

* *x %

In a departnent store, N ck and Annette wal ked down an
ai sl e.

"What exactly are we | ooking for?" she asked.

“I"1l know when | see it. Sonething to nake it easier to
get in without attracting a lot of attention.”

"Something like this?" Annette pointed to a | arge box on
the shelf. 1t was |abeled, "Acnme All-Purpose Break-In Kit."

"Yeah! That's terrific. And this is even better.” Nick
pointed next to it, at a siml|ar package, but |arger, |abeled,
"Acrme All -Purpose Break-1n Kit. Econony size. Enough for two
peopl e. "

The sales clerk who rang up the sale wore a name tag sayi ng,
"N. KNOTT." His nustache |ooked as if it had been scribbled
above his upper lip.

Chapter 21
Ni ck's car was parked beside a tall stone fence. In the
weak light spilling fromthe interior of the car, N ck and

Annette finished pulling stuff out of the break-in kit and
loading it into small pockets in the nulti-pocket hunters' vests
t hey now wor e.

A sign on the fence said, "No trespassing, no stopping, no
loitering, no kidding."

Ni ck | eaned into the car and said, "How about if you stay
here, Ed? You've had enough for one day."

Ed nodded, then rubbed the bruise on his head. N ck
gri maced.

Annette put the gun they had confiscated in the warehouse in
the back seat with Ed. "You probably need this nmore than | do,"
she said. Ed nodded and |eft the gun where it was.

Ni ck pull ed out an ugly gun designed for shooting a
grappl ing hook attached to a rope.

Annette said, "This is crazy, you know. "

"You said that already.” N ck readied the gun. "I always
wanted to do this."

He ained for the top of the fence and pulled the trigger
I nstead of shooting the grappling hook up just a few yards, the
grappl e shot up like a rocket, as if it were trying to reach the
top of Mount Everest. Rope kept coming and coming out of the
supply reel

Annette said, "Maybe this is the high-rise kit."

Nick pulled on the cord to draw it tight. He drew and drew
and drew.

* k%

Inside the fence, N ck and Annette sneaked fromtree to tree



in the nmoonlight. Ahead an M O B. guard paced near a pool of
light spreading froma floodl anmp nounted on the building wall.
"What do we do now?" Annette asked. "Do | try to seduce
hi nP"
"Don't be silly."
"What exactly do you nean by that?" Annette |ooked frostily
at him

"Nothing. Nothing. | just mean it's not appropriate just
now. Maybe later.” N ck winked at her and w ggled his eyebrows.
"I"ve got the tranquilizer dart gun. 1'Il shoot him Sinple."

"You got a small tranquilizer dart to shoot nme with?"

Ni ck took ai mand shot the guard.

The guard twitched, then apparently deci ded he had j ust
gotten bit by a mosquito. A long second passed. Finally in
m d-step the guard keel ed over

Ni ck and Annette started forward. Suddenly N ck stopped.

"What's wong?" Annette asked.

Nick lifted the heel of his shoe to examine it. "They nust
have a dog."

A half-mnute later, they passed a | arge el ectronic bug
zapper. Underneath it, on a pile of dead insects, |lay severa
dead squirrels and birds.

Ni ck stopped suddenly. "You see that?" he asked, pointing.

In the distance, a security canera panned back and forth.

"Yeah," she said "Maybe the paint gun would work here?"

"Sounds good. How s your aim™

"We'll see."

Annette aimed her gun, held her breath, and gently squeezed
the trigger. A blossomof black paint formed on the canera | ens.
Not even trying to contain her satisfaction, Annette bl ew across
t he gun muzzle.

In the nonitoring roominside the house, two M QO B. guards
were | eaning back in chairs, paying nore attention to their card
gane than to the bank of video nonitors. A nonitor show ng an
expanse of grass and trees in the yard suddenly went dark

"Not another one," said one of the guards.

In the vast bank of video nonitors, about half of them no
| onger wor ked.

"Where's the trouble | 0g?" asked the other guard. "I'll
make a note of it." A huge volune, the size of the braille
edition of the New York state phone book, crashed onto the desk
in front of him

Ni ck and Annette worked their way closer to the buil ding.

"So far so good," Annette said. "Were do we go next?"

"This may tell us." N ck used a flashlight to illumnate a
map on the wall. One |abel said, "You are here." One of the
doors was | abel ed, "West entrance." The keypad adjacent to the
door | ooked like a touch-tone phone pad.

Ni ck | ooked at his notes, then typed in a nunmber, and the
door lock clicked. "Thank you, Ed," he said softly.

They opened t he door and noved slowy through, into the
buil ding. Annette touched Nick's arm and pointed.

Down the hall was another nonitoring camera panning slowy
toward their location. Annette ainmed her paint gun and shot at
it.

Anot her nonitor went dark.

They wal ked stealthily down the hall. At the next corner
t hey peered around and saw anot her guard approachi ng a cof fee
vendi ng machi ne. "Coffee, black," the guard said. He sounded

bored and hal f asl eep.



The machi ne dropped a cup into the front slot, and then
squirted the man with coffee. The coffee did the trick; he was
awake instantly. He kicked the nachine.

As if the machine was retaliating, it squirted himagain.

The guard's face turned nmean. He carefully noved to one
side of the machine and gave it a good hard kick

The machi ne changed its aimand squirted hi magain.

The guard pulled out his gun. "That's it! That's the |ast
bugging time!"

Ni ck reached around the corner and shot the guard with a
tranquilizer dart. The guard keel ed over

Ni ck and Annette noved around the corner. They dragged the
guard over to a door and stuffed his body into a closet with an
aut omati ¢ vacuum ng nmachi ne that | ooked unconfortably like G zno.

They continued al ong the corridor, until stopping at an
el evator next to another you-are-here map. Beside the map was a
sign that said, "The price of freedomis eternal vigilance."

Ni ck | ooked long and hard at the el evator button. As he was
about to push it, Annette grabbed his hand.

"Look." She pointed to a sign saying, "Stairs."

"Excel l ent idea."

At the next |evel up, they peeked through the doorway crack
and saw no one.

They noved al ong a carpeted corridor and came to a cl osed
door bearing the sign, "Conputer.” They cautiously opened the
door, entered, and shut the door behind them Lights cane on
automatically, and N ck moved forward. A large console with
several computer screens and keyboards | ay darkened. Nick
flicked a switch, and the consoles cane to life. "Let's see how
good the rest of Ed's information is, shall we?"

Ni ck sat down at the console and typed a few characters on
t he keyboar d.

"Hello," said the conputer. "Wuld you be wanting to |og
on?"

"Yes," said N ck.

"Very well, sir. What is the password?"

Ni ck took a deep breath. "Submarine hamster."

"Access permtted.”

Ni ck began to breath again, and put a diskette into a disk
drive. "Okay. Read that and execute."

The disk drive activity indicator canme on

To Annette, N ck said, "That should start Ed's, er,

program"

"Conpl eted," said the computer a nmonment |ater. "Any other
request s?"

Ni ck and Annette | ooked at each other blankly for a nmonent.
Ni ck shrugged and turned back to the computer. "Change
password. "

"Very well, sir. Please confirmthe old password."

"Submari ne hamster."

"Very well, sir. \Wat is the new password?"

Ni ck thought for a nonent. "MCormck sucks."

"Pl ease repeat for confirmation."

"McCormi ck sucks."

"Conpl eted. Any other request?"

"No. Log off."

"Very well, sir. Goodbye."

Nick retrieved the diskette and went back to the door with
Annette. Nick opened it just a crack and peered out. They
exited stealthily.



One floor up, they stopped and again pulled a stairwell door
open a crack. This |level opened onto a hallway nuch |ike the
last. Lounging near a closed hallway door were three nore
guards. Nick let the door close lightly.

"What now?" Annette whi spered

Ni ck pulled a pellet out of a pocket. "This is the only
thing we've haven't used so far, so it nust be what we need.”

"What is it?"

"A snoke bonb. |1've got a couple of them but one should be
enough. Once it goes off and confuses them | should be able to
shoot themwith tranquilizer darts."

"Wll, we can't stop now. "

They pulled the door open again, just a crack. Wen the
guards were | ooking the other way, N ck quickly opened the door
farther and threw the pellet along the floor

The pellet canme to rest right next to the trio of guards.

One of the guards cocked his head, |ooked around near his
feet, and noticed the pellet. "Wat the hell is--"

The pell et exploded in a burst of snoke.

Ni ck opened the door all the way and shot each guard.

The snoke was dissipating already as Nick and Annette
arrived. Nick pulled his real gun from behind his back
reconsi dered, then kept his tranquilizer gun ready as he slowy
opened the door to the roomthat had been under guard, a bedroom

The room was dark. They crept into the room stopping next
to the bed where M. MCorm ck and presumably Ms. Mcormck |ay
asleep. Annette switched on a small lanp. N ck kept the
tranquilizer gun ready, and he nudged M. MCorni ck's shoul der

M ke McCorm ck jolted awake. "No, not OSHA! Not that!"

"Calmdown, M. MCormick. It's just a dream"™

"Thank God." MCormck blinked. "Wo are you? And why are
you in nmy bedroom holding that gun? Dam it, | hate it when
thi s happens!"

Downstairs in the nmonitoring room a guard said, "Ch, God.
W have a hell of a problemhere."

The other guard joined himin | ooking at the monitor show ng
Ni ck holding a gun on M. MCormick. "Damm. Do we ignhore it or
tell himwe' ve got a canera in there?"

Ni ck said, "W're not here to harmyou, M. MCormck. W
just want sonme answers, and we want to be left alone."

Ms. MCormck stirred. Half asleep, she said, "Not again,
Larry. Wait '"til Christmas.”

McCorm ck said, "CGo back to sleep, Cathy.”" To N ck and
Annette he said, "What's this all about?"

There was a knock at the door

"Cet rid of them" N ck said. "O you'll have nore trouble
on your hands." Nick held his tranquilizer gun on MCornick as
McCorm ck went to the door and peeked through a privacy spy eye.
He opened the door.

The guard at the door said, "lI'msorry to wake you, M.
McCorm ck, but we have intruders. Several of the staff have been
found unconsci ous. "

"Al'l right, Ellis. [I'Il stay right here." MCormnck closed
the door. "Now. Wo the hell are you people?"

"My name is Nick Naught. This is Annette Taylor. Your
goons ki dnaped her brother. W' ve got himback, and we want you
to lay off. Oherwi se, a |lawer who's got the whole story will
make it public."”

"You're not Nick Knott."

"Why do you say that?"



"He's nuch ol der."

"So you're not after nme? You're after someone else? Wl
that should sinmply things a little."

As Nick finished speaking, the door burst open and four
heavily arned guards piled into the room N ck | ooked at his
tranquilizer gun and sighed. He put the weapon on the table.

As the guards led Nick and Annette out at gunpoint, Ms.
McCormck stirred in bed. Sleepily she said, "Not again, Larry."

"Great work," said McCormck. "But how did you know t hey
were in here?"

One of the guards said, "Can we tal k about that a little
later, sir?"

Chapter 22

In the conputer room once again, Annette and N ck stood,
covered by guns held by MO B. guards. The door to the room
opened. MCorm ck | ooked away from Ni ck as Paul a Rosenberg and
Dennis Cotton entered. Both |ooked sleepy. Rosenberg had her
coat on inside out.

McCorm ck said, "Wiat the hell's going on here, Rosenberg?
This guy says he's N ck Knott."

"He can't be," Rosenberg said. "He's not old enough. You
saw t he picture, too."

"Sure, he is," Dennis said. "That's the guy on nmy form
two-twelve.” He took a folder fromhis pocket and withdrew his
paperwork with N ck Naught's photo.

Rosenberg grabbed the photo and exanined it. She turned to
Dennis. "That's not the right Knott. This thing says Nick
Naught. You idiot!"

"I"'man idiot? Wat are you tal king about?" Dennis asked.
"I can't help it if there was a screwup. That's the guy |I was
told to get."

Jerry and Skid entered and joined the crowd. Jerry glared
at N ck.

"What are you two doi ng here?" Rosenberg demanded.

Jerry said, "W found Ed Taylor sleeping in a car outside.
W gave him anot her sedative and left him--" He did a
doubl e-t ake at Annette. "You got her already! Wy didn't you
tell us?"

"CGot who?" Rosenberg asked.

"Annette Taylor. The guy's sister.”

McCorm ck threw up his hands. "Wait a minute. Wit a
m nute! Things are getting way too confused. Let's start at the

begi nning." To Rosenberg, he said, "Were's your file photo on
Ni ck Knott?"

"I don't have it with me. But the conputer should have
one."

"W'll see. At the rate things are going tonight, it'll be
screwed up, too." MCormick turned to the computer term nal
"Log on."

"What is the password?" asked the conputer

"Submarine hanster," MCorm ck said confidently.

"What ?"

"Submarine hanster," said MCormck nore | oudly.

"What ?"

"Submarine hanmster!" MCorm ck's cheeks turned pink

"Warni ng!  Warning! Unauthorized intruder alert. Password
aut horization failure." The conputer paused. "One |ast chance.

What is the password?"
Utra calmy, between deep breaths, MCornick said,



"Submari ne hanster."

"Final warning! Final warning! Unauthorized intruder
alert. Password authorization failure. Hostile takeover alert."
A siren warble started up. "Destruction countdown comenci ng.
One hundred. N nety-nine--"

Pandenoni um began.

"This can't be happening!" MCorm ck said

The guards began to edge toward the door. "Stay right
here," Rosenberg demanded.

The M O B. computer continued counting down.

McCorm ck pointed to a large panel. "The conputer itself is
through there! It's got its own power, and it's supposed to
protect against a hostile takeover. W've got to switch it off
before it blows up the bugging building!"

A guard rushed toward the panel and tried the handle. No
luck. Another guard started to ram his shoul der agai nst the
panel. He was ineffective.

Jerry and Skid | ooked extrenmely nervous. They focused their
attention on McCormick. A third guard rushed toward the panel to
hel p, | eaving only one guard to watch Nick and Annette. The
remai ni ng guard was so engrossed in watching the conmotion near
t he panel and | ooking nervously at his watch that Nick was able
to take a short step while the guy was | ooking the other way.

Ni ck bashed the back of his fist into the guard' s face. The
guard slunped in Nick's arns, and Nick let himsettle on the
fl oor.

Ni ck grabbed the guard's gun. Together he and Annette
slipped out the door they had come in through

As Nick gently closed the door to the computer room behind
them he said, "You don't mnd | eaving the party early, do you?"

Annette said, "As long as you don't tell ny parents."

They ran down the carpeted corridor and into the stairwell.

McCorm ck and his enpl oyees continued their attenpts to
break down the panel to get at the conputer. The three guards
ran in a group toward the panel, their shoul ders together. They
bounced of f.

"Seventy-four. Seventy-three--"

N ck and Annette reached the first floor

McCorm ck pleaded. "I'm a reasonable man. Now you be
reasonable. | gave you the correct password."

"Sixty-eight. Sixty-seven--"

Ni ck and Annette ran al ong another corridor. They whipped
around a corner and slanmed into a guard who had been bringi ng Ed
inside. The MO B. guard's head hit the wall, and he was out
Ni ck grabbed Ed, who was groggy again, and they continued their
escape, a little nore slowy.

McCorm ck' s enpl oyees took another run at the panel. It
seened to give a little, but it held.

"Forty-two. Forty-two. Forty-two," said the conputer
"Just kidding. Thirty-eight. Thirty-seven--"

Ni ck and Annette and Ed ran out the door and started across
the street.

"Twenty-six. Twenty-five--"

Rosenberg said, "Boss, we'd better get out of here!"

"No! Keep at it!" To the conputer, MCorm ck said, "Now
listen to ne very carefully. This is a mstake. | gave the
correct password. Submarine hanster. Stop this right now™"

"Twenty-two. Twenty-one--"

"You stupid son of a bitch!" MCorm ck slamred his hand
agai nst the conputer nonitor.



Suddenl y the conputer countdown changed. The conputer had
been counting one number per second, like a shuttle launch. Now
its voice was a blur as it counted down nuch nore rapidly.
"Fifteen twelve ten eight six four two one.™

In the half second of agonizing silence follow ng the
conpl etion of the countdown, Rosenberg gave MCornick a rude
gesture and nouthed a very unflattering word.

The roomthey were in expl oded.

Safely outside, N ck, Annette, and Ed watched as MCorm ck's
house turned into a mass of light. Every roomin the huge house
was destroyed in a rippling series of explosions. The three
survivors stunbled as the bl asts shook the ground under their
feet, but they were far enough away to survive. They got to
their feet and | ooked back at the destruction. N ck and Annette
put an arm around each other's wai st.

A fire truck and an anmbul ance approached, sirens wailing,
lights flashing. They sped past w thout stopping, already on
their way to sone other emergency.

Ni ck took a deep breath. "I think | could use a drink."

Chapter 23

The drink in N ck's hand sl oshed gently fromside to side,
and the ice tinkled against the glass. The dull roar of a plane
in flight nuffled conversations el sewhere in the passenger cabin.
Next to Nick, Annette sat in the w ndow seat.

A flight attendant handed Annette a drink and conti nued
wal ki ng down the aisle, checking on passengers.

Qut the wi ndow Ni ck could see the wing. A gaping hole
showed where the main jet on that side used to be.

Annette took a sip of her drink, then sighed. "I think I'm
really going to enjoy relaxing for a while."

"Me, too. Think of it as a gift fromJderry Pershing."

Annette | ooked puzzl ed, but before she could ask Nick to
explain, the plane lurched and the pilot's voice cane over the

P.A. "Don't panic, |ladies and gentlenmen. W' ve devel oped a spot
of engine trouble. I'mdreadfully sorry, but I'mafraid we're
going to have to ditch."

In the sudden silence, N ck shook his head. "I hate it when

thi s happens. "

As the passengers pani cked, the overhead conpartnents opened
automatical ly, and oxygen nasks dropped. The masks all | ooked
like funny animal snouts, and the passengers didn't |ook at al
dignified as they put their masks on

Suddenly the vibration stopped, and the plane resuned nor nal
flight.

The pilot's voice said, "Just kidding."

* *x %

As the passengers depl aned, the stewardess was saying
good- bye to everyone. Young native wonmen gave leis to the
arriving passengers.

Annette passed the cockpit and made the turn to exit the
pl ane.

As Nick followed her past the cockpit, he pulled fromhis
shirt pocket one of the unused snoke bonb pellets. He casually
flipped it, Bogart style, into the cockpit and pulled the door
cl osed. The door | atched.

Ni ck exited the plane smling, as the pellet exploded and
snoke started to ooze through the seam next to the door. The
vi ew t hrough the cockpit w ndow was solid bl ack

Ni ck said, "Just kidding."



Ni ck and Annette wal ked down the ranp, armin arm

Chapter 24

Annette reclined in a beach chair, wearing a |ei

Far away in the water, a police boat cut through the waves,
running its siren. A cop's megaphoned voice was too far away to
hear clearly. The gray beach extended in all directions from
Annette's chair. |f any renaining spots between occupi ed beach
towel s and chairs were | arger than a square neter, they certainly
weren't visible fromwhere Annette sat. The beach | ooked
endl essly crowded.

Next to Annette's chair, N ck bent over and bal anced on one
foot while he inspected his heel for evidence of dog.

As he did, Annette pinched himon the rear. She snmiled with
satisfaction at his startled expression.

Epi | ogue
Late at night in a deserted Los Angel es office, a tel ephone
rang once. It rang again. And again. Finally the caller's

attention span el apsed, and the phone stopped ringing.

The call would have been answered, but the phone answerer
sat in the wastebasket, in even nore tiny pieces than it had
begun life with.

THE END of "Naught for Hire" by John E. Stith
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"Naught Agai n" by John E. Stith (Copyright 1992)
From Novenber 1992 ANALOG

Ni ck Naught drove north on Central Boul evard, cruising
snoot hly through the night air like a glider sailing through the
clouds. The evening was quiet; Nick hadn't heard a siren for
nore than five mnutes. He passed a sign saying, "Can't read?
Literacy for Al can help."

Ahead the light turned yellow, then red. Beside hima dark
red Fl ashfire slowed to a stop. The car was the sane nodel as
his, and Nick wondered if the driver had the same problens Nick
di d.

The sil ky sexy voice of his car conmputer spoke. "Wanna
drag?"

"Get out of here." N ck shook his head.

In response, the engine revved. Nick's foot was an inch off
the accel erator.

"Cut that out!"”

"Ch, cone on, Nick. What's the harn®"

CGod, Nick thought. Wy couldn't | have just gotten one of
the nodels with bad grammar? "Stop that, will you?" The car had
been paynent for a case, and with his current workl oad he
couldn't afford to trade it in or get the Al replaced.

The engi ne revved again. Wrse, the deep-throated throbbing
fromthe car next to himsuddenly revved into soprano.

"Dammi t!" Nick said. "That guy's looking at ne. Stop it."

Ni ck's engine revved again. "GCh, Nicky. Don't be such a
spoi |l sport."

The Flashfire beside himrevved in response, and N ck could
see the other driver pounding on the dash. Wy me, Lord? The
ot her guy's car must have sone of the same quirks.

"I absolutely refuse,"” N ck said. He would have put his



foot down, but that was exactly what the car wanted.

Ni ck' s engi ne revved again, and the engine in the red
Fl ashfire revved in reply.

"I"'mnot kidding," Nick said. "I'll go out and buy a
manual - -"

The Iight changed. Tires screaned. The red Flashfire
surged forward, and Nick's engine sucked all the gas it could
through that tiny little fuel line. He was off. The pair of
aut omobi | es zooned into the intersection

"Watch it!" Nick cried as he alnost clipped a yell owjabbing
Jeep that sped through after the light had turned. "Danmit,
stop!" N ck jamred his foot on the brake, but the car conputer
had obvi ously played some trick with the antiskid systemto tel
the brakes they weren't needed right at the nonent.

"Come on," Nick said as they flashed past a string of parked
cars and the other Flashfire started to pull ahead. "My P
license is already in trouble. | can't afford to |ose ny
driver's license. Do you know how long | had to wait in line for
t hat sucker?"

The car was silent, no doubt devoting all its energy to the
race. The other Flashfire shifted, lost a few neters in the
process, and Nick's car topped sixty. N ck began concentrating
on the steering wheel

The other Flashfire hit its stride and began to pull ahead
slowy now, the driver still pounding on the dash

A sl ownoving street-cleaner ahead finally decided it was
dark enough to turn on its lights. Twin red running lights
flared in the Flashfire's path. The car didn't slow down.

The driver hunched up his shoul der, and a nonent |ater
sparks flew near the steering wheel. The guy had fired a shot
into the dash.

As the red Flashfire swerved around the street cleaner
anot her car began to back onto the road ahead. The Flashfire
swerved agai n.

The Flashfire driver nearly nade it, but at the | ast instant
clipped the car backing onto the boul evard. The red autonobile
started a spin straight down the center of the road. The
Fl ashfire skidded through al nrost 360 degrees. Wile the car was
nmovi ng sideways, still turning so that in another three seconds
it would be pointed straight down the road again, it hit a big
pot hol e.

In apparent slow notion, the red Flashfire flipped. It was
probably still moving at near a hundred, and it tunbled at | east
a hal f-dozen tines as it gradually slowed down. N ck's car
finally relinqui shed control and reacted to N ck's foot hol di ng
t he brake pedal to the floor. "I hope you're happy now, " Nick
said as the car began to sl ow down.

Nick pulled to a stop fifty feet fromthe red Flashfire,
whi ch had conme to rest on its crinkled roof. He was nervous
about the possibility of an explosion, but he ran to the car and
managed to force open a door. |Inside the weck, the car voice
was saying over and over, "I told you, you should have put your
seat belt on."

The driver's body had been thrown into the back seat, but
apparently not before it had been smashed agai nst the steering
colum. Bl ood oozed froma huge bloody hole in the driver's
chest. N ck felt sick. Fromforce of habit rather than hope, he
reached for the guy's wist, trying to avoid getting bl ood on
hinself. No pulse. N ck finally realized nothing was going to
revive this guy.



The man's sil encer-equi pped gun lay on the bl oody roof of
the car. N ck pulled the body fromthe car and carried it far
enough away that he should be safe if the car exploded. By this
time porch lights had come on in front of several of the nearby
houses.

The driver wore a munmy shirt, a long strip of narrow cloth
wound around his torso until the top end was tucked in at his
neck. Over the shirt he wore a light jacket that no | onger
adequately conceal ed the shoul der hol ster. N ck set the body on
the sidewal k and propped it up I ong enough to dig out the man's
wal let. A loud explosion suddenly sounded fromthe upturned
wreck, but it was only the air-bag finally letting go.

Ni ck went back to his search, having no real reason except
his latent Pl tendencies and unmanageabl e curiosity, this tine
activated by the silencer on the guy's gun. The man's ID said he
was Evan Jiffon, birth date 20 July 1982, and gave an address on
Harper Lane. He had nore teeth in his picture than he did now.

Ni ck automatically checked the "secret conpartnent,"” stil
curious about why, if all nen bought wallets with "secret
conpartnents,” how anyone would think it was safe. Fromthe
conpartnent, Nick pulled a dark piece of paper

He unfol ded the paper and read the words, but they nade no
sense to him A suicide note? He read farther. Sonething was
definitely wong. This guy hadn't died of the drug overdose
referenced in the note. And N ck had real trouble picturing this
guy with a nane |ike Sylvia.

Ni ck kept the note, returned the wallet, and let the body
flop onto its back. He closed the jacket over the worst of the
chest wound, and noticed sonet hing stuck between mumy-shirt
| ayers. N ck pulled out a parking receipt froma |ocal garage.

"I's he all right?" asked someone over N ck's shoulder. The
first neighbor had arrived, a bearded guy wearing a t-shirt over
his beer gut. Not too far behind him the driver of the car that
had been clipped was finally on his way.

"Shoul dn't you be calling nine-one-one?" N ck asked. He put
t he parking recei pt back where he had found it.

"Already got a claimnunber. The recording said it would be
about two hours."

"Great," Nick said as he palmed the note. "At least this
guy isn't going to be inmpatient."

"You nean he's--"

"He's firing fewer neurons than a nember of congress. He's
dead. "

"Cod. He looks so lifelike."

Ni ck | ooked up at the man. He stood up and got bl ood
flowi ng through his I egs again. N ck | ooked down at the driver,
t hen back at the nei ghbor and said, "As a matter of fact, so do
you. "

As the man scratched his head, Nick took a card fromhis

wal | et and handed it to the man. "If the nine-one-one recording
says two hours, it'll be nore like four. Have the police cal

me. Al | can tell themis that the guy was speeding and took a
bad turn."

Back in Nick's car, he slid the key into the ignition, and
the car voice said, "Onhhh, Nicky. Do that again."

* *x %

Nick pulled to a stop on Harper Lane, about four houses down
fromthe address on Evan Jiffon's driver's license. The narrow
road wound up into trees so thick that fromwhere he sat he could
see five nmail boxes, but only one house. Down the street, a car



anti-theft alarm began to whoop-whoop-whoop with no indication

t hat anyone was even near the car. N ck wondered if he should
get stickers for his car that said, "No alarmon board," and
start leaving the key in the ignition. |In fact, naybe he should
| eave sone noney on the dash

The alarm fromthe parked car kept going, and the Ioud noise
apparently triggered the alarmin the car next to it. The pair
of cars wailed back and forth like animals in heat. Nick pulled
back onto the street and drove until he was about five houses
past his destination. He parked. He was about to open his door
when he suddenly stopped and said, "Don't listen to the radio
while I'"mgone, all right? | don't want to attract attention.”

The car voice was silent for a nonent. "If | don't, can we
listen to what | want to next tinme?"

Ni ck pushed the heel of his hand agai nst his forehead.

"Yes."

"What was that?"

Ni ck clenched his teeth. "Yes." He got so damm tired of
those ol d Jan and Dean and Beach Boys hot rod songs.

The night was quiet except for a few very distant sirens. A
gentl e breeze came fromthe north, carrying the snmell of rain and
just a hint of cordite. N ck walked casually down the road,
turned in at Jiffon's mail box, and wal ked hal fway up the sidewal k
bef ore scooting off into the darkness, heading toward the side of
t he house.

Houses in this nei ghborhood mi ght have silent alarnms hooked
to the police departnent, but if the nine-one-one recording said
two hours to respond to a traffic death, N ck could probably nove
in and never see a cop for the first three nonths.

Between Jiffon's house and his neighbor's were enough trees
and bushes to make Nick feel fairly confortable. He reached a
ground-fl oor wi ndow and found it |ocked. He backed away fromthe
house, | ooking up, and backed into a tree linmb. On the second
floor, just above the narrow | edge of a roof, a wi ndow was open a
coupl e of inches.

Ni ck pulled hinmself up to the top of the wooden fence
surroundi ng the back yard, and fromthere scranbled to the narrow
section of roof. He crept forward, |eaning against the side of

t he house, listening for noise comng frominside. He heard
not hi ng.

He pulled the wi ndow slowy open. Fortunately it had no
screen. Still hearing nothing frominside, N ck stepped through

t he opening and onto a hardwood floor. Even in the dimlight,
Ni ck could see the roomwas enpty. He stayed where he was,
letting his ears adjust to the inside noises. He still heard
not hi ng that nade himthink the house was occupi ed.

He crept around the perineter of the room wanting to avoid
any creaking floorboards, and at the door, he listened again.
Not hi ng

On this floor was a bathroomright across the hall, and two
nore bedroons. Stairs led down to the main floor. N ck noved to
t he cl osest bedroom and found a sparsely furnished room
containing only a bed and a chair. The other bedroom was as
enpty as the one he had cone in through

The stairs presented a problem |If he crept down the
stairs, there was nothing to prevent sonmeone fromgetting a nice
long |l ook at his feet and bl owi ng hi m away when he canme even
lower. Nick lay on his stomach and | owered his head to the top
step. Fromthere he could see a little of the kitchen floor and
an enpty hallway. He was especially happy that he didn't see any



dog dishes. Being a private eye nmeant having an appreciation for
the small things in life.

He inched down a step, |like an awkward snake. He saw nore
kitchen floor, still unoccupied. He noved another step, suddenly
afraid he woul d accidentally slide the rest of the way down,
hitting his head on each step and then slamm ng his head agai nst

the wall. He tried to back up the stairs.
No | everage. He had already conme down too far. He twisted
and grabbed one of the bannister supports. It creaked.

Ni ck froze. H's ears cranked up to maxi num sensitivity, and
the hairs on the back of his neck extended until they seemed to
be perfectly straight.

He really had to get a grip on his curiosity. Instead of
sneaki ng around here, he could have been happily cruising
Muhol | and, listening to the nmelodic strains of "Drag City."

Still no sounds cane fromthe downstairs. Nick pulled
hi nsel f around into sitting position and crept down the stairs
t hat way.

The kitchen really was deserted. N ck noved carefully down
the hall and found a dark and deserted |iving roomand an
unoccupi ed bathroom Adjacent to the bathroomwas an enpty
bedroom and an enpty den. The house was unoccupi ed, unless
someone was hiding in a closet, and Nick wasn't going to spend
his time | ooking.

The den was sparsely furnished, too. A desk, a chair, and a
wast ebasket were the only bl em shes on the hardwood floor. On
top of the desk were a few bills and a letter opener. Inside the
top desk drawer was the front section of a recent newspaper

Ni ck opened the newspaper and set it on the desk top. The
headl i ne said, "Bridge Coll apses--Design Error Blamed." 1In the
| ower right corner was the story of Ted Harley's death. Harley
had been a rich devel oper whose | ast physical said he was in good
heal th, but the heart attack nmade the di agnosis seem
guestionable. Nick scanned the other stories and was about to
put the newspaper back when he spotted a nane in the Harley
story. Ted Harley's daughter's name was Sylvia. According to
the story, at |least when it had come out a week ago, Sylvia was
alive.

"Pssst!" The sound cane from behind him

Ni ck junmped a foot. As soon as he hit the ground, he | ooked
around wildly. He saw no one.

"Pssst!" The sound came again.
Nick finally realized it was the tel ephone. Dam.
"Pssst!"

Ni ck's curiosity went into overdrive, and he picked up the
receiver. "Yeah."

"You done al ready?" asked a snooth voice.

Ni ck hesitated. "Yeah."

"Why didn't you call?"

"I was going to."

This time the caller hesitated. "If this is really you,
call me back." dick

Dam. For all Nick knew, the voice on the phone could
bel ong to the next door neighbor. He had to get out of there.

Nick left by the front door. He grimaced as he realized it
had been unl ocked.

* *x %

A phone booth in a mni-mall a mle away held a phone book
with half its pages missing, but the book still contained the one
page N ck needed.



Ni ck drove south on Lincoln, the cool night air blowing in
t hrough the open wi ndow. He clenched his teeth as for the third
time in a rowthe radio began to play "Little Deuce Coupe."

Ni ck pulled up to the curb a couple of houses down fromthe
address the phone book had shown for Sylvia Harley. He got out
of the car and approached the house, a house much nore expensive
than Jiffon's place. This one sported a high, peaked ceiling,
wi th an expanse of windows in the triangle forned by the eaves.
The front door was a doubl e door, the kind that nade hi m unsure
whi ch side to knock on.

Ni ck found the bell and heard it chinme faintly somewhere
i nsi de.

He heard the click click click of heels inside before the
door opened and reveal ed an attractive bl onde about two inches
taller than Nick. Her eyes were dark, her lipstick bright, and
she was dressed in a business suit. Just to the left of her
mouth was a snmall nole, not quite covered with makeup

"I"'mglad you're here," she said. "I was afraid |'d gotten
the night wong. Can we take your car? Normally 1'd offer, but
mne's in the shop again."

Nick hesitated. "Sure." He knew so little about what was
goi ng on, the woman was about his only hope. Perhaps she'd let a
few clues drop before she realized Nick wasn't the person she'd
been expecti ng.

He backed up as the woman cane through the door and | ocked
it behind her. The noving door pushed some of her perfune toward
him He couldn't renenber the nane, but it was the sane
fragrance his date for the senior promhad worn. He was sure of
it.

"I"'mdown this way, er, my car is. | rnust have read the
street nunbers wong."

As they reached the car, it was playing "Sting Ray."

Ni ck held the door open for the woman he assuned was Syl via
Harl ey.

As he got around to his door, opened it, and got in, the
fem nine car voice said, "Binbo alert at three o' clock."

The woman opened her lips and started to say sonethi ng when
Nick interrupted. "Just ignhore the car, okay? It was in the
shop a couple of nonths ago, and the Al system has been even
fl aki er than normal ever since."

"l understand. So, which one do you want to see first?"

Ni ck hesitated. "You decide."

"Let's go up to Evans then."

Ni ck nodded. To the car he said, "Can you play something
el se?"

The car started "Drag City."

Ni ck | ooked at the woman. "It's a long story."
"It's all right. | like it."

Ni ck bit his tongue as the radio volume shot up
* *x %

The car cut through the night as N ck wondered what to say
next. Now that she couldn't easily retreat to her house if he'd
made an identity m stake, he said, "Wich way now, Sylvia?"

"Left, then take a right two bl ocks up."

Good. She must in fact be Sylvia Harley.

Nick pulled up in front of a house that was probably eighty
years old. It was dark but for the single yellow porch | anp.

At the door, Sylvia unlocked a | ock-box and wi thdrew a key
that opened the front door. Inside she flipped on the foyer
light, and Nick followed her in.



"Living room" she said. "The floors have just been
resurfaced. | |ove hardwood floors."

By now Nick had a pretty good idea that this house wasn't
going to offer any clues, and it would be only m nutes before
Sylvia figured out he wasn't who he was pretending to be, whoever
that was.

"Al'l new appliances in the kitchen two years ago,"” she said.

"Sylvia, can we stop for just a second?"

"Yes?"

"Look, I've got to ask you a question. This is maybe going
to scare you a little, but "'mno threat to you. Honestly."

Sylvia squinted at himand retreated a couple of steps.
"You're not really interested in buying, are you?"

“I"mnot the guy who schedul ed this appointnment. And
think there's something you shoul d know. "

Sylvia started edging toward to the front door. "Wo the
hell are you?"

“I"'mNick Naught. 1'ma private eye."

Sylvia | ooked at himfor a long nonent. "You don't mind if

we talk on the sidewal k out front, do you?"

"That would be fine," N ck said, understandi ng her fears
conpl etely.

A street lanp half a block away assisted the nmoonlight, and
Syl via seened to rel ax.

"I"'mgoing to take a note fromny pocket," N ck said. "I
didn't wite this, but I'd like to know a little nore about the
note. What it says may upset you, but | didn't wite it."

"I got it. You didn't wite it."

"Exactly."

Nick retrieved the suicide note, unfolded it, and handed it
to her.

"I can't read it in this light. What does it say?" She
gave the note back to him

"I't, ah, says, 'l can't take it anynore.' It goes on to say
the witer would rather be dead than to go on living with the
hum liation. And not to bother with revival attenpts, because
the dose is ten tinmes higher than a fatal dose. |It's signed,
"Sylvia.'"

Syl via sucked in her breath. She grabbed the note, noved to
the car, and opened the door. "Stay away fromnme. 1'll scream"”

Ni ck backed up a couple of paces. "I didn't wite that--"

Sylvia read the note in the glow of the done light. "Well
| sure as hell didn't, either. But it |ooks like my handwiting.
What' s goi ng on?"

“I"1l tell you all I know. | found that note on a dead nan
earlier tonight. | searched his house and | found a newspaper
article about your dad's death. It nentioned your nane, so | put
two and two together."

"This isn't making any sense." Sylvia's voice was pinched,
nervous.

"I know. | thought maybe you could hel p me understand
what's going on. It seems maybe you're in trouble."

"I don't intend to kill myself."

"I know that. Relax a mnute and think things through
Soneone el se may want you dead. That note woul d be what the
killer left behind."

"No one would want nme dead. That's idiotic."

"Who did you have an appointrment with tonight?"

"A guy naned Max Jericho."

"Ever see hinP"



"No. He called me up a couple of days ago."

"That could be the guy who wote that note."

"A guy who's dead now? How did that happen?"

Ni ck spread his hands. "It's kind of a |ong boring story."
"But you cane across his body and you found this note on

hi n®"

"Right. He didn't look like a Sylvia, so | got curious."

"And if that guy hadn't died tonight, | night be dead right
now?"

"It's a possibility."

Syl vi a sagged against the car. "GCod."

"So, no one you know of has a reason to want you dead?"

"No! For that matter, did you kill this guy?"

"No. He, uh, died in a traffic accident."

"CGod, first ny father dies, and now someone wants ne dead?"

"I know. Really a rotten nonth. Do you know an Evan
Jiffon?"

"No. That's the name of the guy who di ed?"

"Yeah. "

"Never heard of him"

"Anyt hi ng unusual about this last nonth or two?"

"You mean ot her than having ny father die and finding out he
paid for one of those neat |ockers?"

"Meat | ocker? You mean a cryo-crypt?"

"Yeah. Evergreen Deep Freeze."

"Evergreen? | thought if you froze hanmburger, having it
turn green was a bad sign."

"I don't think that's exactly the inmage they had in mnd."
She hesitated. "I went up to see him He had even paid for a
contract for ne."

"So when you die, you wind up in the freezer, too?"

"You'd make a charm ng undertaker."

"Sorry. |'mpreoccupied. None of this is making nuch sense
to ne."
Sylvia shivered. "Take nme hone, wll you?"
"You trust me?"
"409" blared fromthe car as Sylvia |looked at it and said,
"No killer would have a car like this."

N ck wasn't too sure about that.

* *x %

Nick slowed to a stop in front of Sylvia's home. "I really
do think you' d be better off with sonme kind of protection.”

Syl vi a shook her head again. "I know you nean well, but I

can't just bring a detective along on whenever | show a house.
"Il be nore careful about naking sure soneone el se al ways knows

when |'mgoing out, and I'lIl make sure anyone | show a house to
knows that a friend is keeping track."
"At |east let someone guard your house. |If not me, pick
someone fromthe book, or | can reconmend a couple of people.™
"The house is secure. |'ve got very good | ocks, and an
expensive alarmsystem" Sylvia hesitated. "You wouldn't go

t hrough such an el aborate con job just to get business, would
you?"

"It's no con job," Nick said. He |ooked straight at her

Syl via opened the car door. "All right. | believe you
Look, 1'll be careful, and if anything funny happens, I'll call
you. "

"Ckay." Nick didn't like it, but he couldn't really force
protection on her.

"Good night," she said.



"Good night," said Nick

"Cl ose the door, will you?" said the car

Ni ck watched Sylvia enter her house safely, then drove away
slowy. The car said, "I could have won that race if | had good
tires. How about sone new HR-15s, N cky?"

* *x %

Two days later, N ck scanned the norning paper

"Uh oh." He leaned closer to the paper and felt sick
"Dam it!"

Sylvia Harley was dead. The paper said her body had been
di scovered by the nmaid. Apparently Sylvia had slipped in the
bath and hit her head hard enough to knock her unconscious, and
she had drowned. Sure, and General Mtors managenent donated to
the union strike fund.

So despite Sylvia taking nore precautions, they had gotten
to her. The frustration built up in Nick until he couldn't
ignore it. He had to do sonething.

He'd visit Evergreen. He might not |earn anything, but he
had to make the attenpt.

Ni ck rinsed his coffee cup, and water swirled down the drain
as he briefly considered taking a cab

* *x %

As Ni ck drove past Fundanentally Hi gh School, a |one
protester paced before the main doors. The old woman's pl acard
read, "Put science back in education.” Last week a letter on the
editorial page had suggested that things wouldn't be so bad if
the schools weren't turning out so many uneducated idiots.

Today, probably in synpathy with the letter, soneone had posted a
| arge sign saying, "School Zone--75 MPH."

Nick pulled up in front of Evergreen Deep Freeze. The
bui | di ng |1 ooked nore like a big old mansion than a public neat
| ocker. The tasteful and subdued letters EDF were all Nick saw
at first that told himhe was in the right place. And not a
bl ock away was the parking garage the dead man had a receipt
from

At the end of a long trek up a carefully edged sidewal k
slicing through a putting-green lawn, N ck saw the script
lettering next to the door saying EDF did i ndeed stand for what
he thought it stood for

He opened the door and wal ked in. The carpet felt as thick
as the grass had | ooked. The nusic was soft and apparently neant
to be soothing, a musak version of "In ny Room’ by the Beach
Boys.

A tall man with holl ow cheeks appeared through a curtain
formed of tapestry strips. "My | help you, sir?" In another
century, he could well have been a butler. H s nose hairs nmade
his nustache fuller. H's voice renminded Nick of the voice on
Jiffon's phone.

"Yes. | came to see Sylvia Harley."

"I"'msorry, sir. Only imediate fam |y nmenbers are
al | owed. "

"Well, I'"'malnost imediate famly. W were engaged.”

"I"'msorry, sir--"

"And | was thinking of paying for storage for myself in the
event that sonething should happen to ne."

"Well, sir, seeing as how you were so close to Ms. Sylvia.
I"m Al vin Hodges."

Alvin led Nick through a doorway at the back of the house
and along a corridor angling toward the rear of the lot, where a
nore nodern building lay. Framed pictures lined the corridor



wal I, presumably all of them "befores."”™ N ck recognized at | east
four people he'd seen on the society pages. At one of the
pi cture, he paused. "So Bentley Parsons is a client, too?"

"Yes, sir. Hi s body was fairly badly crushed by a
hit-and-run driver, but his brainis in tip-top shape. As soon
as nedi cal science is ready for brain transplants, M. Parsons

will be ready to cone in out of the cold.” Alvin chuckled at
what he nust have thought was a joke.
"But Sylvia won't have to wait that long, will she?"
"I"'mafraid she will, sir. You no doubt know that she

drowned. As it turns out, she was found before her brain
suffered irreversible damage. Unfortunately, when the rescue
team attenpt ed open heart massage, they did enough damage to her
heart and lungs that, even if she were alive, she'd need
transplants. Besides that, all we at Evergreen preserve is the
head al ong with the brain stem and the upper section of the

spinal cord. None of these people will be revived until nedica
sci ence can replace nost of the rest of the body, and until we
know nuch nore about the aging process. | hope that with the
progress they're making today, they'll be revived and up and

around in perhaps twenty years."
"That's seens like a long tine."

Al vi n nodded.
They wal ked in silence a few paces and Nick said, "So, how
| ong have you fol ks been in business? | sure w sh you'd been

around when ny brother--"

"About a year, sir. \Wen your brother--"

"I'd rather not talk about it."

"Certainly, sir. Ah, here we are."

Alvin I ed Nick through another door, this one considerably
nore sturdy than the first door. The room beyond was a little
i ke a |aundromat, but nuch colder and with no coin slots. Rows
of cabinets lined the floor, and Nick could see his breath in the
air.

Ni ck stopped in front of the first cabinet and peered
t hrough the slanting oval window at the top. "l can't see
anyt hi ng. "

"That's where we keep the Popsicles, sir.

"That's what you call then"

"No." The man snapped the | atch and opened the front of the
cabinet. He withdrew a fudgesicle and offered it to Nick

"Ch, | see. Al right. Thanks."

Ni ck tore open the w apper and started nibbling on the
fudgesicle as they wal ked down the aisle. Dead faces stared
t hrough the frosty w ndows.

"Mss Sylvia is right here," said Alvin. He rested his
fingers on top of a cabinet, and N ck noved closer. As N ck
neared the glass, Alvin started to renove his hand fromthe
frosty sheen on the cold cabinet top. He couldn't; his fingers
wer e stuck.

Ni ck saw the nman's dil etma and winced. "Here, let ne help.”
He gave Alvin's hand a sharp pull, and the fingers cane | oose
fromthe cabinet with a pitiful ripping noise. Two patches of
skin stayed on the ice.

"Ah, sorry about that," N ck said.

Ni ck noved back to Sylvia's cabinet and noticed her nane on
a tag just under the oval wi ndow. The wi ndow was slightly
frosty. N ck wi ped away some frost and condensati on and peered
t hrough the wi ndow. He sucked in a deep breath as he saw
Sylvia's face, small nole and all, her eyes closed, her skin



tinged lightly blue.

Ni ck stood up. "Wy does she I ook so far away fromthe
wi ndow? The cabi net doesn't even | ook that deep.”

"For safety, the head is placed well away fromthe
observation port. M. Harley's head is actually about halfway
between the floor and the wi ndow, facing the rear of the cabinet.
A mrror at the rear lets us see her face. W have nunerous
sensors installed in each cabinet, but the observation port lets
the famly see their | oved one, and | ets us nake occasi ona
vi sual checks."

"Could |I see her father, too? W were friends."

"Surely, sir."

As Alvin escorted Nick along the aisle, N ck glanced at nore
of the faces and nenorized several of the other names. "Wat
happens in the case of someone with a severe head wound?"

"Typically such victins are not candi dates for Evergreen
But the |ucky ones, the ones whose brains are intact, will no
doubt be forever grateful to Evergreen. When they finally awake,
they may well be inmmortal.”

Ni ck didn't comrent on the choice of the word "lucky."
Seconds later they arrived at Ted Harley's cabinet. Nick saw the
face fromthe newspaper photo, hair conmbed just the same way,
wi th Harley | ooking as though he were just taking a quick nap.

Ni ck wondered if sutures inside Harley's Iips held them closed as
if the body were at a funeral

"God, | just can't believe they're both gone," N ck said
finally.

"I know exactly how you feel, sir."

Ri ght, thought Nick. The nusak had switched to Sinmon and
Garfunkl e's "Sounds of Silence."”

Alvin went on. "But when they awake, they will have the
| ast |augh. They will never have felt better.”
"Well, thanks for letting ne see them™

"You're quite welcome. As long as you're here, you said
you'd like to take a brochure that explains our services?"

"Yes, of course."

Back in the |l obby, Alvin handed Nick a letter-sized file

folder full of sales literature. "Here you are, M.--"
"Rice. Edgar Rice."
* *x %

"Ni ck Naught Private Investigations,”" Nick said into the
phone.

"Jeez, Nick. Wy don't you get an answering nmachi ne?
tried to get you all afternoon," said Ricardo, a buddy of Nick's
who did conmputer searches for him Nick often did enough | egwork
that he didn't need Ricardo as much, but for the |ast few days he
hadn't felt much Iike driving.

"It's a long story. What do you have?"

"l got answers back on all those names.” Ricardo was a
terrific researcher. N ck wouldn't have m nded having Ri cardo
hel ping himwith sone of the actual field work, too, but
Ri cardo's idea of living dangerously was buying a car with a side
mrror that didn't say, "Chjects in the mrror are closer than
t hey appear."

"And? Anything in conmon?"

"Alittle. They're all A-plus ratings or better."

"Makes sense. Evergreen's probably not cheap. What el se?"

"They all checked out during the |ast year."

"Ckay. Evergreen's probably fairly new, so that's not
suspi ci ous. "



"Their credit ratings are zilched out."

"They're all dead. What did you expect?"

"I know that. But credit reports usually take a while to
wi nd down. The accounts go into an estate fund, and creditors
wait inline to get fed. These folks all had major accounts at
Rock Solid S&., and as soon as they died the account bal ances
went into century trust funds set up for when they thaw. They're
| eavi ng enough behind to pay bills, but these people found a way
to take it with them There's no | aw saying a dead guy can't
make noney in the bank."

"Now that's interesting,"” said Nick. "I bet if they stay
frozen I ong enough, they'll all be billionaires when they get
out."

"I'f you were sure you'd cone back healthy and young and
rich, I can see where sone people mght vol unteer--not even wait
for an accident. | renenber the days when | was a kid, and the
cops would come in an hour or two if you called them It would

be nice to think that soneday in the future things won't be quite
so nessed up. Maybe these fol ks thought the sane thing."
Ni ck hesitated. "What kind of health were they in?"

The Iine was silent for a nmonent. "They're dead, Nick
Think about it."

"I know that. | mean in general were they ol d peopl e near
death, or people with terminal illnesses, or what?"

"Ch. Just a sec." Mnents |ater Ricardo was back on the
line. "That's funny. |[If their nedical-insurance prem uns are
any guide, aside froma few people who knew they were dying, the
rest were all in perfect health.”

* *x %

Ni ck did some nore checking fromhis office that evening.
Evergreen was ten nonths old and financially very stable. Nick
tried to get info on the trust funds set up for the Evergreen
residents in deep freeze, but couldn't.

He sat at his desk feeling confused. Oten when he was
wor ki ng on a case, at sone point he'd finally latch onto the key
fact that made everything else start to nmake sense, and so far
with this case he hadn't. He picked up the newspaper with the
story about Sylvia and stared at her picture. She |ooked just
i ke she had at Evergreen except that in the newspaper photo her
eyes were open.

Ni ck put the paper back on the desk and thought sone nore.
And then suddenly he was up and noving, out of the office and
toward the el evator.

His car greeted himas he slid behind the wheel. "Where
have you been, Nicky? It's lonely out here."

"I've been busy, okay?"

"Ckay," said the car. It was silent a noment. "You know,
new tires would increase your gas mleage and make ne a | ot safer
on wet streets.”

* *x %

Ni ck had to park several blocks away from Evergreen, just in
case the sound fromthe radio carried. On the walk fromthe car
even though he stayed on the sidewal ks, he set off a half-dozen
overly sensitive car alarms that cried "Stand back fromthe car!"
and "Stop, thief!" in his trail. A block |ater he passed an
unoccupi ed Cadill ac pl ayi ng Wagner

At the back of the group of Evergreen buil di ngs was an
idling hearse with no driver. N ck cautiously noved closer to
the rear door of the building. It was propped open with a rock
Ni ck peered through the gap and saw novenment. |nstead of going



i nside, he peeled a strip of tape froma small roll in his pocket
and hastily taped the latch bolt so it couldn't extend into the
striker plate when the door closed. He noved back al ong the side
of the building until he reached some shrubbery that would
provi de adequat e conceal nent.

M nutes |ater the hearse driver cane back out. She kicked
the rock way and let the door fall closed. Twin red taillights
di sappeared into the darkening night, and N ck decided he'd
better play safe and wait for a while. He was pretty sure he
still knew how to recognize poi son ivy, and he was reasonably
sure this wasn't it.

* *x %

Nick woke with a start, alnmost |ike he was back in one of
the boring classes he'd had in any nunber of schools. An ant had
just bitten himon the nose. He squashed the ant between finger
and thunb and didn't feel guilty in the slightest. H s back was
sore, and his wallet and tool kit pressed into his rear like twin
t unors.

The night was dark and still, and the air snelled of the
pl ants nearby. Nick stretched and yawned.
A single flood light illunminated the small parking |ot,

whi ch was fortunately enpty. Nick reached the back door, and it
opened easily.

A vacant corridor awaited. It had been thoughtfully
carpeted to keep the noise down. Nick noved quietly inside and
| et the door close gently behind him He could snell one of his
| east pl easant odors of high school: fornmal dehyde.

The first door Nick cane to was | ocked, but he got it open
with a credit card. Too bad the roomturned out to be just a
bat hroom These peopl e nust | ock everything.

The next door was | ocked, too. Fortunately this |ock, also,
was a blue-light special. Beyond the door lay a doctor's office,
or at least it |ooked vaguely like one, but for the power tools
near the coffin-sized operating table with gutters al ong the
sides. A large refrigerator stood near one corner. |nside were
a nunber of beakers, each with a different specinen floating
inside. N ck was pretty sure one was a heart, but he coul dn't
tell a spleen froma kidney or a thyroid gland. As he closed the
door, he suddenly renenbered the recent G obal Inquirer article
about the woman who'd received an appendi x transpl ant.

So, if his gut reaction were correct, Evergreen made sone
pocket change by selling organs retrieved before they finished
with the bodies. N ck wondered if that noney went into the
victinms' trust funds, but he suspected the answer was no. O, as
Alvin woul d probably say, assuredly not.

At the next door, N ck decided Evergreen nust have gotten a
quantity discount on locks. This roomfelt warner than the
others. On the far wall was the explanation. Heavy iron doors
with well-insul ated handl es opened onto a crematorium furnace.
That expl ai ned where the unused parts of the bodies went. N ck
wondered if they had to abide by pollution-alert no-burn days.
Lately there had been at |east twenty-seven of thema nonth, so
on the occasi onal approved burning day, the sun usually
di sappeared by noon

The corridor was as quiet as ever when Nick eased back into
it. The door across the hall yielded to his efforts, and beyond
it lay the rear of the large room Ni ck had visited with Alvin.
Evergreen nmust shut off the visitors' heat at night, because the
roomfelt even colder than it had earlier. H's breath fogged the
air. He kept his head | ow as he noved down a couple of rows so



he could sit on the floor and be out of sight of both doors.

He sat next to one of the refrigerated units and grabbed the
tool kit fromhis pocket. The nane plate on the unit identified
t he occupant as Morton Westheimer. Wth the tiny flashlight,

Ni ck got back to his feet and crouched next to the observation
wi ndow. He w ped away frost and condensati on and peered inside.
The face of a slunbering forty-year-old man inside reni nded Nick
of one of his |aziest teachers back in school

Ni ck twisted on the flashlight and directed the beam i nside.
He noved it fromside to side but the beamdidn't brighten the
sl eeping face. N ck had a sudden thought about one-way gl ass and
dismssed it

Near the bottom of the cabinet was a panel that ran the
width of the unit, held in place with eight torque screws. Nick
used his tool and a couple of mnutes |ater the panel suddenly
sagged on one side as Nick got ready to take out the | ast screw.
I nside the enclosure was a conpressor, no doubt part of the
cooling system and next to it was an electrical plug inserted in
a socket in the floor.

Nick drewin a breath, planning to renove the plug for only
a couple of seconds. Surely the insulation in the unit would
prevent any real damage. He pulled the plug. The conpressor
went right on running.

Ni ck | ooked nore closely at the inside of the box. Sure
enough, they had installed an uninterruptible power supply.
Evergreen certainly wouldn't want to be off the air during a
power failure.

He reached into the cabinet, found the recessed switch, and
flicked it off. The conpressor died. Rapidly Nick raised his
head and peered through the observation wi ndow. He saw not hi ng.
He flicked on his tiny light. The inside of the cabinet was
enpty.

“I'1l be dammed," Nick said softly.

"You never can tell," said a voice behind him

Ni ck turned carefully, slowy, keeping his hands visible.

Alvin stood just on the other side of a row of cabinets.
Wth himwere two nen who | ooked nore |ike businessnmen than
guards, but all three men held pistols pointed at Nick.

Ni ck didn't stand to gain anything by playing dunb.

"Hol ograms, huh? So this whole thing is just a big con gane to
get estate money fromrich victins?"

Alvin said, "Actually, | thought we'd | ast |onger than we
did. But we have nade an obscene amount of noney al ready, so
guess all's well that ends well. | am curious about what tipped
you of f, though. | prom se we'll be harder on you if you don't
tell us."

Ni ck considered that for a nonent. "They all |ooked just
like their pictures.”

"That's bad?"

"I mean exactly like their pictures. Sylvia's nole was on
the sane side. Ted Harley had his hair parted on the correct
side. "

"So?"

"So, you told nme the heads face the rear and a mirror lets
peopl e outside see them You look in a mirror and tell ne if
your hair is still parted on the sanme side."

Alvin gritted his teeth. "Thank you, M. Rice. Although I
don't suppose your real nane is Rice."

"Naught . "

"l said that."



"N ck Naught. That's my nane."

"I bet that was fun growing up with."

"Ch, yeah."

One of the men with Alvin started getting visibly inpatient,
shifting fromone foot to the other. He |ooked |Iike one of the
heavywei ghts on "Boxing for Dollars."

"Well, M. Naught, | guess we'd better get started," said
Al vin.

"Started?"

"You don't have a car in the lot."

"No. "

"But no doubt you have one close by. And we don't want it
found near here. M. MCarthy will go with you to your car and
bring you back here." Alvin indicated the inpatient nman with no
neck.

"And why should | do that?"

"Hope springs eternal. Have you forgotten? If you don't do
it, we'll kill you right now and | ook up your license plate
nunber on our own. |If you help us, you stay alive |onger, and
I"msure that will notivate you."

"Ckay, let's go." N ck stood up slowy. "Just don't use
anynore honmilies on ne. | don't think I can take it."

Alvin frowned. "Just a nonent." VWhile Alvin's silent
hel pers held their guns on Nick, Al vin found and renoved Nick's
pistol. "There now | think you' re ready."

Ni ck trudged toward the back of the conplex, trying to
figure out howto get away fromthe silent man following himwth
a gun. They went out, through the parking lot, and onto the dark
street, quiet but for the sound of a few distant sirens and car
radi os.

They wal ked five bl ocks before the man behind him said
anything. "I think you're trying to be funny. 1'mnot going to
foll ow you around the nei ghborhood until dawn. W get to your
car in ten mnutes, or we don't get to it at all."

Ni ck stopped, then turned back the way they had cone. A
bl ock | ater they reached Nick's car. The wi ndows were all the
way up, but N ck could easily hear "Little GIO' playing inside.

"Here we are,"” Nick said

"You drive." The man held his gun on Nick as he got into
t he passenger seat and Nick slipped behind the wheel

"Turn that crap off,"” N ck said as he started the engine.

The radi o vol une dropped. "Wiy?" asked the car

"You'd better get used to playing something else,” Nick said
as he pulled into the deserted street.

"\t 2"
"Because you're going to have a new owner soon, and probably
no one else will put up with this.” Al nost anyone el se woul d
probably have the noney to conpletely replace the car conputer
"ty 2"
"I's that all it can say?" asked Nick's heavywei ght
passenger.
"Because this guy is planning to kill me," said Nick.

"Why?" asked the car

"Does it really matter--" N ck was sayi ng when suddenly an
expl osi on sounded and the passenger-side air-bag burst in the
face of the man with the gun. Nick jamed on the brakes and hit
the heel of his hand as hard as he could against his captor's
temple. The man's head jerked over and snacked hard agai nst the
side wi ndow. Seconds later N ck had the man's gun in his hand.

"Excel l ent work!"™ Nick shout ed.



"Thank you," said the car. "But you're going to owe ne."

* *x %

Ni ck knelt and placed the dozen roses on Sylvia's grave.

"I"'msorry, Sylvia. No one should have to die for such a
sensel ess reason. Maybe now you can at least sleep a little
easier."”

Ni ck wal ked sl owy back toward his car in the cool norning
air. \Wen he was al nost there, an old woman said |loudly, "I
think that's disgraceful ."

She nust have been tal ki ng about the strains of "Dead Man's
Curve" seeping through N ck's car doors and w ndows.

Ni ck spread his hands hel pl essly.

The woman scow ed at himas he drove away.

Nick still felt depressed about Sylvia's death as he drove,
but he did feel a sense of acconplishnent in getting Evergreen
shut down. The police had actually arrived fairly pronptly, and
Ri cardo had been able to verify that all the trust funds set up
for the victinms at Rock Solid S& had been funneled into
Evergreen. Alvin and his friends would be in a different kind of
deep freeze for a long tine.

"So, Nick," said the car. "What about that new fue
i njection systen®"

"Gve nme a break. Wren't the newtires enough? How | ong
am| going to have to pay?"

The car was silent for a noment. "l know your MasterCard
nunber . "

"CGod." Nick nassaged his tenples.

Seconds |l ater, a deep rumbling sounded from behind the car
In the rear-view mrror appeared a huge band of nean-1| ooking
bi kers. The two guys in front had so many tattoos their skin
| ooked li ke blueprints. Chains hung fromtheir necks, and pieces
of food were stuck between their teeth. O maybe those were bugs
stuck in their teeth. A few nore bikers sped past before the car
said innocently, "Cone on, N cky. You wouldn't want the horn to
stick, would you?"
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